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“The Canadians have been a major force in the international 
ceramic field for decades. It is important (to) establish this 
upfront, as there has been a tendency to see the enormous 
and wonderful vortex that is North American art as a single 
giant entity, which Canada somehow blends into. While 
the exchange between the two countries is obviously real 
and intimate, there is also something very particular about 
Canadian practice, which differentiates it from the rest.”

British art historian and author Paul Greenhalgh2 knows a thing  
or two about Canadian ceramics. His authority reaches back to 
the bi-annual International Ceramics conferences, held between 
1985 and 1997. Evelyn Grant, a programmer and artist in Calgary, 
brought together a who’s who of the clay world and Greenhalgh 
recalls his involvement as an important introduction to what he 
typified as another world with much in common with Europe, 
but different at the same time. More encounters with Canadian 
ceramics followed, as Greenhalgh held the position of president 
at NSCAD University between 2001 and 2005. 

Most recently, Greenhalgh curated the show No Boundaries| 
Contemporary Canadian Ceramics featuring works by Walter 
Ostrom, Greg Payce and Linda Sormin, for Messums Wiltshire, 
located in southwest England. Greenhalgh’s propensity for 
Canadian ceramics was underscored by his selection of two 
white vases by Payce for the cover of his book Ceramic, Art and 
Civilisation (Bloomsbury, 2021). 

by Mary-Beth Laviolette

IN THE EXHIBITION  
NO BOUNDARIES,  
THREE GENERATIONS  
OF ARTISTS  
ARE ACKNOWLEDGED  
FOR THEIR  
CONTRIBUTIONS  
TO CANADIAN  
CERAMICS, AT HOME  
AND ABROAD

No Boundaries | Contemporary Canadian Ceramics1

LEFT: Restored 13th century stone and  
thatched-roof barn Messums Wiltshire, Salisbury England.  
PHOTO: JUDY COCHAND.

A DISTINCTLY CANADIAN ETHOS
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“I was thinking about what contemporary pot would give the 
idea of civilization and have a sense of timelessness about it? 
I thought of Greg,” he explained, “because civilization is about 
people and if you put his two pots together, there are people!” 

In the book’s prologue, poetically titled “A History in Shards,” 
Greenhalgh describes how his own personal direction as a trained 
painter and a 19th- and 20th-century art historian changed with 
his exposure to the beguiling practice of objects made out of the 
most elemental of materials. 

At 512 pages with 409 colour images, Ceramic, Art and 
Civilisation is written from the point of view of a historian, and 
is more than a chronological collection of dates and hard facts.  
It is a personable, anecdotal and opinionated retelling of the 
story of ceramics in western society, which, nonetheless, 
does not ignore the influences and aesthetic and technical 
contributions of China and the Muslim world. But rather than 
being a book about everything, Greenhalgh re-addresses the 
place of making things from mud within the west’s artistic canon. 

No Boundaries was presented in a multi-faceted arts centre 
located on a 13th-century farm. In full spring mode when I visited 
this pastoral setting during spring 2022, the site included a stone 
and thatched-roof barn and in an adjacent building, a pristine white 
gallery in a space that once held a dairy. Notably, the medieval 
barn housed the most cutting-edge presentation of the Canadian 
showcase, showcasing what Greenhalgh believed was new terrain 
for ceramic. 

I visited No Boundaries in spring 2022, and spoke with 
Greenhalgh about his experiences. He brought up Christopher 
Dresser, the 19th-century British industrial designer and clay 
enthusiast:

“Dresser basically said: ‘I love ceramic because it is totally 
valueless, it costs nothing, it’s like working with mud and it 
means that creativity is the only value added. The challenge is 
to make something wonderful from this material of no value.’ 
I found (Dresser’s observation) to be a magical thought; a few 
others have said this since. Ceramic is ubiquitous ... it goes 
through every country, and in all times.” 

So, what kind of magic did he experience in Canada? And, how 
was it reflected in No Boundaries? 

When visiting the exhibition, what’s striking at first is that 
there are only three artists from three different generations: 
Sormin belongs to Generation X, Payce to the Boomers, and 
Ostrom to the so-called Silent Generation. Despite this, Ostrom’s 
“rollicking spirits and sense of adventure”3 made him a prominent 
practitioner in the ceramic world.

The work of Sormin, Payce and Ostrom confidently amplifies 
Greenhalgh’s own stated mission “to show ceramic is a thing in 
itself.”4 A thingness expressed by Sormin’s intertwining sculptural 
forms, Payce’s pots of optical illusion or Ostrom’s domestic pottery 
rich in history and ornamentation. Seen together, the artists’ works 
bring to mind Greenhalgh’s own comment about how “you think 
Canada is the most modest country in the world because it is sitting 
atop the loudest country in the world.”

Within the barn’s monumental cavern-like setting and stone 
walls, Sormin’s pieces appeared as an exuberant glazed mash-up 
of slender clay piping, figurine fragments and other debris such 
as shard-like pieces of the artist’s writing. If something vessel 
or pottery-like was the expectation, then these complex glazed 
agglomerations puzzled and challenged.

LEFT: Walter Ostrom, An English Chronicle, 2013. 
Jingdezhen porcelain, hand thrown  

with English trademarks in cobalt underglaze,  
35 x 36 cm. PHOTO: JUDY COCHAND. 

OPPOSITE PAGE: Greg Payce, Helene, 2018. Porcelain, 
46 x 29 cm. PHOTO: JUDY COCHAND. 
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Sormin is an associate professor in studio art at New York 
University. Despite her sculptures’ punkish and shambolic 
appearances, there was a careful mind at work. Sormin researches 
through “scavenging, collecting, disassembling and rebuilding 
fragments in new forms.”5 Nothing went to waste for this Bangkok-
born artist who moved to Canada as a five-year-old, and given 
Sormin’s own statement about living the immigrant experience6 
these abstract and expressionist works metaphorically conveyed 
notions about storing and saving, improvising and making do 
with what was at hand.

Sormin, who is of Indonesian ancestry, is also included in 
the installation-based Ceramics in an Expanded Field at the 
Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art, running until 
April 2023. There, the group exhibition presented artists who 
were integrating ceramics with other artistic disciplines such as 
photography, performance and video; intertwined with a desire, in 
Sormin’s case, to “decolonize ceramic narratives”7 from prevailing 
Eurocentric standards. 

Walter Ostrom is one of Canada’s most influential potters and 
instructors. A Sixties radical and social justice advocate, a scholar 
of Chinese pottery, a specialist in earthenware and decorative 
glazes, an enthusiast for local clays and more importantly, from 
his own proletarian background, in creative engagement with the 
utilitarian. Summing up Ostrom’s contribution to the development 
of Canadian studio ceramics is a long one, but he did have a hand 
in the revival of majolica with its brightly coloured and glossy 
surfaces. Greenhalgh describes the American-born, Canadian-
bred Ostrom as “one of the most plural thinkers in ceramic 
production and education.”8 

Both aspects of Ostrom’s practice—the functional and the more 
installation-based work—were explored in a survey exhibition and 
its accompanying catalogue, both titled Good Earth: The Pots and 
Passion of Walter Ostrom. Featuring nine short essays including 
one by Greenhalgh, Good Earth was compiled by the Art Gallery 
of Nova Scotia and published by Goose Lane Editions in 2021. 

In No Boundaries, the spotlight was solely on Ostrom’s 
functional objects. The selected objects communicated Ostrom’s 
mastery of pottery and his comfort with the traditional, historical 
and commonplace. Ostrom’s statement pieces in the exhibition 
included the series Lady Macbeth Commemorative Soap Dish 
Series Axis of Evil, which addressed the Iraq War, and the elegant 
An English Chronicle, which documented British imperialism  
in China.

Sixteen Ostrom works were exhibited in the more intimate 
setting of the former dairy: plates, bowls, condiment dishes, and 
more unusual shapes like a sturdy green flower brick, a whimsical 
double fish vase and a thickly glazed tulipiere (bulb holder). With 
Ostrom’s focus on classical studio pottery, these pieces provided 
a meditative moment and an engagement with the artist’s activist 
perspective.

Greg Payce’s virtuosic pottery provided a much different 
experience, provoking surprise and amazement. Numbering 11 
works, on hand were curvaceous vessels including the mesmerizing 
Slow Disco. Its finely lined and ribbed surface implied that the 
vessel could spin out of control. Others, such as the more sedate 
two-piece Helene seemed more content to stage an elegant game 
of trompe l’oeil. A former graduate student of Ostrom, the Calgary-
based artist continued his preoccupation with the human figure, 
whether alluded to by the pot’s sensuous shape or present in the 
negative space between two vessels. Hand-thrown in porcelain 
and posed elegantly on a pedestal, Greenhalgh suggests Payce was 
“playing with the whole idea of presence and absence of people 
(with) forms that have a particular classical resonance. They feel 
like balustrades but very contemporary.”

Like Sormin and Ostrom, Payce also instructed in pottery—he 
retired from teaching in 2015, and is now a professor emeritus at 
the Alberta University of the Arts. The common thread of teaching 
tied into a couple of the British historian’s observations about 
contemporary Canadian ceramics. The first is a commitment to 
technical excellence which Greenhalgh described as “a national 
obsession,”9 with Sheridan College, Alberta University of the Arts, 
Emily Carr University and NSCAD University all playing their part. 

Secondly, Greenhalgh perceives Canadian culture as being 
highly literate, with an emphasis on stories, communication and 
language. Yes, there are the country’s great authors like Margaret 
Atwood, Carol Shields, Lawrence Hill and Rohinton Mistry, but 
Greenhalgh also detected a like-minded sensibility in Ostrom’s 
highly eclectic references to ceramic history and Payce’s own 
interests in mythology and culture, an interest that informed 
in their objects which conveyed narrative and drew attention 
to ideas. About Sormin’s integration of writing scavenged from 
her own journals, Greenhalgh tells me: “I thought there was  
a beautiful poetic and literary underpinning to her work.”

Greenhalgh’s Ceramic, Art and Civilisation opens up the 
field of ceramics and connects ancient and older traditions to 
contemporary ones. Pointing to the lineage of ceramic artists who 
are also writers, like Bernard Leach, Alison Britton, Edmund de 
Waal and Canada’s Paul Mathieu (who has “written brilliantly”), 
Greenhalgh explained: “I tried to create a book that would get 
young artists interested in their own history. Or a general public 
who likes pottery but doesn’t know a lot about it.”  n
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LEFT: Barn interior with works by Linda Sormin.  
PHOTO: JUDY COCHAND.


