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Halima Cassell
Tracing identity
through clay

‘I love seeing how
the inside and the
outside of a building
work together, like
ina cathedral’

HALIMA CASSELL
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For Halima Cazsell no materal,

it would appear, iz out of bounds,
Her graceful, flowing forms have
sprung from wood, glass, marble,
bronze, concreteand countless
clayz, with the sculptor slipping
from one to the next with envishle
ease. “When you work witha new
material ' she zaYE, ‘it makes you
think differendy.”

She has alsoworked inalmost
every scale, translating her designs
from domestic vessel forms
I'Iu'a@hmtawcrilg,m‘[cmic
sculptures. Az we tmlk, she shows
me one of her design boolks and
falls on some recent drawings
for jewellery she's been making,
crmfting pendants and cufflinks in
the breaks between carving a large-
scale plece in wood. ‘Onweelkdays
I was workingwith a chainsaw, on
the weekends, witha magnifying
glass,' she says, chuckling ar the
incongruiry of hertools.

Barn in Kashmir, Pakistan, in the
1gr7oe, Cassell arrived in the north
of England with her family when
shewas onlya yearold. ‘“Growing
up, you see yourself as a forelgner
from Pakistan! z=he tells mee, ‘bt
when [ went badk [in 200g, for a
research residency] they inroduced
me there as a foreigner from
England ' Questions about identiry
and migrarion, combined witha
longstanding love of mathematics
and art first kindled at schoal,
have had aprofound influence on
the sculptor.

Yetwhile many have praised
her sinuous rephrasing of [slamic
architectural patterning, and the
intricacies of African surface design,
she prefers to leave things open
interpretation. ‘People sayto me
“(0h, thar's Narth African, ar
Naorth American, or Persian” and
they see things [would never
have seen.. Parternis a universal
l:qlng].&gc,' shereflects, Tt pcop'lc
allread them differemdy.’

While clearly animated by the
essential quality of pattern, how it
transcends the boundaries we use
to delineate history and geography,
shealzo enthuses about theway in
which cly remains fimly rooted in
pha:, in the land fram which it has
come. She has become acollector
of sors, sourcing clay on her travels
and asking friends vo bring her back
bags from their trips. “When [ was
in Switzerland [ got some lovely
Erumentalelay from a farng it's a
very refined clay,”she says. “Anda
friend brought me some Cuban day
with hits of donkey hair and all sorts
in it. I thought it would definitely

blow up.' I.u‘_l:ily, nozuchdmma
oecurred, and you imagine livde iz
left to the merey ofchance under the
knowledgeable ceramist's warch.
“With some clays you do feel each
piece iz botha test pieceand final
piece - hours spent carving itand
you'ne not sure it will work.”

Despite these ooouparicnal
hazards, she has spent zeveral years
turning thesedifferent clays into
aninstalation, Virtues of Urdty, that
explores both the distinct properties
of the clays she sourced and their
underlying zimilarities. Larer thiz
year, when it ravels to the Yale
Center for British Art, Connecticut,
for Things of Beaety rowmg, its
mygjor survey of British ceramics, it
willnumber 36 pieces with cly from
28 countries, mnging from dark
hues of black and brown to creamy
yellows and white. “The idea iz that
it will always grow. When it started,
it was about identity and where we
belong, | wanted to zaywe areall the
zame, we justdiffer in rexture and
colour, like the chys.”

It's a profound statersent, and
one that fits with Cassell's wider

precccupation with questions of
harmony and equilibrium. For
Callect, she will explore this notion
ofbalance through a pair of forms,
one ina charcoal grey day and

the othera pale, white blend of
porcelinand stoneware. Together,
they will represent masculinity and
ftl'i'.il'ljl'li'[f, no‘tﬂ'u'm:rgh the patterns
ghe carves into theirzurfaces, but
their stance, the ways inwhich they
activate and answer one another
when shown side by side.

Like allher waork, thereiza
precize, poatic logic. 1 love seeing
how the inzide and the outsideofa
building work together,” she reflects,
“like in a cathedral, where beanriful
structures ingide are there for the
purpases of strength outside. When
I'm carving, theinsideand the
ouside have to work together wo...
The whaole design has got 1o work.’
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