
PETE WHEELER – CITIZEN ARTIST 
 

‘…it’s all from the information super highway’ says the artist lounging in his chair, in a well 
used studio space in urban Dunedin.  Safely three stories from the noise and filth of the street 
Wheeler works with a mixture of activity and reflection, editing and re-editing the series of 
works that by their size infiltrate the points at the edge of our vision. 
 
When we look at an artist’s work, we often tend to categorise particular points in their 
development as chronological, when we consider the relationship of the artist’s current work 
to their earlier work.  In Wheeler’s work, however, there is no such linear travel.  There is a re-
visiting and re-turning of the ‘earth’ that develops across the series of work, not ending or 
severing as he begins anew as often later work appears as reworking of earlier painting.  
Wheeler here combines material and information that reads not as a narrative, but as an 
appreciation of the artist’s response to a living historical situation.  In his new work entitled 
‘CITIZEN ARTIST’ Wheeler reaches deep into his practice exposing the fragility of existence. 
 
Wheeler uses ‘photographic’ imagery as a direct method of image transference in his painting 
and in grabbing imagery from the media, the internet and the history of his practice (both 
personal and art historical), his work takes on a sense of time that is both static and layered.  
By removing the image from the source and re-combining it in the ‘romantic’ notion of 
painting, Wheeler gives himself elbow room to explore ideas and possibilities that are almost 
denied initially, allowing his work to have both a contemporary relevance and historical 
resonance. 
 
His paintings meld into a realm that is both formal and chaotic simultaneously.  Large 
expanses of seemingly un-modulated painted surface compromise spatial depth, while 
drawing (with paint and more traditional media) echoes a static point of view, aligned with a 
mechanical representation of vision.  It is in this dialogue of formal concern that the strength 
of the painting exists.   
 
There is a delicacy to his imagery, although rendered in an awkward fashion.  Hands touch 
together in shallow pictorial space and are repulsed into spasm.  Lifeless feet contorted and 
propped up on a skull that reminds you of its presence dominate the annexed surface.  In 
Wheeler’s work there is honesty in the awkwardness, a stoic confrontation of the other side of 
the lens. 
 
Text plays a vital role in Wheeler’s image making.  It acts as both a compositional element 
and as an entry.  His work negates pictorial space, yet at the same time sets up a theatre in 
which the viewer seems involved.  The text is chosen, stacked, placed, an integral part of the 
painted composition.  ‘ARCADIAN DREAMS’, ‘THESE HANDS OF MINE…THESE HANDS 
CAN HEAL’, ‘SONS OF ISSACHAR’ act as mantra, repeated and reinforced in the context of 
the work.  They expose both the artist in his daily struggle with the work, and colonising the 
space as a rhythmic metre, emphasising their importance in relation to the painted image.   
 
Drawing from the history of art, Poussin’s  painting ‘The Arcadian Shepherds’ (c.1638) is the 
reference to the ‘ARCADIAN DREAM’ in Wheelers work titled ‘Arcadian Dreams’.  The text 
appears in a red field of colour, hatching drips upwards recalling Wheeler’s earlier work 
focusing on the graphic detail of the Middle Eastern headdress.  The skull, a memento mori 
heightens the weight of the text, a realisation of ones own mortality and recognition that all 
things must pass, the psychological struggle of place and sense of purpose, must be 
individualised.      
 
Wheeler’s approach to painting in the series CITIZEN ARTIST posits itself as reactive through 
using relevant corporeal experience that is understandable and recognisable.  In his painting 
he reveals a dialogue between the viewer/spectator, painter and the work itself, considering 
the work as an act, and action and a situation. 
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