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A Retrospective Exhibition of 2 and  
3-Dimensional Work Over 50 Years  
by John McKinnon 

I started this journey at the age of 21, when I first began my 
formal education in art training. I thought at that time, that I would 
like to spend my life, and make my living making art. I remember 
quite clearly the first time that I walked into the sculpture studio 
at KSA and looked around at all of the moulds, the half-finished 
sculptures, and the tools. In that moment, I felt that this is where 
my destiny would be shaped. As it turned out, this was the per-
fect school for me at the time.

It didn’t take long to realize that sculpture would not be a solo oc-
cupation, and that the path I would follow would involve several 
disciplines and many different media. But it was a beginning, and 
it was a good place to start. I really had no idea where this would 
take me or what would be the possibilities for my future when I 
would receive my diploma after 3 years. By the end of the first 
year, I was married and had my first daughter, and I was, like 
many other students, out of cash. As with any journey, one keeps 
moving forward step by step. And so I did. 

In putting together this exhibition, I was immediately confronted 
with the question of how I would correlate fifty years of work. To 
begin with, I have always thought that the one most critical com-
ment made about my work over the years has been that it is too 
eclectic. Advisors would suggest that I should be more consistent, 
stay with a more predictable style or medium. There is logic in this, 
and I won’t deny it, as it is a much better “marketing strategy,” but 
I am who I am and in my world, the creation of art is inclined more 

toward spontaneity. There is no beginning and there is no end.

I chose the title “Time Warp” because, although there is evidence 
of a progression and a development of an idea over this period of 
time, I do not believe that many of my creative attempts are ever 
really finished; and so it would seem logical to return to my earlier 
works at some point and to carry on the series with the intention 
of realizing the original idea in a whole new light. It is simply that 
I am reflecting certain aspects of this world as I encounter them, 
and I believe that the concept behind my artwork, like most other 
things, is always in a state of flux. Progressive timelines may exist 
at some levels, but in the natural world, the cycles neither begin 
nor end, they just are. This was not about remaking older work, 
but more about returning to “that” moment and attempting to in-
fuse it with a more developed awareness.

If one were to enter my studio, they might find several projects in 
various media in many states of development, standing on tables, 
on the floor and on the benches throughout the space. It might at 
first feel a little chaotic to an outsider, but I find that working in this 
manner is rather liberating, in that I never feel like I am “inden-
tured” to a particular project, and I can simply place my attention 
where I feel it needs to be at any time. 

Commission work for public or private sculpture of course, is an 
entirely different world and requires a completely opposite ap-
proach. This is because the project is no longer a private matter, 
usually involving many people and more activities, and usually a 
deadline. I very much enjoy doing this work because it usually in-
volves working on a large scale, and often provides an opportunity 
to work in a new or different medium. Many of these pieces are 
derived from my studio works.

Time Warp
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Collection:
The volume of works that I have assembled for this exhibition are 
predominately from my own collection. There are some sculp-
tures that I have borrowed from some private collections that I felt 
should be included. Fortunately, I retained many pieces from the 
early years, which are also represented here. 

Series:
I, like many other sculptors I know, like to work concurrently with 
several often-unrelated themes. This is because I can take a long 
time, if ever, to develop an idea to the realization of its ultimate 
expression, and so sometimes it seems necessary to “multi-task”, 
and to temporarily diversify one’s attention. 

Revolution, Cast stone, 1974. Conception, Steel, Soapstone, bronze. 1974, also Mother and child series. 
Mix media series.
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In some instances, as in my “Torso Series,” it is concerned with 
the simplification of a figure down to its basic form without los-
ing the aesthetic components of the original piece. Simply put, 
the objective is to capture the essence of the original idea with 
a stylized rendition and as few lines as possible. As an exam-
ple, the bronze sculpture with the title, “Veritas”—the Roman 
goddess of truth, is usually represented holding a mirror in her 
hand. In this instance she becomes the mirror. On another level, 
the lines are minimal, but still maintain the sense of elegance 
and beauty. There is another component here, and it has to do 

with the energetic frequency that is generated by the shapes of 
the lines, and their relation to the mass. Although originally an 
intuitive idea, my sustained preoccupation with this theme has 
shown me that there is definite harmonic expression not unlike 
the cymatic and geometric expressions that we find in nature. 
The original piece was made from marble, and there are some 
variations of that theme exhibited here. One can easily detect 
the not-so-subtle differences between the stone and the bronze 
forms both in colour, texture and in the reflective surfaces of 
each piece.

Veritas, Roman goddess of truth. Polished bronze,  
ed. 3, 2021.

Standing figure, polished bronze,  
ed. 3, 2021

Polished bronze torso with aged patina,  
ed. 3, 2008
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The “Mother and Child” and the “Conception” theme go in an 
entirely different direction than the torso series, and serve to ex-
plore the nature of interacting relationships. The piece titled, “In-
ner Form / Outer Form” being abstract, and the piece titled “Joy” 
being somewhat representational, are both preoccupied with the 

idea of interaction, and exemplify images in which both figures 
and forms, representative and abstract, are, as in the previous 
description still preoccupied with aesthetic considerations and the 
spatial values that serve to compliment and enhance the narrative 
of the sculpture. 

Joy, 9 Composition in a cube form. Indiana limestone, 2005.

Goats, Composition in a rectangular block, 
Indiana limestone, 2006.

Dolphins, black serpentine, 2008.
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 Many of my sculptures, as in the “Strange Creatures” series or the 
“Bird Series” are merely spontaneous creations sometimes inspired 
by the shape of the particular stone, or the realization of an idea 
that has been floating around in my head. These pieces are usually 
erratic and unrelated to one another except in their often-similar 
techniques. This style of sculpting I find to be more creative, fun and 

not encumbered by the intellectual parameters dictated by other 
more formal themes. I would add that regardless of what motivates 
or inspires me as an artist, the basic “laws” of aesthetics must still 
be applied in order to realize a successful outcome in the end. It is at 
this point where the viewer begins to observe the similarities, rather 
than the differences between the various pieces of work

Dragons, alabaster, 2007.

Angel, alabaster, 2000-2004. Coyote, anhydrite, 1999.Serpent to fowl, teak wood, serpentine, 1978.
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I dream my life, engraved marble torso, expectant mother, 2003. Draco, engraved marble torso, black paint, 2019.
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Raven, cast bronze, 1996.

Standing Bird, serpentine, 1985. Spinning Bird, alabaster.Fat Bird, white marble, 2018.
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Owl Flying, black marble, 2016.

Spinning Bird, anhydrite, 2020.
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Taking Off, marble, 2018.
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Art Deco Eagle, Indiana limestone, 2014.

Hawk, anhydrite, 2020.

Eagle, marble, 1995.
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Conception study for inside outside forms. 1975, Mother and Child series. 

I am referring here to the elements that help to create the illusion 
that a material like stone might appear to be soft, or alive, or that it 
may appear to have movement. What is it that makes one want to 

reach out and touch it? Or what is it about the combining of mate-
rials as in the “Mixed Media Series” that draws one’s attention to 
the contrast in the surface of the various stones or metals? 
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Standing Figure, anhydrite, bronze, 2003-2005.

Emerging Forms, serpentine, bronze, concrete, 1999.Seed Form 2, limestone, serpentine, bronze, 1995-1996. Tension, Kootenay marble, bronze, 2009.
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Seed Form 1. Limestone, anhydrite, serpentine, bronze, 1995-96.
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Revolution, cast stone, 1974.

Cat Sitting, alabaster, 1981-84
Conception, steel, soapstone, bronze, 1976. Also Mother and Child Series and 

Mixed Media Series. 
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The sculpture titled “The Bather” is a good example of using tex-
ture and colour as a contrast in order to create a sense of softness 
on some of the surface of the figure. The satin finish of the stone 
against the rougher texture of the cloth. The upward spiral of the 
figure creates movement, but the colour adds another dimension. 

I began incorporating colour into my stonework several years ago, 
and I guess one could refer to them as “Mixed Media” and it allows 
me to, in some cases open the surface and expose a contrasting 
interior. In this case I coloured the stone with paint to make it ap-
pear as a completely different material. 

Kneeling figure, marble, 2017.Kneeling figure, marble, 2017.

Persephone Contemplating Spring, marble, granite 2021.
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The Bather, marble, paint, 2020. The Bather, marble, paint, 2020.

Woman In A Silk Dress, Kootenay marble, 1995.

Male torso, Kootenay marble, 2018

Male torso, Kootenay marble, 2018

Alethea, Goddess of Truth, Greek mythology, marble, 1995.
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This latest series of sculptures in marble were taken from the series 
of bronze figures that I produced in clay from a model. These were 
cast in bronze around 1981. I had initially wanted to develop the 
series into marble, and about eight years ago I decided that it would 
be an interesting project to finally take on. I was curious to find out 
what would develop when I approached these bronze pieces after 
so many years had passed. Aside from the mould making and the 
bronze casting, the development of the original forms in clay was 
a very spontaneous and free mode of expression. It is a plastic and 
flexible medium allowing me to change the shape and form in min-
utes or even seconds. The marble on the other hand is a long and 
calculating process with less flexibility. The stone is a much more 
sensuous medium, encouraging the development of the smooth 

forms and contours. The increased scale of the pieces was an in-
vitation to develop the figures into more representative forms, and 
also in some cases, to take a somewhat grotesque approach.

What transpired with this more contrived approach, was a devel-
opment into a metaphoric collection of ideas that have no real con-
nection to the original forms, beyond taking some inspiration from 
the initial poses. The sculptures themselves are no longer just a col-
lection of the original model studies but have evolved or morphed 
into a new series of expressive ideas. They now only ‘rhyme’ with 
the original ideas, and each piece has a story of its own.  

At this point I will leave it up to the viewer to determine the inherent 
thematic values of the various sculptures presented here.

Twisting Form, model for Althea, 1981. Kneeling Figure, model for marble version of Kneeling Figure, 1981.

The Three Graces, (Aglaea, Euphrosyne and Thalia) Greek myth, 2015. Ecstacy, black serpentine, 2002-2004. 

Shaman Dance, serpentine, 2004-2006.
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Sitting Figure model for Persephone Contemplating Spring, 1981. 
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My Hand, babbitt metal, my first metal cast using an ancient casting technique,1975. The Eternal Struggle between Wisdom and Knowledge, bronze ed.3, 1982.
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Stretching, cast bronze, ed.3, 1995.
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Bookends, bronze skulls modeled from clay, ed.3. 1995.
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Random sketches for large scale “Mixed Media”.Sketches for a series of stone pieces. Sketch for a bronze piece, “Wind Series”.

Design for a life size fabricated bronze piece.

As this is a retrospective exhibition, I thought it would be appro-
priate to include a collection of some of my sketchbooks and 
drawings. Some of these sketches are originals, and some were 
reworked from the books, and are presented here in order to 
give some idea of the process involved. Many of the pages are 
filled with sketches of people or animals which are useful as ref-
erence material while working on a piece.

I have made it my practice over the years to record my concepts 
and ideas in my sketchbooks. These journals have, in my opin-
ion, proven to be one of the most important tools for working 

in any visual arts. I am also of the opinion that one’s tactics, 
observational skills, and craft skills, applied to years of practice 
and experience, are the key to achieving one’s goals. Inspira-
tion, however, is something that comes from a different source 
and doesn’t necessarily wait until one is ready, and so many 
good ideas get lost in the fog of time, and that is why I felt it was 
worthwhile to keep a journal with me most of the time, especially 
while travelling. A simple line drawing or a quick sketch, or even 
a few words, are all that is necessary sometimes to capture a 
fleeting moment of inspiration.
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Quick figure sketch. 

Sketch for the toppart of “The Monument” on Vernon Street, 
Nelson B.C.

Designs for mixed media. 
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The imagery involved in the various series was pretty much my 
personal interpretation of the environments that I happened to 
be living in at the time.

There is a lot of experimentation in many of these prints. Around 
1993, oil-based ink was replaced with water-based ink and was 
becoming more and more difficult to get, but water-based inks 
did not have the flexibility and also couldn’t flow into the fabric 
of the paper in the same way as oil-based inks did.

I wasn’t able to create the subtle colour blends and intonations 
that I had done before. It became a completely different medium 
and was more akin to paint, and dried quickly. “Arctic Winter 
Ghosts” and “Ravens” are both done in water-based ink.

These serigraph prints represent a lot of the work that I did in 
this medium over the period from 1971 while I was a student at 
the Kootenay School of the Arts and in my studio in Nelson B. 
C., the years I lived in Calgary and did my post graduate work 
in printmaking at Alberta College of Art, and eventually until I 
was teaching the foundation program at Arctic College in Iqaluit 
in 1994. 

This technique of printmaking is a progressive system of apply-
ing colours using a series of stencils, and can be as simple as 

applying one colour, as in “Dirty Sky,” or as complex as using 
twenty successive screens, as in “The City,” with the challeng-
ing objective of creating a complete edition of identical prints. 
Eventually I slipped out of the traditional mode and found it more 
interesting to make them all a little different.

The techniques involved in these prints range from simple cut 
paper stencils to other more intricate direct application stencils, 
overlays and eventually to more complex photo-mechanical 
processes. 

Flies.City.

Portrait of Frank B.

Kamchatka.

Untitled.

John McKinnon
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Fall of the great American Empire.

Exit.
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Hot blue afternoon.

Free Spirits. 
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Foothills #1.
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Giraffe.

Foothills #2. Looking up.
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The Thinker.
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Through the fence. Crazy Horse.

Captive of an intimate reflection.
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City.

God Concep #1.February sunset.

Arctic  |  Time Warp  |  45

Iqaluit morning.

Arctic winter ghost.

Torso #1.

Torso #2.
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Kootenay Landscape #1.

Daffodils.

Kootneay landscape #2.
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Kootenay River. Kootenay Landscape #3.

Birches.Fog.




