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ON THE COVER

I Went, Not Looking Back by Leslie Nolan

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist on July 1, 2020.

The waif-like woman, walking out of the frame in the
painting on the cover of this issue, began in Leslie Nolan’s
original charcoal sketch as a very solid looking man in a
long coat. As Nolan said, “things happen that you don’t plan
on.” She does not describe them as happy accidents, rather
that they result from an openness to a new shape or color or
space. For instance, she found that she liked the legs, so she
shortened the coat. Then she thinned the figure and made
the arms and remainder of the coat flow behind the woman.

Asked why the woman has a black leg, Nolan’s response
was that the black leg grounds the figure: Without it, the
woman would be floating in space; also, without it, the
picture would be boring. The black leg is a point of atten-
tion. The viewer’s eye enters there then bounces around
within the painting. Because the waif has a black leg, she
“needed something over her to tie everything together.” The
deep brown—darker where she came from and lighter
where she is going—does just that, while the dark streaks
and drips provide balance for the black leg.

Even though her paintings often take weeks or months to
complete, she likes her artwork to look like it was done
quickly, not perfectly. She lets the drips, brush strokes, and
corrections show. She has written,

I like the paintings to suggest controlled chaos, as if something
important has just happened. I imagine the individual as
reacting to money or job-related issues, loneliness, semi-stable
environments, familial concerns, or some other life-changing
event. Whatever the cause or situation, each artwork tries to
depict the fragility of life. Filled with ambiguity, the paintings
invite the viewer to make a personal interpretation.

She does not want her paintings to provide all the answers;
thus, her paintings hint that something has gone before. The
why, where, or how is not contained in the image, that is left
up to the viewer.

Painting is her second career. Leslie Nolan retired after 33
years with the federal government, including service as a
special agent. Having worked in many countries, she met her
husband at the U.S. Embassy in Bogota, Colombia. Her job
demanded secrecy, strict rules and regulations, many reports.
As she entered retirement in Northern Virginia, she knew she
wanted to paint, so she began taking classes and workshops.
She soon realized that she enjoyed painting people. She left
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landscapes behind and identified as a figurative artist but not to
do portraits. Rather she wrote that her

approach to artwork involves depicting what is felt, rather than
what is seen. Fascinated by the complexities of ordinary
people—their courage, resilience, fear and confusion—I re-
spond to the feelings behind the facade. I reveal these vulner-
abilities and strengths by interpreting facial and body lan-
guage using vibrant color and expressive brush strokes.

Nolan describes her decision to stop taking classes as her
big breakthrough. That allowed the freedom she needed to
more fully develop her own style, alone in the studio,
without executive orders, rules, or someone else’s style of
painting to emulate. She works to capture emotions and
character. She knows that all her previous life and work
experience enters the way she expresses herself on canvas.

Because I spent another career keeping secrets abroad, my cur-
rent interest is to express in painting universal feelings which
remain largely hidden in real life. Many of us cloak ourselves
behind a veneer of success and confidence despite situations in
our lives which wreak havoc with our emotions. In my artworks,
we peek into the individual’s inner world as economic, political
and social realities swirl around him or her.

Another high-water mark happened when the Calloway
Fine Art Gallery enthusiastically began exhibiting her art-
works.

The titles she gives her paintings are important to her.
When asked where the title I Went, Not Looking Back came
from, she said that it came from a poem by one of her
favorite poets, Theodore Roethke. She remembered the line
from the poem, went back to reread it, and realized that it
was a great interpretation of the feelings in this artwork. The
opening line of the Roethke poem I Waited captures an
image of the poet walking down a hot dusty road: “T waited
for the wind to move the dust; But no wind came.” Addic-
tion recovery may include that sense of stasis. After a stanza
evoking images and feelings of that walk, he wrote,

Slowly I came back to the dusty road;

And when I walked, my feet seemed deep in sand.
I moved like some heat-weary animal.

I went, not looking back. I was afraid.

(Theodore Roethke, 1956, Kenyon College)

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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