




Introduction 
Introduction to the Handbook 

First off, a big thank you for picking up this handbook. Whether your interest is 
sparked by curiosity or a deep commitment to ethical innovation within the Zapotec 
artisan community, this guide is designed with you in mind. It emerges from my 
personal journey into this field, serving as a reflection of my experiences and a 
roadmap I've created for myself. This handbook is tailored for artisans and 
collaborators to preserve the valued tradition of Zapotec ceramics for future 
generations. 

The tradition of Zapotec ceramics is a testament to the resilience and creativity of its 
people. This craft is not merely a practice but a way of life, deeply ingrained from the 
earliest steps of its artisans. Women, the originators of this craft, pass down their 
profound knowledge and skills to their children, embedding a love for clay and its 
possibilities from a tender age. This dedication to ceramics is a full-life commitment, 
from sourcing materials in the mountains to mastering the art with patience and 
precision. As Amalia Cruz Martinez, from Las Mujeres Del Barro Rojo, eloquently 
stated, "El Barro es mi esposo porque el barro me da todo" - "Clay is my husband 
because clay gives me everything." 

Despite its beauty and depth, this tradition faces threats from various fronts: cultural 
appropriation that strips away the history behind each piece, the modernization of 
practices that disconnect artisans from their heritage, younger generations turning 
away from their family crafts, tourists undervaluing their work, and the impact of 
gentrification in Oaxaca. This handbook establishes a framework for relationships 
between collaborators and Zapotec artisans, fostering an environment where tradition 
thrives alongside innovation. 

It's crucial to clarify that the innovations discussed here aim to support the artisanal 
process indirectly. We're not looking to alter the traditional aspects of Zapotec creation 
but to enhance the artisans' comfort and recognize their autonomy and innovative 
spirit within their community. Although this handbook focuses on Zapotec ceramics, 
its principles and insights could apply broadly to other artisan practices. 
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Testing and Evaluating Innovations: A Step-by-Step Guide 

Designing any innovation, especially the drying/storage rack for ceramics, required 
setting clear criteria that aligned with the community's needs and resources. The 
innovation had to respect the traditional crafting process, be simple to construct, use 
locally available materials, and offer flexibility to cater to individual needs. Prototyping 
involved extensive testing on different facets such as materials, dimensions, and 
assembly methods. Sharing these prototypes with the community for feedback was 
crucial, as was utilizing photos, drawings, and videos to communicate ideas. This 
iterative feedback process is essential, adapting the design to meet the community's 
needs and preferences as closely as possible. 

1. Establishing Criteria for Innovation 
• Respect for Tradition: Ensure the innovation aligns with traditional practices. 
• Simplicity: The solution must be easy to implement using local resources. 
• Accessibility: Materials required should be readily available in the community. 
• Flexibility: Design must accommodate the varying needs of different artisans. 

2. Prototyping 
• Material Selection: Choose materials based on availability and suitability. 
• Design Iteration: Create prototypes considering shape, size, and functionality. 
• Method Testing: Evaluate different assembly and closure methods for effectiveness. 

3. Community Feedback Loop 
• Initial Introduction: Share prototypes with the community through photos, 

drawings, and videos. 
• Gathering Feedback: Collect responses, noting preferences, suggestions, and 

concerns. 
• Permission for Use: Always ask for consent to use artisans' feedback and personal 

stories. 

4. Refinement Based on Feedback 
• Adjustments: Make changes to the prototype based on collective insights or 

dominant feedback themes . 
• Re-evaluation: Present modified designs to the community for further feedback. 

5. Final Evaluation 
• Build and Test: Encourage artisans to construct and use the final design in their 

daily work . 
• Long-Term Observation: Plan for ongoing assessment of the innovation's impact, 

usage, and durability over time beyond the thesis project. 
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A heartfelt thank you to the incredible individuals who 
made this project possible. To Maria Gutierrez Aquino, 
whose warm hospitality and inspiring stories became the 

cornerstone of my work. To Javier Reyes from rrres, thank 
you for his invaluable guidance in navigating this space. 
And to my parents, whose unwavering support and love 

have exposed me to my rich cultural heritage and 
empowered me to pursue my dreams. 
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"Entre Manos y Barro: Innovando con Tradicion'' (Between Hands and Clay: Traditional
Innovation) dives into sustainable and ethical innovations of traditional Zapotec ceramics. It discusses

how introducing thoughtfully designed tools, like a specialized caja humeda (wet box), can enhance
artisans' workspaces while preserving the cultural essence of their craft. This initiative emphasizes

innovations that honor traditional methods and focus on community involvement.
The thesis is grounded in the principles of ethical innovation, which emphasize respect for traditional
techniques, community participation in the innovation process, and the sustainability of both the craft
and the environment. These principles shape the development of innovations aimed at improving the

functionality of artisans' workspaces, in alignment with their cultural practices and community needs.
This work is deeply personal, reflecting my connection to Mexican cultural heritage. It underscores a
respectful and informed approach to supporting traditional crafts, aiming to ensure the relevance and

sustainability of Oaxacan ceramics for future generations, and fostering an environment where
tradition and innovation thrive together.

https://nomapsorfoottracks.com/blog/red-clay-ceramics-san-marcos-tlapazola
https://1050grados.com/


Jose Armando Mata



Welcome to this manual on constructing a wet box, a valuable tool 
for Zapotec potters. In the world of ceramics, having control over the 

clay drying process is crucial. A wet box offers a controlled 
environment that slows down drying, giving you precision in your 
work and minimizing the risk of cracks and uneven drying. This 

guide is designed to help you build a wet box that fits naturally into 
your existing practice without altering the traditional aspects of 

pottery making.



Why Use a Wet Box?

A wet box serves not just as storage but as an instrument that elevates the ceramic crafting process. 
By maintaining humidity levels, the wet box enables potters to keep their projects moist and workable. 
This is particularly useful for pieces that require multiple sessions to complete, or during times when 
the climate might otherwise speed up the drying process too much. Whether refining design details or 
waiting for the moment to resume work a wet box ensures your clay stays ideal for sculpting.

Encouragement to Use Repurposed Materials

When constructing your wet box this guide encourages utilizing recycled materials. Zapotec potters 
are renowned for their ingenuity often making use of whatever materials are at hand.
When you use the materials you already have you not only support eco-friendly practices but also 
align with the sustainable values of your community. From repurposing boards, to utilizing recycled 
plastic sheets, each material you choose contributes to creating a wet box that is practical and eco 
friendly.

Flexible Sizing

The dimensions specified in this guide (60cm x 76cm x 200cm(Height)) are meant as a reference 
rather than a strict rule. We recognize that every potter's workspace is unique and its essential for 
your wet box to fit seamlessly into your space. Feel free to modify the size based on your requirements 
and limitations. The design principles discussed here are flexible ensuring that you can construct a 
box that complements your work without needing significant changes to your current setup.

Designed with Zapotec Potters in Mind

This wet box is designed with the resourcefulness and traditional practices of Zapotec potters at 
heart. It aims to support your craft indirectly, allowing you to continue making pottery in the ways 
that have been passed down through generations. By incorporating this wet box into your practice, 
you enhance your ability to control the ceramic process without altering the essence of your 
traditional techniques.



Tools Needed

Materials Needed

*not required

*not required

Hammer

Wood Plastic Sacks Nails

No Staples? No worries. 
Recycle old cans or 

plastic bottles by cutting 
them into strips and 

attaching nails to use 
as a similar solution!

Staples

Scissors Saw Measuring Tape Stapler



These measurements are just for reference, 
so that you know approximtely how much wood you need! 
The pieces with angled cuts dont need to be percise, 
later on we will discuss how  to make these type of cuts. 

We'll use these colors to 
easily identify different 
wood pieces moving 
forward.
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Building The Frame



Tip! 

For securing pieces of wood using nails, 
a toenailing technique is the best
method to achieve the most robust joint.

Tip! 

For the best hold, secure each connection with 
a total of 4 nails 





Tip! 

To shape the wooden pieces for a peaked roof:

1. Start by measuring the width of your frame on the wood.
2.  Place the two pieces of wood over each other in an X shape.
3.  Decide how tall you want the peak, for example, 30 cm.
4.  Tilt the pieces until they cross at your chosen height.
5. Where they intersect, mark the spots to cut.
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Making the shelves



x16

Wood Shelf Supports

Tip! 

For this example, we are placing the brackets
30 cm apart. We suggest measuring your
tallest ceramic work to determine the space you 
need. Of course, feel free to variate your 
spacing to fit multiple needs.
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Tip!

For the shelves, choose any strong material that is 
easy to cut. In this instance, we will be sizing plywood 
sheets to fit the wet box. Below is the size that fits our 
wet box!
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The lining of our wet box consists of two layers: plastic and sacks. 
These will be secured to the frame using staples. Start by measuring 
the frame to figure out the size for the lining. For the front of the box, 
add extra to the measurements to account for the additional material 
needed to create a door. Cut the plastic sheets according to these 
measurements, using the plastic cutout as a template to then cut the 
sacks for the second layer. Secure the plastic to the frame with staples, 
making sure to add the additional length for the door at the front. 
Lastly, place the sack layer on top of the plastic and staple it into place, 
ensuring the front has the extra material needed for the door.

Sack

Staples

Plastic

Wood Frame

Wet Box Lining

Tip!

No Staples? No worries. 
Recycle old cans or 
plastic bottles by cutting 
them into strips and 
attaching nails to use 
as a similar solution!



Making the Plastic Lining

Cut along the dotted line 

Back SideSide

Bottom

Plastic

Top Top

Front
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Making the Sack Lining

Because we're repurposing old sacks for our lining, we'll need 
to cut them open along the seam to create a single flat piece 
of material. After that, use the plastic lining you've already 
shaped as a template to cut out the sack pieces.

Tip!

If your sacks are not long
enough to cover a whole side
in one pieces, feel free to overlap 
them!



Cut along the dotted line 

Sack

Tip!

Use your plastic cut out to trace out your sacks 

Making the Sack Lining

Back SideSide

Bottom

TopTop

Front
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Making the Flap Door



Making the Flap Door

The flap door works by attaching the end of the lining to a 
relatively heavy bar. This bar needs to be hefty enough so 
that when lowered, its weight is sufficient to seal the door 
shut. You can make the bar from any material, as long as it 
allows for the lining to be securely attached to it.

In addition to attaching the bar to the lining, we will also 
provide a wooden support to hold the bar in place when it's 
rolled up. Attach the support to the wooden frame as shown
below.



Tips for Maintaining Humidty Levels

Congratulations on finishing your new wet box! This great tool will help 
you maintain the ideal humidity levels for more control over your 
ceramic projects. To enhance the humidity inside your new wet box, here 
are a couple of easy tips:

Place a cup of water with a sponge in it at the back of your wet box. The 
water will evaporate slowly, adding moisture to the air.

Also, having a spray bottle nearby is quite handy. Periodically mist the 
inside of the lining with water—just be careful not to spray your ceramic 
pieces directly. This will help to boost the humidity inside the box.

With these simple additions, you'll create the perfect environment for 
your ceramics to thrive. Enjoy your crafting!



In the heart of Oaxaca, the rich tradition of Zapotec pottery thrives, shaped by the 
hands of masters whose skills have been honed over generations. "Guide to the 
Construction of a Wet Box: Techniques for Zapotec Potters" is more than just a 
manual—it's a key to preserving these age-old techniques while embracing the 
needs of today's ceramic arts. Inside, you’ll discover a step-by-step process to 

construct a wet box using materials you already have, ensuring your pottery remains 
as timeless as the culture it comes from.

With this guide, you’ll be able to maintain the perfect humidity to control the drying 
process, protect your pieces from cracking, and keep the clay pliable for your 

creative touch.

Join us in a journey back to the roots of pottery, where tradition meets innovation, 
and every potter finds new ways to let their art flourish. Let this guide be your 

companion in crafting ceramics that are not only beautiful but also a testament to 
the enduring spirit of Zapotec pottery.
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