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Contemporary Traditions in Clay: The Pottery of Mata Ortiz
Special Event Schedule

Opening Reception to Welcome Artist Jerardo Tena

Friday, September 9, 5:00 p.m. – 7:00 p.m.
A selection of pottery will be displayed for sale 
Mata Ortiz Pottery Demonstration and Sale 
Saturday, September 10

10:00 a.m. – 4:30 p.m. Pottery Sale 

11:00 a.m. Pottery Making Demonstration

2:00 p.m. Pottery Firing 

In 1976, anthropologist Spencer Heath MacCallum stepped inside Bob’s Swap Shop in New Mexico. Amidst the knick-knacks and debris he stumbled upon three beautifully crafted ceramic pots, which appeared to be prehistoric. The shopkeeper informed him that they were contemporary pieces; a poor family had exchanged the pots for used clothing. Spencer was determined to find out who made these fine ceramics. Hence, Spencer began his journey to Mexico. He carried photographs of the pots to several villages and asked each inhabitant he came across if they could identify the artist. After a long journey, he was finally directed to the small town of Mata Ortiz. There, he found the artist he had been searching for: Juan Quezada. Finely crafted Mata Ortiz pottery would now be recognized, collected, and appreciated by an international audience. 
As a boy in the 1950s, Juan Quezada studied ancient shards of pottery he found in his village left by pre-Colombian groups that had once lived in the area. Based on these discoveries he began to teach himself to shape 
- more -

pots in a style similar to those of his ancestors, while incorporating his own unique artistry. Quezada had no prior experience working with clay but eventually mastered the techniques and founded the tradition of Mata Ortiz pottery. This pottery revival spread throughout the village and continues today in Mata Ortiz, located in the Mexican state of Chihuahua, Mexico. 

Jerardo Tena, the featured artist at the Hearst Museum’s event, moved to Mata Ortiz with his family at the age of seven. He learned to work in clay from his mother, Señora Sofia de Tena. Jerardo acquired his own artistic style at a young age, which was noticed by collectors and purchased with great enthusiasm. His painting is delicate and precise, yet sharp, and is superbly polished. Jerardo has impeccable craftsmanship in forms that include animal sculpture, zoomorphic figures, effigies, and innovative pottery shapes.

Jerardo has participated in various exhibitions nationally and internationally, most notable in the Palace of the Governor of the State of Chihuahua, Mexico. In 2001, he was an invited artist to Bazar del Mundo, San Diego, California, and The Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum for the exhibition “Celebración del Desierto.” Jerardo has also exhibited in galleries in Arizona, New Mexico, and Colorado.

Learn more about Mata Ortiz pottery online, by viewing this PBS link: http://www.pbs.org/frontlineworld/stories/mexico403/
Pottery Making Techniques in Mata Ortiz
Digging for Clay: Raw clay is dug with a pick and shovel in the rugged foothills outside Mata Ortiz. Upon returning home, the clay is cleaned by soaking it in buckets of water for several days. When the clay is wet enough to pour through a strainer it is cleaned of unwanted debris and left to settle until it becomes solid enough to work. Many colors of clay are used in Mata Ortiz, white clay being a favorite.
Shaping: A potter’s wheel is not used in Mata Ortiz. The clay is wedged, kneading out any air pockets. The wedged clay is then patted into a tortilla shape and placed in a shallow bowl used for support. Another lump of clay is rolled into a sausage shape or “chorizo.”  The chorizo is wrapped around the edge of the tortilla and meticulously pinched and pulled at the walls of the pot to give shape to the new pot, or olla. The pot is then left to dry for a few days until is ready to be sanded and polished. 

Sanding and Polishing: When the pot is dry, it is removed from the shallow bowl and the surface is rubbed with sandpaper, then polished or “burnished” with a small stone, deer bone, or bean. The polishing takes hours, 
- more -
sometimes days, and gives the pot a nearly mirrored surface that serves as a canvas for the painted design.
Painting: The painted designs are achieved with a long slender brush made from 10 to 12 strands of human hair. The paint is from minerals that are found in the hills above the village. The pigments are ground into powder using a metate, a traditional grinding stone. The ground pigments are mixed with clay and water to create a milky fluid paint. The paint is slowly and carefully applied to the pots. 
Firing: After the pots have been painted they are ready to be fired. The traditional method of firing pottery in Mata Ortiz takes place outside using cow manure or cottonwood bark. This natural fuel is stacked around a quemador, or inverted clay tub that covers the pot. After the fire is lit, the fuel burns for about twenty minutes. Then the coals are knocked away, and after thirty minutes of cooling, the quemador is removed. Another half hour passes before the finished pot is cool enough to touch. Traditionally, potter’s kilns are not used in Mata Ortiz, although as of late some pottery is being mass produced using kilns.

Where: The Phoebe A. Hearst Museum of Anthropology, University of California at Berkeley, on Bancroft Way at College Avenue

Hours: Wednesday – Saturday, 10:00 a.m. – 4:30 p.m.; Sunday 12 – 4:00 p.m. Closed on Mondays and Tuesdays, National and University holidays.

Admission: $4 for adults; $3 for seniors 55 and older; $1 for students age 13 and above; free admission to Museum members, UC Berkeley students, faculty, and staff, children 12 and under; free to all on Thursdays.

Information: For visitor information call 510-643-7648; for media relations and digital images call 510-643-7649 or visit http://hearstmuseum.berkeley.edu/media/press.html.
Web Site: http://hearstmuseum.berkeley.edu
The Hearst Museum of Anthropology serves the UC Berkeley campus community, Bay Area students, and the general public through exhibitions, educational programs, and research opportunities that promote understanding of the history and diversity of human cultures. Founded in 1901 by Phoebe Apperson Hearst, the museum’s holdings are especially rich in the areas of Ancient Egypt; the Americas, especially pre-Columbian Peru and Native California; Asia; Africa; and Oceania. 
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