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A Painter — Pete Wheeler

Peter Wheeler (b. 1978, Timaru, New Zealand) holds a BFA (2000)
from the Otago Polytechnic and an MFA (2009) from the U of
Canterbury. He has exhibited widely in New Zealand and
internationally in galleries such as Buia Gallery, NY, Jonathan Smart
Gallery, Christchurch, Poggiali e Forconi, Florence, and
Whitespace Gallery, Auckland. He currently resides in Berlin with
his wife and three children. For him, painting is his ‘job’ — he works
regular hours and prides himself on his mastery of his craft,
developed over twenty years. ‘| am a painter’ is a phrase that he

habitually repeats when describing himself.

Wheeler's fundamental engagement is with painting as an activity
that seeks no other justification outside itself. He works primarily in
oil on canvas, which he primes with rabbit skin glue on the reverse
side of the fabric. He specifies: ‘Somehow, | just love putting colour
on a surface. It's just the way it is. | think art is just something
inherently in us as kids, and some of us carry that through life.’ His
later paintings are often developed with reference to
photographs, which he may find or take himself and which he re-
interprefts liberally; he is drawn to a particular image (to which he
frequently returns more than once) because of the way it suggests
a potential painting as a play of colour, texture, form and

composition metastasized in the materiality of the medium.



‘| used to be an abstract artist,” claimed Wheelerin 2011. In

consequence, perhaps, he explains that
... my painting style is a constant struggle between
abstraction and figurative defined and redefined. It is a
game between colours, surfaces, and images and
something that deals a lot with manual skill. All this reminds
me that | have to be aware as an artist, to let the paint be
the paint, that it has its own characteristics and is not always
under the control of something else.

Art critic, Lorenzo Bruni, thus, views Wheeler’s project as resonating

with that of ‘artists such as Gerhard Richter, Luc Tuymans, Peter

Doig and William Sasnal who have always worked upon the

attempt to discover a third approach to interpretation, between

figurative and abstract. . ..’

Wheeler's large-scale oil paintings serve as a constant reference

to the body and its exertions as critical to his practice. In the

arfist’s words:
To create these paintings a lot of physical movement is
necessary and the sense of motion continues to be present
in the finished work. The extraordinary thing | want to
immortalise . . . the comparison between the movement of
the colour strokes and the movement of the figures within
the illustrated space of the canvas. Painting reveals images,
but it also reveals its own genesis through colour and

confrasfts.



In this context, these paintings also offer the traces of a
performative act, or series of actions, that are at the heart of their
origins as objects with an empirical existence. Wheeler himself
states that ‘. . . | never abandoned abstract. | use it like a
composition or isolating figure to create a perfect equilibrium in

the representation.’

His current work remains, nonetheless, largely figurative and
fundamentally enigmatic. He comments that ‘I am interested in a
narrative that considers the relationship between our reality and
the metaphysical’; yet, he steadfastly refuses to elaborate on the
nature and import of that relationship. He is a painter — but what
he paints remains, perhaps deliberately, obscure. He leaves to
the individual viewer the task of defining what he as the artist
wishes to ‘figure forth’ — of unravelling the signifying kernel hidden
within his majestic elaborations and exchanges between medium

and subject that characterise these canvases.

Hilary Radner
Dunedin, April 2020
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Pete Wheeler

‘Life is that much brighter when you can put some colour on
the surface,’ Pete Wheeler, 10 March 2020

If there is one word that best describes Pete Wheeler's work, it is
“painterly.” In Wheeler's own words, he “wants painfing to be
exciting as painting.” To that end, his canvases, which tend to be
large, exploit strong, bright colours applied with a spontaneous
freedom. Commensurately, the artist is opposed to the excessive
intellectualization and theorization of art. He dislikes it when
paintings are interpreted and evaluated solely in terms of the
extent to which they embody contemporary political discourses.
Instead, he wants each viewer to find in his works something that

speaks to them in their own personal language.

To this end, Wheeler thinks of himself as almost “schizophrenic”
when it comes to the relationship between himself as a private
person, and himself as an arfist. He sees a parallel between his
own sense of this relationship and the way that Johnny Cash, the
famous American country-western singer, was regarded: to the
world, Cash was “Johnny,” but at home, he was *JR’. So, too, with

Pete Wheeler the artist, in relation to “Pete,” the private man.



Consequently, drawing an analogy with literature, he describes his
paintings as functioning like a ‘third person narrative’ rather than a
‘first person’ one. In other words, any personal investment in his
work is placed at a considerable distance from the experience

that generated it.

Stylistically, Wheeler's paintings tend to be large for a purpose: he
means the scale of these works to be provocative, to present a
confrontation in which the viewer is brought face-to-face with
difficult subjects. Frequently, in these large works, meaning is
generated by striking juxtapositions of disparate subject matter
within discrete works, and also in the relationship between them
when viewed in contiguity. For example, one of the paintings in
this show depicts a cat, a familiar domestic image, but upon
closer inspection, one notices that the cat is lounging in a German
helmet such as those worn during World War Il. In addition, there
are eucalyptus leaves overhanging this central image, which
evokes the relationship between the Northern Hemisphere and
the Southern Hemisphere, along with the history that goes with it.
The result is an activation of contfradictory associations that are

latently complex in their interaction.

Another example in the current exhibition of the way strategic
juxtapositions can generate meaning can be seen in the
relationship between two large paintings that have been placed

adjacent to one another. One shows a young boy swimming



joyfully in the flume of an amusement park, while the second
shows an old man, white haired and stooped, as if he is
staggering towards his grave. The colour contrasts between the
two paintings silently convey everything that needs to be said: the
vibrant, life-infused colours of the boy swimming contrast radically
with the dominant black of the background in the second
painting, which in turn throws into highlight the white of the old
man's hair. Concomitantly, the brown of the overhanging leaves
in this second painting contrast with the vernal green that

dominates the first one.

Wheeler professes himself, indeed, to be concerned with the
universal fruths of human life, such as the reality that we are all
going to grow old, and die. He realizes that art dealing with such
themes can be discomforting. As he puts it, ‘Truth is like poetry,

and most people hate poetry.”

Alistair Fox
Dunedin, April 2020
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