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Review of ‘Scorched Earth: 100 Years of Southern African 

Pottery’ 

 

The South African, France-based curator Wendy Gers published a 

book about the history of the ceramic industry in her native country, a 

first in this field. For 10 years she researched the subject in depth with 

the agenda of bringing back the awareness of this industry and craft, 

and the resulting objects, within the esthetic and artistic sphere in 

South Africa. The book gives an in-depth, systematic, clear, historic 

overview of about 30 factories (Gers says she has material for a 

second book), and places this ceramic production within its political, 

social, and cultural context. 

 

Gers tries to show and analyse the extent to which cross- influences 

existed between the white "colonialist" creators of British and Dutch 

extraction and the indigenous black creators, how their esthetics, if at 

all, conversed and got expressed. It is noticeable, when reading 

through the book, that the white hegemony with its visual tradition of 



shapes they brought with them dominated the field, even when black 

potters worked within the workshops. The local touch is very minor, 

and when existant, it gets expressed mainly in surface decorations like 

scenes typical of African life, a bit like on souvenirs. Only in very few 

cases, like for instance in the Thaba Bosigo workshop in Lesotho, 

initiated and run for quite a few years by British ceramic artist Peter 

Hayes (who demonstrated in Israel over 20 years ago), and in Rorke's 

Drift in Kwa- Zulu Natal there is clear formal and decorative 

expression coming from Blacks themselves with their visual 

traditions. These two workshops were located each within a 

"homeland", independent Black areas, and Rorke's Drift was initiated 

and run by a social Church initiative for the Black community. It is 

very enlightening and interesting to read the interviews relating to that 

undertaking. 

 

As an Israeli reader viewing the visual content of the book, I couldn't 

not notice the esthetic similarity with items produced in Israel at the 

same time: in our local industry we too were nourished by the 

immigrant German and continental European esthetic the European- 

trained ceramists brought with them, and by the clear cultural 

"European hegemony". And here too the influence of the local was 

expressed by those immigrants in their conception of orientalistic 

decorative motives, often made to be given to foreigners. It is striking 

that most of the ceramic production Gers shows in her book could 

have been made anywhere at the time, a sort of global style without a 

clear local esthetic. And as in South Africa with the Black potters, 

also in Israel the pottery of the local Arab polulation had an 

independent parallel existence to the main "modern" ceramic 

industry.  
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