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dESIGNERS dEvEloP  
dATABASE oF HEAd SHAPES 
Why did an award-winning helmet 
designed by Roger Ball’s Toronto 
firm, Paradox, sell well in the United 
States and Europe but not in Japan? 
According to a group of Asian  
snowboarders, it was because the 
helmet, which was not designed  
for heads shaped like theirs, gave 
them a headache. 

“It was a shock to learn the  
differences in Asian head shapes,” 
says Ball. “It’s a Western chauvinism 
that we assume everyone is the  
same as we are.”

15 mINuTES wITH  
SHARy BoylE
Multidisciplinary artist Shary Boyle 
has gained recognition for her 
drawings, paintings and sculpture. 
“Lace Figures,” the porcelain 
figurines she produced for a 2006 
solo exhibition at Toronto’s Power 
Plant Contemporary Art Gallery, were 
acquired recently for the permanent 
collections of the National Gallery of 
Canada, the Musée des beaux-arts 
de Montréal, the Paisley Museum & 
Art Gallery in Scotland and the Art 
Gallery of Ontario.

As he spoke to people about the 
significance of head shapes, Ball 
found more and more examples 
of product “misfits,” ranging from 
Western-designed hygienic face 
masks to American baseball caps 
purchased by Chinese teenagers to 
complete a hip-hop aesthetic. Says 
Ball: “I was even interviewed by a 
fashion journalist who admitted she 
was thinking about getting plastic 
surgery, so the Gucci sunglasses she 
so adored would fit her.” 

This awareness of the problem 
inspired him to look for anthropometric 
information (the study of measure-
ments of the human body) that would 
allow designers to better serve the 
needs of diverse markets. Unable to 
find useful data, he set about research-
ing it himself. Ball and his team have 
now measured the heads of more than 
2,000 Chinese in order to make better-
fitting products — such as helmets and 
sunglasses — for Asians.

Ball, who graduated from OCAD’s 
industrial design program in 1983, 
has been designing helmets since  
he was a student, when he worked  

Boyle, who was once a musician 
herself, has also created performative 
screen projections that animate 
the work of musical artists such as 
Feist and Peaches. As well, she is 
remarkably literate and has been 
called both a technical virtuoso and 
a polymath. If there is a risk with this 
pairing – the possibility, perhaps, 
that one might get lost – it’s of no 
consequence to Boyle. Not only  
does she acknowledge the risk, she 
thrives on it.

Describing Boyle’s newest work  
in Border Crossings magazine 
last year, Meeka Walsh wrote that 
“technique and highly accomplished 
painting, hybridity, mythological 
sensibility in place and deed, 
androgyny and suggestions of 
transgression are all present.” Walsh 
also speaks almost reverently of 
the “hovering state of immanence” 
at play in Boyle’s art. It’s the kind 
of comment Boyle is tempted to 
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as a senior designer at Cooper 
Canada Ltd., a manufacturer of  
sporting and leather goods. Now  
the founding director of Size China 
(www.sizechina.com) and a PhD 
candidate at the Delft University of 
Technology in the Netherlands, Ball 
is currently collaborating with experts 
from Hong Kong, the U.S. and the 
European Union to create the first 
digital database of Chinese head  
and face shapes. 

While this information is useful for 
designers, Ball also acknowledges 
its potential misuse. “Mistakes hap-
pen when people start drawing 
conclusions about personality and 
behaviour,” notes Ball. “I draw no 
conclusions about people from the 
shape of their heads. I believe in one 
race, the human race. Within that are 
subpopulations that have differences 
in physical dimensions.”

According to Ball, the scanning  
process was complicated and  
pressure-packed. The logistics of 
shipping a scanner to six provinces in 

overturn and unsettle; in this case 
reframing the “immanence” of her 
art as her own — her undoubtedly 
pervasive “suspended state  
of unease.”

Boyle has called the transgressive 
impulse, the pulling out of something 
that’s buried, a personal imperative, 
and has admitted to an affinity with 
Outsider Art (i.e., “raw” or “rough” 
art created outside the boundaries of 
official culture). When asked about 
identifying with a particular scene or 
movement, she responds: 

“I don’t, mostly because I’m a bit 
of a loner socially and because I tend 
to make work from a very personal 
place. I may be inspired by music or 
something I see on the street, but the 
characters that populate my pictures 
come directly from my most personal 
and idiosyncratic inner world. When I 
was first showing figurative, narrative, 
psychosexual childhood and dream-
worldly pictures, I was very much 
alone and even out of vogue in [what 
was a] highly conceptual and new 
media-driven art community. But 
in past years, I’ve seen this kind of 
imagery spring up everywhere.” 

Boyle’s collaborative and cross-
disciplinary tendencies have also 
become very much “in vogue,” which 
is something she celebrates:

“People are curious about the 
relationship between collaborators 
and the sharing of authorship 
towards something that’s larger 
than the individual. I used to sing 
in a band and I’ve been performing 
live projections with musicians for 
10 years; music has always been 
a major influence [for me]. The 
visual arts community, like the rest 
of the world, is fascinated by the 
supposed glamour, the fantasy of 
rock and roll. Some of the success 
of my performative work can be 
traced to that. But the main reason 
I think people seem so moved by 
my projections is the combination of 
images and sound, which creates a 
super-powerful emotional response 
that’s strongly related to something 
primal or childlike inside of us. My 
projections are very concerned with 
interpreting the lyrics and structure 
of a song, and so are much more 

cognitively specific than they would 
be [had I set out to create] cool 
background art for bands.

“My visual imagination also evolved 
through absorbing the evocative 
imagery of writing. I’ll often be 
struck by an image after reading 
a particularly meaningful quote or 
paragraph. I love interpreting and 
personalizing the expression of 
another artist in a different genre. It’s 
like creating a sign for an idea. If it 
works, it brings the idea to a fuller, 
more layered meaning. It grows it.”

This past April, Conundrum Press 
released Otherworld Uprising, which 
featured full-colour reproductions of 
“Lace Figures.” The book includes 
critical essays by Josée Drouin-
Brisebois, Curator of Contemporary 
Art at the National Gallery of Canada, 
and new fiction from famed Canadian 
literary personality Sheila Heti.

China and recruiting 2,000 subjects 
were significant. As well, Ball had to 
create a study that would stand up to 
scientific scrutiny. To achieve this, he 
hired two expert scientists to teach 
his team how to properly scan peo-
ple. Ball notes that this work extends 
beyond Asia and is ongoing due to 
shifting populations. 

The Hong Kong government has 
invested HK$5.3 million into the 
project as part of its DesignSmart 
Initiative, which is meant to increase 
and promote the use of design in 
Hong Kong. In addition, three industry 
sponsors and six partner universities 
have invested in the project, which 
has a budget of US$1 million.

When Andrew Wood, representa-
tive director for New Era Cap Asia 
Pacific, one of the project’s industry 
partners, saw an article in The South 
China Morning Post on Size China’s 
website, he contacted Ball.

“We‘ve been producing the authen-
tic fitted cap since 1920,” says Wood. 
“We knew Asian heads were different 
from the standard Royal Air Force 
head forms we were using. Size China 
has proven we need to look at new 
head forms for Asia to go forward.”
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