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» 1.1. The Navajo People and Their Land

The Mavajes refer to themeehees az the Diné, or the
Feaple, a term indicative of their distant Athabascan
origine.” Today, as members of the Navaje Mation,
they constitute the largest MNative American tribe
with a population of over 300,000, of whom two-

Into the Dinetah (c. 1500)

According to Mavajo tradition, the Dind have lived in
their southwestern lands since their croation in time
irmmemarial. .ﬁ.ng]r.‘r-.."l.murican'" :1;'1,-|;:|l'.a:".g|.J howevar,
have determined that the Mavajos, like the Apaches
to whiorm I:h.E!,l' are Hnﬁui:lju“},r and J:t]':n'im'lhr rﬂal;[\{ll
are descendants of an Athabascan tribe that left the
forests of the Pacific Northwest as early ax the twelfth
century. They migrated southward in small scattered
bands, probably following a route along the Great
Plains that bordered the eastern Rocky Mountains.
By 1500, or perhaps earlier, they had reached the
upper basin of the San Juan River in present day
nertherm Mew Mexico and settled south of the river
in an area kmown to the Navajos as the Diretaf. This
region is charactérized by an irregular plateau deeply
cuk by a maze of narrow canyons. Such regeed terrain
provided the newcomers with a natural defensive
base from which they could later branch out toward
the Rio Grande and to which they could retreat in
time of conflict or other difficulties,

Traditional Navajos regard the Dinetah as their
revered ancestral homeland where many episodes of
their creation story and other sacred narratives took
place. It is on Gobernador Knob that their spiritual
mother, Changing Woman, was born. Her sons, the
Warrior Twins, departed from there to meet their
father, the all-powerful Sun, and to ask him for sacred
weapons to defeat their enemies on earth,

thirds live on the Navajo Beservation.” This extensive
reservation which covers about 28,000 square miles
i located primarily in northeasten Arizona but also
extends into New Mexico and southern Utah,

The Mavajo ancestors who first settled in the
Southwest brought with them much of their Atha-
bBascan euloure and social structure, They were sem-
inomadic hunter-gatherers living in small groups
whare resources were shared, Theirs was a matrilineal
society in which individuals identified themselves as
belonging to their mothers' clans, They followed
shamanistic ceremonial practices aimed at healing
through the invecation of benevolent spirits.

Flgeng L1, Puablita i ohe Dineah,
Pheoto By CUrtis Schaafsma,

Chapbar 1, ARpecis of MNavass Culiing



» 2.1 Historical and Geographical Context

Earliest Weavings with Sacred Imagery

In the labe 18603, a talented Navajo weaver inserted
a small cerernonial hgure in the complex design of a
highly decorative blanket, Same hundred years later,
the f:li._:u.l:'i: was sdentified |.'r1l," N.'mn.'}" |'i]|;|m'|_1n:r-g as a
Whirlwand Person from the Chiricahua Windway:?
This poncho-style blanket, shown on the opposite
page, was woven at a time of dislocation and great
distress for the Mavajos as a result of theirinternment
at Bosque Fedondo, Formerly part of the William
Randelph Hearst collection, it is the carlicst known
Mavajo textile to contain elements suggestive of
sacred imagery.

Ceremonial Imagery in the Hearst Blanket

Fegura 2114, Didla

Other pre-1890s examples of weavings with small
ceremonial elements in their desipns are extremely
rare and poorly documented, They depict sacred
pl.'lnl;.'l., pariir.ula.rl:," corn and squash, or Hrmbﬂti:-'!l'-'d
meteorological phenomena. Their geographic origin,
the identity of their weavers, and the reagons that
motivated their production remain mysteries, These
blankets seem to have been spontansous creations,
rather than the result of interaction between their
weavers and Anglo-American traders, ac will be the
case for the fully developad ceremonial-theme blankets
which bagan to appear around 1900,

Spaciic.design features fownd in the upper Section of the
Hearst blankel have b inférpreted a5 deflvad frovm
sandpainting iconography.’

Stacks of invered triangles, similar 1o these Todaming
the upper and kower borders of (he blankel appesr &5
minor elements in the sendpalntings of several chanlwigs.
They symbodize the roén clowds that bring moch needed
raistune o the semiarid Movajo reglon

Whirtwind People ane specilic to the Chircabiun YWindvry
sandpaiings where they dppear topether with Cactus
People. Like the figneie in this wadving, they hawve bodics
n lhe form ol an hownglass. This shape ¢vokes the Swirls
of dust created by the sudden gusts of wind thad frequenily

e moros: L Pl Inndsc o, Likd T s, Whnirwend

People wear & wash af the bt s eodend Dl anms ia hall-ralsed positon.

Thiy hanae stripes on their nacks and typically hold caclus plants and SLicks
of Choaads [See Flgurs 2.2.14)
The Chirlcabua Windway eriginafed approximately at the sama ma Ihsl

thils Blanket was wioneen Itis a twe-day chant simed al curing the ill effecls

eagsad By povseriul wing starmes and Bghining or by contact with Srndkiod S

Cich

44
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» 3.1 Changing Attitudes

In 1919, after much hesitation, Hosteen Klah, the
most accomplished Singer of his generation, finally
agreed to weave a large copy of a Nightway sand-
'p.a_'inting;-lt the suggéulir.'m af bz friend and nr;ighl}nr
Franc Mewcomb.® Klah's decision to reproduce a
sandpainting design was not at all an act of defiance
against tradition. Rather it reflected a shift toward
greater Mavajo openness with regard to their cere-
monial practices and, in particular, a progressive
relaxation of the prohibition against the reproduction
of sacred iconography. This change of attitade ocourred
within a context of muteal trust and respect between
Mavajo medicine men and Anglo-American ethnolo-
gists genuinely interested in their religious beliefs.
HNavajo medicine men themselves had been giving
public demonstrations of their sandpainting tech-
niques, perhaps as carly as 1893 during the World's
Columbian Expesition in Chicage.” In the 1920z, these
demonstrations became annual accurrences at such
gvents as the Fanta Fe Indian Falr and the Gallup
Inter-Tribal Indian Ceremonials, They were also held

oecasionally in museums and other public venues.

Tn May 1823, El Navajo, the newest hotel built by
the Fred Harvey Company, was inaugurated in Gallup
with great fanfare” In order to celebrate Navajo
culture and underscore the theme of the hotel, Fred
GHT}-". an An#n-Amrrimn artist, had decerated the
walls of the public spaces with large exact copies of
sandpainting reproductions which had been made
many years earler by medicine men.*

Om opening day, a Blessingway waz conducted by
thirty medicine men, inclading Hash-Kay Yashi, re-
vered chanter of the Shootingway, said to be more
than ninety years old, and Little Singer, specialist in
the Mightway. This was the first time such a ceremony
had been performed for a non-Navajo public butlding,
In attendance was Henry Chee Dodge, chairman of
the Mawajo Tribal Council; as well as hundreds of
Masvajos from the region who were apparently not
disturbed by the presence of permanent coplies of
sacred imagery inside the hotel.

Figure 2,11, Sandpaintng demenstration, €, 19508, Pheta pasteard by Bob Petley, Valethe Collectan,

&8

Chapser 3. The Creative Years (PEM5=1925)




» 4.1 Sandpainting Weavings: An Overview

Thik c.il!:g,ur:.rr.ri' H:wj;'m textibes includes the m:l.al."ing:;
with dessgns clozely adapred froan actual sandpaimtings
and alio their manse rous higlﬂ:,r trasuformied varants,”
From the beginning, these sandpainting weavings
were, with few excepions, oombivercial arbistic creations
made in response to a growing desire of Anglo-Amer-
ican collectora to own and exhibit objects they con-
abdered a3 having native “spiritual significance.” By
the end of the nineteenth century, such collectors
were already acquiring Hopi Kachinas and ceremonial
paraphernalia from other tribez,

Social scientists had become aware of the sxistence
of sandpaintings and their slaborate dagigne ag sarly
as the mid- 1880 with Washington Matthews's report
on the Mountainway and James Stevenson's account
of the Nightway, both published by the Bureau of
American Ethnology.? However, it was not until the
publication of Matthews's Hlustrated books Nirvajo
Legends (1897} and The Night Chant (1302), that a
larger segment of the public became aware of this
aspect of Mavajo ceremonial tradition.® OF these
publications, it was especially the 1902 folic-size
volume with its full-color lithographs of sandpaintings
that drew the attention of readers to the Mightway
and its ceremonial imagery.

These books were followed in 1907 by the releaze
of the frst volume of Edward Curtis's Tha North
American Indion with ite focus on the Navajos and
thekr spiritual life, amply llustrated with imagery
pertaining to the Mightway, The reproduction of
Marthews's “Whirling Logs”® print in George Wharton
James's widely-read 1914 book Indian Weawvers and
their Blankers® further stimulated Anglo interest in
Mavajo coremonies, and especially the Mightway.,

The creation of a ceremonial sandpainting is &
complex process that takes many hours and must be
finished and then destroyed before sunset, It requires
the participation of several assistants working topether
under the guidance of the officiating Medicine Man
whio supervises thely progress and helps them correet
any miztakes. After the Aoor of the ceremonial has

L

been swept and covered by an even layer of clean
gand, the sandpainters begin at the center of the
design and work ontward. They first draw the outlines
of the figures and then add the specific details with
jp.pru-priatc ceplored sanads mized with mineral pi.;g-
ments or charcoal. When the sandpainting is near
completion, it is enclosed on thrie sides by a protective
guardian. The sandpainting is ariented 50 that its
open side faces east toward the hogan entrance. This
arientaton allows the Holy People to come in and
bring thair blazzinge to thosa present. Once the
healing power of the sandpainting image has been
transferred to the Patient; the sandpainting itself is
ritually destrayed.

Given the P]I:'I'.Iﬂl'.:ll imPﬁﬂ.ﬁHHlF of u‘l.'n'li:l‘lE'_.ill acrual
sandpainting, colléctors had to turn to the best al-
rernative, narsely the acquisition of a woven replica.
For a long time, however, Navajo weavers refused to
transgress the prohibition against the reproductdon
of sacred images, It was enterprising traders who
gradually managed o convince their most talented
weavers bo create sandpainting blankets.

The origin of weavings with full zandpainting
designs is unknown, An carly prototype is the 1905
Peabody-Hellister Coim People blanket (Figure 2.3.8)
which is an artistic interpretation of a sandpainting
from the shootingway. Scholars have reported that
a few sandpainting blankets were woven between
1900 and 1915, but there are no known weavings
with uncontroversial provenance to support such
early dating *

The sandpainting style took hold only in the carly
1920k after Hosveen Klah, a reputed Medicine Man
from the Toadlens area who was also a weaver, was
persuaded by his Anglo friend Franc Newcomb to
weave a large reproduction of the Whirling Logs
sandpainting (Figure 4.2.3). As Klah and his nieces
continued to produce sandpainting blankets without
suffering any predicted ailments, several other weavers
followred their example, cspecially in the areas of
nearby Two Grey Hills and Lukachukai,

Chapler 4, Sandpalrting Weavings (1915-1060)



+ 51 Yei Weavings: An Overview

Yisl are HI.I.PE'IIIH.[LI:I’IJ bﬂi:t&: wha canmol ::_Pe.ak ]:.n,:ll
have a special hooting call. They figure prominently
in the farcatives of the Hig;]!lln'.a:r anc are PDTtTF.}'Ed
in the sandpaintings of the chant. Like most Holy
Fu-u-p]é. Yirid are d.-EpiL'belﬂ willh alim elqmg:ltl:d l:l-::.\||:!i,1:5r
half-raised arms, and necks striated by four red
orosdbars, What diﬂinguighua therm from other Pm]:.ln:
ia the absence of markings on their bodies and also
their blue faces, rounded for the males and rectangular
for the females, Male Yeis generally held a small gourd
rattle in the right hand and a spruce twig in the lefe,
while Female Yeiz carry only spruce twigs.

Yiri teetilos are the most comemon type of cerarmo-
nial-theme weavings, Thiz broad category includes
textiles featuring the Yeiz themsalves and, to a much
lesser extent, decontextualized supernatural beings
from other chants,

The first weavings featuring tall single Yeis appeared

Figure 5.1 Yel veaving, . 1930 Hondsoun, 367 = 487
Frivain Collac

150

Figune 510 Mo and Fomale el Maithess

Night Chanf, plato ViL Datails

arcund 1905 and were the work of a Navajo woman
fi'l.'i.nl.__l; in the 'L'i:ini.l::p of tha 'I.':".:.'llngn.': Tnding Poxt (oee
Figure 2.4.100. The high prices commanded by her
blankets Fﬂ:lmF“‘ﬂil. weavers from different parts af
the Reservation to imitate ker designs wsing a richer
palette,

The single Yei design was soon superseded by a
more comnplex pattern le::lnng multiple Yeis n!ignrr]
in a row. In the 19205, Will Evans, the trader at
Ehiprock, promated a very colorful version of this
bagic partern. The so-called "Shiprock Vai™ style became
immediately popular with tourists who bought the
textiles as souvenirs to decorare their homes. The
design was quickly adopted and transformed teo
varying degrees by many weavers along the Farm-
ington=Shiprock-Red Rock corridor and beyond.

Becauge of the linearity and relative simplicity of
the figures, Yoi decigne are easier and less time-con-
suming to weave than the more complex Yeibichai
and sandpainting patterns. Since their introduction,
Yei textiles have, therefore, been the dominant cat-
egory of weavings in the ceremontal-theme genre.

Chapber 5. Yl Woaedngs (1571 5=T65)



» 6.1 The Nightway and the Yeibichai Dance

The Nightway is the most complex of all the Navajo
curative ceremonies and one of the oldest. The petrs-
glyphs etched on the walls of the Dinetah canyons
suggest that it was already performed in the early
eighteenth century and that its origin is perhaps even
more ancient,! The Mightway has great significance
for the Navajos since it symbolizes the permanence
of their apiritual traditione and the continaity of the
Drindt tribe over tha conturlas,

The Mightway iz performed to vestops the health
of a patient suffering from headaches, blindness,
paralysis; or other ailments, It Laste nine days and
can be held only in the coldest months of the year
when the snakes are hibernating and the danger of
lightning has passed. It is unigue among all current
Havajo ceremonies in that the Yeis and other Holy
People it invokes appear at various times during its
performance, impersonated by masked and ceremo-
nially attired members of the tribe. Thezs impersem-
atars feed sacred medicine to the patient and administer

rites of succor and purification according to prescribed
rituals. On the fifth night, Talking God accompanied
by a Female Yei iniriates a small group of Navajo boys
and girls into the sacred ceremonial practices.” On
the ninth and final might, the Yeis appear in a public
performance commonly known as the Yeibichai dansce.”

The Yeibichai dance attracts hundreds and occa-
sionally theipsands af Navajaz whio travel long distances
to attend the spectacular ritual 20 as to benefit from
the prazence of the Holy People and receive their
blezzing.! Throughout the night, teams of masked
E-u-d-impermnnrmn from various parts of the Hetor-
vation relay one another, executing the prescribed
dance formations. The ritual dancing contimues unil
just before dawm, when the Nightway ends with the
chanting of the “Bluebird Song” in celebraton of the
prace and happincss that this bird symbolizes, The

crowd then disperses and by mid-morning only few
traces of the night’s events remain

Figl.'”o'." 544, "Havaho Dancers. Yoilichal caremary” 1090 Photls posleaid & v P Clinlan Barlell

Courtesy Palace of the Governars Pholo Archives (MMHMTDOA), # 19045

Chades Movwoomb, manager of the Loystal Trading Post and friend of Chee Dadge. arranged for

Galup phobegraphier Clinton Bortell (1ETHE=1947) to'take this rare piclune of masked male Yeibichal

parhcipante & they siand in the brush enclosore at dusk atber refearsing the dance stops.”

L2168

Chaptar B, Yaibichal Weavings (191518950



> 7.1. Yeibichai Dancers as Secondary Elements

In typical Yeibichai textiles, the line of masked im
Pl.'r.'\ﬂ:ll'll'lrl::lr!. -I_'I'IEE'E:ir'I'.I:l:'i |E"I'_|‘ IMALT f’l_'ll_l.l'-\. .,i['l_lj I:H'l'l:r'
||'|1'|'|'||.". I:-’:II'I. DO ASEDM, I'll'l'.l.'l'!"l.lﬂ‘l'_ r‘-:..'||.|'..'|:|l:l WO TR T I‘lﬂ_l,l‘t'
included figures of Yeibichai dancers as decorative
elements or secondary themes in """-""""'i'"ﬁ-“ with a
totally different pattern. In weavings with & primarily
gpeametric design, the dancers often appear as small
figures placed at the corners or im the center of the
compositian. [n rugs with a distinctly "regional style,”
such az Early Crystal, Two Grey Hills, or Storm Pat-
terns, the dancers may be incorporated inta the design
itself. In much rarer picterial weavings, they are
porirayed eogether with other Burative elements.
Weavings with Yeibicahi dancers as a secondary

Figure 710, D-tail

theme are |:nir||.|-r crealtions singe their weavers did
not fol In'.-.':-zu:1'!.r model and never .'L'p'rl'ldl.ln.'-.'r] the same
"I'-"'51H"'- bost e:-'l:1|w:-.q.'-:|§i-::‘:::r'|1|: ratic textiles were made
in the 1920z and 19305 when the Yeibichai category
of Mavajo weavings reached its peak of creativity.
The weaver of the Moki type blanket on the facing
page may be one of the earliest Mavajo weavings to
feature dancers as secondary elements. The Moki
style with its alternating black and indipo bands was
revived by John Lorenzo Hubbell in the 18905 The
Spider Woman crosses also belong to that period, but
the hooked shapes and lozenges with hourglass bar-

d.t'l:-ﬁ alre IJH!I’ mnnovatins.

Figure 7110, Dwta

Ehapber T Thome and Variomosee:



» 8.1 A New Environment

The era of ebullient creativity characteristic of the
cerermanial-theme Mavajo weavings during the 1520z
and 19305 was followed by a period of relative artistic
stagnation which lasted until the 19605 The gener-
ation af wealthy but ﬂrmnnding collectors who had
supparted the market before World War I did not
TEADPHIAT after the conflict ended, thus Imtn‘ing the
imcentive for the best weavers to create innovative,
high quality produces, With the notable exception of
Elah's migces, fow weavers continued to reproduce
the complex sandpainting designs. Rather they con-
centrated on simplified versions of multipls Yets and
manotononely repatitive Yelbichal danesrs. Sueh
textiles with standardized patterns were loss time
consuming toweave and sold readily in the shops and
curio stores along Route 66 to tourists looking for
ul.ll:ivq'l:,.' inexpamsive souvienirs. However, I:he:.r Failed
o attract the attention of more sophisticated collec-
eors since the "Indian Craze” had long disappeared.

The resurgence of weaving ackivity in the 13603
and early 1970s coincided with the progressive de-
parture of traders from the Reservation and waas
rotivated in part by the inereased mobility of the
Marvajos wing could afford pickup trucks allowing them
ke shop in towns outside the Reservation, such as
Flagstaff, Farmington, and Gallug, Thert weavira
could wisit palleries and chserve new trends in their
o si'm-:'i:]t:ins, aewell az innowstions in other Puehlo
and Navajo art forms,

i:'_'-:h:r'.|I'{'-'r'.|'|.'|_'.||:|:r:u'g..I WAEEVETS TIOH Inngur rl-up-unﬂ 041

local trader’s view of what their designs should be.

Cranees Whith Wool

Mavale |
i |Ir2Nu-‘_.i.,-._
s

344

Inzwead, [he’:.r rei:,r on their own artistic instincts and
their perceptions of what will zell on the market place.
They find inspiration ina 1.'a:r:4.'l'.}r1:lf.tr_n.|.1'|:,|.':| and create
their own patterns combining tradition and innova-
tlon. Unlike their anonymous predecessors, weavers
today are recognized artists, known by name and
anthologized in reference books, Many have estab-
lished a personal relationship with collecters whom
they meet at well-attended shows such as the annual
Gallup Inter-Tribal Indian Ceremonial and the Santa
Fa Indian Market, or at smaller avents organized by
mugeurns and galleriez, Some have created their own
wabsite: ta publiciza their weavings, whils others
rely en the websites of galleries featuring their work.

It is perhaps in tha ceremonial-theme genre that
contemporary weavers have been the most successful
in Ht.:h[i:lhi.ng Y r-upul!.ll'.ir.m for nrigjn.ll.it:.r, artistry,
and technical quality. Sandpainting weavers from the
Red Valley and other areas have focused their atten-
thon on lesser-known Chants, producing Anely woven
replicas of their rarely reproduced sscred ieomography.
Yeibichai weavers have depicted the dancers in new
madern styles. Other weavers have combined the
historical, sacred, and secular aspects of Mavajo culture
an betally mew contexts.

The fellowing pages feature the works of some of
these weavers. Thizs selection is necessarily limited
and does not reflect the full gpectrum of recent con-

remparary innovations in style and composition,

Elgure 8.1.1. Book fenturing the
works of moden ceremonial-thams
wpavers. Amn Lano Haodiund,
oD MARoRAg i e Lo
Fersligdt Clavifim Mark Windis,
LIRSS lli Wl il

Melorran, e, Wednng i Life

Chanter 8. Modom Imterpretatons (1850 1o Presont)
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