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Back garden, Acock’s Green, Birmingham (c.1956)
Oil, 28 x 36 ins

Front cover illustration: 
All about the Idle Hill (1992)

Oil on canvas, 58 x 65 ins



Birmingham Street (1954/5)
Oil, 20 x 14 ins

George & Sheila (1955)
Oil, 32 1⁄2 x 39 3⁄4 ins

These images show that David Prentice was already a gifted, mature painter at the
age of 19. These paintings display masterful drawing and sensitively interpreted half-
light and atmosphere. George was David’s father and Sheila his younger sister.

A  PREFACE  TO  THE  EXHIB IT ION
by Dinah Prentice, the late artist’s wife

As I write this I am conscious of the warmth and affection
that people felt towards David for his mixture of thorough
professionalism, caustic wit and mischief. I remember a
visitor to his exhibition featuring the Isle of Skye paintings
asking if David knew the Skye Boat Song; to the visitor’s
surprise David took out a mouth-organ from his trouser
pocket and began to play the haunting tune. Virtually all
the other visitors to the private view started to gather
round, drawn back from the further recesses of the gallery
to stand listening.

And again, when asked to say something after he received
the first prize at the Singer and Friedlander Sunday Times
Watercolour Competition, David took the opportunity to
challenge the assembled acountants and bankers to do their
best to maintain the visibility for this renewal of the great
English watercolour tradition – “marvellous” a journalist
remarked out loud. Many admirers of David’s work will know
that he too took this responsibility on himself; here is a
paragraph from an essay he wrote for the magazine The
Artist about large watercolours:

“ I first saw the watercolours of 1799 shown together as a
group at the exhibition ‘Turner in Wales’ at the Mostyn Art
Gallery, Llandudno. A number of the works in the exhibition
had been folded down the middle to facilitate transport on
a pony. My own interest in making watercolours on such a
large scale began with that exhibition.”

I would like to assure his followers that the intervening years
since his death have been full of work to preserve his archive
as well as to maintain for his audience a contrasting David –
one who had already lived a productive, creative life from
student days in Birmingham in the 1950’s. Presented with
his carefully filed history in images, letters, articles and
newspaper photographs from the 1950’s onwards, I started
to put together a wall sized ‘timeline’ collage. Advised to
‘download’ my memories, I have included details of his many

enthusiasms – cycling, playing the jazz banjo, walking and
collecting ground samples. After his death, suddenly
everything that had felt familiar acquired a different
meaning, not least the built-in cupboard in his painting
studio. Apparently full of ‘stuff’, it was actually memorabilia
from the 50’s onwards. There were shelves of different
coloured grounds and earth that he had collected on our
travels. There is a photograph of David striding across a field
in Spain to collect a sample. I would stop the car for him so
he could grab anything in the vehicle that would hold dust
later to be transferred to a jam jar and labelled - Glen Brittle
beach for example, or Zaragossa camping clay-slip after a
storm or Porthmeor beach sand and so on.

David had strong connections with the University of
Birmingham. There is a series of paintings on mirrors
commissioned for the Department of Material and
Metallurgy and Angus Keane, who funded what became the
Ikon Gallery, was chief accountant at the University when he
bought ‘Kate and the Waterlilies’; a subsequent conversation
between us led to what became the gallery now in Brindley
Place off Broad Street.

We are showing in this retrospective some early iconic
paintings from his estate accompanied with some great
Malvern paintings from the last thirty years. We, his
daughters and I, have kept some paintings that have private
meanings for us; there was a five-footer in the hall that I
would press, like touching him. The canvas was so well
stretched that it had an almost human bounce. As indeed
do all his paintings.

April 2017
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Field Grid, Omicron Eridani (1968)
Oil, 68 x 68 ins
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DAVID  PRENTICE  OB ITUARY  –
ANDREW DEMPSEY  ©
The Guardian, 2 June 2014

Artist and founder of an influential gallery who moved from
abstraction to city views and landscape painting.

The painter David Prentice, who has died aged 77, had an
unusual trajectory as an artist. In the 1960s, when he was
one of the founders of the Ikon Gallery in Birmingham, his
work was hard-edged, abstract, close to the Op art of a
period when young artists and architects were full of ideas
for new beginnings.

David's art was about new forms, his hero Piet Mondrian.

In the late 1980s, when he returned to full-time painting
after a career teaching others, it was to the tradition of
English landscape painting. For many years thereafter, his
subject was the Malvern Hills, which he knew intimately
from countless walks with sketchpad in hand. The forms of
the hills were a constant, the weather constantly changing.
He painted with the concern for structure and surface that
had characterised his earlier work. The watercolours, often
done on the spot, were more specific but the paintings done
in the studio were as carefully constructed as ever.

It was not long before he was winning prizes (the Sunday
Times watercolour competition in 1990, for example) and
having exhibitions (more than 20 solo shows since the early
1990s, many with the John Davies Gallery in Moreton-in-
Marsh, Gloucestershire). In time his subjects expanded to
include dramatic cityscapes of London, especially of the river,
and the landscape of Skye, or rather its approaches – the
"Road to the Isles" – as well as the Lake District and the
Welsh mountains.

Son of George, a builder and clerk of works at Elmdon
airport, and Ruth (nee Hope), Prentice was born in Solihull,
West Midlands, and went to Moseley Road art school,
Birmingham, from the age of 13. At Birmingham College of
Arts and Crafts, he met Dinah Prentice. They married in 1958
when David was doing his national service and Dinah was
at the Royal Academy Schools in London.

Despairing of the lack of exhibition space in Birmingham, he
and Dinah, with the artists Sylvani Merilion, Robert Groves
and Jesse Bruton, and with the support of a selfless
benefactor, Angus Skene, in 1964 founded the Ikon Gallery,
which at first occupied a modest kiosk in the Bull Ring
shopping area. They initiated a programme of showing new
art that attracted national attention and national funding,
and characterises the gallery to this day, though it has long
since moved into grander premises.

Prentice had early success as an artist. His paintings were
bought by the Arts Council and shown at the Serpentine
Gallery in London; and in the US, he showed with the Betty
Parsons Gallery in New York and was bought by the
Albright-Knox Art Gallery in Buffalo, New York. This was all
good for the CV, but sales were few and far between.

Now with four daughters to support, David and Dinah both
taught, and David eventually became course director for the
BA fine art degree at Birmingham Polytechnic (now
Birmingham City University). The painting department there
was especially strong in those years under the direction of
William Gear. Full-time teaching at that time took up three
and a half days a week, and David never stopped the
practice of painting, submitting work for exhibition when
the opportunity arose. He also found time to play jazz (his
favourite instrument was the banjo) in a number of
Northamptonshire bands. Cycling was a veritable passion;
he had competed as a youngster and loved to talk about
road racing, in Britain and main-land Europe.

David left teaching as soon as circumstances permitted and
worked full-time as an artist, beginning with a year as artist-
in-residence at Nottingham University in 1986. He and Dinah
travelled; in her words, they "went to look at mountains" –
the Alps, the Pyrenees, the Highlands, the Welsh mountains.
In 1990 they moved from Northamptonshire to live under
the Malvern Hills.

David had known this landscape as a boy from family
excursions but it now became part of his life. He painted it
in watercolours and oils, and he wrote and spoke about it
with knowledge and with love. It is a landscape with many
artistic associations, famously in the poetry of AE Housman
and the music of Edward Elgar. David Prentice: A Malvern
Sketch-book (2000) is one of the most attractive tributes to
the area.

A current exhibition at Worcester City Art Gallery and
Museum, titled Skylight Landscape, combines David's work
with that of Paul Nash, one of his heroes. David collected
Nash in a small way and one can see why he admired this
great English painter who was also a great modernist. His
aspirations were the same.

He is survived by Dinah and by their daughters, Kate, Rachel,
Jemima and Emily.

(The exhibition ‘Skylight - Landscapes’ ran from May 3rd to
July 5th 2014)



Pleiades Lattice (1968)
Oil on canvas, 36 x 36 ins
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Shin (1973)
Oil on canvas, 35 x 35 ins
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An Appreciation by John Davies

I met David and Dinah at a dinner party at mutual friends in
late 1995 or early 1996. There was an example of David’s
work hanging in the hosts’ house, a superb watercolour
featuring a party of walkers silhouetted against early evening
light on the Malvern ridgeway. An invitation to his studio
quickly followed and I remember my huge excitement, not
only on encountering further superb works on paper, but
also seeing for the first time his tremendous, vital, colourist
semi abstracted oils. By this time I had been operating my
gallery in Stow-on-the-Wold for nineteen years, handling
both period and contemporary work but knew that this
encounter was going to be something special.

The fact that his work was available to me was a major
surprise. Here was a landscape artist of extraordinary facility
and a master painter in many mediums - pen and ink,
watercolour, pastel and oil. In earlier years, he had also
developed techniques with fabric and other materials to
make constructions. He had exhibited with notable galleries
in New York. That he was not under a written contract to a
West End gallery was difficult to believe.

Our first exhibition together was at Stow in 1996; it was a
virtual sell out and set a pattern through a period of some
eighteen years, a cycle of eleven one-man shows during his
life time. Added to these was the last show he produced in
2014 but sadly didn’t live to see. Happily, he did live to see
a show of his own work and that of Paul Nash (1889 -
1946), Skylight-Landscapes, that he curated at the
Worcester City Museum Art Gallery in the same year. Then
in 2015 we showed a wonderful collection of mostly 1980’s
watercolours and pastels, something of a surprise find by
David’s daughter, Jemima, when cataloguing his studio;
these predated our partnership and had not been previously
exhibited.

This retrospective exhibition, as would be expected, covers
a much wider range of David’s work than any previous show
of his. As Dinah Prentice says in her preface on page 3, this
collection from the estate will reveal an even more diverse
and capable artist than many presently realise.

When I first exhibited David’s paintings, the oils we showed
were new, of his current style and could easily be traced back
through his production over the previous decade, to about
1986 and before. This coincides with a natural attraction he
had to the Malvern Hills, increasing visits to this
Worcestershire landmark and the eventual family move
there, post-retirement in 1990. In addition, we showed some
marvellous examples based on vistas in Snowdonia.

Pre-1980 however, and dating back to the late 1960’s, what
is exciting is that this retrospective reveals hard edged grid
paintings and abstract canvases, as well as works on paper,
that are very much of their time and much more akin to
artists such as Piet Mondrian.

The earliest exhibits in the exhibition, dating from the 1950’s
(see inside front cover and page 2) shows a landscape artist
already extremely adept in the handling of oil paint, as well
as very able in conveying light and atmosphere. Then, as
previously mentioned, in the 1960’s, 70’s and 1980’s we see
a preoccupation with abstract concerns. Throughout these
decades however, David would also produce watercolours
of subjects close to home or found on trips to Wales for
example, or France (particularly the Pyrenees) or Spain.

Many observers of David’s output often mistakenly refer to
his watercolour work as his ‘early’ style, assuming that the
highly colourist semi-abstracted oils based on the Malverns
are a more ‘modern’ derivative. What is the case historically
is that David produced watercolours throughout his career,
and the later, large format examples were produced
contemporaneously with the expansive oils. At Malvern he
had two studios next door to each other, one for oils and
one for works on paper.

Then there is his work in pastel, which he would use in two
ways. First, there are large format ‘topographical’ works,
very similar to the watercolours of the same scale that depict
the Malvern hills or other locations accurately; these pastels
are remarkable in their execution, with delightful, delicate,
controlled mark making, and, at a distance, hardly different
from the watercolours. Added to this use of pastel, David
also developed a remarkable, expansive use of the medium
which he would use for semi-abstract compositions of
landscape locations - the Malverns, Skye and elsewhere -
that echoed the large oils.

Even with oils, he had a number of ways of working. He
could produce extremely refined oil landscapes (e.g. Green
Fuse series, see page 31) but was most prolific with the
spectacular large format, semi-abstract colourist canvases
often measuring up to 59 inches square. The rock-solid
threads that run through David’s output are acute
observation, bold drawing, originality, brilliant use of
materials, and inspired use of colour - all of this applied with
great authority. His level of industry was unrelenting. He
leaves a significant and remarkable legacy.

John Davies 
April 2017
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Avalon (1979)
Mixed media on paper, 8 1⁄2 x 34 1⁄2 ins

Strut (1978)
Mixed media on paper, 9 x 32 ins

Indiana (1977)
Mixed media on paper, 16 1⁄2 x 21 3⁄4 ins

Georgia (1977)
Mixed media on paper, 16 1⁄2 x 21 3⁄4 ins

Froggie Moore (1979)
Acrylic & aluminium and canvas, 72 x 98 ins
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Gable End Abstract V (1980)
Mixed media on paper, 19 x 32 ins

Izumo Hondon (1979)
Mixed media on paper, triangular within 24 x 36 ins

Village, Hellidon (1980)
Mixed media on paper, 5 x 30 ins
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Royal Garden (1979)
Mixed media on paper, triangular within 24 x 36 ins

Catesby, Northants (1988)
Mixed media on paper, 30 x 42 ins
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Honden (1979)
Oil on canvas, 42 x 84 ins
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Kite Construction (1982)
Shark’s skin & acrylic, 24 x 24 ins

Kate’s Kites PK (1982)
3-D Construction, 24 x 24 ins

15

Nick’s Drift (1984)
Oil, fabric and dowling on canvas, 60 x 60 ins

The inspiration for the Kite Series paintings came from a project that Kate, one of David’s four daughters, had
to carry out on flight for school or college. The artist became heavily involved making large kites that actually
flew. Added to this David had from early years developed a fascination with the concept of elevation above the
landscape. His Rupert Bear annuals were partly responsible for this he claims, with images of the friendly bear
sitting high up in a tree surveying all before him firing the young artist’s imagination. In later years too, he strongly
identified with the paintings and activities of the Cornish artist Peter Lanyon who used a glider to gain fresh
perspectives of the peninsular landscape for his expressive semi-abstract canvases.
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Kate’s Kites Study 16 (1983)
3-D Construction, 24 x 24 ins

Kate’s Kites Study 23 (1983)
3-D Construction, 24 x 24 ins
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Bird Shadow (1985)
Oil, fabric and dowling on canvas, 66 x 66 ins

Elevated view points above the landscape have been a constant feature of David’s compositions throughout his career. He even
experimented attaching a camera to one of his kites but the camera either didn’t survive the flight or was the victim of a crash
landing. Once settled in the Malverns he produced sensational paintings and watercolours from an imaginary but calculated
airborne perspective and was always drawn to any opportunity of viewing the landscape from above. In later years examples
of compositions drawn from an elevated viewpoint appear on pages 25, 28 and 31.
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Sandra Payne’s Cottage (1980)
Watercolour, 12 x 12 ins

The Links, Malvern (1983)
Pastel, 19 x 13 1⁄2 ins

After first settling at Coleshill, the next Prentice family home
was at Hellidon in Northamptonshire. These two watercolours
depict the village in the early 1980’s. In the composition
Sandra Payne’s Cottage, the long wall on the right is part of
the building in which David had his studio. The night time
view of Malvern is evidence of a visit to the town before their
eventual move there in 1990.

Barley Mow Corner (1983)
Watercolour, 12 x 12 ins

Landscape with Rainbow (1986)
Pastel, 23 1⁄2 x 35 ins

The Wet Lane, Malvern (1987)
Pastel, 23 3⁄4 x 35 3⁄4 ins

Frost & Snow, Malverns (1986)
Pastel and watercolour, 23 1⁄2 x 35 1⁄4 ins



20

All about the Idle Hill (1992)
Oil on canvas, 58 x 65 ins

Wyche Point (1992)
Reed pen, 10 1⁄4 x 10 1⁄4 ins

West Malvern Road (1992)
Reed pen, 10 1⁄4 x 10 1⁄4 ins

21

By 1992 David had been living in Malvern for two years, vigorously exploring every aspect of the Worcestershire
landmark. He walked the hills and cycled the lanes, almost always carrying a sketch book. Both All about the
Idle Hill (opposite) and Summer Sure to Die (page 23) are to a degree seminal works - confrontational, powerful,
earthy and organic.

On the idle hill of summer,
Sleepy with the flow of streams,

Far I hear the steady drummer
Drumming like a noise in dreams.

from A.E.Housman, A Shropshire Lad (Verse l)
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Worcester Beacon & the Wells Hills, Malvern (1992)
Watercolour, 23 1⁄2 x 35 1⁄4 ins

Walkers near the Heathland, Malvern (1990)
Pastel, 23 1⁄2 x 35 3⁄4 ins

Snow on the Malvern Hills (1993)
Watercolour, 14 x 19 1⁄2 ins

Malvern Hills, the Western Slopes under Snow (1992)
Watercolour & gouache, 21 1⁄2 x 35 3⁄4 ins

Summer Sure to Die (1992)
Oil on canvas, 59 x 59 ins

Thaw follows frost; hard on the heel of spring
Treads summer sure to die, for hard on hers
Comes autumn with his apples scattering;

Then back to wintertide, when nothing stirs.

from A.E. Housman, Diffugere Nives (Horace, Odes 4.7) (Verse lll)
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Ariadne’s Thread - Event Horizon (2002)
Oil on canvas, 15 x 60 ins

For a number of years between the late 1990’s and into the first decade of the present century, David used the prefix Ariadne’s
Thread in many of the titles of his paintings. He identified strongly with the legend of Ariadne, applying the theme to his own
progress through life as well as figures depicted moving through his paintings. David really occupied his landscape whether he
was out of doors or in his studio. The progress of figures through his landscapes was often symbolic of the legend, and to quote
Wikipedia - multiple apparent means of proceeding - such as a physical maze, a logic puzzle, or an ethical dilemma - through an
exhaustive application to all available routes. And perhaps this was also a metaphor for his own process of making a painting.

Ariadne’s Thread - Out of the Woods (2002)
Oil on canvas, 12 x 48 ins
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A Long Stretched Hour (2004)
Oil on canvas, 58 x 58 ins

A long stretched hour it was:
Nothing undone

Remained; the early seeds
All safely sown.

from Edward Thomas, Sowing (verse lll)
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Sticks, Winter Beacon (2005)
Oil on canvas, 53 x 52 ins

West Flank (2006)
Oil on canvas, 58 x 58 ins
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Beacon Flight (2006)
Oil on canvas, 48 x 48 ins

Trick of Light (2008)
Oil on canvas, 58 x 58 ins
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Lane near Coddington (2009)
Watercolour, 23 x 33 ins

A Lane on the Worcestershire/Herefordshire Border (2010)
Watercolour, 23 1⁄2 x 33 3⁄4 ins

A West Malvern Lane (2009)
Watercolour, 23 x 33 ins

Above Jubilee Drive (2009)
Oil on canvas, 48 x 42 ins

In 2009/10 David completed a body of work that was shown in an exhibition entitled The Green Fuse. 
This title was extracted from a poem by Dylan Thomas (1914 - 1953).

The force that through the green fuse drives the flower
Drives my green age; that blasts the roots of the trees

Is my destroyer.

David stated that the use of Dylan Thomas’ poem is not to describe his subject matter 
but to address the paradox of the creative art.
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BIOGRAPHY
1936 Born near Birmingham
1949-1952 Moseley School of Art & Crafts
1952-1957 Birmingham College of Arts & Crafts
1964-1972 Co-Director & Founder, Ikon Gallery, Birmingham
1980-1990 Lived in Northampton
1986 Retired from teaching in Birmingham
1986-1987 Artist in Residence at Nottingham University
2014 Died, Malvern, May 7th 2014

SELECTED SOLO EXHIBITIONS
1968 Arts Council Gallery, Cambridge
1971 Serpentine Gallery, Kensington Park, London
1977 Coracle Press, London
1974/80 Ikon Gallery, Birmingham
1993 Gainsborough's House, Sudbury, Suffolk

Midlands Contemporary Art Ltd, Birmingham
1992/94 Anna-Mei Chadwick, London
1994/97 Art First, London
1996/98/01 The John Davies Gallery, Stow-on-the-Wold

Malvern Theatres
2002 ART London, Duke of York's HQ, Chelsea

Malvern Theatres, 'Paintings from the Sixties'
2003/05/06 The John Davies Gallery, Stow-on-the-Wold
2006 Modern British Artists, London
2007 Lemon Street Gallery, Truro, Cornwall
2008 Medici Gallery, London
2008/10/11/12 The John Davies Gallery, Moreton-in-Marsh
2010 Finding Landscape, University of Birmingham
2011 Monnow Valley Arts, Walterhouse, Herefordshire
2011 Number Nine the Gallery, Birmingham
2012 Shell House Gallery, Ledbury
2013/14/15/17 The John Davies Gallery, Moreton-in-Marsh

SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS
1956-1997 Royal Birmingham Society of Artists
1964/65 Betty Parsons Gallery, New York
1965 Museum of Modern Art, New York
1967 Albright-Knox Gallery, New York
1968/69 Axiom Gallery, London
1968/70 Arts Council Touring Exhibition, UK
1968/70/72 John Moore’s Liverpool Exhibition, Liverpool Art Gallery
1969 Curwen Gallery, London
1970/71 Lisson Gallery, London
1976 Birmingham City Art Gallery
1985-2000 The Royal Watercolour Society, London
1988/89 Camden Arts Centre, London
1989 Anita Shapolsky Gallery, New York
1989/90 Royal Institute of Painters in Watercolour, London
1989-2007 Singer & Friedlander/Sunday Times Competition, UK
1995 Birmingham City Museum & Art Gallery
2000/02 Discerning Eye, London
2004 Ikon Gallery 40th Anniversary Exhibition
2014 Worcester City Art Gallery ‘Skylight - Landscapes’
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Back cover illustration: 
Winter Ridgeway, Malverns (2009)

Oil on canvas, 15 x 16 ins

AWARDS
1955 Painting Prize Industrial Britain
1958 Painting Prize Royal Artillery
1990 First Prize Singer & Friedlander/Sunday Times
1996 Third Prize Singer & Friedlander/Sunday Times
1999 Second Prize Singer & Friedlander/Sunday Times
2007 Third Prize Kaupthing Singer & Friedlander/Sunday Times
2011 Short listed for House of Lords, No 1 Millbank
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For a full and comprehensive Curriculum Vitae on David Prentice by Graeme Collins 
please refer to the homepage of Moseley School of Art Association 
www.moseley-art-school.co.uk
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