Bukkenburg Pottery

Gall de Kerk visits David Schiapobersky and Felicity Potter in Swellendam

I recently had the pleasure of visiting Buk kenburg Pottery,
the home and studio of David Schlapobersky and Felicity
Poeter in Swellendam in the Western Cape,

Enterng the studio/gallery at Bukkenburg s a feast and
delight 1o any potier or cemmic arist, aspinng or
professional. Here we find mosumental works in stonewase
and jewel-like porcelain, all executed with consummate
skill and flaic

Large planters, ums and floor jars,
genorous jugs and lidded jars,
bowls, platters, vases and delicate
porcelain preces all excite ones
veiual and totle semses.

Manterfully thrown by Davad and
sensitively decorated by Felicity
with fluid confident brush strokes, "1 osiaier
robust and elegant forms and rich
glowing reduction glazes; mon and
cobaly, celadons, khaki and their
dazzling copper reds; all are a joy.

Surveying all of this one realzes that here are two artists,
who over the 36 years of making besutiful cermmics, hove
acquired o knowledge and understanding of cach other as
well as the materioks and firing processes they use, that is
unsurpassod by most other pottens. They are amongst the
very fow in this country who could be regarded as leaders
m the field of high temperature, reduction-fired stoneware
and porcelain

It ts twelve years since they relocated 10 Swellendam from
Johamnesharg and over lanch with them in their boautifol
and tranguil environment | asked what inspires them, their
work schedule and how they contmue to sustain themselves
in these times of economic difficulties. Being on thetr
nxsiling 1t along with many othees 1 receive their
invitutions and notices by e-muil and was aware that | had
just missed their recent Open Studio Weekend

Can you tell us something about what you kave been husy
with since we fast spoke same yeary ago?

It hus been o very busy few years for us und much has
happened, some of which we would love to share with
you, We would also like 10 add something mose of our
environment and our lifestyle which is the context for what
we make and do. It is the counse of our Tife and our work,
which remain indivisible

Mindful of the caution by Voltare: “The secret o bemg
tiresome s to tell eyerything,” suffice 0 sy we are bisy
with o diverse range of activities in the studio, house and
warden.

In addition 10 our exhabitions in Johannesburg and
elsewhere. we hold regular open woekends which have
become something of a feature in oar local productive
landscape. Our first such event in Swellondam was at the
ond of 1997, We now have three open week ends cach year
for which we tum out & wide selection of new pots. For the
duration of each event we also serve lunch and
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and the catering has now become an important
aspect of what we provide. Felicity's cooking has become
50 popular and her reputation for superb cuising so
estublished that # has bocome necessary for people

to hook in advance for lunch

These weekends also include studio demonstrations and we
often host Jocal guest artisss and exhibelors in our cottage,
which becomes a small gallery for
the occasion

Orders and commissions make up
o significant portion of our work
R and we huve been relatively busy
0 recently
The showroom needs 1o be kept
stocked with good work and, as we
are open & the publie; the studio
and environment must be atractive
and well-maingained. This is
necessary particularly during the
summer which is usually a busy
time with numbers of ravellers passing through
Swelleodam.

We were approached to work on a big assignment by our
fricod and colleague Paul de Jongh lase kst year. Many
who resd this will know that he and his wife Nina have
their home and studio in McGregor, not too far from
Swellendam. The project requared that we throw a range
of wa canisters for Nigiro Ten Merchants in Cape Town,
each one weighing 4.5 kg, It was great fun and a good
expenience %0 have another potter i the stcho for 2 while
There is much to be said for this sont of collaboention and
it is a subject that ought to have its own story writlen up
for publication.

Your work iy functional and decorative: what are your
wWews on making functional pots, and wowld you also
vell s xomething about the range of work that you are
producing now?

‘es, our work i mamly functional and decorative and
has been so all our working lives, It goes back W our
introduction w0 studio pottery and our time spent 8 Cresset
House Training Centre and n the company of Tim Mormnis
in the carly 1970s. We undersiood vory early on just how
CXPensive it was o sct up yust a small studso, even in those
days, that the making of work which we felt would sell
relatively easily was a priority. Making atirsctive pots for
use ot o reasonable price seemed like the comect approach
ot the time, particularly as we were begmning to train
young people
From our carliest pottery experiences making functional
pottery was 8 prionty not only as far & sales were
comeemexd but also i relation to gaimng expenience and
abilsty. We wene very cager %0 become mvolved in more
adyenturous and expressive work, ¢ven aspirmg 1o lurge
pots and, after severnl atiempts, acknowledged that it was
nocessary 1o acyuire some very basic skill and discipline.
The most effective and memingful way of ganing the



cxperience and control was to begin again with time spent
on the wheel; taking the anduous rouso of Tearning all about
repettion throwmg, form, function, balance and design

At the e we were house paronts ot Cresset House and
the pottery stsdio was close 1o our house. We were some
distance from the city o trips 1o town were rare, This was
before television came % this country, 5o once the children
were in bed we could go back into the studio.

The journey 10 gain the necessary experience required
countless lumps of clay - over a lengthy period - being
wedged up, weighed out and thrown on the wheel to a
marker attached w0 the frune of the wheel, Then came the
mugs, bowls, plates, jgs, vases and
casseroles ete. Mare and more mugs
and bowls, with many being
discarded along the way and the
clay beng recycled and used over
and over agam.

Although we both spent o great deal
of time throwmng, it became clear
very early on that while David was
developing fast on the wheel,
Feliciny’s art troining had more

or less equipped ber to take the
work the next step. As fast s pots
were thrown, they were now also
being decorated by Felicity

Ir was duniog those carly years that our studio spproach
began to take on some of the form and meanmg that is

sull m operation today. Jointly conceiving and plannng

the work. mixing our own clay and glazes, David throwing,
Felicaty decornting and all the other tasks and processes
such as glazing, pack g kilns etc, becamne part of an
integrated course of action

The discipline and stracture of repetstion throwing was a
very important past of our esrly development Mnkms pou
that could be used aml sold st a 1 ble price, d
us, during the carly 1970s, 0 a market and sudicnce who
were interested in buying hand-made stadio pottery. We sull
derive u lot of satisfaction from making good functional
pots which are well-priced, relevant and in demand

The smaller functional and decorative work oflen secs us
through when commissions or sales of the bigger and more
ambitious work are slow. Seall peeces also provide a
wonderful selection of kila-fillers, oflen providing
significant extm value to a kiln load,

Smaller pieces are also very convenient for the truvellmg
public to carry in their liggage

We have long held the view that, if we have & wide enough
selection of work, we would be able %0 appeal %0 o larger
wudience and throogh that enhance var chances of
sustaining ourselves. Of course, there is also the great
benefit of constantly being able to tune our skills and sense
of dexign by working in series or mages of pots.

We still produce a wide ind vuried rmge of work appealing
0 a broad and diverse awdience which continges 1o grow
along with o,

The svope of our work comprises an extensive uod
changing wrray of pots ranging from functionad dinnerware
in stoneware and porcelain, decortive and functional
porcelain to large platters, planters and wrns. Not all of it s

on show in our studio all the time, but we do uttempt 1o
keep up a vibrant and changing display. There are still
many people who have a keen interest in well-made stroag
functional studio pottery which has been produced by hand,
and our experience is that there s ongoing inforest and o
place for this type of work, more especially if people can
have secess 1o the studio and are able to expenence even
some of the making process.

Underpinning much of this has been the idea that, with the
oorrect approach, consstency and application, we and our
work woukd in time gain some recognition and that, as a
result, our more significant picces would attract good
prices, This is just what we are
EXPETIENCINgE DOW.

e work that 1've seen today

in yourr stuidio and showroom

ix sorihing: what con you fefl ny
about chamges and develwpmenty
in yourr chay, gliuzes, decorating
axcides and firing methods that are
giving you such exyuisite and
exciting resulin?

We are both very plased with our
recent work, There are no ‘new’
tricks, sechmiques or materials that
we're using, but wo are achicving
some exceliont results from yeaes and years of consistent
testing, experimenting and application, We have had & run
of very rewarding firmgs lascly and have also had the good
fortume of working with stable raw matenials for uite some
time.

Ao, there is a relatively high demand foe our work which
keeps our process moving and, as we all know, the more we
work af thmgs the better they are likely to get, particulardy
if there are people out there wh are encouraging and keen
1o buy what we make.

Producing high sempersture, reduction-fired stooeware and
porcelain 10 8 consistently high standard is an exacting and
often gruclling pussuit The best way % describe the factoes
which have contributed 1o what you have seen here today is
to say that, under the right conditions, the process isell
begins 1o produce its own rewands.

The rewands at present are significant, and oot necessarily
fimancial, bat we'll talk about that o bit later.

Can you tell us wbowt these large furs that you are
working on?

This is the carly stage of' o very exciting assignment and the
biggest of our current projects, It is 4 commission from a
renowned wine estate und cellar 1o make a serics of kage
jary for them to conduct expeniments 00 matuning some of
their 2009 white wine. We will be glad to work on an article
on the whale expenimental part of the process as it
progresses,

The jars should be fired during lute February or March and,
if'all goes well, be ready in time for their harvest.

We know that you have had years of experience in
different uspects of community work shroughout your
working lfe botk in Johannesburg and Swellendam,
having hegnn your working lfe as potters while stll howse
parents at Cresset Howse, the training centre and school




Bukkenburg confinued

Sor children in need of special care; are you active in any
way in community or pueblic life at present?

We are not involved in anything beyond our own studio
and environment at present and haven’t been since about
the middle of 2003, The benefits of focussed attention to
our own work are clear to us and necessary to produce
the type of work that is emerging from the kilns. We are
however concerned at not being able to afford the time
or encrgy in a volumtary or giving way for ongoing local
commumity work,

Are you stll running workshops or weaching ot wll?

Yes. we are teaching and ase also available for workshops.
We teach a regular class in Swellendam once a week o
local people, and organise workshops for other people
on request.
In previvus interviews amd articles you have ofien
referred b those who you regand as role models in the
studio pottery workd wnd you pay tribute to them ou your
Website as well
As we understund the term, o tole model is a substantial
person who is a good example 10 other people, and yes,
we do owe our role models a great debt of gmtitude,
lhnluw lhacm Ihcpmplawhohveoﬁm
Dew g § whom whole disciplines
hwedn‘dopul.nd in our own part of the woedd, as we
struggle with defining a new and meaningful identity,
we're going to need viable role models mare and mose,

In our industry they have helped to foster an appreciation
for fine pots; they have guided people like us wwards a
better understanding of the history and back ground of
pottery and ceramics, the muterials and processes that we
use. They have also contributed to our aesthetic sense, our
understanding and appreciation of the concepts and ideals
on which our discipline was based: matters such as design,
form, function and balance.

M

Ford

As we are | from the of ety
Tife, we're unsure of just bow this is playing out in the
present climate, but our sense is that things have changed
dramatically i rocent yours. The conventions of te
industry have changed, and we imagine that even the
stuture, nature and place of the champions or roke models
have changed

We were pleased to be amang those who were asked 1o
write something in tribute %o Tim Motm fot lbc
retrospective exhibition in his

Ceramics SA last year at the time of Nuﬂanl Exhlnlinn
in Johannesburg, It was in that tribute and also on our
Website that we pay our respects 10 those who have
travelled this road before us.

Wirat are your thoughes on the role and function of
associations or guilds suchk ax Ceramics SA, wnd your
observations abous the statny of stwdio pottery and
ceramics o the mament?

A diversity of work 15 bemg produced. We have recently
been asking wround 10 get a sense of what the views are

of & number of roke play
leurned so miuch,

There is such a diversity of work and approaches, and it
appears now mare than ever that there are realities which
are as difforent as there are people. Many of those who are
active, are feeling isolated and maintain the need 1o defend
their own private reality and position against some or other
perceived threat.

Tt feels ns though the self has now been set up as the
measure of ull things and we're reminded of the wonderful
quote by Groucho Marx:

“Those are my principles and, if you don't like them,

1 have others.™

The ghobal village and the Intemct have fundamentally
changed the way we relate fo cach other, not just in the
creative and decorative ars, but more generally too; —
and this 15 just the beginning'

Associations in general are valusble and Cernmmics SA

m particubar continues to play a role for its membership.
We are struck by how Ceramics SA has managed (o hold
together in these fast-changing times, dae langely 1o the
voluntary work of o handful of dedicated people. It's no
cusy task ' we think of wht 15 required 1o organise an
exhibition or senes of workshops let alone sccommodating
& countrywide association. Our admiration goes 0 all who
have been active and continue to keep it gomg!

Having said that, we can only repeat the view that change
is all around us and, as the Assocmtion has changed its
name from The Association of Potters of Southern Africa
%0 Ceramics SA in recent yeam, much else is likely to
change as well.

The conventions which informed the activities and values
of muny of the eardy participants are barely evident in this
mereasingly relanve workd, and there 15 o Jot of new, often
migresting and sometimes disagreeable work 1o be seen.
No doubt the structure, composition and direction of the
Association will continue to change and sdapt as new
mfluences, trends, appeoaches and personalities by
mvolved

It = mieresting W note that there appear 10 be fewer and
fewer young ing on a full time studio

and acad and we have

embarking
spproach, Perhips this & because it has become 50 difficult
0 ke a Hving & a studio potter of perhaps it's becase,
0 many people, studio pottery has become mther passé.
Maybe it’s a combination of these and other faciors.
We are really not sare.

There are many new and emerging names and we can oaly
hope that there is a growing interest and/or business
opportunitics enough for them 1o sustain their own viabibiy
and growth and the industry.

A view which has taken root suggests that we have wo
many producers; i.e. poters, COMmmMists, COMMIC artists
ete, or whatever name we choose, for the size of our locsl
market, and that, in order to remain viable and progress.
1t will become necessary for more and more of us 1o export
our work. Our own expenence tells us that a profile abromd
and foreign sales are hy p ‘ulmnbclugdy
rewarding; - but then se are our ‘local’ customers am.

personally speaking, we regand it as necessary to work on
both fronts.




Above. part of the showroow
Left, Dawid throwing,

1t is sad to hear of the threat to both the Ceramae Dessgn
Course at the University of Johannesburg and the Harrow
Degree Course in Britin,. Perhaps it™s not allogether
surprising & we hear that other mstitutions in different
parts of the workd are going through similar problems.

Q. What are your priorities when thinking of sclling or
marketing vour work?

We undenstand very well that those of us working in the
creative or decomtive arts are mostly selling Tuxunes

We have to remain aware that we produce unigue and
excellent work in & very special way and we are not in
competition with csther mdustry or cheap imported
produocts

We need 1o become increasingly mventive in order w
remain viable and productive with really excellent work
to show and sell.

Our own approach has been (o promote ourselves is

much & we promote our work, To embrace the history and
traditions within whach we work, and try to make a tangible
connection between us and our awdience - using this most
primitive and universal expression of human activity

Very often it is the relationship between us and the potential
cantomer that is so important. It is an intimate interaction
and that is largely why we also sttach such impartance 1o
the iden of an *Open Working Stlio” environment. This »
where people are welcome 1 browse and watch whatever
part of the process i underway. People who take the time
to stop for a while and perhaps take a longer look at the
work and process and ask questions are very likely 10
develop @ new awareness and even become customers

at some point i the future, I not in our own studio then
somewhere else perhups




We continue 1o atract visitors, establisbed and new
customens, to the stchio from all over the country and
whroad. We are well situated on a significant and histonc
property in the histonic beart of Swellendam, which is itself’
un historic and prominent wwn on the N2 National Road,
halfway between Cape Town and the Garden Route,

Much of our sealler porcelain woek s made with these
poople in mind and, amongst the ravelling public, we also
attract more sencus buyers und collectors of fine studio
commics We continue 1o ship our work all over the country
and abroad.

1115 an mdescribable thall 1o be working on commussions
und selling work 1o the second and oven third generations
of fumilies (grandchikdren) of peophe who first caene 1o see
s wary back m the ‘early” days: commissions such as
special and personalised dinmerware for a son or daughier,
u gt fooe jar as an anniversary or wedding present or
an acknowledgement of some other special occaxon, und
soon

1t s equally exciting 1o be approached for new corporate
wock by those who have had our work in their offices,
company boardrooms and homes for many years.

We have been supplying architects and intenor and
landscape desigoers with oar poss for many years and
still mamtain business refationships with many of them

Thero is an encouraging network of support and
recommencation

Exhibitions have also been a very important aspect of our
promotion strategy over the years, kess now as we live so
far from the city and i1°s become such an effort o mount
themn. We do however bold shows of our work sround the
country from time o time

As mentioned earlier, our Open Studio Weckends bhave
grown info & very important part of our working cycle and
have become 4 magor feature in our annaal programme.

And, of coumwe, our website continues to help sustam our
prominence on the Insemet and generates great interest in
what we're doing, not oaly with regand 1o our pots, bat in
relation to the whole package that comprises our fife and
work i the Western Cape countryside,

Nome of these aspects would be enough on its own
considenng where we live and work. Tt is the mis of
approaches combined with 3 growing repatation for
excellent work that helps to koep us on the go

What have been some of the significant changes or
developarenmty in your motvation and inspirational
sourrces recently, and do you still enjoy making poty
after wll these yewrs”

Our recent tnp overseas must rank as the most significant
inspirational event in recent times, Last year, we were
fortunate enough to traved o London and through parts

of Europe, the Mediterrancan and Ismel, We have returned
inspired, rewarded, refreshed and akso reassured by our
travels and by what we saw and expenenced

Left top, stomeware poty amd parx - tellest 120 cm
Madidle, porcelarm bowl, |5 cm ddiameter
Fottom. stoneware potr 40 ow talieat,




From exhibitions of contempaorary work to the vast vanicty
of ancient pots we saw in tho British Muscum in London,
the colkection in the National Archacological Museum in
Athens. We expenenced walking on 2000 year old pot
shands on the beach m Caesarea in lirsel and witnessed
the ancient cities of Jaffa and Jerusalem and their amazing
collections und displays.

Much of what we saw and experienced will in some way
or another find its way into influencing owr work, some of
1t has already begun 1o show

Yes, we still enjoy making our pots and, more especially,
in this spectacular environment. Althoagh it is not guite as
casy o certain %0 make ends moet as it was.

Here's a souching ancedode from an experience in the studio
only aboat three weeks ago during the holiday period,
which ties in 1o 50 much of what we are saying and feeling.
It's the kind of response that tells us we're on a rather
particular journey:

A number of people were in the stsdso and had gathered
wasch David who was at the wheel working on a huge jar

As the prece progressed, the 6 or 8 people watching all
hlnhu. When David had settled the pot and come off the
clay, a young woman who had been watching intently could
not contain berself any longer. She sighed and exclaimed,
“But it's ke watching a prayer!™

This type of response is 5o reassunng and helps to remind
us that we are involved in 2 unique and perhaps even
‘sacred” pursuit. We're convinced that she will be back.
We arc constuntly energized by each other and the process
that has consumod our lives for so long and we are excited
at what we are getting out of the kilns.

What you have seen in the studio and has excited you today
is what we are prvileged to live and work with all the time.

The unigue smell of mature clay in the studio during a
lengthy throwing cycle, Ihcmdnmwm\mhchym
the wheel, exy pieces as they move
w«-mgl’mwhdukﬂnh;hze.mm
decorution and back 1o the kiln, Then the smell of the kiln
nbeﬁiu;worm.rﬂumagmchtﬁendmin
phase of the cycle. The excitement of opening a warm kiln
and handling the new work afler 8 saccessful reduction
fining is an experance bevond words.
There is also an eogoing pursuit 1o tess and experiment with
new and different clays and glares,
Wemlmthahmmk turing out pots in groups
or series, sometimes one-off pieces us well, and ot of this
plex and all ing 7 ofien some very
beautifisl pieces emerge.
In addition, we are encouraged and ofion inspired by those
who choose 1o have and use our work; not to use simply in
!behm:lune,hutwueinwlpﬂnuddwulmlom
envi and mes even their lives,

Huve either of you had the need to eombark on your
‘own personal work?

Each of us has our own area of spectality which comes
together in the work. It is probubly quite a good example
of the meaning of the word “synengy’. where the combined
offont &s groator than the parts,

Looking ahead wt lbb vime; it the kgimdux of \'
Yewr und there s a decpening in
crisis, How are you feeling und what are you Mlug on’

We are facmng uncertain times it secms and no-one is
immune.

We are both somewhat less optimistic than we were
when we last spoke. It & understandable m view of our
experiences and what we are all Hving through.

Pensonally speaking, we have some interesting and
challenging work which keeps s busy and stimulated;

we are also planning another open weekend for Apal and
50 it goes.

Winder in this part of the country i usumlly very quiet and
for us it's a good time 10 stock up in preparation for the
coming summer, None of is knows what we will be facing
ot the end of our coming winter!

We will h‘ve to continue o explore and dﬁelop interesting
and appealing wiys of' agmg people 1o stop in ut the
nmdnnmlﬂncnawnnlhcy;m.:schlllzml-lwuﬂml\~
Perhaps it's time to put wogether unother major exhibition
in Job burg or clsewhere?

More generally we can only bope that the econonnc
downturn won't be too grim or last 100 long amd that the
commg eketions and beyond won't demand too high a
price oo stability and growth.

We still rogard # as a great povilege 1o be connected to this
timedess tradition and be able to make the work we do: and
as we said in an update attached to the mvitation to our
December 2008 Open Studio Weekend:!

“Our life sogether has always involved the care of Felicity's
son James. He has grown into an endearing and attractive
[\ and b dependk o us has dictated o way of life
which we huve been able 10 combme with the work of o
studio potiery at home, Here in Swellendam we have a
dewlmwdal of flowens and vegotables in which we
grow of our own produce and we have enough land
for a small flock of sheep. The vegetable garden provides
# wonderfisl selection of produce und we regularly supply
Jocal people and restaumnes with our own *natumlly -grown'
salads and vegetables. The rhiythm of James” neads, of the
makimg and firing of our pots, of feeding the sheep and
tending to the garden, are part of u life cycle whose
mbegrity i reflected in our work, and we have created

an eovironment where family, frends, colleagues and
customers odd and new are welcome. ™

This i the contiuation of an carly inpulse that 1ok hold
of 1 more than 36 years ago, and it still makes sense for
us today, perhups more now than in the past. The imspimtion
was one of un integrated lifestyle where the “why” has
dw-yshmamwmmuﬁe'how So much hus boen
f T ve with our priorities intact.
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