
   Porcelain and I 
 
The appearance of porcelain in my work in the past couple of years could be 
attributed to BC Binning. For decades my major medium has been polymer 
resins invented in the mid 20th century, whereas porcelain has a history 
encompassing a millennium. 
 
In 1964 I enrolled in a lab course on paintersʼ media taught by BC Binning. The 
course textbook was Ralph Mayerʼs The Artists Handbook of Materials and 
Techniques. First published in 1940, it is still in print five revisions later and 
continues to have a place on University reading lists. 
 
Bert Binning was department head and founder of Fine Arts/Art History at 
the University of British Columbia. He had no formal training in Art History 
but had rose to his position as a major player in the heady days of 
Vancouver High Modernism with its architectural foundations. Bert was this 
older guy (56 at that time) in tweed and twill that held his own as Jack 
Kerouac, Leonard Cohen, cannabis and then lysergic acid began to morph 
the student body/mind. Binning promoted Marshall McLuhan as figurehead 
of the 1964 UBC Festival of Contemporary Arts. The medium became the 
message. 
 
My friend Ian Wallace and I, as art history majors and fledgling artists, 
gravitated to BCʼs studio lab/course. Following Mayerʼs text, the first 
medium we were presented with was fresco. I had never really 
experienced fresco other then in photos of the Sistine Chapel or the walls 
of Pompeii. When manually working with the medium you realize that the 
waterborne pigments actually penetrate the surface of the uncongealed 
plaster. When the gypsum solidifies, coloured light is reflected from a 
crystalline depth. It glows. 
 
I am sure it is a similar effect to the layering of translucent lime deposits 
over images, some applied over 40 millennia ago, on the walls of our 
ancestral caves. It is in the genome. I was hooked. 
 
The subsequent historical media presented in the studio/lab were egg-
tempera, black-oil, the oils used in the late 19th century, gouache and 
contemporary acrylics. What was common to all these media was a binder 
as separate from pigment. The properties of the binder, especially its 
clarity, effect the light reflection and absorption of the encased pigments. 
 
From the close personal interaction within the confines of the studio/lab 
Bert recognized Ian Wallaceʼs intellectual agility. The following year he 
hired Ian to conduct the Modern Art Survey course while Ian was still 
reading for his MA in Art History. It became the most flocked-to series of 
lectures to date in that department. 
 
Bert didn't quite see my talents. He was astonished when he discovered 
that I was accepted into post-grad sculpture studies at St. Martins, London.  
 



Off campus, I was hanging around Glen Toppings studio/work-shop under 
the southern span of the Granville Bridge attempting to absorb some 
sculptural techniques before leaving for London. I had made sculpture on 
my own, photos of which got me into St. Martins, but had had no formal 
training in the discipline. I started to catch a hint of the possibilities inherent 
in pigmented polyester resin that could be an extension of the 
Binning/Mayer course. 
 
When I did arrive at St. Martins with its strong technical support staff, I 
pursued polyester. As a binder for pigment it had a clarity beyond all my 
expectations. 
 
My first actual polyester panel was produced as a translucent hatch-cover 
for a friendʼs converted North Sea trawler in payment for an aborted cross-
channel voyage. The superstructure of the vessel was crushed when 
trapped under Putney Bridge by the rising Thames tide. Not a good start to 
a planned weekend in a French port. 
 
During the second year in London, I moved my live/work facilities from Mile 
End to Ladbrook Grove where I evolved the reverse beveled-edge panel 
format. In that studio I produced a body of work in pigmented polyester that 
was shown in the St. Martins gallery, which led to several pieces being 
included in a three-person exhibition at Gallery Ariete, Milan. 
 
In the summer of 1969, I returned to Vancouver, built a squatter cabin on 
the Maplewood mudflats and set-up a space for resin work in a rented barn 
in North Van. The following spring I was hired, along with my mentor in 
polymers Glen Toppings, to develop a Fine Arts studio program and 
lecture in sculpture at UBC. That same year Bau-Xi Huang arranged an 
exhibition of my panels along with sculpture/paintings by Ian Wallace. I 
started to have significant sales of my work. 
 
My progress as an artist seemed so linear. Then Glen Toppings developed 
lung cancer and after a couple of months was found dead on the floor of 
his studio. Polyester became my pariah, the faeces of the petrochemical 
juggernaut. 
 
Seeking solution in the back-to-the-earth zeitgeist, I quit UBC in 1974 and 
built a live/work studio on my familyʼs Hornby Island land. For the next two 
decades I became an itinerant worker taking jobs that produced 
unemployment insurance benefits to dedicate to my art projects at my 
island studio. 
 
One of these gigs was a few months lecturing in studio sculpture at Fine 
Arts, University of Toronto, a department dominated by art historians. I 
suggested the department consider an under-grad prerequisite course 
based on Mayerʼs textbook. The historians were horrified of dirty 
fingernails. I didnʼt have Bert Binningʼs social graces.  For my next gig I 
became a construction-worker rejuvenating ornate plaster cornices using 



knowledge gained studying fresco techniques. 
 
Initially, after forsaking my polyester love, my art practice entered a phase 
of mixed-media sculptural-object making. Maybe I was trying to fill a 
technical gap in my sculptural education. A figurative element began to 
infect my formalist core. Then in 1976, because of my mudflats experience, 
I was asked to co-ordinate material relating to squatting arriving at the UN 
Habitat conference in Vancouver. This fed into a decade long social-
sculpture at the end of which I had a choice of dedicating myself to full-out 
political activism or returning to sculptural object making. I choose the latter 
and found myself on a narrative drift to the edges of surrealism, an -ism 
that I felt had betrayed its dada origins with petty theatrics. 
 
Jonesing for the glow, rationalizing that Glen Toppings did smoke a pack of 
Gitanes a day, in 1989 after a 16-year hiatus, I succumbed to polyester. I 
built a separate well-ventilated studio on Hornby to work with it. The 
products of this studio were shown at the Isaacs Gallery, Toronto in a 
three-person exhibition with Robert Markel and Michael Snow. No sales 
but some critical success, which led to a solo exhibition at the Canadian 
Embassy in Tokyo. In 1994 the VAG purchased a large four panel 
polyester work and Bau-Xi invited me to join his galleries. Finally, I was 
financially able to give up my day jobs. At 54, I was two years younger then 
Bert Binning when we met. 
 
I am amazed that polymer resin in the format that I initiated in the late 
1960ʼs has kept me engaged for the past two decades. I suppose it is the 
elusive quality of the material process. You never really know where it will 
take you. Like herding cats, so many mischievous surprises. Of course the 
money helps, but even then you never know. Poker chips on the flat plain 
of capitalism. Pearl buttons on a Salish blanket. Always the glow. 
 
A few years back, Bau-Xi began suggesting that I join him in China on his 
exploration of ceramics. I know several ceramicists whose work I respect 
but have never considered working with the medium. Bau-Xiʼs suggestion; 
I had no idea where he was coming from. 
 
Finally, my fellow Vancouver live/work artistʼs co-op member and traveller 
extraordinaire, Bryan Mulvihill heard about Bau-Xiʼs offer of an insider 
China adventure. He virtually packed my bags. Of course, he was coming 
too. We stopped over in Tokyo for a week and immersed ourselves in 
whatever ceramic collections we could locate. We did the same in Hong 
Kong for three days then caught a bus to Foshan where we where met by 
Bau-Xi and his son Lieng. 
 
Foshanʼs main economy has been based on ceramics for over a thousand 
years. It was once a city some distance from Canton but is now a stop on 
the Guangzhou subway line, swimming in the Pearl River Delta urban 
sprawl. Bau-Xi booked a hotel for Bryan and I within walking distance of 
the ceramics ateliers where he kept live/work quarters. We spent our time 



touring different clay-based facilities, both contemporary and historic. 
 
A form of ceramic intrigued me. I had first notice it in a Tokyo museum and 
it reappeared in a few examples in subsequent collections. Not a vessel as 
in pottery, just a flat rectangular panel of semi-translucent glazed porcelain 
usually depicting a landscape. Here was a trace of the glow. 
 
The clay on which most of the Foshan ceramics industry is based was 
reddish-brown. We hung around the atelier experimenting with glazes on 
this clay for a couple of weeks but I was frustrated by the opacity of the 
sub-surface. 
 
Then Bau-Xi decided that we should trek up to Jingdezhen at the top of 
neighboring Jiangxi province where he kept another studio complex. As we 
drove into that small city we noticed that the lamp standards were encased 
in porcelain. With its surrounding deposits of porcelain stone and kaolin 
clay, the city has been based on porcelain production for over a 
millennium. Today it contains two universities formed around ceramics 
studies and is building a third. 
 
Bryan and I found very reasonably priced rooms in a small hotel and with 
Bau-Xiʼs tutelage began to orientate ourselves to this ceramics culture. We 
were introduced to ceramicists who had gravitated to the city as well as 
indigenous families who had passed on very specific skills for generations. 
 
Near the end of our stay in Jingdezhen we located a small factory that 
specialized in rolling out thin rectangular porcelain panels. Bryan and I, in 
our individual approaches, experimentally applied colour to some small 
panels using glazes purchased from an other area of the city. We left the 
panels to be fired.  
 
That was the end of April 2010. I had to return to British Columbia to 
produce an exhibition of my polymer works at the Vancouver Bau-Xi 
gallery the following February. When I returned to Jingdezhen in March I 
was not impressed with my porcelain test panel results.  
 
I started to really mine the potential of the glaze shops area of the city. 
About a dozen shops vied for the market within a two-block radius. The 
universities in Jingdezhen produce graduates who specialize in glaze 
making. Rather then attach themselves to state or corporate enterprise, a 
select few set up shops and hone their skills in competition with other glaze 
vendors in the ʻhood. These shops have the bohemian flair reminiscent of 
once upon a time East Village bookstores. Their products cover a vast 
spectrum from Sung Dynasty celadon to psychedelic eye-candy. All one 
has to do is point to a particular glaze, which is usually applied to a 
porcelain cone looking like an all day sucker, and you walk out of the shop 
with a two liter recycled pop bottle of murky liquid, which when applied to 
ceramic is purported to look like the amazing surface you just captured 
with your cell-phone camera because there is no way you can catalogue it 



with the mindʼs eye. Itʼs all too extra-ordinary. 
 
I taxi the bottle of glaze a couple of kilometers ($1.50) to the other area of 
the city where numerous small family enterprises specialize in making 
porcelain panels. Up until twenty years ago, surface area was limited to 
about half a square meter but new technologies have allowed panels to 
expand in size to where they could dwarf Voice of Fire, (if one aspires to 
the-mine-is-bigger-than-yours). 
  
The panels are formed from dough-like clay that is delivered to the panel-
shops by a pugging specialist. Two people on either end of a length of 6-
inch diameter iron pipe roll the clay to an even thickness over wooden 
slabs using a fine dusting of sand as a release agent. The edges are 
trimmed and any surface irregularities are hand planed with steel knives. 
Then the surface is etched with evenly spread lines to act as a reference 
grid for a final planning and the panels are placed in a drying area. Once 
dried and planed, the panels can be cut to size.  
 
The usual approach to applying glaze to panels entails brushing on dry 
powders to form classical landscapes. If a mistake is made using dry 
powder it can easily be erased. I used a primitive but efficient form of spray 
can. Initially, I relied on my breath control acquired from a lifetime of 
playing reed instruments. From local advise, I eventually developed a 
technique employing an electric air pump designed for aquariums to power 
my cans. It was much less tiring and allowed me to don a facemask (who 
knows whatʼs in those glazes). Bryan employs a battery of awe-inspiring 
calligraphy brushes to achieve his desired results. 
 
I went for the duo-chrome colour-field approach of my recent work in 
polyester, even attempting to achieve the same framing gradient. I was 
astonished by the results of the first firing of my works, which I had cut to 
the 40x30 cm format of my smallest polyester panels. They were obviously 
not polyester but in their own realm they had the glow. Of course I was not 
always getting what I expected. Glazing is packed with surprises. My 
favorite glaze is the notoriously unpredictable copper-red. Itʼs definitely got 
a mind of its own. Again herding cats, the quality thatʼs kept me involved 
with polyester. 
 
I had about forty 40x30 cm panels fired with a surprising success rate; half 
were worth keeping. Next, I did a dozen 80x40 cm pieces with an even 
higher ratio of success. I rushed together three 112x57 cm as my visa 
expired. 
 
I manage to transport twenty 40x30 cm pieces back to Canada as extra 
airline luggage. I got apprehended trying to board with a small roll-on 
airline worker type bag that weighed in at 39 kilos; had to pay the over-
weight. 
 
In my Vancouver studio, I secured aluminum channel to the backside of 



the porcelain rectangles so that their surface floated off the wall on the 
same level as my polyester panels. I began to hang some of the ceramics 
pieces in diptychs with polymer panels from my studio inventory. Eleven 
pairings seemed as if they were consciously designed to hang together. 
One could detect a difference in material substance but an inner luminosity 
magnetically held the pairs together. With the remaining nine of the twenty 
porcelain panels, I could find no polymer partner but they held their own as 
singular objects. 
 
During the annual summer production at the Hornby Island polymer studio I 
found myself emulating the colour-field qualities of my new porcelain 
panels. 
 
The twenty porcelain panels along with eleven of their polymer mates were 
exhibited as part of the Foster/White Galleryʼs contribution to the NCECA 
2012 ceramics conference in Seattle. An honor after my brief exploration of 
porcelain, obviously I got there on a polyester crutch. I do not consider 
myself a ceramicist any more then I do a painter, though I suppose the 
whole process began with fresco. Foremost, I look to the material presence 
of my work as a sculptural object. 
 
I am writing this in May 2012, back in Jingdezhen. As porcelain influenced 
my practice last summer, polyester is once again reflecting on my work this 
spring. 
 
My role as an artist is to construct a set of parameters within which media 
such as pigmented polyester or glazed porcelain self-generate image, 
parameters akin to the climatic conditions that allow ice crystals to form 
snowflakes. I do try to avoid gesture. Any emotional or narrative content is 
imposed by the viewer anthropomorphizing the medium. The medium is 
the message. It glows with an inner luminance, a trace to the Chauvet 
Cave. 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
  
    


