Pretty Function
Reid flock’s work defies description and that’s
just the way he likes it. BY TOR LUKASIK-FOSS

Reid Flock’s pottery is as challenging to comprehend as it is fun to describe. His pots and urns
and bowls have varied from near violent-looking
industrial mash-ups — tea pots with spouts that
protrude like rusted exhaust pipes, urns with
handles formulated from tire treads — to intensely
bright monochromatic bowls whose curved handles and tubular
appendages make them look like inhabitants of some pop-art
coral reef. Recently I came across a set of teapots best
described with the phrase ‘Asian kitsch pillow-fight.’
Contemporary artists are often defined by their restless journeys to limits of whatever genres they inhabit,
investigating the edges, attempting to blow past them.
And while it’s easy to call up examples of bold exploration in genres like jazz and classical music or painting or
dance or theatre, it’s not as immediate to think of ceramic
pottery as having a similar experimental, contemporary edge.
As flamboyant as it gets, pottery can often feel bound within
the words gentle, functional and pretty. And this is precisely what
makes Flock such as asset to our city. His work is beautiful and
frequently exquisite, but it’s often not pretty or gentle. Occasionally it
doesn’t look like pottery at all.
Flock is a sixth-generation Hamiltonian whose father was a
professional percussionist with the Hamilton Philharmonic. He
initially pursued music before discovering ceramics through his
wife Andra. This led him into a deep association with the Art Gallery
of Burlington, one of the most avid repositories of contemporary
ceramics in the country, and into a number of years mentoring with
Kayo O’Young, a leading Canadian porcelain potter. In 2000, Flock
and his wife relocated to Japan, a trip that turned into a decade-long
apprenticeship in Japanese pottery technique. When Flock returned
to Hamilton in 2009, he began fusing the rigorous craftsmanship of
Asian pottery with urban industrial elements of this city.
“I owe a lot to Kayo,” Flock explains. “He inspired me to play and
was my mentor until I left for Japan. He would make a teapot a metre
tall with an impossibly narrow spout, and helped me understand that
whether the pot worked or not was not the point, it was the exploration. In Japan the tradition is very formal, but in Ontario we have this
freedom to play and experiment that to me is unique.”
In a fairly short time since his first exhibition in 2008, Flock has
more than established his reputation, collecting multiple Best in Show
awards at the Toronto Outdoor Art Exhibition, a Fusion Design Award
from the Ontario Clay and Glass Association and, most recently, the
Winifred Shantz Award for Ceramics from the Canadian Clay and
Glass Gallery. This latest award created an opportunity for Flock
to hold a two-month residency at the Medalta International Artists
in Residence Program at the Historic Clay District in Medicine Hat,
Alberta. My interview with Flock for this profile occurred mid-way
through this residency. During our conversation, he seemed simultaneously exhausted and ecstatically energized.
“The facilities here are substantial, the kiln sizes are much larger,
there’s tons of expertise here, and I have 24-hour access, so I’ve
just been here seven days a week, 14 hours a day working…The
[Winifred Shantz] award was such that I could travel anywhere, but
I really wanted to stay in Canada — have the Prairies affect me. So
to prepare, I spent a month working furiously, trying to squeeze out
every idea I had so that I could go to Medalta empty. Medalta is a
fascinating place as it has grown from historic pottery through to a

phenomenal acreage of brick factories and turn-of-the-century crockeries. Many of the past, and not-so-old, processes are still in place,
which makes for an interesting time capsule of sorts.”
Scrolling through recent photographs you can easily detect a
rapid evolution in Flock’s work: a series of surreal richly red tea
cups, cut in half at 45-90 degree angles and placed as if they were
sinking into the earth, part of a large installation project. Another
set of photos shows a giant pot, about twice the size of his regular
work, supported by a complex armature being rolled into a massive
kiln. And perhaps most intriguing is an archaeological project that
brings high-end 3D technology into his practice.
“I have been working with Siemans Canada and Mohawk College on
a very exciting project that takes me back to Japan. A local architect,
Jim Koyanagi, has an infamous ceramics collection with a great focus

on Asian ceramics. He approached me regarding a particular Neolithic
Jomon-yaki piece dating back to 5000 BCE. Partially for study, he was
curious as to what could be done for conservation efforts. My first
thought was to have the form 3D scanned to understand the makeup
and density of the artifact. I approached Mohawk College to see if I
could get an appointment with the college’s Additive Manufacturing
Resource Centre (AMRC). The Dean of Engineering at Mohawk became very excited and set up an appointment with Siemans at the Trillium Health Sciences radiology department [as the facility was running
through a training session on a lovely new CT scanner]. The Jomon
form was the first historical artifact scanned in the scanner, likely in
North America. Back at the AMRC, we 3D-sintered an exact replica
of the artifact. To my knowledge, this is a world first… Now I plan
to make a five-foot Jomon-yaki porcelain squeeze toy made possible
through a grant with the Canada Council for the Arts. I also want to
explore how to engage the public with precision replicas of pieces that
would otherwise be in a vault or behind glass. This greatly changes the
game for many facets of cultural and historical maintenance.
“There’s this incredible renaissance happening now in ceramics.
Aritsts are cross-contaminating their practices, using technology,
changing their relationship with function, pushing hard to find their own
voice — such a wide spectrum of makers. It’s a thrill to be a part of it.”
The Art Gallery of Burlington (1333 Lakeshore Rd.) will be showing Flock’s work alongside many of his contemporaries and mentors, including Kayo O’Young, Ruth Gowdy McKinley, Harlan House,
and Bruce Cochrane. The exhibition, entitled Thrown is curated by
Jonathan Smith and will run through to December 31, 2015.
artgalleryofburlington.com
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