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I saw images of women carrying loads on
their heads — a bucket of water, a bag of
maize or a pile of firewood. I wanted to
honour them and celebrate their strength.
I named the pieces after the women in my
village and close family members
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SOMKHULU from
the iLobola series.
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Large, colourful and distinctive, Zizipho Poswa’s collections are uncompromisingly informed
by the Xhosa traditions that shaped her, writes Barbara Hollands

CLAY
CREATIONS:
Zizipho
Poswa’s latest
exhibition
honours
‘iLobola’ and
opens in
March. She is
working with
three different
clay bodies —
stoneware,
black clay and
terracotta clay
— to construct
12 striking
pieces up to
2.5m high

MAGODI from the Zoleka series.
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‘Village girl’ shares her
art with the world

Art was not offered at Zizipho
Poswa’s Mthatha school, but
this did not hamper her inner
artist and now her bold, statuesque ceramics are exhibited
at the world’s top art fairs.
Poswa, 41, who grew up near
the villages of Centane and Idutywa, is the co-director of Imiso
Ceramics at Cape Town’s trendy
Old Biscuit Mill where she produces one-off pieces inspired by
Xhosa culture.
She credits her mother Stella
Poswa, who brought her up

single-handedly, for nurturing
her artistic tendencies and for
instilling in her the importance
of tenacity, through the power
of example.
“My mother did everything in
her power to help me realise my
dream of being an artist,” says
Poswa, a mother of two who
continues to live with her
mother.
“She taught me that it’s never
too late to become what you
want to be in life. At the age of
40 she graduated with a diplo-
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ma in education and in her
fifties got her bachelor’s degree
in education.”
Her mother also stirred her
youthful artistic leanings by encouraging her to draw in a
home that was well-stocked
with designer décor magazines.
“I sometimes did drawings for
her biology class and have great
memories of my young creative
moments. My earliest memory
of being creative was making a
pair of sunglasses using a sty-

rofoam chicken tray as a frame
and beer bottle glass as the
lenses. “I was also allowed to
draw on our fridge and my
mom curated my drawings for
her friends and family.”
Though her mother also
raised five of her cousins, Poswa
was the only creative soul, so
signing up for an art and design
bridging course and diploma at
the Port Elizabeth Technikon
where she specialised in textile
design, was a natural next step
after matriculating at Mthatha’s
St John’s College.
A move to Cape Town found
her hand-painting tablecloths
for a table linen company before joining a small textile studio which produced bed linen
for national chain stores.
Buoyed by her newly honed
skills of hand-painting directly
onto fabric and with savvy production skills under her belt,
Poswa’s entrepreneurial inclinations were stimulated.
“On the side I started doing
my own hand-painted accessories at home using some savings, but the business didn’t
survive as I didn’t have the
necessary production equipment.
Sales stints at retail stores
followed until Poswa and a
small group of friends took the
leap and rented a small space at
Cape Town’s creative and retail
hub The Old Biscuit Mill in
2006.
“We were five friends who
were young, driven and very
passionate about starting a
business and the idea was to
start a design studio specialising
in both ceramics and textiles.”
Three friends and the textile
arm of the fledgling creative fell
away over time and Poswa now
co-owns Imiso Ceramics with
former PE Tech friend, ceramicist Andile Dyalvane.
Their first showcase was
Decorex in Johannesburg. “It
was a great success. All our
products sold out and we took

orders with a 50% deposit.”
Top Billing and Décor
magazine picked up on their
aesthetic as the art industry
turned its esteemed head in
their direction.
In the meantime, Poswa competed her diploma in surface
design at the Cape Peninsula
University of Technology.
“I finally graduated in 2011.
That was one of my proudest
moments because I fulfilled my
mom’s wishes. She always reminded me that I should finish
what I started.”
Four years ago, Poswa’s striking work caught the attention
of the Southern Guild art gallery
in the Victoria & Alfred Waterfront and she was invited to
join their stable.
“Since then my work has
grown in technique, scale and
recognition. Southern Guild is
one — if not the best — of the
galleries in collectible design in
Africa and I’m fortunate to have
partnered with such a reputable gallery. They attend top
art fairs in the world like Art
Basel, Salon Art + Design New
York and Design Miami and my
work is in demand. Most of it
sells while it is still in production.”
Large, colourful and distinctive, her collections are uncompromisingly informed by the
Xhosa traditions that shaped
her.
In her Umthwalo series,
Poswa’s inspiration came from
the hard-working women who
peppered her village while caring for their families, and
named her pieces in their honour.
“I saw images of women carrying loads on their heads — a
bucket of water, a bag of maize
or a pile of firewood.
“I wanted to honour them
and celebrate their strength. I
named the pieces after the
women in my village and close
family members.
“I spent my school holidays in

the village with my grandmother, aunts and cousins. We
walked long distances to fetch
water and I learnt to balance a
bucket on my head, to grind
maize and to apply cow dung to
the floor. We would go to the
river and wash clothes and return with the loads to hang at
home. This experience is part of
who I am and I could never
trade it for anything. I am a
proud village girl!”
Deeply personal, like all her
art, the Ukukhula collection celebrated her growth and success
in the realm of collectible design, while Magodi was an ode
to the beauty of African women
through traditional hairstyles.
Later this year she will attend
a two-month-long residency at
California State University.
“I am super excited because
this is my first residency. I will
have the opportunity to create
huge artworks, as I will have
access to the biggest kilns, the
size of a room!”
In the meantime Poswa is
readying herself for her new
exhibition iLobola which opens
in March.
She is working with three
different clay bodies —
stoneware, black clay and terracotta clay — to construct 12
striking pieces up to 2.5m
high.
“The production technique
includes mainly coiling of the
main forms which will then be
finished off with elegant horns
cast in bronze on top of each
piece. Each piece will be named
after a process of ilobola as well
as people and items used during
this custom.
“I chose to highlight the ancient African tradition of ilobola to educate, celebrate and pay
homage to our forefathers who
held this custom with pride and
dignity.”
‘iLobola’ will be up from March 18
to May 14 2021 at the Southern
Guild, Silo 5, V & A Waterfront, Cape
Town.
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