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Creating a new body of work is a lengthy creative process 

for master ceramicist lan Garrett, who hand-builds to near 

perfection. Born in the Eastern Cape, Garrett has been 

building vessels in clay since his early childhood. His first 

studio was a self-built hut in the garden. Garrett studied 

Sculpture at Rhodes University, graduating in 1992 before 

specialising in Ceramics at the University of KwaZulu-

Natal (1994-1997). His works can be found in institutions 

around the world, including the South African National 

Gallery (Cape Town), the Nelson Mandela Metropolitan Art 

Gallery (Gqeberha), the Pretoria Art Museum, the Private 

Collection of HRH Duke Franz of Bavaria, Die Neue 

Sammlung Design Museum (Munich) and the Smithsonian 

National Museum of African Art (Washington D.C.). 

Garrett’s deep reverence for ancient sculptural forms is 

apparent, as is his fascination with South African ceramic 

traditions, yet his work is undeniably contemporary and 

experimental, exploring polyrhythmic compositions, both 

historical and modern, mirroring one another and infusing 

the works with a certain timelessness. 
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Garrett’s vessels hold something of the moon, but they look down into and across the earth for their 

palette. The artist sources, digs, sieves, dries and mixes the clay himself – laboriously wielding it 

long before it is coiled. His studio resembles that of an alchemist: hundreds of clay types stacked 

in union on the shelves, each bearing a hand-written label with Garrett’s unique coding system. The 

artist fires dozens of test samples, each variation in colour is carefully studied, then Garrett 

combines several strategically together in a vessel. Nothing is left up to chance; Garrett’s practice 

is controlled and each artwork is the fruit of a long process of contemplation. And indeed, they 

evoke much contemplation within the viewer. We may see landscapes and seasons from deep 

within our own memories: the dry chocolate riverbed, the damp forest floor, blanched pebbles in 

the sun or fields of burnt autumnal wheat. Each varietal in Garrett’s colour spectrum is a natural 

iteration of the earth: a faithful rendering of the landscape and its relationship to time. Both 

profound in their technicality and poetic perspicacity, Garrett’s vessels are deeply evocative, 

especially when observed up close.  
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PUBLISHING & EXHIBITIONS

Dedicated to the r ichness of sculpture  

from the Afr ican continent . 

Founded in 2021 by Sorbonne-trained art historian Olivia Barrell, 

Art Formes is the first African gallery purely dedicated to 

contemporar y African sculpture; showcasing previously 

marginalised mediums that have been a rich source of 

undocumented artistic expression on the African continent. Both 

gallery and publishing house, Art Formes published its inaugural 

volume in 2023, CLAY FORMES, on clay and ceramics within 

contemporary South African art. 2025 saw the opening of the Art 

Formes gallery space, situated in the historical setting of The Old 

Biscuit Mill in Woodstock, Cape Town. Although relatively new on 

the contemporary African art scene, Art Formes has already 

become the pioneering voice on contemporary African clay; 

spearheading a growing appreciation for this sculptural medium, 

both amongst local and international audiences.  

The word « forme » is borrowed from the French meaning « shape, 

form or object [of art] » attempting to pioneer new vocabulary for 

contemporary sculptural works. Art Formes was born to record and 

promote African sculptural legacies, both originating from the past 

and unfurling into the future, and looks forward to bringing 

sculptural form, written narratives and considered curation to the 

forefront of the contemporary African art scene.  
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