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We called in to see Chris Charteris, partner Lizzy, and son
Atawhai at their home in Kuaotunu on the Coromandel
Peninsula on Easter Sunday. They have a secluded property
about five minutes walk from the beach. The previous
owners planted lots of trees which now give a feeling of
tropical lushness. There is a stream running through the
property, with resident ducks, and a grape vine which has
produced such a bumper crop that some has been sent off
to a wine maker to produce the first ‘waitaia estate’
vintage. Sounds idyllic? It is, and looks it!

Chris and Lizzy moved out of Auckland three years ago, first
to Whitianga and then two years ago they bought this place
at Kuaotunu. They have settled in to the small beachside
community and are fully involved in the life there. Theirs is
very much a collaborative partnership with Lizzy’s expertise in cordage evident in
many of Chris’s works. Next door is Birds Nest Studio where artist Tom Mutch
and another local, Michael Smither, show their work and gather friends for an
annual summer show.

Being isolated from a group of other artists, sculptors in particular, is a drawback
of moving away from Auckland for Chris, and he misses not being able to do any
collaborative projects. Not that he’s complaining too much of course….

Because - being out of Auckland does have its advantages and one for Chris is
that there is not so much ‘culture’ around to see every day and which can have
an influencing affect. Culture as in - the people, the sights, the sounds, the
galleries, exhibitions, conversations, discussions – and not being exposed to all
that has given Chris more freedom. More freedom and space to be non-derivative
and more experimental. Freedom to make the move from creating jewellery and
body adornment to concentrating on sculpting, and to move out of the pigeon
hole that says ‘Pacific Island artist’ and into that space that simply says ‘artist’.   

His Pacific heritage, which includes Kiribati and Fijian ancestry, continues to be
a major influence on and in his work.  Previously much of his work was perhaps

shaped by what he saw in books and in museums – such as
breast plates, pounamu pendants, whale tooth necklaces 
and wasekaseka. 

Today he is paying more attention to his instinct and
intellectualising less about what he is doing. Today he is more
confident to make mistakes and is happy in the freedom that
allows him to do so. But the forms that are coming into his head
are still forms that are common through the Pacific and to Maori.
They tend to be more abstract representations of mans’
interaction with the environment, with things that were
functional yet aesthetic. He talks of his admiration for the
craftsmen of old who worked in stone and wood without the
benefit of the high tech tools that he has at his disposal. And with
those men in mind he is taking more time to examine and explore

each particular piece of stone in order to follow or take from it the form it suggests. 

Works that he is preparing for his next solo show in late April at FhE Gallery in
Auckland fringe the deck fronting this piece of paradise. They are reminiscent of
harpoons - sleek forms, highly polished, and beautiful but with an air of danger.  
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