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Reconnecting with Heritage

_

Interview by Aiwekhoe Iyahen
Photography by Dina Nur Satti and Malin Fezehai

An interview with Dina Satti of Nur Ceramics

Nur Ceramics is a lifestyle ceramics line, 
birthed out of a personal journey into 
the ceramics, culture and rituals of the 
Sahara. Can you tell us a bit about your 
personal journey? How did you come to 
focus on ceramics as an art form and 
what was the inspiration behind your 
line? 

I woke up one morning and inexplicably 
had ceramics on my mind. I had never 
given ceramics much thought, but a few 
weeks went by and the thought was still 
lingered in the back of my mind. I decided 
to look into some classes and registered 
for a ceramics course and several months 
later I decided to leave my job of 7 years 
in New York City and move to California. 
Two years later I launched my own line 
of ceramics.

At the time, all I knew was that I needed 
something different. I had this very lucid 
moment where I could see two distinctly 
different life paths that were in front of 
me, and I just kept having this message 
in my mind that everything worth having 
takes risk. So I took a leap of faith, set up 
my ceramics studio and kept following 
this calling that I felt.

I think that one’s art is always going 
to reflect one’s personal journey. My 
personal relationship with my art is 
that I treat it like a practice. It’s a space 
in which many areas of my personal 
development are intertwined. It’s a 
platform where I am invited to work in 
a kind of meditation when creating with 
clay. My journey to ceramics involved a 
process of uncovering an art form that 
felt like I was accessing and unlocking 
pre-existing knowledge in my hands, and 
inviting me to reconnect in a new way to 
my cultural heritage. 

Your Sudanese and Somali heritage are 
a really big part of your work. However, 
you’ve also grown up in France and 
Kenya and lived in the United States 
of America for a substantial part of 
your life. Why was it important to reach 
beyond that, into your ancestral, cultural 
memory for your practice? 

One of the most liberating things I was 
told by my father, who is a huge influence 
in my life when it comes to ancient African 
art and history, is that culture is never 
stagnant and is always evolving. We can 
be traditionalists and point fingers when 
we think someone isn’t falling in line with 
our ideas of cultural preservation, or we 
can accept the mutable nature of culture. 
Keeping this point of view along with 
being clear that I am not on a singular 
mission to represent, replicate, and 

emulate these ancient ceramics helps 
me not feel daunted or feel like there is a 
heavy mantle tied to my work.

However, I do believe in cultural memory 
and that our ancestors pass down 
knowledge through our DNA. One of 
the most inspiring pieces of information 
I came across recently was an article 
on a group of scientists who discovered 
that traumatic events are passed down 
through our DNA. I truly believe that we 
not only pass down our traumas but our 
skills and knowledge as well, and that we 
have the ability to access this information.
More than once while creating forms 
in clay, I have experienced my hands 
moving without much of a plan, and 
creating an unexpected new form. 
Several weeks later, I would come across 
an ancient Nubian or Somali shape that 
was almost an exact replica of what I had 
created. It could have been influenced by 
an image I came across sometime in the 
past that was stored in my subconscious, 
but I like to think otherwise.
 
This issue of our magazine is centered 
on exploring the theme “Material and 
Meaning.” Clay is of course an ancient 
material, wonderfully expressive and 
some have described working with it 
as deeply spiritual. Can you tell us a bit 
about your connection to this material 
and your process of working with is as 
artist and designer?  

When I design a piece, there is of course 
an aesthetic element, but underneath 
that I also focus on how the piece makes 
me feel. The only way I can really explain 
it is that the piece must brings me a sense 
of pleasure and satisfaction. 
The feeling that guides me is so 
intangible and subtle, therefore it comes 
and goes throughout the process of 
making. When I’m analyzing a piece at 
each stage of the process, I can look 
at it and see if I receive a feeling of 
pleasure and satisfaction from it. At the 
same time, there has to be a sense of 
letting go, especially during the glazing 
process. In that stage, the maker’s hands 
take over and I relinquish control. I don’t 
fret over the perfection of my glaze 
application and I let my hands guide me 
to create beautifully imperfect details. I 
love the juxtaposition of clean forms and 
organically applied glazes.

For me, your work is particularly striking 
because of its radical simplicity – your 
use of natural colored glazes, muted 
tones and minimalist shapes. Is this 
something that is characteristic of 
Somali and Sudanese ceramics or is this 
a manifestation of your personal vision? 

Dina Nur Satti is the designer and maker 
behind NUR Ceramics. Loved for its 
simplicity, elegance, and use of natural 
glazes, the brand produces an exquisite 
range of ceramics that celebrates the culture 
and rituals of the Sahara. 

Growing up around the Somali and 
Sudanese traditions of her parents, ceramics 
were a part of every day life for Dina and 
conveyed the daily rituals of life along the 
Sahara desert. 

Dina’s personal journey with the ceramic 
arts is also a path to reconnecting with the 
indigenous culture of her homeland, as the 
Nubians of Northern Sudan and Southern 
Egypt were among the most legendary 
potters of the ancient world. 

In our interview with Dina, we got to learn 
more about her personal journey and the 
process through which her craft and material 
of choice, clay, expresses and celebrates her 
ancestral heritage.
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I interpreted in the Kerma and Pebblo 
mugs, and added handles on some of the 
designs and overlaid glaze patterns 
on others. 

Please tell us a bit about your wonderful 
Saba incense burner? You’ve mentioned 
that burning of frankincense and 
sandalwood in mabkhars, and clay 
amphoras known as zir were some of 
your earliest childhood memories. Are 
these common practices in Somali and 
Sudanese culture? 

When you look into the practice of 
burning incense, you’ll find that many 
cultures around the world had a tradition 
of burning tree resin or dried aromatic 
plant leaves.  Many cultures used 
incense as an offering made to the gods, 
believing that the smoke would carry their 
prayers up to the heavens. 

The type of incense common in Sudan 
and Somalia is charcoal incense, where 
a piece of charcoal is heated and resin 
is placed on top of the charcoal. The 
women in my family burned incense and 
made their own incense blends in large 
amount that they would then gift each 
other. I keep several jars with different 
blends my mother and aunts have made 
over the years that they send me from 
Kenya and Sudan. Some of these blends 
are non-aromatic woodchips that have 
been soaked in natural essential oils or 
mixes of ground up resin. The blends they 
make are just so heavenly!

Growing up burning incense was 
definitely a ritual of cleansing; even if 
our home was spotless, it wouldn’t feel 
clean until some incense was burned 
and taken through every room. Many 
cultures also associated incense with the 
process of cleansing and purification. 
A study published several years ago in 
The Journal of Ethnopharmacology that 
analyzed an enclosed space before and 
after an Indian blend of medicinal herbs 
known as havan samagri was burned 
for 60 minutes, found a 94% reduction 
of aerial bacteria for up to 24 hours if 
the room remained closed. I love seeing 
ancient beliefs confirmed through science 
hundreds if not thousands of years later!

The design of the Saba incense burner 
is a minimalist interpretation of a classic 
shape of a mabhkar, which is Arabic for 
incense burner. The traditional Somali 
dabqaad has a different shape, which 
I’m working on developing a version of at 
the moment. I named the incense burner 
after one of the most significant figures 
in the incense trade during a period in 
history when frankincense was more 

valuable than gold and silver- the Queen 
of Sheba, known in French as La Reine de 
Saba. She was believed to be from Saba, 
which is in modern day Yemen, although 
some people believe she originated 
from Axum in Ethiopia. My maternal 
grandmother had an ancestral lineage 
from Yemen, which is across the Red Sea 
from Somalia so this was also an homage 
to that lineage in my family. 

The Japanese have a saying that 
essentially implies that in design, there 
is no beauty without functionality. 
This is of course true of many non-
western traditions, where the objects 
we characterize as art today, originally 
would have served a real utilitarian 
function in the lives of people. As an 
artist and designer, how do you strike a 
balance between having a unique voice 
and creating objects of art that are 
beautifully functional? 

The difference between art and craft can 
be so subtle and, in many cases, a piece 
can serve both functions. I think that in 
our society, we tend to look at something 
that exists only to be admired and not 
touched as more valuable, and therefore 
it becomes ‘high art’.  

While I was studying the politics, history, 
and culture of Africa and the Middle 
East in college, I took a course in African 
Art History that had a very deep impact 
on me. I learned that artifacts that we 
today considered traditional African 
art were actually functional pieces that 
were an integral part of these societies’ 
operations.

There were of course certain ceremonial 
or sacred items that were reserved for 
particular rites or times of the year, but 
even then, they too served a function. 
We can learn so much about the soci-
political structures and traditions of pre-
colonial Africa through the artifacts they 
left behind.

After that realization, I started to see the 
ceramics of my childhood as remnants 
of my indigenous cultural heritage that 
had survived cultural colonization. When I 
think of my ceramics, I can’t really make a 
distinction between craft and art, and see 
them as existing in both spaces.

Sudanese and Somali ceramics are very 
much minimalistic in the sense that they 
are usually unglazed and very simple in 
their shape. I always loved the organic 
textures of the clay after firing, and I 
think the stony, matte, and raw finish of 
my glazes definitely emulate this. Somali 
ceramics particularly uses a very porous 
almost bone white clay that I find really 
beautiful, and when I was choosing a clay 
to work with for both of my collections 
I looked for a white clay similar to the 
Somali clay of my childhood.  I am 
now also starting to experiment with a 
dark brown clay similar to Sudanese 
terracotta. 

Where does the name Nur come from and 
what does it mean?  

Nur means ‘light’ in Arabic and comes 
from my father’s first name ‘Nureldin’ 
which is also my middle name. In our 
tradition we take on our father’s first 
name to indicate lineage. ‘Nureldin’ 
translates to ‘light of the religion’, which 
is a name my grandmother gave my 
father as an homage to her maiden name 
‘Abd El Nur’, or ‘servant of the light’. In 
Sufism the light represents what we know 
of our inner selves, and, the darkness, 
that which we have yet to know. It also 
symbolizes the concept that through 
darkness there is always light. To me, it is 
a reminder that we evolve through 
our discomforts.

Can you tell us a bit about your 
latest collections, the Dune and Dusk 
collections and perhaps interesting 
stories behind the making of some of the 
individual pieces? 

I studied glaze chemistry with Chic Lotz 
in northern California and instantly 
fell in love with the process of creating 
colors and textures from scratch. For 
my first collection, the Dune collection, I 
developed two sandy matte glazes that 
represented the Sahara sand during the 
day and at night. I also developed a style 
of glazing where I incorporated organic 
lines revealing the clay body to emulate 
the movement of the sand in the desert. 
For the Dusk collection I used the same 
glaze base and developed a blue and 
green version of this sandy matte glaze 
that represented the coloring of the sky 
against the desert sand during dusk and 
dawn in the desert. 

I wanted to capture the serene feeling of 
calm and expansiveness of the desert. I 
drew inspiration for a few pieces in both 
collections from shapes typical of the 
Kerma period of ancient Nubia. They 
had these beautiful tapered forms which 
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Blending the Old and New

_
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Abiola A. Olusola’s Elegant Debut Collection

Abiola A. Olusola is a contemporary 
women’s wear brand from Nigeria that 
believes dressing should be effortless 
and chic. Reflecting the heritage and life 
experiences of its Creative Director, the 
eponymously named brand debuted its f irst 
collection ‘Emi’ in 2017. The collection is 
a sensual mélange of contrasting colours, 
features several types of traditional Nigerian 
fabrics and reflects the lifestyle of an 
African woman and global citizen.  

‘Emi’ which in Yoruba translates to ‘Me’ is a 
collection rooted in and respectful of Yoruba 
culture and craftsmanship, but also expresses 
the designer’s global experience of studying 
in Dubai and Italy and working in Parisian 
fashion houses, Givenchy and Lanvin. 

In Olusola’s words  “Emi is an introspective 
collection based on the philosophy that 
we are a collective of several… and a part 
of one… the collection was inspired by 
the things that collectively make me who 
I am: my culture, travels, love, experiences, 
inf luences.

Emi is also inspired by the contemporary 
African woman, and the dynamic lives we 
lead - Always on the go, proud of our rich 
culture and identity but also appreciative 
of others, blending these experiences 
and making them our own, becoming us, 
becoming Emi.”

Featuring frayed hems, balloon sleeves, 
trench coats, peekaboo cut-outs, and jeweled 
details, the collection is modern, elegant, 
streamlined and timeless. A colour palette 
comprised primarily of vivid Adire indigo 
prints coupled with f lashes of turquoise, 
pink and white all add colour, cohesively. 
The distinct texture and luster of Yoruba 
Aso Oke textile also infuses a uniquely 
Nigerian touch to otherwise minimalist 
shapes and pieces. 

Olusola may be a new voice in fashion 
but her ability to gracefully blend ancient 
Yoruba craft and textiles with modern shapes 
and a pared down aesthetic is special. Her 
use of materials, shapes and colours heralds 
a fresh approach to expressing the identity 
of the modern African woman. A woman, 
who according to the designer embraces 
her African identity and youth. She is 
sophisticated, an intellectual, a cultured, self-
aware free spirit, unconcerned with trends. 
One who fully owns her place in the world 
and her personal style.


