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Art - George BevenArt - George Beven

When asked what he attributes his youthfulness  
to, George Beven just shrugs his shoulders and says, 
“I do not know.” I suspect it is the fact that he is 
essentially an unpretentious man, living a life that 
he loves, alongside his friend and partner of nearly 
40 years – Wolfgang Stange. !ey make a wonderful 
combination. Two passionate men who absolutely 
believe in what they create, and are able to give it 
back to the public with a level of integrity and 
honesty that almost guarantees sell-out shows, be 
they George’s art exhibitions or Wolfgang’s superbly 
choreographed, world-famous dance performances.

In 1974, whilst living and working in Britain,  
George went to China as a tour guide with a group 
of English visitors. “It was fascinating to go to China 
as no-one had been there before,” he reminisces. 
George took with him a pen, palette, and paint, and 
drew lots of pictures. “!e locals were not pleased 
when I drew rural life; they wanted scenes of 
prosperity and development – the skyscrapers,” 
George recalls. (He has some beautiful drawings 
from that time, probably tucked away in a drawer  
in his London flat.) Now, Bevan wants to go back  
to China to see the enormous changes since he was 
last there. Ubud, in Bali, is another place he would 
like to visit: “It’s where all the artists hang out.” 
Indeed, travel is what inspires George Beven to 
paint; he takes photographs of scenes and people, 
brings them home, and pieces the imagery together 
to make a composite painting. However, he always 
changes the colours, because colour is what defines 
his work.  

Bevan would like to live in Sri Lanka permanently, 
but his partner’s work takes him to the UK, where 
they have a home. Besides, George paints prolifically 
and well whilst in London. With Wolfgang out 
working, George is left free to paint, and with 
photographs around him he composes his paintings. 
Each work of art can take two days. If he does not 
like the painting, he just tears it up, wasting the 
paper and horrifying friends. But, as Bevan insists, 
they cannot recognise what to him is distasteful 

about those aborted e"orts, even though 
they are eager to purchase them. So 
into the bin go the discarded works. 

Curiously, Bevan does not take 
photographs of Londoners, preferring 
the colour and variety that defines  
Sri Lanka. He agrees with George 
Bernard Shaw, stating that “In Sri Lanka, 
each person is an original and you had 
to go out of Sri Lanka to find the copies.”

Because George was a tour guide in 
London, I asked him how a tourist 
should see Sri Lanka. !rough what 
lens? He replied that it is essential that 
tourists leave the comfort of their 
hotels and mingle with the locals, 
sampling their food, and just getting to 
know them. His ideal itinerary would 
include a road trip through the 
Cultural Triangle; then onto the 
typical ‘English’ hill country (Nuwara 
Eliya) – with houses much like those 
in Norfolk – to stay at a tea estate; 
down through to Yala, to see 
elephants, birdlife, and leopards; and finally back to 
Colombo. !is would take two weeks, but he would 
prefer to do it in three.

George Beven lives simply and comfortably in a 
charming red-tiled-roof house in Negombo, the 
bustling seaside town one hour’s drive from 
Colombo and only ten minutes from Colombo-
Katunayake Airport (BIA). Here, bamboo and 
frangipani grow side by side; branches from thorny 
bougainvillea bushes are lifted so you can walk 
through to the house. Alongside the entrance to the 
house is an outdoor staircase that takes you up to 
Bevan’s studio, which also serves as his bedroom. 
Up here, the light coming in at 45˚ angles from both 
sides to cast the perfect illumination for George to 
work on his paintings. Meanwhile the dada bidi 
clattering sounds from Wolfgang are ignored!

George Beven turns 80 on June 8 this year. 
He does not look 80 – far from it.

Pure art
By Nazreen Sansoni. Portrait by Dominic Sansoni.
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Art - George Beven

!e artist paints mainly for 
himself. To George it is irrelevant 
whether he is standing facing his 
easel, or an artist who sells all his 
paintings at Gallery exhibitions. 
Of course, he is very pleased when 
he sells out – which he usually 
does, and attributes to luck. 
However, I would suggest that  
it is not mere luck, but a lack of 
inhibition in his work that speaks 
to you, combined with the colours 
and the simple happy scenes of life 
in Sri Lanka that makes these 
paintings accessible. It makes you 
want one, to hang on your wall. 

Surprisingly, George has had no 
formal training in art. Originally 
from Negombo, like many small 
boys his age George began his 
schooling at Newstead Girls’ 
College. He was encouraged by 
Miss Jayawardene, who regularly 
entered his drawings in 
competitions at which he won 
prizes for his school. Continuing 
to draw, he then discovered 
another talent, as a tap dancer.  
At 12, Bevan transferred to Maris 
Stella College, also in Negombo, 
one of Sri Lanka’s oldest Roman 
Catholic schools for boys. While 
still a student there, he submitted 
his black-and-white ink drawings 
to the island’s then leading 
evening and Sunday newspaper, 
the Ceylon Observer. George 
Beven subsequently became the 
first artist employed by the 

Observer, and worked alongside 
the legendary Aubrey Collette, a 
highly acclaimed satirist and 
political cartoonist whose fame 
extended in a similar role with the 
Herald newspaper in Melbourne, 
Australia.

A man of many talents, George 
Beven has worked as fashion 
designer, tap dancer, costume  
and set designer, typist, 
aforementioned tour guide,  
and a newspaper columnist whose 
forte was interviewing fashionable 
women. He cites Yvonne 
Gulamhussein, Romaine Dias,  
and Elizabeth Perera as the most 
stylish Ceylonese (Sri Lankan) 
women. Sailing by ocean liner 
back and forth between Colombo 
and London, Bevan had his first 
one-man exhibition in London at 
the Royal Empire Society building 
on January 7, 1958. George was 
described as an ‘Eastern Degas’, 
his paintings of Kandyan dancers 
being particularly admired. 
Interestingly, he used his fingers 
to paint; there was something to 
using his fingers, it captures the 
movement of the painting. “I can 
feel it in my fingers,” he explains.

Later Bevan was dubbed ‘!e 
Royal Painter’, because he was 
commissioned to paint a portrait 
of Princess Margaret using the 
monotone method, that he 
mastered – and “it became totally 

mine.” !is is a technique which 
involved flicking Indian ink o" a 
toothbrush on to a cartridge paper 
to produce portraits. George’s 
artistic influences are David 
Paynter, Degas, and an Austrian 
artist, Oskar Kokoschka. 

Bevan’s art is not complex. He is 
neither the long-su"ering artist 
nor a social commentator. He 
prefers to leave that to other 
artists, although he loves viewing 
conceptual art in galleries in 
London and Sri Lanka. He goes 
for inspiration, especially during 
the times when he cannot paint, 
which sometimes happens. Once 
he had a house guest who stayed 
with him in Negombo for six 
months. George could not paint  
at that time and for six months 
afterward. !at worried him. 
!ese are the times when 
Wolfgang also su"ers, when 
George is unproductive. “He has 
to be in a good mood to paint, and 
once he starts painting he can’t 
stop. As an artist it does not 
matter where you are; when 
creative inspiration comes it 
comes,” explains Wolfgang.

George Beven will exhibit his 
paintings and drawings at the 
Barefoot Gallery in Colombo in 
September 2009.

©
 Paintings by George Beven, photographed by Dom

inic Sansoni.


