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ABSTRACT 

This study documents consensus and variation in 

the interpretation of symbolism in Navajo sandpaintings of 

the heavens. Navajo sandpaintings are sacred designs 

created to attract supernaturals and to create a ritual 

reality in which the patient and supernaturals interact for 

the purpose of curing and blessing. Precise rules of 

tradition determine the form of all images. 

Vet even ritual forms are created by individuals 

whose unique experiences pattern their interpretation of 

forms. Thus, ri tual images index a system of cuI tural 

knowledge which possesses the interpretive variability and 

consensus of belief characteristic of any system of 

cultural knowledge. 

This study focuses on celestial constellations 

because they are a universally perceivable domain which 

therefore facilitates cross-cultural and intracultural 

comparison. This study identifies those constellations 

which are salient for the Navajo and documents their visual 

depiction in sandpaintings. 

By examining a corpus of sandpaintings defined by 

subject matter--sandpaintings with constellations--across 

ceremonials (sandpaintings not limited to one chantway), 

more detailed comparison of form and meaning becomes 

possible. Thus, such variation can be systematically 

documented. Several factors are at work to produce this 



variation: 
15 

the nature of the oral transmission process, 

infrequent performance of sandpaintings which contain 

constellations, and the relatively monotonous nature of 

constellation images in comparison to other more 

distinctive features jn the sandpaintings. Interpretive 

variability in meaning is related to chantway 

specialization: different chanters provide different 

interpretations of the same constellation depending upon 

their ceremonial specialization. 

A fundamental internal consistency exists in the 

use of the same cognitive principles applied by chanters to 

identify and order the constellations and in the way they 

project key symbols from their chant specializations onto 

the constellations. Because constellations do not playa 

dominant role in chantway stories (which form the basis for 

sandpaintings)--relative to other supernaturals--variation 

in their depiction and interpretation is not disruptive of 

the ceremonial-symbolic system. 

-- _ .. _-----------------_.-



CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

16 

The manner in which a culture sees and expresses 

its relation to the world around it--its world view or 

cultural ideology--is reflected in the material culture 

produced by that society. Ritual objects, a form of 

material culture usually created by a priest or shaman for 

sacred usage, are functional rather than purely decorative. 

Geertz's (1973:89) paradigm describing the function of 

sacred symbols is equally true of such objects (which are 

produced in a visual symbolic language): "sacred symbols 

function to synthesize a people's ethos--the tone, 

character, and quality of their life, its moral and 

aesthetic style and mood--and their world view--the picture 

they have of the way things in sheer actuality are, their 

most comprehensive ideas of order." Thus, objects produced 

for a ritual context provide a revealing paradigm of a 

people's cultural world view. 

In Southwestern priestly societies, and possibly 

cross-culturally, ritual objects provide a more revealing 

paradigm of cultural world view than secular art because 

objects created for ritual are governed more rigidly by 

religious prescriptions. It is through prescribed formulae 

of words, acts, and objects that the desired results are 
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achieved in Navajo and Pueblo ritual. 

Yet even ritual forms are created by individuals 

whose unique experience and ritual specialization pattern 

their interpretation of forms and !leanings. Thus, ritual 

objects index a system of cultural knowledge (information 

which is accessible only if one already possesses the 

requisite degree of specialized training) which possesses 

the interpretive variability and consensus of belief 

characteristic of any system of knowledge. 

Navajo sandpaintings, a form of ritual material 

culture, synthesize the aesthetic, the sacred, and the 

medicinal by creating a visual model of the natural

supernatural world. By examjning a group of sandpaintings 

which depict one domain in the natural world--celestial 

constellations--it is possible to explore more closely how 

cosmology is expressed through ritual art. This study 

identifies those constellations which are salient for the 

Navajo, documents the visual depiction of these 

constellations in sandpaintings, and attempts to discover 

how sandpaintings replicate the Navajo view of the 

universe. By examining sYlllbolic content in a number of 

astronomical sandpainting contexts, I will characterize the 

information communicated through Navajo ritual art and 

analyze what this information reveals about Navajo 

cognitive and value patterns. 
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I have chosen to focus on celestial constellations 

because the stars are a universally perceivable domain and 

by focusing on such a domain intercultural (between Navajo 

and Anglo cultures) and intracultural (within the Navajo 

culture) comparison is facilitated. This dissertation 

builds on ethnosemantic research in its examination of one 

do.ain--celestial constellations--from the standpoint of 

universal cognitive perception (the features in the sky 

which are universally perceivable) and from the perspective 

of a folk taxonomy (how that domain is ordered according to 

Navajo classificatory principles). By understanding the 

manner in which the Navajo conceptualize, and depict these 

conceptualizations of, the heavens we can better understand 

their world view. 

This dissertation is a material culture study which 

focuses not on the objects themselves but rather on the 

symbolic information communicated through these objects. 

In material culture studies of "primitive" art, 

anthropologists and art historians have tended to overstate 

the importance of form and design rather than to focus on 

the social and ritual meanings attached to this art 

(Biebuyck 1969:20). Symbolic studies of ritual processes 

have concentrated primarily on the interpretation of ritual 

action and speech to the neglect of material culture. A 

different perspective is obtained by examining one form of 

.aterial culture not only in its ritual context but also as 
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the projection of a system of cultural knowledge. In this 

way it is possible to focus on the objects in a systematic, 

contextualized manner rather than on an entire range of 

ritual activities while at the same time directing 

attention to the information conveyed by these objects. 

Ritual is a cultural instrument for bringing about certain 

results related to the collective well-being of a 

particular society and, as such, is an embodiment of 

ideology. Therefore, the message conveyed by ritual 

objects should be as much a focus of this form of material 

culture study as the objects themselves. 

One approach to the study of ritual material 

culture has been the analysis of an entire genre such as 

Hopi kachinas (Colton 1959) or Kwakiutl transformational 

masks (Waite 1966). Another method has been to focus on 

ritual objects and ritual procedures within the context of 

one particular ceremonial; examples of this approach are 

Lamphere's (1969) analysis of one branch of the Navajo Male 

Shootingway and Farrer's (1980) study of the Mescalero 

Apache girls' puberty ceremony. The alternative developed 

here is to examine a group defined by subject matter 

particularly related to world view within a genre (e.g. 

sandpaintings which display spatial-temporal markers) but 

across ceremonials (i.e. sandpaintings not limited to one 

ceremonial). By limiting a study to an appropriate group 

within a genre, a more detailed comparative study becomes 

~~ -- ~----------~-
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possible. And by extending the study to one genre produced 

across ceremonials, contextual variation is highlighted and 

issues such as salience of form and broader cultural 

significance of form can be addressed. 

A people's world view refers to the framework they 

use to interpret experience, how they conceptualize nature, 

self, and society. I have chosen to focus on one aspect of 

world view, time and space. Ortiz (1972:137-139) argues 

that because categories of time and space provide man with 

his primary orientation to reality and that conceptions of 

reality lie at the heart of world views, these categories 

are the points at which analysis should begin. Thus, by 

subject matter particularly related to world view I mean 

visual content which refers to time and space. For Navajo 

sandpaintings, this means sandpaintings which contain 

temporal and spatial markers. However, since nearly all 

sandpaintings contain some visual referrent to either space 

and/or time, I have chosen to focus on those sandpaintings 

which stress the structure of the universe as related to 

heavenly bodies. As will be shown, the depiction of 

constellations involves not only the representation of a 

three-dimensional heaven in a two-dimensional format but 

also a temporal component as well, for the stars are 

crucial seasonal and nightly markers. The dispersed nature 

of Navajo settlement is probably why the Navajo rely more 

on the stars than on the sun for calendrical purposes. In 
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contrast, the villages of the Pueblos have one fixed 

horizon point for an entire population center: their 

calendar is based on the rising of the sun against this 

geographic point. Therefore, because celestial 

constellations are significant spatially and temporally to 

the Navajo, I have chosen to focus on those sandpaintings 

which depict these forms. 

In addition to examining the temporal and spatial 

dimensions communicated through ritual art, this study also 

considers how ritual objects convey cognitive patterns. It 

is generally agreed that a universal tendency to perceive 

the world around us in ordered patterns leads every culture 

to categorize experience but the ways in which each culture 

imposes this order is culturally specific (Sturtevant 

1964) . The ways in which a culture classifies the world 

around it reveals much about the salience of their cultural 

categories and the cognitive patterns which underlie these 

categories. 

patterns in 

This dissertation will illustrate general 

Navajo cognition expressed through their 

classification of celestial phenomena. Thus, this study 

adds to the work of such scholars as Kluckhohn (1960), 

Reichard (1950), Werner (1983), and Witherspoon (1971) who 

have focused on Navajo categories and the classification of 

various domains within Navajo culture. 

This study will also demonstrate how ritual objects 

function to transmit values and world view. Cultures which 
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traditionally lacked a written language often project value 

systems onto natural phenomena which in turn are often 

represented in their visual art. For the Navajo, celestial 

phenomena serve as visual reminders of key values (Newcomb 

1967:83). By focusing on the visual expression of values, 

this dissertation will complement the work of Spencer 

(1957) who analyzed the verbal expression of values in 

Navajo chantway myths. 

Finally, this study will address the issue of 

variation within the prescriptions of ritual material 

culture. The stylized artistic designs of Navajo 

sandpainting are strictly prescribed yet scholars agree 

that a degree of variation does occur (Wyman 1983:45). By 

comparing different versions within this sandpainting 

corpus, I will attempt to define the limits within which 

acceptable variation occurs and to document the contexts in 

which variation is found. The uniform nature of the 

subject aatter--celestial constellations--will facilitate 

comparison among different versions of these sandpaintings. 

Such a study of consensus and variation complements the 

work of such scholars as Fernandez (1965), Stromberg 

(1981), and Dougherty and Keller (1982). 

Navajo sandpaintings are a particularly appropriate 

avenue through which to investigate the expression of 

cultural world view. Other than on pottery, painting in 

the Southwest functioned mainly in ceremonial contexts, and 
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commercial sandpaintings, the survival of 

ancient pictorial traditions is in terms of ancient usage. 

Navajo sandpainting and Pueblo mural painting, the major 

pictorial forms of the Southwest, have been insulated from 

foreign influences because of prohibitions against 

outsiders viewing these visual forms (Brody 1976:77). 

However, a number of Anglo scholars and traders were 

allowed to record sacred sandpaintings; their collections 

provide a corpus of visual material which I have analyzed 

and compared against the visual material I collected from 

Navajo chanters. The substantial literature written about 

the Navajo and their ceremonials and philosophy also 

provides a rich source of comparative material. 

Finally, while there has been much excellent 

material written about Navajo sandpaintings, describing 

specific sandpaintings with their accompanying stories and 

rituals and the sandpaintings housed in specific 

collections (e.g., Matthews 1887, 1902; Newcomb and 

Reichard 1975; Reichard 1977; Wheelwright 1946a, 1946b, 

1956; and Wyman 1952, 1957, 1962, 1970b, 1971), documenting 

the transformation of sacred sandpaintings to a commercial 

art form '(Parezo 1983) , comprehensively comparing 

sandpainting designs in a cross-cultural perspective (Wyman 

1983), and interpreting Navajo symbolism (Reichard 1950, 

Haile 1938b, 1943a, 1947a), none of these studies have 

analyzed the visual depiction of one group of sandpaintings 
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(Olin's [1972] study assembles 

versions of Father Sky Mother Earth; it was not her intent 

to include all sandpaintings with astronomical content.) 

Nor have these studies systematically addressed the 

expression of cultural world view through this form of 

ritual. This study will systematically document how 

sandpaintings particularly related to the expression of 

world view communicate the Navajo model of the natural-

supernatural world. 

The Fieldwork Situation 

My initial involvement with the Navajo began in the 

summer of 1970 when I lived in the ~Qg~~n of a Navajo 

family near Many Farms, Arizona as an informally adopted 

daughter. Through living with this family for various 

periods of time between 1970 and 1972 and sharing many 

daily activities--herding sheep, chopping firewood, cooking 

meals, and many other shared experiences--I began to 

understand Navajo culture. 

In the summer of 1983 I began photographing the 

sandpainting collections at the Wheelwright Museum of the 

American Indian in Santa Fe and at the Museum of Northern 

Arizona in Flagstaff. I included all aspects of the sky: 

sun, moon, stars, thunder, rainbow, rain, and wind, in the 

belief that there might not be sufficient data on the 

constellations alone and that because of Reichard's 
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(1950:470) characterization of stars as "uncontrollable" 

and "feared by the Navaho," Navajos might be unwilling to 

share information about the constellations. Both beliefs 

later proved to be unfounded. 

In 1985 I visited the Museum of Northern Arizona to 

photograph sandpainting reproductions and to check the 

completeness of my data with the Wyman sandpainting file. 

I then made a final trip to Santa Fe to finish 

photographing sandpainting reproductions with celestial 

features. 

In the spring of 1984 I went to Navajo Community 

College in Tsaile, Arizona to meet with Consultant G, a 

Navajo specjalist in astronomy. This preliminary trip 

helped me to focus on the nature of Navajo astronomical 

knowledge. 

I completed the collection of the corpus of visual 

material--500 photographs of sandpainting reproductlons--in 

the summer of 1985, checking the completeness of my data 

once more with the Wyman sandpainting file at the Museum of 

Northern Arizona which contains over a thousand entries. 

I then analyzed these photographs for similarities 

and djfferences in the depiction of constellations, 

supplementing this information with a search of the 

ethnohistoric literature. I found that while 

anthropologists had recorded some data about Navajo 

constellations, their limited knowledge of astronomy had 
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curtailed their ability to relate Navajo constellations to 

those identified by the Western scientific astronomical 

tradition. 

Fieldwork was conducted between April of 1985 and 

November of 1986 in the central part of the reservation 

(See Appendix One for a more detailed description of the 

fieldwork.). During this time I conducted interviews and 

attended ceremonials. The format of my interviews evolved 

over the course of this time from a very structured 

question-by-question format which had a series of specific 

questions for each sandpainting photograph (See Appendix 

One.) to a much more open-ended elicitation centering on 

the visual material and on the particular consulatant's 

celestial knowledge. Initial questions led deeper into 

selected topics. As .y understanding grew, I synthesized 

what I knew and then returned to ask the consultants about 

the accuracy of .y synthesis. 

I have chosen to refer to the ten Navajos with whom 

I worked as "consultants" rather than informants because 

they are all respected specialists in the area of Navajo 

ceremonialism. All possess a high degree of knowledge 

gathered over the course of many years. It is through 

their respect for this knowledge and their generosity that 

they patiently shared this knowledge with me. 
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Chapter Two discusses how visual forms index a 

system of cultural knowledge. This dissertation, cognitive 

in its analysis of a domain in the natural world and 

symbolic in its interpretation of the .eaning of these 

cognitive distinctions, is part of the convergence in 

cognitive and symbolic approaches in "anthropology. I 

summarize the study of cultural knowledge from a cognitive 

perspective and the interpretation of cultural meaning from 

a symbolic perspective as well as the appropriate recent 

literature which builds on this convergence. The 

distinction between instrumental objects--those created for 

a specific purpose--and aesthetic objects--those produced 

purely for visual pleasure--is helpful in understanding how 

sandpainting images of constellations index a system of 

cultural knowledge. 

The Navajo ceremonial system is the focus of Chapter 

Three. I describe the role of sandpaintings and the nature 

of sandpainting designs so that this form of ritual object

-which is not considered to be "art" by the Navajo 

themselves--can be better understood in its ethnographic 

context. 

Chapter Four contains a brief overview of 

ethnoastronoay, centering on universals across cultures in 

our perception of the heavens. I discuss the literature on 

Navajo astronomy, explaining differences between ay study 
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and previous work before identifying the eight major Navajo 

constellations. The nature of what Westerners label 

"astronomical entities" is characterized; ~ackground 

follows on how these 
I 

2!~!~ ~!n~~~ (usually translated as 

"Holy People" although "Supernatural" might be a more 

accurate translation) assist the Earth Surface People in 

divination and how they are visually depicted. 

Chapter Five centers on the meanings of each of the 

major Navajo constellations and how these meanings vary 

contextually with chantway context. Chapter Six presents 

background information on the temporal and spatial 

dimensions of the Navajo universe while Chapter Seven 

characterizes the Navajo world view and identifies specific 

instances of its visual expression in sandpaintings of the 

night sky. Finally, Chapter Eight presents the conclusions 

of this study. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE ENCODING OF CULTURAL KNOWLEDGE 

An individual is continually representing and 

reapplying cultural knowledge in order to make sense of the 

world in which he or she lives. These encodings of 

perceived patterns represent the individual's 

understandings of cultural information and experienced 

events which he or she then reapplies in culturally 

appropriate ways. 

This "constitutive view of social understanding"--a 

view which sees culture as both representational and 

emergent--combines a perspective on cognitive and knowledge 

structures with a perspective 

(Dougherty and Fernandez 

constitutive view of culture 

on the symbol and emergence 

1982:823). 

which has 

It is this 

led to the 

convergence of cognitive and symbolic approaches in 

anthropology, resulting in .utual influence, recombinations 

of research strategies, and new foci of interest. This 

dissertation, cognitive in its analysis of a domain in the 

natural world and symbolic in its interpretive perspective 

towards the meaning of these cognitive distinctions, is 

part of this convergent approach. 

After a brief characterization of the cognitive and 

symbolic approaches, the study of cultural knowledge in 

traditional cognitive anthropology will be discussed. I 
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examine the interpretation of cultures in 

traditional anthropology before describing useful (to the 

analysis of issues raised in this dissertation) studies 

which draw from both approaches. This chapter concludes by 

focusing attention on the expression of world view through 

material culture, centering particularly on studies which 

relate to the Navajo. 

Research in cognitive anthropology has centered on 

the study of systems of cultural knowledge through 

identification of significant classes of phenomena for the 

people of a culture and the formation and organization of 

these categories. This approach has sought to analyze 

native thought processes, particularly systems of belief 

and world view. Speech has been the primary data for the 

study of cognitive processes because, in the Whorfian 

tradition, language is seen as both "a mold for and a 

reflection of cognition" (Dougherty and Fernandez 

1981:413). Because this approach is based on the 

assumption that there is a unique connection between 

language and conceptualization, cognitive analyses have 

relied heavily on the analysis of native terms; in the 

1960s cognitive studies focused on taxonomic structures and 

semantic features within such domains as kinship and color 

terminology. 

The symbolic approach to cultural knowledge has 

been directed at understanding how knowledge and emotion 
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Traditionally this 

approach has sought to understand the processes of 

association in both individual and collective behavior 

through the interpretation of symbols, tropes, metaphors, 

and synecdoches. Culture is seen as a system of sYMbols 

providing "a basis for the construction and reconstruction 

of reality" (Dougherty and Fernandez 1981:413). Because of 

its focus on meaning beyond literal reference, such studies 

analyze structures in which nonliteral, figurative thought 

is central--myth, ritual, art, play, and games. Rather 

than rely on the eliciting of domains, symbolic 

anthropology focuses on the analysis of forms which 

represent something else in behavioral contexts in order to 

interpret the relevant associations between these forms. 

Cultural Knowledge 

The universal tendency to perceive the world around 

us in orderly patterns leads all cultures to code and 

segment aspects of the environment in linguistic terms. 

Research in language and syntax abundantly demonstrates 

that different cultures divide and categorize the same 

phenomena in different ways. 

Traditionally (according to some researchers 

outside the field), cognitive anthropology covered material 

earlier subsumed under "world view" studies--how a people 

conceive of the world around thea, including nature, self, 

and society. Because world view has had many different 
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definitions, however, Colby, Fernandez, and Kronenfeld 

(1981:423) use Bateson's (1936:220) term 

characterize .ore appropriately the range of subjects 

included in cognitive anthropology. Bateson (1936:220) 

draws a distinction between: "'the culturally standardised 

system of organisation of the instincts and emotions of 

individuals'" (ethos) and the "'standardisation of the 

cognitive aspects of the personalities of individuals'" 

(eidos). Thus, he distinguishes the affective (ethos) from 

the cognitive (eidos). 

Research into the cognitive structures and 

processes which determine world view (eidos) has 

traditionally been guided by the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis. 

Whorf (1956:213) explained the interrelationship between 

cognition and language: 

the categories and types that we isolate from the world 
of phenomena we do not find there because they stare 
every observer in the face; on the contrary the world 
is presented in a kaleidoscopic flux of impressions 
which has to be organized in our minds--and that means 
largely by the linguistic system in our minds. We cut 
nature up, organize it into concepts, and ascribe 
significance as we do, largely because we are partners 
to an agreement to organize it in this way--an 
agreement that holds throughout our speech community 
and is codified in the patterns of our language. 

Whorf's view was that- cognitive categories are formed in 

response to the organization of grammar (including lexemes) 

systems rather than divisions in the natural world or to 

universal properties in the human mind. Lucy and shweder 

(1981:133-162) feel that Whorf's position was 
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misrepresented when it was interpreted to mean that thought 

is completely shaped by language. They say that Whorf was 

instead saying that while there are sublinguistic 

universals which influence language and culture, language 

operates independently of these universals. This means 

that language sometimes encodes these distinctions and 

sometimes does not. Thus, linguistic labels act as the 

principal vehicle for thought. Not all people would agree 

with Lucy and Shweder's interpretation of Whorf; 

interpretations of Whorf differ because he was known to 

present somewhat different views in different papers. 

In cognitive anthropology, world view (eidos) 

covers questions regarding native 

(Horton and Finnegan 1973), native 

mentality and science 

views of and native 

responses to the natural and material world (Conklin 1961), 

and terminology for social domains of native interest 

(Black and Metzger 1965). Because of the rigorous 

linguistic methodology, based on a semantic analysis of 

native lexemes, ethnoscience--the 

beliefs and terminologies associated 

analysis of native 

with cultural systems 

of knowledge--has the value of contributing great accuracy 

in capturing native categories. 

In cognitive anthropology, cultures are seen as 

systems of knowledge, as "whatever it is one has to know or 

believe in order to operate in a manner acceptable to its 

members" (Goodenough 1957:167). Cultures are, like 
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language, inferred ideational codes which lie behind the 

realm of events which can be observed. 

One of the major problems in cognitive anthropology 

is the issue of sharing and variability. Wallace (1970) 

has discussed this issue more thoroughly than anyone else. 

Because culture is cognitive it is located in individual 

human minds, yet no two individual members of a given 

society share precisely the same system of cultural 

knowledge; then, to what degree is culture shared and to 

what degree does it remain a cognitive property of 

individuals? Wallace's (.1970) "organization of diversity" 

theory holds that intracultural variation is an adaptive 

mechanism because it permits the development of a system 

which is far more complex than it could be if each culture 

member had to know the entire system of knowledge. 

Specialization permits greater complexity which, in turn, 

benefits all culture members. 

Because individual cultural models are not 

identical, anthropologists have traditionally described 

either idealized composite or shared Models of cultural 

knowledge. In a composite model, the investigator combines 

the knowledge of informants so that pieces of information 

are contributed by at least one informant with no one 

informant knowing the entire system of knowledge. This 

method was used by Hays (1976, 1979) in his ethnobotanical 

work among the Ndumba, a New Guinea Highlands society. 
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Hays (1976:489) worked with ten informants to compile a 

lexicon of 1247 names for classes of plants. At least one 

informant contributed each label for an ethnobotanical 

category but none of the ten informants knew the entire set 

of terms. 

An alternative to the composite model is the shared 

model. In a shared model, only the cultural elements which 

are shared by all society members are included. If only 

the ethnobotanical terms recognized by all ten of the above 

informants are listed, the Ndumba plant lexicon consists of 

970 items or 77.8% of the terms in the composite lexicon 

(Hays 1976:491). These 970 names compose a shared lexicon, 

a model shared by members of a presumably homogeneous 

community (Hays 1976:489). 

Closely related to the issue of sharing and 

variability is the problem of psychological validity. This 

refers to "whether or not the constructs and rules posited 

on the basis of analytical procedures (derived for the most 

part from linguistic models) are 'psychologically real'" 

(Casson 1981:5). Studies in American kinship terminology 

by Wallace and Atkins (1960) and Romney and D'Andrade 

(1964) contributed significantly in the formulation of the 

psychological validity issue. These studies, based on 

individual analyses, propose different cognitive structures 

for the kin classification system. 

A recent development in cognitive anthropology has 
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been the concern with heterogeneous cultural knowledge. 

This concern has led anthropologists to focus on variation 

in the cognitive systems of individual community members. 

To clarify issues raised in the debate between the two 

models of cognitive structure encoded in the American 

English kinship terminology--the Wallace-Atkins (1960) 

model versus the Romney-D'Andrade (1964) model--Rose and 

Romney (1981:278-291) draw a distinction between true 

"cognitive pluralism" and "individual differences." 

Individual differences occur when there is true variation 

in cognitive structures among society members and 

situations. Cognitive pluralism is the product of multiple 

cognitive models shared by society members. They conclude 

that when "cognitive context"--which, in the case of 

variation of kinship terminology refers to the presence 

versus absence of ego reference--is considered, there is no 

variation among individual models of American English 

kinship; rather, apparent variation is instead an example 

of cognitive pluralism. This means that variation in 

kinship terminology is dependent upon the context in which 

the terminology is used; society members share the same 

terminology in the saMe context. (In this dissertation, we 

shall see examples of both cognitive pluralism and 

individual differences.) 

Another study which explores patterning of 

variation in cultural knowledge is Linda C. Garro's (1986) 
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account of Tarascan (Mexican) curers and noncurers. She 

describes three possible patterns of inter informant 

agreement which are tested using the quadratic assignment 

program and concludes that although curers and noncurers 

differ in their knowledge, these differences are not so 

great that they represent two variant systems of medical 

beliefs. She explains the single system of beliefs common 

to both groups in terms of culture learning, with curers 

and old people sharing more knowledge about illness because 

of their greater experience with illness. 

Two studies which deal with variation and 

homogeneity in cultural knowledge from a cognitive rather 

than a linguistic perspective are Dougherty and Keller's 

(1985) "taskonomy" approach to knowledge structures in 

blacksmithing and Van Esterik's (1985) examination of Ban 

Chiang (Thai) pottery designs. Dougherty and Keller 

(1985:161) argue for a cognitive emphasis which builds on 

ethnosemantic research but focuses more on 

conceptualization than on language. They direct att~ntion 

to flexibility in classification as a highly effective 

Means of blacksmithing; categorization or identification of 

particular blacksmithing implements are situationally 

governed to enhance productivity. Thus, knowledge 

structures are "constellations of conceptual units arising 

in response to the task at hand" (1985:165) instead of a 

basic acontextual system of named classes within which the 
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blacksmith is constrained to operate (1985:170). 

Van Esterik (1985) also applies a cognitive rather 

than liguistic emphasis in her study of variation in Ban 

Chiang pottery. She considers how the state of knowledge 

of the original artists who created these designs differ 

from that of the modern artists who are recreating related 

designs and how these two bodies of knowledge are 

organized. The original artists possessed technological, 

social, and symbolic knowledge in addition to a set of 

rules of design production and aotor habits used to make 

and decorate pottery: these broad patterns of knowledge 

were stored as procedural knowledge. 

construct their theories of design 

The modern imitators 

removed from the 

cultural context that attributes religious meaning to the 

painted pottery: their theories of design production is 

based on 

design 

what sells. The 

elements without 

imitators possess knowledge of 

understanding the rules for 

combining the elements. 

Symbolic Interpretation 

Traditionally, the symbolic approach treats 

cultures as systems of shared symbols and meanings, in 

contrast to the cognitive approach which treats cultures as 

systems of knowledge. The symbolic approach to ethnography 

seeks to overcome the problem of approaching culture 

through standard categories of kinship, economics, and 
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religion, categories which can be not only externally 

imposed but also undynamic. While the cognitive approach 

is directed at the description, understanding, and 

explication of native categorizations of the world, the 

symbolic approach focuses on understanding the native 

referential meaning as well as the emotional and 

intellectual significance of cultural symbols as they occur 

in the contexts of performance. 

The symbolic perspective centers more on the 

"ethos" of a culture--"the tone, character, and quality [of 

life of a people), its moral and aesthetic style and mood" 

(Geertz 1973:126-127) than on Geertz's (1973:126-127) 

definition of world view--"their picture of the way things 

in sheer actuality are, their concept of nature, of self, 

of society. It contains their most co~prehensive ideas of 

order." Geertz (1973:126-127) draws a distinction between 

the moral (and aesthetic) aspects of a culture--ethos--and 

the cognitive, existential aspects of a culture--world 

view. 

It is through symbols that culturally shared 

meanings are "stored." These symbols which are dramatized 

in rituals or recounted in myths, "are felt to somehow sum 

up, for those for whom they are resonant, what is known 

about the way the world is, the quality of the emotional 

life it supports, and the way one ought to behave while in 

it" (Geertz 1958:422). In this way, people constantly 
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of their own situation in order to 

interpret this situation to themselves which, in turn, 

help them to function more effectively within their own 

cultural milieu. 

Thus, ritual is a major focus of study for the 

symbolic approach. Ortner (1978:1) speaks to this same 

issue (the revealing nature of ritual) as Geertz when she 

includes ritual as one form of a "culturally formalized 

event that people see as embodying in some way the essence 

of their culture, as dramatizing the basic myths and 

visions of reality, the basic values and moral truths, upon 

which they feel their world rests." Rituals, says Ortner 

(1978:2), begin with a cultural problem and then work 

various operations upon it, in order to arrive at 

"'solutions'--reorganizations and reinterpretations of the 

elements that produce a newly .eaningful whole." The 

solutions and the methods employed to arrive at these 

solutions embody fundamental cultural assumptions and 

orientations. 

Because ritual events are so revealing of the 

forces of meaning in a culture, Leach (1966) focuses on the 

communicative aspects of ritual, that is, the ways in which 

"the patterning of ritual procedures can serve as a complex 

store of information" concerning nature or society. 

Information about Nature includes distinctions between 

usable and dangerous plants, conceptions about flora and 
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fauna, climate, geographic features, and inanimate things 

while information about Society includes the relation of a 

group of people to other groups of people, intragroup 

relations, and social rules and constraints. 

One distinction in the comparative analysis of 

ritual systems is the contrast between two polar types of 

ceremonial practitioners: the "shaman" and the "priest." 

The shaman derives his or her power from direct contact 

with the supernatural instead of through inheritance or the 

memorization of ritual while the priest often inherits his 

or her position and learns a body of codified and 

standardized ritual knowledge from older priests which he 

or she later transmits to successors (Lessa and Vogt 

1979:301) . Shamans are mediums of spirit beings while 

priests are intermediaries between people and the spirits. 

In a ceremonial system governed by priests, the ritual 

power resides in the body of standardized ritual knowledge 

rather than in the supernatural power inherent in the 

person of a shaman. 

It seems likely that the prescriptive nature of a 

priestly ceremonial system might tend to devalue creative 

play--"a process of experilllenting with symbols and 

concocting new ones that involve extending Meaning beyond 

what is cOMmonly accepted and understood" (Basso 1985:2). 

Instead, the precise replication and formalized recitation 

of ritual procedures result in ceremonial power and 
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efficacy. 

Bunzel (1932:192-193) describes the formulistic 

nature of Zuni ritual which is of the priestly type: 

The efficacy of the formula depends upon its absolutely 
correct repetition. Every word, gesture, bit of 
regalia is part of the charm ... A very large part of 
Zuni ritual is of this type ... These formulae comprise 
the great mass of esoteric practice. To this category 
belong rituals for setting up and removing altars, 
prayer-stick making, all songs and dances, and most 
important of all, practically all of the ... prayers. 

This distinction between ceremonial systems of a 

priestly type and those of a shamanistic type is important 

in the examination of consensus and variation: in a 

priestly society, with its focus on precise replication of 

ritual forms, aesthetic creative play might be more 

limited, taking a more collective rather than 

individualistic mode. Because experimentation through 

creative play appears to be more recognized and valued in a 

shamanistic system, one might expect to find a wider range 

of acceptable symbolic forms for the same ritual role 

(e.g., a larger repertoire of acceptable phrases which 

could be put together to form a prayer used for a specific 

purpose), resulting in a wider range of culturally 

acceptable variation. 

There are two general approaches in current 

anthropological analyses of symbolism: processual 

symbology--the study of how symbols trigger social action 

and how sYMbols acquire (and shed) public and private 

meanings--and classificatory symbology--the exploration of 
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native categories and their relationships (Lessa and Vogt 

1979:91). 

One form which the processual symbology approach 

takes is the analysis of "key sYMbols" selected by the 

ethnographer which he or she then "unpacks" for the complex 

of meanings they condense. These key symbols are then 

"shown to underlie, organize, and illuminate a variety of 

social and cultural structures and processes" (Ortner 

1978:171). Ortner's (1978) key symbols are called "core 

symbols" by David Schneider (1968) in his study of American 

kinship and "dominant symbols" in Turner's (1967) study of 

Ndembu ritual. 

Ortner (1979:92-98) presents a typology for the 

analysis of key symbols, beginning with two methodological 

approaches to the identification of key symbols. The first 

approach, used by Schneider (1968) in his analysis of 

American kinship involves the analysis of the domain for 

its underlying elements--cognitive distinctions, value 

orientations, etc.--then finding some cultural figure or 

image which formulates the underlying orientations 

delineated in the analysis. Schneider identifies nature 

and law as basic components of the American kinship system. 

The cultural form which Schneider feels expresses this 

opposition 

intercourse. 

most meaningfully is conjugal sexual 

In the second approach to the identification of key 
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symbols, the ethnographer observes an object of cultural 

interest then analyzes it for its meanings. Ortner 

(1979:93-94) offers five indicators of cultural interest: 

I.The natives tell us that X is culturally important. 
2.The natives seem positively or negatively aroused 

about X, rather than indifferent. 
3.X comes up in many different contexts. These 

contexts may be behavioral or systematic: X comes up 
in many different kinds of action situation or 
conversation, or X comes up in many different 
symbolic domains (myth, ritual, art, formal rhetoric, 
etc. ) . 

4.There is greater cultural elaboration surrounding X, 
e.g., elaboration of vocabulary, or elaboration of 
details of X's nature, compared with similar 

phenomena in the culture. 
5.There are greater cultural restrictions surrounding 

X, either in sheer number of rules, or severity of 
sanctions regulating its misuse. 

Ortner (1979:94-95) further proposes a distinction 

between "summarizing" symbols--symbols which sum up in an 

emotionally powerful and relatively undifferentiated way 

what the system means to the participants--and 

"elaborating" sYllbols--symbols which provide vehicles for 

sorting out complex and undifferentiated feelings and ideas 

so that they are comprehensible, cOllmunicable, and 

translatable into action. Those symbols which have 

conceptual elaborating power (i.e., are valued as a source 

of categories for conceptualizing the order of the world) 

are what Pepper (1942) calls "root metaphors." These root 

metaphors formulate the unity of cultural orientation which 

underlies /lany aspects of experience, thus the sYllbolism 

provides a set of categories for conceptualizing other 

aspects of experience. 
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One study which investigates the process of 

symbolization is Roberts' (1982) study of 19th century 

comets in Zaire. He complements firsthand archival 

accounts with present-day informants' exegesis to explain 

why the comets' symbolism of transition and transformation 

resulted in the comet becoming the subject of allegory. 

Such a story form permitted greater multiplicity of 

interpretive levels, appropriate to the comets' own 

complexity of meaning for various peoples across space and 

time. 

Metaphor and allegory are vital to the 

understanding of culture. Rather than using a too literal 

or concrete level of analysis which greatly underestimates 

the complexity and sophistication of native philosophy, a 

metaphoric level of analysis provides greater 

understanding, particularly in areas of issues related to 

cultural world view. 

A Convergence of Cognitive and Symbolic Approaches 

The interpretation of metaphor was traditionally 

studied by symbolic anthropologists. Geertz (1964:59) 

describes the essential ambiguity inherent in this verbal 

expression of nonliteral thought: 

The power of metaphor derives precisely from the inter
play between the discordant meanings it symbolically 
coerces into a unitary conceptual framework and from 
the degree to which that coercion is successful in 
overcoming the psychic resistance such semantic tension 
inevitably generates in anyone in a position to 
perceive it. When it works, a metaphor transforms a 
false identification ... into an apt analogy; when it 
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misfires it is a mere extravagance. 

Fernandez, in his classic article "The Mission of 

Metaphor in Expressive Culture" (1974), takes the view that 

associational processes in symbolic behavior can be better 

understood by examining underlying metaphors and the 

subjects upon which they are based. He (1974:120) defines 

metaphor as "the predication of a sign-iaage upon an 

inchoate subject." Thus a word or phrase is applied to an 

object or concept which it does not literally denote, in 

order to suggest comparison with other objects or concepts. 

It is through metaphoric predication that an inchoate 

reality can be articulated. 

Fernandez (1974:132-133) argues that the 

traditional focus of ethnoscience on defining features 

within given doaains of experience needs to be complemented 

with the study of the way relationships are established 

between domains through aetaphoric predication. 

We see this kind of convergence between symbolic 

and cognitive approaches in Keith Basso's (1976) analysis 

of Western Apache "wise words." Basso fuses the cognitive 

concern with categories and focus on linguistic structures 

with a SYMbolic interpretation of meaning in his outline of 

a .odel for the analysis of aetaphor which he applies to 

metaphoric statements made by a group of Western Apaches. 

He argues that the interpretation of metaphor is grounded 

in an ability to form novel semantic categories, an ability 
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not accounted for by the standard transformational model of 

language. By determining how the concepts which underlie 

the interpretation of metaphor are formed, the 

anthropologist also learns how cultural symbols work to 

impose order and meaning on the "real world." "Wise 

words"--so labeled by the Western Apache because they 

reflect a level of balanced thinking, critical acumen, and 

extensive cultural knowledge--are created when an 

individual produces novel semantic categories in order to 

fill a lexical gap. Thus, the individual culture member 

applies cultural knowledge to create a new cultural form. 

By fusing the rigorous linguistic methodology of 

cognitive anthropology with a symbolic interpretation, 

Basso builds on the strengths of both approaches. He makes 

his linguistic data available to the reader to verify. 

Traditionally, however, many symbolic accounts in the 

tradition of Geertz present an ethnographer's model based 

on !rr!gr~rg!~!!Qn~ of linguistic and cultural data. Layers 

of significance are peeled away through the exegesis of key 

concepts but seldom is information provided about the 

contexts in which such symbols are relevant in a way that 

explains contextual variations in meaning or differing 

interpretations among culture .embers. This kind of 

interpretive account generally made the reader rely on the 

intuitions of the ethnographer rather than allowing the 

reader direct access to the data themselves. 
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This problematic approach to symbolic studies has 

led to a focus on the construction of ethnographic texts 

(Clifford and Marcus 1986). This focus on text making 

highlights the constructed, artificial nature of cultural 

accounts. No one ethnographic account can be complete and 

final; rather, by acknowledging the partiality and the 

limits of the particular researcher's account, these 

conditions can be accepted and taken into account. 

Fernandez (1982) addresses this issue when he 

reflects on the problems of interpreting the meaning of 

The meanings each ethnographer 

assigns emerge out of his or her own particular 

interaction. There is no Archimedean point the 

anthropologist can achieve because the ethnographer must 

select specific concepts and images upon which to focus; 

this selection emerges from the particular dialogue in 

which the ethnographer engages with the culture. The best 

an ethnographer can do is to stay as close as possible to 

local idioms and local actions and to specify his or her 

perspective to the reader. 

One by-product of this much humbler approach to 

ethnography is that it does away with the anthropologist-

as-authority. By presenting the ethnographer as an 

individual with a particular perspective, the culture can 

be described with the understanding that this is just one 
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account, one interpretation. McAllester (1980:237) speaks 

to this point when he justifies his presentation of yet 

another account of the Navajo Male Shootingway ceremonial: 

" ... given the richness of this complex of ceremonies and 

the relative poverty of any written account, every 

description and discussion adds a small retranslation, as 

it were, of an almost infinitely large subject." 

Two studies of religious symbolism which are of 

particular interest to this dissertation are those by 

Fernandez (1965) and Stromberg (1981). Both explicitly 

state the position of the ethnographer and make available 

to the reader the data upon which the author bases his 

interpretation. These works are also representative of the 

convergence between cognitive and symbolic approaches in 

their view of culture as a constitutive process which 

emphasizes the reflexive relationship between symbolic 

meaning and the behavior predicated upon this meaning. A 

valuable contribution of this constitutive approach to 

culture has been a much deeper understanding of how 

consensus and variation work within a culture, an issue 

which is examined in both papers. 

Fernandez's (1965) study helped focus interest on 

the issue of variation and consensus in the interpretation 

of religious symbolism. In his interviews with 20 members 

of ~!1!1, a reform cult derived from the traditional Fang 

ancestral cult, Fernandez asked them the meanings'of some 
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Substantial variation in the 

SO 
and ritual of the group. 

extent and content of 

individual interpretations led him to question the nature 

of the consensus underlying the group. Fernandez 

demonstrated that a lack of "cultural consensus" did not 

disturb the creation of "social consensus" through ritual. 

Group participation in highly patterned behavior provided 

the basis of social consensus. Fernandez (1965:912) 

concluded that a lack of consensus on the "ideological 

level of beliefs, rationales, interpretations of symbols" 

can be overcome through a social level of interaction in 

ritual. 

Fernandez, however, did not attempt to explain the 

nature of interpretive variation in general. Stromberg 

(1981:544-559) contributes significantly to our 

understanding of this phenomena in his study of a Swedish 

that the source of cultural community (consensus) can be 

located other than in the solidarity generated by 

collective ritual. The discovery that this sect eschews 

most forms of overt ritual led Stromberg to look elsewhere. 

He (1981:545) demonstrated that consensus exists between 

individuals "not on the level of their interpretations of 

the meanings of central symbols, but on the level of the 

systell." The source of behavioral consensus around which 
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the group is organized is the desirability of "inner-

worldly" activism (Stromberg 1981:556). 

Stromberg's study contributes a new perspective to 

symbolic studies by demonstrating that the social 

significance of religious sy~bols cannot always be studied 

through an approach seeking the "meanings" of individual 

symbols. By studying the system as a whole and taking into 

account variation ir. symbolic interpretation (based on data 

which is made available to the reader) the ethnographer can 

explore the inner dynamics of the group. In the case 

presented by Stromberg these dynamics take the form of the 

elaboration of basic forms in various directions--

metaphoric, metonymic, and synecdochic. While sUbstantive 

beliefs may vary greatly, such variation is underlain by a 

"fundamental 'structural consensus' that is vital to 

sociological coherence and basic unity in ideological 

orientation in the group as a whole" (Stromberg 1981:557). 

The Expression of World View Through Material Culture 

The material culture produced by a society reflects 

that culture's code of reality. It is helpful to think of 

material culture on a continuum: at one end are those 

objects produced for a specific purpose with no visual 

elaboration beyond that which is required for their 

cultural role (the instrumental object) while at the other 

end are those objects produced purely for visual pleasure 

(the aesthetic object); in between these two polar types 
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varying degrees of visual 

The anthropologist Jacques Maquet (1986:33) defines 

the aesthetic object as one which stimulates and sustains 

in the beholder "an attentive, nondiscursive, and 

disinterested vision." By this, he means an object which 

so holds the attention of the viewer that he or she becomes 

so engrossed in the object as to be only dimly aware of 

self. The object stimulates a nondiscursive attitude in 

that it (the object) is not compatible with an analytic 

attitude. The disinterested vision with which one views 

the object refers to a putting aside of practical concerns 

which interfere with the aesthetic experience. 

Maquet (1971:6) relates art to pleasure because 

"aesthetic contemplation does not lead beyond itself. 

whereas cognition and action seem to do so (knowledge may 

be applied, one change may entail another)." Thus, the 

aesthetic object is one whose primary function is 

exclusively visual (Maquet 1986:65). While all the 

known societies "recognize and actualize the human 

potentiality for aesthetic perception and appreciation" 

(Maquet 1986:64), practically all of the objects displayed 

in museums as "primitive art" are not meant to be art 

objects by destination. Their primary purpose in the 

societies which created them was not purely aesthetic. "In 

the reality constructed by the men and women of the 
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nonliterate world," says Maquet (1986:66), "art was neither 

a linguistic category nor a social practice." Rather, 

these objects were instrumental in ritual, government, or 

in the everyday life of a people. 

This distinction--between the aesthetic and the 

instruRlental--is extremely helpful in explaining why 

material culture used in ritual is not aesthetic by 

definition. These forms are not meant for aesthetic 

contemplation alone, rather they have a distinct purposc--

to communicate with the supernatural world and to influence 

worldly events. Furthermore, ritual is to some extent 

cognitive, in the sense that ritual communicates 

information. (Leach's [1966:406] description of ritual 

procedures as "a complex store of information" has already 

been discussed.) 

Maquet (1976:8) draws a distintion between the 

instrumental form--those aspects of an artifact's form 

which are required for its efficacious use in its usual 

context--and the non instrumental features--the aspects of 

form which are not required. 

This distinction between the aesthetic and the 

instrumental is crucial for a discussion of Navajo 

sandpaintings. In sacred sandpaintings, only two elements-

-the kilts and pouches worn by the figures--have 

noninstrumental or aesthetic qualities, that is, the degree 

of elaboration is the choice of the person producing 
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All other sandpainting 

forms are instrumental. While the aesthetic appeal of a 

sandpainting cannot be denied, it is essential to remember 

that the Navajo themselves do not consider sacred 

sandpaintings to belong to the aesthetic realm. 

Other forms in Navajo culture which have more 

aesthetic features (i.e., greater visual elaboration than 

is required for use in their usual contexts) are blankets 

(which became rugs) and jewelry. Witherspoon (1977) fails 

to make use of the instrumental-aesthetic distinction in 

his study of the expression of world view in Navajo 

material culture, as will- be discussed in greater depth 

later in this section. Parezo (1983), in her thorough 

documentation of the process of the commercialization of 

Navajo sandpaintings, described the transformation of 

instrumental forms into aesthetic forms. 

Several key studies relate material culture to 

world view: Turner's (1982) framework for the evaluation 

of celebratory objects, Mills' (1959) study of Navajo art 

and culture, Hatcher's (1974) formal analysis of Navajo 

art, and Witherspoon's (1977) interpretation of Navajo art 

in terms of world view. 

Turner's (1982:16-22) framework for the evaluation 

of celebratory objects can be applied to ritual objects. 

He (1982:16) discusses the properties of celebratory 

objects--objects which are created specifically for the 
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c e 1 e bra t ion 0 f a cuI t u raIl y 'Ill e an i n g f u 1 eve n t : 

Celebratory objects are, first and foremost, material 
objects, though they represent ideas, objects, events, 
relationships, 'truths' not immediately present to the 
observer, or even intangible or invisible thoughts and 
conceptions. Such celebratory symbols, moreover, 
usually stand for .any things and thoughts at once. 
Technical terms for this capacity are: ~Y!!!YQQ!! 
(literally 'many voiced'), 'speaking' in /lany ways at 
once; mY!!!Y!!~ll!' having various meanings or values; 
and ~Q!~~~mQY~, having or being open to several or many 
meanings. 

Celebratory events are also a celebration of the 

social group itself; through such events, the group 

manifests, "in symbolic form, what it conceives to be its 

essential life ... the distillation and typification of its 

corporate experience" (Turner 1982:16). The very word 

"celebration" is related to Durkheim's quality of 

"effervescence." As Turner (1982:16) points out, the 

makers of celebratory objects "become the articulators of 

the otherwise inchoate celebratory 'spiri t,' and the 

[objects] they ... construct, be cOile a kind of shining 

language in which society formulates its conception of the 

universe and its cultural philosophy." Thus, this form of 

material culture is an embodiment of world view. 

In Geertz's (1957) definition, a world view 

embodies people's Most general conceptions of order by 

defining, classifying, and ordering their reality. This is 

different from, but related to religion, which orients the 

society toward the reality constructed by their world view 

by providing an intellectually and emotionally satisfying 
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picture of reality (Ortiz 1972:136). Thus, ritual objects, 

as part of a people's religion, play a key role in 

providing that satisfying picture of reality. 

Ritual objects, at least in a Southwestern priestly 

society like the Zuni (characterized earlier in this 

chapter by Bunzel) display greater regularity of form and 

content than do other forms of material culture within a 

society. Supernatural aid is sought through prescribed 

patterns of speech, behavior, and objects. While 

celebratory objects often express the maker's own 

interpretation of memories and anticipations of the 

"effervescence" generated by celebratory events, such 

creative range is more controlled in the art produced for 

priestly ritual, where ritual power derives from precise 

replication of standardized ritual knowledge. 

Two stUdies have taken a psychological orientation 

to Navajo art. In the 19508 George Mills did his study of 

Navajo art and culture and in the 1960s Evelyn Payne 

Hatcher conducted a formal analysis of Navajo art. Neither 

effort involved much fieldwork or firsthand acquaintance 

with Navajo language or cult~re. In taking a culture and 

personality approach, both works were concerned with the 

expression of personality traits in art forms, particularly 

in sandpaintings. 

These studies were flawed by a psychological 

approach which led these scholars to project personality 
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Mills (1959:40) concludes his 

"1 judge that Navajos enjoy a 

healthy balance of dynamism and control, that their 

'vitality is unimpaired, and that they recognize and adjust 

to external conditions." He (1959:146) goes on to say 

that, "symmetry flatters their craving for unity; it 

provides an agreeable feeling of steadfastness and 

stability." Mills (1959:132) concludes that although the 

Navajo appear to be strongly emotional, their art work 

illustrates a tendency to turn their emotions inward. 

Hatcher (1974:170-1) views Movement in Navajo 

drypainting in terms of "rotational motion" and the outward 

"movement" of structural lines in terms of "tension or 

vitality. To me the radiating lines definitely move 

outward rather than converge, and are often opposed and 

contained by the border." 

Such a psychological critique of Navajo 

sandpainting is unproductive in terms of world view. These 

scholars project Western notions of style and psychology 

onto Navajo ritual objects. They evaluate ritual material 

culture in terms of aesthetics rather than meaning, 

divorcing it from its cultural context. 

Another material culture study of particular 

interest to this dissertation is Witherspoon's (1977) 

work embraces a wider range of material culture than does 
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volume (by including non-celebratory 

objects), Witherspoon is specifically concerned with the 

expression of Navajo world view in their material culture. 

I will discuss this study at greater length because of its 

attempt to link Material culture to Navajo world view. 

concerns of particular interest to this dissertation. 

In his interpretation of Navajo art. Witherspoan 

views / / 
hQ!h~--the Navajo concept of beauty, harmony. 

happiness. and good--as the ideal state toward which Navajo 

strive. Rather than looking for beauty. the Navajo 

"generates it within himself and projects it onto the 

universe" (1977:151). A basic assumption of the Navajo 

world is that thought creates action and that speech 

possesses compulsive power. Witherspoon extends this 

compulsive power to art because art "involves many of the 

same processes of symbolic transformation that are found in 

discursive symbolism" (1977:153). He considers art to be 

as much symbolization as is speech. 

Witherspoon examines Navajo lIusic, singing, 

weaving, sandpainting, and silverwork in an attellpt to 

demonstrate how these assumptions are expressed. He uses 

examples and description from McAllester's (n.d.) work on 

Navajo music to illustrate how the Navajo emphasis on 

energy, activity, and motion is expressed in this art form. 

Witherspoon describes Navajo weaving as a successive 

alternation of static and active principles (1977:163), 
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referring to several Navajo rugs and showing how he feels 

they illustrate the interplay between static and active 

shapes, colors, and spaces. He then examines a 

sandpainting from the Night and Feather chants which he 

feels again reflect the opposition and complementarity of 

the static and active qualities in his description. He 

describes the same interplay in a silver wristguard. 

Finally, Witherspoon compares Navajo art with art 

traditions in the West. 

The value of Witherspoon's strategy lies in his 

attempt to formulate a set of organizing principles of 

Navajo culture through the investigation of selected 

linguistic categories and the semantic distinctions which 

underlie them. His use of Navajo verbs (which cites 

evidence from the work of Reichard and Hoijer), kinship 

system, and ritual phrases to gradually unveil Navajo 

philosophy, while weak in places, still remains an 

excellent and provocative attempt to get at what Navajos 

think. Another contribution lies in the controversy he 

generated: this provocative book offers a new approach in 

its attempt to fuse together material in a way which had 

not been previously attempted on any major scale. 

However, the deficiencies of this approach become 

evident in his attempt to link world view and art. Such 

linkage requires detailed specification. Geertz does not 

attempt to exemplify world view in terms of material 
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culture; Witherspoon does and it is here that he is 

weakest. The creation process of ritual art lends itself 

to such an examination because it involves acts and forms 

which are explicitly symbolic. However, in a product such 

as a Navajo rug or silver wristguard, it is form, not 

meaning, which is being manipulated. These objects are not 

of a symbolic nature. One can describe the texture, color, 

and form of a work of art, but it is probably unwarranted 

to project meaning onto abstract art forms (except, of 

course, in the case of deliberately sYMbolic forms such as 

sandpainting). 

Witherspoon's rationale assumes that the,artist had 

a notion (which could be verbali~ed) of what he or she was 

trying to express beforehand. Boas (1955:106) found that 

in by far the majority of cases [of primitive art] the 
interpretation appears to us as entirely incoherent. 
The terms by which the same forms are designated by 
different individuals and at different times are so 
varied that it is difficult to assume that we are 
merely dealing with names of design elements. 

He (1955:103) stresses that 

It is therefore, important to know whether there exists 
firm associations between form and significance, and 
whether these associations are accompanied by strong 
emotional reactions. 

Witherspoon makes no effort to establish the existence of 

links between form and significance by conducting fieldwork 

aMong Navajo weavers or silversmiths or by delving deeply 

into the work of Reichard, Amsden, or Adair. Bunzel 

(1972:70) found, in her classic book on Pueblo potters, 
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that among the Hopi 

Most women will find some significance in designs, when 
questioned, but the way in which the answer is given 
indicates that the association is quite secondary, and 
frequently suggested by the inquirer. 

She (1972:71) goes on to say that 

Neither [the explanation of the archaeologist nor that 
of the modern Hopi] can claim to be an explanation of 
what the design meant to the person who painted 
it ... These interpretations and the ways in which they 
are patterned merely reflect the principal interest of 
the observer. 

Form comes first in secular art, with the attachment of 

symbolization, if at all, coming later. 

Witherspoon glosses over both historical and 

regional variation, in his discussion of Navajo weaving. 

The Navajo borrowed rug designs throughout the entire 

history of the art. Amsden (1934:220-221) feels that we 

should not try to read more into Navajo weaving than is 

there but rather appreciate it on its own artistic merits. 

He accounts for the lack of symbolism in weaving by the 

fact that Navajo weaving is not a native tribal craft. 

Weaving has become a commercial enterprise, influenced 

historically by the direction of traders and today by 

individual artistic taste. 

Witherspoon ultimately fails in his attempt to 

demonstrate the embodiment of world view in material 

culture because he reduces the Navajo world view to an 

opposition between static and active principles. This 

opposition is so broad as to be virtually meaningless. All 
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good art is an, interplay between static and active 

principles; as a structuring principle, this notion 

explains very little. It is unfortunate to see the cOMplex 

art of Navajo weaving reduced to an interplay between 

static and active principles. 

Art forms are by their very nature specific rather 

than general. Any correspondence of structure between art 

forms and cosmological notions must be specified in a way 

that demonstrates a clear 

representation of specific 

structure in specific forms. 

correspondence between the 

features of the cosmological 

While studies which analyze native art as a system 

communicating cultural categories tend not to focus on 

ritual art, studies of ritual art tend to concentrate on 

the interpretation of ritual action and speech to the 

neglect of material culture. Ritual studies are important 

for contextualizing aaterial culture and for explicating 

how "the patterning of ritual procedures can serve as a 

complex store of information ... about Nature and Society" 

(Leach 1966:406). However, by 

ritual action and speech, studies 

centering primarily on 

of ritual neglect the 

systematic docu.entation of ritual objects. 

One reason that such a small proportion of the 

literature on 

specifically to 

material culture addresses itself 

ritual art in a systematic manner is that, 

unlike secular art, access to ritual art has been severely 
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In the Southwest, 

the major pictorial ritual arts--Pueblo mural painting and 

Navajo sandpainting--are an e~ample of such 

inaccessibility: while access to Pueblo wall paintings is 

limited to insiders, the recording of Navajo sandpaintings 

js restricted by technical prohibitions (Brody 1976:77). 

Not only is access to ritual art in its context 

restricted but at the same time, ritual artifacts are less 

available for study than more secular items. This is 

because the former have rarely been successfully marketed. 

Artifacts which are only somewhat important to a society 

rather than those which playa central (i.e., ritual) role 

tend to be the objects of commercialization (Graburn 

1969:463-464). Neither Pueblo kachina masks nor Navajo 

yeibichai masks--the most sacred parts of ritual costumes--

are generally for sale (Dockstader 1954:108-113). In fact, 

today when sacred items are for sale, native museums are 

attempting to purchase them so that they are once more the 

property of the tribe; the Director of the Ned Hatathli 

Museum, Harry Walters (personal communication) has 

successfully regained several Navajo medicine bundles with 

the cooperation of such museums as the Wheelwright Museum 

of the American Indian. Thus, access to ritual art, both 

in and out of context, is severely limited. 

Furthermore, when ritual objects are commercialized 

(and thus more accessible) these objects tend to be 
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consciously altered in form so that they no longer visually 

resemble their sacred prototypes. Nancy Parezo (1983) 

documents this transformation in the commercialization of 

Navajo sandpainting and cites other examples of this 

process as well. Some forms of Northwest Coast Indian art 

and Hopi kachina dolls also display deliberate visual 

alteration of form (Dockstader 1954:105). Divorced from 

their context and deliberately altered in form, these 

commercial products are not subject to the same religious 

prescriptions as their prototypes, and thus, do not carry 

the same symbolic load. 

The material culture studies discussed in this 

section are valuable for directing attention to an area too 

often neglected by anthropological theory and for 

attempting to fill this gap. The recent convergence of 

cognitive and symbolic approaches in anthropology holds 

promise for the systematic documentation of consensus and 

variation in the interpretation of ritual symbolism. 

This dissertation synthesizes these approaches by 

focusing on one domain--celestial constellations as 

temporal and spatial Markers--in its visual depiction-

Navajo sandpaintings--from this convergence perspective. I 

treat this dOMain as a system of cultural knowledge which 

is indexed by visual forms rather than by linguistic terms. 

Although each of the constellations has a linguistic label, 

in its sandpainting depiction, a visual form acts as the 
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vehicle for representation. 

The complexity of the Navajo ceremonial system is 

an excellent example of Wallace's (1970) "organization of 

diversity" theory: no 

its complete repertoire 

one chanter knows every chant with 

of sandpaintings, prayers, and 

other ceremonial procedures. Instead, each chanter 

specializes in a few chants and is familiar with parts of 

others. This ceremonial specialization has resulted in far 

greater complexity than would be possible if every chanter 

had to know every chant. 

By exploring contextual variation in the form of 

meanings associated with the stars and constellations, the 

complclmentary distribution of knowledge can be examined. 

We will see cognitive pluralism--contextually dependent 

variation--in the dangerous meaning of Big Stars in their 

Evilway context versus the more beneficial meaning of 

Constellations in their Holyway context. Individual 

differences--true variation in cognitive structures among 

chanters--exist at the level of differing accounts of the 

same Constellation given by different chanters as well as 

in slightly different visual renderings of the same 

Constellation. 

While I distinguish native celestial categories 

from a cognitive approach, I use a symbolic interpretive 

perspective to understand the meanings of these 

Constellations. The Constellations are ritual sYMbols and, 
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as such. to paraphrase Ortner (1978:1). they playa role in 

a culturally formalized event which dramatizes the basic 

visions of reality upon which the Navajo world rests. 

The Navajo chanter is not a shaman but a priest who 

performs a ceremonial in which ritual power is derived from 

the precise replication of the appropriate songs, 

medicines. and ritual actions. This means that creative 

play. while highly valued in secular artforms such as 

weaving and jewelry. is not culturally recognized in visual 

forms from the ritual realm such as sandpainting. 

Through the examination of differing visual and 

verbal interpretations of the same cultural text--the 

Constellations--we can examine the phenomena of variation 

and consensus. Fernandez'S model in which variation in 

symbolic interpretation is overcome through consensus in 

group participation in highly patterned (i.e .• ritual) 

behavior is appropriate for understanding variation and 

consensus in Navajo Constellation depiction and meaning: 

while chanters may draw the Constellations with slight 

differences and may ascribe different meanings to the 

Constellation dependent upon the ritual specialty of the 

chanter. consensus does exist at the level of ritual 

behavior--the sandpaintings in which the Constellations 

appear belong to specific chants which then are used in 

ritually prescribed contexts. 

Stromberg's lIodel is also appropriate to 
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understanding the variation and consensus which appear in 

Constellation depiction and associated meanings for the 

"fundamental 'structural consensus'" (Stromberg 1981:557) 

that underlies variation in symbolic interpretation. While 

chanters vary in their visual and verbal interpretations of 

individual Constellations, chanters agree on the names 

(and, generally, the translations and Western counterparts) 

of these major Constellations, their sacredness, their 

usage as calendrical and nightly markers, and the 

sandpainting contexts in which they appear. 

Navajo sandpaintings are a form of material culture 

which lies closer to the instrumental end of the continuum 

rather than to the aesthetic realm; sandpaintings arc 

produced for a specific ceremonial purpose rather than for 

purely visual pleasure. Thus, sandpaintings do not fit 

Maquet's (1986:65) definition of the aesthetic object 

because their primary function is not exclusively visual. 

Sandpaintings are what Turner (1982:16) calls 

celebratory objects, that is, sandpaintings "become a kind 

of shining language" through which the Navajo formulate 

their "conception of the universe and [their] ... cultural 

philosophy." This is one way of saying that sandpaintings 

embody world view. 

Following Geertz's (1957) definition, the Navajo 

world view eMbodies their .ost general conceptions of order 

by defining, classifying, and ordering their reality, while 

--.-- ... _._--------------------------------------
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Navajo religion orients them toward the reality constructed 

by their world view by providing an intellectually and 

emotionally satisfying picture of reality. Sandpaintings, 

as a part of Navajo ceremonialism, play a key role in 

providing that satisfying picture of reality. 

The Navajo word hQ~hQ which expresses a state of 

harmony, blessedness, beauty, and balance, is a key to 

understanding the Navajo world view. Although this concept 

is expressed in visual form, its expression is far more 

complex than Witherspoon (1977) is able to demonstrate when 

he reduces its expression to an opposition between static 

and active principles. The specific nature of visual forms 

means that any correspondence of structure between these 

forms and cosmological concepts must be systematically 

demonstrated to show a clear correspondence between the 

representation of specific features of cosmological 

structure and specific visual forms. By focusing on 

Constellation depictions (which represent specific features 

of the cosmological structure), it is possible to document 

the correspondence between cultural ideology and its visual 

expression. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

SANDPAINTINGS IN NAVAJO CULTURE 

The Navajo Ceremonial System 

There is no word for religion in Navajo (Wyman 

1983:15); instead there is a philosophy which encompasses 

the spiritual and the medical. The focus of Navajo 

ceremonialism is healing and the restoration 

/ I 
harmonious condition known as hQ~h~. 

of the 

Wyman (1983:15) summarizes the essence of Navajo 

philosophical thinking as based on the principle that the 

universe is an all-inclusive unit in which all 
elements, from the tiniest object or creature to the 
most stupendous, including man himself, are 
interrelated in an orderly but delicate balance 
governed by the principle of reciprocity. 

Because the universe is all-inclusive, it contains both 

"good" and "evil" which I I 
are embodied in the word hQ~h2' 

While there is no single English equivalent for this word, 

it summarizes the idea of the integration of all forces, 

both good and evil, natural and supernatural, male and 

female, into a state of balance and harmony. When an 

individual is involved in an act which disrupts this 

balance, he or she may be made ill by the forces thereby 

unleashed. 

Ritual both cures and prevents illness. Wyman and 

Kluckhohn (1938:13-14) list four groups of "etiological 

factors" which can produce illness: 1) natural phenomena, 
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such as lightning, winds, thunder, and sometimes the earth, 

sun, or moon: 2) some species of animals, including bear, 

coyote, snakes, and eagles: 3) ceremonial paraphernalia or 

activities which are contacted at inappropriate times: and 

4) ghosts of either Navajos or aliens and witches, 

including werewolves. 

To cure the patient, the practioner must invoke the 

cause of illness and bring it under control, transforming 

evil into good. The power to cure comes from the precise 

replication of ceremonial procedures which restore the 

patient to a state of orderliness and health. 

Navajo ceremonials are conducled according to 

individual need rather than according to the dictates of a 

ceremonial calendar. In contrast to the institutionalized 

priesthoods and ceremonial societies of the Pueblos, a 

Navajo ceremonial is conducted by a highly trained 

pract i t i oner called !H!l!H!~.!..!.' whi ch means "s i nger" or 

"chanter" because singing is the one indispensable 

component of Navajo ritual. The Navajo chanter possesses 

ritual knowledge which can control dangerous things, cure 

witchcraft, exorcise ghosts, and establish immunity to 

illness from the same sources. 

Chanters specialize in only a few complete 

ceremonials because each ceremonial requires so many 

prayers, songs, medicines, sandpaintings, and ritual 

objects and procedures. Hundreds of songs belong to the 
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Shooting Chant alone (Newcomb and Reichard 1975:10). Few 

chanters are female because of the chance of prenatal 

infection. 

It is more common to find women among another kind 

of practioner, the diagnostician, who discovers the source 

of illness and prescribes the appropriate ceremonial. 

Divination may take the form of hand trembling, star gazing 

(See Chapter Four.), or listening. 

The Navajo system of ceremonials is highly complex. 

Haile (1938a:639; 1938b:10) distinguished 

ceremonials in which a rattle is not used--from £h!n!!--

ceremonials in which a rattle accompanies the singing. 

Two major rites, Blessingway and Enemyway, stand 

apart from the chantways. (In this dissertation, the term 

£h~nl~~~ is used as a synonym for chant because the suffix 

=~~~ is a rendering of the terminal enclitic of Navajo 

names for their chants.) Unlike the chantways which focus 

on curing, Blesingway is preventive in nature and invokes 

positive blessings. Thus, it protects from misfortune by 

ensuring prosperity, good luck, order, health, and all 

.anner of positive blessings for the Earth Surface People 

and all that concerns them. 

The Enemyway, in contrast, is used to exorcise the 

ghosts of aliens, violence, and ugliness. It belonged to a 

group of ancient war ceremonials used to protect warriors 

from the ghosts of slain enemies. (Thus, the only 
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characteristic Blessingway and Enemyway have in common is 

that neither belongs to the body of chantways.) 

The chantways can be performed according to one of 

three rituals, or patterns of behavior governing procedure: 

Holyway, Evilway, or Lifeway. Holyway ceremonials are 

concerned with restoring the patient to health by 

attracting good, Evilway ceremonials exorcise evil, and 

chants conducted according to Lifeway ritual treat injuries 

resulting from accidents. Chants may be conducted 

according to more than one ritual mode. 

Because Navajos name ceremonials according to the 

governing ritual (Holyway, Evilway, Lifeway), according to 

male or female branches (which is probably determined by 

the sex of the protagonist of the accompanying myth), and 

sometimes for other reasons, Navajo informants may give 40 

or 50 names for song ceremonials (Wyman 1983:21). Wyman 

(1983:20) estimates that there were once 24 chantway 

complexes, of which only 11 are well known today with seven 

of these being frequently performed (Shootingway, Flintway, 

Mountainway, Nightway, Navajo and Chiricahua Windways, and 

Hand Tremblingway). Chants are grouped together on the 

basis of association in the connected origin legends, 

symbolism, procedural similarities, ritual paraphernalia, 

and common etiological factors (Kluckhohn and Wyman 

1940:8). 
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A Brief Description of a Navajo Holyway Ceremonial 

Only a few Evilway chants and no Lifeway chants 

employ sandpaintings. 

sandpaintings, it will 

ceremonial. 

Since all Holyway chants use 

be helpful to describe a Holyway 

Each chant has an associated origin legend and 

combines a number of individual ceremonies or ties having 

separate functions. Some rites are required and appear in 

every chant performance while others are supplementary. 

There are usually ten or twelve distinct ceremonies in a 

typical Holyway ceremonial. These are summarized in Table 

1 . 

A ceremonial lasts from one to nine nights, and the 

two-, five-, and nine-night forms are divided into two main 

sections: purification and the dispelling of evil 

(ugliness), and the attraction of that which is good. The 

purposes of the ceremonies or rites listed in Table One are 

purification and/or the attraction of good. For example, 

the consecration of the h~gh~ll consists of blessing through 

singing, praying, purification, and pollen sprinkling to 

both purify and to attract good powers. The unraveling of 

bundles of herbs and feathers symbolizes purification from 

evil. Sandpaintings both dispel evil and attract good. 

Although the topic of this dissertation is the 

systematic analysis of a 

images, it must be kept in 

particular set of sandpainting 

mind that sandpaintings do not 



TABLE ONE: 

CEREMONIES OF HOLYWAY CHANTS 
(taken from Wyman 1983: 30) 

Two-Night Five-Night Nine-Night Time of Day 
Consecrating the 1 1 1 Sundown 

hogan 
Unraveling 1 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 Early evening 
Short singing 1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Evening 
Setting-out of 1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Before dawn 

prayer sticks 
Sweat and emetic 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 Dawn 
Offering 1 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 Early forenoon 
Bath 1 4 8 Forenoon 
Sandpainting 1 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Afternoon 
Figure painting 1 4 8 During the 

and token tying sandpainting 
All-night singing 2 5 9 Late evening 

onward 
Dawn Erocedures 2 5 9 Dawn 

NOTE: Numerals indicate the days on which the ceremonies occur 
according to Navajo reckoning (sundown to sundown) . 

-.....:J 
~ 



75 
operate independently of the ceremonial whole. 

The Purpose of Sandpaintings 

The Navajo 
I/, 

term for sandpainting--~!!~~~h--suggest 

the place of entry where supernaturals "enter and go" 

(Franciscan Fathers 1910:398). Wyman (1983:33) feels that 

the description of the sandpainting as a holy altar is the 

most appropriate because "it is a place where there is 

sacerdotal equipment and on which ritual behavior is 

carried out." Foster (1964:3) describes the purpose of 

sandpaintings: 

Their ephemeral beauty is not created for any aesthetic 
purpose, but to act as magnetic fields and diffusers 
of supernatural power. They are, in fact, holy altars, 
made on the ground or floor of the hogan. 

The purpose of a sandpainting is fourfold: the 

sandpainting attracts the supernaturals and their healing 

power; the de[piction of these supernaturals identifies the 

patient with their healing power; the sandpainting absorbs 

the sickness from, and imparts immunity to, the patient 

seated on it; and the picture creates a ritual reality in 

which the patient and supernatural dramatically interact. 

The supernatural powers are thought to be 

irresistibly attracted by seeing their portraits painted in 

sand. Once they arrive, they actually become the 

sandpainted likenesses. As Haile (1947a:xiv) has said, the 

depictions are "identified with the supernaturals 

themselves ... they enter the hogan in person." 
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identifies with the supernaturals 

depicted in sand by sitting on the figures while the singer 

moistens his palms with herb medicine and presses them to 

various parts of the patient--foot to foot, hand to hand, 

head to head. The singer also presses parts of his own 

body to corresponding parts of the patient's body. At the 

same time he voices the sound symbolism associated with the 

chant. The singer is considered to be the surrogate of the 

supernaturals and is thought to be a gl~ln_gln~~' while he 

performs the ceremonial. Thus, the physical contact the 

patient receives from the singer reinforces the process of 

identification with the supernaturals and he or she becomes 

strong and immune from further harm. 

Sandpaintings heal because they serve as a two-way 

path for good and evil by absorbing the evil (i.e., 

illness) from the patient and replacing the evil with good. 

Gladys Reichard (1950:112) summarized this process of 

"spiritual osmosis:" 

The ritualistic process may be likened to a spiritual 
osmosis in which the evil in man and the good of deity 
penetrate the ceremonial membrane in both directions, 
the former being neutralized by the latter, but only if 
the exact conditions for the interpenetration are 
fulfilled. 

// 
One reason that ~!!~~~h have the power to heal is 

that the paintings and the rituals of which they are a part 

do not merely commemorate past events; rather, through the 

preparation and performance of the sandpainting ritual, 

these sacred events are created again in the present. It 
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is the cyclical quality of Navajo time that makes the 

sandpainting ritual so powerful and real rather than 

imaginary (See Chapter Six for a discussion of the cyclical 

nature of time.). The forces of life are symbolically 

represented on the hQgh~n floor--including locality symbols 

which serve to "place" the patient within this sacred 

setting--and the patient then interacts with the gl~l~ 

I 
gln!~! (supernaturals) within the ritual reality created by 

the paintings. 

A Sandpainting Ceremony 

Sandpainting ceremonies are a component of all 

Holyway ceremonials except Excessway and most or perhap~ 

all Evilway ceremonials (Wyman 1983:50). (Ceremonials 

conducted according to Lifeway ritual do not us(\!": 

sandpaintings.) Most of the sandpaintings discussed im 

this dissertation belong to chants performed according t~ 

Holyway; sandpainiings from two chants--Big Starway an~ 

Hand Tremblingway--are from the Evilway versions of these 

chants. The procedures of Evilway chants tend to be morE 

exorcistic in nature than those of Holyway chants. Evilwa~ 

sandpaintings may be used at night or both made and used at 

night. These paintings may be made upon buckskin or cloth. 

SOli e d i v ina t ion • war • and p ray err i t e sin c 1 u de-

sandpaintings. The paintings of Blessingway rites (whicw 

are sometimes made on buckskin or cloth [Wyman 1983:52~~ 

and the War Prophylactic rite are more properly calle~ 
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drypaintings rather than sandpaintings: instead of using 

sand, ocher, and charcoal, the pigments are mostly, and 

often entirely, of vegetable origin (see Reichard 1950:666-

672): Wyman 1970a:65). These include corn and other plant 

pollens. cornmeal, powdered flower petals, especially blue 

flowers ("blue pollen"), and charcoal. 

Different chants have different numbers of 

paintings. The chanter never uses the entire repertoire of 

paintings that belong to a specific chant but rather 

chooses those paintings which he feels are best suited to 

the patient's illness. 

Wyman (1983:50: 1970b:7) estimates that Shootingway 

has around a hundred designs while for some chants, 

scarcely more designs are known today than the four needed 

for a five-night or nine-night performance. Using his main 

theme symbols criteria, Wyman (1983:51) estimates tha there 

are 153 main themes used to form 228 different designs 

among some 851 reproductions of Holyway sandpaintings in 

collections. 

The process of sandpainting construction begins 

with the clearing of the ceremonial hQgh~n of personal 

belongings and the sweeping of the floor. The fire is 

moved from the center toward the door, where is must be 

kept burning east of the painting throughout the ceremony. 

If the sandpainting is to be alarge one made for a nine-

night winter ceremonial, a special ceremonial hQgh~n must 
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be constructed with a diameter of 30 or more feet. 

One or more assistants kneel or sit and begin the 

work under the chanter's direction. The assistants may be 

anyone who knows how or who wishes to learn; however, he 

must have been sung over at least once or it will be 

dangerous for him or her. The size and complexity of the 

design determine the number of assistants and the amount of 

time to complete the sandpainting; the number of assistants 

and the amount of available time also help to determine the 

size and complexity of the design. One or two people may 

complete a small, simple painting a foot or two in diameter 

in an hour or two. It takes four to six people three to 

five hours to complete an average chantway sandpainting, 

usually six feet in diameter. The complex designs used for 

a nine-night winter ceremonial may take a dozen assistants 

nine hours of more to complete. 

The chanter only participates in the painting 

process by laying out some preliminary guidelines or by 

beginning the picture with a particularly powerful symbol 

in the center. He sits at the west side of the hQgh~n, a 

little south of center (his accustomed place) to direct and 

criticize the work. 

Mistakes are corrected by covering them with 

background sand and painting them over with the corrected 

design. When the figures wear special costumes, the sand 

is also superimposed in layers, with the slim, straight 
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or kilts superimposed on them. 

The patient is present during this process only if 

he is learning the ceremonial. In this case, he may even 

assist with the creation of the sandpainting. 

The sandpainting is generally begun in the center 

and then the creation of the design moves outward. The 

sand upon which the assistants have been sitting is 

smoothed with a weaving batten to serve as background for 

the painting. The designs are drawn by allowing the sand 

to trickle onto the background between the thumb and the 

flexed forefinger as the thumb is moved over the first two 

fingers. String is held taut between two points, pressed 

into the sand, and removed to ensure the straightness of 

the long, slender bodies of sandpainting figures. String 

may also be used to make certain that figures are of 

uniform size. 

Precise rules of tradition determine the form of 

all images. The assistants who have taken part in the 

creation of certain paintings know these rules as does the 

chanter--all visual images are carried only in the minds of 

the chanter and his assistants. Only rarely, such as in 

the depiction of the kilts and pouches suspended from the 

waists of anthropomorphized figures, is individual 

creativity allowed play. 
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Wyman (1983:61) desjgnates the outstanding parts of 

a sandpainting as the main theme symbols and subsidiary 

symbols. He qualifies this by saying that while this 

violates a fundamental Navajo principle--that all things in 

the universe have equal importance--this designation 

facilitates analytic convenience. Main theme symbols give 

the name and principal symbolic meaning to the picture and 

are the ones a Navajo would choose to state the nature of 

the picture. The subsidiary symbols (no less important to 

the Navajo) are smaller than the main theme symbols and are 

found in the quadrants of a radial design or are drawn 

parallel to or above or below the main themes in a linear 

arrangement. While studies have differentiated 

sandpaintings by their linear. radial. or extended center 

composition. composition is not a significant criteria of 

differentiation for the Navajo (Wyman 1983:61). Thus. a 

painting with a radial composition and one with a linear 

composition but with the same main themes are considered to 

be fundamentally the same to the Navajo. 

The main theme symbols are representations of the 

human heroes of the origin legend belonging to the 

ceremonial. the supernatural beings encountered in their 

adventures, important etiological factors associated with 

the ceremonial, or other powers connected with the chant or 

rite through its myth or through Navajo belief. The 

---------------------------------------------
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animals, plants, 

natural phenomena, geophysical features, and material 

objects are depicted. Thus Lightning (Thunders), Wind, 

Hail, and Clouds may be depicted as "people." 

The subsidiary theme symbols accompany the main 

theme symbols. In most instances, the subsidiary symbols 

are the four sacred plants: corn, beans, squash, and 

tobacco. Sometimes only one of the plants is used. A bird 

or birds my a be depicted as well. Medicine herbs, arrows, 

clouds, Cactus People, coiled snakes, and mountains are 

other subsidiary symbols (Wyman 1983:63). Newcomb (1956:9) 

said that if a locality symbol is in the center of the 

painting, the subsidiary symbols belong to it; on the other 

hand, main theme symbols "represent the immortals or 

powerful forces expected to arrive at the ceremony coming 

from the four directions." 

A chart of main theme symbols and designs found in 

the chantways now follows, showing those symbols which are 

peculiar to the ceremonial, those which are prominently 

featured but are shared by other ceremonials, and those 

which are minor symbols. Illustrations and descriptions of 

the chantway and its sandpaintings are listed under the 

name of each chantway. 

Guardian symbols protect the space covered by the 

design and bring it under control. They also provide for 

the exchange of evil and good with the outside world. The 

...... _-_._---------------------------------



TABLE TWO. MAIN THEME SYMBOLS AND DESIGNS OF NAVAJO SANDPAINTINGS 
(Adapted from Wyman 1983:144-151. Sources refer to illustrations and 
information about the particular sandpaintings in the chantway.) 

Chantway 

BLESSINGWAY 
Wheelwright 
1942, 1949; 
Wyman 1970a 

HAlLWAY 
Whhe1wright 
1946a 

WATERWAY 
Wheelwright 
1946a; 
Haile 1979 

Symbols Unique to 
This Ceremonial 

Changing Woman, 
First Man Group 
(First Fam11y); 
Follower Pair 

Night Sky 

Night Sky with 
stars reflected 
in the ocean 

SHOOTlNGWAY The Skies; Cloud 
Newcomb & Houses; Sun, Moon, 
Reichard 1937 & Winds; Sun's 
Reichard 1939 House; Buffalo; 
Wyman 1972c, Buffalo People; 

Kingbird People; 
Arrow People 

Prominent Symbols But 
Shared with Other 
Ceremonials 

Corn and Corn People; 
Pollen Boy and Ripener 
Girl; Emergence Place; 
Earth; Sky; Sacred 
Mountains 
Rain (Storm); Thunder; 
Wind People; Cloud 
People; Sun and Moon 
(w. rays, w. mountains) 

Rain (Water) People; 
Water Monsters 

Holy People (Holy Man, 
Woman, Boy, Girl); 
Slayer Twins; Thunders; 
Water Creatures; Snakes; 
Snake People; Corn 
People 

Minor Symbols 

Miscellaneous 
People; Plants; 
Animals and 
Birds; Sun 

Big Fly; Thunders; 
Supernatura1s' 
Houses 

Earth & Sky; 
Rainbow People 

00 
tN 



TABLE TWO--Continued 
Chantway 

SHOOTINGWAY 
EVILWAY 
Wyman 1970b 
MOUNTAIN 
SHOOTINGWAY 
Wyman 1970b 
RED ANTWAY 
Wyman 1973 

BIG STARWAY 
Wyman & 
Newcomb 
1963 
MOUNTAINWAY 
Matthews 
1887;Wyman 
1971,1975 

BEAUTYWAY 
Wyman 1957; 
Wyman & 
Newcomb 1962 

Symbols Unique to 
This Ceremonial 

People of the Myth; 
Sky People 

Ant People; 
Horned Toad People; 
Horned Toads & Ant 
Hills 
Star People 

Mountain Gods & 
Goddesses; Long 
Bodies; Bears; 
Porcupines;Great 
Plumed Arrows; 
Bear's Den 
People of the Myth; 
Mountain People; 
Frogs 

Prominent Symbols But 
Shared with Other 
Ceremonials 

Slayer Twins 

Slayer Twins; 
Stars 

Snakes; Sun; Moon; 
Water Creatures; Corn 

Minor Symbols 

Snakes 
Slayer Twins; 
Snakes 

Emergence Place 
Corn; Corn 
People; Bows & 
Arrows 
Rain Peop1e;Earth 
Sky; Cloud People; 
Thunders;Big Flies; 
Snakes;Mountains 
Heroine of the 
Myth; Dancers; 
Whirling Rainbow 
People 

Dancers; Thunders; 
Rainbow People 

(X) 

+::>-



TABLE TWO--Continued 
Chantway Symbols Unique to 

This Ceremonial 

NIGHTWAY 
Stevenson 
1891; 
Matthews 1902; 
Tozzer 1909 
BIG GODWAY 
Wyman 1983 
PLUMEWAY 
Wyman 1983 

COYOTEWAY 
Luckert 1979 
NAVAJO WINDWAY 
K1uckhohn & 
Wyman 1940; 
Dutton 1941; 
Wyman 1962 
CHIRICAHUA 
WINDWAY 
K1uckhohn & 
Wyman 1940 
Wyman 1962 

Big Gods; 
Sunflower People 
Big-Game People; 
Hero of the Myth; Deer 
Raiser & his Daughter; 
Big-game Animals 

Coyote People; Coyotes; 
Day-Sky People; Houses 
Wind People; 
Cyclone People 

Prominent Symbols 
But Shared with 
Other Ceremonials 

The Ye'i; 
Black God 

Black God; Ye'i 

Ye'i; Sun; Moon; 
Thunders; Stars; 
Water Creatures; 
Ripeners; Corn; 
Domesticated Plants 

Snakes; Sun; Moon; 
Rainbow People; Cloud 
People; Cactus; 
Cactus People 

Sun & Moon; 
Whirlwind People 

Minor Symbols 

Monster Slayer; 
Rainbow People; 
Corn 

First Dancers 

Earth; Sky; Rain
bow People; Birds 

Whirlwind People; 
Pollen People;Snake 
People; Thunders 

00 
c.n 



TABLE TWO--Continued 
Chantway Symbols Unique to 

This Ceremonial 

HAND 
TREMBLINGWAY 
Kluckhohn & 
Wyman 1940 
EAGLEWAY 
Kluckhohn 
1941; 
Wyman 1971 
BEADWAY 
Reichard 
1939 

Gila Monsters 

Eagle People; 
Eagle Catcher 

Scavenger (the hero); 
Crooked Feathered (arrow) 
Snakes; Predatory (hunting) 
Animals 

Prominent Symbols 
But Shared with 
Other Ceremonials 

Big Stars; Big Flies 

Eagles; Hawks; Small 
Birds; Eagle's Nest 

Eagles; Hawks; Houses 

Minor Symbols 

00 
0\ 
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guardian is an encircling border with an opening to the 

east. Usually this is an anthropomorphized Rainbow figure, 

an elongated ribbon-like form with skirt, legs, and feet at 

one end and hands, arms, and head at the other end. The 

next most frequently picture figure is the garland, a 

similar ribbon-like figure with bunches of five feathers at 

each end. 

Less commonly seen guardians are the Mirage 

supernatural and the mirage or mist garland. All of these 

have spotted ribbon-like bodies with plain, white-bar, or 

black-cloud ends called rope of rain, sunray, or sunbeam. 

Sandpaintings of Thunders or the Slayer Twins have zigzag 

lighning arrows as guardians. Snake or Snake People 

sandpaintings have snakes as guardians. Uncommon guardians 

are the sunflower plants of Big Godway; Sunray or Dawn 

supernaturals; a rain rope; a black bar of darkness or 

black mirage; "rainbow ladders" or "mist" incorporated in a 

rainbow rope or "trail;" or lightning arrows with a rainbow 

bar to the west (Wyman 1983:67-69). 

At the eastern opening in the guardian or a 

sandpainting the control of the passage of good and evil is 

augmented by a pair of guardian figures. Usually, this is 

pair of Big Flies, but it may be Bat and Sun's tobacco 

pouch, a pair of Bats, Sun and Moon, or Pollen Boy and 

Ripener Girl (Wyman 1983:71). Other guardians may echo the 

main themes of the sandpainting designs they guard (Wyman 
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pairs of snakes, buffalo, arrows, or beaver and 

otter. Sometimes they are associated only with the chant 

or its myth (Wyman 1983:72): weasels for Mountainway and 

Beautyway; bears for Mountain Chant; stars for Big Starway; 

anthills for Red Antway; and eagles for Beadway. 

Additionally, there are other guardian symbols found only 

occasionally or uniquely in one sandpainting. 

Locality symbols are an essential part of the 

sandpainting to represent the place where the event 

commemorated in the sandpainting occurred; the homes of the 

supernaturals depicted in the sandpainting; or the place 

where the sandpainting is carried out. Just as Navajo 

myths begin with a description of locale, so too, do 

sandpaintings. As Reichard (1950:152-158) says, place 

represents a power which must be brought under control. 

Thus, space is organized into a controllable unit inside 

the sandpainting guardian. 

Color is an outstanding aspect of Navajo 

ceremonialism and thus plays a significant role in 

sandpainting. Reichard (1950:187) says that color is never 

used consistently nor does it have the same meaning in 

every setting. Every detail is calculated, however, and 

chance does not account for apparent exceptions to the 

rules. Thus, it can only be said that certain color 

combinations and sequences are Y!Y~!!~ found in certain 

relationships with sexual and directional symbolism. 

------ ------------------------------------------
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Reichard (1950:187-203) describes the significance 

of the following cQlors. White (r!g~!) is the color of 

White Dawn in the east and apparently differentiates the 

naturally sacred from the profane (black or red). Blue 

(QQQ!!~!!h), signifies the bright Blue Sky of day and 

belongs to the south. Yellow (!i!~Q) represents 

fructification because of its association with yellow 

pollen; belonging to the west, this color represents the 

Yellow Evening Light of sunset. Black (!i!h!n) is a 

sinister color; however, because it confers invisibility, 

black also protects. This color usually represents Night 

in the north. Red (ll£hii) is the color of danger, war, 

and sorcery and is often paired with black. Pink (Q!~Q~) 

represents a reddish shimmering quality of light. Gray 

the color of evil, untrustworthiness, and 

despicability. 

Directionality is significant in Navajo symbolism 

and movements during a ceremonial must occur in the "sun-

wise circuit" or east to south to west to north (Wyman 

1983:75), except in Evilway ceremonials. There are two 

predominant directional sequences of colors for east, 

south, west, and north. Reichard (1950:164) notes the Day-

Sky sequence previously described, which consists of the 

subdivisions of the day associated with the directions 

(also known as the cardinal light phenomena; these are 

discussed in Chapter Six): White Dawn with the east: Blue 
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Day Sky with the south, Yellow-Evening-Light with the west, 

and Darkness of Night (black) with the north. Matthews 

(1897:216) notes a second sequence with black in the east 

which consists of black-blue-yellow-white for the four 

directions. Because it is used in connection with 

dangerous underground places, it is employed in Evilway 

chants such as the Big Starway or Hand Tremblingway to 

protect against witches. Reichard (1950:221) terms this 

the danger sequence and says that black is placed in that 

quadrant from which danger is most imminent for the 

particular event depicted because it confers protection. 

Gender symbolism may be represented by head shape. 

The Navajo distinguish between that which is coarser, 

rougher, and more violent and is called male (Q!~!~) and 

that which is finer, weaker, and more gentle and is called 

female Reichard (1950:176) elaborates on 

Matthews' (1984) observation, by saying that the concept of 

maleness also includes potency, mobility, bigness, energy, 

and dominance, while femaleness conveys generative 

capacity, passive power, endurance, smallness, and 

compliance. Thus, while anthropomorphized male figures 

often have round heads and females have square heads, in 

some sandpaintings where both round and square beads may be 

used indiscriminately for both genders, it is the round-

beaded figures representing deities with dominant power, a 

male characteristic (Reichard 1950:177-179). In still 
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other sandpaintings, such as those of the Mountainway, the 

power and head shape association does not hold. 

Lightning marks, arrows, and snakes may also 

indicate gender--the crooked form of these indicates that 

the figure holding them is male while the straight form 

indicates a female bearer (Wyman 1983:75). 

Color often is associated with gender, with black 

and yellow for male figures and blue and white for female 

figures. This may also be black and blue for males and 

white and yellow for females. However, there are many 

exceptions to these color assignments (Wyman 1983:75). 

A final aspect of Navajo sandpainting which 

deserves comment is the criteria by which Navajos judge 

their sandpaintings. Wyman (1983:79-80) observes that 

Navajos derive satisfaction from the correctness of the 

depiction because this determines whether it will "work as 

a sacred tool to attract the supernatural beings depicted 

in it." He goes on to say that while there is nothing we 

would understand as an aesthetic value judgment concerning 

sandpainting in the vast recorded Navajo mythology, there 

is evidence for a concept of ~he beautiful. Wyman 

paraphrases Ethel Albert's (1956:234) remarks: 

the notion that something could be useless but pretty 
or beautiful but bad is foreign to Navajo thinking. 
Anything that is good is good for something. It is as 
if the Navajo is convinved that beauty must work as a 
powerful instrument. It is likely that when the singer 
leans back with a sigh of satisfaction and silently 
observes the finished sandpainting, he is not only 
looking for mistakes that would interfere with its 
function but is also admiring its beauty. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE VISUAL REPRESENTATION OF ASTRONOMICAL ENTITIES 

The focus of the previous chapters has been upon 

systems of cultural knowledge and Navajo sandpaintings in 

their ceremonial context. This chapter centers 

specifically upon those visual forms in Navajo 

sandpaintings which index a system of cultural knowledge-

celestial information. I begin by explaining the role that 

ethnoastronomy plays in understanding cultural world view, 

followed by a brief review of appropriate literature in 

this field. I then discuss the literature on Navajo 

astronomy and the ways in which my research differs from 

these ethnohistoric accounts. Identification of the 

primary Navajo constellations follows, including a visual 

comparison of these constellat~9ns wjth their closest 

Western astronomical counterparts to facilitate 

recognition. The discussion then moves on to the nature of 

astronomical entities and the distribution of astronomical 

knowledge within Navajo culture, including a description of 

specialists who possess this knowledge and how their 

knowledge varies. I explore the primary contexts for 

astronomical knowledge: for purposes of divination, in 

Evilway. and in Holyway sandpaintings. Finally, I 

summarize the areas of variation and homogeneity in 

constellation depiction and meanings. Thus, the first 

sections of this chapter are primarily descriptive and 
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the remaining sections are more 

analytical and interpretive. 

World View from the Perspective of Ethnoastronomy 

Ortiz (1972:137) addresses the need to make the 

world view concept operable by defining its constituent 

parts and organizing them into some sort of conceptual 

scheme. He points out that phenomenologists--including 

anthropologists, philosophers, and historians of religion--

have compiled impressive evidence that time and space 

proyide man with his basic orientation to reality. 

The heavens playa crucial role in both time and 

space: the regularity of the motions of celestial objects 

give people a profound sense of cyclic time and of the 

predictability of nature (Krupp 1983:1) while space cannot 

be fully understood without a celestial dimension to match 

terrestrial counterparts. 

A people's world view includes their conceptions of 

the world around them, including nature, self, and society. 

Ethnoastronomy--the astronomical practices and concepts of 

living peoples--can provide a key to understanding one 

aspect of cultural world view with regard to their 

conceptions about nature. In this section, I will first 

discuss universality across astronomical traditions before 

moving on to a discussion of key studies which exemplify 

different approaches in this field today. 

While there has been no published attempt to 
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identify the principles of astronomical classification 

across groups of historic peoples, it is possible to 

describe general universal tendencies in the relationship 

human beings have with the sky. The universal inclination 

to conceptualize the natural environment through 

classification, which was the object of ethnoscientific 

studies, also guides our perceptions of the sky, causing us 

to divide the sky into perceptual groupings of stars. 

The night sky at first glance might seem 

bewildering to the unfamiliar eye because of the seemingly 

infinite number of -stars. Yet upon further investigation, 

one can see that these stars are not strewn uniformly upon 

the sky. The brighter stars are like landmarks and, wjth 

the fainter stars around them, they form distinctive 

arrangements. 

Arnheim (1971:55) explains how the human eye 

perceives these arrangements of stars: "when a sprinkling 

of items is seen on a sufficiently different background and 

sufficiently distant from the next sprinkling it will be 

seen as a unit." Arnheim explains that while some 

constellations "owe their unity only to the empty space 

around them," "others hold together much better and display 

a definite shape of their own because their items fit into 

an order." 

While Arnheim's concept of human perception is true 

in most cultures, anthropologist Gary Urton (1980) found 

this not to be the case among the Quechua Indians in the 
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Instead, some 

of the major Quechua "constellat.ions" were formed by the 

black clouds Qg!~ggn the stars rather than including the 

stars themselves. 

In addition to perceptual groupsings of stars set 

apart by relative isolation or distinguished by component 

"landmark" stars, the apparent diurnal motion (or non-

motion) of stars across the heavens also results in their 

recognition. For example, in the northern hemisphere, an 

almost motionless star called Polaris (in the Western 

astronomical tradition) occupies a position around which 

Ursa Major and Cassiopeia appear to revolve. This pole of 

the sky (or cosmic axis) is a universal reference point, a 

motionless reference in a moving sky and as such, plays a 

key role in the mythologies of nearly all cultures (Krupp 

1983:6). 

Another distinctive trait resulting in the cross-

cultural recognition of particular constellations is 

seasonal regularity. Just as Orion marks winter, so 

Scorpius (the Navajo constellations 

hgg!~g~!!) signals summer and is distinctive for the 

arrangement of stars which form a curling body (Krupp 

1983:9). 

The Milky Way arches across the sky during all 

seasons and can be seen from all locations on earth and at 

most times of the year. Because of its continual presence 
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and remarkable appearance as a milky white ribbon composed 

of a seemingly infinite multitude of distant stars, the 

Milky Way is another universal landmark in the sky (Krupp 

1983:10). 

In addition to some universal patterns in the 

perceptual recognition of stars as constellations, there 

are also universals inthe sacred/profane relationship 

cultures share with the sky. For most of the history of 

our species, the regularity of the motions of celestial 

objects gave people a profound sense of cyclic time and of 

the predictability of nature (Krupp 1983:1). Krupp 

(1983:2) describes the sky as a universal metaphor: the 

sky symbolizes both the ordering principles of life and the 

force behind these principles. This is clearly 

demonstrated by the Desana Indians of Columbia who describe 

the sky as a brain, its two hemispheres divided by the 

Milky Way. They say that their brains are in resonance 

with the sky. Thus, the Desana are integrated into the 

world and given a sense of their role in the cosmos (Krupp 

1983:2). 

Intimately related to the sacred role celestial 

phenomena play in the lives of members of particular 

societies, is the role of these phenomena as calendrical 

.arkers for hunting, planting, and harvesting. These 

societies depended upon the position of stars for 

geographic direction, while the motions of the celestial 
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sphere still guide their ritual observances. 

Archaeoastronomy attempts to develop hypotheses for 

the explanation of cultural behavior associated with 

celestial phenomena; however, too often archaeoastronomers 

have interpreted the precise alignments in archaeological 

ruins as an explicit statement of the purpose and meaning 

of the astronomical behavior of the culture. It is crucial 

to remember that archaeoastronomy can 

existence of alignments; it can never 

exist. Because description is only 

only 

tell 

half 

verify the 

us why they 

of culture 

history--the other half being analysis--archaeoastronomy 

can only furnish half the information in the study of 

ancient astronomical systems. Ethnoastronomy, on the other 

hand, relies on written and oral data for evidence of the 

astronomical beliefs and practices of a people. Thus, it 

is ethnoastronomical studies which provide insights into 

world view. 

Ethnoastronomy, however, has been slow to develop 

criteria for testing in comparison with archaeoastronomy 

which borrowed 

criteria, data, 

heavily from 

and hypotheses. 

archaeological methods, 

The interdis~iplinary 

nature of this field--ethnoastronomy merges astronomy, 

textual scholarship, ethnology, and the interpretation of 

ancient iconomgraphy for the purpose of reconstrunting 

lifeways, astronomical techniques, and rituals (Baity 

1973:390)--has led to a lack of consistency in terms of 
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methodology and underlying theory; as yet there has been no 

well formulated statement of issues. 

Baity (1973:420), in her extensive review of 

archaeoastronomy and ethnoastronomy, identifies one 

structuring principle for further ethnoastronomy studies as 

the compairing of subjective constructs such as the 

constellation symbols described by astronomers of early 

cultures with the natural time-marking celestial events of 

the tropical year. The objective celestial facts were 

roughly the same for cultures existing at the same time and 

latitude. If similar methods of observation were used by 

astronomers at comparable stages of technological 

development, cross-cultural comparisons of culturally 

specific interpretations of the same data would be an 

invaluable contribution. However, the interpretation of 

religious symbols as astronomical referents for a majority 

of persons in a culture is extremely problematic: textual 

records and fieldwork provide the safest ground for such 

claims. 

Baity (1973:421-422) cites the need for an 

"archaeoastronomer's handbook" which would designate the 

celestial events which could have been significant in early 

astronomical cultures as well as a bibliographic 

clearinghouse to exchange papers. 

One problem in this field is that too many studies 

are data- and not problem-oriented. Enormous amounts of 
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information have been collected concerning astronomical 

alignments and symbolism without attempts to understand why 

cultures had an intense interest in the sky and what 

astronomical data might mean in terms of cultural-

ecological adaptations, ritual procedures, and world view. 

One type of ethnoastronomical study relies 

predominantly on historically documented evidence in ritual 

and mythology. Such a study is Von Del Chamberlain's 

Through the use of published sources, 

archival material, and artifacts, all primarily recorded at 

the beginning of the twentieth century, Chamberlain 

described the objects and phenomena of the sky as they were 

perceived by the Skidi Pawnee. In addition to summarizing 

the astronomical content of the source material, 

Chamberlain also analyzed and interpreted this material to 

suggest identifications of specific astronomical phenomena. 

Chamberlain used a planetarium to examine astronomical 

relationships and possible identifications on the Skidi 

star list. The relative importance in Skidi mythology of 

such phenomena as lunar cycles, planetary motions and 

conjunctions, eclipses, fireballs, and meteorite falls 

implies that among the Skidi population were individuals 

with specialized astronomical knowledge. 

Chamberlain (1982:16) admits that his 

anthropological perspective is the weakest link in his 
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The contribution of this work lies in his careful 

scholarship and in his astronomical perspective (expertise 

which the ethnographers who collected the original Pawnee 

data did not possess) which allowed him to identify 

astronomical objects in the ethnographic record. 

While some ethnoastronomical studies rely on the 

collection of historical documents and ethnographies, 

analyzed with an astronomical approach, other 

ethnoastronomical studies have been conducted by 

anthropologists who have undertaken ethnoastronomical 

fieldwork in an effort to understand indigenous calendrical 

and astronomical concepts. Anthropologist Gary Urton's 

(1980) field research among the Quechua in Misminay is an 

ethnographic example of an indigenous cosmological system 

which can be used to aid in formulating hypotheses for 

archaeoastronomical studies. 

Urton found that the community land was divided by 

two major footpaths connecting Misminay with the 

surrounding communities; these arteries run southeast to 

northwest and southwest to northeast and divide the land 

roughly into equal quarters. This quadripartition of 

space, however, is not confined to Misminay but extends to 

the horizon. The celestial sphere is also partitioned into 

quarters divided by the Milky Way when it is in one 

location in the sky and then when it is (apparently) in 

another location twelve hours later: significantly, both 
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are also located at the 

intercardinal directions. The two intercardinal axes of 

the Milky Way are related to the two intercardinal axes 

formed by the footpaths. Thus, the terrestrial and 

celestial spheres converge along the horizon, and points on 

the horizon serve for temporal as well as spatial 

orientation. (Durkheim and Mauss, in 

Ql!~~lfl£!!lQn [1969:65J, discuss this correspondence 

between cosmic space and tribal [earthly] space and how 

easily the mind passes from one to the other, "almost 

without being aware of doing so.") 

Urton's work is significant for his ethnographic 

fieldwork grounded in his anthropological training. He was 

able to conduct ethnographic interviews and to record an 

accurate model of the Quechua universe. Therein lies the 

strength of ethnoastronomy: ethnoastronomy and 

archaeoastronomy can both describe, but only ethnoastronomy 

has recourse to indigenous sources and thus, to verifiable 

analysis. 

In the Southwest, two key studies deserve mention 

(Navajo ethnoastronomical studies are described in the next 

chapter.): Farrer and Second's work with the Apache and 

Young and Williamson's work with the Zuni. 

Claire Farrer and Bernard Second's (1981:137-150) 

work with the Mescalero Apache is particularly significant 

for the careful fieldwork conducted over a 16-year period 
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with Second who is a Mescalero religious 

specialist. While neither Opler nor Gifford had as their 

primary concern astronomical matters, they did publish 

information on some beliefs related to Apachean sky lore 

(Opler 1965:355, 1969:91j Gifford 1940:153-156). The 

contribution of Farrer and Second is the context they 

provide for the contemporary record and their demonstration 

of how the Mescalero "live the sky" on an everyday basis. 

Farrer and Second discuss metaphors in Mescalero 

ritual and everyday life. Farrer (1981:139) identifies the 

"base metaphor" of the Mescalero in both visual and verbal 

terms: visually, the universe is represented as a circle 

bisected both horizontally and verticallYj verbally, the 

metaphor holds that "the world is constituted, and rests 

upon a foundation, of circularity, balance, the number 4, 

and directionality." Farrer (1981:140) explains the 

verbal/visual metaphor on several levels: 

it is first and foremost a depiction of the universej 
it is a 'blueprint' for a four-day/four-night ritual, 
the girls' puberty ceremonYj it is how people should 
behavej it is the four stages of life (infancy, 
childhood, adulthood, old age)j and it is how the world 
was made as well as how it functions. 

The value of Farrer and Second's work lies in their 

intimate knowledge of Mescalero culture. Farrer's 

anthropological training gave her a sound theoretical base 

from which to interpret (as well as to describe) the 

astronomical metaphors she saw in ritual and in everyday 

life. 

------------------------------------------------
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M. Jane Young and Ray Williamson (1981:183-191) 

examined J. P. Harrington's unpublished manuscripts in the 

National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution 

to uncover new information about Zuni astronomy. While 

this study did not involve fieldwork, Young's training as 

an anthropologist and her knowledge of Zuni culture and 

language (through previous fieldwork at Zuni) and 

Williamson's sensitivity to a culture-based approach, make 

this study a significant contribution. 

In their research, Young and Williamson uncovered 

new information about Zuni knowledge of the stars and other 

celestial objects which showed that, contrary to the 

previous impression held by anthropologists, the Zuni did 

indeed have extensive knowledge and interest in the stars. 

Young and Williamson (1981:183-184) point to 

stellar observations as an element in the ceremonial and 

agricultural practice and legends of the Zuni. 

Furthermore, they note an abundance of stellar motifs on 

Zuni altars, murals, and sandpaintings and on the masks, 

headdresses, and costumes of the kachinas. Young and 

Williamson feel that the paucity of references to Zuni 

constellations and observances of celestial phenomena in 

the published ethnographic material is because most of the 

anthropologists who worked at Zuni did not have an adequate 

background in astronomy. 

While Harrington's notes show that he had some 

.-------.-.---------------~-------------------
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not articulate his 

methodology and his sketchy descriptions made only 

tentative identifications possible. Harrington, trained as 

an ethnographer, conducted an interview with a Zuni 

informant outside beneath a night sky. The Zuni informant 

identified constellations whose stellar groupings are 

unlike familiar Western constellations: these 

constellations are striking in the descriptive quality of 

their names which contain information about their shapes or 

placements in the sky. For example, one Zuni constellation 

is named 

running down to the horizon" (Young and Williamson 

1981:187). 

Navajo Astronomy in the Literature 

None of the scholars who produced the extensive 

anthropological literature on Navajo religion have had 

astronomical matters as a primary concern: thus, references 

to astronomy are brief and scattered throughout the 

literature. 

The only exception is ethnographer and linguist 

H!!£!!hQ (1947c). Haile did summarize Navajo ceremonial 

beliefs and practices concerning the stars, but his summary 

is not exhaustive or systematic. Due to his inadequate 

background in astronomy, the astronomical information he 

recorded is sometimes confused and contradictory. 
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Additionally, his identification of constellations is based 

on a star map drawn by a single informant. Thus, we do not 

know how much of the astronomical knowledge Haile recounts 

is idiosyncratic and how much has been lost with time. I 

am building on Haile's work by interviewing ten chanters 

and consultants to establish what aspects of Navajo 

astronomy they agree upon and what aspects seem to subject 

to variation in interpretation. 

Haile's monograph is significant because it focused 

attention on Navajo astronomical practices. ~!~!!Q!~_~mQng 

!h~_N~~~hQ is known to nearly all anthropologists who work 

with the Navajo. EVen though Haile does not systematically 

describe the practices and stories concerning each 

constellation, he does list major and minor constellations 

on the star map and does explore the meaning and ceremonial 

significance of several of the major constellations. He 

discusses 37 constellations, independent stars, sky colors 

associated with the cardinal directions and times of day, 

and trails of sun along the horizon. The astronomical 

features Haile (1947c:7-10) locates on the star map are 

these: Man with Feet Ajar (Corvus), First Big One (part of 

Scorpius), Rabbit Tracks, Butterfly, Big White Stars in the 

east and west, the Big Red Star, the Pronged Star, the Fire 

God, Monster Slayer, Born-for-Water, Black Big Star, Blue 

Big Star, Yellow Big Star, Igniter of Flash Lightning, Big 

White Star, the Coyote Star, Dawn's Star, the Porcupine, 
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the Horned Rattler, Slim First One (Orion), the Pinching 

stars, the Pleiades, the Corn Beetle, the Bear, Thunder, 

Flash Lightning, the Male Revolving One (U~sa Major)~ the 

Female Revolving One (Cassiopeia), the Red Heavens, the 

Dawn, Skyblue, Evening Twilight, Darkness, Trails of the 

Sun, the Milky Way, a Big White Star, and a Big Yellow 

Star. 

Haile's monograph is the only major work to focus 

on stars alone and the only study to link constellations to 

their ceremonial usage, including sandpaintings. This 

dissertation expands Haile's linkage of constellations and 

ceremonial usage and significance. Haile also discusses 

the mea n i n g 0 f the ph r as e §'~.~.JL_!!!!gh'.! __ !!.!~~~ __ hQ'!hi; I 

explore this phrase in greater depth (See Chapter Seven.). 

Studies based primarily on ethnographic interviews 

with Navajo consultants have been inconclusive and none 

have focused on astronomical depictions in the 

sandpaintings. The most promising research project was 

attempted in the late 1970s by planetarium astronomer Mark 

Peterson in conjunction with Navajo Community College by 

interviewing three Navajo chanters in the Gates Planetarium 

in Denver, but these results were never published. The 

goal of this project was a single homogenous account of 

Navajo constellations which identified the eight primary 

constellations and recorded the stories associated with 

each of them. I am building on this work by interviewing 
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A was involved in the planetarium 

project.) and by trying to account for the variation which 

exists among their stories and those recorded in the 

literature. My work is more extensive because I h~ve 

collected accounts from more chanters and consultants which 

I compare with published accounts. Unfortunately, the 

results of the planetarium project were never published so 

it is not available for public study. 

Two short papers based on interviews with one 

informant have appeared in the literature: O'Bryan (1956) 

interviewed Sandoval, a Navajo chanter, in 1928 to gather 

information on the stars and calendar, but again, she had 

no astronomical training and many of her identifications 

are unclear: and, in the early 1940's Navajo Max Littlesalt 

identified constellations on a celestial globe for Park 

ranger Sally Pierce Brewer (1950) who wrote a short paper. 

These interviews, based on information from a Single 

consultant are primarily descriptive accounts of the 

beliefs of a single member of a society. Only by comparing 

these accounts with other accounts can one judge the degree 

to which the information gathered from these informants is 

idiosyncratic. Neither account places astronomical 

knowledge within its ceremonial context or relates the 

constellations to their depictions in sandpaintings, two of 

the goals of this dissertation. 

O'Bryan's contribution lies in her recording of one 
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version of the creation legend and in her account of how 

the year is divided into months, five of which are related 

to constellations (This is discussed in Chapter Five.). 

Brewer was the first to publish an account of a 

chanter's interpretation of a celestial globe on which he 

identified the following constellations: Polaris, 

Revolving Male. (Ursa Major), a Basket and a crooked Bow 

which lie above the head of the Revolving Male, Revolving 

Female (which she identified as either the Ursa Minor or 

Cassiopeia), the Bear, the Pleiades, Two Boys wrestling, a 

Red Star ("the fire of the twin stars"), First Slender One 

(Orion), a Digging Stick and a Basket of corn seed, and the 

First Big One (part of Scorpius). 

Alfred Tozzer (1908) published an article 

describing a Navajo Night Chant rattle as having patterns 

of holes which represent five Navajo constellations--

Auriga, the Big Dipper, the Pleiades, the Hyades, and 

Orion. (Chamberlain [1983:49-50] examined similar rattles, 

correcting Tozzer's constellation ideutifications to Man 

with Legs Ajar, First Big One, the Pleiades, Rabbit Tracks, 

and Orion.) Tozzer's account was limited to a description 

of these rattles which he examined in isolation from their 

ethnographic context. He conducted no interviews nor did 

he relate the rattles or the constellations which were 

depicted upon them to Navajo ceremonialism beyond 

identifying the rattle as one belonging to the Night Chant. 
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The significance of Tozzer's work lies in the attention he 

directed to the cultural significance of astronomy to the 

Navajo as evidenced by the constellations on their 

ceremonial rattles. 

Other accounts (Matthews 1883: Haile 1981a, 1981b: 

Rlah 1942) may be grouped under the heading of creation 

stories. None of these are accompanied by diagrams of 

constellations and all describe the creation of the stars 

(in passages which span no more than two pages) within the 

context of a much longer account of creation. 

Matthews (1883:213-214) mentioned the North Star, 

seven stars in the north, individual bright stars in the 

south, east, and west, and three red stars placed by 

Coyote. In Haile's (1981a:128-129) version of the 

Emergence Way he lists the stars previously listed in 

§!~r!Qrg but not as well described. 

Another Haile text (1981b:57) records a few 

constellations which were not in his other publications: 

Star-which-makes-a-grabbing-motion, Horned-star, Star-with-

lines-running-to-it-from-four-sides, and Turkey: 

unfortunately, he does not relate these to Western 

astronomical constellations. 

Wheelwright (1942) published TI'aah's version of 

the Navajo creation story under his name (Rlah). Here she 

mentions the North Star, the Big and Little Dippers, the 

Seven Stars, the Milky Way, the Coyote Star, Etsay-etsosi 
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Porcupine, the Southern Cross, Rabbit's Tracks, the Horned 

Star, the Fighting Stars, Two Stars Held Together in 

Taurus, Red Star Overhead, the Great Snake of the North, 

Two Stars Hooked Together, Stars out of Sight in the East, 

Smoky Star of Nebula, and the Comet Star with a Tail. 

Tl'aah also related the months to stars, presenting a more 

I 
complete list than did O'Bryan (Tl'aah's version is also in 

Chapter Six of this dissertation.). I Tl'aah's contact with 

Anglo culture may be the reason he mentioned the Southern 

Cross which cannot be seen from Navajo country. 

The rest of the published material on Navajo 

ethnoastronomy is based primarily on studies of Navajo rock 

art and/or on previously published ethnographic material. 

Claude Britt, Jr. (1975:89-107) investigated star ceiling 

sites in Canyon de Chelly. Unfortunately, bad weather 

prevented on-site interpretations by Navajo consultants. 

Britt did interview 20 Navajos, but the results of these 

interviews are inconclusive and vague because apparently 

only one of the consultants was a chanter, and this man did 

not identify constellations in Britt's photographs of the 

star ceilings. Britt's identification of specific 

constellations are vague and his treatment of Navajo 

ceremonialism is brief and primarily descriptive. Much of 

his interpretation is based on undocumented speculation. 

Britt, as well as other scholars (De Harport 1953; 
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Chamberlain 1974, 1983j 

Williamson 1983) have directed attention to the depiction 

of stars on Navajo star ceilings and star panels, 

establishing that the constellations were of great cultural 

significance to the Navajo. Britt identifies the star 

ceiling sites as highly sacred places to the Navajo (a 

claim he sUbstantiates with a statement from a Navajo 

informant who adds that chanters leave offerings in the 

form of ~~h!~hrr~ or prayersticks at such sites). 

Ray Williamson (1984:151-176) has a more thorough 

treatment of Navajo cosmology in hi~ chapter on the Navajo 

!rrQi~rr. Williamson based his account on several published 

versions of the Navajo creation story which explain how the 

hQgh~rr (the traditional Navajo dwelling) serves as a model 

of the cosmos: "built and blessed in a ritual way to 

cosmological specifications and displaying a cosmological 

orientation, the hogan is truly a grand astronomical 

symbol" (Williamson 1984:161). While Williamson's 

(1984:162-167) description of Navajo astronomy is based on 

Haile's (1947c) monograph, his (1984:169-174) discussion of 

astronomical symbols depicted on Navajo ceremonial gourd 

rattles and in Navajo petroglyphs in Chaco Canyon is based 

on his own research. Navajo gourd rattles have been found 

which depict as many as five Navajo constellations. 

Williamson found the constellation pa~terns on one rattle 
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to be reproduced in Navajo petroglyphs in Chaco Canyon; 

only after he examined the rattle could he perceive the 

patterns in the petroglyphs he had seen years before. 

Williamson establishes the importance of astronomy to the 

Navajo by citing examples of the many forms astronomy takes 

in Navajo culture--hQgh~rr orientation, the well-known story 

of stellar creation (See Chapter Six of this 

dissertation.), the depiction of stars in sandpaintings and 

on ceremonial rattles, and pictograph star panels and 

ceilings. Williamson (1983:168-169) mentions some specific 

chants whose sandpaintings depict constellations but 

because of space limitations he does not go into detail 

(His book is intended as a survey of Native American 

astronomical practices.) My work builds on Williamson's by 

documenting and illustrating the range of specific 

sandpaintings in which constellations are found, placing 

them in their ethnographic context, and linking Navajo 

philosophy to Navajo astronomical practices and depictions. 

Von Del Chamberlain (1983:48-58), director of 

Hansen Planetarium, briefly summarized the literature on 

Navajo constellations in literature, art, and artifact, 

adding his own astronomical interpretations to these 

previous studies. Chamberlain has investigated star 

ceilings and rock art star panels. He (1983:56) feels that 

the stellar depictions on star ceilings in Canyon de Chelly 

are random and are not intended to depict specific parts of 
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The New Mexico rock art panels found in Largo 

Canyon and Chaco Canyon contrast markedly with the star 

ceilings of Canyon de Chelly: the former depict the most 

important Navajo constellations in the same style as on 

gourd rattles and in sandpaintings while the latter depict 

only random patterns of stars. This view contradicts that 

of Campbell Grant (1978:228-231) and the previously 

mentioned study by Claude Britt, Jr. who claim that star 

ceiling patterns are identifiable. Chamberlain is probably 

correct in his evaluation because of his extensive 

astronomical training (in contrast to 

Grant and· Britt) and because his work shows more careful 

documentation and a more scholarly treatment of Navajo 

ceremonialism. Chamberlain brings his considerable 

astronomical expertise to the reinterpretation of the 

literature on Navajo astronomy which is a valuable 

contribution. My study adds to Chamberlain's by adding an 

anthropological perspective. I integrate the published 

literature on Navajo astronomy (upon which Williamson and 

Chamberlain base their studies) with interviews of Navajo 

chanters and consultants. The purpose of my work is the 

linkage of astronomical depictions and cosmology through an 

extensive documentation and analysis of constellation 

depictions in Navajo sandpaintings. 

This summarizes Navajo astronomical research. The 

Most thoroughly documented studies of Navajo concepts of 
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the sky have centered primarily on rock art depictions and 

on previously published accounts of Navajo ceremonialism. 

There have been no ethnographic interviews or fieldwork 

with Navajo chanters which systematically explore 

astronomical depictions in the sandpaintings or in other 

aspects of Navajo ritual. Nor has there been any 

systematic documentation of the astronomical images in 

Navajo ritual for insight into the coding of Navajo 

cosmology. 

Field Methods and Procedures 

My study differs from previous accounts in several 

ways. First, this dissertation brings together nearly all 

the visual depictions of the heavens in Navajo 

sandpaintings. Haile's (1947c) monograph provides the only 

summary of constellations depicted in sandpaintings, a 

summary which is very brief and incomplete and is 

illustrated with only one sandpainting in its entirety. 

Sandpaintings with constellations have not previously been 

assembled as a corpus for study. Sandpaintings have been 

primarily treated in the literature according to the 

chantway to which they belong (Newcomb and Reichard 1975; 

Reichard 1977; Wheelwright 1946a, 1946b, 1956; Wyman 1952, 

1957, 1962, 1970a, 1970b, 1972c, 1973, 1975; Wyman and 

Newcomb 1962, 1963). Wyman (1970b, 1971, 1983) has been 

the only person to treat sacred sandpaintings 

~~ .. ~ . __ .---------------------------------------
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descriptive data, documents the 

His work, 
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rich in 

regularities of 

sandpainting usages and contexts rather than focusing on 

one particular set of symbols. While these descriptive 

studies provide valuable data which my study builds upon, 

none of these studies have centered attention specifically 

upon the heavens. What my study contributes is the 

gathering of sandpaintings with astronomical content ~£rQ!~ 

chantway contexts for the analysis of the cosmological 

knowledge conveyed in visual forms. 

Second, this dissertation is based on ethnographic 

interviews and participant observation, focusing 

specifically on the elicitation of astronomical knowledge. 

Haile's (1947c) work is the only major monograph containing 

a star map drawn by a Navajo consultant, Son-of-the-Late-

Cane; unfortunately, Haile only used one informant. Haile 

did not cross check his model with actual constellations in 

the night sky. I have conducted systematic interviews 

which centered on the visual presentation of the corpus of 

astronomical sandpaintings. Chanters and consultants have 

responded to these photographs with comments and 

corrections. They have drawn star charts and told stories 

about each constellation, data which has not been 

systematically gathered before. I will also compare Navajo 

constellations with Anglo constellations to make the former 

more intelligible for an Anglo audience: this has not been 
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Third, this dissertation brings 

astronomical knowledge from my fieldwork and 

with published information which is 
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together Navajo 

integrates it 

very scattered 

throughout the literature. Except for Haile's (1947c) 

brief monograph, the major ethnographers of the Navajo were 

more concerned with more "mainstream" aspects of Navajo 

ceremonialism: symbolism in ritual (Reichard 1950; Haile 

1938b, 1943b), details of chant procedure (e.g., Matthews 

1887, 1902; Stevenson 1886; Kluckhohn and Wyman 1940), or 

texts of the myths which account for the origin of various 

chants (e.g., Haile 1938b, 1943a; Newcomb and Reichard 

1975; Reichard 1977; Wyman 1957, 1970a). Even Haile 

(1947c:1) was surprised at how specialized an area of 

concern "starlore" was among the Navajo; he expressed 

surprise "that the generality of singers are found to be 

unfamiliar with the subject [knowledge of the heavens}." 

Thus, astronomical knowledge, even in Haile's time, was not 

readily accessible. This is probably why Navajo 

astronomical knowledge has not been systematically gathered 

in one place; this study attempts to assemble this 

information, integrating it with current accounts from 

chanters. 

Fourth, my study. analyzes this data from a 

cognitive standpoint as a system of knowledge located 

within individuals yet expressive of a coherent world view. 
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Because astronomical knowledge has not been collected 

systematically in the literature and because it belongs to 

so few ritual specialists, this knowledge has not been 

studied as a system which can tell us something about 

intracultural variation and homogeneity. This dissertation 

describes Navajo astronomical knowledge: which specialists 

possess this knowledge, how their knowledge and 

interpretations differ, and how these varying 

interpretations reflect an underlying ideological 

similarity. 

Sandpaintings have not been studied as tbe visual 

expression of a domain of knowledge; by focusing on 

astronomical sandpaintings in this way, we can 

systematically document how the differential distribution 

of knowledge within a culture works to create a more 

complex system with a shared underlying cultural ideology 

or world view. Excellent accounts of Navajo world view do 

exist, most notably Farella (1984) and McNeley (1981), but 

it was not the intent of either author to relate philosophy 

to material culture. This dissertation treats one form of 

material culture--ritual art--as the visual expression of 

cultural knowledge, showing how it is organized through 

individual culture members who share the same world view. 

My primary data are the comments and diagrams of 

contemporary Navajo consultants which I have elicited in a 

variety of contexts. I have also made liberal use of the 
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ethnographic record to supplement my fieldwork and to 

extend the temporal framework of Navajo commentary and to 

locate the sandpainting depictions, diagrams, and 

interpretations within the appropriate cultural framework. 

The Navajo specialists with whom I worked consisted 

of six chanters (Chanters A-F), a diagnostician (Stargazer 

A), and three consultants (Consultants G and H and Harry 

Walters, Director of the Ned Hatathli Museum at Navajo 

Community College, Tsaile, Arizona). The three consultants 

have worked closely with chanters in their families and 

communities and possess a high degree of astronomical and 

ceremonial knowledge because of their involvement in 

ceremonial activity. 

Chanter A, who was born in 1906, knows Blessingway, 

Mountainway, Male Shootingway, Red Antway, Navajo Windway, 

Apache Windway, Nightway, Enemyway, Evilway. Big Starway, 

Hand Tremblingway, Star gazing, and short prayers involving 

offerings. Chanter B. who is about 60 years old, knows the 

Male Shootingway, Enemyway, Blessingway, and Evilway. 

Chanter C, also in his 60's, is primarily known as a 

Nightway chanter but also knows the Coyoteway. Chanter D, 

who is 34 years old, specializes in the Nightway and 

Blessingway but also knows the Chiricahua Windway [also 

known as the Apache Windway] and Enemyway. The fifth 

chanter, Chanter E, a man in his 60' s, knows the Male 

Shootingway, the Nightway, Enemyway, Windway, Suckingway, 

.. ~-~--.... --------------------
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Hand Tremblingway, Star gazing, and is an herbalist. The 

final chanter, Chanter F, also in his 60's, declined to 

tell me what chants he knew. Star-gazer A, a man from 

Lukachukai, is 42 years old. 

I began my research by collecting and analyzing a 

corpus of visual material which I then presented to Navajo 

consultants in the field. I collected 500 slides and 500 

prints which I took of the sandpainting reproductions at 

the Wheelwright Museum in Santa Fe and at the Museum of 

Northern Arizona in Flagstaff and xeroxed portions of the 

Wyman Sandpainting File also in Flagstaff to collect other 

versions of these ·sandpaintings. In an attempt to 

understand these images as thoroughly as possible before 

presenting this material to the consultants, I also studied 

the myth and ritual behavior that accompany each chantway 

to which the groups of sandpairrtings belong. 

My interview format was then refined through 

preliminary fieldwork on the Navajo reservation. (See 

Appendix One for a detailed description of data collection, 

including questionnaires.) I first attempted a design 

analysis. Based upon background research consisting of a 

literature review of the documented ethnographic data, the 

sandpainting corpus, and approaches to the analysis of 

visual style structure, I formulated a method for 

identifying the Navajo units of style structure and the 

nature of the linkage between image and meaning. Using a 
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I isolated each design configuration in 

its various contexts and developed a questionnaire based on 

detailed drawings of sandpaintings to examine the linkage 

between form, function, and meaning. On a page I drew each 

schema (e.g., Sun with horns) with depictions of the 

sandpaintings in which this schema appears. Thus, the 

schema and the various contexts in which it is found could 

be seen together, facilitating the discussion of contextual 

variation. Through testing the schema approach with 

chanters I realized the importance of color and detail, two 

aspects not highlighted in the schema approach, to 

ceremonial meaning. 

I then decided to work directly with the color 

photographs and developed a card sorting experiment in 

which I selected 120 sandpainting photographs depicting 

celestial features. I saw this as a more appropriate way 

through which to explore Navajo classification of celestial 

features in sandpaintings. Wyman (1983:61), who has done 

the most exhaustive classification of Navajo sandpainting 

designs, admits that we know little about the way the 

Navajo themselves classify their sandpainting designs and 

that the criteria upon which they differentiate 

sandpaintings does not coincide with Anglo criteria. 

Because no one chanter knows the entire ceremonial 

complex, I hoped that chanters would sort the photographs 

on the basis of design configurations rather than chantway 
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Instead, during my next period of fieldwork, 

I discovered that chantway type takes precedence over 

specific sandpainting symbols. When the chanter did not 

know that chantway, he hypothesized about the chantway to 

which the sandpainting belonged. Thus, chanters sorted the 

photographs on the basis of the sandpaintings in their 

entirety rather than on the basis of any distinctive form 

held in common between several sandpaintings. 

During this period of fieldwork, I found that a 

previous concern I had had over the accessibility of 

constellation data-- because of the negative connotation of 

stars (Reichard 1950:470)--was unfounded. The photographs 

of sandpaintings with constellations served as a focus of 

discussion, and chanters were willing to circle and 

identify those constellations on the corresponding black 

and white drawings I had done of the sandpaintings. Thus, 

the drawings and photographs complement each other: the 

drawings permit greater detail of specific features while 

the color photographs supply color and overall context. 

Through such discussions, I became aware of the wisdom of 

limiting my study, due to time restrictions, to 

astronomical feature alone and focusing on constellations 

within this group. These features are found in sufficient 

quantity and with sufficient variation in form and 

sandpainting chantway context to provide data for an 

extensive study. 
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The results of these interviews led me to develop a 

less structured questionnaire permitting a more open-ended 

elicitation of responses. I also incorporated participant 

observation into my research methods: not only did I 

attend chantway performances and watch sandpaintings being 

produced, but I also watched chanters producing their own 

versions of sandpaintings with astronomical content (on 

paper as part of my "interviews), noting such details as the 

sequential production of form in constellation depictions. 

Such details provide clues to how chanters perceive and 

remember constellations. 

In my interviews, I elicited data on the underlying 

cognitive principles (which govern both the perception of 

constellations in the night sky and the production of form 

in sandpainting depictions of these constellations) and the 

symbolic significance of the constellations (both in the 

night sky and in their ceremonial context). Value concepts 

which characterize the Navajo world view also emerged from 

these interviews. 

The focus of my research shifted as I elicited more 

information from Navajo chanters and consultants. What 

began as primarily a design analysis of sandpainting 

components became a study of the knowledge expressed 

through visual sandpainting forms; my focus shifted from 

form to meaning. As I grasped more of the Navajo world 

view, I came to view the sandpaintings more as a Navajo 
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Even though Wyman (1983:61-63) categorizes the 

design elements of sandpaintings into "main theme symbols" 

and "subsidiary symbols," he qualifies this by saying such 

a classification violates a fundamental Navajo principle--

"that all things in the universe are of equal importance." 

When I began my study I did not realize how profoundly this 

principle affects Navajo philosophy. This is why questions 

centering on the relative importance of component design 

configurations (or schema) or on the optional/essential 

nature of these configurations in a sandpainting became 

inappropriate. It began to dawn on me that this was the 

wrong, that is, non-Navajo way, to look at sandpaintings. 

Through the course of many interviews, the chanters and 

consultants patiently answered my questions until I 

understood that what they were really conveying to me was a 

system of knowledge that was expressed in visual form. At 

first I despaired of the variation in their representations 

until I began to focus on the underlying similarities, 

similarities which also emerged from ethnohistoric 

accounts. I then realized that, as with any system of 

knowledge, !ntracultural variation does exist but so does 

an underlying homogeneity. How best to characterize this 

system of cultural knowledge and its patterning within 

Navajo culture became the focus of my dissertation. 
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Navajo Constellations 

The eight major Navajo constellations recognized 

today are: 

Dipper; Cassiopeia; 
I I 

Q!!~~h~, the 

Pleiades; 
I I 

~~!~~~~!~Qh, the front part of Scorpiusj Q~h_h~~!~~~!!, the 

tail of Scorpius; and Y!~~l~g~hl, the Milky Way. 

These constellations are almost entirely identical 

with those from the Western tradition. Ursa Major and 

Cassiopeia revolve around the almost motionless star called 

Polaris, forming a universal reference point which is 

visible at all times of the year. The Navajo names for 

these constellations, 

Q!!~~!!Q'!, translate as Revolving Male and Revolving Female, 

a reference to their movement around Polaris which is 

thought of as their igni ter, the source of their 

illumination. 

I I 
Q.!l~~h~ (the Pleiades), which has no agreed upon 

translation into English, is a small distinctive cluster of 

six stars of about the same brightness with a faint seventh 

star which can only be seen telescopically. 

Astronomically, this is called an open cluster of faint 

stars. This constellation is distinctive because it forms 

a compact unit in relative isolation. 

(Orion)--First Slim One--is a 

conspicuous winter constellation composed of many first 
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Orion exemplifies Arnheim's (1971:55) 

type of constellation whose component stars fit into an 

order and display a definite shape. The three closely 

spaced stars of Orion's belt are distinctive for their 

uniformity in brightness and spacing. The brightness and 

distinctive red color of the star Betelgeuse in Orion is 

another landmark to the human ~eye (Krupp 1983:9). The 

brightness of the other component stars result in a 

striking grouping which is conceptualized as a human figure 

by both the Navajo and Western traditions. 

M~~111n_~1~~~1~! (Corvus the Crow)--Man with Legs 

Ajar--is an example of a constellation which owes its unity 

to the empty space around it: while the stars which 

compose Corvus are not particularly bright, they do form a 

quadrilateral figure surrounded by only a few fainter stars 

and set in a fairly dark part of the sky. 

As previously discussed, seasonal regularity plays 

a role in the recognition of particular constellations. 

Just as Orion marks winter, so Scorpius signals summer with 

its distinctive arrangement of bright stars which form a 

large curling body. 

[Chamberlain 1982]) 

constellations; the 

The Navajo (as well as the Pawnee 

divide Scorpius into two 

/ / 
Navajo constellations are ~~l~~~~l~Qh 

the First Big One and Q~h_h~~!~~~ll Rabbit Tracks. 

Xl~'l~g'h! the Milky Way is a universal landmark in 

the sky because of its continual presence and conspicuous 
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appearance owing to the multitude of distant stars which 

compose this milky white ribbon. 

Chanters A and B drew Father Sky in Figures 1 and 

2, respectively. (All Tables and Figures appear at the end 

of this chapter.) 

I have isolated pairs of constellations from 

Chanter A's Father Sky (according to the paired format in 

which he presented these constellations) and compared these 

constellations to their closest Western astronomical 

counterparts to facilitate future recognition of these 

constellations in this dissertation; these pairs are shown 

in Figures 3 through 6. Figures 7 through 9 (from another 

Father Sky drawn by Chanter A) identify component body 
/ 

parts within each constellation when appropriate; N~hQQ~~~ 

I I I I I{ { 
Ql~~~ll, ~~hQQ~2~_Q~~~~gl, ~A!~~~~!~~Q~_, R~~!lln_~l~~~l~_, 

I I I I 
and ~A!~~~~!~Qh are divided into parts while Ql1I~h~, Q~h 

h~~!~~~!!, and Yl~!{~g~hi are not. 

These are the eight major Navajo constellations 

recognized today. All the consultants I interviewed about 

the constellations identified these as the primary Navajo 

constellations. Each drew these constellations in 

different ways but all shared a recognition of these as the 

primary constellations. These are also the primary 

constellations that emerge from ethnohistoric accounts. 

Table 3 compares the constellations mentioned in various 

sources--the consultants with whom I worked and Navajo 

-- - -----------------~~~~~~-
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consultants in ethnohistoric accounts. 

In chantway sandpaintings, Constellations appear in 

several visual formats which are summarized in Table 4. 

Again, these are non-Navajo categories of depiction which 1 

am using to clarify the discussion of these images. 

Chantway contexts are listed on the left and the modes of 

depiction are listed across the top of the page. 

Star maps may appear on the body of Father Sky: 

this format is found in sandpaintings from the Male 

Shootingway (Figure 10), the Big Starway (Figure 11), the 

Plumeway (Figure 12), and Earthway (Figure 13). Wyman 

(1983:107) notes that although some Navajo informants say 

that the sandpainting of Father Sky and Mother Earth 

together may be used on the last day of any ceremonial, he 

considers this to be unlikely because this usage has only 

been recorded for the Shootingways (Figure 10) and once for 

the extinct Earth chant (Figure 13) (c.f. Reichard 

1977:45). When Father Sky and Mother Earth are depicted 

together, their legs and arms overlap with Father sky's 

limbs on top of Mother Earth's ("This is because the Sky is 

over the Earth," said Chanter A.); their hands and feet are 

yellow, representative of pollen and fertility; and they 

sit on rainbow-bound clouds of blue and black mist (Wyman 

1983:107-108). When Father Sky is depicted alone, he tends 

to have keystone-cloud shaped hands and feet. His white

masked face denotes that the body is controlled by 
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The Plumeway 

Father Sky (Figure 12) has five Big Stars on his body. 

Of the three chantways about which a significant 

amount of information has been recorded--Male Shootingway, 

Big Starway, and Plumeway (also known as Downway [Haile 

1947c:frontespiece, 41-42] and the Feather Chant [Reichard 

1950:322, Wheelwright 1946b:9-15])--two are usually 

performed according to Holyway--Male Shootingway and 

Plumeway (Wyman 1983:23). (Because so little is known 

about Earthway [Wyman 1983:151], this chant will not be 

included in this discussion.) 

A similar feature in the narratives of Male 

Shootingway and Plumeway is a sky visit to the ~ero's (in 

Wheelwright's [1946b:9-15] version of Plumeway) or heroes' 

(in all versions of the Male Shootingway) father, the Sun, 

which may be why both have sandpaintings depicting Father 

Sky, where the Sun lives. (However, the Plumeway Father 

Sky painting does not depict the Sun while the Male 

Shootingway version does.) Otherwise, the stories of these 

two chants stress different topics--Plumeway emphasizes 

. game, hunting, and the origin of agriculture while the Male 

Shootingway describes the exploits of the Sacred Twins. 

Plumeway is rarely performed today while the Male 

Shootingway remains popular and is one of the most 

frequently performed chants (Wyman 1983:22). 

The other Father Sky image, that of the Big Star 
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Chant, belongs to the Evil Chasing or Evilway form of this 

chant and is used for a divination rite. The story 

(Wheelwright 1956, 1957) recounts the adventures of a 

family which are aided by Big Star and the star People who 

teach them the ceremonial which they bring back from their 

sky visit to heal the Earth Surface People; the event from 

which the Big Star ceremonial derives are the encounters of 

the younger brother. Big Star teaches the hero's older son 

the male form of the ceremony, his wife, the female form, 

and his younger son, the Evil Chasing form (Spencer 

1957:126); the Father Sky sandpainting (Figure 11) belongs 

to the Evil Chasing form of the Big Star ceremonial. One 

feature common to the stories of these three chantways is a 

sky visit by the hero or heroes. 

Although Wyman (1983:23) classifies Plumeway as a 

Holyway ceremonial, he (1962:87) notes that Reichard 

(1950:329) remarks that she would expect the Feather Chant 

(Plumeway) to be an Evilway ceremonial because of its 

exorcistic emphasis. One procedure characteristic of an 

Evilway ceremonial is the use of sandpaintings at night. 

The documentation accompanying the Plumeway Father Sky does 

not indicate if this painting is done at night. The 

remarkable similarity between the Big Star Chant Father Sky 

(Figure 11) and the Plumeway Father Sky (Figure 12)--the 

same distinctive body shape (different from the other 

Father Sky forms) and accompaniment by Big Stars (around 
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the Big Star Chant Father Sky and on the body of the 

Plumeway Father Sky)--leads me to believe that the Plumeway 

Father Sky might be performed in an Evilway form of this 

ceremonial (We know that the Big Star Chant Father Sky is 

performed according to Evilway.). 

A depiction of the Constellations which belongs 

exclusively to the Male Shootingway is found in "The 

Skies," referred to by chanters as "The Dawn" painting 

(Chanter A, Newcomb and Reichard 1975:36), which is 

illustrated in Figure 14. (See Appendix One for more 

versions of this sandpainting.) The four trapezoid or 

keystone forms show the Sky at four times of day as the Sun 

passes "through the hours of the day" (Wyman 1983:109). 

The association of subdivisions of the day (which are 

symbolized by spe~ific colors) with directions is known as 

the Day-Sky sequence (Reichard 1950:163, 190). (Refer to 

Chapter Three for a discussion of color and directional 

associations in sandpainting.) "The Skies" painting is a 

visual representation of the four Cardinal Light Phenomena-

-the white of Dawn in the east, the blue of Day Sky in the 

south, the yellow of Evening in the west, and the black of 

Darkness or Night in the north. 

When the elongated keystone form is used for the 

Skies the four Cardinal Light Phenomena are personified in 

the figures of Dawn Boy, Blue Sky Man, Yellow Evening 

Twilight Girl, and Darkness Girl (Wyman 1983:109). In 
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nearly all versions of this painting, the eastern dawn 

symbol depicts a blue mountain sheep in addition to the 

birds which are placed on the eastern, southern, and 

western Skies; the northern (night) Sky depicts the 

Constellations. Twelve tail feathers, rep~esenting rays of 

power, extend outward from the broad side of each Sky 

(Wyman 1983:109). (See Appendix Two for more versions of 

this sandpainting.) 

In the Male Shootingway story (Reichard 1977:42) 

the first paintings the Sun showed his children, the Sacred 

Twins, were those of the Skies with domesticated Plants, 

the Skies without Plants, and the Sun's House. 

A third mode of representation is to depict 

Constellations as a background for other figures; this 

format is followed in sandpaintings from the Hand 

Tremblingway (Figure 15) and from 8eadway (Figure 16). 

The Constellations in the Beadway sandpainting by 

Yellow Singer (Sam Chief) and collected by Louisa Wetherill 

between 1910 and 1918 are particularly appropriate because 

this painting is an illustration of the homes of the Eagle 

People in the land beyond the sky which is described in the 

Beadway story. The figures which stand at each corner atop 

a rainbow are "the props that hold up the heavens, the men 

that never die," while at the center, we see the four 

"eagle men" whose heads point towards "the opening into the 

heavens" which is located at the very center of the 

-_._- .... ---- - - ------------------------------
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painting (Wyman 1952:110). The chanter Miguelito recounted 

the myth of Beadway for Reichard (1977); the paintings of 

Beadway present a more continuous narrative than do the 

paintings of most chants. 

The Hand Tremblingway Evilway painting (Figure 15) 

is made just after sundown, on a white buckskin or white 

cloth. Here the Constellations serve as a background for 

the Gila Monster, the deity of Hand Trembling divination. 

Kluckhohn found a variant of this sandpainting (also with 

Constellations) made for the Holyway version of Hand 

Tremblingway (Kluckhohn and Wyman 1940:182). One of 

Kluckhohn and Wyman's informants (1940:183) told them, "The 

stars [in the paintings of Hand Tremblingway] afford 

protection;" unfortunately, they did not specify whether 

their informant meant one of the Big Star paintings or one 

of the paintings with Constellations (Figure 15). 

In contrasting the two examples of Constellations-

as-background, we can see that there is relatively little 

that these chants have in common. The Hand Tremblingway is 

usually performed according to Evilway and the only reason 

posed by Kluckhohn and Wyman (1940:183) for the presence of 

Stars in the painting is that of protection which is needed 

in an Evilway chantway sandpainting. In Beadway, a Holway 

ceremonial, Constellations are an integral part of the 

background for the homes of the Eagle People; thus, 

Constellations serve as an illustration of the story. 
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Constellations are also depicted in the Night-Sky 

painting unique to Hailway (Figure 17). Here the heads of 

twelve Storm People bearing the distinctive sunhouse 

stripes line the rectangular Night Sky on which are 

depicted the Constellations. Wheelwright (1946a:3-45) and 

Reichard (1944a:3-155) recorded the two published versions 

of this myth from T~"ah presumably at different times. 

The Sky or Universe painting (Figure 17) was made on the 

ninth day of the ceremonial to represent the Sky supported 

by twelve Cyclones or Storm People who support the Sky and 

"move everything in it" (including the Constellations) 

(Wheelwright 1946a:29,192). The Hailway, at least as 

practiced by I Tl'aah, is believed 

(Wheelwright 1946a:3, Wyman 1983:23). 

for more versions of this sandpainting.) 

to be obsolete 

(See Appendix Two 

Another depiction of Constellations takes the form 

of their reflection in the eastern and western oceans in a 

painting from Waterway (Figure 18), also known as the Rain 

ceremony (Haile 1979:144). 

appears briefly to ask the hero and his wives, "'Whence do 

you come?'" and to tell them they do not have far to go in 

Wheelwright's (1946a:62) version of the story. The 

depiction of the Constellations could be a visual 

acknowledgement of this assistance from ~&hQQ~~~_Qi~~~!i; 

it is more probable that this painting, the second-day 

sandpainting of a Rain ceremony by the singer Furhat 
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(collected by Newcomb in 1938), is an illustration of the 

Earth's surface after the Emergence with an emphasis on 

water sources. In the center is the Emergence lake: four 

Rain (i.e., Cloud) People stand on mountain tops indicated 

by double clouds-meeting-earth: mists (also a source of 

water) surround the painting: and, in two large bodies of 

water, probably the eastern and western oceans, we see 

Constellations reflected. By depicting the Constellations, 

the chanter was able to represent aspects of both the Sky 

and the Earth, creating a sense of balance and wholeness. 

Unfortunately, few Waterway paintings have been recorded 

because of the believed obsolescence of this chant (Wyman 

1952:32). 

A painting from Upwardreachingway Evilway depicts 

"The One Who Controls the Rain." This painting, collected 

by Newcomb in 1936, was also from the singer Furhat: this 

is also an Emergence painting. Obvious similarities exist 

between the Waterway sandpainting (Figure 18) and this 

Upwardreachingway sandpainting (Figure 19): both depict 

beings which are responsible for rain, the mountaintops on 

which clouds gather. the four sacred Plants, and the 

Constellations on blue and black ovals. Newcomb's 

documentation (Wheelwright Sandpainting Reproduction 

Catalogue), however. says that the ovals in the 

Upwardreachingway painting represent the winter and summer 

skies rather than the eastern and western oceans. When I 
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showed this painting to Chanter E, he interpreted the blue 

and black Constellation-bearing ovals as Father Sky, Mother 

Earth. An underlying similarity that does exist among 

these Constellation depictions/interpretations is that of 

pairing for balance and completion: blue and black, the 

eastern and western oceans, the winter and summer skies, 

and Chanter E's interpretation of Father Sky, Mother Earth. 

(This emphasis on pairing in Navajo philsophy will be 

discussed in Chapter Seven.) 

Another depiction of the Earth and Sky quite 

different from the earlier Mother Earth Father Sky images 

is from the War Prophylactic Rite (Figure 20). In this 

painting unique to this ceremonial, the Sky and the Earth 

take the form of adjoining rectangles instead of bodies 

with overlapping hands and feet. When Maud Oakes collected 

this painting in 1942 from singer Jeff King, he told her, 

"This painting ... is for warriors, to give them the strength 

and protection of their Earth Mother and Sky Father" 

(Oakes, Campbell, and King 1969:55). The paintings of the 

War Prophylactic Rite illustrate the myth of Monsterway, 

This portion tells the story of the obstacles 

overcome by the Sacred Twins in their journey to their 

Father the Sun. A depiction of the Constellations is quite 

appropriate for this story in which the Sun's home plays 

such a major role. 
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The star map (Figure 21) is quite unique because it 

is the only painting devoted entirely to a map of the Sky. 

The chanters with whom I worked questioned whether it was 

an actual sandpainting. Wyman (1983:109) describes this 

star map: "A unique painting of a star map said to be for 

Big Starway is among the rather offbeat creations of Sam 

Chief in the Wetherill Collection." Wetherill's 

description of this painting (Wyman 1952:47) identifies the 

Constellations and says, "This is the heavens Didelgay 

/ I 
[QilI~h~, the Pleiades, the hero of the Big Star Chant, 

according to Wetherill] told the people about after his 

return from the skies." The two star maps which occupy the 

entire field of the sandpainting--thc Beadway "Horne of the 

Eagle People" painting (Figure 16) and this Big Starway 

painting (Figure 21)--are both products of Yellow Singer 

(Sam Chief). 

In paintings from two chants we 

Pleiades) depicted in isolation from other Constellations 

(This is the only Constellation in the sandpaintings I have 

studied which is depicted alone 
/ 

in star form; N~hQQ~~~ 

~i~~~ii is depicted in the form of People in Figure 22.) 

In a painting from the Big Star Chant (Figure 23), also by 

Sam Chief, the group of seven stars representing, "tracks 

made by 
I I 

Didelgay [Qi!~~h~, the hero of the story] when he 

carne back to heal his people. They are still in the 

heavens and are called the boy chasing an arrow" (Wetherill 
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In a detail from a Nightway painting (Figure 24) we 

/. / 
see a far different depiction of Q!!X!h!: /. / 

here Q!!X!h! is 

depicted on the mask of Black God. The association between 

Black God and the Pleaides will be discussed in Chapter 

Five. 

The Nature of "Astronomical Entities" 

Constellations, Sun, Moon, Winds, Rainbow, Clouds, 

and Thunders, a class of entities labeled by Westerners as 

"natural phenomena," / 
are Q!~!ll __ Q!ll~~! or supernatural 

beings to the Navajo. Even though the Holy People left the 

Earth Surface People (and could no longer be visible to 

humans) at the time of creation (Slim Curley in Wyman 

1970a:324) , these sacred beings remain nearby and 

omnipresent. The are described as 

experiencing human emotions and are tied genealogically 

through the clan organization to the Earth Surface People 

(Reichard 1950:58-59). Thus we see that "celestial 

phenomena" are really a class of living beings which share 

emotional, genealogical, and physical proximity with 

humans. 

The Navajo way of learning is to begin "with a large 

number of seemingly unrelated pieces, with no notion of how 

they fit together;" these pieces are then synthesized as 

they are finally put together (Farella 1984:176). This is 
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the way the learning experience was structured by and for 

me as ~ell, and this is why I have chosen to organize these 

chapters as I have. Thus, in this chapter I am introducing 

I 
the gl~!n_gln~~~ which belong to the heavens (and their 

sandpainting contexts) but I will save the synthesis of 

these different elements, including my discussion of 

Creation (which begins with how these "celestial 

components" were given life), for Chapter Six which deals 

with the temporal and spatial dimensions of the Navajo 

Universe. Because the Sun, Moon, and cardinal light 

phenomena are so intimately related to the division and 

/ organization of time, I will discuss these g!~!n __ g!n~~~ in 

more de~th in Chapter Six. I will conclude the current 

chapter with a section on variation and homogeneity in 

Constellation sandpainting depiction. 

The majority of Stars are thought of as beings 

created to benefit the Earth Surface People. As Chanter A 

explained, "Before the Twins and the Monsters were created, 

I 
the gl~!n_gln~~~ said, 'Someday there will be all kinds of 

misfortune in the world. We are creating the Stars to help 

the Earth Surface People to find their way, so that they 

can regain their faith and reestablish their balance and 

their direction. '" 

The Stars also provide guidance through the crystal 

used in star gazing (A section on star gazing follows in 

this chapter.) and through wisdom imparted to the 
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individual Navajo as a feeling of inspiration (Walters: 

personal communication). Chanter A said this individual 

inspiration comes from the m6vements and light of the 

Stars. 

First Woman, in Newcomb's (1967:83) version of 

Creation, refers to this when she says, 

When all the stars were ready to be placed in the sky 
First Woman said, 'I will use these to write the laws 
that are to govern mankind for all time. These laws 
cannot be written on the water as that is always 
changing its form, nor can they be written in the sand 
as the wind would soon erase them, but if they are 
written in the stars they can be read and remembered 
forever. 

The Sun, Moon, and Stars also help the Earth 

Surface People by foretelling the future. Chanter A 

explained that the Stars have foretold that at the end of 

the Fourth World (in which we are now), there will be no 

rain and plants will cease to grow; some women will have no 

children while others will give birth to old men. (See 

Pinxten 1983:27.) 

The only celestial warning which actually foretells 

evil is a meteor shower. The direction in which the meteor 

shower is headed points to the occurrence of evil (in that 

direction), said Chanter A. Star gazer A had a different 

response to meteors: "It is a message that means my 

diagnosis is stronger, more intense. It give added power 

to whatever I have found is wrong with the patient." Thus, 

meteors can convey different meanings to a chanter and to a 

diagnostician: for the chanter meteors may indicate the 
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for the 

diagnostician they may indicate enhancement of diagnosis. 

I was fortunate to be conducting fieldwork during 

1986, when Halley's Comet reappeared. Newcomb (1956:25) 

describes comets as "an abnormal phenomenon acting contrary 

to established laws ... used when the object of the ceremony 

is to ... dissipate evil influences [Evilway]." 

When I asked Chanter A if comets were evil or 

harbingers of evil, he said no, explaining, "When the f!!~!!!. 

I 
Q!n~~~ made the heavens, they made it for the benefit of 

the Earth Surface People. Anything that is extraordinary 

[e.g. a comet] is not part of the original plan. 

/ 
thi ngs [the ex t raor d i nary] ~!:~ f!!~!!Lf!!!!!!~~." 

So these 

I asked what would happen if a comet were seen. 

"We would go up on the mountain and make offerings-

turquoise, shell, jet, abalone--to the f!!~!n_f!!!!.~~{because 
/ 

the comet is f!!x!n_f!!n~~~" (Chanter A). He explained that 

no sandpaintings would be made but prayers would accompany 

the offerings. 

Harry Walters explained, 

If you see something out of the ordinary, it is a 
warning to remind you to restore the balance, to act 
like a Holy Person, to show respect to the mountains, 
animals, and people [including yourself]. Every chance 
we get we should acknowledge our gifts from the Holy 
People. If we forget the Holy People [including the 
Stars and Constellations] remind us. This is what it 
means when you see a Holy Person. You show respect and 
acknowledge their gifts to us by leaving offerings. 

Sources (Chanters A-F, Consultants G, H, Walters, 
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and Reichard 1950) agree that the only celestial beings 

which actually Q!Y!~ illness are the Sun and the Moon 

during an eclipse. The 1918 flu epidemic, in which many 

Navajos died, was thought to have been caused by the solar 

eclipse of June 8, 1918 (Reichard 1950:19, Chanter A). 

This was not a total eclipse on the Navajo reservation; 

thus, for an eclipse to be dangerous, the Sun need not be 

totally obscured. 

Eclipses are of particular danger to the unborn 

child when a pregnant woman is exposed to its effects. 

Specific eclipse sandpaintings are performed in ceremonials 

for such children after they are born and for all those who 

demonstrate symptoms of having been exposed to an eclipse. 

As will be discussed in Chapter Six, the Sun takes 

lives as a reward for the daily warmth and light he gives 

to the Earth Surface People. Because of this reciprocal 

"agreement" with the Sun, in return for a cessation of work 

during an eclipse, the Sun will refrain from taking lives 

during a certain period, because "'he already took too 

much, which led him to an eclipse, a sort of death' 

([Consultants] HT, TB)" (Pinxten 1983:26-27). 

I 
Some of the g!~!n_g!n~~~ are more powerful and thus 

more dangerous than others. This varies, too, depending 

upon context: the same supernatural which is relatively 

II 
safe in a Blessingway (tl2!h221!) context is quite dangerous 

in another ritual context (Parella 1984:38). 
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This contextual variation suggests far greater 

complexity than Reichard (1950:53) described in her 

categorization of Navajo supernaturals as "persuadable 

deities," "unpersuadable deities," "undependable deities," 

and "beings between good and evil." 

While the primary ritual context in which some 

entities are found may render them more "persuadable" or 

less so, it is important to remember that these labels are 

context dependent rather than absolute. Thus, Reichard's 

(1950:470) description of Stars as "undependable" and 

"feared" is accurate but incomplete. This characterization 

of Stars as entities which "are feared by the Navaho" 

(Reichard 1950:470) is primarily based upon the fact that 

she is characterizing Stars in their Evilway role which 

emphasizes exorcism of evil rather than the attraction of 

good. Newcomb (Wheelwright Sandpainting Reproduction 

Catalogue) confirms Reichard's interpretation of Stars when 

she says, "All stars are more or less evil, but these two 

[the Great Black Star and the Great Blue Star of the Big 

Starway Evilway] which cannot be seen as they move through 

the sky, are feared most of all. To them is attributed all 

of the sickness, accidents and upset that happen to people 

who are abroad at night." 

Newcomb is viewing Stars in their Evilway context 

as is Reichard (1950:470) when she categorizes them in 

their manifestation as Big Stars from the Big Star and Hand 
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Trembling chants, chants she classifies as Evilway chants. 

Wyman (1983:23) agrees on this classification of the Big 

Starway as being performed predominately, if not always, 

according to Evilway. While Kluckhohn knew of chanters who 

knew both Holyway and Evilway versions of the Hand 

Tremblingway, most of the examples of this chantway 

investigated by Kluckhohn and Wyman (1940:169) were also 

performed according to Evilway. 

In the Big Starway, Stars ~r~ the etiological 

factors; that is, Stars cause the patient to suffer from a 

host of symptoms such as mental distress, insomnia, and bad 

dreams which characterize ghost sickness or bewitchment. 

This is the only chantway in which Stars are the direct 

cause of illness; thus, Stars are their most dangerous in 

this context. 

While the sandpaintings of several chants have 

Stars in them, the Big Starway and Hand Tremblingway are 

the only chantways whose sandpaintings feature Stars. The 

sandpaintings of Big Starway depict particular Stars such 

as the Big Blue Star (Figure 25) which is described as 

"a ... star which wanders about and shoots people with magic 

arrows to cause fevers and mental aberration" (Newcomb 

1956:15). 

In Hand Tremblingway, we again see Big Stars but in 

a somewhat different mode of depiction. Figure 26 depicts 

a Big Star "protected by eight rainbow bars ... [and with] 



144 
four points, two male with crooked lightning; two female 

with straight lightning. The little short lines radiate 

light" (Wheelwright Sandpainting Reproduction Catalogue). 

Hand Tremblingway is used for any illness derived from 

practising or overpractising handtrembling divination or 

star gazing or otherwise becoming infected with over-doing 

of divination, which may be manifested as tuberculosis, 

nervousness and mental disease, paralysis of the arms from 

over-doing Hand Tremblingway, or impaired vision from over-

doing star gazing (Wyman 1940:169). The paintings of Hand 

Tremblingway are made only on buckskin (Wyman 1940:172). 

At the beginning of my research when I was 

assessing the feasibility of investigating the 

Constellations, I asked chanters about Reichard's 

(1950:470) characterization of Stars as "feared." When 

asked if this was true of all Stars, every chanter and 

consultant answered a resounding, "No!" The "feared" 

nature of the Blue Star is derived from its association 

with witchcraft (Harry Walters: personal communication. 

There are several other sandpainting depictions of 

Constellations which are illustrated in Figures 27, 28, and 

29. The classification of Figures 28 and 29 is uncertain. 

The Wheelwright Museum classifies them as Blessingway 

paintings but chanters with whom I worked felt that these 

were Male Shootingway paintings because of the sunhouse 

stripes on the faces of Father Sky; Wyman (1952:80-81) 
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theme is more in keeping with 

Shootingway. Louisa Wetherill considers Figure 28 to be a 

Beautyway painting (Wyman 1952:74-78). Notes from the 

Wetherill Collection (in Wheelwright 1949:152-153) place 

Figure 28 as a painting from the Blessing Rite: she 

includes both Figures 28 and 29 in her book on the 

Emergenceway. 

stars as a Means of Divination 

Star gazing, g'~~l~!l, is used to determine the 

etiology of illness, the source of misfortune, or the 

location of missing objects. The patient contacts a star

gazer, Qg~~!~££~iili~!, (depicted in Figure 30) before he 

or she hires the chanter to perform a ceremonial. The 

star-gazer gazes through a crystal at a star of t~e first 

I .1/1, II 
magnitude: g~~~!~~l __ ~~h~~~h (Young and Morgan 1980) means 

"to do star-gazing." The colors which are refracted 

through the prism indicate the answers to the questions 

posed by the diagnostician. He or she then relays this 

information to the patient. The specific information 

regarding causal factors indicates not only the cause of 

the illness and thus, what chant needs to be performed, but 

also what sandpaintings, branches, and subrituals need to 

be performed for the restoration of the patient to a state 

of health and harmony. 

Matthews (1887:387), one of the first ethnographers 
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reported only that the patient and his 

friends determined "what particular rites are best suited 

to cure the malady." More was known about diagnosis when 

the Franciscan Fathers (1910:365) described the various 

forms of divination and mentioned "divination by sight 

Morgan (1931:390-

391) was the first to stress the distinction between 

chanters (whom Morgan refers to as "shamans")--who know the 

myths behind the ceremonials and who are responsible for 

their performance--and diagnosticians who reveal the cause 

and prescribe the cure of illness. 

A man is sick. A stargazer is called in. He comes 
into the hogan. The patient is there. Others are 
there. He talks to the patient and others. They 
discuss the illness. The fire is put out. The 
stargazer chants, then he says, 'Everyone !lust close 
his eyes. No one must move or speak. Everyone must 
concentrate on the illness and try to see something.' 
The stargazer takes a man from the hogan, and walks 
away some distance. He performs movements with his 
body. Any horses or sheep are frightened away. When 
there is no noise, the stargazer places a crystal or 
stone on his hand. He chants. He prays to the Gila 
monster. He does not pray to a lizard, but a lizard 
beyond the lizards, a larger one. Then the stargazer 
holds out his arm and hand in line with the moon or 
some star, and gazes unwinking at the crystal. Soon he 
sees something. He closes his hand upon what he has 
seen in the crystal. Also there may seem to be a line 
of light which is 'light~ing' from the star to the 
crystal or to the ground around him so that the ground 
appears light. The stargazer sees the hogan and the 
sick man, even though his back is turned to it ... He 
sees a man, or a bear, or a coyote, or perhaps the head 
of a coyote, or perhaps the bear is biting the patient. 
Then he goes back to the hogan. The fire is lighted. 
He asks what the others have seen. This is talked 
about. He tells what he has seen ... If the illness is 
serious the stargazer will prescribe a ceremony and the 
shaman who can give it (Morgan 1931:395). 
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states that in the opinion of 

men like the late Slim Curley star gazing was developed 

during the Fort Sumner period. Haile does not describe 

star gazing as an elaborate ritual; "Usually ... group gazing 

is not frequent, and the individual star gazer is 

unaccompanied at night, making his report in the morning" 

(Haile 1947c:39). 

Wyman provides a description of events inside and 

outside the hQgh~n during the star gazing ritual. He 

describes the procedure inside the hQgh~n~ 

In the complete ritual the diagnostician first makes a 
sand painting in the dwelling ... about two feet in 
diameter. It represents a white star with four points 
toward the cardinal directions. Between the points of 
the star are four heaps of sand representing mountains, 
the southeast mountain being white, the southwest blue, 
the northwest yellow, and the northeast black. Around 
the whole, with an opening to the east, is a zig-zag 
line representing lightning. Then the diagnostician 
makes ready the dried and powdered lenses from the eyes 
of the five nightbirds with keen sight who acted a 
lookouts in the legend of how star-gazing was first 
made known to the people. He dips the tip of his 
finger in this material and then draws it along his 
lower eyelids. It is similarly applied to the patient, 
to the one man who will go out with the star-gazer to 
assist him, and to anyone else present who is 
'smart' and may be able to assist by seeing something. 
The eyes of the five birds mentioned are the main ones, 
but eyes of other birds may also be used if available. 
Then the fire is covered and from now on the people who 
remain inside do not move or make any noise, but they 
concentrate and try to see something in addition to 
that which is seen by the diagnostician, sometimes 
gazing at a star through the smokehole (Wyman 
1936:244). 

The star-gazer and another person then leave the 

hQgh~ll to do the actual star gazing. 
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Outside he [the star-gazer] prays the star-prayer (!~~ 
Q!!!Q) to the star-spirit, asking the star to show him 
the cause of the sickness. The he begins to sing star
songs (hQ!!Q~_h!!!_Q) and while singing gazes fixedly 
at a star or at the light of a star reflected in a 
'glass rock' or quartz crystal which he holds in his 
hand. Soon, it was said, the star begins to 'throw out 
a string of light and at the end of this the star-gazer 
sees the cause of sickness of the patient, like a 
motion picture.' If these strings of light are white 
or yellow the patient will recover; if red, the illness 
is serious or dangerous. If the white light falls on 
the house and makes it as light as day around it, the 
patient will get well. If the house is seen burning or 
in darkness he will die. If a certain medicine man is 
the proper one to cure the sickness thfl star will throw 
a flash of light in the direction of his home, or on 
his body if he is present. Places faraway may be seen. 
After the diagnostician has obtained enough information 
in this way he returns to the house and tells what he 
has seen. If anyone else has seen anything, his 
experience is also considered (1936:245). 

How does one become a star-gazer? Morgan (1931:39) 

explains that while "the ability to diagnose is not 

inherited," the diagnostician must have a proven ability to 

trance. He 'or she then serves an apprenticeship under a 

practicing diagnostician. Star-gazer A describes how this 

process was for him: 

I learned from a woman who is the wife of a well-known 
medicine man in Lukachukai. I was her helper, and I 
slowly learned from her. After several years she told 
me, 'You are ready to go out on your own.' Now I have 
been a star gazer for 15 years. 

Star-gazer A indicated that while the individual 

must have Rn aptitude for diagnosis, the power of diagnosis 

resides in the crystal itself. When asked if he had to 

have an overview of all the ceremonies in order to 

prescribe the appropriate one for the patient, Star-gazer A 

responded, "The crystal tells me if the patient needs a 
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specific ceremony or a doctor or if I can help the patient 

myself wi th herbs. The power is in the crystal." 

Haile (in Wyman 1970a:221-222) demonstrates the 

power of rock crystal in locating missing children: 

Now this Rock Crystal Talking God kept himself well 
posted on events by means of his dreams. In addition 
he would place twelve layers of rock crystal one above 
the other [like a magnifying glass]. By sighting 
through them [like a telescope] he kept himself posted 
at the east, south, west, and north ... His two children 
were occupied in playing games ... [Later] the children 
were missed ... Without a delay he looked ... with his 
twelve rock crystal eyepiece ... toward the west he 
realized that here they could be found ... Through an 
eyepiece of twelve rock crystals nothing is hidden ... 

Wyman's (1970a:222) footnote emphasizes that it is this 

powerful crystal which differentiates this Talking God from 

other Talking Gods: "Unlike others ... he has his rock 

crystal eyepiece which enables him to detect everything, 

even to the ends of the earth and sky, of mountains and 

water." 

Reichard (1950:254) refers to the rock crystal held 

by star gazers as a "symbol of illumination." Remington 

(1982:97-98) who bases some of her research on notes from 

James McNeley's (1981) work on "ni!£h~!, the Holy Wind," 

describes how the star gazer puts water or mucus from birds 

with the best eyesight on his (the star gazer's) lower 

eyelids and on those of the patient and the one who goes 

outside the hgghAll to help in star gazing. The star gazer 

prays and sings to the star-spirit while outside. She 

explains, "He gazes at the star, the star group, or the 
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moon and holds the crystal out to reflect the light. A 

light beam comes down aod lights up the crystal. The star-

gazer is illuminated, the hogan is illuminated, and the 

star-gazer can see far away or back to the hogan, without 

looking." 

Armer (1931:657) was the first to mention the 

sandpaintings used in star gazing rites. She was objecting 

to Morgan's (1931:390) claim that, "diagnosticians do not 

use sand paintings." Both scholars are correct, however. 

Star-gazer A was the only consultant I worked with to 

recognize the sandpaintings used in divination which I 

showed consultants. The sandpaintings in Figures 31 and 32 

are produced by star gazers who are also chanters. "They 

gaze through the crystal at stars in the sandpaintings." 

In Newcomb, FishIer, and Wheelwright's book, 

Newcomb (1956:23) discusses the sandpaintings used in star 

gazing: "These symbols of abstract powers [Father Sky, 

Mother Earth ... the Gila Monster, the tornado], whose size 

and power is considered unlimited, are generally included 

in sand paintings used for exorcism or diagnosing, and less 

frequently on those employed for restoration." 

She (1956:25-26) then discusses the sandpaintings 

of the Star Chant: 

The Star Chant is one of the few Navajo ceremonies 
in which the sand paintings are made at night. This is 
necessary, for the stars made with colored sand must be 
lighted given spiritual power by the star shine of a 
particular star, which looks down through the opening 
in the roof of the medicine hogahn. 
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If the sand painting consists of five stars, the 

largest is placed in the center, and the other four 
stand at the cardinal points. This central star 
represents the largest star to be seen through the 
roof opening while the ceremony is in progress, and 
the healing rites are supposed to be completed before 
this star disappears from view, as this is the one 
being interceded with in behalf of the patient. It 
may also be the one that is selected for a stargazing 
rite. In the Star Ceremony there are not many sky maps 
such as we find in the Hail Chant and in the Shooting 
Chant, nor are there any real constellation groupings. 
Each medicine man chooses one or more that he believes 
he can influence, and then directs his ceremonial 
prayers and rites toward that particular one or group 
of stars. 

Thus, we see that the astronomical knowledge of a 

star-gazer is based on an intimate relationship with one 

Star or one Constellation rather than on a more general 

relationship with the eight primary Constellations which 

would appear in the sandpainting star map depicted by a 

Male Shootingway chanter. 

Variation and Homogeneity in Constellation Depiction 

Variation exists at two levels in the depiction and 

interpretation of Navajo Stars and Constellations. At one 

level which has already been suggested, we see variation in 

both depiction and in interpretation. The feared Big Stars 

of the Big Starway Evilway are the cause of illness while 

the Constellations depicted in Ho1yway chantway 

sandpaintings are beneficent beings. This level of 

contextual variation is culturally recognized. 

A finer-grained kind of variation exists in the 

depiction of Constellations themselves. Figures 33-42 
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depict ten versions of the same sandpainting, "Father Sky, 

Mother Earth" from the Male Shootingway. 

As we will see, variation exists at this level 

because visual perception is to some degree idiosyncratic. 

While ideology remains shared, the visual expression of 

that ideology is subject to the interpretive system located 

within individuals. This results in variation. The fact 

that variation manifests itself in the visual 

representation of Constellations, rather than in other 

visual representations, is to a major degree, a product of 

culture. 

We can pose questions about the nature of this 

variation. For example: 

1) Is this variation culturally acceptable? 

2) How do chanters respond to this variation when it is 

brought to their attention? 

3) What universals in human perception cause such variation 

to occur? 

4) What cultural resons result in such variation? 

The precise replication of sandpainting images has 

been stressed throughout the literature. Only through 

absolute fidelity to form can sandpaintings be effective. 

Because accuracy ensures efficacy, chanters uniformly 

denied variation. What I considered to be significant 

variation in the visual representation of Constellations 

was not recognized as variation by chanters. Obviously, 
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the concept of variation is a culturally conditioned 

notion. Wyman (1983:51) observes that sandpaintings of the 

same supernatural, such as Buffalo, which appear quite 

different to Anglo eyes (because of other features which 

are not consistent throughout these paintings) would be 

considered the same to Navajo eyes because they depict the 

same supernatural. At the same time, the Navajo consider 

the purpose for which a sandpainting is used to be an 

important criterion of differentiation; what appears to be 

a slight difference to Anglo eyes--a shift in the relative 

position of two colors in a symbol--is of major 

significance to the Navajo because such changes shift the 

purpose of the painting from the attraction of good 

(Holyway) to exorcism (Evilway). Thus, our criteria for 

variation differ cross-culturally. 

How do chanters respond to the "variation" in this 

corpus of "Father Sky, Mother Earth" sandpaintings? All of 

the chanters and consultants with whom I worked replied 

with, "That's how his teacher taught him." All chantway 

performances begin with, "My teacher taught me to do it 

thus," or, "This is how my teacher taught me." Because the 

teacher's performances have been successful at curing, the 

same performance, when handed down to his apprentice, will 

also be successful. Precedence inspires faith, the faith 

that is an essential part of the curing process. 

Reichard (Reichard and Newcomb 1975:17) discusses 

----- --- -- ------------------------------
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how individual differences are accepted by fellow chanters: 

Although the style and symbolism of Navajo Chant, and 
within it, of the sandpaintings, is fixed, nevertheless 
individual differences may occur. Sometimes these are 
regional, again they depend upon the considered opinion 
of the Chanter or of his teacher ... Since this is the 
case, the medicine-men have constant discussions about 
the rightness of this form or that. These arguments 
may become heated but never are voices raised nor is 
there intolerance. Each practitioner knows he must 
give cause for the details he uses, and is prepared to 
do so. If his explanation is not accepted by them, hn 
may take a long time trying to persuade them. If, at 
the end, they remain sufficiently unconvinced to 
continue in their own way, they are likely to yield to 
the extent of conceding that his way may be all right 
for him. They will carefully watch his results, 
however, and the number of successes [at healing], as 
well as the failures, will be remarked and held as 
evidence for or against his procedure. And even 
though each one continues in the way to which he is 
accustomed, it is more than likely that he has learned 
much by the discussion. 

What unjversal physical and cultural reasons result 

in "varlation"? Frisbie (1980:171) observed "significant 

variation" in the portion of the Blessingway myth 

concerning :he Emergence and Creation and in the resulting 

House Blessing .ceremony. She recognized the following 

factors: "the variation caused by the oral transmission 

process, the Navajo tendency to avoid excess [which would 

include "overdoing of the same version of a ceremony], the 

strong cultural emphasis on individualism, and the 

unverified but likely possibility that some of the 

variation represents regional differences." 

When I asked Chanter C for an example of an 

acceptable change that he makes in a sandpainting and why, 

he said that the type of garland guardian he draws depends 

------ ---------------------------------------------
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upon the specific cause of illness and whether he has drawn 

this sandpainting before for the patient; Figure 43 

illustrates four alternative garland guardians. To avoid 

"overdoing," Chanter C puts different Constellations in the 

night sky depending upon which Constellations he has 

depicted previously for that particular patient. He does 

not consider either of these examples to be variation. 

When the transmission process is considered, it 

becomes remarkable that so little variation does occur in 

the overall composition and in individual components. In 

verbal texts, variation is more easily documented than in 

visual texts such as sandpaintings; if words vary we can 

say that change has occurred, but how much rearrangement of 

visual elements is necessary before we agree that 

significant variation exists? Chanter C told me that 

anthropologists were surprised to find him singing the same 

songs, word-far-word, that Washington Matthews had recorded 

in his 1902 version of the Nightway performance. 

We can say something about how this transmission 

process affects visual representation when we compare the 

Father Sky drawn by Chanter A, Chanter B, and Miguelito, a 

famous chanter who worked with Reichard. Figure 44 

diagrams the transmission network as told to me by Chanters 

A and B. Blue Eyes, a famous chanter from Lukachukai, 

Arizona (who was also known as Gray Eyes), is mentioned in 

------------------------------ ---- - .- .--
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He directly taught the Holyway Male Shootingway to Chanter 

A, Chanter B's father, MiguelJto (the chanter Reichard 

worked with in her book), and to other chanters. 

Figure 44 also compares the Father Sky drawn by 

Chanter A, Chanter B, and Miguelito. While this is only 

one example (I know of no examples of this kind of 

variation in sacred sandpaintings in the literature.), 

affected by so many variables that it is impossible to 

document where and how change occurred, the documentation 

of the learning network greatly enhances our appreciation 

of the "variation" which has occurred. (Reichard [1975:59] 

says that any differences in the position of Constellations 

is due to the fact that Constellations are representeci as 

they appear at the time of year when the chant is sung. 

However, the differences that we see in comparing these 

three versions are far more significant: Constellations 

retain the same relative positions [to each other] as they 

move through the night sky during the night and during the 

year. Only planets move among the constellations.) 

The human memory greatly affects our perception of 

variation. It must be remembered that sandpaintings are 

seldom seen side by side. Sandpaintings are never 

performed in this manner; few Navajos ever see several 

"versions" of the same sandpainting assembled. If one does 

see the same sandpainting performed years later, one tends 

to remember the features which are similar (resulting in 

----------------------------~--- ------------~-------
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the same 

sandpainting) rather than those features which are 

dissimilar. 

Two factors are at work which make the similarities 

more prominent than the dissimilarites. First, the 

frequency with which the "Father Sky, Mother Earth" 

sandpainting is performed, and, second, the content of the 

symbolic message. Because of the immense corpus of 

sandpaintings in existence--Wyman (1983:51) estimates that 

there are 228 different designs among some 851 

reproductions of Holyway sandpaintings in collections--it 

is possible to never see the same sandpaintings reproduced 

in a lifetime. Each chant has a repertoire of 

sandpaintings from which the chanter chooses for each 

performance; he never performs all of the repertoire for a 

given performance. Harry Walters, Director of the Ned 

Hatathli Museum, who frequently attends ceremonials, has 

only seen one sandpainting which contained Constellations 

performed in a ceremonial (in his lifetime). Chanter A, 

esteemed for his astronomical knowledge, has produced the 

"Father Sky, Mother Earth" sandpainting only four times in 

the 68 years since he learned it. 

If years pass between performances of a 

sandpainting which contains the Constellations and if one 

never sees a side by side comparison of two "versions" of 

such a sandpainting--which is highly unlikely for any 
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chanter--then variation seems nonexistent. Thus, frequency 

of performance works against absolute replication of form. 

The second factor which makes similarity more 

noticeable than dissimilarity comes from the nature of the 

content, content which is affected by universal factors in 

human perception and by the cultural significance of the 

content. 

While no published studies have documented how 

humans remember the visual depiction of constellations, it 

seems reasonable to assume that the human eye and mind 

would tend to remember other visual components of the 

"Father Sky, Mother Earth" sandpainting--components 

characterized by more distinctiveness in color and form--

with greater accuracy than the Constellations which are 

limited to relatively monotonous white dots and crosses on 

a uniform black background. When one considers that a 

chanter performs so few sandpaintings of the night sky in a 

lifetime and keeps no visual mnemonic device to refresh his 

memory, then it becomes remarkable that so little variation 

occurs (Of the ten versions in this sandpainting corpus, 

Chanter A's version had the most . recognizable 

representation of the Constellations which becomes truly 

remarkable when one considers how seldom he performs this 

sandpainting.). Within the sandpainting of "Father Sky, 

Mother Earth," the Constellations are but one vis~al 

component. The chanter's memory must recall the overall 
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composition and manvother visual components as well, in 

addition to the hundreds of songs and many details of 

procedure which compose the nine nights of this ceremonial. 

It is staggering to consider the precision of memory 

required to represent the Stars within each Constellation 

and the relationship of each Constellation to one another 

in tiny dots and crosses of white sand. 

The cultural significance of the Constellations 

greatly affects the precision with which they are 

remembered. Quite a different situation exists among the 

Navajo than existed among such people as the Caroline 

Islanders in Oceania (Gladwin 1970) where the 

Constellations carry a heavy functional load and 

remembering specific forms in perfect alignment was a 

matter of navigational Ii fe and death. While 

Constellat~ons are a part of Navajo life, the Navajo no 

longer use them as their ancestors might have in their 

migration from Canada or as these ancestors might have on a 

daily basis for more localized hunting trips. 

This leads us to ask how central are Constellations 

to the "ceremonial core?" Haile (1947c:5) addresses this 

issue when he says " ... starlore is not prominently 

mentioned in the legends, [and] the few that know treasure 

it as distinctly personal knowledge." Thus, even in 

Haile's time, the knowledge of Constellations was not a 

significant part of chantway stories (relative to other 
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features). He (1947c:l) also remarks that most chanters do 

not possess astronomical knowledge. Wyman (1970a:339) 

observes that in the prayers of Blessingway, the 

cornerstone of Navajo ri tual, chanters can mention as few 

or as many of the Constellations in the cre~tion of the sky 

as they desire. Because specific Constellations are only 

ment.ioned in onc chantway myth, the Starway, 

astronomicnl knowledge is not a necessary part of a 

chanter's non-material property. 

The sandpaintings belonging to Holyway chants 

(whose purpose, as discussed in Chapter Thre(~, is tile 

attraction of good and the curing or prevention of illness) 

jnc.1ude sandpi1.intings from Haj.1way, WHtCI'Way, Mn]£? 

Shootingway, Nightway, Beadway, Earthway, and PlumewilY. Of 

these, Hailway, Waterway, Beadway, and Earthway are thought 

to be extinct, while Plumeway is rarely performed today 

(Wyman 1983:22-23). This leaves the Male Shootingway and 

the Nightway as the primary Holyway contexts in which 

Constellations are depicted in sandpaintings today. 

Why are Constellations depicted in the 

sandpaintings of these chantways? The representation of 

Constellations in Nightway is limited to the Pleiades which 

appear on the mask of Black God who gave fire and light to 

the Constellations. The reason for the depiction of 

Constellations in the two Male Shootingway sandpaintings is 

somewhat more complicated . 

J •.. 

... ..... __ ._-_._--------------------------
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T h (~ s tor y 0 f the Mal e S h 0 0 tin g way r e c 0 u n t s the 

visit of the Sacred Twins to their father, the Sun. 

Because the Sun and his celestial home figure more 

prominently in this myth than in any of the others, it is 

not surprising that both "The Skies" ("The Dawn") paint.ing 

and "Father Sky, Mother Earth" ("The Earth") painting are 

from the Male Shootingway. In these two sandpaintings--the 

primary Holyway contexts for the depiction of 

Constellations today--the Constellations are but part of a 

much larger picture. As will be discussed later, in 

Chapter Seven (Navajo World View), in both cases this 

results from the Navajo emphasis on inclusiveness and 

comp)p1jon. Wyman (1983:61 ) refers to this HS n 

"fundamental Navajo principIe--that all things j n the 

universe are of equal importance. " Olin (1972:13) c a] 1 s 

this the "law of complements" and the "rule of 

completeness." What these guiding principles menn is that 

in order for the depiction of Father Sky to be complete, 

all the Constellations must appenr on tds body. I f one 

time of day is depicted in "The Skies" sandpainting, then 

all four times of day, including night, must appear. All 

chanters and consultants except Chanter C said that if one 

Constellation appears in the night sky, all the 

Constellations must be depicted or the sandpainting will be 

incomplete and dangerous through its quality of 

incompleteness. Thus, we see all the major Constellations 
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d (! p jet e don the bod y 0 f Fat h n I' Sky e v (! nth 0 ugh s pee j f j c 

Constellations are not central to the accompanying story. 

Constellations are not primary figures in Navajo 

ritual in the same way as Changing Woman, Buffalo, or even 

the Sun. This is probably why Heichard (1950) does not 

mention specific Constellations in her classic work on 

Navajo religion. Her intent WHH a comprehensive study of 

Navajo symbolism; because of the incredible complexity of 

the Navajo ceremonial system, she had to limit her study to 

the major symbolic features. This would also explain why 

particular Constellations listed in some ethnohistoric 

accounts are not listed in others, beyond the primary eight 

Con H t e .1 1 a t ion s - .-- w h .i c: h m u ~-;t a p pea rOIl t 11 e bod y 0 f Fat h P. r Sky 

and in the night portion of "The Skies"--and which appeal' 

on nearly every list of Constellations in th(~ lit.erature 

and in the elicitations from the chanters and consultants 

with whom I worked. 

A final reason for variation in sandpainting 

depiction exists, one which is highly subjective, far less 

easily documented, and, because of these reasons, more open 

to criticism. Nevertheless, a discussion of variation is 

incomplete without mentioning a factor which is related to 

the factor Frisbie (1980:171) characterizes as a "strong 

cultural emphasis on individualism." 

We know that sandpaintings are judged on the 

criterion of stylistic accuracy in the depiction of form 
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and composition and that it is only through an accurate 

rcnderine of prescribed formR that the supernaturals may be 

contacted and their power transferred to the patient. 

Nevertheless, t.here is no doubt that part of the 

satisfaction derived from a sandpainting is aesthetic. By 

an aesthetic rf~sponse, I mean what Boas referred to as a 

certain standard of excellence demonstrated through the 

technical treatment and control of the processes involved. 

"The judgment of perfectioll of technical form is 

essentially an esthetic judgment" (Boas 1955:10). 

The Western view of aesthetics includes a component 

of appreciation for the product of individual creat.ivity. 

T his asp e c t 0 [ a est h e tic sis not a pal' t 0 f N a v a j n I' i t tI i1 ] 

art wh.ich is generally the product of many hands and 

through which creative expression is severely limited in 

the depiction of sandpaintjng forms. However, by expandjng 

aesthetic value to include any object which displays this 

standard of excellence in the depjction of form, 

sandpaintings can indeed be said to generate a sense of 

aesthetic appreciation. 

Two words in Navajo relate to a concept of beauty: 

il /t d hO/I I / 
D.._~.lQJL. a n _Q.~.lQ.n..!. . 

/ I 
~!.~ll.Q.n..!. means "to be pretty, 

beautiful, nice, clean" (Young and Morgan 1980:663) while 

I I { 
h.Q.~h.Q.!L.... means to be beautjful in the sense of heing 

peaceful and harmonious (Young and Morgan 1980:462). 

A sIs a tin sid e ace l' e m 0 n i a 1 ll.Q.&'ll. a n wa t chi n g the 
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pre p a I' a t ion 0 f a mas s i v e M n 1 e S h 0 0 tin g way san d p a i n tin g 

d (! 1I.i c t1 II f! the H \I f fa] 0 J> e () p 1 f!, I he a r d, " ~L~h.~61 {," u t tel' e d 

again and again. In an unusual circumstance, the patient 

was also a chanter (Chanter A). Although another chanter 

(Chanter B) was singing over him (conducting the 

cerf!monial) for Uds n.ine-night ceremonial, the pat.ient-

chanter, a Male Shootingway chanter himself, wandered into 

t h (! h.Q..g.1..!.~, pac j n g the f 1 (J 0 l' and 0 b s e l' v j n g the san d p a j n t j n f~ 

from all aneles. The patient-chanter chose the speejfic 

sandpaintings to be produced for his healing as well as 

directing their production. Between four and eight men and 

women worked on this sandpainting, at times laughing over 

shared humor 01' triJking qu.iatJy. The e h a "f e l' sat. n e it l' b Y 

watching" the production. The patient-chanter too~ a more 

active role by freely criticizjng the work of the 

assistants, pointing with a stick to specific figures and 

details that did not meet with his standards. Accordingly, 

the responsible man or woman would patiently cover the form 

with tan sand and begin that portion again under the 

watchful direction of the patient-chanter. During the 

production of the sandpaintings for this ceremonial, the 

patient-chanter directed more of the sandpainting's 

creation than did the chanter performing the ceremonial. 

When the patient-chanter was pleased with the forms 

produced, he uttered the word, In th.is 

I I 
ins tan c e, u.!..~h.QJ!1. mea n t sty lis tic a 1 I y cor I' e c tan d the ref 0 r e 

-.----- -- ---------------------------~ 
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T h f' P (:I t j (! n t - c: han t e r m e 1111 t f a I' 

m n I' e, how (~ v e r, t: han the lim i ted W est I? l' n not ion 0 f "h e aut y " 

when he expressed his feelings about the sandpainting. 

Boas (1955: 10) refers to the emotional response generated 

not by form aJone, but by close associations which exist 

hetween the form and ideas held by a people. When I asked 

the patjent-chanter later why he had chosen this particular 

sandpainting of the entire Male Shootingway repertoil'e of 

san rip ai 11 t j II?,' S f ClI' tid s d il Y 0 f the c ere m 0 n i a 1, he t u 1 cl me 

that the Buffalo People have a special meaning for him and 

for C tl ant e r B , who was per for min g t his eel' em 0 n i a I . I t 

brought back memories of stories his parents had told him, 

memories of a former t.ime. "Ruffalo Pass [near Lukachukai] 

() vel' the l' e ," h e g est u r I~ d t 0 a I 0 cat ion t 0 his I' i g h t, " hI a s 

named for the buffalo. They used to be all around here." 

He went on to tell me that because the buffalo are special 

to him and to the chanter conducting the ceremonial the 

Buffalo sandpainting is even more powerful. It became very 

clear that this sHndpainting had been chosen for its 

emotive, evocative power. By using a more emotionally-

charged sandpainting--one not only bearing cultural 

significance but deep personal significance as well--the 

curing process is greatly enhanced. 

Only from a cognitive perspective can we understand 

the factors that result in variation in the transmission, 

performance, and perception of sandpainting images. And 
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on.ly from (tn understanding of Navajo culture ean we e)'asjl 

thnt t h l~ very notion of "variation" in sandpainting 

depiction is culturally determined: what one culture 

designates as "variation" is to the culture which produced 

Ules£! forms, regularity and consistency in their ritual 

tradition. 

Now that I have introduced the primary Q..i~ilJ.._Q..ilJ..~'t 

which live in the Sky, their ritual contexts and theil' 

depictions in salldpcdnt.ings, we can go on to an explorat.ion 

of meaning in the next chapter. We have identified the 

Constellations and other celestial entities; the "laws" 

which First Woman said "are written in the stars" (Newcomb 

1967:83) can now be diSCllSSf!d in of each 

Constellation and what these intel'pI'etations can tell us 

about Navajo values. 



1 . 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8. 

All 

CODE FOR FIGURES WITH CONSTELLATIONS 

I 
t!d.b.Q.Q.~~2._~L~e.~ii (Ursa Mnjor) 

t!~b.Q.Q.~~2._~~~~!!.9l. (Cassiopeia) 

~Ll~~h' (Pleiades) 

[~~tLL~_~L~~!!.L~ (Corvus the Crow) 
I / 

~~t~~~~t§..Q.!! (front part of Scorpius) 

Q.!!.b._!l~~t~~~U (tail of Scorpius) 

YL~~{~~~h( (Milky Way) 

idpntifications fll'e mIne unless otherwisf! sl'(!dfil'r1. 
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Figure 1. Chanter A's Father Sky. 
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Figure 2. Chanter B's Father Sky. 
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, 
NahookQs 
ba'aadii 

I 
The Two NahookQs and their Western counterparts. 

Pleiades 

Orion 
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'Atse'ets'ozi 
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J I I I I I 
Dilyehe and 'Atse'ets'ozi and their Western 
counterparts. 

• • •• 
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Figure 6. Gah heet'e'ii and Yik{{sd'h{ and 
their Western counterparts. 
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with Body Parts 
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feathers 
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/. I "" ./ ,-Dilyehe and 'Atse'ets'oz1 with Body Parts 
Labeled (of 'Atse'ets'ozi only) 



.~. Corvus 

• legs 

(}arms 

Figure 9. Hastiin Sik'ai'{ and 'Atst'etsoh 
with Body Parts Labeled. 
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Figure 10 0 EARTH AND SKY, Male Shootingway. Adapted 
after a paintin~ in Newcomb and Reichard 1975:37. 
Constellations 1dentified by Newcomb (Miguelito); 
she calls 2. "the Female Dipper" instead of Cassiopeia. 
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Figure 11. FATHER SKY, Big Starway Evilway. Adapted 
after a painting by Newcomb; Singer Bi-Thani-Dougi. 
Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, P8#16. Constellations 
identified by Newcomb (Bi-Thani-Dougi). 
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Figure 12. FATHER-SKY, Male P1umeway. 
Adapted after a painting by Newcomb; Singer: 
Adeetsa Begay. Courtesy Museum of Northern 
Arizona. 

- ._-----._--- ----
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Figure 13. EARTH AND SKY, Earthway. Adapted 
after a painting by Oakes; Singer: Charlie 
Tsosie. Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, P20H7. 

176 



Figure 14. THE SKIES, Male Shootingway. Adapted 
after a painting by Newcomb; Singer: Blue Eyes. 
Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, P4#11. 
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Figure 15. GILA MONSTERS, Hand Tremblingway 
Evilway. Adapted after a painting by Dine 
Chili Begay. Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, 
P17#11. Constellations identified by Dine 
Chili Begay. 
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Figure 16. HOME OF THE EAGLES, Beadway. Adapted 
after a painting by Wetherill; Singer Yellow Singer 
(Sam Chief). Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, P 19#14. 
Constellations identified by Wetherill (Yellow Singer) 
in Wyman 1952:109-112. 
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Coy~ 
star- + 

Dove? 

Figure 17. NIGHT SKY, Hailway. I Adapted after a 
painting by Newcomb; Singer T~'aah. Courtesy 
Wheelwright Museum, P2#16A. Constellations identified 
by Newcomb (T~'aah). 
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Figure 18. RAIN PEOPLE, Waterway. Adapted after 
a painting by Newcomb; Singer Bearded Bit'ahni. 
Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, P3A#4B. 
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Figure 19. THE ONE WHO CONTROLS THE RAIN, 
Upward Reachingway Evilway. Adapted after a 
painting by Newcomb; Singer Bearded Bit-ahni. 
Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, P2lN8. 

182 



e 

~- --- ._---!..- -- ~-_.-~ " --=-=:::::::::=---=-=-=-=--------~ 
• • • • • · 10 ....... ... ..,,- · JO'. · • • _. • '. +. 
~ •• o. • • , 

• 
··0 • · . • o • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

Figure 20. EARTH AND SKY, War Prophylactic Rite, 
Adapted after a painting by Oakes; Singer: Jeff 
King, in Oakes, Campbell, and King 1943 :41. 
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Figure 21. THE SKY, Big Starway. Adapted after a 
painting by Wetherill; Singer Yellow Singer (Sam 
Chief). Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, P8#14. Constel
lations identified by Wetherill (Yellow Singer). 
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Figure 22. STAR PEOPLE AND BLUE STAR, Big Starway. 
Adapted after a painting by Moylan (Armer). Courtesy 
Wheelwright Museum, P8B#lA. The Star People represent 
the Big Dipper. 
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Figure 23. HUMAN: PI GlffiES: AND 'SP'IRITS, Big 
Starway. After a painting by Colville 
(Wetherill); Singer:Ye11ow Singer (Sam Chief). 
Courtesy Wheelwright Museum P8B#12. The four 
groups of seven stars represent the Pleiades. 
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Figure 24. BLACK GOD. 



Figure 25. BLUE STAR, Big Starway 
Evilway. After a painting by Newcomb; 
Singer Nahtol Hatile. Courtesy Wheelwright 
Museum, PSNll. 
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Figure 26. BIG STAR, Hand Tremb1ingway 
Evi1way. Adapted after a painting by 
Oakes; Singer:Bit'sui Dine Chili. Courtesy 
Wheelwright Museum, P17N1S. 
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Figure 27. FIRST MAN-GROUP, B1essingway. Adapted 
after a painting by Spencer; Singer Bearded Bit-ahni. 
Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, P1AH10. 
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Figure 28. SKY, Blessingway (?). Adapted after 
a painting by Colville (Wetherill); Singer: Yellow 
Singer (Sam Chief). Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, 
Pl#13: 
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Figure 29. NIGHT SKY, Blessingway (?). 
Adapted after a painting by Newcomb; 
Singer: Bearded Bit'ahni. Courtesy 
Wheelwright Museum, PlNlS. 
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Figure 30. Navajo star- (or crystal-) gazer. A line drawing 
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Figure 31. SPRUCE HILL STAR GAZING SANDPAINTING, Big 
Starway Evilway. Adapted after a painting by Campbell 
(Haile). Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, P8BH10. 
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Figure 32. CORN GIRL, Divinationway. 
Adapted after a painting by Newcomb; 
Singer: Bearded Bit'ahni. Courtesy 
Wheelwright Museum, P22#2. 
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Figure 33. EARTH AND SKY, Male Shootingway. Adapted after a 
painting by Newcomb; Singer:Lukai Yazzie. CouFtesy Wheelwright Museum, 
P4#4A. (Detail omitted on figure of Mother Earth in Figures 
34-42.) 
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Figure 34. EARTH AND SKY, Male Shootingway. 
Adapted after a painting by Migue1ito, in 
Coolidge and Coolidge 1930:222. 
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Figure 35. EARTH AND SKY, Male Shootingway. 
Adapted after a painting by Gray Man. Courtesy 
Museum of Northern Arizona. 
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Figure 36. EARTH AND SKY, Male Shootingway. 
Adapted after a painting by Gleason Begay. 
Courtesy Museum of Northern Arizona. 
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Figure 37. EARTH AND SKY, Male Shootingway. 
Adapted after a painting by Newcomb, in 
The Exposi nan o:f Indian Tribal Arts, Inc. 
1931:P1. 10 1 p~ 18 • 

. _.--- -------------------------
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Figure 38. EARTH AND SKY, Male Shootingway .. 
Adapted after a painting by Sam Day; Singers: 
Speech Man and White Singer. Courtesy Museum 
of Northern Arizona. 
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Figure 39. EARTH AND SKY, Male Shootingway. Adapted 
a painting by Link; Singer Sam Chief. Courtesy Museum 
of Northern Arizona . 
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Figure 40. EARTH AND SKY, Male Shootingway. Adapted 
after a painting by Hastiin T~'lah, Smithsonian 
Institution. 
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Figure 41. EARTH AND SKY, Male Shootingway. Adapted 
after a painting by Newcomb; Singer Lukai Yazzie. 
Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, P4#4. 
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Figure 42. EARTH AND SKY, Male Shootingway. Adapted 
after a painting by Haile. Courtesy Special Collections, 
University of Arizona Library. 



Figure 43. Garland guardians, after 
Chanter C. 
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BLUE EYES 

CHANTER A CHANTER B'S FATHER MIGUELITO OTHERS 

CHANTER B 

I 

Figure 44. Transmission network. 
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TABLE THREE. A CATALOGUE OF NAVAJO STARS AND CONSTELLATIONS 
(Abbreviations: Consultant/Ethnographer: L/B=Little Salt/Brewer; FF=Franciscan 
Fathers;S/H=Son-of-the-late-cane/Haile; K/W=Klah/Wheelwright; M=Matthews; N= 
Newcomb; S/O=Sandoval/O'Bryan; P=Pinxten; T=Tozzer; W=Wyman 1970a; Y=Yazzie; 
A,B,C,D,E/G-P=Chanters A,B,C,D,E/Griffin-Pierce) 

Primary Constellations 

NAME 

I.N~hook2s bikf'ii 

TRANSLATION 

Male Revolving One 
Whirling Male 
Cold Man of the North 

2.N~hook9S ba'~adii Female Revolving One 
Whirling Female 

3. Dily{h{ 

/ I I / 
4.'Atse'ets'oz1 

No agreed upon trans
lation 

First Slim One 

5.Hastiin Sik'ai'{ Man with Legs Ajar 

IDENTIFICATION 

Part of Ursa Major, 
including the 
Big Dipper 

Cassiopeia 

Ursa Minor 

The Pleiades 

Orion 

Corvus 

Orion 

SOURCES 

A,B,D,E/G-P, 
L/B,FF,S/H, 
K/W,M,N,S/O, 
P,T,W,Y 
A,B,D,E/G-P, 
L/B,FF,S/H, 
N ,P . 

K/W,S/O,W,Y, 
L/B 
A,B,C,D,E/G-P, 
L/B,FF,S/H,K/W, 
N,S/O,P,T,W,Y 
A,B,D,E/G-P, 
L/B,FF,K/W,S/O, 
S/H,T,W 
A,B,D,E/G-P, 
FF,S/H 
S/O,L/B,W 

N 
o 
00 



TABLE THREE--Continued 
NAME 

/ / 
6.'Atse'etsoh 

7.Gah heet'e'ii 

. / I / I 8.Y1ka1sdah1 

1. S2' , Ahots ' i ' i 

2.Baalchini 

3.K'aalogii 
4.Dahsani 
5.Shash 
6.Shash lichi 
7.I'ni' 
8.Tl'itso 
9.Bitsolehi 
lO.xi·scoh 

TRANSLATION 
First Big One 

Rabbit Tracks 

Awaits-the-Dawn 

Secondary 
Pinching Stars 
Fighting Stars 

Butterfly 
Porcupine 
Bear 
Red Bear 
Thunder 
Big Snake 

Horned Rattler 

IDENTIFICATION 
Front Part of 
Scorpius 

Tail of Scorpius 

Stars in Canis Major 
Milky Way 

Constellations 
Aldebaran and the 
lower branch of the 
Hyades 

SOURCES 
A,B,D,E/G-P 
S/H,L/B,FF, 
K/W ,S/O, W 
A,B,D,E/G-P, 
N,K/W,M 
FF,S/O,W,S/H 
A,B,D,E/G-P, 
FF,S/H,K/W,N, 
S/O,P,W 

S/H,T,FF,S/O, 

S/O,FF 

FF,N,S/H 
FF,S/H,N,K/W 
FF,S/H,N 
FF 
FF,N,S/H 
FF,K/W 
D/G-P,K/W,FF 
S/H 

N 
<::) 

to 



TABLE THREE--Continued 

NAME 

11. Nashi-taythli 

12. Dont-whutso 

13. Debe tsetqa 

14. xasc'eszini 

TRANSLATION 
The Crown 

Two Stars Hooked Together 

Mountain sheep 

The Fire God (Black God) 
15. Na e;' ne;z ani Monster Slayer 

lb. to baziscini Born-for-Water 

17. Corn Beetle 
18. Tuzhi-begay Turkey Tracks 

19. Flash Lightning 

20. Nahshalth-helee The Ducks 
21. 

22. Tsidiitltsoii 

23. Ma'ii tsoh 

Red Heavens 

Lark who sang his song to the 
Sun every morning 
Wolf 

IDENTIFICATION SOURCES 

K/W 
K/W 
FF 

S/H 
S/H 

S/H 

S/H,N 
K/W 
S/H,N 
S/H,N 
S/H,N 

N 

N 

24. Atsa Eagle N 

25. Na'ashoii Lizard N 

26. So'bokho'i Large stars scattered over the FF 
heavens 

27. Atseetso bigish Cane of the First Big One in Scorpius FF 

N 
I-' 
o 



TABLE THREE--Continued Single Stars and Planets 
NAME TRANSLATION IDENTIFICATION 
1. Sg'tsoh Big Star Venus 

S~'Doo Nidizidi Morning Star Venus 

2. M~'ii bizl2 

SI2'dondizi-di 

Red Star 

North Star 

Coyote's Star 

No-Month Star 
(associated with Coyote) 

Red Star (the Fire of 
the Twin Stars) 

3. 

4. S~'bihi Deer Star 
5. Hayolkhal beets'os Dawn feather 
6. Nahodaetl'ish beets'os Feather of the 

southern blue 
7. Nahotsoi beets'os Feather of the evening 

twilight 
8. Chahalqel beets'os Feather of darkness 

9. Sont-bidai Horned Star 

10. Tah-zhuni Smoky Star 

11. Sont-eh-dekah Out of sight Star in the 
east 

Polaris 

Canopus 

Antares 
Aldebaran 

SOURCES 

A,B,D,E/G-P 
Y 

N,Y,K/W 
A,B,D,E/G-P 

S/O,FF 

FF 

K/W 
L/B 

FF 
FF 

FF 

FF 

FF 

K/W 
K/W 
K/W 

N 
...... 
...... 



TABLE FOUR: 
VISUAL FORMATS OF CONSTELLATIONS IN CHANTWAY SANDPAINTINGS 
Chantway Father Night Stars The Star Black As Back-

Sky Sky Reflected Skies Map God ground/ 
(wi th/ on Oceans with 
without People 
Mother 
Earth) 

lway X 

erway X 

'" .... 
otingway X X 

h.tway X 

neway X 

dway X 
thway X 

ard 
chingway 
Star 

X X 

Pro-
lactic 
e 

d 
IIlbling-

X 

ssing-
y X X 

Earth 
& Sky 
(not 
as 
fig-
ures) 

X 

Indi-
vidually 

X 

In Summer 
& Winter 
Skies 

X 

N 
....... 
N 
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CONSENSUS AND VARIATION IN CONSTELLATION MEANING 

The Constellations are regarded by the Navajo as a 

meaningful cultural text, as knowledge which resides in the 

minds of a few ritual specialists. In this chapter, I will 

document different sets of interpretations of the same 

phenomena, showing that although meanings may vary, 

agreement exists at the level of symbolic significance 

possessed by Constellations and that similar cognitive 

principles operate to organize the Constellations. 

The following analysis is based primarily on taped 

and written interviews with four chanters. These 

interviews lasted between three and sixteen hours with each 

chanter. I have chosen to focus on these four chanters 

among the ten consultants with whom I worked because these 

men were the most knowledgeable about the Constellations 

and were willing to discuss Constellation organization and 

meaning at the greatest length. These chanters, who were 

introduced in the last chapter, are Chanter A, Chanter B, 

Chanter D, and Chanter E. I will first discuss overall 

organizational schemes presented by two of these chanters 

before discussing individual Constellations and the 

interpretations which accompany each. 

Chanter A was the only consultant to present the 

Constellations in a quadripartite system. Table 5 presents 

- -- ------------------------------------



TABLE FIVE: 

CHANTER A'S CONSTELLATION CATEGORIES 

BABYHOOD 

ADOLESCENCE 

ADULTHOOD 

OLD AGE 

MALE 
/ NahookQs bik~'ii 

I I 
Dilyehe 

Hastiin Sik'ai'{ 

Gah heet'e'ii 

~-.. - .~ -.~ -~-~------

214 

FEMALE 
N'hook~s ba'{adi 

I I I I 
'Atse'etsozi 

/ I 
'Atse'etsoh 

• Ii' I. / Yl.kal.sdahl. 
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Chanter A's classification of the Constellations. He 

groups the Constellations into four male/female sequential 

age pairs: I 
N~hQQ~~~ __ Ql~~~ll (Ursa Major) male is paired 

with N~hQQ~2~ __ Q~~!~Ql (Cassiopeia) female to represent 

babyhood; I I Qlll!h! (the Pleiades) male is paired with 

/ I I I 
~Al~!~!l!~Q!! (Orion) female to stand for youth; ff~~l!!n 

I I 
~!!~~!~{ (Corvus) male and ~~l~!~!l~~h (the front part of 

Scorpius) female are adulthood; and Q~h_h!!l~!~!! (the tail 

of Scorpius) male and Y!!~{~Q~hi (the Milky Way) female 

represent old age. 

Chanter B also conceived of the Constellations in 

male and female pairs. However, in his system, not all the 

Constellations are paired, and ~~~l~Qh is included while 

the cane 
I I 

in the Constellation ~Al~!~!l~~h is separated from 

the rest of the Constellation. Table 6 presents his 

classification of the Constellations in which ~~~l~Qh 

(Venus) male is paired with the cane of 

front part of Scorpius) female; Q~h_h!!l~!~ll (the tail of 

I / / ( Scorpius) male is paired with ~Al~!~~l~~Q!_ (Orion) female; 

I 
Q~~~~Ql (Cassiopeia) female. The unpaired Constellations 

Chanter B said that only two of the four ages were 

represented: " / as youth and ~Al~~~~l~Qh with its 

cane represents old age. I I 
Qlll!h~, he said, represents the 

process of "getting older." In addition to these 



TABLE SIX: 
CHANTER B'S CONSTELLATION CATEGORIES 

Directional Association Paired Constellations Unpaired Constellations 
~ale Female 

EAST. . 1/ I / ......... Ylkalsdahl 

SOUTH. Hastiin Sik'ai'f 

WEST. 

NORTH . . 

No Directional Association 

I 
. .NahookQs 

bikCi!-' ii 

S9,'tsoh 

/ NahookQs 
ba'iiadi 

D-l /h' 'AI I, h • ••• 1 ye e, tse etso 

I / 
Cane of 'Atse'etsoh 

I I I / 
Gah heet'e'ii 'Atse'ets'oZl 

N 
I-' 
0\ 



orderings, he presented one based 
217 

on directional 

associations: East is represented by Yi~~{~g'hi, South by 

Hastiin Sik'ai'{ -----------------, West by 

/ 
North by both the N~hQQ~2~. (Chanter A, when asked if 

different Constellations were associated with different 

directions, replied, "I don't think of it that way.") 

As Matthews (1902:6), Reichard (1977:78, 1948:9, 

1950:176), and Kluckhohn (1960:82) point out, a basic 

Navajo distinction is between that which is coarser, 

rougher, and more violent, called male (Qi~~~) and that 

which is finer, weaker, and more gentle, called female 
I I 

(Q~~~~g). (The male is always mentioned first in the pair 

because, as Consultant G told me, women are meant to follow 

men. ) Neither is more desirable or more preferable or 

morally better; rather, each is incomplete without the 

other. Thus, both are necessary to fulfillment of any 

sort; only by pairing can any entity be complete. By 

pairing the weaker with the stronger, the point is 

emphasized "that weaker, more gentle powers are as 

necessary to well-being as the stronger more forceful ones" 

(Reichard 1977:78). 

This explanation reveals a fundamental aspect of 

the Navajo concept of harmony, an aspect which was briefly 

touched upon in Chapter Two in the discussion regarding the 

necessity of I I 
hQ£h~2 to balance I I hQ!h2 for wholeness and 

completeness. I / 
HQ!h2 is not wholly gentle but rather 
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embraces the violent as well: only by this contrastive 

pairing can an entity be complete. 

C~anter A's division of the Constellations into 

four age pairs points out the Navajo emphasis on the number 

four. There are four sacred plants, jewels, directions, 

mountains, and times of day. Reichard (1950:242) points 

out a few of the many possible examples of the use of four: 

Navajo stars have four points. 
The signal for a race is '1,2,3,4,go!' 
... To announce their presence gods commonly give 

their call four times, beginning with a faint sound 
which becomes successively louder and nearer. 

Attempts to create new things or to overcome evils 
are usually unsuccessful three times and successful the 
fourth. 

Mythologically, ritualistically, and often 
empirically, a request can hardly be refused a fourth 
time; the very act of the fourth repetition makes 
acquiescence compulsory. Refusal the fourth time is 
serious indeed and rare in the literature. 

It is also significant that Chanter A represented 

the Constellations in terms of sequential age pairs. This 

connotes a progression through time, four stages of life. 

To have a whole and complete life each stage is necessary 

and incomplete without the other stages; Haile (1947c:24-

26) discusses the desirability of death by old age. Death 

itself is not feared; what is feared is an incomplete life, 

a life cut short so that it does not reach the final stage 

of old age. Thus, just as the more aggressive qualities of 

maleness and the gentler qualities of femaleness are 

necessary for completion, so, too, are each of the four 

stages of life necessary for completion and wholeness. By 

----- -~--------------------------------------
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conceiving of the Constellations in four sequential age 

pairs, Chanter A projects this Navajo concept onto the 

Constellations to give it tangible form. 

These are the conceptual organizational schemes for 

the Constellations presented by these chanters. I will now 

discuss each Constellation and its associated 

interpretations. 

I I I 
N~hQQ~2~_Qi~~~i! and N~hQQ~~~_Q~~~~Qi 

These were the only Constellations which were 

consistently paired by all consultants. All consultants 

recognized N~hQQ~2~_Q!~£~!! as male and NihQQ~2~_Q~~'~Q! as 

female, translating these terms as Male Revolver and Female 

Revolver, respectively. 

Chanters A, B, and E presented extensive 

interpretations beyond any which appear in the literature. 

Chanter A sees these Constellations as a symbol of the 

Navajo home or hQgh~n as these two star groupings revolve 

around Polaris which represents the central fire in the 

Together, these Constellations represent "old 

people' or "women folks," said Chanter A. "They tell us 

[by their positive example] to "stay at home, to stay 

around your fire." Here the implication is that these 

Constellations set a moral example for the Earth Surface 

People to be at home with their families to carry out their 

familial responsibilities. 

Chanter A had offered a related but slightly 
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different interpretation at an interview held three months 

previously. Then he had referred to the 
/ 

two N~h~~~2~ as 

leaders, as sources of wisdom and knowledge always 

available to the Earth Surface People; they are also visual 

reminders to leaders on earth that they must always be 

willing and ready to help their people. 

Chanter B offered another interpretation. For him, 

this pair of Constellations represents the bows which shoot 

the arrows of the Male Shooting Chant. The protagonists of 

the story of this chant are the two sacred Twins, Monster 

Slayer and Born-for-Water. N'h~Q~2~_Ql~~~11 represents the 

bow of Monster Slayer, always the more dominant, more 

I I 
aggressive Twin; N~h~Q~£~ __ Q~~a~Q! symbolizes the bow of 

Born-for-Water, who is the more submissive, gentler Twin. 

Significantly, these qualities are representative of the 

male/female distinction and the pairing of Constellations 

reflects this qualitative opposition: the male 

/ 
Constellation, N~h~~~£~ __ Q!~~~!!, represents the bow of the 

more aggressive Twin while the female Constellation, 

Chanter E's interpretation was related to Chanter 

B's. He, too, an extended 

bowstring. Figure 45 shows his diagram of this 

Constellation with a comparison of the Enemy Way rattle 

stick design which represents the symbol of the bow which 

is associated with Monster Slayer. Chanter E referred to 



• 

• 

• 

• 

Chanter E's 
depiction of 
NahookQs bik~'ii. 
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The extended bowstring on 
the Enemyway rattle stick 
(after Haile 1938:59). 

Figure 45. N'hook9S biki'ii as the 
bowstring on the Enemyway rattle stick. 



the Enemyway rather 

interpretation. 

than the 
222 

Shootingway in his 

Haile (1938b:59) describes the rattle stick. The 

Enemyway is the only chant to use a rattle stick. The 

extended bow symbol 

weapons in general which Monster Slayer used to slay the 

monsters (which is recounted in the Shootingway story). 

These weapons were obtained from his father, the Sun. Thn 

bow symbol was drawn on the body of Monster Slayer who is 

represented in the sandpaintings of other ceremonials with 

this symbol (specifically, in sandpaintings of the 

Shootingway). This symbol appears on the prayer stick 

offered to Black God as a gift. The rattle stick was 

revealed to the people by the Sun; on the east side this 

stick showed the bow (associated with Monster Slayer) while 

on the west side was the wide hair queue (symbolic of the 

other Twin, Born-for-Water). These symbols are used in the 

Enemyway because of these three events: the drawing of the 

bow and the queue on the bodies of Monster Slayer and Born-

for-Water, the use of these symbols on the prayer stick 

offering, and their presence on the Sun's rattle stick. A 

distinctive feature of the Enemyway is Monster Slayer's use 

of the extended bow as his weapon and symbol (Haile 

1938b:37). 

Chanter D provided an explanation for the position 

When the stars were 

... _-------------------------------------
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being made, the wife I 

of this ~!x!n_~!n~!~ became angry at 

him and broke his leg. This is why the stars which 

represent his body are out of place. (According to Chanter 

D, stars represent the joints of the body.) He drew the 

diagram in Figure 46 to show where the leg should be and 

where it actually is, in its broken state. 

Chanter D voiced a consensus interpretation of 

NihQQ~2~_Q!~~!!! as First Man and NihQQ~2~_Q~!i~~! as First 

Woman, associations which all consultants and ethnohistoric 

sources agreed upon. 

Chanter A / I' 
interprets gi!~~h~ (the Pleiades) as the 

portrayal of two sequential events. First, this 

Constellation represents seven old men playing a dice game 

with dice which are white on one side, black on the other. 

The man who lost this game disagreed with the outcome and 

threw down the dice in a fit of anger. Figure 47 depicts 

Chanter A's drawing of the seven men and the dice thrown 

angrily by the loser. Second, 
I I' 

Qi!~~h~ represents events 

after the outcome of the game. The man who lost said, 

"Let's go home." The stars within the Constellation 

represent the man in front leading his wife and children 

home. 

Chanter D's interpretation took quite a different 

perspective. 
/ I' 

As a Nightway chanter--Q!!x~h~ is Black God's 

Constellation and Black God is associated with the 



Where the star 
is actually 
located 

?' 

ok'" 
• 

• 

Where the star should be 

• • • 

• • 

Figure 46. Chanter D's diagram of the 
broken leg of N~hookQs bike'ii. 
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The men playing the 
dice game 

The dice 

. ,/,/ 

Figure 47. Chanter A's diagram of D1lyehe 
as the players of the dice game and the dice. 

225 



Nightway--this chanter's 
226 

interpretation centers around 

Black God. Only one of the published sources (Brewer 1950) 

and none of the other consultants had a translation for 

Q.!!l!.~hg. Haile (1947c:28) says, "This name [Q!!l!.ghg] ... is 

clouded in obscurity ... the name Q!!~ih& suggests no 

plausible interpretation." This is the only one of the 

eight Constellations which does not have an agreed upon 

translation. Max Littlesalt translated this term for 

Brewer (1950:135) as "Sparkling Figure" which is not 

dissimilar from Chanter D's translation as "Pin-like 

Sparkles." Chanter D said that this Constellation 

represents "very fine sparkling particles [which were] neat 

and pretty [when] laid [upon] the ground, then [they were] 

placed in the sky by First Man and First Woman. They were 

created [as] very fine particles." 

Chanter D went on to say that Black God's face 

represents the whole universe, the whole sky. Night is 

associated with Black God and Black /. I 
God chose Qll~~h~ to 

represent all the Constellations (at the time of creation) 

on the left temple of his mask because Q.!!l!.~h& is so neat 

and fine. 

It is reasonable that the Pleiades would be chosen 

to represent all the Constellations not only because it is 

such a compact open cluster of stars lending itself to 

depiction in a small space, but also because the Pleiades 

is the most highly ordered of all the Navajo 
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therefore epitomizing the Navajo emphasis 

on order and balance. This distinctive cluster is probably 

the most easily recognizable of the Navajo Constellations; 

its form lends itself to the instant visual recognition 

required of an effective symbol. I I 
Thus, Q!!~~h~ is the 

perfect Constellation for Black God's mask with its 

microcosmic representation of the Navajo heavens. 

Because Black God is the supernatural most closely 

associated with the Constellations (No other Navajo 

supernatural wears a Constellation on his or her mask.) it 

will be helpful to discuss this Q!~!rr_Q!rr~~~ at this point. 

Black God is as known as Fire God; his association wjth 

light and fire is why although only some accounts credit 

him with stellar creation, all accounts do attribute the 

fire and the light found in stars to Black God (Haile 

1947c:2). According to Beadway Singer who worked with 

Haile (1947c:1-2), when Black God entered the hQgh~rr in 

which creation was taking place, everyone noticed the 

I I 
Constellation of Q!!~~h~ (the Pleiades) attached to his 

ankle. Black God then stamped his foot vigorously, causing 

I I 
Ql!~ghg to jump to his knee. Another stamp of his foot 

brought the star cluster to his hip. The creators present 

were amazed when the third stamp cau~ed the Conste.llation 

to lodge at his right shoulder. Finally, a fourth stamp of 

his foot (another example of the importance of the number 

four) brought his left temple where he said, 

--- --_._---------------------------
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"There it shall stay." 

Black God's feat of locating Q!l~{h~ in places of 

his own choice demonstrated to the creator group that Black 

God had the power to beautify the "dark upper" or Sky by 

placing stars in ordered patterns. This is why these 

supernaturals turned the Sky over to Black God. 

Matthews has written the most complete account of 

the Nightway. The following description of Hasts/.zfni or 

Black Elder of the Gods, or Black God, is from !h~_~lgh! 

While there are 

several of these supernaturals, it is convenient to speak 

of him in the singular. Most of these supernaturals dwell 

in Ts~'nihoarlyrl (Rock-with-dark-place-in-middle) near 

Tse'gfhi, north of the San Juan River. 

Harry Walters describes Black God as moody; because 

he lacks a sense of humor, he does not tolerate teasing. 

Black God travels around, passing himself off as poor so 

that people will give him things; he is greedy and he is a 

trickster (Walters personal communication). 

Matthews (1902:26) describes Black God as "reserved 

and exclusive," a supernatural who does not associate 

freely with other supernaturals. Nor do other 

supernaturals visit him. He is the owner of all fire 

because he invented the fire drill and was the first to 

produce fire. 

The Black God impersonator dresses in black shirt, 
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and moccasins with a fox-skin 

collar. Traditionally, he wore white shell necklaces but 

by the turn of the century when Matthews was writing, the 

impersonator was wearing coral, turquoise, and other 

materials as well. Black God wears no kilt. His legs are 

painted black; each leg is marked in back with a line of 

white which extends from the top of the heel to the top of 

the thigh. He carries a fire-drill, wood and tinder, a 

fagot, and a bundle of corn cakes. 

Figure 48 Illustrates Black God's mask. Haile 

(1947a:60) describes the features of this mask: to 

indicate that Black God is in charge of the months and 

seasons, the mouth on the mask is a full moon while the 

forehead bears a crescent moon. 

temple. 

The Black God impersonator does not appear at every 

performance of the Nightway. Matthews (1902:27) calls the 

/ variety of the ceremonial in which he appears !Q~ll~~!~!h~gQ 

When the impersonator is to appear (always on the 

ninth evening). a sandpainting of Black God such as the one 

in Figure 49 is produced. This large painting has a figure 

of a corn-stalk in the center and figure of 16 Black Gods 

with their fagots and bundles of corn-cakes. This painting 

remains on the floor of the hQgh~rr until the impersonator 

of Black God arrives in the evening. 

Matthews (1902:28-29) describes the behavior of the 
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Figure 48. Black God's mask. 

--------------------------------



Figure 49. BLACK GOD ON STARS WITH MONSTER SLAYER, 
Nightway. Adapted after a painting by Newcomb; 
Singer: TI'lah. Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, 
PIllS. 

- - _ .. - ---- ------------------
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Black God impersonator. 
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He comes to the hQgh~n early in 

the morning of the ninth day of the ceremonial, then 

proceeds to a point some distance east of the hQgh~n. At 

sunrise he begins his slow day-long journey back to the 

this journey takes so long because he walks a few 

paces, lights his fagot with his fire-drill, then lies down 

with his back to the fire (The full form of the Nightway 

takes place only in winter.)--a favorite position of his 

according to the sacred stories--and pretends to sleep and 

make camp. He rises a moment later to extinguish his fire 

and husband his fagot which must last until he can deposit 

it as a sacrifice in the hQgh~~ in the evening. Matthews 

goes on to describe the Black God impersonator's ritual 

behavior outside and then inside the hQgh~n. 

The Black God impersonator is seldom seen in 

Nightway performances. Harry Walters has seen this branch 

once in 14 years. Chanter 0 has not performed the Black 

God branch of the Nightway in four years. Chanter C, also 

a respected Nightway chanter who knows this branch, said 

that chanters in the western part of the reservation cannot 

perform the Black God branch because they never learned the 

songs, procedures, and sandpaintings associated with Black 

God. He said that only once every four years could Black 

God appear as a dancer. 

Chanter C characterized Black God as "the center of 

life and energy," associated with lightning, rainbow, and 
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Black God is "the most honored of all the gods;" 

he can do things that Talking God, Harvest God, and Water 

Sprinkler cannot do (Chanter C). 

Why would Black God appear? One reason would be a 

violation of ceremonial procedures while impersonating 

Black God (Chanter C). Because of Black God's association 

with fire, dreams about fire which manifest as illnesses of 

the eyes, throat, and mouth (i.e. smoke-related illnesses) 

are another reason for his appearance (Walters). Chanter D 

said that he performs the Black God branch for a baby if 

his or her mother saw a Black God sandpainting while 

pregnant with this child. 

Black God's association with 
/ I 

Ql1l~h~ is further 

marked by the actual appearance of in the night 

sky. All sources agreed on the seasonal significance of 

/ ,/ 
Ql1l~h~. The season during which Nightway may be performed 

/ ,/ 

(in its full form) begins with the appearance of Ql1l~h~ at 

twilight at the end of October and ends when this 

Constellation is no longer visible at the end of April. 

Sources also agree on the use 
/ / 

of Ql!I~h~ as a 

nightly clock. All the chanters interviewed agreed that 

they use the position 
/ I 

of Ql!l~h~ in the sky to determine 

the time of night when they are conducting a ceremonial. 

In this manner, they know whether to add or delete songs so 

that the closing or dawn song will correspond to the break 

of day. Figure 50 illustrates the relative position of 



o I. I I. // D1lyehe n1zaadgoo 
dah diikai. The 
Pleiades are pretty 
well up (toward the 
zenith). ~ .', 

•• I' • 
I 

Dilyehl wdk' it. haaskai. 
The Pleiades are at the 
zenith. 

01 /.h/ D1 ye e yaa 
deeskai. The 

Pleiades are setting. 
'. " .. 
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- - - - - ~ .. . 
(facing south) 

-, .. . 
Dil¥:h{ 'eekai. The 
Ple1ades have set 
(disappeared below 
the horizon). 

Figure 50. Linguistic labels for the position of DilY~h{ 
(the Pleiades) at various times of night. (Navajo from 
Young and Morgan 1980:319.) 
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/. I U!!!!h! in the night sky and the accompanying linguistic 

label. 

The association between the agricultural season and 

/ I I I / { 
Q!!X!h! will be discussed in connection with ~a!!!~!!!~Q!_. 

I I Q!!X!h! and ~2~!!Qh are the only two Constellations 

still made in string today. At one time all the 

Constellations, as well as many non-astronomical figures, 

were produced in string games which had allegorical stories 

associated with them. A Navajo father who made these forms 

in string for his children explained the importance of 

representing the stars and other forms in string for 

folklorist Barre Toelken: 

'These are all matters we need to know. It's too easy 
to become sick, because there are always things 
happening to confuse our minds. We need to have ways 
of thinking, of keeping things stable, healthy, 
beautiful. We try for a long life, but lots of things 
can happen to us. So we keep our thinking in order by 
these figures and we keep our lives in order with the 
stories. We have to relate our lives to the stars and 
the sun, the animals, and to all of nature of else we 
will go crazy, or get sick' (Toelken 1979:96). 

This passage tells us a lot about not only the 

cultural significance of the string games but also about 

the significance of the Constellations and all of nature 

for the Earth Surface People. While accounts differ on the 

details of specific Constellations, accounts agree on their 

profound spiritual significance. 

(Orion) is translated by all 
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Chanter A said that 

Coyote named both and 

translate as "First Slim One" and "First Big One," 

respectively. Because he 

possesses the dimunitive form--Q~i--of Constellation 
I I 

~A!.~g~!Ll~Qh . (This kind of linguistic ,:,Q~ll.::!.~Qh pairing 

is seen two pairs of consecutive months: in 
I I II 

Qirri~~rrl~~~l~~Q~i [August] and Qirri~~rrl~~~l~Qh [September] 

and in rrl!Qh~iliQlii [November] and rrlIQh~il~Qh [December].) 

I I I f Chanter A ref..r.rred to ~Al~g~~l~~Q~_ as "keeper of 

the months" because while the other Constellations are 

"more or less busy with their own internal lives," 

line," making sure that they 

appear in the night sky at the proper times during the 

year. 

I I I { 
The primary association of ~Al~~~~l~~Q~_ seems to 

be with agriculture. Wyman (1952:47, 50) describes three 

star groupings which are drawn side by side in a Big Star 

sandpainting drawn by Yellow Singer for Louisa Wade 

Wetherill between 1910 and 1918 (Figure 51): "south of 

center, circular patch with small red and green stars ('the 

seed basket'): east of it, 'the staff of the old man who 

carries the seed basket:' south of the latter, Orion." 

Chanters A and B did not recognize Yellow Singer's 

sandpainting. Wyman (1952:10-11) prefaces his account of 

the book in which this sandpainting appears with, 



The Seed Basket 

The Staff of the Old Man Who 
Carries the Seed Basket 

++++-t++ -t+ 

+ 
+ ++- +++ 

+ 
/ I / " 

'Atse'etsoz~ 

+ 
+ 

+ ,.. 

(Orion) 
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/ I / I 
Figure 51. 'Atse'etsoz~ and related Constellations. 
Adapted after Wyman 1952:50. 
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Whether it [the Wetherill collection of sandpaintings) 
may be taken as representative of the [Kayenta] region, 
or merely idiosyncratic of Mrs. Wetherill's informant 
or informants, or perhaps moditied by them for 
precautionary reasons, is questionable since the 
persons both Navaho and 'white' who were direclly 
concerned in assembling the collection are now 
deceased, so further checking is impossible. 

While Chanters A and B did recognize the staff, 

they denied the existence of the seed basket. They agreed 

that there is a curved line of stars to the right of 

represents a digging stick; this stick 

twilight in late April or early May, the ·Navajo begin to 

plant (Chanter A). 

Thus, while some variation occurs at the level of 

specific Constellations, these three accounts agree on the 

association between and agriculture. As 

mentioned previously, is also associated with 

agriculture. Figure 52 summarizes information from 

Chanters A, B, and C regarding the key calendrical marker, 

• II I I II 
Q!l~~h~, and the agricultural role played by ~~l~~~~l~~Q!!. 

The Nightway season begins with the appearance of 

I I 
Q!l~~h~ at the end of October at twilight and ends with the 

corning of the first thunderstorms that signal spring. 

(This is also the season during which it is proper to 

discuss the stars.) 

I I I / 
Planting begins when ~~l~~~~l~~Q!! sets at twilight 

in early May. 
/ I 

Q!l~~h~ first reappears near the summer 

solstice (June 21) in the early morning sky to the 
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morning sky 
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Figure 52. The Navajo calendar, including Constellations as ceremonial and 
agricultural markers. 
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This marks the end of planting season because 

it is now too late to plant any longer and be able to 

harvest before the first frost. This is why Chanter C 

said, "~!!~£h~ must not see you plant." 

ff~~i!!rr_~!~~~!~{ 

ff~~!!!rr __ ~!~~~!~{ (Corvus) is translated by all 

accounts as "Man with Legs Ajar." Chanters A and B 

attributed qualities of concentration, searching, and 

wisdom to this Constellation. Chanter A said that this 

Constellation is the one most closely associated with star 

gazing because ff~~i!!ll __ ~!~~~!~{ is always searching for 

something with great concentration. During two interviews-

-one in October, 1985 and one 13 months later--Chanter A 

felt moved to get up and demonstrate the position this 

Constellation takes in the sky with his feet planted wide 

apart, knees slightly bent, right hand to his eyes as he 

scans the horizon intently from left to right. (This was 

the only Constellation this chanter chose to physically 

imitate.) He described this Constellation: "It's like 

when someone leaves the hQgh~n. You wonder where he is so 

you go outside and look." 

front part of Scorpius and, 

according to Chanter A, part of Sagittarius) is translated 

as "First Big One." This Constellation contains a cane 
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needed because, as Chanter A said, "His limbs are weak and 

without it he might fall over. He is an old man." 
I I 

~A!~~~~!~Qh was a Constellation about which other 

chanters had little to say beyond acknowledging it as one 

of the major eight Constellations recognized by the Navajo 

today. Haile (1947c:7) says that 
I I 

'A!~~~~!~Qh "the big 

first one, is also human in form, which suggests its 

application to first-man ... the author of witchcraft ... Some 

pronounce it 'ace ecoh 'like a big tail (feather).'" 

An interesting contrast can be drawn between 
/ / 

Chanter A's identification of body parts within ~A!~~~~!~Qh 

and those identified by Haile's (1947c:7) informant, Son-

of-the-J,ate-Cane. Figure 53 illustrates the contrast 

between these two depictions. 

Both chanters agree that this Constellation does 

have a cane, feathers, body, and legs (or parts of legs) 

even though they label these parts differently. Not only 

do we see more stars in the version drawn by Son-of-the-

Late-Cane but we also see greater elaboration of the body 

including such internal organs as the heart, intestines, 

and bladder and a greater elaboration of the legs--he marks 

the hip, knees, and feet. Unfortunately, it is impossible 

to say whether this is an idiosyncratic version or if this 

information, recorded by Haile in 1909, has simply been 

lost with the passage of time. 

Werner (Pinxten 1979:51) chose to produce a Navajo 

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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\\1est 

Feathers 
• Feathers 

Cane 
Head 

• t. Heart 
Body (I ntestines) 

East 

CHANTER A 

• Bladder 
~Hip 

Feet~Knees 

v , 
GISI-N BIYE' 
(after Haile 194 7a:7) 

Figure 53. A comparison of two versions of " ;' the Navajo Constellation 'Atse'etsoh. 
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encyclopaedia of ethnomedical terms because "medicine and 

the preoccupations with health and disease seem to be the 

most important aspects of Navajo culture." In his research 

he (Werner: personal communication) discovered that the 

Navajo stress greater anatomical accuracy (as demonstrated 

by linguistic elaboration) than did Pueblo groups such as 

the Hopi whose preoccupation and focus of culture is 

fertility. This same difference in cultural foci is 

demonstrated by the fact that no Hopi Constellations are 

• named after an individual human figure (Sekaquaptewa: 

personal communication) and only one of the 14 Zuni 

Constellations represents a human figure (Harrington 1929 

quoted in Young and Williamson 1981) while over half of the 

eight major Navajo Constellations depict single human 

figures with the component stars representing component 

body parts. 

Another related reason that the Navajo divide 

Constellations in terms of body parts is identification, a 

crucial means by which healing proceeds. Reichard (1950:6) 

calls this 

a basic principle of Navaho ritual ... [through which] 
the chanter incorporates within himself the entire 
complex of godly notions and even has the power to make 
others like himself, that is, like gods. He is a 
center that receives power from all proper sources and 
distributes it to all worthy subscribers. 

She (1950:112) describes how the chanter accomplishes his 

final goal which is the identification of 
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the patient with the supernaturals being invoked ... 
[through] application of parts of deity to 
corresponding parts of the patient--foot to foot, knees 
to knees, hands to hands, head to head ... The chanter 
applies the bundle items to the body parts of the gods, 
then touches parts of the patient's body with his own-
foot to foot, hand to hand, shoulder to shoulder in the 
ceremonial order--and finally with the bundle 
equipment; this is an elaborate rite of identification. 

Although Constellations are not used in this manner 

in ceremonies, nevertheless, by labeling the component 

stars of each Constellation in terms of the basic parts of 

the human body and the Constellations themselves as 

supernaturals which have human form, the Constellations 

become more human, more lifelike, more reachable. They 

become forms with which the Earth Surface People can 

ident.ify. 

Q~h __ h~~!~~~ii (the tail of Scorpius) is commonly 

translated as "Rabbit Tracks" (Haile 1947c:7). This 

Constellation was placed in the sky to honor the rabbit, a 

very important food source before agriculture (Chanter A). 

All accounts agree that this Constellation represents a 

rabbit's tracks. 

The famous / chanter T~'aah refers to the stars in 

this Constellation as "the hunter's guide." Newcomb 

(1980:197) records Tl'aah's observations about Q~h 

When this constellation is in one position, the hunters 
lay aside their bows and arrows and remain at home. 
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But when it tips to the east, the young of the deer and 
the antelope are no longer dependent on their mothers, 
and the hunting season begins. 

Chanter A agreed with this information. 

. II I I 
Y.'!~!!'!.§.Q!!h.! 

y.i~ff{.§.Q&h{ (the Milky Way) means "Awaits-the-Dawn" 

(Chanters A, B, D, and E), a reference to the manner in 

which this Navajo Constellation appears to glow more 

brightly just before the break of day. Dawn is one of the 

four cardinal light phenomena, a vital life-giving source. 

(These four phenomena will be discussed at greater length 

in Chapter 6, in the section which describes the temporal 

dimensions of the Navajo universe.) 

If I I Chanter A recounted a story about Y!~!!~!Q~h!: 

Coyote stole a piece of ash bread (made of corn and baked 

in an outdoor oven or in the ashes, 

Man and First Woman. The ashes were then strewn across the 

sky; these ashes are the Milky Way or Y.i~'{.§.Q~h!. 

Consensus and Variation in Constellation Interpretation 

The point was made in the last chapter that 

Constellations are not primary figures in Navajo ritual. 

Few ethnologists have felt this information important 

enough to collect; they saw other aspects of Navajo culture 

as more central to the symbolic system. Even in 

Blessingway, the cornerstone of Navajo ritual, all chanters 

do not consistently mention the same Constellations in 
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This stands in marked contrast 

to such major mythic motifs as Changing Woman's birth and 

coming of age and the Sacred Twins' conception and birth 

which appear in all versions of Blessingway. The 

Constellations were not central enough to the story of 

I I I 
tlQ~h22i! to be listed in Wyman's (1970a:40) Table 

summarizing the major mythic motifs of this rite found in 

three versions collected by Father Berard Haile and a 

fourth collected by Mary Cabot Wheelwright (1942). 

Given this lack of centrality to the ritual system, 

it is not surprising to find variation in the 

interpretation of Constellation meaning and depiction. The 

interpretations presented by these chanters vary as a 

result of each person's unique experience which patterns 

their selective use of consensual knowledge. Thus we see a 

Male Shootingway chanter (Chanter B) interpret the two 
, 

N~hQQ~2~ in terms of key symbols for his chant speciality--

the bows of Monster Slayer and Born-for-Water. And Chanter 

E, an Enemyway singer, 

Enemyway context: for him this Constellation represents 

the extended bowstring associated with Monster Slayer as it 

is depicted on the Enemyway rattle stick. Chanter A, who 

knows the Blessingway, presented a Blessingway 

interpretation which relates the 

which, as we will see in Chapter Seven, is a key symbol of 

the Blessingway. 
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The most extensive interpretations 

/ / 
o f QJ.!~~h~ and 

Black God to whom this Constellation "belongs," came from 

Chanters C and 0, Nightway chanters. Theirs was a Nightway 

interpretation, related to the ceremonial in which Black 

God--with his Pleiad cluster on his temple--plays his most 

prominent ceremonial role. 

Each of these chanters knew of all eight 

Constellations but each had a different interpretive frame 

of meaning. All considered the Constellations to be Qi~ig 

/ 
Qin~~~ and of equal sacredness and importance. 

A remarkable degree of consistency exists in the 

way each chanter projected key symbols onto specific 

Constellations. There was no disagreement on the meaning 

of key symbols themselves. No one, for example, attributed 

Monster Slayer's bow to Changing Woman. Thus, a high 

degree of internal consistency exists at the level of key 

symbols. 

Each chanter chose key symbols from his chant 

specialty to project onto the Constellations. And when 

presented with a contrasting interpretation from another 

chanter, there was great tolerance for such variation. 

"Oh, that chanter gave you the Blessingway version," said 

Chanter B, implying that such an interpretation, different 

from his own, was not wrong but only different. Variation 

at this level is not disruptive of the symbolic system. 

Thus, the reason that these chanters can hold such 
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differing interpretations of the same phenomena is because 

the Constellations are not key symbols themselves but 

rather vehicles for the expression of key symbols. 

Therefore, these interpretations are not in conflict. The 

underlying structure--a highly specialized and infinitely 

complex ritual system--remains intact. Rather than being 

disruptive of the system, variation at this level 

encourages greater complexity because each chanter does not 

have to know the entire system. Through ceremonial 

specialization greater symbolic elaboration becomes 

possible, and the same set of phenomena serves as a vehicle 

for many meanings, depending upon the specialization of the 

chanter. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE TEMPORAL AND SPATIAL STRUCTURE OF THE NAVAJO UNIVERSE 

The focus of the previous chapters has been upon 

ritual objects and Navajo sandpaintings as a form of this 

kind of material culture. I have discussed the encoding of 

cultural knowledge and the indexing 

through visual forms. Celestial 

sandpaintings have been discussed in 

of such information 

entities depicted in 

terms of style and 

content. The next chapters will center more upon the role 

of this form of material culture as a visual expression of 

the Navajo world view. First, in this chapter, I will 

characterize the processes and components of the Navajo 

universe which are related to celestial phenomena, 

illustrating the components with sandpaintings. In the 

next chapter, I will synthesize the disparate aspects of 

Constellation depiction and associated meanings explored 

throughout this dissertation in a discussion of the 

underlying concept in the Navajo world view. 

Previous discussion of celestial images in this 

dissertation has centered upon individual or paired 

Constellations. This chapter focuses on the Constellations 

more holistically as components of the entire Navajo 

universe. 

There is no single model of the Navajo universe and 

its creation nor is there a single version of the Navajo 



origin myth. Reichard (1950:13) observes that 250 

the Navaho does not make everything clear because he 
does not feel any need for consistency. The chanter, 
accustomed to concentrate upon the chant he knows or 
owns, has little perspective on the ritual as a whole. 

Variation, rather than creating conflict, produces a 

richer, more faceted account in which each version presents 

and develops a different aspect. 

The three versions of Blessingway collected by 

Father Berard Haile (Wyman 1970a) are an example of this 

elaboration and greater richness through diversity; while 

they agree on the essential major mythic motifs, these 

accounts differ considerably with respect to the inclusion 

of additional major and minor motifs and the details of the 

episodes related. Thus, what is central to one story is 

peripheral to another. Of the three versions, the account 

given by Frank Mitchell devotes more attention to Post-

emergence events including the creation, decoration, and 

placement of Earth and Sky and the cardinal light 

phenomena, as well as a description of the sex and duties 

(functions) which were assigned to them. In addition, he 

discusses in greater detail the appointment, 

sanctification, and preparation for travel of the Sun and 

Moon carriers, the decisions of their routes and mode of 

travel, the daily deaths demanded for their movements 

across the heavens, the details of their respective homes, 

and the regulation of the Sun's heat. Mitchell also 
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discusses the how the months and seasons were planned, 

established, named. and assigned functions. 

The many versions of "the" Navajo origin myth also 

support this richness through diversity (Matthews 1883, 

1897. Goddard i933. D'Bryan 1956, Klah 1942, Haile 1938b, 

19470. Wyman 1970a, Wheelwright 1949) as did my own 

interviews with Navajo chanters and specialists. 

The following portions of the origin myth are 

conflated from these published versions as well as from the 

details which I recorded from knowledgeable Navajos. 

Rather than relate the entire myth, I have included and 

expanded upon those parts which are essential to an 

understanding of the meaning and function of sandpainting 

images of the heavens. For the sake of clarity, I will 

describe the process of creation of specific components 

before I discuss the visual representation of these 

components in Navajo sandpaintings. 

Physical Transformation through Knowledge Acquisition 

Creation proceeded according to an orderly plan. 

As Sandoval. the Navajo chanter (in Beck and Walters 

1977:95). said. "There was a plan from the stars down [to 

the creation of all the other components of the universe]." 

This plan was fulfilled as the creatures of the 

underworlds were transformed from a state of relative 

ignorance into one of more complete knowledge. Difficult 
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experiences shaped these beings as they struggled to learn 

the laws of nature with assistance from the supernaturals. 

As these beings struggled, they learned the value of 

knowledge and of order: "one who knows how to keep things 

in order has the key to life's problems" (Reichard 

1950:14) . 

This intellectual transformation was reflected in 

their physical state as these amorphous Mist Beings 

metamorphosed into the definite forms of living beings in 

the present world. "Once the beings gained knowledge, 

there was no need to worry about their bodies; they were 

supernaturally transformed" (Reichard 1950:14). 

In the creation story, intellectual awakening is 

first symbolized by the crystal First Man uses to create a 

fire: "The crystal belong-ed to the male and was the symbol 

of the mind and of clear seeing. When First Man burned it, 

it was the mind's awakening" (O'Bryan 1956:2) . The 

symbolic significance of the crystal as the "mind's 

awakening" lies behind the process of crystal or star 

gazing today (Refer to Chapter Four for a discussion of 

star gazing.). Reichard (1950:254) calls the rock crystal, 

held by star-gazers, "a symbol of illumination." The star-

gazer whom I interviewed views the crystal as the source of 

his divinatory abilities rather than himself. 

Intellectual awakening led to a greater desire for 

ritual through which order could be established. Navajo 
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ceremonialism today emphasizes this same creative process. 

At the time of the Emergence, First ·Man's magic corn bundle 

or medicine contained the material and the power to create 

beings in human form which later functioned as the inner 

forms of natural phenomena, giving the natural phenomena 

life (Wyman 1970a:21). Thus, this bundle, symbolized today 

in the mountajn soil bundle of (the 

Blessingway ceremonial), provides not only temporal and 

spatial continuity for the Navajo, but also guided the 

movement of primal bejngs upward and out onto the earth's 

surface. It is through the tl~~biij! (synonomous with the 

continuation of the Navajo way of life) that earth-surface 

conditions were brought about and through which life is 

perpetuated today. Thus, we see how vital knowledge and 

order, produced and established through ritual, are to life 

itself. 

Natural phenomena, such as the mountains and the 

cardinal light phenom~na, existed in some form from the 

First World on, but they remained lifeless until an inner 

form from First Man's bundle was set within each of them as 

their life principle to vitalize and personalize each 

phenomena (Wyman 1970a:24). 

After the Emergence into the present world, First 

Man proposed an orderly arrangement of time periods--a 

succession of day and night for labor and rest and a winter 

and summer season for growth and harvest by which the Earth 



254 
Surface People could sustain themselves (Wyman 1970a:366). 

Four temporal markers were created to divide and organize 

time: the cardinal light phenomena, the Sun and the Moon, 

the seasons, and the Constellations. 

The Temporal Dimensions of the Navajo Universe 

Creation of the Four Light Phenomena 

The four (cardinal) light phenomena today begin 

with Dawn, which is ceremonially assigned to 

the east. Nahodeet¥'iizh comes next and is translated as --------------
"horizon blue" or "blue haze," in reference to the blue of 

the sky at midday; this phenomena is associated with the 

south. The yellow of evening twilight, n~hQQt~Q!!, comes 

next and is ceremonially assigned to the west. Darkness, 

2h~~!fh!!{, associated with the north, is the final light 

phenomena. 

No sun or moon existed in the underworlds; the only 

light came from four cloud or light columns, one over each 

of the corners of the world. These four pillars of light 

were the prototypes of the light phenomena of the 'cardinal 

directions of the present world and contained within them 

(as the light phenomena do today) the substance of life 

itself. 

These cloud columns are visually represented in 

Figure 29. In this sandpainting, the black rectangle 

represents Father Sky held in place by cloud columns at 
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each corner (Newcomb, FishIer, Wheelwright 1956:14). (In 

this visual representation, instead of one color existing 

over each corner of the world, we see the colors stacked so 

that each corner contains all four colors of cloud.) 

O'Bryan's (1956:1-2) account describes the First 

World with its four cloud columns and the life-generating 

capacity of these clouds: 

The First World, ~!I~~~!!q!!, was black as black 
wool. It had four corners, and over these appeared 
four clouds. These four clouds contained within 
themselves the elements of the First World. They 
were in color, black, white, blue, and yellow. 

The Black Cloud represented the Female Being or 
Substance. So as a child sleeps when being nursed, so 
life slept in the darkness of the Female Being. The 
White Cloud represented the Male Being or Substance. 
He was the Dawn, the Light-Which-Awakens, of the 
First World. 

In the East, at the place where the Black Cloud and 
the White Cloud met, First Man, ~~!!~~~~!g!n, was 
formed; and with him was formed the white corn ... 

Now on the western side of the First World, in a 
place that later was to become the Land of Sunset, 
there appeared the Blue Cloud, and opposite it there 
appeared the Yellow CloUd. Where they came together 
First Woman was formed, and with her the yellow corn. 

The male-female pairing of opposed, complementary 

halves, each necessary for the balance and wholeness of the 

universe was thus created in the beginning: 

First Man stood on the eastern side of the First 
World. He represented the Dawn and was the Life Giver. 
First Woman stood opposite in the West. She 
represented Darkness and Death (O'Bryan 1956:2). 

Both Dawn and Darkness, the giving and taking of 

life, are necessary for the completion of the whole. In 

O'Bryan's account, we also see how two halves combine to 
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Black and White Clouds combine to make 

First Man while Blue and Yellow Clouds combine to create 

First Woman. 

Although the four light clouds or phenomena were 

able to combine to create life, they remained lifeless 

themselves (as did other natural phenomena) until the 

present world when an inner form from First Man's bundle 

was placed within each of them as their life principle to 

vitalize and personalize each phenomena (Wyman 1970a:24). 

Each was also given a wind soul by which they breathe and 

live. These Winds are their means of life, thou~ht, 

speech, movement, and communication with others; thus, 

these natural phenomena were given the means by which to 

guide and regulate human ljfe (McNeley 1981:27). 

In Slim Curley's version of Blessingway (Wyman 

1970a:165), Changing Woman addresses the issue of guidance 

from the four light phenomena: 

'These things all of you will make use of. These 
exclusively will be your future guides in life! Dark
ness will instruct you. It will say to you, 'My grand
children go to sleep now.' You will act accordingly! I 

was said. 'Dawn will instruct you. It will say to 
you, 'Arise, all of you, prepare your food to gain 
strength for your work,' you will act accordingly and 
make progress in life,' was said. 'Evening Twilight 
will say to you, 'Eat this, it is food which will 
strengthen you for your work to be done,' they said to 
each other. 

Two aspects exist to this association between 

phenomena and appropriate behavior. While these 

statements, to some degree, reflect common human experience 
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and behavior, there is also the additional dimension of 

guidance through the transmission of thought from these 

phenomena to the Earth Surface People. As McNeley 

(1981:29) expresses it, "A thought, whether for good or 

ill, never occur~ without cause, a wind [belonging to the 

light phenomena or other supernaturals] is always behind 

it." 

Frank Mitchell (Wyman 1970a:369-370) expands on how 

the cardinal light phenomena guide the Earth Surface 

People: 

As for thjs first one [Dawn] it will be the first 
to cause people to move. The next one [Skyblue] 
will be a guide for them in going abroad, the next 
one [Evening Twilight] will guide them in coming 
together again [at dusk]. The last one [Oarkness] 
will direct their sleep ... The first one will be in 
partnership with the Earth. The second one will be 
a partner with the Wind [air] and the Sun over there 
... The next one will be a partner to yonder last one 
which you have made [Moon?], by which thinking is 
done [and] to things of the upper regions [and] the 
Big Dipper. Now in this manner our movements will 
be guided. 

Frank Mitchell's version (Wyman 1970a:370) 

continues with Coyote, in his role as philosopher, 

discussing the purpose of the various phenomena and placing 

himself in charge of the Dawn: 

'You see, I myself will remain in charge of this first 
one here [dawn] ... Whatever is good, exclusively for 
that alone it [dawn] will exist ... offerings made in 
that time [at dawn] will all be holy, and in the future 
young men and young women who are to come into being 
will all be put in shape [so that] he [or she] who has 
walked in it [the dawn] will enjoy every [possession].' 

Coyote (Wyman 1970a:370) goes on to say that while 
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Sky Blue is good as a time to carry out the plans made in 

the Dawn, negative things will also occur then. Deaths 

which occur at this time are the payment required by the 

Sun carrier for his travel. 

'Concerning this next one [sky blue] again, although 
good to some extent it will remain two-sided. Whereas 
it will be a protection particularly for one's 
journeys, bad things [deaths] will repeatedly occur in 
that time, [so that] half of it will be good, the other 
half will not be good' ... 

The third light phenomena, Twilight or Dusk, is a 

time of bringing people together again, thus travel during 

this time is not proper. 

'The next one [twilight] will also be good, and 
offerings too will be made in that time [at dusk], 
it will be a time of bringing [people] together 
again. Should any of you not act properly, should 
anyone disbelieve and continue [travel] through it, 
that also will not be quite proper' ... (Wyman 1970a: 
370) . 

The period of Darkness, however, has more of 

whatever is bad. It is during this time that the Moon's 

demand for deaths as payment for his journey across the sky 

must be satisfied: 

'As for this very last one [darkness], only a small 
portion of it will be good. Merely the resting part 
in this time period, in this small point only will 
conditions be good. Otherwise, there will be more of 
whatever is bad [death] in this time than in the 
others. And should you desire this same [time] above 
the others [i.e., sleep too much], you will suffer want 
of everything. That is the purpose of these things' 
(Wyman 1970a:370). 

Thus, Coyote instructs the Earth Surface People on 

appropriate behavior for each time of the day associated 
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with the cardinal light phenomena. Rising with the dawn to 

make pollen offerings ensures greater accomplishment which 

in turn leads to prosperity. Travel is best during the day 

but some deaths do occur at this time. Evening should mark 

the cessation of travel; Coyote warns that travelers who 

choose to continue at this time proceed at their own risk. 

If one sleeps too much, all aspects of his or her life will 

suffer from neglect. Coyote is saying that there is an 

appropriate time for each activity; by following these 

instructions for moderation, order, and balance, one is 

assured of a life marked by prosperity and abundance. 

The Creation of the Sun and Moon 

After the Emergence into the present world, First 

Man proposed an orderly arrangement of time periods--a 

succession of day and night for labor and rest and a winter 

and summer season for growth and harvest by which the Earth 

Surface People could sustain themselves (Wyman 1970a:366). 

He appointed He-who-returns-carrying-one-turquoise to be 

I 'f the carrier of the Sun disk, ~~~~~~~~~~_, and He-who-

returns-carrying-one-corn [kernel] to be the bearer of the 

Moon disk, (Wyman 1970a:366; accounts differ 

on the beings selected to carry the heavenly disks: see 

Wyman 1965:91). 

Later, the inner forms of Sun and Moon were 

appointed who were respectively, Rock Crystal Young Man and 



260 
Sunlight Young Man (Wyman 1970a:378). Both beings demanded 

a payment for their daily and nightly journeys across the 

sky. The Sun bearer spoke first: 

that 

'Well, you are just now saying that dying will come 
into being! And since you are telling me, 'You shall 
be going for [travelling with] the Sun,' 1 will now go 
down [set] without a man's death. Every time 1 make 
this journey let a death occur accordingly. Therefore 
give me your consent to this now, only then will 1 
carry the Sun for you' ... (Wyman 1970a:379). 

In return for this price, the Sun carrier agreed 

'You will see whatever you may presently be doing on 
its [the earth's] surface, I will keep all of that 
visible for you, and wherever movable things occur, I 
will keep all of them recognizable for you ... ' (Wyman 
1970a:379). 

When the Moon carrier is asked his opinion, he 

responded, 

'I too am of that opinion ... I will be in charge of 
any happenings on either side ... 1 will be in charge 
of the happenings in daytime, but more so of whatever 
occurs at night ... Moreover, 1 will be in charge what
ever may happen to vegetation ... And I will have more 
control over those of the night side ... And you may be 
thinking, How is this? Is it only for things which are 
deadly that we are making him [to be] a certain thing? 
At any rate, I am now in control of this night [part]! 
And concerning what you say about future giving births, 
births in the future including any and every kind of 
birth will mostly occur at night, births will be more 
frequent at night. That will be a cause for rejoicing. 
Oppositely too, deaths will occur only at night ... ' 
(Wyman 1970a:379-380). 

The Sun and Moon, in addition to supplying 

illumination, provide the orderly arrangements of time 

periods proposed by First Man. The light of the Sun marks 

the beginning of the day; its disappearance marks the end 

--------- ------------- --------- ----------------
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The Moon is in charge pf nightly events as well as 

vegetation and the monthly cycle. The Sun's movement from 

north to south is responsible for the seasons, which, as we 

will see, are marked by the appearance of various 

constellations. 

The Creation of the Seasons 

According to Sandoval (O'Bryan 1956:15-18), the 

seasons--the third temporal marker--were created when 

Turquoise Boy entered the turquoise disk that was to become 

the Sun carrying a whistle made from the Male Reed. Each 

time Turquoise Boy blew on one of the twelve holes in the 

whistle the Earth would move one month at a time. The Holy 

Ones then planned the following twelve months of the year, 

giving each a name, a character, and, for five months of 

the year, a feather headdress composed of constellations. 

Figure 54 illustrates a calendar stone depicting the twelve 

months of the year. This stone was in the possession of 

Sandoval and was given him by his ancestor Esdzan at'a' who 

was a medicine woman (O'Bryan 1956:16). 

The first month of the year is October, Q~~~!i~, 

which means Back-to-Back, or Parting-of-the-Seasons. 

During this time, the mountain sheep breed, and the deer 

come, signaling the time to hunt. A blue hanging haze 

occurs during this month. This is the proper time for 

women to shell corn, thrash, and store food for winter. 
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Figure 54. The calendar stone: the plan of the 
twelve months of the year. A:Sun; B:Moon; 
I:January; 2:February; 3:Marchj 4:Aprilj 5:Mayj 
6:Junej 7:JulYj 8:Augustj 9:Septemberj 10:Octoberj 
11:Novemberj 12:December. After a drawing by 
Sandoval, in O'Bryan 1956. 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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November, is the second month. 

of Slender Winds 
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Its feather is Hastiin 

the Old Man with Legs Spread, which O'Bryan 

identified as Orion. The antelope breed during this month. 

It is also a month for hunting. Women gather grass and 

plant seeds which will later be dried and ground into flour 

for bread cakes eaten in winter. 

December, N{'ch'itsoh the Great Wind, comes next. -----------
/ I 

~~~!!~!~!~~, the First Big One (part of Scorpius), is its 

feather. During this time, digging sticks are prepared by 

drying wood inside the hoghan so that when planting season 

arrives, the sticks will be smooth and well seasoned. 

Women make moccasins and tan the hides from the hunting 

season. Only now is it proper to begin telling the sacred 

stories. 

The fourth month is January. Vas ~!rl~~~~ or 

Crusted Snow, 
. /1 I 1 

which has as its feather YJ~~!§g~hl' Awaits-

the-Dawn which is the Milky Way. This is a time of 

increased ceremonialism and ceremonial training. 

Preparations are made for the coming growing season. 

Coyotes breed during this month. 

the Baby Eagle or February, is the 

next month. Rabbit Tracks, Gah heet'e'ii which O'Bryan 

identifies as a cluster of stars in Canis Major, is this 

month's feather. The rabbits breed during this month. It 

is a time of the changeable winds as the First Chief of the 
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Winds shakes the earth to awaken the sleeping plants, 

bears, lizards, and snakes. Plants begin to sprout. This 

is the last month in which the sacred stories may be told 

to the young people. 

The sixth month, March, 

(O'Bryan does not translate this word, saying its meaning 

is unknown). During this month the mountain sheep drop 

their young, eaglets chirp in the shell, and the deer shed 

their antlers. At this time the Blue Wind moves over the 

earth, and the first leaves sprout forth. The ·fields must 

be blessed ceremonially at this time before the seeds are 

planted. 

T h (! beg.i n n j n g 0 f sum mer ism ark e d by Apr i 1 cal I (~ d 

II 
I~~%£b!!, the month of little leaves. Rabbits have their 

young at this time, and as the Black Wind shakes the earth 

it thunders. Leaves continue to grow and darken, and the 

people make final preparations for planting. 

the All-Wise Fly, is the name of the 

eighth month, May. The early part of this month is called 

the planting time as the grass becomes a dark green, the 

plants open their leaves, and the flowers bloom. The 

antelope give birth at this time. 

June, Y~~!!§hj{'~h£h!!! or When-Few-Seeds-Ripen, is 

the time when women gather the first edible seeds as the 

first fruits of the season. At this time they also gather 

cactus fruit. During this month the people celebrate the 
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great seed ripening; people gather many seeds and guard 

their fields. 
I I 

Q!!¥~~~, the Pleiades, are seen in the early 

morning. At this time the deer drop their young, and the 

fawns have their pattern on their rumps. 

or Little Ripening, is a 

time when the ears form on the corn, everything ripens, and 

the wild fruits--the sourberry, the chokecherry, and the 

yucca fruit are gathered. 

The final month is September, known as 
,~ 

~!U!~~~1:~!t!2~' the Harvest Time; nuts are gathered, corn 

is harvested and taken into the hoghan, and the first 

foodstuffs are stored for winter. The Ceremony of All 

Blessings is celebrated. 

The Creation of the Stars 

Not only were the stars created to provide light 

in the heavens for those times when the moon was absent or 

waning in the sky, but it was also created to provide 

seasonal and nightly markers for agricultural. hunting, and 

ceremonial activities. As with all aspects of creation, 

both the creative procedure and the final product were 

intended to unfold !!~~~2~fg~, or "in a beautiful [and 

orderly] way" (Pinxten 1983:29). However, Coyote, "patron 

of disorder" (Consultant G), intervened by disrupting both 
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The h2gh~~, the setting in which stellar creation 

occurred, is as ordered as the universe around it. As will 

be discussed later in this chapter, the ~~~~~~ is highly 

ordered and even today must be built according to the 

sacred plan of the first hoghan with its upright logs at 

the four cardinal directions and the doorway facing east. 

When Black God entered the ~~(h!~ of creation, "the 

sky and earth lay on the floor of the ~~~~~ with heads 

pointing eastward, the sky on the south, the earth on the 

north side. Both had received the 'breath of life' with 

various winds, though they were not 'dressed' yet" (Haile 

1947c:1). 

In Haile's (1947c:1-4) version taken from Upward-

reachingway, Black God, known also as Fire God because he 

is responsible for all fire, including the fire in the 

stars which is the source of their light, entered the 

~~(~~~ with 

his ankle. 

/ / 
the Pleiades (~!!l!h!) Constellation lodged at 

When he stamped his foot vigorously, the 

Constellation jumped to his knee. Another stamp of his 

foot brought his hip. He stamped again, 

bringing the Constellation to his right shoulder. The 

fourth and final time he stamped his foot, the Pleiades 

lodged along his left temple where, he said, "It shall 

stay!" Thus today on masks of Black God, 
/ / 

~!!~~h~, the 

Pleiades, is located on Black God's left temple. (See 
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Black God's . 'hI hI' feat of placIng Q!!~~_~, t e P elades, 

where he wanted it confirmed to the supernaturals in the 

creator group that he had the power to beautify the "dark 

upper," as they called the sky, by producing and placing 

Constellations. 

Moving in what the Navajos refer to as the sun-wise 

circuit--a clockwise direction from east to south to west 

to north--Black God first positioned Hastiin Sik'ai' {, "Man 

with Feet Ajar" (Corvus) in the east. In the south, he 

placed Horned Rattler (Haile docs not list Western 

equivalents for all the constellations he mentions.), Bear, 

Thunder, and 
/ / 

~ ~ !:. ~ <.!. : ~ !:. ~ ~ ~ , " The F j r s t Big One" (S c: (l r p ius ) . 

In the north he 

"Revolving Female" (Cassiopeia) ; "Slender 

First One" (Orion) ; the Pinching or Doubtful Stars, 

(Aldebaran, lower branch of the Hyades); Q!b ~!~t:!~!!, 

Rabbit Tracks (which Haile identifies as a star cluster 

under Canis Major); and finally (the Pleiades). 

Because none of these constellations could shine without an 

igniter star to furnish their light, he added ~!~~:, an 

igniter. Finally, he sprinkled the heavens with 

Black God, weary from the process of creation, was 

resting when Coyote snatched Black God's fawn skin pouch 
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which contained the remaining unnamed and unplaced star 

crytals. Coyote willfully flung these stars into the night 

sky where they were scattered at random instead of forming 

the orderly patterns of Constellations for which they had 

been intended. According to Haile's (1947c:4) consultant, 

"'That explains why only the stars put there by Fire god 

[Black God] have a name and those scattered at random by 

coyote are nameless.'" 

Then suddenly Coyote took one remaining crystal and 

deliberately located it in the south. This Coyote Star, 

~~:!! £!~~, was the source of confusion and disorder just 

as Coyote had intended it to be. Accounts disagree on the 

identity of this Monthless Star--so called because it is in 

the heavens less than a full month··-as well as whether it 

is one star (Haile 1947c:8; 1981a:129; Klah 1942:58: 

O'Bryan 1956:21; Consultant F) or three stars (Matthews 

1883:214). 

While some accounts agree that Black God was in 

charge of the creation of the stars (Haile 1947a:29-30, 60-

61; 1947c:I-2; 1981a:128-129), other accounts say that 

First Man and First Woman or other supernaturals were 

responsible (Klah 1942:39, 66; Matthews 1883:213-214; 

1897:223-224; O'Bryan 1956:20-21; Yazzie 1971:21; Newcomb 

1967:78-88; Chanter A). 

Although accounts differ on the identity of the 

supernaturals responsible for the creation of the stars, 
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do share the underlying theme of the unIverse 

as an orderly system. Thus, celestial phenomena, as an 

essential part of the Navajo universe, were created to 

enhance the lives of the Earth Surface People. As 

McAllester (1980:229) observes, the Navajo world is a 

practical one in which even the aesthetic is functional in 

the service of harmony. Celestial phenomena is equally 

functional. The cardinal light phenomena, the Sun, Moon, 

and Stars were created to light the earth and to serve as 

temporal markers. Just as the light phenomena and Sun and 

Moon ptovide moral guidance by means of their wind souls, 

so, too, do the Constellations. As discussed in Chapter 

Four, First Woman addresses this issue of guidance from the 

Constellations wtwn she referred to using the stars "to 

''/rite the laws that are to govern manking for all time" 

(Newcomb 1967:83). 

As part of an orderly universe, the stars stay in 

ordered groups and follow predictable courses throughout 

the year. Thus, the appearance and disappearance of 

particular Constellations provide important seasonal 

markers for hunting, planting, and ceremonial practices. 

I agree with Williamson (1983:166) that the 

functional reason for the Navajo reliance on the stars for 

calendrical purposes is rooted in the relative mobility of 

the Navajo in contrast to the more sedentary villages of 

the Pueblo which have the fixed horizon and fixed position 

- ------~--------------------------
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necessary for a solar-based calendar. At Zuni, the sun 

priest made direct observations of the sun's position each 

day as it rose along the horizon in order to keep a 

calendar. Planting season began on a particular day in 

mid-February when the shadows of a natural feature on Corn 

Mountain (the Zuni sacred mountain) and a manmade pillar 

line up at sunrise (Williamson 1984:77-78). The scope of 

the distances in Navajo country--the reservation is the 

size of all of New England except for Maine--as well as the 

shift from summer to winter residence preclude a fixed 

horizon point from which to view the rising of the sun in 

Navajo country. While the sun chief relied on a horizon 

calendar related to the geographical position of hj~ 

pueblo, the Navajo calendar maker could carry his calendar 

with him as he marked the passage of time by the position 

of the stars throughout the seasons and the times of 

reappearance and disappearance of certain stars (Williamson 

1983:166). Thus, a chanter living in Shiprock, New Mexico 

at the eastern edge of the reservation, and a chanter in 

Tuba City, Arizona at the western edge of the reservation, 

both know they may begin the performance of the Nightway 

ceremonial season when Dilyehe (the Pleiades) appears in 

the sky in November. 

The Cyclical Nature of Navajo Time 

The nature of the Navajo concept of time consists 
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of more than simply these four temporal markers. the light 

phenomena. the Sun and Moon. the seasons. and th~ Stars. 

Western culture has a linear. progressive view of time 

which places greater emphasis upon product rather than 

process. upon the future rather than upon the present. 

This stands in sharp contrast to the Navajo perspective 

with its cyclical view of time and its emphasis on repeated 

creation. Toelken (1976:31) characterizes these cultural 

differences by describing the perspective of a Navajo 

craftswoman: 

Instead of planning the future as if she were 
separable from nature. she negotiates with those 
forces presently around her; instead of looking 
toward a future product. she looks to the past 
for patterning. for advice and wisdom. As we 
might expect. her expressions whether oral (religious 
or secular). or material. (artistic or practical). 
are created according to the circular reciprocating 
designs which are models of her concept of the 
human position in nature. Time surrounds her ... 

As Farella (1984:100) notes. Changing Woman (the 

Earth. Earth Woman) does not just reproduce; she reproduces 

time and time again. Her life cycle ana the life cycle of 

the Earth happens repeatedly in a continuous manner as the 

Earth hibernates and dies in the winter and is born anew in 

the summer. 

h f 1 i / 11.t. T e story 0 Bess ngway. tl2~h2~!. is one of 

creation and renewal. By performing this ritual. the act 

of creation is repeated, ensuring the continuation of the 

Navajo people. When First Man describes the purpose of the 
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Sun and Moon in Frank Mitchell's version of Blessingway 

(Wyman 1970a:377), he is also describing the purpose of 

Blessingway and the continuous, cyclical nature of time: 

'So it really is, my children,' said First Man. 
'Obviously, in our present doings here we have 
not as yet made those things which will join 
things together, as it were,' he said. 'So who 
knows how much time will be required to put things 
in order. You see, as you go along there working 
on them, your thoughts will come to an end. Should 
this happen there should be a means to restart it, 
a means to sanctify it again, a means to restore its 
energy,' he sai d. 

By serving as temporal markers, both diurnally and 

seasonally, the Sun and Moon are the means which restart 

things. Wjth Changing Woman and the Earth, these celestial 

beings reanimate thIngs and assure the continuation of life 

itself. 

The performance of ritual is characterized by this 

view of time as cyclical. Ritual is not merely a 

commemoration of sacred events which occurred in the past; 

rather, it is the re-creating of these events in the 

present. It is the performance of these sacred events in 

the present that ensures the continuation of life itself. 

The Spatial Dimensions of the Navajo Universe 

The Creation of Earth and Sky 

Earth was made in the form of a woman, decorated 

with white shell, turquoise, abalone, and jet, and provided 

with a sacred wind through which she could breathe. Sky 
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was made in the form of a male and decorated with such 

things as clouds, mist, thunder, and constellations, then 

he, too, was given breath. They were positioned facing 

each other but there was disagreement over their 

directional positions until finally, First Man said, 

'Now this one who is the woman will lie towards the 
east, since you have made that dawn her headplume, 
while the man may lie towards the west, since you have 
made evening twilight his headplume. Therefore the 
travel course of the ornaments [sun, moon, and con
stellations] which you have made for him will begin 
at his soles and proceed to the top of his head [from 
east to west]' (Wyman 1970a:351). 

The Dimensions of the Navajo H~avens 

Reichard (1950:14-15) describes the underworlds as 

superimposed hemispheres, each supported by pillars made of 

precious stones--four of whiteshell at the east, four 

turquoise pillars at the south, four abalone pillars at the 

west, and four redstone pillars at the north. These sky 

pillars are supernaturals (~!~!~ ~!~~:{) and serve both as 

connecting links between the worlds and as supports of each 

world. In Matthews' (1897:113) account of the Origin 

legend, the Sun takes his children, the Sacred Twins, to 

the edge of the world, where "the sky and the earth came 

close together, and beyond which there was no world. Here 

sixteen wands or poles [made of the same substances 

described by Reichard] leaned from the earth to the sky." 

The world which exists beyond the Sky is called 

"Lalld-beyolld-the-sky" (Reichard 1950:14); we see this 
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Wyman 

(1952:111) refers to the figures in the corners as "the 

props that hold up the heavens, the men that never die." 

The houses of these "men who never die" are 

depicted in the sandpainting in Figure 28. In this 

diagram, the yellow points with red tips in the tail of the 

heavens are 

'the houses of the twelve men who never die, called 
'the twelve travelers' as they are always moving 
around; they have no wives; they are the spirits of 
the wind, the sun, the moon, the rain, the rainbow, 
pollen, everlasting life, lightning, heat, cold, 
stars and the clouds, all things that are in the 
heavens, except the pollen which blows on the wind 
and is the symbol of life ... ' (Wyman 1952:75). 

According to Wheelwright (1946a:29, 50, 192), the 

sky is supported by twelve Winds, Cyclones, or Storm People 

who "move everything in it [the sky]." These beings which 

both support and generate movement for celestial phenomena 

are illustrated in the sandpainting in Figure 17. 

The Dimensions of the Navajo Earth 

The Navajo Earth is bounded by the four Sacred 

Mountains which were placed at each of the cardinal points 

to strengthen the Earth (Wyman 1970a:16). Each Mountain 

has sacred associations such as color and jewel symbolism. 

There is disagreement about the identity of the eastern and 

northern Mountains. The Sacred Mountain of the east is 

"the-particular-one-that-is-black-belted" 
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Matthews (1897:221) identifies it as 

Pelado Peak in New Mexico; Haile (1938b:66-67) locates this 

mountain in Colorado as Blanca Peak; Reichard (1950:453), 

because of qualifications posed by the chanter who worked 

with her, I 
T~'aah, agrees with· Matthews' identification. 

The sacred jewel belonging to ~!~~~~~!~!~ is white shell, 

and the color associated with this Mountain is white. The 

Mountain of the south is Soodzi~, Mount Taylor, also in New 

Mexico, and its jewel is turquoise; its color is blue. The 

western Mountain is Dook'o'oos~{fd, Mount Humphreys of the --------------
San Francisco Peaks near Flagstaff, Arizona; its sacred 

jewel is abalone, and its color is yellow. The final 

Mountain, that of the north, is Dibrf Ntsaa, "Mountain 

Sheep" (Reichard 1950:20); the most commonly accepted 

identification is that of Matthews (1897:78) who locates 

this Mountain in the San Juan Mountain Range in Colorado; 

Young and Morgan (1980:312) identify it more specifically 

as La Plata Mountain; Haile (1932:3) calls it Perrin's 

Peak. The color associated with Dib/ Ntsaa is black, and 

its jewel is jet. 

The previously described cardinal light phenomena 

were placed into the Mountains as these phenomena were 

brought up to each of the sequential underworlds and 

finally, to the present world. The Mountains are living 

because the light is the ~!!:g!~![£~ (inner form) of its 

respective Mountain. The Mountains, in turn, are the 
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. hoghan for each of the light phenomena (Farella 1984:105). 

Farella (1984:104-105) quotes an unpublished text elicted 

by Haile (1932:1-3) to demonstrate in detail the 

relationship between the light phenomena and the Mountains. 

They were living when there was no sun and no moon. 
From what was (supposed to be), the sunrise (direction) 
a white column usually arose and the sunset a yellow 
one. When these columns met they spread light and 
people went about in it. You see in that way it was 
day (time), in the same manner as we now go about in 
the daytime. From the north a dark column arose, from 
the south a blue one. When these met it became night 
and people would go to sleep in the manner we now sleep 
at night. 

This white column, mentioned as rising in the east 
happened to be the dawn, they say. Inside of it one 
just like a real breathing human lay, and as usual, his 
position wa~ sunwise it was found. Inside of the 
column too, mentioned as rising yellow out of the west, 
a human like person lay sunwise. This yellow rising 
column mentioned happened to be evening twilight. The 
column mentioned as rising dark from the north showed a 
person in human form inside of it. That turned out to 
be the darkness. The column which, as mentioned, rose 
blue in color from the south showed a real breathing 
person in human form lying within it. This happened to 
be the skyblue. You see, then, those four were really 
lying sunwise as usual, one behind the other. In a 
holy way unequalled anywhere they lay there. According 
to these, people were living (at their homes). You 
see, when that white column met in rising, as said, it 
brought daytime, and the time had come for their 
various occupations by which their lives could be 
preserved. 

Sisnajini mountain already stood there, here on the 
east side. On the south side stood Mt. Taylor, on the 
west side San Francisco Peak, on the north side La 
Plata range, it was found. This (thing) that rose as a 
white column in east time and again, is the inner form 
of sisnajini by which it breathes and this we know is 
the dawn. In the west (the rising column) is the inner 
form of San Francisco Peak by means of which this 
breathes. This, we see is evening twilight. When they 
joined the one from the east, you know, the people had 
made it daytime. (The column) from the south, the 
inner form of Mt. Taylor by which it breathes is, we 
know, the sky blue. The one from the north, the inner 
form of Perrin's Peak by which it breathes, is really 
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the darkness, they say. This, when it would meet the 
one from the south they had made (it) the night. Here 
towards the south stood a mountain yellow in color', and 
right opposite, towards the east there was a dark 
mountain. So you see that was the condition of their 
country. 

In the notes of Father Berard Haile which were 

not included in the published version of !!~!!!~!~!! (Wyman 

1970a) is the following diagram, Figure 55. Here we see a 

visual representation of the previous passage: the four 

Sacred Mountains, the breathing means of the Earth, and the 

cardinal directions are placed, as well as the male and 

female surroundings of the Earth in the sunwise circuit. 

The Hoghan as a Diagram of the Navajo Cosmos 

Just as the Sacred Mountains are the hoghan for 

each of the light phenomena, so, too, the .!!~~~~~, both as 

"place home" and chant setting, may be thought of as a 

diagram of the Navajo cosmos. Haile (n.d.) used the ~~g~~2 

as a conceptual introduction to the Navajo universe; 

Farella (1984:87) refers to the ~~~~~~ as "one of those 

master encodings ... an economical starting point for 

understanding the whole of the Navajo world view." Pinxten 

(1983:9) calls the ~~!~~~ an illustration of the Navajo 

universe. Lamphere (1969:286-289) demonstrates in a 

detailed analysis how the placement of objects and the 

sequences of actions during a ceremonial show that the 

chant setting itself--the ~~~~!~--corresponds to a "map" of 

the Navajo universe. 



5"" Fronci"o Peak 
dO'k'o'o5k(d 

Figure 55. The Four Sacred Mountains. 
After a drawing by Haile. Courtesy 
Museum of Northern Arizona. 
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Figure 56 depicts the Navajo cosmos in terms of 

cardinal points. light phenomena. and the sunwise circuit 

as described by one Navajo (Haile 1943b). Figure 57 the 

replication of this concept in the ceremonial hoghan 

(Lamphnre 1969). 

In Figure 56. the circular horizon. where the "sky 

horizon edge" (};~~~~~~~~) meets the "earth horizon edge" 

(ni'kashbah) is divided into the four light phenomena: to 

the east is white dawn. personified by Dawn man who lies on 

the horizon from east to south; 2)Horizon Blue Man. lying 

from south to west. personifies the· blue of day-sky; 

3)lying from west to north. Evening Twilight Woman 

represents the yellow sky of evening; and finally. 

4)Darkness Woman lies on the horizon from north to east and 

is associated with the black darkness and night. 

In Figure 57. we see this concept ritually 

expressed in the orientation within the ~2g~!~. The 

directions are named and movement during a ritual proceeds 

from east to south to west to north to replicate the 

clockwise motion of the sun as it advances across the sky--

the sunwise circuit (with the observer facing south). The 

positioning of participants further reflects this 

cosmological ordering. Men sit on the south side of the 

~~~~~~; the chanter sits on the southwest side; the patient 

during ritual participation is on the west side; the 

patient. when resting. sits on the northwest side; and the 
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women sit on the north side. 

Lamphere (1969:288-289) divides the 

conceptually into two halvts, south and east versus north 

and west. The east is associated with diyin (sacredness); -----
prayersticks and other offerings "are deposited to~ards the 

east; chant fetishes also face east. The north is 

I I associated with ~~~~2 (ugly conditions or the source of 

illness); objects which have been pressed against the 

patient for the removal of 
I I 

~~~~~ are deposited in this 

direction. The chantHr, the one who possesses ritual 

curing knowledge, is associated both with 

(sacredness) on the east and maleness on the south. The 

patient, when resting, is associated with ~1~~~ (the source 

of illness) on the north and femaleness on the WHst. When 

participating in ritual, the patient sits opposite the door 

on the east, associated with sacredness (diyin). To -----
Lamphere's interpretation, I would add that when the 

patient is participating in a sandpainting rjtual, he or 

she is located in the center of the h~g~!2 which symbolizes 

the balance between the male (south and east) and the 

female (west and north) and between diyin (sacredness) to -----
the east 

I I 
and ~2~~~ (the source of illness) to the north. 

"The Skies" Sandpainting as a Diagram of the Navajo Cosmos 

The directional associations of subdivisions of the 

day--the "Day Sky sequence" (Reichard 1950:163)--are 
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visualJy symbolized in a circular format in sandpainting 

called "The Skies." This Male Shootingway sandpainting, 

known by chanters as "The Dawn" painting, depicts the 

cardinal light phenomena with their associated colors and 

directions. In the most elaborate form of this 

sandpainting, illustrated in Figure 67 (Appendi~ Two), we 

SeE! four keystone shapes which represent the four light 

phenomena; within each light phenomena stands the figure 

associated with that phenomena. Beginning with the east, 

we have the white of Dawn with Dawn Boy standing inside 

this form. To the south, Blue Sky Man stands within the 

keystone form of the blue of the daytime sky. Proceeding 

west, we see Yellow Evening Light Girl within the yeJlow 

form of evening twilight. And finally, in the north 

Darkness is spread with the beings of Darkness--the Stars 

and Constellations of the Night Sky--and Darkness Girl. 

The Spatial and Temporal Dimensions of Sandpaintings 

The foregoing discussion illustrates the intimate 

relation between the spatial and temporal symbols which 

impose meaning and order on the Navajo universe and the 

visual expression of these aspects of world view in 

sandpaintings and ritual. However, sandpaintings are far 

more than simply an illustration of the Navajo cosmos. To 

accept this limited description would be to overlook their 

full cultural significance. 
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It will be helpful to briefly reiterate the process 

of curing through sandpainting rit\lal described in Chapter 

Three. Sandpaintings heal by attracting supernatural beings 

and their power, by identifying the patient with these 

powers, by creating a ritual reality in which patient and 

supernaturals dramatically interact, and by serving as a 

two-way path for the exchange of healing power and illness 

or, as Reichard (1950:112) calls it, "a ceremonial 

membrane." 

These characterizations of the healing process are 

true but limited. I agree with Gill's (1976:49) 

interpretation that the reason sandpainting rites are 

meaningful curing acts is because of the Navajo's 

recognition of the per for mat i ve powers 0 f s Y fiI h () .1 i c: 

representation. Gill describes the preparation of the 

sandpainting as one of following the precedent established 

in the process of world creation. Farella (1984:76) brings 

this point out when he says that Navajo ritual "is not just 

a remembrance or a reenactment of mythical time, nor is the 

singer simply 'identifying' with the gods. It is a 

repetition of the act [of creation] itself." 

This same creative process is what Toelken 

(1977:80) refers to when he describes the patient as being 

located in the sacred dimension durjng a sandpajnting 

ritual: 

the patient is caused to walk around on the delicate 
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sand painting of the yei, and through ritual is 
closely identified with each one and with the world of 
reality they live in. Psychologically, the patient is 
taken from his own context, the interior of his own 
hogan usually, and is described as standing on 
patterns, ledges, floating through the air with jewels, 
and other kinds of suggestive actions which bring the 
person simultaneously into two dimensions: this world 
and the 'other world' interpenetrate and reciprocate at 
the point of the ritual. 

Because time is cyclical rather than linear, the 

patient, the chanter, and all who are present have access 

to this "other world." The existence of this past "mythic" 

world which existed at the time of creation, does not 

preclude its existence in the present. Because ritual 

creates these sacred events in the present--and must do so, 

for thp. continuation of life itself--the ritual 

participants are sharing not only in the restoration of 

health but also in the creative process. 

The restoration of the patient to health and 

wholeness depends only partially upon the use of medicines; 

the curing depends even more upon "the forced realization 

of a deeper relationship between the person and sacred 

forces than might be evident in everyday life" (Toelken 

1977:80). The sandpainting as a physical item alone does 

not produce the state of harmony essential for the 

restoration of health, but rather through ritual, the two-

dimensional sandpainting creates a four-dimensional world 

of sacred space, events, and supernaturals which mentally 

and spiritually--and thus, physically--realigns the patient 

with the forces of the universe. 
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(1984:9-14) describes a continuum of 

cultural knowledge with concrete ideas at one pole and 

synthetic or abstract concepts at the other. He observes 

that ethnographies of the Navajo have generally focused on 

very limited aspects of this spectrum by describing such 

aspects of Navajo culture as the correct performance of 

ritual. 

In thjs dissertation, I am attempti~g to jntegrate 

both poles of this continuum and the points in between by 

presenting one aspect of materjal culture as an expression 

of world view. I have intentionally presented my data in a 

continuum beginning 

research. Thus, I 

with the more concrete aspects of this 

began with a description of Navajo 

ritual followed by a discussion of the depiction and usage 

of Constellations in one aspect of this ritual, 

sandpaintings. I next described how the Navajo classify 

celestial phenomena for insights into Navajo patterns of 

cognition. I then discussed the stories and meanings 

associated with each Constellation in order to examine 

Navajo values. Finally, I examined more abstract concepts 

of time and space. This descriptive treatment of various 

facets of Constellation depiction and associated meaning 

presents a foundation for understanding the Navajo world 
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These are aspects of the Navajo world view yet they 

remain separate without a unifying principle. I will now 

draw together these disparate aspects into an explanation 

of the underlying principle which unifies all aspects of 

N a v a j 0 cuI t u l' e, §'~~~_!H!gh~'!_Q.!~~~_hQ!hQ . 

I first discuss how the Navajo world view has been 

analyzed in the literature before describing explanations 

of this key linguistic concept, culminating in John 

Farella's (1984) far-reaching interpretation of this 

phrase. I build on his explication by demonstrating how 

this phrase shapes the Navajo perception of the heavens. 

Navajo World View in the Literature 

The Navajo world view has been analyzed from many 

perspectives. Witherspoon (1974) groups approaches to the 

study of Navajo world view into four approaches: a 

"universal categories approach", an "intuitive approach," a 

"symbolic approach," and an "ethnoscience approach." 

One of the oldest approaches, popularized by Boas, 

has been to view the various components of culture as 

universal categories--for example, social organization, 

material culture, religion, language, with world view 

coming under the heading of religion. This method, while 

facilitating cross-cultural comparison, does little to 

provide a unified and dynamic picture of the world or to 

reflect the relative importance of each category within a 
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cultural system. 

Gladys Reichard (1950), a student of Boas, applies 

a "universal categories" approach to her exhaustive account 

of Navajo religion (Witherspoon 1974:41). Her work is a 

valuable contribution for its encyclopediacal range of 

Navajo concepts regarding the universe, man, and 

supernaturals, as well as for its systematic documentation 

of the symbolism of Navajo ritual, primarily that of the 

Male Shootingway. In working closely with Tf'a'ah and "Rain 

Singer," Reichard had the outlines for a synthetic 

knowledg~ of Navaj6 world view, but unfortunately, her work 

fails to convey a sense of inner connections and 

interactions between the various aspects of Navajo ritual 

and the concepts underlying rjtual. Her work remains, 

however, a valuable source of descriptive data. 

The "intuitive" approach is rooted in psychology 

and, as popularized by Malinowski, requires the 

ethnographer to learn to think and see as the native does. 

An account of the people's world view is then produced 

through methods of intuitive apprehension and group 

psychoanalysis. 

Kluckhohn (1968:678) employed the intuitive method 

when he set forth the eight premises of the Navajo world 

view: 

1. }The universe is orderly: all events are caused and 
interrelated; 2.}The universe tends to be 
personalized; 3.}The universe is full of dangers; 
4.}Evil and good are complementary, and both are ever 

-----------------------------------------------



present; 5.)Experience is conceived as a continuum 
differentiated only by sense data; 6. )Morality is 
conceived in traditionalistic and situational terms 
rather than in terms of abstract absolutes; 7.)Human 
relations are premised upon familistic individualism; 
8.)Events, not actors or qualities, are primary. 
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As Witherspoon (1974:42) notes, while these may be 

valid statements of Navajo world view, they are 

unsatisfactory because there is little coherence among the 

statements, and because there is no satisfactory method of 

evaluating the validity of these statements. Kluckhohn's 

premises remain a set of abstract generalizations based on 

his intuitive understanding of Navajo culture. 

Louise Lamphere" (1969) applies a symbolic approach 

to Navajo ritual. Drawing on Leach's (1966) emphasis on 

tho communicative aspects of ritual and Turner's (1966, 

1968) analysis of Ndembu symbols, Lamphere analyzes a 

performance of one branch of the Male Shootingway as a 

system of symbols which communicates the Navajo model of 

the natural-supernatural world. She also presents an 

alternative model to Turner's analysis: Turner found 

Ndembu concepts derived from bodily experiences to be 

projected onto the natural and social world; Lamphere found 

natural products being transformed into objects associated 

with the supernaturals; these objects were then applied or 

taken into the body while disease-caused elements, both 

simultaneously natural and supernatural, were expelled. 

Thus, the Navajo relate concepts concerning the natural-

supernatural world to the interpretation of body processes 
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instead of body processes being used to classify the world. 

The ethnoscience approach to world view centers on 

language which is held to provide the most direct access to 

cognitive phenomena with respect to both content and form. 

Sapir and Whorf raised the issue of the linguistic hold on 

conceptual thought; thus, language encodes conceptual 

categories and world view. The conception of culture as a 

learned phenomena elicited through methodology based on 

descriptive linguistics formed the basis of the approach 

articulated, most notably, by Goodenough (1957). In 

cognitive anthropology, ethnographic semantics or 

ethnoscience has been the aspect of cognitive anthropology 

most concerned with world view. 

Oswald Werner (1969:330), whose studies have 

applied ethnoscience to Navajo culture, defines 

ethnoscience as "the ethnography and/or the ethnology of 

knowledge, or ethno-epistemology, or descriptive 

epistemology." Ethnoscience deals with the ideational 

order, with cultural knowledge rather than cultural 

behavior; through observation the investigator generates 

further questions about the informant's knowledge. 

Eventually, knowledge and behavior must fit consistently 

(Werner 1969:331). Through rigorous eliciting methodology, 

the ethnoscientist collects data on cultural knowledge 

within a given society using a framework which could be 

applied to cross-cultural comparative studies, thus 
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facilitating universal laws of knowledge. 

Werner and his Navajo colleague, Kenneth 8egishe 

(1983:579-591) used ethnoscientific methodology to elicit a 

taxonomic view of the traditional Navajo universe which 

they summarize 1n a series of tables. Their first chart 

(p. 579) begins with the first step of Navajo creation. "To 

t'ei siyi" ("Only 

classifications of 

water exists") and proceeds with 

all things which have been placed 

(created) in this world. 

The value of this approach lies in its rigorous 

linguistic methodology which bases its categories and 

structure on native categories and structure rather than on 

the categories of the non-native ethnographer. This 

approach works because all cultures classify the world 

around them; by systematically investigating which 

categories display the greatest degree of linguistic 

elaboration, the ethnographer can discover those areas 

which are of the greatest cultural concern. For the 

Navajo, Werner found medicine and preoccupations with 

health and disease to be the central concern; this 

discovery led him to begin the N~Y~lQ __ li!hnQm~QIQ~l 

linQ~QIQ~~~Ql~ (Pinxten 1979:51). 

Werner (1983:579) recognizes that one problem with 

the elicitation of Navajo classification is the variation 

which is increasing with population growth and 

diversification. He addresses this issue with several 
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versions of classifications. 

Witherspoon (1974, 1975, 1977) formulates his own 

conception of the Navajo world view by focusing on the 

analysis of a set of linguistic symbols analyzed in the 

context of linguistic and non-linguistic symbolism. He 

includes meanings derived from the analysis of ritual and 

other non-linguistic symbolism to complement and support 

the view of the world contained in the linguistic 

symbolism. Thus, Witherspoon's work is in part cognitive 

and in part symbolic. 

Witherspoon stresses the point that, in brder to 

make sense out of experience and give that experience form, 

direction, and purpose, the world view cannot be 

fragmentary. Thus, it is more than merely the sum of its 

parts. The idea that world views are unified wholes with 

central, unifying themes embodied in key symbols echoes 

Schneider's (1968) "core symbols" found in American 

kinship, Turner's (1967) "dominant symbols" in Ndembu 

ritual, and Ortner's (1978, 1979) "key symbols" found in 

Sherpa social relations (Refer to Chapter Two for a 

discussion of symbolic analysis.). 

" I I 2~~~h_n~gh~1 __ Ql~~~h_hQ!h2 is the linguistic symbol 

Witherspoon identifies as containing and expressing the 

central concepts of the Navajo world view. This is the 

central concept the ceremonial which is the 

----~-------~~~~~-~-~~~-
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cornerstone and backbone of Navajo religion. Since the 

time of Washington Matthews, Western researchers have 

attempted to analyze this phrase which he conceptualizes as 

a supplication for a long and happy life: "!!!!!!!!!!!! means, 

primarily, terrestrially beautiful: but it means also 

happy, happily, or, in a sense, good [good in the sense of 

quality rather than morality]." 

Witherspoon's work is valuable for drawing 

attention to this key linguistic symbol. This phrase which 

occurs in ritual song and prayer as well as in everyday 

speech expresses happiness, health, the beauty of Navajo 

country, and harmonious relations with other people. 

I " walk or go about according to h!!!hg." 

Witherspoon first analyzes the meaning of each 

lexical item in this phrase and then discusses concepts 

based on this phrase. 2~_~h_n~~gh{!! as thought and Q!~~~h 
I I h!!!hi as speech are intimately related: speech is the 

outer form of thought and thought is the inner form of 

speech (Witherspoon 1977:29). Witherspoon sees as an 

axiomatic premise an unbreakable bond between thought and 

action, and between speech and event. Thus, thought can 

influence the structure of the external world and spoken 

words can create physical substance. 

John Farella's (1984) approach is the most recently 

published and far 
I 

reaching interpretation of ~~~~_n~gh~l 
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on fieldwork, he analyzes the 

Blessingway myths of Frank Mitchell and Slim Curley, 

recorded by Father Berard Haile in 1930 and 1932 and 

published under Leland C. Wyman's editorial direction in 

1970. 

Farella (1984:9) stresses that previous analyses 

have been too literal or concrete: "We have treated Navajo 

philosophy as if its adherents were all fundamentalists. 

Much of what is offered is ... more in the realm of 

metaphor." This fundamental error has greatly 

underestimated Navaj"o religion and philosophy for their 

complexity and sophistication. ~ I 
For example, ll~~~~~ which 

in English is "always translated as 'monster' ," is more 

correctly translated as "anything that gets in the way of 

one's life," including "depression, poverty, physical 

illness, worry, or a bad marital relationship" (Farella 

1984:8) . 

Matthews (1897:266) was the first Anglo to discuss 

he conceptualized as a 

supplication for a long and happy life. "!!Q!hQ!!,! means, 

primarily, terrestrially beautiful; but it means also 

happy, happily, or, in a sense, good [good in the sense of 

quality rather than morality]." 

Farella (1984:154) characterizes the three basic 

strategies which researchers have used to analyze the 

meaning of this concept: 1 . ) an" e t y mol 0 g i cal s t rat e gy " 
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which reduces the concept to its linguistic components; 

2. ) an "abstract defin5.tion approach"; and 3. ) an 

"objectification strategy" which usually takes the form of 

personification. To these three strategies, I will add a 

fourth, Farella's (1984:176-185) synthetic strategy which, 

I believe, most accurately translates this Navajo concept. 

r will briefly summarize the best examples of each of these 

strategies in an attempt to clarify this key concept. I 

will keep my summaries intentionally brief and non-

exhaustive so that I can devote more time to an explanation 

of how this concept is expressed in Constellation 

depiction, usage, and meaning. 

The Etymological Strategy 

Witherspoon's (1974) article represents the best 

attempt of the etymological approach which analyzes !I~! 

!!~gh'!_.Q!~~!!_hQ~h.i through its linguistic components. He 

begins by analyzing the implicit meaning of each lexical 

item and concludes with the explicit meaning of this phrase 

considered as a single semantic unit. Witherspoon bases 

his material on Haile (1943b); both view ~~~~h as a 

derivative of the past tense form of the verb stem "to 

grow, to mature." This verb stem is generally used to 

denote someone or something that is "mature, ripe, 

experienced, or aged" (Witherspoon 1974:47). Witherspoon 

agrees with Haile (in Wyman 1970a:29) that ~I~~h refers to 

old age as a goal in life, considered by the Navajo to be 



both natural and highly desirable. 295 

Farella (1984:158) points out the problem with 

Witherspoon's view that ~~~~h conveys the Navajo emphasis 

on death of old age as the goal of life: ~'is high tone, 

and ~J~~h is low tone. One possibility is that instead of 

being ~~, 
I 

the original form is ~~~~h (or ~~~~h) which would 

refer more to life span, or to "continuity of life 

culminating in old age." Farella (1984:158) concludes that 

this term stresses process rather than a particular moment. 

the entire process of living one's life rather than the 

product of having lived one's life to old age) as 

Witherspoon interprets this term. 

from the verb "to go;" this conjugat:ion 

refers to continually going about and ret.urning and 

exemplifies the tremendous emphasis upon repetitiveness and 

continuation found in the Navajo language (Witherspoon 

1974:50) . Combining the two terms. Witherspoon (1974:52) 

observes that "§'~~~h refers to the completion of the life 

cycle through death of 
I 

old age. and rr~~gh~! refers to the 

continual re-occurence of the completion of the life 

cycle." 

Witherspoon (1974:52) continues by saying that 

.Q1.!£~~ translates as "accroding to it," to convey the idea 

that the by-product of 

(1974:54) translates as the positive or ideal environment, 

an all-inclusive environment which contains "beauty, 



296 
harmony, good, happiness, and everything that is positive." 

Witherspoon (1974:54) summarizes his etymological analysis 

of this term: 

The goal of Navajo life in this world is to live to 
maturity in the condition described as hQ~hi, and to 
die of old age, at which time one becomes incorporated 
into the universal beauty, harmony, and happiness 
described as ~~~~h_Q~~ghil_Ql~~gh_hQ~hi. 

Farella (1984:31-34, 65-68, 158-160) feels that 

Hajle and Witherspoon project a dualistic interpretation 

onto the Navajo world view dividing everything in the 

universe including knowledge, behavior, thought, people, 

d d Ii i . f d d 'I "h l 
an go s into mora st c categorIes 0 goo an eVI , hQ~-i 

I " "" I I and hQQh~~ respectively. Both hQ!h2 and hQQh~2 are part of 

the same whole; thus, they exist together, or neither one 

exists (Farella 1984:35), As Farella (1984:35) so 

eloquently puts it, "To reduce the aesthetic to a rather 

graceless moraljty destroys the elegance of the universe 

the People [the Navajo] created." Not all anthropologists 

agree with Farella's interpretation of Haile and 

Witherspoon. 

Farella proposes an alternative model which, I 

believe, more accurately captures the Navajo view. Rather 

than viewing the universe as being in a state of struggle 

between good and evil with good triumphing over evil as 

order (good) is established (Wjtherspoon 1975:80), Farella 

(1984:37) sees a power continuum in which some forces are 

relatively safe and therefore, rather "weak," while other 
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forces are very. powerful and therefore, very dangerous. To 

cure the patjent, the chanter calls on the aid of a 

relatively powerful being to rid the patient of a weaker 

force which is causing the patient's problem. If the 

harmful force is _relatively weak, this process is 

relatively safe. However, if a being as powerful as ~!~n!~ 

l!g!! (White Thunder) is called upon, the risk is extremely 

high and much caution must be taken because any mistake can 

bring disaster not only to the patient and his family but 

also to the chanter and possibly to the Navajo people as 

well. 

Another aspect of Navajo philosophy which the 

continuum view helps to explain is that of contextual 

varjation in the degree of power controlled by Navajo 

supernaturals. As Farella (1984:38) points out, one cannot 

make a list of Navajo supernaturals from the most to leaMt 

powerful because in a tlQ~hiiii (Blessingway) context, a 

being such as Talking God is relatively safe whilA in 

another context, this supernatural appears as a ~{~!! (a 

group of powerful supernaturals incapable of speech) and 

would thus be quite powerful and qujte dangerous. 

Another example of such contextual variation is 

found in Reichard's (1950:5-6) discussion of Navajo 

categories. To show that no Navajo categories are 

exclusive--all overlap or include exceptions--she describes 

two aspects of First Woman. In one story, First Woman 

-----------------------_. - .. _._--- - ------
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brings colds and similar afflictions while in another 

context she plays a totally benevolent role in the creation 

and training of Changing Woman. 

As Farella (1984:37) simplifies: "it is a question 

of amount of risk relative to payoff." For example, a 

chanter might decide it n~cessary to call upon one of 

Reichard's (1950:63-64) Undependable Deities, supernaturals 

of which she says, "One can never be sure how they will 

respond, but proper handling may compel them to work for 

man's benefit, at least temporarily." The chanter would 

thus incur a higher degree of risk which he would overcome 

with greater care and concentration. Rather than thinking 

of Navajo supernaturals as "good" or "evil," it. is more 

productive to think of certain supernaturals as being more 

powerful than others in certain contexts. Then one can 

consider the degree of relative risk and effort of calling 

on more powerful and thus more dangerous supernaturals. 

Farella interprets Witherspoon's etymological 

faulty dualistic premise of dividing the world into "good" 

and "evil". While this interpretation is not generally 

accepted, Witherspoon's approach is flawed by his reduction 

of this key phrase into its linguistic components.Not only 

is it inaccurate to view the Navajo world as composed of a 

binary opposition of "good" and "evil," but it is also 

inappropriate to reduce this key concept to its linguistic 
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As Farella (1984: 157) observes, meaning must 

involve far more than thj~. One can rationalize nearly any 

theory of meaning etymologically. Farella asked Navajo 

". / / philosophers questions about ~~~~ __ ll~gh~l __ Qi~~~ __ hQ~h2 for 

two years and none of them responded with an etymological 

answer. Nor do native texts on this concept reduce this 

term to this level; such a reduction fails to capture the 

true quality of Navajo thought. 

The Abstraction Strategy 

Reichard (1950) makes the best attempt at an 

abstract definition of this term. As Farella (1984:155) 

poi n t sou t, she cor r e c t 1 y g r asp s t hat ~~~~ __ !!~gh{i_Ql.~~~ 
/ I I hQ!hi refers not only to Ql.ll.ll_Ql.!!~~~ (supernaturals) and 

the Earth Surface People but also to abstract concepts as 

well: 

Consideration of the nature of the universe, the 
world, and man, and the nature of time and space, 
g row t h , mot ion ,or d e r . . . the I i fee y c Ie. . . and . . . t h (! 
attit~des and experiences of man is eXJ~essed by ~~~a 
!!~~gh~l, usually followed by Ql~~~ __ hQ1QQll· ~Q1QQ!!1 
means 'perfection so far as it is attainable by man, , 
the end toward which not only man but also superna
turals and time and motion, institutions, and behavior 
strive. Perhaps it is the utmost achievement in order. 

Reichard equates hQ~hQlll with order and perfection 

rather than with "good" in a moralistic sense. She says 

(1950:4) "Navaho dogma ... does not set one [good] off 

against the other [evil]. Reichard's interpretation is 

correct in her assumption that hQ~hQlli refers to good in 

the sense of quality rather than morality (Walters: 
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/ 
One of Reichard's teachers, T!'aah (1950:47), tells 

her that this term refers to renewal, regeneration, and 

restoration when he says that ~~~E can be thought of as 

"restoration-to-youth." Reichard (1950:47) concludes that 

this phrase can be translated as "according-to-the-ideal 

may-restoration-be-achieved." As Farella (1984:156) 

observes, while this gloss is too brief to convey the full 

essence of so central and all-embracing a concept, it does 

come close to capturing its meaning. 

Reichard's other teacher, the singer of the Rain 

Ceremony (1950:47), expands on this idea when he tells her: 

§.~~!!_!!.!!!!ghi'i is from the bottom of the earth. Sunrise 
and sunset have it. It is thn power of renewal for 
everything every six months through Sun. 

Reichard's teacher thus associates this phrase with 

rejuvenation and temporal punctuation. The comment that 

/ 
!1~E_!!.!!ghE! is from the bottom of the earth means that in 

order to understand this phrase we must go back to thn 

underworlds where First Man left his medicine bundle and 

had to retrieve it. This process is repeated today, as 

Farella (1984:156) observes, both in the journey which is a 

necessary part of the curing achieved through ceremonials 

and in the return to the sou~ce of knowledge which is an 

essential part of knowledge acquisition. This means that 

ritual is more of a cyclical repetition or continuation 

than a mere re-enactment. 
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Objectification, particularly in the form of 

personification, is the third strategy employed to 

interpret 

interpretation holds that this phrase refers to the life 

force, inner form, or in-laying one of the Earth (Farella 

1984:161). Haile, Wyman, and Witherspoon have accepted 

Uds view. 

As Farella (1984:161) points out, while the 

associations of this phrase with particular beings are not 

incorrect, it is inaccurate to believe that this 

identification process fully defines this complex and many-

faceted phrase. 

Slim Curley (in Wyman 1970a:111-112) used the 

following association to explain the meaning of this 

concept: 

A young man and a woman arose from them [the contents 
of the medicine bundle revealed by First Man]. 
Absolutely without their equals in beauty ... The two 
happened to be those various things which he had 
carried about tied up in the bundle. 

Thus, the dazzling young couple is equated with the items 

that make life possible and worthwhile for the Navajo; all 

things that are living derive from this bundle. This 

"sky's inner 
I I 

form" and .Q1..!i~~_.h.Q.!.h2 is "earth's inner form" 

(Farella 1984:162; Wyman 1970a; Walters: personal 
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While this personification does not 

completely define this key concept, it does help to explain 

why the Father Sky Mother Earth sandpainting is considered 

to be so powerful. As a visual representation of this 

central concept, this sandpainting is seldom produced in 

ceremonials because it is so powerful. Chanter A, who 

learned this sandpainting 68 years ago, said that he has 

only performed the Father Sky Mother Earth sandpainting 

four times in his lifetime and that each of these 

performances was at the request of the patient rather than 

of his own choice. Chanter B, when asked if this 

sandpainting was the most powerful in the Male Shootingway 

repertoire, replied without a trace of hesitation, I I 
"A!.!.!.!. 

[yes]!" In the story of Male Shootingway, only after Holy 

Girl has been restored by the Twins through sacred 

procedures is she "strong enough to hear the description of 

t h f! Ear t han d Sky P a i n tin g " ( New com ban d Rei c h a r d 1 9 7 5 : 3 6 ) . 

The Synthetic Strategy 

~~~~_N~ghii_~i~~~_tlQ~hi to Emphasize Wholeness and 

Completeness 

Farella (1984:176-185) 

I " hQ~h2 with his own strategy, a synthetic approach Which, I 

believe, comes closest to effectively translating this 

elusive Navajo concept. One of the most crucial aspects of 

the idea conveyed by this term is that of completion. 

Farella (1984:164-176) presents evidence from chantway 
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how dangerous the state of 

incompleteness or inbalance is, how the state of 

completeness is achieved, and the ramifications this has 

for the de fin i t ion 0 f §.t!~~_!!~ghil_Ql~~!Lh&'~hd. 

2%~~ __ !!~ghil __ hl~~g __ hQ~h.i is used frequently in 

songs, stories, and prayers. The pattern of the chantway 

prayers in which this phrase is used reveals a great deal 

about the meaning of this term and the world view behind 

it. The first prayers describe the identification of the 

patient with the 
/ 

particular Ql~lQ_Ql!!g~Q (supernaturals) 

who fight off the beings who are causing his illness and 

then protect the patient from further contact with these 

and other dangerous supernaturals. The patient is 

described as having been transformed from a state of 

illness or incompleteness into a state of completeness; the 

patient has been restored and renewed. At the culmination 

I .-
hQ~h.g again. Farella (1984:165) notes that it is the 

patient's state, particularly the patient's perception, 

that changes, not necessarily the physical world; thus, the 

ceremonial is intended to bring about a gestalt shift. 

Farella (1984:166-167) cites one of the songs of 

the Enemyway ceremonial as evidence that the patient is 

dangerous or feared because he is in a state of 

incompleteness: he is I 
§.a~~_!!~gh~l without I " Ql~~!LhQ~hg . 

This particular song identifies the patient with 
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supernaturals called the Hard Flint Boys and culminates 

wi th, "Now because I 

fear I am the Flint Boys" (Haile 1938:307). 

This illustrates how dangerous this state of 

incompleteness is considered to be. Farella (1984:171-

172) points out that to 

be in a state of maleness unmediated by hl~,:,g, __ hQ!hi or 

femaleness. Thus, while the Navajo divide nearly all 

matural phenomena into male and female contrasting types, 

the idealized reality is the balance, or as Toelken 

(personal communication) calls it, the "still point" 

between these two extremes. 

Wholeness and Completeness in Constellation Depiction 

It is because this state of incompleteness is so 

undesirable and even dangerous that Chanter A does not draw 

Father Sky without Mother Earth in Holyway sandpaintings. 

This is also why all eight of the major Navajo 

constellations must appear on the body of Father Sky even 

if they are not mentioned in the accompanying myth (Chanter 

A). Harry Walters related an analogous situation to 

explain how crucial completeness is in a ceremonial context 

(such as the creation of a sandpainting). If a chanter 

went to a ceremonial with an incomplete l!~h, or medicine 

bundle, which included only those items he needed for the 

particular branch of the ceremonial he was about to 

perform, the chanter should still return to get the missing 
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All the components of a l!!h are necessary--even 

those items which are not directly used in the context of 

the particular branch of the ceremonial being performed--

because without the missing items, a l!!h is incomplete and 

ineffective. Thus, the chanter who attempts to heal a 

patient with an incomplete l!!h is only "cheating the 

patient and kidding himself about his ability to heal the 

patient." This illustrates not only how vital completeness 

and order are in a ceremon.ial context, but also how the 

parts function to make the system whole and thus 

ceremonially effective: The sandpainting depictions of 

constellations function in the same manner: were any of 

the eight major const.ellations recognized today by the 

Navajo to be deleted from the night sky background, the 

sandpainting would be incomplete, ineffective, and even 

dangerous. 

Another indication of how fundamental this concept 

is to Navajo thought is demonstrated by the use of the same 

Navajo word h!!Q!!!!!l~[ to mean both "it is complete" and "it 

is perfect." This term is used ceremonially to describe a 

snak~ figure depicted in a sandpainting (Young and Morgan 

1980:378). 

Reichard's (1948:7) previously noted 

characterization of Navajo categories as "inclusive, 

complementary, analogous, rather than distinctive, 
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exclusive, and homologous" supports Farella's (1984:172) 

that ~~~~_n~gh{i_Qi~~Q_hQ~hg is used in the stories to 

emphasize the relationship between things rather than the 

bounding of discrete individuals. As Farella says, "One 

apparently complete entity labeled ~~~~_n~gh(i is paired 

with another labeled This is the same 

principle which pairs the "inner form of the Sky" (~!~~ 

/ 
!H!gl!~i ) wit h the "i nne r for m 0 f the Ear t h " 

each are complete entities yet, in a sense, each is 

incomplete without the other. 

Farella (1984:174) uses twins as an example of this 

pairing of apparently complete entities with each other to 

form a stronger entity which is §.g~~_n~g!l''!' __ Q.!.~~g-l!Q~!li: 

the fir s t bar n i s ~~:'<!' __ IJ..i!.&JllL and the sec 0 n dis b..i.k~e.. 
I / / / I 

!lQ~l!~; neither are themselves §.%~~ __ n~gh~! __ Q.!.~~g_l!Q~hg· 

Twins are treated as a single patient in ceremonies and are 

not to be separated but should live together throughout 

their lives. 

Paired Entities in the Constellations 

An example of mythic twins who are actually called 

by both components of this term was recounted by Father 

Berard Haile (1947c:16-17). Haile's consultant, Son-of-

the-late-Cane, told him that Orion and the Pleiades, while 

not related as man and wife, each claimed one of the two 

stars of the Hyades as their child. The two stars of the 

Hyades are conceived of as twin girls, with the daughter of 

---------------------~~~---~~----- ---
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§.~,:,!! __ !!!!gh{i "old age that goes about," 

/ / 
the Pleiades h!~,:,g __ hQ!hg "happiness 

caused by it." By intercourse with the sun both girls gave 

birth to boys: the child of §.~.:.!! __ !!!!gh(l was the fiercest 

of the man-eating monsters, while the children of ~l~':'! 

/ / hQIh2 were twin boys called Monster Slayer and Born-for-

Water (These twins are not identical with the Monster 

Slayer and Born-for-Water mentioned in the myths, but they 

do seem to be prototypes of these saviors of the Earth 

Surface People). 

Haile considers §.g,:,!!_!!!!ghil to be symbolic of old 

age or long life and ~!~':'~_h~!hi symbolic of happiness and 

peace, which the latter woman typifies as the mother of the 

prototype saviors. Haile (1947c:17) translates the 

invocation which accompanies the prayersticks beonging to 

these two beings: "Twin girls, symbols of woman and 

motherhood, inner forms of the dawn." He concludes that 

"these two stellar prototypes ... symbolize future human 

productiveness on earth among the Navaho." 

Thus, what we see occurring is the use of 

Constellations more as vehicles to personify aspects of 

I / / 
this key concept §.t':'!!_n!!gh!!l __ ~!~':'! __ hQIhg rather than as 

dominant symbols (Turner 1974) in their own right. li,.:.!! 
/ / / 

n!!gh!!1._~l~':'!_hQIhg is what Turner (1974:15) terms a "root 

paradigm" and when this term is projected onto the twin 

stars of the Hyades, the latter become a metaphor for §.,.:.!! 
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The fact that nearly everyone of the eight Navajo 

Constellations have several stories connected with them, 

many of which seem to be quite different, indicates that 

rather than being dominant symbols, these Constellations 

are metaphors for aspects of the abstract concept which is 

itself the dominant symbol in the Navajo world view: !I~! 

~ I I 
~~~!_~!gh!l_~!~~~_RQ~hg to Express Hierarchical Orderine 

When Farella (1984:174) points out that this term is 

analogous to our concept of "system" he refers not only to 

hut also to the fact that th.is term is composE!d of 

hierarchically ordered entities. As he says, this term 

bounds entities which may contain within them other 
entities, as well as themselves being contained 
by larger entities. 

He (1984:173-174) illustrates this with the following 

diagram to show that the beings within sacred peaks are 

paired on one level 

~ I 
other represents Ql~~g_hQ~h2) while the peaks themselves 

.I 
are paired (with one representing !I~~_n!gh!! and the other 

/ .I 
representing Q!~~g_hQ~hi) . 
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(~!.t~~-h.{~hi) 

Yellow 
Corn Girl Turquoi Sf! Ro~' 

( ~~~!!._!l!:!J~.h.'i ) ( Q.it~~_h.~~!!i) 

White 
Corn Hoy 
( ~~~!!._!l!!.frh.'i ) ( !2.it~~_h.£~lli) 

Hierarchical Ordering within the Constellations 

T bel i£!ve t.hat. this is what Chanter A was 

expressing when he paired the Constellations into four male 

and female age pairs: the mal e hal f oft h epa i l' i s ~g..~ 

Thus, for the 

eight Constellations we see the structure illustrated in 

Figure 58. Thus, Chanter A describes t.he pro(:essual 

quality of life or the "continuity of life culminating in 

old age," as Far e 11 a ( 1 984 : 158 ) i n t. e l' pre t s ~ , t h (: firs t. 

w 0 r din ~g.~!!._.n~E.h£l_"pjlL'_e_-'!.c{~1li and a key asp e c t oft his 

crucial phrase. 

We see further hierarchical ordering in the 

breaking down of each Constellation into component body 

parts (see Figure 59). Even though these parts. are not. 

complete entities in themselves (although in one sense they 

are ) , e a c h com p 0 n e n t s tar i s nee e s s a r y and the ref 0 r (! 

e qua 11 y imp 0 r tan tin m a kin g the en til' e Cons tell a t i on ~.~ 

/ / / 
~!!.[h.!!.!._h!~~~_.h~~.hi' Delete one star and the Constellation 

would not be complete. This is why when Chanter A and 
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Figure 58. The eight major Navajo Constellations showing hierarchical ord.ering. 
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feathers 

/I~ 

N~hookQs bik~'ii 
(Ursa Maj or) 

horns chest 

/\ t\ 
Figure 59. N~hookQs bik~'ii with component body 
parts (after Chanter A). 
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~hHnter B drew Father Sky for me, each chanter counted the 

component. st.ars in each Const.e] lation several times and 

conversed at length with the translators about the number 

of stars in each Constellation and the number of total 

stars that appear on the body of Father Sky. To omit one 

s tar W 0 u ] d k e E! p t hat Con s tel] at i (I n f r (I m be i n g ~':'!!'_'!!Qgl:!{l 

l2.it':'~_l!Q~l!i and thus keep the representation of Father Sky 

Generational Contintuity 

Farella (1984:]75) point.s out that by understanding 

C;'J1l also understand how Navajos bound the universe, "to see 

and to create wholes as Navajos see and create them." Tlij8 

is crucial to an understanding of Navajo world view because 

the s e b 0 u n din gsa reo f ten non con g rue n t wit h tho s (~ A JI g J (I 

culture teaches as important or "real." Farella goes on to 

say that the Anglo world view stresses monads as the basic 

and strongest unit with larger units being built on this 

single unit and boundaries (or entitivity) becoming 

progressively weaker as one moves upward. 

In sharp contrast, the Navajo world view stresses 

dyads as the basic unit. Farella (1984:174) observes that 

a married couple (which is thought of as ~~':'i!._!!.!!g.!.!.!!i_!UJs.~Q 
/ I' 

h.Q.~h.2) is considered to represent a stronger entity than 
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does a single person. An example of this can be seen in 

.~ 

t h (' e x p ] a nat. i 0) I e .i v e TI b y a N a v a j 0 s tar -- g a z e r 's w i f (~ a f how 

she and hel' husband work more successfliJly as a unit to 

diagnose illness than he had by himself before he was 

married: 

1 say a protection prayer inside the h.Q..g:,h.~ while 
he is outside [diagriosing illness with a crystal 
held at an arm's length in front of a star] to 
protect him [her husband]. Before he married me, 
he used to get sick the next day--he's throw up, 
have a headache, be dizzy allover. Now he's pro
tee ted by my p l' aye r sin sid Po the h.Q.e..h.~ at· t h n s a In (! 

time he's working outside. We work together. 

Therp. seemed to be a feeline (as evidenced by the fact. that 

the husband no longer became physically ill himself) that 

this couple represented a stronger entity in the diagnosJs 

of illness than did the hllsband alone. 

W (! see a vis u aIr e p l' e sen tal ion 0 f t win s bot II H S 

separate entities united in a single entity 

simultaneously in the following sandpainting (Figure 60) 

(R e i c h a r d 1977: 15, 40 -- 41, P 1 ate X). The Holy Twins stand 

on either side of their composite self, Holy Man. Thus, 

1>, 0 n s t e r S 1 aye r ( 0 nth e rig h t ), who i s ~~:'~_ll-E21,j i, and 

Chi 1 d - 0 f - the - W ate r (0 nth e 1 eft), who i s Q.i~:'~_h.!£'~hi ' g u i'l. r d 

the i r com p 0 sit e s elf, HoI y Man, who i s ~~:'~_.n~El!£l __ b_Ck_'~ 

Another characteristic of this bounding is that 

ins tea d 0 f b 0 U n din g e n tit i e son the bas i s 0 f hom 0 g e IH~ i t Y 

(as in Western thought), Navajos compose wholes of two 

parts which are complementary and yet, in another sense, 



Figure 60. HOLY MAN GUARDED BY MONSTER SLAYER AND CHILD-OF-THE
WATER, Male Shootingway. Adapted after a painting by Newcomb, in 
Reichard 1977, P1.X. tN 

~ 
.;:. 
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opposed (Farella 1884:176). Thus we see Earth paired with 

Sky; what two categories could be more complement.ary and 

yet more opposed? 

Farella (1984:177-178) quotes a story present.ed to 

him by Grey Mustache which concludes with, 

And along these lines these things will be asked 
about from child to father to giandfather. And 
the quest.ions about these things and all else will 
ultimately be questions about kinship, how we are 
related to the begjnnings. 

The point of this story is that the unifying 

prindple in everyth.ing, the only type of quest.ion to ask 

about important matters, is the question of kinship or 

relatedness. Far ell a ( 1 9 8 4 : 1 7 8) 0 h s e r v est hat. W f' S t (~ r n e r s 

are inclined to relate wholeness (one sense of ~g.~!!._!l~g!!{l. 

~L!s..~~_hQ~h1 ) toe go, tot he per for man ceo f the i n d i v i d u a 1 . 

In sharp contrast, Navajos place import.ance 011, and derive 

wholeness from, one's relationship to one's ancestors both 

human and supernatural. 

By means of 

one's roots to the Earth and one's direct relationship to 

the beginning of life in the universe. Not only does this 

view emphasize one's relationship to one's ancestors bllt 

also by being one's "direct 

relationship to and responsibility to future generations is 

accentuat.ed" (Farella 1984:179) . This stresses 
. 

regeneration in the form of children and grandchildren and 

the practice and passing on of this philosophy. It also 
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ens 1I I' est h fl t 1I P 0 n de a t h , 011 e 's I i f e for c e ( ~~':"'~_..!La..K.!l_li 

!?))5.':"'~_J02'·:..!Li) wi I Ire t 1I r n tot h e D a Wilt 0 ani III ate f u t u 1" C 

living beings. 

Rnlatedness, Kinship, and Generationa] Continuity in Father 

Sky and the Constellations 

Navajo express this relatedness, th.is 

element of kinship to supernaturals. The star-gazer I 

s p (J k e wit h to] d met hat h e ask s fOil r q II f! S t ion t 0 d i a ~ nos (~ 

illness, each addressed to a different star that he calls 

"my maternal grandchild." Thus, he first says, facing the 

e a s tan dad d I' e s sin g the mol' n i n g s t a r, ~g.~!.~ 0 h (V e 11 us) W hie h 

he also calls the Big Black Star, "My grandchild, what is 

w r (I n f! w j till his p P J' SOli [t1H! pat.i e n t ] ? " Tile s t a l' .. g a z P. r I. II (' n 

faces south and asks the Big Blue Star (The remaining three 

stars seem to be metaphoric stars with no idelltifiahlf' 

c 0 u n t e r p a I' t sin ·t hen i g h t sky.), " My g l' and chi I d, w h n t can 

be donc! for this person?" Thf!n the star-gazer turns to ttlf! 

west and address the Big Yellow Star, "Grandchild, does 

this person's illness have anything to do with Navajo 

ceremonies'?" Finally, the star-gazer faces north and asks 

the Big Whjte Star, "Grandch.ild, which ceremonies with 

which branches and subrituals will cure this person's 

illness?" Thus we see the star-gazer establishing a 

specific kin relationship with each of the stars he 

addresses to show respect and to enlist their ajd in the 

diagnosis of illness. 
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The same star-gazer told me that in a version of 

star--getzing wh.ich uses the sandpaiJiting in Figure f)], a 

part of the prayer addressed to the Big Jagged Star, the 

central figure in this sandpainting, says, "Now that we 

know what is wrong with your child [the patient], we ask 

you to r£!store him or her to heal tll and harmony." Here the 

diagnostician asks a particular stellar supernatural to 

come to the aid of the st.ar's chjld, t.he patient. 

The Songs of the Earth's Inner Form from 

Rless.ingway (Slim Curley's version jn Wyman 1970a:123-131) 

show even more eXpljcitly how this kinship relationship is 

established. Pretyers are addressed to t.he EcHth, the Sky, 

olld othet' supernatura]s lIsing kin terms such as "my 

mot.her," "my gretndmotller" and, in turn, the prayers say 

that each of these natural phenomenon "treats you as a 

mother [would treat her chjld], addressjng you jn end~arlng 

terms, 'my child, my grandchild,' in response to your 

pleas" (Wyman 1970a:123). 

This relatedness goes beyond the establjshjng of a 

kin relationship to the actual identification of the 

patient with the supernatural (Wyman 1970a:130): 

Now at Sky's sales, now dark mist, now female rain, 
now blue water, now sunray, now pollen usually 
lies across, oh dear, my dear! 

Now at my sales, now dark mist, now female rain, 
now blue water, now sunray, now pollen usually 
lies across, oh dear, my dear! 

Now at the tips of Sky's toes, now dark mist, now 
female rain, now blue water, now sunray, now pol.1en 
usually lies across, oh dear, my dear! 



Figure 61. BIG STAR, Hand Tremblingway 
Evilway. Adapted after a painting by 
Oakes; Singer: Bit'sui Dine Chili. Courtesy 
Wheelwright Museum, P17U1S. 
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Now at the tips of my toes, now dark mist, now 

f e m a ] (~ r a in, now b] u e wa t e r, n () w sun ray, now pol 1 (~n 
usually lies across, oh dear, my dear! 

Now Ht th(~ tiPR of Sky's knees ... my knees [etc., as 
above] . 

Now at the palms of Sky's hands ... the palms of my hands 
[etc.]. 

Now at Sky's fingertips ... my fingertips [etc.]. 
Now at the tip of Sky's body ... my body [etc.]. 
Now at the tips of Sky's shoulder ... my shoulder [etc.]. 
Now at the tips of Sky's cheeks ... my cheeks [etc.]. 
Now at the tips of Sky's eyes ... my eyes [etc.]. 
Now at Sky's lips ... my lips [etc.]. 
Now at the top of Sky's head ... my heHd [etc.]. 

Further verses move from identification to the 

inc 0 r POI' a t ion 0 f bod y par t s fro m sup (~ r 1111 t U r H .1 t 0 hum a II 

(Wyman 1970a:134-135): 

Sky's feet have become my feet by means of these 
I shall live on. 

Sky's legs have become my legs by means of these 1 
shall live on. 

S J( Y 'R b () d y . . . my bod ~7 by mea n S (I f t his J s h n ] 1 J i v (~ 0 n . 
Sky's mind ... my mind by means of this J shall live on. 
Sky's voice ... my vojc~ by means of this 1 shall ]jve 

on. 
Sky's headplume ... my headplume by means of this I ShH]] 

live on. 

As can be seen, the thrust of these prayers is not 

only to identify the patient with the supernatural (through 

kinshjp and the identification of corresponding body parts) 

but also to stress that the very reason the patient lives 

on is that the bodi ly substance of the supernatural has 

become incorporated into the patient's body. By means of 

this generational continuity, the patient is sustain~d, 

n u r t u red, and res t a l' edt 0 the s tat e 0 f be i n g 2.~~~_'!}2E.hil 

Thus we see a demonstration of how the 

supernaturals gave us and continually give us life. 
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This shal't~d substance or life force which ensures 

g en f! rat. Jon H J con t. i J) II i t. Y j S fl Iso ~g.~!i_..!H~ . .ell.ij_.J>_Lt.~E.:..._hQ~h1. 

Farella (1984:181) calls i t "continuous generational 

animation. " This is what Witherspoon (1974:56) refers to 

cent.ral animatine pOWE~l'S of the universe." McNeley (19B1) 

calls it I 
!!.!.r£.b.~ , the "wind" or "air" that animates and 

connects all beings; it is through that oU)' 

fee lin gsa n d tho II g h t s a l' e asp e c t s 0 f con nee ted 11 e s s l' a the t' 

than attributes of an illusory egoistic self. 

As can be seen, there are many facets to the 

concept ~~~~ __ Q~~~iL __ ~iy_~~ __ ~Q!~~. The remoteness and 

(: 0 mIl] (~x.i l Y 0 f t Id s C (I n G (~ P t m a l<e ita 1 ike 1 y 0 b j n r: t. 0 f 

Ci 1 leg 0 t' i z a t ion and t his i s pre cis ely w hat 0 c CUI' 1> i nth e 

st.ories associated with various Constellations reJate<lin 

Chapter Five. Abstract meaning is represented through 

material forms as various aspects of ~~~<:!.._lLa.gl!jj __ hi~~~ 
/ I 

b.Q.~h..2 are depicted in the visual forms of Constellations. 

I 
T h E~ Two ~~h.Q..Q.ls..~ (U l' sliM a j 0 l' and Gas s i 0 P e i a) 1:1 H t h P. li.!2..e-.~'!!!. 

• I II / 
In [Q..~b.~~1i (Blessingway) 

(Cassiopeia) are a visual metaphor for the Navajo home or 

b.Q.ltb.ru! ' ace n t I' a 1 f 0 c u s for I i fe, a s the set w 0 b e i n g s 

revolve around Polaris--symbolic: of the fire in the cent.e]' 

of the b.Q.ltb.an--and the other stars revolve around the two 

;' 
~~b.Q.Q.Js..Cf.§. ( C han t erA) . When I recounted this metaphor t.o 



Ch<'lntel' H, tw sajd, "Thnt chantf!1' gave you t h (! 

[ B 1 e s sin g way] vel's jon ," l' e fer r i n g tot h e c ere m 0 n i a 1 w h j c h 

iH considered to. be the cornerstone and backbone of Navajo 

ritual. 

differ!' from the curing ceremonials not 

only in form (for example, Blessingway drypaintings differ 

in matel'ials, designs, and use from the Holyway 

sane!paintings) but. also in int.eJlt., h f /h""" T e purpose (l 'i~~_~S!.J..!. 

i s pre v ~ n t i v e inn a t U l' e ; B I e s sin g way ish e 1 d t 0 (~ n SUI' e 

peace, harmony, success, tine! good fortune for th£! Ntivajo, 

their rnlatives, flocl<s, ClJld otller possessions, and, by 

ext.ension, the whole tribe (Frisbie 1980:161), 

This ceremonial has been discussed by lIIany Navajo 

sell () 1 11 r s , including Ahel'le, Adair, Bcd] (! Y , II r 1I {~C P , 

Coolidge, E, Curtis, N, Curtis, FishIer, the Franeisciill 

Fathers, Fr:isbie, GiJ.l, Haile, Hill, Hoijer, Klalt, 

Kluckhohn, Lamphere, Leighton and Leighton, Mat-thews, 

MeA 1 ] est e r, Min del e f f, New com h, 0 s t e r man n, R {! i c h a r c1, Sap i r , 

Schevill, Stephen, Tozzer, Wheelwright, Witherspoon, and 

Wyman (Frisbie 1980:162), with the primary reference being 

Wyman (1970a) who presents three versions of the 

Blessingway myth, 

What is of primary interest here is that the 

c e n t r a 1 con c e p t 0 fBI e s sin g way i s ~f}.:'!!'-!!'!!'l{h.~!'-~!'l5..:'~-h.~~hi -- -
I II 

reI ate d tot hen a me 0 f the l' i t e, [Q.~h.2.g.JJ. - - ref lee ted in the 

intent of this cel'emonial which is "to secure a fine rnsult 
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in any phase of the life cycle, from birth to old age" 

(Hajle in Wyman 1970a:7-8). 

A derived subceremony of the Blessingway focuses on 

the h.Q.g,h.~ a sac e n t l' a I f 0 c u s for the m a i n ten a n ceo f the 

order, harmony, balance, and peace necessary for the 

continuation and orderly functioning of the universe. This 

House Blessing Ceremony commemorates the building and 

b I e s sin g 0 f the firs t my tho log i c a I h.Q.g,h.~ and imp I em e n t s 

instructions from the supernaturals for future generations 

to continue these orderly procedures which are the basis of 

Frisbie (1980:165-166) discusses the cultural 

s .i ell i fie nne e 0 f t II (~ h.Q.e.h.'l!l' The h.Q.e.I.!.Wl is a homr! iJllc) plHcP 

of security and is equated with maturity and a willingness 

to settle down and plan for the future. 

Wit h 0 uta h.Q.g,h.'l!l you can not p I an. Yo u can't jus t 
go out and plan other things for your future; you 
have to build a h.Q.g,h.~ first. Within that you sit 
down and begin to plan (Frisbie and McAllester 1978: 
244). 

Howe v e r, h.Q.g,h.~ ~ are m u c h mol' e t han jus tad well i n 1~ 

places; they are important mythologically and are 

personified both as deities and as living entities. The 

h.Q.g,h.~ is associated with Water Woman, Mountain Woman, Wood 

Woman, Changing Woman, and with the Sun, and the individual 

com p 0 n e n t s 0 f the h.Q.g,h.~ , s u c has be a m s, ear t h, and fir e , 

and its complete entity as a phenomenon are addressed in 

song and prayer (Frisbie 1980:166). 

-- -------------------------
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The T t'J I) [{h.Q.Q.tg.2. (() l' saM a j 0 ran d Cas s i () P e i a) as Lea d e 1'S 

A qua 1 i t y reI ate d tot h (! con n (l tat jon 0 f the t!.S!..g,t!.~ 

as a metaphor for maturity, is that of leadership. another 

concept represented by the two (Ursa Major and 

Cas~dopeia) . The willingness and maturity to lead and to 

take responsibility for one's actions are qualities which 

ens Ill' e the rna i n 1. en a n ceo f ~'G-~!!._.!!i:!,gl!fl_J>_:Lk_'~ __ t!.~~hi i nth e 

universe. 

Spencer (1957:40), in her analy~ds of Navajo 

chantway myths, observes that the assumption of 

responsibility for the welfare of the family group and for 

the larger gl'OUp are common themes in chantway myths and 

are based on the conditions of Navajo ljfe. The reJat.ively 

isolated position of the family group imposes the necessity 

for familial cooperation with the assumption of persona] 

responsibility Oil the part of each family membeI'. 

The asp e c t 0 f ~~~~_.!!~E..bil __ I2..LIL~...El._hQz;,l!i em p has j zed 

hnre is the responsibilit.y to present. and future 

generations--only through proper leadership can 

generational continuity be ensured. The 

1 e a d e r s rem i n d us t hat in 0 r d e r to be ina s tat e 0 f ~a~ 

I' I / 
!l~gh.2.!"_.Q.!~~.!~LJ1..9..z;l~ , we m u s t pro v ide s t ron g lea d e r s hip and 

accept responsibility for both present and future 

generations. 
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I The Two ri!il.!.Q..Q.!5.2..§. (Ursa Major and Cassiopeia) as the Bows of 

cognitive device for composing wholes of two complementary, 

opposed parts. Paired supernaturals often personify each 

half of this term; joined together, they create a complete 

entity. In Figure 60, the Sacred Twins, Monster Slayer (as 

depicted both ns separate entities and as a composite 

entity (as ~i~~_~~~Q~i_~i~~~_Q~~~). 

I nth n M a I (! S h 0 0 tin gw a y v f! r s ion, 

represent the dominant symbol of this chant--the bows which 

s h (I () t the I'll' r (II\' s i m rl.l .i (! cl by the n a m e 0 f t h .i s c h n rlt .. TIlII!;, 

in this case, attributes of thf~ Sacred Twins al'(~ ·chosel1 for 

vjsunJ represent at ion rather than the Twins themselves. 

M 0 n s t e r S I aye I' is a I way s the do min ant t win; his b 0 I\, i s ~~~ 

I 
/. 

!!. !iILl. Q..! and 

for-Water, 

is 

the 

represented by 

weaker twjn, is 

the "Female Revolver" (Chanter B). 

male Constellation, 

The bow of Born-

is 

Together, these two 

Constellations form a complete entity which is ~~~~_~~[Q{i 

Q.!'!s.':"~-l.!.~?.hi· 

I I 
~iL~~he (the Pleiades) as a Directive Against Inharmony 

I nth est 0 r y 0 f ~!.l~~h e" (t h e PIe i ad e s) as t h (! 

depiction of two sequential events in the dice game (first, 
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a s t. Ii e S (! v e n 0 1 d men pIa yin g t his g (I me; Ow n, a s til e a n e r y 

loser of thIs game as he leads his wife and children home), 

we see a visual allegory depicting disorder and disharmony, 

According to Albert (1956:236), "the all-inclusive 

directive for action is 'Maintain orderliness,'" When 

applieu to human affai1's, this directive "favors whatever 

actions promote harmon.ious human relat.ions and discourages 

whatever disrupts them" (Albert 1956:236), 

III Chapt.er Five, I discus~;(!d how bas.ic the 

P " inc i pIe 0 ford e l' and h arm 0 n yin hum a n reI a t ion san din 

thc! re.1at.ion of hllmall to nature is to Navajo culture, This 

has b P. (~ n d j s r. 11 S S I~ d, t h {> caLi S P 0 f dis e a s e i sin h arm OilY i n 

II 11 man .. 111 cI s II IIf! r rHd II r a .1 relations; thc! plll'jHISC! of t 11f' 

healing ceremonials is the restoration of this state knowlI 

Cl ear] y, Q.iL~~h(( as mPIl 

playing a dice game ancl the angry loser and hls family is 

an allegory which cautions against such inharmonious human 

relaUons, 

12iL~{h e" (T he P lei ad e s) as R i t u a 1 S Y n e c doc h e 

The importance of wholeness and completion in t.he 

concept of illustrated j n thp. 

use of 
/ / 

!H.L~~he (the Pleiades) to represent all thn 

Constellations 011 t.he mask of Black God, Because it would 

be impossible to represent the entire heavens on his mask, 

Black God chose 12iL~~I/ to symbolize all the Constellations 
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for th.is Constellation's "neatnesf: and fineness" (Chanter 

n). We see a visual example of ritual synecdoche--one part 

representing the whole--and an example of the Navajo 

concern for wholeness and completion. Thus, as an 

abbreviated reference to all the Constellations I the 

de pic t ion 0 f 12!.!.~{ll /. m a k e s B 1 a c k God's mas k ~g.:'i!_lIjlJtllj i 

!2.!'!5..:,~_u.~~hi . 

Scorpius) as Source of Generational Continu.ity 

I / I / 
:'~!..~~:'~!..~:'Q..~ ( 0 l' ion), the Fir s t S lim 0 n e, wit hit s 

digg,ing stick (Chant.ers A and Il) and, according t.o some 

accounts, basket of corn seeds (Wyman 1952:47) repl'f~sel1ts 

a e- T' j (: \l .1 t u T' (!, the p r fJ m:i s e 0 f a e 011 t i 1111 a .1 p 1 an 1 f 0 0 rJ s fJ 11 r (. e 

necessary for generational continuation. (A subceremony of 

the Blessingway is the seem.ingly obsolete Seed Dlessine 

ceremony [Frisbie 1980:162] which shows how centl't'll the 

blessing of corn seeds is to Navajo ritual.) In a simnar 

manner, of Scorpius), Rabbit 

Tracks, represents the promise of a continual animal food 

source. 

Farella's (1984:181) description of ~~:'i!_~~U~~(i 
I / 

Q.!'!5..':'~_j1.9,g;ll..g as" con tin U 0 u s g en era t ion a 1 ani mat ion" who s e 

sources are 

the cardjnal light. phenomena ... thn mountains; 1he 
Sun and Moon; and the Sky and the Earth. From 
the set h e she e p, t h f) QQ..&'i!!!' the p 1 ant s, d j f f e l' f! 111 
animals, the waters, and al.l other l.iving things 



were, and continually are being, animated (Parella 
1984:182) . 
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T h u s we see how t h (! P 1 ant s - - cor n b e i n g 0 n e 0 f the f 0 u r 

sacred plants--and the animals contribute to the 

con t. i n u a t ion 0 f 1 i f e and the man i f est a t ion 0 f 2.g..~.J!_!!!!g.hi!'l. 

b . I I I. 
_!.!i:'~_.lQ.~~ In the universe. 

ConcentratioJl 

!!~§..!.ii!.!._21.!s~!!1~1 (Corvus ) is call e d Man-wi t h· r.1~ g s -

Ajar and personifies qualities of wisdom, knowledge, and 

cOllcentration. B e c a use t his sup ern a t u r a.l, wit h hi s f e (! t 

firmly planted under him as hp. searches the sky, is (111-

knowing, many stHr"gaZ(!}'s choose t.o address thcdr .inqull'.iI!S 

person.ifies 

I I 
h.Q.~t!!t as clear thought, knowledge, wisdom, and gu.idance. 

Reichard (1944, 1950) and Wi th(!rspoon (1977) have 

demonstrated how powerful thought is in Navajo culture. To 

t h ink S 0 m e ttd JI C j s toe a use itt 0 be. 

i!.!._!.h.~_~!!.y.~iQ.._!Ln.iy.~t.~, Witherspoon (1977) explicates §..~:,ah 

I I I 
n.2..~&h.~!l as thought and Q.i!i:'~h._hQ.~h2 as speech to show how 

intimately related these two processes are considered to 

be; speech js the out.er form of thought and thought is the 

inner form of speech. An unbreakable bond exists between 

thought and action, between speech and event. Thought can 

influence the structure of the external world. 
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t h () u eh t-· 

confusion--is thought of as a leitmotiv of the earlier 

worlds, orlE! which led to evil, witchcraft, and death 

( Rei c hat' d 1 9 5 0 : 1 6 ) . One visual sandpainting symbol of such 

confusion is Never-ending-snake, symbolic of thoughts 

turned in upon themselves, a circle of bewilderment which 

keeps the evil with the patient in the circle and gooc! 

where it cannot get in to help the patient (Reichard 

1950:89, 454). 

In Fieure 62, we sp.e another example of the Navajo 

emphasis on concentration and clear thought processes. The 

reCiHon Spider Woman taught the Navajo to make figures jn 

stl.'inIT is to help the Navajo learn how to concentrntp.. 

"YOll l(~al'n t.o think when you maJ<e these," ,1 Navaj(l fUrl 

told Toell<en (1979:95; Chapter Five of this 

d j sse r tat ion for m 0 r (! n b 0 u t the s 1 g n j f i (: a n (: e 0 f N a v n j (I 

string figures.). Only through awareness does one leurn to 

under~tanc! anc! to respect the place and function of all 

living things in the universe. It is through this 

understanding of the interrelatedness of all Utings that 

011 e con t rIb ute s t 0 §..g.~~_.!l.a..glJJ __ ~i!s.~~_ll;~l~ as u 11 1 ve I' s a I 

order and balance, 

I I 
~.a!..§..~~~!..§..oh (Scorpius) as Generational Continuity 

In the Const.ellaUon (Scorpjus) , t ht! 

First Big One, we see a cane symbolic of old ag€!o Th.i s 

reference to the final phase of the life cycle is a visual 

- -_ ... _----
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Figure 62. Navajo woman making a string figure 
of Dily~h~ (the Pleiades). A line drawing after 
an original serigraph by the author. 
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ref f! I' J' P n t. t (I ~~:'~ __ 12.<.!.~h..f.-L __ t!.-L1:!.:'t. __ h.Q.~)4 as ge n f! r H t .i 0 n a I 

c(JlltillU i ty. 

TII(! life cycle is called H "wHlk" through time. A 

major purpose of ritual is to carry humans safely and 

III e a Han t I y a .1 0 n ~! t II .i s I i f e " t r cd I" from b i l' t h t 0 dna t h ; 

thp.refore, this "trail" is repeatedly symbolized 

sflndpaintings and ot.her l'.ituaJs (Heichard 1950:37). 

Sapir ( Sa llir-Hoijel' 1942: 128-131) recorded 

f cd low j n g s tor yah 0 u t. 0 I d A e e (i n Rei c h a r cI 1 9 [, 0 : 4 54 ) : 

Old-age-Iying-in-a-heap was a man, so old he could 
not m 0 v e 0 u t 0 f h j s P ] H C e . . . W IHHI '!J.lIH· 0 a ell(! d, h e 
begged for life, saying, 'If you kill me, every-
thine wi]l st.and st.ill. There will be no births; 
young men will not grow older; worthless old people 
will not d.ie. It. is rigllt t.hat pnopI(' SllClllld erow 
old <lnt! die to make place for the young.' 

in 

the 

Til .h: s t (l)" Y lOll c: II e H U po n Oil f! 's l' f! I a t i 0/1 s hi II t u P II H I and 

futllre generations: 

I I 
b.Q.~~ ) w h i c han i mat e d 0 u ran c est 0 l'S has bee n pas sed n 11 t a 

ani mat f! U s for 0 u r t j III (! 0 n ear t h; w hen w (' d j (!, 0 \1 )' ] l f e 

force will animate our descendants. 

• / / I / • 
Y.LIi'!L~Q..'!h..!. (the MIlky Way) as Temporal Continuity 

As noted, Dawn is one of the sources of ~~:'<.!._I2.':!.tO.!.H'i 

~i!i':'~_b.£~M as" con t I 11 U 0 U S g e n era t ion a 1 ani mat ion" (F a r P. 1 1 a 

1984:181-182). 'I' he ass 0 cia ti 0 n 0 f Y.!.Ii~{~1~h f ( the M i .1 k y 

Way) with means "Awaits-the-Dawn" 

( C hall tel's A and B) - - I' e fIe c t s the r e cog 11 i t i 0 11 0 f· D awn, 0 n I.! 
.1>' ....... 

of the four cardinal light phenom£:!na, as a powerful life-

giving source. 
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Thp da i .1 ~7 occurrence of D<lwn the Sun ret lIT'ns , 

symbol izes t: h (! con tin u i t Y 0 f tim e and 0 f I i f e . As 

discussed in Chapter Six, each of the cardinal light 

phenomena serves as a guid~ to people's movements and 

activities. Dawn causes people to awaken; "h£! (or she) who 

has walked in it [the Dawn] will enjoy every possession" 

(Wyman 1970a:370). Thus, by rising early, by "walking in 

the Dawn," one is assured of attaining possessions. 

Prayers and offerings ensure this prosperity. 

I nit s d e pic t ion a s the w hit e cor n mea 1 s P I' i 11 k 1 e d 

b Y F j J' S tWo man ass h e s a .1 cI her m 0 r n i n g p r H y f! I' S (r. han t (! J' II), 

becomes a metaphor for reverence tow<ll'd the 

Dawn. C(!r(!monia.1s end with the DawlI p ray (' J' S ; hy 

visualizing' the Milky Way as the corn meal used ill these 

• II I I 
P l' a y t! r s, Y.L1i~L~9..~h..:!. s e r v e s a s a vis 1I a 1 I' e nli n d f! r t (l P l' iJ Y t 0 

•. I I I 

this source of ~~':'~_I2.€!.G'.h.~i_Q.i1i':'~_1.:!.Q.~h.2. 

~~,:,~_!!!!gh{l_'pj~~.§ __ ILcU!..h..i is th eke yeo nee p tin the 

Navajo \\1orlcl view. Various scholars have approached the 

analysis of this term in many ways, and each has 

contributed another piece to the puzzle of understanding 

its meaning. 

The complexity and many-faceted 

/ I ~ 

nature of S'1 ' <l -C--

rr.!!g,!l!!!'_Q.!.1i':'~_!lQ.~h2 make this concept an appropriate subject 

for allegorization. The Const£dl<ltions, particu.liH'ly in 

cultures which traditionally had no written language, carry 

a he a vie r s y m b 0 1 i c loa d t han ina c: u ] t U J' e wit. h w r 1 1. ten 
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By being universally accessible (by virtue of their 

vis .i b i .1 j t y ). t 11 e G (J n s t f! .1 ] a t .i 0 n sse I' v e a san a p p r (J prj a t (! 

vehicle for the expression of this dominant symbol with its 

layers of meaning. 

FareJla (lnS4:92) point.s out that. ~~:'~ __ Il.W.L~.i 

can be understood symbolically and 

metaphorically at milch deeper levels than mere litp.ra] 

translation: not only does this phrase refer to a 

radiantly beautiful Y (Ill nee 0 up 1 (! , the source of al.1 

creativity (1984:85-86) but it also means sexual fluids, 

sheep, kinship, and safety (1984:92). 

Similarly, the Constellations have far more levels 

o fine it II .i 11 t! t han m (! reI y t II (.. con c ret. e f j g \I r (! S I' e pre sen ted b y 

a literal translation of the i l' n am e s . The two 

(Ursa Major and CaSSiopeia) embody the meaning of the 

a place of security, warmt.h, and familia] 

closeness, indf!ed, a focus for the continuation of 1 if!! 

itself. At the same time, they represent qualities of 

leadership and responsibility in their role as the leaders 

of all the Constellations. These celestial figures are 

also the Sacred Twins of the Male Shootingway, which, in 

turn, are symbolic both of the Twins themselves and of the 

principle of complementary opposition. . 1 /h / 
12!.._Y..~..2. (tlJP. 

Pleiades) can also be understood on several levels of 

meaning: not only is this Constellation a visual allegory 

depicting inharmony but it is also symbolic of all the 



Con~;tE!lli1tions beca\ls(~ Black God so chose it. 333 
I n the 

I' I' P l' n s f~ n tat i 0 11 I) fag l' i c u 1 t 1I t' e a 11 d hun tin gin the 

I I I I 
Constellations ~!t.~~~~!..~~Q..U (Orion) and Q.~h._h.~~t~~~ii (the 

Ud 1 of Sc:orpi us), the EHl'th Surface Peopl e are remi nded 

not only of the promise of continual food sources but also 

of the respect and proper behavior they must demonstrate in 

order to be assured of this continuation. Wisdom, 

knowledee, guidance, and concentration are emhodJed in the 

Constellation (Corvus the Crow) . 

G e n e r 11. t ion a 1 a n (i t em p 0 r a 1 con tin u i t y are per son i fie d by 
I I 

IAtseletsoh ---------- (the 

(the MJlky Way). 

front 

Adlterenc:p to 

part of and 

the valups emlJOci jell by the 

Constellations enSlires the r.ontinuution of life, as do the 

complementary oppositions encoded ill the entjt les of the 

cardinal directions and light phenomena. The cardinal 

phenomena, which first appear to be associated primarily 

with the punctuation and use of time, can also be 

understood on more abstract levels. In the story of 

creation, night and day refer not only to temporal 

difference but also to the abstract phenomena of differenCE! 

(Farella 1984:102). As Farella (1984:103) points out, it 

is through the creation of oppos.it.ions that. thf~ abstrnet 

phenomena of difference will continue and the complexity of 

the universe wil] increase, which, in turn, results In tI,e 

assurance of "things not coming to an end." These sets of 
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oppositions--male and femalE!, n.ight Cind day, birth Cind 

death--are what generate differences, assuring that other 

differences will be created in the future, ultimately 

resulting in the assurance of life's continuation. 

--- -------- ---------------------



CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSIONS 
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Navajo sandpaintings of Constellations are both a 

symholic system which communicates a coherent cultural 

ideology !!!H! a system of knowledge which possesses 

intracultural variation and homogeneity. The purposo of 

sandpaintings is to heal which occurs through precise 

replication of form and procedure. As a cultural 

instrument for bringing about such specific results, 

ideology: are a visual embodiment of sandpaintings 

sandpaintings powerfully condense and communicate a 

Yf't ceremollial culturally distinctive world view. 

knowledge resides in the minds and hearts of individuals 

whose interpretations of depictions and meanings are shaped 

by their own unique experiences. The fact that variation 

manifests itself in the visual representations and 

associated meanings of Constellations is a result of 

universal patterns in perception and of the cultural 

significance of these forms. 

This dissertation is part of the recent convergence 

in cognitive and symbolic approaches. To examine Navajo 

astronomy purely from a straightforward ethnosemantic 

account, a componential analysis of stars, chanters who 

know about the stars, uses of the stars, and so forth waul d 

be to lose sight of the interconnections, of what stars 
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truly m!!~ to the Navajo and how these meanings can vary 

with context. Ynt t.o present. an account that is 

traditionally symbolic would be to lose sight of the fact 

that this !! a system of knowledge although it is indexed 

by visual forms rather than by linguistic labels. The fact 

that these are visual forms might lead one to attempt a 

traditional symbolic analysis. Yet, in this case, visual 

forms speak as clearly as words. 

As Van Esterik (1985:222) points out, in her 

cognitive analysis of Ban Chiang (Thai) pottery, "Both 

recognition and imitation imply that design is an organized 

system of knowledge" which necessitates "the need to 

abstract a cognjtive systnm, a system of knowledge and 

belief that underlies behavior." She argues for a 

cognitive theory of design production which looks at 

possible theories that artists might construct for creating 

and interpreting their artistic behavior. In this way such 

issues can be addressed as the range of acceptability of 

designs and the source of variation in designs. 

Although Navajo sandpaintings differ from Ban 

Chiang pottery because sandpaintings are an instrumental 

form while the latter lie at the aesthetic end of the 

continuum, to borrow Maquet's distinction, one objective of 

this dissertation coincides with Van Esterik's intent of 

suggesting ways that a study of visual forms can further 

our understanding of human cognitive processes. Thus, I 
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suggest way~ to link the process of visual representation 

to broader issues in cognitive studies, particularly in the 

area of variation. 

Cognitive anthropologists have increasingly focused 

on intracultural variation and the problem of describing 

culture as something shared withjn the context of this 

variation (Garro 1986:352). Wallace's (1970) "organization 

of djversjty" theory addresses thjs issue. People do not 

need to share precisely the same view of the world. 

Instead, sharing conceptual knowledge at a general level 

leads to actions that are mutually pr~dictable. Such 

var j a,t ion is beneficjal because jt encourages the 

develupment of far greater complexity than would be posible 

if each culture member had to know the entire sys1em of 

knowledge. I have shown in this dissertation how this 

applies to the complexity of the Navajo ceremonjal system. 

No one chanter knows every chant with its entire repertoire 

of sandpajntings, prayers, and other ceremonial procedures; 

such specialization has led to an incredibly complex 

ceremonial system. 

Garro (1986:353), in her study of intracultural 

varjation in folk medical knowledge among Tarascan 

(Mexican) curers and noncurers, makes the point that 

variation in cultural knowledge is patterned rather than 

random. The single system of beliefs common to both groups 

is explained in terms of culture learning. Curers and 



older people share more knowledge about illness because3~' 

their greater experience with illness. 

This dissertation differs from Garro's work by 

being based on interviews with curers alone. I build on 

Garro's work by presenting another model of patterning in 

variation in cultural knowledge. Variation in depiction of 

Constellations exists because visual perception and the 

expression of that perception is, to some degre~ 

id.iosyncrat.ic. While ideology is shared, the visual 

expression of that ideology is subject to individual 

interpretation. In the interpretation of Constf!lJatioll 

meaning, this patterning is determined by chantway 

spec:ia.lizHtion. 

Anot.her cognitive study of varjaUon and 

homogeneity in cultural knowledge which this dissertation 

draws from is Dougherty and Keller's (1985) "taskonomy" 

approach to knowledge structures. They (1985:161) argue 

for a cognitive rather than a linguistic emphasis which 

builds upon ethnoscientific research but establishes a new 

focus on conceptualization rather than on language. In 

this way, they account for the productivity evident in 

human behavior which, in their case, 

of blacksmithing. 

involves the process 

This dissertation has much in common with the 

studies of Van Esterik 

(1985) by addressing 

(1985) and Dougherty and Keller 

the issue of variation from a 
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cognitive rat.llf~r t.han linguiRtic emphttsis. Dougherty and 

Keller (1985:165) characterize knowledge structures as 

"constellations of conceptual units arising in response to 

a task at hand." In a broad sense, the "task at hand" 

which organizes the interpretation of meaning of Navajo 

Constellations is the chanter's specialization. 

I build upon the work of Dougherty and Keller 

(1985) by stressing the contextual nature of 

interpretat.ion. They (1985:170) make the point that 

"labeled concepts do not provide [an] ... acontextual 

background system;" if "meaning" were substitut.ed for 

"labeled concepts," this principle could be said to 

charac:teri7.(! Navajo Constellations ClH WE!ll. The meaningR 

of these Constellations have been shown to vary with 

chantway context: the two (Ursa Major and 

Cassiopeia) can be the bows of the Sacred Twins or a Navajo 

hQgh!n depending upon n Male Shootingway or a Blessingway 

context. 

The issue of variation and consensus is also of 

concern to symbolic anthropology: this dissertation draws 

from the work of Roberts (1982), Fernandez (1965), and 

Stromberg (1981). Roberts (1982) focuses on the process of 

symbolization in his account of 19th century comets as 

perceived by the Tabway of Zaire. He concludes that 

because no single interpretation through time cClJ,tures the 

apprehension of all people at all times, the symbol of 
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transition and transformation--the comet--must be 

multireferential. The comet was made the subject of 

allegory so that the multiplicity of interpretive levels 

allows narrators and audience to reflect upon social 

analogies represented by this ephemeral phenomena. 

In a similar manner, the celestial Constellations 

of the Navajo are multireferential in their expression of 

various aspects of qualities of harmony, balance, and order 

embodied by the phrase ~%~~h_rr~gh'i __ Qi~~~_h{~hi, a phrase 

so rich in complexity of meaning that it requires a 

multiplicity of interpretive levels as well. 

I draw from the work of Fernandez (1965) and 

Stromberg (1981) in interpreting the nature of consensus 

an cl va ria t ion inC 0 n s tell at .1 0 n de pic t ion and m I! a 1I.i n e . 

Fernandez (1965:912) demonstrated that a lack of consensus 

on the "ideological level of ... interpretations of symbols" 

can be overcome through a social level of ritual 

interaction. Stromberg (1981) went beyond Pernandez's work 

by seeking consensus outside of the solidarity generated by 

collective ritual. Whil e Stromberg's church members 

disagreed on the meaning of individual symbols, they agreed 

on the m~~rrirrg[Y!rr~!~, that is, that the significance of 

the symbols lies in the importance of "inner-worldly" 

activism. 

I build on Stromberg's and Fernandez's work by 

examining: 1. )the nature of variation in Constellation 
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depiction and meaning, 2. )consensus reached through ritual 

interaction ( i . e . , sandpainting rituals which involve 

sandpaintings depicting the Constellations), and 

3. ) consensus l'eached through fundamental structural 

consensus or common framework through which chanters relate 

the Constellations to their chant specialty. 

In examining the nature of var.iation in 

Constellation depiction and meaning, I show that the 

concept of "variation" is culturally determined. Because 

accuracy ensures efficacy in sandpainting depiction, 

variation is not culturally acceptable. _ Variants arising 

from different teachers is not considered to be variation 

if they are effective at curing. Chantway performances are 

qualified with, "This is the way my teacher taught me." 

Because the teacher's performances have been successful at 

curing, the same performance, when handed down to his 

apprentice, will also be successful. The faith inspired by 

precedence is a necessary component of the curing process. 

Several factors are at work to produce "variation." 

A degree of variation is inevitable in the oral 

transmission process. Infrequent performance of 

sandpaintings which contain Constellations works against 

absolute replication of form. Another factor is the nature 

of the images: other visual components are far more 

distinctive in color and form than the relativeJy visually 

monotonous white dots and crosses against the black field 
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It seems reasonable to assume that other 

visual componen t s - -. the four sacred plants, key 

supel'naturals, directional color symbolism, and other 

features--would be easier to remember because these 

components display far greater distinctiveness in form and 

color. 

The major factor, however, affecting the precision 

with which the Constellations are depicted remains the 

cultural significance of celestial Constellations. 

Relative to other features, Constellation knowledge is not 

a significant part of chantway stories. Matthews (1897:50) 

commented on this variation in myth: "The narrators 

sometimes acknowledge that they had forgotten episodes 

which others had remembered and detailed. The learned old 

shaman, Hatali Nez, forgot to tell how the stars were made; 

while a younger and less erudite person, Jake the 

silversmith, related a fair version of this episode ... " 

Haile (1947c:5) observed that starlore is not 

prominently mentioned in the legends (except, of COllse, for 

the Big Starway). Constellations do not occupy the same 

central role played by such key supernaturals as Changing 

Woman; Wyman (1970a:40) does not mention the creation of 

specific Constellations as a major mythic motif of 

Blessingway. Thus, the level at which variation exists is 

not disruptive of the symbolic-ceremonial system. 

As in the work of Fernandez (1965) and Stromberg 
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(1981), a fundamental internal consistency underlies this 

variation. First, chanters, consultants, and ethnohistoric 

sources agreed on the identification of the eight major 

Constellations and on their sacredness. A remarkable 

degree of consistency exists in the manner in which each 

chanter projected key symbols--whose identity were agreed 

upon--onto the Constellations. Chanters chose key symbols 

from their chant specialties to project onto the 

Constellations. Black God, who may appear in the Nightway, 
I / 

wears Q!!l~h~ (the Pleiades) on his temple; it is not 

surprising that the two Nightway chanters in this study 

would provide the most extensive interpretations of this 

Constellation. Three different chanters provided three 

different interpretations of the 

to one of his chant specialties. Because Constellations 

are not key symbols themselves but rather are vehicles for 

the expression of the key SymbOl--§.~~!!_!!!!gh£!_£!~~~_hQ~hi--

these interpretations are not in conflict. Instead, 

through ceremonial specialization, greater symbolic 

elaboration becomes possible so that the same set of 

phenomena serves as a vehicle for many meanings. 

A shared ideological orientation manifests itself 

in other cognitive and symbolic similarites among the 

accounts of these consultants. There is the tendency to 

label the Constellations in terms of the human figure with 

the constituent stars identified as body parts, a tendency 
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which appears to reflect the Navajo emphasis on curing. 

And ther!"! is the symholic ordering so characteristic of 

Navajo thought that we see projected onto the way in which 

they perceive the heavens. 

I have chosen to title this dissertation "Power 

Through Order" because the purpose of sandpaintings is the 

ritual restoration of order and balance. Healing power 

proceeds from this restoration of order and harmony; the 

patient is returned to a state of health and harmony as he 

o~ she is realigned with this universal order and balance. 

The depiction and interpretat.ion of the 

Constellations reflects this underlying emphasis on the 

reestahlishment of order and balance expressed by the 

ph r a s e ~%':'!L!!~g!!£l_hl!s.,:,~_!!Q~!!i. Can s e 11 sus ex i s t s not 0 n I y 

at the level of ritual behavior (as in the work of 

Fernandez 1965) and fundamental structural consensus (as in 

the work of Stromberg 1981) but also at the level of this 

phrase. Such an underlying consensus permits variution at 

the level of individual interpretation of Constellation 

meaning and depiction without disturbing the coherence of 

the Navajo world view. 

Navajo philosophy is based on the principle that 

each half is needed to balance the other. This is 

jllustrated by the fact that Blessingway, the one 

ceremonial which "in theory should be concerned only with 

good" still includes Coyote, "the prime exponent of 
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Wyman (1970a:42) feels that 

COyOt.E! may be included so that Blessingway"will have its 

modicum of an opposite quality in order to fulfill another 

important and all-embracing Navajo theory, namely that to 

achieve harmony or balance in the universe it must be an 

all-inclusive unity containing both good and evil as 

complementary components." 

Male and female qualjt.ies, while not good and evjl, 

are still opposite qualities which reflect this emphasis on 

complementary opposition. Thus we see the attribut.jon of 

male and female qualities to Constellations. What is 

significant here is not that specific Constellations are 

male while others are female, but rather that an underlying 

prjncjple is operating to assure that both male and femille 

are present. One is not better than the other because each 

is incomplete without the other. Order and balance can 

only be restored through the presence of both. By 

acknowledging that all things have male and female 

counterparts we recognize not only the essential 

orderliness of the universe but also the basis for the 

ongoing process that is life itself. 
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Research consisted of three overlapping phases: 

1. )thEl collection 

material. 2.)the 

and analysis 

collection of 

of a corpus 

ethnographic 

of visual 

intervip.ws 

centering on the visual material and guided by a series of 

questionnaires with Navajo consultants in the field, and 

3. )the analysis and interpretation of the fieldwork. 

There are ten major collections of sandpainting 

reproductions which contain from 40 to over 500 paintings 

each. Table 7 gives the number and distribution in these 

collections of paintings used in this dissertation from the 

8lessingway rites and from 

chantways. 

the Holyway and Evilway 

Wyman (1983:276) cites the following difficulties 

in determining how many different designs· exist in each 

collection: in addition to completed designs which are 

obviously distinct, each collection has duplicates of 

paintings in other collections; duplicates made to improve 

crude original sketches which appear in the same 

collection: reproductions of small drypaintings used for 

other purposes than the sandpainting ceremony (e.g., the 

sweat-emetic, bath, or prayer ceremonies); sketches of 

prayer sticks, big hoop ceremony trails, bundle properties, 

or designs for body painting; diagrams of the layout of 

ceremonial articles and personnel in the hQgh~n in specific 

II 
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ceremonials; and unfinished sketches of single symbols or 

figures. Wyman addresses t.his problem by enumerating only 

the complete or nearly complete representations of designs 

used in actual sandpaint.ing ceremonies or drypaintings used 

in Blessingway rites. 

The collection housed in the Wheelwright Museum of 

the American Indian in Santa Fe is by far the largest. 

This collection is comprised of reproductions made by Franc 

J. Newcomb and those collected by Laura A. Armer, Mary C. 

Wheelwright (founder of the museum), and items from other 

sources. 

The John Frederick Huckel collection is housed in 

Colorado Springs at the Taylor Museum. In 1971 Wyman 

published a catalogue of this collHction. 

The Wetherill collection, assembled Louisa Wade 

Wetherill, is in the Museum of Northern Arizona. Most of 

these were made for her by Yellow Singer (Sam Chief) while 

others were painted in standard style by Clyde A. Colville 

of Kayenta, Arizona. Wyman (1952) published a catalogue of 

this collection, with descriptions, discussions, and 

illustrations of all the different designs. 

The Museum of Northern Arizona also houses Father 

Berard Haile's collection and the Reichard collection which 

consists primarily of paintings by Franc Newcomb which are 

either copies of her work in other collections or slightly 

different versions of them. Gladys Reichard was 

- - ----------------------------------------------
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instrumental in obtaining some paintings made by Franc 

Newcomb for Professor ~ush; these reproductions, many of 

which were published in Newcomb and Reichard (1975) are now 

in the Bush Collection of Religion and Culture, Department 

of Religion, Columbia University. The Oakes collection, 

named for Maud Oakes who made these paintings, is located 

primarily in the Wheelwright collection. Wyman (1970b) 

published the Mrs. Charles D. Walcott collection which is 

housed in the U.S. National Museum. The collection in the 

Arizona State Museum contains paintings made primarily by 

Laura A. Armer or copies by Margaret Schev!ll Link. The 

Franc J. Newcomb collection is in the process of being 

catalogued by Caroline Olin of Santa Fe. 

Also located in the Musellm of Northern Arizona js 

the Wyman Drypainting File which contains 1469 cards, one 

for each of the reproductions of drypaintings in all the 

important collections except for the Newcomb collection. 

Each card is six by nine inches and has on it a five-by-

seven black and white photograph of the painting and the 

following information: card number; ceremonial; the name 

of the design, either a rendering of the Navajo name or a 

descriptive title; the collection which contains the 

reproduction and the number in the collection; the Navajo 

chanter who drew the design; his home or the locality where 

the painting was collected; the collector; date; data 

concerning the use or circumstances under which the 
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composition; description of the 

design; bibliographic references to published illustrations 

and/or descriptions of this design; comparisons with other 

designs in the file; and other information from the 

collectors' notes or from publications. 

Because the paintings which contain celestial 

constellations are so few in number relative to the entire 

number of sandpainting designs, I began by identifying 

those designs through the Wyman file. I chose to 

photograph the collections from the Wheelwright Museum and 

from the Museum of Northern Arizona because these two 

locations house the greatest number of sandpaintings which 

contain celestial constellations. Many of the paintings of 

thE! Bush Collection are published in Nnwc:omb and Reich"lrd 

(1975) ; from this book I photographed the appropriate 

paintings. I studied the paintings from the Oakes 

Collection which were not at the Wheelwright in Wyman 

(1957). I went through the Smithsonian Institution 

National Anthropological Archives (the Walcott Collection) 

in Washington, D.C. and ordered black and white photographs 

of the paintings containing constellations (A color version 

of one of these was on exhibit, and I was able to 

photograph it.) 

In Jul y, 1983; October, 1984; and .January, 1985 I 

studied the Wyman Drypainting File and photographed the 

appropriate paintings in the collections at the Museum of 
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In Decembel', 1983; June, 1984; October, 

1984; Jalluary, 1985; and February, 1986 I spent. a total of 

three weeks photographing the reproductions at the 

Wheelwright Museum in Santa Fe. As explained in Chapter 

Four, because of a concern that chanters might be unwilling 

to discuss the constellations, I photographed, in addition 

to paintings containing constellations, paintings 

containing images of the sun, moon, and solar-related 

features such as rainbows. I collected a total of 500 

slides and 500 prints from these sandpainting 

reproductions. I studied the documentation of these 

reproductions as well as the stories and ritual behavior 

that accompany the chantways to which the groups of 

sHndpaintings belong. 

Phase Two began with a preliminary trip in 

September, 1983 to Navajo Community College to speak with 

Consultant G, a woman in her 30's who comes from a family 

of chanters and was then on the staff of the college. Her 

degree of expertise derives from many years of attending 

ceremonies and of asking specific questions about the 

constellations. Her special interest in Navajo astronomy 

has led her to collect stories and lore in this area. 

Speaking with her helped me to assess the feasibility of my 

study as well as supplying valuable background information. 

She graciously gave me access to her files on Navajo 

astronomy which helped me to formulate my research 
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questionnaire. 

By April, 1985, I was ready to begin interviewing 

consultants. Harry Walters, Director of the Ned Hatathli 

Museum at Navajo Community College, Tsaile, Arizona was 

most helpful in serving as a consultant and translator. 

His years of experience in the interpretation of Navajo 

culture as well as his considerable cultural knowledge--he 

comes from a family of chanters and actively participates 

in ceremonials--proved invaluable to my own understandillg 

and interpretation. In April, 1985; July, 1985; October, 

1985; October, 1986; and November, 1986, I spent a total of 

one and a half weeks with Harry Walters conducting 

increasingly open-ended interviews. Through his 

suggestions and guidance 1 was able to assess the 

appropriateness of my interview questions. 

I chose to break up my interviews with consultants 

so that I would conduct an interview and then months later 

conduct a second interview. These interviews, as can be 

seen from the accompanying questionnaires, were very 

intense sessions lasting approximately four to six hours. 

I found the intervening time to be essential in the 

formulation of my ideas which I then was able to check with 

chanters on future interviews. 

Consultant H, who lives in Tsaile and is the son of 

Chanter B (He is learning the Male Shootingway from his 

father), has attended many ceremonies at which he sings and 
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assists with the creation of sandpaintings. Consultant H 

acted as transl~tor in my interviews with his father and 

with Chanter D as well as serving as a consultant in his 

own right. I spent a total of one week in July, 1985; 

January, 1986; April, 1986, and September, 1986 

interviewing Consultant H. 

With Chanter A, from Lukachukai, I spent a total of 

one and a half weeks in July, 1985; October, 1985; April. 

1986; and November. 1986. While most of this time was 

spent in interviewing. this period also included a few days 

at a Male Shootingway ceremonial conducted for Chanter A by 

Chanter B. 

I spent a total of one and a half weeks with 

Chanter B who is from Pinon in July. 1985; January. 1986; 

April, 1986; and September, 1986. In addition t.o 

interviews, this time included two ceremonials: a Nightway 

ceremonial conducted by Chanter D and the Male Shootingway 

in April. 1986 conducted by Chanter B. 

With Chanter C, from Rough Rock, I spent a total of 

two days in June, 1984 and April, 1985. I spent a total of 

four days with Chanter D: three of these were at the 

Nightway he conducted in January, 1986 and one day was 

spent interviewing him at this home in Ganado in April, 

1986. I spent a total of two days interviewing Chanter E 

at Navajo Community College, Tsaile in April, 1985 and 

November. 1986. With Chanter F I spent one day in April. 
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star-gazer A is from Lukachukai and spent three 

hOlll's with me one night in January, 1986 sharing his 

knowledge; Harry Walters served as translator. Figure 63 

is a map of the Navajo reservation on which I have located 

those areas in which fieldwork was conducted. 

Through discussions with Harry Walters, as well as 

through the responses of chanters to my questions, I 

refined my interview format from Questionnaire One to 

Questionnaire Two wjth a series of questionnaires in 

between. Finally, the interviews took on a much more open-

ended format in which the chanter simply talked about the 

constellations and their significance as well as drawing 

diagrams of their relative positions. As desc:ribed in 

Chapter Four, the first questionnaires were structured 

toward a design analysis. In the process of successive 

interviews, I realized that because such a degree of 

meaning is tied up in context, sandpainting images cannot 

be divided into components without a considerable loss of 

meaning; at th1s poi"nt I realized that a design analysis 

was not the most appropriate method through which to 

analyze sandpaintings. The responses of the Navajo 

consultants with whom I worked further convinced me that a 

design analysis approach was imposing an alien analytical 

framework. They obviously did not segment the paintings in 

this manner. Understanding the underlying philosophy and 

meaning behind each painting in its entirety became a 
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h.iglJ(~)' pdority at this point because this was what the 

chanters wanted to share with me: this was the cultural 

significance of these paintings. I also realized that 

chanters were willing to share celestial knowledge with me, 

an entire area which had not been investigated 

systematically in the literature with regard to the 

sandpaintings as a domain of knowledge. The ways in which 

visual forms index a system of cultural knowledge--that is, 

knowledge about the heavens--and reflect an underlying 

world view became more clear as the chanters answered my 

questions. Thus, what began as a study of analytical 

particulars, a very non-Navajo way of viewing sandpaintillgs 

as a collection of optional and necessary visual 

components, gave way to a study of how visual forms, rich 

in referential meaning as well as laden with emotional and 

intellectual significance, can index a system of cultural 

knowledge. 
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areas where fieldwork was conducted. (After 
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TABLE SEVEN. SOURCES FOR REPRODUCTIONS OF DRYPAINTINGS USED IN THIS DISSERTATION 
(Some paintings belong in more than one category.) 

Ceremonials Wheelwright 

Blessingway 3 
Hailway 2 

Waterway 1 

Male Shootingway 3 
Big Starway 6 

Nightway 1 

Plumeway 
Hand 
Tremb lingway 2 

Beadway 1 

Earthway 1 

Divinationway 1 

Wyman Dry
painting File 
Museum of 
Northern 
Arizona Walcott 

1 

11 2 

1 

Special 
Collections 
University 
of 
Arizona 

2 

Arizona Drawn 
State by 
Museum Chanters 

2 4 

I 

~ 
c.n 
0\ 



QUESTIONNAIRE #1 

Color 

Shape 

Questionnaire on the Depiction of Astronomical Features in Navaio 
Sandpaintings 

These questions are part of a survey on the way Navajos perceive 
and depict the heavens in their sandpaintings. Please answer only 
if you want to. (This questionnaire is to be used in conjunction 
with visual material.) 
I. SUN 

1. What is the meaning of the white Sun in WPR? 

2. Can you think of any other instances of a non-blue Sun? WIlY? 

3. Why does the Sun have these different shapes? 

4. Is one shape more powerful than the others? 

5. Do all chants have a Sun sandpainting? Function? When is it 
created? 

6. Pl3BH9 Why are the rainbow bars not outside the Sun? 

Is Pollen Boy the same as the Sun-bearer? What effect does it 
have for him to be on the Sun's face? More powerful image? 

7. Pl6AH7 Do the feathers represent medicine bundles in feather 
forms or knives? 

Why are the rainbows not continuous? 

Is the Sun depicted in other chants like this? 

8. P2H5 What is a Sun rattle? How is it related to an eclipse? 

What is the meaning of the red, black-tipped feathers? (Heat?) 

What do the colored rays mean? 

Position 9. Is the Sun more important in one of these two sandpaintings? 

Does the Sun always occupy the central or eastern position? 
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Is the central position (and the eastern position) a place of honor 

10. What is the name or main subject of each sandpainting: 
P2H9 Plate XVIII 

11. Could Plate XVIII have other guardian figures? If so, what? 

Size 12. Is the smaller Sun less important than the bigger Sun? 

13. What is the name or main subject of each sandpainting: 
P4H17 P6Hl 

14. P4H17 Why does the Sun have no rays? 

Why no horns? (Because He is the guardian?) 

15. Do position and function (role) then determine form? 

What is the least and most important: shape, size, color? 

What do you look at first in a sandpainting? 

16. P4H17, P6Nl: Does the Sun ever take this form in other sandpaintins 

Are either of these a "Sun sandpainting"? 

Attributes 17. PlSI6, '6A, '6B: Are these three sandpaintings interchangeable? 

If so, then why are there differences? Snakes in different 
directions? Constellations in night sky? Rain bars at top and 
bottom? Birds? 
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Eclipses 

19.PlSAH18, H19B What is the connection between rattles and eclipses? 
Tell me about the rattles on the end of the Sun's rays. 

When Sun's daughter (=Turquoise Girl=White Shell Girl=Grandchild of 
Darkness) calls Sun's horse every morning, she.uses a~attle--is this 
the same rattle? 

Does the Moon have rattles? 

Tell me about the Sun and Moon drawing water at morning, noon, evening 
and night. 

20. Are PlSAH18, Plate XI, and four xeroxed sandpaintings (SC-76, BSC-49, 
SC-81, SC-82) interchangeable? Why are there variants? 

Can the Moon eclipse painting (SC-82) only be done for a woman? 
Is there a Sun eclipse painting for a woman? 

\~hat if there's a lunar eclipse and the patient is male? 

Are there more eclipse paintings? In what chantways? 



Why would you choose to make an eclipse painting? Eclipse at 
time of diagnosis? Eclipse as cause of illness? 

21. What causes an eclipse? Is a solar eclipse more dangerous 
than a lunar eclipse? What are the results of an eclipse? 
Are the results the same for solar and lunar eclipses? 

22. What arc the essential features of an eclipse sandpainting? 
(What cannot be left out?) Do all chanters know at least one 
eclipse painting? 

SOLAR-RELATED FEATURES 
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23. P17H3 Tell me about the aurora. Is that what is depicted here? 
("the solar wheel ... the radiating light of star to every point 
on the compass") 

24. SC-62At the north is the black sky with fringes of the Northern 
Lights. Please explain. Is this correct for a sacred sandpaint
ing or only for a comm~rcial sandpainting? 

25. Pl7H2 Here the colors around the star are white=light/red=strcngth 
blue,yellow,red-aurora. Why is the aurora depicted differently he 

What is the meaning of the stars encircled in rainbows ending in 
arrows '! 

The bars of rainbow are described as the power or "strength" or 
the means by which the Big Flies attain the world above the sky 
(the World of the Stars). Please describe the World of the 
Stars above the sky. 

26. P21l0 All figures (Rain Boy and Ripener Girl) hold sun-rays in 
their hands. Do they always carry sun-rays? 



What 1S the Navajo word for sun-ray? 361 

What is the difference between sun-ray and sunbeam? (light ray 
emerging from a cloud when seen behind a cloud/alternating dark rays 
between the light beams) 

27. Pl3CH8 The half circles over the buffalo are the sunbeams which 
Pollen Boy throw~ver them in order to catch them. Please explain 
the properties of sunbeams . 

. I 

28.Pl4HS Sunray and Sunset Girls with rainbow (east), sunray (south). 
sundogs (l'lest), black and white rain (north). How can you tell the 
difference between sunrays, sunbeams, and sundogs? 



Photograph Number 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 
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SOLAR PHENOMENA 

Navajo Name How Depicted in Sandpaintin 



363 
I I. MOON 

1. PlH13 Tell me about the "twelve men who never die." (Represented as 
yellow points from the tail)here and in Pl9M4 as the four human figures) 

What is the relationship between the four gods who hold up the s!:y and 
the seasons and months? (The four gods are in Pl9~4). 

!Vhat are the"seed-baskets of the Heavens?" (11113) 

2. P20N? Why is the moon here a crescent? (Anglocized version?) 

3. CWC-Il Explain the new moon, old moon, dark of moon, full moon. Are 
there any other sandpaintings in which th~ appear? Why here? (Anything 
to do with the relationship of the Chiricahua Windway to the Navajo 
!Vindway? What is the relationship?) 

4. I've heard that the curved marks in the snake markings represent 
changes (phases) of the moon. Is this true? What do the following 
marks mean? 

- - - --
111,· .... i7i'i i"i7i 

1\ 1\ CJ c:; r:J CJ 

()() f\ " " A 1\ 

()() 
()( ) 

(H) ()( ) 1\ 

(X> 
3 I> c d e 

Fig. 1. S""h, MJrltin;:' 



II 1. STARS 364 
'::olor 1. 'P8.U6, 1115 Why are these stars different colors? 

summer when night are not really black?) 
(blue for spring and 

What does a difference in color mean in a sandpainting? (what an object 
is made from/direction from which it came/something of the power it 
carries) 

ihape 2.P22H2 Why are there two different shapes of stars? 

3.P22H2, P8Nb, P8Nl2 Why are these stars different shapes? 

What determines the shape a star takes? (Position? Importance?) 

4. P8N6 Tell me about "Spirit Rays" shooting out from the five-pointed star. 

5. P8Hl2 Are all stars evil? 

Tell me about the Evil Black Star. 

Do stars hclp in curing? How? 

Position 6.P8H16 Are the stars by the Moon and by the Sun more important than the 
others because of their position? If so, is it because they are in the 
north and south or because they arc closer to the Sun and Moon? 

Is the blue star more important then the Sun? 

Is the shape of these stars determined by their position or function? 



Explain the difference between P8H16 and PC-6l. 

Why does PC-6l have diamond-shaped stars on the body of Father Sky? 
Is this unusual? 

Size 7. P8#7 Is the big star more important than the smaller ones? 

Is this because of position or size (or color)? 

Rank these items in order of importance: shape, size, color. 

What tells you the most about a sandpainting when you first see it? 
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.\ttributes8.P13#2, P13#8, P13CH What is the difference between these three sand
paintings? Are they interchangeable? 

What determines which one to use? 

Why use a Big Star sandpainting in a Plumeway ceremonial? (acknowledgemc 
of a star-gazing diagnosis) 



· k' 1 ? I h k' 366 9. Is p1n an 1mportant co or s t e pin star most 1mportant because of 
its ~entral position or its color; or are all these stars equally importan~ 

What do the feathers on the stars mean? Is this common? 

What it the effect of the rainbows on the stars? 

10. P13H2 Why is the black star in the center? 

11. PBH6 Why are the stars guardians? Do they have a positive meaning? 

Star People 
12. PBH14 How can a star painting combine star influence with a pollen blessing: 

Are the stars good or bad? 

What is the relationship between the star people, the star homes, and the 
bars of the four colors (stone pillars which reached the sky--arc these 
the pillars that hold up the sky?)? 

13. PBNlS Why is the rainbow armed (militant)? 

Are star people warriors? Is this the only role they have? 

Are they also peaceful? Do they cure? 

Tell me about the sunspots guarding the entrance. 

~-~--~--~----~---~~--------------------------------------~- ~--



COMET 367 
14. Nhen would you put a comet in a sandpainting (Evilway)? Can it be useu 

for any chantway that can be done according to Evilway? What chants? 

Nhat color would it be? Ho\~ would you draw a sandpainting for a comet? 

CONSTELLATI ONS 
Variation in Shape of Night Sky 

lS.P4N3,MS 22-16-7, MS 63-33-23, P41t3A, MS 34-2-9, Plate XVIII. P4/tll, P4CN9 
Nhy are there different shapes of the Night Sky? (Seasons. male or female 
patient, if recently used by either chanter or patient?) 

a 

! \ 

7 '\ 
c 

Nhy are there other differences in these paintings? 

Do all contain the same constellations? 
Nhat are the constellations for Shooting Chant? Where are they mentioned-
song, prayer, story, other? 



STAR MAPS 
16.P8#16, PINlS, P4N4, P4N4A, P2H16A, P8BN14, MS 33-3-18 

~hat chwsus(: Night Sky or Father Sky? 

Why? 
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What determines the constellations depicted in Father Sky? Are they the 
same every time Father Sky is depicted or only for Father Sky in Shooting 
Chant? Are the same constellations supposed to be in Father Sky and in 
The Skies, both sandpaintings from the Shooting Chant? 

Tell me about usage for each sandpainting--what determines when to use 
Night Sky rather than Father Sky? What about a star chart, like MS 33-3-l8? 

How would you uraw Father Sky? 

How would you draw the Skies? 

How would you draw any other sandpaintings you know that contain star maps? 

II Do all constellations have an igniter (tl'eel)? 



Navajo Anglo 

CONSTELVATIONS 

Ceremonial 
Significance 

1.N~hook9s bik~iii Ursa Major 
(inclu. 
Pole star) 

Depicted in 
Which Sand
paintings? 

2.N~hook9S ba'fadii Cassiopoea 

3.Gah heet'e'ii 

I I II. 
4.'Atse'cts'oZl 

I I 
5. 'atse'etsoh 

, D'l 'h J ). 1 ye c 

Scorpio's 
tail 
(under Canis 
Major) 

Orion 

Scorpio 

Pleiades Measuring time 
of night in fall 
&winter;Signals 
start of Nightway 
&Ntnway ceremonial 
seasons. 

7.Hastiin Sik'ai'f Corvus 

369 

How Drawn 

---------------------------



Navajo Anglo 

8. YikHsdllht Milky Way 

9.M~'ii Bizq' Canopus? 

IO,S9'tsoh Venus 

1l.Sq"ah6ts'i'! Hyades & 
Aldebaran 

Ceremonial 
Significance 

Depicted in 
Which Sand
paintings? 
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How Drawn? 



IV. UNIVERSE I I 

1. Describe the Sky Shelf (yatat'ah). MS 63-34-7 371 

2. Draw a picture of the Universe. 

3. Tell me about the Sky People (Plate XXII). 
Who are the Sky People: Sun Man (sallie as Sun?), Sun Woman, Sky Man, Sky 
Woman, Summer Man, SUmmer Woman, Water Man, Water Woma~; what about Dawn Boy', 
Anyone else? (Sky Woman=Y~di..thi.l 'Asddfm/ Sky Man=Yadil:hiI Hastiin) 



Navaj 0 

" Ih ' II JO onaa el 

English 

sh~ bi U l .fj iH'chii' 

II II 
sha,ndlln '" 
sha bitl~9ol II 
johonaa'el biU'ool 

nahoogaii 

sQ' hidilyeed 
sq 'yilwo~ 
s9' naalts' id 

deest'jj"iil'ini 
deez'jj' 
deest'jj 

t I 1/ 
n1ttsllU'ool 

nahodeeU ' ii zh 
dzideeU'izh 
da'iU'izh 

I 'I " na tSl ;ld 
nalfts 'hUd 

I " II, d I 
'00 Jee aazts~ I 

jOhonaa'6! daazts~ 

CELESTIAL'TERMS 
(Check preferred terms if synonomous) 

Ceremonial Depicted in How Depicted 
Significance Which Sand

paintings? 

372 



Navajo English 

/ • II /1 II II 'oolJee 'arnll beetheel 

'oolj~~' dah yiit~ 
/I II II 

'ooljee ' nanllb~~z 

'oolj~~'.bee' adin!d!in 

nahootsoii 

I 
y~'Hsh 
yatat'ah 

I yak' aashbnh 
I • 

yanlneel'i! 

y~ Y{yah Niiz{inii 

Ceremonial 
Significance 

Depicted in 
Which sand
painting? 

373 
How Depicted 



Date: 374 
1. Name: 

2. Birthplace: 

3. Present home: 

4. Age: 

S. How much education have you had: 

6. How long have you lived off the reservation? 

Where? 

.. 
7. Have you travelled much off the reservation? 

8. Bilingual? 

9. What chants do you know? 

10. From whom did you learn? 

11. How did you learn? l'/hen did you begin learning? 

12. Do you write and read Navajo? 
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QUESTIONNAIRE #4 
ASTRONO~N IN SANDPAINTINGS QUESTIONNAIRE 

Date of Interview ------- Respondent's Name ______ __ 

My name is Trudy Griffin-Pierce. I am interviewing chanters 
about the constellations and how they draw them in the sandpaint
ings. I am interested in this information because the stars are 
something Anglos look at and wonder about also. I would also 
like to record this information for future Navajo people so that 
it is not lost. I would like to ask you some questions. Your 
participation in this interview is completely voluntary. Your 
answers will be strictly confidential, and your name will not 
be associated with the answers that you give me (unless you tell 
me you want it to be). If there is any information which you 
share with me that you do not want to be published, please tell 
me and I will not make it public. 

Part I: Relaticnships Among the Constellations 

1. Are the four ages of man reflected in the constellations? 
Babyhood 
Adolescence 
Adulthood -----------------------Old Age _______________________ _ 

2. Are constellations paired in male/female pairs? 
Male Female 

3. What constellations go with these directions? 
East Soutrh-----------------------------------------------------
West 
Nortrh--------------------------------

4. What constellations go with what months of the year? 
Yasnilt'ees (Jan.) 
Atsabiyaazh (Feb.)-------------------------
Woozhch'!!d (Mar.) 
T'~~chiI6tApril) ------------------------------------------
T'ntsoh (May) 
Ya'iishjaashchil{ 
Ya'iishjaashtsoh/ 
Bini' ani t';f~atsos 1 

Hini'anit'~~tsoh 
Ghaaj i' (October) 
N!tch' i tsos{ (Nov.) 
N{tch'itsoh(Dec.) ------------------------------------



s. 

Part 
1. 

2. 

3. 

3. 

4. 

s. 

6. 

Are the constellations related~ I / 
Are H~st~in Si~'~i'! and 'Atse'etsoh the parents of Dilyehe 
and 'Atse'ets'ozl? 
Are there any other kin relationships? 

II: Depiction of Constellations in Sandpaintings 
In what chant; is Father Sky used? 
Blessingway HozhQpj! Plumeway 
Hailway ------- Navajo W~i-n~dw--ay-------

Waterway Chiricahua lHndway 
Male Sho-o-:-t .... i-n-g-w-a-y~Na' at' oyee bikil'ii --
Big Starway (Evilway)_______ Handtremblingway 
Beadway Earthway----
Others ----------
Are there any other chants that use sandpaintings with 
constellations? 
When do you decide to use a Father Sky sandpainting? 
Particular illness of patient _____ _ 
(This illness is ) 
ether reasons ---------------------------------------------
How often did you do Father Sky last year? 
In what ceremonials? ----------------
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Does each constellation have a song? __ ~~-r--__ ---T--~~
Do you sing this song each time you put it in a sandpainting? 

Is it true that according to Na'at'oyee bik~'ii (Male Shootingway) 
the eight major constellations were placed? 
Could you tell me this part of the story fo-r-=N-a7i-a-:-t~'-oyee bike'ii? 

Do you draw the constellations the way they look over your head? 

How do you change them? 

Do you add stars to represent their feathers? 

Other features you add? 



." 
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Part III: The Constellations Individually 
1. N'hook2S bik~'ii and NJhook2s ba,fdii 

Were these constellations created first? 
Does their position tell you when to pla~n~t~?--------------
How? -------------------------------------------------

I What do the two Nahookgs represent? ______________________ __ 
The beginning of life? _________ _ 
Leadership? 
The home and homelife? I 

Is there anything else I should know about the two Nahookes? 

2. DilY~h~ (Pleiades) 
What does this constellation represent? 

3. 

--------------------
Was Dilyehe created after the two N~hookgs? 
Why is Dilyehe the cons.tellation on Black G-o'Td" so:--{r·a-c:""e-;?;-------

Is Dilye"h~ a woman carrying a bundle going after her children 
who are playing with bows and arrows? 
Is Dilyehe the black dancers in the E-n-e~m-y:-w-a-y-nC~a-a~n7tn?-
The Seven Hard Flint Boys? ---------
The Seven Sparkling Boys ?...-__ ---,.,.-."...--,-
Was Dilyehe to be the leader of all heavenly beings in the sky? 

What happened that he was not? , 
Is there a "dwarf dog song" in AdzhQQji (Blessingway) that refers 
to the seventh and smallest/s~ar in Dilyehe? ________ __ 
What is the purpose of Dilyehe? 
What is the story that goes witrh~D~i~l-y~~~he? ________ __ 

I I I ,/ 
'Atse' ets' OZl (Orion) I I .I , 

What is the story for 'Atse'ets'ozl? 



4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

Hastiin Sik'a{'{ I I 

What does Hastiin Sik'al'l represent? 
Quaking Grandfather? 
Is there a short form and a long form of this conste}lation? 
(Are more stars sometimes used to draw Hastiin Sik'al'{?) 
What qualities does Hastiin Sik'a{,r have? . 
Wise? 
Outspoken? __ ~~ 
Is this constellation ever used in star-gazing 
What is the story for Hastiin Sik'a{'{? 

I 
'Atse'etsoh (Scorpio, possibly part of Sagittarius) 
Does the Old Age song include a ref~rence to 'Ats6'etsoh? 
What does this song say about 'Atse'etsoh? 

/ Is the cane of 'Atse'etsoh in the stars in the sky or only 
in the sandpaintings? 
Above the digging sti~cr.k~o=r~c~an~e~l'·s~t~l~le~r~e~a~c~l~ir~c~l~e~o~fr-s~t~a~r~s 

that represent a basket of/corn seeds? __________________ ____ 
What is the story for 'Atse'etsoh? 

Gah heet' e ' ii 
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Does Gah heet'e'ii playa major role in Na'at'oyee (Shootingway)? 

In H&zh~9j{ (Blessingway)? 
Is Gah heet'e'ii then ment~io-n-e~d~more often in the prayers and 
songs in these chants? 
What is the story of G-ah~h~e-e~t~l-e~lii? 

. II I I 
Ylkalsdahl I I 

Does YikiHsdahl play a major role in Na' at' oyee and H6zhQpj {? 

Was Yikaisdahf created when First Woman went out to say her 
morning prayers and she ~pr;nkled white corn meal across the 
skies (which b9came Yikalsdah{)? 
Does Yik~1sdahl always come last~i-n--s-on--g-s--an~d-p--r-a-y-e-r-s--wrh~i~l-e-
the two N~hookns always come first? 

• II ~,1: -------------------------Is Ylkalsdahl the 'patron of food'? 
Domesticated food and food from plants? 
Because it i~ made of cornmeal? 
Doe s Y ik at s d ah f me an "Aw a its - t h~e--nD~aw-:'n--;;1I "? --------------------
"Many-United-Together"? 
What is the story of Yik~a~i-sd~ah~1~?---------------------------



8. Ma'ii BizQ' 
How many stars did Ma'ii place in the sky? 
One 
Thr-e-e--
Is MalH Biz2' ever in any sandpaintings? __ _ 
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In Evilway sandpaintings?~~~~ 
What time of year is Ma'ii Bi~gl in the sky? ________________ _ 
What time of night?~~~~~ 
Can you pray to Ma'ii BizQI to protect someone from evil? 
What color is Ma'ii Bizp'? __ 
What else can you tell me abollt Ma' ii Biz'2'? 

9. SQ'ah6ts'i'{ (Pinching Stars) 
Are these stars ever in sandpaintings? ____ __ 
What is the story of S~'ah6ts'i'{? 



APPENDIX TWO 
VERSIONS OF "THE NIGHT SKY" AND "THE SKIES" 

~ o 

~ @ o.:~::. 

~ 
Figure 64. NIGHT SKY, Hailway. I Adapted after a 
painting by Newcomb; Singer T~'aah. Courtesy 
Wheelwright Museum, P2#16A. Identification of 
Constellations by T!,aah. 
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Figure 65. NIGHT SKY, Hai1way. Adapted after 
a painting by Armer. Courtesy Wheelwright 
Museum, P2#16B. 



Figu:e 66. NIG a pal.nting b HT SKY, Hail Courtesy M y Newcomb· s· way. Adapt d useum of Nn' 1nger: T~" e after _rthern A' aah. rl.zona. 
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Figure 67. THE SKIES, Male Shootingway. Adapted 
after a painting by Newcomb; Singer: Blue Eyes. 
Courtesy Wheelwright Museum, P4#11. (Detail 
omitted on cardinal light symbols except night 
in Figures 68-72.) 
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Figure 68. THE SKIES, Male Shootingway. 
Adapted after a painting by Haile. Courtesy 
Special Collections, University of Arizona 
Library. 
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Figure 69. THE SKIES, Male Shootingway~ 
Adapted after a painting by Hastiin Tl'aah, 
Smithsonian Institution. 

---------------------------
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Figure 70. THE SKIES, Male Shootingway. 
Adapted after a painting by Geary. Courtesy 
Museum of Northern Arizona. 



Figure 71. THE SKIES, Male Shootingway. 
Adapted after a painting by Newcomb; Singer: 
Migue1ito. Courtesy Museum of Northern 
Arizona. 
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Figure 72. THE SKIES, Male Shootingway. 
Adapted after a painting by Haile; Singer: 
Gray Man. Courtesy Museum of Northern 
Arizona. 
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