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In the late 1980s Woolloomooloo Studios was a vast, cavernous, almost derelict 
space in a very seedy part of Sydney. Over the years the complex was home to 
many artists.  My studio was the thoroughfare to all the studios at the back 
of the building. Peter had to pass through my space to get to his studio. After 
a few perfunctory ‘hello’ conversations, we drifted into a very companionable 
comraderie which was aided and abetted by Terry Culver – another studio 
colleague. Terry, an artist of invariable routine, recruited us into having coff ee 
with him every afternoon at Bill & Toni’s – a coff ee shop nearby. Th e three 
of us became steadfast friends – something that remains true even now, some 
decades down the track.

On a superfi cial level, Peter’s art practice and mine were from diff erent 
universes. My career had begun to fl ourish – the currency in the Australian 
art world at that time favoured conceptualism, appropriation and post-
modernity, a brush I was very much tarred with. Peter, on the other hand, 
was engaged in a profoundly personal quest. When Peter had moved into 
the studio, his long term partner, Michael Kendall had been diagnosed with 
AIDS which he eventually died from in 1989. In those days, HIV/AIDS was 
not only incurable, it was almost always fatal. Th e 1980s and 1990s was a very 
intense era: over 4500 people died from the disease in Australia.  Nobody 
was untouched by this epidemic and many of us in the artworld were actively 
caring for friends who were dying. Peter was fi ghting in the trenches, he was 
not only caring for Michael and seeing him through to his death, but Peter had 
also been diagnosed as HIV+ and was anticipating his own end of days. Peter’s 
work was raw and direct with an emotional fragility completely antithetical 
to the conceptual. He was reaching deeply within himself as a way to deal 
with pain and grief in his life. While caring for Michael, Peter came into 
the studio every single day to give voice and solace to his demons. He didn’t 
speak of what he was going through, but it was evident in his drawings and 

Investigations into Life After Death
Woolloomooloo Studios circa 1988 - 1994
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the chaotic, volatile messiness of his work space. Scrunched up bits of paper, 
broken pencils, dirty coff ee cups. Th ere were times he would get so drunk that 
he would even piss on his work. It was an act of brutal poetry, after all AIDS 
was about the exchange of bodily fl uids. Jokingly he referred to this work as 
‘sissy abstractionism’ – an ironic take on the heroic Abstract Expressionism 
of the mid-20th century. ‘Heroic’ was the last thing he felt, and yet Peter’s 
work was heroic both literally and metaphorically. Mark Rothko, arguably the 
greatest and most iconic American Abstract Expressionist, said that he was 
only interested in the expression of ‘tragedy, ecstasy and doom’ and that ‘death 
was the only true subject matter’.  Peter’s work was no less an interrogation of 
the depths of existential annihilation than Rothko’s.  Abstract Expressionism 
was trying to invent a language to come to terms with the horror of World War 
II; Peter was fi nding a language through drawing that would enable him to live 
on the brink of the abyss he was facing. His drawings were expressive, visceral 
and honest. Th ey often incorporated text which referred to friends who had 
passed away that very same day.

In the early 1990s Peter, Terry and I formed a group called I. L. A. D. – 
Investigations  into Life after Death (Peter’s acronym). It started as a piece of 
innocent fun. Terry had heard strange noises in the upper studios late one 
night while he was alone.  At coff ee the next day we had huge fun talking of 
ghosts and spooky stories. Th at night we decided to have a séance. We found 
an old mirror onto which we taped the letters of the alphabet, the numerals 
0 - 9 and the words ‘yes’ and ‘no’. We rested our index fi ngers on an upturned 
glass and asked for the spirits to come.  Surprisingly, it didn’t take long for 
a response.  A prankster fronted up claiming to be Jesus. We asked with 
incredulous hilarity if he was ‘Jesus, son of Mary’, to which he replied with a 
fi rm NO. Th en we asked if he was Jesus the son of God – you know, the one 
the New Testament was written about? Once again a fi rm NO. Th en we asked:  
‘Well who are you the son of?’ Th e reply was ‘Jesus, son of Gumby. Ha Ha!’ 
Th e séance was entirely comical, unexpected and inexplicable. Our I. L. A. D. 
meetings became weekly and went on for a number of years. We became so 

adept that, instead of using a mirror, we three would clasp onto a pencil with 
our fi ngers and let the pencil just draw or write the messages. Th e drawing and 
writing fl owed smoothly to such a degree that we were often bickering about 
things as inane as who was going to eat the last Tim Tam while the pencil was 
channelling a message or an image unrelated to the conversation. Many dead 
artists made appearances, including Ad Reinhardt, Mark Tobey and Andy 
Warhol. Eventually we had to tell Andy to go away because he was obsessively 
drawing portraits of John Lennon and wouldn’t let any other ‘spirits’ come play 
with us. Memorably, Hans Bellmer told us that ‘eroticism is the energy behind 
creativity’. Grief and humour (often hysterical) was the glue of our relationship 
and I. L. A. D. was the expression of it. Th ere is no logical explanation for why 
these séances worked. Whether there were actual spirits that came or not, I 
can’t say. However the bottom line was that it was the strength and deep bond 
of friendship that enabled the pencil to work.

Peter’s work was about somatic gesture. In the same way that the I. L. A. D. 
pencil used us to give the energy required to make those mysterious drawings, 
Peter’s own body was the vehicle through which he accessed the greater body 
of the world – a world made of invisible and unfathomable forces that align 
together in order to create life. His work demonstrated how the enterprise of 
being human extends far beyond the physical body, but must also incorporate 
it. My clearest memory of the time Peter and I shared together as studio mates 
is the enormous courage it took him to be as vulnerable and true to make the 
work he did.

Lindy Lee

March 2018
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TO:  Something that a visitor to your exhibition probably wouldn’t be able to 
guess is the sheer quantity of your works on paper. You’ve been phenomenally 
productive over several decades, yet almost nothing, only a tiny fraction of those 
works has been exhibited up till now.  

PM:  Mm–hmm.  

TM:  Another thing that’s going to be hard to convey is that there have been 
phases of your work that involve a vast number of drawings, where you’ve 
worked with great consistency and application. However, if we try to summarize 
your production and make a representative sampling, the impression could be 
misleading. Someone could infer that your output is alarmingly inconsistent and 
eclectic. 

PM:  Very much so. I think right from the very beginning my work has been 
reactive to what’s been happening around me and to my correspondence with the 
world, so I tend to be infl uenced by things that have happened in my life, that 
I’ve had direct experience of. Some of the artists who have been infl uential on 
me are people I’ve met and have been able to talk to and observe in their studios, 
so it’s hard to be precise about how and why things have changed. We’re talking 
about an awfully long period of time – the earliest work in this show comes from 
around 1980. I always fi nd it hard to divorce the art from the circumstances of 
my life.

TM: Still, I would be wary of explaining all the changes in your work in terms 
of the disparate infl uences that have come to bear on it. Th ose infl uences are 
obvious – you’ve never attempted to conceal them. However I think the thing 
that matters in your case is the sense of permission – the sense of possibility that 
somebody has communicated to you.  

‘Younger than he should be...’
Peter Maloney 
in conversation with Tony Oates and Terence Maloon

untitled 1995
collage and mixed media on paper
73 x 55 cm
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it was more a de Kooning orientation through the use of paint – the fl eshy paint 
– and the wild compositional aspect. Somewhere in there as well was a big dose 
of Andy Warhol – who of course was a great sissy, and his example mitigated 
that very butch de Kooningishness. Th at mitigation was really important to me.

TO:  From the beginning?

PM:  Right from the beginning.  

TM:  So, when we observe that your own version of gestural abstraction was 
characterised by a light hand, by nimbleness and sparingness of gesture, and by 
transparency of construction … from what you’ve said, these would be qualities 
that diff erentiate them from the muscularity and masculine force you attribute 
to de Kooning and his forceful way of pushing paint around. Actually I see 
those drawings of yours as very athletic, very acrobatic in their way. Th ey would 
require tremendous alertness, presence of mind and mental resourcefulness to be 
channelled into their physical expression. 

PM: I wouldn’t argue with that, but I was also looking for myself in it, you know?  
Not looking for my language, but actually looking for myself – to see who I was 
and where I fi tted in with the world. Let’s not forget my teachers too, because 
they were really important.  I was taught by Gareth Sansom whose perverse 
nature gave me a lot of permission – both early on and long afterwards. My other 
teachers, Allan Mitelman and Paul Partos, were extremely serious about mark-
making and composition, and it was Bea Maddock who introduced me to Andy 
Warhol, in her own very, very quiet, reserved way.

TO:   Bea Maddock – her infl uence resurfaces periodically in your work.

PM: Bea was probably my most important teacher. We became very close friends 
and I used to go around to her place and work there at night.  She gave me 
special permission – literally special permission – to work with her, for which I’ve 
always been grateful.  She set in motion my use of photography, which I took up 
as a student and then resumed at various times later on. I’ve used photography 
fairly extensively, though I didn’t ever want to be a photographer. I couldn’t care 

PM:  Absolutely, I’ve always thought that.  I’ve never thought that I would have 
to explain or justify exactly why there has been an infl uence and to explain 
the nature of that infl uence – because it’s something you might not even see in 
the work. But the idea of permission is really important. It’s important because 
generally we don’t understand the possibilities of expansion or of engagement 
until someone reveals it to us.  

TO:  Could you say that you’ve never felt a compelling need to be consistent in 
your output?

PM: Well, I actually thought that I did.  I thought I was quite consistent, because 
I worked really solidly within certain realms until the work required me to move 
on, and quite often I moved on because of possibilities that arose in the work, 
as well as because of external factors: moving from one city to another, meeting 
diff erent artists, reading about diff erent artists, seeing works by diff erent artists, 
travelling overseas and contemplating the kind of history that I’ve had. 

TO: So how would you set the scene? Where would this story start? 

PM:  Well, as you know, really early in the piece I was very drawn to gestural 
abstraction. And that eventually fi rmed up via Tony Tuckson, whose work came 
out of his response to forms of American gestural abstraction combined with an 
Aboriginal or an Indigenous approach in his paintings.

TM:  But during your formative years in Melbourne, how visible would Tony 
Tuckson’s work have been for you? 

PM:  Not visible at all. Before I went to live in Sydney, I didn’t know about Tony 
Tuckson, I’d never heard of him. Th at came much later. At fi rst I was fascinated 
by the American gestural abstractionists.  At the time, among the artists who 
had been infl uenced by gestural abstraction, it was generally felt that there had 
been a parting of ways. You had to make a choice between Jackson Pollock 
and Willem de Kooning, and I was more attracted to de Kooning. Pollock I 
found wonderful but inscrutable and unuseable as a role model. For me there 
was nothing you could develop out of his all-over approach to composition. So 
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less about making a defi nitive statement through a beautiful photographic print, 
so I often work with grungy or slightly degraded photos or with photocopies 
rather than photos. All of that came from Bea, it developed from her. 

TO:  What kind of person was she?

PM:  With me, she was very quiet and would just make the occasional grunt 
of encouragement. I felt that she was quietly watching whatever was going on. 
She recognised that I was really keen on learning about photography and photo 
etching – and she set me some impossible tasks in order to test me, like grinding 
my own inks and colour. It was like making mayonnaise, you know, adding 
one drop of oil at a time and grinding it in with the pigment, then adding 
another drop… She was an absolute perfectionist. She would take images from 
the newspaper sometimes – for the “lost children” or “murdered children” series, 
for instance – and if there was a dot missing in the newspaper, which there 
always was, she would restore it in her plates.  

TO:  She had a very strong sense of the visual weight of an image.  

PM:  Th e graphic presence of an image, the power of the image essentially, 
yeah.  And the way she juxtaposed photographic imagery and another kinds of 
incidents … I’m still using those techniques in my photomontages. Th e relative 
weight of the elements builds… it helps develop a certain narrative.  

TO:  Th rough the counterpointing. 

PM:  Th e counterpointing, exactly.  Bea Maddock was the teacher who took me 
most seriously – and, you know, as a student you respond to that. As a young 
person you need somebody who believes in you. I think I was careful at the time 
that my work didn’t resemble hers too closely.  It’s come to resemble hers more 
now. When I was a student I was trying to combine a spontaneous mark with 
the photograph. I was cutting up photographs and scattering them on a plate, 
then exposing those plates and fi xing them.  But, like I said, what Bea taught me 
was how one can use photography without being a photographer.  

untitled 2010
graphite and collage on paper

76 x 56 cm
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TM: Can we backtrack to something you said earlier? You said you were searching 
for yourself in what you were doing. Over time you achieved a very remarkable 
economy of means in those gestural drawings, which is something that really 
shines out for us. Yet it doesn’t really seem to me that you were searching for an 
individual “voice” in those works, some imprint of “personality”, “character” or 
“temperament” or whatever. However I do get a very strong sense of you seeking 
confi rmation of your powers, confi rmation of your power to achieve synthesis, 
unity, clarity.  

PM:  Th ose works were very direct in the way they were made. Th ere’s a vital 
connection between each addition of a mark and the next action that will follow 
it, building up the composition and developing a space that holds the drawing 
together. I see it as a way of rationalising where you are at a particular point in 
time. I know I had no thought whatsoever of an audience or a reviewer, or of 
how anyone was going to respond to those drawings. 

TO: If you were imagining somebody looking over your shoulder and making 
you self-conscious, you would never be able to work like that. 

PM: No, you wouldn’t. It was my game and it was a very signifi cant game for 
me.  I never actually arrived at a sense of completion or resolution. It was like 
the donkey with the carrot. I never reached the goal because there was always 
something in the way. Th ere was an ideal I was chasing, but I would trip myself 
up on the way. It gave me a reason to get up in the morning and to start again – 
and it necessitated going over the same territory time and again.  I mean, we’ve 
rejected a lot of work and tried to pick out the best ones for this exhibition…  

TO:  Yes, but we could make three or four shows from the works we’ve seen 
without aff ecting the level of quality and interest all that noticeably.

TM:  Th at’s true.  But Peter, that kind of gestural abstraction was completely out 
of fashion when you arrived in Sydney.

untitled 2010
graphite and collage on paper
76 x 58 cm
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PM:  Yes, funny ha-ha.  My communication with my two best friends Lindy Lee 
and Terry Culver was full of irony and sarcasm and humour and laughter.  We 
had a more or less standing date twice a day. We’d go for coff ee at Bill and Tony’s 
– if I got up early enough, I’d go to the morning one as well as the afternoon 
one. We had an agreement that we would never talk about art. We’d talk about 
trivia and television and Sex and the City... because the whole of the rest of the 
day was taken up with making art. I wouldn’t say we never talked about art, but 
basically we were a bunch of jokers and the laughter was really important to us.  
We all had our demons.  Lindy had her demons, I had my demons and Terry 
had his. Conversely, our work became extremely important in getting some sort 
of earthly clarity.  

TM:  Yes, that impressed Tony and me very strongly: how adroitly you were 
able to fi nd an equilibrium among all those destabilising forces. Th ings converge 
from diff erent directions and you’re able to co-ordinate them and stabilise them 
– spontaneously, it seems.

PM:  I worked fairly quickly, as you can tell. Th ere’s a velocity about the drawings. 
Sometimes I made several in a single session, depending on how frenetic I was 
feeling. I guess it was me talking to myself through the action of making the 
work, in very simple formal elements that were basically linear.  Th e line became 
a cursive language which morphed into cursive writing, so it was a kind of 
communication with myself as well as with an imagined other.  

TM:  Th e lines also create a system of interference, where each line has the power 
to disrupt the others. 

PM: I like that idea.  Keeping all the elements in play was what I was trying to 
do – in a kind of acrobatic way, as you say. Yet everything is subject to the laws 
of gravity. Sometimes things would collapse, hence there’s a whole lot of work 
which, compositionally, was pretty awful.  

TO: In the next major sequence of your drawings, colour becomes much more 
prominent. Th e drawings are more painterly. Th e words and phrases in them have 

PM:  Oh, it was terribly out of fashion.  Th ere were one or two people who liked 
what I did. I did exhibit my work at the Legge Gallery, where I showed mostly 
paintings, but occasionally works on paper too. I was doing it from a kind of … 
I thought it was from an outsider’s point of view – you know: “gay man does 
heroic work”.  Th at doesn’t make any sense to you? 

TM:  You know, from my point of view there’s always been a neurotic and put-
downish aspect in your self-rationalisation.  Still, the idea must have been real 
enough to motivate your work and it didn’t get in the way of your dedication 
and devotion and discipline and integrity of purpose, which I see as a kind 
of monastic thing – you know, like saying your prayers or doing your yoga 
or meditation. You would go every day to the studio and do your thing. You 
developed a rigorous practice that enabled extraordinary qualities to emerge in 
your work.  

PM:  On the other hand I loved the nightlife in Sydney, which didn’t start until 
one or two o’clock in the morning.  Club 80 was just up the road from the studio 
and I would go there occasionally, and bars stayed open late into the night, but 
I was a bit of a loner.  I would set myself up in a corner with a few beers and 
not talk to anybody for hours on end, just taking it in, you know? And going 
to rock and roll concerts…  But at the forefront was my work – and, as a young 
gay man living in the ghetto and having friends who lived in the ghetto, I didn’t 
have much to talk about with people, because they weren’t interested in the kind 
of things that I was interested in.  Th e studio practice was my church.  It fed me 
something that was going to… it was not going to break with the rest of my life, 
the outside experiences, but it was going to add something worthy and ensure 
that something worthy was going to come out of all the horrible things that were 
happening in Sydney at the time: you know – the HIV pandemic.  It was a very 
fearful time.  Strangely, I was not afraid for myself; I was afraid for other people 
and I was afraid for the world, but never afraid for myself.  I was actually a very 
funny person…

TM:  Funny ha-ha?
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become more conspicuous. Your visual language is intentionally disjointed and 
eclectic – sometimes skirting the edge of chaos.  But they are actually extremely 
subtle and well organised graphic compositions, despite the appearance of wild, 
freewheeling improvisation.

TM:  Yes, that’s right. And the apparent disconnection and free-fl oating 
quality evokes what goes on in someone’s head – words that strike you oddly at 
certain moments, bits of songs, random associations …

TO:  Fragments from your existence that come up.

PM:  Well, our brains are like that.  If you want to know what meditation is, 
people say: “Listen to the babble in your mind and try to quieten it down”.

TM:  Could we talk about Gareth Sansom, whom you’ve already mentioned. 
Gareth, you might say, is a byword for perversity and eclecticism, but he’s also 
an extraordinarily resourceful and virtuosic improviser. I know you’ve looked at 
his work very closely. What kind of rapport did you have with him as a student 
at the VCA?

PM:  We had some rapport, but I did learn a lot from him, I’ve learnt a lot 
by looking at his work.  He was head of the VCA and was taken up with 
administration much of the time, but we’d have the occasional conversation and 
he knew that I had a bit of a wild streak. He certainly had a wild streak himself.  

TM: Which gave you permission to be a bad boy?

PM:  No, hang on. No. Th at’s underestimating Gareth’s powers. He’s a very, 
very serious painter. His love of people like Francis Bacon and so on runs very 
deep. He’s constantly travelling the world, going to the big, important shows 
and sharing information about his experiences.  He shares a lot on social media. 
I’ve learnt much more from him in that capacity than I did when we had some 
personal contact. Unfortunately we just didn’t get to know each other very well. 
I really like some of those early works of his, the ones with collage that had 
imagery of transvestitism and bizarre sexuality mixed up with imagery of cricket 

untitled 1995
mixed media on paper

73 x 55 cm
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playing and all sorts of crazy things. Th ere’s a whole world crammed into those 
wonderful paintings.  

TM:  Yes, but I also think there’s an overlap between your work and Gareth’s 
in the confi dential, stream-of-consciousness, inside-your-head aspect both of 
you have cultivated. Initially a viewer might take this as a kind of blague, you 
know?  You might think: “Oh well, it’s a ruse; it’s fake craziness; it’s a black 
comedy of identity; it’s a travesty of self-disclosure and confession”. But behind 
the smokescreen of low comedy there’s something painfully genuine being 
communicated. I have this sense in both of you.

PM:  Th e work of mine that you’re referring to when you make the comparison 
with Gareth’s was very, very personal. And if, like you said, Gareth’s work was 
confessional, so too was mine in a way, although I had no one to confess to, 
because I didn’t show people the work.  

TM:  When did you fi rst see Tuckson’s work?  What did you see in particular?  

PM:  I saw Tuckson at Watters Gallery, because I used to have to pass there to 
get to my studio, we were just down the hill. Th ere were a couple of Tuckson 
shows … I’d go in with a pad and some crayons and I’d try to draw the works 
in my crazy way. I became a big fan when I got to know his work better.  It 
must have been Richard McMillan who fi rst took me to the Tuckson house at 
Wahroonga. Margaret Tuckson and I became good friends. I was amazed by all 
those great paintings that were still in the house. When there were bushfi res on 
the outskirts of Sydney that were threatening Margaret’s neighbourhood, I went 
out there with a friend who had a station-wagon taxi, and we ferried many, many 
paintings from the studio to safety.  

TM:  We’ve got you moving from Melbourne to Sydney.  

PM:  Via London.  

TM:  What was important about being in London?

PM: I lived in London at the tail end of the punk thing.  And that’s when I came 

untitled 1995
mixed media on paper
73 x 55 cm
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PM:  Yeah, well, I was a pig in mud then, because I always loved music and to be 
there when Mark E Smith and Th e Fall were starting out …

TM:  Somebody who is dedicated to an esoteric, almost selfl ess monastic practice 
as a visual artist and who’s also an enthusiastic follower of punk bands – isn’t 
there a fl agrant contradiction in that? 

PM:  It wasn’t until I got to Woolloomooloo studios that I became at all 
monastically inclined, actually.

TO: And that was when?  

PM:  Well, my partner died in August ’89 and it was prior to that, so it was 
early ’89 or late ’88 that I moved in there. I moved in there to remove myself 
from outside life and do something for myself rather than being a carer.  Lindy 
recently reminded me how she was being feted by the art world at the time.  She 
was really successful. Her interest in conceptual art and appropriation, et cetera, 
and the art world’s interest in those things coincided. But, she said: “You, Peter, 
couldn’t give a fuck about the art world”.  I used to go to openings with her and 
the people I met weren’t really my people.  I had left art school a fair while before 
and the idea of having a career, of having an audience and audiencebuilding 
didn’t really occur to me, It didn’t attract me at all.  

TO:  You’ve told me that some of those drawings came out of séances in some 
way or other.

PM:  Yeah, the séances… it’s really hard to talk about them, because they 
were a big part of what we were involved with. William Burroughs believed in 
spiritualism, you know. He thought it was just a fact of life, that there were other 
dimensions and signifi cant phenomena that weren’t accessible under normal 
circumstances.  However it’s important to state for the record that none of us 
ever said: “We’re spiritualists. We believe in spirits”. Never did any of us ever say 
such a thing. I came upon some scraps of paper the other day which came out of 
the séances.  Th ere are some here which were notes taken.  Th is was a little Mark 
Tobey work that came about one evening.  Th is was a portrait of me when I was 

into contact with industrial music like Th robbing Gristle and Cabaret Voltaire, 
who were a band as well. I was a sitting duck to appreciate that kind of thing, 
because I like people who threaten conventions.  Genesis POrridge and friends 
scared the daylights out of the status quo in England, so I was bound to be a fan.  

TM: Because you were angry at that point?

PM:  Oh, no, no, I was never angry.  No, I was experimental.

TO:  It was exciting in some way?

PM:  Yeah, yeah, yeah.  I saw myself as a transgressive person, even though at 
the time I didn’t make much work.  When I left art school and went travelling, 
it was not expected that you were suddenly going to become an artist.  It’s not 
like now, when young art students go off  to artistrun spaces and have a trajectory 
that is already pretty much mapped out for them.  

TO:  Being an artist wasn’t regarded as a profession then.  Fair enough.  

PM:  No, and if I was being taught about abstraction at art school and then on 
the street there was punk and industrial music, there never seemed any way that 
they could plausibly be connected.  It didn’t make any sense, you know?  Th ey 
seemed totally incompatible, but there are certain freedoms that belong to both 
genres in some way.

TM: In fact, at the beginning of the punk era I remember I was intrigued by 
what appeared to be a widespread admiration for Jackson Pollock and Mondrian 
among those kids. Eventually it dawned on me that they thought this was art 
that was within everyone’s grasp, that anyone could do it.

TO:  Th e DIY attitude. Go for it.  

PM:  Well that’s a big mistake, because only one person in the world could ever 
do that.  

TM:  Exactly. But it was the reason why we were seeing all this stuff  popping up 
on t-shirts and record sleeves and what have you. 
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about to go and live in Brisbane. You can see in this drawing a water dragon that 
was in the bottom of our yard, which I didn’t know about. And it says: “Gets 
much sex, gets dollars”.  Th at was wrong on both counts.  A little Matisse work… 

TM:  Oh, lovely.  

PM: Again, Henri Matisse…

TM:  Nice.  

PM:  Noguchi did a portrait of Lindy… 

TM:  Mmhmm.  It looks more like a Jenny Watson. 

PM:  One of my favourites is Hans Bellmer, who told us: “eroticism is the energy 
behind creativity”. 

TO:  Th at’s a good one.  

PM:  Th at’s a Bellmer.  

TO: Cool.  

PM: “Love making, love yourself, and eat a lot.” – Bellmer.  But I’d prefer to 
leave Lindy to talk about those encounters.  

TO:  I think there’s often the evocation of sound in your work: certain kinds of 
sound, certain kinds of noise, points of sound, movements of sound in space, 
timbres, reverberations…. 

PM:  If you feel that, then I’m really happy, because there’s nothing more abstract 
than sound. All of these newer works – and we’re talking about the works of 
the last twenty years – have a kind of sonic dimension that arises from the 
repetition of line.  When you build up lines in that way, you automatically think 
of reverberating sound. But I haven’t encouraged people to think like that. I’ve 
left it open as to what it is.  Some people have thought it might be geological – 
sedimentary layers of rock, folds and fractures in the earth’s mantle... 

TM:  Th ere was a specifi c moment in the history of your work when gesture 
became something you were determined to avoid. You made some works which 
reminded me of Edvard Munch’s Th e Scream.  Th ey were based on distortions 
you were generating with a photocopying machine. I think I saw you fairly soon 
after you arrived in Canberra – you showed me some collages of photocopies and 
you were making quite a large painting in a tiny, claustrophobic space which had 
no natural light, in or near the School of Art.  

PM: I’ve always worked in tiny spaces.

TM:  But that space was so confi ned, it was impossible to step back and see what 
you were doing.

PM: I could understand what was happening because of the small photocopy 
template. Th e template gave me suffi  cient information to understand what 
scale was going to contribute when the image was translated into a much larger 
painting.

TM: But it was a big chill, basically.  Th e templates were a means of fi ltration 
and distancing. Th e execution of the paintings had become fairly mechanical 
and wouldn’t have required a great deal of thought. It’s as if they’re referencing 
de Kooning’s giant brushstrokes, but locating them as far as possible from the 
kinetics of “action painting”.

PM:  What you’re forgetting is that most of the creative work was done over a hot 
photocopy machine. Such a radical change in my work was necessary, because I 
wanted to learn something diff erent, and this was completely diff erent to the way 
I’d approached my work before.  In the midnineties I had been invited by Ruth 
Waller to come to the Canberra School of Art as a visiting artist, and I thought: 
“Okay, now’s the time to do something new”. I left my dealer, the Legge Gallery, 
after working with them for nine years. I didn’t leave for the reasons artists 
usually leave galleries, because they’ve had a better off er somewhere else.  I left 
because I wanted a break with my past, I wanted to reinvent myself. I loved the 
Legges and I didn’t want to off end them by jumping into another gallery, so I 
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was without a dealer for four years, and I was really glad to stay unaffi  liated, 
because I didn’t want to have to grow up in public again. And also I’d taken up 
teaching, which I never thought I’d do, because I didn’t think I had anything to 
teach anybody. Teaching occupied a lot of my time in the school, and now and 
then I could snatch a couple of minutes, work on a part of the painting in the 
studio, leave it, then pick up again where I’d left off  when I came back to the 
studio.  Th e mechanical nature of making suited me in the circumstances.  I had 
never worked under that kind of constraint before.

TO:  Didn’t you carry those photocopies on your person at some point?

PM:  Th at’s right, I’d forgotten about that.  When I had decided they were okay, 
I used to fold the photocopies and put them in a wallet or put them in my back 
pocket. Th en I’d cycle around, I’d be cycling to the studio, and the photocopies 
would be wearing out, but the frays and tears and creases and worn bits became 
part of the painting. Th ere was a certain ritualistic aspect to it. I had to keep 
them close to my person until I was convinced that it was time to make the 
painting.

TM:  And your friendship with Richard and Pat Larter? 

PM:  It was before I came to Canberra that I met the Larters through the Watters 
Gallery, and Pat was showing with the Legge Gallery.  Zoe Legge and I drove 
from Sydney to Yass and went to the Larters’ house to pick up some paintings. 
Th e two of them were so excited to show us all their new work – there were 
hundreds and hundreds of paintings, I remember. Pat and I had a relationship 
where I used to pimp for her.  I would get her models, because she had said to 
Richard: “I’m getting too old for you to photograph me for your work,” and he 
replied: “Well in that case I’ll use other women as models,” and she gave him 
the ultimatum: “If you’re going to use other women, I’m going to use young 
men”. So I would procure her young men from among my friends in Sydney.  
She did some of the photo-shoots in my bedsit fl at in Darlinghurst, where there 
were Tuckson works on the wall that Margaret had lent me.  We became great, 
great friends.  She was such a larrikin.  I remember my friend Brent turning 

up on his motorbike in his leathers, and she said: “Right.  You’ll do.  I’ve got a 
hundred dollars.  I’ve got a big fat joint for you.  Take off  your kit.  What do you 
reckon?  What do you reckon about that?”  Th e Larters were the freestspirited 
people I ever met in my life, and Pat at the time was a greatgrandmother, yet still 
partial to a joint. She didn’t drink, I don’t think.  Richard certainly didn’t drink.  
Everyone thought he did, but he didn’t.  One night I took Richard to the Oxford 
Hotel and he got very excited. He said to Frank Watters: “Pete took me to one of 
those homosexual bars and, you know, you couldn’t even tell!” But by the time 
I came to live in Canberra, Pat had already died.  

TM:  Did you know David McDiarmid in Sydney?

PM:  I did, yeah.  

TM:  I think he’s also somebody who had some bearing on what you do.  

PM:  I wasn’t conscious of it for a long time, but if you look at those aphorisms…

TM:  Th e screaming headlines?

PM:  Yeah. When I look at them, I realize: “Oh shit, his posters really did make 
an impression on me”. I’m sure there was an infl uence, and that his example gave 
me some sort of permission, but I didn’t do anything like David’s until fairly 
recently, and that was decades after he had died. 

TM:  We’ve been discussing including an installation of yours in the show 
at the Drill Hall Gallery, an audio-visual thing.  Are you going to be able to 
reconstitute it?  

PM:  Yes, I can show you, I’ll bring it over.  Th is bit hangs on the wall.  As you 
can see, it’s really wonderfully well made.

TO:  Th e lunchbox container?

PM:  Yep.  And it has a little speaker in there, which makes a very low, soft 
sound. Th e cassette recorder sits on the fl oor or on a box, and the tape repeats 
itself.  Th ey’re voices from an answering machine. Th ey’re messages conveying 
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bad news about so-and-so who had died, “And the funeral will be held at blah 
blah blah.”  And these are photo-release images of friends who had died. Th ey’re 
very ghostlike.  

TO:  And heartbreaking.

PM:  Th ey line up on the wall…

TO:  And there’s no shortage of them.

PM:  So we can confi gure it however the space permits… It doesn’t have a name 
yet.  It’s an untitled work.

TO:  To fi nish up, Peter: you’re still very engaged with the younger generation. 

PM: Th ere’s certainly no point in not being engaged with them. And I’m in awe 
of some of them too.  You know, they’re really smart kids.  

TM:  But you believe in their creative potential and appreciate their energy and 
understand their aspirations. Aren’t these the things you’ve kept faith in, which 
have kept you going, all through your life?  

PM:  Mm-hmm. Maybe, yes.

TM:  And as a consequence you’ve stayed very young yourself.

PM:  Probably.  

TM:  I mean, you’re much younger than you should be.

PM:  Th at would be a good headline: “YOUNGER THAN HE SHOULD BE”.  
It could be the next text painting I’d say.  

Sandwich 2011
acrylic on paper

107 x 76 cm
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untitled 1995
mixed media on paper
73 x 55 cm

untitled 1995
mixed media on paper

73 x 55 cm
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untitled 1994
mixed media on paper
73 x 51 cm

untitled 1994
mixed media on paper

73 x 55 cm
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untitled 1995
mixed media on paper
73 x 55 cm



50 51

untitled 2003
collage and mixed media on paper

55 x 75 cm

now she wont leave the house 2002 
(New York)
collage and mixed media on paper
73 x 55 cm
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untitled 2016
acrylic and metal paint on paper
76 x 56 cm
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