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There’s something extraordinarily compelling about Peter Gray’s 

artwork. Even though its realism is startling, the gradual release 

of the painting’s back story is equally captivating. This month, 

Onguma The Fort in Etosha opens its brand new art gallery, and 

Peter’s work will be exhibited there.

Words by Anne Schauffer
Photographs by Peter Gray

The Fine 
Art Of Peter 
Clinton Gray

America. England. Zimbabwe. South Africa. You’ll find 

Peter Gray’s arresting paintings in many corners of the 

world, whether in private homes, galleries or corporate 

collections. Internationally acclaimed for sure, yet his roots are 

indelibly African. 

In his lifetime, Peter Gray has migrated across the world 

frequently. Challenging moves, yes, but he has no regrets. 

Each time, the shift enriched his life in a meaningful way. As 

he puts it, “Where ever we as a family find ourselves such has 

added to our understanding of life, and what’s important and 

what’s not.”

Peter was born in an old farmhouse in the little town 

of Bulawayo, in Southern Rhodesia now Zimbabwe, on the 

doorstep of the Matobo Hills National Park, Hwange National 

Park and Mosi-oa-Tunya (Victoria Falls.) He loved his childhood, 

a rural life largely off the grid, with a big well at the bottom of the 

garden, and wildlife which ate their vegetables: “My upbringing 

had a great impact on my art. My dad was a talented Master 

copper plate engraver and specialist seal engraver in stone 

and precious metals, who’d designed and worked on 

leaded windows in UK cathedrals, and later became an 

RAF Pilot. My mother was an avid sportswoman and traveller, 

talented at art, a magnificent story-teller with a beautiful 

singing voice and musician.” Clearly an all-round artistic family, 

his brother equally so. As a child, Peter spent a great deal of 

time watching his father at work: “He taught both myself and 

my brother to engrave. His philosophy was always, ‘if you learn 

a skill which few others have, wherever you go in the world, 

you’ll be able to earn a living.’”
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form part of their permanent collections. He has also been 

accoladed with a number of art awards. “As a young person it 

didn't really sink in, but later in life I’ve become more and more 

surprised with each subsequent award and feel appreciation 

for the recognition". His motivation is a sincere love of art and 

being creative.

As an individual reacting to an artwork, it’s usually to a 

greater or lesser extent, a combination of the artist’s intent and 

the viewer’s history. And that’s as true for a wildlife painting 

as it is a portrait or landscape. Looking at a Peter Gray wildlife 

painting, you feel the connection, just as Peter intended: “I want 

to get a thinking  reaction from an audience, and sometimes, 

depending on who they are or what they’re going through, they 

might come up with something more I hadn’t even thought of.” 

He adds, “On another level, I consider it important to give a title, 

a lead in…”  

Peter works out of his home studio, preferably in oils, but 

not exclusively. He enjoys working on large canvases, and 

lifesize sculpture and intricate jewellery but then again, he’s 

done small miniatures.

One thing he discourages with good humor is outside 

contact before midday. He laughs, “I’m an afternoon and night 

person. My brain – or speech - does not usually engage before 

11 o’clock, and I work until two or three in the morning.” He 

works on three to four, sometimes six paintings at any one time, 

it energises him: “It allows me to rest from one subject for a 

while and return with fresh ideas or energy later. I never take 

it for granted that I have been able to do what I do and for so 

long, but view it as a privilege.” It’s rare for Peter not to go into 

his studio, it’s close on therapy for him: “What’s important for 

Contact:

www.petergray.co.za 
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And for Peter, it worked out like that. He’d been drawing 

and painting since age 5 or so, and because his father had 

the ability to see where his sons’ interests lay, he gave Peter 

every opportunity to develop his skills. From a very young age, 

Peter was enrolled into numerous art classes, and later, when 

the time came, he studied at the University of Cape Town’s  

prestigious Michaelis School of Fine Art.

Peter moved across to England in his early 20’s and there he 

would do seal engraving. That skill served him well. In addition 

Peter would do portraits in Trafalgar Square. As his painting 

became more extensive, he soon collaborated on a fine arts 

exhibition in Knightsbridge. It was his first UK exhibition. 

Now married, Peter spent about ten years in London before 

returning to Zimbabwe to provide support for his ailing parents. 

He stayed another 20 years there, and in that time, built up an 

enviable reputation and a strong business: “The best studio I’ve 

ever had was there, in Bulawayo. It was massive, and included 

workshops, my own gallery - I had a number of skilled artisans 

working for me there. Certainly a very creative atmosphere.” 

Peter had struggled to find anybody local to produce bronzes 

for him, so he’d been sending his work to a foundry in the 

Kwazulu-Natal Midlands. He persuaded the owner to come to 

Bulawayo and build him his own foundry. “

In 2002 Peter started a new chapter of his life in Cape Town, 

the city where he’d studied and which he loved, and today, the 

family stays in the Silvermine Mountains, near Noordhoek. 

Reference material for wildlife is never in short supply, as 

Peter frequented the wilds of Zimbabwe, Botswana, South 

Africa and Namibia. He still does, as opportunity allows. 

Although he’s passionate about wildlife, he doesn’t limit himself 

to that genre, and has pursued portraits and figurative work. 

Peter exhibits in South Africa, and other countries, especially 

the United States where his work regularly tours. His paintings 

have been purchased by museums internationally and now 

me is meaningfulness. Even if I only spend an hour in there, and 

I feel I’ve produced something meaningful, I’m content.” 

Peter takes commissions on condition that they’re 

something which really excites him or he feels emotionally 

connected to: “I’m happiest when I’m not tied down by content. 

I have that energy and freedom, and then all sorts of exciting 

things happen.” He makes an exception generally with people 

or clients he knows well, so the experience is a communal one: 

“Invariably I’ll end up producing a painting or two for them. It’s 

not really a commission - more like a collaboration -  there is 

a lot of emotional involvement in that…and the people that is 

more energizing.”

Emotional involvement is important to Peter. For artists 

deemed to have something of monetary value to contribute to 

conservation, it’s a challenge selecting causes. Peter’s 

contribution goes beyond wildlife, and when he’s asked to 

speak at schools or interest groups: “My big thing is education. 

For me, the best form of conservation, the most progressive 

projects, are the ones where there’s opportunity to educate 

people, not necessarily into wildlife conservation, but the way 

we should treat each other. It’s a moral issue I’m personally 

involved with, where we respect and dignify one another, 

become aware of how important our environment is, how we 

socialise, how we develop social skills and harmonise 

sustainably and symbiotically with our surroundings.”
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