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HE MOGILLON ARF BEGARTND AS THE EARLIEST

potiers of the American southwest, a cvilisa-

tion dating from 350 BC - 1150 AD; by 850 AD.
Their neighbours, the Anasazi, were making cooking
puts with impressed repeal patterns, called corruga-
tions af the same time, The Lt cultune known to have
made corrugated pots was the Salado (1075 - 1400
AN in central Artzona, Then this tvpe of decoration
in the nogion largely gave way to painting, Uniil
Michael Wisner.

Comparing a Wisner pot with one of the ancient
specimens creates a bist of similarities: an overall or-
dered pattern with seamless beginning and end; a
repoeated motif that creates hvpnotic limes around,
across and down the vessel; 2 thin-walled clay body
formed by means of coils: natural colours; and classic
forms. The comparisen might prompt the conchusion
that Wisner set out to copy his predecessors, He did,
in some ways, yet the unique woven patterns for
which he has gained renown came about by sceidenl.

Wisners development as o poller comprises a
number of links 1o native traditions in the south-
western LS and Mexico, For o man who grew up on
the Chesapeake Bay in Maryland, be has imbed and
been embraced by cultures that, until about 18 vears
aggo, were as alien to him as those of another planel.
That he has been admitted 1o these cultures is a testa-
mient 1o his openness and quest for an authentic basis
for his own art.

When Michael Wisner contemplated his future
upon completion of high school, be knew thal al-
though he enjoved drawing and was skilled at i, an
cducation in science would lead 1o a job, With his
mother's financial belp be graduated from college
and began employment in a pharmaceutical com-
pany. In 1988, as a gesture to repay her assistance,
Wisner planned a mother (son vacation to the Amen-
can southwest where they visited museums and mins
in Codorado, Arzona and New Mexicn, As the inp
progressed, Wisner became increasingly fascinated
with the Mimbres and Anasazi pottery. He was
drawn Lo the intensity of the panted geometric pal-
terns and his mother remarked, “these remind me of
the drawings vou used o doas a kid".

After resuming his job on the east coast, Wisner
sought local experts who could show him how to
replicate the antiquities. There were none. Unwilling
o et the memory go, (' taugbt Hmlflumihrﬂd.hﬁ
during months of late nights and tried to recreate
what be'd seen imorder to “have a connection to these
l‘J'n"nget that were =0 beawtiful ® Shortly thereafier,
muich tis his mother's chagrin, Wisner quit his job and,
with the aim of indulging what had by now become
an obsession, made his way west 1o learn more,

With the sk shopes of Snowmass Village, Colorado,
as & base, he studied with native potters in Anizona
and New Mexico and then travelled to ISOMATA

Udyliwild School of Music and the Arts ) in California.
With no pressing commitments clsewhere, Wisner
voluntevred as a workshop asssstant for the summeer
sessiom of 1989 and became part of classes taught by
Lucy Lewis, Blue Com and Fannie Nampeyo, illustri-
otes masters of the Southwest Native tradition. Also
that summer, Nicolis Quezada filled in for his
brother, Juan, and Wisner had his first exposure to
Mata Ortiz. "It was just enough to know [ had 1o go
there and study more.”

Wisner describes why e was atiracted to the lech-
niques of Mata Ortiz: “In Mata Ortiz they looked for
quality whereas Native Amencans, sadly, had lost
some of that through the past couple of hundred
vears, The indigenous poftery had become a commer-
cial ware, no longer based on lunction. 1t didn’t nesd
to have the same integrity or strength as functional
artwork so they did just enough to make it saleable for
decorstion, But Juan (uerads was and stll s con-
cernied with quality. That drew me in a5 well s the
refinement - he had taken southwest pottery to a
whole new level.” And Wisner wasn't the only one
whio held this optmon: “Any Amencan Indian would
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say the same thing. They revered Juan for what he
had achieved. He has an incredible gensus that
mobsoad v dended or seemed to be pealous of; they oele-
bratesd the fact that there was somebody alive that
they could all learn from.”

That wear, driving straight from California o
northern Chibuahua, Mexion, Wisner knocked on
Juan Quizada’s door for thee first time. Although
Ouezrada was proviuded from teaching, due to a con-
tract with Fuji Corporation, he agreed to a week of
lessons after which Wisner just staved on. “1 watched
andd at the time | had no Spanish at all - | knew the
cuss words that every kid knows — but | didn't have
any ability with the language. | quickly reverted toa
child-like disposition where | couldn’t communicate
with adults and I followed people around. | became
Ik the village idiot but Juan was gracious, he let me
be the village idiot. And it made me notice how much
hig her edication gets in the way of learning. | was s
used o articulating everything, coming from a word
world, and thiere | was reduced 1o a visual world. |
was amazied at how much Learnl, in a different way,
because | relied on my sight alone.”

Wisner adopted the leaming methods of his sur-
roundings: “What interested me was that the Mexi-
cans learn ke that as well. They haven’t been
through a rgorous education system - they don't
think the way we do and they don’t learn like we do
The" Il sit around and watch for days and all of a sud-
dien they"ve got it. Nod a lot of questions. When 1 ieach
now | notice that people who have a simpler educa-
tioral background just watch and get i1.”

The Quezadas incorperated Wisner into their fam-
ity for a maonth on that fiest visit, sharing their meals
and giving him a bedroom. In the subsiquent 15 years
hir hias been back for more than two years altogether
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[Dharing winters Wisner worked in the Col-
orado ski industry, initially as an st
tor i Later a5 a chef, bul every fall and
spring, he was welocomed into the
erwiroms of Mata Orite. Each session
focused on mastering a new tech-
migue. “Al first it seemed like an
insurmouniable mountain becase
there was so rmuch o bearn.” But bro-
ken down into achievablie portions -
blackware, polychrome, polishing, fir-
ing - Wisner accomplishid his goals and
eventually arrived at the point of asking
himseli, “Whai do [ do now? I'm not Mex-
cian, I'm not Indian. Al first | wanted o master
thee technigues just to see if [ oould but Tdidn't want
to be i compelition with people whose tradition |
had adopted.” Juan and his wife, Guille, were also
concermed, “Polite as they were, sometimes they
would sit me down and say ‘whal are you going to
do? They would team up and have a kind of family
talk.” Wisner began toseek his own voioe, 2 way to
adid a new dimension to the Quezada legacy.

“Onee you feel you have mastery, you can start
expressing the things vou are passionate about. My
father was a marine biologist and as a kid Lhad expo-
sure fo that. 5o | started doing aguatic scenes and
rmarinie fife = for a long time | paimbed whales, fish, dol-
phirs on pots. | patnted for vears in this manner and
imvented new colour and geametric pattems nol seen
before in southwest design. In addition | was con-
scioualy trving bo use new [omms.”

Wisner emjoved the way his work was progressing
and though he was ot sevking change, his ongoing
research unearthed the revelation that would alter his
direction. “Throughout history, potters have always
pressed things into clay: ropes ar keaves or shells. The
Anasari women pressed their fingertips in a system-
atic wary around a pol. irked this, fust out of curiosity
and it caught me. | thought, this is something new,
something different. Overnight | dropped painting
and wenl completely into fexturing.”

With this move Wisner further immersed his aes-
thetic in the historical precedents of the southwest,
His comstruction tevhmiques derive from Mata Ortiz, a
genre inseparable from its founder and revered prac-
titioner. The legend of Juan Quezada describes how
Juam was inspired to replicate the prehistoric pottery
of the Casas Grandes peoples. He discoversd pot-
sherds dating from 1100 to 1450 AD and through
careful examination and years of trial and error, de-
veloped renditions that he felt were faithiul to the
quality evident in the relics of his ancestors. Juan then
taught his family and friends in the village of Mata
Orrtiz and later passed on the legacy to inferested sbu-
dents such as Wisner.

Mata Ortiz pots ane constructed from local day by



means of the coil and
pinch method. Miner-
als such as iron oxide
ard manganese pro-
vide colour  varia-
tioms and after the
pottery dries in the
sum, 1t i polished (o
ensure a flawless sur-
face for devorating. Wis-
ner perpefuates this manu-
facturing  custom  even  fo the
extent that he digs clay that he discovers
while on his bevele or hiking excursions in the
Colorado mountains. His vessels are tvpical of the
work of Juan’s disciples, deviating from the originals
in thiat his are fired in an electric or gas kiln,

“ Al first, | used my finger as a pressing divioe and
then | considered using something more refined 1o
repeal the pattern with more precision, | started
making metal tools and 1 now have about 35 or 40
different ones that I've developed over the past four
years.” The realisation that a device as simple as a
fingernall could be artistic was transformative.
“This was a turning point because it released a whole
e bevel of energy, a new avenue, And it was dou-
bly exating because | knew | was finally fulfiling the
quest of all ariists, to find something that hasn't been
seen before. For me, it wasn't salelv about trving to
do something new, it was about listening to what
was going on inside and expressing it testing my
instinets and intwition and doing what 1 believed
was exciling.”

The marriage of inner concerns and interests with
ouler expression derives from Wisner's belief in
Tibetan Buddhism. “1 practise meditation and | think
that what's inside is not a whole lot different than
what we start (o express outside, When T teach T try to
convey the importanee of paying attention. Through-
vut veur dav, notice what gets vour attention and
then use those things as sources for vour art.” Lately,
his Bud dhism has been overtly manifest. “1've started
waorking on big bowls = I've called them mandalas
because they ook Hkie Tibetan mandalas. In Tibetan
Buddhism vision ks a primary means of gaining foous
i the mind. 1 yous look at a mandala and contimally
stare at it the repetitive patterns draw attention
inward. The more you look at if, the more layers vou
start b see” In Wisner's mandalas, “the pattern
starts quite large and goes down (o small pinpaints,
What I lowe &s that T dio so Hitle towards the finished
patterm. | make my marks but so much happens with
secondary or tertiary patterns and negalive space.
Sometimes, when I'm working, | assume that the pat-
teens wion'tlink up but the best results are thise that |
initially doubted.”

Jumn Cuezada is pleased that his protége has found

his miche and has speculated that, with the permuta-
tions and combimations that 40 teols afford him, Wis
meer hts a lifitime of work ahead, This fatherty approval
is cherished. as is the support of another significant
influence on Wisner's career, Anderson Ranch. Since
e has no formal art training (except the ssential
apprenticeship  with Quezadal, exposure o the
Ranch’s intermational roster of ceramics artists has pro-
vided him with further observations relevant o his
craft. Doug Cascbeer, the Ranch's Program Director
for ceramics and seulpture, “has been unwavering in
his support. I've made pots full-time for seven vears
For the first three or four years | was cooking at night
and making pots in the day. When 1 finally quit my
couking job, Doug sakd “it’s about time. I"ve been
telling you to do this for about fve years” | didn't
believe him. He always invites me back and is
encotraging. I0s rare (o find someone who is that
supportive.”

Michael Wisner feels fortumnate to be able to do what
he lowes and make a tiving at it He credits his sucoess
(o the genius of Juan Quezada, not only ininfluencing
hundreds of people but in his encouragement of indi-
vidual creativity, Yet Wisner can certainly  be
accorded a ranking on his vwn: he has explored and
emulated ancient traditions of the Americas and Asia;
hie has adapied venerable techniques to his own ends;
aned he has experimented with and adjusted primitive
processes so that his students in urban environments
can follow their own paths. He (5 a testament to the
wisdom of Thomas Edisen who said that genius i
e percenl inspiration, ninety-nine percent perspina-
tion. In Wisner's words, “The prooess is fascinating:
finding something, refining it, and then making
somcthing o it 1L s completely laborious.” Evolubion
is usally thal way

L VWionsl is @ design imdrustinr in Tosown, AL and a freslanoe
wrifer speuiadising m e cradl
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