Biography – Paul C. Gilbert
For Auckland Photography Festival 2026
Paul C. Gilbert (1954–2019) was an influential New Zealand photographer, known for his technical mastery and immersive approach to documentary art. A founding member of PhotoForum NZ, Gilbert began his career as a photographic technician for the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research before serving as the inaugural photographer for the Auckland City Art Gallery. His work gained early critical recognition when he was selected for the 1979 group exhibition The New Image at the Peter McLeavey Gallery. This pivotal show highlighted a more personal direction in New Zealand photography.

In 1978, Gilbert resigned from his professional role at the Auckland City Art Gallery to focus on Road People of Aotearoa, a project providing a rare glimpse into the New Zealand house-truck movement. This landmark body of work captures an intimate view of an alternative lifestyle during the late 1970s and early 1980s. Rather than acting as a detached observer, Gilbert was an active participant in this community, having been one of the founders and travelling in his own mobile home. Iris, was his beloved green 1934 WTL Bedford bus, fitted with a Chevy motor and sporting a clear skylight so he could watch the stars in bed. 

For Gilbert and his subjects, movement was a vital expression of belonging to a mobile community that shared a deep-seated rejection of conventional norms. This counterculture was driven by the era's ideals of self-sufficiency, recycling, and a "back-to-the-land" philosophy that sought to escape the status quo and suburban life. Gilbert’s lens documented these journeys not as a series of stops, but as a continuous way of life - capturing the intricate "living architecture" of hand-converted vehicles and the families who travelled the back roads of Aotearoa, converging at festivals like Nambassa and Sweetwaters.

The photographs on display at the Auckland Festival of Photography 2026 have been selected from a historic photo-essay that was posthumously edited and published in 2021 by Rim Books, called Road People of Aotearoa: House-truck journeys 1978-1984.

Gilbert also spent many years as a technical instructor at the Elam School of Fine Arts and later specialised in documenting New Zealand's maritime history. 

Today, his legacy continues through the efforts of his sister, Linda Gilbert who is a contemporary abstract painter. She actively curates and archives his work to ensure its place in New Zealand's artistic history. In August 2025, she curated the exhibition Double Exposure - Creating with Spirit, fostering a creative dialogue between her own cyanotypes and Paul’s early photography to explore themes of memory and the preservation of his archive. A 'snapshot' of this collaborative show was also featured at the inaugural Analogue Aotearoa Festival in Te Aroha in November 2025.
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