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Day, night
and nature   
The French ceramist Ingrid Van Munster is best known for her 
spherical stoneware sculptures and distinctive matte glazes. Here, the 
artist discusses the infl uence of nature in her work, and how a happy 
accident led to a new process

Holding one of Ingrid Van Munster’s geodes in 
your hands is a surprising experience; somehow 
it enables a glimpse into nature. Galaxies, lichens, 

fruits and riverbeds, they are all here, condensed on the 
silky surfaces of her pieces. Her geodes remind me of 
magical creatures found in Hayao Miyazaki’s animated 
fi lms. Furtive shapes you see out of the corner of your 
eye, before they quickly collapse on themselves and 
disappear. Far from imitating nature though, Ingrid seems 
to have created a new form of wildlife. To fi nd out more, 
I travelled to her home and studio in the Ariège 
countryside, close to the Pyrénées.

Ingrid fi rst encountered clay when she was a literature 
student. To pay for her education she took a summer job 
as a decorator at a pottery in Anduze, returning several 
years in a row. When she earned her degree, she did not 

pursue a path in literature, choosing instead to become a 
potter. In 2000, she obtained a vocational qualifi cation in 
throwing at CNIFOP (Centre International de Formations 
à la Céramique). On completion, she felt a need for a more 
theoretical approach. She was eager to explore the nuances 
of clay and glazes, and took a class in the chemistry of 
rocks and soils, glazes and kiln building technologies 
with François Eve. It was an exciting time. ‘On the fi rst 
day,’ she recalls, ‘the teacher was showing us slides of 
pots. I wasn’t paying that much attention, until he came to 
a Korean black and blue bowl and said: “You see, this pot 
should not exist; its glaze is a chemical impossibility.” I 
spent the rest of the year trying to fi gure out how to 
reproduce this impossible glaze.’

RISING TO THE CHALLENGE
Ingrid never found out, but she made several attempts to 
recreate it with the help of her teacher. ‘I enjoy technical 
challenges. If something’s diffi cult, I’m intrigued and 
motivated to understand it. Overcoming practical 
diffi culties is so satisfying.’ She also spent six months on 
work experience with Jean-Marie Georgio at the Carbassou 
pottery. She tells me how skilful and versatile a potter he is, 
and what a great deal she learnt from him. Around the 
same time, she joined the Journées de la Céramique at 
Belesta, an association that organises a yearly event in the 

Planets, various heights, 2016
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‘Whilst throwing is for her a 
daytime activity, altering the 
pieces belongs to the night’

Pyrénées, where potters, archaeologists and artists gather 
for three days of conferences and experimental fi rings. To 
complete her education, she took a class in Geology. She 
likes to be thorough. 

In 2005, Ingrid set up her fi rst studio and started 
throwing pieces, using stoneware clay. She developed 
three glazes: a glossy black, a satin white and a matte 
green. Feeling inspired, she left the studio to stay with
a friend, taking with her 100kg of clay and her wheel. 
Working alongside her friend, she began closing her 
forms. ‘Freedom came!’  she tells me, with pleasure. By 
doing this, she was freeing herself from the symmetry 
naturally imposed by the wheel. ‘Once the pot was closed, 
I was left with a 3D shape, which didn’t need symmetry 
anymore. I could do whatever I wanted with it, positioning 
it in many ways.’ She went on closing her forms, but soon 
these spheres made her feel uncomfortable. She compares 
them to the Dystopia, 1994–95 portraits by the artists 
Aziz+Cucher, in which the eyes, mouth, nose and ears of 
the subject are digitally blocked up. The geodes were 
suffocating. She tried opening them, incising the clay 
with different tools. As she was investigating this process, 
she received a commission from a client. They requested 
a piece related to an issue that was personally very 
meaningful to Ingrid. She had all these forms ready to be 
altered, but she was thrown off balance and wasn’t sure 

how to approach such a private subject. ‘On that night, I 
crept silently into the studio. I tore the geodes apart one 
after the other, with my right hand. I had a word in my 
mind and was focusing on it with all of my heart. I liked 
it, and what’s funny is, to this day I always tear my 
sculptures in this manner. I always, too, use my right 
hand and focus on an uncomfortable word – and I have 
never ended up with two similar distortions.’ 
 
BY DAY AND BY NIGHT
She adds that while throwing is for her a daytime activity, 
altering the pieces belongs to the night. She masters and 
controls her forms by day, but the gesture that both 
attacks and liberates the sculptures can only happen in the 
privacy of darkness. When a piece is strong enough, she 
lets it dry slowly before bisque-fi ring it in her gas kiln. 
Then comes the fi nal process: the glazing. It will hopefully 
bring confi rmation of the geode’s power to pass on 
emotion. She discovered her glazes, the ones she uses 
now, around the same time as she did the gesture. While 
she had wanted her original black and white glazes to 
refer to contrasting skins, enhancing the muscular shapes 
that she was making (which referenced Mapplethorpe’s 
male nudes), she found people would talk to her about 
urban life and other subjects unrelated to her motivations. 
She worked on her glazes some more. She discovered she 

was yearning for colour, so made matte glazes in a 
multitude of tones, adding different oxides to a common 
base. Although she sensed she was getting somewhere, 
she wasn’t completely satisfi ed by their subdued character. 
Furthermore, there was this puzzling, deeper blue speck 
that would sometimes appear on the surface. Then a 
happy accident happened and everything fell into place.

‘One day, I dropped a piece, which rolled onto the 
fl oor after I had poured glaze on it. I didn’t care that much 
about this sphere so, instead of cleaning it so that it could 
be glazed again later, I just picked it up from the fl oor and 
plunged it into more glaze. When I opened my kiln later, 
the colour on the part that had been glazed twice was 
striking – a very intense blue. “That’s it”, I thought, “I’ve 
got it!” Ingrid found this bright rich tone truer to her 
personality and researched glazes further. She fi ne-tuned 
the formulations, the density and the process. She now 
pours two coats of glaze, a few seconds apart. She has 
developed six intense nucleated colours, which she 
sometimes combines. The spectrum is infi nite. ‘Thanks to 
these matte glazes,’ she says, ‘I’ve found a vocabulary. It 
has allowed me to distance myself from the technique 
and to focus on conveying emotions.’ 

Ingrid’s work is a clear evocation of the nature she 
grew up with, but what makes her sculptures so powerful 
is the combination of mastery and letting go. This vital 
force, crashing through control, creates harmony and a 
sense of truth. The gaping wound of her pieces remains 
mysterious. The darker than black shadow attracts the 
viewer’s gaze, which then radiates over the whole form. 
The artist fuels her ideas by visiting exhibitions, going to 
dance shows and other art events. She feels it is part of her 
job; she tells me she is addicted to ‘artistic emotion’. I ask 
her how she sees her work developing in the future, in her 
new studio, where a seriously large kiln awaits. ‘I have no 
idea yet. Who knows what the future holds? Do you?’  

For more on Ingrid Van Munster’s work, go to 
ceramiques-vanmunster.fr
Cécile Kizlik is a ceramist in Toulouse, France: 
cargocollective.com/cecilekizlik 
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STEPPING STONES

• 1974: Ingrid was born in France, spending 
her childhood in the mountainous 
Cévennes region

• 1991: she had her first encounter of 
working with clay 

• 2000–2004: gained qualifications in 
throwing, chemistry of glazes and kiln 
techniques at CNIFOP, St Amand 

• 2001: work experience with
Jean-Marie Georgio 

• 2005: she set up her first studio
• From 2005: Ingrid has taken part in 

numerous exhibitions and ceramic fairs
• 2010: she created her Les Aluminées 

collective with seven other ceramists and 
joined the Terre et Terres Association

• 2015: she set up her new studio in Ariège 
OPPOSITE: Ingrid Van Munster in her studio
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Galaxy series, 2013


