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Step 1 - Introducing the Maria Martinez  
Slideshow Guide 
 
BEGIN READING HERE 

 
MOTIVATION 
 
I’m going to name the materials used by today’s artist:  sand, clay, water, yucca leaves, 
animal droppings.  Do you think you would use these to make a painting?  (NO)  You’re 
right.  Can you guess what the artist was making with these very different materials?  
(POTS, BOWLS MADE FROM CLAY, POTTERY)  Yes, today’s artist, Maria Martinez, 
became very famous for using these simple materials to make beautiful POTTERY.  None 
of these ingredients were ever purchased in a store.  They all were gathered from nature, 
gifts from the Earth Mother, as Maria would say.  Let’s meet her. 

Click Start Lesson To Begin 

 
DEVELOPMENT 

 
1. YOUNG MARIA HOLDING POT   
 
Here is Maria Martinez holding one of the many hundreds of pots she made during her 
lifetime.  We’ll never know exactly how many she made, because she never kept count, 
and she didn’t bother to sign the bottom of many of her early pots.  She guessed once that 
it was a few thousand pieces.  We also guess her birth year as being around 1881.  Birth 
records were not kept in her village when she was born.  Can you guess her heritage?  
(NATIVE AMERICAN, INDIAN)  Yes, her ancestors were some of the first people to live in 
this country more than 2,000 years ago.   

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
2. TRIBES OF THE INDIAN NATION MAP 
 
As you can see by the map, there are many different Indian tribes in the United States.  
They all have their own language and customs.  Maria’s tribe comes from the Southwest, 
near the Four Corners region, the only place in the United States where borders of four 
states meet:  Utah, Colorado, New Mexico, and Arizona (POINT OUT ON MAP).  What 
tribe lives right where the four states meet?  (NAVAJO)  The Navajo are the largest Indian 
tribe today.  Just south of the Navajo in New Mexico are the PUEBLO (poo-EH-blow) 
Indians. 

Click Next To Change Slide 
 

1 MARIA MARTINEZ – Ages 10 – Adult  | MeetTheMasters Online Edition 
 



 MARIA MARTINEZ – AGES 10 – ADULT  |  ONLINE EDITION 

3. MAP OF NEW MEXICO 
  

There are nineteen Pueblo villages.  The people who live here speak several different 
languages.  Maria came from San Ildefonso (SAN Eel-de-FAWN-so).  Can you find it on 
the map?  (POINT OUT ON MAP)  She spoke three languages:  the native language 
called Tewa (TAY-wah), English, and Spanish.  In fact, pueblo is the Spanish word for 
village.  At one time the whole southwestern part of the United States was under control of 
Spain; so many places’ names are Spanish in origin. 

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
4.  ANASAZI RUINS 

 
The ancestors of the Pueblo Indians were the Anasazi (ah-nah-SAH-zee), which means 
the ancient ones.  They lived long ago and built many of their villages way up high on cliffs 
to protect their homes from flooding and invaders.  They climbed tall ladders or ropes to 
reach their homes.  Special scientists called archaeologists, who dig up ancient 
civilizations, have discovered many of these ruins. 

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
5.  WOMAN MAKING POTS 
  
The Anasazi were excellent POTTERS, a tradition the Pueblos continue today.  What is a 
potter?  (A PERSON WHO MAKES POTS)  In the Anasazi culture, it was only women 
who made the pots, but today, both Pueblo men and women make pots.   

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
6. ANASAZI POTTERY 
 
The pots were useful items used for storing and for cooking.  The Indians began to 
decorate them to make them look beautiful as well as useful.  Can you pick out the pot that 
would hold water?  (LARGE POT, LEFT SIDE)  The water jars had small openings, so the 
water wouldn’t spill out when carried.  Which pot might have been used for storing small 
seeds that would be used for planting crops?  (SMALL TUBE POT, LEFT SIDE) 
  
Their DESIGNS were inspired by nature and their homes.  They painted many repeating 
shapes.  Can you guess what this PATTERN represents?  (POINT TO STAIR STEPS ON 
CUP WITH HANDLE)  (TAKE SEVERAL GUESSES)  Those are the ladders the Anasazi 
used to reach their cliff dwellings. 
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Click Next To Change Slide 

 
 

7. WOMAN CLIMBING LADDER 
  
Today Pueblo homes still have ladders and are built of sun-dried bricks made from straw 
and clay called ADOBE (uh-DOE-bee).  The thick walls keep the inside cool in the hot 
summers.  They use ladders to get up to the main living quarters upstairs.   
How many of you live in two-story homes?  Imagine having to climb an outdoor wooden 
ladder to get upstairs while balancing a heavy water jar on your head! 

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
 8.  MARIA IN SAN ILDEFONSO PLAZA 
  
Here is Maria standing in the plaza, the center of her village.  You can see the beautiful 
New Mexico sky in the background above the church.  What kind of climate do you think 
they have?  (HOT, DRY, DESERT)   She learned how to make pots as a child from her 
Aunt Nicolasa (nee-co-LAW-saw) who lived in the same village.  Let’s take a look at one of 
Maria’s famous pots. 

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
9.  POLYCHROME OLLA 
  
This kind of pot is called POLYCHROME, which means it was painted with three or more 
colors, like brown, black and white.   It’s called an olla  (O-yaw), which is the Spanish word 
for pot.  Ollas were large, had wide mouths, and were used for cooking and storing food.    
   
Maria shaped the pots, but her husband, Julian, did the painting.  All of the materials used 
to make and decorate the pots came from nature.  They never bought anything in a store.  
What do you think they might have used to make the paint?  (TAKE SEVERAL 
GUESSES)  They found special plants that grew near the village and cooked them to 
make the dye colors.  The Earth Mother was their art supply store.   Now let’s see how the 
pots were made. 

 Click Next To Change Slide 

 
10.  GATHERING CLAY IN NEW MEXICO HILLS 
  
First step was to find and gather fine clay and a special sand called blue sand, although it 
was actually light gray in color. They always had special places they would dig to find the 
very finest clay and sand.  They would only take what was needed, never wasting 
anything.  The clay and sand were carefully sifted to take out any pebbles or other debris 
by pouring it through a fine mesh screen.  (POINT TO BOX ON RIGHT SIDE OF BOWL)     
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It was tradition for Maria to throw some cornmeal over the ground as a thank you to the 
generous Earth Mother for her gifts of sand and clay.   

  Click Next To Change Slide 
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11. MAKING A POT – STEP BY STEP 
 
TOP LEFT/MIX:  Maria would add just the right amount of water to equal amounts of sand 
and clay.  Then the job of mixing and kneading the clay would begin.  Have you ever made 
bread by kneading dough or watched someone do it?  It’s the same process.  Maria 
worked hard to pound out air bubbles, or the pots would crack when fired. 
  
TOP RIGHT/PIKI:  Maria would make a flat shape like a pancake or tortilla as the base of 
the pot.  This flat shape is called piki (PEE-kee), the same word used for the thin flat bread 
eaten by the Pueblo Indians.   
  
BOTTOM LEFT/COIL:  Maria would start building up her pot by adding long coils of clay, 
which she made by rolling clay between her palms.  Doesn’t COILING remind you of a 
snake wrapping itself around a tree trunk?  She would carefully pinch and smooth the coils 
together to get out all the air bubbles. 
  
BOTTOM RIGHT/SHAPE:  Maria would take a piece of dried gourd to smooth and shape 
the pot.  She was a master at this.  Her pots were always perfectly round and even.  She 
was also fast.  She could make three pots in the time it took other potters to make one.  
After this step, the pots would be dried in the sun for several days before the final steps. 

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
 12.  ADDING SLIP AND POLISHING 
 
Maria would make a thin mixture of clay and water called SLIP to coat the pot.  While it 
was wet, a smooth polishing stone was used to rub and rub and rub on the pot to make it 
shiny.  It was tradition to pass down these polishing stones through the family.  She used 
her aunt’s stones, and these were later given to her son. 

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
13.   PAINTING THE POT 
  
The next step was painting the pots, which was done by Maria’s husband, Julian, an 
excellent artist.  Years ago people did not appreciate the hard work and unique DESIGNS 
that went into making PUEBLO pottery, so Maria and Julian made very little money selling 
their pots when they were young.  They would sell them on the side of the road for as little 
as two dollars.   
 
So Julian earned extra money by helping the archaeologists who came to dig up the 
Anasazi ruins in New Mexico.  He saw many of the ancient DESIGNS on the old pots they 
unearthed which he then copied on Maria’s pots.  Many of these old pottery DESIGNS and 
SHAPES had been forgotten, so Julian and Maria played an important role in bringing 
them back into use among the Pueblo POTTERS.   
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Remember that Maria and Julian bought nothing in the stores to make their pots.  So what 
do you think he used as a paintbrush?  (TAKE SEVERAL GUESSES) 

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
14.  YUCCA PLANT 
  
He used the long leaves of the yucca (YUK-kuh) plant that he would chew in his mouth to 
soften before shaping it into a paintbrush.  Native Americans have always been very 
clever about using things from nature (the Earth Mother) without wasting or polluting.  He 
used only the side of his yucca paintbrush, not the tip, to make his DESIGNS.  Do you 
think it would be easy to paint with just the side of a brush?  (NO)  Do you think it would be 
more difficult to paint a DESIGN on the rounded SHAPE of a pot?  (YES)  It’s harder to 
keep the PATTERNS straight and even, as you paint around the pot.   

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
15. STACKING POTS 
  
The last step in pottery making is firing the pots, which is like baking, to make them hard.  
Firing them would also make the painted designs permanent.  Modern day POTTERS use 
a special oven called a kiln, but Pueblo potters make an outdoor oven in a sand pit, the 
same way they have always fired the pots.  No modern inventions for them!   Maria and 
Julian would carefully stack the pots so they wouldn’t break.  Then old sheets of metal 
were placed over the pots.  (POINT TO METAL BUCKET BEHIND MARIA)   
 
Can you guess what’s in the buckets in the foreground?  (POINT OUT AREA ON SLIDE)   
It’s what they used for fuel to heat up the fire.  Animal droppings from horses and cows 
were used to cover the pots in the sand pit fire.  This made a hotter fire than just ordinary 
wood.  Nothing was wasted in their world! 

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
16.  TENDING THE FIRE 
  
Maria and Julian tended the fire carefully while it got as hot as 1300 degrees Fahrenheit.  
Compare that to a cake that bakes in an oven at 350 degrees.  No flames could touch the 
pots directly, or they would leave a dark spot.  That’s why they never fired pots on a windy 
day.  After the fire was out, they used the long sticks to carefully uncover the pots.  
Sometimes pots would crack or break, and the pieces would be thrown into the sand pit. 
  
One time after patiently waiting for some white pots with black designs to be fired, like the 
Anasazi pots we saw earlier, Maria and Julian were shocked to discover that the pots 
turned out ALL black.  They accidentally had been smothered by the animal droppings.  
The black smoke couldn’t escape and it turned the pots black. 
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Click Next To Change Slide 

 
17.  BLACK ON BLACK OLLA – EAGLE FEATHERS  
   
Their mistake turned out to be a big success, because people loved the black pots and 
wanted them to make more.  So Maria and Julian started a new tradition in Pueblo 
POTTERY, and it made them famous.  It’s called BLACK ON BLACK, because it has two 
kinds of black - shiny and dull.  The dull part is called MATTE and it looks like gray or a 
silvery black.  Do you see the difference in the black colors?  (POINT OUT DIFFERENCE 
ON POTS) 
Maria made the areas shiny by rubbing for a long time with her polishing stones.  The 
MATTE areas were NOT shined by the stones.  Before the pot is fired, the pot is the color 
of red clay, but the very black smoke turns it BLACK ON BLACK. 
  
What do you think that PATTERN (repeated shape, line, or color) in the middle might 
represent?  (BIRD FEATHERS)   These are eagle feathers, a very sacred bird to many 
Native Americans, and a popular DESIGN in Pueblo POTTERY.   

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
18. BLACK ON BLACK – WATER SERPENT  
  
Julian’s most recognized design is the horned water serpent called avanyu (ah-VAN-yoo) 
with its lightning tongue.  His serpents were usually painted with four humps.  Can you 
count them?  (BOTTOM HUMP IS CUT OFF BY PHOTO)  It looks scary but the avanyu is 
actually a good luck symbol of the very precious water needed for their crops.  Because 
rain is so important in this desert climate, you will see designs of rain clouds, thunderbirds, 
rain birds, and lightning painted on many Pueblo Indian pots.  Animal and plant life are 
often featured as well. 

Click Next To Change Slide 
 
19.  MARIA TEACHING VILLAGE 
             
Do you spot Maria in this photo?  (WOMAN ON LEFT UNDER WINDOW WITH BANGS 
IN HAIRDO)  Can you see Julian?  (LEFT SIDE WITH HIS ART WORK ON DISPLAY) 
  
Maria taught the people of her village how to make pottery, and today, San Ildefonso pots 
are considered to be some of the best made among all the Pueblo people.  She helped 
revive the pottery making tradition that started with the Anasazi hundreds of years ago. 
She was asked to give demonstrations on pottery making all over the United States and 
was invited by the President’s wife, Eleanor Roosevelt, to show her pots at the White 
House in 1934.   

Click Next To Change Slide 
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20.  GREAT-GREAT GRANDSONS WITH POTS 
  
Today many family members continue the pottery tradition made famous by Maria.  They 
have a store in the pueblo where you can buy their pots.  Here are Maria’s great-great 
grandsons Brandon and Derek holding pottery they made themselves. 

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
21.   ART GALLERY SALE 
  
Maria’s POTTERY now sells for thousands of dollars.  In fact, one of her pots sold for 
nearly $250,000 at an auction in 1999, a record price for Native American art of any kind.  
Her pots can be found in museum collections around the world.    
  
Raise your hand if you can see eagle feathers.  (INSIDE TWO BOWLS) 
  
Raise your hand if you can spot the avanyus.  (RED POT/BLACK POT, RIGHT SIDE)  
Do you remember what that word means?  (WATER SERPENT, BRINGS NEEDED RAIN) 
  
Do you remember the special name for these black pots?  (BLACK ON BLACK)   
 
 
People ask what makes the POTTERY of Maria Martinez so popular?  Experts say her 
pots are perfect in shape.  You’ll never see any of her pots that are lopsided or too thick or 
too thin.   

Click Next To Change Slide 

 
22.  MARIA’S STRONG HANDS SHAPING POT 
  
Because of her very strong hands that could shape the clay so well and so fast, Maria was 
able to make her pots perfectly.    She could make any size of pot – from a small pot like 
this… 

 Click Next To Change Slide 

 
 
23.  BLACK ON BLACK POTS – MEDIUM  
 
To medium sized pots, like these… 

Click Next To Change Slide 
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24.   MARIA WITH LARGE POTS 
 

To very large pots, like these.  They were all perfect!   
Click Next To Change Slide 

 
QUIZ 
  
Time to take a quiz and see how much you learned about Maria Martnez and her pottery!  
Answer “True”  or “False” 
  
1.    The Pueblo Indians are the largest tribe in the U.S.  FALSE 
2.    There is only one Pueblo village.     FALSE 
3.    The Anasazi built their homes high up on the cliffs.  TRUE 
4.    The Anasazi pots were just used for decorations.             FALSE 
5.    Maria learned how to make pots from her grandfather.  FALSE 
6.    Nature was the store Maria and Julian used for making pots. TRUE 
7.    The thunderbird was Julian’s favorite design he painted.            FALSE 
8.    Black on Black pottery started out as a mistake.   TRUE 
9.    Maria painted her pots.      FALSE 
10.  Maria and Julian used wood to fire their pots.   FALSE 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Click Next To 
Finish Lesson 

 
 
 

to exit this 
unit click Back 

To Units 
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Step 2 - Learning From: Maria Martinez 
 

Maria and Julian Martinez used Native American symbols on their pottery. 
These symbols were important in their culture because they represented nature and the 

world they lived in. 

 
Lightning                      Sun                 Feather               Snake                 Mountains 

 
Horse                    Turtle                   Rain                Cactus Flower            Butterfly 

 
Create your own symbols. 

 
 
What is the name of your symbol? 
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Patterns of repeating shapes were also used to decorate pottery. 

 
Pueblo Buildings                                                                    Fish 

 
Mountains                                                                  Arrowhead 

 
 

Design the outside of the pot 
that you will be making for your project. 

Use symbols and patterns. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Outside of the circumference of your pot.) 
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Step 3 - Working With:  Art Activity Instructions 
 
 
ARTIST 
Maria Martinez  
(muh-REE-uh  mar-TEE-nez) 
(1881?-1980) 
Native American 
 
ART ELEMENTS 
Three-dimensional shape, pattern 
  
MEDIA 
Clay, paint 
 
EMPHASIS 
Three-dimensional pottery construction  

 
LEVEL 
Advanced 
 
VOCABULARY 
Symbols, pattern, polychrome, coil, base  
 
PRINT 
Pueblo Pottery 
 
SUGGESTED MUSIC 

© 

Western, Indian Flute 

 
 
 
MATERIALS FOR INSTRUCTOR AND STUDENTS 
Foil sheet 
Small paper plate (for paints) 
Paper towel 
White Air Dry Clay (for example:  Crayola Model Magic) – ½ to 1 oz per student 
Brown tempera paint (1 tsp. per student) 
Black tempera paint (1 tsp. per student) 
Small paintbrushes 
Clay cutter (instructor only) 
Black permanent marker (instructor only) 
One large baggie to store unused clay 
Completed Martinez Learning Packet 
Pencil 

 
PREPARATION 
Display Martinez print in front of room.  Have foil, clay, plate with paint, and brush close by. 
 
SET-UP  [ 10 minutes ] 
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If possible have a volunteer open the clay packets and divide 
them into 16 pieces each using the pizza-cutting tool (4x4):        

 

Store unused clay in large baggie. 
 
 
DISTRIBUTE MATERIALS: 
SUPPLIES: [5] Foil sheet, paintbrush, paper towel, paper plate, and clay to each student 
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                       (pass clay out last).  Volunteer or teacher may distribute brown and black paint 
                       onto paper plate as children are forming the clay. 

 
ORIENTATION  [ 2 minutes ] 
 
Maria Martinez created beautiful pots for practical uses.  She was a member of which 
American Indian tribe?  (PUEBLO)  In which part of the United States did she live?  
(SOUTHWEST)  What mistake created her beautiful black on black pottery?  (TOO MUCH 
BLACK SMOKE INSIDE THE SAND FIRE PIT)  What were some of the uses for Pueblo 
Pottery?  (HOLD WATER, STORE SEEDS, CEREMONIES, AND CELEBRATIONS)  Before 
black pots, Maria painted with white, red, and black paint.  What term describes those 
colors?  (POLYCHROME)  Today we will create a polychrome pot, just like Maria. 

 
 
Demonstration AND ACTIVITY 
(Have the students repeat each step immediately with their materials.) 

 
ORGANIZE YOUR WORK AREA  [ 2 minutes ] 
1.Place the paper plate in one corner of your desk on the same side as your writing hand.  
Put the paper towel at the top of your desk and set the pencil and paintbrush on it. 
2.Take out your completed Learning Packet and place it in the other corner. 
3.Put the foil square on your desk in front of you. 
 
FOLDING THE FOIL  [ 1 minute ] 
1.Fold the foil square in half and then in half again, creating a smaller square. 
2.Place the clay on top of the foil square. 
 
FORMING THE CLAY POT  [ 15 minutes ] 
1.Divide the clay into four equal pieces. 
2.Roll one piece into a ball using your fingers and desk. 
3.Flatten the ball onto the center of the foil square, creating a base “plate” for your pot. Keep  
    it an even thickness and as circular as possible. 
4.Use the remaining three pieces as “coils.”  Roll each piece into a long, thin rope.  Keep the  
    thickness as even as possible. 
5.Begin coiling the long pieces onto the base.  Placement of the coils will determine the final  
    shape of the pot.  
6.Begin the second coil where the first coil ends.  Repeat the procedure for the third coil. 
7.Gently rub the sides to create a smooth surface.  Keep one hand inside the pot, using the    
    other hand to gently press and smooth the outside of the pot. 
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Side section views for different pot shapes:  
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*While the students are working, distribute the black and brown paint (about a 1” circle of 
each on the paper plate). 

 

      
 

Straight-Edged Pot 

 
 

 
 

Bowl-Shaped Pot

 
 

     
 

Closed-Top Pot 

 
PAINTING THE POT  [ 20 minutes ] 
1.Use the Learning Pages as inspiration.  Illustrate several ideas on the board.  The students 
can use a pencil to “sketch” an Indian symbol. 
2.Use the paintbrush, brown, and black paint to paint the symbols and patterns on the inside 
and outside of the pot. 
3.Leave the pot on the foil and use the foil as a base to pick up the pot for painting. 
4.Keep the pot on the foil, and with the permanent black marker, write your name or initials 
on the foil. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Now you have experienced most of the same steps as Maria Martinez in creating interesting 
southwest pottery.  Would you have liked going out and digging up your own clay from the 
earth, building an outdoor fire, collecting animal dung to keep the fire going?  However 
simple or complicated the processes, you created beautiful pots like Maria. 
 
CLEAN UP  [ 6 minutes ] 
1.The clay pots should be left on the foil and put in a safe place to dry for twenty-four hours. 
 

THIS CONCLUDES MARIA MARTINEZ UNIT. 
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