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This is an abridged interview with Peter Travis in which he talked at length of a difficult 
upbringing in the 1940’s and the background it gave him in music and the creative 
crafts. He talked of his love of and sensitivity to colour, his successful career in 
fashion, his joy in beautiful fabrics and his introduction into design through the 
‘aristocratic’ Phyllis Shilletto, the first head of Design at East Sydney.  
 
He sees himself coming from the aspect of an artist/craftsman, someone with an 
innate sense of form and sensitivity to materials developed by working with those 
materials. He disagrees with those who believe having the concept is enough. He 
argues it is only a point of departure. It is the making that develops new ideas and 
sends one in new directions. His practice has been to discover and explore materials 
from macramé to ceramics. He argues that there is a common acceptance of good 
design born in the logarithmic principals of nature. This is an extract from an interview 
that ranged widely over his experience in craft and design (including head designer 
positions with Phillips and Speedo).  
 
The conversation began as Peter talks of disappointment with his major current project 
(The Wonder of Light. The Maker of Colour) for the consecration of St John’s 
Cathedral, Brisbane and the lack of logistical and publicity support for his large colour 
field fabric work. He pointed to the card he had printed of the work saying these visuals 
were necessary if applying for grants.  
 
             
 
 
You were there as the studio glass movement was beginning. I would like your 
thoughts on how people saw it then? 
 
I don’t know that they did. I have always been visionary. Every time I take a liking to 
something it becomes popular. I went to everything – all the art shows, ballet and 
music. I did everything. You get a pulse (subconsciously) of the world – it comes 
through knowing what’s happening and feeling it has got to go a step further. 
 
In the late nineteen sixties your involvement was with ceramics? 
 
I went through all the crafts. I was a compulsive maker, but I also had an eye for 
colour, even before I went to school. Going back further I learnt macramé at three and 
a half using proper macramé twine dyed and waxed by DCM in France. It was so 
intricate and I made all sorts of things.  (Talks of background – training under a music 
scholarship, working in retail fashion then coming into contact with Phyllis Shilletto)  
 
I went along to see Phyllis Shilletto. She said I was a music student and all music 
students should study design. I was earning a living and I couldn’t do the course. Ten 
years later she met me in Farmers [a fashionable Sydney department store where 
Peter was working] and said with my talent why wasn’t I studying design? She said 
come tonight. This was an aristocrat (high middle class in England) and highly 
educated. She was a compelling woman who shone with presence. She founded the 
design school [East Sydney]. She was the youngest and first female teacher at 
Liverpool City Art School. She specialised in colour. In the forties people from Harvard 
offered her the position as head for their new design department. She refused the job 
that later went to Josef Albers. It was Phyllis who trained me to use my talent 
consciously, allowing me to be analytical and use a critical eye. She enlightened me. 
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(Talks of his experiences working as head-designer for companies like Speedo, which 
he finally leaves to explore his own creativity without the restrictions of 
commercialism.) 
 
I always come from the material. When I went into ceramics you couldn’t buy clay 
bodies. We were all taught how to make them. I found a cream brick clay full of lumps 
and I used it. I fired it at different temperatures, until I found something I thought I could 
work on. Let the circumstances and the materials direct you. I don’t think students 
should look at other people’s work. They should just know what the problem is and 
what they can use to solve it. There are intrinsic aspects to a material that are 
functional and beautiful. 
 
I decided I wanted to be a sculptor. We had to learn all these traditional methods that 
took tremendously long labour. I had ideas that were so different that I wanted to do in 
metal, but they were not accepted. I came to the conclusion that if you were going to 
put all this effort you had to be profound. I felt I wasn’t.  
 
I decided I would do ceramics. I was the first person to do the certificate in ceramics 
and the only one who had a design background. In ceramics then everything was 
based on Bernard Leech, and Peter Rushforth was not kind to me at all. I was 
obsessed with throwing. I found it so exciting, but he would only let me fire one in ten 
pieces and then he would insist I glaze everything all over. [This was the early sixties.] 
I did some really wonderful sculptural things. 
 
When I got a Churchill scholarship [1969-70] I went over to San Jose [then a state 
college]. It had about thirty-five kilns. I went to study glass as well. I had been 
collecting glass from the fifties and I had all sorts of pieces. At San Jose was Robert 
Fritz who was an excellent glass blower, but devoted to society rather than promoting 
himself. He did very fine work and they had a very good glass department. David 
Hopper was there. He was remarkable. He was the person who started Orient and 
Flume and the whole world was flooded with that [glass] work. He realised that to be 
able to create what you want, you needed a commercial business to cover the costs. 
He was commissioned by Lyndon Johnson’s wife to do tableware in glass for the White 
House. He did a lot of beautiful fuming. After he had been so successful he gave it all 
up. He decided he was in the wrong area and then worked on stone and steel. He was 
so physically active. 
 
I had a program to go to three places. I went to the University of Wisconsin and met 
Harvey Littleton. He met me at the plane and took me home and invited me to stay in 
his house. Harvey had a wonderful studio at home and it was ten times better than 
what was at the university. He could do things that nobody could do at the university. 
The first lot of his students had just graduated and all but one had minor positions. 
That was the one who was given the job at the Royal College [Sam Herman] because 
he couldn’t get a job in America. He went to South Australia, because of a local South 
Australian potter or jeweller (all those on craft boards wanted to show they were aware 
of what was happening). 
 
I studied with Harvey (I had this background with Robert Fritz and with David Hopper). 
I had made glass pieces and funky goblets and things (everything was a bit funky at 
that time). Before I left a Japanese man who was studying there made a lovely glass 
kangaroo and gave it to me as a memento. Then we all went to the first workshop at 
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Dominick Labino’s (it was put onto video somewhere). This would be early1970’s and 
all his ex-students where there. (I had also gone to Berkley, because I also wanted to 
work with Peter Voulkos [ceramic sculptor]). These people were excited by glass. 
Harvey Littleton made these things that he had drawn out and then cut off and 
assembled. I think he thought of them as sculptures.  
 
One has to realise that the situation at that time was that all the heads of departments 
only had to lecture nine hours maximum a week and they were expected to produce 
shows. Before I went to the states I thought it was incredible that Harvey Littleton had 
a show here, then here and then here – shows in a dozen places, but they were the 
same items – they were never sold. They were being sent from one university to 
another, and then to another. None of these people had to sell anything! They were all 
on very high salaries and producing work was part of their tenure. The glass wasn’t 
‘commercial’. They were doing it because they loved it.  
 
The people who went out next and who didn’t get jobs would be part of an ‘art fair’. 
The difference between a fair in Australia and America was that the people you might 
find going into a fair could be top people. People might pay a thousand dollars for 
something in an art fair. It wasn’t just ‘lowly’ craft. One thing about the States is that if 
you have a talent but you are not wanted in New York, you’ve got Dallas, Chicago, 
Cleveland, or any of twenty cities. There are millions of people with money. Then you 
also find that the galleries promote the person to make money, because they know 
that if you have talent, they can make money by supporting you. 
 
There was an exhibition in the early seventies (and I have the catalogue). Johnson 
Wax had a collection of art works (paintings). There was this man following this up 
(probably because he was paid well). He convinced them they should have a craft 
exhibition and the crafts produced were fantastically beautiful, because they were all 
done by people in universities. This university culture was very important, because it 
[art/craft] wouldn’t have thrived otherwise. I expected to find beautiful galleries all over, 
selling things. In San Francesco there was only this little gallery selling down in 
Fisherman’s Wharf (with works by people like June Swartz – the first to do copper 
enamel with electro forming). There was nowhere you could exhibit. 
 
Producing as part of university tenure allowed for making that was unrestricted by 
commercial consideration. The market followed later? 
 
The market followed that because of some clever people. This show was called Object 
USA. At a couple of openings I heard people (these were rich people) say they 
couldn’t believe Americans were producing this, but the point is that this work was in 
the various university museums. These were by people who had years training, and 
they also had assistants. I was quite naïve about this. I thought people did it by 
themselves [gives examples of fibre pieces utilizing large numbers of helpers as 
support labour]. 
 
Our gallery in David Jones [Sydney department store] was superior to anything I ever 
saw there. I met so many Americans who had no commercial instinct whatsoever, 
because they had no need. They were a lot of bright people who needed to satisfy 
their creative instinct and intellectual ability. There was no doubt they had an aesthetic, 
because the things were absolutely beautiful. 
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On recommendation I went to Bud Holland in Chicago. I was amazed, he only sold the 
top paintings – Picassos, Renoirs. He said he wanted twenty of my pieces and he 
would get them off to the twenty top collectors in America. When I then returned to 
Australia circumstances meant I never sent them. The point about this is that it was 
‘originality’ that this man wanted. 
 
You had experience in a wide range of materials and aesthetic exposure to a range of 
creative fields. 
 
The important thing is that I have been driven by function. I always feel that is 
essential. The function brought up new ideas. Also, I do not mind restrictions, because 
they centre you. I wouldn’t call it problem solving, but for twenty years (while I was 
lecturing in ceramics), I have had commissions from architects. If someone comes to 
you and asks for four pieces four stories high you either do it and fail, or you do it and 
succeed. I succeeded, because I everything I did on these pieces I considered to the 
smallest detail. I wanted everything down to that smallest detail to relate. 
 
Comments on the handmade? 
 
Now that footballers and plumbers are wearing Armani, what are the rich going to 
wear? They have unlimited money and they will go for ‘bespoke’ – so things will be 
handmade again. Also you see everyone using digital techniques. There will be so 
many things that look alike they will lose their value, especially as there are no criteria, 
and everyone thinks they can make art. 
 
What are you impressions on the beginnings for glass? 
 
It is interesting thing about glass that most of the people who took up glass were failed 
potters. Harvey Littleton was a potter. His father was the technical advisor for 
Mansfield Corning and Harvey didn’t make it as a potter. It was glass that made 
Harvey Littleton. It was the quality of the glass. His work was reasonable in quality, 
however it wasn’t stunning. It was the material, and the objects weren’t all that exciting. 
William Morris is the person that impresses me as a glass maker. He is a handsome 
virile man who would have succeeded in anything, but he can make things and make 
them beautifully. 
 
You were in America as studio glass was emerging. What did you see when you came 
back to Australia? 
 
We didn’t even have Maureen [Cahill] when I came back. I was buying fabric in Coles. 
A girl asked why I kept buying it and we got talking. I said I was studying glass and she 
said she had a girlfriend who wanted to be a stained glass painter. I can see Maureen 
now walking towards me wearing a black cap with a little peak, a waistcoat and denims 
with a big folder under her arm.  
 
When I had been in England I was with Howard Coppler who was giving talks and I 
found Keith Cummings [Stourbridge]. I could see so much potential, but I had run out 
of money and had to return to Australia. I told Maureen she should go to Stourbridge 
and I was her referee. She got a substantial grant to study there. 
 
Harvey had set me up so I had all the plans to make a small kiln [here in Australia]. I 
found that all I could make were insignificant things, because the cost would be too 
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great. No one was thinking about setting up a glass department at that time. It was 
only after some people had been funded by the craft council that they [the Crafts 
Boards] realised they would have to set up and get people working with glass. (The 
Craft Board was now established and was looking for things to do and ways to 
expand.) 
 
I had been told in America that I should continue with what I was doing (in ceramics) 
because it was original. When I came back I saw things in a different way. My thinking 
was more intellectual.  
 
You came back with your background in ceramics you decided it was financially 
impractical to set up making glass, but you also worked with kites, which were about 
colour and light – features of glass. 
 
I worked with the most permanent and most impermanent of materials at the same 
time. What happened (and why I made the kites) is I used to go from the school and 
have coffee in a little terrace in Grosvenor Street. There was always this glum fellow 
sitting there who was into ‘coffee shop philosophy’. He gave me an invitation to a 
painting exhibition in a little gallery in a lane between George and Pitt Streets. He 
became the most celebrated colour field painter in Australia (although I thought he 
knew nothing about colour) and at this time I was as successful in ceramics. I was 
given the opportunity to do an exhibition about colour at the David Jones Gallery. I 
thought about it and thought about it. I thought about stained glass, but there was a 
problem with glass in that it needed light going through it. When it is in buildings you 
don’t see it from the outside, but with dyed fabric you can see both what it looks like 
with the light shining on it and also through it. I made a series of things. I found that 
hexagons were very good for stability. They are a fundamental structural form that 
can’t be crushed. About three weeks before it opened I thought that if I put tails on 
them I could fly some. I had not thought of kites at first. Flying some actually did show 
the sun shinning through them. Then I got interested in the fact that it was not the kite, 
but the tail that responded to the wind. It became a kinetic thing. The tails became 
kinetic jewels hanging in the sky. 
 
In the project I’m doing now, at first I was going to use light(s). People pay thousands 
to do light projections on some buildings, but I don’t have the money to compete with 
that. Then it hit me that there was limitation in the colours that you can produce that 
way. Also, once you have seen that [light projection], anybody can do it. It is only the 
matter of getting the image and projecting it. The work was always the same. 
 
What I was doing was creating works that accepted light in different ways, at different 
times. Winter was different and it was different in the morning. Glass responds in that 
way and that I think is one of the lovely things about it. But then some things are 
getting a bit fussy and Richard Whiteley just copies people overseas. I don’t think he is 
sensitive enough to make really good shapes. The person I did like, but I have gone 
off, is Jessica Loughlin. I bought a piece of hers then a huge crack developed. I said it 
hadn’t been properly annealed. That can happen months later. I remember there was 
a problem once with Swedish glassware and it would fall apart on the shelves when 
you were dusting. Nick Mount is a little bit too luscious, but I could accept that if you 
wanted a ‘double ice crème’ he is a man who can bring it off. 
 
How strong have galleries been in determining what is produced? 
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I don’t think they have been strong in determining what is produced. People have just 
made what they can make to their own limitations. Maureen Williams made some 
lovely round platters and when I had some money I wanted to buy half a dozen of 
them and put them on a wall, but I wanted to choose the colours. I rang her. She just 
wasn’t interested and I felt disappointed because I think they would have looked 
beautiful. Then I taught another student – Judi Elliott. She had a wonderful feeling for 
form in pottery. Now she is a very old friend of mine. She went into glass, but she 
wasn’t a failed potter believe me. She made beautiful forms. 
 
I think all the things that people have made have been due to the technical limitations. 
The restrictions for glass were definitely production restrictions. The galleries were 
willing to take what people could produce. The guy wrapping everything up [Tevita 
Havea] – I can’t stand the pieces. They are overdone. Everyone is saying they are 
wonderful, but they are not. They are contrived and I can’t stand contrived things. He 
finishes them well and they have a sense of professionalism, but they are (what should 
I say?) unnecessary. Everyone will get use to them and they will be forgotten. They 
don’t have the sense of timelessness. But then there is that lovely man (and his family) 
who does engraving [Alastair Gordon]. There have made some beautiful things. There 
were some goldfish I thought were absolutely wonderful. 
 
Then there have been some that are plain glass with a grey picture printed on the 
back. I think they are terrible and it is not a new idea. Particularly in Australia people 
click onto an idea. I could tell you the names of many people who found their ideas in a 
book. Quite often with work that the Craft Council sent around the world, I was the only 
person to get an overseas review.  
 


