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Since she started working at Project Art Works, which 
she attends once a week, Michelle Roberts’ huge 
canvases – although still identifiable – have altered 
somewhat. Originally, every inch would be filled with 
colour.  Then, Roberts created clusters of colourful 
characters surrounded by bright white space. Now she 
has returned to complete canvas coverage once again, 
but this time the covering is much more intricate. We 
see a move away from the large, energetic blocks of 
colour in her early pieces, to more delicate detailing in 
coloured pencils and brush pens. Tony Colley, Roberts’ 
mentor at Project Art Works, says of this gentle 
progression: 'They are getting denser and denser. I’ve 
got a feeling that soon there’s going to be very little 
white space remaining on the canvas'. 

It is the process that remains a constant in Roberts’ 
work. The subject is substituted with the latest event 
the artist has visited or an experience she wants to bring 
to life. 'In my head', Roberts responds when asked where 
she gets her inspiration from. 'Quite often it is things 
in your head and things you see or have experienced,' 
suggests Sarah Locke, the Creative Programme 
Manager at Project Art Works. You can certainly see 
this is the case when surrounded by Roberts’ work: a 
Sussex-based air show, the Hastings marathon, Bexhill 

Memorial Day celebrations, a trip to Dinosaur world, a 
Spanish Holiday and the Diamond Jubilee. 

'Our son inspired the guitars – he plays in a band,' 
Roberts’ father Tim adds. 'Michelle also looks at 
magazines and books at the weekend – the Sunday 
supplements – and she’ll cut out the pictures she 
particularly likes and sticks them in a scrap book.' She 
will always talk through her ideas with her mentor Tony, 
who describes her work as 'topical and experienced.'   

Roberts was first introduced to art by her 
grandfather when she was about eight years old. 
'They’d take their pens and a picnic and go for the 
whole day. He used to show her about colours and 
things – but he was a watercolour painter,' Roberts’ 
mother Jennie remembers. 'He used to say to Michelle, 
"I’m going to paint this tree and you paint what you 
think." The difference was really interesting… That’s 
basically how it all started.' 

Each piece takes about three months for Roberts to 
complete, although she does only work on them - very 
methodically - once a week at Project Art Works. It is 
this methodical and organised approach that makes 
Roberts’ work particularly unique: 'Michelle will do the 
drawing first, very carefully but without any hesitation 
or correction, and then the colour will start to come,' 

OUTSIDE IN 
MICHELLE ROBERTS 
Michelle Roberts was selected as an Outside In: National Award Winner  
in 2012. Kate Davey, Outside In Communications Officer, went to visit the 
artist at Project Art Works in Hastings, a pioneering visual arts venture for 
individuals with profound neurological impairments to find out about the 
inspiration and process behind her work.

Michelle Roberts, Remembrance Day, © The Artist



46

Tony says. 'There are some pieces that are exclusively 
pen and some which are exclusively acrylic paint. Some 
images have been made in a combination of the two. 
There are some which are purely brush pens. I think this 
could be because the images are getting finer and finer, 
so this allows for that little bit more control, which is 
much more difficult to achieve with brushes and paint', 
he adds. 

'I feel good and happy' Roberts answers when asked 
how she feels when making her art. Her mother Jennie 
adds, 'She’s always drawing, even at home. She sits 
down with my two and a half year old granddaughter, 
who will say "Michelle, draw me a tree!" or "Draw me 
a house!", and then she will sit there with her bit of 
paper, looking over Michelle’s shoulder.' Roberts seems 
to have this great connection with people through 
her art – her grandfather, her niece, her brother. Her 
mother adds, 'When each of the babies [grandchildren] 
were born, Michelle did them a picture. They are both 
totally different. And – we all know this when we look at 
Michelle’s paintings – each morning the children will say 
they’ve seen something new in their picture. The two 
and a half year old sees something new every single day'.

Roberts has been at Project Art Works for about 
eight years, and for five of these she has received 
mentoring. She thoroughly enjoys spending time at 
the project, where she has made some very close 
friends over the years. 'It’s very supportive – everyone 
just supports each other,' Sarah Locke says of the 
atmosphere, adding 'there’s very much a sense of 
everyone being part of a group. Michelle is very 
supportive of the other people in the group; she will help 

people up the stairs, and she will help out at lunchtime.' 
'They bounce ideas off of each other as well, 

probably without realising,' Jennie notes. The venture 
itself is quite original in that each artist has their own 
workspace where they can get on with their individual 
pieces – 'Everyone is doing the same, but different 
things,' as Roberts herself puts it. 

Roberts is currently working on a piece inspired by 
the Hastings Marathon. Seeing this work in progress 
really brings to life the incredibly methodical process 
Roberts utilises in her work. The outline is already 
prepared – she has worked from left to right, top to 
bottom – and now it’s time for the colour. 'One of the 
amazing things is watching Michelle starting out on a 
piece. She will have had a lot of time thinking in her head 
about what it is she wants to draw. Then she’ll print 
off a lot of pictures – she will have all these different 
materials that she can draw from. Then she just starts on 
a big blank canvas' – something very daunting for a huge 
number of artists – 'and it’s just like a continuous flow. 
Before you know it, she’s created the whole drawing,' 
Sarah explains. 'It’s like this with anything Michelle 
does though, even a basic, everyday thing; she’ll do it 
meticulously and in a certain order,' Jennie adds.

Roberts hasn’t decided whether she is going to fill in 
all of the white areas on Hastings Marathon – she will 
decide as she goes along. She has, however, already 
left a gap for her signature in the bottom right hand 
corner. Apart from the colour application, everything 
is carefully planned, right from the beginning to three 
months down the line when the piece is complete. 
Roberts even decides how much of the piece she will 
work on in the space of one day before she begins. The 
process is such a huge part of Roberts’ work that it is 
being documented week by week in the hope that it 
can be made into an animation. 

Tony concludes, 'What I find interesting is that 
although every piece of Michelle’s work firmly has her 
imprint on it, there is still something of the subject 
there underneath; the references. For example, the 
musicians look like musicians; the guitars look like 
guitars; and Spanish Holiday is definitely a depiction of 
a Spanish Holiday.' Jennie adds: 'It makes her feel very 
happy when she is painting, and she has lots of ideas in 
her head trying to come out. We cannot really put into 
words how it has benefitted Michelle. It is the main 
way she has to express herself.'   
Michelle Roberts Solo Show will be in the Studio from 
30 September to 26 October 2014. To see the full 
programme of Studio exhibitions, turn to page 14.  
www.outsidein.org.uk
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