
 
F I G .  1 .   J A B U L I L E  N A L A

JABULILE  
NALA

B.  196 9

Hailing from one of the foremost families of Zulu ceramics, 

Jabulile Nala bears the memory of a line of female clay-

workers that can be traced back to 1900. Born in Eshowe, 

KwaZulu-Natal, and rooted in the ceramic traditions of her 

mother, Nesta, and her grandmother, Simphiwe, Nala 

creates sculptural forms which spiral wildly from their 

origin point in the Zulu clay heritage, at once incorporating 

and defying traditions. Each work is a distinctive body, 

perhaps capped with a short protruding neck, or raised 

amasumpa, or banded design work. Nala digs for red and 

grey clays from two sites near her home. Her whole-body 

approach to nurturing her clay from harvest to fabulation 

is a profound contribution to the lineage of clay and the 

obscured archives of the women who came before her. 

Jabulile Nala has participated in numerous exhibitions in 

South Africa and abroad and her work is represented in 

both national and international private and public 

collections.  

THE NAL A T R ADITION

A R T  F O R M E S

https://www.artformes.com/artists/jabulile-nala/


 

Jabulile Nala has been hand-coiling forms, notably the familial ukhamba and uphiso, since 1980. 

Her work often pays tribute to the characteristically dainty bases of her mother’s pots and the 

richness of their motifs: the power and symbolism of the triangular form, especially in 

juxtaposition with the vessel’s curved outline. Jabulile Nala has innovated even further: 

compressing the round belly of the ukhamba, flanking its sides with handles more commonly found 

on traditional meat dishes, and providing a larger surface on which to incise and sculpt a myriad of 

minute geometric structures. Once the ukhamba lands in the hands of Jabulile it is sodden with 

waves of history, heavy and warm with all the bodies that have made it. Her mother’s hand, her 

breath, and the bodies and spirits of the long line of mother’s before, appearing in each incision, 

each coax, each pull of the clay. This artistic and cultural continuity is held in revolutions of form, 

the flashes of “idiosyncratic flare” are in fact, perhaps paradoxically, great acts of preservation. To 

hold the ukhamba is to remember a long tradition of art and ritual. To transform the ukhamba is to 

keep the pot alive, to sustain a vital force, like tending to a garden or telling a story.  
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