
Stop the law, I  want to get off
After more than twenty

years in practice,
commercial lawyer Peter

Schell is following his
heart and his art, reports

IAN BAKER.

I nterviewed in her 70th year for the
Paris Review, t he American author
Katherine Anne Porter expounded on

the mechanics of vocation. "I t  is my firm
belief," she declared, "that all our lives we
are preparing to be somebody or some-
thing, even if  we don't do it consciously.
And the t ime comes one morning when
you wake up and find that you have be-
come irrevocably what you were prepar-
ing all this time to be.

"Lord, that could be a sticky moment
if you had been doing the wrong things,
something against your grain."

Amon I t  is a proposition you can imagine
Peter Schell endorsing. Twenty years' leg-
al practice hasn't knocked the romant-
icism Out of this Sydney solicitor who has
stepped aside from his sure professional
path to follow a passion.

Far from it. Late last year Schell told
his partners at  the George Street fi rm
Cutler Hughes & Harris that he wanted a
year's break. To paint, he said. Yes, oils,
canvases, that sort of thing. Art.

And by the time you read this, the 43-
year-old specialist in commercial lit igat-
ion expects to have explained to his form-
er colleagues that he is unlikely to ever
come back.

"It's a very good fi rm,  very decent
people. And they have the right ethic and

1 ,  i n t e g r i t y .  So my decision to leave the law
has nothing to do with Cutler Hughes,"

N. s a y s  Schell, whose professional history
• '-',.;I "  - - ,  , .  i n c l u d e s  six years at the NSW Bar and a

two year stint (1991-93) as senior corp-
orate prosecutor wi t h  t he Common-
wealth Office of  the Director of  Public
Prosecutions.

"I moved around a bit," he says of his
legal career, "because basically I wanted
to experience more in the law than most
people wanted to. I wanted to broaden my
range, particularly as a litigator. But apart
from that, it was quite conventional.



"I never  f ound  t h e  l aw  par ti cular l y
creative. A n d  that ' s  pr obabl y  w hy  I ' m
doi ng w h a t  I ' m  do i ng .  [ T h e  l aw  i s ]
terr ibly r igid. There's very l i ttle scope for
any t r ul y  i nnovat i ve t h i nk i ng o r  sel f-
expression.

"And so w hi l e y ou get an enor m ous
buzz out of w inning a case i t  is a very
contained envi r onm ent.

"You're really now  r unni ng a business.
The products are legal cases. It' s not  as i t
used to be where you were fundam ental l y
a lawyer  attem pti ng t o  assist som ebody
who had a problem.

"That's w h y  there' s s o m uc h di sen-
chantment w i thi n the law. There's a huge
am ount of  i t."

"Something gnaws at you,"  Schell tel ls
you, descr ibing a dissatisfaction w i th his
professional  l i f e  t h a t  began a b o u t  a
decade ago. " It' s saying look, thi s  is ver y
satisfactory i n some respects b u t  i t' s
not really — my heart's not  in i t.

"But y ou l et  those thi ngs si t. There's
nothi ng much you can do about i t at the
time, because you' ve got  other  commi t-
ments a n d  y o u  ar e do i ng  thi ngs  a n d
you've got par tners to consider  — a whole
range of things tends to work against you
being able to concentrate on even thi nk-
ing thr ough those issues.

"So I thi nk  they sort of sit i n there and
bubble u p  occasional ly. A n d  t hen  y ou
say, wel l  these feel ings aren' t going to go
away so I'd better  do something about i t."

In 1993 he began to take evening draw-
ing classes a n d  i s  n o w  a t  t h e  Jul i an
Ashton Ar t  School  i n  Sydney' s Rocks —
developing an  ac ti v i ty  he  had pur sued
since c hi l dhood b u t  i n  w hi c h h e  h a d
never been trained, even at  school . T he
night classes l ed to weekend classes, t he
drawing t o  painting_ Schel l  f ound t hat
the more he did, and the more he learn-
ed, the more power ful l y he was drawn to
a yet deeper involvement.

W hat had people said w hen he' d tol d
them o f  his pl an t o  spend a year  paint-
ing? "Actual ly, m ost people,"  he recalls,
"those I  spoke to about i t, said: ' W hat a
bloody great idea ,  I wish I could paint,
or I  w ish I  could do som ething else, but
I've got nothi ng else that I am able to do.'

"But — not necessarily at Cutler  Hughes
— but some people l ooked at m e as i f  to
say: 'You've got rocks i n your  head' . You
know: 'The poor  bugger's gone m ad!"

If ther e i s  a  veneer  o f  di ffi dence i n
Schell's careful ly m odulated tones, i t  re-
strains tor rents of  enthusiasm. Clear ly he
is getti ng a tr emendous kick out  of  hav-
ing had l i ttle more to do for  the past six

m onths t h a n  pai nt  a n d  dr aw , t hough
how m uch of  this is due to the novel ty of
his s i tuati on and how  much to the loy of
self-expression is di ffi cul t to determine.

Schell attr ibutes his present deep feel-
ings o f  wel l - being i n  gr eat par t  t o  t he
latter.

He has not  planned his change of car-
eer par ticular ly carefully, he says, though
he has managed to sock away a small sum
against a needy day.

"And so while you get
an enormous buzz out
of winning a case
it is a very contained

environment."

"For tunately I've got a wife w ho works
and is ver y supportive of  what I'm doing.
I f  I di dn' t  have her suppor t I ' d  have to
be w ashi ng dishes; that' s w hat  i t  w oul d
come to."

Schell's wi fe, Helen Conway, is also a
lawyer, hol di ng the post of  general coun-
sel and gr oup secretary at the NRMA.

He has one son, Robert, aged 12, fr om
a pr ev i ous mar r iage, and  i s  pl eased t o
have m or e t i m e avai lable to spend w i th
him.

"Essential ly i t ' s  been  H e l en  s ay i ng
'Look, y ou go  for  i t  and see h o w  i t  al l
goes.' And so she's real l y suppor ted t he
under taking. [But] even i f we were strugg-
l ing and I  had  t o  get  another  j ob,  I ' d
do i t."

He has no i l lusions, he says, about the
di ffi cul ty o f  succeeding commercial l y as
an ar tist. N or  any par ticular  timetable for
doing so.

"It's not simply a matter  of  m e saying
I' ll w i n the Archibald i n thr ee years and
that's m y  goal  and I ' m  w or k i ng to that.
Sure, i f  that was possible i t' d be fabulous.

"But I  j us t  don' t  t h i nk  You c an be a
painter  or  an ar tist, i f  that' s the sole reas-
on for  being there. Or  say that  y ou are a
fai lure unl ess  y ou ' r e ac hi ev i ng t hos e
things as a painter .

"Because you' ve onl y  got to l ook  at ar t
history and i t w i l l  tel l  You that that' s not
r ight.

"It's basical l y a  l i f e  o f  pov er ty  a n d
obscur i ty as an ar tist, and unless You' re
prepared to endorse that, and t r y  to offset
it or  overcome i t i n some way am idst the
uncer tainty of the futur e i f  you' re not
prepared to at least take the r isk that  that
wil l  happen, forget i t."
Ion Baker is a freelance journalist.


