OILS

Painting through
the pandemic

Committed plein—afr oil painter Peter Brown shares his experiences
of working around the Covid-19 restrictions of 2020-2021

n Friday March 20, 2020, 1

drove to London sensing

it could be my last chance

for some time. | parked

at the Mall Galleries and
wandered down Whitehall to Parliament
Square. I'd never seen the pavements
so empty. Even early on a Sunday
morning there would be expectation
of crowds arriving later in the morning.
Traffic was very thin too, mainly buses
and taxis. [ found my subject at the
Horse Guards building — the wonderful,

mounted Queen’s Guard, now devoid of
tourists posing for photographs (below).
It was a grey day and I set up to paint
for four hours. The armed police would
come over every now and then to check
progress. That night they were stood
down for the first time in their 350-year
history.

Lockdown looming

As | drove home, | knew that I wouldn't
be returning to London for a while.
Instead, 1 painted in Bath — the canal at

Sydney Gardens. The nearby Holburne
Museum was closed, and the park was
quiet yet busy with walkers. The tennis
courts above had been booked out
and couples puffed and groaned as
they banged balls over the net at each
other. It was a beautiful warm spring day
and, although the tension was growing,
everyone seemed at ease.

At 8.30pm, the family listened to the
lockdown announcement. My eldest
son Ollie had come back from Durham
University, so everyone — all seven of

A The Queen’s Guard, Whitehall, the day before they were Stood Down, March 2020, oil on board 6>¢12in (15x30.5cm)
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& Studic Mantlepiece 2020, oil on canvas, 25 20in (63.551cm)

us —was at home. We were told we
must wark from home, if possible, with
the implication that if it was essential
to travel ro do your work, that would
be QK. What did that mean for ‘Pete
the Street', the steadfast plein-air
painter whao ‘eschews working from
photographs'?

| worked it through in my head and
concluded that | should stay at home.
Minety-nine per cent of people who
see plein-air painters assume itis a
hobby, so if | went out, | would be seen
as flouting the guidelines. Memes
had started to appear on social media
saying "Our grandparents fought in two
world wars and we are being asked to
stay indoors, Don't **** this up!', which
helped square it in my head. Beautiful
low warm spring sun or nof, | was going
to paint interiors in the house for at
least the next three weeks,

Liberated

Our lives have been affected in many
ways by the Covid-19 virus, but there
was a positive here - something that
would not had happencd had we not

woww painters-online.couk

been put under restrictions. | could
concentrate 100-per-cent on interiors
and not worry about capturing a more
beautiful or exciting view outside. It was
in fact a liberation.

The first day was hard to get started.
The need to rush had been removed
from our lives. | walked the dog happily
in the moming in broad daylight,
enjoying the sun on my back without
warrying that 1 should be painting the
wonderful light, because now | had
time. There was time to stop and talk,
to get home and have a coffee and a
gas with my wile Lisa, to draw Ned still
asleep in his bed, all before getting into
gsome serious painting.

But it was not just this that prevented
me Trom cracking on. There was 4
nervousness within us all, and a guilt.
We were worried about our elderly
relatives, about the awtul loss of life
around the world, and about the
underpaid and overworked front-line
staff who were going through hell,
putting their lives at risk while we sat
on the sofa. That all needed to be
reconciled, accepted or put to one side

A&  Moses Back From His Walk, oil on board, 1631 2in (40.5:<30.5¢m)

for the sake of our own sanity.

Remarkably it was noon before brush
hit canvas: a 25x20in painting of the
mantlepiece lull of dusty untouched
clutter, side-lit by the bay windows
looking out to a crystal-clear blue sky
jabove left). | just painted. No emails.
Mo looming deadlines.

We all sat down for our meal at 6.30pm
and then watched the newly posted
episode (Day &) of my daughter Hattie's
YouTube vlog ‘The Browns in Isolation’,
I kept an eye out for appealing subject
matter — painting the hallway with the
apen front door when suddenly the
dog bounded in from his walk with Ned
jabove] and the light bouncing round
the kitchen in the afternoon (page 20).

Relative freedom

In June 2020 they started to relax the
lockdown restrictions = we could now
meet up to six people in outdoor
spaces. My lirst reaction was fo find
people again. The lawn in front of the
Royal Crescent has always been a space
where locals and visitors to Bath meet
and relax, and it became a real focal
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A As The Tide Rushes In, Trebarwith Strand,
2020, oil on board, 16:12in (40.5:30.5cm)

show was then Lo mo
Harrogate in the spring of 2

Mew year, new restrictions
I found myself in a hatel in Harrogate on
January 4 I, when r
brought back in. | decided painting
sential to my work — a!"tn—-r
= and not in
with people. And then it snow

¥ Relaxing of Lockdown, Royal Crescent 2020,
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By Ma restrictions were slowly & The Ritz, February 2021, oil on canvas,
being lift d we were given our 253 20in (63
‘road map' out of lockdown, The feeling
in London was different. The infecti
rates wers r ing and Londone
could enjoy their an stli
The quiet villages of Soho
Garden were inhabited in th
by their 3, being devoid

: nd tourists
painted a peaceful L.Iln:l Complon Street,
a deserted 5L Martin's Lane, snowfall
from under the Ritz arches — the hotel

d not shut during the world wars
now shuttered, Wyndham's theatre in
twilight and many more (above).

Looking forwards

Whao knows what the future holds? All
restrictions are 1c::|_1rr:_r||1'|'§,':| lifted but
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and | returned to painting pavements Tlu exhibition is al the Muﬂ krlI”I
black with figures. T8 from November |1 to 21.
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