Bronze artist Paul Harder

By Matt J. Simmons

Mist rolls off the ocean at Deep Cove, and up the hill to a little wood cabin tucked behind a majestic house. A stone path leads past the house, and a number of bronze sculptures on either side of the path glisten with moisture as if surfacing from the sea. A tortoise arcs away from its base gracefully; an intricate octopus closes its tentacles in a powerful thrusting motion. Then, wearing jeans and a very appropriate Dr. Seuss t-shirt (“One fish, two fish, three fish, blue fish”), Paul Harder emerges, wiping his hands, through the door to stand amidst his sculptures.

Harder is a local bronze artist whose works depicting wildlife — ocean wildlife in particular — are delicate, beautiful and accurate to a degree that comes from a lifetime of studying animals. A fisheries biologist gone sculptor, Harder has always had the animal world cross over into his own. “I had a zoo when I was a kid,” he laughs. “I had everything: maybe not a Komodo dragon but I did have an alligator!”  He looks off to the distance, as he counts them off on his fingers. “I had an alligator, I had turtles, I had a wolf, I had a monkey, fox, racoons, skunk, birds . . . I had a lot of animals — an awful lot of animals.”

His love for creatures great and small led him into a career studying fish and all manner of sea creatures. This work kept him under the water, with countless diving experiences. And having travelled all over the world, always enjoying and experiencing exotic species, Harder’s progression to sculpting was fitting. “I think back to my environmental work and I had lots of exposure [to marine wildlife]. It seemed like a natural progression to start making the animals I like.”

On the table in his studio is a formidable Komodo dragon. It’s in wax now, and its rubber/fibreglass mould lies on the floor in the corner. The dragon is about seven feet long, and even at this stage has a sort of primeval beauty to it. Harder seems to enjoy the challenge of creating a sculpture this big. His only qualm is how he he’s going to get it home from the foundry when all is said and done. “My little Prius isn’t really up to the job,” he laughs.

The process of bronze sculpture is incredibly involved. It starts with the idea of course, and Harder finds these early stages the most enjoyable. He works on sketches, photographs and what he calls the “behavioural/morphological study”. Then he starts on the sculpture in earnest. Out in the studio he builds an armature — essentially the sculpture’s skeleton — and then roughs out the body. At this point, he is totally engrossed in his work. “I’m right into the creative part of the sculpture and not much can pull me away,” he says. “I’ll spend 12-14 hours a day working.” But then, once the sculpture has taken form, with special attention being given to things like pose, movement, balance, expression and texture, the process takes on a completely different aspect: it becomes very technical. 

The next step is creating a mould. This is a two-part process: first rubber, then fibreglass. Harder’s eyes light up as he describes it all. “I find the whole process interesting — there are so many technical aspects to it. Every step of the way, and there are so many steps . . .  it’s a little bit unnerving because you can screw it up right to the end and have to start all over again.” But the challenge is worth it, he says, and laughs, “It’s sort of like being a kid working in a chemistry shop.” With the mould completed, the next step is to fill it with wax, and chase the wax to ensure even distribution. With a piece like the Komodo, that requires some pretty physical effort — taking a seven-foot long dragon and lifting it up to turn it end over end. Then with the wax replica removed from the mould — a process that can pose problems in itself — he works to polish the details of the sculpture with hand tools. And from there, it again takes a new turn, this time off to the Kelowna-based foundry, Pyramid Bronze Works.

Harder works with the foundry on the casting and any other immediate issues. But then he has to drive away and sit tight until the piece is ready. “That’s the very exciting part, when I go up to the foundry and see the actual piece in bronze,” he says. “When you get it back in bronze . . . it’s hard to explain, but something changes. It’s identical, but the feel of it just gives off a totally different air.”

It’s that indescribable feeling that keeps Harder working in bronze, as well as the more tangible benefits: “The allure of bronze is that it’s here for a long time,” he says. “And yeah, there is a little bit of a practical side, after breaking [clay sculptures] and getting totally frustrated.”

Now, with a couple of Galapagos tortoises completed, his next project after the dragon is a baby hippopotamus. And this sculpture has a story behind it. “During the [December, 2004] tsunami, this baby hippopotamus got washed down the river on the coast of Africa,” he explains. “They found it, rescued it and brought it to a wildlife refuge. She took up with a Galapagos tortoise. At first the tortoise didn’t want to have anything to do with her, but the hippo persevered and eventually they became quite good buddies.” So, Harder has decided that he’s going to sculpt a baby hippo to tell the story of this unlikely friendship. “This is my idea of cute,” he laughs.

Paul Harder’s sculptures speak for themselves: beautiful, subtle, graceful . . . and perhaps most importantly, they all have strong presence. That’s partly the permanence of bronze, but mostly the confidence and skill of the artist.

Matt J. Simmons writes locally. In preparing this piece, he rediscovered his love for the sea and its creatures. That, and he’s decided that he wants to be bronzed. 

