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Grant Lingard was born in Greymouth and studied 
at the Canterbury University Ilam School of Fine 
Arts in the early 1980s. He was the maker of art 
that was formally exciting, deeply personal and 
critically political.

But our friend was many things: a Blackball 
miner’s son, an occasionally snappy dresser, 
an avid collector of everything from action-toy 
figurines to records, a Punk who danced to Disco, 
a teller of stories, an instigator of the Christchurch 
Artists’ Collective, companion to his black cat 
Black Cat, and, of course, a gay man at a moment 
when attitudes towards homosexuality, and the 
law, were changing. 

If he has the distinction of being one of our 
leading gay visual artists, he is also a victim of 
the other great change that affected the gay 
community in the 1980s: AIDS. With his death, 
Aotearoa New Zealand lost an artist and art activist 
of significance too soon, his legacy left barely 
revealed. It’s hard to know whether this is because 
of the failure to acknowledge “queer art heroes”, or 
because the 1980s were a strange borderland- 
moment between the hardcore of baby-boomers 
and the new confidence of the 1990s, or because 

his work often had ephemeral, feral qualities that 
made its collection and preservation difficult. 

While TRUE LOVE cannot fill the void, 25 years 
on from his death, we hope to contribute to an 
ongoing discussion about this wonderful, queer 
person. It is our (im)provisional response to Grant, 
his memory, his artwork. 

Richard Reddaway

The exhibition will include works by Grant Lingard 
alongside work from Bronwyn Takle, Diane Miller, Gary 
Freemantle, Gina Ferguson, Graham McFelin, Grant 
Takle, Jeremiah Boniface, Jessica Douglas, Julian 
Holcroft, Michael Armstrong, Paul Dew, Paul Rayner, 
Richard Reddaway, Ruth Watson, Sara Ayad, Sandra 
Bushby, Seraphine Pick, Simon Morris, Teri Johnson, 
Terry Urbahn and Trevor Fry.  
 
With special thanks to The Lingard Family for their 
continued support.  
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In the face of death, Grant Lingard’s Swan song 
is a potent creation, constructed from near 
insubstantial components: ten white enamel-
coated laundry drying racks draped with white 
cotton sheets, pillowcases and towels. As 
Lingard’s final work, it comes to us knowingly 
post-mortem, speaking deliberately from beyond 
the grave, freighted with both personal and social 
history. It is elegiac, a ‘late work’, to use Theodor 
Adorno’s term, tragic in its basis, but transcendent 
in its effect. Against a background of HIV/AIDS, 
a then-deadly viral illness, and the poetics of 
everyday objects in unfamiliar contexts, Swan 
song will come to be regarded as a summation of 
both an artist’s career and a historical period. It 
is a minimal work, almost classical in its impact, 
redolent of marble drapery and funereal memorial, 
but with a breath-taking fragility in its tenuous 
construction, Swan song hangs upon the very 
edge of disincorporation. 

Swan song has a long implicit homosexual 
fore-history, beginning with the architectural 
fantasies and obsessions of the mid-nineteenth 
century ‘Swan King’, Ludwig of Bavaria, including 
his fairy-tale Neuschwanstein castle. Ludwig 
had, in turn, influenced the mise-en-scène, plot, 
and dying swans of the homosexual composer 
Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky’s ballet, Swan Lake (1875 
– 1876), illustrations of which were extremely 
common during Lingard’s 1960s’ New Zealand 
childhood as cheaply-framed prints or even table 
place-mats. While Swan song might be materially 
sparse, most explicitly speaking of the laundry and 
sickroom, its range of additional cultural reference 
is remarkably broad.   

The piece can be best considered when paired 
with Lingard’s early 1987 work, Box of Birds. In 
an unpublished Honours thesis, Grant Lingard, 
1961 – 1995, Jeremiah Boniface writes that Lingard 
considered Box of Birds to be “an open response 
to the AIDS virus, and his first public statement 
directly relating to the politics of his own sexuality.”1

The arrival of HIV/AIDS into global 
consciousness began in 1981 when a group of gay 
men and injecting drug-users contracted a rare 
strain of pneumonia commonly seen in people with 
compromised immune systems. This was followed 
by an unexpected number of younger gay men 
with Karposi’s Sarcoma, usually found in elderly 
males of Mediterranean ancestry. The American 
Centre for Disease Control soon possessed a 
casual acronym, ‘the 4-H disease’, because it 
affected heroin users, haemophiliacs, Haitians, 
and homosexuals. By 1986, the illness had been 
designated the Acquired Immunodeficiency 
Syndrome (AIDS) with the blood-borne Human 
Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) the means whereby 
it was spread. It had no cure. 

Surprisingly, given the New Zealand origin of 
Box of Birds, far from the traditional art-centres, 
Lingard’s work is one of the world’s first cultural 
responses to this rapidly-developing pandemic, 
coming simultaneously—if not earlier—than the 
first HIV/AIDS related productions of Keith Haring 
and Felix González-Torres. With twelve roughly-
made wooden crosses rising from an old wooden 
crate, as prayers, doves or death, it was originally 
titled A Dozen Hail Marys. However, Lingard 
changed the title, as he remarked in his important 
22 October 1987 Christchurch The Press interview, 
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“because it seems to sum up the release of feelings 
and bigotry by fanatical groups about AIDS.”2 

Lingard’s comment was made the same year 
as October 43, the ground-breaking AIDS: Cultural 
Analysis, Cultural Activism issue, edited by Douglas 
Crimp. The first PWA (People With AIDS) groups 
had just been formed—ACT UP followed. A medical 
hegemony was challenged by those whose ability 
to speak had been taken from them. Lingard’s 
fragile Arte Povera Box of Birds was a swift reactive 
response to an issue of global concern.

Born in 1961 in the small coal-mining town of 
Blackball on New Zealand’s West Coast, political 
matters had always been of import to Lingard. The 
New Zealand Labour Party was formed in Blackball 
in 1908, and it was the original headquarters of the 
New Zealand Communist Party. Radical politics 
were part of Lingard’s heritage and they would 
increasingly affect his work.

His art career can be divided into three 
periods. The Arte Povera creations had their 
origins in his time at Ilam School of Fine Arts at 
the University of Canterbury. His second more 
explicitly political works date from Box of Birds 
through the various Incident in the Park sequences 
to the more radically Queer installations, including 
the important 1994 Smells Like Team Spirit. Just 
when Lingard contracted HIV/AIDS is unknown, 
but the disease was regarded as a lingering death 
sentence until the arrival and distribution of new 
anti-viral medications around 1996. Lingard, 
however, had died on 2 November 1995.  

Adorno’s considerations of Late Style must 
be more than relevant to Lingard’s third period 
of production under a then-terminal medical 
diagnosis. “Touched by death,” Adorno had 
written, “the master’s hand releases the heaps 
of material it had previously shaped; the tears 
and cracks in it, the testimony to the ultimate 

helplessness of the ego in the face of the existent, 
are its final work.”3

Swan song was a memorial collection exhibited 
in Sydney’s First Draft Gallery in February 1996, 
three months after Lingard’s death. With a title 
based on the Greek legend that a swan sings a 
sweet final song before death, it was constructed, 
following Lingard’s instructions, by a team that 
included his partner, the late Peter Lanini, Trevor 
Fry, Teri Johnson, Graham McFelin, Mary Kay, and 
Ruth Watson. The recontextualisation of previously 
exhibited works was of particular importance, 
in line with Lingard’s developing practice in the 
early 1990s and followed his new habit of working 
conceptually rather than physically—exhibitions 
essentially freed from the artist’s hand, the pieces 
constructed by others in accord with directions. 
Trevor Fry, however, makes a significant and vital 
point. “Swan song is the title of both the artwork 
itself and the show – like single and album. 
My understanding is however that the artwork 
acquired the title at a later date, 2012, and that 
originally we… saw the show as a single entity—an 
installation—with no separate titles.”4

Swan song, the installation, originally and 
importantly included a number of untitled parts: the 
now-separate Swan song work (first exhibited in 
The Emperor’s New Clothes as part of the Like is 
Pleased with Like group exhibition in 1989, but with 
only one laundry drying rack), the black-tarred and 
white-feathered wall (derived from works exhibited 
in Coop and Feather Brain, both in 1994), a new 
revision of the 1994 Boots (reconstructed in white 
bathroom soap), and a reconstructed version of the 
1994 Flag. Pasted on the wall beside the exhibition 
title was the text of Hans Christian Andersen’s 
fable, The Ugly Duckling, where the presumed 
ugly duckling was rejected by the flock and other 
animals, but would eventually discover he was, in 



fact, a beautiful swan. In addition, as an outlier, it 
also included reprinted or left-over Jockey Y-Fronts 
posters from 1994’s Tales Untold group show, 
which were posted up around Darlinghurst. Swan 
song was porous-edged and merged with its world. 

The original exhibition had been scheduled and 
planned before Lingard’s death, but it became, in 
effect, a powerful single post-mortem art-work. 
“The force of subjectivity in late works of art is the 
eruptive gesture with which it exits them,” Adorno 
wrote. “It breaks free of them – not to express 
itself but, rather, to discard expressionlessly the 
semblance of art. All it leaves behind are the ruins 
of works and it communicates—as if in code—   
only through the hollows it erupts from.”5 Swan 
song, considered in its entirety, became far more 
than a momento mori. It reviewed Lingard’s own 
history, but broke it, as it were, into tarry black and 
feathers. The wisps of personal convention and 
recollection floated free in a gale of dissolution, 
pitting a whole personal history against the 
prospect of their loss, at times wistfully, but always 
self-aware, and fiercely fractured. Lingard’s work 
was recovered and revisioned and replaced on the 
edge of doom, torn with rifts.

By the third decade of the twenty-first century, 
Lingard has become the archetypal New Zealand 
Queer artist, his career cut short by a lethal viral 
epidemic primarily affecting gay men, his works 
charged and changed by that event. “In the history 
of art,” Adorno continues, “late works are the 
catastrophes.”6 Swan song as installation is a 
difficult final work where Lingard, in effect, rends 
apart his own creations in order to celebrate and 
preserve them.   

David Herkt 

Notes 

1  Boniface, Jeremiah. "Grant Lingard, 1961 — 1995”,  
  unpublished Hons diss., Victoria University, 2006, p.16
2  ‘Sculptor transforms objects into art’, in The Press  
  (Christchurch, NZ), 21 October 1987, p. 22, quoted  
  in Boniface, p.16.
3  Adorno, Theodor. ‘Beethoven’s Late Style', in  
  Night Music: Essays on Music 1928 — 1962, ed.  
  Rolf  Tiedemann (Seagull Books, London, New York,  
  Calcutta, 2008), p. 16
4  Email communication, Trevor Fry, 25 February 2021
5  Adorno, p.16 
6  Adorno, p.18
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History has betrayed our queer predecessors, 
relegating artists like Grant Lingard (b. 1961) 
to the dusty recesses of the invisible archive. 
Lingard was an Aotearoa New Zealand artist 
who came of age in a time where the stigma of 
homosexuality rendered every artistic foray into 
queer ideas deeply radical and political. Lingard’s 
work followed a trajectory from grungy material 
installations that spoke to gender binaries and 
arte povera sensibilities, to a more stripped back 
and polished minimalism taking over gallery 
spaces in poetic statements of homosexual desire, 
challenging masculinities, and towards the end 
of his life, the devastation of the HIV/AIDS crisis. 
He experienced success within the Aotearoa New 
Zealand art scene, with several important group 
and solo shows, regularly reviewed, and a travel 
grant to Australia. Although this progress was less 
so following a move to Sydney where he struggled 
to develop a profile, Lingard was clearly an up-
and-coming artist, whose work engaged in gay/
queer ideas at a time when Aotearoa New Zealand 
still grappled with the legacies of homophobia 
enshrined in law.1 But after his death from AIDS-
related complications in 1995 he somewhat 
disappeared from art discussions, barring a 
retrospective exhibition at Jonathan Smart Gallery, 
Desire & Derision in 1996, a staging of his last 
planned solo exhibition by friends at Firstdraft, 
Sydney, and small inclusions in a few late 90s 
exhibitions. Effectively, here was the neat bow at 
the end of Lingard’s career. 

Lingard’s work is only recently being 
‘rediscovered’ in a public context, with inclusions 
in the public 2018 show at the Dowse, Sleeping 

Arrangements, curated by Blumhardt/Creative 
New Zealand curatorial intern Simon Gennard, 
and 2015’s Implicated & Immune, at dealer gallery 
Michael Lett. These attempts to frame Lingard 
amongst a cohort of queer New Zealand artists 
go a long way towards reintroducing his work 
to contemporary audiences, but the challenges 
of his work’s material conditions remain. As 
Jeremiah Boniface outlines in his in-depth Lingard 
chronicling, the works that were retained in major 
New Zealand art collections suffer from their own 
material ephemerality – redisplay is often not an 
option.2 When these infrequent presentations 
do occur they are positioned within the bounds 
of explicitly queer exhibitions (which are rare) 
and evidently rely on either individual curatorial 
initiative or the zeitgeist of contemporary queer 
artists. Major institutions in NZ have no mandate 
to present historic queer content in exhibitions, nor 
the history of collecting to back them up. I grieve 
for the lost works and records of queer art history 
that suffered from prejudiced policies, never 
conserved or collected. 

Public access to Lingard’s art is therefore 
now largely in the digital world, ghosts of traces 
of works photographed, scattered across a 
noncomprehensive virtual landscape. Auckland Art 
Gallery’s research library has an archive of Grant’s 
notebooks, photos and ephemera yet no works in 
its collection. The Christchurch Art Gallery has the 
most extensive collection of Lingards but they’re 
still sparse, and even more scantily described. 
Even when we can view photographs of his works 
thanks to the efforts of Lingard’s friends and family, 
reduced to pixels they live awkwardly in digital 
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space, conveying little of the spatial thoughtfulness 
that characterized his installations.3 Yet they are 
some of the few records of Lingard’s work that 
remain. As Steorn points out, a queer perspective 
in ‘collection[s] or achive[s] whose compilation has 
been governed by implicit and sometimes explicit 
heteronormative standards... presents challenges 
to the individual researcher,’ and I would add 
more broadly, to artists seeking their roots.4 
For a practice defined by its punk assemblage 
sensibility, the photographic and written record 
of Lingard’s practice are essential to a sense of 
legacy and continuity for queer New Zealanders. 

I fear that without greater institutional digital 
engagement with (and activation of) Lingard’s 
oeuvre, a massive barrier exists for future 
engagement with young artists and queer people. 
Lacking an anthology of queer practices within 
Aotearoa’s art history, researchers can only turn 
to the brief mentions of Lingard in academia—
reviews of shows past, sporadic analysis of 
specific works in contemporary presentations, 
but no broader discussion about Lingard’s 
critical role in our national identity or history. With 
more explicit strategies examining sexuality and 
gender politics in art nowadays, Lingard’s work 
can seem outmoded, especially when ideas 
around identity have become more nuanced 
and intersectional. This speaks to a generational 
disconnect, where ‘LGBT interactions tend to be 
age-segregated… magnified by stereotypes each 
group may hold about the other.’5 Newly-forming 
queer communities have differing concerns, 
foregrounding trans, gender nonconforming and 
BIPOC experiences, artists and lives. Yet the social 
dilemmas that prompted many of Lingard’s works 
are still prevalent. Homophobia, transphobia and 
prejudice are widespread; a global pandemic 
has shifted the politics of intimacy, desire and 

anonymous sexual contact; toxic ideals of 
masculinity are still embedded in almost every 
facet of our lives. Clearly Lingard’s conceptual 
practice holds some capital but isn’t supported 
by the critical evaluation that other Aotearoa New 
Zealand artists have historically enjoyed. Without 
a grounded history to stand from, this generational 
divide will only deepen, driven further apart by the 
long shadows that HIV/AIDS cast on our collective 
memories, on Lingard’s history and life. This is the 
challenge of retroactively reviving queer histories. 
Where the vacuum of gay elders created by the 
AIDS epidemic is felt acutely, we can only turn to 
the remaining traces of history, although they are 
inadequate substitutes. It’s more important than 
ever to then consolidate these traces within a 
framework; in Lingard’s case, a public archive of 
works, critical re-evaluations of his role within our 
country’s art history, and a greater accessibility to 
his work online.

Queer histories are only rarely considered 
by institutions, then trotted out as comparative 
instances of progress (look how far we’ve come!). 
Collection policies may try to retroactively rectify 
these historical biases but in many cases it’s too 
late. What we have chosen to remember and 
preserve is embedded with the same prejudices 
that we are, demonstrating that ‘the archive 
is not simply a repository; it is also a theory of 
cultural relevance, a construction of collective 
memory and complex record of queer activity.’6 
How can we tether Lingard’s memory, and 
ultimately his work’s legacy, within this shifting 
set of conditions? Although some artists who live 
outside the normative prescriptions of gender 
and sexuality would likely eschew inclusion within 
mainstream narratives, the lack of continuity 
and structure outside of these narratives means 
that work is inevitably forgotten. Artists become 



footnotes in history, or worse, token examples 
of queer tragedy pulled out at occasions that 
merit institutional displays of inclusivity. Evidently 
decisive institutional policies are needed to support 
the presentation of queer histories, regardless 
of individual efforts. Exhibitions like True Love 
encourage reconnection with our queer ancestors, 
but this drive needs to come broadly from formal 
and institutional supporting strategies, and funding 
for queer curatorial and digitisation projects. 
Lingard’s legacy can and should be prominent 
within our national discourse—our history of queer 
exclusion demands it of us. 

Peter Derksen
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1 Fry, Trevor. March, 2021. Private correspondence.
2 Boniface, Jeremiah. 2006. “Grant Lingard, 1961 — 
 1995.” unpublished Hons diss., Victoria University.  
 pp. 57-58.
3 These ephemeral records of Lingard’s works and  
 life have been lovingly collated and are viewable at  
 www.instagram.com/rememberinggrantlingard
4  Steorn, Patrik. “Curating Queer Heritage: Queer  
 Knowledge and Museum Practice.” Curator, 55(3):  
 355-365. p. 357.

5 Russell, Glenda M. & Bohan, Janis S. 2005. “The  
 Gay Generation Gap: Communicating Across the  
 LGBT Generational Divide.” Angles, 9(1): 1-8, p. 2.
6 Halberstam, Judith. 2003. “What’s that smell?  
 Queer temporalities and subcultural lives.”   
 International Journal of Cultural Studies, 6(3):   
 313–333, p. 326.
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List of Works 

Framed Exhibition poster
Lingard, Takle, Reddaway, Dew and Johnson
1984

Grant Lingard
Night Moth
1988
Mixed media

Gina Ferguson
Cleanliness is Next to Godliness
2021
Soap, water, stainless steel (bowl), wool (felted army 
blankets), card, cotton (sheets, pillowcases, 60 face 
cloths), thread (embroidery)

Sandra Bushby
2021
Look Look Moon Moon
Oil on linen
and (freestanding):
Collector of Beautiful Things
Mixed media

Gary Freemantle
Ghost
2002 
Paint on velvet

Bronwyn Takle
Dual Duel
2021
Mixed media

Terry Urbahn
Bones
2021
Photographs and kauri detritus (in plastic)

Simon Morris
Day Moth
2021
Acrylic on board

Jessica Douglas 
Handrail / Touching tips 
2021
Gloves and metal towel rail

Jessica Douglas
How Fur Can You Go
2021
Plastic box, 9 vintage fashion magazines  
(Queen, Harpers Bazaar and Vogue)

Paul Dew
Nude Ascending Staircase
2021
Plywood, screws, paint, wire

Grant Lingard
Babble On (from Incident In The Park)
1988
Mixed media (with 45 rpm record)

Graham McFelin
He Men
2021
Photographic paper

Grant Takle
Bearer
2021
Timber, string, nails, & enamel paint

Grant Lingard
Y-front posters from Tales Untold and Swansong
1994-5
Media printed posters

Julian Holcroft
Three Flags
2021
Posters, three Agfacolour monochrome prints, Epoxy 
Resin, Talcum Powder, Vaseline, Black and White oil 
colour, plywood shelf

Grant Lingard
untitled
1993-4
Galvanised steel

Sara Ayad
Galanthus Lingard
2021
Audio



Paul Rayner
Jockey 1
Jockey 2
2021
Acrylic on paper

Ruth Watson
Key chains and snow storms
2021
Wooden ladder, found souvenirs, books 

Grant Lingard
Damned if you do, damned if you don’t
c 1989
Mixed media including fake fur and keychains 
Collection of John Hurrell

Grant Lingard
Running hot, running cold
1988
Mixed media including framed prints, towels on rails

Grant Lingard
Like Father Like Son
1988
Rubber stamp on paper, custom painted frame
Collection of Richard Reddaway

Grant Lingard
Battle of Wits
c 1989
Collection of Julia Morison 

Richard Reddaway
I Feel Love / I Fell
2021
Cardboard, acrylic paint and audio components

Michael Armstrong
Drawings from the Regarding the Selfie Series
2020

Trevor Fry
Little Miss Tease
c. 1994
Photocopies on paper

Trevor Fry
Ouch
c.1994
Photocopies on paper

Grant Lingard
Drought
1992
Wood, glass, plaster
(freestanding)
Collection of and restored by Teri Johnson

Teri Johnson
If the dress fits
2021
Dress made from underpants
(freestanding)

Seraphine Pick 
Waxing and Waning
Oil on hessian, string, nails on wood. (reused old beer 
crate wood from 1988) stockings and sunlight soap 

Seraphine Pick 
Portrait
2021
Oil on linen 

Seraphine Pick 
Untitled
1988-89
Oil and oil-stick on beer crate wood

Diane Miller
Age of Consent
2021
Gesso on paper

Jeremiah Boniface 
Cards
2021
Digital prints
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Grant Lingard with Box of Birds, reproduced in The 
Press, 22 October 1987. Photo credit to Stuff Limited.

Installation, Skeletons, (Grants first solo exhibition) at the 
James Paul Gallery, 1985.  
Grant Lingard Archive
E H McCormick Research Library Auckland Art Gallery 
Toi o Tāmaki

Mummy’s Boy, 1994, sunlight soap, from Smells 
Like Team Spirit, ‘Art Now’ Museum of N.Z, Te Papa 
Tongarewa, Wellington
Grant Lingard Archive
E H McCormick Research Library Auckland Art Gallery 
Toi o Tāmaki
 
Detail from Hutch and Lure, 1994, sunlight soap and 
Jockey Y-Front underpant, from Smells Like Team Spirit , 
‘Art Now’ Museum of N.Z, Te Papa Tongarewa, Wellington
Grant Lingard Archive
E H McCormick Research Library Auckland Art Gallery 
Toi o Tāmaki

Grant Lingard, Swan song, 1995 — 96. White enamel-
coated laundry drying racks, sheets, pillowcase and 
towels. 915 x 730 x 480mm
Collection of Christchurch Art Gallery Te Puna o 
Waiwhetū; gifted by Trevor Fry, 2013
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