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Breon O’Casey is an artist with an extraordinary range and a 
beguiling simplicity. He was adept, and at his best, lyrical in his 
handling of bronze, gold, stone; with a facility for weaving,  
printing and, above all, painting, his favoured art form. His work  
has a joyful, elemental force. It is as if paring something down  
does not just make for clarity and immediacy of impact, it helps 
unlock a work’s prehistory. 
The reference points in this abundant and diverse body of work (in 
the covetable jewellery and the bright primacy of his print-making, 
for example) are multifarious: African and Polynesian sculpture; 
French painting, landscape and texture, Matisse and Brancusi. 
O’Casey has looked and leavened these influences, not with the 
skin-deep regard of the most plaintively derivative post modernism, 
but rather with the patience of the apprentice and then the rigour 
of the professional artist. So he forged an independent, referential, 
artistic practice, concluding each work without mannerisms or 
overt sophistication. This is work borne out of hand labour, wrought 
with won skill, and what he called ‘the passion of getting it right, 
step by patient step, at whatever the cost’.
O’Casey’s work can be seen through a Celtic lens. The fusion of 
his Irish lineage with his adopted Cornish home has underpinned 
the symbolisms of his work. He found, as many artists who settled 
in St Ives and Cornwall found, a telling site where the very local 
sat comfortably next to the international. His art was pared and 

allusive, highly approachable and compellingly poetical. The work 
selected for this exhibition expresses his generosity of spirit, his 
passion for simplicity and his love of uplifting, sometimes mellow 
colour. The Aphrodite Bronze is the centrepiece of the exhibition, 
archetypal and monumental.
O’Casey remarked that he looked at landscape and the natural 
world through the prism of the studio: he looked at the outside 
from the inside, as it were. This is apparent in many of his paintings 
and prints where the shapes are reduced to elemental geometric 
forms. He said that he liked to look intensively at the detail: the 
leaf, not the tree. The hand mark on these works stops them from 
becoming schematic. They are human, not mathematical, shapes. 
His sculpture is mostly figurative, and the human form often fluid 
and languid, sometimes with a full repleteness.
O’Casey took a very pragmatic approach to his work. He had 
no reluctance in giving up jewellery, despite his very significant 
contribution to that field. When weaving became too arduous, 
he stopped. But he could not stop painting or print making, any 
more than he could stop looking at the world, and finding, as Sara 
Hughes said of the sculptor Denis Mitchell, who took him on as a 
part time assistant, ‘final statements of inspired simplicity’. 

Written by Professor Simon Olding 
Director, Crafts Study Centre, University for the Creative Arts

BREON O’CASEY

Right: Breon O’Casey in his St Ives Workshop  Photograph by Pamela Chandler
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Aphrodite Bronze, 2008, ed of 3  53”x 30”
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Reclining Nude, 2007  Acrylic on canvas  50”x 37”
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Aphrodite Bronze, 2008, ed of 3  53”x 30”
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Moonlit Garden, 1992  Acrylic on board  17”x 27”

It is difficult to use words to describe painting. As one paints, one thinks, 
not in words, but in the language of colour or form, ones tools are light 
and dark red and green straight lines or curves.
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Aphrodite Bronze, 2008, ed of 3  53”x 30”
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Figure with Stars, 2009  Linocut, ed of 15  57.5 cm x 69 cm

I am an abstract painter, closer, in my work, to 
the older definition of a still life painter than 
a landscape painter. A painter, that is, who 
works best in the confines of his studio, and 
though sees the world through a collection 
of pots and pans, apples and oranges (or 
circles, triangles and squares) rather than the 
fields, trees and skies. To look outside at the 
vast vista of unending landscape flowing is 
all directions, is for me too difficult to try and 
get down on paper. I shut the door and work 
in my windowless studios.
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Aphrodite Bronze, 2008, ed of 3  53”x 30”
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Autumn Landscape, 2009  Acrylic on board  33” x 40”
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Violet Dots, 2001  Aquatint & linocut, ed of 20  56 cm x 71 cm
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Black and Ochre, 2011  Etching, ed of 10, estate stamped  42 cm x 47 cm
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Aphrodite Bronze, 2008, ed of 3  53”x30”
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Shapes and Shadows, 2003  Acrylic on board  23”x 40”
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White Dots, 2010  Acrylic on board  22.5”x 38”
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Blue Dots, 2010  Acrylic on board  28.5”x 40”
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Aphrodite Bronze, 2008, ed of 3  53”x 30”



21

Yellow Dots, 2004  Linocut, ed of 10  76 cm x 48 cm
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Aphrodite Bronze, 2008, ed of 3  53”x 30”
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Violet Figure, 2001  Aquatint & linocut, ed of 20  60 cm x 71 cm
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Grey Squares on Red, 2001  Aquatint & linocut, ed of 20  59 cm x 76 cm
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Reclining Nude, 2007  Acrylic on paper  17”x 24”
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Yellow Corners, 2010  Acrylic on canvas  31”x41”
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Silver Bangle  3 x 6.5 cm




