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Noria the artist
In a village in Venda, a woman sits and

carves beautiful Images out of wood.
The carvings she makes reflect life In

South Africa. Thembinkosl Mabaso
visited the sculptor at her home

,
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Well-known South African sculptor Noria M abasa hard at
work at her home In Venda, Through her art she has

challenged women's traditional role
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t is often argued by trad i­
tionalists that women
should not be allowed to do

certain jobs in a society. The
blame is usually laid on our
ancestors for be ing the ones
who determin e our traditional
way of life. Noria Mabasa. a
sculptor, challenged this way of
thinking and found it to be not
true.

SPEA K visited Noria at her
home in Tshino village in
Venda. Her hou se is not only
beautiful. but shows her per­
sonality and success as an
art ist. At the gate we were wel­
comed by beaut iful d ay figures
which were skilfu lly made by
Noria.

Despite the heat of the day
we found Noria with a chise l
and a mallet. sculpting the
wood. She was dressed in tradi­
tional Venda clothes. The way
she worked with the wood
proved 10 us that she is an
experienced artist. Noria, a soft
spoken hut confidem person, is
used 10 strangers coming to her
home. She has many visitors
and art dealers coming to her
home all the time.

" I started carving in 1976. It
was not easy, I was scared.
People laughed at me saying I
am crazy and that this was not
a woman's job, but a job for
strong men : ' Noria to ld
S PEA K.

In most tradi tions tasks are
d ivided: women are potters and
weavers, whilst men are
carvers and blacksmiths.

Weaving and potte ry is
a rgued 10 be women's work



Norla at her home In Tshlno village, Venda. Nellt t o her, at
the ent rance, are two of her beautifully c rafted sculpt ures In
the st yle that has made her famous

because they are closely associ­
ated wnh domesnc chores.

Why carving for men? Wootl
carvers were more than artists
in a society. Tbeir carving
broughl lhem closer 10 high
priests and linked them 10 lhe
...-OfId of spiri ts.

II is said thai hi'itorically
menfolk pu.Jled Ihem~lves

c joser 10 the spirilS. Men
Ixlk\'etl!hey ....ere !he ones
...ho dk>uld be in coetrot of ee
contaet bet....een soc e ties and
ue . pirits. In l'OITIe soceoes
holy places art' reserved only
for men. This is c lear in
traditional families where
women are not allowed inside
the kraa l. Tberefore, only men
were allowed 10 carve rel igious
symbols,

Today men still command
relationships with the spirits ,
When the beast is abourto be
killed the heat! ot the family is
!he only one allowed 10 talk
with the ancestors .

Noria is one sculptor who
has provedthat women can also
communicate with the spirits .

BUI, if was nee that easy for
her to accept her career, "Some
people said my ancestor.; were
gt>ing 10 punitJI me for going
again'it our lnIdilion. 1lw did
not wony me because I was
!Old by my ar'ICeMon 10 carve."
says NOIia smiling.

S
he: continued: MAs early
a.s 1965 my~a.'ied

gnuv.imodlCf vi. iled me
in my dreams. S he: Iold me 10
mould in clay. I d id 001 do il
because of my belief thai men
were lhe only ones who could
speak 10 our encestoes,Mshe
said .

Noria wen t on 10 say: " I got
ve ry sick, and the s ickness went
away the momenl I started 10
mould ,"

ThaI was the start o f her
career. She said her ancestors
visited her aga in. This lime . a
voice from the "world of lhe
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spirits" ordered her 10 emer the
so-called "men's world" 10 be
a sculptor.

"In !he early 1971k my
ancel>tors advised me 10 carve.
I wasn 'l going 10~ilale

again. !OO I glatl ly accepted
their offer, J am now a full ­
time carver and happy,".Jle
said proudly.

It is a bk!.>;ing for NOIia
that her f;unily Mlpporb and
loves her art ...orb.

A famous piece of sculpture
NOIia call. CA RNAG E rJIow.
her wlll'kkrful skill in joining
IOgClher human and animal
forms.

The sculpture is in the form
of a ci rcle and shows the reta­
ticnship between human
beings and ani mals.

A
notbcr one of her an ­
works called fl..OODS,
show the: flood disaster

in Natal in 1987. During the
floods, both people and ani ­
mals lost lheir lives. It shows
the slnlU Ie: and pain faced
during ue disaMer.

Today Noria'5 worls are
very pllpular with art collector.;
in South Africa and in 0Iher
l;OUnlries. Her work. has been
on tJ10w in an g;/,lIeries.. and is
highl y respected by her fellow
artists, -She is a brilliant carv­
er.Msaid Dr Phuthuma Seoka, a
5CU1p(or from l...cbowa.

II is more: than len years
since she's gone againsl "tradi­
l iunal rules", She said her
ancestors still vis il her through
her dreams. "They provide me
with inspiration and ideas for
my next sculpture," she said .

Instead of be ing hated,
Nona is winning the hearts and
minds of the world and more
especia lly the people in her
community, 0


