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Charlotte Verity: So, what do you do? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
‘Hello.’  
‘So, what do you do?’ I dread this question.  
 
‘I’m an artist’, I say. ‘I paint’. 
‘And what sort of thing? People, landscape? Or are you abstract, or (my favourite category) 
contemporary?’  
When I’m really old and have lost it, I’ll be cross and snap, ‘of course I’m contemporary – I’m 
here now, aren’t I?’ 
 
I say, ‘I paint directly from what I see’. A few, show an interest, the so-called knowing ones 
glaze over.  ‘But what do you paint?’ they ask. I say, increasingly weakly, ‘the natural world - 
mostly’.  
 
‘How lovely!’ they exclaim. 
 
Actually,  it is anything but… except for rare, but supremely wonderful moments.  
 
I have a resistance to describing what I do, which tonight, I’m determined to conquer. I’m 
asked the question, and still – at my age - feel wholly underqualified to attach a category of 
artist to myself or to give a simple answer. Each of the categories: portrait, still-life and 
landscape feels truthful and false at the same time. 
 
I suppose I worry that what I do - painting directly from what I see - sounds conventional 
almost non-professional. Perhaps I feel that there is a perception that what I do, is what 
everybody who calls themselves an artist does. Even though, in fact, very few of my 
contemporaries do. I would feel much more comfortable navigating the art world if I were 
able to say that I’m exploring new materials, stretching the limits of photography, working 
in time-based media or working on some collaborative series or other. Anything in fact, but 
pencil and paper, watercolour or oil paint on canvas.  
 
It may also be that as a well brought up girl, or now an ageing lady, painting nature and 
therefore a purveyor of pretty images, is seen as entirely appropriate - a pleasant way to 
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pass the time - relaxing. It just isn’t. And since both grandmothers and my father were 
amateur painters, I’m conscious that I may be seen to be like them, using painting as a 
pastime.  The truth is so different. In fact, I’m driven to lift their endeavours away from the 
margins of their lives, into a place at the centre of mine.  
 
It is also true that one doesn’t want to explain away the heart of the thing. That needs to be 
protected, it is precious and vulnerable. Just as when explaining a dream and you’ve 
assigned language to what your dreaming-self experienced, it takes on those words like a 
badly fitting coat. Once in this form it vanishes leaving the words hanging there. Not helpful 
in a social situation. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
From January until three weeks ago, I had 8 big paintings hanging at the New Art Centre.   
These oil paintings were done over about 3 years. Some were paintings done outside and 
some from setups in the studio and one was a mixture – I was looking out of an open 
window to the rampant rose below. Town Light Winter, (my first image) came about in the 
same way. This seems to be the way that I’ve always done it, there is no set pattern, the 
subject leads to the choice of motif and then to the right place.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
I was recently asked how I chose my subject. Well as you all know, the subject isn’t the same 
thing as the motif, the thing depicted, but they are intertwined, at least they should be.  I 
will have a stab at explaining, sticking to the motif side of things to start with.   I live in 
London and have a patch of garden. For example it is spring, and I‘m driven to say 
something about it. This is a painting called Sky-Blue, Spring painted in 2014 & 15 . Spring is 
universal – significant universally – but I have to find something familiar to me, that matches 
its intensity, its newness, or whatever characteristics strike me at the time. In this way, I 
move from the universal to the detail. I hope and intend, that the end painting will work in 
the other direction: from the small and local to the universal. By ‘universal’ I do not mean it 
to be in confused with the ‘general’. The tiny violet has a richness and intensity in its sea of 
new grass that cannot be matched at any other time of year, the piquant blue of the scillas 

Billow and My Nest installed in the New Art 
Centre, Wiltshire, 2018 
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and within the same glance, the small yellow daffodils (or trilliums in this case), all beneath 
a sky where the sun hasn’t been so high for months, feels like a marvel, and very important.  
We had a new baby in the family. Extraordinarily intense feelings for this child were the 
undercurrent and I felt the connection between the two. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The considerations then become practical: is there a place – a spot from which I can see 
what I want to depict? Am I too exposed? If it’s there, will the sun be in my eyes? Will too 
many shadows be cast on the canvas? These sort of questions are numerous but have to be 
answered satisfactorily before I can even begin. I’m aware of time passing without a stroke 
being painted, I try not to panic. The decisions at the outset are difficult. The indecisiveness 
makes me horribly tense.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Sometimes, bringing the motif indoors is the answer and will get me closer to the subject. 
As you know, colour has the power - real power-  to recreate a sensation even when it is 
detached from what it depicts, perhaps more so. Anyway, back to this painting: It was mid-
winter; I had a new canvas to start. I had spent the last few months making almost 
monochromatic lithographs. I longed to enjoy colour again. So I looked in the garden to find 
a motif which would express what winter feels like.  
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On a January day in London primary colour is sparse in the natural world, but the petals of 
the Winter Jasmine fill with light, and glow like the streetlights over tarmac. So I brought 
stems of this into the studio, and stems from our birch tree and begun to arrange them in 
such a way as I could paint them without them taking on the trappings of a still life. The 
‘arrangement’ had to be in water, but the jug was irrelevant to the painting as was the table 
and the window. I move myself and the easel around the studio for hours like a cat trying to 
find the very best exact place before it settles for the afternoon. But in my case, my feet 
stand on that spot for months. 
 
I’m edging around the term ‘still-life’ here. It is difficult to say why, as some of the greatest 
paintings are just that. Chardin, Morandi, Zuberan Cezanne and Matisse and the magnificent 
late paintings of Braque.  These are all painters whom I seek out. All of them carry you 
beyond the particular set-up that is referred to. None of them trap you in the room with 
them, as I fear I might. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
There are paintings that qualify more than others as still lives, such as Sky-Blue Spring, or 
the more recent Blue Remembered where the set-up is more apparent. The boards on which 
the vessels are arranged, (this gives the wrong impression, they are almost randomly 
placed) are rough old things and far from being designed for this task. Their former life as 
plasterboard or ancient trestle table is irrelevant to me, and I seek to extract the qualities 
that I need - the warm and cool whites or greys, the pinkish surface which pushes the cooler 
areas out into the distance - the sky-like space. The light reflected in the pane of glass in this 
painting has for me, a sense of the infinite. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Don’t we all long to paint the sky? The wonder of it? Don’t we envy Constable’s knowledge 
of the clouds and the verve in which he paints them? The fabulous extensive blues of 
Motherwell, the gentle, truthful skies of Piero della Francesca? The sense of awe in the face 
of the vast landscapes of North America and the sky above them that Agnes Martin gives 
expression to? Even the white river-skies of Victor Pasmore? I really do. I try to get close by 
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finding fragments of things that while I am painting, make me feel that it’s the sky that I’m 
touching. In Seed Time the sky is reflected in glass, in Sky-Blue Spring it is referred to in the 
tiles, (rejects from our bathroom, if you must know). The blue in the previous painting (Blue 
Remembered) is an attempt to recall the sensation of the bluest sky that I have ever seen, 
and the bluest water that I had swum in.  
 
So perhaps it is landscape that I do.   
 
Then I could say forthrightly, “I am a landscape painter”, and deflect the conversation onto 
geography, and place names. I would bimble along in the shallows of small talk. Instead, I 
flounder. . . 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The large paintings feel to me more like landscape than still life, whether they are painted 
indoors or outdoors. I live in an urban landscape, perhaps not this audience, but most of us 
do.  I want to share the surprise and frankly, the joy that I feel in the natural world.  One of 
my first loves was Constable. (So, as you can tell, I wasn’t a cool teenager) This is: Barges on 
the Stour with Dedham Church in the distance, of 1811. I discovered the collection of 
Constable’s tough, vigorous paintings in the V&A and returned again and again. I still do. 
And so, I have often thought of myself as a landscape painter. But how do you make a 
depiction of a particular spot on this earth resonate with those whose experience is quite 
other?  Constable did. I feel a bit embarrassed to mention The Hay Wain here, and I know 
with this audience, there is no need to show it. It is a grand piece of art, powerfully 
constructed, making use of all that he knew about what he thought of as the old masters.  It 
is tough in what he left out. Cezanne’s phrase ‘to re-do Poussin from nature,’ fits. About his 
childhood William Wordsworth wrote “Fair seed-time had my soul and I grew up nurtured 
alike by beauty and by fear.” He was grateful that he had spent his early life immersed in the 
natural world.  Constable could have said the same. 
 
And touching as it is to visit Flatford and see the valley that meant so much to him for 
oneself - and I do want to emphasise that being there is a wonderful experience on every 
level -  it is not the point.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

John Constable 
Barges on the Stour, with Dedham Church in the Distance, 1811 
oil on paper laid on canvas 
26 x 31 cm 
Victoria and Albert Museum, London 



 
 
But of course, as you might know from his struggle to depict the lake district, it is the 
landscape which he knows – the one that has become part of him - which drives him to 
make his most extraordinary paintings. The things he depicts are painted with close 
attention, with care and knowledge, because they are bound in with his memories of 
experiences, actual and emotional, his loves and longings, and towards the end, in the 
heart-breaking Hadleigh Castle, his desperate unhappiness and loneliness. Taking us way 
beyond the motif, they still resonate today.  
 
Mindful of this, I was anxious about accepting the two projects I have done in this area. The 
first was for the Boat House Gallery at Flatford, where I worked for 10 days in 2015 and the 
second was for The Garden Museum in London, where I painted on and off, in the garden at 
Bottengoms, Ronald Blythe’s home in Wormingford, in 2016 & 17. 
 
After I left the Slade I went to Italy on a Boise Travel Scholarship. When I got back I showed 
the paintings to my old tutor. I had laboured on them in a solitary way for a number of 
months. His response was stinging: “Well,” he said, “of course these are holiday paintings…” 
 
The piece of the Stour valley so essential to the young Constable and the world of Ronald 
Blythe and his circle felt very different.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In both cases I felt a deep attachment and admiration for the people who had made the 
places significant. There were connections with my own life too and I found them through 
painting there. If there hadn’t been, the projects would have failed. A sense of duty to 
report in a detached way vanished, and one painting flowed from the other quite naturally. 
As a result I remain very touched by the worlds I observed. But goodness it was risky! There 
I was, deep in rural England in the garden of a thatched cottage. How could I deal with all 
this prettiness whilst hanging on to some credibility as a contemporary artist living in inner-
city London?  

John Constable 
Sketch for Hadleigh Castle, c.1828-29 
oil on canvas 
122.6 x 167.3 cm 
Tate, London 

Ivied Trunks, 2015 
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When I say deep, I mean it literally, physically. I sat low, amongst nettles and runaway 
grasses, often damp and muddy. In Flatford’s case, being February, it was on hard, frozen 
fields.  Blythe embraced the proposal, “Do come” he said on the telephone, “I’ve always had 
painters in my garden. It’s normal.” Despite this, I wanted to be as unobtrusive as possible, 
that was one criteria, and there were many others. As usual it was very difficult to know 
where to start, but once I had, things began to tie together. Reading Blythe had brought my 
attention to John Clare and I felt that somehow both his view of life, and Clare’s poetry had 
taught me how to approach the project. It has something to do with a sense of a nest 
containing a clutch of unique eggs with its implications of unknowable knowledge, precious, 
barely obtainable. 
 
This is from ‘The Nightingales Nest’, and it felt wholly apt: 

 
 …her secret nest is here upon this whitethorn stulp.  
I’ve searched about 
For hours in vain - there, put that bramble by - 
Nay, trample on its branches and get near. 
How subtle is this bird! 

 
When exploring with a pencil or brush in hand, creeping up on your subject, it feels like this. 
It even includes the element of destruction which painful though it is, seems to be needed 
to get anywhere near. Stamping down brambles – destroying areas of hard-won painting.   
 
The motif and the subject were entwined.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Now, having talked about still life and landscape, what about portraiture?   
 
To do portraits is the most useful category of all in a social situation.  You can happily 
discuss the sitter and the circumstances without ever encroaching on the elusive subject of 
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Art. Heaven. I don’t really want to talk about portraits now, but when I paint certain flowers 
it feels more like painting a person than a still life or a landscape.  
 
This was a painting at the New Art Centre. It’s called Tulips (rather unimaginatively). 
Christopher, my husband - visited the studio which he does from time to time. He was 
shocked. The tulips were so there – they dominated the canvas, rather than sit within it. Of 
course, I was crest fallen, but in time I understood that I had painted each flower head like a 
portrait. They looked wonderful, the light on the petals, just as it is on the face of a loved 
one, was truly beautiful. And of course, just like a person, they faded and drooped, so time 
was short. There is no generalisation here, each one is an individual. This is key.  
 
If I take the risk and say that “I paint flowers”, the relief is palpable. ‘Aah, you are a 
botanical artist’. Everyone seems to have a wife, or mother-in-law, who is a brilliant one. I 
have enormous respect for these painters, they are highly skilled, and what they achieve 
cannot be replaced by photography. Their job is important, but it is not what I do. My 
subject is different.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On the face of it, you’d think photography would be the way to go, or even painting from 
drawings. Both would be sensible and so much more comfortable. I would not have to 
watch the forecast, drape myself in hideous clothing to protect me from the heat, or the 
cold. I would not have to contrive situations where I can be still, utterly still, in order to 
concentrate, for hours on end.  But, and this is crucial, thinking about photography helps me 
to understand why I put myself through these quite physically difficult situations. First-hand 
experience is never dull so this is important, but so is the image: I ask myself, would this 
image, this notion, be better achieved in a photograph? If the answer is ‘yes’, I leave well 
alone.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

My first painting at Bottengoms was of the ash tree at the threshold of the property. It felt 
like a significant image, and to begin at the threshold felt right. The ash is a tree that Blythe 
had written about. Without sentimentality (this is important) it had meaning for him, 
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The Ash as Sentinel , 2016 
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stretching back into time as it does, thriving in a majestic and authoritative way because it 
was rooted in an age-old watering hole. This ancient pool was essential to the life of the 
farm but now goes unnoticed. In order to paint this old tree, I had to feel its scale, the way it 
leaned, the gaps. I had to understand its habit of growth in order to un-snaggle it visually 
from the surrounding foliage. I felt the lie of the land in my feet, the slope towards the 
house because my easel was also sloping. I had the same light on my face over the hours 
there, that it did. None of this would have been understood with a shot or a snap of a 
camera. It would have made a dull photograph.  
 
All the while, I had Blythe’s books in my mind, in particular ‘At the Yeoman’s House’ and 
‘Outsiders’. His friendships with the Nashes and other visitors felt alive. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Uppermost was Cedric Morris and the plants he had introduced to the garden. I became 
aware of motifs that deserved attention, not from other people’s observations but from just 
being there as it is now. The place was not just an old farmhouse in 2 acres of land, it 
resonated with me and so many others, because of lives lived in that house. It reflects its 
inhabitants past and present in a profound way. And now, the garden alone seemed to tell 
me about old age: ‘beautiful old age’ - Blythe’s words about Cedric Morris in later life – 
exemplary in fact. The areas around the front door were tended and noticed, and the areas 
beyond play a smaller part. I began to see other connections - ones which chimed with my 
closeness to ageing loved ones, and thus I was able to paint with urgency and feeling.  
Each painting that I did there meant more than the thing depicted.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
The blossom in the orchard was strong and beautiful in itself, it knew what to do, how to 
survive, but it was born on fragile stems. Without labouring the point, it spoke of old age 
itself.  
 
 
 

Irises and Bench, 2017 
watercolour 
22 x 26 cm 

Orchard Pear Blossom, 2017 
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I painted Two Acres from the hill beyond the front of the house, the view much loved and 
often painted by John Nash. As I looked back into the face of the house its windows staring 
back at me, I could see with absolute clarity how rich Bottengoms is with wild and gardened 
life. It teems with every sort of bird and insect, badger and mole but also with memories. 
Even though the house is only about an inch, it was hard to fit 2 acres onto my paper of 20” 
x 16” so the blank areas around the pocket of verdant life are not as extensive as I’d have 
liked them to be. Nonetheless, they are the formal equivalent of the carefully controlled 
farmland which surrounds it. The contrast was poignant.   

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 

Blythe isn’t isolated, he is well cared for by a group of good friends, and he has often said he 
wasn’t lonely, but the telephone is important. I loved the way the vine was making its way 
elegantly along the taut wire which connected him to the world beyond his plot of land. 
Nature taking its chance.  
 
The paintings whether oil or watercolour, swift or slow, have to come from being in the 
presence of what I am painting. I like exactitude because I feel it does justice to what I’m 
looking at. The natural world is not sloppy. When I read people that have come to be loosely 
known as the new nature writers, I feel vindicated, and less isolated. To choose just one 
example; this is Robert MacFarlane in his introduction to The Living Mountain by Nan 
Shepherd:  
 
‘precision as a form of lyricism, attention as devotion, exactitude as tribute, description 
structured by proposition and facts freed of ballast such as they levitate and otherwise 
behave curiously. This is what I aspire to.’ 
 
 
 

Two Acres, 2016 
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Telephone Line and Vine, 2016 
watercolour 
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But all this talk of imagery will not do. One of my tutors at the Slade was a behaviourist and I 
was surrounded by artists deconstructing canvases and generally unpicking the nature of 
painting. A climate of scepticism. I don’t take it for granted that a painting has to have 
images.  I like each work to have its own momentum and become an independent thing. 
Like a plant in a small garden it has to earn its keep in this world. Doing what I do – when it 
is going well - is my way of making marks using all my intuition and sensibilities, in other 
words, my temperament.  
 
I’m full of wonder for what I see when I look, or rather, look really really hard (as the 
children tease me for repeating) and I’m convinced that to paint about it, is a worthwhile 
thing to do.   
 
Now, after all this, can anyone suggest a short, (but adequate) answer to the casual 
question: ‘So, what do you do?’ that I can use? 
 
I would be so grateful! 
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