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Michael Zavros: 
Ten things this week

    Exhibition: October 21 - November 13, 2021

+ EMAIL ART@SULLIVANSTRUMPF.COM TO REQUEST A PREVIEW BEFORE OCTOBER 21

In the lead-up to Michael Zavros’ October exhibition at 
Sullivan+Strumpf, we steal a look inside his journal to see how 
preparations are going!

Michael Zavros’ son Leo with Palomino, 
inspired by his son’s pony Huey. 
Photo: Michael Zavros
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Mercy

I think I’ve decided to buy the mother of my horse Thomas. She lives in 
South Australia and I’m getting a vet to check her out this week. He’ll put 
his hand inside to feel if everything is OK. Her name is Mercy.  She has 
had four babies to four different dads and Thomas ended up being the 
best one although a bit crazy. Hopefully with us she will have some more 
and now we (my middle child Olympia and I) are stallion shopping. We 
will probably import frozen semen from Europe for artificial insemination. 
She sees stallions she likes, and I say ‘Mmm’, ‘no’ or ‘yes, he’s hot’ and 
now we have a shortlist. They have great names like Franklin, Revolution, 
Furst Love, Deniro and you always reference the stallion line in the name 
of the foal. Thomas’ fancy name is Royal Moment because his dad was 
called Royal Hit. When I was little, I bred chickens. They were a glossy 
green-black Japanese breed with feathered feet called Langshan. I 
would make little pens and pair up different hens and roosters. This 
annoyed my parents because we ended up with lots of chickens. The 
good ones I would take to shows, when we took our horses. One year, I 
won ‘Champion Cock’ at the Gold Coast Show, and I took my certificate 
to school.

Leo with new addition to the Zavros family, Mercy. Photo: Michael Zavros

01.
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Thomas has a 
sore tummy

Unlike a lot of animals, horses have only one stomach and are unable to 
vomit. Anything that a horse eats must keep going and so horses often 
have blockages and inflammation. This is called colic. A few days ago, 
Thomas had colic. It was a mild case, but this is the fourth time he’s had it 
which means I employ poor animal husbandry or Thomas is very delicate. 
Given none of our other horses get sick I believe it is the latter. When his 
tummy is sore, he paws at the ground and lays down and gets up again 
and turns his head to look at his stomach. It’s very frightening when this 
happens.  One time, he lay down like big chestnut Pharlap in the movie 
and moaned and groaned and wouldn’t get up for 24 hours. I thought 
it was the end. The other horses come and stand by because they know 
something is wrong.  

Michael’s horse Thomas. Photo: Michael Zavros

02.



Dinner Conversation
As the kids get older, our dinner conversation is becoming more fun and 
more intense. Often fierce debates rage over social, political, economic 
or environmental issues or the general hotness of someone. Although, 
the kids don’t consider themselves woke and inhabit a world where they 
see this as increasingly unnecessary. Our eldest, Phoebe, is 15 and thinks 
she wants to study Art History. She enjoys writing and making art about 
stuff she’s interested in and, having been brought up in the artworld, 
is often very astute about it. Tonight, we’re considering cancel culture, 
the demise of intellectual conversation, and the swiftness to turn to 
outrage and offence. We’re comparing identity politics to narcissism and 
stupidity.
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House plants
My assistant is really into house plants and she’s bringing me some 
cuttings. I used to be very into them too. That was the 1980s and 
everyone had them in copper pots or wicker baskets. Mostly, they were 
glossy leafed vines growing up big chunks of black bark. I had such green 
fingers, which I’d inherited from my grandmother. She taught me how 
to make new plants from cuttings and the murky ethics around taking 
cuttings from other people’s plants. Sometimes the cuttings she pinched 
had roots on them. I grew up on a 2-acre property surrounded by 
bushland on the Gold Coast. There was a huge nursery through the bush 
behind our property and I’d regularly visit at dusk for cuttings. Eventually, 
whole plants in pots crept home with me and despite my parents’ delight 
at our verdant rumpus room full of ferns, Ivy and Maiden Hair, I do feel 
very conflicted about this today.

03 + 04.
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05.

New House

We are building a house. It’s right next to our current house, which we 
were going to renovate but it’s too far gone to fix. When the new house 
is done, we’ll just move next door. The builder and tradies are on site 
before 6am, so we finally got some curtains on the old house because 
they could see us sleeping or getting changed. I didn’t care but everyone 
else did. The young tradies all have moustaches, which are a thing again. 
They know I’m an artist. They’re friendly and polite, nodding their matey 
hellos as I come and go all day in a robe from the big building that they 
know is the artist’s studio. A few days ago, I was getting a delivery and I’d 
left the roller door up for a while and, during their smoko, the tradies 
could see right in. The selfie mannequin I’d made for my show last year 
was standing naked at the door vacantly staring out.  Now, none of them 
look up when I walk past.

Michael’s studio, 2021. Photo: Michael Zavros
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06 + 07.

Olympia has lost her work.
Olympia is crying because this school project she’s been working on 
hasn’t saved. These days, the kids save all their work to their various 
school mainframe hard drives, but it’s always glitchy. Olympia is an 
introvert and very good at school. She cruises through straight As and is 
fiercely independent. Now, she’s inconsolable. She can’t do it again. She 
can’t find the same magic. When I was little, my mum would give away 
most of my art. As early as about five or six, I could just draw stuff 
beautifully. And my parents loved it. It was like magic. Aunts, uncles, 
grandparents, friends, friends of friends—all got a Zavros. Chalk pastels 
of Australian birds or drawings of horses would get framed and given 
away for Christmas presents, birthdays, thank-yous for having us….
Mum would always say to me, ‘you can do another one’, but I knew I 
couldn’t. Not a replacement one. I’d have to busy myself with something 
new because the magic was gone. As a young adult, when I’d moved 
out and gone off to art school, my parents divorced, and the family 
home was sold. My mother was angry about a lot of things and after 
a giant clean out of the old house, burnt anything that would burn 
including all my art. Baby stuff through to adult. Drawings, sketchbooks, 
a stack of unframed canvas boards of gumtrees or seascapes or clowns, 
and elaborately decorative school projects. All gone. It hurt but was 
formative. And nothing has changed.  Everything I make is for someone 
else or a museum. While I’m making it, it’s all I can think about. I love it 
and it’s dear to me and then it’s finished, and I just let it go. 

Phoebe gets a bad review
Phoebe works in a cafe in the city on a Sunday. She catches the bus in. 
She loves making money, some freedom, some agency. She works hard 
and comes home tired, and I know she’s good at the job because I went 
in and watched her one day. The other day, she got a bad online review 
from a customer. It was a misunderstanding rather than poor service and 
it does sound like the customer was particularly unpleasant. Phoebe’s 
upset at a certain injustice and mostly at being disliked. She’s a Leo. So 
am I. So is Alison. Leos like to be good at things and love to be loved. It 
confuses them when they’re not. As an emerging artist, I began to feel 
a distinct art world/peer lack of love grow paradoxically with kicking any 
goal. Like a good Leo, I moved out of town. My work could join the art 
world, I didn’t really need to. 
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Leo is an extrovert. He’s always been all-singing, all-dancing, and a great 
mimic with comic timing. But if left to his devices he’d be quite literally 
on a device all day and night. Not doing anything. I convince him to join 
his big sister and get on a horse and he agrees on the condition it was 
a small pony. My riding instructor found us Huey and we got him on 
a lease. The pony is perfect for Leo, and they look alike. He’s a pretty 
palomino, golden with white hair cut straight like the blonde bowl cut I 
give Leo. It starts off well. Leo is a natural and listens to direction but he’s 
timid. He trots the pony happily around everywhere for a few weeks, but 
I insist it’s time to canter. He’s scared of getting hurt and Huey senses the 
power dynamic between them that I fail to shift. He bucks Leo off and 
that’s the end of that. I realise Leo wanted to like riding because I liked 
it and the very existence of the pony begins to make him anxious. He 
begins his campaign to get rid of the pony asking morning and night 
when Huey will go so eventually I arrange this. Before he leaves I insist on 
a photo shoot. I want to combine blonde boy and pony like the centaurs 
I used to paint but less Greek/uncanny/located somehow in fashion, 
more personal, emotive. And this time with the models at hand instead 
of finding source material I can control matching light, pose, weight 
distribution. Leo stares at the painting of him and the pony now perfectly 
joined. He hates the pony and he’s angry with me. 

Michael Zavros 
Palomino (detail), 2021
oil on canvas
150 x 150 cm
Photo: Michael Zavros

08.

Palomino
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09.

Raffaella Carrà
I wake up very early because there are animals to feed but, mostly, 
because I’m getting older and that’s what old people do. If I stay in 
bed, I’m not allowed to make any noise, so I quietly scroll through 
Instagram. When someone interesting or famous dies, I wake to a 
feed full of tributes and on Wednesday it was all about Raffaella Carrà, 
the platinum blonde Italian pop and fashion icon. I hadn’t heard of her, 
so the next hour was a rabbit hole of 70s glam disco. She died at 78, 
famously in a sparkling leotard and hooker heels—until the end. After a 
pretty successful acting career between Italy and Hollywood in the 60s, 
she changes her name from Raffaella Pelloni to Carrà, after the Italian 
futurist painter Carlo Carrà. I’m deducing that her greatest moment 
was the year I was born, there is a 1974 disco track entitled Rumore with 
an iconic music video that appears to be doing the rounds. It contains 
all the typical futuristic and psychedelic 70s disco tropes but unlike 
Americans or Brits from the era, this doesn’t look like a pastiche. It’s 
odd, mesmeric. I watch it again. And again. A troupe of clone dancers 
in pink are marching out this dance and being reflected and chopped 
through trendy new camera tricks, and some old ones too, all up 
against a mirror. They’re all muted and brunette to her platinum star in 
the centre of it all. It feels more Guru Rajneesh and the orange people 
moving to America, more 70s cult than 70s disco. How did I miss this? 
After today’s spattering of farewell tributes, will this truly be forgotten? 
Eventually lost? My kids go to school with other kids who’ve never heard 
of Madonna or Michael Jackson.

Screen shot of Rafaella Carrà music video Rumore, 1974.
Photo: Michael Zavros
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10.

Ursula is calling
Ursula is calling. I have three rings to decide if I’m going to take the call.

She wants to talk about the show that I haven’t made work for or to see if 
I have a writer for some content for the S+S magazine.

Screen shot of Boss lady (Ursula Sullivan) missed call.
Photo: Michael Zavros


