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Greetings
Gila Ben David, Chairperson, Ceramic Artists Assocciation of Israel

The Peres Center for Peace
Traditional Palestinian Pottery in Hebron

Shlomit Bauman
The Exhibition
Credits
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Greetings

Ceramic artists everywhere begin their day in work clothes, kneading the clay
and turning it in an unbroken cycle. It is the same in Israel and every place
else in the world. This "trade”, which invites direct contact with the most
fundamental elements in our world - earth, water, and fire - and which
demands a great deal of manual labor on the one hand and analysis of form,
aesthetics, function, and art on the other, creates something akin to an
international language common to all those involved in it the world over. In
our work day, preparing the clay, drying, centering, and throwing it, carrying
pots, firing them and selling them, we express our identification with the
Palestinian pottery makers in Hebron.

| am grateful to all the pottery makers and ceramic artists who took part in
this homage, and | would like to thank Galia Bar Or and the Ein Harod
Museum of Art for hosting the exhibition. Thanks to The Peres Center for
Peace for their support

Gila Ben-David
Chairperson, Ceramic Artists Association, Israel



The Peres Center for Peace

The Peres Center for Peace was founded in 1996 by Nobel Peace Laureate
and former Prime Minister Shimon Peres, with the aim of furthering his vision
in which people of the Middle East region work together to build peace
through socio-economic cooperation and development and people-to-people
interaction.

The peacebuilding activities of the Peres Center focus on common Arab and
Israeli economic and social interests, with particular emphasis on Palestinian-
Israeli relations. Peacebuilding projects are developed to address these
interests, through partnerships with regional and international partners.

The Peres Center’s areas of activity include; Agriculture, Community
Development, Civil Society Dialogue and Cooperation, Peace Education and
Culture, Academia and Research, Economics and Business Development,
Medicine and Healthcare, Sports, Youth Activities and more.

For more information about the Peres Center’s mission and activities, please
visit our website:

www.peres-center.org






The Exhibition

Homage to Traditional Palestinian Pottery in Hebron
Shlomit Bauman

Since the start of the second intifada, traditional Palestinian pottery making
in Hebron has been slowly disappearing. The craft, actively maintained for
500 years, is based on traditional methods typical of the local materials and
forms, with the knowledge and skills passed down from father to son, as is
often the case in this type of community,

Until the year 2000, Hebron was the largest ceramics center in the Middle
East, attracting international attention as a major site of traditional pottery.
Some 80 workshops operated in the city, 50 of them using traditional
methods (owned mainly by members of the el-Fahouri family) and 30
employing modern technology. Since the Industrial Revolution, traditional
production methods in most areas, including pottery making, have been
dying out, either because of their inability to compete with technological
innovations and cheap imports or because they were no longer relevant for
the local markets in which they operated. But the ceramics workshops in
Hebron continued spirited production, and even flourished (until about four
years ago), displaying a talent for adapting to the changes in the marketplace.
With the onset of the second intifada, one by one the workshops began
closing down, and the potters were forced to look elsewhere to make a living.
We are thus witnessing the demise of a unique cultural phenomenon that
developed over 500 years in and around Hebron and which was, at its height,
a significant component of its aesthetic environment (producing readily
identifiable jars, garden pots, “Armenian” ceramics, and more). Today this
cultural activity is in danger of disappearing entirely, a side effect of the
occupation,

This exhibition, a homage to traditional Palestinian pottery making in Hebron,
seeks to bring its situation to the attention of the art-loving public in Israel.
Ceramic artists have been invited to work on pots and bowls purchased with
the help of a special donation. Thus, within the realm of art, a statement is
being made here aimed at accentuating cultural interactions: between artist



Traditional pottery workshops in Hebron

and craftsman, between “high” and “low" art, between the social and
the personal, between the elitist and the popular, between protest and art.

The el-Fahouri workshops in Hebron are located in a multi-level industrial
zone in which everyday life and pottery making intermix naturally. A lot used
today to park bicycles may serve tomorrow as a surface on which to dry large
pots and the day after as a place where children do their homework. The use
made of the studio spaces is highly dynamic, changing rapidly as need
dictates. Most technical solutions are improvised from simple materials (such
as the mechanism which operates the potters wheel, made from a simple
one-speed motor controlled by creating friction between a piece of tire and
the flywheel).

The el-Fahouri workshop in Hebron is one of some 5o such enterprises
belonging to different households in the family. The name “el-Fahouri” comes
from the Arabic for “clay pot™ and means “one who works in clay.” The family
has been in the business of making pottery for about 117 generations, and to
this day the fathers still pass the craft down to their sons.

El-Fahouri pottery is characterized by low firings at a temperature of about
9500C. The pots are made of local soil, are not painted or glazed over, and
have simple and practical shapes. Over the course of time, the type of pots
produced by the workshops has changed. For some 400 years, functional
pots were made to answer the contemporary needs of the population
(vessels for storing oil, wine, yogurt, jam, and water, known as “zir,” everyday
household implements and crockery, and garden pots). When cheap
mass-produced housewares of glass and plastic became available (in the
1950s) and the Israeli market opened after the Six Day War (1967), the
workshops began to focus production mainly on garden pots for practical use
and as souvenirs for tourists.

The process of pottery making in the el-Fahouri workshops begins by
preparing the clay, made from local soil brought by the truckload from nearby
sites. After being mixed and sifted, the soil is transferred to soaking pools for
about ten days where it is cleansed of organic materials and impurities. The



water is then drained and the muddy clay, known as slip, Is left in the pool to
dry for another week until it reaches a consistency that can be easily kneaded
and worked. The clay to be used for large pots is mixed with sand, which serves
as a skeleton supporting the body of the material, rather like a backbone.

Its yellowish red color derives from the iron oxides in the soil itself. If lighter
or white clay is desired, the soil is mixed with salt. The pots are fired in tilted
round-edged rectangular kilns heated with wood and burnt motor oil.

Abed el-Jabari’s studio has adopted a totally different approach. Here the
production employs a variety of industrial techniques (not only wheel
throwing), including the use of jiggers, plaster molds, and extruders.
Operations are based primarily on custom-made ceramic items {mainly
bisque-fired pots ordered by Israeli ceramic artists to their own design). The
clay is ready-made, imported mostly from Europe (since the ‘80s), and the
kilns are electric and allow for maximum temperature control. All the
workshops employing modern industrial techniques (some 30 of which
operated in Hebron) produced painted, glazed pots, and the workers were
selected on the basis of professional, rather than family, criteria.

In the 1970’s, pottery making was flourishing in Hebron. 50 el-Fahouri
families (each with its own workshop) and 30 industrial plants would be
remarkable figures for any urban area. indeed, in this period Hebron became
the center of Palestinian ceramics, marketing its wares throughout Palestine
and Israel. Living under occupation, which constrained development of the
liberal professions and the hi-tech industry, the Palestinians found a suitable
inexpensive option for earning an income in the low-tech production of
ceramics sold almost entirely to the Israeli market. “Pottery making passed
down from father to son,” Abed explains in response to my surprise at the
large number of ceramic workshops in Hebron, “is a good way to make a
living because the materials are cheap and the earnings are high.”
Palestinian pottery continued to prosper in Hebron into the ‘9os until there
was a glut of ceramic workshops in the city. When the Jordanian and
American markets opened up in the wake of the Oslo Accords, attempts were
made to export Palestinian ceramics, but they were nipped in the bud by the
frequent closures and the heavy taxes levied on goods exported from the



Epilogue/Prologue

occupied territories. The Oslo Accords created a short period of stability, but
the hopes for the potential economic independence of Palestinian initiatives
were soon dashed. Only a few months after the signing of the accords, the
cycle of curfew-closure-confinement was set in motion, halting the
momentum of the ceramics industry in Hebron. One by one, the workshops
were closed, and ever since the start of the second intifada the craft has been
in considerable risk of disappearing forever,

Today most of the pottery making workshops in Hebron are either closed or
unprofitable, existing, to use Abed's medical metaphor, on artificial
respiration. The owners and employees make their living as cab drivers,
construction workers, and local authority clerks. Abed himself has been
waorking in construction. As he describes the situation: “Hebron ceramics is
drawing its last breaths in the emergency room.” At present, the majority of
el-Fahouri workshops have been discontinued. Only about 20 are still active,
operating on a very small profit margin, Their wares are transported to Israel
by Israeli and Palestinian drivers with travel permits, on condition that they
can enter or leave Hebron at any given moment.

I wish to take this opportunity to protest the ongoing cultural strangulation of

a pottery making tradition that endured for hundreds of years in the largest
center of ceramics in the Middle East. Ceramics workshops in Bethlehem,
Gaza, and Ramallah are in a similar situation to those in Hebron. But it is
worth repeating that Hebron is the center of Palestinian ceramics, and most
of the pottery makers in workshops outside the city are, in fact, from Hebron.

A month before the start of the second intifada, a group of ceramic artists
visited the Hebron workshops. We were welcomed with a combination of
warmth, curiosity, and professional pride. Today, in view of the breakdown in
our relations with our Palestinian neighbors, it is hard to imagine the delight
and the tremendous positive energy that grew out of that encounter,

| would like to thank Abed Elwadood Muhammad Ahmed el-Jabari, whose



periodic telephone conversations open my eyes and who reminds me of the
true meaning of sanity and hope. Abed does not have a permit to enter Israel,
and | can not go to Hebron. We are totally cut off from one another. This is just
one small example of what might be called “curtailed freedom of movement.”
Consequently, the one telephone call that followed our visit has turned into a
series of conversations that is still going on. | am also grateful to Ratab and
Ziad el-Fahouri, whose collaboration made this exhibition possible.

| am deeply saddened by the disappearance of Palestinian ceramics as a
cultural manifestation to which the first ceramic artists in Israel were
immediately drawn. As a ceramic artist myself, | too feel its allure in the
romantic sense. The work of the Palestinian pottery makers serves as a
source of inspiration for my own art, creating a genuine tie to a culture with
which | have a rich dialogue. Working in the harsh Israeli reality, | live, as
usual and to my great regret, in a complex violent bind with no solution and
no answers. | see the fading of traditional Palestinian pottery making in
Hebron as one instance of a wider process of cultural extinction whose true
extent is unmeasurable. At this stage in the conflict, civil rights organizations
are preoccupied with gross violations of human rights, and despite my
efforts, | have been unable to find any comprehensive systematic
documentation of the closing of cultural institutions such as theaters,
cinemas, art galleries, art schools and the like, which are part and parcel of
the healthy development of any society. It is my hope that one day we will be
able to reestablish cultural cooperation between ourselves and the
Palestinian craftsmen, not as an artists’ protest but as a fruitful dialogue
between creative people wherever they may live.



Dimensions:

credits

The pots and bowls were produced by: Ratab el-Fahouri, Hebron

Pots —height: 75 cm; diameter: 45 cm
Bowls—height: 25 ¢cm; diameter: 50 cm

Initiative & production: Shlomit Bauman

CD graphic designer: Vered Hakeret

Photography: llan Amihai

Arabic translation: Nawaf Atamana

English translation: Sara Kitai

The Peres Center for Peace text, Hebrew translation : Yael Novak

We would like to thank Abed Elwadood Muhammad Ahmed el-)abari,
Ratab el-Fahouri and Ziad el-Fahouri.

The exhibition is a joint project of the Ceramic Artists Association of Israel,
the Ein Harod Museum of Art, and the Umm el-Fahm Art Gallery.

We are grateful to the Peres Center for Peace for their support.

All rights reserved by the Ceramic Artists Association of Israel 2005

www.israel-ceramics.org
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Ora Bentov Ron

“Untitled™, Installation
Earth, shards of ancient
and modern Palestinian pottery
hourglass, bouquet of roses
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Mixed media
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Alon Gil & Dani Yitzhaki

“Answer Us”
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Etti Goren

“Dispersed Peoples”
Palestinian bowl with personal additions
The peem: “Dispersed Peoples”
by Aharon Shabtai

Lent by the Moss-Weiner family
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Zohara Harel

“Red Heart Gold Heart”
Mixed media
press molds and altered
Doll press mold: Yifat Shmaya
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Tania Englestein

“Ma'acholet Sharkiya Wa'arabiya™
(Eastern and Western Dishes)
Upside down flowerpot
brass tray, brass thread knit, script
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