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Scorched Earth is an account of potteries operating in southern Africa during the twentieth century. 

With this book, Wendy Gers offers a survey of 32 small-to-medium sized potteries that engaged in 

serial production of various domestic and commercial wares. Each chapter of the book is devoted to 

one pottery, and includes a brief history, types of materials and techniques employed, and an 

account of the people involved in its history and operation. Gers is an independent Curator and Art 

Historian, specialised in ceramics. Former curator at the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Art Museum, 

a founding coordinator of an international ceramics research laboratory for the Ecole Nationale 

Supérieure d'Arts (ENSA) Limoges, France, and a Research Associate at the University of 

Johannesburg, South Africa. Amongst others, Gers has curated the First Central China International 

Ceramics Biennale at the Henan Museum (12/2016 - 03/2017), and Terra-Nova, Taiwan Ceramics 

Biennale at the Yingge Museum, Taipei  (05/2014 - 11/2014).  
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The book is first and foremost an invaluable reference text. It succeeds in concentrating hundreds of 

disparate sources into a clear and highly accessible text. The book is based on field research of great 

extent within an academic territory with very few wide-scoped and structured sources of 

information, a project which demands locating and gleaning knowledge from a multitude of 

publications, interviews and private collections The reward for this labor is a text which has all the 

potential to become a central reference point, sparking interest in the field, and enabling and 

spurring further research. Scorched Earth takes on this challenge consciously and, with a sense of 

responsibility, each pottery's story is told with an analysis as to its significance, but without 

judgment as to its importance within the canons of modern art. 

 

As Gers states from the onset, apart from a few well known and appreciated potteries (located in 

Europe, east Asia and north America), there is very little academic or public attention paid to serially 

produced pottery. The dedication of a book of almost encyclopedic magnitude to such a subject 

means challenging the conventions of modern art which brought about this sort of disregard. 

Scorched Earth offers a "leveled out" picture, in which conventional hierarchies are erased. Its focus 

is on a marginalized form of artistic creation - production potteries, in a geographical region hardly 

recognized before as important to the history of this field. The book approaches its subject in a 

clearly democratic and non-biased approach which extends to the treatment of its entire body of 

knowledge. The author includes potteries with artistic intentions and a long list of exhibitions, some 

with more commercial intentions, and some which developed out of social projects. The various 

ceramic wares made are all mentioned and illustrated equally, from the high-brow tableware and 

crockery, decorative non-functional wares and hand painted vases, to the cheapest tourist 

souvenirs, tiles and storage jars. All are included, researched and listed with equal care. This attitude 

extends further into the stories of the people involved in the potteries, as a section of individual 

biographies of staff appears within the text devoted to each operation. Decorator, potter, founder or 

designer, black or white, temporary or permanent, all (research permitting) are mentioned, and 

elaborated on according to their contribution to the oeuvre of the specific pottery. 

 

Serial production is a form of artistic expression which seeps into daily life and is experienced first-

hand with little mediation. Crockery, souvenirs, painted tiles, and various decorated wares are all 

part of our lives, objects we come into contact with on a regular basis, usually without too much 

consideration. Their account, and the account of those who have conceived and made them, are a 

people's history, and are a document of local identity. During the late 19th and most of the 20th 
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century, there existed a pocket of time in which it was feasible to maintain small scale, local modes 

of serial production in southern Africa. These types of operations, surveyed in Scorched Earth, are 

unique in the way they integrated design, production and consumption, all practiced locally, in a 

relatively intimate geographical sphere. In contrast, today economic feasibility only seems to exist 

when design occurs in one place, production in another and consumption is everywhere, on a global 

scale. Within this latter mode of operation, the personal stories and identities of the individuals 

involved becomes irrelevant, and the space for creativity and self (and local) expression is minuscule. 

Between the global dissemination of industrial modes of production during the 19th century, and 

the time of their concentration at specific global centers, in the late 20th, there is a brief historical 

window to observe the effect of local serial production. Within this mode, the story of the 

individuals involved, their interactions with their customers and suppliers, their aspirations and 

identities are central and are clearly evident in the products of their labor. 

 

Scorched Earth is geared towards ceramics and art researchers, historians, collectors, artists, 

designers and makers, but also to any individual interested in an accessible, well researched people's 

history of the 20th century in southern Africa.  Its wealth of knowledge invites the readers to make 

their own cross-sections around subjects with little scholarship, such as souvenir making, or the use 

of sgraffito and hand painting in production pottery. 

 


