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Boarder Lines 2010
Wooden ‘Wenge’ surfboard.
Paulownia, paint, fiber-glass
230 cm high 
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Staffordshire has a philosophical attraction for Bowers. It was the product
of collective labour and Stephen has long sought the collaboration of others,
most notably Mark Heidenreich, in the creation of many of the forms he
decorates. Staffordshire also has a lineage of satire, commentary and design
freedom; it does not connote high seriousness, or call for special pleading as
overly earnest self-conscious art. Fashion, currency, comment, satire and
conceits are there, but they don’t suffocate the work.   

Bowers uses earthenware for its versatility and for its implicit fragility and
vulnerability. It poses particular questions of materiality and value; being seen
as somewhat domestic, coarse and unrefined, yet its capacity for effect and
decoration belie commonplace functionality. Like building with bricks rather
than marble, for a work to look more than just adequate, it must be executed
with technical discipline, ingenuity and a real knowledge of one’s craft. 

Another aspect of his work that references ceramic history is his use
(particularly in his large platters) of ‘shards’ as a means to quote or sample
historical design and ornamental styles. Symbolic evidence of both decay and
resilience, these shards or fragments seem to float within the surface of his
works, detached parts of some bigger picture, a construct which can only 
be guessed at.  

This floating quality is reinforced by the use of fluid atomised backgrounds,
illusory shadows and layers of image realised in scientific detail, often set off
against a golden halo of reflective lustre. A dreamlike compositional device 
that brings to mind Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking Glass and the opium
inspired works of Thomas de Quincey - or perhaps the more hallucinatory
aspects of Vivian Stanshall’s Bonzo Dog Band’s music. 

There is an uncanny sense of both disruption and continuity in these
works, in which things appear real but remain tantalisingly irrational. Bowers’
work is the stuff of dreams.

Mark Thomson
Research Director, Institute of Backyard Studies
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Boarder Lines 2010 (rearside)
Wooden ‘Wenge’ surfboard.
Paulownia, paint, fiber-glass
230 cm high 



The Sydney in which Bowers grew up had its fair share of
unnatural oddity too. A culturally exuberant city at the time, where
Bowers encountered a variety of experiences that, in retrospect,
were extraordinarily timely, such as seeing Martin Sharp’s Yellow
House and the work of Brett Whiteley. His experiences in teacher’s
college introduced him to like minded peers and equipped him for 
a teaching job in Glenmore Road, Paddington, where he met many
interesting people, including Bruce Petty, Geoffrey Legge, Anna Volska
and John Bell.

In the mid 1970s he followed friends Tony and Barbara Kirkman
and Liz and Noel Sheridan to Adelaide, a city undergoing its own
period of cultural growth: Noel Sheridan was the charismatic first
director of the Experimental Art Foundation. 

A job in Whyalla in regional South Australia obliged Bowers to
teach ceramics to high school students and so, with a ceramics
textbook in one hand and clay in the other, he was introduced to 
the joys of artistic mud wrestling. He took to it and with time on his
hands (the front bar of the Whyalla Sundowner did not have the 
same attractions as a Balmain bar) and encouragement from artists 
like Laurens Tan, he concentrated on learning the foundations 
of ceramics.  

This led to a traineeship at the Jam Factory in Adelaide and, once
again, there was a fortunate juncture of timing. It was the heyday of
the Skangaroovian Funk movement and the likes of Mark Thompson,
Margaret Dodd, Bruce Nuske, Robin Best and Freya Povey were
generating interesting work that was in contrast to the Japanese-
influenced, but decidedly narrow aesthetics of ‘brown and round’, 
the ceramic genre that had flourished in the long shadow of 
Bernard Leach. 

For Bowers, who was as much a draughtsman as a potter, it was 
a time of revelation. He could decorate and illustrate ceramics to his
heart’s content, and has continued to do so ever since, building a
repertoire of rich technique, detailed imagery and complex content.  

His confident style, laced with references to a vast span of ceramic
tradition, comes with a profound appreciation of history. Any thinking
practitioner knows he or she is heir to a colossal tradition of makers as
pottery is a near universal human art form. From Delftware and
majolica, Islamic tiles and blue and white china ware, from Staffordshire
to Wedgewood, a rich history is there to be drawn upon. It is a history
that has seen war and peace; the surge of empires and the swirl and
ebb of cultures and trade is imbedded within that tradition. Invariably
each piece was made by skilled hands, with modest but precise tools, 
in some kind of workshop, somewhere, at some time.  

Bowers draws enthusiastically but respectfully upon that heritage.
This is illustrated in the series of ‘skulls’ that form part of this exhibition.
A deadpan pun on ‘bone china’, their soft gothic willow chic and
obsessive detailing recall the vividness and topicality of Staffordshire
pottery, a popular type of ceramic ware that was slightly rustic,
occasionally brash and traditionally inexpensive, collectively made by
journeymen, widely distributed and sold in great quantities to enliven
modest dressers and mantelpieces. Like Staffordshire potters, Bowers
uses inventive ideas and illustrative techniques to create impact with
simple materials; a cook making an appealing meal from basic
ingredients.

Morris and Co Cockatoos 2010
Earthenware, under glaze colour, clear earthenware glaze, on-glaze gold lustre
7 x 62 cms 

White Cockatoos 2010
Earthenware, under glaze colour, clear earthenware glaze
7 x 67 cms 

There is an uncanny sense of both
disruption and continuity in these
works, in which things appear real
but remain tantalisingly irrational.



I magine, for a moment, you are in a tent. A huge gorgeous
brocaded tent somewhere in 19th century Africa, crowded
with people. An immense feast is in progress, hosted by the

suavely enigmatic Emir of Harar. The guest of honour, Sir Richard
Burton (the explorer, not the actor) is reclining on silken cushions,
trading Arabic aphorisms with his learned host the Emir. A kohl-
eyed houri approaches Sir Richard bearing an immense platter of
food. Burton is struck by the dazzling beauty and extraordinary detail
of the platter’s design. Here a scene from willow pattern, there a
vividly delineated detail of natural history and...what is this?  the tiny
figure of Boofhead, that gormless dimwit invented by cartoonist R.B.
Clark, stumbling through an oriental landscape. Sir Richard is baffled
by this seeming contradiction. Then, he sees the light. “Good Lord!”
he gasps, “....this plate, it’s a... Bowers!”  

If such a conflation of time, space and identity were possible,
Burton would have appreciated the work of Stephen Bowers. Like
the great polymath, Bowers takes an explorer’s delight in history,
ideas, ornament and language – in fact, the broadest imaginable
sweep of cultural hybridity. 

He delights in combining considerable erudition in a kind of
richly-layered ‘visual curry’ bubbling with flavours and unusual tastes.
His work has a distinctive encyclopedic quality that brings to mind
the geographical scope of Boys Own Annual – from adventure in

The stuff
of dreams

Burma and exploring the Arctic, to a cosy study in Oxford where an
example of Bowers’ work – a giant cockatoo covered vase, perchance
- might be seen glowing gorgeously in the dim half light of some don’s
cluttered room, part of the booty from an imagined excursion into an
exotic and scarce explored part of the British Empire.

One colonial outpost of empire, which the young Bowers did
inhabit in real time and space, was the outer suburbs of Sydney in 
the 1960s, where the margins of the expanding city were pushing
outward, into land still richly populated with dense flora and fauna:
from Angophoras and Banksia, to reptiles and birdlife. The latter –
cockatoos and parrots especially – were a striking part of that
landscape. With almost human personality, they seemed larger than
life: pugilistic, showy, confident creatures, who squawked and shrieked
in tree tops and danced along back yard fences. Bright, glossy, lurid;
yet oddly practical, with functional claws and beaks like can openers.
They made a powerful impression on young Stephen, who recalls
them in his work as a totemic device. 

The Sydney bush, with its sandstone outcrops, small scampering
bronze skinks, brilliant insects, thrumming cicadas and delicate bush
flowers, possesses a level of detail that rewards the close observer
patient enough to look thoughtfully. That detailed gaze still suffuses
Bowers work: hidden delights are always secreted away somewhere,
to pose a conundrum or crack another truly dreadful pun.

But all this was before Stephen became interested in ceramics. 
He was however an inveterate painter and drawer of the Australian
landscape. It’s no surprise he has a deep appreciation of the work of
‘scientific’ illustrators, including Ferdinand Bauer, Ludwig Becker,
William T Cooper, Elizabeth Gould, Charles-Alexander Lesueur,
Sidney Parkinson and George Stubbs.  

Some of these illustrators were amongst the first to describe the
exotic world of the Antipodes, the one that is normal and rational to
us now, but that was then perceived as a world that was contrary,
opposite, up-side-down and unnaturally odd. 

Black Cockatoo 2010
earthenware, under glaze colour, clear earthenware glaze, 
on-glaze gold lustre burnished 
6 x 63 cms

Blu Roo 2010
Earthenware, under glaze colour, clear earthenware glaze
7 x 64 cms 
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Explorer’s Skulls 2010 
Earthenware, under glaze colour, ferric metallic stains, clear earthenware glaze
13 cms Height each

True Blue 2010
Wheel thrown, under glaze decoration in cobalt brush work
earthenware, under glaze colour, clear earthenware glaze
39 x 80 cms (cup on saucer)

Staffordshire Dog (Ruff! Ruff!) 2010
earthenware, under glaze colour, clear earthenware glaze
51x 40 cm each 
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