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JamFactory Icon 2013
Stephen Bowers:
Beyond Bravura
This Education Resource is designed to support learning outcomes and teaching 
programs associated with viewing Stephen Bowers: Beyond Bravura

•	 Providing information about the artist 

•	 Providing information about key works 

•	 Exploring craft/design perspectives within contemporary art 

•	 Challenging students to engage with the works and the exhibition’s themes 

•	 Identifying ways in which the exhibition can be used as a curriculum resource 

•	 Providing strategies for exhibition viewing, as well as pre and post-visit research

It may be used in conjunction with a visit to the exhibition or as a pre-visit or post-visit resource.
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1. BACKGROUND BRIEFING

Meet the artist
Stephen Bowers was born in 1952 in Katoomba in the Blue Mountains, New South Wales and grew up in 
Sylvania, a suburb in southern Sydney.  He worked in Sydney as an art teacher then travelled overseas, 
before returning to Australia in late 1977 and subsequently relocating from Sydney to Adelaide. Bowers 
became involved in ceramics while working as an art teacher in regional South Australia (Whyalla) in the 
late 1970s. He pursued his interest through a traineeship in JamFactory’s ceramics workshop in Adelaide 
in 1982. He subsequently rented space in the main workshop and later in one of JamFactory’s private 
studios. At the end of 1987 Bowers left JamFactory to establish his own studio at his home in Stepney. 
He continued to travel to Sydney to work with Mark Heidenreich at the ‘Pump and Crank’ pottery at Taren 
Point. The artist also began exhibiting with Robin Gibson Gallery in Sydney, holding his first exhibition 
there in 1987. In 1991 Bowers was offered and accepted the position of Head of Ceramics Workshop at 
JamFactory, a position he held for the next nine years. From this point in time to 2012 Bowers continued 
to pursue a career which he describes as one-third making, one-third maintenance and one-third 
administration. 

Stephen Bowers was Managing Director of JamFactory Contemporary Craft and Design, 2004 – 2010 
and prior to that, Senior Development Officer, Arts SA (1999 – 2004) and Head of Ceramics Studio, 
JamFactory (1991- 1999). Parallel to his administrative career, Bowers has continued to maintain his 
studio work and exhibit regularly. From the early 1980s to 2013 he has exhibited widely in over 60 group, 
touring and national survey exhibitions within Australia and been represented in international exhibitions 
in Britain, Thailand, Scotland, Denmark, Hong Kong, Indonesia, China, United States of America, Italy 
and Singapore. His practice includes significant public commissions and numerous awards. 



His work is held in most major state and many regional art museums within Australia and also in 
the Los Angeles County Museum of Modern Art and the National Museum of History, Taipei, Taiwan. 
His principal Australian galleries are Lauraine Diggins Fine Art in Melbourne and the Robin Gibson 
Gallery in Sydney. 

‘Why I make art’
The artist states that a central part of his practice consists of “reaffirming the position, role and 
presence of painting within the ceramic tradition.” A parallel interest in period illustration, 
particularly 18th and 19th century copper plate book illustration, continues to provide inspiration. 
Bowers once commented on his practice that, “I think about my work a lot but in a very chaotic 
way. I haven’t got a particular key to it … A lot of it is a meditative retreat from the world. I can 
repose and organise my world.”  

“Why I prefer to work in ceramics”
For Bowers the act of creating designs, pictures and stories on ceramic surfaces means connecting 
with art, craft and design traditions which he sees as continually reinventing themselves. “The best 
thing”, he explains, “is that working in ceramics has its own logic and rhetoric. It is largely free of 
the kind of visual art speak that has been brought to bear on so much art. It’s uncompromising. 
t’s what it is.”

The artist is also attracted to the processes associated with making ceramics. He has stated that 
“the technical richness you can get in ceramics is important. It’s an incredible medium which in 
some ways is overlooked, possibly because it is a ‘slow’ process-laden medium. Physically it can 
go through great changes, starting off as dry powder, wet liquid or soft plastic, then drying to 
solidity before being transformed by white heat into a kind of vitrified stone. This is an incredible 
physical metamorphosis.” So at one level he ‘paints pictures’ onto ceramic objects but it is not the 
same as applying pigment to paper or canvas.  “It is as if”, the artist explains, “the image emerges 
from a volcano.” 



Style
The ceramic art of Stephen Bowers is very distinctive. Regardless of when works have been made or 
what form they take the viewer’s eyes are almost always drawn to the surfaces and the complex designs 
and drawings that comprise the decoration. Added to this is a confident ‘mish mashing’ of design 
traditions from many different eras and cultures. Within this mix can be found incongruous association 
of familiar pop culture motifs (such as comic book characters) with elements of elegant taste and 
aesthetic refinement as seen in passages of gold lustre and rich marbling or quotations of Japanese 
Imari  patterns, 18th century Kandahar printed textiles, blue-and-white Chinese ceramic underglaze 
export patterns and ball patterns from 19th century Japanese dinnerware. The end result is a practice 
laced with irony, quotation, inference, creative play and cultural cross–dressing, underpinned by an 
extensive knowledge and curiosity about ceramic traditions. Perhaps his style is best described as an 
endless tug of war between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture.

Working collectively
Bowers has continued to work with fellow artists and artisans, recognizing that he does not have the 
interest, time or level of skill to produce all of the ‘blanks’ on which the illustrations will appear. He is 
conscious of maintaining, even revitalizing, a centuries-old ceramics production model. An example is 
his long-standing collaboration with potter Mark Heidenreich, who threw the large vase forms for the 
Antipodean palaceware series. Bowers has also combined talents with furniture maker Peter Walker to 
produce a ‘blue and white willow’ decorated surfboard for the Collection of Parliament House in 
Canberra. Collaborative arrangements suit Bowers’ work with traditional or classical forms, such a 
plates, vases and even mantle-ware figures, as they can be standardised and easily outsourced. 

Ceramics and daily life
In working with a cup, teapot or vase form Bowers is constantly thinking about how such items will be 
used and valued by their owners. His passion to decorate such objects with illustrations and designs says 
something about the artist’s broader philosophical attitude towards living which values small moments of 
everyday life. In a contemporary era of mass production it is this teacup or that mug, platter or vase that 
can add authenticity to single moments in a day. Such items can be held by cupped hands to transfer 
warmth, touch the lips as liquid is sipped, ring to a tap, and reveal their inner selves as a meal is eaten.

“Making is thinking”
Central to Bowers’ practice is a sense of connection to an ongoing tradition of making useful and 
aesthetically engaging objects for every day use. The artist has stated “I love the articulation and skill 
with which things are done. Making is thinking and that for me is very important. The continuous quest 
to become better at my craft is a rewarding and enriching goal, and in pursuit of it, I constantly look at 
my work with a critical eye. I’m always asking if I can improve on it. This is a life-long quest’. He adds, “It 
is very satisfying to see something made the right way; skilled, balanced and in harmonic in execution. 
There’s an unspoken virtue about that.”

Ceramics in a wider context
In decorating ceramic ware in such an imaginative way Bowers is very aware that he is treating 
ceramics as if it is ‘art’. This is deliberate. He knows that conventional attitudes to ceramics would prefer 
to see ceramics ‘know its place’ as craft perhaps or maybe design.  The deliberate inclusion of Australian 
motifs and cultural references introduces a counter-culture or larrikin element which suggests that 
ceramics is some kind of ‘underdog’ capable of making statements about the way things really are, not 
as they should be. This explains the regular appearance of motifs (such as the Sydney Harbour Bridge) 
that are not only unmistakably Australian but also reference a sense of independent cultural identity in 
a globalised world. As one writer has suggested, “Bowers is an instigator of a new consciousness in 
Australian pottery, thrusting our native flora and fauna into the limelight as a legitimate form of 
decoration. He skirts the edge of kitschness while investing authenticity into the use of Australian 
symbols in the hope of developing our native visual language.”*
*Sophie Ullin, essay Lauraine Diggins Fine Art site, http://www.diggins.com.au/

Further on-line information:
Lauraine Diggins Fine Art  
http://www.diggins.com.au

Robin Gibson Gallery
http://www.robingibson.net

Guildhouse ( formerly Craftsouth)
http://guildhouse.org.au



STUDIO PRACTICE: AT A GLANCE

Into the 1980s: vessels, mugs, teapots & platters
Celadon-style platters and vases. Also mugs, bowls, teapots and tile paintings. Research into an eastern 
aesthetic expressed through traditional plate and vase forms decorated by abstracted floriated designs.   

Marbling patterns (derived from paper marbling) used to separate feature panels and to define footings 
and lids. Becomes a trademark characteristic of some of Bowers’ work and remains the basis for a series 
of bowls and mugs, where it is used exclusively as decoration. 

Pop motifs, traditional designs and literary imagery gradually introduced. Examples include drawings 
of three-pin power plugs, pliers and hammers, clothes line pegs, references to Alice in Wonderland and 
patterns variously sourced from French textiles, Japanese ceramics, floral wallpaper patterns and copper 
plate engravings.  

Australiana motifs (such as cockatoos). Larrikin wit and visual puns, such as images of black and white 
cockatoos to represent the question ‘how do you like your coffee?’ or the appearance of a ‘swaggie’ 
on the side of a mug or tea pot, watching while his own billy boils. 

Designs on curved or faceted surfaces exploited to visual effect in the large vase and platter forms. In 
early 1980s this trend obvious in multisided or round porcelain plates, which carry bold designs on the 
inner surface. Significant features are the introduction of a reserve (angular foreground shape which 
‘cuts’ into the overall composition), applying designs to faceted and undulating surfaces, increasingly 
complex treatment of backgrounds and the transition in illustration from a calligraphic to finely 
detailed style of representation.

Across the 1980s
Consolidation and extension of figurative motifs. A preference for ‘clichéd ‘images of Australiana. 
Kangaroos embedded within many designs, not as usual symbol of national pride but more a shady 
cartoon character. Emblems of Australian suburbia (such as water tanks and the occasional clothes peg).  
A trend towards vernacular humour that finds full expression in the many Willow Pattern variants of 
the 1980’s, 1990s and 2000s. 

Theatrical scenarios in the form of plate design tableaux in which figures, sourced from classical and 
oriental history, strike various poses. This body of work is strong on theatrical spectacle.  A rich menu 
of decorative motifs (particularly from neo-classical and chinoiserie sources). 

Shards
The shard emerges (by late 1980s) as a significant ‘breakout’ strategy. Traditional influences evident in 
the ‘jump –cut’ stylization of Imari ware decoration, Japanese textile patterns and Ukiyo-e woodcut prints 
in which abstract patterns or sections of boldly patterned kimonos dominate and flatten the composition. 
Bowers struck by the capacity of fragments of pottery ( as seen in museum displays) to tell stories about 
societies long gone. Experiment with the shard formula continues in later 1980s and into the 1990s. 
Striking visual effects created by shadows, which create the illusion of fragments floating in space.

From the 1990s 
Bowers describes his work of the last two decades as ‘brighter, bigger and broader’ than anything 
he had produced previously. In this period he showed a strong trend towards sculptural forms (such 
as Staffordshire dogs and kangaroos). This work can be broadly divided into:
•	 plate	and	vase	forms	in	which	fragments	and	overlays	of	illustrative	and	decorative	design	units		
 combine to form visually complex compositions; 
•	 sculptural	works,	notably	a	series	of	body	parts	(hands	and	skulls),	‘Staffordshire	Dogs’	and	
 variations on ‘Stubbs’ kangaroo’; ‘Alice in Wonderland’ tea cups and saucers; surfboards and a   
 (2011-12) series of plates referencing cultural displacement and identity. 

Blue and White & Willow Pattern  
Blue and White ware referencing is continuous (originally appears in work from the early 1980s when 
fragments of blue and white patterns and figurative motifs found their way onto the artist’s plates, 
mugs and teapots). 



High/Low culture
A consolidation across the 1990s of a style of expression based on playful or ironic associations of 
vernacular (everyday) motifs with elements of elegant taste and aesthetic refinement. Seen, for 
example, in the intermingling of pop elements with passages of gold lustre and marbling, ambient 
quotations of Japanese Imari brocade patterns, 18th century Kandahar printed textiles, fond bois, 
diaper patterns, blue-and-white Chinese ceramic under-glaze export patterns, patterns from 19th 
century Japanese dinnerware, William Morris wallpaper designs and natural history illustrations. 

Vases
Visually spectacular vases (vase ware) emerge as Bowers’ signature works. The series title of 
‘Palaceware Vases’ reference the tradition of elaborate and often massive Chinese and European vases 
used to decorate palaces and grand houses. A result of a long-standing collaboration between Bowers 
and the Adelaide-based ceramicist Mark Heidenreich who produces the large wheel-thrown forms or 
‘blanks’ on which Bowers paints his images. Bowers, in the mid 1980s, collaborated with Heidenreich 
in the production of jardinières which are the forerunners to the vase forms of the 1990s and beyond.

Surfboards
Surf boards, the outcome of on-going collaboration with furniture-come-surfboard-designer Peter 
Walker. Bowers collaborated with Walker to produce a surfboard in 2007. In this piece, titled Making 
Waves (2007), distinctive willow ware motifs, usually found on the artist’s outsized ceramic platters 
and vase forms, transform the board into a totemic, shield-like object.

Cups and saucers
In 2006 Bowers worked on larger-than-life-size ‘cups and saucers’ with blanks made by the Adelaide 
ceramic artist Philip Hart. For Bowers the fact that, despite its size, this ‘functional’ item could 
imaginatively behave like any cup and saucer; the cup could be lifted and inverted as in the act of 
drinking, meant thinking about a whole set of visual relationships, including factoring in inverting the 
saucer to check for the manufacturers’ trademark. A number of cup and saucer works of this time 
(around 2006) themed around the idea of water and its scarcity. Motifs and designs inspired by 
John Tenniel’s illustrations for Alice in Wonderland.

Dogs 
In 2008 Bowers collaborated with Adelaide based sculptor Andrew Stock to make versions of 
Staffordshire dogs and kangaroos. This work linked to other collaborative works which included 
skulls (with Tamara Hahn) and doll hands (with Mark Thompson). An extension of exploring sculptural 
possibilities as seen in Bowers’ larger jardinière/vase and cup and saucer works forms. Strong references 
to 18th century Midlands pottery (Staffordshire) ware particularly folk traditions of mantle piece 
decorative sculpture. Complex visual games incorporated into design relationships of ‘paired’ dogs.

Kangaroos
Two kangaroo sculptures made in 2011-12 inspired in part by the creature’s emergence as a symbol of 
the Antipodes or the Great South Land. The kangaroo image (on which Bowers’ designs are based) 
underwent a series of translations from Sydney Parkinson’s 1770’s drawings, an early 1770s painting by 
George Stubbs’ painting, an engraving after Stubbs and wood engraving by Thomas Bewick (1753-1828). 
That kangaroo images are eventually incorporated into the mass production cycle of Staffordshire 
transfer decoration appealed to Bowers as symbols of iconographic mutation. Both these works 
inscribed with motifs sourced from early colonial natural history and scientific illustrations of ‘exotic’ 
creatures including a platypus, emu and a thylacine. 

Body parts: skulls & hands
Parallel to sculptural investigations involving dogs and kangaroos Bowers explored the possibilities of 
human form in the guise of body parts, specifically skulls and hands. A series of skulls resulted from 
discussions with ceramicist Tamara Hahn, who had made a number of slip-cast, almost life-size skulls 
intended for gallows-humour ashtrays and light stands. Motivated in part by the skull’s association with 
the grave, mortality, pirates, the Gothic and any number of clichés associated with death. A set of three 
Explorer’s Skulls (2010) have some connection to Patrick White’s Voss, a fictional character based upon 
a real life explorer Ludwig Leichhardt (1813 – c. 1848). 



2. EXPLORING THE EXHIBITION: THEMES

Theme 1: Growing Up In Oz
Stephen Bowers’ love of the Australian bush and its native inhabitants started as a young boy growing 
up in the Sydney’s southern suburbs where native bushland was over his back fence. 

Bowers’ interest in Australian natural history, both contemporary and traditional can be seen as 
botanically recognisable Australian plants and animals seen amongst patterns from Asia and Europe. 
Other examples date back to an eighteenth century copperplate engraving of a kangaroo by T 
Chambers in England in 1784 and include May Gibbs’ children’s book illustrations of the Australian 
bush, which was one of his favourite books as a child.

Although the kangaroo features in his ceramics it is Australia’s cockatoos that still command a 
prominent place in his imagery since the 1980s.

Growing up in Australia Bowers’ formative years digested the ‘black and white’ witty print media 
cartoonists such as Bruce Petty and Martin Sharp, who influenced his own contributions to student 
publications. 
  
Theme 2: Appropriating Ideas
Stephen Bowers’ talents for seeking inspiration beyond the usual potters’ genre was spotted early in 
his career by colleague Jeff Mincham, who stated that “he wanted to train individual artist-ceramists 
who could offer a unique vision” Mincham, a highly talented ceramists himself, certainly had an eye for 
raw talent, which Stephen Bowers had plenty of. Bowers uses art and design traditions, from eastern 
and western art, from ancient to modern, including blue and white Chinese ceramic export ware, along 
with familiar pop culture motifs from comic books. It is his respect for these traditions that drives him 
to maintain and perpetuate their contribution to our Australian creative heritage. 

Theme 3: Honouring Traditional Skills 
Bowers has always had great respect for the technical skill of artisans who were masters of their trade. 
His admiration extends from the Chinese potters who collaboratively created the blue and white export 
ware for 18th century European markets to the exquisite drawings of book illustrators who worked with 
artisan printers on many early books in Bowers’ extensive library.

Collaboration is a key in the evolution of Stephen Bowers’ own work as he has followed the centuries’ 
old production techniques of artisans working together to create a final product.

Since the mid 1980s Bowers has worked with production potter Mark Heidenreich who produces the 
wheel-thrown forms or ‘blanks’ on which Bowers paints his images. More recently Bowers worked 
with wooden surfboard maker, Peter Walker, whose boards he then embellished.
As a master craftsman he has worked tirelessly over four decades refining his technical and 
illustrative skills used to decorate his 3D surfaces.

Theme 4: Aussie Larrikin 
In today’s Australia the label ‘larrikin’ does not mean a ‘hooligan’ with criminal tendencies but rather 
a person whose behaviour and language is often irreverent and laced with humour. Stephen Bowers 
includes larrikin qualities in his visual stories painted with great complexity across the surfaces of his 
ceramic pieces.

Often the first impression of Bowers’ works is of richly coloured ‘traditional’ clay objects that would be 
quite at home in grand interiors. In several of his works we see an FJ Holden parked in the Willow pattern 
landscapes. Throughout his works Bowers has sprinkled Australian slang, often coming from the mouths 
of his painted characters in speech bubbles derived from his beloved comics. Slang words also appear on 
buildings and signs. We see Sydney Opera Houses often nestling  next to  Willow ware inspired Chinese 
temple with step ladders and wheel barrows cluttering the temple pathway, as if a gardener is on site. 
Another contemporary intrusion into Bowers Willow world has communication discs attached to 
traditional sampans and rooftops.



THEME 1: Growing up in Oz
Stephen Bowers’ Australian context is revealed in his work throughout his career. It began with a  
childhood love of the Australian bushlands, flora and fauna and continues to be a major theme for him, 
whereby he explores how European culture adapts to its Australian environmentIn his formative years in 
the 1970s Bowers was exposed to political cartoons by print media cartoonists like Larry Pickering and 
Michael Leunig. With his predisposition for cartooning these comic images inspired Bowers to add  
Australian references to his own personal wit and imagery.

To reflect on Australia’s place in the world Bowers cleverly combines many stereotypical ”Australian’ 
objects with patterns from Asia and Europe.

We see kangaroos and koalas, Sydney’s Harbour Bridge, Opera House, parrots, lawnmovers, kettle 
bbq’s and street wire poles mixed with recognisable images from other cultures.

Bowers comments:
“I think there is a degree of anxiety about the way in which we, as a nation, are trying to imagine 
ourselves and forge an identity. This process is full of conflicts, false starts and contradictions, which, in 
turn, inform my compositions. I work a lot with ideas of tradition and memory, and a key debate of our 
time is how we come to terms with heritage, continuity and tradition at a time of increasing dislocation, 
change and disruption.”  

The works:
Mugs
A common link between these highly decorative mugs are 
beautifully coloured Australian parrots, hand painted into 
panels (or frames) around the mugs’ exteriors.

Throughout his long career Stephen Bowers has adorned 
his ceramic objects with native flora and fauna of Australia. 
Settings for these birds are often unexpected and humorous. 
We see old Victorian style cottages with brick chimneys and 
iron verandah as well as a  Willow ware style Chinese temple 
renamed the ‘Shorenuff’ Tea Kiosk, in the background.

Bowers long time love of comics not only influenced the 
structure of his designs, with the panels around the mugs, 
but also the adoption of an iconic Australian cartoon 
character called Boofhead into his scenarios. Boofhead was 
created by Bob Clark as a daily comic strip for the Sydney 
Daily Mirror in 1941 and continued until 1970.Boofhead can 
be seen in a range of activities suited to Bowers’ contrived 
scenarios. We see him feeding a cracker to a cocky, also 
standing in front of Sydney Harbour Bridge talking to a 
Tasmanian tiger, his language in colourful Australian slang. 
Bowers uses speech bubbles as a further reference to comic 
book traditions while adding other icons of Australiana 
such as the FJ Holden, red head matches, wooden pegs 
and Luna Park.  

True Blue, 2010 Cup and saucer 
The Alice in Wonderland scale of the True Blu 2010 cup and 
saucer, the fanciful qualities and ‘tongue in cheek’ humour 
combines well with that of the author, of Alice, Lewis Carroll.

On closer observation this ceramic set could be described 
as South Australiana rather than Australiana as it features 
images of well known sites of Adelaide, Stephen Bowers’ 
chosen home town. We can see the Elder Park Rotunda, an 
attractive late 1800s cast iron pavilion, surrounded by images 
of Adelaide; city designer Colonel Light; the old Armoury 
gates and the Festival Centre are easily identified. You have 
been taken on a condensed tour of South Australia’s iconic 
sites.



Consider
Do you think it would be easy for people viewing the works in Stephen Bowers’ exhibition to identify his 
nationality.  Give reasons, supported by examples for your answer. Explain how Bowers reveals his 
national identity and sympathy through the images and details seen in his works.

Find and list as many examples as you can which you think are icons for people from other countries to 
associate with Australia.

Back in the classroom brainstorm with your classmates to add Australian icons you think are missing from 
your exhibition list. Why do you think they are not included?

Choose another country that you are interested in and list or draw at least 10 icons from it which you feel 
could identify that country. Test out your images on your classmates to see if they can identify your cho-
sen country.

Consider your own piece of Australia. Draw several objects to represent where you live, as Bowers’ 
represented his home state of South Australia on the “True Blu 2010”  cup and saucer.

What do the works in Stephen Bowers’ exhibition reveal to you about the artists’ interests and 
inspirations for his work.

 

Adelaide’s well recognised Bluestone villa style is also 
present surrounded by a clutter of rain water tanks, a 
symbol of our dry climate. If you look closely you can see 
a reference to Lake Bonney in the Riverland of South 
Australia which was severely affected from being 
overfilled resulting in a lake of drowned river gums.
Bowers political message about water management is 
quite obvious for those living in the driest state in the 
driest continent on earth. 

China Plate, 2011
Like all of Stephen Bowers’ works you need to give time 
to his details. The most obvious Australian content on 
this platter are the beautifully detailed sulphur crested 
cockatoos on gold panels with  blue and white Willow 
pattern in the background. However more subtle 
Australiana items hidden in this design.
The great landmarks of Sydney are there, as are two 
budgerigars, one calling the other “me china plate” 
which in Australian slang for“my mate”.
Bowers’ ever present mate Boofhead  has also found 
himself a part in this scene, and exclaiming “crickey”.



THEME 2: Appropriating Ideas
Throughout the exhibition we see evidence of Stephen Bowers’ admiration for the ceramic traditions 
of many cultures through his incorporation of their styles and patterns in his own work. Their influence 
includes ancient  Greco-Roman pottery, Islamic and Italian Renaissance tiles and Majolica ware, Chinese 
and Japanese vases and bowls and the English Arts and Crafts wares produced by William Morris.
 A dominant feature of his works are his versions of the distinctive blue and white designs which came 
to Europe on Chinese export wares in the 1600s.These blue and white designs were adopted into 
European ceramics in the late 1800s, made easier by the invention of the transfer method of applying 
detailed designs onto pottery surfaces.

Blue and white Willow ware, devised by English potter Thomas Minton in 1790 is still produced today 
in many different forms and designs.

From an early age Bowers was fascinated by illustration drawings.He loved intricate detail seen in  book 
illustrations such as May Gibbs The Complete Adventures of Snugglepot and Cubblepie  which contained 
graphic images of Australian flora. As a mature adult his love of illustration has resulted in a library filled 
with early books of beautifully detailed copperplate images and patterns which provide a ready source 
of inspiration for intricate decorations on his ceramic wares.

From childhood Bowers has been a fan of comics and he now includes some favourite characteristics in 
his work. We see how he adapts ‘framing’, the style of drawn boxes showing a still or a stage in a story. 
He particularly likes irreverence and humour from comic story lives and has appropriated a famous 
Australian comic book character called Boofhead, as a kind of “everyman”. 

The works
Set of 6 Blue and white Mugs:
These six mugs are linked directly to the blue and white 
Chinese export wares and English Willow ware tradition 
where bands of pattern surround illustrative panels of 
figures, animals and architecture in traditional cobalt blue 
on a white background. Panels also refer to the well 
recognised comic structure in which stories are told in a 
sequence of frames.

One mug has the figures of Alice and the Mad 
Hatter drawn in fine ‘engraved” lines which duplicate the 
illustrative qualities in the original images created for Lewis 
Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland (published in 1865). Bowers’ 
admiration of early book illustrations shows in his image 
combining characters from May Gibbs’ Snugglepot and 
Cuddlepie with a copperplate style drawing of the extinct 
Tasmanian Tiger; they all sit happily together on the 
surfaces of this collection of humble kitchen mugs.

William Morris Camouflage Vases, 2010
Stephen Bowers, like the 19th century designer William 
Morris, is an advocate of hand crafted objects. Morris was a 
major contributor to the Arts and Crafts Movement in 
England which he hoped would revive traditional textile arts 
and methods of furniture production. Morris’s fabrics and 
wallpapers were strongly influenced by Indian and Islamic 
pattern making traditions.

On the surface of these two vases dedicated to William 
Morris Bowers arranged large medallions of intricate floral 
patterns, as a tribute to this artists’ all-over floral and leaf 
designs, which are still in production today. Sitting quietly 
amongst the brightly coloured, patterned backgrounds are 
pairs of equally highly patterned Australian parrots, very 
much at home in this elaborate environment. 



Consider:
After examining the complete collection of mugs list the different images used by Stephen Bowers to 
decorate his mugs. Identify the cultural background of each image and explain why you made that 
decision.

Blue and White wares have a long history in ceramic traditions of many countries.
Select and describe examples of these traditions evident in Stephen Bowers’ pieces in the exhibition.

The word appropriation describes the taking or borrowing of ideas.
Do you think Bowers has just copied other visual ideas or has he made them his own?  Explain the 
reasons behind your answer.

Making
Stephen Bowers has been inspired by comics and they still inspire him. Develop an illustration for a 
ceramic plate which reflects your own interest in comic characters.  



THEME 3: Honouring Traditional Skills
Stephen Bowers’ enjoyment of working with clay stems from his deep respect for the traditions of crafted 
objects that have played a vital role in human civilizations. Bowers greatly admires the roles and skills of 
artisan craft workers who make everyday objects.

Bowers’ respect for his chosen craft has led him to adopt some of its long standing work practices such 
as being part of a team which creates a final product.
His respect for his chosen craft has led him to adopt some of its long standing practices such as being 
part of a team which creates a final product. He works in partnership with other potters who make the 
‘blanks’ on which he paint his intricate decorations in a rich variety of traditional glazes and lustres.
“Uppermost in the artist’s mind is the idea of preserving and refreshing tradition, because of what it 
means for culture at large.”
 For Bowers not throwing out the past but respecting, adapting and building on historic contributions 
to our present culture is important. He is a master of hand crafting ceramics works that refer to the past 
while portraying present day ideas.

Antipodean Willow Surfboard 2012
Antipodean Willow Mini Simmons Surfboard 2012
Bowers’ admiration for a crafting skills has expanded into 
the realm of wood with his collaboration with Peter Walker, 
a designer and maker of wooden surfboards, who works 
in South Australia. Although Bowers is a ceramicist, he has 
adapted his drawing and painting skills to wooden objects, 
synonymous with parts of Australian surf culture.

Both surfboards in the exhibition have a tribute to the past 
emblazoned on their upper surface. We see a large version 
of an engraving, after the first recorded painting of a 
kangaroo by British artist George Stubbs in 1772. Bowers 
has layered it with his frequently used blue and white 
Willow ware design thus combining old and new in a 
fusion of cultures.

“In many respects the surfboards are like the vases, 
technically functional but probably purely decorative. 
The boards are ‘surf-ready’, but highly unlikely to get wet, 
let alone do some serious reef grinding.”

The works:
Palaceware Vases
Stephen Bowers’ personal admiration for the skill of artisans, 
who perfected their crafting in wood, metal or clay, has led 
to his long time working partnership with Mark Heidenreich.

Bowers considers Heidenreich to be one of the best 
production throwers of large clay forms in Australia. In 
the mid 1980s they started working together in the time 
honoured tradition whereby several skilled artisans work 
together to create finished works.The Palaceware  vases in 
this exhibition are an example of this collaboration.

Bowers and Heidenreich stated
“We made these pots to explore the architectural possibili-
ties for pottery, particularly pots of this size. They contain 
references to pottery traditions. Classical Italian forms have 
been given a twist by using Australian foliage for decoration 
and we treated the surface of the clay to make it look like 
marble and sandstone.” 



Consider
Do you think that artists who collaborate in the production of a work of art deserve the same recognition 
as an artist who is responsible for the whole creative process?
 Justify your argument.

It is not only the traditional practices of the making the clay body of ceramic pieces but the traditions of 
decorating their surfaces that have influenced Stephen Bowers’ work.

After reading the Education Resource notes, and exploring works in this exhibition name and describe 
the major cultural designs evident in Bowers’ work.

Research the history of Blue and White ceramics in both Asian and European traditions.
As part of your research consider the works created by other contemporary Australian ceramicists 
like Robin Best and Gerry Wedd.

Making
Using objects from your own culture create a series of designs for the MAMBO label.



THEME 4: Aussie Larrikin
In today’s Australia the label ‘larrikin’ does not mean a ‘hooligan’ with criminal tendencies but rather 
a person whose behaviour and language is often irreverent and laced with humour. Stephen Bowers \
includes larrikin qualities in his visual stories painted with great complexity across the surfaces of his 
ceramic pieces.

Often the first impression of Bowers’ works is of richly coloured ‘traditional’ clay objects that would be 
quite at home in grand interiors. In several of his works we see an FJ Holden parked in the Willow pattern 
landscapes. Throughout his works Bowers has sprinkled Australian slang, often coming from the mouths 
of his painted characters in speech bubbles derived from his beloved comics. Slang words also appear on 
buildings and signs. We see Sydney Opera Houses often nestling  next to  Willow ware inspired Chinese 
temple with step ladders and wheel barrows cluttering the temple pathway, as if a gardener is on site. 
Another contemporary intrusion into Bowers Willow world has communication discs attached to 
traditional sampans and rooftops.

The Works: 
True Blue Cup and Saucer
Bowers’ oversized icon of Australian cultural life links this 
cup and saucer to a famous Tea Party from his childhood 
literature. It is covered in irreverent narratives which ‘poke 
fun’ at a mix of well known and respected characters. We 
see, Alice from Wonderland fame, has been delegated the 
task of taking out the Sulo rubbish bin. A Willow pattern 
Chinese style temple is made suburban with a satellite dish 
on its roof and a Fish and Chips’ sign on its frontage offering 
24 hour take away service.

Stephen Bowers includes the art world in his larrikin 
humour, with an image of the controversial British artist Mark 
Wallinger dressed in a bear suit in the design. Wallinger had 
himself videoed wandering around a very famous art 
gallery in Berlin in a bear suit and this performance won 
him the prestigious Turner Prize in 2007. Around the bear 
Bowers has added the inscribed question ‘Why does 
so much contemporary art struggle to find an audience?’ 

Blue and white Staffordshire mugs
These mugs all have panels containing Bowers favourite 
characters. Staffordshire pottery has a long tradition in 
England.

Bowers often gives his characters Australian slang 
expressions as comments, spoken from the mouths of 
creatures, both animal and human. ‘Crikey’, ‘struth’, ’cuppa’ 
and ‘bloke’ are from early 20th century Australian comic 
book vernacular speech. Their presence reflects Bowers’ 
appreciation of his country’s cultural history. Bowers’ humour 
permeates all he creates from mugs to ‘Palaceware’ vases.
 
Bird Mugs
Parrots are the common element on these mugs, 
beautifully rendered onto curved surface. The parrot 
family is often referred to as ‘larrikins’ of the bush because 
of their ‘loud’ cheeky calls and sometimes destructive 
behaviour- they are a favoured subject of Stephen Bowers.

His birds seem comfortable in the company of comic book 
characters Ginger Meg and Boofhead as well as in Sydney 
locations of Luna Park and the Opera House which, with the 
FJ Holden have become highly recognised icons status in 
Australian culture.



Consider
Choose four works which best show how the term ‘larrikin’ can be applied to Stephen Bowers’ work in 
this exhibition. Describe the images which support your choices. 

Some objects achieve important status in the culture that creates them. Stephen Bowers has embraced 
the use of many well known images in his works. Select several examples and research the source and 
development of Bowers’ ‘Aussie’ icons.

Iconography used to be the name for images of worship, of sacred people. Now the word icon is used to 
describe the high cultural status of an object, place or image.

Consider and list some of the icons that are important in your life, then compare/contrast them to a se-
lection of Stephen Bowers’ icons.

Making
Create your own Blue and White Willow pattern design for a plate that reflects an aspect of the world 
you live in. Include some of the traditional features of Willow ware design.

END NOTES
Unless otherwise indicated all artist quotes are from recorded interviews between Stephen Bowers and 
John Neylon.



4. FOR TEACHERS

Planning a successful group visit to Stephen Bowers: Beyond Bravura

Pre – exhibition
Background briefing - Inform the students about the origins and content of the exhibition. 
Refer to the Meet the Artist section in this Resource.

In the exhibition
On arrival your group will be met and welcomed by a member of the staff if you have 
booked a guided tour.

If planning to organise a class group as independent viewing, smaller groups (recommended) 
organise and task these groups now. This will be the best time to distribute prepared activity sheets 
or the Get Started research activities included in this Education Resource.

Before groups disperse remind students of the usual gallery viewing protocols (such as being aware 
of others using the space) and to stress the nature of viewing this kind of exhibition which will require 
students to spend quality, reflective time with works, immersing themselves within viewing experiences 
of up to 15 minutes or more. 

This session will involve students being involved in some group and individual analysis and response. 
Scribing is optional but will be useful for on-site reporting and post-visit research. 
A suggestion is that students in this session try two things: engage with a few individual works and 
with one of the exhibition’s themes.

For this to happen it would be useful if the students had access to the Stephen Bowers-Beyond Bravura 
Education Resource prior to visiting the exhibition. This could allow students to make thematic selections 
before arrival. 

Post visit
Post exhibition options primarily consist of sharing and analyzing the information gathered during 
the exhibition visit. This information might be:
•	 Information	gathered	on-site	
•	 Individual	opinions	(shared)
•	 Different	task	or	theme	groups	reporting	findings
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5. GET STARTED 

In-exhibition engagement activities
The following tasks are designed to support/initiate structured viewing and engagement for students 
in the exhibition. They can be undertaken in any order and are suitable for individual and small group 
work. Implicit in some tasks is the idea that students or groups will report findings and discuss works 
with others. Scribing is not necessary to undertake these activities but some of these tasks could 
involve scribing to support on-going post visit work. 

Think about
When you find yourself wanting to look at some works in particular do think it is because the image 
or subject is interesting or is it because of the artist’s technique or way of interpreting the subject? 

Is there a particular work in this exhibition that contains or is saying things that you agree with or 
disagree with strongly? Talk to someone else in your group about your response.

Is there a particular work in this exhibition which raises more questions than any other work?

What kinds of questions does this work raise? Compare and discuss your findings with others.

First & last impressions
What did you think about when you first came into the exhibition and looked around? 

Was there any work in particular you wanted to return to and look at again?
Discuss any reasons for this?

Is there a work in this exhibition that you think you will find hard to forget? Why?

Is there one work here which as challenged you in any way. Look at it again before you leave and 
consider why this is so.

Before leaving check out the exhibition one more time to see if there’s an idea or technique in a 
work that you could try when you get back to school

Easy?
Which work was the easiest and which work was the hardest to make – and why?

Analysis and response (individual work/s)

Choose any work that attracts your attention and apply any or all of the following questions
Are the visual qualities of this work appealing in any way? 

Would this idea have been better expressed in a different way?

Can you see any kind of connection between this kind of art and others you know about?
What do you think this work is about or might be saying?

Has the works given you an idea for something you could make as part of your art studies?
Select one work that appeals in some way and tell someone else your reasons for your selection.

Analysis and response (the exhibition)
Write a review of the exhibition which explores the links or relationships between the works.

Choose one of the themes suggested in this Education Resource and review the exhibition from this 
perspective.

Are there other themes (not identified in this Resource) which could apply to this selection of work.

Compare two or more works which appear to be exploring similar ideas in different ways?

 



6. FURTHER RESEARCH

Consider the following references and aspects as starting points for further research on the artist 
and ceramics as a form of contemporary art expression. 

Funk 
‘Funk’ is a 1960s term coined by the American art historian Peter Selz to denote a particular style of 
(San Francisco) Bay area art that was characterised by irreverent anti-establishment humour and 
political satire and comment.

Funk ceramics
Robert Arneson was a key figure in the evolution of a West Coast American art style which came to be 
known as ‘Funk Art’. Arneson brought fresh ideas and non-conventional attitudes to the field of ceramics. 
Among his notable students were Clayton Bailey, David Gilhooly, Peter Vandenberge, Chris Unterseher, 
Richard Notkin and Margaret Dodd. 

Skangaroovian Funk
Adelaide artist Margaret Dodd was a leading figure in a loosely defined Adelaide art movement of the 
1970s, dubbed ‘Skangaroovian Funk ceramics’ that exploited an anti-art, anti-establishment style. 

Australiana
Bowers deliberately uses ‘Australiana’ (usually images such as the Sydney Harbour Bridge, The Sydney 
Opera House) as a means of challenging the viewer to accept or reject this reliance on ‘add water and 
mix’ images of nation.  The path he treads in this process is a slippery one because the traditions 
invoked within his practice are associated with some of the most popular and, at times, clichéd styles 
of decorative ceramic art and fields of decorative design. Bowers comments, ‘We can’t escape 
stereotypes. I find them curious and compelling and often choose to work with them.’ 

The deliberate inclusion of Australian motifs and cultural references leave no doubt that the artist 
intends to be more than an entertaining pasticheur. As one writer has suggested, ‘Bowers is an instigator 
of a new consciousness in Australian pottery, thrusting our native flora and fauna into the limelight as a 
legitimate form of decoration. He skirts the edge of kitschness while investing authenticity into the use 
of Australian symbols in the hope of developing our native visual language.’

Comics
As his work developed in complexity across the 1980s Bowers’ drawings began to play a key role in the 
formulation of his designs. Prominent in this output is the cartoon. Bowers is a fan of comics and the 
way they break up time and space into narrative ‘frames’ and inflect stories with brevity, humour and 
alternative perspectives. Bowers came to art in a revitalised ‘black and white’ era in Australia, where 
political and social issues were ventilated through the acerbic wit of print media cartoonists 
including Bruce Petty, Michael Leunig and Larry Pickering. Add to this the graphic work of Martin Sharp 
who designed most of the covers (and contributed many cartoons) for the Australian satirical magazine 
OZ.  Bowers met Sharp via involvement in Sharp’s Yellow House project in Sydney in the early 1970’s. 
The comics connection is evident in the artist’s regular use of the cartoon character Boofhead. It can also 
be found in the casting of cockatoos as characters, the guest appearance of Tintin, Looney Tunes-like 
escapades, speech bubbles floating through compositions and the general animation of objects such 
as plant-like forms mutating into fantastical creatures. 

Illustration
Bowers’ interest in the world of natural history illustration embraces the work of a number of modern day 
illustrators including the Australian author, artist and ornithologist Neville William Cayley (1886 – 1950) 
who produced Australia’s first comprehensive bird field guide, What Bird is That? (published 1931). 
Bowers also acknowledges the debt he owes the Australian natural history artist William T Cooper 
(b. 1934) whose illustrations for books on birds enjoy international reputation. Linked to this is a 
sustained interest in scientific and natural history illustration as studied (and collected by the artist) in 
all manner of publications from early texts to contemporary magazine articles. Childhood memories of 
reading The Complete Adventures of Snugglepot and Cuddlepie (published 1918) by the author, 
illustrator and cartoonist May Gibbs (1877 – 1969) instilled a love for Gibbs’ graphic interpretations of 
native flora; homage to Gibbs’ illustrations are embedded within a number of Bowers’ plates and vases.

See also: Bowers’ particular interest in ‘land fall’ depictions of Australia (including flora and fauna) as 
seen through the eyes of maritime draughtsman (particularly Sydney Parkinson) and the landscapes of 
exploration and settlement by early colonial artists, among them William Strutt and S.T. Gill. In a number 
of works produced around 2010-11 there are, for example, references to the iconography and conventions 



of engraved illustrations associated with European discovery, exploration and settlement of Australia. 
This is very evident in Stubbs meets Spode (2011) and a companion work, Fracture (2011). The 
hand-drawn simulation of cross hatching which articulates the forms of the advancing warriors is a 
direct quotation from the engraving Two of the natives of New Holland advancing to combat 
(by T. Chambers after Sydney Parkinson, 1784). 

Book illustration
Bowers’ interest in esoteric historical sources led him to the work of Meissen and 18th century artists like 
Johan Höroldt and Johan Kandler and illustrators such as Claude Gillot, Antoine Watteau, Jean-Baptiste 
Pillement and François Boucher. Bowers also studied the curious contents of The Ladies Amusement or 
the Complete Art of Japanning (published 1760) and Meissen’s Schulz-Codex (18th century) as source 
books. Bowers’ tastes in collecting includes books which act as reference points to the visual language of 
book illustration that extends back from its heyday in 19th century Victorian England to its antecedents 
in 18th century engraved illustrations and earlier publications. The imagery of Bowers’ large ‘Alice’ cups 
and saucers’ series quote Sir John Tenniel’s illustrations for Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland 
(published 1865).

Ceramics illustration
Many of Bowers’ works made since the early 1980’s reference pictorial and drawing systems derived 
from blue and white willow pattern ware. Leaving aside the various ways in which Bowers has subverted 
and recontextualized the Willow Pattern tradition, the artist has remained true to source in terms of the 
tradition’s visual grammar. This is due largely to Bowers’ skillful illustrative techniques which allow him to 
mimic the original engraving effect, such as infilling with parallel lines or stipple pointing, implying three 
dimensions through use of tonal washing. 

Ornamentation
Many of Bowers’ key motifs are derived from a close study of old pattern books, style guides and obscure 
catalogues, used ‘by the trade’, such as the Meissen Schulz-Codex. This is an extraordinary world in which 
pictorial conventions associated with mainstream art in whatever style, do not always apply. Here Rococo 
meets chinoiserie, meets japonisme, architectural folly meet fond bois patterned fabrics.

Ceramic traditions
Travel has enabled the artist to appreciate at first hand the richness of ceramic traditions within a 
European/Mediterranean/Middle and Far Eastern context and exposed the artist to a vast catalogue of 
decorative designs from Greco-Roman pottery, Islamic and Italian Renaissance tiles and Majolica to 
Victorian Arts and Crafts ware. He also ‘collected’ a wider range of folk, architectural and domestic 
designs. The artist has described this process as ‘consciously ransacking the design text book.’ Out 
of print, and in many cases ’forgotten’ books added to the artist’s personal library resourced his 
determination to cultivate an encyclopedic familiarity with decorative design traditions. A valued and 
much-referred to source of inspiration and motifs remains Franz Meyer’s A Handbook of Ornament, 
(published 1894). 

From the early 1980s to the present Bowers has introduced into his work numerous quotations and 
extrapolations sourced from design traditions and styles, which in art-historical terms, encompass an 
extensive menu of sources. Initially Bowers began ‘collecting’ patterns and motifs found on celadon 
ware.  His study of the history of ceramics from ancient China, Japan and other Asian - South East 
Asian cultures introduced him to a wealth of designs and patterns. Following the export trade trails 
opened up the design world of Blue and White ware and the hybridity which grew from Chinese (and 
later Japanese) manufacturing houses projecting their tastes onto European societies, and these same 
societies extrapolating fashionable trends to create ‘home grown’ versions of export ware for local 
markets. 

Blue and White: Willow Pattern
Bowers has had a special interest in the cultural ‘journey’ that the Willow story has undertaken over 
the centuries. The Willow Pattern started as a design evolved in the late 18th century from earlier 
Chinese blue and white export ware, eventually becoming a stock-pattern for most British pottery 
manufacturers. Along the way the design itself slowly mutated and changed. The Willow story, a later 
invention of English origin, was retrofitted into this market around the 1840s to boost sales. Integral to 
the formula were the principles of pictorial art and the synthesising of nature that are traceable to the 
sophisticated landscape painting traditions of imperial China. Chinoiserie may have been built on such 
clichés but from Bowers’ perspective such exchanges create points of contact, today and with the past. 



Social/political comment (ceramics-based practices)
There are strong similarities between the political edge in some of Bowers’ work and that to be found 
in the work of the Chinese artist, now Australian resident, Guan Wei (b. 1957) who endeared himself to 
Australian audiences by casting Ned Kelly in a ‘Chinese scroll painting’ being pursued by troopers down 
the Yangtze River. In 2002 the artist made a large, 48 panel painting, Dow: Island which reads like an 
ancient map featuring islands surround by seas in which small boats, crowded with gesticulating people, 
are blown around by the four winds, circling a land mass which has some similarities to Australia. 

Bowers identifies with a number of ceramics artists who, in different ways, have informed his practice. 
One is Grayson Perry, winner of the 2003 Turner Prize. This artist’s works are beautifully crafted and 
usually covered with complex glazes, texts, photographic transfers and hand drawn illustrations. That 
Perry likes to work on classical forms compounds the shock for viewers of realising on closer inspection 
that the imagery deals with themes drawn from the dark side of human nature. 

Bowers’ wide-ranging use of shard devices has been recontextualized by the actions of the Chinese 
artist, Ai Weiwei (b. 1957). This artist has reconfigured heritage artefacts, including Han Dynasty urns 
(206 BCE – 220 CE), with a view to coopting the meaning and value of such works into a form of 
contemporary art that critiques the Cultural Revolution (1960s – 1970s), during which many cultural 
treasures were destroyed, as well as contemporary political and cultural values associated with honouring 
the past. Weiwei’s output includes over-painting ancient vessels with garish colours, inscribing their 
surfaces with logos (such as ‘Coca-Cola’) and reducing heritage ceramics to a pile of shards by 
deliberately dropping them. Bowers’ shards share common ground with Weiwei’s as metaphors for 
a fractured world. 

William Morris 
See: The Arts and Crafts Movement which developed in Britain during the second half of the 
nineteenth century, largely as a reaction by many British artists and theorists to what they regarded as 
the deplorable state of British design and shoddy manufacture (particularly demonstrated by many of 
the exhibits at the ‘Great Exhibition of All Nations’ at the Crystal Palace in London in 1851) the root cause 
of which was seen as being mechanized mass-production (with its associated evils of substandard 
conditions for workers); some theorists particularly William Morris (1834-1896) and John Ruskin 
(1819-1900) advocated a return to the pre-industrial eras of handcrafting as a means of restoring 
standards of good design and beauty.

Morris’s familiarity with and use of traditional designs and patterns from different eras and cultures 
are openly referenced in a number of Bowers’ vase works. An excellent example is: 
Antipodean palaceware [vase], 1989 & 1998 (collection Art Gallery of South Australia).
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