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Ralph Johnson is a leading figure in South African 

ceramics, known for his rough, often unglazed pottery 

surfaced with coloured slips and an experimental use 

of mixed media, including wire, mesh and gold leaf. 

Born in Johannesburg, Johnson originally trained as a 

dentist before making a decisive career shift in 1979 to 

work full-time with clay after studying with Digby 

Hoets. He completed an Honours Degree in Ceramics 

at the University of Natal, Pietermaritzburg (1984), and 

an MA in Ceramic Design at Staffordshire University, 

Stoke-on-Trent (1992). Alongside his studio practice, 

Johnson has played a significant role as an educator, 

teaching at Paarl College from 1985 and lecturing in 

the Fine Art Department at Stellenbosch University 

from 1988, influencing generations of ceramists. 

Johnson has received numerous awards, including the 

Corobrik National Ceramics Exhibition (1984) and the 

Bernardaud International Ceramics Competition in 

Paris (1992). His work is held in major public 

collections in South Africa and internationally, 

including the Durban Art Gallery, Pietermaritzburg Art 

Gallery, the American Museum of Ceramic Art 

(Pomona), Staffordshire University Collection, and the 

Bernardaud Collection, Limoges.
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ART FORM ES

The Old Biscuit Mill, Cape Town  

www.artformes.com                             olivia@artformes.com 

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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