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CHRISÉL ATTEWELL

Curatorial Statement by Els van Mourik

What makes Chrisél Attewell’s exhibition so exceptional is the conversation between the elements from our natural 
environment – sand, water, ocean species, plants – and the reality-based approach in her work. Translating 
complex contents and narrative quality into a walk-in physical space, where you can be sure that she will always 
strive to ensure that the viewers can meet with her work at eye level, to experience important aspects of her 
artistic journey.

Her current studio, close to the Atlantic and Indian Ocean, influences and broadens her perspectives on human-
driven planetary impact, which is strongly reflected in this exhibition, which addresses current issues related to 
global crises, climate change, and social inequality. Sustainability and ecology, inclusion and interaction are the 
fields in which she questions the role of human beings and defines other visions for human coexistence.

During the last few years, Chrisél Attewell has developed a curious practice, a notion coined by author and history 
of consciousness philosopher, Donna Haraway (2015), and inspired by philosopher of science, Vinciane Despret
(2014). In the context of her practise, she develops hypotheses for artistic research: is ‘staying with a trouble ’ a 
way of (artistic) thinking – and being – in the world? In this way, she is holding space for the possibility that 
surprises are in store, that something interesting is about to happen… But only if one cultivates the virtue of letting 
those who do visit intra-actively and collectively shape what occurs. 

In inviting visitors to remove their shoes and walk barefoot through the sand, it is asking one to be curious, to 
openly observe oneself and others in action during the experiment. To dive beneath the waterline of freighted 
conversations, to test, learn and adjust in behaviour when new information surfaces. Time for experiments and 
reflection can seem like luxury or self-indulgence in comparison with the daily issues that need solving. There is 
often a lack of time to pause and reflect on what is happening in the moment, or we fear that our reflections might 
reveal what we don’t yet know. Paradoxically, reflective practices such as art exhibitions can fuel the acquisition of 
new knowledge, and ignite transformative change.

In this exhibition, Chrisél Attewell invites you to engage with the potential of the hybrid artistic walking method: 
wayfaring, inspired by anthropologist Tim Ingold, who has developed powerful ideas about ethical ways of being in 
the world. Centred on ‘becoming knowledgeable’ through the continuous practice of ‘wayfaring’, Ingold’s ideas are a 
call for finding ways to live and act responsively and ethically with our human and other-than-human environments. 
The slow pace of walking acts as a counterpoint to busy lifestyles by providing a period of calm and direct 
engagement with the environment. Walking in nature allows both the feet and mind to wander, providing a platform 
for contemplation and, ultimately, deeper understandings of self, place and belonging to emerge.

“Wayfaring is the fundamental mode by which living beings inhabit the earth. Every such being has, accordingly, to 
be imagined as the line of its own movement – or more realistically, a bundle of lines.” – Tim Ingold (2011)

The Cape landscape provides abundant opportunities for Chrisél Attewell to engage with the natural environment. 
The weather report promised RAIN is an exhibition based on the artist’s own walks through the local terrain, with 
the aim to reveal insights into the often implicit, yet deeply meaningful, relationship between self and the 
landscape. However, the land she travels is not the high, hard ground with the good light, the well-trodden paths 
with clear signs. Rather, it is what the philosopher Donald Schön called ‘the swampy lowlands’, where the conditions 
are dramatically different, what to do is more uncertain, and progress is neither linear nor clear. Or as the poet 
John Keats put it: ‘there is nothing stable…; uproars your only music’. Through her painting process, the artworks 
reimagine those countless walks, including the physical achievements, despair, movement, shifting perspectives, 
confusing thoughts, and layered, embodied experiences, which are explored through materials, texture and colour, 
and made visible to the viewer.

1. Staying with the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene is a 2016 book by Donna Haraway. In a thesis 
statement, Haraway writes: "Staying with the trouble means making oddkin; that is, we require each other in 
unexpected collaborations and combinations, in hot compost piles."
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We are surrounded by landscapes and societies that are traumatised. Within these landscapes, there are traces that 
could tell us more about the many ways in which we are connected to each other, to other species, and to the 
Earth. Finding such traces in the environments around me, and deciphering their nuanced meanings and histories, 
is the driving force of my artistic practice.

My work is a response to the natural environments that I explore around me and often includes natural materials, 
such as clay, glass, wood, and stone. A central part of understanding my work is to consider what these materials 
communicate. Each material contains information about our interconnectedness with the Earth and involves 
elements of curiosity, play, transparency, fragility, tension, and balance.

Chrisél Attewell (b. 1994) is a multidisciplinary artist from South Africa. Her work is research-driven and 
experimental. Inspired by current socio-ecological concerns, Attewell’s work explores the nuances in people’s 
connection to the Earth and each other. She works with various mediums, including installation, sculpture, 
photography, and painting, and prefers natural materials, such as hemp canvas, oil paint, glass, clay, and stone.

She received her BA in Fine Arts from the University of Pretoria in 2016. Her work has been represented locally and 
internationally in numerous exhibitions, residencies, and art fairs. Attewell was selected as a Sasol New Signatures 
finalist (2016, 2017) and a Top 100 finalist for the ABSA L’Atelier (2018). Attewell was selected as a 2018 recipient 
of the Young Female Residency Award, founded by Benon Lutaaya.

Her work was showcased at the Contemporary Istanbul (2019, 2022) with Berman Contemporary and her solo 
exhibition, Sociogenesis: Resilience Under Fire, curated by Els van Mourik, was exhibited in 2020 at Berman 
Contemporary in Johannesburg. Attewell also exhibited at the Investec Cape Town Art Fair (2018, 2021, 2022, 
2023). Her latest solo exhibition, RAIN SHADOWS (2023), is in partial fulfilment of her MA in Visual Arts from the 
University of Johannesburg. 

Chrisél Attewell is represented by Berman Contemporary.

Instagram: @chrisel_attewell

Website: chriselattewell.com

CHRISÉL ATTEWELL

ARTIST STATEMENT AND BIOGRAPHY
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ARTIST RESUME

Solo exhibitions
2023 THE WEATHER REPORT PROMISED RAIN, curator Els van Mourik, Berman Contemporary, Johannesburg
2023 RAIN SHADOWS – Masters Exhibition, Berman Contemporary, Johannesburg
2020       SOCIOGENESIS– Resilience Under Fire, curator Els van Mourik, Berman Contemporary, Johannesburg
2019       Substratum, Lizamore & Associates Gallery, Johannesburg
2018       Architectus Konstruksie, Klein Karoo Nationale Kunstefees (KKNK), Oudsthoorn, Western Cape
2017 Under Construction, Assemblage, Braamfontein, Johannesburg

Group Exhibitions
2022 THE ANNUAL SUMMER SHOW, curator Els van Mourik, Berman Contemporary, Johannesburg
2022 WORK IN PROGRESS, curator Els van Mourik, Berman Contemporary, Johannesburg
2022 WORKS ON PAPER, curator Els van Mourik, Berman Contemporary, Johannesburg
2022 THE ANNUAL SUMMER SHOW, curator Els van Mourik, Berman Contemporary, Johannesburg
2021 ARTISTES DE LA TERRE, curator Els van Mourik, Berman Contemporary, Johannesburg
2021 THE ANNUAL WINTER SHOW, curator Morgan Kunhardt, Berman Contemporary, Johannesburg
2021       Making and Interpreting Art in 2021, SARChI, curator Dineke van der Walt
2021       ANNUAL SUMMER SHOW, curator Els van Mourik, Berman Contemporary, Johannesburg
2020        Learning to Breathe Differently, Berman Contemporary, curator Els van Mourik, Johannesburg
2019       #ARTladies, curator Els van Mourik, Berman Contemporary, Johannesburg 
2019        Artybollocks!, NOW Gallery, Open Window Institute, curator Bland&Boring, Pretoria
2019       Collecting Contemporary, Lizamore Gallery, Johannesburg

Art Fairs
2023 Investec Cape Town Art Fair, Berman Contemporary, Cape Town 
2022       CI - Contemporary Istanbul, Berman Contemporary, Istanbul
2022 Investec Cape Town Art Fair, Berman Contemporary, Cape Town 
2020       1-54 Contemporary African Art Fair, Christie’s Online, London
2019       CI - Contemporary Istanbul, Berman Contemporary, Istanbul

Publications
2022 Works on Paper exhibition at Berman Contemporary allows for viewers to engage with the 

artists’ process of creating, Edward Tsumele, February 2022
2021 The 10 artists participating in The Liminal Space exhibition at Berman Contemporary test artistic 

limits, Edward Tsumele, August 2021
2020       Whispers of Inspiration, Bernie Hellberg Jr, Signature, May 2020

RMB Turbines Art Fair’s Potential to Challenge Traditional Arbiters of Taste, Nkgopoleng Moloi, 
Bubblegum Club, July 2019

2019 The Young Female Residency Award: Entrepreneurship and Arts, Art Africa, July 2019 

Awards
2018 ABSA L’atelier, Top 100.
2018       The African Arts Trust Grant, as part of the Assemblage Exhibition Programme.

Collections
2023 Ellerman Art Collection 
2020       Quorum Properties Collection

Commissions
2020              The Leonardo Building, Sandton.

Residencies
2019 Southern African Foundation for Contemporary Art (SAFFCA), residency at Entabeni Farm, Knysna
2018 Recipient of the Young Female Residency Award with The Project Space, founded by Benon Lutaaya

Seminars and Research Papers
2022 Artists' Responses to Traces in the Postcolonial Traumatised Landscape. Spring Seminar 2022: Traumatic            

Landscapes, School of Arts, Universidade Católica Portuguesa, in Association with CITAR (Research Center
for Science and Technology of the Arts) and FCT (Foundation for Science and Technology), Porto, Portugal

2021 Circular economies in the artistic practices of Otobong Nkanga and Ibrahim Mahama, Making and             
Interpreting Art in 2021, SARChI Postgraduate Conference in association with UJ, the National Research                      
Foundation and the Department of Science and Innovation

2019 A Womxn's Work: Sculpting and Living.  A discussion with Avi Soulful and Chrisél Attewell on the processes,  
practices, challenges and glories of being a (female) sculptor in South Africa.  Turbine Art Fair Talks    
Programme Sponsored by RMB Private Bank

Education
2023 MA in Visual Arts, University of Johannesburg
2016 BA(FA) Fine Arts, Summa Cum Laude, University of Pretoria. 
2012 National Senior Certificate, with average 89%, Hoërskool Noordheuwel

*FULL RESUME ON REQUEST 
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The titles of the paintings in this series reference Maya Angelou’s poem On the Pulse of Morning. In the poem, 
Angelou writes: “The Rock cries out to us today, you may stand upon me / But do not hide your face”. It is also 
possible that Angelou, who often wrote about her involvement with the church and her Christian community, was 
inspired by the Biblical text Luke 19:40 which reads “Even if these [the crowds] are silent, the very stones will cry 
out”. 

Inherent in both these texts is the sense that the “truth” must and will come to the fore. One way of interpreting 
the Biblical text is that even if humanity denies the “truth", the creation itself will ‘speak’ the truth. Angelou also 
refers to “the Creator” and the creation, but in her poem, this “truth” that the rocks cry out is imbued with dark 
colonial histories. The poem continues:

“Across the wall of the world, / A river sings a beautiful song. It says, / Come, rest here by my side. / Each of you, 
a bordered country, / Delicate and strangely made proud, / Yet thrusting perpetually under siege. / Your armed 
struggles for profit / Have left collars of waste upon / My shore, currents of debris upon my breast. / Yet today I 
call you to my riverside, / If you will study war no more. Come, / Clad in peace, and I will sing the songs / The 
Creator gave to me when I and the / Tree and the rock were one.” 

Taking a more humanitarian approach, Angelou’s singing river invites people from all walks of life, despite their 
dark pasts, to rest next to the river, but only if they do so in peace. The river’s song urges humanity to stop its 
wars on others and the exploitation of the earth’s resources. 

Whilst drawing from a dark colonial past, the “truth” within the stones I am referring to in this work, also has an 
ecological layer. The landscape I currently inhabit is the Cape area of South Africa. This landscape is scattered with 
rounded river stones used to construct walls or as decorations in gardens. The stones line water channels and are 
used as paving stones throughout towns and cities. The sheer amount of these stones cries out that once there 
was water here. As humanity intervened and claimed this landscape, they altered its water flow and constructed 
farms, homes, and institutions on the back of slave muscle. Today, this landscape has endured droughts, 
indigenous plant life is endangered, and the people living here are divided and bruised through dark histories. 

Angelou’s poem continues “I, the Rock, I the River, I the Tree / I am yours – your passages have been paid. / Lift 
up your faces, you have a piercing need / For this bright morning dawning for you. / History, despite its wrenching 
pain / Cannot be unlived, but if faced / With courage, need not be lived again. / Lift up your eyes upon / This day 
breaking for you.” 

Grappling with my own place in my current environment, in a country with histories of bruised people and 
devastated landscapes, I wonder how partial healing is possible. In this body of work, I imagine rivers and 
landscapes scattered with relics of absent stones. The stones and their ghosts cry out, urgently. They cry of the 
layered and entangled histories that we need to face if we are to hear the river’s song, inviting us to rest next to it 
in peace. 

STONES CRY OUT | 2023 
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The Rock Cries Out, 2023
Oil and Clay on Canvas
210 x 105cm
Framed: 212 x 110 x 6.5cm
Framed in an Ash-Ebony wrap around frame

The First and Last of Every Tree, 2023
Oil and Clay on Canvas
210 x 105cm
Framed: 212 x 110 x 6.5cm
Framed in an Ash-Ebony wrap around frame
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INSTALLATION PHOTOGRAPH | INVESTEC CAPE TOWN ART FAIR | 2023
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660 Fragments of doubt, 2022
Oil and Clay on Canvas, woven with hemp thread
86 x 68 cm
112.5 x 93.5 x 6cm
Framed in an Ash-Ebony wooden frame with AR anti-reflective glass 
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INSTALLATION PHOTOGRAPH | RAIN SHADOWS| FADA GALLERY | 2023
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Nests of stone X and XIII, 2023
Archival ink on Tecco Matt 
90cm x 180cm
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INSTALLATION PHOTOGRAPH | RAIN SHADOWS| FADA GALLERY | 2023
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BERMAN CONTEMPORARY | ARTIST PORTFOLIO | CHRISÉL ATTEWELL | 2023
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Nests of stone XII and I, 2023
Archival ink on Tecco Matt 
90cm x 180cm
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INSTALLATION PHOTOGRAPH | RAIN SHADOWS | FADA GALLERY | 2023
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INSTALLATION PHOTOGRAPH | RAIN SHADOWS | FADA GALLERY | 2023
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INSTALLATION PHOTOGRAPH | ARTISTES DE LA TERRE | CHRISÉL ATTEWELL | 2021 

DETAIL PHOTOGRAPH | WORK IN PROGRESS | BERMAN CONTEMPORARY | 2022
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WORK IN PROGRESS | CHRISÉL ATTEWELL | 2022 
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WORK IN PROGRESS | CHRISÉL ATTEWELL | 2022 
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Scorched Earth IV, 2020

Oil and Clay on Canvas

46 x 39 cm

Framed 67 x 61.5 x 3.5 cm
Framed in an Ash-Ebony wooden frame with AR anti-reflective glass 
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Scorched Earth III, 2020

Oil and Clay on Canvas

41.5 x 33 cm

Framed 63.5 x 55 x 3.5 cm
Framed in an Ash-Ebony wooden frame with AR anti-reflective glass 
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Berman Contemporary is rooted in the growing understanding of the  

cultural richness and diversity of South African contemporary art.

The gallery’s collection centres on a vibrant group of artists living  

and working in South Africa.

Through studio visits, the gallery establishes connections to artists  

from all walks of life whose unique artistic processes celebrate their  

historical and cultural heritage and give voice to their complex  

societal realities, evoking an active and interpretative experience for  

the viewer.

Berman Contemporary was established to promote the work created  

by these local artists. The gallery further aims to establish a  

synergistic network between South African artists and their global  

contemporaries, many of whom evidently want to engage with the  

current South African art scene – not only as observers, but as  

active analysts, experimenters and contributors within this context  

and with this specific audience in mind.

Instagram: @bermancontemporary

Website: www.bermancontemporary.com 
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https://www.facebook.com/BermanContemporary
https://www.instagram.com/bermancontemporary/
https://www.artsy.net/berman-contemporary
https://www.facebook.com/BermanContemporary
https://www.instagram.com/bermancontemporary/
https://www.artsy.net/berman-contemporary
https://bermancontemporary.com/
mailto:gallery@bermancontemporary.co.za?subject=Natalie%20Field%20Artist%20Portfolio%20
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