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AVE TEER TRAINED as a boilermaker 
before studying Fine Arts at West Wollongong 
TAFE, in NSW, to become an artist, focusing on 
sculpture but also taking his hand to painting 
and collage. His boilermaking background 
has given him great mastery over the steel he 
has chosen as his primary material. He makes 
this hard, heavy substance feel light and full 

of movement and life. This is intensified when Teer hand paints his 
works in vibrant colours and patterns, with inviting and joyful results.  

Currently in preparation for a solo exhibition at Defiance Gallery, 
Teer discusses his influences, practice and plans for the show.

Your work is notable for its exploration of colour and form. Has 
this always been the case? 
On reflection, I think I have been a day-dreaming abstractionist from 
a very young age. I recall my fascination with phenomena such as 
the way shadows crossed paths, creased and ran up walls and then 
returned to the light. How could I have known that the times I spent 
exploring the rock pools and shorelines in my first seven years of 
life would play a part in informing the work that I produce today? 
I realise now that my subconscious has always been collecting and 
collating the sensory material of life. I have never really lost sight of 
this world of abstraction that is so tied to nature. These early years 
were just the start of a lifetime of influences. 

Can you tell me about some of these influences? 
My family provided an important early influence. My father is 
a creative person and encouraged the family to follow suit. He 
would oversee my pencil and pen landscapes and often correct the 
perspective of the houses that dotted each imaginary scene. When 
I think of all of the various activities my father has pursued, the 
one that has had the most impact on me were the colourful woollen 
blankets that he knitted and crocheted as a form of rehabilitation to 
preserve the use of his hands after a serious motor vehicle accident. 

It’s a simple thing, but the structured patterns of the blankets, combined 
with Dad’s intuitive use of colour, have stayed with me to this day.

Another early artistic influence was the painter Max Watters, who 
is a close family friend. Max’s impact can never be underestimated; 
he has been a part of Friday nights on the family farm in the Hunter 
Valley for over 30 years. With each visit, he always brought out a 
new art book or magazine for us to read. This would be accompanied 
by one of his works in progress for us to view and discuss. The 
longevity of this relationship has placed me in the privileged position 
of seeing the work of a practising artist develop. It has given me an 
insight into what it takes to sustain an artistic career. Max continues 
to share all his insights and processes freely and, like my father’s 
blankets, Max’s intuitive use of colour is masterful. Through his 
paintings I can see that it is possible to observe and feel colour as 
well as purely theorise about it.

You majored in painting, despite being known primarily as a 
sculptor. Is that right? 
Yes, in my final year at West Wollongong TAFE I chose to study as a 
painting major. This for me was a great decision. I was lucky to have 
had three excellent tutors – Barbara Hilder, Elisabeth Cummings 
and Paul Higgs – who all had very different teaching styles. For me, 
they shared a great ability to relate and contribute to my developing 
practice. Even now, that year has great impact on my work. 

In what way?
I have always deliberately maintained a painting and collage 
dimension to my practice. I feel that working with different media and 
formats helps me pull away from the monocultural environment that 
can occur in the studio when working in a single focused way. This 
simply helps me to expand my ideas as an artist. By taking different 
approaches I find my works are given the opportunity to develop 
outside of what even I, the artist, thought possible. Not being limited 
by material and technique is important to me. It’s about opening my 
mind and simply working.
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I’m interested in your art making process. How do you start a 
work? Do you have an idea of how the work will look from the 
beginning or is there an element of spontaneity in the process?
There is a strong element of spontaneity about my work. What’s 
important is that it’s not a totally preconceived idea. That I should 
know at the beginning what a sculpture will look like finished holds 
no interest to me at all.

Often I will use music or poetry to spark a work into life, but this is 
just the seed. I may draw, I may read, I will source material to work 
with. I have conversations and I give the work time. It needs room to 
move, space to develop; it needs to be able to come into its own. In 
time, a strong dialogue forms between myself and the piece.

While a lot of sculptors will finish their works in a single shade, 
the surfaces of many of your works are hand-painted with vibrant 
tones and geometric forms. 
Yes, one of the major changes for me with my sculptural work was the 
addition of colour and pattern to the composition. I decided early on 
that I would brush paint each colour. Maybe this goes some way to 
appeasing the painter in me. It also, I feel, brings a real warmth and 
poetry to the surface. 

I think this is why I am not immediately drawn to spray-painting one 
tone onto the surface of my works. It is just too much of a mechanical 
process, too far away from the tactile nature of the sculpture I wish to 
create. Not just colour, not just form, simply sculpture. 

Another way I have explored this is to make sculptures from stainless 
steel and manipulate the surface with abrasive discs. This creates 
balance between unworked reflective surfaces and flat, dull areas, and 
allows me to control the way light reacts as it hits the sculpture. 

The juxtaposition of the soft painterly forms and the hard steel is 
so successful. What led you to the use of this material?  

‘Why sculpture?’ and ‘why predominantly steel sculpture?’ are 

questions I ask myself constantly. The answer is dominated by 
practicality. Do a trade on which you can build any career. I left 
home for Sydney at 17 to start an apprenticeship in boilermaking at 
Cockatoo Island Dockyard. Here I was taught the skills needed to 
work with metals of all types and scales. We were instructed on how 
to weld, cut, manipulate and construct with these materials. We took 
lines and measurements on a sheet of paper and transformed them 
into physical functional objects. While I was not aware at the time, on 
a daily basis I was being given tutorials in scale, material, composition, 
form, and my physical and psychological relationship to space.

Did your time at TAFE compound this experience? 
When I began at TAFE, sculpture had been on the periphery. It was 
not until second year that I really got into sculpture as a discipline. 
I had been introduced to Kevin Norton, the head of the sculpture 
department, when I had him for a semester of life modeling in clay. 
Kevin had been a student of [English abstract sculptor] Anthony 
Caro at Saint Martins [College of Art] in London, so steel was in 
his blood. It was Kevin that shone a light on just how poetic and 
liberating steel could be. Before this I had seen steel purely as a 
utilitarian product to be used in a practical way. 

And now? 
I soon realised that context affects everything, as does bias and 
perception. While steel is strong, heavy and, at times, clumsy, it is also 
this chameleon-like material because it has this ability to be poetic, 
soft, responsive and light. I use steel as my main material of choice 
because I am familiar with it, it is my nature. It is my charcoal, my 
graphite and the medium that best helps me express my ideas. Steel 
has been the conduit that has liberated me from the workshop floors 
of the past. 

You are currently working towards an exhibition at Defiance 
Gallery in August/September, are there any new ideas you want to 
explore in this show?
I am developing two ideas. The first, attempts to physically engage 
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I decided early on that I would brush paint each colour. Maybe 
this goes some way to appease the painter in me.
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01  Goes out, comes back, 2010, mild steel, zinc sprayed and painted, 30 x 46 x 30cm; 
photo: Stuart Humphreys

02 Along with me, 2009, mild steel painted, 15 x 15 x 13cm; photo: Amanda Teer
03 Four Fine Bells, 2006, stainless steel, 220 x 350 x 800cm; photo: Jason Capobianco
04  Spring in the Haze (detail), 2010, mild steel, zinc sprayed and painted,  

12 x 21 x 18cm; photo: Stuart Humphreys
Courtesy the artist and Defiance Gallery

and map out certain places and elements of the farm on which I 
grew up. These works belong to the world of memory and place. 
The second idea revolves around my experiences of working on 
the submarines at Cockatoo Island. Each day I would head into a 
confined world, the interior space of the machine itself. Here, I was 
constantly reminded of my physical size, and my body’s relationship 
to the space I worked within. 

With both these ideas I am attempting to take my audience to the 
places I have mentioned – no easy task. But I believe this is what 
sculpture can and does do best. It engages people in a most direct, 
tangible and physical way. Sculpture can help us define the places 
and spaces we inhabit. It has this wonderful ability to help inform 
us of both our physical and psychological place in the world. 

Dave Teer is represented by Defiance Gallery, Sydney. 

www.defiancegallery.com

EXHIBITION
Shelter
21 Aug to 7 Sept, 2013 
Defiance Gallery, Sydney
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While steel is strong, heavy 
and, at times, clumsy, it is 
also chameleon-like… it has 
this ability to be poetic, soft, 
responsive and light.


