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At the time of this interview Bruce McWhinney was Head of Ceramics, Northern 
Beaches TAFE 
 
I was interested in sculptural form before I took up ceramics. I trained in interior design 
first and so the whole thing about three dimensional space and form has always been 
there. It was about architectural space. 
 
My idea in working in ceramics was originally about finding a way of amalgamating 
making a living with having a life in art. I wasn’t trained originally as a potter. I have 
never considered myself as being a potter, or an object maker, although I have made 
lots of pots and I have made lots of objects. I actually think that object making is the 
best way you can learn to work in a particular medium. Being able to do a series run of 
things, you are able to produce a reasonable quantity and that gives you the 
opportunity to understand the process better. 
 
If from the beginning of your career you were trying to make ‘one off’ objects (unless 
you were a genius) you would be pushing uphill, because in ceramics it is so much 
about process. It is the amalgamation of process with idea. Ideas are the important 
thing, but how you express those ideas in that medium is difficult. So object making 
(for me) has been learning to express myself better. Now after thirty odd years of 
making work I have the means to use the process to express myself more individually. 
That is what I am now doing. 
 
Did it give you a vocabulary? 
 
Yes, and a number of other things too. You are influenced by a number of things in 
your life. Various people influenced you. My numerous trips to Japan have had a huge 
influence. I will go back a bit and say my first training in ceramics was very much 
Japanese inspired. I trained with people like Peter Rushforth and Bill Samuels. All 
those guys had a very strong influence on me. That was where I began my career – at 
the National Art School (East Sydney).  
 
As a young artist I wanted to express myself and break away from the ‘norm’. I 
received a scholarship to travel to England and everyone was doing Japanese inspired 
pottery, so I went to work at Wedgewood and Queensberry Hunt and looked at 
industrial processes. I looked at how to combine industrial with studio processes. That 
was a worthwhile exercise at the time, but after about ten years of exploring that I 
realised that it was a dead-end for me personally, because it was too analytical and 
too intellectual. My approach was, “Great I can make a mould and I can produce these 
things (I can even get somebody else to help me produce them)”, but once the mould 
was made and once I had completed the design, it was just production. I realised I 
wasn’t interested in that. It was not what I wanted to do. I was not a process worker 
and it was dehumanising. 
 
I realised then that ceramics, craft and art was not about process working. It was about 
feelings and what was in your heart. It was expressing that. That was my epiphany. 
Around about 2000 I asked, “What am I doing? This is ridiculous”. That is when I had 
to search for what it was that I really loved. What was it that really moved me? What is 
it that I really feel strongly about? Then I went back to where I began. I started to do 
wood firing again. It was that whole thing of serendipitous effect, the accidental that 
was so important to me, because that is where the beauty really lies. It is not in what I 
do. It is in the gift that is given to what I do and the amalgamation of those. That was 
the beginning of a journey that took me to Japan. It was inevitable.  
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I remember talking to Peter Rushforth before I went to Japan for the first time. I went to 
talk to him because I knew he had been there. Peter had always been my hero. He 
was the leader of the movement here in Australia. I remember him saying to me, “Well 
Bruce, it’s about putting warmth back into the community”. How succinctly put is that? 
Pots and vessels (which is what Peter makes) are at the heart of what ceramics is 
about in that sense – they have warmth, they give life, the work that you make 
connects with people on a human scale, not on an industrial scale. That is very 
[Bernard] Leechian in the Mingei [Japanese folk art movement] way. 
 
Isn’t the purpose of the decorative arts to give architecture that humanity? 
 
Some people do that in a very slick way (in varying degrees), while achieving some 
creative individuality. It is a combination of a sensibility to space and material, and 
calculation. I know very well what I am trying to achieve. I know very well that I am not 
about making little brown pots, but they are at the root of what I am interested in. I 
have absorbed Mingei theory. I have absorbed Leechian theory. That theory grew out 
of the Arts and Crafts Movement. The theories of Ruskin developed into this approach, 
which was where Peter and the whole of the ceramics craft movement began. What I 
am trying to do is to take those theories and apply them to something that is a little 
different. 
 
Pure sculpture is about working materials in space. So is ceramics. It is the way that 
you make it and the way that you produce it that is different. Ceramics has to be 
hollow. You can carve, but you can’t fire things that are really thick. It is about how you 
make it, but my influences are sculptors like Brancusi and Noguchi. I am interested in 
Noguchi in particular, because of his amalgamation of the East and West. 
 
Is the material central to what you are doing? 
 
 
 
 
 
It is the material and what you subject it to that makes work unique. It is my imposition 
on the material, but there has to be room. You start with an idea, but I am never 
satisfied when something comes out exactly as I imagined it. It is, “great I did that, now 
what?” If I have ‘done it’ before ‘I did it’, what is the point of that? But when you pull 
something out of the kiln and the unexpected has happened - it fell over and there are 
all these marks on it. The first reaction is that it is really bad. Then you start to clean it 
up and you think actually it is not so bad after all. In fact, that is better than I could 
have thought up. 
 
I always quote this thing that happened to me around 2005/6. I made this sculpture 
and I had it out in the studio. I put it on its base, but it was a little bit soft (I thought it 
would be alright) when I left it. Next morning when I came back I found it had fallen and 
landed on its side on top of a set of scales. Disaster – I had just spent three days 
making this thing and there it is on it side on top of my scales. I picked it up and turned 
it around and there was this fantastic mark on its side. It was something I never could 
have done. It was something beyond my imagination and it was one of the best pots I 
have ever made (laughs). It was the first one to sell in the exhibition. Everyone 
recognised that quality. They thought it was amazing, but it was the combination of an 
event and the fortuitous affects in the firing, which made that thing really work. It could 
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have been very unfortunate. I could have had those markings and it could have been 
in a ‘bad’ spot in the kiln and come out as boring.  
 
What of designing for others to produce? 
 
There is room for that, but it is not what I’m interested in. If I did that it would be an 
intellectual exercise, but personally I feel that if you want to work as an artist it is 
different. I may be treading on thin ice in what I’m saying, but when the material, or 
process takes you to somewhere unexpected that moves you forward as a creator and 
you have more opportunity to grow. If you are just ‘producing’ something, you are not 
growing (although you may be making money). It is good to produce a good quality 
product and to make money, but that is a different thing. What I wanted to do back in 
the nineties was to produce a better quality product (functional items) that was semi 
industrially produced, but better than industry was doing. I found that not only was that 
stultifying for me from a process point of view, but also that the public really didn’t get it 
either. Maybe the kind of work I was making didn’t appeal to a huge number of people, 
but also price-wise I couldn’t compete. It still looked ‘industrially produced’, because 
that was its style, yet you couldn’t match the price of massed produced industrial 
product, because of quantity. In a way I shot myself in the foot, but you don’t know that 
when you set out. 
 
I am proud of the work that I produced during that stage, but it didn’t take me 
anywhere and the process didn’t give me any room to develop. Any development was 
in the drawing. That was where the ideas were and everything from there on was a 
downward step. To go from the drawing to a model was interesting, to imagine it three 
dimensionally and produce that. Then there was the first block mould to produce more 
moulds and from there reproduce the object. Then it was putting the bits together, 
firing and glazing and that was it. It was all a matter of efficiency.  
 
In some of your previous answers there have been hints of adding to the quality of 
society in some way? 
 
Giving back to society, and the roots of that are obviously socialist, and it is idealistic 
as well. The fact is that very few people in society could care less, but some do. You 
can influence people’s lives by giving them something nice to drink out of. You can 
change their whole perception of things by something as simple as that, but is a matter 
of whether you want to make cups or bowls, or whether you want to make sculptures. 
There is not a lot of difference apart from the functional aspect as far as I’m concerned.  
 
Sculpture is ‘functional’. It has an aesthetic use and purpose, it is just that usually you 
can’t drink from it, or pour out of it. Accepting that, I am a little confused by certain 
objects that want to be sculptures. In ceramics you have object makers, you have 
production people, then you have people who make decorative items that are still tied 
to function. It may be a large jug, or a big bowl. These have merit. They have beauty – 
aesthetic qualities that are admirable, but to call them sculpture is not right. They are 
not. They are forms that occupy space, but they are tied to function.  
 
There is a point at which function breaks down. People make teapots that don’t pour 
and jugs that don’t stand up. Everybody has the right to make whatever they like, but it 
is just that for me the difference between sculptural form and functional form is fairly 
clear-cut, but there is that middle area which is more complex and it is an area I 
choose to stay away from. Some people can do that work and are okay, especially if 
they focus on surface or similar elements. 
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This raises the qualities of the material that attract. 
 
I am attracted to clay because of its earthiness. I can define what I like very clearly – 
its texture, its dry surface and its rock-like forms, things that relate to the earth. They’re 
the things that move me the most when I see a landscape. My work is related to 
landscape, and yet it is a refinement. I am trying to make my forms less figurative and 
more abstract in their nature, so the message is clearer. When you distil something 
(which is an Eastern thing) you give more room for things to happen, rather than 
offering people something they already half know. 
 
Gradually my forms are becoming more distilled, but I am continuing with forms I have 
been making for twenty or thirty years. When I’m drawing and I think I have this great 
new idea, I look again and realise I was doing this way back ’92 (laughs). It continues 
on and I like that. 
 
Allowing room is definitely where it is. Allowing room for other people to interpret and 
not ‘flogging’ them with something. It is giving people the opportunity to make up their 
own story and to recognise aspects that universally appeal. The surface on that pot 
(points to one piece) appeals to me. I didn’t make that, nature made it, but I 
understand how to make that happen. I know what the materials were. I know what I 
put on it. I know where it was in the kiln. I know how I fired the kiln. I can manipulate 
those things, but I can’t do that without the processes of nature. 
 
The process gave you the echo of something else? 
 
Yes, nature itself, I am using the materials and the processes to recreate natural 
phenomena. That is how the Japanese see it. They know and admire the quality of 
things. If a pot is cracked, it is not a big thing. It is the quality of that crack. When you 
see my work there are cracks all over it. It is all about cracks. 
 
People are paranoid about faults in glass. 
 
They are in ceramics too. I would argue in the West there is a pretty strong movement 
against cracks in ceramics as well. That comes from the English tradition where 
perfection is industrial perfection, where even crazing isn’t acceptable. Pin holing is not 
acceptable. If a pot has a crack in it, it is a second and you should not be able to sell it. 
Whereas I argue the crack has an aesthetic quality – if it occurs right (sometimes it is 
terrible). The western mind is upset by anything that is not ordered and symmetrical. A 
lot of people have been brought up in that tradition, without even knowing it. There is 
an antipathy against things that aren’t balanced, or not ‘perfect’. These are things I 
fight against. The defects and the things that go wrong are the things I want to explore. 
They are grist to my mill (laughs). 
 
In relation to ceramics and glass, ceramics has fought a difficult battle against glass 
because of the transparency of glass. Ceramics can never be transparent. You can get 
close, you can get translucent, but ceramics is always going to be solid. What has 
happened in ceramics is that people are breaking away from solid form by using air 
and space. The idea of multiples and units tied together by other units and using the 
space around them to make a sculptural statement, is occurring a lot. A lot of people 
are making small cellular forms. They might make one small item that they reproduce 
many, many times. There is a breaking down, a fragmentation of mass. 
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In the past ceramics was tied to mass. It was tied to form [makes enclosing gesture 
with hands]. 
 
Moving from ‘the form’ into the surrounding space? 
 
That’s right. That’s the way ceramics is getting around the transparency issue. It has 
made ground, because it has had to re-evaluate itself in terms of object and non-
object. This is a part of that. People are using ceramics as a way of exploring space. 
That space is now as important as the object itself and how they put that object (or 
objects) within space is much more important. It is moving off the plinth as well. 
 
I have some understanding of that because I coordinated The Renegade Clay Event. It 
was a series of ephemeral art experiences using clay in association with the Ceramics 
Trienniale, a conference that was on in Sydney in July 2009. Basically I put that event 
together and asked six artists to come up with an idea and express that. With support 
of the Sydney City Council we were in Martin Place, Dixon Street and Hyde Park. One 
of the artists (Honor Freeman) did gorilla installations where she walked all over the 
city and left little objects in unusual circumstances. These were conceptual pieces 
(some more than others).  
 
In Martin Place Mitsuo Shoji involved people in making simple little clay butterflies. The 
result was captured on film, but nothing was fired and there was nothing at the end. 
People were drawn into working with clay. 
 
As a cultural event these have importance and there are people around who want to 
promote these. Looking at some works in Sculpture By the Sea I am flabbergasted by 
what people do and the lengths to which they go to make these things that will be 
there for two weeks and then gone. 
 
Your ‘formalist’ pieces are in strong contrast to ‘ephemeral’ installation. 
 
I have an interest in many things. I have an interest in objects. I have an interest and 
understanding in ceramic history and in art history. As well, contemporary art 
movements and trends influence me. The idea of coordinating Renegade Clay came 
about because there was an opportunity of amalgamating my understanding of clay 
with contemporary art trends. 
 
Work more related to what I do personally is very much about the combination of East 
and West. The forms are simplified. They hark back to people like Brancusi – a guy 
searching for the essence. I owe him a debt for showing me that way, because it is 
what I’m after, but I don’t want it to be sterile and cold. In that respect minimalism isn’t 
what I’m looking for.  
 
I like to have a joke too. Looking at that particular piece there you can see there is a bit 
cut out of it and that bit is on the ground. It is talking about things that have happened. 
I like to imply that something has occurred, that the thing’s not static, that something 
has happened to make it what it is. In a way I am interested in that more than the 
object. The object is the expression of the fact that something happened, just like it is 
the expression of the processes that made it. When you see other work of mine you 
see big cracks in it. My works are questioning form and how they are made. You have 
to think about the process that went into producing them. They may look really simple, 
but they are not. That is the catch. 
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What marks work as ‘kitsch’? 
 
Kitsch is something that has been exploited too much. It is cliché beyond cliché. It is so 
bad that it is laughable, but then you go beyond that and it is good again (laughs). 
 
Technique helps there. 
 
I must say I love technique, but I don’t want to work just for technique. You have to be 
able to transcend technique. 
 
How important is ambiguity? 
 
Ambiguity is very important. Perfection and imperfection is the ambiguity that I’m 
playing with. The imperfection is the most important thing. I am trying to make a 
beautiful object out of things that are imperfect and making that the statement. 
 
Does contemporary ceramics deliberately push boundaries? 
 
There are movements within movements in ceramics. Garth Clark is one of the 
foremost curators, gallery owners and collectors in America. He has written some very 
good articles and he has written about organic expressionism. That is a very strong 
movement within the ceramics world and it probably encompasses what I’m interested 
in. The natural firing fits into that, so there you have the wood-firing club, which I don’t 
totally subscribe to (although I love wood firing). I am not a purist and the wood firers 
would probably reject me for that very reason, but it is a human thing to sweat and toil 
and to share that with others. That is in itself an event. It is not just about the creation 
of the object. It is about being totally involved in using a process from the beginning to 
the end. It is complete submersion in that process. 
 
I get exactly what the wood fire guys are into, but maybe the point of difference is, 
while I understand and admire tradition and recognise its importance, I don’t want to be 
completely tied to it. I want it to inform my work and enable me to move forward. The 
downfall of wood firing is that it is easy to reference earlier [traditional Japanese] wood 
fire forms. There are certain ways to produce those qualities and affects. For some 
people it is enough to reproduce a traditional form, but for me it is not. It is about taking 
that surface and doing something that moves beyond it. 
 
That is not so easy to do, because you are breaking a long history. You could be 
called misguided. Sometimes the work is misguided, but sometimes it really works. 
 
There is no unified path? 
 
No, there are all sorts of factions. There is the Minimalist Crowd, the White Porcelain 
Mob and then there are the Decorators. I have had very strong links to [the Sodeisha 
in] Japan. There was a group formed in the late 1940’s, early 1950’s that was 
attempting to break away from the traditions of Japan. Isamu Noguchi who went to 
Japan at that time influenced them. They said clay was just another art form and it 
doesn’t have to be functional, and while we admire the traditions of Japan we don’t 
want to be captured by them. 
 
Do you find resistance to ceramics from the contemporary art practitioners? 
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I do. In the West the hierarchy is firmly established by the art establishment. There are 
vested interests maintaining a hierarchy of materials. I would like to see that broken 
down. It is strange that some idea expressed on canvas has greater value than if it 
were expressed in clay, because clay is used to make drain pipes. I don’t subscribe to 
that. I hate to say it, but I feel because of that, the material restrains me. It is also part 
of why I flee to the East. 
 
There are people using clay that have recognition within the art world. The crux of the 
problem is that the idea is the most important thing, and that people who work within 
certain materials are not considered artists. I have seen things from Japan that 
transcend definition, but that is not what the art world here is interested in. They put 
them in the Asian section, inside glass boxes so you can’t touch them. It is though it is 
a foreign thing they don’t understand. 


