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The exhibition tour of Reinventing Consumptionand this accompanying publication are the happy result
of collaboration between Access Gallery, Vancouver, Art Gallery of Swift Current, Dunlop Art Gallery,
Regina, Esplanade Art Gallery, Medicine Hat, McMaster Museum of Art, Hamilton, and The Robert
McLaughlin Gallery, Oshawa. 

Artist Ian Johnston brings his architecture and ceramic background to each of the three
independent parts of Reinventing Consumption. The first section, The Inventor’s Room, presents
artifacts related to his original experiments and investigations into a vacuum-forming process for
ceramics. The Antechamber is a repeating-motif ceramic environment created through this process,
which evokes the massive scale of the manufacture of consumer goods today. And finally, The Chamber
is an inflating and deflating piece which shrouds and reveals an enormous mass of household items
diverted from waste streams in some of the communities in which the work is presented. Mesmerizing,
intriguing and sobering, Reinventing Consumptionbrings home to viewers, as Johnston comments, “the
paradoxical relationship between limited resources and seemingly unlimited appetite.”

Ian Johnston developed the extensive and varied work in this exhibition over several years whilst
keeping all of the curators involved apprised of his progress; a demanding undertaking which we
recognize as key to the success of the project. We applaud Ian Johnston’s initiative and perseverance.
We thank him for creating a body of work in which he interweaves a critique, both ironic and earnest,
of our human obsession with glamorizing and inflating the unimportant, and through which he explores
the invention and development of remarkable forms from mundane origins. We also thank Ihor
Holubizky and Kimberly Phillips for their elucidating and intriguing essays published here, and Rob
Gray for his publication design through which the themes of Johnston’s work subtly reverberate.

Our institutions are generously supported by the Canada Council for the Arts, the Ontario Arts
Council, the B.C. Arts Council, SaskCulture and the Saskatchewan Arts Board; we are also grateful to
the Cities of Medicine Hat, Swift Current, Vancouver and Oshawa, and the Regina Public Library.  All
of the foregoing, and our members and donors, sustain our initiatives to present contemporary art
exhibitions, programs and publications in our communities.

Foreword

JOANNE MARION
Director/Curator
Esplanade Art Gallery

GABRIELLE PEACOCK
Chief Executive Officer
The Robert McLaughlin Gallery

CAROL PODEDWORNY
Director  & Chief Curator
McMaster Museum of Art

KIMBERLY PHILLIPS
Director/Curator
Access Gallery

KIM HOUGHTALING
Curator/Director
Art Gallery of Swift Current
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Between the Lines (Light) 2010
(detail)

silk screened stoneware 
270 pieces, each 25 x 19 x 3 cm 

installation: 303 x 303 x 3 cm 



IAN JOHNSTON’S SCULPTURAL PRACTICE IS A SUPPLE ONE, HAVING INVOLVED NUMEROUS
shifts in both method and expression over the course of his career. It is a trajectory he
has likened to a stream of consciousness.1 At its core, however, is a persistent inquiry into
the nature and consequences of our relationship with the material world, an exploration,
to quote the artist, “of the space that engages our physical selves.”2 Perhaps not
surprisingly, this investigation has resulted in a body of work unified by its sensuous—
and stubborn—materiality. 

Johnston arrived at his present place by way of architecture. Desiring to work more
closely to the physical realm than that discipline most often allows, he spent the next ten
years teaching and exploring a host of other, more malleable forms and materials—found,
salvaged and constructed objects—through which to articulate his ideas. Traces of his
architectural training remain however, as his projects manifest in complex and visually
arresting installations, often taking on aspects of built form. The medium of ceramic has
been particularly seductive for the artist, concerned as he is with the matter and
metaphor of material culture. Intrinsically pliable, wet clay has the ability perform a
unique mimicry. It can assume the guise of an object that it is draped over or molded
around, can take the shape of negative space when pressed into a container and, thrown
on a wheel or shaped by hand, it can metamorphose from a raw slab into entirely original,
sophisticated form. 

Johnston’s questions about our relationship to material culture or, more specifi-
cally, about our current culture’s voracious appetite for the consumption of material
things, has led to the realization of several multi-part projects developed through a series
of international residencies in China, Canada, United States, Denmark and, most recently,
the Netherlands. From the outset, Johnston sought to create work that explored the
peculiarities of material consumption within each of these cultures, especially as
indicated by the detritus left in their wake. “Surely,” the artist remarked, “China would
present a unique taxonomy of consumption as compared to Canada, the US or Denmark.”3

What became most compelling to Johnston, however, were not particularities but
commonalities—the sheer uniformity of global consumer culture. The astonishment of
this realization is the underpinning of Reinventing Consumption, the three components
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KIMBERLY PHILLIPS

One Thing and Then Another

Between the Lines (Georgia) 2012
(detail)

block-printed terracotta 
340 pieces, each 26 x 22 x 5 cm 
installation: 303 x 727 x 5 cm



of which, typical to Johnston’s process, evolved organically through a complex web of
associations and allusions. In this project, alongside his inquiry into the global crisis of
consumption that arguably defines our present cultural climate, is a related but seemingly
opposite interest: the inventionof objects from an earlier moment in western society, one
defined by the onset and consequent acceleration of such voracious consumption. 

While in residence at the European Ceramic Work Centre in s’-Hertogenbosch,
the Netherlands in 2010, Johnston developed a method of molding wet ceramic material
using a vacuum forming process. He draped wet clay over an object, placed that object
within a plastic bag and then, sealing the nozzle of a vacuum around the bag, drew out the
air until the clay clung tight to its object-mold. His discovery of this technique led to an
obsessive repetition of some 750 experiments, wherein Johnston cast a series of found
objects including pots and pans, clocks, manual typewriters, and a 1950s Dutch rotary
dial desk telephone. These “objects of convenience” were simply at hand, as he described
to me,4 but interestingly, the vintage of each refer, not without some nostalgia, to a modern
era buoyant in its belief in progress and unabated growth. 

The fluctuation between these two seemingly opposed and yet interdependent
actions—the perpetual invention of objects of consumption and their subsequent
reassignment as detritus—describe the tension under which Reinventing Consumption,
viewed in its entirety, is held. The dizzying effect of this oscillation is explored in The
Antechamber, in which we see four ten-foot high walls (68 linear feet) of ceramic reliefs
cast from a variety of objects, installed in a relentless grid formation. Layered as are roof
tiles and printed with clay slip in narrow bands of contrasting colour, the optical effect
of this environment is overwhelming and designed to produce “a vertiginous state of
imbalance”5 in the viewer. In its scale, repetition and sensual surface, I am reminded of
another large-scale ceramic mural, Artifact, produced by the influential cross-
disciplinary Vancouver-based artist Glenn Lewis in 1970.6 Artifact’s 176 tiles are arranged
in a 22-day calendar that records the production of Lewis’ signature salt shaker forms,
each presented in hilarious states of erection and breakage, along with terse texts
impressed into the tiles in the form of ancient tablets. Like Lewis, Johnston adopts the
form of an ordered grid and pushes the act of repetition to near absurd limits. But Lewis’
irreverent wit is replaced in The Antechamber with something more relentless and
hypnotic. There is no escape from this field of undulating object shapes, which appear
capable of multiplying ad infinitum. 

A second component of Reinventing Consumption, The Inventor’s Room, takes the
form of a multi-media archive, presenting the various ephemera relating to Johnston’s
vacuum-formed experiments. Notes and diagrams, found objects that served as molds,
as well as the first vacuum itself, are presented in glass vitrines, appropriating the well-
codified language of the museum. Again like Lewis, who often displayed his signature
ceramic forms in Plexiglas cases and on plinths, Johnston offers these objects up as
though they were artifacts from a long-extinct culture, severed from their original context
and artificially heightened in value under the gaze of the curious onlooker.

8

The Antechamber 2010-2012
(installation view)
dimensions variable
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The Inventor’s Room 2010-2013
(installation view)
dimensions variable
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But it was Johnston’s observations during the vacuum-forming process itself that offered
the intellectual and material jumping-off point for Reinventing Consumption. In his
repeated experiments, he noticed that the “respiration” of the plastic bag—which deflated
as the air was sucked out—alternatively both concealed and then revealed the object(s)
beneath. This discovery led to The Chamber, and to bagging a veritable mountain of cast-
off things. In this monumental installation, the spatial and narrative culmination of
Reinventing Consumption, Johnston has conjured a colossal variant of the vacuum-form
bag. In the centre of the gallery floor lays an enormous, limp nylon sac. As the viewer
observes, the sac enacts a long, slow inflation, expanding until it becomes taut with air
and swollen to proportions that threaten to fill the entire space of the gallery. Fully
inflated, its contents are lost to view, but as the sac deflates a pile of miscellaneous
objects is gradually revealed. Scavenged from thrifts shops, dumpsters and roadside
curbs, these things have been retrieved, as the artist has stated, “from the banks of the
waste stream.” 7 Accompanied by sounds that alternate from rushing water to the
menacing crackle of flames, the experience of this luminous, respiring bag is immersive,
unnerving and eerily beautiful.  

Of course, the bagging of things—indeed of entire roomfuls of things—has a
particular resonance in my place of writing in Vancouver, British Columbia, one that
offers a compelling historical precedent and a lens through which to consider Johnston’s
monumental installation. In 1966, two years before he and then wife Ingrid would
incorporate to form N.E. Thing Co., artist Iain Baxter& (then Iain Baxter) bagged the
entire contents of an apartment—including furniture, light fixtures, even water in the
sink—at the University of British Columbia Fine Arts Gallery.8 Possibly the first actual
installation in Canada wherein the physical space of the gallery itself became the work
of art, Bagged Place scrutinized North American consumer society’s obsession with
plastic packaging: “It had to do with where our culture was going at that time,” Baxter&
recalls. “This was exactly the moment when groceries were starting to be bagged in plastic
instead of paper. It was the beginning of the transition to plastic, which I saw as a huge
development at the time.”9

Like Johnston, Baxter& also experimented with the vacuum molded process, the
results of which he first exhibited in the year before the realization of Bagged Place.
Taking his cue from the hardened, shiny surfaces of Warhol and Oldenburg, but often

OPPOSITE:

The Chamber (prototype) 2011
(detail)

dimensions variable
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BOTTOM LEFT:

IAIN BAXTER

Bagged Place 1966
installation at the 

UBC Fine Arts Gallery, 
Collection of Morris & Helen Belkin 

Art Gallery Archives, 
The University of British Columbia

BOTTOM RIGHT:

IAIN BAXTER

Still Life with Eight Bottles 1965
Collection the Vancouver Art Gallery, 

McLean Foundation Grant
photo: Rachel Topham



incorporating discarded, emptied objects, Baxter& “literalized his belief in plastic as ‘the
common pottery of today.”10 “I’d always gone to dumps and I noticed all kinds of plastic
throwaways,” Baxter& stated in a 1967 interview. “It became real to me that we lived in a
plastic world, that everything we see, touch, drink from, the artificial ventricle for the
heart, is plastic. It was a revelation of the plastic coating that goes on around the electronic
generation. And I wanted to make these things.”11 Johnston’s The Chamber seems to be
sited at the end of the trajectory that Baxter& describes. This work, however, is far less
playful; gone are the references to pop art and culture. Like Baudelaire’s Parisian rag
picker, who horrifies nineteenth-century bourgeois culture by scavenging discarded
items from trash bins and making visible that which is hidden in plain view, Johnston
reveals the cast-off detritus of modernity, dispensed with for the ever-new in a perpetual
cycle of the made- imminently obsolescent.

In The Chamber, Johnston constructed the enormous sac himself using ripstop
nylon, a textile fabricated with a special reinforcing weave that gives it extreme durability
and resistance to tearing. Developed during World War II as a replacement for silk in the
production of parachutes, ripstop is frequently employed for protective and survival gear.
In its application here, slowly breathing in and out, the sac can be likened to an enormous
synthetic lung. So animated, the sac seems to provoke questions from its viewers: is the
nylon protecting its enclosed contents, either from the elements or from us? Or is it we
who require protecting, and is the thin, translucent material all that separates us from
some crisis of epic proportions, the ruinous outline of which—consisting of a colossal pile
of yesterday’s sought-after commodities, now discarded, forgotten—threatens to reveal
itself once the sac is shrunken and removed of air? 

Marx invokes the concept of the fetish to account for the commodity’s appearance
of self-generating value. He does this in an attempt, to quote the theorist Laura Mulvey,
“to explain a refusal, or blockage of the mind, to understand a symbolic system of value.”12

According to Marx, a commodity’s market success depends upon the erasure of its marks
of production: the grime of the factory, the imprint of the machine and, most importantly,
the exploitation of the worker. Built into the commodity object, then, is a screening
device, which enables us as consumers to disallow knowledge in favour of belief. But
oscillating precariously between revelation and revulsion, desire and disavowal, the ugly
reality covered over by the fetish always threatens to reveal itself, for that which we
repress inevitably returns. Perhaps herein lies the tension with which Johnston’s
installation holds us rapt: first balloon-like and luminescent, then shrunken and drawn,
at once concealing and revealing the wreckage of consumption within, The Chamber is
both mask and memorial, an uneasy epitaph to our culture’s unsustainable ways.

Kimberly Phillips
Director/Curator
Access Gallery, Vancouver

Special thanks to Glenn Lewis, Jonah Gray at Presentation House, Owen Sopotiuk and Teresa Sudeyko at
the Morris and Helen Belkin Art Gallery, as well as Sebastiaan Boersma, Curatorial Assistant at Access
Gallery, for their assistance in the preparation of this essay.

1  Skype interview with the author, June 14, 2013.
2  Johnston, in email correspondence with the author, July 1, 2013.
3  Johnston, quoted in Deborah Loxam-Kohl, “Context, Materiality and Consumption: Exploring the process and material
narratives of Ian Johnston’s Refuse Culture,” Ian Johnston: Refuse Culture: Archaeology of Consumption (Castlegar:
The Kootenay Gallery of Art, History and Science, 2009), np.

4  Johnston, Skype interview with the author, June 14, 2013.
5  Johnston, Reinventing Consumption Project Description Draft, July 2013.
6  See Helga Pakasaar and Ried Shier, Flakey: The Early Works of Glenn Lewis, Exhibition Brochure (Presentation
House Gallery, September 11 – November 7, 2010); and Glenn Lewis, Seeking the Nuance: Glaze Experiments  
of the 60s and 70s from the Ceramic Studios at UBC (Vancouver: Potters Guild of BC, 2010).

7  Ian Johnston, Reinventing Consumption Project Description Draft, July 2013.
8  In preparing this essay, I learned that while Baxter&’s practice was familiar to Johnston, the artist was unaware of
Bagged Place when he embarked on Reinventing Consumption. It is serendipitous then, that Johnston’s initial
concept for the work included bagging the entire contents of a one-bedroom apartment on one side of The Chamber
and those of a more modest, subsistence-type room on the other. Email correspondence with the author, July 4, 2013.

9  Iain Baxter&, in Alexander Alberro, “Interview with Iain Baxter&,” IAIN BAXTER& Works 1958-2011 (Toronto:
Art Gallery of Ontario, 2011), 15. In the same interview Baxter& notes that when he rebuilt Bagged Place for an
exhibition in Toronto in 1987, the work took on a different meaning. This was in the midst of the AIDS crisis, and
the plastic was then related to safe sex. 

10Baxter&, quoted in Robert Wainstein, “Narrative Chronology,” IAIN BAXTER& Works 1958-2011, 154.
11Baxter&, quoted in Joan Lowndes, “The Message Is—VSI: The Plastic World of Iain Baxter,” The Province
(Vancouver, February 3, 1967), 3. 

12 Laura Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1996), 2. 
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The Chamber 2013
(detail)
dimensions variable



TH IS  PAGE , TOP  R IGHT :

Vitrine 1
Basic equipment for vacuum forming wet clay and porcelain.

TH IS  PAGE , BOTTOM  R IGHT :

Vitrine 2
Initial experiment with found leg brace, porcelain, Nelson 2010

OPPOS I TE  TOP  LEFT :

Vitrine 3
Initial experiments and ephemera from a residency at the European 
Ceramic Work Center (ekwc) in s’Hertogenbosch, Netherlands, Spring 2010

OPPOS I TE  BOTTOM  LEFT :

Vitrine 4
Ephemera from the creation of Between the Lines (Light) and 
Between the Lines (Dark) at ekwc, Spring 2010

OPPOS I TE  TOP  R IGHT :

Vitrine 5
Ephemera from the creation of Between the Lines (Red Deer) 
at Red Deer College, Spring 2011

OPPOS I TE  BOTTOM  R IGHT :

Vitrine 6
Objects and ephemera from the creation of Between the Lines (Georgia)
during a residency at Columbus State University, Columbus, Georgia, 
Spring 2012

The Inventor’s Room
The Inventor’s Room presents images and objects
related to the invention and subsequent exploration of
the vacuum forming process for wet ceramic material;
the intention was to develop an invention as a means
or path to a tangentially related and unforeseen
discovery. The installation offers a point of access into
the physical process of the invention while also
immortalizing the discovery in an overstated museo-
logical display intended to artificially boost its
importance and value to civilization. The Inventor’s
Room begins with a focus on the approximately 750
initial experiments done in the Netherlands at the
EKWC residency. In The Inventor’s Room, original
forms like a telephone, kettle and light bulb casts are
presented in vitrines. A small selection of the objects
created during the initial Dutch experiments is
presented on pedestals and the walls of the room.
Some of the more visually compelling photographs
documenting the experiments are presented as back-
lit photographs.  

Ian Johnston
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ABOVE  LEFT :

Between the Lines (Dark), Process 1
Lightjet Duratrans print
84 x 62 x 3 cm

ABOVE  R IGHT :

Between the Lines (Dark), Process 3
Lightjet Duratrans print
84 x 62 x 3 cm

OPPOS I TE  PAGE :

Between the Lines (Dark), Process 2
Lightjet Duratrans print
84 x 62 x 3 cm



CCIXC 2010
unfired stoneware
56 x 76 x 10 cm



TOP :

CCVIII 2010
stoneware
28 x 38 x 44 cm

R IGHT  AND  OPPOS I TE :

CCXIV 2010
stoneware
28 x 36 x 46 cm



ABOVE :

CCXIII 2010
stoneware
54 x 69 x 10 cm

OPPOS I TE  ABOVE :

Dutch Wheat #3 2010
stoneware

16 x 34 x 38 cm

OPPOS I TE  BELOW :

CXXXIII 2010
stoneware

10 x 20 x 18 cm



OPPOS I TE  ABOVE :

The Antechamber 2010-2012

(installation view)
dimensions variable

OPPOS I TE  BELOW :

The Antechamber 2010-2012

(installation view)
dimensions variable

NEXT  PAGE  LEFT :

Between the Lines (Light) 2010
(detail)
silk screened stoneware 
270 pieces, each 25 x 19 x 3 cm 
installation: 303 x 303 x 3 cm

NEXT  PAGE  R IGHT :

Between the Lines (Dark) 2010
(detail)
silk screened stoneware 
270 pieces, each 25 x 19 x 3 cm 
installation: 303 x 303 x 3 cm

The Antechamber

The Antechamber presents four  installations of
hundreds of vacuum-formed ceramic elements
printed with contrasting line and colour patterns.
These elements, installed in grids, hang like roof tiles,
overlapping one another, creating oscillating amounts
of visual disturbance as the viewer moves within the
space. Making reference to important 19th and 20th
century objects of invention that feed the cycle of
consumption, the individual ceramic elements were
vacuum formed over a 1950s Dutch tabletop telephone,
a 1940s GE Streamline Kettle and casts of an
incandescent light bulb. With the use of repetition
and scale, these works are intended to transform the
euphoric anticipation and naïve optimism of
invention into the vertiginous state of imbalance
relating to consumption.  

Ian Johnston







TH IS  PAGE :

Between the Lines (Dark) 2010
(detail)
silk screened stoneware
270 pieces, each 25 x 19 x 3 cm 
installation: 303 x 303 x 3 cm

NEXT  PAGE :

Between the Lines (Georgia) 2012
(detail)
block printed terra-cotta
340 pieces, each 26 x 22 x 5 cm 
installation: 303 x 727 x 5 cm

PREVIOUS PAGE LEFT:

Between the Lines (Red Deer) 2011
(detail)
block printed porcelain
275 pieces, each 22 x 28 x 4 cm 
installation: 303 x 727 x 4 cm

PREVIOUS PAGE RIGHT:

Between the Lines (Dark) 2010
(installation detail)
silk screened stoneware
270 pieces, each 25 x 19 x 3 cm 
installation: 303 x 303 x 3 cm





The Chamber

The Chamber 2013
(installation views)
7 minute cycle 
365 x 460 x 600-900 cm

The Chamber was developed from observations made
during over 1000 vacuum form experiments,
particularly the cyclical production process in which
the form inside is obscured by the sack and revealed
in the vacuuming process. In The Chamber, this cycle
is equated with natural cycles such as tides and
breathing and the cycle, necessary for survival, of
awareness and denial of the current human condition.
In contrast to the physically inert Antechamber, The
Chamber is a massive, white, breathing landscape that
slowly inflates and deflates; a dreamscape of epic
proportion that envelops the viewer’s space and fills
the room in low light with a soothing natural
soundscape. Inside the fully deflated sack, harshly lit
and accompanied by a frenetic soundscape, is a
collection of once valued objects destined for the waste
stream, mainly gathered from the urban context of the
exhibiting gallery. At this point the euphoric, fantasy-
like landscape collapses to reveal the consumption
paradigm on a human scale. The repeated deflation
and inflation of the nylon sack makes reference to the
vast scale of a crisis, the boundaries of which have
expanded beyond comprehension.

Ian Johnston





PREV IOUS  PAGE :

The Chamber 2013
(installation view)
7 minute cycle 
365 x 460 x 600-900 cm

ABOVE  AND  OPPOS I TE :

The Chamber 2013
(installation details)

7 minute cycle 
365 x 460 x 600-900 cm
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Ian Johnston’s Reinventing Consumption opens up
complex and labyrinthine socio-political and philoso-
phical questions that in many ways were activated by
Karl Marx’s critique of political economy Das Kapital,
published in 1867. Since Johnston aims his thoughts at
what we make and how it defines us—what is gained and
what is lost—a good place to start is with Marx, who
formed a strong ideological position on industrial
capitalism. For more than a century (after the publi-
cation of The Communist Manifesto in 18481), capitalism
was equated to dehumanizing amorality and exploi-
tation by the political left. Marx’s summation in Das
Kapital is phrased in no uncertain terms:

Fanatically bent upon the expansion of value [the
capitalist] relentlessly drives human beings to produc-
tion for production’s sake.2

Accumulation for accumulation’s sake, production for
production’s sake… was the formula by which the classical
political economists gave expression to the historical
mission of the bourgeois period.3

There is more to the scenario of exploitation—the haves
and have-nots—because critical to Marx’s analysis was
the concept of alienation (via G.W.F. Hegel, 1770-1831 and
proposed earlier by Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 1712-1778).
It is alienation that creates the psychological dilemma
that material wealth and comfort cannot alleviate. As
Austrian cultural critic Ernst Fischer wrote in 1959,
when summarizing Marx in a 1950s context and the
necessity of art from his Marxist perspective:

Alienation begins when [man] parts company with nature
through work and production. 

As man becomes more and more capable of mastering and
transforming nature and the entire world around him, so
does he confront himself more and more as a stranger in
his own work, and find[s] himself surrounded by objects
which are the product of his activity yet which have a
tendency to grow beyond his control and to become more
and more powerful in their own right.4

In an alienated world in which only thingshave value, man
has become an object among objects [and] apparently, the
most impotent, the most contemptible of all objects.”5

Alienation must also be considered in terms of  an inter-
war observation by Frankfurt School theorist Theodor
Adorno, who outlined the paradox of  the proletariat,
which “is itself a product of bourgeois society.”6

In the post-1950 era, capitalism—embodied in a
cluster of democratic states—had seemingly triumphed
as the dominant political economy (to some degree
through the defeat of fascism in World War II). And even
though capitalist democracy was locked in a struggle
with communism (an ideological economy), a new age
of capitalism spear-headed by the United States was in
full bloom. It offered ample and amplified rewards, the
American Dream, which was exported globally through
attitudes and commodities that generated needs and
desires, absorbed and copied by other capitalist states.7

This capitalist, and political economy differed from
Marx’s original terms of reference, the struggle between
the industrial labour proletariat (those who were capable

I HOR HOLUBIZKY

To Each IndividualizingThings According to the Needs of The Flow

INV-ENTO - OPOLY 2009
pencil on Bristol board
Alistair Aitken, aged 12 years

Family friend Alistair Aitken's
creation of Inv-Ento-Opoly led 
Ian Johnston to shift from the
vacuum forming process for wet
ceramic to the idea of invention
as inspiration for the Reinventing
Consumption project.



of rising to a class consciousness)8 and the capitalist
bourgeoisie. The status of the worker had changed by
being incorporated into the reward system, and the
notion (promise) of leisure time that was linked to
consumerism in a symbiotic relationship.9

The encircling contradictions and paradoxes
appeared in Richard Hamilton’s 1956 collage Just What
Is It That Makes Today’s Homes So Different, So
Appealing? 10 It is as much about leisure time as it is
consumption, because they are inextricably linked. John
Kenneth Galbraith’s 1958 study The Affluent Society,
examined the post-war economy, which was based on
the production of “luxury” goods and the creation of
needs and desires. German-born philosopher and
political theorist Herbert Marcuse probed the
distinction between true and false needs, a revision of
Marxist analysis in his 1964 book One-Dimensional Man:
“The prevailing needs to relax, to have fun, to behave and
consume in accordance with advertisements [and these
needs] continue to be what they were from the begin-
ning—products of a society whose dominant interest
demands repression.”11

The Dream was showing nightmare-ish cracks.
One-Dimensional Man appeared at a moment

when consumerism was in a golden age. The Ford
Mustang sports car, likewise launched in 1964, is an
enduring and emblematic example of a false need. The
Beatles swept into North America the same year,
concurrent with the release of their “bio” film A Hard
Day’s Night. They were presented in a totalizing fashion
and lifestyle, a pastiche of Spanish-heeled boots, French
haircuts, American R&B, and playful Brit post-Kitchen
Sink sarcasm.12  False needs were generated by industry
awareness of youth as a major consumer force, which
continues unabated. It is not by coincidence that
Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media appeared in
1964, exploring a media-saturated world related to needs
that we accept and consume—are consumed by—but do
not fully understand. This too continues unabated.

Yet, at the same time, there was a global anxiety,
the threat of nuclear catastrophe. Stanley Kubrick’s
nuclear-apocalyptic black comedy film Dr. Strangelove,

How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bombwas
released in 1964.  Social turmoil was in evidence, the
1960s Civil Rights movement and its radical
counterpoints in the United States, and student revolts
(some aligned with the labour movement) in Europe and
the Americas. But it was contained (rather than
addressed or solved), unlike the explosive results of the
Bolshevik Revolution half a century before, because as
Marcuse proposed, “advanced, technological democracy
was the most efficient system of domination,” with its
material wealth and, paradoxically, its intellectual
capabilities.13 The disenfranchised could attain status
by the external indicators of consumerism that drove
this capitalism and at the same time defuse radical social
change.

Today [the 1960s]…private space has been invaded and
whittled down by technological reality. Mass production
and mass distribution claim the entire individual, and
industrial psychology has long since ceased to be
confined to the factory.14

Consumerism is not itself an evil—although it can be the
straw dog—but the system and complacency closes the
circle. Marcuse wrote:

We are again confronted with one of the most vexing
aspects of advanced industrial civilization: the rational
character of its irrationality. Its productivity and
efficiency, its capacity to increase and spread comforts, to
turn waste into need, and destruction into construction,
the extent to which this civilization transforms the object
world into an extension of man’s mind and body makes
the very notion of alienation questionable. The people
recognize themselves in their commodities;  they find
their soul in their automobile, hi-fi set, split-level home,
kitchen equipment.  The very mechanism which ties the
individual to his society has changed, and social control
is anchored in the new needs which it has produced.15

Under these prevailing social attitudes, resistance or
refusal come too easily, and even the art of critique can
be readily subsumed and sublimated. In the early 1960s
Andy Warhol became notorious and celebrated in the
same breath by making replicas of consumer things. At
the bottom of this chain was instant product identi-

fication with Campbell soup cans and Brillo boxes.  At
the top of the chain, celebrity-iconic people were
Warhol-objectified because they were also publicly
consumed; Elvis, Marilyn, Jackie, Liz. Even Warhol’s
seemingly political work such as Race Riots (1963-64)
and Mao (1973), could be admired by the new bour-
geoisie class, a manufactured need in a closed circle, in
which Warhol delivered his work from a self-described
studio as factory.16Warhol’s work was not a critique, but
the mystique of the artist as agent-provocateur. This is
not a dismissal of Warhol. French theorist Jean
Baudrillard wrote that Warhol was important as “the
only one who had a gift for dramatization…to bring out
simulation as a drama, a dramaturgy.”17 But this is only
possible in art world theory terms. From the outside, the
concerns of art blend into a paradoxical whole, as
Marcuse proposed:

Late industrial society has increased rather than reduced
the need for parasitical and alienated functions.

Advertising public relations, indoctrination, planned
obsolescence are no longer unproductive overhead costs
but rather elements of basic production costs.18

If mass communications blend together harmoniously,
and often unnoticeably, art, politics, religion, and
philosophy with commercials, they bring all these
realms of culture to their common denominator—the
commodity form [and] higher culture becomes part of
the material culture.19

We no longer speak of or use the terms proletariat, class
struggle or bourgeoisie in the everyday except to make
an ideologically-measured point; the language jars the
sublimated ear and mind. Capitalism is softened by “the
entrepreneurial spirit,” be it the discredited Dotcom-ers,
or the self-anointed and self-appointed Green-ers today.
And over the past twenty years, authoritarian, non-
capitalist states have re-embraced capitalism (post-
Soviet Russia) or reinvented it (the still Mao-ist China).

Small Bike (creation process shots) 2010
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Without question we are creating problems in our
unquenchable capacity and desire to keep producing,
and for the (advanced industrial) West, the necessity to
be competitive with the East and former colonial
nations that were exploited during the period of high
Imperialism.  If this system of production continues to
sublimate higher purposes, the issues that Marcuse
raised shift us further into the realm of ethics and
reason. In her 2007 book Ethics of Luxury, cultural
theorist Jeanne Randolph examined these issues, not to
demonize consumerism, but what this means for the
individual and to bring the questions back to a
philosophical dimension:

I am addressing those of us who live in enclaves of luxury.
At present we apparently admire people who deliberately
enhance the practice of reasoning. We admire people
dedicated to the exercise of reason and still I fret whether
we are taking the capacity to reason for granted while
consumerism and the institutions such as advertising
that promote consumerism proceed unimpeded to
obfuscate reasoning’s value.20

I am toying with the idea that in an enclave of luxury, people
might concede that their material circumstances are
plentiful, indeed “over-rewarded.” I am asking whether this
recognition might provoke reconsideration of what luxury
fully entails—reconsideration on the basis of intangible
luxuries that material abundance has obscured.21

Living within “new means” is problematic when the
means we are familiar with, and have come to accept as
necessary material comforts are, as noted, ever
expandable. What kind of trauma would be experienced
if material abundance were taken away? How do we
discern between false and true needs? Our living
contradiction is to abhor waste and yet to accept and be
complicit in the continuing production of things that
will be discarded. Is eco-consciousness merely another
choice in the arc of possibilities, and is the “selling of
Green” a new enclave of luxury, which imposes a burden
on those who cannot make that choice? At i  ts extreme,
sustainability and living off the grid (the notion of
Arcadia that bubbles up every generation or so) is the
choice and privilege of a few.

Art in the modern age and contemporary times
circles these contradictions, yet is offered a place in
society and the economy (an enclave for art) that it can
neither invite nor control. In Marshall McLuhan’s terms,
“art is anything you can get away with.”22 Is Johnston’s
Chamber component in Reinventing Consumption such a
“get away with?” Can the waste stream that “feeds” it be
abated? Legislation can outlaw some obvious and flagrant
aspects of waste but it also requires a change in attitudes
and behaviour. We may be in denial by accepting waste
as the price of convenience and to be “assured” that “our
habits are needs.” 

Johnston does not claim to be driven by an
environmental mission, but is witnessing the loss, even
being playful in his concern and unconcern. On the
other hand, has the art world manufactured concerns,
believing in earnest that it matters to everyone?

Do artists create problems for which there is no
solution, or offer solutions to problems that otherwise
would not exist? Could art, produced at an unparalleled
volume today (and an unparalleled stream of producers
coming out of art schools), be part of the waste stream?  It
is unthinkable because no matter how “bad or useless” it
may be, there is a belief that art is redeemable, whereas
Teflon pans are discarded because they are useless. We
can distance ourselves from the once useful and accept
the contradiction. This does not negate the “reality” of the
problem or the paradox of what Johnston is making—how
he embraces and admits the contradictions in his work.  

The challenge we face is neither to be seduced by
luxury, including the “luxury of art,” nor to be fearful of
what some may claim to be wasteful or frivolous. Our
concept of luxury and art will change as much as our
fears will shift; in other words we return to a question of
who we are, how we behave, and what we make. To over-
prescribe can only leave us stranded on a moralistic
peninsula. From Randolph  ’s concluding thoughts:

Nothing about ethics has been proven. Ethics then might
be a way of talking about an aspect of human relatedness
where proof can’t be expected. 

47

Vitrine 6  
Objects and ephemera from the creation of Between the Lines (Georgia)
during a residency at Columbus State University, Columbus, Georgia, Spring 2012
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Ethical imaginings rely… on the reader’s experience and,
it is crucial to repeat, experience in an enclave of luxury
where material goods may obscure non-material bounty.23

The economic life in enclaves of luxury, however, is based
to some extent on commercial institutions whose modus
operandi of using persons as a means [and] objectifying
psyches reduces people to a function in the service of an
agenda.24

Through its vanguard manifestations and attitudes, art
offers critique and transcendence in equal portions, and
an “inevitable” uncertainty. In the context of his
formative environmental/land work in the late 1960s,
Michael Heizer (American, b. 1944) stated “everything
is beautiful, but not everything is art.” Lew Alquist
(American, 1946-2005) phrased it differently: “not
everything is art, but everything is art supplies.”25 One
of McLuhan’s evergreen bon mots proposes “the possi-
bility of arranging the entire human environment as
a work of art, as a teaching machine designed to
maximize perception and make the everyday learning
a process of discovery.”26

Can we live with that?

I recycle, therefore I am.

What would Karl Marx have to say?
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retrieved 5 July 2013.

19 Marcuse, 57-58.
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Senior Curator, McMaster Museum of Art 
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List of Works 
The Inventor’s Room
Vitrine 1 Basic equipment for vacuum forming wet clay and porcelain
Slab rolling mat: pvc shower surround material laminated to rubberized cotton for rolling slabs of wet clay and porcelain into thin slabs.
Platen: grooved plywood board for placing under an object to ease movement of air around it.  Circa 1960s Electrolux vacuum: used to
vacuum air from the garbage bag thus pulling the clay or porcelain slab onto the form. Garbage bag: air tight vessel used to contain the forming
process. Note the hole created by implosion of the bag in the vacuum forming process.Rolling pin: for flattening the clay and porcelain slabs
to the desired thickness.

Vitrine 2 Primary Experiment
Leg Brace: found in the Salvation Army dumpster in Nelson, BC by artist Dr. Max Liboiron. Used in one of the initial experiments and
considered optimal for a form due to the potential for air to flow through it. Porcelain form: created by vacuum forming a leg brace. Garbage
bag: air tight vessel used to contain the forming process.

Vitrine 3 Initial experiments and ephemera from a residency at the European Ceramic Work Center (ekwc) 
in s’Hertogenbosch, Netherlands, Spring 2010 

Correspondence: from the ekwc 2008 – 2010. Vacuum formed pliers: glazed stoneware. Vacuum formed alarm clock (2): silk screened
stoneware. Note: The force of these experiments shattered the glass face of the clock, hence the sunken circular form. Vacuum formed baby
buggy wheel (3): glazed stoneware. Vacuum formed kiln posts: glazed stoneware. Note: in the process of forming this piece the bag imploded
and forced the material inward, such that  it was reduced from an original thickness of approximately ¼” to almost paper thin. Template: Kraft
paper template for mapping the coordinates of the base of a piece for a water jet cutter to cut through ½” plexiglass. Art Basel ID card: Johnston
was invited by David Zink Yi to the Art Basel art fair and attended with Hauser Wirth, Geneva. Red garbage bag: air tight vessel used to contain
the forming process obtained in the Netherlands.

Vitrine 4 Ephemera from the creation of Between the Lines (Light) and Between the Lines (Dark)
at ekwc, Spring 2010

Silk screened slab: stoneware slab silk screen test for the shape and line quality used in making Between the Lines (Dark) and Between the
Lines (Light). Template: paper template used for determining the shape of the silk screened slabs for Between the Lines (Dark) and Between
the Lines (Light). Rotary telephone – circa 1940s telephone purchased at a thrift shop in s’Hertogenbosch, Netherlands. Vacuum formed
telephone (3): glazed stoneware. Holes: silk screened stoneware discs, byproduct preserved from the process of creating Between the Lines
(Dark) and Between the Lines (Light). Red Garbage bag: air tight vessel used to contain the forming process obtained in the Netherlands.

Vitrine 5 Ephemera from the creation of Between the Lines (Red Deer) at Red Deer College, Spring 2011 
Steam kettle: Circa 1940s GE steam kettle mounted in grooved plywood (platen) for form of Between the Lines (Red Deer). Plaster printing
block: plaster of paris printing block used to print lines on wet porcelain using coloured slip or engobe for the pieces in Between the Lines (Red
Deer). Studio book: hard cover sketch book used between 2010 and 2013. Paint tray and roller: plastic paint tray and mini roller used to apply
engobe to printing  plaster printing block. Template: paper template used for determining the shape of the block printed  slabs for Between the
Lines (Red Deer).  Correspondence: from Red Deer College 2010. Garbage bag: air tight vessel used to contain the forming process.

Vitrine 6 Objects and ephemera from the creation of Between the Lines (Georgia) during a residency at 
Columbus State University, Columbus, Georgia, Spring 2012 

Plaster printing block (small): plaster of paris printing block used to print lines on wet terra cotta using coloured terra cotta slip or engobe
for production of test tiles. Plaster printing block (large): plaster of paris printing block used to print lines on wet terra cotta using coloured
terra cotta slip or engobe for the component pieces.  Platen: grooved plywood board for placing under vacuum forms to ease movement or air
around objects. One of two used for this piece with the position of forms marked on the surface making it a template as well. Test tiles (10):
sampling of the 300+ terra cotta test tiles made to determine the correct firing temperature and engobe mixture (colour). Bow Cutter: wood,
string and guitar string tool for cutting slabs of consistent thickness from the bottom of a block of wet terra cotta. Vacuum formed light bulbs:
terra cotta form created over standard light bulbs. One of the four bulbs imploded resulting in the decision to cast the forms for Between the
Lines (Georgia). Light bulb: light bulb used to cast a mould for the forms. The large bulb chosen due to the inherent shrinkage in the drying
and firing in the ceramic process (10-15%).  Light bulb casts (4): plaster of paris casts of a light bulb. Pastry rolling pin: tapered wood pin used
in the printing process. The engobe is rolled onto the plaster printing block with a standard paint roller. The slab is placed on the block and
then rolled with the rolling pin to affix the engobe to the terra cotta and simultaneously emboss the surface. The beveled pin was particularly
useful in the case of this piece due to warping of the plaster block. Attempts to use a straight rolling pin resulted in an uneven print.  Holes:
block printed terra cotta discs. Byproduct preserved from the process of creating the work.  Correspondence: from Columbus State University
2011. Slab rolling mat: 1/8” plexiglass laminated to rubberized cotton for rolling slabs of wet clay and porcelain into thin slabs.
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Curriculum Vitae
Education

1990 Ontario Bachelor of Architecture, with distinction, 
Carleton University, Ottawa

1987 University of Toronto, Department of Environmental Studie
Study semester in Paris, France

Solo Exhibitions

2013 Sometimes, Things Are Exactly as They Appear, Cambridge Galleries, Cambridge, ON
The Chamber, Langham Cultural Centre, Kaslo, BC

2011 Swimming Upstream in the Comfort of…, Museum London, London, ON
Bag Suite in 4/4 Time, Kelowna Art Gallery, Kelowna, BC
Archaeology of Process, Paul Kuhn Gallery, Calgary, AB

2010 Transnational, Absolute, Surrey Art Gallery, Surrey, BC
Refuse Culture, Touchstones Museum of Art and History, Nelson, BC

2009 Refuse Culture, Vernon Public Art Gallery, Vernon, BC
Kootenay Gallery of Art, History and Science Castlegar, BC
Grand Forks Art Gallery, Grand Forks, BC

2005 - 2007 Tangible Shadows: Intersections, Oxygen Art Centre, Nelson, BC
Richmond Art Gallery, Richmond, BC
Langham Cultural Centre, Kaslo, BC

2003 Leftover and Under, Mildred Erb Gallery, Nelson Museum, Nelson, BC
Crafthouse, Crafts Association of BC, Vancouver, BC

Group Exhibitions

2013 Beyond The Vessel’s Edge: Ceramics… Permanent Collection, Surrey Art Gallery
2012 Forest for the Trees, Touchstones Nelson, Nelson, BC

San Angelo National Ceramic Competition, San Angelo Museum of Fine Arts, TX
2011 5th East-West Ceramics Collaboration, University of Hawai’i Mãnoa, HI

6th World Ceramic Biennale, Icheon World Ceramic Center, Icheon, Korea
2009 Module, Kelowna Art Gallery, Kelowna, BC

METAFIGURATIVE, Paul Kuhn Gallery, Calgary, AB 
Colour Aside, Paul Kuhn Gallery, Calgary, AB

2008 Taiwan Ceramics Biennale, Taipei County Yingge Ceramics Museum, Taipei 
Contemporary Craft in BC: Excellence within Diversity, Vancouver Museum, BC 

2007 Jingdezhen Intl. Contemporary Ceramic Art Exhibition, Jingdezhen, China
5th Cheongju International Craft Biennale/Competition, Cheongju City, Korea
4th World Ceramic Biennale, Icheon World Ceramic Center, Icheon, Korea
Clay +, East Kootenay Regional touring ceramic exhibition, Cranbrook, BC
Cartographies: Faculty Past and Present, Touchstones Nelson, Nelson, BC

2004 Selected gallery artists, Shaw Cramer Gallery, Martha’s Vineyard, MA
San Angelo National Ceramic Competition, San Angelo Museum of Fine Arts, TX

2002 Clay Creates Culture, Visual Arts Alberta, Edmonton, AB
2000 Clay Out of Province, Discovery Gallery, Alberta Craft Council, Edmonton, AB

Arts 2000, Royal Canadian Academy of the Arts, Gallery Stratford, Stratford, ON
1999 BC Festival of the Arts, Nelson, BC

Basin Best, Regional touring art exhibition of Columbia Basin artists, BC
1997 BC Festival of the Arts, Victoria, BC
1994 Ten Tons of Rubber, Humboldt University, Berlin, Germany 
1992 Experimental Studio, Bauhaus Dessau, Dessau, Germany
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The Inventor’s Room (cont.)
Dutch Wheat #3,   2010, stoneware, 16 x 34 x 38 cm

CCXXXIII,  2010, stoneware, 10 x 20 x 18 cm

CCXIV,  2010, stoneware, 28 x 36 x 46 cm

CCVIII,  2010, stoneware, 28 x 38 x 44 cm

Between the Lines (Dark), Process 1 , 2010, Lightjet Duratranslite print, 84 x 62 x 3 cm

Between the Lines (Dark), Process 2 , 2010, Lightjet Duratranslite print, 84 x 62 x 3 cm

Between the Lines (Dark), Process 3, 2010-2013, Lightjet Duratranslite print, 84 x 62 x 3 cm

Sixteen wheel impressions, 2010, stoneware, each piece 19 x 19 x 3 cm, installation dimensions variable

Reinventing Consumption, Preliminary Studies, 2010, video loop, 1 minute 22 seconds

CCXVI, 2010, stoneware, 56 x 71 x 11 cm

CCXIII, 2010, stoneware, 59 x 68 x 10 cm

CCIV, 2010, stoneware, 54 x 67 x 11 cm

CCIXC, 2010, stoneware, 76 x 56 x 10 cm

Touchscreen image & document archive - 2010 - 2013

INV-ENTO – OPOLY,   2009, pencil on Bristol board, 94 x 63 cm,  Alistair Aiken, aged 12

The Antechamber
Between the Lines (Dark)  2010, silk-screened stoneware, each piece 25 x 19 x 3 cm; installation dimensions variable

Between the Lines (Red Deer)  2011, block-printed porcelain, each piece 22 x 28 x 4 cm; installation dimensions variable

Between the Lines (Georgia)  2012, block-printed terracotta, each piece 26 x 22 x 5 cm; installation dimensions variable

Between the Lines (Light)  2010, silk-screened stoneware, each piece 25 x 19 x 3 cm; installation dimensions variable

The Chamber
2013, 7 minute cycle
Rip stop nylon, computer-controlled fans, lights and audio, objects from the banks of the waste stream 
365 x 460 x variable length 600-900 cm
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Grants & Awards

2012 Major Project funding, Columbia Basin Trust
2011 Canada Council for the Arts, research grant to professional artists
2010 Project Assistance Grant, BC Arts Council
2009 Award of Excellence, North-West Ceramics Foundation 

Winifred Shantz Award for excellence in Ceramic Art, honourable mention
2008 Project Assistance Grant, BC Arts Council 

Major Project funding, Columbia Basin Trust
2007 Project Assistance Grant, BC Arts Council
2005 Professional Development Assistance Grant, BC Arts Council

Project Assistance Grant, BC Arts Council
Canada Council for the Arts, creation/production grant to professional artists

2004 Award of Merit, 15th San Angelo National Ceramic Competition
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