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Yellow House Malabar  2022  acrylic on canvas  122 x 122 cm
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Second Floor 1930’s Stairwell, Maitland Hospital  2021   

acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm
Red Fire Door, Maitland Hospital Stairwell  2021   

acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm
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Peter O’Doherty’s studio, Malabar, NSW 
Photography: Fletcher Aldous
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PETER O’DOHERTY

Somehow Connected 

Peter O’Doherty is not the first artist to look with semi-detached affection upon the 
Australian suburbs. In the late 1950s, when Nino Culotta’s best-selling novel, They’re a 
Weird Mob, was making Aussies view their red-brick bungalows as pinnacles of human 
achievement, John Brack was satirising suburban conformity in images imbued with a keen, 
dry wit. 

By 1966, when Michael Powell made a hit movie from Culotta’s book, Australians 
continued to see suburbia as an irony-free zone. Nino’s new life as a bricklayer was 
accepted as a spiritual advance on his previous job as a journalist. Those box-like houses 
that mushroomed all around the country seemed more beautiful than the wonders of the 
Renaissance. In the perennial battle of old vs. new, the past could be respected but not 
admired. For boomtime Australia, newness was a moral virtue.

But what happens when all that novelty begins to look like a period style? In O’Doherty’s 
paintings there is a nostalgia for an age of innocent vulgarity, for a time in which 
householders expressed their indivduality with a bold colour scheme – a burst of red, blue 
or green that could stop passers-by in their tracks. This was someone’s idea of beauty, and 
even today it expresses more vitality than those subdivisions full of tasteful grey houses that 
surround every growing population centre. Think of Maitland, where O’Doherty has found 
some of his motifs. Many hectares of fertile farmland are now encrusted with near-identical 
kit homes. 

O’Doherty’s love of quirky architectural detail is on full display in these pictures. He pumps 
up the colour and smudges the outlines, giving each scene a mildly hallucinogenic quality. 
It’s almost conventional to see buildings and streets without people as studies in alienation, 
but there’s nothing grim or depressing about these suburban sanctuaries. The residents 
may be peeking out at each other from behind the loungeroom curtains, but they’ve made 
every effort to create an attractive façade.
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When we speak of a “suburban mentality” we usually refer to a narrow, unimaginative, 
unambitious view of the world. O’Doherty’s paintings offer another interpretation: a 
willingness to make do with those things that lie close to home, a sense of security, a range 
of modest goals and comforts. It’s not, however, a state of mind devoid of aesthetic feeling, 
or a niggling desire to stand out from the crowd. 

Most portraits are exercises in flattery, and O’Doherty’s portraits of houses and public 
buildings present these humble structures in a complimentary light. Each is restored to a 
youthful vibrancy, transporting us back to a time when bricks denoted permanence, and 
aluminium framed sliding windows were the height of modern style. It’s easy to disapprove 
of past fads and enthusiasms, but every piece of ironwork, every faded coat of paint 
represents a carefully calibrated assertion of personal taste.

It may be hard to see the suburban dream of the 1950s and 60s as an aesthetic event, but 
if we narrow our eyes and blur the edges a little, as O’Doherty does in these paintings, we 
can still appreciate the touch of fantasy that lies behind the bricks and mortar. 

John McDonald
John McDonald is art critic for the Sydney Morning Herald

Randwick High Rise Study  2022   
acrylic on canvas  20 x 20 cm

Randwick High Rise Study II  2022   
acrylic on canvas  20 x 20 cm



8
Seabreeze  2022  acrylic on canvas  122 x 122 cm
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Grey Fibro Broken Hill  2022  acrylic on canvas  46 x 46 cm



Peter O’Doherty’s studio, Malabar, NSW 
Photography: Fletcher Aldous
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Block of Flats, Matraville  2022  acrylic on canvas  122 x 122 cm
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Before the Flood, Lismore  2022  acrylic on canvas  46 x 46 cm
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Sans Souci Verandahs  2021  acrylic on canvas  46 x 101 cm
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Bathurst Awning  2021  acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm
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Malabar Street Sign  2021  acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm



16 Blue Block  2021  acrylic on canvas  91 x 101 cm  (detail)
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Maitland Hospital Awnings  2021  acrylic on canvas  36 x 31 cm
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Studio shot, Malabar, NSW
Photography courtesy of the artist

Peter O’Doherty, Malabar, NSW 
Photography: Fletcher Aldous
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Four Storeys  2022  acrylic on canvas  122 x 152 cm
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Gold Coast Gables  2022  acrylic on canvas  20 x 20 cm



21Lime Green Fibro  2021   
acrylic on canvas  122 x 122 cm
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Disembarking, Hobart Airport  2021  acrylic on canvas  36 x 36 cm
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Chifley Fibro  2022  acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm



24Hillsdale Red Block  2019  acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm 
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White Fibro Grafton  2022  acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm
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East Facing Red Brick Block  2021  acrylic on canvas  91 x 101 cm



28
Garden Island Study  2021  acrylic on canvas  36 x 36 cm
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Kingsford Crane  2021  acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm



30
Sunday Afternoon Malabar  2021  acrylic on canvas  122 x 122 cm
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Three Green Garage Doors  2021  acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm
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Apartment Windows  2022  acrylic on canvas  20 x 20 cm
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Blue House Woy Woy  2022  acrylic on canvas  84 x 91 cm
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Bondi Road High Rise  2022  acrylic on canvas  71 x 61 cm
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Eastlakes Red Block Study  2022  acrylic on canvas  20 x 20 cm
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Eastlakes Red Block  2022  acrylic on canvas  152 x 182 cm
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Four Storeys Study  2022  acrylic on canvas  20 x 20 cm
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La Perouse Cream Fibro  2022  acrylic on canvas  56 x 56 cm
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Little Bay Corner Fibro  2022  acrylic on canvas  91 x 91 cm
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Monterey Light Blue Fibro  2022  acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm
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Milton Blue Fibro  2022  acrylic on canvas  46 x 46 cm
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Randwick High Rise  2022  acrylic on canvas  152 x 152 cm
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Peppermint Awning Chifley  2022  acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm
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Red Block with White Curtain  2022  acrylic on canvas  61 x 61 cm
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Windows  2022  acrylic on canvas  46 x 61 cm
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