
    JOHN MASON- (1927 - ) 
 
The career of John Mason stretches over more than 50 years.  One of the group who worked 
with Peter Voulkos at the Otis Art Institute, Mason, like Voulkos, pushed the limits of clay as a 
material and the techniques of working with it. Mason produced large, vertical sculptures, 
geometric forms and massive wall pieces – work on a scale that was revolutionary in its 
technicality and physicality.  The forms were stacked atop each other, twisted along a vertical 
axis, and finished in earth tones that complemented the angled shapes.  For a time he turned 
away from fired clay and made installations of firebrick, exploring the architectural possibilities 
as well as the study of pieces in relation to each other.  A noted exhibition, the “Hudson River 
Series,” was conceived as a set of site-specific installations.  In each city that hosted the 
exhibition, local firebricks were used to make installations that were in harmony with and unique 
to that particular city and setting.  At the end of an exhibition, the bricks were returned, the artist 
moved to the next chosen city, and the process was repeated, with no two installation pieces 
being alike.  Since his retirement from teaching, Mason has returned to fired clay and the study 
of the ever-evolving twisted forms.  In this latest work some figuration has emerged, something 
Mason had avoided but which, when it appeared, he embraced.  Now in his 80‟s John Mason 
continues his explorations.  “What I seek – or want to discover or uncover – at various times has 
different faces, different appearances.  People sometimes think I have gone through big stylistic 
shifts.  But underlying them all is the first thing that attracted me: the power that an object can 
have.  How it can draw you into it, but not reveal itself.  How it can always be elusive in some 
way, so people want to come back and see it again.”1 
 
 
1.  Suzanne Muchnic.  “John Mason.” (Photocopied typescript, n.d., Susan Harnly Peterson 
Archives, Ceramics Research Center, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ.): 26. 
 
 

  ARTIST’S STATEMENT – JOHN MASON 
 
“It‟s a common experience in the midst of going one direction to suddenly see another 
possibility, and to stop and consider it.  Particularly if you have been on the path before, to say 
„hey, there is another possibility that maybe I‟m overlooking, that might be of interest for further 
development.‟  That‟s what keeps it alive.  Otherwise I‟m just a worker.”1 
 
 
1.  From interview with Ben Marks, September 23 2000, quoted in:  John Mason.  Santa 
Monica, CA: Frank Lloyd Gallery, 2000 
 
 

    RESUME – JOHN MASON 
 
1927   Born, Madrid, NE 
 
1949-1952  Otis Art Institute, Los Angeles, CA 
 
1953-1954  Chouinard Art Institute, Los Angeles, CA 
 
1955-1956  Otis Art Institute, Los Angeles, CA 



 
1955-1957  Designer for ceramic dinnerware, Vernon Kilns, Los Angeles, CA 
 
1957-1958  Studio Artist; shared studio with Peter Voulkos 
 
1960   Teacher, summer session, University of California, Berkeley, CA 
 
1960-1967  Teacher, part-time, Pomona College, Claremont, CA 
 
1964-1965  University of California, Berkeley, CA, Faculty 
 
1967-1974  Professor, University of California, Irvine, CA 
 
1973-1974  Department Chair, University of California, Irvine, CA 
 
1974-1985  Professor, Hunter College, New York, NY 
 
1986-present  Studio Artist, Los Angeles, CA 
 
2006   Regis Master, Northern Clay Center, Minneapolis, MN 
 
2007   LEGENDS Honored Artist 
 
   Fellow, American Craft Council 
 
 

   BIOGRAPHY – JOHN MASON 
 
Although he was born in Nebraska, John Mason recalls little of his native state.  His parents 
struggled to make a living during the Depression years and divorced when he was very young.  
At first he lived with his father, but soon joined his mother, now remarried and living on a farm in 
eastern Nevada.  He remembers that he always enjoyed drawing and making models but formal 
art classes were not available in the rural schools.  He was a good student and his high school 
counselors encouraged him to attend a highly regarded university and gain a broad academic 
background in addition to studying art.  Mason, however, wanted a chance to be immersed in 
art to make up for the instruction he had missed.  He chose instead to attend the Los Angeles 
County Art Institute (now Otis College of Art and Design), enrolling in fall of 1949.  Not knowing 
exactly what he wanted, Mason took a wide variety of classes including ceramics.  “What 
amazes me in retrospect is that I stuck to it,” he said.  “Talk about low tech; this was the lowest 
of the low.  Otis had no potters‟ wheels.  An interior designer taught the class and the students 
had virtually no information to work with.”1  Feeling he was not going anywhere, Mason dropped 
out in 1952, working while he considered his next move.  The next move proved to be the 
nearby Chouinard Art Institute where Susan Peterson had just joined the faculty.  Mason started 
first with night classes and soon won a scholarship and a position as Peterson‟s lab technician.  
At Chouinard he found a well-trained faculty, people trained in the crafts and who focused on a 
career path. 
 
Mason was aware of the work Peter Voulkos was doing in Montana, and when Voulkos moved  
to Los Angeles to become chairman of a new ceramics department at Otis, Mason returned to 
Otis, joining Paul Soldner, Voulkos‟s first student, Kenneth Price, and Billy Al Bengston.  “I could 



see that something was going to happen there,” he said.  I had reached a point where I was fully 
aware of the discipline and vision of craft, and it wasn‟t fulfilling to me.  Pete had a different 
vision.  It was really about fine art and being an artist.”2  At the same time, his finances seriously 
stretched, Mason accepted a full-time job as a dinnerware designer at Vernon Kilns near Los 
Angeles.  After a full day of working, Mason would go to Voulkos‟s studio and work for most of 
the night, sleep for a few hours and then go again to work at the Kilns.  He kept up this grueling 
schedule for several years, producing a great deal of work and winning some prizes in 
exhibitions, until Vernon Kilns was forced out of business in 1957 when plastic ware replaced 
casual china in popularity.  That same year Mason and Voulkos set up a studio and ordered a 
very large kiln for it.  Mason began working there full-time, making his first large-scale 
sculptures, with Voulkos working there at nights until he was forced out of Otis in 1959.  Mason 
continued to work there after Voulkos moved to Berkeley to teach, and the two remained close 
friends, with Mason teaching occasionally at Berkeley.   
 
Mason began producing large-scale sculptures in the late 1950‟s - tall, vertical primitive forms 
which he called “spears” - and pushing both the materials and the techniques as far as he could.  
1959 featured the first of three one-person shows of his work at the Ferus Gallery in Los 
Angeles, a gallery that was recognized as a leading edge for contemporary art and that nurtured 
the careers of such well-known ceramic artists as Ken Price and Billy Al Bengston. In addition to 
the vertical pieces Mason made wall-mounted reliefs of textured clay, chunks, and wads – 
pieces that seem to pulse with movement and are very physical - and geometric forms.  The 
massive work Mason was producing did not have a parallel in contemporary ceramics.  An 
exhibition at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in 1966 featured two of his walls and some 
of his latest works including the piece “Red X” which the museum would acquire and which is 
still an important piece in its collection.  After the exhibition Mason felt the need for a break from 
the demands and physical toll of fired clay.  He turned from making massive forms and made a 
decision to work with modules, specifically work composed of firebricks.  The initial pieces were 
architectural in form but later he worked in modular series which snaked across the floor in a 
never-ending progression.  The firebrick pieces were included in a mid-career survey in 1974 at 
the Pasadena Museum of Modern Art.  He continued working with the firebricks and in 1978 
conceived the idea for an installation series, called the Hudson River series, that would travel to 
different museums.  The pieces themselves, however, would use firebrick from local suppliers in 
each city to make unique pieces for each space, none of which would repeat.  At the end of 
each city‟s exhibit, the bricks would be returned to the supplier and at the next city the artist 
would begin to create the new site-specific installations using local firebrick. 
 
Along with his studio work Mason had a long teaching career, first at Pomona College in 
Claremont, CA, where he taught part-time from 1960-1967, and next at University of California, 
Irvine.  Irvine was a new school at that time and Mason appreciated its freedom from tradition 
and the possibility of making things happen.  He was part of the group that built the department, 
literally, from designing and ordering the equipment to growing the faculty and organizing the 
curriculum.  He also enjoyed interacting with the other departments, such as science, feeling it 
added to the breadth of his art.  Mason remained at the University of California, Irvine, until 
1974, serving as Chairman of the department his last year.  At that point the department was 
undergoing some changes and Mason made a change as well.  He accepted a position at 
Hunter College in New York, following his former teacher Susan Peterson.  While there were 
rough spots in getting established in both a new position and a new part of the country, Mason 
found the change exciting.   
 
Mason retired from Hunter in 1985.  He married Vernita Fay Hall Widmann, who had been a 
student at Hunter, and they left New York and moved to Los Angeles, where Mason again 



became a full-time studio artist.  Mason had moved away from clay for several years, working in 
metal sculpture and exploring other areas.  When he returned to Los Angeles, he returned to 
clay as well, and started by going back to the beginning and making vessels.  These vessels 
would not be wheel-thrown, however, but would be entirely slab-built, utilizing geometric forms 
but forms that were twisted.  He made maquettes out of paper to determine what would happen 
when a particular shape was twisted, then turned to the clay, stacking and twisting the forms 
into what he calls “torques.”  Some of the forms morphed into figures, others became circular, 
all with hard edges and smooth surfaces finished in earth tones that complement the angular 
forms. 
 
Now in his 80‟s, John Mason continues to work as a studio artist, still exploring the possibilities 
of clay and still firing in the same large kiln that he and Peter Voulkos had built and shared in 
1957.  Art writer Suzanne Muchnic stated: “No artist has done more to make clay a mainstream 
art material.  And no artist who has worked primarily in clay has covered more sculptural 
territory while nurturing a singular aesthetic sensibility.  The story of Mason‟s evolution is the 
tale of an artist who has struggled to bridge the great divide between craft and fine art and 
succeeded on a grand scale.”3 
 
John Mason‟s work has been shown in a number of exhibitions both solo and group and is 
included in the collections of the American Craft Museum, New York; the Carnegie Museum of 
Art, Pittsburgh; the Everson Museum of Art, Syracuse, NY; the Los Angeles County Museum of 
Art, the Norton Simon Museum of Art, Pasadena, CA, and the San Francisco Museum of 
Modern Art among others. 
 
 
 
1.  Suzanne Muchnic.  “John Mason.” (Photocopied typescript, n.d., Susan Harnly Peterson 
Archives, Ceramics Research Center, Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ.): 6-7. 
2.  Ibid. 8 
3.  Ibid. 4 
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