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Peter Max...

What 
a Cosmic
Colorful 
Trip 
It’s Been, 

ou know how road trips go. 
You figure out just where you want to travel, map out 
your route, and strategically select some not-to-be-
missed highlights. The morning to depart arrives. You 

pack the car, check the map, start heading south on a country 
highway as planned. Then, before you know it, you’re heading 
north on a mountain pass. Yep. This is how my interview with 
the world-famous, uber-imaginative artist Peter Max went. 
He’s got a brief show here in Portland this month, “Peter Max: 
A Retropective — 1960–2014.” It’s a journey through the  
career of a pop culture icon.

I had prepared for the interview with a list of questions  
I thought were interesting; a country road heading south, if 
you will. But as quickly became clear, our conversation was the 
unplanned, uncharted route headed toward the mountains. 
And going with the flow, finding new insights and having a 
spontaneous dialogue adventure with Peter Max was perfect-
ly fine with me.

There have been thousands of stories written about Peter 
over the five decades since he became a vibrant energy in the 
art scene, during the mid-1960s. His work has been the fo-

cus of over 40 international museum exhibitions and over 50 
gallery shows worldwide. Yet, with all the success and fanfare, 
talking with him feels like gabbing with a warm, familiar friend.

Though it would take a book to cover all I learned, I’ll share a 
snippet of Peter’s head-shaking professional highlights: appear-
ing on the “The Tonight Show with Johnny Carson” (1968); 
being featured on the cover of LIFE magazine; designing a U.S. 
postage stamp to commemorate the 1974 World Expo; being 
the official artist for events including the Super Bowl, Rock 
’n’ Roll Hall of Fame induction ceremony, and the Grammy 
Awards; creating designs that have appeared on airplanes and 
cruise ships; and painting both portraits of and works of art for 
U.S. presidents Ford, Carter, Reagan, Bush and Clinton.

Today, Peter is in his 70s. He serves on boards and supports 
organizations preserving arts, the environment, and animal 
and human rights. He lives and works in New York, with his 
wife Mary and staff of over 50. He has two grown children 
and takes mindful care of his physical, spiritual and emotional 
health by creating, painting, engaging, touring and sharing his 
love of life’s colors.
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Top left: in front of his art on the hull of The Norwegian Breakaway Cruise Ship; 

top right: at his exhibition at The Nassau County Museum of Art; above: in his 

New York City Studio. All images © Peter Max 2014

Top: On The Tonight Show with Johnny 

Carson in the late ‘60s with the set de-

sign he created for the show; above: in 

his New York City Studio, c. 1970; left: 

with some of his poster art and display 

stand in his New York City Studio, c. 

1969. All images © Peter Max 2014

Janna: You’ve lived an amazing life. Creating beautiful art, shar-
ing experiences with many cool people, immersing yourself in interest-
ing places. What supplies your energy? 

Peter: I’m a vegan; I don’t eat meat or chicken, nothing with 
butter. I’m a very careful eater and drinker because I studied 
yoga my whole life. I found a holy man in Paris (Sri Swami 
Satchidananda), maybe 35 or 40 years ago when I was in my 
20s. I was so impressed. I said to him, “I have so many people 
in New York that would adore you and love you,” and he says, 
“If they want me, I shall be there.” So I brought him to the 
United States and helped him open 52 yoga centers. Can you 
imagine that? About 90 percent of them are still open today. 
He’s been gone for almost 10 years; he was 90 when he left.

J: For a lot of people, yoga, and its way of life, is about getting closer 
to oneself. That elusive inner connection is what people strive for.

P: Just think, when I brought him here, there wasn’t a single 
swami in America, or at least in New York City. Now there 
are many, and I was so grateful to have had that inspiration 
at that time. 

J: Does that inspiration still remain? Do you follow a daily practice?

P: Well, being vegan, I do mediation, I walk to work, I have 
mantras. Mantras are like little sayings or prayers; they keep 
me in a certain cosmic, mental, peaceful space, and open me 
up to the world and close down stuff that’s a less than desir-
able influence. 

New York is pretty busy, and it’s good that there are probably 
200 to 300 yoga centers there now. When I came to New 
York, way back in the late ’60s, early ’70s, when I became 
highly popular, it was the same time the Beatles were be-
coming popular. I became friends with them. One day I got 
a phone call from George Harrison. He said, “We also got 

I wanted to draw on the wall. My 
mother said, “No, no, no!” and I heard 
my father say my mother’s name. 
“Sala,” he said, “let him do it.” 

Eventually she said okay, so I drew on 
the wall; I went 10 feet in one direc-
tion, then 10 feet in the other direc-
tion. Crayons go on so well! Also at the 
age of 3 (my mother told me this sto-
ry), while she was walking, there was 
a street artist who would do drawings 
for about $1 or so. Through an inter-
preter, she asked the artist if he could 
come to our house, and maybe teach 
me. She told him that her little boy 
liked to draw, and through the inter-
preter the artist said that he couldn’t 
come because he had to stay on the 
street, but he said that he would send 
his daughter. 

So that afternoon, the little girl pops 
up at our door and explains who she is. 
She was only 7! This little 7-year-old 
came to our address with a stack of pa-
per, maybe 100 sheets. My mother in-
vited her in, she started drawing with 
me, came back another day, another 
week, another month, another year. I 
drew with her until I was 10! For sev-
en years. She was 14 and I was 10.

Then I left for Israel on a ship, and I re-
member as the ship pulled away from 
the port, and Shanghai became smaller 
and smaller in the distance, I was cry-
ing and missing my Umba—that was 
her name, my little art teacher girl—
and of course, I never saw her again. 

I was in Shanghai maybe four or five 
months ago, and they gave me a press 
conference, then suddenly I thought 
about her. Of course I had no photo-
graphs of her, but I described her and 
it was in all the papers. I was hoping 
someone would come forward, but it 
never happened. 

J: That would have been amazing after all 
these years. Does doing something as exten-
sive as a retrospective give you the opportu-
nity to reflect on a certain time in your life, 
or give you a window to glimpse into the 
journey that led you to where you are now?

P: I like looking back a lot. I also 
like staying in the present, and I like 
fantasizing about the future. I used to 
want to become an astronomer, study 
the planets, the stars. I was so deeply 
involved, it got me into future think-
ing. Not crazy stuff, just what is this all 

about, where are we going, what’s go-
ing on here. We’re living, we’re eating, 
we’re drinking, we’re walking, we’re 
hanging out; life is what it is. It’s an 
amazing, magical thing. It can be en-
joyed, and after all these years, philo-
sophically, I’m really into all this stuff. 

I’m a creative guy, I use my creativity, 
I make pictures, but what does that all 
really do? It’s all really silly stuff com-
pared to...well, I don’t even know 
what to compare it to, but I am enjoy-
ing my life. I draw, I paint, I go to gal-
lery shows, I have friends, I’m 
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J: Is it nice to be recognized for these oth-
er parts of yourself, the parts that are the 
non-artist, or not from the famework of art?

P: Yes, it is. It’s very nice. You seem to 
know a lot about that stuff, I see.

J: Well, I’m like a lot of people I suppose, 
still trying to find the way that guides me, 
internally. I ultimately believe that peace 
has nothing to do with money, or with what 
I do in the world, but more about how I am 
in the world.

P: It’s about connecting with our in-
ner selves and our spiritual selves. We 
all have it, and yet some people never 
get to touch that—you know what I 
mean? Some people live in it. They act 
from that place.

J: I think that is a beautiful thing to aspire 
to and be part of. In thinking about your 
work, you’re doing a retrospective here in 
Portland that represents quite a few years 
of “doing” and I’m wondering, how do you 
decide what to show, or how to encapsulate 
what have been your expressions from those 
places, for so long?

P:Well, it comes out from the doing 
of it. The more I do, the more I’m 
surprised. Sometimes I don’t know 
what I’m doing and I’m surprised by 
what I just did—then it becomes the 
real thing, and I think I am going to do 
more of that. I don’t even know where 
it came from and suddenly, it becomes 
another aspect of my life, another as-
pect of my style. I draw and paint ev-
ery day. 

I remember living in China, starting 
when I was about six or seven months 
old. When I was 1, 2 and 3 years old, 
my dad owned a bunch of retail stores. 
At night, or when he came home, he’d 
grab a pencil, and he’d draw with me. 
I would draw with him, like he was 
playing with me. So I loved doing it. 

Then one day he got me crayons, and 
we had a dining room. I must have 
been around 3 year old. I still re-
member, or maybe they just told the 
story to me 10 times, but we had a 
peach wall, and I took the crayons and  

ourselves a swami, his name is Ma-
harishi.” They opened up dozens and 
dozens of centers with him. Then 
Carole King opened up centers. 
For a time, it became a tremendous 
trend.

J: Well, that was when peace and love 
were a trend; a good trend. There were lots 
of artists, musicians and performers who 
gave up materialism and used their indi-
vidual talents to share a bigger message.

P: It was great. It’s been almost 40 
years since the swami came into our 
lives, and I have art gallery shows all 
over the country. Practically every 
show I go to, there are 100 to 200 
people, and there are always five or 
10 people who come up and tell 
me they do yoga, or want to share 
something about a pose they’ve ac-
complished. The way the yoga trend 
grew, it was like the beginning of rock 
’n’ roll! At first there were a hand-
ful, then within a year, there were  
millions. 

Marilyn, HEART, Taylor Swift portrait. 

All images © Peter Max 2014
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a married guy, I have two kids, they’re 
grown up, I have a staff of 44, I love ev-
erybody, my wife, my kids, the staff—we 
are all connected, and I make new friends 
like you. Janna, you are my new friend. 

J: Cool, I’d love to be you’re new friend 
(smiles). This conversation is so great because 
the timing is perfect. It coincides with what I’ve 
been thinking about lately and some things I’m 
learning at this point in my life. 

P:You know what’s amazing? I used to 
own a magazine too, many years ago. At 
first, there was only one magazine, LIFE, 
then there was “Look,” “Post,” then there 
were five, 10, now there are like 6,000 
or 7,000 magazines. It’s mind-boggling, 
isn’t it?

J: For both personal and professional reasons, 
I’m glad to see that the printed word still has a 
place, time and importance. I believe people get 
too stuck to the false sense of connection from 
the internet. Though there are many positives 
from the internet, I think overall it’s caused 

disconnect among people, and somehow the 
printed word maintains the integrity of these 
connections. 

P: It’s all great, and what’s mind-bog-
gling to me in a tremendously reward-
ing and happy way, is that there are now 
thousands of magazines out and print-
ing comes out easier, all those gorgeous 
covers, and all the beautiful pages, and 
all the people involved, it’s like life. 

J: Indeed, production is made easier. Seems 
like in Portland, in general, life is easier. 
We have a pretty colorful arts scene. And, 
you might be interested to know, we have a 
lot of quality vegan restaurants. There is a 
conscious and mindful food aesthetic here. 
We’re very mindful about what the food is 
and where it comes from. 

P: I know that about Portland; it’s a 
bit unusual. New York City is a great 
place to live too, though there are busy 
streets and all the taxicabs and cars, 
but overall, it’s a pretty hip little town. 
You’ve got all the Broadway shows, 
theater, rock ’n’ roll; you’ve got all the 
clubs...it’s just amazing. Right outside 
New York, within a 30-minute drive, 
you get to the country. I have a beau-
tiful place where I live, slightly north, 
in the city, I have a big duplex with 34 
windows facing the Hudson River. I get 
up in the morning, I look to the right, 
and there’s my river. It doesn’t feel like 
I’m living in New York or Manhattan. 

J: Yes, that’s true about New York, you can 
get away quickly. I was just there, and it was 
surprising that there were blocks within the 
city, up by the University and Washington 
Square, where even a few blocks off the main 
street it was quiet and peaceful. What I did 
notice when I was walking around, is that 
technology has become part of the cityscape. 
It was everywhere. 

Clockwise from top left:: 

painting Lady Liberty at the 

White House Rose Garden 

c. 1981, Renoir, Painting 

Lady Liberty at OpSail 

2000 on the Hudson River, 

Liberty. All images © Peter 

Max 2014

Do you find within the art world, and what 
you’re creating now, that you have to incor-
porate some of the tools that technology of-
fers? Do you embrace technology?

P: Yes, I’m on top of it, I have people 
on my staff who are very technological, 
we have electronic cameras, we can do 
video, this and that, big flat screens. 
Then there’s emailing, and the internet, 
and talking to people in other parts of 
the world or country.

J: I’d like to believe that even though tech-
nology changes how conversations happen 
or how art can happen, that whatever the 
core purpose or passion of whatever it is re-
mains. I don’t want technology to take over 
the creative process. Do you still get inspired 
the same ways, or has technology influenced 
your inspiration?

P: It’s all interesting. With a touch of a 
button, you can create something that 
appears out of nowhere or just not use 
it. It’s all good. Let’s say I get an idea 
and I want to do a book, I can play with 
it on my iPad, design it, and get it to 
my people. A few days later, next thing 
I know, I have a fully designed book that 
started on my little iPad. 

J: Do you hope that people can find ways 
to stay inspired? Or do you ever wonder if 
we’re too plugged into other things and not 
ourselves?

P: I think everyone fulfills themselves 
where they are. It’s not like they’re 
lost and have nowhere to go. There are 
more places to be you, more things 
around the world that are accessible to 
help you to be more you, and it’s a very 
nice thing.

J: I find it fascinating that with all the time 
that’s put into doing art or creating art, 
there’s such a vast amount of energy that gets 
put into immediate motion once that art is 
complete: introduction of the art, selling the 
art, interpretation of the art, conversation 
around the art…

P: Yes, once it gets done, it appears 
places—could be galleries, magazines, 
online; people react to it, you hear it, 
you see it, you feel it, and it is much 
broader than anything it was before. It’s 
interesting and I welcome all that stuff. 
Sometimes it’s overwhelming, then you 
get used to it and it’s just “whelming.” 
(Laughs)

Janna Lopez is the mother of a 14-year-old 
daughter and a 10-year-old son.
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Call for a preconception or pregnancy interview with our 
midwives and tour our birth center

Alma Midwifery Services

1608 SE Ankeny St.  •  503.233.3001  • www.AlmaMidwifery.com
Later pregnancy transfers to Alma welcome if you have had prenatal care and are having a low risk pregnancy


