
Getting to know... David Moore 

Montsalvat  

You might think, looking at one of David Moore’s 
serene paintings – a white cup, shining in space, pure 
as a mathematical theorem, or silk catching the light 
in a contemplative study of cubes and infinite space, 
that his artist’s life had been a calm progression of 
skill building on skill. You would be wrong of course. 
David’s life and work, since the day he first set up an 
easel as a 12 year-old, next to his father, painter and 
graphic designer Graham Moore, has been a series of 
twists and changes. So it’s a rare privilege to be given 
a glimpse into his life-in-art. David is the reverse of a 
‘cult of personality’ painter, preferring to let his work 
speak for him (‘artists’ statements not his style), but 
once started, he is a talking encyclopedia – about 
C20th art and influences, artistic fellowship,         
fashions, the importance of skills and technique, and 
his own challenges – and moments of luck – making 
art in Australia over the past half century.  It’s a 
working life, and fascinating in its day-by-day detail 
and routine. Ars longa, vita brevis – David might not 
flourish the Latin but he knows instinctively that art 
is demanding – a long endeavour, and life short, so 
one must get on with it. 
  
David has been painting and teaching at             
Montsalvat  for over thirty years. He currently shares 
painting and teaching space (with Don James and 
Angela Abbott) in the airy studio above Matcham 
Skipper’s house. But there have been a succession of 
studios, at Montsalvat and elsewhere, and they have 
marked turning points in David’s career and life. At 
Montsalvat he painted in the old Barn, before it burnt 
down, then in the pool studio and White Cottage. In the 
photograph taken in the pool studio in the 1990s you 
can see a continuity with David’s current work in the  
angles of light, but also evident is a distillation, a         
development and refinement of his subject matter. 
  
Being the son of an artist did not guarantee David free 
entry into the profession. It rarely does. He had to find 
his own way in the fraught world of competing styles 
and schools of art. In the late 1960s he joined the last 
batch of Swinburne students to do a diploma course 
(potter and friend Alexandra Copeland was a fellow   stu-

dent). The class became known as ‘the golden year’. Da-
vid, concerned about making a living, chose graphic de-
sign, but took full advantage of the life drawing classes 
Swinburne offered. A brief stint working in design fol-
lowed, and then a horror stretch teaching at Clayton 
tech. David was 22, and not prepared for the rugby 
scrum that an unwilling class of adolescent boys can be. 
But perhaps the experience was formative: if you work 
downstairs from one of David’s Montsalvat classes you 
often can hear what sounds very much like unbridled 
hilarity above. No bone-shattering touchdowns perhaps, 
but students scandalously enjoying themselves. 

This month we are introduced to David Moore, painting teacher at 
Montsalvat and an artist of incredibly fine technique. In this article by 
Morag Fraser, we hear about the surprising movements in his career 
that brought him to his current practice... 

David in the 1970’s in (uncharacteristic) Hamlet mode 



-Morag Fraser 
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A career breakthrough came when he was asked to look 
after Stonygrad, the house of pivotal Russian-Australian 
artist Danila Vassilieff, affording David  an historical 
space and atmosphere in which to paint. The next break 
– and another house – came when David won the Alice 
Bale scholarship, which came with tuition from Harley 
Griffiths and William Dargie, some of it  grounding, some 
less congenial. 
  
David continued to teach, for a time with his father in 
East Ringwood, then on his own in Carlton.  It was during 
this period that he gradually liberated himself from the  
dictates and style of his father, teachers and mentors, 
experimenting with abstraction and large fields of      col-
our. But the attraction of objects was strong: ‘I’d like to 
paint that’, David would say. And so, unconstrained now 
by duty, fashion or filial ties, he did, and still does – land-

scapes and still lifes – but with the freedom that his long 
practice and experience, abroad at home, have given 
him. 
  
Community matters to David, enriching his art and     
providing the vital friendship of peers, which he gives 
back, unstintingly. Skills matter – crucially. Houses, and 
gardens – nature embraced – have mattered, and still 
do. The early Alistair Knox house where he now lives 
with artist Jenny Rodgerson is a warm and welcoming 
retrospective of their art and familial objects – furniture, 
pots, sculpture. And dogs. Beautiful whippets, the dogs 
beloved of Velasquez, and every artist since. 
  
David’s next exhibition will open at the Castlemaine   
Regional Gallery, in October 2015. 
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