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Reflections on “Peter Cleverley: Stars and Flowers” 

By Hilary Radner 

 

 

In the now half-decade during which I have been following Peter 

Cleverley’s art, I am again reminded of how Hal Smith, writing for 

Art New Zealand in 1988, described Peter Cleverley as “a product 

of our own patch of earth.” This statement remains as true today 

as it was over 30 years ago when Smith wrote these words. In Peter 

Cleverley: Between Transience and Eternity (2025), Alistair Fox 

demonstrates how Cleverley, over what is now a long career 

trajectory, from the twentieth into the twenty-first century, has 

remained true to his South Island history––to the legacy of his great 

grandfather and great grandmother, who settled in Oamaru in 

1874. 

Indeed, today, Peter lives, as he has for almost his entire career, 

with his wife Pip in Kakanui, just outside Oamaru, in a house that 

served as his family’s crib during his childhood. A magnificent 

garden that seems of have emerged fully blown out of nature 

surrounds the house. Peter describes it as “rugged…all of it 

overgrown.”1 

 
1 Peter Cleverley, conversation with author, 24 October 2024, Dunedin. 
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In fact, the garden was “planned” and “planted” by Pip, and 

maintained by Peter. His surroundings, the garden, the colours of 

the sea, the landforms of the neighbouring coastline––all continue 

to influence his aesthetic choices. The impact of this environment 

is rarely direct; more often it is the consequence of association 

and contiguity. As the decades passed, the turbulence and 

existential angst of youth gave way to a quiet gratitude for small 

mercies and a recognition that the meaning of life lay in simple 

pleasures … the beauty of a flower destined to fade … These are 

the flowers that Peter paints for us. 

The works in “Stars and Flowers” continue the themes that 

underlay the artist’s 2024 exhibition at Olga Gallery “New to Here.” 

Both exhibitions speak to his mother’s influence on his oeuvre. 

Alistair Fox commented that “tellingly” when Peter’s mother 

“passed away in 2023, her artist son, at her request, coloured her 

coffin sky blue and then covered it in painted flowers.” An 

amateur artist herself, she was also, in Fox’s words, “a keen 

gardener … and many of her painting were of vases of flowers.”2  

Flowers for Peace (2023), which adorns the “Stars and Flowers” 

poster and dominates the exhibition, depicts an hallucinatory 

bouquet of Jimi Hendrix “Are you experienced?” splendour. This 

image deftly conjoins the two legacies, the horticultural bent of 

Peter’s family, above all his mother and wife, and that of his 

generation, those who came of age in the 1960s and whose many 

 
2 Alistair Fox, Peter Cleverley: Between Transience and Eternity (Quentin Wilson Publishing, 

2025), 165. 
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slogans included “Flower Power,” not coincidentally the title of a 

2024 painting exhibited in “New to Here.” At a moment in history in 

which war has returned to mobilise our newspaper headlines and 

internet alerts, the old cry “Make Love, not War” takes on a new 

resonance. 

The dramatic Flowers of Peace is offset by a series of smaller 

paintings that explicitly echo in terms of palette and temperature 

a number of the works in “New to Here.” These include Above the 

Sky and Beneath the Sea (2025); Just a Minute (2025); and 

Arranging Memories (2025). The series, taken separately and as a 

group, suggest a meditation on the intertwining theme of life and 

death, with the flowers (which only vaguely resemble a 

botanically recognizable species) associated with both. Here the 

dark variegated surfaces on which the flowers appear to 

magically float lend a melancholic dimension to what might 

otherwise be viewed as a sentimental motif. Collectively, the 

painting suggest a metaphoric marche funébre, echoed by the 

single empty glass vase hovering in the righthand corners of 

Above the Sky and Beneath the Sea, and Arranging Memories. 

The empty vase contrasts with the overflowing plenitude of 

Flowers of Peace, this painting alluding, then, to some form of 

hope inherent in our ability as humans to desire something better, 

not for ourselves but for humankind more generally. In contrast, 

the title Just a Minute, Helen Gilmore informs us in her essay that 

follows this one, refers to the ephemeral nature of life, whether 

that of a flower or a human being. 
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Seven Billion and a Sixpence (2025) returns us to another theme 

that has long preoccupied Peter: the fate of those whose life is less 

fortunate than our own. Here, in this long rectangular painting 

(18.5 cm high and over half a meter in width) we are offered a 

series of seven heads, unspecified in gender, set above a set of six 

vases full of deep pink flowers––or perhaps strawberries––pointing 

to the larger inequities of the global culture. These faces will be 

familiar those who have followed Peter’s work over the last few 

years. He explained to Alistair Fox that these figures evoke a graffiti 

image that he saw sketched in chalk on the wall of a canal in 

Lyons, which he has repeatedly used to represent “the human 

animal” as neither male nor female, often in distress:  

 

The person had drawn either her boyfriend’s or her partner’s 

face––it looked more like a male, actually––he or she had 

obviously passed away, and it had a birth date and a death 

date with it, and she or he had drawn angels’ wings out of 

the top of it, but the face itself just had these classic features 

of lips and teeth and eyes, and it was probably quite quickly 

done because it was quite high on the canal wall, and it 

wasn’t huge, but it just arrested, affected me. I couldn’t stop 

thinking about it.3 

Two paintings stand out: Stars and Flowers (2025), from which the 

exhibition takes its name and Black Moons (2025) as holding their 

own against Flowers of Peace. Rectangular in shape, each is 

 
3 Peter Cleverley, quoted in Alistair Fox, Peter Cleverley,130. 
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around a quarter of meter high, but half a meter in width. The 

deep black background sets off the brightly coloured splashes of 

colour––stars or flowers or moon? Exhilarating abstractions, these 

two paintings speak to us of the spontaneity and pleasure that lie 

at the heart of our early childhood fascination with colour, sound 

and movement at a primal level. Similarly, the exuberant Pixie 

Splash, framed in Tua Tua shells, and measuring over three square 

meters, gestures at childhood experience, beach walks and shell 

collections that soon may be out of reach for the next 

generations. 

The paintings in exhibited in “Stars and Flowers,” then, are an 

expression of Peter’s history as an artist informed by the sensibilities 

and experience  of his life Aotearoa, that of a flower child who 

learned to paint at his mother’s knee. This collection offers a 

garden of utopian unearthly delights, in which flowers become 

stars and moons become flowers, in which eternity finds its 

expression in the embrace of the transient, a reminder of the 

fragility and ephemerality of human life.  

References 

 

Fox, Alistair.  Peter Cleverley: Between Transience and Eternity. Quentin Wilson Publishing, 

2025. 

 Gilmore, Helen, “Making the Familiar Strange,” in this issue. 
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Making the Familiar Strange:  

An Anthropologist on the Art of Peter Cleverley 

By Helen Gilmore 

 

 

All cultures have art. Every culture creates unique patterns of 

meaning relevant to its own world view, but these are also likely to 

be partially composed of borrowed traits and ideas from other 

cultures (Boas 1927, 1955), and this is never more apparent than in 

the world of contemporary artworks.  

 

Peter Cleverley’s new exhibition of paintings “Stars and Flowers” 

features, as its title suggests, the flower motif that has frequently 

figured in his more recent works, and a bright array of stars in a 

black night sky. Cleverley’s personal background, his connection 

with the landscapes and life, particularly of North Otago and 

Kakanui, and their relevance to and influence on his work are 

well-known and can be explored more fully in Peter Cleverley: 

Between Transience and Eternity (Alistair Fox, 2025). This essay will 

address the work from an anthropological perspective, an 

approach which examines the forms and appearance of material 

culture, and the meanings that can be inferred from the cultural 

perspective of the maker of the work. 
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Historically, anthropology and archaeology have concerned 

themselves with the art and artifacts of exotic cultures and what 

Franz Boas (1927,1955) called primitive art.” In archaeology, 

analysis of an artifact or artwork involves basic description and 

then attempting to understand its relevance to cultural and 

societal norms and practices. For example, various prehistoric 

tools or images give insight into activities, social practices and 

belief systems, all of which may be encoded in the fabrication of 

the article. Material culture “ … represents at once ideas that 

have been made material, and natural substance that has been 

rendered” (Thomas 2007,15).  

 

In a more contemporary approach Ingold (2013) sees art as a 

process of “making.” He refers to the “maker” (or artist) as one 

who joins the available materials he has to work with, 

 

… bringing them together or splitting them apart, synthesising 

and distilling, in anticipation of what might emerge … Far 

from standing aloof, imposing his designs on a world that is 

ready and waiting to receive them, the most he can do is to 

intervene in worldly processes that are already going on, 

and which give rise to the forms of the living world that we 

see all around us … adding his own impetus to the forces 

and energies in play (Ingold 2013, 21). 

  

Peter Cleverley is Ingold’s “maker” in every sense. Spending time 

with him at his studio and home in Kakanui one is immediately 

struck by how he is constantly observing, pondering, and making 



 

8 

from the natural world around him. At seventy, Cleverley still 

retains that childhood sense of wonder in the mysteries and 

revelations of the world and the universe, and the optimism and 

excitement that there will always be something new to discover. 

This sense of wonder and exploration is the foundation upon which 

he builds his work. From his delightfully cluttered studio to the 

abundance of cottage flowers in his garden, the eclectic and 

wall-to-wall collection of New Zealand art and clusters of found 

objects, rocks and pebbles variously placed around his home, 

Cleverley continues to expect new revelations that will translate 

into his work. As an anthropologist this aspect of the making of art 

is fascinating, and his work captivates me, the observer––it is alive, 

a riot of colours and full of hidden questions. 

 

 

Peter Cleverley’s painting palettes in a photograph by Sara McIntyre, 2025 (courtesy Sara McIntyre). 

 

He refers to himself as a “total voyeur” taking in everything he 

sees. The work may begin from observation, but he sees each 

fresh work as an adventure––a journey of making when even the 

maker is unaware of where the finished work will end. Rather, 
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everything is an experiment as he concentrates on 

complementary colours and overall composition. 

 

Cleverley listens to music or radio programmes while working, and 

this tactic takes most of his attention, which leads to the paintings 

emerging spontaneously rather than with formal planning, the 

listening adding another layer to the finished work. He has a wide-

ranging taste in music, including Māori, African and other ethnic 

musical genres. Flowers for Peace (2023) was produced while 

listening to Jimi Hendrix and perhaps references the powerful 

peace movement of the 1960s. Another favourite, both for the 

music and the poetry of the lyrics, is Bob Dylan. Placement of 

words is important to him. The names for the works come from 

things he has heard, or thought about, that fit the paintings when 

they are finished. 

 

Holding a chunk of volcanic glass he has found, Cleverley speaks 

of the peace he feels in holding such an ancient object and his 

awe that this thing remains when, by contrast, our human lives 

and endeavours are so transient in time. This is encapsulated in 

the title Just a Minute (2025), which consists of a single flower adrift 

on an unknowable background. Black Moons (2025) shows the 

brilliance of the stars in the night sky in the absence of moonlight 



 

10 

 
 

Just a Minute, Peter Cleverley, 2023, oil and acrylic on wood, 305mm x 305mm (courtesy of the artist). 

 

 
 

Black Moons, Peter Cleverley, 2025, oil on wood, 245 mm x 520mm (courtesy of the artist). 

 

 
 

Thank You for the Days, Peter Cleverley, 2024, oil on wood, 510mm x 600mm (courtesy of the artist). 
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from the phenomenon of a “black moon,” a lunar event where 

the new moon is invisible owing to its earth-facing side being unlit 

by the sun. Cleverley celebrates this spectacle by using bright 

primary colours to emphasise the wonders of stargazing. “Thank 

you for the days,” a line from the Kinks’ song “Days,”(Davies 1968) 

depicts two mauve flowers drifting towards a vase, another 

unanticipated connection. 

 

Pierre Bourdieu has argued in his The Field of Cultural Production: 

Essays on Art and Literature (1984) that art perception on the part 

of the viewer/observer involves an act of “deciphering” that 

requires the knowledge of a familiar “cultural code.” Students of 

anthropology are frequently reminded, in observing cultural 

phenomena, to “make the familiar strange” by applying a fresh 

eye to aspects of their own culture and values as an outsider 

might view them––in other words, deciphering beyond the familiar 

cultural code. Cleverley’s intention is to introduce his audience to 

something they have seen before but with its own inner 

perspective. 

 

Anthropologist Roger Sansi (2023) has said that “perhaps the 

complicated nature of art is also what makes art so good to think 

with.” These paintings leave the viewer with a sense of layered 

meanings underlying the impressionistic petals of the flowers and 

the bright glow of stars. They address both the strength and the 

fragility of hope in a boundless universe and the human condition. 

The depictions of the natural world in Cleverley’s exhibition “Stars 

and Flowers” are, on the surface, familiar and recognisable, which 
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may evoke various emotional responses in each individual viewer. 

Implicit, however, in their meanings within the works is an invitation 

to the audience to familiarise themselves with the strange and 

encounter the wonderful complexity within. 
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Contributors 

 

 

Hilary Radner began her career as a video artist in the late 1970s and early 
1980s, with work shown at MOMA (1981), and the Biennale of Sydney (1982). 
In 1988, she completed a PhD at the University of Texas, Austin and was 
awarded the position of Assistant Professor, and later Associate Professor 

(1995), at the University of Notre Dame, Indiana. In 2002, she was appointed 
Foundation Professor of Film and Media Studies at the University of Otago, 
where she now holds the title of Professor Emeritus. She has published widely 
in the areas of visual culture and cinema studies, notably Raymond Bellour: 
Cinema and the Moving Image, with Alistair Fox (Edinburgh UP, 2018). Her 

most recent publications include a special issue of the Journal of New 
Zealand Studies, “Art and Aotearoa New Zealand: Cultures, Controversies, 
and Histories,” co-edited with Edward Hanfling and Mark Stocker (NS38, 
September 2024). Since 2021, she has served as director of RDS Gallery. 
 

Helen Gilmore is a Dunedin based anthropologist and archaeologist and 
graduate of the University of Otago, gaining a BA (Hons.) in Anthropology, 
and an MA with Distinction in History and Anthropology. She currently tutors 
for the Disability and Support Service at The University of Otago. Her Master of 
Arts thesis “‘A Goodly Heritage’: Queen’s Gardens, Dunedin, 1800-1927, an 
Urban Landscape Biography” (University of Otago, 2005) explored the 

development of Queens Gardens as a portrait of a built environment. She 
has published in The Journal of Social Archaeology (2013) and contributed 
chapters to Tracing Childhood (2014), Ethical Approaches to Human Remains 
(2019) and Death Down Under (2019) as well co-writing the script of Aude 
Productions short film Long Play (2024), which has garnered laurels and 

awards in overseas film festivals. She is currently collaborating on two further 
short films (in production). 
 
Helen’s father, D. H. Gilmore wrote and illustrated children’s books, and her 
son Philip Madill is an emerging artist in Dunedin. Although not a practising 

artist herself, Helen brings an anthropological perspective to art as a means 
of exploring the symbiotic relationships between the work, the maker, and 
the cultural environment. 



 

 


