
  JAMES Mc KINNELL (1919 - 2005) AND  
    NAN BANGS  McKINNELL – (1913 - ) 

 
In the moving tribute to James McKinnell, writer Michael Paglia coined the term “gypsy 
scholars”1 to describe James and Nan McKinnell, the peripatetic pair who spent much of their 
lives and careers traveling the globe, teaching the art of ceramics.  From the early years of their 
married life, when they rode a tandem bike around Europe meeting and working with potters, 
they went “wherever (Jim) was asked,”2, often packing up a portable kiln that James had 
invented and for a while living in a trailer that they drove from place to place with their daughter 
and several dogs.  Eventually they settled in Colorado where they finally retired from teaching 
and concentrated on their own work.  James McKinnell’s background was in ceramic 
engineering, a field that enhanced his ceramic art as he explored clays, glazes and ceramic 
equipment.  Nan McKinnell is noted for her contemporary, industrial-inspired thrown and hand-
built porcelain vessels.  The two often worked together, with one making the form and the other 
finishing it.  As much as their work and their contributions to the technical aspects of ceramics, 
the McKinnells are revered as generous mentors of many potters 
 
 
1.  Michael Paglia.  “Firing Line; a Salute to the Late, Great James McKinnell, a Master of 
Colorado Ceramics.”  Westword (April 28 2005).  
http://www.westword.com/content/printVersion/227283 
2.  Ibid. 
 
 

  ARTIST’S  STATEMENT – JAMES Mc KINNELL 
 
“What we’re actually speaking of is the sense of control over one’s destiny that can be felt 
through the crafts.”1 
 
1.  Halper, Vicki, and Diane Douglas.  Choosing Craft: the Artist’s Viewpoint.  Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2009, 15. 
 

 
     ARTIST’S  STATEMENT – NAN BANGS McKINNELL 
 
“I think we enjoyed making things.  We just had fun doing it.  We liked to do it, that is all, you 
know…I wished I could do some things that some of the women did.  But then I just said, Nan, 
you just do your own things…There is always other things to make and there are other ways to 
decorate.  And you get ideas from everything…There is always something to keep you going.”1 
 
1.  http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/mckinn05.htm, 43-45. 
 

 
      RESUME – JAMES McKINNELL 
 
1919   Born, Nitro, WV 
 
1941   B.S., Ceramic Engineering, University of Washington, Seattle, WA 

http://www.westword.com/content/printVersion/227283
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/mckinn05.htm


 
1941-1945  U.S. Navy 
 
1947   M.S., Ceramic Engineering, University of Washington, Seattle, WA 
 
1947-1950  Locke Insulator, Baltimore, MD 
 
1948   Married Nan Bangs 
 
1950-1951  Study in Europe 
 
1951   Teaching, University of Colorado, Boulder, CO 
   Surveyor, U.S. Geological Survey, various locations 
 
1952-1970 Engineer, Boeing, Seattle, WA 

Teaching at various locations (Archie Bray, University of Washington, 
more) 

 
1970   Teaching, Colorado State University, Fort Collins, CO 
 
1971-1973  Teaching, Colorado Women’s College, Denver, CO 
 
1973-1987  Teaching, Loretto Heights College, Denver, CO 
 
1988   Lifetime Achievement Award, Colorado Gallery of the Arts, Littleton, CA 
 
2000   “Best Ceramic Duet.”  Best of Denver award 
 
2005   Died, Fort Collins, CO 

 
 
   RESUME – NAN BANGS McKINNELL 
 
1913   Born, Stanton NE 
 
1931-1938  B.F.A., Wayne State College, Wayne, NE 

Teaching, elementary schools 
 
1938-1948  M.A., Ceramics, University of Washington, Seattle, WA 
   Teaching, elementary school 
 
1948   Married James McKinnell 
 
1950-1951  Study in Europe 
 
1951 Teaching, Elementary School, Boulder, CO 

Adjunct teacher, University of Colorado, Boulder, CO evening classes 
 
1952-1970 Teaching at various locations (Archie Bray, University of Washington, 

more) 



 
1970   Teaching, Colorado State University, Fort Collins, CO 
 
1971-1973  Teaching, Colorado Women’s College, Denver, CO 
 
1973-1987  Teaching, Loretto Heights College, Denver, CO 
 
1987-present  Studio Artist, Colorado Springs, CO 
 
1988   Lifetime Achievement Award, Colorado Gallery of the Arts, Littleton, CA 
 
2000   “Best Ceramic Duet.”  Best of Denver award 
 

 
      BIOGRAPHY – JAMES AND NAN McKINNELL 
 
Nan Bangs was born in Stanton, NE, her father a dentist and her mother a homemaker.  The 
family moved around during her childhood, living in various small towns.  Summers were often 
spent at a family farm near Grand Forks, ND, and memories of the wildflowers that flourished 
there reappear in her work.  Following graduation from high school, Nan enrolled in Wayne 
State College, in Wayne, NE, studying music and education.  To pay for her education, she 
worked full-time, first doing housework and helping in the student supply store and, after her first 
year of college, teaching all eight grades of a nearby rural school.  Going to college, working, 
and learning to teach on-the-job was a grueling schedule but she persisted.  She remained at 
the rural school for four years, then taught two more at a school in town, all the while pursuing 
her degree, and after seven year completed the requirements and graduated.  The summer 
after graduation she moved to Seattle, planning to enroll in the University of Washington to 
pursue studies in art.  Again, she worked to pay her expenses, teaching in a grade school 
outside Seattle; later she taught a class in architectural drawing at the university and served as 
an assistant to Paul Bonifas; among the students in that class was a young man recently 
returned from the War, James McKinnell. 
 
James McKinnell was born in Nitro, WV, his father a chemist.  When James was young, the 
family moved to Seattle and McKinnell enjoyed the outdoor life.  “I enjoyed growing up in 
Seattle…I was active in Boy Scouts…[and] we spent an enormous time out in the Olympic and 
Cascade Mountains, leading trips and climbing whatever mountain caught our eyes.”1  Originally 
planning to study architecture, McKinnell changed his mind when a family friend told him, “Get 
into ceramics.  You’ll never have to worry about being employed,”2 so instead he enrolled in 
ceramic engineering at the University of Washington, graduating in 1941.  McKinnell was an 
officer in the NROTC and with World War II already underway, entered active duty shortly after 
graduation. He  was assigned to Pearl Harbor, and was involved in and survived the infamous 
attack by the Japanese that winter.  After the war, he returned to Seattle where he entered the 
master’s program in Ceramic Engineering at the University of Washington, receiving his M.S. in 
1947.  He taught a semester before moving to the east coast where his uncle, John Chester 
McPherson was a well-known artist, and through various contacts of his relatives looked at 
possibilities for a job.  Nan, who still had a year left of school and was teaching as well, 
remained behind in Seattle to complete her degree and graduate.  James found a job in 
Baltimore at Locke Insulator, a porcelain insulator company owned by General Electric.  Nan 
completed her degree in June of 1948, they were married in July and from that time forward, 
their careers as well as their lives would mesh. 



 
In 1950 James left Locke; he had GI money that was available for study, but finding schools in 
the U.S. too expensive, the couple decided to go to Europe.  The first stop was Paris where 
James attended the Ecole Métiers d’Art full-time but Nan, as a woman, was only allowed to 
attend part-time.  The couple bought a tandem bike and when not in school, used the bike as 
their transportation to visit potters and potteries throughout Europe.  In the fall they moved to 
England to study with Michael Leach at Penzance, visiting Bernard Leach at St. Ives as often as 
they could.  Following Penzance they moved to Edinburgh College of Art in Scotland and 
studied with Kathleen Horsman.  The couple returned to Baltimore at year later, June 1951, and 
headed for Boulder, CO. 
 
The year in Boulder found Nan teaching sixth grade half-time and both McKinnells teaching 
adjunct evening classes at the University of Colorado and also at their home.  In addition they 
traveled to Colorado Springs to look at the kilns being used by Edgar Johnson, kilns made of 
loose bricks which were capable of doing high-fire.  James, whose thesis at the University of 
Washington was a kiln project, was intrigued by the usefulness of such a portable kiln.  He 
developed a flat-topped, loose-brick kiln, fueled by a propane burner, an invention that would 
radically change the way studio potters could work.  Not only was this kiln portable, it was also 
capable of being re-configured to adapt to the size and type of firing desired. By the time the 
lease on their house ended, James had accepted a job as a surveyor with the U.S. Geological 
Survey and the McKinnells were on the road again, living in a house trailer that included two 
potter’s wheels, a glaze cupboard, and kiln firebricks.  Every three months they moved to a new 
location.  By this time their daughter Kate had been born and along with the three people living 
and working in the trailer they had also acquired two dogs.  Moving back to Seattle and renting 
a real house was a welcome idea and James took an engineering job at Boeing.  
 
In 1953 Peter Voulkos gave a workshop in Seattle.  The McKinnells were very impressed with 
the work he was doing and followed up by attending a workshop in Helena, MT, at the Archie 
Bray Foundation taught by Marguerite Wildenhain and Voulkos.  “In fact,” as James McKinnell 
said, “we were so impressed with the Archie Bray Foundation that I gave up my Boeing job and 
moved out to Montana.  We lived in our trailer the first year.”3  Both McKinnells taught classes 
and James also did research, testing clays used in the brickyard.  After leaving the Bray, the 
couple spent most of the next twenty years as “gypsy scholars,”4 moving from place to place 
across the U.S. and Europe, giving classes and continuing to work on their own ware.  In 
addition to the Bray, they taught at the University of Washington, Alfred University, University of 
New Hampshire, University of Iowa, the Edinburgh College of Art and the Glasgow School of 
Art, as well as others, going, according to Nan McKinnell “wherever (Jim) was asked”5 -  a 
reflection of not only the demand for this talented pair but also James’s love of adventure and 
new challenges. In addition, they spent an exciting year in Japan on a Hill Family Foundation 
Grant.  The portable kiln that James had developed in Boulder proved to be a major asset for 
this lifestyle. 
 
Eventually the McKinnells settled down in Colorado, as they had always planned, when in 1970 
James received a job offer from Colorado State University in Fort Collins, CO.  They made their 
home and studio there but continued to teach for nearly twenty more years, first at Colorado 
Women’s College and then at Loretto Heights College, both in Denver, before retiring 
permanently from teaching in 1987.  They continued their work as studio artists with James 
developing innovations in glazing and firing until a series of strokes in the 1990s left him 
severely debilitated.  He spent his last years in a nursing home in Fort Collins until his death in 
2005. Nan McKinnell continues to live and work at their home in Fort Collins.  
 



 In an interview with Kathy Holt for the Smithsonian Museum, Nan McKinnell described her 
husband as “…interested in so many things, so many, many, many things.  And he was always 
busy thinking of some place to go, some book to read, something to do…my life would have 
been quite different if I had not married Jim.”6  And James McKinnell found in Nan Bangs 
McKinnell the perfect partner for the life of adventure and art that they shared. “The tandem 
bicycle.  I suppose not too many women would have gotten on the back end of the tandem 
bicycle to explore Europe…” 7  
 
The McKinnells both worked primarily in the vessel form – plates, bottles, jars, bowls, but with 
very different results.  James’s work was influenced by Japanese pottery as was much of the 
ceramic art in the middle of the 20th century, while Nan’s work drew its inspiration from 
contemporary industrial design.  In additional to their individual work, they two often collaborated 
both in the making of the piece and the decorating.  Although the one who shaped the piece 
signed it, the effort was really a joint one for these pieces.   
 
Besides the numerous awards for their art, the contribution that both James and Nan McKinnell 
have made to the field of ceramic arts is honored by the Arapahoe Community College 
Foundation’s McKinnell Endowment Fund at Arapahoe Community College in Colorado; the 
fund assists students with school expenses, professional development and special projects and 
is a fitting tribute to these two revered educators. Their work is included in a large number of 
collections, among them the Everson Museum, Syracuse, NY; the Smithsonian Institute, 
Washington, DC; the Victoria and Albert Museum, London, England; Alfred University Museum, 
Alfred, NY; and Museum of Contemporary Crafts, NY.   
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