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INTRODUCTION

I have been painting for the best part of twenty years. Looking back, the early work I produced was like feeling my way in the dark; I didn’t have a direction and I certainly didn’t know what inspired me. Discovering plein air painting was the turning point, and through this I realised that the hook for me was capturing light and colour in my favourite medium – oil paint.
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Big Sky, Dell Quay, oil on canvas panel, 12in × 12in (30cm × 30cm).



My career has been somewhat unorthodox as I am self-taught, so it’s involved a lot of trial, error and investigation. I worked exclusively from photographs for over ten years, and I got to the stage where I would labour over a large painting for weeks on end. It took me a while to recognise that as I approached the home straight for each painting, I was bored senseless. I couldn’t wait to move on to something else. The start was always the best part – carefree, loose and energetic painting.

Then one day someone (far wiser than me) suggested that I try working plein air in oils. I had dabbled in a bit of watercolour on location – colour studies really. The idea of painting in oils outside terrified me, and I didn’t see how it would work with my process when each painting took me so long and I worked so large. But that little acorn of suggestion began to grow, and it got to a size in my head where curiosity shouted louder than any fear. So one day I cobbled together some bits and pieces, and took myself out to paint.

I bet you can guess how it went.

I did my first painting alla prima (in one session) in a few hours. The light was changeable, everything moved and it was a huge challenge to keep up. But I was hooked, and it transformed the way I worked almost overnight. Plein air painting is all about chasing the light, which is fleeting, fickle and terribly difficult to capture. A lot of attempted paintings are either wiped or put in a dark corner in my studio, but when it works, it feels like Christmas. And this quick, intuitive, impressionist way of painting has informed all the work I do, be it an interior, a still life or a figure.

Painting direct from life means you have all the visual information you need in terms of colour and tone – so much of this is lost with a photograph. And while painting the landscape, you are immersed in it – everything you see, hear, smell and feel all goes down on that board. For me, there is a disconnect when painting from photos. Working plein air requires speed and quick decision-making. My aim is to say just enough; I never want to over-explain.

So while my journey has not been typical and I still have a long way to go (the day I feel like I know what I’m doing is the day I no longer want to be an artist), I want to share what I have gleaned so far with you. No book you read will teach you all you need to know; you will only learn from doing over and over again. Do something daily; let it consume you. Think about painting even when you aren’t. Devoting time to your practice is the only way to move forward. But I would like to give you a head start. This book contains the things I have discovered that I wish I knew when I started.

Book Structure

Not every artist will agree, but for my journey (and every artist has their own) working plein air is the foundation. It taught me how to paint quickly, loosely and succinctly. And as these habits formed out in the field through repetition, they stayed with me when I returned to the studio, now engrained in my method. Working from life gives you everything you need and more – in fact it’s information overload. Part of the skill of plein air painting lies in the ability to cherry-pick the essentials. And while working on a still life (for example) is less time-pressured, your brain has been trained to make quick decisions and mix colour accurately, thus speeding up your painting and preserving that looseness.
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Paddling Between the Rocks, Kynance, oil on panel, 8in x 12in (20cm x 30cm).



So we begin with plein air: the seasons, water, dusk and dawn, painting the Med … then we come indoors or to the studio for still lives, interiors and figures (although figures can also be painted outside and I talk about that too).

The aim of this book is to help you find your own way of seeing, which will inform your painting and give you the confidence to tackle a range of different subjects in oil paint.

My intention is to help you:


• Realise the importance of painting the atmosphere over the subject.

• To learn that every painting is a collection of moments rather than a snapshot.

• Make a painting your own – don’t be a slave to what you see, but instead feel it.

• Approach every painting with an open mind.

• Silence your inner critic – not every painting will work out and that’s okay. It’s process over outcome. Each painting builds on the last and development is not necessarily linear.



Why Do I Work in Oils?

I love the flexibility of oils. Thin them down for a wash or use them thick for texture. Move them around, wipe them away. The luminosity and unctuousness of oils cannot be replicated by any other medium. For me, it’s the best way to capture what I see in terms of light and colour.


[image: ]

Light on the Isle, oil on panel, 6in x 12in (15cm x 30cm).



It might seem an odd choice when you are working so quickly. Wouldn’t acrylic be a better choice so colour can be layered? I can see merit in this, but it is possible to work alla prima in oil paint and for the result not to be muddied. This takes time to master, but if you are decisive and confident in your approach, you can layer wet on wet, or simply lift the paint you have already put down with a rag and place a clean colour. The thing I love the most about oil paint is the fact you can wipe it all away and start again. What freedom! The same cannot be said for any other brush-applied medium.

This book is not intended to be a spoon-fed guide to oil painting, but rather a catalyst to give you the confidence to develop your own unique approach. Learning to mix colour and apply the paint is part of the learning process, but perhaps more than that it’s developing a way of seeing and interpreting. I hope that, by sharing the way I work, you will hone your observation skills and learn to translate what you see into something wonderful in oil paint that is unique to you. Light is a beguiling, wondrous thing, and with the right colour it is possible to record it. We simply need to dedicate the time to look and work out how to say it – something that can feel beyond our reach with the rapid pace of modern life but, with a little discipline, is achievable.


CHAPTER 1

IN THE STUDIO: MATERIALS, EQUIPMENT, PREPARATION AND DEVELOPING IDEAS

Being an artist does require a certain amount of organisation and planning. I may not be the tidiest of painters, but I do have to make sure I have certain items in stock, ready to go.
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Be consistent with how you lay out your paints on your palette. This will help you learn to mix intuitively, and you won’t waste valuable time searching for a colour. (Image © Heather Chuter)



When I paint with other artists, it’s fascinating to see the range of equipment we all use. I often do pick up new ideas, and it’s helpful to try new things to work out what suits you best. Much like painting, we all have our own way of doing things and I’m tweaking my set-up all the time to make life as easy as possible.

A great deal of preparation for painting will happen in your studio, regardless of whether you are painting plein air or not. And what you buy and how much you do yourself will vary depending on budget and preference, and also the space you have to do it in.

In this chapter I will talk you through palette, medium, supports, easels, brushes and the practicalities, in particular for plein air painting. I will also talk about returning to your studio with studies and developing your ideas into something larger.

What Paint?

There is an abundance of choice when it comes to buying oil paint, so much so it can be overwhelming. If you are playing with the medium for the first time and are yet to decide if it’s the one for you, I would suggest buying a starter set and probably student grade. If you enjoy using it and want to develop your handling, it really is worth investing in professional oil colour. Don’t feel like you must pick one brand over another and use it exclusively – texture and pigment will vary, and you must select the colours that work for you. Buy small tubes (40ml) to try out at first, and once you have found the brand and colour you like, it makes financial sense to buy bigger tubes. I have tried lots of different brands over the years, and while not all my colours are Michael Harding, it is the brand I buy most frequently. I also use Jackson’s own brand and Daler Rowney Artists oil.

My Palette

So now let’s talk about the colours on my palette – this is probably the most common question I get asked. I used to have a terrible habit of buying lots of different colours, and when I first began painting plein air, I would lug them all around with me in a big, cumbersome box. I didn’t lay out a set palette of colours before each painting session and as a result I was successful in making life a lot harder for myself. I spent more time hunting through the box than I did painting. I was convinced a new colour would have a magical effect on the outcome, but I just needed to spend time getting to know the colours I already had and what they could do.

Life became more straightforward when I pared back my palette to basics and arranged those colours in the same order every time. I also got to know the palette rather well, and through trial and error I learnt how it could perform for me and what were the limitations. My palette does change occasionally; I might swap out one colour to try another, or add in an earth tone, but essentially my palette will always have a warm and a cool version of every primary, plus some earth tones, two types of green and at least one white. I do not have black on my palette – I prefer to mix my darks with ultramarine, burnt sienna and either a touch of cadmium yellow lemon or alizarin crimson. Having said that, very occasionally I may use blue black or Michael Harding’s indigo in a painting, but this tends to be for interior paintings rather than plein air, and in mixes rather than neat.

Occasionally I will have burnt or raw umber on my palette, as well as different ochres (I like Italian brown ochre too), and for certain skies and sea colours cobalt teal is worth the hefty price. You can see from the state of the tube in the photograph how old it is (and that it’s still going) – a little of this paint goes a long way. I lay the colours out from dark to light (left to right on my palette) although funnily enough I have noticed that right-handed artists tend to go from light to dark (I am a lefty). There is no right way to do it (you don’t even have to do it in this order – you might want to group your earth colours together, for example), but the crucial thing is to be consistent because when time is of the essence, you don’t want to be searching for the colour you want because you put it in a different place every time. You want your colour mixing to become an intuitive exercise and this habit will certainly help.

Lay out your colours in small blobs before every painting session, but always give yourself extra white because it’s the colour you will use the most. I also have warm white and zinc white on my palette sometimes. Warm white is (as the name suggests) warmer than titanium white and less powerful in mixes, and zinc white is softer still. I find zinc white particularly useful in dark mixes because it lightens while retaining the colour.

MY GO-TO PALETTE


My go-to palette for every painting is listed below (all are Michael Harding unless otherwise stated). I tend to buy the much larger tubes (225ml) for the colours I use the most (ultramarine blue, burnt sienna and titanium white), then 60ml or 40ml tubes for the other colours on my palette:


• Burnt sienna

• Ultramarine blue (Jackson’s)

• Cerulean blue

• Cobalt blue and king’s blue deep began as optional extras but I invariably add them too

• Viridian

• Oxide of chromium

• Alizarin crimson

• Yellow ochre deep

• Naples yellow

• Cadmium yellow (Daler Rowney)

• Cadmium yellow lemon

• Warm white

• Titanium white (Jackson’s)
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It’s a good idea to buy larger tubes of the paint you use the most. For me, that’s ultramarine blue, burnt sienna and titanium white.
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My go-to palette of colours. I buy smaller tubes for all but three (the colours I use the most) so if I do need to carry spare paint with me, they will fit in a small bag that I can carry.
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My occasional colours: transparent oxide red (a punchier relative of burnt sienna), green gold, pthalo blue and zinc white (fantastic for blue skies), cobalt teal (expensive but invaluable for turquoise waters), Rowney rose (interchangeable with alizarin crimson).





Mediums

Just a quick note on mediums – there are so many available and it’s down to personal preference. But it’s important to consider toxicity. For example, turps is useful for thinning paint and cleaning brushes, but it’s not suitable for using indoors with poor ventilation (with regular exposure you can become allergic). It’s not something you can jump on a plane with either. There are some brilliant non-toxic alternatives on the market that work just as well, so do your research before you buy. I have tried and tested the Sennelier ‘Green for oil’ range – it’s great and suitable for flying with. The bottles even have a little plane symbol on the side, which will prove handy should customs decide to ransack your suitcase.

Supports

There is a huge variety of supports on the market – wood, canvas, linen, aluminium … basically any surface can be painted on so long as it is suitably prepared for oil paint. Ready-made, your options to buy are vast, and if you are prepared to pay the larger price tags, I suggest experimenting with whatever appeals to find what you like best.

The other option is to do a lot of the prep work yourself, which not only brings down the cost considerably, but it also means you end up with exactly what you want in terms of surface and size. The ready-made boards, for example, tend to come in set sizes and in my experience the popular ones go out of stock regularly, which can be frustrating. I also find that if I have sourced the raw materials needed relatively cheaply, I am less precious over the finished product and a failed painting won’t feel like a waste. In fact, there needn’t be any waste, but more on recycling in a few paragraphs.

If you like to paint on MDF panels, this is something you can produce very cheaply and, depending on how you choose to prepare them for painting on, quickly too. Any good wood merchant can cut you boards to a specified size. I would recommend a board at least 3mm thick – anything thinner than that may well warp once primed. If you can bear to carry the weight, a 5mm board is the best option.

There are numerous ways to prepare a board. As you would expect, the quicker methods don’t always produce the best results, but all methods work to make a sound support for your painting.
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Prepping panels yourself is far cheaper than buying them ready made. Have MDF boards cut to size by your local joiners’ yard. There are a few ways to prepare a board but all of my methods begin with a few coats of acrylic gesso primer.



If I am in a hurry and need to prepare panels for the next day, I will put two coats of an acrylic gesso primer on the panels, following this with a gentle sanding and then adding a final third coat of either a coloured acrylic (my go-to is pale umber) or a tinted primer (Michael Harding has a good range of colours). The finish can be a little rough this way, and I find the panels in my rucksack can stick together, which can create issues when pulled apart.

If you have more time, I suggest applying two coats of primer (with a sanding between coats), then a layer of retouching varnish before tinting the board with the oil-based colour of your choice. The retouching varnish acts as a seal to the primer so the boards won’t stick together.

If you are preparing panels well in advance, you can apply the two coats of acrylic gesso primer, then sand, then for the final coat mix some oil primer with turps (or equivalent) and tint the mixture with colour. I like to use a combination of ultramarine blue with burnt sienna (with white oil primer this creates a mid-tone warm grey which works well for the subjects I paint).

If you want a surface with more tooth, forego the sanding step, or add a layer of muslin, canvas or linen to your board. The muslin is by far the easiest to use to get good results; simply place a sheet of it slightly larger than your board immediately after your first coat of gesso primer, smooth the muslin outwards from the centre, and when it’s sitting nicely, apply another layer of primer. Once dry, opt for an acrylic colour for the final coat or the oil primer mix, then when that has dried, turn the board over and run a craft knife along each edge to achieve a clean finish.

I have tried to fix linen or canvas to a panel myself with a range of methods and varying results, and I find that with the time it takes and the margin for error, I’m actually better off buying them ready-made.

As a rule, I like a smooth-surfaced support up to a certain size, probably 12in × 16in. For anything larger than that I prefer to use a stretched canvas. I have made my own and I learnt how by watching videos on YouTube. You can buy ready-primed linen or canvas to make life easier.

Stretched canvases can be rather impractical for plein air painting so I tend to reserve their use for studio paintings, or on the rare occasion when I might work on a plein air painting over several sessions and the subject commands more breathing space.

Recycling

Of course, not every painting we produce will be a success, so what to do with the less desirables? Well, first I would advise you not to make any rash decisions. Live with every painting you do for a good while. It might be that it grows on you, or a few months down the line it might occur to you that just a few tweaks are needed to make it a good painting.

But some are beyond saving, so what do we do with those? We recycle them. Gently sand them down with fine sandpaper and reprime, or sand them down and paint over. There will be a few examples in this book where I have painted over a failed painting with pleasing results. If you are going to reprime, do make sure you use an oil-based primer. Oil can sit on top of acrylic, but not the other way round. You can also do this with canvas and linen – nothing need go to waste.

Pochade or Easel for Plein Air: Pros and Cons

The easel offering for plein air painters is extensive, with more and more choice available than ever before. The main considerations should be weight, palette size and cost, and with the products on offer you should find a set-up to suit you.


[image: ]

The Edge Pro Gear Paintbook is my favourite pochade for plein air painting, paired with a Manfrotto tripod with quick-release head. (Image © Heather Chuter)



Your first choice is between the more traditional field easel and the pochade and tripod. I have used both – typically, I began plein air painting with a field easel and then moved onto pochades. Although weighty and quite cumbersome to carry, the field easel has a lot going for it: it has built-in storage for paints and palette, it can carry a wide range of canvas and panel sizes, it is sturdy in windy conditions and it can carry a wet painting home. I would say it is best suited to a painter who drives to their subject – I couldn’t imagine taking one on a busy train or bus, particularly for the return journey when your wet painting is facing outwards and is at the mercy of your fellow commuters. Being wooden in construction, I did find that the mechanisms seized up at inopportune moments, and the nuts were difficult to turn with cold, numb fingers and thumbs.

I have tried a few different pochades since my field easel days and I can recommend the Open Box M and the Edge Pro Gear Paintbook (available from the US, so customs charges are applicable for UK-based artists). The Open Box M is available in a few different sizes (I bought the 11in × 14in version) and it has served me extremely well. It has a good-sized mixing area, and you can load the palette up with paint before you head out, which is useful. It’s relatively lightweight but also sturdy. You are restricted regarding the width of the painting you can work on, but it will hold anything up to 20 inches.

Now I use the Edge Pro Gear Paintbook. It’s marginally heavier than the Open Box M, but it’s my favourite pochade box and is available in a range of finishes. It was a considered purchase as it’s probably one of the most expensive pochades on the market, but I think it is worth every penny. It has a large palette, and like the Open Box M you can load up your paints ahead of the day (just make sure you do so around the edges – I put mine along the top). Strong magnets are used in its design – the brush washer pot will fix firmly to the metal side panels, and the panel arms also fix in place using magnets. If you plan to use it with a canvas, a different set of arms is required. You have a choice of palette materials (I have the wood and glass ones) but all are removeable, which helps with the cleaning process. It looks like a laptop and its smooth exterior is easy to get into and out of a bag in a hurry.
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Raymar panel carriers are a convenient way to transport wet paintings and come in a range of sizes and configurations.



The main downside to both of these pochades is they have no built-in storage for wet paintings, so a panel carrier is essential. I get mine from the US company Raymar.

I pair my pochades with a tripod loaded with a quick-release head. There are lots of different tripods on the market, but I particularly like the Manfrotto range and they do stand the test of time. Consider weight, size and mechanism when you buy.

A Quick Note on Studio Easels

I love my pochade set-up so much I often use it for painting at home too. However, I can recommend something sturdier for your studio. There are so many easels on the market so I won’t be specific in terms of brand, but I would suggest going for the largest easel you can accommodate, and one that can take a canvas much bigger than you think you will ever need. You want to keep as many options as possible open to you. But check your ceiling height – my last easel purchase had to be cut down because it was far too tall for my space when working on a smaller canvas.

Brushes

There are so many brushes on the market it can be mind-boggling working out what to buy. As with most things related to painting, it’s very much about personal preference and I can only suggest you experiment to find what works for you. There are some great starter kits available which will allow you to sample hog bristle and synthetic brushes, as well as the various brush shapes: flats, filberts and rounds (a very basic summary of brush types!). Personally, I like to use synthetics and have a range of Rosemary and Co brushes, as well as the Pro Arte Sterling range, which take a lot of abuse but keep their shape despite this.
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I like to carry a large range of brushes with me. I won’t use all of them in one session but it’s helpful to have a lot of clean brushes in an assortment of shapes and sizes ready to go. I also have a few duplicates of my favourites. (Image © Heather Chuter)



Synthetic brushes have smoother filaments and carry less paint, whereas hogs are stiff and can be loaded up well. Due to its tough nature, a hog will last longer, hold its shape and give you a more textured finish (you will see brush marks). It is nonsensical that I use synthetic brushes – I go through so many – but I can’t paint the way I do if I use hogs.
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My favourite brush shapes. I tend to use synthetic brushes over hog and use (from left to right) flats, filberts, rounds and small pointed rounds or riggers for detail.



I tend to use filberts and rounds (I own very few flats and they don’t come out to play very often). The filbert is probably the most flexible brush – you can use it to block in but also use its flat edge to draw in thin lines. A fantastic brush! But I urge you to experiment with them all to find the brushes that you enjoy using and that suit your style of painting.

Cleaning

I don’t clean my brushes religiously after every use. Instead, I’ll wipe them and give them a good swish in brush cleaner to remove a lot of the paint, then maybe every week to a fortnight I’ll give then a thorough clean. I leave them to soak in a jar of brush cleaner for a while (not too long because the ends will bend), then wash each brush individually in brush soap, rinsing in hot water. I will repeat this process until all paint is removed from the brush (this might take up to three rounds of cleaning). I reshape the brush while wet and leave it to dry lying horizontally. Sometimes I dip them in almond oil after they have dried – this works as a conditioner.

HEADING OUT: WHAT’S IN MY BAG


I use a rucksack designed for a laptop and it works perfectly with my kit. It has lots of compartments and pockets for everything I need:


• Pochade

• Brushes in brush roll

• Palette knife

• Brush cleaner pot

• Medium jar

• Prepared panels (mix of sizes)

• Rags (to wipe brushes on)

• Wipes (to clean my palette or myself!)

• Small mirror

• Viewfinder

• Business cards

• Sun cream

• Sun hat/woolly hat

• Fingerless gloves

• Waterproof trousers (particularly useful on the coast)

• Pencils and sketchbook



Other things I carry:


• Paints (not necessary if your palette is ready loaded and you plan doing only one or two paintings)

• Raymar panel carrier

• Tripod





Painting Trips

The aim for a day’s painting is to travel as light as possible, but if you are going on a painting trip you will need a few more items packed. A panel carrier will only accommodate a few paintings, and if you are away for more than a day or two you will need a different method to get your wet paintings home safely. Make sure you take boards in pairs, some headless matchsticks and some masking tape. Some artists stick the matchsticks to a board in advance, but I’m rarely that organised, so I place the matchsticks carefully on the wet painting (one on each edge for a small board is sufficient), place the same size panel on top (if it’s another wet painting, face to face with the other), and tape the two tightly together (a wide masking tape works best). If they are going in a suitcase, you might want to tape a stack of paintings together for stability and pack tightly with other items so they don’t move around within the case. For air travel, if I can, I like to take wet paintings in my carry-on bag, but this may not be feasible for every flight.

On your return, unpack as soon as possible and touch up any marks left by the matchsticks.

Other things to take are newspaper for laying out wet paintings at your accommodation, extra brush cleaner, extra medium and more boards than you think you will need. If you are flying, all your paints and mediums will need to go in a suitcase in the hold (I suggest putting your paints in a sturdy, airtight plastic container). To date, I’ve not had an issue with air travel, but I do put some documentation in with my paints that clearly states their safety. Michael Harding has a PDF to download and print on its website for such purposes. I also write somewhere clearly visible that the paints are vegetable oil-based. Make sure all the liquids you take are safe for travel – no turps. I think it’s helpful to take bottles that are clearly labelled.

Practicalities

There are a few important points to make about the practicalities of plein air painting. Make sure someone knows where you are heading for the day, and if your plans change, let that person know. If you’re roaming the countryside and you’re not entirely sure where you are but need help, the smartphone app what3words can be useful to help people find you within a three-metre square.
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It’s a good idea to let someone know where you are planning on painting, and if your plans change, make sure to tell them. Smartphones make it easy to share your location with someone, and the app what3words can pinpoint your location down to a three-metre square. (Image © Heather Chuter)



Conversely, if you are in a crowded area a tripod can be a trip hazard, so make sure you tuck yourself away from footfall as much as possible, but also consider public liability insurance (this is something you can get relatively cheaply with A-n membership) to cover yourself.

Attention from the Public

The public flocks to the plein air painter like a moth to a flame. If I were to sit on a riverbank and write in a notebook, no one would read over my shoulder or ask to take a photo. Take out a paintbrush and suddenly what you are doing is no longer private. Conversation usually opens with, ‘I’m going to be nosey’, and your space is invaded before you can blink. Most people are very pleasant and make the right noises (even for a blank board sometimes) – you are a novelty, a bit like a unicorn. Just the fact that you are out painting from life will impress the majority, but you can get the odd individual strolling by who knows you can’t go anywhere and will launch into a thorough critique of your work. Try to let whatever is said wash over you – only you can decide how you feel about what you’re doing. Art is highly subjective, and you don’t know what ‘creations’ adorn their walls at home. Engage in conversation if you like, but don’t feel it’s compulsory. If I’m at a particularly intricate stage of a painting that requires intense concentration, or I want to draw a conversation to a close, I will become monosyllabic and avoid eye contact. It usually works. A lot of people will feel compelled to tell you all about their hugely talented aunt/brother/second cousin (delete as appropriate) who paints, so smile and nod and they will likely move on.

I do want to make it clear, however, that you are not street entertainment. If you are tucked into a corner and people are polite enough to ask if they can have a look, you don’t have to say yes. While much of the time I do say yes, I don’t hesitate to say no when appropriate. I’ll say, ‘There isn’t much to see’, or ‘Would you mind if you don’t? It’s a work in progress’. If you are polite, they shouldn’t take offence. You are invested emotionally in what you are doing, so don’t be afraid to protect your work from prying eyes if you so choose.

I’ve had a few bizarre encounters over the years, but first prize would have to go to the lady who picked up one of my brushes and moved towards my painting with it, wanting to have a go. She couldn’t understand why I wasn’t keen on the idea.
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