
Ceramic artist MAKWARELA ELIZABETH MAKAHANE 
tells us who she is and how she makes her beautiful pots. 
She demonstrates, together with and for her grand-
daughters, the methods and knowledge involved in 
this ancient art, from collecting the clay to cleaning it, 
pounding it and preparing it, to shaping and decorating 
the pots and then firing them. She reflects on how the 
system of art exchange has changed, and her hopes for 
this art to continue.

LENGTH: 18 minutes 50 seconds
See SCRIPT Page 10
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MAKWARELA ELIZABETH MAKAHANe with one of her creations.



 Makwarela Elizabeth Makahane, Clay Artist
                                        by Zukiswa Pakama

Storytelling ‘…is today the province of historians, law scholars, 
psychoanalysts, as well as students of literature. Story has always 
been used to provide connections between the present and the 
past, to study and explain the past within the context of the 
present, and vice versa.’
                                                                        - Harold Scheub, 1998. 1

We see this in MAMA MAKWARELA’s story. She is a grandmother who 
has learnt the skill of making ceramic pots from her mother, and now 
she wants to leave a legacy: she is teaching her granddaughters.

The film shows us the resilience that this woman has embodied over the years; 
that she continued doing this kind of artwork not because of monetary value 
but through the love of keeping and preserving an ancient form of art that she 
learnt from her ancestors. Her eagerness to pass this on to her grandchildren 
is a wonderful gesture in keeping our customs and the things we deem as our 
heritage alive in African societies.

As a young Venda woman growing up in Radzuma, Limpopo Province, Mama 
Makwarela Elizabeth Makahane learnt her art and ways of life from her elders. 
Her mother was a dedicated potter, and by closely observing the techniques and 
values of her valuable art, Makwarela became one of the most skilled potters in 
her community. Her pottery, words, and life speak to a culture and art that exalt 
the human spirit and can stand high on high pedestal. Yet Mama Makwarela is
among only a small number of women still practising and teaching these precious
skills. Today her strongest wish is to hand on this ancient art, and as long as there 
is breath in her, this forceful woman is unstoppable.

The art of clay pottery was once common throughout Africa, with clay pots 
essential to everyday life – pots for cooking, for storing foods and medicine, 
and for drinking and eating out of. 

1    Scheub, Harold. 1998. STORY
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In the film we see Mama Makwarela perform a ceremony in honour of the 
riverbed, before she digs up the clay. She treats the soil and the ground itself 
with the deep respect it deserves. To her the soil is a lifesaver, a token of joy 
and nourishment. From this we take a lesson in awareness that we live because 
nature lives. With this lesson carried in our mindset we would never allow 
rubbish and dirt to be fed into our rivers! 

Mama Makwarela’s art shows how we are equipped to live and thrive in the 
environment where we find ourselves. Art and culture carry age-old wisdom that 
says that nature provides us with what we need, so we need to let nature nurture 
us. Our task, in turn, is to take care of nature for it is the land that provides us 
with life.

   The role of women within African tradition

Let us venture into the story of ancient African community practices. Let 
us enquire into the work and role of women in the days before the arrival of 
European industry and ways of doing things. 

Throughout Africa, the transmission of values and ways of life came through 
agegroup schools and initiation lodges, which men ran for boys and women 
ran for girls. It was the duty and pleasure of the elders to ensure that the right 
knowledge was carried from generation to generation. The core values of a 
community would be passed on through stories, fables, dances and songs.
These art forms were fashioned to speak directly to young minds.

In the African setting women pass on the traditions of womanhood to young 
girls, and the community storytellers around whom children and adults gather 
at dusk, were and still are most often women. They tell the stories that entertain 
and instruct. From their lips and bodily expressions, traditions are passed on. 

As a storyteller, I too learned from these arts as a young girl growing up in a rural
area of the Eastern Cape. We children treasured the evening storytelling by the 
fire. After work it was a time of the day to laugh, be merry, sing and dance. Even 
the songs that my grandmother sang for us passed on a relevant message. 

As I look back today, I vividly remember a story my grandmother used to tell at 
home. Such stories were told many times, until we could tell the story back to 
Grandmother, who insisted we knew it well, and that we understood its power.
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   The story of Nomathemba and the shiny milk pot

The story goes like this:

‘Long, long ago,’ my grandmother would start, looking to the faraway stars 
above, ‘A young girl in a faraway village was the apple of her parents’ eye. 
Her name was Nomathemba, meaning the trusted one. Nomathemba was 
very beautiful and everyone wanted to be her friend. The boys in the neigh-
bourhood longed to talk to her and would stand to watch as she went about 
her chores at home. Some boys composed songs about her beauty and girls 
envied the attention that went to Nomathemba. ‘What is so good about her? 
We are all beautiful in our way!’ jealous girls would protest. Then someone 
would say ‘Because her grandmother makes the most beautiful pots in the 
village’. 

But Nomathemba wasn’t interested in learning to make clay pots – she said 
the clay would mess her clothes. ‘You must learn dear grandchild, you must 
learn. One day I will be no more,’ Grandmother begged, but Nomathemba 
stayed away from the muddy clay.

Indeed, Nomathemba grew up to be a beautiful young woman but that only 
made her vain and proud. She began to look down on others and would not 
chat with the girls around her unless they wore clothes as pretty as hers. 
‘That is not good my grandchild, you must learn to treat everyone equally’,
her grandmother would correct her. But Nomathemba did not listen.

Her grandmother was a great ceramicist 1, known to make pots like no 
oneelse in the whole land could. One day she made a unique shiny pot for 
Nomathemba, and soon all the girls in the village wanted one like it. But 
Nomathemba had the only one. She was proud, carrying that pot on her 
head, because people would stare in admiration. Some wanted to touch it 
but Nomathemba would sneer and push them away. Young men came to her 
father’s kraal to ask for her hand in marriage but Nomathemba refused. She 
wanted a handsome prince with a room full of gold.  

Then it all changed. ‘Nomathemba, please go sell this milk at the market’, said 
her grandmother one day, handing her a beautiful pot filled with milk. ‘I am 
not well – sell the milk for money to buy medicine. Please hurry’, she said, 
lying down on her reed mat, now almost unable to move.

1     ceramicist - one who creates with clay (a potter)
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Nomathemba put on her best clothes, and placing the pot on her head she 
went walking down the road. When people ran to greet or admire her, or 
praise the beautiful pot, she shouted at them. ‘Go! Go away! You are too ugly 
to talk to me’. Men called out that they would marry her, but that made her 
shout even more: ‘You! Who are you? Take your ugly self out of my sight!’

Suddenly a handsome prince appeared, staring as she went by swaying 
proudly under her wonderful pot of milk. She gasped at the sight of him. ‘Oh 
yes! Yes, here he is at last, the prince I have been waiting for’! She erupted with 
joy to see him – and forgot the pot on her head, which slipped and fell to the 
ground where it smashed to pieces. That sweet milk streamed into the sand 
and grass of the path.‘What a careless woman!’ cried the prince, ‘really, to 
break a pot like that! I was dreaming of asking for your hand in marriage, but 
now I will not. I will not marry you!’
  
The prince ran off in a hurry, leaving Nomathemba crying beside her broken 
pot. No one went to comfort her, as they were scared that she would simply 
shout at them. Meanwhile, at home, Nomathemba’s grandmother became 
sicker and sicker, until she couldn’t even open her eyes. That was the end of 
her beautiful pots.    

Figure 2: i, ii, iii
The long process of collecting and preparing the 
clay, always with gratitude for Earth's gifts

i

ii

iii
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    Collecting clay

Observing the time and effort that Mama Makwarela puts into creating her 
beautiful works of art, we see how close they are to her heart. When she sits 
teaching her grandchildren the making of this artwork, she instills in them her 
pride in this heritage.

•	 The clay must be treated with caution and kept clean. It must be treated 
tenderly to get the best results. One must work with a focused mind be-
cause of the value these clay pots have for their use and for their beauty. 
These are the principles of pre-industrial African art and with great beauty 
as they were created in various shapes with unique decorations.

•	 Only suitable clay will produce a good quality product, and a good           
ceramicist must know the different types of clay to be found nearby. 
Mama Makwarela pours out every little bit of knowledge, all the details 
and wisdom about this artwork, to her grandchildren. 

•	 The colour and texture of the clay is the essential ingredient she checks on.
       For example, smooth black clay binds together the other clays. To make a    
       strong clay pot the artist needs the binding effects of the black clay.

•	 Collecting clay involves a ritual or ceremony, by which Mama Makwarela
       gives her gratitude to the riverbed that provides the substance from which
       her pots are shaped. As they approach the clay pit, they collect small pieces
       of wood, which are offered to the Earth in exchange for the clay.

•	 The clay was once a means of survival: Mama Makwarela explains that 
they used to exchange clay pots for food, especially maize. This was an-
other reason to thank the earth for providing the clay by which their liveli-
hood was maintained. Mama Makwarela teaches this to her granddaugh-
ters, as although times have changed, heritage must be carried through 
to the present generation.

•	 According to Mama Makwarela the pots were all designed for use. Each 
clay vessel was named according to its use. As we see in Nomathemba’s 
Story, some clay pots were made especially for carrying water or milk. 
This is what made them so valuable to African people.
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    Clay vessels have many names 

•	 Mvuvhelo: this pot in the Venda culture was used as a bowl for fetching 
water. It was also used to store milk and other beverages like beer or 
home-brewed amarhewu. 

•	 Tshidongo: this pot was designed as an eating bowl or plate as we say 
today. The same bowl was also used as a lid for other pots.

•	 Ingqayi: In the Xhosa culture is a clay pot is called ingqayi and it is used 
in different ways according to its size. A bigger ingqayi would be used 
by women and girls to fetch water from the rivers, whereas a smaller 
one would be used as a drinking vessel for water or amasi (sour milk).

•	 Ukhamba: Among Zulu people, according to Sbonelo Tau Luthuli, 
himselfan acclaimed young ceramist, clay pots had several meanings 
and were given names according to what they would be used for, but 
generally they are called ukhamba. See SAAPP film on SBONELO TAU 
LUTHULI.

Figure 3:
MAMA MAKWARELA
demonstrating the
age-old skills passed
down to her by her
mother.
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     Some lessons from this film

•	 Take care of Mother Nature. Rivers, dams, and the sea bring life to us, 
to all of nature around us. Mama Makwarela spoke to the soil before 
digging up the clay she would take to use. She showed respect

       because it is through nature that we thrive.

•	 Clay pots are our heritage as humankind. They are used worldwide and 
made into different shapes for different purposes. Nowadays these clay 
pots are mainly made for monetary value, not to preserve culture for 
the younger generation to know what was used by their foreparents.  
Pots made from the earth take us back to our roots and to how we lived 
in the past. When we see them displayed in museums, we are reminded 
of how life used to be. Moreover, clay pots used as water vessels were 
much healthier than the plastic containers we use today. 

•	 Our culture does not die, but it evolves with the times. Notice how the 
utensils Mama Makwarela uses to smooth her pots have changed with
the times.

•	 Whether we use clay pots or not in our daily living, to value them in our 
households joins us to our heritage.Our elders are the gateway for us to 
the early times and remind us of where we come from. For us to know 
where we are going, we have to know where we come from.

ZUKISWA PAKAMA is an award-winning author who writes youth and teenage
novels in the isiXhosa language. She has published six books, of which four have 
won literature awards. She also writes radio dramas and film scripts, and works 
as a freelance writer, researcher, language adviser and translator. 
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POST SCRIPT:  according to Vusi Mchunu, the role, standing, and meaning of 
earth or clay in the rites of passage in African cosmology is quite fundamental.
The ancestors are part of the Earth/clay. Clay is ubumba in isiZulu; to create form 
is called ukubumba; isibumbu is the entire female reproductive (creative) system. 
        At the Mapungubwe Collection of the University of Pretoria, Mr Mchunu has 
witnessed Makahane human remains from the Thulamele site in Limpopo Prov-
ince. These ancestors were buried in the respectful, folded-knees locha position. 
Huge, red-ochre clay pots had been created around them as some type of clay 
coffins, underlining the rite-of-passage cycle where clay and pottery plays a 
significant role.
       Red ochre - obtained from clay - is the most important pigment used in the
ancient Khoe and Bushman rock paintings which represent the first cosmology.



              In the Life of Makwarela Makahane

Born in Ramadzuli, 
near Palmariville, 

Limpopo

1966
Married

1967
Her first child

was born

1971
Started

making pots

Exhibitions of
her work have 
been held in 

Ha-Ramasaga,
Ha-Makhuva,

Vhufuli village,
Thohoyandou,

 and in Radzuma, 
where she show-

cases her work
to encourage

the community
to honour

indigenous art
and knowledge 

systems.

Apartheid South Africa was divided into only four provinces, plus various
bantustans (‘homelands’) where black people were supposed to live based on 
their mother-tongues and ethnic groups, under the Natives’ Land Acts of 1913 
and 1936. In the 1960s and 1970s, more than 3.5 million black, ‘coloured’ and 
Indian South Africans were forcibly removed from their homes under apartheid’s 
notorious Group Areas Act (1950), and dumped in bantustans and newly-created 
‘townships’ in the middle of nowhere.

Makwarela Mahakane lives in the area which was designated as a bantustan for 
TshiVenda-speaking people, named Venda by the apartheid government. Like 
other bantustans Venda was made up of separate pieces of land, and its capital
was Thohoyandou. Venda was given ‘self-rule’ in 1973, and was later one of the 
first three bantustans to be granted full ‘independence’, but was never recognised
outside South Africa. Venda integrated back into South Africa in April 1994.   

Figure 4:  
Apartheid South Africa. 
See below.
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Figure 5:
MAKWARELA MAKAHANE
wearing her VhaVenda attire
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Below is a word-for-word TRANSCRIPT of the film. It is there to 

enable you to PREPARE SCREENINGS by watching the film and 

using the script to mark down TIMING of points where you might 

like to pause, or even to mark the beginning and end points of 

SHORTER SECTIONS you might like to use in class or in a workshop.

     See further Guide 

   - H O W   T O   U S E   F I L M S -

   on www.artubuntu.org

Makwarela Elizabeth Makahane,
Potter

Makwarela Makahane:  My name is Makwarela Elizabeth Makahane. I was 
born and raised at Ramudzuli from Sadeke’s family. After the birth of my 
first child in 1967 I took a long break from pot-making until 1971, which is 
when I resumed making pots I had already started. This is also the year 
in which I met agricultural officer Mr Mahanya who was looking for clay 
pots for an exhibition. During that time I was working at Makwarela local 
municipality.

My mother was also a ceramicist, she was focused on making water 
storage and cooking pots and other utilities. By then there were no 
flower pots. 

The first show was held at Ha-Ramasaga, a place known as Palmariville. 
From there, the exhibition proceeded to Ha-Makhuba district show, 
a crossroad junction towards Vhufuli village. It then proceeded to 
Thohoyandou for the final lap. The sales price varied from 20c to 50c 
cents and proceeds from such sales gave us resilience and the will to 
survive.
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In our routine trips in search of clay, we would take our bowls and head 
towards the riverbed for clay suitable for pot-making. Soil analyses tests 
had to be conducted simply because not every soil can result into an ideal 
clay combination. 

I will explain the ritual performance this way. Before you even think of 
embarking on this clay-search, traditionally you need a mini bunch of 
firewood. You will be compelled according to ritual to symbolically carry 
it, on your head until you reach the actual mine. The following words of 
preference should be recited while you off load your bunch of firewood: 
‘I’m here on this riverbed, looking for pots, tshidudu and tshidongo’. 

If you are two, then one will say her own preference, for example 
muguludo to grind peanuts and the other will prefer nkho, which is 
used to store water. Same applies even if you are four on riverbed. Each 
person will cite her own desire and this is what actually happens in this 
ritual performance.

When you come back you should have prepared a pit in your homestead
and this is where you store your clay. Simply because clay is something 
that cannot withstand windy conditions, the reason being that it gets dry 
quick, like cement, if not protected. It will be necessary to crush your 
clay into pieces, while you sort through it for stones and other impurities, 
before storing. The stones within clay are called crocodiles.

Then start pounding your clay mixture, using stone and hard wooden 
pestle. On the other hand you are supposed to dampen your clay and cover
it with plastic to retain moisture, of which previously we used leaves 
instead. The next step will be to wedge and kneading small portions at a 
time, ready to make your pots.

Actually, two out of three types of clay are the same in terms of 
texture, but different in term of colour. When pounded and mixed 
together, black clay choice in particular serves as a binding agent to 
strengthen the other two: course-sand composition and consistence, a 
perfect fit for long-developed technique of scraping the clay up from the 
inside. All that determines the quality and beauty of the pot’s rim.   

Upon arrival from the riverbed one will off-load the clay in a neat space, 
since clay demands an absolute cleanliness. Then you will start crushing 
your clay, while you sort through it for stones and other impurities, 
before storing. In the process you will keep on dampening your clay, just 
because some of the soil takes time to soak.



I have already said about the pit for storage of the clay, then the 
following morning will be continue with pounding process. If everything
is ready that will be time to finally resume your creative process, the
clay is kneaded and wedged into small fractions and stored.

This space is called gowani. It is a ceramic studio. Unlike modern 
studios, we used to have traditional round mud-houses as ceramic 
studios where the entire preparatory process and moulding of pots will 
take place inside the ceramic studio. 

In the olden days traditional clay pots were in high demand, so the 
pressure was on supply since it was the only cooking-ware of the day. 
Then the first thing that you will mould was cooking pots in various 
sizes, as many as you can to suit your customers. The procedure will be 
to pat gently your pot after scraped over and put it aside, then you take 
another one.  

Mvuvhelo is a designated pot to fetch water from the river, since there 
were no tins nor buckets like today. So as an artist you will seek practical 
solution, for people to be able to fetch water, and tshidongo is an eating 
bowl which can also work creatively like a lid to close pots.

I’m taking a smooth pebble in making sure that my pots had a smooth 
finishing. Some call this process differently, for example tshiilafuri and 
around here. As for this pot, it is beginning to take shape although it 
is not yet complete, my demonstration will be short for you to capture 
important steps.

This tool is called lumao. Unlike the olden days they used thorns, in this era 
we are using wires to mark my arcade patterns onto the damp clay. Here 
I’m applying my mind, designing my pots, without a ruler. This pattern is 
called mathavhe-thavhe, this is applied to decorate my pots. This tool is 
called luhada is a sea shells which are found in the sea or big rivers.

Designs are different depending on tools that I employed. For example 
I have used thick grass after separating it in between, then impress right 
around to decorate this specific pot. This is done only to decorate your pots.

When we say the pot is completely leather dry and burnished surface,
we mean a slow drying process from wet state after moulding. 
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Next step will be to cover the pot with cloth since they cannot 
withstand the wind. Lembas when it comes to pots, they could rather 
expose themselves to rain than a pot: thus how far they can go to 
secure a pot.The process will go on one by one making sure that pots 
are turned over, after hardened and the spherical bottom halves are 
scraped over and gently patted to be completed and put it aside.

If you have moulded, let’s say three pots, you will wait for them to harden
a bit so that they be completed. It doesn’t matter what type of a pot,
all of them are subjected to a firing process.

I have unfired pots which referred to as ‘girls’. Unfired pots are referred 
as girls due to its fragility and burnished beauty, highly patterned 
decoration that distinctly defines their being beyond ancient skills 
as contemporary flower-pot or elegant mvuvhelo. When they have 
survived the firing process, is then that one could claim it and attach 
value over it as a complete pot, beyond cracks or any defects.

Age-old tradition maintained an exchange system, where the potter 
will exchange pots that will equate the value of maize that she received. 
Monetary value makes it hard for us to exchange goods without bargaining. 
When you request a certain amount, a customer will always worry about 
adiscount of which counteracts the effort behind the pot. What we console 
ourselves with mainly is by valuing solutions that we offer to humankind. 

My wish would be for my children and grandchildren to develop and 
nurture the visibility of this heritage, beyond the present picture where 
we keep on moulding without market. I’m tired of monetary and maize 
value exchange system. 
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Figure 6:
Clay vessels 
created by 
Makwarela
Makahane
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Be sure to view all the other films
 in the SAAPP Series. Enjoy!

This film is part of the South African Arts Past and Present (SAAPP) 
series of educational films produced by the Art and Ubuntu Trust and 
funded by theNational Lotteries Commission. 
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