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Catalogue notes
The plates that appear in this catalogue are in 
approximate chronological order and span the 
40 years between 1977 – 2017.

The commentaries that accompany the plates 
are mainly mine. They tell the story behind the 
various works as they appeared over the years. 

The notes are informal and conversational and 
are intended to be read as if they appeared on 
a postcard to a friend.

Other contributors are acknowledged as they 
appear in the catalogue. 

BL
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Foreword 
I first met Barry Lett when he was running 
one of the earliest professional Dealer 
Galleries in New Zealand.

However, I did not purchase any of his work 
as an artist until 1988 when I acquired my 
first dog – a small pebbled character. As 
you will see, from the Exhibition and the 
Exhibition Catalogue, Barry has a unique 
vision which results in some extraordinary 
work in different materials.

He is certainly one of New Zealand’s most 
important senior artists but one of the most 
under recognised, under exposed and 
uncollected, especially considering how 
exciting, innovative, witty and approachable 
his work is in practice.

I trust that this Exhibition and Catalogue 
helps to redress that situation. 

Sir James Wallace
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Anxious Head Rising
During the years 1965 – 1974 I worked as 
a pioneer art dealer, helping to establish an 
emerging art scene in Auckland. During the 
1960s, this situation – identifying, supporting 
and promoting New Zealand art – satisfied 
me and I am proud of the role I played in this 
development. But as the years rolled over, the 
desire to make my own art re-emerged as a 
powerful calling … and it grew to dominate my 
thinking. In 1974, with the Barry Lett Galleries 
financially secure, I decided it was time to go 
and I resigned as a dealer to return to my art 
studies. I built a basement studio in a Mt Eden 
house and started work. I had a lot of learning 
to do and four years passed (including a year 
in Sydney) until I was ready to exhibit at Peter 
Webb Galleries in 1978. The idea of going 
‘public’ as an artist filled me with anxiety. I 
knew many people thought I had made the 
wrong decision to resign from art dealing and 
would look at my work most critically. The 
painting Anxious Head Rising, which I have 
chosen as the first work in this catalogue, 
seemed to sum up my situation. 

BL

Anxious Head Rising  1977
oil paint on canvas  310 x 310

Private collection
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The Romantic Prof i le
I never intended to paint a woman with 
flowers in her hair. My artistic antenna was 
too well tuned to allow me to go there with 
the risk of being seen as sentimental or even 
mawkish. 

My idea was to simply paint a woman looking 
out from the painting, into the distance, 
and hopefully convey a sense of longing or 
yearning. A kind of meditation.

I struggled with the painting, attempting to 
give it a formal and ‘well painted’ quality and 
the line of white light that falls on her profile 
was meant to suggest the presence of an 
illuminated space outside the canvas that 
offered more possibilities than her immediate 
space within the canvas, anchored as she is 
in her chair.

I worked on the painting for a number of 
days until only the hair seemed unresolved. 
I wondered about painting in a hat or even 
a head scarf to cover her hair, but decided 
against it. I tried repainting her hair without 
success. At this point I decided to leave the 
painting for a couple of days and come back 
to it later. However, that night I came home 
late and decided to look at it again. 

The painting was on an easel facing towards 
the side window and when I turned on the 
light, I saw its dim reflection on the glass. At 
the same time, through the reflection, I saw 
the jasmine flowers that were growing on 
the neighbour’s nearby fence miraculously 
positioned across the woman’s hair. I stood 
there stunned. Here was the answer to my 
problem – flowers in the hair. I grabbed a 
pencil and paper and drew it exactly as it was. 
Thank you, thank you, I heard myself saying.

The next day, in the natural light, the painting’s 
reflection was gone but not the drawing and I 
rapidly finished the painting.

Since then, I have never questioned the 
flowers. I still feel that what happened was 
some kind of gift that could not be refused, 
and I accepted the offering with thanks and 
gratitude.

BL

The Romantic Profile  1977
oil / canvas / board  630 x 750

Private collection
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The Fair  Is le
This painting depicts a young man wearing 
a short sleeved fair isle sweater of my own 
design.

The title is also a play on words and refers 
to the idea of national identity. Not the 
identity of the Shetland Islands where this 
sweater’s pattern originated, but the identity 
of our country. 

Are we a ‘fair’ isle? Is our society fair and 
just? Have we got our environmental 
concerns ‘fairly’ balanced?

The expression of the young man indicates 
he has a good deal of doubt. 

BL

The Fair Isle  1978
oil / canvas / board  635 x 670

Private collection

The Blue Scarf  1978
oil / canvas / board  340 x 350
Private collection

Soon, The Reply  1978
oil / canvas  310 x 310
Private collection
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I first met Barry Lett in 1964. I was in my final 
year at Elam and he arrived from Wellington 
where he had received art tuition from the 
highly respected Paul Olds. I will never forget 
the first art work of Barry’s I ever saw. It has 
left an indelible impression on me to this day. 
It was a small oil that paid its respect to the 
painter Amedeo Modigiliani.

In April 1964, an opportunity presented itself 
to us and we kick-started a new dealer gallery 
that had been floundering at the top of Queen 
Street when Auckland dealer galleries could 
be counted on the fingers of one hand. The 
Uptown Gallery proved to be a successful 
venture for us promoting new and emerging 
artists including Maori and Polynesian artists 
of note. In 1965, this gallery morphed into the 
Barry Lett Galleries and the rest is history.

Barry Lett’s exhibition at the Pah Homestead 
is a selected survey that covers the last 
40 years of his life. This survey is not only 
long overdue but will certainly open the 
eyes of many who only saw Barry Lett as a 
‘gallerist’, a term only recently invented. This 
exhibition celebrates and pays its respect 

to a wonderfully creative human being, an 
artist, a conservationist and an educator who 
has for far too long flown under the radar of 
our official art histories. What a unique body 
of wonderful work this humble unassuming 
man has produced across a wide range of 
disciplines, including mural making, painting, 
drawing and sculpture, and utilizing an 
extensive range of materials both man-made 
and natural.

The works that have been assembled 
here focus a serious new light on an artist 
who has worked quietly and meticulously, 
crafting and assembling some very beautiful 
and unique artwork in his bush studio and 
retreat at Tawharanui, just north of Auckland, 
surrounded by regenerating native flora and 
fauna.

All these works speak (and bark) with a 
powerful authority that firmly establishes Barry 
Lett as one of our leading art makers, not 
only in Aotearoa New Zealand but also in the 
Pacific region.

John Perry



1 11 0

Letter to a fr iend 1979 
Hi Robert,

A quick note to tell you I have settled back 
in Auckland after my year in Sydney. Seeing 
my old hunting ground with fresh eyes. Doing 
my old haunts and renewing contacts with 
old friends. Hey, talking about old friends, 
yesterday I went to the Auckland Museum 
to see Kave and what a blast that was. She 
really is magnificent. Such presence, so full 
of power. Also spent time renewing my love 
affair with the large tapa cloth collection they 
have. (Haven’t unpacked my own Tongan and 
Samoan tapa cloths yet but I am inspired to 
do so over the next couple of days.)

I also sat on the Museum’s front steps and 
looked out at the islands of the gulf (Maurice 
Shadbolt called them ‘the gifts of the sea’), 
at Rangitoto and the other volcanoes and 
towards the west the subtropical rainforests 
that give Auckland its own distinctive 
landscape character. Since my return, what 
I have realised is that Auckland is different 
and unique. It is developing its own voice – 
an emerging oceanic Pacific voice that I find 
alluring and persuasive. I need to learn the 
chords. 

BL

Kave
Auckland Museum

Wish  1981
acrylic on cloth  1160 x 1225

Private collection
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Hanly’s Chair  1981
acrylic on cloth  2020 x 1980
Private collection

In 1983 I received a commission to paint a 
mural in the new Nga Tapuwae Community 
Hall in Mangere which had been designed by 
the architects Fairhead and Sang. The brief 
I received was that the mural should include 
references to the many Pacific Island groups, 
local Maori and the other ethnic peoples, 
including Pakeha, that would use the hall for 
social gatherings, traditional occasions and hui. 

Being Pakeha, I was subjected to quite a 
grilling by members of the Nga Tapuwae 
School Board who challenged my knowledge 
and ability to come up with imagery that 
would be relevant and exciting to the Mangere 
community. They were familiar with the 
paintings I had done in the previous couple of 
years, including the work that was exhibited at 
the Peter Webb Gallery in 1981. 

The fact that I had been thrown in jail as a 
1981 Springbok tour protester (along with 
some notable protesters including Tom 
Newham, Peter Lange and Tim Shadbolt) for 
trespassing and occupying the Gateway Hotel 
in Mangere, which planned to host the visitors 
during their first stay in Auckland, carried 
considerable weight for my job application.
Murray McDowell, another protester, was a 
current Mangere College Board member and 
spoke up for me at board meetings. Even so, 
the board insisted that I learn more about the 
district by taking up residence and thoroughly 
familiarise myself with ‘all things Mangere’.

At the college, I was given studio space in 
a room in the woodwork department and I 
started work.

The commission was to paint a continuous 
decorative frieze around the four inside walls 
of the large community hall. For my basic 
composition I took inspiration and direction 
from the schema found in wharenui where 
carved figures and decorative tukutuku are 
interspersed. I painted on strips of calico and 
interspersed vertical drops of images with 
geometric patterns.

About three months into the mural I was 
woken by fire engines rushing past my 
residence which was not far from the college. 
As I arrived at the college around 8am, it 
quickly became apparent where they had 
been heading – in fact one was still there 
dampening down hot spots. A fire, started 
in the woodwork room, had spread through 
into my studio destroying the painted panels 
stored there ready to install in the hall later. 
During a pre-dawn raid, street kids had 
broken into the woodwork room looking for 
glue to sniff, and set fire to the building. After 
the fire I was given another studio room and 
also a young unemployed painter to be my 
assistant in the hope of hurrying the project 
forward and catching up on my schedule. 

A ceremony to bless the project and place it 
under tapu was organised. The local Maori 
church minister, in a moving traditional 
ceremony, led board members and myself 
around the hall and my new studio with 
karakia and sprinkling water. 

Over the next six months, the work proceeded 
without any further disruption and eventually 
was finished in time for the hall’s opening.

BL
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Eric McCormick



1 71 6

The First  Dogs
In 1986 we moved to Wellington. I looked 
forward to the prospect of living and working 
in Wellington again after 22 years in Auckland. 
I found a studio suitable for my intention to 
make large, open, wooden constructions. It 
was a cheap semi-derelict old shed behind 
some shops in Upper Willis Street, and I 
was soon happily at work making my first 
aeroplane and cloud sculptures. These were 
exhibited at the Dowse later that year. 

An old friend, Brian Bell, would occasionally 
visit with the two dogs he walked for friends. 
They were called Happy and Good Dog, 
and they would flop down, usually on a pile 
of sawdust, to recover from their exertions. 
While Brian and I talked, I often did sketches 
of them and from these drawings came the 
first wooden dog sculptures.

BL
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Woman With Child  1990
ceramic tiles, brick & stone  1400 x 640 x 360

Private collection
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Small Tiled Dog  1999
ceramic tiles, brick & stone  1400 x 640 x 360

Private collection
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Untitled Small Dog  1988
brick  600 x 700 x 250
Collection of the Wallace Arts Trust

Pink Guide Dog  2002
painted bronze  800 x 250 x 700

Collection of the Wallace Arts Trust
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Woman With Bird  1990
ceramic tiles, brick & stone  
2900 x 900 x 620
Auckland Art Gallery Collection

Woman With Fish  1990
ceramic tiles, brick & stone 

2300 x 130 x 750
Private collection
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Big Rock Dog
One night, at an art gallery opening, I was 
introduced to a person who said to me, 
“Oh you’re the dog man”. I think his 
comments were offered as an affirmation, 
implying that I had recently made a notable 
number of bronze dogs of all shapes and 
sizes. At the time I took his comment in good 
grace, but later, when I thought about it, I 
found it irritating that I had been earmarked as 
having a narrow output. But I had to admit his 
comment was not necessarily untrue.

The bronze dogs had paid for my studio so 
they had achieved their purpose. There was 
no financial need to continue turning out 
more. Also I was tired out with the repeated 
metal grinding, polishing and patination that 
editions entailed. It was time to stop and 
return to my first love – colour. I wanted to 
make paintings again.

In 2008, I decided to make my last dog and 
make it BIG. Big Rock Dog (opposite page) 
is over five metres long and, on a truck, too 
high to fit under the motorway bridges. To get 
it to the Auckland Botanic Gardens for the 
inaugural 2008 Stoneleigh Sculpture Award, I 
had to detach its ears for travel.

This dog took months to make. It has internal 
steel pipe armatures with polystyrene shaping 
and a first skin of glass fibre. Its second skin 
consists of thousands of red scoria stones 
glued on one by one into a dense covering. 
The scoria comes from the Auckland 
volcanoes so it is a dog of this place. 

BL

Big Rock Dog  2007
scoria.  length 5000 (approx)

Private collection
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Two Birds Singing
acrylic on plywood
Private collection

Bird I
acrylic on wood  795 x 510

Private collection
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Bird II
acrylic on wood - 495 x 630
Private collection

Bird on Branch
acrylic on wood
Private collection



3 33 2

The Wall  Sculptures
The wall sculptures are constructed of shaped 
and painted wood. They depict adult male and 
female holding or watching over children, and 
deal specifically with parental responsibility 
and love. They are masterfully rendered and 
devoid of sentimentality, yet deal movingly 
with fundamental human relationships. They 
possess the technical prowess and emotional 
transparency which are among the chief 
virtues of Barry’s work. For he is an artist 
who refuses the quick fix – one who will not 
compromise with either materials or aesthetic 
values. 

Considering Barry’s work in its entirety, one 
is reminded that art making involves patience 
and self-criticism, as well as impulse and 
enthusiasm. One comes to realise that the 
visible is an entity not easily captured but 
a quarry caught only after much effort. For 
over four decades Barry has made this effort. 
Though familiar as any with the passing 
trends of the art world, he is no calculating 
abstractionist or academically-affiliated 
post-modernist. His works display a rare 
and successful union of ingenuousness with 
sophistication – of structural integrity with 
poetic vision. They intrigue and delight.

Brian Gregory

PAdonna With Children  1998
acrylic on wood  1285 x 700
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Wall Sculptures  1997 - 1999
all acrylic on wood  approx 1350

Father and Children  1996
painted wood  approx 1350
Collection of Sarjeant Art Gallery

Te Whare o Rehua Whanganui

All others private collections
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Word Paint ings
As I write this, the Kaka and Tui are feeding 
on apples and sweet water. They fly in every 
morning and again in the late afternoon. In 
winter, when seasonal fruit and nectar are 
in short supply, they are very hungry. I am 
privileged to live close to the Tawharanui 
Open Sanctuary and the birds – Kaka, Tui, 
Korimako, Kakariki, Kereru, White Eyes, 
Pukeko and others are frequent visitors or live 
here. All the word paintings I have made have 
been in response to this situation.

I like to say I am owned by this place and 
much of my activity here has been to 
contribute to the restoration of a depleted 
environment back to full health. This has 
entailed planting and ongoing pest control. In 
2000, I was a foundation committee member 
of the Tawharanui Open Sanctuary and 
worked for the establishment of the predator 
proof fence. This is now in place, allowing the 
relocation and release of many threatened 
native birds. It is wonderful to visit the park 
and experience the ever-increasing bird 
life. Very satisfying to see the latest release, 
Takahe, happily and safely wandering around. 

The word paintings started a few years ago 
and have continued off and on ever since, 
as the mood takes me. The first ones were 
the Lost Birds which dealt with the terrible 
extinctions that have occurred in this country’s 
recent history. These were followed by the 
Singing Tree series with the theme of bird 
restoration. The Small Wonders are also 
about the birds that I experience daily, and the 
Wonder Awe Reverence series is about my 
response to my environment (on a good day). 

They are all part of the mission to return New 
Zealand to once again being a safe place for 
our native birds which I believe is one of the 
great challenges of our time. 

BL

The Singing Tree  2008
 acrylic / board  1800 x 600

Private collection
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Wonder Awe Reverence
acrylic on board  2025 x 1200

Small Wonders
acrylic on board  1850 x 908
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Not Lucian On His 
Skateboard
I said to my nine-year-old son, “Lucian, 
I’ve made a cut out painting of you on your 
skateboard.”

He looked incredulous. “That’s not me”.   
“It’s my version of you”.
“It’s not me,” he insisted.  

The painting was eventually called
Not Lucian On His Skateboard.

BL

Not Lucian On His Skateboard
acrylic on wood
Private collection
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Four Heads
acrylic / oil on board  1290 x 1190

Private collection

Who Me?  1998
acrylic / oil on board
Collection of Sarjeant Art Gallery

Te Whare o Rehua Whanganui
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Heraldic Bird (small)  2012 
acrylic on plywood  825 x 562
Collection of the Wallace Arts Trust

Heraldic Bird (large)  2012 
acrylic on plywood  2020 x 1510
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Bird With Red Wings   2012 
acrylic / paper / board  870 x 855

Collection of the Wallace Arts Trust
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Recent Paint ings
I enjoyed the cut out and reassembled 
plywood paintings, especially the colour that 
could be obtained by using the texture of the 
shadow-clad plywood. But they were a lot of 
work to make. The precision jigsaw cutting 
and the butt end gluing were labour intensive 
and slow. 

Back in 1983, when I painted the Nga 
Tapuwae mural, I used diluted PVA glue as 
a ground on calico and that gave the cloth a 
stiffish quality not unlike an old window blind. 
I painted the glue into the cloth while it lay on 
a table top and, if I applied acrylic colour to 
it while it was still wet, the colours became 
suspended in the glue and, on drying, seemed 
to float above the surface of the cloth. This 
allowed the ‘light to get it’ and gave the 
paintwork a luminous glowing quality. It was 
also much quicker and easier to cut the cloth 
with a craft knife or scissors than the plywood 
had been with a jigsaw. It also allowed for 
more subtly and complexity in shape making. 
All my recent paintings have been made using 
this technique. 

The tendency to shift from theme to theme in 
my work probably goes back to my father’s 
example. He was always making things and 
was a consummate craftsman. His obligatory 
shed was full of wood and metal working 
tools, and nothing seemed too difficult for 
him to make. At one stage, he developed a 
passion for making clocks. I remember the 
small mantelpiece ones with their decorative 

surfaces and the grandfather clock that stood 
in the hall. To this day, its long pendulum 
swings back and forth, back and forth, in my 
mind’s eye. He made most of our furniture 
and other household objects. He made kids’ 
carts and kayaks, and even turned his hand to 
home movies. Marshall Cook, the prominent 
Auckland architect (and childhood neighbour) 
has from time to time reminded me of the 
whirligigs that would appear on our shed roof 
in Napier. I also have an indelible memory of 
the immaculately designed vegetable garden 
that spread out like a geometric tapestry 
across our backyard there. 

So I grew up against a background of 
constant change – new things tumbling out of 
my father’s shed was the norm and it seems 
that this pattern rubbed off on me. 

My work is full of these shifts of interest – the 
early portraits, the Polynesian panels, the 
wooden aeroplanes and clouds, the wooden 
dogs, the stone and tiled dogs, the guardian 
wall sculptures, the wooden cut out profile 
heads, the bird series, the word paintings, the 
cut out and assembled plywood paintings, 
and the recent patchwork cloth paintings. 
(Not included in this exhibition are the steering 
wheel series, all the bronze dogs, and the 
numerous pencil and pen drawings). 

A few years ago, this changeability was 
viewed as some kind of liability but now, in 
an art world where anything goes, I see it 
as a strength; a record of resistance against 
conformity and endless repetition.

Many people do not agree with this idea, 
telling me my penchant for shifting from 
subject to subject makes it difficult to 
ascertain my core belief or raison d’etre.  
There could be some truth in this assertion. 

Let me offer a few observations on my own 
work, evidence if you like, that indicates that 
amongst the shifts of subject matter there 
is a working method and structural integrity 
that gives my overall production a consistent 
discernible unity.

It is in the way I make my paintings and 
sculpture that this unity can be found. I 
often start with multiple separate bits that 
I assemble or build together. I join up. I 
accumulate. I sew bits together. I glue bits 
together. To a greater or lesser degree, I have 
always worked this way – whether it is in the 
early tile or stone work found on the dogs, the 
assembling of wooden pieces on the birds, 
the more recent joined plywood paintings, or 
the most recent patchwork treatment on the 
cloth paintings – this is my way of achieving 
a built architectural aesthetic. I add pieces 
or subtract them until a formal balance is 
achieved. I believe it is this formal balance that 
unifies all my work. 

My raison d’etre, my core belief is to feel free 
to make whatever art I want, as best I can, 
as the mood takes me. I have always tried to 
ignore the art writers and their theories. They 
don’t define the road ahead. It is the artists 
that go first. They are the prime movers. They 
do what they want.

BL
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The Lucky Old Sun  2014 
acrylic on plywood  1200 x 2400

The Flagbearers  2012 
acrylic on plywood  3504 x 1665
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Man With Umbrella  2000
(The Environmentalist) 
acrylic / board  2205 x 1092
Collection of the Wallace Arts Trust

The Umbrellas  2012 
acrylic on plywood  1625 x 1809
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The Dash
On first seeing this work we both reacted 
simultaneously. This was us. We connected 
with the figures, a sort of affinity with their 
dash as we dash on a regular basis between 
Auckland and Waipu, fleeing the city to find 
another life in the country, a peaceful escape.

Overall composition is fascinating visually. 
Both figures touch an edge of the painting 
with a tiny part of their body, giving 
compositional balance, but individually they 
are depicted in different ways. The female is 
rounded, foreshortened and dynamic, while 
the male figure is in flat profile and more static. 
One’s eye rotates and follows their forms. Like 
a jig-saw, they interconnect.

We feel there is a link with early Renaissance 
frescoes. The pastel colours have a fresco-
like faded quality. Barry’s technique of using 
fretwork cut out pieces of wood joined 
together gives a reminiscence of the way 
artists like Giotto had to paint separate 
sections while the fresco plaster was still 
wet, and now today this separate application 
technique has become more visible due to 
cracking and fading.

Another link could be the ‘Expulsion from 
Eden’, and us today all running scared.

Anita & Leon Narbey 

The Dash  2012 
acrylic on plywood  1050 x 2012

Private collection
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These Days 
With only one exception, my loan 
requests to owners have all been met with 
immediate approval and encouragement. 
My initial phone call often resulted in a 
long conversation about my art and it was 
gratifying to learn that my work was being 
enjoyed on a daily basis. In the case of 
‘These Days’ (opposite page), the owner not 
only talked about this work but surprised me 
by telling me he owned four other paintings 
of mine. This kind of commitment is music to 
the artist’s ear.

BL

These Days  2011 
acrylic on plywood  1800 x 1550

Private collection
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D.W. In the early 1960s, I was aware you had 
a studio in Upper Cuba Street, Wellington. 
What were the early influences that have 
informed your practice?

B.L. The studio was in Webb St at the top 
of Cuba. An old clapboard shop knocked 
over for new development years ago. The 
first morning tram that rattled and clanged 
down Hopper St into Webb would wake me 
every morning and I could never get to sleep 
at night until the last one returned to its base 
camp in Brooklyn.

From 1961–63 I studied with Paul Olds at 
Victoria University. He ran adult education 
classes and, through him, I became interested 
in the school of Paris – Bonnard, Chagall, 
Gauguin, Matisse and Picasso. I was just a kid 
and a sponge for all that romantic stuff.

D.W. You’ve developed a language that has 
rejected a narrative, which is at odds with 
the romantic notion, of the artist, trying to 
convince or persuade the viewer to believe 
in something. Is that because you think the 
process of ornamentation and decoration is a 
message in itself?

B.L. In many recent paintings I have tried 
to combine elements of narrative within 
an ornamented architecture. For instance 
the man with an umbrella – he is the 
environmentalist with his story to tell, and his 
umbrella is a poetic metaphor against the 
‘hard rains that are going to fall’.

People, objects, animals, little human dramas 
exist in a formal decorative structure and they 
contribute, like references or even stanzas 
in a poem, to the visual excitement of the 
composition. Why does a penguin stand on a 
chair? Why does a man hug a fish? These are 
questions not answers.

D.W. You have engaged in 2D and 3D 
outcomes. Do you have a preference, or is it 
just a journey, that one informs and extends 
the other?

B.L. In both paintings and sculpture, I 
consider myself a builder – I like to construct 
and assemble paintings and I like to paint 
sculptures. I have no real preference, one for 
the other, and some of my best works are a 
fusion of both.

D.W. You have addressed a light infused 
outcome that is at odds with the general 
perception of New Zealand which is generally 
recognised as a dark gothic vernacular. Was 
this a conscious decision or one of intuition?

B.L. In the painting arts, the dark vernacular 
you refer to found its full expression in the 
black paintings of Colin McCahon and Ralph 
Hotere and was followed by Shane Cotton 
and others. I feel that ‘darkness’ has become 
a convention and a meal ticket and it has lost 
its power and relevance. Dave Mitchell use to 
challenge other poets to give their poems an 
‘effervescence’. I always liked that and hope 
I can express that feeling in my paintings. It is 
miles away from ’darkness’.

D.W. Embracing ornamentation and 
decoration. Do you see this as a way to not 
identify with national identity?

B.L. Apart from the decorative wonders found 
in Maori Art, the ornamentation and decoration 
that has always interested me has not come 
from this place. Islamic, Indian, African, 
Oceanic and the pattern making found in most 
folk art are the areas I have mined.

D.W. Your representation of figures, moving, 
running, or peering out at you seem to be 
depicted as generic. Did this depersonalisation 
come from comic – pop art source?

B.L. How to paint figures that have a fresh 
or new look in today’s visual world is one 
of the hardest things. We can throw up our 
hands in despair and say it has all been 
done. Certainly photography, films, computer 
graphics, magazine illustration has covered 
the field. But Tony Fomison with his quirky 
mysterious fuzzy depiction of people found 
a way and has been rightly acclaimed for 
his originality. As a kid I did drawings of all 
the comic book heroes and had the Disney 
animals behaving themselves on my page. So 
comics were important. I’m attracted to the 
work of some contemporary cartoonists and 
Peter Bromhead, at his best, is hard to beat. 
His depictions of Muldoon were just brilliant, 
brilliant! I don’t want to be a cartoonist, but I 
respect how the cartoonists’ characters invite 
the viewer into the picture. They capture 
them and I like that. (Then the serious stuff 
can start).

D.W. Has your move to a rural environment 
affected your way of working?

B.L. From a practical point of view, having a 
large studio has allowed me to make larger 
paintings and sculpture. That’s good. But my 
studio is set in amongst the bush and I have 
spent too much time on environmental stuff. I 
often wish I could be two people and be a full 
time gardener as well as a full time artist. 

D.W. The engagement with flora and fauna, 
birds and dogs is really evident in all your 
work. Can you add to this fascination?

B.L. I sometimes feel I’m in some ongoing 
play. Characters appear and reappear, often 
in different works, but sometimes three or 
four times in the same painting. They all have 
their lines to say. They all have a reason for 
being there. The dogs are guardians whose 

job it is to look after the people, the house 
and the things of the spirit. The people all 
represent some philosophic attitude or poetic 
insight but don’t ask me what. They are not 
only characters in a play but play parts in a 
visual poem. What the viewer makes of them 
depends on the viewer themselves. As I said 
earlier, they pose questions and don’t supply 
answers.

D.W. Your process involves painting of 
canvas and gluing it to the support. What is 
the advantage for you in the outcome of the 
image? Do you have a mental image of a 
finished work?

B.L. I use calico to paint on. It can be glued 
down and pulled off the support later if I 
am dissatisfied with the result. This gives 
opportunity for changes as a painting evolves 
and many paintings have become different 
from the original idea during the process of 
painting them. I work like a stone mason – get 
something in place which determines the next 
move. It’s a slow way to work but allows for 
trial and error so that you are in charge all the 
way through. Also a terrific clarity of shape 
and colour can be achieved that would not be 
possible using more conventional methods.

D.W. To me, your work reflects an optimistic 
and an absurdity and an innocent way of 
being constructed in the metaphysics of 
decoration. What do you think?

B.L. I’m a dreamer… I remember when I was 
20 thinking that, by the time I turned 70, our 
generation would solve all the problems of the 
world… how absurd was that! As for being 
innocent, I don’t think so… I have experienced 
too much to be innocent. Optimistic? I dream 
of being a better painter and I am optimistic I 
can improve given enough time.

Denys Watkins and Barry Lett
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Takatu I  2014
acrylic / paper / board  2070 x 2443

Private collection
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The Pond  2015 - 2016
acrylic on cloth  1805 x 1700
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The Poets Garden  2015
acrylic / cloth / board  1200 x 1200

Private collection
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The Running Man  2016
acrylic / cloth / board  1200 x 1200

Private collection
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A Vase of Blue Flowers
for barry lett

Because sometimes you

          remind me of a Catalan fisherman

these are the blue flowers of the Mediterranean
            . . .

With a felt-tip pen

          bought in a supermarket

one day you created a myriad of blue stems
            . . .

In the South of France

          could Picasso have envisaged

such sweet blue volcanoes?
            . . .

This is the simple

          gift of blue flowers

a lover left by an open window in a vase
            . . .

If my mind were a mosque

          would it be the same colour

as the blue flowers the world has lost?
            . . .

Because of the blue sky

          and a blue felt pen

your studio door allowed entry to heaven.

Bob  Orr

Blue Flowers  2015
pen on cloth  360 x 260

Private collection
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Barry Lett
Barry Lett lives and works at Tawharanui, 
north of Auckland, where he has built a 
studio in the bush. He is a near neighbour 
to the Tawharanui Open Sanctuary and 
was a foundation committee member of 
that society when it was formed in 2000. 
He has continued to give ongoing support 
to the park but works mainly in the buffer 
zone with an active pest control and bird 
feeding program.

From 1965 – 1974, he was a pioneer 
art dealer co-establishing the Barry Lett 
Galleries. In 1974, he resigned from that 
role to return to his art studies. Since then, 
he has worked full time making his own art.

He has held numerous solo exhibitions, 
and his work can be found in private 
collections and public art galleries 
throughout New Zealand.

Get in touch: barrylett.nz@gmail.com

With Thanks
A large number of works in this exhibition 
have been borrowed back from owners. It 
was good to meet up again with early works 
and none of them disappointed me.

Some of the owners are personal friends who 
have been regular visitors to my studio and 
supported me from early on. The relationship 
I have with them is often robust, and I 
appreciate their frank opinions and trust their 
constructive criticism.

Other owners I have met for the first time 
through organising this exhibition, and my 
thanks go to all who have kindly lent me their 
works.

Thanks also to the writers and photographers 
who have contributed to this Catalogue.

My harshest critic is Ree Anderson, my long 
term partner, but she is also my biggest 
supporter. Without her help I would never 
have been able to pursue my dream to be 
an artist. She has been the bread winner 
in our family and continues to support our 
two children (now young adults) as they 
make their way in these difficult times. As I 
write this, she is actively assisting me with 
organising this exhibition and for that I offer 
her my loving thanks.

While on the subject of thanks, I would 
also like to offer my heartfelt thanks to Sir 
James Wallace and his team at the Pah 
Homestead. Sir James exemplifies everything 
an artist hopes for in a patron and I salute 
his generosity, his vision and his commitment 
to the arts. I take this moment to thank him 
for giving me this opportunity to exhibit a 
selection of my work going back 40 years, 
and to put it before the public so that it can 
be considered and assessed.




