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Abridged interview with Wayne Pearson: 03/04/06 
Subject: Australian kiln glass with specific reference to ‘style’ and glass artists Deb 
Cocks, Warren Langley, Jessica Loughlin and Richard Whiteley 
  
What attracted you to glass? 
 
Initially (and certain elements of this attraction still persist), it was for a material that 
changed. I was doing a lot of painting at the time and I was very conscious that a 
brush stroke of red on the canvas today, was red tomorrow and, if you were lucky, it 
was still red in ten years. Suddenly there was this material that was different from 
morning, to noon, to night. It was different dependent on the ambient light. It was 
different according to the quality of light during the course of the day. 
 
That was the original seduction. Suddenly there was this thing that had a life. It was a 
medium that had a life of its own. That was a very powerful attraction in the beginning. 
It was as though it had it’s own little bag of cheap tricks. 
 
Probably the shifting was the interest. Playing with something and coming back and 
seeing it sitting in a different light and thinking “Wow that was different to the way it 
looked before”, and realizing that you could capture and work with that. 
 
You have to put it into context. In those days (like many other people) the original 
entry point was through what was loosely called stained glass – a material that was 
about light penetration. It was a very much a material that changed with day, with 
night, with inside, with outside – the quality of the light.  
  
If my entry point into the material had been through kiln-formed glass, or through 
blown glass maybe that facility to change would have been less important. But as 
something you put into the window, a piece of architecture, with light coming through 
it, that was very much subject to this ‘changing’. 
 
Spirituality linked with ambiguity? 
 
In a general context, but my entry point was through ‘California funk’ glass. We were 
frustrated painters who suddenly realized we could hang our paintings in front of 
windows. It was the ‘autonomous panel’ that was exciting for me. Stained glass didn’t 
have to be something that was part of an architectural setting. You could hang it in the 
same way you hung a painting. That was the big movement for change in the US, and 
that was what I was fascinated by. The mentors who became great mates of mine, 
Paul Marioni, Peter Mollica, Ted Carpenter and all those people from that era, that’s 
what they were doing. 
 
It was by default. No one was getting the opportunity to put their glass into 
architecture, neither myself, nor them. This was a way of using the material and then, 
of course, things changed and people did start putting a more contemporary style of 
stained glass into architecture and it entered the domestic environment. It wasn’t just 
for spiritual locations. 
 
There was a ‘rebirthing’ of stained glass in the late 70’s, early 80’s. If you dig deep 
you’ll find for so many people who work in other areas of glass stained glass was their 
entry point. 
 
Were there challenges in the material? 
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In the period of stained glass (keeping that separate because there weren’t a lot of 
years involved) the challenge was to make it painterly, to draw with it. There was a 
whole generation of us who began to look at drawing with the lead line, which for 
hundreds of years was purely there to hold the glass together. The line became as 
equally as important as the glass. The challenge was to make those things really 
painterly, more like drawing. 
 
You’re moving your hand vigorously as you say that.  
 
It’s more gestural – that’s what comes through a lot of my work these days. It’s crude. 
It’s quick and it’s quite rough. 
 
It’s from the shoulder. Also the technologies I’ve developed lend themselves to that. 
They’re about rapid and gestural responses, not things normal with this material. It’s 
either too hot to touch, or it’s happening inside big ovens and you can’t get in there 
anyway. It’s not a very ‘hands-on’ material. 
 
A lot of the processes I developed, particular working in the sand-bed, were all about 
that. The easiest way to become gestural was to make your gestures in a very rapid 
material – sand and impart them to the glass directly.  
  
You worked out ways to overpower this material?  
 
And overpower ‘tradition’ too, the rules that said, “You can’t do it like this”. I’d say, 
“Why not?”  
 
These things were driven by survival. I was adamant that I was going to live off my 
work and not have to take a teaching job or drive a cab. You had to develop rapid 
techniques. I couldn’t spend three weeks making a mould and another week drying it 
out and then watch it crack in the firing. I wanted something that I could execute within 
24, 48 hours of the idea.  
 
I’m a speedy person – borderline neurotic. No, the attraction to this material, and most 
definitely the processes that I use, are very much a reflection of my whole thinking, my 
thought process. It’s always, “What’s next, what’s next?”  
 
Some people see it as ‘energy’. I think it’s more than that. I’m a driven person in some 
ways. Speedy – I like quick processes. Because there is a ‘rapidity’ of ideas, it would 
bore me to death if I had to spend three or four weeks executing the idea. I like to be 
able to have the idea, go to the studio the next day, make it and finish it. It’s all over 
and then it’s, “Where’s the next idea?” 
 
There’s a personality thing there. It’s very much reflected in my work. I don’t know 
whether other people see that. 
 
I remember there was a gallery in the Hague and one of the clients bought a piece 
and came back the next day and said, “Oh, there’s a small chip in it” and my response 
was, “What, only one?” That sums it up. It probably has got chips in it. There won’t be 
any major cracks in it, but my favourite glass tool is an angle grinder with a diamond 
blade and no water – just go for it.  
 
My work is not about reflective, light transmitting properties. It’s not about smooth 
surfaces. It’s about tactile glass. It’s always tactile. My processes are about trying to 
translate those patterns, marks and gestures of the hand, those painterly marks that 
you make. Whether it’s in the three-dimensional pieces, or whether it’s in kiln cast 
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‘slump’ (I hate that word) pieces. You’ll see my finger marks in there, because it is my 
fingers that are making the marks. That’s what I like about those processes. 
 
It’s not for everybody. There is only a small collector base that buys my stuff. It’s not 
pretty enough for them, particularly the Americans.  
 
There is a trap in the beauty of glass? 
 
Absolutely, it is our greatest occupational hazard. Occasionally, in workshops and 
classes, I will set the task of making an ugly piece of glass. It’s not that easy because 
the truth is, the beauty of the material carries it. We saw that classically when we were 
all blowing glass in the early days. We really were bad glass blowers. Nothing was on 
centre; everything was wonky, yet we were still (much to the horror of all the potters) 
able to sell this stuff at the local craft shop because the material carried it. Nobody 
saw the skill base. The material fascinated them.  
 
It is still an issue. People get away with murder with this material because of its 
intrinsic beauty.  
 
Are you carrying ‘qualities’ across from glass into other areas? 
 
A lot of the work, particularly the big public art projects I’m doing, has a large lighting 
component in them these days. Some are just about lighting, others are about glass 
and light, or other ‘stuff’ and light. The step over point (that must have spanned a few 
years) was called glass equals water equals glass. It was using large bodies of water 
– because they behaved as big pieces of glass. The transition was easy to understand 
and relates back to the early work. What I’m doing now is probably more difficult to 
relate directly to the earlier work, but I can see where it came from. I can see the 
journey.  
 
It’s still very much about light. It’s always been about light in some way. I’m more 
interested in what happens to the way light comes off glass than when it passes 
through it. That’s why most of my exhibition works are heavily textured and crusty (for 
want of a better description). I’m not al that interested in the prettiness of the material.  
 
Is there a quality that distinguishes contemporary Australian glass? 
 
I think so, but then I think there’s something that distinguishes contemporary 
Australian ‘any’ media. I think isolation’s played a big role. If I’d had the weight of 
tradition on my shoulders that my French mates have, or my Italian friends have, then 
I probably wouldn’t be doing anything like what I do now.  
  
Because I was down here [in Australia] and there was no one to tell me that I couldn’t 
do it like that, I just jumped in. I think that’s across the board, not just glass. There is 
an Australian attitude to innovation that comes about because there is no weight of 
tradition, particularly in this field. 
 
Open to experimentation? 
  
Yes. I think it is part of the Australian psyche. But also there’s a ‘quality of light’ thing 
here that you can never remove yourself from.  
 
In the physical landscape? 
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Yes. In that sense I’ve always been a bit of a colourist and I think if you see Australian 
painting, if you see Australian fabric design, there’s always this focus on colour. That 
must be some subliminal thing about living and working in a landscape that has this 
intensity of light. It is so with my own work. I don’t know how that appeals to other 
people. 
 
The other Australian glass thing is the influence that Bullseye has had via the 
Canberra school. What’s on the world stage as Bullseye and the Canberra school 
heavily influence Australian glass these days.  
 
I was one of the first people to use Bullseye and still do on occasions. But I think it has 
been a very strong influence in determining an Australian style. It is the availability of a 
material and a school that encouraged its use. Bullseye has always been very 
supportive of Canberra and Klaus [Moje] – and now Richard [Whiteley].  
 
The other thing that you can’t avoid is that many of these people who, in a normal 
course of events, would have still been struggling to have their first, second or third 
show, but because of that ‘Bullseye-Klaus’ connection were taken straight from school 
and plopped into the centre of the world stage.  
 
It is the patronage. Again this is not necessarily a bad thing, because the work has 
been pretty bloody good, but it never had to struggle to the surface.  
 
Do you think that there is such a thing as signature style? 
 
Absolutely, for certain people. Some people have a stronger recognizable style than 
others. Whether my work is good, bad or indifferent (and it is all of those at different 
points) most people who know me would know work was mine. That doesn’t say it’s 
good, but at least it is distinctive. The same applies to a hell of a lot of other people. 
 
Then there are others whom I think are harder to differentiate.  
 
Why would you create a ‘personal stamp’? 
 
So that it’s recognizable. People can go, “There’s another so and so’s.” That is 
important. It’s an expression of your creative individuality. I have never thought about 
why. I’ve ever done work for that reason, but I would like to think that, in looking at my 
work, people see a bit of me in there  – that ‘rapidity of process’, or the ‘gesture’ and 
hopefully, they will get involved in the content of the work and through that, they might 
get a piece of me as well. That’s really important. 
 
The glass for me is just a vehicle. It’s a vehicle for some little narrative, or obsession 
that I’m on about at the moment. In fact (possibly a little bit less so now, but 
historically), I’d have some little bee in my bonnet, something I’d be obsessing about. 
I’d spend days and weeks in libraries. I’m a voracious reader, so I’d be reading and 
then finally I’d make the work and that would almost be peripheral to the actual 
process. The process was more about the submerging myself in whatever this work 
was about. So the work would almost just come about, it was almost incidental. 
 
A lot of people have got there really on the basis of one trick. And it must be very 
difficult for them. It hasn’t come from a body of work, range of different projects or 
series; they’ve just got there on the basis of one little trick. 
 
I couldn’t imagine you being comfortably being told what to make.  
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No, but being obligated to continue making it that way, I’d have trouble with that. A lot 
of people have trouble moving on. I don’t know whether it’s because they feel they’ve 
locked on to a nice saleable formula, or whether they just don’t have that plethora of 
ideas. Some people really hang on to a look, or a style, or a body of work for a long 
period. I remember a review that said, “Interesting new work by Warren Langley as yet 
a little unresolved.” I thought, “What do they mean?’ I finished that stuff last month. I’m 
onto something new now.”  
 
I knew what they were saying. It’s very often unresolved, because it’s moving onto 
something new and I won’t have resolved it. As a result it’s not as good as it could 
have perhaps been. Other people will hold something and develop it and work it for 
years and years. Brian (Hirst) is a good example, some beautiful work, but I would 
have gone nuts working with that same form for so long. I love the way he evolves it. It 
mutates and it shifts, but that’s Brian’s personality. He’s pretty calm and works through 
things, where I’m bouncing off walls. 
 
I’ll be doing something that’s really pushing the limits and instead of doing a test, I’ll 
spend three days cutting up thousands of dollars worth of glass and putting it all in the 
kiln in one go. And then, when it fucks up, I think, “Should’ve done a test” – but I 
wanted to see what would happen.  
 
I’m interested in symbol. In that iconographic sense a lot of my work does have a 
symbolic, storytelling, ritual intent. I doubt whether people read a lot of the story into 
the work these days. There is the reoccurring poised vessel. It’s not always a grail, but 
it’s always a precariously poised vessel. That’s always there. 
 
The GAS conference last year was the first time that I actually addressed its 
appearance over twenty years. It does come up all the time and the big one’s now in 
Melbourne. They’ve just finished a three story high version. It’s always there. It always 
has a slightly different meaning, but there is one common thread. It’s about a 
container of preciousness, whether it be spirit, or wisdom, or kisses, or whatever, it’s a 
containment of precious things and just how precarious that always is. It’s always 
there in equilibrium, just holding. 
 
In a lot of ways the work is quite narrative. There was a piece many years ago. The 
title was ‘Puzzling Evidence’. It was that inability in contemporary western society to 
be able to unlock symbols. 
  
In medieval society the symbols were rich and extraordinary. You go to some of the 
old cathedrals and you find an image of a stag vomiting under a tree and you find out 
that’s a symbol for marriage, or whatever. They knew this language. We don’t.  
 
A lot of the symbols I’ve put together over the years are not exactly taunting, but 
they’re trying to confront people with this. (How can I word it?) It’s like “I bet you don’t 
know what this means”. I’ve put all these things together for a very specific purpose, 
but ultimately in the finished piece, it’s about forcing you to think about what it might 
mean, rather than what it does mean. It’s about confronting you, putting you in a 
position where you think, “God, I wonder what that’s all about? I wonder what this little 
perched vessel means.” 
 
I suppose in some ways, it’s more about painting and drawing with glass. It’s that 
gestural and rapid response that this material doesn’t normally allow.  
 
I think the narrative is more permanent and more constant, but the way I express it, or 
the way I get that out, will be quite gesture orientated. 
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There’s something very personal about that particular symbol. That is my symbol – the 
little perched teetering crucible for want of a better description. So many things you 
aren’t aware of until someone puts a question to you. I don’t go around everyday 
thinking to myself, “God this little symbol is really meaningful to me”. It’s just 
something that reoccurs in my work. It’s a symbol that I fall back on often and to me it 
does have a profound meaning. It’s something that’s always there, that comes out. 
 
There is a ‘grail quest’ notion about it. I’m not intending to imply what a grail might be, 
but there is that sense that it’s got some mythological relevance and it is part of an 
ongoing quest. It’s a form that I keep on exploring and exploring. I don’t know that I’ve 
ever got there. 
 
Yes, it is always there and I’m assuming that at some stage I’ll make a work that has 
this form in it once again and at that point I’ll think, ‘that was the one, that’s the grail’. 
The big piece at Docklands may be it. I don’t think it’s the end of that little form, but it 
has reached a culmination with that one.  
 
It’s a quest. In the past the grail, the little form, has always been part of a work. In the 
case of the big sculpture in Docklands, it is the work. It’s out on it’s own for the first 
time. So maybe that is the end of the search now that it’s gone out as a form in its own 
right.  
 
Is the environment reflected in your work?  
 
Yes and also, aerial imaging of the planet fascinates me. An enormous amount of my 
work has been influenced by the pattern of man and nature, that juxtaposition of man 
and nature. There is a big influence there. I always know what direction the wind is 
coming from. I often say, “Oh good, the wind just turned from the southeast to the 
northwest”. I’ll be aware of that. I’m just surprised that people like my wife won’t 
notice, but it doesn’t make her any less attuned to nature, or the landscape.  
 
It could be an observational thing. It’s probably got a lot to do with my original degree 
in geology and working as a geologist for five years. I’ve been trained to observe and 
to draw conclusions and make up stories on the basis of observation. So when I go for 
a walk in the bush I always know why the creek is running there and not here. It will 
have something to do with the geology, or the nature of the rocks. There will be a 
reason. 
 
How do you approach a project? 
 
Depends on whether it’s my own personal work, or whether it’s the architectural work. 
The architectural work is invariably about the brief, because somewhere within the 
lines of that brief will be the idea. If there is no brief (quite often there’s not), then I will 
pretty much write myself a brief. That forces the idea. 
 
That will be a specific site brief? 
 
Yes, an example being the big project in Brisbane at the moment, where, when we 
met with the clients and the architects, they kept talking about the complexity within 
this building. I think it’s the biggest residential tower in the world, or the second 
biggest. (They change by the day.) From the outside it was just another high-rise 
building, but they went to great lengths to describe how complex and computer-driven 
this building was. It was ‘state of the art’. 
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When I left the meeting I thought the brief had to be something to do with this notion of 
‘the complexity within’. I went and spent a few days out at the university in the 
scanning electron microscope department getting great images that showed 
complexity within – within anything. 
 
In the case of this building no one really knows where the image comes from. There’s 
a screen-print facade area that is actually a 35,000 time enlargement of an eggshell. It 
doesn’t look anything like an eggshell; it is these thorny masses. It is saying, here’s an 
eggshell and I don’t see much in that – but the complexity that lies within that!  
 
I used that little brief to generate the idea and I’ll do that a lot with my public art. Quite 
often there will be a brief. We want to make reference to this, or deal with that. It can 
be frustrating sometimes. But it’s very different to my own personal work, which is 
usually about some narrative, obsession, or the story I’m off on. 
 
There was a period when I left Ozone and went back to the studio again. The work 
took on a more personal imagery. There was a huge reference in all of the works to 
doors and portals. This sense of going through and they invariably had barriers. For 
the first time the work was a lot less about something – apart from me.  
 
I’d cut back my exhibition profile substantially during that period with Ozone. I’d cut 
back to one or two shows a year maximum. I remember, not long after I’d left, I had a 
whole new body of work here and Ferd Hamson from Habitat brought a group through 
and one of the most common comments from them was, “Hey Warren, we thought 
you’d disappeared man”. 
 
It made me realize there was a period for about ten years when I was very active in 
America – in the 80’s, but in the 90’s Ozone took a fair chunk of my time. I did 
disappear off the scene to some extent. This was going back into that scene again 
and there was a lot of imagery that was about the trepidation of going back out 
through the doors and perceived obstructions. The work really carried a personal 
narrative.  
 
There’s a more universal narrative with the imagery now 
 
Yes, normally I tend to deal with more global narratives, without a doubt. There’s a lot 
of work done on this notion of martyrdom. In the early nineties, that was the subject I 
was dealing with. I tend to deal with more universal issues. The ‘weight of faith’ 
fascinated me; that people are prepared to die for their faith. Because I’m an 
Australian I’d change sides, be more pragmatic. I’m a great student of the Cathar 
religion of the 10th, 11th and 12th century and the Languedoc in France and Spain. It 
was a spin-off from Catholicism, but it was a quite extraordinary gnostic religion. When 
the Inquisition came into Monseguere they were given the opportunity to convert back 
to the Church of Rome, or be burned at the stake that afternoon. They were given until 
two o’clock. One hundred and twenty people jumped into the fire. 
 
I’m thinking how many Australians would do that. They’d just go, “yeah OK, we’ll 
change sides”. That’s making light of it, but what that really made me contemplate this 
was the ‘degree of faith’ people have.  
 
I suppose it’s the same with suicide bombers. That’s less about faith and more about 
stupidity, but people are actually prepared to die for their cause. That is quite an 
extraordinary notion. 
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There was a lot of work about that. I have periods that deal with more universal than 
personal narratives. 
 
You gesture across the landscape, but as a geologist the deep current intrigues you. 
 
The deep, deep current again. Yes, what’s underneath, what’s causing it all? 
 
You ‘leap’ across your work. 
 
In some ways – it’s just the techniques that I use. I don’t think there’s any paradox in 
the content. Maybe it’s paradoxical that I use such gestural techniques to deal with 
serious issues - no, that is just a style.  
  
I don’t take myself too seriously, but I’m not stupid. I like to think about issues.  
 
That implies there are times when people read your work…. ? 
 
Flippantly? I don’t know if they do, or not. I’d hope that they’d see a sense of humour 
in there. One thing that annoys me in the glass movement is people who take 
themselves too seriously. That doesn’t mean that I’m any less serious about my work, 
but I don’t take myself particularly seriously.  
 
I’d like them to go beneath the works graphic nature and it’s ‘crudeness’ of process, 
and see that there is serious intent, but I’m want them to enjoy it and not feel that it’s a 
sombre, depressing work of art. That it’s got a ‘levity’ to it. 
 
You’re dealing with highly emotive, visceral issues? 
 
Yes, ‘gut reaction’ stuff – very much so. I don’t think I’ve ever thought willingly about 
whether I was making it more or less saleable, or attractive. It is, ‘that’s what I’m going 
to make’. Because I’ve used other aspects of my work to generate the income, that 
has meant a lot of the exhibition work can be more indulgent than it can be with 
people who are depending on that – whether they’re making compromises or not. I 
tend not to compromise with the exhibition work, because it’s what I want to make. 
 
You implied with ‘the grail’ there was something that you’re trying to resolve, a deep 
narrative. 
 
Yes, it’s ongoing. I’m making those pieces for myself, first and foremost. The stuff that 
goes into exhibitions is, first and foremost, for me. Quite often it’s a way of saying 
something that I’m otherwise too inarticulate to present. A lot of those works are the 
sum total of stuff that has gone on. It’s a visual presentation of a hell of a lot. It gets 
digested and spat out. Quite often what gets spat out is far removed from any clue 
that might tell people what gave rise to it, but that was my process.  
 
Does where you come out surprise you? 
  
Sometimes. I don’t go in with any preconception. 
 
The end result sometimes surprises you? 
 
Yes, particularly if during the evolution of the piece something happens to change its 
direction. Some sort of disaster in the kiln, quite often the medium bites and if it’s a 
pleasant bite you’ll run with it and that can change things. And in some ways that 
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makes the actual work a little bit more independent of the thought processes that went 
into it all.  
 
The ‘doing’ is important? 
 
It’s my way of summing up all the stuff that went into getting to that point. I would have 
ingested books, and spent days in libraries, maybe done little journeys and whatever 
was relevant to that body of work. I’ll be scribbling and doodling and sketching for 
months, not having any idea how the work will manifest itself, just knowing that this is 
the new work. Then when the time comes I sit down and start drawing up pieces. 
They’ll all be infused, or informed by whatever the journey was, but then it might not 
have a whole lot of visual reference to it.  
 


