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Broken—but Still Standing

I have been a clay artist in NS for over thirty years. I have 
made my living during most of this time as a production 
potter and have always done one-of-a-kind pieces as well.

I have worked with raku and smoke fired pottery techniques 
and through an exploration of the term “clay vessel,” I have 
expanded my work to include the human form. 

The term “vessel” has four meanings: 

it is a container

it is a boat

it is a vein or artery

in scripture, people (we) are referred to as clay vessels. 

I have chosen to work with the female form since women 
embody all these definitions when they carry a child within 
them.
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If I was going to depict the feminine figure, then I knew that 
I wanted to work with the forms of older women. Western 

society usually depicts women in art 
as young, thin and beautiful… the 
mother, the virgin, the harlot. That 
model excludes most women. Perhaps 
it has something to do with being a 
woman of a “certain age” myself, but I 
wanted to express the lovely qualities 
of older women: real women with real 
life experiences.
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I had just begun this body of work when I heard of the 
Grandmothers to Grandmothers conference being arranged 
by the Stephen Lewis Foundation in Toronto in 2006. It was 
a gathering of 100 African grandmothers who are raising 
their AIDS orphaned grandchildren and 200 Canadian 
grandmothers. They were brought together so that the 
Canadian women could meet their counterparts in Africa 
and hear first hand the stories of their lives and struggles. 
There were going to be 300 older women in one room—these 
were my models—I had to be there!

I attended the conference. It was exciting, humbling and 
thought provoking. I photographed the women and heard 
their stories. 
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One of the most extreme 
situations I know of 
regarding these women’s 
struggles is the concentration 
camp called Darfur, one 
we’ve been hearing about for 
well over a decade. Probably 
we have all seen pictures of 
the tarpaulin shelters in the 
desert, the starvation and the 
disease. Women there have a 
particular daily horror to face. 
Each day they must leave 
the camp to gather wood for 
cooking and heat. If the men 
leave the camp they will be 
killed by the enemy forces 
that surround the camps; if 
the women leave they can be 
raped or gang raped. 

A woman returns to camp 
and cooks the food. Their 
culture requires that the men 
eat first, then the children. 
She will eat whatever is 
left. She cannot speak of her 
experiences of rape because 
if she does her husband can 
divorce her for having been 
with another man.





The unanswered question in the face of such overwhelming 
difficulties is—



what gives these women 
the strength to carry on?
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Some of these grandmothers have lost 5-6 of their children 
to HIV/ AIDS and they are caring for their orphaned 
grandchildren who have been left behind. Though the 
grandmothers themselves struggle with the ailments of age 
and sickness, some of them are the sole care givers for over 
30 children. With dignity and strength, they do what needs 
doing to keep the next generation going. Very often these 
women are doing these tasks with no resources. One woman 
told us that in her country women are not counted as “people” 
when it comes to any possible government assistance.

These women might be 
expected to be sad and 
depressed because of their 
struggles… but no, at every 
opportunity they sang and 
danced and hugged as many 
people as possible. Their 
greatest anxiety about coming 
to the conference was that 
they might be seen as victims. 
They do not see themselves as 
victims—only that they are in 
need of resources to carry on.

These warm, dignified women became the models for this 
current body of work. So plain and ordinary on the outside 
but so tough and generous within. For many of these women 
the term “heroic” is a true and accurate description of their 
lives. They are the beginning point of this exhibition.
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I once heard an African woman artist say two things that 
stayed with me. She said that in her culture people say, “to 
strike a woman is to strike a rock.” She also said, “Women 
artists must continue to do their work because they speak 
for those who stand in the shadows”—those in society who 
have no voice.
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This exhibition depicts women in roles that are universally 
recognizable.
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Women provide 
study
marry
raise children
sing
grow old 
and grieve 
everywhere.
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I felt the need to create three pieces which focus on grieving 
(they are “Lament”, “Phantom Pain,” and “Mothers of the 
Lost.” There is so much grief in the world and it would seem 
that women and children bear the greatest burden of it.
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Lament

Mothers of the Lost

Phantom Pain
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I have used a variety of clays to complete this work, including 
the red clay found in Lantz, Nova Scotia.
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Beginning with a rough concept of the finished piece, I work 
intuitively to allow the developing work to suggest what 
it will be. The surfaces are rough and timeless, sometimes 
heavy with texture. They suggest skin and textiles, decay and 
reemergence. The sculptures are suggestive of form—they 
are not actual depictions of the body.
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For millennia, people have hardened their clay pots and other 
objects by placing them directly in the fire. Today we refer to 
this as smoke firing. These figures are stained with ochre, the 
traditional body paint used all over the world, then buried in 
wood shavings and set afire.
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As I dig through the ashes, I’m always anxious to see what the 
flames have given me. Then the pieces, having been through 
the fire, will dictate themselves what they will be. I’m keenly 
aware of how this process is a connection with the past and 
of the continuum in clay which I help to carry on.
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The exhibition title, “Broken—but Still Standing,” recognizes 
the hardships of life particular to women and their inner 
strength to carry on. They are fragile yet resilient. These are 
not only African women. They are women from all over the 
world.
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Women are not strangers to violence, but this exhibition is not 
about that.

This is a feminist show in the truest sense. Women are 
still asking for equality: just let us be equal, they say, and 
we will do the rest. That struggle is not over yet.

Despite their limitations and restrictions, despite 
great difficulties, women call upon some mysterious 
strength which gives them the ability to survive and to 
go on supporting each other, their families and their 
communities. This is a truth that has existed for as long as 
these artifact-like figures can help us to imagine. 

This exhibition celebrates women’s enduring resilience 
and lives lived with hope.

Louise Pentz
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Louise Pentz: Broken—But Still Standing

What a shelter true motherhood gives to helpless infancy! 
	 Originally published early 1900s

	
Women all over the world are victims of war, natural 
disaster and crime. They experience more gender specific 
pain through rape, sexual exploitation, physical violence and 
marginalization. My work is not about this…

Louise Pentz

Most of us have heard stories about mothers who suddenly find 
a super strength when it comes to saving their children from 
imminent disaster. North American headlines such as “Woman 
lifts car to save child;” “woman hurls herself before a speeding 
auto (to save child);” “mother fights off cougar during attack 
on son;” mother saves child from blazing fire;” and “paraplegic 
mother saves child from drowning;” are the heroic acts upon 
which legends are born. 

Actually, the very act of giving birth is heroic–it is for 
most women, indescribably painful, and for many, dangerous. 
Assuming both mother and child survive, then there are the 
long days and sleepless nights of feeding, cleaning, and being 
constantly alert to signs of the baby’s possible changes in 
health. At the best of times, child-rearing seems to have been 
designed to be an intensely challenging experience. However, 
when forced to manage under such overwhelming conditions 
as poverty, famine, disease, and war, where do those mothers 
mine the necessary strength and courage to carry on?

In Broken—But Still Standing, Louise Pentz takes us into a 
world of contradictions where mothering is a deeply personal 
journey full of on-going learning, teaching, and transformation. 
Pentz particularly focuses on the spirit of strength and nurturing 
of women in the face of obstacles and tribulation–often adversity 
that would have others crumble. Here, women are represented 
as vessels of personal identity and experience, and our mothers’ 
legacies of strength, endurance, and faith inspire and guide our 
own individual journeys.
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Throughout the ages, women and motherhood have been 
represented by such iconic imagery as ‘Mother-Goddess’ and 
‘woman as vessel.’ Usually representing fertility, life-bringing 
force, and the nurturing caregiver, they symbolized sacred 
and universal themes of unity, connection to the earth, and 
the cyclical. Their ability to create life is one that has always 
awed, but the portrayals of women in their own right as 
persons with valued experiences and lessons to share are rare. 
Moreover, women in art are most-often still rendered as thin, 
young, and beautiful–where older women are presented, they 
are often projected as unflatteringly exhausted rather than as a 
celebration of experience and self-actualization. Pentz wanted 
to portray the bodies of older women – bodies of experience, 
identity, and unique knowledge gained during their lifetimes. 

As a series, Broken—But Still Standing was inspired by 
attending the Stephen Lewis Foundation’s Grandmothers 
to Grandmothers Conference where Pentz heard the stories 
of courageous and resilient African grandmothers whose 
children had died of AIDS and had to take up the rearing of 
their grandchildren. Despite having few to no resources, these 
women have been bravely bearing the burden while changing 
the course of the pandemic in their communities. What struck 
her was how common and ordinary they seemed on the outside, 
yet how heroic their lives were. She also observed that, despite 
daunting circumstances, these women carried themselves with 
dignity and did not consider themselves as victims. In fact, she 
found them to be joyful and grateful at every opportunity. Pentz 
says: “Their skills to survive are often driven by a hope for a 
better future and their pain causes them to work for change 
so that others will not suffer as they have.” Pentz celebrates 
the strength of women throughout history and reminds us that 

“women work and sacrifice for others who stand in the shadows. 
The strength of these women and mothers is manifested in their 
will to endure and to create a better place…someday.”

The process of smoke-firing ceramics requires the maker to 
be open to the element of chance which, as in life, can generate 
unexpected and often surprising results. By using the same 
primitive techniques that people have used for thousands of 
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years, the artist makes indelible connections to the legacies of 
mothers since time immemorial, while she reminds us that, like 
the sculptures, these women have also been ‘through the fire.’ 
The faces of her sculptures reveal narratives of experience, but it 
is especially their forms which have been scarred, marked, and 
smoked to suggest time and rough passage. Whether we view 
a young expectant mother or an Elder with much wisdom to 
share, Louise Pentz invites us to be witnesses to lives that have 
been used unsparingly. And, while their bodies are perishable 
and vulnerable, they are also enduring just like the stories they 
tell.

Christian Bernard Singer
Curator,
Canadian Clay & Glass Gallery
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Biographical Notes

Louise Pentz graduated with a BFA from the Nova Scotia 
College of Art and Design in 1973. Since then she has studied 
at the University of Regina, Sask.; Metchosin School of 
the Arts, B.C.; the Instituto de San Miguel, Mexico; smoke 
firing in Phoenix, Arizona as well as a variety of courses 
and workshops at NSCADU. She has traveled throughout 
Europe and Japan studying ceramics and particularly clay 
vessels as funerary containers. Louise’s work can be found 
in both public and private collections throughout  Canada, 
the U.S. and France.

Christian Bernard Singer, Canadian artist, educator, curator 
and art dealer, was born in Paris in 1962 into a family of 
artists. In addition to serving as board member to several arts 
organizations, Singer is Curator of the Canadian Clay & Glass 
Gallery, consults to artists and organizations, and continues 
to teach at both the Ontario College of Art and Design and 
the Toronto School of Art. In his own work, Singer is best 
known for incorporating living plant life, glass, clay, bronze, 
found objects, and video into installation-environments and 
land art works that turn on notions of place, memory and 
time passing.
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