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Ralph Bacerra’s legacy to ceramic art and education
Ralph Bacerra’s unique ability to 

combine ancient Asian design with a 
modern interpretation, vivacious color 
and intricate detail in creating his 
patterned ceramic masterpieces stands 
in a class by itself. Bacerra’s work 
cannot be categorized in familiar terms 
because his artistic expression was 
traditional yet original, unrestricted yet 
disciplined, and superlatively complex 
yet never chaotic.  

He not only epitomized the 
beauty of ceramics but was 
among the first ceramicists to 
modernize layered enamels 
and luster glazes, a technique 
that had been a lost art in 
America for many years. In 
his lifetime, his standout 
work shined like a diamond 
among coal, and although 
many gifted artists have 
followed his lead, Bacerra’s 
ornate designs still dazzle the 
senses in a way that is 
unparalleled.  

Ralph Bacerra (1938-2008) 
was not only an artisan but 
an educator as well. He began 
in 1959 as a student at 
Chouinard Art Institute in 
Los Angeles, which became 
the California Institute of the 
Arts. While there, he studied 
under the tutelage of the 
internationally acclaimed 
ceramic artist Vivika Heino 
until 1961, when he graduated 
with a bachelor of arts degree 
in fine arts.  He spent two 
years in the Army, and after 
his discharge, opened his own 
studio in Los Angeles. 

In 1963, he returned to 
Chouinard Art Institute to 
teach a summer course in 
pottery, and by the fall of 
1964 he was asked to fill a 
position left open by Heino, 
that of ceramics instructor 
and chairman of the ceramics 
department. He taught there 
until 1971 and then went on 
to work full-time in his Los 
Angeles studio where he 
developed his innovative 
technological advances that 
pushed ceramic art to a new 
level of excellence. 

His broad spectrum of 
surface-embellished works, in 
which he used a riot of 
saturated colors and enameled 
silver and gold, included 
complex geometric patterns 
as well as intricately woven curvilinear 
designs.  They were presented in the 
form of imaginative teapots, vessels, 
plates and sculptural objects, and also 
in large-scale public space murals. 

One of his monumental installations 
was a mural made for the Western 
Assets Plaza, Pasadena, Calif. The 
impressive 14-foot mural was created 
with more than 3,000 handmade pieces.  
However, one of his most celebrated 
forms was that of a teapot.  

His work was not only diverse and 
sophisticated but was also 
sensationalized by its excellence of 
execution.  

Teaching was an integral part of 
Bacerra’s contribution to ceramics. After 
more than a decade of working 
exclusively as a studio artist, Bacerra 
accepted a teaching position at Otis Art 
Institute in 1982. In 1983, he became 
chairman of the ceramics department, 
which he held until 1997. It was a 
prestigious appointment because the 

department was originally founded by 
the renowned Peter Voulkos in 1954. 

Bacerra left his indelible mark for all 
generations through his exquisite art, 
which is characterized by his unsurpassed 
attention to detail. He believed that 
technical aptitude and a knowledge of 

the medium were the keys to the success 
of the work of art rather than 
conceptualized forms and narratives. 

A statement made in Ceramics: Art 
and Perception magazine underscores 
this point. “My pieces are based on 
traditional ideas and engage in certain 
cultural appropriations – in form, in 
design, in glaze choices. However, my 
work is not postmodern in the sense that 
I am not making any statements – social, 
political, conceptual, or even intellectual. 
There is no meaning or metaphor. I am 
committed more to the idea of pure 
beauty. When it is finished, the piece 
should be like an ornament, exquisitely 
beautiful.”

Exquisitely Beautiful became the 
name of a 2015 
r e t r o s p e c t i v e 
curated by Jo 
Lauria, one of 
Bacerra’s graduate 
students. More than 
90 pieces of 
Bacerra’s iconic 
designs were 
presented, and it 
stands as the most 
significant tribute 
to the artist’s work 
and the legacy of 
his teaching to date.

A 136-page full-color catalog, titled 
Exquisite Beauty, by Jo Lauria, which 
was published for the exhibition, was 
given an exclusive award by The 
American Ceramic Circle Book Award in 
2016. The book, available online, covers 

all aspects of the artist’s career and has 
200 images of his most iconic works, 
many of which have never before been 
presented to the public, and cites his 
influences on his students by including a 
few examples of their works. Videos of 
the exhibition can be viewed on YouTube 
under the titles Otis Ben Maltz Gallery: 
Ralph Bacerra: Exquisite Beauty and 
Ralph Bacerra Through the Eyes of Otis 
Students. 

Jo Lauria, curator, writer, educator, 
and faculty mentor at Otis College of Art 
and Design, said, “I had the opportunity 
to study with Ralph Bacerra as an MFA 
student at Otis College majoring in 
ceramics. As a teacher, one of Bacerra’s 
greatest gifts to his students was that he 
showed them the way to become 
professionals in their field. 

“Whether pursuing a path as an 
educator or studio artist, Bacerra 
equipped his students with the skills 
necessary to succeed. ‘Know your 
materials’ was one of Bacerra’s frequently 
repeated mottos, and under his tutelage, 
students acquired the skill set to launch 
them on their professional journey as 
ceramic artists or educators. To this I 
would add the acknowledged Bacerra 
principles that may not have been spoken 
about directly but were understood and 
accepted by his students: Strive for 
perfection. Find your own voice. Stay 
true to your vision. Accept the challenges 
and work to overcome them. 

“The bar was set high, and students 
– all of us by our own means – sought to 
reach it.” 

Far right: Untitled Vessel, 1988, 
27 inches by 12 inches. 

Near right: Untitled Cloud Vessel, 1997, 
Porcelain. 20.5 by 13 by 6 inches. 

(Images courtesy Ben Maltz Gallery, 
Otis College of Art and Design, Photos: 

David Peters)

Teapot, Earthen-
ware. 20 by 12 
by 17 inches. 

(Image courtesy 
Ben Maltz Gal-
lery, Otis Col-

lege of Art and 
Design, Photo: 
David Peters)

Portrait Vessel, 1991, Whiteware. 25 
by 22 by 4.75 inches. (Image courtesy 
Ben Maltz Gallery, Otis College of Art 

and Design, Photo: David Peters)

Left: Ralph Bacerra 
/Exquisite Beauty, 
by Jo Lauria, is an 
award-winning 
book written for 
the exhibition. It 
can be purchased 
through Otis Col-
lege of Art and 
Design and 
through other 
online book selling 
venues.


