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THE VILLAGE OF MATA ORTIZ
by Wilham Gilbert, Guest Curator

On first impression, the village of Mata Ortiz looks like many other small towns mn northern Mexico. The dirt
streets radiating out from a central plaza, the unplastered adobe houses, the tin roofs, the roaming chickens and
dogs, all seem very famuhar It doesn’t take long, however, to realize that this town 1s, 1n fact, very different. In
this little village of 2,000 people, a ceramic movement has sprung up and the more than 400 artists nvolved
have transformed their community 1n profound ways.

A little over 30 years ago one man, Juan Quezada, became mspired by the remnants of the ancient Mimbres and
Casas Grandes civilizations that he found i his local environment and set out to remnvent a process for making
hand-formed pottery. Working without the help of any local artists or outside experts he single-handedly devel-
oped a complete process for forming, painting, and firing his pottery

From a very early date Juan Quezada moved beyond copying the designs he
found 1n the ancient pots to create his own 1mages. In tme, the work he pro-
duced made 1ts way to the United States, where three pieces were discovered 1n
a secondhand shop in Deming, New Mexico, by Spencer MacCallum. Intrigued
with the work he encountered in that shop, MacCallum began a journey
through northern Chihuahua that eventually led to Juan Quezada’s door n
the remote village of Mata Ortiz.

With MacCallum’s sponsorship, Juan Quezada was free to concentrate totally

on his work, and he quickly developed a strong personal style in his pottery. As MacCallum located markets for

the work in the United States, the pottery practice spread, first to other members of the Quezada family, and
then to other families in Mata Ortiz.

The current exhibition at the Museum of Man 1n San Diego, The Magic of
Mata Ortiz,(!) demonstrates how quickly Juan moved beyond copying ancient
designs. The years 1976-1979 evidence a rapid growth as Juan began to
stretch the formal qualities of Casas Grandes and Mimbres designs to fit his
own aesthetic.

Above JUAN QUEZADA  Polychrome ceramic, early r97os  Collection of Spencer MacCallum

Left: JUAN QUEZADA  Polychrome ceramic, 1977
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Perhaps the major breakthrough came n 1977 when Juan Quezada decided to eliminate the horizontal banding
that 1s the canon in Pueblo pottery and instead paint the pot’s entire three-dimensional field. The horizontal
banding 1 Pueblo pottery serves to isolate the design field from the lip and base of the pot. It 1s an ordering
device that contributes to the quiet, static presence of Pueblo pottery With the breaking of this barrier,
Quezada’ s designs were free to roam the three-dimensional space of the pot, and the full force of his artistic
energy became apparent. Juan Quezada had moved beyond the confines of a traditional practice. His subsequent
work combines the intense energy of his painting style with the sohd, grounded forms of his pottery to create
some of the most successful weddings of two- and three-dimensional design in American ceramics.

The work he produced in the late 1980s and early 199os shows an artst at the peak of his artistic powers. The
pots of this pertod are painted in complex spatial arrangements and infilled with intricate designs covering near-
ly the entire surface of the pot.

In recent years, Quezada has moved to a new style that represents a significant change from a powerful, aggres-
sive energy to a confident, secure restramt. In 1995, the Uniersity Art Museum at the University of New
Mexico presented an exhibition of Mata Ortiz pottery For that show the Museum borrowed an early Juan

2

Quezada prece from the MacCallum collection, known as the “levitation pot” 2

Collectors from El Paso, Texas, were so enthralled by this piece that they commussioned Quezada to make a
new work mspired by the "levitation” piece. This commussion has lead to a new “sencillio” period in Quezada’s
work marked by a much more open design field, with increased emphasis on the negative spaces of the exposed
clay body In making this change, Juan Quezada moved from his roots in Casas Grandes to the aesthetics of the
Mimbres culture. Negative spaces, which previously had been reserved for small areas on the sides and bottoms
of his pots, became the focus of the work. With the shift in focus to the clay body itself, Juan Quezada has
concentrated his time and energy in recent years on developing a variety of clay colors to offset his designs.

Juan Quezada’s emphasis on personal expression has set the standard for younger potters, many of whom are
less tied to the Casas Grandes and Mimbres roots. These artists live 1 a larger world than the one m which
Juan Quezada grew up and are exposed to a host of influences through various media. The best of this new
generation of artists have invented their own distinctive palettes, forms and designs, independent of Juan
Quezada and Casas Grandes.

They are working, to a greater extent, from their own imaginations to create purely aesthetic expressions. With
the Casas Grandes and Mimbres cultures as a base, and Juan Quezada’s innovations as an nspiration, these
arusts have gone on to create works of great spatial complexity and ntense detail. Their imagery evokes Op Art,
M.C. Escher and computer chips 1n combination with plumed serpents and macaws. The exhibition at the
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Museum of Fine Arts, in Santa Fe, presents examples that document the aesthetic range of the artists through
out the village. The pots created by these artists have no utilitarian or ritual function. There 1s absolutely no
history of the people of Mata Ortiz using these pots in their homes. The works are made exclusively for sale as
aesthetic objects. They are made and purchased as fine art.

WHERE IS MATA ORTIZ’ PLACE IN THE US MARKET?

Until quite recently, the only market for the work from Mata Ortiz has been mn the United States. The ques-
tion of where Mata Ortiz pottery really belongs in our art system 1s a complicated issue. One of the difficultes
in deciding on the appropriate category stems directly from the movement’s being so new, both as a practice
and as a commodity in the American market.

The work from Mata Ortiz is also new in the sense that it 1s foreign. It 1s made by people from another coun
try—namely, Mexico—who belong to a different culture and speak a different language. The natural tendency in
our art world when confronted with a new or foreign art movement 1s to try to place it within the boundaries
of existing models. There are important structural divisions m our art world between fine art and fine craft,
between mainstream art and ethnic art, between contemporary forms and traditional art forms. The resulting
placement of a new movement within an existing category can have profound effects on 1ts success i finding
an audience and a market. Each category has a set of rules, and those rules create the standards that define
quality and maintain the hierarchies of price.

Acceptance i our system becomes problematic when the new movement does not fit easily into an existing cat-
egory, or combines aspects of a variety of exising categories. In this case, the new movement challenges the
assumptions we mamtain and, as a result, 1s viewed as a threat or 1s simply 1gnored.

The art of Mata Ortiz 1s just such a movement. It refuses to conform readily to any of our existing categories.
The pottery of Mata Ortiz 1s based on a Native American tradition, 1t has been revived by a Mestizo culture
from Mexico and has developed a strong bias towards the nnovation and personal expression characteristic of
contemporary art. [t must fight through our existing image of Mexican crafts as tacky and imitative, our lack of
knowledge regarding 1ts historical roots i the Native American culture of Casas Grandes, and our bias against
recognizing pottery as fine art, especially 1f 1t 1s produced by minority cultures.

MEXICAN CRAFTS

It1s to the credit of those responsible for mtroducing this work to the United States that 1t was not placed with-
in the category of Mexican crafts. The work presented i this exhibition 1s not stereotypical Mexican tourist-
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trade merchandise. The aesthetic expressed in this pottery 1s far too sophisticated and refined to fit the notions
of the casual, naive expressions of peasant culture that we ascribe to this genre. The art from Mata Ortiz 1s made
by highly skilled artists who are deeply mvolved 1n a personal investgation of their medium. Categonizing this
work as Mexican crafts would have condemned 1t to a low-priced market, which would have reinforced stan
dardization and mass production, and stifled personal creativity and aesthetic ambitions.

PUEBLO POTTERY

Fortunately for the potters of Mata Ortiz, their first representative, Spencer MacCallum, was committed to
encouraging the most creative work possible. He aimed, from the very beginning, to secure an audience that
would support excellence. Starting with MacCallum’s minial introduction of Juan Quezada’s pottery to an
American audience, the work of Mata Ortiz has been presented in the United States as the southern-most
expression of Pueblo pottery This approach has helped enormously

The aruists of Mata Ortiz have benefited greatly from this association, not only because the audience and mar-
ket for Pueblo pottery was well established, but also because the value placed on Pueblo Pottery was quite high.
Indeed, the price ceiling defined by Pueblo pottery has made 1t possible for the price of Mata Ortiz pottery to
chmb steadily during the past decade, as Mata Ortiz artists are increasingly rewarded for their most ambitious
work.

The fact that Maria Martinez and Lucy Lewis both met and accepted Juan Quezada provided a sanction of
authenucity that also has helped the work from Mata Ortiz to succeed m the U S. Both treated Juan Quezada
not as an 1mitator or Mexican usurper, but as a fellow artist with a shared commitment to an earth based art
form. Over time, however, tensions have developed between the Pueblo potters and their Mexican counter-
parts over the authenticity of the Mexican work. This 1s a complicated subject. Tied up in this one dispute are
many 1ssues-ethnicity, cultural property, market definitions that drive the current discourse 1n the arts.

To discuss the characterization of the work from Mata Ortiz as Pueblo pottery, we need to look
atvarious aspects of that definition. In terms of process, the Mata Ortiz pottery 1s, if anything,
more purely “tradiional” than pottery currently produced on many pueblos. Even the lower
priced, quickly produced work is made by hand from native clays. There are no electric kilns
in Mata Ortiz, no premixed clay bodies, no slip casting Clays are still dug from the surround-
ing environment. Pigments are ground from local mineral deposits and pots are fired outdoors
with cow manure or cottonwood bark. This 1s not to say that the artists of Mata Ortiz will not

LYDIA QUEZADA CELADO  Bichrome ceramic, 1999 16" x 10.75” diameter Collection of Mr: & Mis. James H. Gilbert



use commercial processes in the future, as they become more readily available. Nor 1s 1t to say that they have a
greater commutment to natural processes than their Pueblo counterparts. It 1s merely to say that the work from
Mata Ortiz can not be dismissed from the field of Pueblo pottery on the basis of process.

With regards to ethnicity, the potters themselves have never claimed to be Pueblo artists. Even artists in the vil
lage who are totally committed to continuing the Casas Grandes tradiuion freely acknowledge that they are
genetically a mix of Spanish and indigenous peoples from farther south in Mexico. They take great pride in ther
“Nortefio” identity The mitial assoctation with Pueblo pottery was the result of Spencer MacCallum’s effort to
find the appropriate context for this work mn the United States, not an attempt to misrepresent the ethnicity of
the people.

Perhaps the most difficult question 1s cultural property There can be little question but that the Mata Ortiz
potters are working from a basis found in the ancient traditions of their region. Juan Quezada and the other
potters have never doubted the appropriateness of basing their work on the Casas Grandes and Mimbres pot-
tery that they found i their local environment. Their right to these traditions 1s less obvious to their Pueblo
counterparts.

Although the work from Mata Ortiz clearly has 1ts roots in the Aboriginal tradition of Casas Grandes, that may
not be the most important pomt in deciding its appropriate category, at this point i time. Juan has developed
an art form based on place. He found the mnspiration for his work in the ruins surrounding Mata Ortiz and res-
urrected an 8oo-year-old tradition without the help of outside scholars. He found all the materials needed to
create his work 1n the local environment. For the contemporary U.S. art world that may make him an artist of
great ability and integrity; however, 1t does not make him a Pueblo artist.

Pueblo pottery 1s tied to a series of cultural practices, ranging from holding and serving food and water to rit-
ual expressions of spiritual beliefs. This remains true even though the work currently being produced 1s solely
for sale to the domnant culture market. That the works are being created as objects of art, to be looked at and
not used, does not change the fact that Pueblo artists continue to feel the connection between the works they
create and the pottery’s history of use and religious importance. It makes no sense to the Native American artist
to think of the artistic expression of a Hispanic, Catholic culture as Pueblo pottery 4

Given the current state of the politics of ethnicity, 1f Juan Quezada 1s not of Pueblo ethnicity, then his work can
not be Pueblo pottery In actuality, the work from Mata Ortiz 1s the product not of Native Americans but of
Mestizos, who exist 1n a Hispanic cultural milieu, not a tradinonal Pueblo society This 1s a point that Juan
Quezada understands, and he has made 1t very clear in his leadership of the Mata Ortiz movement that the pot-
ters should respect the cultural property of their Pueblo counterparts. 'S
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Given the growing awareness of cultural property, of the nght of mmority cultures to retain control of their
own cultural expressions, I would argue that the period in which Mata Ortiz pottery could have been accepted
as Pueblo pottery has passed. This 1s not to say that Spencer MacCallum was wrong to take this approach ini-
ually. It 1s merely to recognize that the time has come to find a new place for this incredible work within our
system of art categorization.

CONTEMPORARY ART

Of the various categories available, contemporary fine art seems the most appropriate to the spirit of the Mata
Ortiz potters and should provide the greatest room for future growth. Taken hterally, “contemporary art”
should mclude the work of all iving artists. In the U.S. we have a more restricted view of this category In our
country, contemporary art i the last century was driven by a particular artistic model. The arust hero-the
creative individual who through his/her own personal struggle challenged our old assumptions and made the
changing world we lived in intelligible to us-domunated this time period. The key aspect of this model 1s the
concept of the artist as an mdividual who through his/her personal mnovations 1s able to establish new truths.
This stands 1n direct contradiction to our understanding of traditional practices, which are considered more
communal and involved with the rerteration of known truths.

Juan Quezada 1s without a doubt a contemporary artist. He 1s above all else the quintessential western individ-
unalist. He 1s entirely self-taught. He developed a complete artistic process on his own. His art 1s grounded n
Casas Grandes and Mimbres ceramics, much as Duchamp was grounded in the traditions of European pamnting
and Jasper Johns was grounded in Duchamp. From very early in his development as an aruist, Juan Quezada
moved beyond copying Paqumé and Mimbres designs to create his own expressions. He continues to this day
to create new designs and forms, refusing collectors’ requests to copy a previous piece.

There are, of course, problems with advocating that this work be treated as contemporary art. To be accepted
in this world, the Mata Ortiz potters face an uphill climb. The fact that the work 1s pottery references function
and use, and, therefore, craft. The roots of this work in Native American culture reference ethnicity and non
modernist cultural traditions. Its origin 1n a poor Mexican village references nostalgia and sentimentality, the
past rather than the present or future.

Our notion of contemporary fine art 1s based on the modernist model of the avant-garde. Even in the post-mod-
ermist period, to be accepted as fine art, a work must speak in the accepted formal language. We are seeing
mcreasing numbers of exhibitions in our museums of the contemporary art of other cultures. Invariably, these

works are produced by young urban artists from these cultures, whether or not the culture 1s defined by an
urban aesthetic.



The recent biennial syndrome has established the field of "world art," in which exhibitions are curated for
diversity 1n terms of gender and ethnicity while being entirely uniform in formal terms. In this nesw system, an
artist from a non-Western society can be considered a contemporary artist only 1f she/he works 1n the accept-
ed medums of photography, video, or installation. It certamly helps 1f he/she studied these fields at The Art
[nsttute of Chicago, California Institute of the Arts, etc. What 1s difficult for our market to accept 1s the 1dea
of contemporary artists who are from mmority cultures and work in traditional media. 6)

In this sense, Pueblo artists suffer from the same discrimmation as the artists of Mata Ortiz, Maria Martinez,
Lucy Lewis and Nampeyo were not exhibited as contemporary artists, even though they were all true innova-
tors who changed the defimition of artist for their cultures. Maria Martinez came the closest. She became the
undisputed grant of Pueblo pottery under the sponsorship of Edgar Hewett, the director of the Museum of New
Mexico, who promoted her black-on black pottery as a Native American style that fit the modernist aesthetic.

The most appropriate category for the Mata Ortiz potters 1s none and all of the above. It will never fit cleanly
mnto any one of our categories, because 1t 1s not a product of our culture or system. Perhaps the best fit 1s an
emerging postmodern perspective that acknowledges cultural blending, not as a pejorative but as the reality of
contemporary existence that recognizes the simultaneous coexistence of pre-modern, modern, and postmodern
tume frames.

In the story of this ittle village, we have many of the major themes facing all cultures and countries. The world
1s becoming smaller. Cultural, physical, and ethnic boundaries are not as absolute as they once were. The
simplicity of a dommant world view 1s gone and with 1t one set of unquestioned standards. The roots of Mata
Ortiz are in the Native American traditions of Casas Grandes and Mimbres. Throughout, Mata Ortiz has
remained true to a close connection to the earth and to the interweaving of family, community, and art-making
exemplified by these traditions. Added to this base are the energy and exuberance of Nortefio culture and the
emphasis on mnovation and personal expression of contemporary art. The result 1s visually stunning work that
demands our immediate attention, even as 1t enriches the discussion of these complicated and crucial questions.

27



28

NOTES
1) The Magic of Mata Ortiz, San Diego Museum of Man, through January 14, 2001 Curator Grace Johnson.

(2 Spencer MacCallum. “This is the ‘levitation pot, so-called by my friends because of my unique experience on first seeing it. When [
originally sought out Juan, I was looking for completion of the adventure of finding three of his pots in Deming, N.M. But when [ foung
Juan, it was not a completion but a beginning. Three years later, on arriving in Mata Ortiz and seeing this pot among the group of pots he
had ready for me, 1 had a psychological experience I've never had before or since. I felt my body lighten, and 1 had the sense of being
perhaps 18 inches off the ground. This lasted for maybe half an hour, and over the next few days in the village, I could experience it again,
at will, simply by consciously turning my mind to the pot; I experimented with this many times for the novelty of it. I feel this was the emq-
tional completion that I had sought three years earlier. Whatever I might do now — leave the project or stay with it - I felt Juan was now on

his own, this was his “commencement.” My role in Mata Ortiz was essentially complete. In this pot I had accomplished what I had wanted.”

(3 When asked if Juan was in fact a Pueblo potter, Lucy is reported to have said that Juan must be a descendant of the Acoma children
traded into Mexico years ago in return for a bell for their church.

4 In discussing this issue with Pueblo potters, Cavan Gonzales explained that in his mind the work is not Pueblo pottery because it is pure-
ly an aesthetic expression with no ties to Pueblo spiritual practices. Diego Romero expressed the same concern based on the Mata Ortiz
potters purely formal use of Mimbres designs without any regard for the garbled visual messages they create.

(5) “Many here started to make pots with the cuchillos (knife designs based on the Mimbres feather designs). I didn't like it. Just too many
traders, like in everything ... Some took out books of the Indios over there and said, Make a few like this, I told them, No, no. That no.
Copy a piece? No. Bit by bit that disappeared ... For you to feel well, there is nothing like being in your own style and not be taking advan-
tage of what another fought for and suffered.” Studio Potter December 1995 Volume 24, Number 8, page 58.

(6) Contemporary Pueblo artists Diego Romero, Virgil Ortiz, Rina Swentzell and Jody Falwell share an interest in social commentary/
criticism with Native American artists such as James Luna, Charlene Teters and Jimmy Durham. And yet, Luna, Teters and Durham are
exhibited as contemporary artists, while Romero, and Swentzell are almost exclusively shown as ethnic artists. The reason is essentially for-
mal. The former, as a practitioners of installation, are viewed as participants in the avant-garde notion of a linear advance in the practice of

art, whereas the others, as potters, are considered traditional, connected to a nostalgic practice.
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