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Native American Arts and Crafts – American Southwest & Mexico
The arts and crafts represented in my collection originated from Native American artists,
potters, and weavers in the culture areas shown in the following sectors of the American
Southwest and Northern Mexico. Also shown in the third map below is the Zapotec Lamp I
purchased, found by archeologists in Central Mexico. All of the pottery and basketry I have
collected are in fact more than merely arts and crafts items. They have great historical
significance in the anthropology and archeology of Pueblo, Navajo, and Mexican Native
American cultures.
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NAVAJO RUG

Navajo Weaver (19th century)
The Navajo Rug shown on the following page was woven on a traditional Navajo loom,
entirely by hand without mechanical devices by famed weaver Eleanor James of Wheatfield
Arizona, a member of the Navajo tribe. The design of the rug is based upon the Whirling Log
legend explained in my description for James C. Joe’s sand painting. Navajo women learned
weaving in the 17th century from their Pueblo Indian neighbors who had been practicing this craft
since 800 AD. Spanish settlers had brought their Churro sheep to the region in the early 1600s
and introduced the Navajo to wool. By the early 1800s, Navajo weavers used wool exclusively,
and became well known among both their Indian and Spanish neighbors for finely woven, nearly
weatherproof blankets that became popular trade items. Because they are not sacred objects in
themselves and have, in fact, always served a practical end in the Navajo culture and trading
post, rugs showing sacred sand painting images have always been somewhat controversial within
the Navajo community, and many weavers still decline to make such representations. As shown
in my rug, Yei pattern rugs feature images of the gods (Holy People), drawn from Whirling Log
ceremonial sand paintings, and yet they don’t recreate an entire painting, only the Yeis, who
were supernatural beings who assist the ritual. In Eleanor James’ rug, typical of master Navajo
artisans, the Yeis are highly stylized figures with elongated bodies, short straight legs, and heads
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facing the viewer. Eleanor’s rug, shown below, illustrates this relationship best, demonstrating
the highest degree of this Native American craft.
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NAVAJO SAND PAINTING

Navajo elders creating a sand painting.
The Navajos, or Diné (the People), created a cosmology of gods, which are represented
by the four sacred plants (corn, squash, beans, tobacco), clouds, animals, stars, lightening,
thunder, and many other aspects of their culture. According to a Navajo myth, as a reward to a
hero, the Holy People bestowed upon the Diné the right to create pictures in sand of their own
sacred designs, which the gods had drawn on spiders’ webs, sheets of sky, clouds, fog, buckskin,
and fabric. Curing ceremonies in which sand paintings are drawn help restore beauty, balance,
harmony, or holiness. Navajos try to live in harmony with Mother Earth and Father Sky, and all
of nature. Because of witchcraft, evil spirits, violated taboos, in order to placate the gods who
are easily offended, a person plagued supernatural forces will visit a singer (i.e. male or female
shaman) to restore balance and harmony with the gods. The shaman’s ceremony may last as
long as nine days, during which four or more sand paintings are created. Sand paintings are
made with fine sand, colored charcoal, pollen, corn meal, white gypsum, red sandstone, yellow
ocher, and crushed flower petals. Originally, sand paintings were never meant to be permanent
and were destroyed after the ceremony, and yet, as an art form intended for tourists, it utilizes the
same colors and materials, relying on Navajo, religion, legends, and traditions. There are
hundreds of sand painting designs. Traditionally, the painting used for a particular ritual is
chosen by a shaman or singer, who has served an apprenticeship and earned permission to
prescribe sand paintings to bring balance and harmony to a patient. Each painting is matched
with a set of songs and ritual chants that work on behalf of the patient. The songs and chants can
last from two to nine nights, with as many as nine different paintings drawn. Some paintings are
created exactly the same for each ritual, while others are allowed to have variations, but in each
one, every detail must be accurate, and all are created and then destroyed between sunrise and
sunset of one day.
The Whirling Logs sand painting, shown on the following page, is the most famous of the
Navajo sand paintings. James C. Joe, the artist who created this masterpiece, based his theme on
an ancient chant, “The whirling log,” derived from a Navajo legend. The Whirling Log symbol
is associated with a narrative involving a man (sometimes called the Culture Hero) who takes a
journey down the San Juan River in a hollowed out log canoe. During his adventure, he
encounters whirlpools and a special event where the San Juan River meets the Colorado River.
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There he comes upon a whirling cross with yei figures (supernatural beings) seated on the cross.
From the yeis he is given knowledge, which he takes back to his people. As in other themes,
Whirling Logs are traditionally used in Navajo sand paintings by shamans during healing
ceremonies.
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NAVAJO JAR

Navajo woman finishing up a handmade pot.
Although Navajo women have been making pottery for hundreds of years for their own
household and ceremonial use, the Navajo, unlike the Pueblo Indians, were not traditionally
excellent potters. A few of them turned into artist potters when the railroad crossed America,
and, like their neighbors the Hopi, sold their wares in trading posts. In the twentieth century,
Navajos have also achieved renown in weaving, silver-smithing, and jewelry making, basketry,
and painting, more than in any other Indian culture. Similar to their neighbors, Navajo potters
mix several clays together, to achieve different physical, chemical, and aesthetic qualities.
Unlike many other tribes, however, they don’t grind up old potshards to mix into the raw clay
powder for temper, lessening the shrinkage and breakage during firing. Navajos believe that old
potsherds belong to the Anasazi, their forefathers, and shouldn’t be removed from the ground.
Because of their unique method of creating pottery, the style of early Navajo pottery was
different than pots made in other Indian villages in the United States. Fabricated in the coil and
pinch manner of more ancient Native Americans, the work was bonfired, and then a special
treatment was used. Before the pot had cooled, hot melted pitch from piñon trees was poured or
rubbed in a thin coating over the vessel, inside and out. This unusual technique distinguished the
look and aroma of Navajo pottery from all other Native American potters.
Navajo tribal society was tightly controlled, and shamans imposed restrictive behavior
regulations on how the women made pottery. It’s possible that the discipline imposed on Navajo
women shows in the conservative nature of their pots. In the 1880s, the railroad crossed
America and the first Anglo-run trading posts came to the Navajo reservation. Use of cash
money instead of the barter system brought the Indians access to Anglo cooking products made
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of metal and plastic, diminishing the need for utilitarian pottery and undermining native
tradition. Navajo women still made pottery for ceremonial use, but the lack of production
reduced the stimulus for making pottery. At the same time, while artistic pottery from the
southwestern pueblos was reaching a high degree of popularity, traders rejected the traditional
Navajo pottery, calling the dark-brown, pitch-coated, utilitarian wares “mud pots.” Tourist
markets for Navajo blankets and jewelry were more profitable than the market for this kind of
pottery.
What changed the market for Navajo pottery, were individual Navajo artists, who took
the Navajo techniques to new levels. Rose Williams was the first traditional Navajo potter to
break into the museum markets and Native American art fairs in the 1950s. She built cylindrical
jars two to three feet tall, a quite exceptional size for handmade bonfired pottery. Her daughter,
Alice Cling, was one of the first Navajos to sign a pot. Today Navajo pots are still fired
outdoors, one pot at a time in an open pit, with juniper wood both under and over the pot. The
fires are allowed to burn hard for several hours. The pitch for coating the pots is gathered by
children or families from piñon trees. The process is quite demanding. The potter and his
helpers must dig the clay, grinding it to powder, coiling and pinching the clay into shape,
gathering wood for the fire, tending the fire, and applying the hot liquid sap to the finished pot.
The Navajo tradition of making illustrative symbolic sand paintings for healing ceremonies
has given inspiration to some pottery decorations, although it’s against traditional rules to use
them. Because of reverence for ancestral spirits, it’s difficult for Navajos to use sacred symbols
for design. Nevertheless, tribal background is inevitably an important decorative resource. The
Yei bichai, by Lorraine Williams, shown in the jar below, represents the mythical Holy People,
and is a prominent theme in Navajo art. As shown in the photo, she deliberately leaves a
portion of the design unfinished so the Yei spirit can escape.
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SAN JUAN JAR

San Juan Family Pottery Industry
This Late 19th Century San Juan Pueblo jar is the most valuable piece in my collection for
two reasons. Not only was it is an actual artifact used by Native Americans, it is one of a
kind. Unlike most Native American pottery, including some of my own pieces, it was not
designed by native artisans for the market. The same patterns, it will be noted in my Acoma
piece, though showing variations, were used again and again, dating back to pre-contact
times. Except for the manufacture of other dissimilar black pots and jars, however, the San Juan
jar’s simple design was not consciously duplicated. It is black and round—period. The only
pattern would be its shape, which is shared by cultures throughout the world. It needed no
special designs. It was, as a utilitarian object, intended for meals or holding food stuffs. Had it
broken, it would have been discarded like all cooking ware, along with all the other potsherds
and kitchen-middens surrounding the San Juan village. Perhaps a tourist or ethnologist picked it
up and sold it later to a shopkeeper. Of course there is no record of the sale, as there might be for
living artisans. It is, at the writing of this article, over a hundred years old, and its maker left no
signature or date, only his or her excellent work. For coiled ware, it is nearly perfectly formed,
and its rare simplicity, which is seen in other 19th century San Juan pots was copied by later
artisans, such as the subsequent Santa Clara blackware on my list. The important difference, of
course, which is not a slight upon famed Santa Clara artist Legoria Tafoya, is that it was not
produced in a pottery shop nor consciously intended for the market. Thus it is more than a piece
of art; it is an artifact and object of study, with a history very similar to jars studied by
archeologists and ethnologists, many of which sit on the shelves of museums or are illustrated in
anthropology and history books. This makes it that much more precious to me, since it more
truthfully represents an important Pueblo people. The Native American who produced this ware
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lived in the nineteenth century and was still insulated in his or her culture. Traditionally, potterymakers made their pieces for religious and utilitarian use, not for financial gain. No one can
blame Navajo jewelers and weavers and Pueblo potters for selling technically authentic
merchandise, but what makes such ware genuine and artifacts are the intentions of the artist and
craftsman. Was it used in a religious ceremony or, more importantly, used in common every
use. Most Native American art and craft in stores now are cheap facsimiles, many of them are
mass produced, but, alas, even authentic ware is quite often not genuine Native American art and
craft.
Europeans first made contact with the San Juan people in 1541 during Coronado's
expedition into the Southwest. In 1598 Juan de Oñate, who first colonized New Mexico,
established his headquarters in their land. Traditionally, the San Juan people (O'ke in Tewa) was
the center for meetings for all the Pueblos in the eight Northern Pueblo tribes (refer to map on
main page). The O’ke had become so powerful that only its leaders could declare war for the
other seven tribes. Led by Popé, an exiled Sand Juan Indian, the eight Pueblo tribes of New
Mexico rose up in 1680 against their Spanish overlords. After the recolonization of New Mexico
by the Spanish in 1692, a mission was built at the San Juan Pueblo. Today San Juan Pueblo is
the largest Tewa-speaking pueblos with a population of about 6,748 and is, in fact, headquarters
for the Eight Northern Indian Pueblos Council and home to the Ohkay Owingey (San Juan
Pueblo). The pueblo, typical of other villages, consists of one and two story adobe houses,
rectangular kivas, and a rebuilt church, built in the tradition of the Gothic Revival, rather than
old Spanish churches. The San Juan or Ohkay Owingey people have steadfastly, since their
contact with the first white men to enter New Mexico, been leaders and innovators of Pueblo
peoples. Like other Native Americans they have been forced to adapt somewhat to the
surrounding society. The focus of artisans has changed greatly since the nineteenth
century. Today the San Juan People produce stylized redware pottery, weaving, and painting,
depicting cultural themes. The blackware pot shown below is listed among historic native
pottery, but would not be found in current Ohkay Owingey shops.
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SANTA CLARA BLACKWARE

Santa Clara Family Pottery Industry
Along with being the most well known Native American pottery, Santa Clara Pueblo’s
black pottery, is considered by art collectors to be of the highest quality. The native potter
begins his or her work with natural red clays gathered from the pueblos and surrounding hills.
The clay undergoes many preparations before it is hand molded into the finished product. The
artist rolls the clay into long thin rolls in the ancient fashion of potters the world over before the
advent of the potter’s wheel. He then builds the jar or pot by layering these rolls one on top of
the other. This hand coiled method is followed by the smoothing of the coils by the fingers to
the jar or pot’s final configuration. Afterwards, the artist begins the laborious job of polishing
his work by rubbing a smooth “polishing” stone over it until the red clay shines. then begins to
"build" the piece by layering these rolls one on top of the other. When the artist is satisfied with
the appearance of the work, it is fired in a special oven. During the firing, the artists smothers
the jar or pot with horse manure. The manure traps the thick, carbon rich smoke on the surface
of the work. The carbon contained in this smoke fuses into the clay, turning it black, a color that,
unlike paints, can never be removed or washed off. The long and difficult process can often
result in damage to the work, no matter how careful the piece was handled. Only three out of
five jars or pots fired come out of the oven unharmed. Because of this entire process it is easy to
see why it is the most valuable of Pueblo pottery. Given the rarity of this pottery, artists often
view this special clay as a living thing. A finished work, if it turns out well, is a gift from the
deity Pueblo potters call the Clay Mother. The exhibit from collection below by famed Santa
Clara artist Legoria Tafoya is typical of the best Santa Clara blackware. The four stylized bear
paws impressed in the sides are an ancient Rio Grande Pueblo design.
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ACOMA JAR

Acoma Pueblo (Sky City) as it appears today.
Second only to the Hopi village on Third Mesa, the Acoma Pueblo is one of the oldest
villages still in North America. Located eighty miles west of Albuquerque, New Mexico and
sitting on picturesque mesa three hundred and seventy feet above the valley floor, this pueblo is
also known as the “Sky City.” It has been inhabited as early as 1100 A.D. The Spaniards, led by
Coronado, discovered the mesa in about 1540 A.D. With the Spaniards also arrived the
missionaries, who built San Esteban Del Rey, one of New Mexico’s most beautiful missions. As
in the case of most other Pueblo Indians, the Acoma are a matriarchal society. Approximately
three hundred structures on the mesa have been passed down from mother to daughter and
‘owned’ by the women. Though not all Acoma actually live on the mesa year-round, those
residing elsewhere often return to the mesa for visitation and ceremonies. Because of the limited
space, which makes it impossible for many more people to live on the mesa, it’s considered to be
the greatest honor for tribal members to be given residence on there by the tribal council.
Shown below is a typical Acoma pottery pattern, which dates back several
centuries. Unfortunately, my cat damaged my original pot, and it requires restoration. The jar
on the following page is a close approximation of the original jar.
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JEMEZ JAR AND MINIATURES

(Jemez Pueblo (19th Century)
The Jemez people migrated to the Canon de San Diego region near present day
Albuquerque from the Four Corners area of the United States between AD 1275 and 1350
A.D. From prehistoric times, they have manufactured pottery, which included several different
designs, ranging from plain utility pots and jars to a black-on-white pots and jars, highly prized
by both archeologists and museums. According to the oral history of the Jemez at the Walatowa
Pueblo, however, the manufacture of decorated pottery types of Jemez black-on-white ceased in
the early to eighteenth century when they shattered literally hundreds of the vessels, so that they
wouldn’t get in to the hands of the Spanish. Manufacturing of this type of pottery, in fact, was
never resumed, and, for the next two hundred years, the Jemez People relied on decorated pottery
obtained from their Keresan neighbors, primarily the Pueblo of Zia. Eventually, many of the Zia
designs were incorporated into a new style of pottery, which the Jemez began to produce around
the turn of the century. Though based on Zia design, this new style of Jemez pottery soon
emerged with a distinctive Jemez signature of black-on-red ware. From left to right on the
following page, the Jemez jar and three miniatures shown below belong to the best tradition of
Jemez family pottery manufacture.
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HOPI TRAY BASKET

Traditional Hopi Man and Woman
From their mesas in northeastern Arizona, the Hopi have created baskets of very high
quality and variety. As in other Native American cultures, baskets have both a utilitarian and
ceremonial use. Hopi basketry is distinguished from other Pueblo basketry by their use of deep
and bright colors. The Hopi people live in twelve separate villages, or adobe pueblos, in
northeastern Arizona. Old Oraibi village, on Third Mesa, has been occupied continuously since
about AD 1150, making it the oldest continuously occupied village in the United States. The
Hopis, like the Navajos, have actively resisted assimilation into Spanish, Mexican, and American
culture. Today most of the Hopis still maintain a traditional worldview. Baskets are important
elements in their religious and social ceremonies, associated with the annual corn harvest,
rainmaking activities, and rites of passage. Utilitarian baskets, such as the one shown below, are
used in the preparation and serving of numerous traditional foods. According to ethnologists, art
experts, and collectors, Hopi baskets are among the finest produced by the Southwest’s native
cultures.
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ZUNI BEAR FETISH

Traditional Zuni Artisan
In Zuni culture all beings—human, animal, and supernatural—belong to one system, but
the human is the most complete being in this system. Animals and supernatural elements are
more powerful because they are mysterious and humans don’t understand their powers. The
Zuni use fetishes, such as the Bear Fetish shown below, to control and understand these powers
and the supernatural world beyond. The fetish are thought of as living things and are fed and
cared for between ceremonies. Fetishes are used for many different reasons. A popular use of
fetishes is for hunting (note the arrowhead on the back of Bear Fetish below), protection from
evil forces, healing, and tribal initiations. The Bear Fetish is one of the six guardians against evil
forces. According to Zuni tradition, the bear guards the west, the mountain lion guards the north,
the badger guards the south, the wolf guards the east, the eagle guards the sky (up), and mole
guards the underground (down). The fetish below was carved by a Zuni tribal member.
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HOHOKAM AND MESA VERDE CUPS
The Hohokam People (300 B.C. to 1450 A.D.)
The Hohokam peoples migrated from northern Mexico into southern Arizona around 300
B.C., bringing with them elements of Mesoamerican culture, farming techniques, ball courts, and
artistic designs. Soon after arriving they became the most skilled farmers of the
Southwest. Using only stone implements, they developed an elaborate irrigation network. They
were creative artisans famous for their intricate work with shells obtained from the Gulf of
California and the Pacific coast and pottery decorated with geometric designs, reminiscent of
both Anasazi and Mesoamerican influence, actively trading their wares with their neighbors, the
Anasazi and the Mogollon. The Hohokam built pit houses of wattle-and-daub construction,
grouped around a common plaza. Remnants of Hohokam dwellings listed below are similar to
other Pueblo Indian dwellings.
The Hohokam culture vanished in the 15th century, their disappearance remaining a
mystery to archeologists. When the Spanish arrived in Arizona they discovered the Hohokam’s
descendents, Pima-speaking Indians still using the ancient Hohokam irrigation techniques. Some
of their original irrigation canals are still being used in the Phoenix area today. Here is a list of
links for the most famous Hohokam ruins:
Mesa Grande Ruins — Mesa, Arizona.
Casa Grande Ruins National Monument — Coolidge, Arizona
Pueblo Grande Museum Archeological Park — Phoenix, Arizona.
Indian Mesa — Peoria, Arizona
Painted Rock Petroglyph Site — Theba, Arizona
The cup, itself, shown below is based upon Mesa Verde (Anasazi) design) but illustrates the rock
art dancing figures associated with Hohokam ritual and myth.

Hohokam Rock Art (Circa 600 A.D.) Artist’s interpretation (20th Century)
The Mesa Verde People (600 A.D. to 1300 A.D.)
The Anasazi of Mesa Verde, Colorado, built cliff dwellings, which rank as the bestpreserved archeological sites in the United States. After arriving atop the mesa in 600 A.D., they
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began to build villages there made of adobe, but didn’t begin constructing cliff-dwellings until
the late twelfth century. The dwellings were constructed inside cliff grottos and beneath
outcroppings. The structures ranged in size from one-room storage units to villages of more than
150 rooms. The Cliff Palace listed below is the largest cliff dwelling in North America. They
were mainly subsistence farmers, growing crops on nearby mesas. Their primary crop was corn,
which was the major part of their diet. To supplement their diet, the Hohokam men were also
hunters.
The women of the Anasazi are famous for their elegant basket weaving. Anasazi pottery,
probably a family industry, is as famous as their baskets, and their wares are highly
prized. While still farming the mesa tops, the Anasazi continued to reside in the alcoves,
repairing, remodeling, and constructing new rooms for nearly a century. By the late 13thcentury,
however, these ancestors of the later Pueblo Indiana began migrating south into present-day New
Mexico and Arizona. Five of the most impressive cliff dwelling sites include:
Balcony House
Cliff Palace
Long House
Spruce Tree House
Step House
The artistic interpretation of Anasazi mugs shown below, based upon cups made in the
13th century, represents the exceptional artistic expression of the the Mesa Verde people. Mesa
Verde pottery typically featured black geometric patterns applied with a yucca paintbrush on a
grayish white background. These patterns were remarkable for their balance and design. The
Anasazi experimented with adding a tempering material such as sand or finely ground grit from
the region to keep pottery from cracking as it dried. The pottery was then fired and decorated
using dye from Beeweed, which satisfied both utilitarian and aesthetic uses.

Mesa Verde Cups (20th century) based upon Anasazi designs. 13th century Mesa Verde mug.
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POTSHERDS FROM GRAN QUIVIRA MISSION

Gran Quivira Mission (Early 17th Century)
Gran Quivira, New Mexico, was once a vast city with multiple pueblos and kivas,
occurring in the Pueblo IV period (A.D. 1275-1600). First contact with the Spanish probably
happened in 1583 with the arrival of Don Antonio de Espejo. who records in his journal
information about a settlement that sounded very similar to Gran Quivira. The Spanish returned
in 1598 with the expedition of Don Juan de Oñate who was the first Spaniard to colonize what
would, in fact, become New Mexico. Oñate visited a pueblo he called Las Humanas, which was
the southernmost settlements. As part of the mission system, Las Humanas (Gran Quivira) was
first placed under the Pecos Mission District. Later, with the arrival of Fray Alonso de
Benavides in 1626, Gran Quivira was given more attention, and eventually a permanent mission
was founded at Gran Quivira in 1629. Under the supervision of Fray Francisco Letrado, a chapel
was also built, but a permanent cleric, Fray Diego Santander, was not assigned to the mission
until 1659. During his residency, a new, larger church, San Buenaventura, was
constructed. Despite what seemed an auspicious beginning, however, the mission of Gran
Quivira was short lived. By 1672 a combination of disease, drought, famine, and Apache raiding
led to the abandonment of Gran Quivira. Today, as part of the National Park Service of New
Mexico, it is part of the Salinas Pueblo National Monument.
The potsherds shown on the following photo were collected from Gran Quivira, New
Mexico, and represent Rio Grande Pueblo designs dating back to the 13th century. Below these
artifacts is an actual restored pottery jug from Gran Quivira (circa 1300 A.D.)
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SERI BASKET

Seri Family of Sonora Mexico
Until the last few decades few people outside of Sonora, Mexico, knew that the Seri
Indians existed. Most non-Indians largely ignored them. Nearby ranchers mistrusted, feared,
and fought them, and foreigner visitors seldom encountered them because of the tribe’s isolation
in Mexico. Nevertheless, a few scholars have lived with the Seri for various lengths of time and
studied the tribe. The photo from Bernice Johnson’s study of the Seri Indians was published by
the University of Arizona and later posted with her research online. Thanks to the few
ethnographers such as Bernice, the outside world knows a little about these people. The Seri
have survived in Sonora Mexico for hundreds of years, adapting out of necessity to surrounding
Mexican society but retaining the core values of their culture. On the east coast of the Sea of
Cortes, across from Tiburon Island, seven hundred Seris still survive as fisherman and
artists. They are actually semi-nomadic, constantly on the move between the settlements of
Punta Chueca, Desemboque, and seasonal fishing camps up and down the coast. The Seri cross
the desert by pickup truck and the sea by outboard motorboats. Roaring off every morning in
their boats, the men cast their nets in the waters off Tiburon Island, selling their catch to Mexican
fish merchants. Back at home Seri women weave their famed baskets. Men and women hand
carve sea and desert animals from the native ironwood tree. The Seris hustle and sell baskets and
woodcarvings to the few American and Mexican tourists visiting them in Kino Bay, and to
commercial traders who visit their villages. Before being sold, the 4 ¾ x 10 ¾ inch basket
exhibited below was, unlike the commercially created baskets sold in shops, still in use by the
local Seri culture.
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ZAPOTEC LAMP

Monte Alban, Capital of Zapotec Civilization
The Zapotecs, known by their neighbors as the ‘Cloud People’, dwelt in the southern
highlands of central Mesoamerica, primarily in the Valley of Oaxaca, which they inhabited from
the late Preclassic period to the end of the Classic period (500 B.C. to 900 A.D.). Their capital
was at Monte Albán, they dominated the southern highlands, spoke a variation of the OtoZapotecan language, and profited from trade and cultural links with the Olmec, Teotihuacan and
Maya civilizations. Their civilization arose from the agricultural communities, which grew up in
the valleys in and around Oaxaca. In the Preclassic period they established trade links with
the Olmec civilization on the Gulf Coast. During the Classic period they built their capital at
Monte Alban, dominating the surrounding region. Stragetically placed overlooking three main
valleys, the Zapotec civilization evolved over the centuries, beginning with 500 B.C., remaining
the cultural center until the demise of the civilization around 900 A.D. Outside of the capital at
Monte Alban, over fifteen palaces have been identified in the surrounding valleys. Archeologists
have broken the Zapotecs into three distinct groups: the Valley Zapotec (based in the Valley of
Oaxaca), the Sierra Zapotec (in the north), and the Southern Zapotec (in the south and east,
nearer the Isthmus of Tehuantepec). The major Zapotec sites, spread across the Valley of
Oaxaca, include the capital Monte Albán, Oaxaca, Huitzo, Etla, San Jose Mogote, Zaachila,
Zimatlan, Ocotlan, Abasolo, Tlacolula, and Mitla.
By the late Preclassic period Zapotec cities showed a high level of sophistication in
architecture, the arts, writing, and engineering projects such as irrigation systems. At Hierve el
Agua there are artificially terraced hillsides irrigated by extensive canals fed by natural springs.
Evidence of contact with other Mesoamerican cultures can be seen, for example, at the site of
Dainzu, which has a large stone-faced platform with reliefs showing players of the familiar
Mesoamerican ball game wearing protective headgear. There was also a very close relations
between the Zapotec and the peoples based at Teotihuacan in the Basin of Mexico. Indeed, at
Teotihuacan there was even a quarter of the city specifically reserved for the Zapotec
community.
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The Zapotec pantheon is as rich and bewildering as any other Mesoamerican religion is to
modern eyes with the standard deities for such important agencies on the human condition as
rain, sun, wind, earth, and war. Some of the most important gods were the Bat-god, the god of
corn and fertility; Beydo - god of seeds and wind; Cocijo (who had a human body with jaguar
and serpent features with a forked tongue), the rain and lightning god; Pitao Cozobi, the corn
god; Copijcha (symbolized by the macaw), the god of the sun and war; Coquebila, god of the
earth’s center; Huechaana. a mother goddess also associated with hunting and fishing, Kedo, god
of justice; Ndan, the androgynous god of the oceans; Pixee Pecala, the god of love; and Coqui
Xee, the creator god who represented infinity. In addition, individual cities often had their own
patron deities, for example, Coquenexo (‘Lord of Multiplication’) patron of Zoquiapa; Coqui
Bezelao; and Xonaxi Quecuya (gods of death and the underworld), patrons of Mitla and
Teocuicuilco; and Cozicha Cozee (another war god), patron of Ocelotepec. Offerings, prayers
and sacrifices were offered to the gods to bring rain vital for crops, to end droughts, or bring
fertility to the land and its population. Also, in common with other Mesoamerican cultures, the
Zapotec had 20 day names represented by various glyphs such as Chilla (crocodile); Pija
(drought); and Xoo (earthquake).
Zapotec pottery was made of fine gray clay, sometimes with incised figures similar to
their neighbors, the Danzantes, and typically in the form of spouted vases and bowls set on a
tripod. Another interesting type is the whistling jar, a jar with two chambers which, when used
to pour liquid, expelled air from the second chamber to create a whistling sound. The Zapotec
were also skilled sculptors and single effigy figures, groups of figures, and urns survive both in
clay and more precious goods such as jade. The small lamp below, created by a Zapotec artisan
in about 200 B.C., is typical of the excellent workmanship of this Mesoamerican civilization.
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PUEBLO AND NAVAJO KACHINAS

The Kachinas are spirit beings in Pueblo cosmology and religion. They appeared in the
Hopi, Zuni, Acoma, and Laguna cultures over two hundred years before the arrival of the
Spaniards, spreading in later times to the Rio Grande Pueblos from contact with the Laguna. The
Zuni believe that Kachinas live in the Lake of the Dead, which is reached through Listening
Spring Lake located at the junction of the Zuni River and the Little Coloarado River. Within
Hopi mythology, the Kachinas are said to live on the San Francisco Peaks near Flagstaff. The
concept of Kachina, which is represented best in Hopi culture, includes dancers (masked
members impersonating Kachinas) and the dolls, themselves, representing the Kachinas which
are given to children to teach them respect for such beings. As indicated in my collection,
Kachinas can represent anything existing in the natural or supernatural world. There are more
than four hundred kachinas listed by ethnologists for Pueblo culture, the greatest number
belonging to the Hopi people. The actual religious pantheon of Kachinas varies with each
Pueblo community, including Kachinas for the sun, stars, thunderstorms, wind, corn, insects, and
many other aspects of Pueblo culture. The Pueblo understand Kachinas as having human
relationships, such as in uncles, sisters, and grandmothers. They may even marry and have
children. Although they are not worshipped, each Kachina is considered a powerful being who,
if respected and venerated properly, will use his or her powers to influence human beings to do
good, bring rainfall, heal the sick, increase fertility, and, as in the case the Roadrunner Kachina,
guard against evil forces. Among the Hopi, Kachina dolls are traditionally carved by the uncles
and given to uninitiated girls at the Bean Dance (Spring Bean Planting Ceremony) and Home
Dance Ceremony in the summer.
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1. Cloud Dancer 2. Mudhead 3. Eagle Dancer 4. Roadrunner 5. Butterfly Maiden 6. Ogre
7. Stripes (Koshari) 8. Buffalo Dancer

HOPI CLOUD KACHINA
The Cloud Kachina, which has many interpretations by Hopi artists, appears in the Going
Home Dance (Niman), which is held in mid-July and is the time when all Kachinas go to their
ancestral home in the San Francisco Mountains above Flagstaff, Arizona. During this period, the
Hopis pray for rain for their corn. During the Going Home Dance the Kachina spirits will pause
as they return to their ancestral homes. If the people have been good and perform the dance
correctly, rain will come to their crops. If they have been bad, however, the Kachina will pass by
the village and there will be no rain.
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MUDHEAD KACHINA

The Mudhead Kachina (Koyemsi in Hopi) was borrowed from Zuni tradition, but spread
to other Pueblos, including the Hopi’s First Mesa were it’s most recognizable form
grew. Between Hopi dances, they appear as clowns, entertaining boys and girls in the
audience. At other times Mudhead might perform as a drummer for a group of dancers. If a
dancer arrives at a dance without the proper mask, he can become a Mudhead by donning that
mask. Mudhead is registered as # 59 in the list compiled by ethnologist Harold S. Colton.

NAVAJO EAGLE DANCER KACHINA
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Though the eagle is considered the most important creature in Navajo culture and is
commemorated in one of their most important dances in spring, the Eagle Kachina shown below
is considered native American art, rather than a cultural object as seen in Pueblo culture. This
elaborately carved and feathered kachina captures the spirit of the eagle dancer as he imitates the
graceful motions of the eagle in flight.

HOPI ROAD RUNNER KACHINA
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The Road Runner Kachina (Hospoa) appears often in the Kiva Dance. This Hopi kachina
is prayed to for rain, to protect Hopis against witchcraft, and to attract more road runners. Road
runners are desired because their feathers are used to make certain types of prayer plumes.

HOPI BUTTERFLY MAIDEN (PALIK MANA)
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The Butterfly Maiden (Palik Mana), is one of the most popular kachinas carved by Hopi
artists. It is, in fact, not really a kachina at all, but a dance character (Butterfly Maiden) played
by woman in the Mamzrau Initiation Dance. Except on the Hopi’s Third Mesa, they do not
dance with masks, and yet they appear masked as carved dolls. Included in the colorful carving
are both butterfly and corn symbols. The exhibit shown below was created by native artist Emil
Pooley. It registered as # 120 in the list compiled by ethnologist Harold S. Colton.

HOPI AND NAVAJO OGRE KACHINA
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The Ogre Kachina is called Nata-aska (Black Ogre) and Wiharu (White Ogre) by the
Hopi. Navjao artist Larry Hobbs carved this representation of the Ogre Kachina from a cotton
wood root, using water colors, leather, rabbit fur, shells, and feathers. According to both Pueblo
and Navajo traditions, the Ogres accompany Soyoko on her trip to collect food for children, but
like the Anglo “boogeymen,” Indian mothers discipline their children with stories that Ogres will
swallow them whole if they don’t behave.

LAGUNA KACHINA: KOSHARI (CLOWN)
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The Koshari Kachina of the Laguna, Hopi, and other Pueblo Native Americans is both a
glutton and a clown. Though Koshari actions are considered amusing by the Pueblo peoples, his
behavior is considered antisocial by both the Pueblo people and surrounding culture, and yet the
Koshari Kachinas are both sacred and profane. They represent the ultimate examples of
overdoing vices, especially overeating, in public.

RIO GRANDE PUEBLO BUFFALO DANCER
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The White Buffalo Dancer, Kocha Mosairu, is not really a Kachina, but a dance figure in
the Kiva dances of Second Mesa. He was borrowed by the Hopi from the Rio Grande Pueblos of
New Mexico, who traded their ware to Plains Indians for buffalo skins.

33

