
20 21

M
ee

t 
th

e 
A

rt
is

t
ceramics

An interview with

Peter Christian 
Johnson

ARTIST STATEMENT

I am interested in how the artifacts we leave behind speak to our history and cultural identity.  
My work is meant to straddle the present, simultaneously looking back to the past and towards  
the future. It catalogues the act of making, of constructing, of inventing, and reinventing. My 
sculptures are not recreations of objects from our culture, but abstractions of the things we find 
ourselves surrounded by. These aged objects are meant to spur reflection of our pursuit of  
“progress” in relationship to the vast expanse of human history.

Peter Johnson currently lives and works in La Grande, Oregon where he is an Associate  
Professor of Art at Eastern Oregon University. He earned his MFA from Penn State University  
and a BS in Environmental Science at Wheaton College. Peter has been a resident artist and  
Visiting Lecturer at the Alberta College of Art and Design, Australian National University, The  
Archie Bray Foundation, the LH Project and the Odyssey Center for Ceramic Arts. His work  
has been exhibited in Canada, Australia, and throughout the United States.

peterchristianjohnson.com
Photo Description 
Red Turbine: From the Construction Series 2011  
23.5” x 23.5” x 16.5” 
White Earthenware, Stains, Linseed Oil, Tractor Paint
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In your opinion, how important is it to have formal training as an artist?

I believe there is no substitute for experience. Whether as a student or not, the more  
time you spend practicing your craft the better you are going to become. There is a direct  
relationship between the hours you spend working and the strength of your work. However, 
as a college professor, I believe that effective formal training should act like a catalyst  
expediting a person’s development. It is completely possible to learn and grow as an  
artist on your own but a great teacher should help you grow at a much faster pace.

Which artists have influenced you, and how?

There are so many artists that have influenced me. As a young artists, I would regularly go 
to the bookstore and look through every art magazine I could get my hands on to learn from 
other artists. I have a pretty long list of artists I love, but two that continually inspire me are 
Anish Kapoor and Antony Gormley. The simplicity and potency of their work is something I 
aspire to. Their work seems timeless, consistent, and personal. It is unwaveringly committed 
to their own vision in a sea of fashionable movements. 

Besides art, what are your interests and how do they influence you in the studio?

I am not sure how it is reflected in my work, but I spend a lot of time outdoors hiking and 
fishing in the beautiful landscape of Eastern Oregon. I am also a closet “Dwell” magazine 
junky. I get a lot of inspiration from modern architecture and design. I am drawn to the 
simplicity and clarity of the forms. Probably most obvious, I get inspiration from worn and 
weathered industrial equipment from the industrial revolution. The aged surfaces and forms 
of these objects can’t help but encourage a reflection of our past, which is something I try 
and emulate in my work.  

 

What inspires you to create and how do you keep motivated when things get tough in 
the studio?

As cliché as it sounds I am motivated by the desire to continue to make better and better 
work. When things are going well each piece inspires the next. Unfortunately, it is not always 
that simple. Despite the romantic stereotypes that we are fed about artists, the truth is, 
much of the time being an artist is just like any other job. Some days, you don’t want to go 
to work, but you go anyways because of a commitment you have made. I create numerous 
deadlines for myself that are either exhibition dates, or application deadlines to keep myself 
motivated and accountable. I find I am more productive with a goal and a deadline.

How have you handled the business side of being an artist?

In the last few years I have realized how much of your time needs to be spent on the  
computer filling out grant applications, following up on exhibition opportunities, or keeping  
in touch with other contacts you have made in the field. My experience has been that it is 
more or less a myth that you will one day just be “discovered”. I have found that I need to  
be very proactive about applying to opportunities knowing that only a small fraction of  
them work out.  

Q:

Q:

Q:

Q:

Q:

Photo Descriptions (left to right)

Blue Turbine: From the Construction Series 2011 
20.5” x 20.5” x 19” 
White Earthenware, Stains, Linseed Oil, Tractor Paint

Yellow Turbine: From the Construction Series 2011 
26” x 26” x 22.5” 
White Earthenware, Stains, Linseed Oil, Tractor Paint

Rotary Engine: From the Construction Series 2011 
24” x 24” x 7” 
White Earthenware, Stains, Linseed Oil, Latex Paint

Black Turbine: From the Construction Series 2011 
22” x 22” x 13” 
White Earthenware, Stains, Linseed Oil

Turbine #2: From the Construction Series 2010 
18” x 20” x 18” 
Terracotta and Steel
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“ It isn’t an easy road but, I have found 
  it rewarding to do what I love”

peterchristianjohnson.com

Where do you see yourself in 10 years?

This is a difficult question that maybe I haven’t spent enough time considering. In ten 
years I would love to have more consistent and stable representation providing more 
scheduled exhibition opportunities. I would like my work to continue to evolve and  
improve. I want my work to stay (or become) relevant in the contemporary art world  
and be seen as making a contribution to the growth and evolution of my field. 

Could you talk about your latest series and what you are trying to achieve with it?

My latest body of work explores ideas of artifact and invention. The pieces are both  
formal explorations and objects meant to generate questions about our own history,  
our desire to create and “improve”, and our cultural “evolution”.

What advice would you give to an artist who is just starting out?

My advice is admittedly cliché, but some of the best advice is perseverance. I am a 
believer in the 10,000 hour rule that Malcolm Gladwell outlines in his book Outliers. He 
argues that it takes 10,000 hours of experience to become successful in any field. As 
trite as it might sound, the most difficult obstacle to success in my opinion is being able 
to commit enough time to your own growth as an artist.  There is so much competition 
for our time, be it work, other interests, or family and relationships that spending enough 
time in the studio is one of the biggest challenges for an artist just starting out or one  
who has been working for decades.

Why are you an artist, and how did you first decide that art was your path in life?

My undergrad degree is in Environmental Science. I had completed my pre-med  
requirements and was beginning to study for the MCATS needed to get into medical 
school when a required art class changed everything. It was through this class that I  
began to see art as a kind of “visual philosophy” rather than the act of simply making  
pretty things. This passion instilled in me by one professor changed the course of my  
life eventually leading me to become an artist and professor myself.

Q:

Q:

Q:

Q:

What are the major challenges you’ve faced as an artist?

Being an artist is not going to make you rich, and in the United States at least, should be seen as a 
choice to live a counter cultural lifestyle. You are choosing not to follow this traditional path towards 
prosperity that is taught to you from a young age. It is a decision to live a hopefully more fulfilling life, 
all be it less financially stable and secure. It isn’t an easy road but, I have found it rewarding to do 
what I love and adjust my spending and lifestyle to what it can afford, rather than doing what I don’t 
enjoy so that I can earn enough to buy the things I want. I also admit that I am very fortunate at this 
point in my career to have a teaching job that I love which provides me a level of stability I did not 
have starting out.  

What has been the greatest opportunity so far in your career as an artist?

Artist Residencies have been a very important part of my development as an artist. They provide a 
concentrating time to develop your work, while working in community with other great artists. The 
cross pollination of ideas and the pure adrenaline shot provided by working with other people who 
are passionate and committed to what they do, can provide the motivation you need to work hard 
months or years after a residency has ended. I am excited to be spending the next year as a long 
term resident at the Archie Bray foundation while on sabbatical from my teaching position.

Do you exhibit your work?

Yes, at different places throughout the United States. The weight of my work and the cost of  
shipping has made me a little more selective in the last few years.

Do you offer classes and/or workshops?

I teach Ceramics at Eastern Oregon University, and do workshops when my schedule permits. 

Where are you located?

La Grande,  Oregon, USA
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Photo Descriptions (left to right)

Cog with Yellow 2012 
16” x 16” x 6” 
Earthenware, Metal, Paint, Stain

Turbine #3: From the Construction Series 2011 
21” x 21” x 22” 
White Earthenware

Radiator: From the Construction Series 2011 
17” x 11” x 6.5” 
White Earthenware, Stains, Linseed Oil, Tractor Paint


