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At the time of this interview Tom Moore was production manager at the JamFactory 
 

 
 
 
Having your work in a group show at the Museum of Contemporary Art [Sydney] puts 
you in a different frame to most glassmakers. How did that come about? 
 
One pivotal event for me on my way to showing at the MCA was going to see the 
exhibition Home Sweet Home at the NGA in Canberra in early 2004. This vast show 
was curated by Peter Fay and is just a fraction of his collection. I saw that exhibition 
and it blew my mind. I was very impressed by the rawness of a lot of the work. There 
was no delineation between things by really well established artists and things by 
untrained, or intellectually unusual people. It was all in together as a mishmash 
installation with a lot of the work quite rough and with no boundaries at all. I am sure a 
lot of people were outraged to see some of those things in the National Gallery, but I 
found it really liberating.  
 
I wanted to write to Peter the moment I saw Home Sweet Home, but I was too timid. 
Luckily the show toured to Adelaide and a mutual friend introduced us. Peter visited 
me at my studio and he liked what I was doing. He was very encouraging and advised 
me not to worry that my work did not fit within commercial glass galleries. He told me I 
should be making things that are completely mad. Peter invited me to participate in two 
major group exhibitions of contemporary art, Lapped in 2005 and Bloodlines in 2007. It 
was refreshing to be in group shows about something other than glass (the vessel/non-
vessel and all that) and it was great to have my work viewed in the same context as 
work by significant contemporary artists. 
 
I am sure that my friendship with Peter Fay contributed to me finding commercial 
representation with Ray Hughes, the renowned Sydney art dealer. Before my first solo 
show with Ray I was concerned that my work would be regarded as too ‘crafty’, or 
humorous, or not ‘real’ art for some other reason. In actual fact it was very well 
received. 
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Then I made the most of a lucky opportunity. I was invited to show at short notice at 
JamFactory during the 2008 Adelaide Festival of Arts. The JamFactory was used as 
the host venue for the headline exhibition of the festival, The Last Riot, a Russian 
video installation that had been a great hit at the recent Venice Biennale. There had 
been no exhibition scheduled for the small gallery annexing The Last Riot and I 
jumped at the chance to fill it.  
 
My exhibition featured a complete transformation of the space into a stylised 
environment that was inhabited by many hybrid glass creatures. The display was 
accompanied by a very polished animated video of the glass and drawings acting out 
by far the most cohesive narrative to date. Curators from around Australia came to see 
The Last Riot and saw my work as well. That led to the show at the Gallery of Modern 
Art in Brisbane and I think that led on to the MCA, Sydney. 
 
Another possible factor in being invited to participate in these shows at major public art 
institutions is that my creative practice was the subject of a half hour ABC TV 
documentary. This was filmed in early 2008 and screened on Artscape in early 2009. 
This documentary has added enormously to people’s understanding and appreciation 
of the processes for making my work. 
 
The ‘Craft/Art/Glass’ Galleries couldn’t find a place for you? 
 
I know that there are certain glass galleries that will try to sell anything at all made of 
glass and who would have taken my work as stock, but I was not interested in showing 
my work surrounded by a bunch of random things jammed together like a garage sale.  
Around 2001 a few of my friends were showing in Axia and Quadrivium and these 
seemed to be the craft galleries to aspire to at the time. I applied to them with a 
portfolio of slides. The images I presented were quite different from the kinds of things 
these galleries specialised in. I think Quadrivium commented that it was not the right 
place to be showing figurative, or narrative work. 
 
I felt a little left out in the cold. Beaver Gallery, who had shown my work a couple of 
years earlier, had commented that it was “neither fish, nor foul” and I now understand 
what they meant. With hindsight I realise that the work was unresolved at that time and 
that they were actually doing me a favour by not giving me a show.  
 
In 2002 I arranged to have a solo show at Beaver Gallery of work I made in Japan. At 
this point I had just started to experiment with diorama style backdrops for 
photographing the objects. My intention was to construct images that would act as 
robust artworks in their own right, rather than merely documenting the objects. I was 
overjoyed by the resulting images and decided to try to exhibit the objects in similar 
small settings. It is my impression that the gallery was very uncomfortable with the way 
I wanted to install the exhibition. I actually knew at the time that what I was trying to do 
was ‘rough around the edges’, but I thought it was exciting, and I knew it was a 
direction I wanted to pursue.  
 
For a while I was in a transitional limbo and it seemed there was nowhere for me to 
show my work, but I just kept making stuff regardless. In the next couple of years I 
started to better understand what I wanted to communicate with glass. The dioramas 
built for photographic backdrops became much more complicated and resolved and I 
continued to hope to install the glass within these environments in gallery exhibitions. 
This desire further distanced me from commercial craft galleries; luckily I secured 
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some exhibitions in non-commercial galleries promoting craft such as JamFactory in 
Adelaide in 2004 and Craft ACT in 2006. 
 
I think because I didn’t have acceptance in those commercial craft galleries when I 
wanted it, it meant I developed in other ways and push past where these galleries felt 
comfortable. Then perhaps I became something that was interesting enough for 
people dealing in the fine arts sphere (as evidenced by Peter Fay inviting me into 
those two shows along with established contemporary artists). Then Ray Hughes 
agreed to let me have a solo exhibition and offered to represent me in 2007. 
 
Funnily enough, just a little later in early 2008, I was invited to participate in Visionaries 
a survey show at Sabbia, a Sydney gallery specialising in contemporary ceramics and 
glass. I agreed to this as a ‘once off’ thing and even though I was conflicted about it, I 
found it strangely gratifying to be included. It was certainly an acknowledgement that I 
had become technically sophisticated enough for my work to be considered amongst 
the best of contemporary glass. However it felt a bit odd to be shown with colleagues 
known for predominantly cool, minimal work. Also it felt like a step backwards to be 
presenting objects on a white plinth again – the poor things looked lonely. 
 
It is partly a matter of taste. My work is not everybody’s cup of tea. My work is ‘busy’ 
and humorous and narrative. Most glass galleries deal in work that is minimal, serious 
and formal (i.e. more or less about the history of glass forms). I think that mixed-media 
works may be difficult for these galleries to sell, especially if some of the materials are 
non–precious, for example my works include cardboard and dirt and that could be very 
challenging to a glass gallery. 

 
Back to the MCA – being shown there is an interesting framing of your practice. 
 
It is a ‘dream come true’ and as such seemed utterly unlikely until it eventuated. 
 
I was talking to Nick Mount about showing at the MCA and I said I suppose I must now 
be making contemporary art (being at the MCA that stands to reason). He said he 
didn’t think that was right. He thought it was something else – that although I am not 
making straight craft, it is still dependent on a material and a set of techniques. Of 
course the same thing can be said about a painter, or stone carver and in fact I am 
less materially specific than a lot of painters, or sculptors. 
 
Glass has certainly not been shown much before at the MCA. This may be due in part 
to the undeniable history of the material. Glass has been used to make bowls and 
jugs, plates and vases over a really long time and the material resonates with these 
utilitarian associations. A more common association for my work may be with glass 
figurines and animals which come from another rich tradition of glass making – entirely 
decorative items from lavish masterpieces to trashy nick-knacks. I think it is obvious 
that I would not have been invited to show at the MCA if I was purely concerned with 
either functional tableware, or decorative items. 

 
There seems to be a recent resurgence of very ‘crafty’ contemporary art that also 
offers some overt social commentary. This is where I wish to belong. 

 
Did other practitioners find it hard to place your work? 
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Yes, but I think that people who expressed that were a little narrow-minded. One in 
particular was a traditional production maker. He was intrigued by what I was doing, 
but he couldn’t imagine how I could possibly make any kind of living from making 
experimental work. 
 
It is true that I could not have come to this point if I had not been employed as 
production manager at JamFactory for the last 10 years. This job has enabled me to 
acquire a very good understanding of glass blowing technique. Most of the time I am 
employed making production work for JamFactory – making trophies, or training 
people in skills for making straight tableware. These activities have been enormously 
beneficial to my practical ability while at the same time paying the bills.  
 
Another crucial factor enabling me to develop my exhibition work has been that (as 
part of the job) I am required to make whatever I like one day per week. I am very 
mindful that this is an enormously privileged position. 

 
Contemporary practice sometimes seeks to unsettle. 
 
It can be worthwhile to give people a gentle shock, but I am not interested in disturbing 
people. Actually I am more interested in surprising and entertaining people. I want 
them to be receptive to the content, but only after they have been drawn into it. For the 
general public hand made glass is unusual. Most everyday glass objects are machine 
made, which means that lumpy, or off- centre objects often elicit some surprise. This is 
a ploy I have pursued. I have been told that some of the techniques I have developed 
appear ‘irreverent’ toward the material. One of my assistants used to call me The 
Mangler. I’d like to state for the record that although it may seem unorthodox, the 
‘mangling’ is plenty reverent. 
 
I do think craft galleries do need to be shaken up a bit. I feel a playful kind of rebellion 
against the conventional ways of showing glass. I am delighted by the prospect of 
knocking over plinths, drawing on the walls and throwing a lot of dirt around. 

 
Multimedia is a deliberate choice to go beyond the glass – why? 

 
The photography of the glass has been integral to my practice from the very beginning. 
In a sense, the objects are made in order to be photographed. On the strength of the 
photographs I successfully applied to present a lecture at the International Glass Art 
Society Conference held in Adelaide in 2005. I have always believed that a slide 
lecture should be a finely tuned performance engineered for maximum entertainment. I 
decided to employ a digital animator to make some of the images blink and twitch and 
to help me produce short movies that expanded on the implied narratives of the 
images. The lecture included nine short films, hundreds of images, various sound 
effects and two costume changes. 
 
Working with a filmmaker I quickly realised we could do a lot more than just getting the 
objects to blink. We could get them to fly, explode and spin around. More importantly 
we could make the characters interact with each other. It was a wondrous extension of 
all those images I had been creating. I am optimistic that the combination of blown 
glass and digital animation will allow me to melt the coldest heart.  

 
You are still with glass? 
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Yes, I have invested so much time in it that it would be foolish to stop. It is the material 
that I am most comfortable with and most proficient at using. My ideas have come to 
suit the glass and the glass has come to suit my ideas.  
 
Hot glass is wonderful stuff, because it is glue. You can stick it to itself more or less 
however you want. You don’t have the limitations of a kiln worker where you can’t fuse 
thick and thin parts together. I find it very satisfying to make a whole bunch of weird 
stuff and join it together.  
 
Also glass is fast and I like that. I like to get through ideas quickly. I like a material 
where you can spend just four hours and finish something that is fabulous and has 
never been seen before. A lot of the things have a lot more preparation than that, but it 
is fast. I enjoy working with a material that needs teamwork and dexterity. A material 
that is dangerous and unforgiving. Glass suits me, and I know I am privileged to be 
working in it. 
 
The source of your ideas? 
 
I am a pretty good sponge and I look at all kinds of things for inspiration. As a kid I had 
a lot of picture books and watched a lot of television. Some of things that made a 
strong impression are Edward Lear, Dr Seuss and Sesame Street, but then there is 
everything else in the world. Nature is a limitless source of inspiration and so is the 
invented world of machines and architecture. Putting any of these things together to 
make a new thing is exciting. For example a Cuttlefish/car/tree/man is not something 
you see every day. 
 
Despite the saying that there is nothing new under the sun, I do not think it is really 
difficult to come up with a new idea, however they hardly ever just appear. Having a 
new idea usually requires a clear intention and effort. New ideas need a little 
perseverance; I usually have to draw a lot before an idea can be resolved into a 
‘make-able’ image.  
 
There is a juxtaposition of opposites in your sophisticated technique and ‘child-like 
innocence at play’ – an interesting mix. 
 
I think that the combination is very appealing. I do not see the point in trying to make 
animals that look like accurate nature studies. I have looked at a lot of kid’s drawings 
and they are often a lot more interesting than realistic drawings. For example there 
may be a horse whose legs branch from a single point, or that are very different 
lengths. This idea may set me off drawing some variations until I have something 
attractive that may be ‘make-able’. Then, in translating the drawings into glass, there is 
a pleasing kind of ‘illogicality’ in carefully planning to make something with eccentric 
proportions – a nice sort of paradox in using a laborious process to make something 
that appears spontaneous. Some people assume that my work actually is spontaneous 
– that I just randomly play around and see what happens. In fact these works are 
thoroughly planned and almost nothing is left to accident.  

 
I must say that innocence is just one of the many states I am trying to convey. I have 
moved past wishing only to make ‘cute’ characters, some of them are quite sinister and 
some are downright evil. A good story requires trouble in paradise.  
 
The audience needs to be amongst your objects. They need to experience them. 
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I think so. I have been spending a lot of money on photography for many years, but if 
you don’t experience the objects themselves you don’t know what the photos are. 
People have thought they were computer generated. 
 
When I was trying to find an art dealer to show with in Sydney, a friend helped me 
identify which ones might be interested and took me around to meet them. They all 
said no. I had just taken my portfolio of images, (no actual objects) and I don’t think 
they knew what they were looking at. Luckily, Ray Hughes was coming to Adelaide to 
visit some friends and he came to see the studio. This gave him a much better idea of 
what I was doing. He saw the objects and the mess of the studio and was interested.  
 
The materiality of the things definitely contributes their appeal.  

 
Do you think your aesthetic is popular? 
 
It is probably more usual to aim make glasswork that is minimal and serious. For a 
while some of my colleagues thought what I was doing was very ‘uncool’ and I must 
admit that for a while I was making stuff that was pretty hideous. More recently I have 
heard from Gabriella Bisetto, (Head of Glass & Ceramics University of South Australia) 
that a lot of the assignments submitted this year about contemporary glassmakers 
were about me (laughs). That’s partly because I had a really big show in Adelaide at 
the beginning of the year. 
 
My work has become more fashionable. I have noticed the popularity of character-
driven artwork with a similar aesthetic to mine – mostly from America – heavily 
influenced by Japanese anime. The characters often combine cute and grotesque 
attributes. The artists producing this work are mostly illustrators and painters with a few 
making 3D stuff. Many of these artists have been commissioned to design collectable 
vinyl toys. Some of these are very appealing to me. There are magazines about these 
and associated artists: Juxtapoz, Hi Fructose, Giant Robot. 
 
You implied a number of glass practitioners had a set view of viable practice and they 
didn’t see a place for your work. 
 
Some people did say that. Perhaps for a number of them it could have been that the 
things I was making were really unresolved. It was aiming too high and out of control. 
Ten years ago, or possibly more, I was trying to make the things I am making now and 
I really couldn’t. I made some monstrous things for quite a long time. Also they hadn’t 
come far enough away from traditional vessels (they were almost all bottles) to be 
something else. Luckily I could continue to make commission work for JamFactory as 
a living and as a way to develop skills. 
 
Not being able to see a place for your work is not so unusual. Almost everyone at art 
school is trying to do something new; I have always thought that it is our job as artists. 
It’s probably a positive sign if the initial reaction is, “This will never work” and “There is 
no place for this”. It’s because there isn’t a place for it… yet. 
 
On the other hand I have also always felt like I had a lot of supporters. I have made 
many things which people have enjoyed and have had slow but steady sales 
throughout my career. 
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Is there advice you would give anyone entering into glassmaking? 
 
I think the most important thing is that they should be enjoying making stuff. I wish to 
dispel the myth of ‘the suffering artist’ – the flawed idea that you must have a bad time 
to make good stuff. I think that if you are not enjoying making your work you should do 
something else. The main thing is that you really must be making things to please 
yourself, striving to create something that you have never seen.  
 
And you are not going to enjoy it unless you enjoy working hard. You must realise that 
learning a traditional craft requires a major commitment. You have to strive for the 
mastery of technique if you are going to be able to make as you wish. It will be 
necessary to seek people who know how to do certain things and learn from them, and 
then practice until you can do it in your sleep. You also need to have a certain 
flexibility; you need to be open to learning more than one way to do something. 
Students may find it hard to get enough access so it is necessary to make the most of 
what you have. 
 
It is important to remember that being a good glass blower requires teamwork, you 
need to be considerate member of a community – be friendly and helpful and not take 
yourself too seriously; otherwise no one will want to help you. 
 
There is the implication that technique provides you with a core language? 
 
Yes, and if you can’t do basic stuff then there is no way you can make the stuff of 
dreams. In glass blowing this means making a lot of functional tableware before 
attempting the potato/fish/car. I have spent nearly twenty years learning how to make 
‘craft’, because I enjoy the process of blowing glass, but also as a way of learning the 
skills needed to make my technically rigorous artwork.  
 
 
 


