
   RANDY JOHNSTON – (1950 - ) 
 
The area in the upper Midwest around eastern Minnesota and western Wisconsin has become 
known as “Mingei-sota” in the world of pottery, reflecting the strong influence of Randy 
Johnston, Warren MacKenzie and others who have espoused and furthered the traditional 
vessel form and the concept of mingei which pays homage to the beauty of exquisitely crafted 
items that are also meant to be used.  Randy Johnston, like others, came to ceramics 
accidently, but once he discovered the world of clay, he made it his own.  Since 1972 he has 
been working in his studio set on 24 rural acres in northwest Wisconsin where he has taken 
wood-firing to a new level as he explores the edges and limits of the fire.  His first kiln was a 
noborigama, built from plans in a book.  It was later replaced by a more accurate version 
following an apprenticeship in Japan under Shimaoka, and in 2002 was joined by an anagama 
kiln.  Johnston is clearly not the only one under the spell of the fire.  “The energy of the kiln is 
infectious – no one wants to leave,” he says of the firings.  “People from Chile, Canada, Japan 
and across the U.S. come to the firings.  We are passing the torch to the next generation.”1  
Johnston‟s wife, Jan McKeachie Johnston, is also a well-known potter who shares the studio 
and his love of the fire. 
 
 
1.  Quoted in: D. Wood. “The McKeachie Johnston Pottery Company.”  Ceramics (Sydney, 
Australia) no. 71 (2008). 
 

 
  ARTIST’S STATEMENT – RANDY JOHNSON 
 
“There is a sense, in the process of wood-firing, of the nourishable accident, and often it is the 
flaw, the scar, the unintended mark that becomes interesting.  The fire in and around the pieces 
facilitates flawed things of beauty, and often the beauty resides in the flaw itself, the accident 
around which the idea of the piece gathers itself and becomes unique.”1 

 

“As I work in clay, the reality that is the starting point is the choice to investigate the formal 
range of the vessel (pot) structure in clay, and the belief in the potential that the pieces must 
entertain, suggest a narrative and allude to things outside themselves.  The largest question is 
how to invest my art with life, force, and dignity and with a sensibility to the process and 
material.  I am interested in this process as a means to manifest ideas and form.  Categories 
are not important.  The ongoing pursuit to enlarge the boundaries of conventional perceptions is 
essential.”2 
 
1.  “Artist Statement.” From the archives of Susan Harnley Peterson,  Arizona State University 
Art Museum, Ceramics Research Center, Tempe, AZ. 
 
2.  “Artist Statement.”  
http://www.mckeachiejohnstonstudios.com/johnston_data/rj_information_data/rj_statement.html 
 

 
   RESUME – RANDY JOHNSTON 
 
1950   Born, Austin, TX 
 

http://www.mckeachiejohnstonstudios.com/johnston_data/rj_information_data/rj_statement.html


1972   B.F.A., University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, MN 
 
1972 – present Studio Artist, River Falls, WI 
 
1973-1974  Teaching, Rochester Art Center, Rochester, MN 
 
1975   Pottery of Shimaoka Tatsuzo, Mashiko, Japan 
 
1976   Teaching, Rochester Art Center, Rochester, MN 
   Teaching, University of Minnesota Quadna Summer Art Center, MN 
 
1977   Consultant, Minneapolis School of Art and Design, Minneapolis, MN 
 
1978   Consultant, St. Cloud State College, St. Cloud, MN 

National Endowment for the Arts, Craftsmen‟s Apprenticeship  
National Endowment for the Arts Craftsmen‟s Fellowship 

 
1978-1979  Teaching, University of Minnesota Studio Arts, Minneapolis, MN 
   Teaching, University of Minnesota Quadna Summer Art Center, MN 
 
1981   Teaching, Bergen School of Art, Bergen, Norway 
 
1983   Individual Artist Fellowship, Wisconsin Arts Board 
 
1988   Teaching, Emily Carr School of Art, Vancouver, BC (summer) 
 
1989   Teaching, Southern Illinois University, Edwardsville, IL 
 
1990   M.F.A., Southern Illinois University, Edwardsville, IL 
 
1990-1991  National Endowment for the Arts, Visual Arts Senior Fellowship 
 
1992   Special Assistant Professor, Kansas City Art Institute, Kansas City, MO 
 
1992-1993  Teaching, Rochester Community College, Rochester, MN 
 
1992-2006  Professor, University of Wisconsin, Pigeon Lake, WI 
 
1993-present  Professor, University of Wisconsin-River Falls, River Falls, WI 
 
1998   Bush Artists Fellowship, Bush Foundation, Saint Paul, MN 
 

 
   BIOGRAPHY – RANDY JOHNSTON 
 
Randy Johnson was born in Texas but found his calling and his place in the upper Midwest.  He 
enrolled in the University of Minnesota planning to study medicine, but a class in ceramics 
taught by Warren MacKenzie totally changed his direction.  His classmates included a number 
of future ceramists - Mike Simon, Mark Pharis, Sandy Simon, Wayne Branum, Jeff Oestreich – 
and the combination of this talented group and the legendary teaching of MacKenzie formed the 



basis of both his career and his philosophy of what it means to be a ceramic artist.  Following 
graduation he took MacKenzie‟s advice to young artists and established his own pottery.  In 
Johnston‟s case, this meant buying 24 acres of rural land in River Falls, WI, 50 miles east of the 
Twin-Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul, MN.  It is an idyllic setting, with rolling hills, trout 
streams, rock strata, and lush, abundant forests of both hardwood and conifers.  The property 
had no buildings but he arranged with the farmer across the road to move a log cabin dating 
from 1850 to the property, and the cabin, enlarged and added to over time, still remains at the 
core of the property.  His next step was to secure a kiln and this he accomplished by using 
bricks from a demolished foundry in Chicago to construct a noborigama, a two-chambered 
climbing kiln fired by wood - initially old utility poles.  Although he had never seen a noborigama, 
he used plans from a book and constructed the kiln himself; the results, while not perfect, were 
quite satisfactory and indeed amazing given his approach – a kiln that was able to achieve cone 
10 temperatures after two hours of feeding.  Randy Johnston was in business, although he 
needed to do odd jobs and work construction to make a living while developing his pottery. 
 
A few years later Johnston met Japanese potter Shimaoka Tatsuzo, an apprentice of Hamada 
Shoji, and Shimaoka invited Johnston to spend six months working as an apprentice in his 
studio in Mashiko, Japan.  During those six months Johnston not only experienced the 
traditional Japanese ceramics workshop operation, he learned a great deal about Japanese 
ceramics and met some of the then-living masters of the art.  In addition he had the opportunity 
to observe a professional kiln builder construct a wood-burning kiln so that when he returned 
home, he was able to build a new and much better noborigama.  Perhaps most important for his 
evolving career was the combination of his training with MacKenzie and that of Shimaoka as it 
established Johnston firmly in the vessel tradition, the philosophical tradition that found the 
highest form of beauty in carefully crafted items that are of use – a tradition that came to be call 
mingei and identified with the unknown craftsman.  The flowering of this tradition in the upper 
Midwest in the work of MacKenzie, Johnston and others has led to this area being known as 
“Mingei-sota”1 among other potters. Johnston returned to the United States determined to 
recreate the success he had seen in Japan for well-crafted functional pottery.  The reality, 
however, was that those arts valued in Japan did not receive the same attention in the United 
States.   
 
The next phase of his life began while teaching a workshop.  One of his students was Jan 
McKeachie  who had previously taken some art courses but was still looking for her passion.  As 
it happened, she found it – both in ceramics which would become her career and in Johnson 
who would become her husband.  The couple married in 1978 and set out to make their careers 
in ceramics.  The arrival of their two sons derailed their dreams a bit, and Johnston worked as a 
stonemason for Mike McGuire, an architect in the Prairie School style to support his family.  The 
work enhanced Johnston‟s knowledge of structure and architectural stonework but physically 
took a toll and left little time for ceramics.  To get his career back on track Johnston enrolled in 
Southern Illinois University, Edwardsville, IL,  to earn an M.F.A.  “I viewed the time as a 
personal leave from the constraints and demands of my life at my home and studio in 
Wisconsin, a period free from obligation.  I did not intend to „rest on my laurels‟.  The experience 
provided valuable time for my growth as an artist, and a structure to collate ideas about a whole 
complex of artistic ideas and philosophical attitudes,” Johnston stated of this time.2 Jan 
McKeachie, who had been working in the post office and taking care of her family while trying to 
fit in ceramics, also returned to school. Johnston completed the 3-year M.F.A. program in half 
the time, and receipt of his degree allowed him to secure full-time teaching and to finally devote 
himself to the field he loved.  He has been a professor at the University of Wisconsin-River Falls 
since 1993 where he teaches ceramics and drawing. 
 



The McKeachie Johnston Studios have also thrived during this period.  The original cabin and 
has been added on to a number of times.  A large, airy workshop shared by both artists was 
constructed, and an old granary formed the basis for a lovely, rustic showroom.  In 2002 an 
anagama kiln, a wood-burning tunnel kiln, was added to the property.  The kiln was built during 
a unique week-long course in which 25 students, working under the guidance of Johnston and 
master kiln builder Donovan Palmquist worked as a team to construct the single-chamber kiln.  
The construction of this kiln, which can produce more spectacular effects but also has a higher 
loss rate, puzzled many of Johnston‟s friends who saw his career already firmly established, his 
wood-fired work already noted and collected.  For Johnston, however, there is always more to 
explore, more edges to push even while staying true to the historic traditions. 
 
Johnston‟s work is primarily wheel-thrown, but he also employs press molds, wood molds and 
slump molds. While working in Japan he was introduced to the kerokuro, a kick wheel, and 
loved how the starting and stopping was reflected on the finished vessel.  He employs paper 
patterns to help define the space his work will occupy.  His vessels are strong and carry 
reminders of his years working with stone, brick and architectural forms.  He pays homage to 
the ancient lineage of ceramic art but also to the other arts such as writing and music and to the 
vast cultural richness that extends over ages and borders.  He draws deeply from tradition but 
then takes it a step further.  “I would like my work to be timeless, to transcend the culture that I 
belong to,” Johnston stated. “But I am not blind to past cultures. I view art history as an avenue 
to be explored but try to create work that makes sense in the contemporary making process. 
There is an accumulation of experience and feeling that emerges in my work.  It is about 
process and revisiting an idea that you‟re passionate about.”3   
 
While most of Johnston‟s work is wood-fired, he also does some glaze work, using his own 
versions of glazes that are relatively common in Japan but with a different application.  For 
example, he makes a nuka glaze which is based on rice straw ash, a streaky white glaze 
applied over a dark slip.  The result is quite similar to Korean buncheong ware (in Japanese: 
kohiki) which uses a white clay slip over a dark clay body.  He further adds to the finish by 
incorporating wax resist decorations which result in a finish akin to the nezumi Shino finish.  
Johnston does use Shino glaze but his pieces are bright red with stunning crackling effects.   
 
But it is the wood-fired pieces that are his hallmark, reflecting his love of the fire that has not 
abated since he built his first kiln many years ago.  “Woodfiring is an essential expression of 
some odd, immutable aspect of our personalities,” Johnston stated.  “Firing with wood has a grip 
on our souls.”4 While there is an element of serendipity in any wood-firing, Johnston relies on 
careful observation and record-keeping to introduce an element of control over the process.  He 
carefully logs in the factors affecting each firing – weather, wind, type of wood, etc. – and notes 
that the shape of a piece directly correlates to the effect of the fire as wood ash will naturally fall 
on horizontal surfaces.  He also notes how ware in different parts of the kiln fires as the flames 
and ash move through.  His signature technique is natural ash glaze firing (yakishime, meaning 
fired-tight, in Japanese).  He begins with a kaolin-based, semi-vitreous slip which fires to an 
orange-red.  It results in a smooth surface for the wood ash firing which emphasizes flashing, 
scorching and vitrified ash deposits.  “Firing with wood is an intrinsically irrational act,” Johnston 
stated in his catalog introduction to the 1999 International Woodfire Conference.  “A triumph of 
desire over sensibility.”5  But in over 40 years of wood-firing Johnston has come to a deeper 
understanding and appreciation of this journey he has chosen.  “The architecture of wood kilns 
makes them wonderful objects, creaking, belching, and breathing…It is an architecture 
completed by fire and containing the violence out of which living pots emerge.  Wood-firing is an 
aesthetic choice; the greatest issue, regardless of technique and process, is quality and if the 
work asks new questions.  I want my work to have a distinctly marked sense of clarity, a 



deliberate engagement with art past and present, and continuing aesthetic discourse with the 
expressive and conceptual intent of functional pots.”6 
 
Randy Johnston has received two National Endowment for the Arts awards and the Bush Artist 
Fellowship from the Bush Foundation in Minnesota as well as other awards and has been 
included in numerous exhibitions, the most recent being Striking Balance: the Ceramic Art of 
Randy Johnston.  Among the collections, both private and public, that hold his work are the 
Victoria & Albert Museum in London; The Minneapolis Art Institute; the Museum of fine Arts in 
Boston; and the Nelson-Atkins Museum in Kansas City.  Johnston and his wife, Jan 
McKeathchie Johnston are full-time potters at their studio in River Falls, WI. 
 
 
 
1.  Andrew L. Maske.  “Striking Balance: the Ceramic Art of Randy Johnston” in Randy 
Johnston.  Striking Balance.  Boston: Pucker Gallery, 2009, 4. 
 
2.  Samantha Krukowski.  “Randy Johnston: Into the 90‟s. A Ceramics Monthly Portfolio.”  
Ceramics Monthly 39 (October 1991).   
 
3.  Quoted in: D. Wood. “The McKeachie Johnston Pottery Company.”  Ceramics (Sydney, 
Australia) no. 71 (2008). 
 
4.  Randy Johnston. “Within the Province of Fire,” in Different Stokes: International Woodfire 
Catalog 1999.  Iowa City, IA:  University of Iowa School of Art, 2000. 
 
5.  Ibid. 
 
6.  Randy Johnston. “Artist‟s Statement,” in Striking Balance.  Boston: Pucker Gallery, 2009, 26. 
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  GALLERY  REPRESENTATION – RANDY JOHNSTON 
 
Harvey/Meadows Gallery, Inc., 0133 Prospector Road, Auite 4114A, Aspen Highlands Village, 
Aspen, CO  81611 
 
Lacoste Gallery, 25 Main Street, Concord, MA   
 
Pucker Gallery, 171 Newbury Street, Boston, MA 02116 
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http://www.mckeachiejohnstonstudios.com 
Web site for Randy Johnston and his wife, Jan McKeachie Johnston 
 
http://www.puckergallery.com/johnston.html 
Randy Johnston page at Pucker Gallery site 
 
http://www.harveymeadows.com/artists/pages/johnston.html 
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http://www.lacostegallery.com/dynamic/artist.asp?artistid=17 
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