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Right: Silvia W
eidenbach 

m
odelling her  

H
apticnosis Rorschach 

Burst necklace, 2014
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O
pposite: H

alim
a C

assell 
holds a piece from

 Virtues 
of U

nity that uses clay 
from

 the M
ississippi 

river; Above: Sun Catcher, 
carved oak, 2014; Right: 
Lum

ina, 2014, hand-carved 
unglazed stonew

are

H
alim

a C
assell 

Tracing identity  
through clay

blow
 up.’ Luckily, no such dram

a 
occurred, and you im

agine little is 
left to the m

ercy of chance under the 
know

ledgeable ceram
ist’s w

atch. 
‘W

ith som
e clays you do feel each 

piece is both a test piece and final 
piece – hours spent carving it and 
you’re not sure it w

ill w
ork.’ 

D
espite these occupational 

hazards, she has spent several years 
turning these different clays into 
an installation, Virtues of U

nity, that 
explores both the distinct properties 
of the clays she sourced and their 
underlying sim

ilarities. Later this 
year, w

hen it travels to the Yale 
C

enter for British Art, C
onnecticut, 

for Things of Beauty Grow
ing, its 

m
ajor survey of British ceram

ics, it 
w

ill num
ber 36 pieces w

ith clay from
 

28 countries, ranging from
 dark 

hues of black and brow
n to cream

y 
yellow

s and w
hite. ‘The idea is that 

it w
ill alw

ays grow. W
hen it started, 

it w
as about identity and w

here w
e 

belong. I w
anted to say w

e are all the 
sam

e, w
e just differ in texture and 

colour, like the clays.’
It’s a profound statem

ent, and 
one that fits w

ith C
assell’s w

ider 

preoccupation w
ith questions of 

harm
ony and equilibrium

. For 
C

ollect, she w
ill explore this notion 

of balance through a pair of form
s, 

one in a charcoal grey clay and 
the other a pale, w

hite blend of 
porcelain and stonew

are. Together, 
they w

ill represent m
asculinity and 

fem
ininity, not through the patterns 

she carves into their surfaces, but 
their stance, the w

ays in w
hich they 

activate and answ
er one another 

w
hen show

n side by side. 
Like all her w

ork, there is a 
precise, poetic logic. ‘I love seeing 
how

 the inside and the outside of a 
building w

ork together,’ she reflects, 
‘like in a cathedral, w

here beautiful 
structures inside are there for the 
purposes of strength outside. W

hen 
I’m

 carving, the inside and the 
outside have to w

ork together too…
 

The w
hole design has got to w

ork.’ 
Im

ogen Greenhalgh 
Show

ing w
ith Joanna Bird 

Contem
porary Collections

Collect is at the Saatchi G
allery, King’s 

Road, London SW3 4RY, 2-6 February 
2017. w

w
w.collect17.org.uk

‘I love seeing how
 

the inside and the 
outside of a building 
w

ork together, like 
in a cathedral’
H

ALIM
A C

A
SSELL  

For H
alim

a C
assell no m

aterial, 
it w

ould appear, is out of bounds. 
H

er graceful, flow
ing form

s have 
sprung from

 w
ood, glass, m

arble, 
bronze, concrete and countless 
clays, w

ith the sculptor slipping 
from

 one to the next w
ith enviable 

ease. ‘W
hen you w

ork w
ith a new

 
m

aterial,’ she says, ‘it m
akes you 

think differently.’ 
She has also w

orked in alm
ost 

every scale, translating her designs 
from

 dom
estic vessel form

s  
through to tow

ering, totem
ic 

sculptures. As w
e talk, she show

s 
m

e one of her design books and 
falls on som

e recent draw
ings 

for jew
ellery she’s been m

aking, 
crafting pendants and cufflinks in 
the breaks betw

een carving a large-
scale piece in w

ood. ‘O
n w

eekdays 
I w

as w
orking w

ith a chainsaw, on 
the w

eekends, w
ith a m

agnifying 
glass,’ she says, chuckling at the 
incongruity of her tools. 

Born in Kashm
ir, Pakistan, in the 

1970s, C
assell arrived in the north 

of England w
ith her fam

ily w
hen 

she w
as only a year old. ‘G

row
ing 

up, you see yourself as a foreigner 
from

 Pakistan,’ she tells m
e, ‘but 

w
hen I w

ent back [in 2009, for a 
research residency] they introduced 
m

e there as a foreigner from
 

England.’ Q
uestions about identity 

and m
igration, com

bined w
ith a 

longstanding love of m
athem

atics 
and art first kindled at school,  
have had a profound influence on 
the sculptor. 

Yet w
hile m

any have praised 
her sinuous rephrasing of Islam

ic 
architectural patterning, and the 
intricacies of African surface design, 
she prefers to leave things open to 
interpretation. ‘People say to m

e 
“O

h, that’s N
orth African, or  

N
orth Am

erican, or Persian” and 
they see things I w

ould never 
have seen…

 Pattern is a universal 
language,’ she reflects, ‘but people 
all read them

 differently.’
W

hile clearly anim
ated by the 

essential quality of pattern, how
 it 

transcends the boundaries w
e use 

to delineate history and geography, 
she also enthuses about the w

ay in 
w

hich clay rem
ains firm

ly rooted in 
place, in the land from

 w
hich it has 

com
e. She has becom

e a collector 
of sorts, sourcing clay on her travels 
and asking friends to bring her back 
bags from

 their trips. ‘W
hen I w

as 
in Sw

itzerland I got som
e lovely 

Em
m

ental clay from
 a farm

; it’s a 
very refined clay,’ she says. ‘And a 
friend brought m

e som
e C

uban clay 
w

ith bits of donkey hair and all sorts 
in it. I thought it w

ould definitely 


