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Why is Public Art so
Important? Sculptor David
Breuer-Weil Explains

We speak to one of London's top sculptors about
the importance of making art free

David Brever-Weil is a painter and sculptor whose monumental works in
bronze can be viewed in public spaces all around Londaon. From Victoria to
King's Cross and the West End, his distinctive, human figures are widely
accessible to many Londoners,

His latest sculpture, Flight. depicts a person taking off for the skies. This
enormous work, produced in partnership with Christie’s, was installed last
month at Marble Arch and is free to the public. We spoke to David about his
wiark and process, and the impoartance of producing public art.
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What was the inspiration behind your maost recent
sculpture, Flight?

| get the sense that alot of us are always on the move — | certainly am —
flying all over the world and moving from country to country. | feel that
nationhood is less impaortant now. Companies are bigger than countries. So |
wanted ta do an iconic image of the contemparary persen on the move. And
it presents guite a challenge, the idea of doing an airborne person, because
how doyou support them? So in the sculpture, you've got someone taking off,
flying in the sky, but the very things that are holding him back are also
supporting him. And that's kind of almaost like philosophical, When you're
moving away from your parents, or from your home, you're also being
supported by the thing that connects you to your past — so it's a kind of
paradax.

What did the process of making the sculpture entail?

I've been working on images like that for many years, in drawings, paintings,
and smaller sculptures. Then the process of enlarging it means you have to
make it in smaller sections, Each section is made in plaster, | then individually
texture each section, before it's cast in bronze, and assembled in a foundry.
Sothat’s quite an engineering job in itself

So how much involvermnent do other people have in the
process? Do you have to outsource certain aspects?

Yes, There are engineers in the foundry wha wark anit, 5o it's got an intarnal
structure made of metal. Then | work the surface. 5o every square inch of the
plece is my work, but the substructure is made by experts who know how to
balance the weight and structure, and all that kind of thing,
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And how long did it take to make?

About ayear. In terms of the smaller versions and studies, it's been about
sewven or eight years in brewing. But the actual making of this physical, large-
scale version has taken about a year.
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It's situated by Marble Arch, on the corner of Hyde Park.
What made you choose that location?

Obwicusly it's a very prominent location in Landon, and it's a space where
you can see something ralsed up into the sky quite well. Also, |'ve been
wiorking with Westminster Council, who have afew lecations like that. And
I'd previously done another piece there called Brothers, whichwas in the
same lpcation a few years ago.

You layer the whole surface of your work with pictures
and words. Are these supposed to be visible to the
viewer?

Yeah definitely. | mean the thing is, with this one — because the guy’s flying in
the sky — there's a lot of words which you can't really see. But | was thinking
of making another version where the figure kind of comes down to the
ground aswell, It's almast like poetry, It's a kind of spontaneous, automatic
writing — the first word that comes Into my head when I'm working an the
surface, I'll inscribe that into the material. It might be the names of the
people I'mworking with at the time, or people that are important to me, my
kids. It could be anything. Funnily encugh, one of the words that came to
mind was Brexit. Because this image of something escaping, but still being
attached, seems to be quite a good one. In 2 way, that's what we're trying to
do; we're trying to get away. but we can't because we're too attached.

Do you feel like your background in painting is
important to your work in sculpture?

Yes, very much so. They are sculptures but in away, they're quite like
paintings too, because they have this surface that's almost like brushwork,
Also, the spontaneity means there's a rapid development of ideas that allow
me to explore different images. And actually, things like Flight appear a lot in
my paintings. In fact, most of my sculptures appearas characters in my
paintings. So there's a thematic link 2s well.
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It must be a very different process workingon a
sculpture for a year compared to producing a painting.
How long do you usually spend on a painting?

Ohwell, a painting might be one session. | do one layer, let it dry, then build

up four or five layers. Sometimes that can be quite rapid. Sometimes it takes
months, Sometimes a painting can be completed in one night. It really
depends on the work, and how successful, or unsuccessful it is.
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How does the complex technical process of making a
large sculpture fit with the improvisational aspect you
describe?

The bronze s cast from a plaster. But when I'm making the plaster, that
process s very spontanenus, because it takes about ten minutes to set, so
you've really got towork very fast. It's a bit like the old fresco technigues.,
you know, where you had to do part of afresco within one day, | think they
used to call it giornatain Italian. 5o each section is very spontansous, but it's
kind of planned.

Was the work a commission, or something you had to
get off the ground yourself?

It came from an exhibition | did with Christie’s, whichwas launched last
summer. This plece Is a continuation of that project. Together with Christie's,
| spread works around London, in places like Cavendish Square and Hanover
square, Last year, Flight only existed in a smaller, ane-meter version, But then
we discussad turning it into a larger plece and installed it in Marble Arch,
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The sculpture is publically accessible and free to the
viewer — how important is making public art to you as
an artist?

Well.of course, I'm working with Christie’s, and you can't get much more art
establishment than that. But from my paint of view, | feel that it's very
important to reach the public without the kind of insiderness that is often
part af the art warld. 50 I'm able to communicate with passers-by, wha may
not even know that they're going to see the work before they see it. They
haven't had to go to an art exhibition or be part of some art society or
anything like that. 5o for me, it's really important to reach the public, because
the art warld can be avery insular world. And often the art world isn't aware
that what they’re doing is of no relevance at all to the world at large. But I'm
very aware of that. It also comes dawn to the themes that | work with. 've
made pieces called Brathers, Alien, or Visitor, 50 a lot of these works are
dealing with big human themes that mean semething. It's not just art world
play.

As you say, many of the people who view your work
aren't necessarily setting out to view it. Does an
awareness of that factor into your process?

es. | think with sculpture — and this is a big difference between sculpture
and painting — It has to hit the person within a split second and be quite
simple, both in terms of (ts concept and shape. In some of my paintings,
where these sculptural figures appear, it can be in the context of a really
camplex landscape. But when you put these figures out to the general public,
they become the landscape.

Do you think that creating works for public spaces is
something that more artists should do?

It depends if you want to engage with the public at large. | think that's
important because my themes are universal. A lot of other artists may be
doing semething that is a comment on the art werld, or the art market, and
therefore public art might not be as relevant to them as it is to me. The other
thing Is that public art recuires a lot of courage. Painting or drawing can be
wery private. You know, vou could paint and draw your whaole life, and very
few people could see it Which is nice in its own way too, But public art has to
be out there,



