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David Begbie A.R.B.S.

David Begbie uses very simple means to magical effect. His steel mesh figures use an industrial material to give life to

bodies that are the direct descendants of those we see in Greek and Roman art.

The main theme of the exhibition derives from Gnosticism, a religious belief system that posits that there is not just one,

but two co-equal divine forces that govern the world – one absolutely good, and one evil. This belief is the inspiration for

the paired figures of Begbie’s Genii series, and also for single figures that offer darker shadows of themselves when

illuminated. The fact that the mesh figures offer both positive and negative shapes is also part of their message.

In the most ambitious work in the series there are three figures rather than two. A male figure and a female figure flank a

third that is androgynous, offering both -male and female characteristics.

Begbie’s work is interesting not only for its technical inventiveness but because of its relationship to the classical tradition.

Post Modern art, and particularly Post Modern architecture, has continually flirted with classical forms, but sculptors in

particular have found it difficult to work in this idiom without seeming to be academic. At the same time, Modernism

has left sculptors both with a commitment to industrial materials and also, very often, a fascination with effects of light.

The sculptures Begbie makes fit this pattern, but also make use of classical forms – that is, they are very obviously

successors to the work of Rodin and Maillol.

Rodin, it will be recalled, was keenly interested in rendering effects of movement. So too, though in a different way,

were early 20th Century Futurist sculptors and painters such as Umberto Boccioni, who rejected the classical tradition

altogether. Begbie offers movement whenever there is any shift of light, so much so that these pieces can sometimes have

an interactive element.

He has now found a way to push this technique further. The mesh sculptures are made into flat transparent panels.

When light is transmitted through these, the sculptures reconstitute themselves as shadows on the wall. The shadow-

images seem so real and three-dimensional we get the impression that we can reach out and embrace them.



David Begbie and Tony Pontone ( director of the Albemarle gallery ) in David’s studio

The weightless quality of these figures makes them particularly attractive to current sensibilities. In a world where 

everything seems to be in flux, there is an instinctive prejudice against the weighty and the monumental, amply 

demonstrated by the failure of so many contemporary attempts to make convincing commemorative monuments. 

Begbie offers something completely contrary to this – a kind of art that is instinctively elegant without any sacrifice of 

visual legibility or fullness and completeness of form.

The Gnostic element that is part of the inspiration for these sculptures seems especially appropriate since Gnosticism, 

as a belief-system, was essentially about eating one’s cake and having it. Here is a kind of art that pays tribute to the 

values of the past, but that nevertheless firmly remains a creation of our own epoch.

Edward Lucie-Smith

Art Historian, Critic and Writer
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