Kate Freeman in
her Hay studio
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Kate
MOD E R N
Kate Freeman always wanted to be an artist, but her
journey to a paint-spattered studio in Hay has been a
long and frustrating one. Philippa May met the woman
described as ‘the finest abstract painter in south Wales’
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‘L

egend has it,” says abstract
artist Kate Freeman, “that when I
was three years old, somebody
asked me what I would like to be
when I grew up and I
immediately replied ‘A famous artist’.
“I think it was probably because at the time we
were living in Cheshire and over the road there
was a lady who was a painter and she brought
loads of jars of powder paint and jars full of
pigment over to our house. She also brought
reams of sugar paper and encouraged me,
holding my hand to help me make paintings.”
The experience was a window on to a world
she wanted to join, but knowing what the
destination was didn’t make the journey any
easier. “We only knew her for a very short
time, and then we moved, eventually going to
Canada, where I don’t remember having a
single art lesson!”
It was only on her return to Herefordshire in
1974 that art and painting re-entered her life in
the form of art teacher Richard Bartholomew at
Weobley High School. “He was
lovely and a wonderful art teacher –
art and creative English were my
favourite subjects – but it was pretty
much a case of sitting and drawing a
pot plant, and I always knew there
was something else.”
In fact, Kate was always top in art,
and won prizes, but the frustration at
not knowing how to paint continued.
“I knew even then that I wanted to
do more than observational,
representational drawings, and the
school thought I was academic so I

was never encouraged to pursue art.”
Instead, she headed for sixth form college
where her first boyfriend’s parents proved a
further catalyst to her determination to become
an artist. “They were both painters and lived in
a beautiful old ramshackle vicarage,” says
Kate. “I thought they were wonderful, very
eccentric, and they had a beautiful studio
covered in paint.”
Today, Kate, too, has a studio covered in
paint, though it probably bears little
resemblance to her first encounter with an
artist’s studio, sited as it is in the cellar of a
property that has at various times been a pub
and a betting shop. Now it houses not only
Kate’s studio, but a small light-filled gallery
space looking down through the streets of Hay.
The floor of her studio is covered in paint, the
result of her having finally discovered how she
works best. “And it’s not standing decorously
at an easel, paintbrush in hand.”
However, it wasn’t until she had had her two
children that she found her way to an art school
that helped to banish her years of
frustration. Having dropped out of
sixth form, she briefly went to art
college, which, at the time, was very
design-oriented. “Nobody had ever
mentioned the term ‘fine art’ to me,
and I’d not seen a tube of oil paint. I
didn’t know how you got into
painting for the sake of painting.”
In the end she returned from
London, where she had been living
and working on markets for a couple
of years, and went back to art college
in Carlisle to do a course in textiles. 
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“It had to be textiles as it seemed the most
creative and expressive option. I specialised in
machine embroidery, making pieces that were
art works rather than functional pieces.”
After Kate moved to Hay-on-Wye in 1989 and
rented a small workshop, painting continued
to elude her as she started making textile
accessories and co-founded Handmade in Hay.
It was when she signed up for an Open
University course and visited her tutor in
Cardiff that the door to her life as a painter
finally opened. “She looked through my
sketchbooks,” Kate recalls,” and told me,

‘You’ve got to do a fine art course.’
“I went straight round to Howard Gardens
[part of the Cardiff School of Art and Design],
where I met Bob Mitchell, who told me I could
do the degree course. I was just the sort of
person they were looking for, he said.
“Going to Cardiff really liberated me. They
were so supportive and it was such a forward
thinking course – very heavily theoretically
weighted, philosophical and theoretical as
well as practical. It was what I’d been looking
for all my life.”
Having searched so long herself to find the

‘My tutor looked through my
sketchbooks and told me, “You’ve
got to do a fine art course”
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‘I’d not even seen a tube of oil
paint. I didn’t know how you got into
painting for the sake of painting’

A selection of
Kate Freeman’s
paintings.

way into a painting life, Kate is keen to share
her experience, and does so in workshops – she
will once again give a workshop for Glasbury
Arts in November.
“When I take workshops, participants are
often afraid to start. They don’t want to let
themselves down by making a mess of it. I’m
geared towards very non-threatening, liberating
ways of working,” she says, adding that, “the
only way you get ideas is by doing the work.”
When she’s working, Kate will spend hours in
her studio, not wanting to be distracted by
anything. “I only come up when I feel a

painting is finished. The best paintings, though,
seem to make themselves.”
Colour, she says, is often the starting point.
“The more I do, the more I learn about what
colours work together, what makes sense to me.”
“The finest abstract painter working in South
Wales,” declared John Fitzgerald, chairman of
Glasbury Arts.
Describing herself as a very physical,
“gestural”, painter, Kate admits that frustration
has not entirely vanished from her life. “I have
been known to cut a canvas with a Stanley knife,
but it doesn’t happen so often these days.” 
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