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FOREWORD

After more than thirty years behind an easel, I know things I didn’t know when I was young. Not because I was stupid — but because some things can only be learned the slow way. By living them. When you’re young, your body feels like an unlimited resource. You can paint for hours, sit badly, stand crooked, breathe whatever is in the air, stare into tiny details under harsh light, and still wake up the next day thinking nothing can touch you. I thought the same. Most of us do.

This book is not written to scare you. And it’s definitely not written to tell you to stop creating. I am not a doctor. I’m not a scientist. I don’t wear a white coat, and I won’t be throwing medical terms at you. What I am is someone who has spent decades creating — painting, drawing, writing, working with his hands, his eyes, his back, and his mind — and who eventually had to start paying attention to what that lifestyle quietly does to the body.

I don’t believe there is a single cause for any health issue. Life is more complicated than that. I live in an industrial region. I’ve worked in rough environments. Genetics plays a role. Habits play a role. And yes — long hours of creative work play a role too. Not as a villain, but as a contributor.

This book is simply a collection of personal observations. Things I ignored. Things I underestimated. Things I laughed at — until they stopped being funny.

Art is often romanticized. The lonely genius. The obsessive creator. The idea that suffering somehow proves dedication. We admire the results, but we rarely talk about the cost. Not in dramatic terms. In very practical ones. Like backs that don’t straighten anymore. Eyes that never fully rest. Heads that feel heavy long after the studio lights are off. Or parts of the body you never thought you’d be discussing in a book — yet here we are.

Although I’m an oil painter, this book is not only for painters. It’s for artists in the broadest sense of the word: illustrators, sculptors, designers, writers, digital creators — anyone who spends long hours creating something that doesn’t physically push back while slowly pushing on you.

The structure of this book is simple. Each section focuses on a specific part of the body — the head, the eyes, the back, the shoulders, the legs, the mind... and yes, even the parts we usually prefer to pretend don’t exist until they start demanding attention. I try to talk about these things honestly, sometimes seriously, sometimes with a bit of humor. Because if you can’t smile while reading about your own backside, you’ll probably stop reading altogether.

At the end of each section, you’ll find a short summary. Not rules. Not commandments. Just clear, practical takeaways — what helped, what didn’t, what I would do differently today, and what I would stop ignoring if I were starting again.

This is not a manual for perfect health. It’s a reminder that your body is part of your craft. You don’t need to stop creating. You don’t need to work less passionately. But awareness matters. Responsibility matters. Because the longer you want to create, the more your body needs to be on your side — not quietly working against you.

If this book helps you notice even one habit earlier than I did, then writing it was worth it.

Let’s begin.
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My nose

[image: ]


For a long time, I treated my head as something separate from my work. As if ideas lived there, but consequences didn’t. The nose was just a filter, the eyes just tools, the mouth just a place to hold a brush when both hands were busy. I thought creativity happened somewhere above the neck, while the body quietly took care of itself. It never occurred to me that my head was the first place where years of habits, air, light, focus, and stubbornness would eventually leave a mark.

This chapter is about the parts of the body that notice things before the rest of you does. The nose that reacts to what you breathe long before you think about it. The eyes that absorb hours of light, contrast, and detail without complaint — until they do complain. And the mouth, always closer to materials than it probably should be. These are not medical observations, just lived ones. Small signals, ignored for years, that taught me a simple lesson: your head isn’t just where ideas are born — it’s also where your working environment introduces itself first.
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Solvents, Mediums, Oils — and the Nose That Took It All First
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For a long time, my studio wasn’t just a place where I worked. It was a place where I lived. I spent an absurd amount of time there. Long days that quietly turned into nights. Paintings that needed “just one more hour” and somehow ended up stealing half the night. Sometimes it simply didn’t make sense to leave. So I didn’t. And yes — more than once, I slept there. Right in the studio. Surrounded by canvases, jars, brushes, rags, and air that probably wasn’t designed to be inhaled for eight hours straight, let alone used as a pillow companion. At the time, it felt almost noble.

Dedicated. Hardcore. Romantic in that unhealthy artist-myth kind of way. Looking back, it was also a terrible idea.

The studio air was a mixture of everything I worked with daily: turpentine, mineral spirits, oil paints straight from the tube, various mediums mixed by intuition rather than instruction, varnishes, cleaners, and rags soaked in substances I never bothered to name properly. Nothing exotic. Nothing illegal. Just standard oil painting materials. The kind artists have used forever — which somehow makes them feel safe by default. And because I felt fine, I assumed everything was fine. That’s how most long-term problems start. Not with pain, not with panic, but with comfort. With routine. With the quiet confidence that if something were wrong, you’d surely notice.

The nose notices first.

At the beginning, smells are sharp. Turpentine hits you immediately. Your face reacts before your brain does. You wrinkle your nose, blink a few times, and think, Yeah, this stuff is strong. But then something interesting — and dangerous — happens. You get used to it. The smell doesn’t disappear. Your reaction does. What once felt aggressive becomes familiar. What becomes familiar stops raising questions.

After a while, opening a bottle of turpentine barely registered. Oil paints smelled like work. Mediums smelled like routine. The studio air became background noise — something I lived in, breathed in, slept in, without giving it a second thought. The body, however, keeps notes even when the mind is busy pretending everything is normal.

The first signs were easy to ignore. A heavier head after long sessions. Pressure behind the eyes. Occasional headaches that weren’t dramatic enough to stop me from working, just annoying enough to make concentration harder. I blamed stress. I blamed lack of sleep. I blamed lighting. I blamed posture. I blamed weather. I blamed everything except the invisible atmosphere I was spending most of my life in.

My nose started acting up more often. Congested. Irritated. Not painfully, not urgently — just persistently. The kind of discomfort you adapt to instead of questioning. Until one day you realize that “this again” has been happening for years.

Another factor I can’t separate from this story is the environment outside the studio. I live in an industrial region. Northern Bohemia is not exactly famous for pristine mountain air. For years, clean air was more of a concept than a daily reality. On top of that, I spent a significant part of my working life in harsh environments outside art altogether — dusty places, heavy industry, air you tolerate rather than enjoy.

That matters. A lot.

Over the last twenty-five years, I’ve had nasal polyps removed three times. Three surgeries. No dramatic scene where someone pointed at a paint jar and said, This is the reason. Doctors talked about chronic inflammation, predispositions, genetics, environmental factors. A combination of influences rather than a single cause.

And that’s exactly how I see it too.

This is important to say clearly:

This is my story. Not a verdict. Not a warning label stamped onto oil painting.

Having these problems does not mean everyone who paints with oils or uses solvents will experience the same thing. Many artists work their entire lives without major issues. Some develop sensitivities. Others don’t. There is no universal outcome, and anyone promising one is oversimplifying reality.

What I do believe in is accumulation.

Industrial air. Dusty workplaces. Long hours in closed studios. Strong-smelling materials. Poor ventilation. Sleeping where you work. Ignoring early discomfort because it doesn’t hurt enough to be taken seriously. None of these things are catastrophic on their own. But stacked together, year after year, they form a pattern.

For me, that pattern showed up through my nose first.

Surgeries came and went. Recovery became familiar. And somewhere along the way, I had to admit that pretending nothing was connected was no longer honest. Not in a dramatic, fear-driven way — but in a quiet, practical one.

Headaches became more frequent. Not sharp pain. Just dull pressure. The kind that drains focus. Painting requires concentration. When your head feels heavy, every decision costs more energy. Ironically, that’s when you tend to work longer. You push through. You compensate. You tell yourself you’ll rest later.

Later rarely comes.

Solvents and painting media are deceptive because they don’t feel dangerous. They don’t attack you. They don’t scream for attention. They simply exist — quietly evaporating, patiently accumulating while you’re busy creating something beautiful.

Tradition doesn’t help either. Oil painters have used these materials for centuries, so we inherit a sense of safety along with them. “Artists have always done this,” we say. And somehow that sentence replaces responsibility.

I’m not against oil painting. I still paint. I still love the medium. This chapter isn’t about fear. It’s about respect. About understanding that exposure isn’t instant — it’s cumulative. That the nose notices first. That the head feels it next. And that ignoring small signals for years is a skill you can become very good at — until you shouldn’t be.

Sleeping in the studio once felt like dedication. In reality, it meant my body never got a break. If there’s one thing I wish I had understood earlier, it’s this: your workspace doesn’t stop affecting you just because you stop working. Air doesn’t clock out when you do. And while my experience doesn’t have to be yours, awareness is free. Responsibility costs very little compared to what it can save.

The nose never forgets. I learned that the slow and hard way.
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Turpentine, OMS, and the Illusion of “Safer” Solvents
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For most of my painting life, I used turpentine. Pure. Traditional. Proven by generations of painters before me. Not because I was stubborn, but because it felt honest. Turpentine was part of the classical workflow I admired. It smelled like oil painting was supposed to smell. When something had that sharp, unmistakable scent, at least you knew where you stood. You opened the bottle, your nose reacted immediately, and there was no pretending this was just scented air.

Turpentine makes its presence known. That’s both its strength and its weakness. Used occasionally, with proper ventilation and respect, it doesn’t automatically ruin lives. Many painters work with it for decades without obvious problems. But turpentine is also one of those materials that doesn’t negotiate. If you overuse it, ignore ventilation, or live in it day after day, your body will eventually remind you that it exists.

Headaches. Irritation. Fatigue. That heavy, slightly foggy feeling in the head after long sessions. Nothing spectacular, nothing dramatic — just enough to quietly drain energy. Turpentine doesn’t need to knock you out to make its point.

The danger isn’t always in what it does immediately, but in how easy it is to normalize its effects. At some point, many painters look for alternatives. I did too. That’s usually when OMS enters the conversation. Odorless Mineral Spirits sound like a gift from the heavens. No smell. No sharp hit to the nose. No obvious reaction. You open the bottle and think
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