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LEARNING TO BREATHE DIFFERENTLY

…in a time of not knowing.

Curatorial statement by Els van Mourik

“A studio is a sacred place that you come to to do some reflection and thinking”, 

El Anatsui, Nigeria-based sculptor

Studios are often an escape from outside distractions and can be profoundly creative environments that foster 

experimentation, problem-solving and personal growth for artists and non-artists alike, a place for pleasure as well as 

productivity. A space that enables you to seek ‘below the radar’, keep yourself on a single track and, yes, there’s 

something enjoyable about that journey of reflection, just as the caterpillar needs to transform within its cocoon before 

it emerges as a butterfly and starts its journey into the outside world. New art, tied to the memories of the lockdown 

period and COVID-19, will find its way into future exhibitions and will give us time to digest those uncertain moments 

that have arisen during this historic pandemic.

In the meantime, with half of humanity in some form of lockdown, we are truly living in strange times. There are many 

impossible paradoxes we need to face personally and as a  society: physical and social distancing is required to prevent 

the spread of infection to our loved ones and strangers, especially the most vulnerable among us, but loneliness can 

cause social and emotional isolation and make us sick in its own way. Large gatherings such as music and art festivals, 

exhibition openings and food markets have been cancelled to prevent the transmission of the virus, but this is 

advancing the sense of isolation from one and another, making us forget that we’re in this together. Already we are 

beginning to see suspicion and paranoia play out in public spaces.

The creation of a purposeful exhibition as a space for personal thinking and reflection takes on a wider meaning and a 

greater weight in the current reality of the lockdown. In the present moment it is also a space of hope, affirmation, 

empowerment and healing. Conceived in the context of the continuing threat to the lives of many people, as well as the 

social trauma affecting the collective, the exhibition offers opportunities to explore conscious and unconscious 

perceptions and meanings, as well as unexpected visions of the future. Engaging with the works in this exhibition will 

hopefully spark your capacity for lateral thinking and human creativity.

For quite some time now, many have realised that we are living in an era of increasingly frequent and severe ecological 

crises, but this awareness has a peculiar characteristic – with each alarming report it flames up anew, only to subside 

back into a restless dozing soon after. This time, there are more than enough disquieting circumstances that are urging 

us to take a look at the uncertain future of humans. Not only does the earth provide us with everything we need to 

survive – like air to breathe and materials to build our shelters – it also provides us with inspiration for art.

The exhibition ‘Learning to Breathe Differently’ is a culmination of work from artists for whom the complex beauty of 

(human) nature has shaped and inspired their language, mark- and sense-making. All four artists included in this 

exhibition – Ingrid Bolton, Chrisél Attewell, Marian Hester and Stefan Blom – are considering different aspects of the 

undercurrent of life in their artmaking. Their work reveals unexpected, unforeseen and sometimes disturbing elements 

of destruction and are uncomfortable reminders reflecting the delicate balances between human nature and nature in 

general. They take the beauty and transpose it into an entirely new medium such as a canvas, sculpture or print.

……AND WE ALSO LEARN TO DO THINGS DIFFERENTLY

Have a look at our 3D virtual tour of the exhibition at www.bermancontemporary.com



Artists have been working with and commenting on societal 

matters for centuries. Our society currently faces so many 

contentious issues and it is the artist who has the ability to

work with those issues. I thrive on fleshing out some of these 

concerns and bringing them into the public space so that we 

may ask questions and encourage discussion. I see this as my 

challenge as an artist. I have found a home in the art activism 

space because making work that is meaningful is important to 

me. Similarly, using materials that carry meaning validates my 

art making. Having a past, which comes with a life experienced, 

presents plenty for me as an artist to work with. I believe that 

we are an accumulation of the life we have lived. My past 

history in microbiology, ceramics and farming inform my art 

making today. 

ARTIST STATEMENT AND BIO

Ingrid Bolton 

More and more, we are discovering that even the smallest microscopic organisms or compounds or minerals in the 

earth – the things we cannot see or touch – are crucial for a healthy globe. Not confronted by these tiny organisms, 

invisible to the eye, or minerals hidden far below the surface of the earth, we tend to overlook their importance. We 

are discovering that what we do on and in our world affects other living creatures, but ultimately affects us in ways 

that we are unable to control. What is the link between us as humans and phytoplanktonic organisms that live in 

the oceans? They have been sinking the carbon dioxide that we have produced for years, cleaning up after us. The 

coal that is burned for energy use, specifically in South Africa, produces an abundance of carbon dioxide, too much 

for the oceans to absorb, turning them acidic. This process depletes the oceans of calcium carbonate, which is 

needed for shell production. The shells of some organisms are already being affected by this acidification. They sit 

at the bottom of the food chain. 

While I work with diverse materials like copper cable, coal, calcium carbonate or porcelain, I find connections 

between them; connections like China’s electrification driving copper theft up and how this is affecting the train 

lines in Cape Town. Whilst farming in Franschhoek, my copper irrigation pipes fell prey to these same demands. In 

the same way that I make connections between compounds, my processes include making physical connections 

between them as well. In the series Opencast, the title not only refers to the method of coal mining in South Africa, 

but also to my method of working. I cast the materials from the back into an open frame, not knowing what the 

final outcome will be until I release it from its mould. This uncertainty also references the uncertainty that we face, 

not knowing how the effects of climate change will ultimatley affect us as humans. Juxtaposing unfamiliar materials 

alongside each other allows one to compare and visualise them together. The compounds are packed hard against 

one another, forming layers and sometimes cracks between these layers, the materials unable to bind together. 

Ingrid Bolton was born in Johannesburg South Africa in 1963. She now resides and works in Cape Town. Bolton’s 

area of interest is taking pressing global issues and bringing them into the public space for discussion. Installation is 

the predominant medium she uses but has also included videography. With her medical technology background in 

microbiology, her interest fuels the need to make the microscopic world visible. A few years spent running an 

organic farm with her family leads the natural focus of her attention to be on the changes in climate conditions and 

the weather.



Learning to Breathe Differently 
Ingrid Bolton | Chrisél Attewell | Marian Hester | Stefan Blom 

CURATED BY ELS VAN MOURIK

Berman Contemporary

3D Virtual Exhibition 



Opencast series II, 2019

Coal, calcium carbonate, beach 
sand, seashells and cement 
encased in a metal box

30 x 40cm

7kg

Open cast series I, 2019

Coal, calcium carbonate, beach 
sand, seashells and cement 
encased in a metal box

30 x 40cm

7kg



Coal Cast II, 2019

Coal, calcium carbonate, beach 
sand, seashells, cement 
encased in a metal box

15 x 15cm

1.5kg

Coal Cast I, 2019

Coal, calcium carbonate, beach 
sand, seashells and cement 
encased in a metal box

15 x 15cm

1.5kg



Round II, 2018

Digital print on hahnemuhle photo 

paper, pins and copper wire

100 x 100cm

Round I, 2018

Digital print on hahnemuhle photo 

paper, pins and copper wire

100 x 100cm



“By working in close consultation with marine scientists I hope to draw attention to the little-known 

issue of ocean acidification through creative means. Through the consideration of materials and 

processes I aim to bring attention to where billions of microorganisms called phytoplankton live. The 

project is concerned with the idea of the edge: boundary or border as a conceptual notion, as well as 

through my art making practice, its interdiscplinarity and subject matter.” – Ingrid Bolton 

BEHIND THE SCENES WITH INGRID BOLTON

Instagram @ingridboltonart

https://www.instagram.com/ingridboltonart/


Emboss, 2016

Coal dust and porcelain on cotton rag

34 x 49cm

Fragmented Surface, 2016

Coal dust and calcium carbonate  on cotton rag

50 x 70cm



Darkness, 2018

Coal dust and porcelain on cotton rag

98 x 69cm

Untitled, 2016

Coal dust and porcelain on cotton rag

40 x 60cm



Land II, 2016

Coal dust and porcelain on cotton rag

15 x 90cm

Land, 2016

Coal dust and porcelain on cotton rag

15 x 90cm



“The bones are made of porcelain, a fragile and delicate medium.” - Ingrid Bolton
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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. 




