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It was on a chance visit to the arty South African fishing 
village of Kalk Bay – with the Indian Ocean to one side 
and soaring mountains to the other – that I spotted 

Clementina van der Walt’s latest work in a gallery. They were 
sculptural earthenware vessels. Contemporary in form, the 
pieces echoed the pots and patterns that have been made 
largely by female village potters in Africa for centuries. But 
unlike the deep burnished hues of, say, Zulu beer vessels, 
these pieces had surfaces of a powdery soft red, a pale coffee-
coloured tint, and a sea blue, their unglazed outer walls giving 
them an appealing chalky texture to the touch.

Clementina has been working with clay for some 40 
years now. Alongside her sculptural one-off work she is 
also known for her tiles and wall pieces. Another key 
strand to her practice is her beautiful tableware; she likes 
to see a laden table as an art installation. These are 
ceramics, she says, ‘with a sense of soul’. They have a 
glossy smooth interior, yet retain enough of the rough 
matte on the rim so that those using them are in no doubt 
that they are organic handmade wares. 

The South African sculptor and artist Wilma Cruise 
describes well how these pieces ‘are lyrical and light…’ and 
how they allude, subtly, to the African landscape in their 
colours. ‘A dark brown of wet earth against the ochre of 
burnt veldt; the khaki of grass against the white of cloud, 
and always the grace note of that wonderful ox blood red.’ 
Clementina’s belief is that through making ‘contemplative 
and utilitarian objects by hand’ an artist can find the 
antidote, both for themselves and for those who then live 
with their art, to our ‘cyber age of information overload’. 
She describes her making of such hand-crafted utilitarian 
wares as an ‘intention to seek the sacred in the ordinary’. 

EARLY ENCOUNTERS
Clementina first worked with clay when it was offered as a 
practical component on her History of Art degree at the 
Hebrew University of Jerusalem in Israel. It was 1973. ‘I was 
astonished at being able to make something so physically 
present,’ she recalls. She enrolled on an evening course and 
from there her path was set. 

Prior to university, she had grown up in Johannesburg. 
Her father, Nathan Berger, was a Jewish intellectual from 
Lithuania. Her mother, Lucy Gough, was Australian, related 
to the artistic Boyd dynasty, to which William Merric Boyd, 
considered by many to be the father of Australian studio 
pottery, also belonged. ‘My mother was a journalist, but she 
made pottery too – we grew up in a home filled with her 
creations,’ says Clementina. ‘We ate off of vibrantly-coloured 
pottery (I’m sure it was totally lead-glazed), which I think 
may have been Portuguese peasant ware, though she said it 
was French. Ever since I’ve had a nostalgic longing for 
European pottery from the 1940s and 1950s, especially pots 
by Joan Miró, Gilbert Valentin and Marcello Fantoni.’

On graduating in 1975, Clementina studied for a National 
Diploma in Ceramics at the Technikon Witwatersrand 
(now the University of Johannesburg); in 1983 she followed 
this with the National Higher Diploma. One of her tutors 
was the ceramist Suzette Munnik, who is now the Director 
of Xiem Clay Centre in Pasadena, California. ‘Suzette always 
challenged me to think about what – and why – I was 
making,’ Clementina recalls. For her thesis she took as her 
topic ‘The Vessel as Expressive Form’. Among the artists 
whose work she followed were Alison Britton, Elizabeth 
Fritsch and Jacqueline Poncelet, all of whom she credits 
with influencing her to make vessel forms that consciously 

A sense 
   of soul
Whether it is her tableware, wall pieces  
or sculptural one-off works, the quality  
of South African potter Clementina van  
der Walt’s work binds the strands of her  
practice together. Sue Herdman learns  
more about her approach and her story 

THIS PAGE: Wabi sabi tableware, 2017, press-moulded 
earthenware with glaze OPPOSITE: Black and white 
splashed vase, 2016, handbuilt earthenware with glaze 
and on-glaze enamel
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OPPOSITE PAGE: Light blue tea bowl, 2016, wheel 
thrown, altered, earthenware with glaze  
ABOVE, CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Vase with  
cat illustration, 2015, hand-built earthenware with 
slip and partial glaze; matte textured zig zag vases, 
2017, slip-cast earthenware with matte underglaze; 
painterly retro style square plates, 2016, press-
moulded earthenware with glaze and on-glaze 
enamel; refining a press-moulded bowl, 2017,  
raw unfired earthenware
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She absorbed much 
from that [Anglo-
Oriental] tradition, then 
moved away from it, 
although, she says, 
‘there remains a 
memory that surfaces 
intermittently and 
draws me back to 
those roots’

‘contain meaning’. By this stage Clementina was also 
making tableware, selling at first at a weekly flea market in 
Johannesburg. ‘This kind of art seemed more immediate 
and meaningful to me,’ she says. 

The years 1983 to 1988 saw her work as a lecturer in 
Ceramics at the Technikon. ‘It was exciting and stimulating,’ 
she recalls, ‘but all my creative energy was going to my 
students. I wasn’t giving my own work full attention.’ It 
was time to take a leap of faith; so she left the security of 
her teaching role and found a studio.

IDENTITY AND INFLUENCE 
With time to concentrate on her making, Clementina also had 
the headspace to build an understanding of exactly what her 
influences were – and how she drew on them. She started to 
search for her own cultural identity. ‘I am of European descent, 
but born in Africa,’ she explains. ‘This is complex and laden 
with the political and cultural nuances that exist here. I had 
grown up to believe that my culture lay elsewhere, but it 
began to dawn on me that it lay right here in South Africa. So, 
I started to listen to local music, to township jazz; to look at 
African art and textiles; the urban and rural landscapes – and 
I began to use these consciously, stylistically, in my work. I 
was combining them with my Eurocentric experience, trying 
to blend the two worlds.’ 

‘In 1980s South Africa the main thrust in the pottery 
world was the Anglo-Oriental style,’ adds Clementina. 
‘Bernard Leach was revered and, in many ways, he was the 
reason I got into ceramics.’ She absorbed much from that 
tradition, then moved away from it, although she says, 
‘there remains a memory that surfaces intermittently and 
draws me back to those roots.’ Other, myriad elements 
have fed her making. ‘I love Kandinsky; I think I may 
(unconsciously) draw on the rich seam of Art Deco 
architecture in Cape Town too.’ This is something that 
purchasers of her Deco tableware range will witness.

Today, Clementina splits her time between her main 
studio in Cape Town and her farm, studio and gallery at 
Kraaldoring, where she and her business and life partner 
Albie Bailey spend a few days each month. Her city studio is 
an old factory space on the fifth floor, with floor to ceiling 
windows and views down to the city’s harbour. She shares 
this with her two assistants, Adonis Mumpango N’sele and 
Euloge Think, and three other creatives, including her 
daughter Vienie McShane, who has a fabric business. 

Clementina’s favoured processes include press moulding, 
casting and throwing, which she loves. She is not, she says, 
‘a production thrower; once I start work on altering a piece, 
it becomes labour-intensive,’ she says. Working with 
earthenware clays, slips and underglazes for all her pieces, 

her ‘sculptural utilitarian’ work, such as the vessels I saw in the Kalk 
Bay Modern Gallery, is made through exploring what Clementina 
calls an ‘altered throwing technique’ (although she also slab 
handbuilds and sometimes coils and pinches). She cuts away from the 
main, thick shape, joining parts together. The finished form is never 
preconceived. ‘I allow the clay and the moment to dictate the process 
and the form,’ she explains. Once such pieces have emerged from the 
firing, Clementina then selects their titles, often choosing lines from 
poetry, ‘as a way of giving the vessel contemplative meaning’.  

CURRENT AND FUTURE 
It’s an exciting time in South African ceramic art. ‘In fact, I think it is 
booming,’ says Clementina. ‘Although, as college departments close, as in 
the UK, there is a loss of technical ceramic knowledge and a sense of 
historical context.’ On the upside, she sees how the traditional African 
aesthetic is influencing several young ceramic artists. Among those is 
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• 1975: BA in History of Art,  
Hebrew University, Jerusalem

• 1977: National Diploma, Ceramics, 
Technikon Witwatersrand,  
South Africa

• 1983: National Higher Diploma, 
Ceramics, Technikon Witwatersrand

• 1978–1982: co-owner of Things Gallery and Studio, 
Johannesburg

• 1983–1988: Lecturer, Ceramics, Technikon Witwatersrand 
• 1989–1991: studio at Daljosafat Arts Foundation, Paarl
• 1998–2002: set up The A.R.T. Gallery in partnership  

with Albie Bailey
• 2000–2002: ran her shop, Clementina, in Cape Town
• 2007: moved to The Colosseum Building, Cape Town
• Clementina’s work has been exhibited on multiple 

occasions in England, South Africa, Denmark, Berlin, 
China, Japan, USA, France and Australia. She has shown 
at Ceramic Art London eight times, at the Taiwan 
Ceramic Biennale in 2014 and the International Academy 
of Ceramics 2014 Members Exhibition in Dublin

• She has been a member of the International Academy 
of Ceramics since 2009 and was elected a Fellow of 
Ceramics South Africa in 2016

• Her work sits in many collections, including the Pretoria 
Art Museum, the Johannesburg Art Gallery, the Nelson 
Mandela Metropolitan Art Museum and the Museum  
of Modern Ceramic Art, Gifu, Japan

CAREER AT A GLANCE
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ABOVE: Miró-inspired tea bowls and mugs, 2017, wheel thrown,  
and slip-cast earthenware with glaze and on-glaze enamel
BELOW: Studio assistants Adonis Mumpango N’sele and  
Euloge Think

Madoda Fani, whose carved tribal-like ‘armour-plated’ 
pieces are inspired by the Xhosa tribe tradition; Jabu Nala, 
who comes from a long line of brilliant Zulu potters; and 
Andile Dyalvane, from the Eastern Cape, who is influenced 
both by his African roots and the industrial views of the 
docks from his Cape Town studio. Other ceramists whose 
work Clementina admires are Hylton Nel, known for his 
colourful plates, vessels and sculptural work; Katherine 
Glenday, lauded for her luminous, graceful porcelain 
ceramics; and Hennie Meyer, whose attention to intricate, 
often fantastical detail has won him such a strong following. 

Among such artists, Clementina’s name remains at the 
forefront of South African makers. She continues to work at 
a furious pace, now looking to develop her painting on 
clay, particularly on architectural tile installations. Last 
year she made a personal pilgrimage to The Leach Pottery, 
where she took up a residency, invited by her fellow South 
African, Roelof Uys, the Head Production Potter there. In 
2018 she will have an exhibition at the Pottery, for which 
she is going to develop pieces that ‘reflect South Africa, 
Africa and Britain’. In a way, she muses, ‘this would be an 
endorsement of where I originally started – a coming 
together of Afrocentric and Eurocentric sensibilities.’ 
Typically, she refers to a line of poetry, from T.S. Eliot’s 
Little Gidding, the last of his Four Quartets, to clarify what 
she means: ‘We shall not cease from exploration / And the 
end of all our exploring / Will be to arrive where we 
started / And know the place for the first time.’   

See Clementina’s work in the UK at The Art Shop, 
Abergavenny, artshopandgallery.co.uk; Petronilla Silver 
Gallery, petronillasilver.co.uk; and The Leach Pottery,  
leachpottery.com. For more on Clementina, visit 
clementina.co.za 


