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ABSTRACT 

This study documents the recent commercialization and seculari

zation of a form of religious art by the Navajo Indians of northern 

Arizona and New Mexico. The form, commercial sandpainting, is made of 

pulverized dry materials glued onto a permanent backing. Sacred sand-

paintings are impermanent pictures that attract powerful supernaturals 

who are invoked to cure and to bless. The paintings are intentionally 

destroyed at the end of the ceremony and their use is surrounded by 

supernaturally sanctioned prescriptions. Unlike the sacred form from 

which the decorative art stemmed, commercial sandpaintings are designed 

and made as part of the national Indian arts and crafts market. The 

development of commercial sandpaintings, therefore, involved a shift 

from a sacred to a secular domain and a shift from native use to non-

native consumption. 

The purpose of this work is to understand how and why a group 

of people decided to commercialize a sacred art form said the social and 

artistic repercussions of intentional sale to outsiders and the breaking 

of widely held religious rules. It focuses on the mechanisms of this 

complex process of innovation and diffusion. Basically it identifies 

the innovators and founders (both Navajo and Anglo-American), when and 

where these events occurred, how the idea to make commercial sandpaint

ings spread, and why Navajos who subsequently became sandpainters 

decided to pursue the craft. It will be shown that while reasons were 

xv 
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numerous, economics was always of central importance. It is concluded 

that the commercialization of ethnic art occurs because of poverty-

situations when makers have few economic alternatives and there is a 

demand for luxury items by another group. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Commercial sandpainting is a developing craft, a recent addition 

to the national Indian arts and crafts market. A form of ethnic art 

made by the Navajo Indians, sandpainting first became common in the 

American Southwest but examples have begun to appear in stores across 

the nation, and indeed around the world. This decorative art, made of 

pulverized dry materials glued onto a sand-covered backing, presents a 

relatively recent technological innovation combined with designs used 

in Navajo religious ceremonies. This study examines how commercial sand-

paintings were begun, the mechanisms for their development, and attempts 

to discover why a group of people decided to commercialize a form of 

religious art. It will show how and why sandpaintings changed from an 

impermanent sacred art into a permanent commercial art, and will examine 

the social and artistic repercussions of intentional sale to outsiders. 

My interest in how processes of change in art actually work grew 

out of a vague dissatisfaction with the way some scholars have studied 

change, especially how they have studied the recent developments in 

Southwest Indian arts and crafts. Extant works seem to fall into two 

groups, highly abstract theoretical discussions (often without support

ing data) and impressionistic descriptions of the objects themselves. 

Studies of these kinds are not necessarily bad but are of limited use. 

An alternative is to examine change in art in the context of its social 

1 
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setting, as Adair (19^^) did in his work on Navajo and Pueblo silver

smiths and Graburn (1976) did in his work on Eskimo carvers. In this 

way one can, as Boas (1955s155) long ago suggested, direct attention 

first to the artists themselves. People make decisions and respond to 

actual situations. Therefore, they should be the primary focus of change 

studies, rather than the objects themselves. Spatial and temporal set

tings must be controlled if we are to understand the development of art 

forms. 

Previous studies also tended either to see artisans as an 

anonymous mass who somehow "made things" or else to consider only the 

"superstars," the well-known, highly successful artists. A different 

perspective is obtained, for example, when a scholar interviews all 

San Ildefonso potters rather than focusing only on Maria Martinez. By 

considering only the best or most recognized artists a researcher misses 

all those others who played a small but important role in the develop

ment of a craft. In short, we can gain more useful information for 

understanding how a process like commercialization works if the re

searcher focuses on sill the individuals engaged in some stage of the 

process. My underlying assumption in this work, obviously, is that it 

is more important and interesting to consider the people who make things 

than to view the things they produce in isolation, outside their cul

tural and social frameworks. 

By commercialization I mean a process by which an art form at 

first used primarily for social, political, religious, or aesthetic 

purposes is transformed into an object made intentionally to sell as 

part of an economic transaction. For Navajo sandpaintings, this 
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involved a shift from a sacred to a secular domain* Sacred sandpaint-

ings are impermanent pictures that serve as temporary ceremonial altars 

and are a means of attracting powerful supernaturals who are invoked to 

cure and to bless. The paintings are intentionally destroyed at the 

end of the ritual. The stylized artistic designs created in these cere

monies are strictly prescribed, and strong sanctions prohibit perma

nently rendering the paintings outside the controlled ceremonial context 

because of the dangerous supernatural power they bear. The function of 

these paintings is strictly religious rather than artistic or economic. 

Navajos, therefore, shifted sandpaintings from use in a sacred 

act to production as a commercial art made intentionally for sale to a 

non-native market rather than to be used by Navajos themselves. Other 

Navajo crafts which are currently sold to Anglo-Americans, like weaving, 

jewelry, and pottery were always secular items not surrounded by super

natural sanctions against their use in economic contexts. Thus, the 

commercialization of Navajo sandpaintings posed problems for innovators 

and makers because there were many in the community who saw the produc

tion and sale of permanent sandpaintings as a sacrilege and a threat to 

the Navajo religious system. While commercialization of religious arts 

may pose more problems than the commercialization of secular art, it is 

not impossible. As we will see, artisans must develop rationalizations 

which will allow them to produce without in their own minds committing 

a sacrilege. 

Besides examining the commercialization of religious art, this 

study more generally considers the commercialization of a form of "tra

ditional" art. Its general purpose is to understand why people decide 



to commercialize art and how the mechanisms of the process work. Tra

dition I define as forms, customs, or beliefs which have been handed 

down orally from generation to generation and are widely used by a 

culture. Here it refers to an art form as used by a group before they 

began to commercialize it for sale in a marketplace. Commercialization 

may occur as a result of contact between two societies in which one 

society has a demand for luxury items which an art form made by another 

group can be modified to fulfill. Most studies of ''tourist and ethnic 

art" contend that commercialization of traditional art is the result of 

culture contact in which a "primitive" society has fallen under the 

political domination of a technologically advanced society and is no 

longer an autonomous unit. It may also occur, however, when a culture, 

minority group, ethnic group, or lower socio-economic class is poverty 

stricken and has few economic alternatives to purchase needed goods and 

services. It will be argued in this monograph that such a situation 

existed for the Navajo and that economic necessity was the primary 

motivation for the development of commercial sandpaintings. 

The study will describe how the new craft of commercial sand-

painting has developed and spread among the Navajo. I shall identify 

the founders and stylistic innovators and the dates and places of these 

events and show that contemporary sandpaintings are the last in a long 

series of developments in which sandpaintings changed from a sacred and 

ephemeral art to a permanent and secular form. I will characterize the 

different ways painters learned and the implications the different modes 

have for studies of diffusion. I will also present an analysis of 

motives given by artists for beginning to paint controlling for age and 



Bex of maker and the developmental stage of the craft. Existing litera

ture on art seldom reveals why people begin to produce a craft, how they 

learn, or the implications these factors have for the diffusion of a 

craft. Hopefully, this study will begin to clarify these matters. 

The economic development of the craft will be briefly presented 

for this has a bearing on its subsequent success. Navajo sandpainters 

have studied their market with the help of middlemen from the consumer's 

culture and have changed their art product accordingly. Their success 

can be gauged by the rapid growth of the craft, especially since 1970, 

and its expansion into a number of submarkets. While the literature on 

ethnic art has often considered the effects of marketing on art, I will 

argue that one must control for the submarket for which the craft is 

made in order to understand the processes at work on the forms. 

Finally we will review the implications of the commercialization 

and secularization of Navajo sandpaintings for Navajo religion. While 

this issue cannot be directly or completely addressed in this study, it 

cannot be entirely ignored. By making permanent sandpaintings, painters 

are breaking an important religious taboo. Unless painters no longer 

believe in their traditional religion, they must come to grips with 

intentionally breaking a religious prohibition and the possible super

natural repercussions of this act. It has been suggested in the litera

ture on ethnic arts and crafts that religious art is only commercialized 

after the religion has been secularized and has completely died out. I 

will suggest that this is not necessarily true. While Navajo religion 

may be changing, there are no indications that it is in danger of 

becoming extinct. A commercial art can exist side by side with its 



sacred prototype. However, I will show that the fear that Navajo re

ligion was doomed was an important factor in convincing Navajo singers 

to produce permanent forms of Navajo sandpaintings for educational pur

poses. The role of interested Anglo-Americans in the founding and 

development of the craft will be analyzed in this light. 

Navajo sandpaintings are, for a number of reasons, an appro

priate vehicle for studying this process of commercialization. First, 

commercial sandpainting is a young craft. This meant that most if not 

all of the founders and innovators could be identified and interviewed. 

Most studies of commercial art are done from hindsight with an unavoid

able loss of data. Second, the Navajo have a long tradition of craft 

production for sale to outside groups, and crafts have a recognized 

place in the economic structure of the society. New crafts are still 

being developed so that commercialization of sandpaintings is not an 

isolated event. Thus, a new craft such as commercial sandpainting may 

be studied in relation to the larger economic structure of the Navajo. 

Third, a great deed has been written about the Navajo, their religion, 

and their arts and crafts. Some comparative materials are thus avail

able. Fourth, since Navajo sandpaintings crossed the line from a 

ceremonial to a commercial art, thereby changing functions and causing 

controversy, the motives for commercialization should be especially 

clear. The assumption is that if someone is going to do "wrong" con

sciously, he or she is going to do it for a very good reason. 

Finally, while there have been many fine monographs on sacred 

sandpaintings (which could serve as a base for an analysis of artistic 

change), little more than passing mention has been made of commercial 
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sandpaintings. This study will provide the first detailed analysis and 

description of this form of Navajo art. Two popular pamphlets about 

commercial sandpaintings are available (Villasenor 1963; Joe, Bahti, 

and Branson 1978), but they are very general and contain misinformation 

which all but masks the few correct historical and ethnographic details. 

Neither provides any sense of the scope or complexity of the craft nor 

of its wider implications. 

I hope that this study will be of value to laymen interested in 

Southwest Indian arts and crafts as well as to anthropologists inter

ested in art, economics, and religion. The process of commercialization 

has of course more general implications for the study of culture change. 

Studies of this kind can bring change processes down to the level of 

identifiable individuals and subgroups and show how these processes 

work in actual situations. 

Data Collection 

Fieldwork consisted of three conceptually distinct but over

lapping stages. First, in the summers of 1977 and 197^, I visited 39^ 

retail establishments in Arizona, New Mexico, and southern Colorado. 

Towns were selected because of their tourist trade and because of the 

marketing structure for Indian arts and crafts in the Southwest. They 

included Santa Fe, Taos, Bernalillo, Albuquerque, Farmington, Aztec, 

Grants, Milan, and Gallup in New Mexico; Durango, Cortez, and Mancos in 

Colorado; Winslow, Holbrook, Sanders, Flagstaff, Page, Payson, Pinetop, 

Sedona, Phoenix, Scottsdale, Tempe, and Tucson in Arizona, as well as 

curio shops located along major highways but not in an established town. 
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Marketing centers for commercial sandpaintings were identified as 

Phoenix and Flagstaff in Arizona; Gallup, Farmington, Albuquerque and 

Shiprock in New Mexico; and Cortez in Colorado (see Fig. 1). Types of 

shops are summarized in Table 1. (Miscellaneous shops include depart

ment stores, jewelry stores, camera shops, and even an auto parts shop!) 

I concentrated on Indian arts and crafts shops, art galleries, and curio 

shops, which were systematically visited in each community. Shops with 

extensive inventories of sandpaintings were revisited in 1978 and 1979 

to see turnover rates. 

Short, informal interviews were held in all shops to establish 

whether commercial sandpaintings were stocked, at the present or anytime 

in the recent past. If the answer to this question was negative, I 

asked why. More extensive interviewing was done in l*+0 cases. The 

length of the interview and amount of information collected varied with 

the knowledge and interest of the interviewee and the number of inter

ruptions. 

Information obtained in this survey dealt with the economic 

aspect of commercial sandpainting, focusing on marketing (purchasing, 

inventory, wholesale and retail sales, stock composition, yearly turn

over, and the extent of sales to different parts of the country). Data 

concerning the history of the craft and its spread, the role of the 

merchant as middleman in terms of interpreting buyer preferences, con

sumer preferences, and the reaction of the Navajo to the art form were 

gathered. An attempt was made to discover common customer and market 

characteristics as well as the trader's attitude toward the developing 

craft. 
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Table 1. Number and types of retail establishments visited in 1977» 
1978 and 1979. 

Number of Stores Visited 
Type of Shop With Sandpaintings Without Sandpaintings Total 

Indian arts and crafts 
stores 67 27 9^ 

Curio Shops 62 13 75 

Art galleries/museum 
gift shops 3 20 23 

Generalized gift shops 13 11 24 

Hotel/restaurant gift 
shops 10 -* 10 

Other types 16 9 25 

Off-reservation trading 
post 10 11 21 

On-reservation trading 
post 38 84 122 

Total 219 175 39^ 

•All restaurant and motel gift shops without sandpaintings were not 
counted. 
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At the same time, I began looking, unsuccessfully, for early 

examples of sandpaintings. Only one collection of more than five paint

ings was found in three years. (Sandpaintings are not yet considered a 

collectable item like rugs or jewelry.) I also attended a number of art 

shows: the Gallup Ceremonial in 1977« 1978, 1979; the New Mexico State 

Fair in 1977, 1978; the Navajo Tribal Fair in 1978; the Santa Fe Indian 

Market in 1977; the Navajo Craftsmen Show at the Museum of Northern 

Arizona in 1977, 1978, 1979; the All Indian PowWow in Flagstaff in 1977, 

1978, 1979; San Ildefonso Arts and Crafts Show in 1977, 1978, 1979; Puye 

Ceremonial 1979; the Santa Fe Art Festival in 1979; and seven shows 

sponsored by Indian Arts Presents in Tucson. In addition, numerous 

demonstrations at department stores, art shows, and shopping centers 

were viewed. 

While visiting these retail establishments in 1977 and 1978, 

10,279 sandpaintings were examined. At least the name of maker, size, 

price, and subject matter were noted for each painting. This informa

tion was gathered in order to see the types of paintings on the market 

and to establish sin estimate of the number of paintings made by each 

artisan. In addition, 1825 of these Navajo paintings were photographed, 

as well as ̂ 2 paintings made by Anglo-Americans and Anglo-run companies. 

Approximately 70 percent were photographed in 1977, 26 percent in 1978, 

and k percent in 1979. 

Paintings that were photographed were not a random sample but 

were representative of what was on the market. A random sample was 

impossible because of the large number of retail outlets, the number of 

sandpaintings produced in a short interval, and the rapidity of 



turnover in stores. Instead, an attempt was made to obtain a repre

sentative sample by observing a very large number of commercial sand-

paintings in a large number of stores. An attempt was also made to 

photograph at least five pictures by each artist, but this was impos

sible due to lack of opportunity. Since painters tend to work 

sporadically, I did not see the works of several whose names I had 

obtained. Also, some individuals' works sell so well that, if one is 

not in the store soon after they bring in paintings, one does not see 

a complete repertoire of styles. Financial limitations also prevented 

me from realizing this ideal. 

Only 1422 (78 percent) of these photographed paintings were 

coded for computer analysis because of time limitations. (Each painting 

took a half hour to code.) The type of information coded for each 

painting included size, price, legend, name of maker, name of store, 

date of construction, date of acquisition by store, method of acquisi

tion, quality of constructipn, colors, subject matter, source of design, 

complexity, and basic stylistic elements. The photographs will allow 

me to use the paintings for several types of stylistic analyses in the 

future and will form a baseline collection for restudy of the craft in 

five or ten years. 

A search was made for the names and '•addresses" of all known 

sandpainters, including those currently practicing and those known to 

have done so in the past but who were not producing in 1977-1978. In

formation was taken from signatures on the backs of paintings and from 

interviews with painters and merchants. In all, the names of ^51 indi

vidual Navajo commercial sandpainters were discovered. In other cases, 



concrete identification was impossible because only the last names, 

initials, or first names appeared on the paintings. For instance, the 

signature "Yazzie" appeared on a number of paintings, but there are h6 

identifiable painters with the surname Yazzie in the sample. Other 

times the signature was illegible. These additional 53 cases probably 

include some of those already identified, but, since they could not be 

assigned with absolute certainty, they will not be included in tabula

tions except where specifically noted. Two hundred and two of these 

identified sandpainters (Mf.8 percent) are women. 

Five percent of the total sample of sandpainters were not 

Navajos (see Table 2). This included six Anglo-American owned companies 

that make sandpaintings by mechanical means and 15 Anglo-American 

painters who regularly make or have made paintings using a sand medium 

which they termed "sandpaintings." There were also two individuals from 

Jemez, a husband and wife team, who began painting in 1978, and two non-

Navajo males who are married to Navajo women and sell paintings with 

their wives' families. Another man is a Winnebago living in Detroit 

who learned to paint by using a how-to-sandpaint booklet. While no 

extensive search was made for Anglo artists using this technique, I did 

attempt to discover other Native Americans besides Navajos who made 

sandpaintings and Anglo-owned companies which produced imitations. 

These non-Navajo individuals aire not included in tabulations, unless 

otherwise noted. 

Since Navajo residence on the reservation is a dispersed pattern 

of clusters of hogans, defining an "address" can be a problem. Gener

ally there is no nucleated pattern, and the boundaries of "communities" 



Table 2. The number of commercial sandpainters 

Number Percentage Total Percentage 

Anglo companies 6 1.1 

Anglo-American artists 15 2.8 ^ 

1.3 
Native Americans (not Navajo) 5 0.9 

Non-Navajo men married to 2 O.1* 
Navajo women 

Identifiable Navajo painters 451 8k.8 

Partial identification of 
Navajo painters (last name, 
first name only, illegible 53 10.0 
signatures, initials) 

Totals 532 100.0 532 100.0 

50k 9^.8 
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merge with like units (Lamphere 1977:1*0 • Artificial boundaries such 

as Land Management Units and the various levels of political groupings 

— census tracts, chapter areas, tribal council districts, and school 

districts — sometimes cross-cut each other. Levy (1962) defines west

ern Navajo communities on the basis of kinship and geographical features. 

Although ideal, Levy's method was not practical for an initial survey of 

this sort, especially since the community with the most sandpainters, 

Sheep Springs, New Mexico, lacks readily apparent geographical features 

to distinguish it from the neighboring areas. The spatial units, i.e., 

communities, used in this study generally correspond to chapter areas, 

the local unit of political organization (Shepardson 1963). Most sand-

painters identified themselves as coming from a chapter area. Only in 

the case of Two Grey Hills was it necessary to divide a chapter area 

into two communities, named after different trading posts. In this case 

the sandpainters identified themselves as being from the area around one 

or the other trading post, not from the chapter area as a whole. An

other problem is that many individuals have two homes or have moved in 

the three years of the survey. They have been assigned to the community 

they lived in at the time of the interview, or to the one which was most 

often present as an address on the back of their paintings. Appendix A 

lists the names and community addresses of all known commercial sand

painters in 1977 and 1978. 

The second phase of research carried out in the summer and fall 

of 1978 and the summer of 1979, consisted of interviewing the founders 

and major innovators of commercial sandpainting as well as a sample of 

contemporary Navajo sandpainters, a total of 77 individuals. Fifty-four 
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of these were complete interviews: the other 23 were of shorter dura

tion due to lack of time, interruptions, and illness. Partial informa

tion on 226 additional painters was obtained during these interviews. 

Multiple interviews were conducted with several painters. Fourteen were 

with individuals who had started sandpainting by 1970 and were important 

in the dissemination of technical skills. Three individuals whom I 

would especially have liked to have interviewed are dead; others I was 

unable to locate before funds ran out. In interviews, I questioned 

painters on their socioeconomic background, education, participation in 

ceremonies, the artistic and aesthetic elements in their work, their 

feelings about the religious system, and their work. Besides bio

graphical information, data on learning and teaching, methods of con

struction, and marketing were collected. Thirty-two men and b^> women 

were interviewed. They lived in Phoenix, Sawmill, Lupton, Joseph City, 

Holbrook, Tuba City, Cameron, Shonto/Black Mesa, Flagstaff, Chinle, and 

Fort Defiance in Arizona; Aneth/faontezuma Creek in Utah; and Sheep 

Springs, Shiprock, Tohatchi, Cove, Table Mesa, Gallup, Cuba, Torreon 

and Crownpoint in New Mexico. 

In the winter and spring of 1978-1979* I did extensive library 

research on the marketing of other Southwestern arts and crafts and the 

distribution of sandpaintings around the world. In addition, I visited 

major museums that housed replicas of sacred Navajo sandpaintings in 

order to study the collections and interview curators about sandpainting 

demonstrations their institutions had sponsored. Photographs of 1201 

out of a possible 1600 sacred sandpainting reproductions were taken 

along with accompanying notations on catalogue cards. (Not all 1600 
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reproductions were photographed because the collections in some museums 

duplicated those in other institutions.) This information was used to 

compare commercial sandpaintings with sacred reproductions. I would 

have liked to witness sacred sandpaintings used ceremonially, but this 

was impossible. To gather enough comparative material would have taken 

years. 

At the same time I interviewed the Anglo-Americans who helped 

with the technical development of commercial sandpainting, or their 

close relatives. Miscellaneous interviews were also held with various 

school teachers, Navajo tribal officials, Anglo employees of the tribal 

government, and other men and women who had bits and pieces of informa

tion about Navajo sacred or secular sandpaintings or about the socio

economic situation on the Navajo Reservation. Other sources which might 

have information also were used, including archives in Santa Fe, 

Albuquerque, Gallup, Tucson, and Flagstaff. 

General Plan and Outline 

Chapter 2 contains a brief overview of the commercialization of 

native art as seen in the anthropological literature, summarizing the 

motivations which have been found to lead to a process of commerciali

zation. While examples can be drawn from all over the world, attention 

will be focused on the Greater Southwest. While there is almost no 

published theoretical literature dealing directly with the topic of the 

commercialization of religious art and its implications, I will show 

comparatively that this is not an uncommon shift. 
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Sandpaintings are by no means unique to the Navajo. In Chapter 

3 I will outline the world-wide distribution of sandpaintings. They are 

made extensively in the Greater Southwest, in southern California, on 

the Plains, and in Mexico, as well as in Africa, Asia, and Australia. 

They are primarily religious and sacred art forms everywhere in the 

world, but for centuries there have also been secular forms in Japan, 

India, and Australia. In Japan and India commercial forms may also be 

found. Today, both the Navajo and Australian aborigines are commer

cializing their sacred forms. 

Chapters 4 and 5 present the background material necessary to 

access the process of change and provides a situational context. Chap

ter k contains background material on the socio-economic situation of 

the Navajo and their use of arts and crafts as economic activities. 

Chapter 5 focuses on the Navajo religious system, the place of sand

paintings within this system, and the traditional way in which sand

paintings are used. 

Chapters 6, 7 and 8 describe how and why sacred sandpaintings 

became a permanent secular art form. Chapter 6 outlines the historical 

development of the forms which preceded commercial sandpaintings (such 

as sandpainting rugs) and their uses. These secular forms were used 

for education, research, decoration, preservation, and simply as a 

means of earning a living. The leading figures in these shifts, both 

Anglo-American and Navajo, will be identified along with their reasons 

for developing the innovations. Chapter 7 describes the reaction of 

the Navajo community to this misuse of the sacred art and the new 

rationalization that Navajo singers developed to counteract opposition 
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and appease their own fears. Anticipating later analyses this chapter 

will also show that the reaction to commercial sandpainting is of the 

same kind as that directed at singers earlier in the century, and that 

commercial sandpainters utilize these singers' rationalizations. Chap

ter 8 documents the technical development of commercial sandpaintings, 

presenting biographical information on the founders and showing their 

reasons for developing the craft. It also describes the basic con

struction techniques developed by these men and women. 

Chapter 9 examines the diffusion of commercial sandpaintings 

from Sheep Springs beginning in 19^2, and shows how the craft spread 

temporally and spatially for the next 16 years. Modes of learning, and 

the influence of kinship, age, and sex on these patterns are also de

scribed. Comparisons to other crafts are made. 

Chapters 10 and 11 discuss the other half of the diffusion pro

cess by analyzing why Navajos began to make sandpaintings. The types 

of reasons posited by painters will be discussed in detail in Chapter 

10. Following this discussion I will show that the basic categories of 

reasons are affected by such factors as the age and sex of the maker, 

and by the period in the developmental stage of the craft when the indi

vidual began to paint. Chapter 11 examines several socio-economic 

characteristics of commercial sandpainters and shows how religious 

affiliation and occupation also affect the reasons painters give for 

starting. 

Chapter 12 considers commercial sandpaintings as an economic 

pursuit and analyzes how they are marketed, the price structure, how 

much it costs to make them, and how much sandpainters earn. Marketing 
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influences on sandpaintings are also discussed as is the historic de

velopment and expansion of the markets. Finally, Chapter 13 contains 

a summary of the major findings of the study. 



CHAPTER 2 

THE COMMERCIALIZATION OF NATIVE ART 

While the traditional arts and crafts of "primitive," "native," 

"indigenous," or "tribal" peoples have long been of interest to anthro

pologists, a more recent concern is what has happened to these arts as 

people came in contact with and have been influenced by more techno

logically advanced societies. This "new" field of study focuses on what 

have been called "tourist and ethnic arts" or "arts of acculturation." 

Studies of traditional art, that is art which has been passed on from 

generation to generation within a society, dealt with the origin of art 

in general, how art and aesthetic expressions have evolved, and the 

problem of internal stylistic change — change that does not result 

from contact with advanced Western societies but proceeds within the 

social system through modified tastes and natural creativity. Diffusion 

studies are of course well known, and artistic motifs are shown to have 

spread all over the world in a step-by-step fashion (Anderson 1979:7^-

78). Navajos borrowed Pueblo design schemes when they learned weaving 

techniques. Different Plains groups borrowed extensively from each 

other (Boas 1955)• Studies of ethnic and tourist art or arts of accul

turation, however, are usually concerned with the effects of contact 

with modern western societies on indigenous populations and their mate

rial culture, not simply with culture contact situations. 

21 
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Little work has been done on the effects of contact between non-

Western or modern non-capitalistic societies and indigenous groups, such 

as the effects of the Russian occupation of Siberia on native art. 

These situations are not well documented. As a result, ethnic and 

tourist art is seen as an outgrowth of contact with modern industrial 

nation-states having capitalistic economies. Thus while studies of 

these phenomena try to assess the impact of industrial nations on the 

artistic products and aesthetics of non-literate and literate societies 

that have recently become ethnic groups by their incorporation in polit

ical nation-states or empires, available data come primarily from groups 

in contact with the advanced Western societies of Europe and the United 

States. 

The term "arts of acculturation'1 was used by Nelson H. H. Graburn 

(1969:^57) to identify modified forms of traditional art produced by 

peoples in contact situations for consumption either by themselves or 

by individuals from different societies. 

It involves the study of what used to be called "primitive" art 
in the changing sociocultural context of the modern world, a 
world in which small-scale nonindustrial societies are no longer 
isolated and in which holistic cultures with their inner-
directed traditional arts have almost ceased to exist (Graburn 
1976:2). 

Graburn's classification scheme for arts of acculturation involves 

delineating the situation and the types of art produced. It is based 

on the interaction of two dimensions. The first involves the intended 

audience or market and is measured along a continuum from internal con

sumption (where maker and user are from the same society or ethnic 

group and therefore share the same aesthetic standards) to external 

consumption (where the consumer is from another cultural group, which 



may be the politically dominant society or any other cultural group and 

means that the goods produced are modified to partially reflect the 

aesthetic tastes of the foreign buyer). The second dimension is "sources 

and traditions" underlying the tourist and ethnic art. Either the art 

is a continuation of traditional products of the minority group in mate

rials, techniques, motifs, style, and subject matter; or it is an inno

vation or direct adaptation of the art of the superordinate society, in 

which styles, media, and/or subject matter completely absent in the 

precontact situation are borrowed. Between these two extremes are 

"synthetic arts," combinations of native and foreign traditions. 

Graburn combines these variables to form a matrix of ethnic art 

types. Most kinds of ethnic art can be placed somewhere in this matrix, 

but as Graburn (1976:8) himself has noted, each form usually fits into 

many categories at once. Most of the categories sire not mutually ex

clusive, because art is often multi-functional. One type will fit into 

multiple categories partly because it is intended for many markets. 

For example, Santa Clara pottery may still be made for ritual use or 

given as a wedding present to Pueblo friends. It therefore falls in 

Graburn's category, "functional traditional art." But since it has 

also experienced a revival, it is a "reintegrated art." It is sold in 

miniature as bowls and sculptured animals as "souvenir novelties," and 

it is likewise a "commercial fine art." It is made for sale to non-

natives, but highly formal, technical and aesthetic standards are evi

dent. 

A matrix may be a useful tool for organizing different func

tions of art. However, given that individual pieces of art as well as 



whole art industries may fall into a number of different categories* the 

initial efficacy of such a taxonomic approach can be questioned. In 

particular, it is of limited utility if one is interested in studying 

the processes involved in change, such as the emergence, development, 

and expansion of an art form. 

Instead of beginning with a typology one should ask, what pro

cesses are involved in the development of any art form? Are they the 

same or are they distinct? Why did each develop in a given situation? 

These are the types of questions anthropologists aire beginning to ask, 

but more studies of the development of ethnic art are needed before 

definite conclusions can be reached. Needed are studies which document 

and analyze the founding or innovation of a given art, its spread, and 

the effects of this process on the style of the art. One possible pro

cess which is appearing in the literature is that of commercialization 

of traditional native art, and the social and artistic repercussions of 

such intentional sale of art to "non-natives." 

Another problem with Graburn's classification is that the term 

arts of acculturation is applied to a limited range of societies. The 

implication is that these art goods are the products of groups under 

stress, groups undergoing rapid culture change. They are in "directed 

contact situations," in which the members of the subordinate group are 

subject to sanctions from both their own and the dominant society 

(Spicer 196l:3-9)« They are groups that are no longer "primitive," yet 

have remained culturally distinct, that is, have not assimilated, yet 

find that their traditional economic or subsistence systems are no 

longer feasible. Under such circumstances art production often becomes 

a new alternative economic pursuit. 
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There is no need to restrict the study of tourist and ethnic art 

to "a" type of society, and one advantage of the processural approach 

discussed above is that it leaves one free to ask relevant questions 

about "ethnic art" no matter what type of society is studied. For 

example, one can see if "peasant" or "folk" art follow similar develop

ments. It might be desirable to test whether commercialization of tra

ditional art forms for sale to a group other than the group of artisans 

(be this group another culture, another ethnic group, or another socio

economic class) is the result of industrialization, a capitalistic 

economy, an acculturative situation, or poverty. In performing this 

test, it seems unwarranted to include the Eskimo or the Papago but ex

clude quilters, makers of corn husk dolls, or carvers of walnut bowls 

from the Ozarks because the latter are technically members of the 

politically dominant society. Unfortunately the approach as defined by 

Graburn and others would exclude from consideration the art industries 

which have arisen in the lower socio-economic groups of industrialized 

societies, for instance, since they are not part of an acculturation 

situation. It is advanced here that the acculturative situation may be 

secondary, and the effects which have been noted for the arts of ethnic 

groups and "small-scale societies" are due to an economic situation 

where makers are part of a marketing economy with few goods or services 

to sell and where their previous subsistence economies are no longer 

feasible. V/e can for convenience sake call these products of indi

viduals in this situation "commercial arts." 

Commercial art is defined as art made intentionally to sell: 

it is part of an economic transaction of some sort in which an item is 
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made specifically to provide some needed good or service. It may have 

other purposes, but those are secondary. It is an art form made to 

bring in money, just as a person may farm, work in a factory, or teach 

school. One may farm partly because one likes to be outdoors; one may 

teach because one likes children; one may carve because one loves to 

smell fresh wood and is pleased with producing beautiful items. But 

these are all ways of making a living. Any other reasons for pursuing 

these activities are secondary or supporting considerations. Producing 

commercial art may be either an occupation or a vocation. Like illus

trating, dress designing, or home decoration, it may be pursued to 

satisfy the wants of an internal or external market. 

The word commercial is not used here in a derogatory sense: 

there is nothing wrong with using art to earn a living. I am using the 

term in the sense of buying and selling of goods, not with the connota

tion of a "lower grade," or something that is made in large quantities. 

Some researchers feel that art made for sale to non-natives, particu

larly Westerners, is inevitably and by definition inferior to 

"traditional" art, especially art used for ritual purposes (Fagg 1969: 

^5; Abramson 1976:259). In fact, they reject even classifying it as 

"art," and, because of this, they feel this "trash" or "mechanically 

produced kitsch" does not merit scholarly consideration. This is a 

grave error of bias and has led to a loss of information on change. 

Commercialization of traditional arts is a world-wide process and is not 

necessarily bad or good. It is more fruitful to ask why peoples com

mercialize their traditional art forms or invent new forms to sell than 

to dismiss these forms. 



Motivations for Commercialization 

There are a number of possibilities why ethnic or minority 

groups commercialize their art. The most widely postulated is economic 

necessity. Commercial art represents an alternative source of income 

in situations where small autonomous groups become parts of larger, 

technologically complex nation-states or empires. This is usually 

termed "development." In this situation capital is often in short 

supply among the "developing" people. The small-scale societies and 

ethnic groups possess labor and often raw materials needed by the super-

ordinant society, but few primary or secondary industries. Production 

of handmade goods is often a solution. The activities require inexpen

sive, locally available materials and sure labor intensive. Graburn1s 

work on the Canadian Eskimo provides an excellent example (Graburn 1967, 

1972, 1976). By 1950 the traditional nomadic life style of the Eskimo, 

based on trapping and hunting, had been so disrupted that it was no 

longer feasible. Uneducated, many Eskimos became occasional wage 

laborers for the Hudson's Bay Company or lived off government assistance. 

Within this context of poverty, the new commercial arts of soapstone 

carving and printing became of great economic importance. In 19̂ 9 a 

family made $25 per month carving; in 1975 Eskimo handicrafts accounted 

for over $2,000,000 per year in total income for 2,000 carvers. Carving 

became the major occupation in many settlements, helping to break the 

economic control of traders, keep Eskimos off welfare (or lower their 

dependence) and provide money for capital purchases (Graburn 1976: ̂+1). 

Commercial arts are used to supplement incomes in non-industrial 

areas where only meager returns are obtainable from agriculture or 
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unskilled wage work. Elkan (1958:322) showed that Kenyan carvers in 

1956 earned at least double the average monthly wage for employed black 

Africans. Those carvers who were also entrepreneurs earned over six 

times as much. Williams (1976:365) and Morphy and Layton (n.d.:5-7) 

discovered that for the Murngin and Yolngu of Australia the marketing 

of bark paintings to Whites has been an important factor in the transi

tion from a hunting and gathering to a cash-based, market economy. 

Forced to live in missions with a circumscribed area which could not 

support their population, these groups turned to the production of arts 

and crafts to supplement their small agricultural holdings. Art was 

seen by the government as the only resource possessed by the Aborigines 
t 

with any marketing potential. It allowed natives to work without White 

supervision, at home, according to their own time schedules. 

Economic motivation clearly applies to recent developments in 

Navajo weaving and Pueblo pottery. 

Both survived within tribal contexts as extensions of ancient 
traditions, and their revivals depended on development of new 
audiences at about the time that the craft products became 
obsolete within the Indian communities. Forms and functions 
were redefined, new marketing systems evolved, and economic 
production motives replaced the utilitarian ones of the past. 
Their potential exchange value made craft products particularly 
important during periods of transition to a cash economy. Eco
nomic considerations remain a survival factor, but admiration 
by outsiders also is of great value to the producers and their 
communities. The objects are given symbolic importance as links 
to the past, evidence of present vitality, and, as prices spiral 
upward, as suggestions that the future holds something more 
than mere survival (Brody 1976:83). 

Navajo weaving has always formed a commercial link with other groups, at 

first with Indians and Spaniards and later with Anglo-Americans (Kent 

1976:98-101). 
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Papago basketry developed as an ethnic art for the same reason, 

in conjunction with the shift from a mixed agricultural-hunting and 

gathering base to wage-work and a cash economy at the end of the 19th 

century. 

This shift, which is one of the universal results of contact 
with Western civilization, is attributed to a need for money in 
order to obtain the accepted manufactured articles, comple
mented by an opportunity to obtain money. Because they were 
not trained for wage work, one of the best ways for the Papago 
to obtain money was by selling handicrafts such as baskets. At 
first women sold or traded their household baskets, but as the 
desire for money increased they began to make baskets exclu
sively for sale. In so doing, they changed several aspects of 
the basket to better fulfill its function as a trade piece. At 
the same time, the place of the basket as a household utensil 
was being taken by purchased articles. In short, the place of 
the basket in relation to economy changed from a utensil in the 
aboriginal subsistence economy to a trade article in modern 
money economy (Shreve 19^3:10). 

Arts and crafts are very important in the economy of many South

west Indian groups. Silverwork, like weaving, was of commercial interest 

from the start. Atsidi Sani, the first known Navajo smith, had a ready 

market when he returned to Navajo territory from Fort Sumner. Adair 

(19^:160) said jewelry at Zuni was as important in the 1930s as pottery 

at Acoma, basketry and pottery at Hopi. In 1937-1938, ̂ 9 Zuni silver

smiths averaged $227 a year from sales. In 1978, John Adair (personal 

communication 1980) found that at least five million dollars was coming 

into the pueblo annually from the production of silver jewelry. 

Thus we see that the production of commercial arts is important 

around the world and that economics is not the only factor influencing 

its production. As mentioned by Brody in the quote cited earlier, 

ethnic identity, a pride in ethnic heritage or desire to save what is 

felt to be a dying tradition, may influence the decision to produce 
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commercial arts. This can be seen among ethnic groups in Tucson at an 

annual cultural event called "Tucson Meet Yourself," where members of 

ethnic groups don traditional costumes, dance, and sell food identified 

with their group. Many also make and sell distinctive crafts. Women 

of Ukranian descent elaborately decorate eggs, and Rumanian women 

embroider blouses and skirts in cross-stitch patterns. Today there is 

a revival in quilting among young Mormon women who feel handicrafts are 

an important part of their heritage that should not be lost. These are 

in effect "ethnic markers," means of asserting or emphasizing a dis

tinctive cultural heritage. 

While economic considerations were important in the revival of 

Pueblo pottery, ethnic identity entered as well. Conceptually pottery 

is still associated with Pueblo traditions, although both form and 

function have been redefined. 

Even though some of its social effects are negative, the value 
of the industry to the Pueblos is more than as an income pro
ducer. In a very real way, the survival of the craft symbolizes 
the survival of the people. Patrons aire interested in archaic 
patterns, but the potter's involvement with tradition is far 
more basic, conserving even those craft techniques whose effects 
are invisible and whose utility is obsolete (Brody 1976:76-77). 

This glorification of ethnic identity may occur on another level 

besides that of the local group itself. Commercial or ethnic art may 

be used by the political entity of which the subordinate group is now a 

part to convey the distinctiveness of a "national" culture in relation 

to similar political entities (Salvador 1976; Briggs 1979; Graburn 

1976). For example, New Zealand now uses Maori crafts as political or 

cultural markers to emphasize its distinctiveness from Australia (Mead 

1976:286). The Japanese increasingly employ Ainu motifs to represent 
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their national "ethnicity" (Low 1976:210). These large scale political 

systems are emphasizing their multi-ethnic heritage. 

For the buyer too, part of the appeal of these arts is that they 

are "ethnic" and "handmade." In the early 1900s an anti-industrial 

reaction placed an intrinsic value on that which is handmade or produced 

by non-industrial groups. It continues today. These arts are then 

special because they are handmade by Indian or Seri or Cuna peoples. 

In fact, in the Southwestern United States in the 1920s and 1930s, in

terested laymen and anthropologists set up organizations designed to 

preserve Indian heritage by revitalizing native arts and improving the 

quality of goods already made. Simultaneously they fostered sales of 

these crafts outside the native area by developing new markets, and, in 

the process, attempted to ease the economic plight of Indians. The 

Southwest Association of Indian Affairs, the Eastern Association on 

Indian Affairs, The Museum of New Mexico, the Museum of Northern Arizona, 

and the U.S. Department of Interior's Indian Arts and Crafts Board all 

functioned towards these ends by emphasizing the ethnicity and the hand

crafted quality of the arts. 

Aesthetics and creativity, a desire to make that which is 

pleasing, is also an important motivation for the production of com

mercial arts. In fact, Witherspoon has even suggested this is the 

reason behind the production of Navajo sandpainting motifs in different 

media. 

These designs, however, also appear in Navajo silver work and 
in the oil paintings and drawings of contemporary Navajo 
artists. Such replications of these sacred designs and forms 
are potentially dangerous to their creators, and many purists 
among the Navajo deplore this secularization and profanation 
of sacred forms and symbols. Nevertheless, the aesthetic 
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appeal of these designs and forms seems to have, in many cases, 
overridden the fear of the dangers inherent in the secular use 
of sacred forms (Witherspoon 1977:169)• 

Aesthetic pleasure or enjoyment can be a potent factor, espe

cially if it is combined with monetary remuneration. It appears to 

have influenced the development of Navajo weaving. Reichard (193^1 

1936, 1939b), Mills (1959:63), and Kent (1976:95) have mentioned that 

Navajo women feel that income and enjoyment can go hand-in-hand. 

Handcraftsmanship must be reckoned not only in dollars and 
cents but also in satisfaction. There is something about 
making a beautiful object which cannot be measured tangibly. 
There is no doubt that the weavers feel this. I sincerely 
believe that Atlnaba and Maria Antonia would weave if they 
never received a cent for their blankets. Their artisanship 
is to them a pride and a joy. They try to get as much money 
as they can for it, but that is a matter distinct from their 
aesthetic reward (Reichard 1936:187). 

Aesthetic considerations have, of course, always been important in the 

development of "fine art" traditions (art created for appreciation by 

and sale to an elite). Arts of these types have sprung up as members 

of minority or ethnic groups have joined the ranks of artists of the 

superordinate culture (Monte 1973; Bascom 1973)• Schools in painting 

and sculpture have developed in which there is a synthesis of indigenous 

and Western art styles, as for example in the work of Apache and Navajo 

artists Allen Houser and Harrison Begay. Primitive Art as "fine art" 

is an aspect of an international art movement that can be equated with 

Cubism or Expressionism (Goldwater 1967; Fraser 1971)• 

These are the major motivations singled out by various authors 

for the development of tourist and ethnic arts. The strongest influence 

appears to be economic necessity. Other motives, ethnic identity, con

servation, and aesthetic satisfaction, supplement the need to earn a 



living. This in turn influences how artisans view their handcrafted 

products. For example, Brody (1976:603, 608) states that most contem

porary Pueblo artisans feel that their wares are commodities produced 

for sale in sua open, international market. This in turn has an in

fluence on the art form itself. 

The Effect of Commercialization on Art 

Commercial art made for an external market must cope with at 

least two different concepts of beauty. The maker must satisfy the 

demands or preferences of the buyer as well as fulfill his/her own 

creative needs, and, unless the art is completely divorced from tradi

tional models, the maker needs to adhere to some culturally learned 

standards of quality. The buyer's aesthetic tastes may or may not 

coincide with those of the maker's ethnic group (Anderson 1979:187). 

Ben-Amos (1976) has described how Beni carvers in Nigeria place a high 

value on workmanship. This is reflected in accuracy in portraying 

naturalistic subjects, carefulness of detail, smoothness of surface, 

and glossiness. The medium, however, is nontraditional; ebony is used 

because Europeans value its dark color. Ben-Amos (1973) has called this 

a "synthesis in communication" involving the creation of a "pidgin" 

language in visual form where important ethnic signals were visualized 

and simplified so as to be understandable to the buying culture. The 

accepted signals also reflect what the buying public conceptualized as 

"native art." This two-way process is not simply a blind acceptance of 

European artistic standards with a concomitant stifling of native aes

thetic values and creativity. 



One may also see these artistic changes in another light, as 

the product of an informal marketing analysis conducted by native 

craftsmen and women. This may not affect the initial products but can 

be seen in the stylistic development of a craft. Early makers (like 

any manufacturer or merchant in capitalistic societies) quickly realized 

what customers wanted and began producing what would sell well. This 

generalization holds whether the market is elite and interested in high 

quality handmade goods or tourist and interested in an inexpensive, 

easily transportable souvenir. For example, since naturalistic fauna 

and flora with simple lines, realistically represented, appealed to 

Europeans, African sculptors quickly complied. The Hausa discovered 

that Americans and Europeans reacted to clues which they had created. 

Authenticity rather than artistic value was important, and led to 

"antiquing" and intentional imperfections (Crowley 1970). Crudeness 

catered to the general public's notion of "primitiveness." Eskimo 

soapstone sculptors at first consciously left their work rough, bulky 

and non-naturalistic. As new markets were tapped with different tastes, 

the sculptures'became smooth and naturalistic (Graburn 1972). 

In the Southwest, Pueblo and Navajo silverwork changed to meet 

Anglo-American demands. As often happens, middlemen from the consumer's 

culture helped the artists interpret these requests. In the case of 

silver, one middleman was Herman Schweitzer of the Fred Harvey Co. 

In 1899 Schweitzer encouraged Navajos to make lighter jewelry and in

clude more turquoise in their pieces. Local traders often affected 

designs, introducing arrows and swastikas considered "Indian designs" 

by Whites in the eastern United States (Adair 19^! 25-27). Since 



Navajo silversmiths found the designs appealing, they were incorporated 

into the repertoire. 

Craftsmen produce what sells. This was true with traditional 

arts where artists were criticized by their 'patrons' and fellow society 

members when their work failed to meet cultured expectations. In 

tourist and ethnic arts the situation is more complex because of the 

superimposition of a critic and patron from another culture. In this 

situation artists must discover what the new customer wants and then 

supply it. 

Since most modern tourist and ethnic arts are purchased by 

Western Europeans and Americans (though Japanese and upper class Middle 

Eastern purchasers as well as the new political elites in developing 

countries are becoming increasingly important customers), their in

fluence is appearing on native art all over the world. It is difficult 

to generalize about the effects of commercialization because the inter

national market in ethnic art has a number of submarkets, each with 

specific requirements. For example, souvenirs must be inexpensive, 

transportable, and readily understandable. Because of this they tend 

to be simple, have standardized designs and forms and be mass-produced. 

The artist must make many objects in a short period of time in order to 

turn a profit. Fine art has requirements of creativity and uniqueness. 

Decorative art must still be useful, i.e., a pot cannot leak. Studies 

of commercial art should make the functional and stylistic trends in

creasingly distinct, separating the demands of the markets from specific 

cultural responses. 
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The Commercialization of Religious Art 

Little of the literature on arts of acculturation has addressed 

itself specifically or theoretically to the commercialization of cere

monial, religious, or sacred art, aside from a descriptive history of 

the object itself, nor have works shown interest in any implications of 

commercialization for native religious systems. Perhaps this may be 

partly explained by Graburn's contention that the commercialization of 

religious art by "primitive" peoples may have been tried but has rarely, 

if ever, been successfully marketed due to religious constraints and 

conservatism. In general, he argues, a craft that was traditionally 

somewhat important to a society has a better chance of commercialization 

than does one which plays a central role. 

As in many other areas of culture, if in fact an activity is 
very tradition-bound, frequently with religious connotations, 
modification often leads to collapse rather than successful 
adaptation. Those forms which have enjoyed commercial success, 
e.g. Eskimo carvings, Akamba carvings, Navajo rugs and jewelry, 
Australian bark paintings or even northwest Coast totem poles, 
have not been central to the religious systems of the producers 
though they may have concerned religion in peripheral ways 
(Graburn 19&9:^63-^6^). 

Unfortunately, cultural anthropologists have rarely studied com

mercial failures or the extinction of arts; an exception is Biebuyck 

(1976). This is due partly to the nature of fieldwork and the fact that 

we tend to study art movements in retrospect. Thus it is difficult to 

assess Graburn's idea. A look at art available in retail establishments 

in the Southwestern United States, though, suggests that commercial art 

has developed from ritual art, but that it is rare when compared to 

commercialized secular art. Examples include Navajo sandpaintings, 

Zuni fetishes, Pueblo tabletas, Northwest Coast masks, Iroquois false 
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face masks, Huichol yarn paintings with peyote symbolism, various 

articles of ceremonial costume (Hopi sashes and dance kilts) and para

phernalia used by the Native American Church. All are made for sale to 

non-natives. Nor is this a process found only with ethnic groups. 

Christian crosses, crucifixes and statuary have been produced as jewelry 

and decorative items for centuries. More recently some forms of folk 

art with religious overtones or uses have been successfully commercial

ized (for example, New Mexico santos; Briggs 197^, 1979). 

The problem may in part be definitional. Graburn (1976:14) 

feels that most ethnic arts are "modified somewhat" or invented specifi

cally for the purpose of sale. "Commercial fine arts" are "pseudo-

traditional," since "direct" counterparts are rarely found. Such 

definitions involve problems, especially when one is concerned with the 

functional transformation of religious art to commercial art. How much 

do we have to consider something as "modified somewhat" and not an 

"exact model craft" before v/e consider it to be different? Art is con

stantly changing, although the rates and types of modification will 

vary. We can see long-term stylistic changes in Anasazi pottery, yet we 

still recognize it as Anasazi and not Hohokam. It is more important to 

analyze what these changes are and why the artist chose those particular 

modifications than to argue whether something is modified or an exact 

copy. Are those commercial arts derived from sacred arts modified more 

extensively and in different ways than those deriving from secular 

items? Do the constraints of belief systems require additional modi

fications to keep the sacred and the secular realms separate? 
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We cam posit some hypotheses* derived from Graburn (1976:2A-15), 

which can be tested with data on Navajo sandpaintings. One, religious 

arts when commercialized are greatly changed from their traditional 

prototypes. Two, commercialization occurs with the secularizing of the 

native religion, when use of religious artifacts in a secular context 

is no longer considered a sacrilege. Three, two physically identical 

items may be produced, one for sale and one for ritual use, but they 

are kept conceptually distinct by their makers. This would be a process 

not of secularization alone but of compartmentalization. Four, eco

nomics is the primary motive for commercialization of religious art. 

Counteracting this "conservatism," i.e., the feeling among com

munity members that religious art should not be commercialized, is the 

fact that there is often an eager market for "religious art." Patrons 

seem to be intrigued by the rare and esoteric in ethnic art. Being 

hard to obtain enhances their value. For instance, knowing that an 

object is "sacred" or has been used for ceremonial purposes actually 

makes the object worth more. 

Commercialization involves realigning the object in purpose and 

function. It involves secularizing a sacred object so that it can be 

used for mundane or secular purposes. This transition has not just 

occurred with art objects but with other, nonvisual, parts of ritual 

as well. For example, at the annual Gallup Ceremonial, traditional 

Southwest Indian dances are performed by Rio Grande Pueblo, Zuni, 

Navajo, Hopi, and Apache Indians. But only some of the dances of each 

tribe will be performed. One may see a San Ildefonso buffalo dance, a 

Picuris basket dance, a Hopi butterfly dance, or occasionally a Navajo 



yeibichai dance; but one will not see Hopi kachina dances or public 

exhibitions of the more secret rites held in kivas (Dockstader 195^a: 

131-132). 

A few examples of commercialized sacred art may be briefly de

scribed. Zuni fetishes were originally sacred items (Cushing 1883; Kirk 

19^3; Parsons 1939:319-32*0, possessing an indwelling power capable of 

curing, bringing luck, etc. Owned by an individual, clan, or secret 

society, they were regarded as living entities. They had to be treated 

with respect, fed ceremonially, and if so venerated would bring 'good 

fortune' to the people. Some were so sacred that to mishandle them or 

the bundle in which they were kept meant that the offender would be 

struck by lightning (Parsons 1939:32^). 

Today, facsimilies of fetishes in fairly standardized shapes and 

materials are produced by the Zunis for Anglo consumption. These are 

often called "Kiva fetishes" in stores, even though they have nothing to 

do with kivas. They aire not believed to possess power, therefore they 

sure not efficacious and have no symbolic value. While the form of the 

two types of objects (religious and commercial facsimile) may be iden

tical, the beliefs which make the fetishes sacred are not applied to 

the commercial figurines. Judd (1931:6) stated that Pueblo hunting 

fetishes were widely sought by collectors of curiosities in the 1920s. 

Jerrold Levy (personal communication 1980) has suggested that, only the 

individually owned fetishes have been commercialized, not the clan or 

society fetishes. While plausible, there is no way to test this idea 

because I was unable to discover any analysis of commercial fetishes. 
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Another sacred item is the Cochiti drum, an important piece of 

ceremonial equipment. In 189^, the Eickemeyers (1895?100-101) were 

unable to purchase a drum in Cochiti at any price. They were not to be 

sold to non-Cochiti. In 1926, however, an unidentified man took a small 

••toy'1 drum to Rael's store in Cochiti and sold it for 15 cents. 

This preceded a secret dance, and the seller needed money for 
some purchase. The drum was sold by Rael to a wholesaler as 
an example of Cochiti craft, and, as a result, an order was 
given to Rael for a hundred, or more, like it. Thus began the 
tourist trade in drums at Cochiti (Lange 1968:175)• 

Commercialization appears in other parts of the world as well. 

Carol Kaufmann (1969» 1976) has recently demonstrated that during the 

florescence of commercial Haida argillite carving, the initial period 

was characterized by signs and symbols understandable to Anglo customers. 

Then as the Haida traditional religious system disintegrated, sacred 

Haida symbols began to appear in commercial art. These symbols no 

longer needed protection (separation from the profane), because their 

efficacy had been destroyed. On the other hand, the Kamba of East 

Africa intentionally secularized their sacred art (Elkan 1958; Tracy 

1961). This transition was the work of one man, M. Munge, a famous 

carver of ceremonial sticks. Following World War I, Munge became a 

full-time carver of trinkets, selling mainly to European immigrants. 

His fellow tribesmen ostracized him because he carved sacred objects 

for secular purposes, and later because he incorporated foreign motifs. 

Later his financial success and fame overcame this opposition and his 

neighbors took up commercial carving. 

There seem to be lines drawn by each society or group which 

determines whether it is permissible or unpermissible to commercialize 
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certain kinds of religious art. This line seems to change with time. 

As in the Gallup dances, not all sacred items may become tourist and 

ethnic arts. For example, one does not generally see Pueblo kachina 

masks or Navajo yeibichai masks for sale (Dockstader 195^a:108-113). 

These are the most holy parts of ritual costumes. Nor does one see 

Pueblo altars dismantled and sold piece by piece, although sales of 

these items do occur occasionally. In 1979* Zuni war god figurines 

were set up for auction in New York and Santa Fe but were withdrawn 

from public sale when it was discovered that they had been stolen. The 

Zuni tribe is now making a concerted effort to have these sacred objects 

returned to their proper ceremonial resting place. They contend that 

the war gods are owned by the clan and tribe, not by any individual. 

Therefore, even if a Zuni had originally sold the statues, they were 

inalienable. Rio Grande Pueblo shrine materials and clan ceremonial 

paraphernalia are seen periodically on the market. When reputable 

dealers see these pieces, they inform tribal elders so that they can be 

returned to their rightful places. Navajo medicine bundles and Pueblo 

masks are also rarely sold (Frisbie 1977a, 1977b). These sales are 

infrequent and exceptional events and differ from the type of commer

cialization being discussed here. 

Some ceremonial items have, of course, been sold to anthro

pologists and museums as documents for understanding native life. This 

incidental sale is however an important first step in commercialization. 

From 1880 on, Hopi ceremonial paraphernalia was collected by individuals 

such as Thomas Keam, a trader, and H. R. Voth, a Mennonite missionary 

(McNitt 1962; Dockstader 195^a:84-86). For study purposes Fewkes 
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collected approximately 500 kachina dolls, Keams and Voth each over 

1,000. Scientific expeditions were formed to collect materials 

(McCormick Expedition in 1892-1893 under George A. Dorsey for the 

Columbian Exposition, the 1891 Hemenway Expedition under Jesse W. Fewkes 

for Harvard University, James Stevenson for the Bureau of American Eth

nology, Smithsonian Institution). In 1903 the Fred Harvey Company pur

chased 11 Hopi kachina masks for a museum collection (Wade 1976:71). 

These anthropologists and dealers impressed upon the older men that 

systematic collecting would preserve Hopi culture that was in danger of 

being lost. 

But, as would be expected, opposition was extensive. Many of 

the community leaders at Hopi resented the sale and loss of commercial 

objects which 

. . .  w e r e  o b t a i n e d  e i t h e r  f r o m  t h o s e  f e w  i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  p l a c e  
economic gain above religious loyalties, or from an equally 
small number of "Christian" Hopis who not only withdrew from 
their former religious life, but were encouraged by the mission
aries to do all they could to destroy their own culture. Some 
of these Christianized Hopis were traditional owner of cere
monial paraphernalia which they were quite happy to sell. When 
it became known that various religiously important articles 
were on public view in Chicago and elsewhere, the conservative 
Hopis were outraged at the sacrilege (Dockstader 195^a:86). 

This example of the sale of ceremonial objects to anthropolo

gists allegedly to preserve and document a traditional life style 

suggests that: (a) selling ceremonial objects is done by people who no 

longer believe in their own religion but have converted to the re-

ligion(s) of the dominant society. Since they no longer consider the 

ritual objects to be sacred, they cam be used for the alternative pur

pose of making money. If this happens, one may expect a vocal outcry 

against this misuse by community members who still adhere to traditional 
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beliefs, (b) Alternatively, influencial members of the subordinate 

group may be convinced by members of the dominant society that native 

ways are in danger of disappearing and play on their ethnic pride and 

desire to conserve traditional artifacts and beliefs. This is an im

portant catalyst for eventual commercialization. It also provides a 

model for laymen: if "A" did it, it must be all right. 

The reasons justifying the commercialization of sacred artifacts 

must be strong and readily apparent, especially if there are rules 

against misuse, and if commercialization is advancing in the face of 

community opposition. Even the commercialization of a secular object 

with semi-sacred overtones, e.g., Hopi kachina dolls, illustrates these 

motivations and their implications for Hopi society. Traditionally 

kachina dolls were used as figurines. Their function was primarily edu

cational, a means of teaching children the pantheon of kachinas (Fewkes 

1903; Dockstader 195^:107-124; Colton 1959; Parsons 1939:319; Tanner 

1968). They were not idols or gods and hence not worshipped. They 

could be used as toys and they decorated the home, serving as a constant 

reminder of the kachinas. Dutton (1957b:7) argues that kachina dolls 

were, if not completely sacred, held in respect since they depicted 

sacred symbols. 

The Fred Harvey Co. expressed interest in Hopi kachina dolls in 

1903. In 1913 Charles Owens of the Field Museum in Chicago asked 

Schweitzer to assess their marketability. By 1930, under the encourage

ment of the Museum of Northern Arizona, they had become an important 

source of income for the Hopi. Economic incentives were evident from 

the earliest period; kachina dolls began to take on a commercial value 
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and were slowly changing stylistically to meet the technical and quality 

requirements of the new buyer. Hopis were responding to the law of 

supply and demand by turning out greater and greater numbers of figu

rines (Dockstader 195i+a:10'+). 

Opposition at Hopi centered on the secular use of certain sym

bols placed on the dolls rather than production of the dolls per se. 

In Rio Grande Pueblos, where stylistically simpler kachina dolls are 

made for educational purposes, manufacture for commercial purposes is 

viewed with general displeasure. 

In fact, the more conservative Rio Grande pueblos, such as 
Santo Domingo regard the Hopi almost as traitors for their 
open selling of kachina dolls in the market place of Santa 
Fe. The Hopi are equally adamant with their contention that 
the kachinas are for the benefit of all mankind. Neverthe
less, Hopi dolls were not originally sold, and other carry
overs from a possibly greater previous sacredness are pre
served in the extreme reluctance of most Hopi men to carve 
important mung kachinas and their taboo against carving 
while their wives are pregnant for fear of deformity (Harvey 
1963:6). 

Thus while the object itself was secular, certain religious symbols it 

carried were not to be made. The line between the sacred and the secu

lar was fuzzy and each community of carvers (with or without community 

pressure?) decided whether certain figures, designs, and symbols could 

be used for commercial purposes. The Rio Grande Pueblos felt that none 

of the dolls should be sold, while for the Hopi only portraits of chief 

and extremely important kachinas could not. 

It is possible that religious items are commercialized when 

there is no specific taboo against outsiders viewing the article. 

Harvey (1970) conducted an experiment in Hopi painting and found that 

he could not persuade artists to paint pictures of altars or secret 



rituals but could get them to paint public aspects of major ceremonies 

which outsiders had seen, such as the Snake Dance. In only one painting 

were there portraits of masks and the artist was anxious that no other 

Hopi see the picture. Spinden (1931:3-*0 also noted that while the 

early painters from San Ildefonso (Awa-Tsireh, Oqwa Pi) began painting 

native ceremonials in 1917* they did not depict esoteric or sacred rites. 

The most famous early painter at Cochiti, Tonita Pena, also painted 

ceremonial dancers. 

Tonita stated that there had been little objection at Cochiti 
to her painting dance figures. There had been trouble during 
a year in which her third husband, EpitacioArquero, was gover
nor. He defended her by pointing out that since she was draw
ing only those dancers who could be seen by any outsider it was 
no more harmful for her to do this than it was for other to 
make their pottery and sell it. This reasoning apparently 
satisfied the objectors. After that, she had continued to 
paint only figures of an exoteric nature (Lange 1968:179-180). 

The commercialization of sacred artifacts involves another 

aspect. Granting that some makers still adhere to their traditional 

religion, a fact which must be empirically established in each case, 

artists who use formerly sacred artifacts must somehow ease their con

sciences. They must come to grips with the fact that they are, or are 

felt to be by some members of the community, doing something wrong. 

There are many possible ways one could do this, one being to 

separate the new form and the old form into distinct categories. In 

other words, individuals develop new rules which allow artisans to make 

two types of art so that there is a sacred art which is used in the 

ceremonial system and a commercial art which is used in the economic 

system. One way to do this would be to develop a rule so that makers 

must consciously change the commercial artifact so that it is no longer 
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visually the same as its sacred counterpart and prototype. The commer

cial object becomes smother form of secular ethnic art. This appears 

to have occurred in some forms of Northwest Coast Indian art (N. H. H. 

Graburn, personal communication 1980) and Hopi kachina dolls. 

. . .  s o m e  H o p i s  w h o  m a k e  tihu are opposed to selling the 
authentic article, and have turned to subtle escapes to ease 
the conscience and enjoy a bit of sardonic amusement. The tihu 
sire very carefully carved as usual, but the painted designs 
(especially on the all-important mask) are often changed, mixed, 
or elaborated so there is only a semblance of accuracy (Dock-
stader 195^3:105)• 

Artists then rationalize that there are two forms; conscious changes 

will not be offensive to supernaturals and hence are acceptable to the 

community. Thus it may be postulated that the less resemblance the 

commercialized reproduction bears to the actual religious artifact the 

more likely it will be allowed, especially if its production brings in 

needed money. The traditional and the commercial art forms are placed 

in two distinct categories and separated by a new rule of imperfection. 

A similar situation existed for the Yolngu of Australia, who 

have been commercializing their sacred nonpermanent paintings (Morphy 

said Layton n.d.:8-10). Craft production was the most economically 

feasible solution in a situation where the traditional economy was no 

longer functioning adequately. But the art form possessing the greatest 

potentisil was of sacred origin and still very much in use. Clan elders 

and initiated men wanted to keep their traditional paintings, which 

were linked to the sacred objects of the clan, intact and pure. Once 

artists had made the decision to commercialize, problems arose because 

women and uninitiated men, who are not allowed to see the sacred de

signs, made the bulk of the new paintings. The Yolngu developed a 
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number of alternative strategies to meet this situation and separate the 

commercial from its sacred prototype. These include the following. 

1. Artists (lander clan supervision) increased the figurative con

tent of the painting in such a way that they created only the illusion 

of a secret and closed art. The more figures a painting contains, the 

less sacred it is. The commercialized work included too many figures. 

2. Only certain paintings were commercialized, others remained 

secret. Those selected for public display were chosen from the public, 

less important subjects of the mythological system. All paintings in 

the traditional system are ranked along a continuum from secular and 

public to sacred and esoteric. 

3. Artists chose subject matter that showed clan-owned land in the 

from of property deeds. These were semi-sacred and historical documents 

made partly in the hope that they would educate the Europeans. 

*f. While sacred and unaltered paintings were sold, their true mean

ing was selectively withheld. This strategy was adopted by groups who 

had not restricted public display of ceremonial items to Europeans in 

the late 19th-early 20th centuries. These included paintings that 

illustrated anthropological monographs or were displayed as wall decora

tions at the Yirrkala church. Since they were already reproduced it 

was judged acceptable to copy the reproductions. 

While not mutually exclusive, different Yolngu clans tended to 

maximize one response over another. The general rationale is similar: 

women and children will not know which parts are "true." Of the four 

rationalizations, the first three meet European marketing demands while 

at the same time keeping the sacred and secular forms distinct, while 



the fourth led to a readjustment of categorical distinctions in the tra

ditional system. 

Thus the commercialization of art is a world-wide process which 

results basically from a situation of poverty and may or may not be a 

response to an acculturative situation. Art forms which were used by a 

group for social, religious, political, or decorative purposes are 

transformed into objects which can be sold to other groups in a market

place in order to obtain needed goods and services. Sacred arts are 

also commercialized although this presents more problems to the pro

ducers, especially if there are rules in the society which keep the 

sacred and the secular realms distinct. 



CHAPTER 3 

SANDPAINTINGS AROUND THE WORLD 

The term sandpainting has many synonyms (drypainting, sand 

altar, colored earth altar, ground painting, sand mosaic, earth painting, 

meal painting, sod altar or painting, powder painting, medicine disc, 

earth altar, sand picture, sand icon, ground drawing). All refer to any 

non-permanent painting made of pulverized, dry, colored materials with

out a binder. In this monograph, it does not refer to monumental sand 

or earth sculptures, like effigy mounds, turf mounds, or outline figures 

drawn with a stick. The colored materials used to make the impermanent 

designs are usually ground sandstones, coal, and minerals, but organic 

substances such as burned oak root, feathers, corn meal, pollens, or 

flower petals are not uncommon. Sandpaintings are made on a horizontal 

surface such as the floor of a house, the ground, a raised platform, a 

piece of paper, cloth or deer skin, or a tray filled with dirt. Some 

European artists like the Dadaists and post-Cubists following World War 

I made collages with sand or dirt backgrounds. Since these works were 

made with a binder they are not considered in this chapter. Sandpaint

ings are almost always intentionally destroyed when their reason for 

being made is fulfilled. 

Although an exhaustive literature search has not been attempted, 

sandpaintings were found to be made around the world; they are by no 

means unique to the Navajo (see Figs. 2 and 3). Drypaintings sire an 
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ancient form in Australia* China, Japan, Nepal, India, Tibet and Burma. 

Visitors to Santa Fe once remarked how similar Navajo sandpaintings were 

to those they had seen in their own homeland, India (Anon. 1952). Dry-

paintings were found in West Africa and evidentally were used in Central 

Europe as magical drawings of pentagons and other signs (J. J. Brody, 

personal communication 1980). In the Americas sandpaintings are found 

in Mexico, the Plains, Southern California, and the Greater Southwest. 

They are not found in the Eastern United States and Canada, Alaska, the 

Northwest Coast, the Plateau, the Great Basin or Northern California. 

In all groups where sandpaintings have been found to date, they 

were a form of religious art. They served as sacred altars, trails for 

supernaturals, and the resting places for sacred objects and parapher

nalia. In most ceremonies they contained power and were considered holy. 

In several groups there were also secular forms. For example, Australian 

women used them to illustrate secular tales and in Japan special forms 

were made by beggers just as street artists made impermanent charcoal 

paintings in England in the 19th century. Forms in India and Japan were 

historically sold as commercial art, just as today commercial forms are 

being developed by the Navajo and several groups in Australia. In all 

cases, these secular and commercial forms developed from sacred proto

types. 

The following is a brief description of sandpaintings made by 

many groups. Attention is focused on the groups utilizing this art form 

in the Greater Southwest, since contact with the Navajo, the group dis

cussed in this book, is greatest there, and this appears to be one area 
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of extensive development. Navajo sandpaintings and their ceremonial 

use will be described in Chapter 

This is not an exhaustive study. Although the world-wide dis

tribution of sandpaintings is a classic ethnographic problem and of 

general interest, it is not the aim of this study. This survey is 

designed to show that while less has been written on the sandpaintings 

of groups besides the Navajo, they are a widespread form of sacred art. 

The Navajo are only exceptional in the number of different designs, 

estimated at approximately 1,000 distinct compositions (Wyman in press: 

186). No other groups appear to have such a great variety. 

Due to time limitations only the major ethnographic works for 

each culture region were perused. To date no examples have been found 

in South America, the Middle East, northern Asia, or the Pacific 

Islands and only two examples in Africa. These areas have been covered 

very superficially and it is very likely that several cultures not 

included here have used this type of art. 

fhe Greater Southwest 

Drypaintings appear to have been a pan-Southwestern trait at 

least in the northern and eastern sections of the culture area and among 

Uto-Aztecan speakers in the south. Exceptions are the Seri (McGee 

1895:176) and the Huichol (Zingg 1938) for which no positive references 

were found. It is also questionable whether the River Yumans used this 

form of religious art. Spier (1978:29*0 states that the Maricopa defi

nitely did not use sandpainting; neither did the Cocopa. But when he 

was working with the Cocopa, Gifford's Yuman interpreter said that sand

paintings have been used by the Yumans once or twice to treat arrow 
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wounds (Gifford 1933s310). However no ethnography on the Yuma or Mohave 

mentions their use. Use among the Upland Yumans is also questionable. 

Spier (1929s2l6) states that the Havasupai do not use ground paintings, 

nor do their Ute and Paiute neighbors. In an earlier article (Spier 

1928:288), though, he mentions that the Havasupai make a drawing in the 

sand which is rubbed out after use for fear that someone will use it to 

bring illness to the artist. The use of the painting is unknown. 

The Athabascan speakers made sandpaintings and acquired the art 

from Pueblo groups after migration to the Southwest. The Pueblos 

(Keresans, Zuni, some Tanoans, Hopi, and Hopi-Tewa) continue to make 

sandpaintings today and are assumed to have used them prehistorically. 

However, since it is an ephemeral form, there is little conclusive evi

dence. Uto-Aztecan speakers in Mexico and southern Arizona used dry-

paintings (Spicer 1969:789) and the trait either spread to the Southwest 

from central Mexico or was common to both areas. Today neither the Pima, 

Papago, or groups in northern Mexico make sandpaintings outside of 

Catholic rites. For all Southwestern groups that made them, sandpaint

ings were a form of religious art. They conferred good health and 

insured plentiful crops and rain through the utilization of convention

alized symbols which influenced supernatural beings. They were an 

important instrument of curing, especially for diseases caused by 

unsatisfactory relations between human beings and animals. The specific 

emphasis of this sacred art varied with the religious emphasis of the 

particular culture. 
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Apache Drypaintings 

While Athabascans outside the Southwest (in northern California, 

the Northwest Coast, and Canada) do not make drypaintings, several 

Apachean groups do (Kroeber 1923:132). Among these are the Western 

Apache (San Carlos, White Mountain, Cibecue), the Mescalero, Lipan, 

Chiricahua, and Jicarilla Apaches, and the Navajo. There is no evidence 

that the Kiowa-Apache (or the Kiowa) used sandpaintings (Mooney 1898). 

Apache drypaintings are called medicine discs and are made 

during curing ceremonies, both indoors on canvas and outdoors, in brush 

enclosures, on the ground. The paintings are very potent. They are 

made only as a last resort when all other methods fail to cure. Like 

their Navajo counterparts, they are destroyed on the same day they are 

made. Except for those made by the Western Apache, most are simpler in 

design and contain a more limited rsinge of symbolism than Navajo sand-

paintings. 

Goodwin (1938, 19^5) described the many similarities between 

Navajo and White Mountain Apache ritual, including their sandpaintings. 

Only six Western Apache ceremonies use medicine circles. Usually each 

shaman knows only one sandpainting per ceremony. The Western Apache 

paintings are made in a circular bough enclosure that faces east, and 

are destroyed before sundown. The patient sits on the painting, various 

parts of which are applied to the body. The order of application is the 

same as for the Navajo. 

Pigments are similar to those used by the Navajo: limestone, 

sandstone, charcoal, and cedar leaves. These are strewn on the ground 

by an elderly medicine main or woman and have directional significance. 



A painting described by Reagan (1930:338-3^0) in a gans ceremony seen 

at Cibecue in 1901 was sixteen feet in diameter and consisted of three 

concentric rainbows open at the east. A three foot center symbolized 

the moon and the sun. Symbols were placed on or between outer circles 

and included 42 supernatural beings (cheden), animals, birds, sun, moon, 

heavenly bodies, lightning, short rainbows, earth, and water. 

The consecration procedure and utilization of sacred designs 

appears to be very similar to Navajo usage; after the mother of the 

patient consecrates the painting, which the patient ceremonially walks 

on, the gans dancer approaches the now seated patient and rubs her with 

sacred sandse The medicine man does likewise. The painting, however, 

does not seem to be as fraught with potential or actual danger after 

the ceremony as does the Navajo painting. Anyone may collect some of 

the colored sand and use it as medicine in the future. The painting 

is obliterated at the end of the ceremony. All Western Apache sand-

paintings are holy and are prayed to because they aire endowed with 

supernatural power and can be considered personifications of it (Goodwin 

1938:33). 

Little is known about Chiricahua Apache drypaintings, although 

it is known that they were made. Gatschet (1885) described a Chiricahua 

"sun circle," although V/yman (in press:1910 thinks this painting may 

actually have been made by a group of Western Apache. No published 

pictures or descriptions of Chiricahua Apache drypaintings were found 

during the present literature review, so nothing can be said about 

subject matter, design, or use. 
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The Mescalero and Lipan Apache also utilized drypaintings, but 

again, information is sketchy. Opler (personal communication to Wyman 

1980) says the Lipan used sandpaintings in the girl's puberty ceremony 

(Wyman in press:195-196), tracing outline figures in the sand. The 

Mescalero used them in a ceremony combating witchcraft. Four simple 

paintings were made depicting earth mounds, animals, crosses, and foot

prints. 

Jicarilla Apache drypaintings sire more well-known and are used 

for curing, diagnosis, the "long life" ceremonies, and the annual relay 

race (Opler 1936, 19^0. Opler (19^3:18-23, 27-^2, 73-95) described 

Holiness rites which he and Wyman (Haile, Oakes and Wyman 1957;1^5-1^7; 

Wyman 1975:101-107) think were very similar to Navajo Mountainway and 

Beautyway. The etiological factors and purpose of the curing rites 

were the same. Jicarilla Apache drypaintings for these ceremonies were 

made in a special lodge on a sand platform six feet across (Stanley 

1967:201). One is made on the first night. The chief singer traces 

the outlines in pollen, then his assistants make four parallel snakes 

in the sunwise directional colors. A fence is built around the paint

ings so that symbolic snakes will not escape. A trail of four bear 

tracks leads from the wickiup door to the painting. When the painting 

is complete, the patient enters, consecrates the painting with cornmeal 

-and sits on or near the painting facing east. After singing, a man 

impersonating a bear attempts to scare the patient in the same manner 

as a Navajo shock rite (Wyman and Bailey 19^3)* If the patient faints, 

bear sickness is the cause of the illness. If instead the patient 

shakes, the singer knows that snakes caused the illness. The initial 



painting is used to divine the cause of the illness, those paintings 

made on the next few days cure. Next, the chief singer applies the 

sands to corresponding parts of the patient's body. When the rite is 

completed the sands are gathered and placed at the rear of the home. 

The performance, minus the shock rite, is repeated on three consecutive 

mornings. New, more elaborate paintings are made on each day. 

Designs and subject matter in the Jicarilla paintings include 

mountains, animals and their trails (especially bears and snakes), water, 

birds, insects, plants, anthropomorphized supernaturals, sun and moon, 

earth and sky. A guardian encircles the paintings on the last day. 

Unlike Navajo sandpaintings, it appears that designs do not always have 

to be the same but can change with each performance. Like Navajo paint

ings, the Apache ground drawings are dangerous and must be treated with 

respect. Children should not see them being made because they are so 

powerful, and only men may grind the colors. 

Pueblo Drypaintings 

It is usually assumed that drypaintings were made by all 

Puebloan peoples in the Southwest (see Underhill 19^8:*tl-^6), but there 

is definite information only for the Hopi, Hopi-Tewa, Ztini, Acoma, 

Laguna and nine of the Rio Grande villages (Zia, Santa Ana, Santo 

Domingo, Cochiti, Taos, Tesuque, San Felipe, Isleta, Jemez). The 

secrecy surrounding religion in all these villages makes even this 

information scanty, as does the injunction against noninitiates viewing 

the paintings. In general, sandpaintings are more elaborate in the 

Western Pueblos and sire simpler and less common in northeastern villages 

(Parsons 1939:956-957)• Cushing (in Mallery 1893:210-211) thought that 



sandpaintings had developed as a supplement to kiva murals and wooden 

slat altars, that they are like drama props and act as aids to magical 

incantations. 

The Pueblos, like the Navajo, make both sandpaintings (dry 

paintings made primarily of pulverized sand, charcoal, and ochre) and 

meal paintings (impermanent paintings made solely of consecrated corn-

meal). Wyman (in press:202) states that the two types may be concep

tually distinct, except among the Hopi. Parsons (1939:957) believes 

that the Keres associate meal paintings with rain-producing rituals 

and sandpaintings with curing ceremonies. Pigments and materials for 

these paintings are the same as those used by the Navajo, but the em

phasis is on pulverized vegetable material rather than colored sands, 

thereby producing a wider range of colors. Among the Keres, cornmeal 

is the most widely used material (White 19^2:330). 

Preparation and construction techniques are the same as will be 

described for the Navajo in Chapter 5, except that most Pueblo painters 

begin at the periphery and work towards the center. Since Pueblo dry-

paintings are usually under four feet across, this presents little 

practical difficulty. Wyman (in press^O^) feels that the procedure 

and use of materials are closest in design, materials, size, and use to 

Navajo Blessingway paintings, which are prophylactic in character. 

Most Pueblo paintings use simple geometries and contain fewer 

symbols in less complex arrangements than Navajo paintings. Rarely are 

supernaturals shown; the two major exceptions are the circular painting 

of 2h deities made for Zurii initiation ceremonies and the Hopi painting 

showing one or two deities or animals. The major symbols reflect a 



concern for rain and fertility (clouds, rain, rainbows, lightning, 

snakes). Corn, heavenly bodies, cosmic symbols, and occasionally ani

mals, birds and kachinas are also made. One reason for this relative 

simplicity is that a Pueblo sandpainting is only part of an altar com

plex, while for the Navajo it is the altar. Pueblo paintings are made 

in front of wall murals, wooden screens, or slats (Parsons 1939). They 

serve as resting places for ceremonial objects, and cornmeal trails 

lead from the painting to the door. 

Drypaintings are made secretly by kiva officers during the day 

proceeding a night ceremony. They are not immediately destroyed at the 

end of the specific ceremony as in Navajo rites but at the end of the 

entire ceremonial sequence. They remain in place for several days. It 

seems that dread of association with the concentrated power residing in 

the painting is not evident in Pueblo societies, although initiates are 

not allowed to see them being made. They are nevertheless sacred, and 

the altars are destroyed at the end of the ceremony after their purposes 

have been served (Parsons 1939s358). Since not as many different paint

ings are needed for a ceremonial cycle, the Pueblos have fewer designs 

than do the Navajo. 

The antiquity of sandpaintings and the altar complex of which 

they are a part has not been established. Wooden sections of altars 

have been recovered from Anasazi sites, so we may tentatively assume 

that sandpaintings were used (Vivian, Dodgen and Hartman 1978;37-3^). 

Pepper (1920:102) argues for this interpretation. Room 27 at Pueblo 

Bonito (Chaco Canyon), a ceremonial room, contained a mass of pulverized 



white sandstone. Martin (1959:19) considers drypaintings a diagnostic 

feature of the Anasazi. 

It appears that Pueblo drypaintings usually work in the same 

manner as those of the Navajo; they are suffused with supernatural power 

and are sacred entities. They have been breathed upon by the gods and 

hence are dangerous if used outside the ceremonial content. It also 

appears that at least one type may be used in a similar way, granting 

the difference in emphases in the different religions (Parsons 1939: 

35*0. Participants in the ceremonies press some of the consecrated 

sands to their bodies before the painting is destroyed, conferring good 

luck and strength. The same thing happens when an initiate stands on 

the painting while being whipped by the kachinas, as in the Powamu 

ceremony at Hopi or the Big Firebrand ceremony at Zuni. 

Although secret, sandpaintings have been witnessed by Anglos at 

many Hopi villages and at Hano (Hopi-Tewa), mostly around the turn of 

the century. They are used in the Snake, Flute and Antelope society 

ceremonies, winter solstice, Powamu, Wiiwuchim and Niman kachina cere

monies, for women's ceremonies like Oaqol, Lalakon and Mamzrau, and for 

ceremonies distinctive to each village (Stephen 1936a:117, 120, 172, 173, 

639-640, 842, 872, 894, 917, 797, 815-819; 1936b; Voth 1901:356-358, 511, 

523, 661-621; 1903a:11; 1903b:298, 303; 1912; Fewkes 1897:plate 73, page 

87, 278, 291; 1927; 1900a:966-99^; 1900b:96-98; 1895:268; 1896:247, 

plate I, II; Dorsey and Voth 1901:43; 1902:plates 92, 122; Parsons 1925a: 

23, 121; 1939:186, 287, 310, 354-358, 511, 523; Bourke 1884:105-106; 

Goddard 1931:119-121; Fewkes and Ownes 1892:115). Most of these 

dangerous and sacred paintings are made in the kiva by society priests 



and priestesses as part of the altar and remained until the end of the 

ritual sequence. 

Hopi and Hopi-Tewa sandpaintings are small, two-to-four by two-

to-four feet, and portray clouds, rain, rainbows, lightning, various 

animals, snakes, and occasionally kachinas. Simple meal paintings are 

made for most ceremonies such as Wuwuchim (mainly trails), Soyal (six 

semi-circular clouds with rain and a meal trail), and Oaq'ol (three cloud 

symbols with rain). A meal circle is made on the ground into which 

snakes are piled at the end of the Snake Dance. More complex paintings 

are made for major ceremonies like Soyal (at Hano clouds, snakes, light

ning and trails), Powamu (Hahai-i and Ho kachinas with rainbow), and 

the women's societies' ceremonies (supernaturals, corn fields, clouds, 

and lightning). 

Special paintings not part of the upright altar are also made; 

on the first night of Wuwuchim the initiate stands on the sandpainting 

of a cloud while his hair is washed by his father (Steward 1931'58). A 

special painting is made for initiation into the Snake Society; a moun

tain lion is surrounded by a snake on each of the four sides and framed 

by four colored bands. On noon of the ninth day of the Snake Dance the 

snakes are made to go across the painting to insure rain, thus oblit

erating the drawing. 

Zuni sandpaintings are very similar to Hopi both in design and 

function. Bunzel (1932:^99) said that every altar has to be placed on 

a white cornmeal painting symbolizing clouds from which trails run 

toward the door. This is the road of life along which people and 

supernaturals enter. Cushing separates this invariable "earth terrace," 
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made of scattered prayer meal, from "powder paintings," which are used 

by the Zuni only in ceremonies pertaining to all the regions of the 

world. These include fasts of tribal priests, curing, and "betterment" 

ceremonies. The powder paintings, made on the floor, represent the 

lower regions through which the Zuni have ascended. The upper regions 

are painted on the walls (Cushing in Mallery 1893:211). 

Drypaintings are used in the initiation ceremonies of the 

Kachina society and for the coming of Ko'loowisi, the winter solstice 

ceremony, the Great Fire Fraternity ceremonies, and the summer solstice 

ceremony (M. Stevenson l887:plate 22, page 550; 190^:99, 116, 129, 130, 

1^1, 150-152, 169)• The designs include two circles of supernaturals 

around a central water bowl encircled by the great plumed serpent. The 

most elaborate painting is made for the retreat of the rain priests, 

and consists of clouds, trails, disks, and arrowpoints (Parsons 1939s 

692-693)» Less complex paintings are made for the rain priesthoods 

and for curing societies such as thle'wekwe (wood) and firebrand. Two 

sand hills with cornmeal roads are used in the scalp ceremonies (Parsons 

192if:9)« Although Mother Earth is shown in one, most consist of cloud 

symbols and trails, or sun symbols (M. Stevenson 190^:^62, plate CVII). 

The ZuHi also make powder paintings in relief so that they are modeled 

effigies. The colors used in these sand sculptures become powerful 

medicine (Cushing in Mallery 1893:211). 

Few anthropologists have actually seen Keresan or Tanoan sand-

paintings in ceremonial settings. M. Stevenson (189*0 did see a Zia 

drypainting used by both curing and rain societies. As at Zuni, a 

drypainting with clouds and semicircles was made in front of a wooden 



slat altar upon which were placed clan or society emblems, Cornmeal 

lines leading from the altar to the door served as a road over which 

the spirits of gods could travel. The paintings served to incite the 

cloud people to action (Goddard 19315110)• 

While each religious association has its own paintings, those 

used in the rain ceremony tend to be simple circular arrangements of 

clouds and lightning (White 1962:Fig. *+3; Parsons 1939:^69). Some 

paintings used for curing also include animals, birds, and anthropomor

phic figures. The snake society has special paintings which emphasize 

snakes (White 1962:162), and the clown societies have simple meal paint

ings with geometric symbols. The society of Kok-ko, like Zuni, uses 

meal paintings. Initiates are shown the painting after being whipped 

by the kachinas. The scalps of slain enemies are placed on a meal 

painting during initiation of a victor into the society of warriors 

(M. Stevenson 189^:121). Meal paintings are also used for burial cere

monies, and a cornmeal road leading from a painting takes the soul from 

the house on its journey (White 1962:217-219). Other paintings are made 

for the annual feast of the dead and for the war society. 

Like Zia, other Keresan groups (Santa Ana, Santo Domingo, 

Acoma, Laguna, Cochiti, and San Felipe) have sandpaintings and meal 

paintings associated with curing rites and solstice and summer rain 

ceremonies (Parsons 1939i35'+-356, 36^, V?9, 886; 1920:117). Sandpaint

ings were used as an altar of the dead at Cochiti (Dumarest 1919?167). 

Designs include simple arrangements of crosses, clouds, arrowpoints, 

trails, and sometimes animals such as snakes. At Acoma, a double headed 

snake is made (Stirling 19^2:plate 10), a painting of an antelope, very 



similar to that used at Hopi (Parsons 1936b:556), and one of a turtle 

which is used at the child* naming ceremony (White 1932:106, 113, 129, 

132, plate 16). Another painting is made for a scalp dance. The Koshari 

(clown) society at Santa Ana uses two naturalistic cornstalks in a 

painting, while the Cikame society draws a snake on a black field 
* 

(White 19^2:330-339)* The Flint-Koshari society's painting for the 

summer solstice ceremony is a black field with crescent moons and snakes. 

Simple cornmeal altars are used for retreat of the priests of 

the Giant society in Keresan groups (Goldfrank 1927:56-70). In general, 

designs for curing ceremonies include realistic animals, while those for 

rain focus on geometric symbols. Similar designs are used in each 

society's initiation ceremony, but all paintings are smaller and less 

complex than those at Hopi and Zuni. Meal roads are the most common 

form. 

Even less is known about the use of drypaintings at Tanoan-

speaking Pueblos; Parsons (1939) stated that it was next to impossible 

to compile information or descriptions of altars. Meal paintings or 

roads with tracks are known to be made at Tesuque (Wyman in press:2^9). 

Taos utilizes at least two drypaintings: one shows a bifurcating corn 

plant on a blue lake, and the other, zigzag lightning arrows (Parsons 

1936a:Figs. 5 and 6; 1939:35^)• Parsons (1925b:120-121) was able to 

obtain only two crude drawings of paintings used by the Eagle society 

and the Arrow society at Jemez, although she was told that all altars 

had meal paintings; stars, birds, rectangles, and trails were made. 

Regan also saw paintings of the Snake and Knife society, but no descrip

tion is available (Smith 1952:214). 



An important source of information for the Tiwa is Parsons' 

Isleta Paintings (Parsons 1962). The paintings in this work were made 

between 1936-19^1 by an Isletan who felt that Parsons* monograph (1932) 

needed illustrations. Fifteen contain drypaintings, most of which 

appear to be meal paintings. The paintings for the child's naming cere

mony, the moiety ceremonies, the hunting association, said the kachina 

cult emphasize cloud symbols and corn, while those of the curing soci

eties show etiological factors such as snakes. Others consist of corn-

meal roads symbolizing the route to be traveled by the dead. A special 

painting, Parsons' No. 33* is a salt circle made in the winter cere

monies for the sun by the town chief; it is actually made of cornmeal. 

Fetishes and sacred objects are' placed on these meal altars. 

Among the Tanoans, drypaintings are used by moiety groups that 

control the annual ceremonial cycle, and occasionally, by curing soci

eties. No mention was found for their use by clown societies, but it 

is impossible to ascertain whether there is actually a dearth of dry-

paintings, or whether this is a false impression due to a lack of infor

mation. The latter is probable. The Spaniards tried to stop Pueblo 

ceremonies (Forbes I960; Dozier 1970:^7-52), and, while drypaintings are 

not mentioned in Spanish documents, this does not preclude their exis

tence. Pueblo secrecy concerning religious matters both then and later 

under Anglo-American domination would have included the sandpaintings. 

This lack of information on all Rio Grande Pueblos, especially the 

Keresans and Jemez, is especially unfortunate for this study, because 

the Navajo borrowed many of their religious ideas and paraphernalia 

(including sandpaintings) from these groups. 
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Other Southwestern Groups 

The first documentation of sandpaintings in the Greater South

west comes from Jesuit missionaries in 1591-1592, who described dry-

paintings used by the Cahitan tribes of Northwestern Mexico (Beals 

19^3:60, 65-68, 83-84). The sandpaintings were made by religious 

specialists, both men and women, who knew prescribed formulas (Spicer 

1961:17)• Designs representing animals or other figures were laid on 

the floors of temporary ramadas. Indians danced around these paintings 

apparently made for initiation rites. Both the buildings and paintings 

were destroyed at the end of the ceremonies. Missionaries undertook a 

vigorous campaign to stop these common "heathen" practices (Spicer 1962: 

46-60). The Indians' modern descendants, the Yaqui and Mayo, still 

practice the art in a modified form in Christian ceremonies, although 

traditional rites and forms have died out. 

The Papago, Lower Pima, and River Pima made drypaintings, but 

almost none are made today. Schevill (1947:13*0 saw a Papago curer 

painting a circular arrangement of animals in the early 1940s. An im

portant demonstration was given in i960 at the Arizona Sonora Desert 

Museum by four Papago men from Sil Nakya village (Johnson i960). Accord

ing to the demonstrator, he was the only curer still practicing the art 

form, which apparently is dying out. 

Papago drypainting is part of a public daytime ceremony per

formed outdoors away from any structure. The curer traces the outline 

of a sand mound with a stick and his assistants then construct the 

painting in the same manner as the Navajo. Materials are readily 

available in the desert (creosote, clay, charcoal). Size is three to 
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four feet in diameter. The designs include rectangular spaces and 

conical shapes, lines, geometries, animals like horned toads, lightning, 

and tracks. The patient sits on the sacred painting after uprights are 

set around it. The painting is left for the wind to destroy at the end 

of the ceremony. 

Corbusier, an army doctor at Camp Verde in the 1870s, wrote of 

seeing "Yuman" ceremonies which prominently utilized sand pictures. The 

rite he described is very similar to a Western Apache ceremony described 

above, though the usage of paintings is slightly different. He called 

the prophylactic ceremony "making medicine," and its purpose was to 

prevent further epidemics. A picture of the "spirit land," seven feet 

across, was made on the sand floor of a specially constructed ramada. 

In the center was a round red circle surrounded by several rings of 

green and red. On the outer ring, four triangles containing anthropo

morphic figures of deities were placed at the cardinal points. After 

consecrating the painting the medicine men ceremonially picked up parts 

of the painting, depositing the colored sands in their pouches. These 

sands were powerful medicine to be used in the future. After the cere

mony, laymen rubbed the sands onto their bodies as preventive medicine 

(in Mallery 1893:505-507)• There seems to have been no patient. Either 

Corbusier was describing a painting made by the Tonto Apache who were 

living with the Southeast Yavapai, or the Yavapai had borrowed this cus

tom from the Apaches along with other elements of social organization. 

There is no indication that other Yavapai groups or the Walapai made 

sandpaintings. 
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The Great Plains 

Altars of dry clay and pulverized materials are made by several 

groups living on the Great Plains of the United States and Canada, 

including the Blackfoot, Arapaho, Southern Cheyenne, Oglala (Dakota 

Sioux), Ponca, and Assiniboine (Spier 1921:165). Drypaintings are used 

only in the Sun Dance, where the paintings serve as part of the altar 

complex in the lodge or tipi. But this simple colored sod altar does 

not occupy a conspicuous or important position as it does in Navajo or 

Pueblo ritual; it is an auxiliary feature (Dorsey 1905a). Designs are 

generally geometric, and the most common motif is the morning star shown 

as a multi-colored series of dotted and straight lines. 

The Assiniboine painting is the simplest: a rectangular or cir

cular area of colored sod upon which a buffalo skull rests (Spier 1921: 

^+71; Lowie 1910:59). Solid areas representing the earth were also made 

by the Arapaho (Dorsey 1903:109-110), while the Southern Cheyenne 

paintings consisted of a series of lines and colored rectangles which 

represented the morning star and trails (Dorsey 1905b: 1*43-1 ̂+5) • Ver

million earth with a yellow crescent moon is spread over the cut out 

area by the Dakota Sioux (Dorsey 189^:^51). The Ponca have a round area 

bordered with an arc of sage (Dorsey 1905a:77). Blackfoot smudge altars 

for the Sun Dance are the most elaborate. A hole about three feet 

square is excavated and the bottom covered with a thin layer of light 

colored earth on which are shown a yellow and black moon and two stars. 

A few paintings also have realistic figures. 

In addition to use in the Sun Dance, the Blackfoot also made 

small sandpaintings called smudge altars during bundle transfer and 
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purification ceremonies for the Tobacco society dance, for the spirit of 

the dead, and on the sweat house for the smoke-otter bundle ceremony 

(Wissler 1916: Mf3» Mt6, M*7; 1912b:127)« A bundle of bear grass or 

sweet grass to be burned for incense was covered with white earth and a 

yellow crescent moon, bordered in black. A yellow sun, yellow morning 

star, and two red sundogs completed the picture (Lowie 195^s170). A 

small smudge altar was used in daily ritual in almost every tipi; the 

form depended on the owner's bundle. Indians living in houses made a 

wooden tray filled with colored earth upon which the smudge altar was 

arranged. The blackfoot also made sand maps to show the course a war 

party was to take (Wissler 1916:*+3) • 

The peyote cult, or Native American Church, also utilizes an 

impermanent earth altar which, with a liberal definition, can fit into 

the classification of drypainting. During the ceremony the road chief, 

cedar chief, and drummer chief sit opposite the door. In front of them 

is a pear shaped clay altar, on which to the east of the fire is out

lined in colored clay a diamond shaped space for those who Eire smoking. 

At the western border of this clay platform is a raised crescent moon 

of earth or clay. This altar, on which is placed a peyote button called 

the chief peyote, serves as the center for communication with God 

(Aberle 1966:11; Parsons 19^1:51)• 

Wissler (1912a:255) mentions how similar these Plains designs 

in colored sands, especially those of the Blackfoot, are to sandpaint-

ings in the Southwest. The Plains smudge altar, though, has a wider 

distribution than their drypaintings. While different in form and 

medium, Tozzer (1909:33*0 feels that the painted skins made by most 



Plains tribes are a more direct counterpart to Navajo sandpaintings in 

terms of function and composition. 

Southern California 

The Southern California Mission Indians made sandpaintings, but 

the art form completely died out around 1890 (Jeancon and Douglas 1932). 

The groups which used sandpaintings included the Luiseno, Diegueno, 

Juanefto, Gabrielino, Cupeffo, Fernandeno, Cahuilla, and possibly the 

Chumash and Serrano but not groups in central and northern California 

(Kroeber 1923:129; 1928:626, 639, 641, 661-665, 671, 673, 67V, Strong 

1929:31). Little firsthand information about these paintings is avail

able. For both boys' and girls' puberty ceremonies, the Cupefio made a 

twelve foot circle depicting gods and human beings in a map of the 

universe, while the Cahuilla made a wheel-like picture for their girls' 

puberty ceremony. The Serrano and the Gabrielino are thought to have 

made earth maps (Johnson 1962:61). They, the Luiseho, and the Diegueno 

also made drypaintings at memorial ceremonies following the death of 

important initiated men. The dead man's feather headdress was buried 

in a hole in the center of a ground painting which represented the en

trance to the world beyond this one (Johnson 1962:53; DuBois 1908:92-93)* 

All known drawings were made by shamans in ceremonial enclosures open 

to the east and were twelve to fifteen feet in diameter. Pigments 

included clay, powdered soapstone, paesul, navgot, charcoal, seeds, and 

red and yellow ochre. 

The Luisenos made compositions of the world for male and female 

adolescent initiation ceremonies, part of the Chungichnish religion and 

the tolache cult (Johnson 1962:57)• Paintings were also made during 



supplementary rites to the boy*s ceremony, the ant ordeal, disposal, and 

memorial rites. These pictures were highly abstract; earth and heavenly 

bodies were lumps of color in red, black, and white. Those made for the 

girls consisted of three concentric circular rows in a pointed star 

motif with a spotted center hole and mountains, whole those for boys 

also had an asymmetrical arrangement of symbols with animals, the Milky 

Way, Night, sky, human blood, arms, spirits, and Chungichnish avengers 

(Sparkman 1908:221-225; Dougan 1964; Kroeber 1908:172-179)• At the 

center of the circular painting was a hole to the afterworld, and there 

was an opening or doorway as well (DuBois 1908:87-93)* Representing 

the entire earth, the paintings were used educationally to stress the 

importance of native ethics and morals. Initiates were present at their 

construction. The paintings showed forces about which the elders spoke: 

"See these /things depicted in the sandpaintings^ are alive; these will 

think well of you if you believe. . . ." (Kroeber 1928:683-684). At the 

end of the ceremony the boys took a lump of sage meal and salt, knelt, 

and spat into the hole in the painting. Then the elders shoved the 

pigments into the opening. 

The paintings of the Diegueno, on the other hand, were much more 

realistic. Also made for puberty ceremonies for both sexes (toloache 

for boys and Atanuk for girls) these large paintings were maps of the 

universe and earth, including mountains, snakes, and other symbolic 

lines of animals along with heavenly bodies (Waterman 1910:301-307; 

Spier 1923:319-320; Kroeber 1928:712-713). The initiates squatted 

around the educational sacred painting while the symbols of the universe 

were explained. Initiates were warned that snakes punish tribal 
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transgressions. At the end of the ceremony the initiates spat in the 

center of the painting which was then obliterated. The uninitiated were 

not allowed to see the highly sacred designs, which were made inside the 

house where ceremonial objects were preserved. 

There is probably a connection between the sandpaintings made 

by southern California groups and those of the Pueblos, either through 

direct interaction in the prehistoric past or via the Athabascans 

(Kroeber 1923;135). The problem is that the Yuman speakers in the 

Southwest did not make sandpaintings. Strong (1927:52) has suggested 

that sandpaintings are part of a complex of Pueblo-like features which 

diffused to southern California groups, especially along the coast. An 

alternative is that drypaintings are an old Uto-Aztecan trait which 

gradually diffused to other linguistic groups. 

Mexico 

In Mexico large and elaborate paintings, called carpets or 

xochipetate (a Nahuatl word), have been made for at least 100 years in 

church atria and in streets during Holy Week and on church feast days 

(Heraldo 197^)« Fresh carpets of flowers and colored sawdust are pre

pared daily in Huamantla, Tlaxcala for 15 days in August to celebrate 

the Assumption of the Virgin. They are also made for the Feast of St. 

Francis in Patamban, Michoacan, while in Xochimilco colored seeds are 

laid at the entrance of churches in the image of the saint who is being 

honored (Toor 1939:92-93). These drypaintings have become a quasi-

religious feature of Christian rites, possibly an instance of syncretism. 

It is possible that they are an old Aztec custom. The paintings are 

made of such diverse materials as dyed sawdust, ground flower petals, 
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pine needles, colored seeds, and coffee grounds. Cardboard stencils, 

considered family heirlooms, are used to lay down the pattern. During 

the dawn procession of Christ or saints through the streets the platform 

bearing the statue pauses momentarily over the painting that has been 

made at each house. The bearers shuffle their feet, blur the design, 

and thus bless the house. A different painting is made on each day of 

the festival and many are so large they cover the entire width of the 

street (Fondo Editorial de la Plastica Mexicana 1971s727). 

Curers or diviners in Guatemala are also said to make drypaint-

ings when they cast the horoscope of a child to determine what is to be 

its medicine in life (Bourke 1892:473)• In Oaxaca, southern Puebla, 

Guerrero, San Luis Potosi, Vera Cruz, and central Mexico, another form 

of drypainting is used as an important part of funerary ritual. Chatino 

paintings are made with sand, powdered charcoal, lime, clay, and dried 

leaves and occasionally entirely of flower petals (DeCicco 1969:365). 

The artist uses a carved wooden stencil and produces a large cross 

surrounded by patterns of flowers and angels. The Cuitlatec and 

Cuicatec also make elaborate paintings of crosses on the ground for the 

ceremony called "carrying the cross of the dead" or "lifting the cross." 

The sand, ash, and lime cross is made during the wake or novena, either 

on the spot where the body lay or under a table. On the ninth day, 

padrinos are appointed to gather up the materials and carry them to the 

cemetery, where they are buried in the grave as a permanent wooden 

cross is erected (Drucker, Escalante and Weitlaner 1969:576; Weitlaner 

1969:M+6). The Popoloca, Huastec, Mazatec, and Chinantec make a cross 

entirely of ash, while the Ichcatec, Chocho, Nahua, and Otomi make one 
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of lime. The ceremony is basically the same for all groups. The Maya 

do not follow this custom, but other groups may, since only a cursory 

examination was made (Hoppe, Medina and Weitlaner 1969:^97; Hoppe and 

Weitlaner 1969a:505; Hoppe and Weitlaner 1969b:51^; Weitlaner and Hoppe 

1969:521; Weitlaner and Cline 1969:5*+^; Laughlin 1969:310; Madsen 1969: 

63^; Manrique C. 1969:721). No indications of the use of drypaintings 

were found for the rest of Central America or South America in a very 

preliminary literature search. 

Africa 

A very preliminary literature search was begun for Africa. A 

systematic review for this continent has not beer?, completed due to time 

limitations. To date two groups have been found to make sandpaintings. 

The Half-Grabo tribe of Liberia made drypaintings of pulverized eacred 

mushroom meal, a mysterious medicine which is chewed, dried, and com

bined with rice, on two occasions. One is an offering for white magic. 

A line encircles the shaman's medicine then proceeds from the center of 

the house, across the door sill and onto the street, where it ends in a 

circle. Various geometric shapes are made along the line, the meaning 

of which is unknown. The second ceremony is a first fruit's ceremony 

held at the home of the chief of each clan. At the new moon just before 

a harvest a ribbon of sacred mushroom meal is laid on the floor. It 

encircles the hearth, then the medicine post and a shrine. It continues 

into the hut and has crosses, circles and other geometric shapes. It 

is designed to be an offering and represents a map of the village and 

fields. Over this line the medicines of the clan must travel to reach 

the fields (Schwab 19^7:63, 370, Fig. 37c). 
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The Yoruba of Nigeria also make a painting of pulverized mate

rials for divination rites. Designs are made on special divination 

trays in powdered flour or wood. One of sixteen patterns are made 

(Thompson 1971:57-58). 

Asia 

Again, due to time limitations only a preliminary literature 

search was undertaken for the cultures of Asia. Drypaintings have been 

used for centuries by very different groups in the Orient and Australia 

(Wyman in press:271-292). Somewhere in China, "writing in sand" is a 

vehicle for divination (Bourke 1892:• In Japan beggers formerly 

made secular temporary sandpaintings for the public which were paid for 

by bystanders, much as street artists made charcoal drawings on side

walks in England. Bold designs were made in this purely secular form, 

which was intended solely for entertainment; the artists were also paid 

to dance (Matthews 1886). A unique form of decorative drypainting, 

tray landscapes, are still made in Japan (Wyman in press:281-292). 

These trays are thought to have originated in the 6th century A.D. and 

were imported from China. The Emperor of China sent the Japanese royal 

family a sacred incense burner with a lid that bore a decoration made 

of crushed rock and white sand. Becoming popular in court, the lid 

became a ceremonial ornament. Deriving from this religious art form, 

the trays originally portrayed mythological realms such as Horaisam, 

the realm of eternal youth (Taoist) or the sacred mountains of the 

Buddhists. Making them became a hoppy of the upper middle classes by 

the l^th century. Today they depict any landscape, secular or sacred, 

painstakingly arranged like gardens. Several kinds of black lacquered 



wooden trays utilizing natural and artificially colored sands and 

gravels are made with sieves, spoons, and stencils. Sacred drypaintings 

are also still used as funeral ornaments. 

In India, Hindu and Parsee groups make both sacred and secular 

paintings on the ground or on raised wooden platforms (Fewkes 1895; 

Haile, Oakes and Wyman 1957s55). Called ranguri, "made from rock," 

they have a long history. Documentary evidence goes back to the 16th 

century A.D., when Srx Kumara described three types of "powder" paint

ings or citras (Rasacitra, Dhulicitra, and citra), sacred and semi-

sacred forms made of colored rice, wheat, tumeric, powdered leaves, and 

powdered sand (Mookerjee 19^6:21; Banjerjea 1956:222-223). Colored 

sands were also peddled in the streets. One type of painting, Alpona 

(or Alipona), is still made today by Bengali women as a domestic art 

passed from mother to daughter (Mookerjee 19^6:20). Most Alpona are 

very conventionalized in a fixed, curvilinear arrangement sometimes 

floral and geometric, occasionally showing domestic objects or animals; 

some are hieroglyphic. Colors (white, yellow, pink, blue, black, and 

green) sire strewn on a white background placed on a mud floor. They are 

used exclusively by women or by priests on their behalf in certain 

rites. Special versions called Vratra are made in rituals of wish-

fulfillment, including a desire for long life, ease in childbirth, 

wealth, and general well-being. 

Alpona are made either indoors or in courtyards for weddings 

and festivals. Hindu women make the paintings in front of their doors. 

Crosses, birds, and human figures are enclosed in a square in order to 

attract good spirits. Other secular paintings are made in the middle 



of rooms to celebrate birthdays: a person stands on the composition 

and receives gifts and good wishes. Clearly the paintings are not 

merely decorative. 

Dhulicitra Eire sacred altars of dried materials made temporarily 

on a platform. Like a mirror, they reflect the beauty and serenity of 

Khrsna (Banjerjea 1956:223) send are one of a number of methods of rep-f t / r  

resenting the gods. Some Hindu use sacred paintings to help women in 

pregnancy and in exorcism ceremonies. In Bengal the Devadasis, female 

servants of temples, make rice paintings on raised platforms as part of 

their duty to ornament Hindu temples (Mallery 1893:211). Large decora

tive paintings are also made in shrines during Vaishnava festivals to 
• ' • \ 

illustrate the early life of Khri^hna (Banjerjea 1956:222). Another 

form serves as a type of altar showing pictures of divinity and mytho

logical events. Small symbols, spread on a cloth frame, kasina-mandala, 

are used for meditation and as a resting place for statues. Others are 

made on the floor for boy's initiation ceremonies. Drypaintings sire 

also found in almost all Bengal villages, where they are made for 

popular festivals. Subject matter is extremely varied and often 

village specific. 

In Tibet, Mongolia, and northeastern Nepal drypaintings are made 

by Lamaistic Buddhist and Sherpos priests. The most common form is 

mandala, a sacred circle which abstractly conceptualizes the universe 

and is the dwelling place of divinity (Gordon 1963:2*0. These sacred 

paintings of rice powder and colored sand are used in meditation, by 

High Lamas during special ceremonies, and for initiation ceremonies. 

Buddha's spiritual force enters the painting, enabling the initiate to 
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Bee and comprehend the universe (Wyman in press). At special festivals 

in Nepal, an altar for burnt offerings is covered with mandalas which 

are drawn by advanced lamas in secluded consecrated ground. Colors are 

white, yellow, red, green, and dark blue and are applied through a 

funnel. An error or omission renders the whole process useless. De

signs consist of complicated and intricate geometries, figures, or 

symbols of deities, enclosed in circles in the form of stylized lotuses. 

In other initiation ceremonies the novice ritually walks onto 

concentric sections of a large mandala. Each step symbolizes an in

crease in knowledge and wisdom. The neophyte receives Buddha's spiri

tual force by meditating on the symbolic designs. This procedure 

identifies him with a particular form of wisdom and leads to his new 

name. The painting is obliterated at the end of the ceremony. 

Paintings similar to those used in great festivals in Nepal 

were also seen in Burma. These mandalas were made for High Lamas on 

ceremonial days. 

Australia 

The north and western Aranda (but not the southern or eastern 

Aranda), the Murring, Pitjantjara, Wirajuri, Pintubi, Walbiri, 

Warramunga, Aranta and other tribes of Northern and Central Australia 

make drypaintings (etominja). They sire not made among groups of the 

eastern, southern or western desert (Mathews 1896; Berndt 1964:51). 

These secret and sacred paintings are created by men in connection with 

totemic ceremonies and depict the landscape, homes, and trails of the 

ancestors in highly abstract form (Spencer and Gillen 1927:577)* The 

most elaborate sire made by the Warramunga to atone for the necessity 



of killing totemic animals. Others are made for initiation ceremonies, 

and Berndt and Berndt (196^:263) have mentioned their use in connection 

with love magic. Old medicine men direct construction. The paintings 

are always made in secluded, consecrated areas on a prepared surface 

often saturated with the blood of those who will help produce the 

painting. After the "blood dries the paintings are made. Ground clay, 

kaolin, red ochre, charcoal, vegetable materials, and bird down mixed 

with grease sire used to make the designs, which consist of geometric 

circles and radiating lines that represent places and objects (Basedow 

1925s28l-282). Occasionally tracks and symbols associated with the 

hunt are used. The only realistic image is a snake. Nancy Munn (1966; 

1973) has done an extensive iconographic and symbolic analysis of these 

paintings. In general, they are symbolic representations of major 

totemic sites. Paintings, destroyed at the end of a ritual sequence, 

reveal to postulants a verse from the myth-cycle which identifies the 

actors and their associated objects. The designs are seen as illustrat

ing stories and as actual vehicles of the fertilizing power of the 

ancestors. 

Women also make sandpaintings as drawings to illustrate stories 

(Morphy 1977:87). They differ from sacred paintings in that there are 

no rules prescribing their form. They often vary each time the tale is 

told. There are also no rules surrounding who can make and see the 

painting. 

Summary and Discussion 

Sandpaintings have been made in many areas, in Africa, Asia, 

Australia, North and Central America, and possibly Central Europe. In 



all places they are a form of religious art. They are highly sacred, 

and often cannot be seen or touched by individuals who do not possess 

some sort of ceremonial protection or who have not been initiated. 

There are rules surrounding their construction and use, and for many 

groups there are prescribed designs. Sacred sandpaintings are not 

generally a creative art. 

Sacred sandpaintings are holy. They contain power or are the 

seat of divinity no matter what type of ceremony they are used for, be 

it a commemorative, curing, or funerary ceremony, a divination rite, or 

a ceremony to secure rain, blessings, or fertility. Because they are 

holy, they can confer blessings or help to cure disease. Whether they 

depict abstract geometric symbols or stylized yet more naturalistic 

forms, sandpaintings are felt to have efficacy. Most are purposely 

destroyed at the end of a ceremony, often by an individual who walks on 

the painting. The priest, medicine man, shaman, or elder who is respon

sible for the painting sees that the symbols in the design are obliter

ated at the end of the ceremony or ceremonial cycle, which can last for 

a few hours or several days. Sacred sandpaintings are never purposely 

preserved. They are an ephemeral art. 

Sacred forms can still be found today, but, while there are 

some recent developments, like their use in the Native American Church, 

by and large it is not as widespread a form as it was 150 years ago. 

Many groups in the Greater Southwest and the southern California Mission 

tribes no longer make sandpaintings. Some groups in Mexico have kept 

the form alive in a syncretic form, but the use of carpets is less 

widespread than it was 30 years ago. Funeral paintings are rarely seen 
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anymore. As American Indian groups are Christianized, bundle transfer 

ceremonies on the Plains are performed less commonly. While Apache 

groups still use sandpaintings, curing ceremonies employing them are 

less common. Their continued use in Africa and Asia is unknown. In the 

Southwest, sandpaintings are still used extensively by the Pueblos and 

the Navajo. 

Secular sandpaintings exist, but they sire much less widespread 

than sacred sandpaintings. In the past they were found in Japan, India, 

suid Australia, where they were a form of decorative art existing side 

by side with sacred forms. In India and Japan secular sandpaintings 

developed from sacred versions through what appears to have been a 

gradual evolution. In Australia it is not known which came first, the 

women's secular form used to illustrate stories or the sacred form used 

in totemic ceremonies by initiated men. Secular forms are used to deco

rate residences and public buildings, illustrate stories, and entertain. 

Some forms are semi-sacred, being used for meditation and education. 

There were no rules that these paintings be destroyed, although it 

appears that most were, except for the lacquer tray paintings made in 

Japan. Since these paintings were still not fixed, they were rather 

unstable. 

Commercial forms of sandpaintings were made in the past in Japan 

and India and are still created today. Recent commercial developments 

(basically post-World War II) are occurring in Australia and among the 

Navajo. These have involved modifications in media which make the 

designs permanent. In Australia sacred sandpainting designs are being 

drawn on paper and reproduced in bark paintings (see Chapter 2). Among 



the Navajo colored sands are being glued to particle board. Navajo 

paintings retain to a greater degree than the Australian paintings the 

textural quality of the original forms. The same conditions of a need 

to reorient religious rules is found among both groups, because in both 

areas the traditional sacred forms as used in native ceremonies sire not 

dying out, even though many members in both groups have been Christisui-

ized. A need to separate the new commercial, secular form from the 

sacred form is evident, and, as will be shown later, both groups have 

developed a number of ways to achieve this separation. 

Both Navajo and Australian commercial paintings developed in a 

situation of poverty after each group had been confined to a circum

scribed land base by a European based culture and was in a situation 

where its previous subsistence strategies were no longer feasible. 

Both groups were encouraged to develop commercial sandpaintings as 

economic alternatives. Unlike commercial forms made in Japan and India, 

Navajo and Australian paintings were designed to be sold to a foreign 

consumer and not used by members of the artisan's group. In Japan and 

India the commercial forms were not fixed, so they could not be trans

ported to foreign cultures except in very exceptional cases. 



CHAPTER 4 

THE NAVAJO: SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS 

Economic Characteristics 

The Navajo Indians, Athabascan speakers, live in the semi-arid 

Colorado Plateau in northwestern New Mexico, southern Utah, and north

eastern Arizona. Related to the various Apache tribes who live in this 

region, they were late-comers to the Southwest, having migrated from 

northern Canada. When the Navajo arrived in the Southwest around A.D. 

1500 they were hunters and gatherers (Vogt 1961:282-283). They quickly 

developed a mixed economy of agriculture and pastoralism, borrowing 

these new methods of subsistence from their Pueblo and Spanish neighbors. 

They had horses as early as I606 (Aberle 1973:99), and by the early l8th 

century there is little doubt that the Navajo possessed goats, sheep, 

and cattle (Spicer 1962). During this period they learned how to weave 

and to make masks, sandpaintings, prayersticks, and pottery. 

By the time Anglo-Americans arrived in the Southwest in the 

mid-19th century, the Navajo had earned notoriety as raiders of Hispanic 

and Pueblo communities. Raids for livestock and "slaves" were a means 

for the poor to achieve wealth and status (Aberle 1973s100). Their sys

tem of livestock-raising, agriculture, and raiding, supplemented by 

hunting, was in effect until the Fort Sumner period (1864-1868). The 

old economic system was destroyed, but a modified form slowly emerged 

after a reservation was established for this group. Livestock again 

8k 



85 

became the basis of the economy, supplemented by agriculture and the 

sale of handicrafts. Livestock, principally sheep and horses, with 

small numbers of goats and cattle, was the basis of wealth, prestige, 

and consumption at the beginning of the 20th century (Aberle 1973?101). 

This period between 1869 and 1900 was one of recovery. Old 

social patterns were reestablished, but other, Anglo-American customs 

came to the fore as well. White settlers put pressures on the Navajo 

land base; the railroad came; the U.S. government established final 

authority over the tribe; trading posts were established bringing with 

them a market economy; and attempts were made to convert the Indian 

population to Christianity. The federal government took an active part 

in attempting to assimilate the Navajo, along with other Indian groups, 

into mainstream American culture. 

The railroad arrived in l88l, bringing wage labor to the economy. 

Over the next hundred years there was an increasing dependency on wage 

work, especially as the environment was no longer able to support a 

pastoral economy. Shepardson (1963s2k) identifies four periods of wage 

work. (1) Navajo men began to work on the railroad in l88l. Traders, 

government officials and missionaries also offered limited employment 

opportunities. (2) During the Depression government-sponsored projects 

(WPA, CCC, and Soil Conservation Service) brought a more permanent pay

roll. This coincided with the systematic reduction of livestock by the 

federal government during the Collier administration; between 193^ and 

^JfO livestock was decreased by one-half, and families no longer had 

herds large enough to meet subsistence needs. (3) Off-reservation labor 

increased during World War II, in war-plants and on Anglo-owned farms. 
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Nearly 3*600 men served in the Armed Forces* while an additional 15*000 

men and women worked off-reservation. This effort brought Navajos into 

more direct contact with Anglo-American culture and demonstrated the 

value of understanding and speaking English, (k) The end of World War 

II brought on a crisis for the Navajo, many of whom lost their jobs to 

returning, non-Indian veterans. Since that time men have worked season

ally on the railroad, in neighboring towns, and as migrant agricultural 

laborers. Recent discoveries of oil, natural gas, and uranium have 

supplemented employment opportunities nearer home. Federal and tribal 

governments also employ men and women in increasing numbers. But, in 

general, wage employment must be found off-reservation. There are few 

opportunities for wage work in most communities. There are not enough 

primary or secondary industries on the reservation. This requires the 

men to leave for part of the year, or for them and their families to 

move permanently off the reservation. Today many live in cities through

out the United States for some years before returning to their native 

communities. 

This brief economic history shows, first, that there has been 

an increase in the amount of wage work done by Navajos. In 1958, wages 

accounted for 68 percent of Navajo income, an increase of J>k percent 

over 1936 (Aberle 1966:81). Second, in spite of this increase, there 

has always been a shortage of jobs on the reservation, and many of the 

available jobs have been seasonal in nature. Between 1938 and 1953, 91 

percent of male respondents in Mexican Springs had been employed, but 

half had never held a job that lasted more than nine months. Of a 

group of 13 men, seven had held a job of some kind for 11 years or more 
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(Henderson and Levy 1975:^9)• Third, the wage work that many can obtain 

is unskilled. Some Navajos today are slowly moving toward higher paying 

categories, but most are still unskilled laborers. Seasonal agriculture 

is important. With increases in educational training, growing numbers 

of skilled blue collar workers are beginning to appear (Henderson 1979). 

Due to the latter two factors — a shortage of jobs and a preponderance 

of unskilled workers — in 1958 Navajos were still among the lowest 

level income groups in the nation (Young 1958:107-108). 

Livestock is no longer a feasible primary base for the Navajo 

economy. The land is seriously overgrazed, and the ecological balance 

is too delicate to support the rapidly increasing population. Most 

extended families rely on a combination of herding, farming, craft pro

duction, wage work and welfare. Most areas are too arid to permit 

enough agriculture for a cash crop, though small family plots sire com

mon (Young 1961:123). Nonetheless, livestock and agriculture are still 

important features of Navajo life. 

This situation began to be alleviated in the 1950s, partly by 

the use of relief funds. Because they cannot yet survive in a wage 

economy and because the older livestock economy is no longer viable, 

the Navajo have become partially dependent on welfare payments. The 

available Federal and State programs include old age assistance, aid to 

dependent children, aid to needy blind, social security, and survivors* 

benefits. In 1958, 16 percent of all income came from railroad retire

ment, social security, and various forms of welfare (Aberle 1969:236). 

Unearned income has increased since 19^0 to over 20 percent in many 

areas (Henderson and Levy 1975:116). 



Arts and Crafts Industries 

From the creation of the Navajo Reservation to the present, 

producing and marketing arts and crafts has been an important part of 

the Navajo mixed economic system. Prior to the Reservation period, some 

finished surplus goods, specifically blankets, were traded to Hopi, 

Zuni and Rio Grande Pueblos and to Hispanic communities (Amsden 19^+9: 

130-131). However, the introduction of Anglo goods in trading posts 

led to a considerable increase in craft production. The first trader 

came to the Reservation in 1869 (Shepardson 1963512). By 1890, nine 

traders were operating on the Reservation, and 30 more were on the 

borders (McNitt 1962). Trading took the form of barter and credit ad

vances, that is, traders extended credit until the rugs were brought in. 

In addition, silver jewelry was pawned. Woven blankets were exchanged 

for coffee, flour, and canned goods. Agents and traders encouraged 

these transactions and slowly brought Navajos into a market and cash 

economy. By the late 19th century, Navajo economy had a diversified 

base of craft production, herding, and subsistence agriculture (Aberle 

1969:231). 

Craft production varied by area. There were a few basketmakers 

and potters in the western area. By the early 20th century, basket-

making had all but died out and was taken over by Paiute and Ute women 

living in the area of Oljato and Shonto. These women supplied a Navajo 

market (Steward 1938a, 1938b; Tschopik 19^1). Silversmiths were con

centrated in the southwestern portion of the reservation near the rail

road (Adair 19^+). Women wove in many areas, but regional styles 



developed. In 1923* it was estimated that 5»500 weavers were working 

(Amsden 19^9:179-182). 

Rugs were definitely sold to traders by 1873 (Aberle 1966:33)» 

and demand for Navajo goods increased with the coming of the railroad. 

In 1890, a Navajo agent estimated that $*+0,000 worth of rugs and blankets 

had been sold (Underhill 1956:223). (Blankets brought from one dollar 

to one hundred dollars depending on size and quality. A $100 rug took 

two to three months to weave.) By 1913 sales amounted to $500,000, by 

1923 it reached $750,000, and by 1931i one million dollars (Amsden 19^9: 

179-182; Spicer 1962:225). How much was actually given to the weaver 

is not indicated in these figures, but the hourly return was notoriously 

low. In the 1930s, a trader in Shiprock hired a weaver to demonstrate 

full-time, giving her an hourly wage of 20 cents. The result was that 

he spent $40.80 for a rug which he could have purchased wholesale for 

$12.00 (Shepardson 1963:23). Most weavers worked for about five cents 

an hour. A trader estimated the hourly return in 1956 at ten cents 

(Shepardson 1963:23). Weaving did not pay enough to be a full-time 

occupation. 

There is little information on the value of the silver industry 

until the 1930s. In the late 1930s Adair estimated conservatively that 

600 silversmiths (over half in the Smith Lake region) received $49,360, 

although the figure was more likely closer to $100,000 (Adair 19^4: 

108-117; Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:23). This sum account for 2 per

cent of all Navajo income in 19^0 but was concentrated in a few families. 

Kluckhohn and Leighton believed that silver would remain an important 

source of income for these families in the future. Shepardson (1963:24) 



felt that the figure of 1.3 percent of all income from arts and crafts 

in i960 indicated that silver, like weaving was declining in the 1950s. 

But there are no comparable figures for the number of smiths practicing, 

nor are any figures given to show whether the actual amount of income 

may have remained stable. While proportionately there may have been a 

decline, the number of full- or part-time smiths may have remained 

stable or increased. 

Other crafts surfaced, flourished, and sometimes died. Leather-

work is almost nonexistent today, while pottery making is enjoying a 

limited revival on the western portion of the reservation. Dolls, 

baskets, beadwork, god's eyes, and easel art are also made. Each adds 

necessary supplemental income. However, there seem to be few statistics 

on the extent of craft activities today. Aberle (1973:102) feels that 

crafts are not a major source of income. In 1936, Navajo arts and 

crafts accounted for 6 percent of the tribe's total income; in 19^0* 9 

percent of income; in 1958, 1.3 percent of earned income; and in i960, 

1.0 percent of earned income (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:59; Young 

1961:228; Aberle 1969:236; Henderson and Levy 1975:x). A Ramah survey 

noted that 1.1 percent of income in this area ($41,500) came from handi

crafts in 1950 (Kluckhohn 1966:3^8). At "Research Community" on the 

reservation near Gallup, Pearson discovered that weaving was minimal in 

1966 and that no silversmiths had lived in the community since the mid 

1950s (Henderson and Levy 1975:70). The community is dependent on wage 

work. Henderson and Levy (1975:116), comparing various community 

studies on the Navajo reservation, found that income from crafts de

clined between 19^0 and 1950. It has remained less than k percent in 
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all communities studied in the 1960s and 1970s. Aberle (1966:96-97) 

found that only 3 percent of respondents in Mexican Springs and none in 

Aneth obtained income from weaving. Mexican Springs has had more con

tact with Anglo-Americans than has Aneth. 

This low percentage can be explained by the low hourly return 

of many crafts, primarily weaving. Amsden (19^9:235, 236) saw weaving 

as a "precarious" trade which varied inversely with economic conditions. 

The better the conditions, the less women wove. Weaving did decline 

with an increase in available wage labor. Lamphere found that while 

income from weaving has increased, fewer rugs are produced in the 1960s 

than in the past. Still, *fl out of 65 residence groups earned income 

from weaving in 1966 (Lamphere 1977s2*0. In Sheep Springs, 6.7 percent 

of income came from weaving. 

Callaway, Levy, and Henderson (1976:3^) found that while produc

tion of arts and crafts was not a major source of income on the western 

reservation, several households did receive an important supplement from 

this source. During their study period they noted an increase in the 

production of inexpensive tourist items, cedar beads and the like. 

Families operate roadside stands, catching tourists on their way to 

Page or the Grand Canyon. Thus individuals along the major thorough

fare, Route 89, received the most income from weaving and other crafts. 

Mean dollar return per weaving household was $591 and for other crafts 

$827. In a comparison of households with skilled and unskilled workers 

in the Navajo Generating Station near Page, Henderson (1979s67) found 

that crafts provided 1.5 to 1.0 percent of income for households headed 

by unskilled laborers. This was slightly higher than the figure for 



households headed by skilled workers. Most of this income came from 

weaving. Thus, even if the return from production of arts and crafts 

is small when compared to the total income of the tribe, this economic 

activity can provide a meaningful advantage to Navajo families, espe

cially for cash needed to purchase capital goods, such as pickup trucks, 

mobile homes, television sets, or radios. 

Since World War II the Navajo economy has remained mixed. Tra

ditional pursuits have declined in relative importance, while welfare 

and intermittent employment have increased. Many Navajos have migrated, 

temporarily or permanently, to urban areas or moved to small centers 

off-reservation in order to find employment. Small trading-government 

communities are also arising within the reservation (Lamphere 1977:3). 

In response to this complex situation, the Navajo extended 

family attempts to maximize all sources of income. While some nuclear 

families rely on one income source, the tendency for extended family 

units is to depend on a number of sources and together form a labor 

pool. Ties to the traditional economy can endure because of this strat

egy. Most groups have some sheep ajid cultivate a few fields. According 

to Aberle (1969:2Mi) many Navajo do not dare give up their livestock, 

even though this requires the labor of an adult, since children are now 

in school. One member may make arts and crafts, another may find 

various types of wage work, others may receive welfare. Diversity and 

reciprocity are the key. It is felt that none of these resources can 

be relinguished because none is certain or sufficient (Aberle 1969:2^5). 

This pattern of multiple, fluctuating resources has had a long history. 

Navajos have never specialized to the extent that Pueblo communities 
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have. Wage work has replaced raiding or working for a wealthy relative. 

A new craft, such as commercial sandpaintings, fits easily into this 

existing structure. 

Social Organization 

Navajo society has been well described in the literature. It 

is organized on the basis of kinship and it is kinship which will affect 

how the art of commercial sandpainting spreads, for as will be shown in 

Chapter 9» the techniques of sandpaintings are learned in familial and 

kinship situations, not in formal educational institutions. (Mention 

will be made of the community of Sheep Springs wherever possible, be

cause this is the community which contains the largest number of commer

cial sandpainters.) There are numerous variations on a basic matrilineal 

pattern, due, in part, to historical changes and regionalism. Aberle 

(19735 96) states that despite conflicting analyses, authorities agree 

that kinship relations sire flexible. Variant patterns are common and 

are not always due to differing use of terminology by researchers. The 

extended family is not always matrilocal. There is a great deal of 

debate over the composition of residence groups, the clan system, and 

kinship terminologies (Reichard 1928; Franciscan Fathers 1910; Matthews 

1890; Aberle 1973; Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962: Levy 1962; Lamphere 

1977)t but this is not the time or place to go into these complex 

issues. The following is a short summary based primarily on Aberle 

(1973). 

Navajo social organization is based on a matrilineal clan sys

tem of approximately 60 equal, dispersed, exogamous units. Membership, 



ascribed by birth, is stipulated rather than reckoned (Aberle 1973:109). 

One is "born into" the mother's clan, and "born for" the father's. 

Adoption is almost nonexistent (Aberle 1973:110; Reichard 1928:29). 

Clans are egalitarian and unorganized. Lacking authoritative functions 

and holding no property, clans never constitute a residential or politi

cal entity (Lamphere 1977:89). Instead they function to regulate mar

riage and sexual matters, establish social identity, and provide networks 

for hospitality and assistance. Clan members assume economic obliga

tions in the sense of mutual aid in ceremonial expenditure. These 

functions also extend to one's father's clan but in an attenuated form. 

Clans can be grouped into larger unnamed groups based on supposed 

affiliation, what Aberle (1973:111) calls clan groups. Ordinarily these 

groups are also exogamous, but connections are often ambiguous. The 

function of these larger groupings is to extend hospitality and assis

tance through kinship ties. 

Because of the clan's dispersed nature, Aberle (1973:113-119) 

suggests that the "local clan element" is a more important unit for 

daily interaction. The local clan element consists of members of a 

clan who reside in a given area. This loosely organized exogamous unit 

is the major unit of aid outside the family and acts as agent in dis

putes which cannot be handled by individuals. The local clan element 

is somewhat analgous to the "outfit" or "cooperating unit" and has many 

of the same functions (Lamphere 1977:5). There has been disagreement 

over the definition of the "outfit" (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962; Levy 

1962) and its occurrence across the reservation. Communities are 

divided into clusters of kin. Each settlement of hogans is separate 



95 

from other like units. Lamphere (1977:10*0 argues that these are better 

conceptualized as ego-centered sets of kin and their spouses. 

At the local level the extended family is a cooperating unit, 

although the nuclear family is more common. All members of an extended 

family live close to each other, although in separate hogans. The aver

age number of members varies from 10 at Klagetoh to 15 at Navajo Moun

tain (Shepardson 1963:31)« Composition of the group varies but is based 

on consanguineal ties. There are usually at least three generations. 

Those who "live within shouting distance" (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962) 

tend to cooperate regularly, and it is with members of these groups t^at 

one has the most interaction. Economic cooperation varies, but as a 

residence group the extended family is the maximum subsistence unit 

which tends to cooperate in herding, farming, and pooling labor. Indi

vidual households however do not necessarily depend on the entire group. 

Variation probably depends on environment, economic differences, and 

culture-contact situations (Henderson and Levy 1975:11*0. 

These scattered nuclear or extended household clusters typify 

Navajo settlements, in contrast to the compact villages of the Pueblos. 

Typically, a cluster of hogans is separated from like units by a quarter 

of a mile to several miles. These units ideally are matrilocal, but 

neolocal and patrilocal residence are not uncommon and are accepted 

alternatives. Aberle (1973:187, 188) concluded that 36 percent of 

Navajo individuals live in nuclear families, UU percent matrilocally, 

7 percent patrilocally, and 13 percent in mixed extended families. The 

percentage of matrilocally established units is highest in the western 

livestock region (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:88). Residence is much 
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more variable in the east. In Sheep Springs, Lamphere (1977:78-81) 

discovered that young people are just as likely to reside patrilocally 

as matrilocally, although when couples of all ages are considered almost 

twice as many people reside matrilocally (37«7 percent). Like the rest 

of Navajo culture these patterns are flexible. Economic opportunities 

and factionalism affect residence patterns. 

Because of the requirements of herding and agriculture, Navajos 

practice transhumance, though this is declining. Every summer they 

shift to a camp at higher altitudes. Most families in Sheep Springs 

have two permanent residences, one on the flats for use during the win

ter months and a summer house at Washington Pass in the Chuska Moun

tains. In addition, there are temporary herding camps near the 

mountain peaks above the summer camps. 

Residential units are always in a state of flux. Someone is 

always absent performing necessary economic tasks or visiting. Women 

are more likely to be at home than men because of their domestic duties. 

The household, also incremented by visiting relatives, may have a dif

ferent composition in different seasons and at different times of the 

week. This pattern has important implications for learning patterns 

(see Chapter 9)« 

Settlement patterns are shifting slightly today, due partly to 

the introduction of federally sponsored housing units. In communities 

of suburban style cinder block houses on one-eighth to one-quarter acre 

lots, such as Shiprock, Tohatchi, Chinle, or Tuba City, one may find 

non-relatives living side by side. Incipient in several communities is 

a pattern of houses clustered around trading posts, chapter houses, or 



Christian churches. In Sheep Springs, several of the families living 

within a quarter mile of a Fundamentalist Christian church are not re

lated, but they interact with their neighbors a good deal. Each house 

or hogan is still a distinct unit. However, this trend toward neo-

locality is not entirely a recent phenomenon. In the 1930s approxi

mately 53 percent of all family units were independent nuclear families 

(Henderson and Levy 1975;7)• 

The nuclear family of man, wife, and unmarried children is the 

minimum unit of residence and subsistence in Navajo society. Lamphere 

(1977s75) found that 60 to 75 percent of the households in Sheep Springs 

were composed of nuclear families, which were the primary locale for 

socialization and economic cooperation. Unmarried or divorced indi

viduals attached themselves to nuclear families. Rarely would a woman 

and her children live alone. Relatives who stayed for varying lengths 

of time were not uncommon. Almost any combination of relatives is 

possible in a Navajo household. 

It is hypothesized that kinship will affect how the art of com

mercial sandpaintings is learned. This in turn implies that the type 

of relationship between any two people should affect the opportunity to 

learn the craft. Ideal relationships among kin range from deep respect 

to joking. Mother-in-law avoidance is an extreme respect relationship, 

optional to both parties; adherence to it has been declining in recent 

years. The role of father-in-law is one of authority and respect. In 

general there is little joking between affines. Relationships within 

the immediate family range from mild avoidance to patterned joking. 

There is mild avoidance between brother and sister after puberty, while 
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siblings of like sex (including parallel cousins) tend to joke. Be

havior depends on sex and relative age. Behavior toward relatives 

outside the extended family is less intense and characterized by joking, 

as shown in Table 3 (this information will be necessary for the analysis 

in Chapter 9). The most rivalrous jokes occur between cross cousins. 

The bonds which hold those individuals are weaker than those within the 

extended family. The strongest bonds are between mother-child, sister-

sister, and brother-sister. Less intense are the bonds between husband 

and wife, father and child, brother and brother (Aberle 1973:16*0. 

Divorce is common, especially during the early years of marriage, even 

though norms prescribe stability. 

Navajo relationships in general are "face to face" and "multi

plex" (Lamphere 1977: *0. Family, kinship, and community ties are 

important. Interaction occurs mainly with close relatives, in terms of 

both genealogical and physical distance. Other relatives are rarely 

visited (Lamphere 1977:11-12). The same is true for residence groupings 

which do not contain relatives — unrelated groups rarely know much 

about the activities of each other. 

Aberle (1973:158) identifies two types of relationships with 

relatives, bashful and non-bashful. With those with whom one is bashful, 

one is hesitant to ask favors. One is also hesitant to request aid from 

elders. These relationships may be reflected in learning patterns as 

well as interaction patterns. The art of commercial sandpaintings should 

be learned from those with whom one has the most contact and is not 

bashful. 
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Table 3« Navajo relationship and accompanying behavior patterns. 

Kinship Relationship Type Behavior Pattern 

Consanguines 

Mother-child non-bashful respect/joking 
Father-child non-bashful respect/joking 
Brother-brother and 
parallel cousins non-bashful patterned joking 

Sister-sister and 
parallel cousins non-bashful patterned joking 

Brother-sister bashful mild avoidance/patterned 
joking 

Cross cousins — same sex non-bashful rivalrous joking 
Cross cousins — opposite 
sex non-bashful most strenuous joking 

Maternal grandparents non-bashful joking but authority 
Paternal grandparents non-bashful joking but authority 
Mother's brother-sister's 
child non-bashful symmetrical joking 

Mother's sister-sister's 
child non-bashful joking 

Father's sibling-brother1s 
child non-bashful joking permitted, reciprocal 

Affinals 

Wife's mother-daughter's 
husband bashful deep respect-avoidance 

Wi fe's father-daughter's 
husband bashful respect/rough joking 

Man and spouse's siblings bashful respect/some joking 
permitted 

Man and sibling's spouses bashful respect 
Husband's mother-son's wife non-bashful direct requests/some respect 
Husband's father-son's wife no data 
Husband's sister-brother's direct and reciprocal 
wife non-bashful requests 

Brother's wife-husband's 
brother bashful mild avoidance 

Brother's wife-brother's 
wife bashful(?) 

Wife's brother's wife-
Husband's brother's wife bashful 

Wife's brother's wife-
Husband's sister's husband bashful 

Wife's brother-sister's 
husband non-bashful should help, joking 



100 

Table 3—continued 

Kinship Relationship Type Behavior Pattern 

Wife's mother's brother-
Sister's daughter's bashful authority 
husband 

Husband's mother's brother-
Sister's son's wife non-bashful 

Source: Aberle 1973j Hill 19^3; Reichard 1928 
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Recent Changes 

Navajo life has always been changing. Since World War II, 

accelerated changes begun earlier have taken place. Most important of 

these have been the change toward a wage and market economy, an in

crease in population pressures on the land base, increased familiarity 

with Anglo-American produced goods and services, and out-migration to 

urban centers and border towns. These changes are most readily apparent 

on the eastern portion of the reservation (Lamphere 1977*9)• Here popu

lation is greatest, migration has been substantial, and there has been 

the greatest contact with Anglo-Americans. Thus one would expect Navajo 

sandpaintings to be commercialized on the eastern part of the reserva

tion rather than the western. 

Navajo life is changing differentially. Individuals respond 

differently as they pursue diverse courses (Henderson 1979)• The eastern 

portion of the reservation has had somewhat longer and more intense 

contact with Anglo-Americans than has its western counterpart (Henderson 

and Levy 1975s11^)• Off-reservation towns are fairly accessible, be

coming more so with improved transportation and better roads. Famil

iarity with Anglo customs and life styles is increasing, and formal 

education is becoming more widespread, accepted, and intensified. It 

was not until the 1950s that there were enough schools to accommodate 

Navajo children. Better roads enabled boarding schools to become day 

schools, although many children still go off-reservation for their 

secondary education. In the 1950s about 90 percent of Navajo children 

were attending school (Aberle 1969:2*+l). 
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x Most Navajos share in Anglo technology, as anyone who has driven 

i on the reservation and seen the number of pick-up trucks can attest. 

This increased mobility has given Navajos access to off-reservation 

retail establishments, so that they are no longer dependent on the 

trader but can participate in a cash economy. They have access to 

government sponsored Public Health Service facilities, which has re

sulted in a decline in both infant and adult mortality (Kluckhohn and 

Leighton 1962). The transportation system is continually being expanded, 

easing access to more isolated areas. Anglo-American institutions are 

evident, and the number of people who speak English is increasing (Young 

196l:*f73-V79). 

Navajos are involved in a wider wage economy, yet at the same 

time they retain to varying degrees their traditional social organiza

tion and religion. Early attempts to convert Navajos to Christianity 

did not meet with great success (Worth and Adair 1972:3*0. Mormon, 

Presbyterian, Catholic, Methodist and Episcopalian missionaries arrived 

on the reservation by 1900 and established churches, schools, and 

hospitals. None seem to have made major inroads at first, and most 

Navajos persisted in their own religion (Aberle 1966:50). Navajo re

tention of their traditional belief system can be seen in their rejec

tion of the Ghost Dance, a revitalization movement which spread 

throughout the Plains and V/estern United States in the 1890s (Barber 

19^1; Hill 19^0. 

Nativistic movements were rare among the Navajo until the 1930s, 

during and following the period of the traumatic stock reduction (Aberle 

1966). After 1936 a new religion, the peyote cult, was introduced from 
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the north and spread rapidly (Stewart and Aberle 1957). The Native 

American Church combines Christian and various Indian ceremonial con

cepts with the ritual use of peyote. Although many traditionalists and 

Christian converts consider the cult dangerous, it has gained many 

adherents. 

In the 1950s seventeen different Christian churches and sects 

were actively proselytizing (Spicer 1962:22b), in more than ?6 missions 

(Young 1961:525). There are five basic religious orientations avail

able to the Navajo today: traditional, major Christian churches, 

Mormonism (Church of the Latter-Day Saints), fundamentalist or evangel

ical Christian sects (including the Pentecostal church), and the Native 

American Church. Traditionalists adhere to Navajo beliefs which have 

been handed down orally for generations and attend Navajo curing cere

monies. I distinguish here between Christian churches, Mormonism, and 

the various Fundamentalist sects. The major Christian churches (Catho

lic, Methodist, etc.) and the Mormons do not require rejection of 

traditional religion, but the Fundamentalists do. They also emphasize 

conversion experience. Their services or meetings are in many ways 

reminiscent of traditional ceremonials (though with less ritual), lasting 

for many days and consisting of praying, singing, preaching, and testi

monials. Also Fundamentalist meetings emphasize curing in the idea of 

salvation through supernatural visitation. The Native American Church 

also emphasizes curing but does not require exclusion of the traditional 

or Christian religions (Aberle 1966). The two strong centers of mission

ary activity are Fruitland and Fort Defiance-Window Rock and south. 

Religious orientation tends to follow family and residential lines in 
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Sheep Springs, where commercial sandpaintings were developed (Lamphere 

1977:28). 

Callaway, Levy, and Henderson (1976:Table 9) have presented 

figures for religious membership in the Western Navajo Agency. Varying 

by region and sex, approximately 25 to 50 percent of Navajo respondents 

were affiliated with a Christian church. Aberle (1966) found that of 

his respondents in Mexican Springs in 1953, 9^ percent said they were 

Christians (Catholic k7 percent, Protestant *fl percent, Latter Day 

Saints 6 percent; unknown 6 percent). However, 50 percent would still 

combine Navajo curing ceremonies with Anglo medicine; 9 percent would 

use only Navajo ceremonies; and 12 percent would use Peyote ceremonies 

(Aberle 1966:97; Henderson and Levy 1975s^9). In more isolated areas 

like Aneth, Utah, the percentage of Christians was lower: 2k percent 

Christians and k6 percent traditionalists. Peyotists accounted for 17 

percent, and those with a combination of faiths, 12 percent (Aberle 

1966:97)• In 1965, membership in the Native American Church in Aneth 

had increased (Aberle 1966:12*+f). 

Even though contact with Anglo-American religions has been in

creasing, some Navajos continue to practice their native religion. 

While there are few statistics on traditional religious participation, 

it is generally believed that fewer ceremonies are held each year and 

that they are becoming shorter in length (Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0)• 

Yet few believe that Navajo religion is dying out. In short, Navajo 

communities are religiously heterogeneous, and religious alternatives 

exist. An emphasis on individualism (Reichard 1963) and tolerance of 

the right to individual choice is evident. 
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Navajo society was probably never homogeneous, nor is it today. 

One can argue that heterogeneity is increasing as Navajos develop vari

ous orientations toward the politically dominant society (Lamphere 1977s 

b). But they still think of themselves as a coherent group, the Dine 

("the People"), in contradistinction to other groups. Navajo still 

remains the language of the home ana community for most Navajos, except 

those who have been raised off-reservation or in BIA boarding schools. 

Most Navajos continue to reside in rural areas, in dispersed extended 

family clusters. Navajo religion still endures, and belief in witches 

and ghosts does not appear to be lessening, although many Navajos belong 

to Christian churches or the Native American Church. Kinship remains 

the chief means of organizing the society and has the greatest influence 

on learning patterns. 



CHAPTER 5 

THE PLACE OF SANDPAINTINGS IN THE NAVAJO 
CEREMONIAL SYSTEM 

The Origin of Sandpaintings 

It is generally felt that the Navajo borrowed the idea of dry-

painting ('iikaah), along with other selected aspects of their ritual 

paraphernalia and mythology, from Puebloan peoples (Brody 197^; Parsons 

1939s1039-1056; Underhill 19^8; Tanner 19^8; Mallery 1893*211; Wyman 

1970b:viii). 

The Navaho sandpainting altars and meteorological and fertili
zation symbolism, for instance, must inevitably have been taken 
over from the agricultural Pueblos, and fitted into an old 
anarchic, priestless scheme of more or less shamanistic curing 
ritual, with little other effect than to invest this with 
vividness and picturesque interest. In fact, freed from the 
close intent and official tradition of the Pueblos, the painting 
of the Navaho took on aesthetic quality superior to that of 
their masters (Kroeber 1928:386). 

But there are questions about when the Navajo actually acquired the art, 

from which Pueblo group(s), and under what circumstances. Direct evi

dence is scanty for few materials are left to study the evolution of 

the impermanent art form (Wyman 1970b:viii). Keur (19^1:64) found 

ground minerals (yellow, red, and white sandstone) at a pre-l800 Navajo 

site on Big Bead Mesa. Other Navajo sites dating to the 18th century 

include ceremonial paraphernalia which is used today. 

Indirect evidence, mainly pictographs, points to the Gobernador 

Phase (A.D. 1695-1775) immediately following the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 
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(Schaafsma 1963:58; 1980:305-326; Forbes 1960:263-273). Pictographs 

using motifs and subject matter found in modern sandpaintings developed 

in the Upper San Juan-Navajo Reservoir districts. They next spread to 

the Gobernador and Largo regions and from there to Chaco Canyon and Big 

Bead Mesa. Some supernaturals can be identified: Monster Slayer, Born-

for-Water, Humpback Yei. Stylistically they are similar to modern sand-

painting figures. 

Others have noted stylistic similarities between Navajo sand-

paintings and the murals at the pueblos of Awatovi (Antelope Mesa, Hopi 

Reservation), Kawaika-a on the Jeddito Wash, and Kuaua, a Pueblo IV 

village in the Northern Rio Grande area (Smith 1952:230, 280, 287, 288, 

292, 322; Dutton 1963b; Brody 197^; Dockstader 195**a: 53-5*0 • Tanner 

(1957s28) suggests that Navajo sandpaintings were inspired by imperma

nent and permanent kiva paintings and altar reredos. The Navajo, re

stricted by their housing and more migratory life style, turned to the 

use of an impermanent floor medium. Cushing earlier expressed the same 

theory, noting that the Navajo lacked wall surfaces suitable for perma

nent paintings. Therefore, although following the Pueblo lead through 

borrowing and imitation, all their larger ceremonial paintings had to be 

made on the ground even though they would have liked to make wall murals 

(quoted in Mallery 1893:211). But since the Pueblos already used sand 

and meal paintings which the Navajo could see, direct borrowing is just 

as likely. The kiva murals did affect subject matter of Navajo sand

paintings. 

Because of their stylistic similarity to kiva murals, it has 

been suggested that Navajo sandpaintings were permanent at first (Brugge 
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1963s22-23; 1976). Certainly the figures were depicted in partial form 

in rock art, which is permanent. But when the Navajos were being 

harassed by other tribes, Spaniards, and Anglo-Americans, they probably 

began memorizing them for safety, for in this way no one could steal 

the paintings* power. Evidence suggests that harassment, such as burning 

of hogans, occurred. In the 17^0s changes to more defensive settlement 

patterns have been ascertained. 

The Navajo theory of the origin of sandpaintings differs from 

this archaeological and ethnohistorical interpretation. Sandpaintings 

were given by the supernaturals to the protagonist of each chant origin 

myth, who, in turn, taught it to the Earth People. For example, 

Rainboy in the Land-beyond-the-sky was instructed for the Hail 
Chant: "You will not make the paintings in this form in the 
future. Instead you will use powdered rock - dark, blue, yellow, 
white, pink, brown, and red. If we give you the paintings on 
the stuff we use, they will wear out, so it is better to make 
them of sand each time anew" (Reichard 19^b:l47). 

Other myths are similar. Scavenger was taught by Eagle after defeating 

the Rock People, evil supernaturals who live in the sky in the Bead 

Chant. Monster Slayer created the sands from the body of the monster 

Traveling Rock in the Shooting Chant (Newcomb and Reichard 19375 31; 

Reichard 1939a:32; Matthews 1887:^0^). Sandpaintings are a gift of the 

Holy People to be used only in accordance with their instructions. 

Sandpainting materials come from evil beings who have been brought 

under supernatural control. 

According to many myths, sandpaintings were originally made on 

buckskin, unwounded deerskin, cotton, black or white clouds, sky, or 

spiderwebs (Spencer 1957:105; Matthews 1902:202, 155; Curtis 1907:115; 

Wyman 1952:56). The Franciscan Fathers (1910:398) found that generally 
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the original paintings were held to be a kind of •sewing' (naskha) in 

which five kinds of material were used: "dark spread," "red spotted 

spread," "white house spread," "white feather belt," and "feather spread 

belt." These were unrolled for the prototype ceremony held in the myth 

for the protagonist, after which they were rolled up and carried home by 

the deities. But because of their delicacy, value, and sacredness, the 

gods decreed that sandpaintings, not sewings, would be used by Earth 

People. Other reasons listed in the myths include that the cloths 

might be stolen, soiled, damaged, lost, or quarreled over. Also paint

ings might become material possessions that outsiders would be able to 

steal. 

The yei who unfolded it to show the prophet said: "We will not 
give you this picture; men are not as good as we; they might 
quarrel over the picture and tear it, and that would bring mis
fortune; the black cloud would not come again, the rain would 
not fall, the corn would not grow; but you may paint it on the 
ground with colors of the earth" (Matthews 1902:165). 

There are definite mythological rationales and supernatural prescrip

tions for keeping sandpaintings impermanent. To disobey would bring 

disaster, such as blindness, illness, or death to the individual and 

drought to the tribe. 

The Navajo Ceremonial System 

There is no word in Navajo which corresponds to the English 

word "religion" (Wyman 1970b:l). Navajo religion integrates all of 

Navajo culture and encompasses philosophy, medical theory, and psycho

therapy. There is little doubt though that ritual, the active part of 

religion, is concerned with healing. Because sickness is an uncon

trollable, occasional, and unpredictable event, so are the majority of 
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Navajo curing rituals- In comparison to Pueblo religion, the Navajo 

ritual system is individualistic in the sense that there is no organized 

system of religious services, no fixed ceremonial calendar, and no 

institutionalized priesthood (Parsons 1939:1039-1056; Haile, Oakes and 

Wyman 1957). But this does not mean that there are no religious func

tionaries. Navajo ceremonials are conducted by highly trained special-

ists called hatasod, or "singers." The singer knows all the details of 

the rituals including chants, prayers, and the myth which justifies 

these practices. This knowledge requires a long apprenticeship to an 

established singer which usually lasts several years. 

A core concept of the Navajo religious and philosophical system 

is the belief that "... the universe is an orderly, all-inclusive, 

unity of interrelated elements in which the principle of reciprocity 

governs man's relations with these elements, which include other men" 

(Wyman 1970b:1). Being all-inclusive, the universe contains both 

"good" and "evil," which are complementary. The Navajo believe in the 

essential unity of all things (Reichard 19^a:*0. The concepts of good 

and evil are embodied in each other in a complicated duality. The main 

difference between the first two concepts is that evil is the absence of 

control which depends upon knowledge (Reichard 19^a:5). Good is that 

which has been brought under control. Evil can be brought under control 

by investing it with holiness. Holy refers to some power which has been 

manipulated. It is distinct from both good and evil. Control is ritual 

and by ritual one can attain a condition summarized by the word — ho%<g. 

It is difficult to translate, and many discussions have centered around 

this word and the concepts it conveys (Reichard 19Mfa, 1963; Franciscan 
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Fathers 1910; Haile 1938; Kluckhohn 19^9; Lamphere 1969; Witherspoon 

1977; Wyman 1970a). Without going into a lengthy discussion of this 

debate (which the writer is not capable of assessing because of linguis

tic limitations), it seems adequate to translate hogo as beautiful, har

monious, blessed, pleasant, satisfying. It summarizes the idea of the 

controlled integration of all forces, both good and evil, natural and 

supernatural, into a harmonious world. Kluckhohn (19^9:687) states 

that this ideal state is sought after but exists only for limited 

periods, especially during ceremonies. 

One purpose of ritual is to extend the personality so as to 
bring it into harmonious relation with the powers of the uni
verse. The opposite of this endeavor, actually another aspect 
of it, is to keep a man from contact with evil (Reichard 1963s 
35). 

This ritual is at the same time curative and preventive. All illness is 

caused by improper contact with inherently dangerous powers, breach of 

a taboo, excess, or misfortune. This results in disharmony and depar

tures from the normal order. Harmony, balance, and order must then be 

restored through the use of knowledge and the correct performance of 

orderly procedures in a controlled ritual environment (Reichard 1963:11). 

In a ceremonial, the Holy People, the supernatural beings in
voked, are the judges of the completeness and corectness of the 
ritual, and if satisfied they are compelled by the ethic of 
reciprocity to restore universal harmony and thus cure the 
patient (Wyman 1970b:2). 

Recovery occurs by means of sympathetic magic, inducing the supernat-

urals to behave properly. Good fortune results from proper behavior and 

correct ceremonial performance (Aberle 1966:^8-^9). 

The ritual system is fluid. It consists of a complex of at 

least 58 different song ceremonials or chants, divination rites, prayer 
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ceremonies, and other minor rites (Wyman and Kluckhohn 1938:36). Wyman 

(in Haile, Oakes and Wyman 1957s 13) states that 26 of these song cere

monies are 6till being performed, although no one knows for sure how 

many have become obsolete. In the Ramah-Pinedale area Shootingway, 

Windways, Nightway, Mountainway, Lifeway, and Moving Up Way were the 

common chants in the 1930s (Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0:10). 

The system is by no means static. Many chants are obsolete or 

in the process of becoming extinct while one, Chiricahua Apache Windway, 

is of recent origin; it was borrowed from the Apaches while the Navajos 

were at Fort Sumner. Variation can be expected in the performance of 

specific chants, because rituals are not permanently recorded and are 

sporadically performed; there is no organized priesthood and the dis

tances between settlements on the reservation are great. This variation 

is enhanced by the Navajo belief that it is dangerous for a practitioner 

to teach everything he knows to his pupil and by the need to avoid wear

ing out paintings and other paraphernalia by constant repetition and 

use. No singer ever gives two identical performances (Kluckhohn and 

Wyman 19^0:11)• Even with this caveat researchers have commented on how 

similar ceremonials in different parts of the reservation and in dif

ferent time periods have been. Stability in paintings appears to be 

remarkable. 

Sandpaintings are used in most Navajo rites, including some 

divination rites and prayer ceremonials (see Reichard 1963 for a de

tailed discussion), but they are best known in song ceremonials. Song 

ceremonials are rituals in which a rattle is used, accompanied by sing

ing (Haile 1938:639). There are many differences of opinion concerning 
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the classification of Navajo song ceremonials. For a detailed discus

sion the reader is referred to Wyman and Kluckhohn (1938), Reichard 

(1963)t and Kluckhohn and Wyman (19^0). 

Sandpaintings are made for Blessingway rites, which are prophy

lactic rather than curative ceremonies, but only on rare occasions 

(Wyman 1970a; Hill 1936a:73; Reichard 1963:666-672; Frisbie 1967:8-10). 

They correspond to the meal paintings described earlier for the Pueblos. 

Instead of sand and charcoal, cornmeal, corn, plant pollens, and pul

verized flower petals are used to make designs. This gives a greater 

number of colors than those used in Holyway paintings, described below. 

Backgrounds may be riverbed sand, but often a buckskin or piece of 

cloth is used. Designs are small, sometimes only a few inches in 

diameter (Wyman 1970a:65-66). 

Curing ceremonies comprise the largest ritual group, and are 

divided by the Navajo into three subdivisions, Holyway, Lifeway, and 

Evilway. Evilways deal with improper contact with ghosts or witches 

and aim for the expulsion of evil. Only one chant, that which purifies 

contamination from native ghosts, uses sandpaintings. They are less 

frequently used than in Holyway ceremonies and large paintings are un

common (Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0:106). They are made at night. Life-

way chants are performed following an accident such as breaking a leg 

or being cut with a knife. Neither sandpaintings nor prayersticks are 

used (Wyman and Kluckhohn 1938:9)• 

Holyway chants are the most numerous; there are more different 

kinds of Holyway chants than for all other subgroups. They correct the 

result of improper contact with supernatural forces and excess, while 
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protecting against future misfortune. Holyway chants sire grouped to

gether by the Navajo on the basis of association in connected origin 

legends, procedural similarities, symbolism, paraphernalia, and common 

etiological factors (Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0:8). Most have two-, 

three- and five-night forms, and many have nine-night forms. The five-

night form is basic; the others are elaborations or condensations. All 

Holyway ceremonies have sandpaintings. 

Each chant, a framework for coordinating the various details of 

dogma, has a name and an origin legend (Reichard 1963!xxxiv). It is.a 

combination of elements, a complex of individual ceremonies or rites 

having a separate function. Some of these rites are fixed, appearing 

in every chant, while others sire supplementary, added or omitted accord

ing to the desires of the patient and sponsors, the singer, and the 

nature of the specific illness. Usually there are ten or twelve stan

dard and distinct ceremonies in a typical Holyway ceremonial (Wyman 

1970a:1^-15)• Although each chant varies in detail, ceremonials are 

very similar in the order of performance of their component rites 

(Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0:9)• 

A basic ceremonial lasts five nights, including the intervening 

days. It is divided into two main sections: the first is devoted to 

purification and the dispelling of evil (ugliness) and the last to the 

attraction of goodness, strength, and power. Each section is accom

panied by night chanting. It is during this second section that sand-

paintings are made. For a detailed description of a Holyway rite see 

Wyman (1970a), Haile, Oakes and Wyman (1957) or Kluckhohn and Wyman 

(19^0:7^-110). 
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A ceremony is usually sponsored by the patient and his or her 

kinsmen. Their help involves securing the services of the singer, pay

ing his "fee," securing gifts for his assistants, and feeding the singer, 

his assistants, and all who attend the ceremony. For large sings, like 

Enemyway or the God-Impersonator chants, this may run to a thousand or 

more people. Expenses are great, and kin are expected to provide food 

and labor (Aberle 1966, 1967; Lamphere 1977)# Depending on the type of 

ceremony, expenses vary from $25.00 to several thousand dollars (Kluck-

hohn 1962:97-122). A ceremony must be held in a hogan, usually in the 

home of the patient or at that of a close matrilineal kinsman. Because 

of the time and expense, a ceremony is not undertaken lightly. 

How Curing Ceremonials and Sand-paintings Work 

Curing works by ritually attacking "evil" and forcing it under 

control, hence yielding to "good." The best summary of Navajo curing 

comes from Reichard (1963:112-113). 

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 condition is cleanli
ness, the ejection of evil so that the place it occupied may be 
attractive to good powers. The chanter's ultimate goal is to 
identify the patient with the supernaturals being invoked. He 
must become one with them by absorption, imitation, transfor
mation, substitution, recapitulation, repetition, commemoration, 
and concentration. 

The purpose of sandpaintings is to allow the patient to 
absorb the powers depicted, first by sitting on them, next by 
application of parts of deity to corresponding parts of the 
patient - foot to foot, knees to knees, hands to hands, head to 
head. In some chants parts of the drypainting may be slept on 
to give more time for absorption; sleep seems to aid the pro
cess. 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 
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ceremonial order - and finally with the bundle equipment; this 
is an elaborate rite of identification. The powers, repre
sented by the sandpainting, are conveyed indirectly by the 
chanter through the bundle equipment and his own body to the 
patient's, all because the chanter has obtained power to do 
this by his knowledge. 

The sandpainting can be viewed as a "ceremonial membrane" that allows 

this transference to take place. It has also been referred to as an 

altar (Tozzer 1902) and as "the place where the gods enter or go" 

(Franciscan Fathers 1910:398). Called irresistibly by their likeness, 

the supernaturals impregnate the painting with their power and strength, 

curing in exchange for the offerings of the patient and singer. 

While most sandpainting compositions are highly complex, even 

the portrayal of a single figure of the main these is enough to call 

the supernaturals to the hogan. This single figure fulfills the func

tions of the sandpainting ceremony, which are therapeutic, invocatory, 

commemorative, and symbolic (Haile, Oakes and Wyman 1957:159). 

Sand-painting Ceremony 

A sandpainting ceremony is performed once in a two-night and 

successively on the last four days of a five- or nine-night sing. One 

painting is made each day during Holyway ceremonials in order to re

ceive the sun's blessing. (For exorcistic chants the paintings are 

made at night.) A different design, representative of a group of 

numerous paintings (Reichard 1963ixxxvi), is used on each occasion. 

The choice of the painting depends partly upon the extent of the 

singer's knowledge and power, success of the painting in the past, which 

paintings have been used in the recent past (they should not be used 

too often for this will use up their power), etiological factors, and 
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the sex of the patient. The painting may be omitted if there are not 

enough people to make it (Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0:6l). 

The techniques, materials, and use of sandpaintings have been 

described many times (Matthews 188?, 1902; Newcomb and Reichard 1937; 

Reichard 1939a, 1963; Wyman and Kluckhohn 1938; Wyman 1952, I960, 1962, 

1965» 1970a, 1970b; Foster 196^, etc.). The following summary will 

draw on all these sources. The picture is made only under the direction 

of the singer who may or may not actually produce the painting. Assis

tants, male relatives of the patient, and/or any other males in the 

community with the requisite artistic skill are likely to perform the 

actual construction. Even visiting whitemen (and sometimes women) may 

help. In Ramah, it was said that it was dangerous for a Navajo who had 

not been "sung over" previously (Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0:6l). It is 

rare for a woman to assist in construction. 

There is, though, some debate about this point. Kluckhohn and 

Wyman (19^0:62) say that women seldom help unless they are curers or 

apprentices. Although women are not barred from helping or from watch

ing the construction, they are usually not welcome into the hogan until 

the painting is completed. Anglo female anthropologists, however, have 

helped make sandpaintings. 

Construction follows a general pattern. A sandpainting set-up 

is erected in front of the hogan door, while the hogan is cleaned and 

the central fire moved to one side. Next, the floor area is covered 

with clean, riverbed sand (sai bika'^^i'ka'hi') and smoothed with a 

weaving batten. Colored pigments (ce'ik a'n) that have been collected 

by the sponsoring family are ground with a mortar and pestle and placed 
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in various containers near the central area. These pigments have been 

ground at any time before the start of the ceremony on the northwest 

side of the hogan (Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0:^5)• Women past child-

bearing age often help with this task, but, as it is considered unlucky, 

a relative or close friend usually does it (Newcomb, Fishier and 

Wheelwright 1956:^0• Upon completion of this task, the grinder is 

blessed by the singer to counteract any possible evil effects. 

These colored pigments (which include sandstones, mudstones, 

charcoal from hard oak, cornmeal, powdered flower petals and plant 

pollens) are trickled through the thumb and flexed forefinger of the 

painters' hands. No adhesive is used because the painting will be de

stroyed at the end of the ceremony when its purpose has been fulfilled. 

Although paintings vary in size from a foot in diameter to over twelve 

by twelve feet, most are approximately six by six feet, or the floor 

area of the average hogan. Wyman (in press:6*0 feels that the reports 

of twenty by twenty foot paintings (Jeancon and Douglas 1932:3) are 

probably exaggerated. Matthews (1887, 1902) and J. Stevenson (1891) 

both saw twelve by twelve foot paintings. 

The average size requires the labor of three to six men and 

takes approximately four hours to complete (Wyman 1970a:18; Kluckhohn 

and Wyman 19^0:93)• The most elaborate compositions require from three 

to forty painters each working eight to ten hours (Reichard 1963;xxxv). 

Factors influencing the size and complexity of the compositions include: 

(1) the ceremony in which the sandpainting is used; (2) the number of 

helpers available to work on the painting; and (3) the amount of money 

the sponsoring family feels they can afford to spend. (All helpers are 
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given a piece of calico in return for their effort.) If the sum is 

small the painting will be small and simple. If large, the painting 

will be expanded and elaborated. Smaller paintings work, but because 

power is increased by repetition, larger ones are more effective. 

Sandpaintings are made freehand, except for the occasional use 

of a taut string to help make initial guidelines straight and insure 

that the main figures will be the same size. Extreme coordination and 

speed is necessary to make a thin, even line (Newcomb and Reichard 1937s 

20). Mistakes will be covered over with clean background sand and begun 

again. Anyone may criticize in the quest for an error-free ceremony. 

Omission of some decoration and detail is tolerated, but the omitted 

parts are supplied if their absence is noticed (Foster 1964:5)• Any 

unintentional or unknown mistakes that are potentially harmful to the 

makers or might invalidate the ceremony are neutralized by a covering 

prayer from Blessingway. 

The Navajo do not consider their sandpaintings to be "art" in 

the Western sense of the term, nor are they created for purely aesthetic 

purposes. Their primary role is religious, their function is to cure. 

Construction and use of the ritualized artistic designs are strictly 

prescribed by the Holy People. These rules must be followed exactly in 

order for the cure to be effective. This means that the pictures are 

not spontaneous creative expressions; all designs are prescribed. Place

ment of figures, composition, design elements, the order of construction, 

and identifying features which distinguish supernatural personalities 

must not be changed. The only allowable individual artistic deviations 

are the kilt designs (see Fig. 6, page 123) and the decoration of the 
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pouch which hangs from the waist of many figures (Matthews 1885:932; 

Tozzer 1909:326). 

Subject matter consists of symbolic representations of powerful 

supernaturals who are invoked to cure the patient. These may be the 

etiological factors themselves (e.g., snakes or bears), for like can 

cure like. Most main theme figures, which name the painting are human

like portrayals of the protagonist of the origin myths, figures of the 

Holy People (diyin dine?e) or yeis, a special class of Holy People, who 

taught the ceremony to the protagonist, or various personified beings 

whom the protagonist met on his or her mythological travels. Holy 

People (see Figs. *+-7) are depicted as personified plants, animals, 

anthropomorphic beings, natural or celestial phenomena, mythological 

creatures, or natural objects, in addition to identified deities. Ani

mals and plants are also painted in a naturalistic or semi-stylized 

form as subsidiary symbols. Many paintings can be regarded as sequen

tial illustrations of the chant myth (e.g., Beadway), while others are 

symbolic reminders of specific episodes in the life of the Holy People 

(Wyman 1970a:2*0. They are made in the sequential order of mythological 

events. Few are actually narrative. Location and other important sym

bols are also shown. 

Although Wheelwright (19^2:95) states that the construction of 

a sandpainting for Upward Reaching V/ay proceeded randomly, the order in 

which the designs are made is usually prescribed. The same is true for 

the construction of each figure. For example, when a picture of a Holy 

Person is made, the entire torso is made first in one color. Then the 

figure is clothed or costumed in a technique called overpainting. Only 
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Figure bm Example of radial sandpainting: Arrow People from 
Shootingway. — Adapted from Reichard 1939b:Plate XII. 



Figure 5« Example of linear sandpainting: Long Bodies from 
Mountainway. — Adapted from Wyman 1975J 97. 
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Figure 6. Diagram of typical Holy Person: Holy Man from 
Shootingway. — Adapted from Reichard 1939b:Plate X. 



.12̂  

Figure 7. Diagram of Whirling Logs design from Nightway. -
Adapted from reproduction in Wheelwright Museum. 
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then is decoration (masks, headdresses, ceremonial pouches, armor) 

added. The many layers of color are not seen in the final product. 

Usually the picture is begun at the center and constructed out

ward in a sunwise direction (east to south to west to north). The 

painter makes initial guidelines and then begins the figure at the east. 

After this all the major figures are begun and all the workers proceed 

simultaneously. The reasons for this are practical as well as religious. 

If workers had to return to the center of a large composition they would 

risk smudging peripheral figures. Armer (1925) has described this order 

as the way in which symbols were placed for a painting made in 192*+. 

The guardian was constructed last. 

Sometimes when the painting is completed but not yet consecrated, 

the singer fills the background with black wavy lines called thin clouds 

or summer 'clouds. In dry weather they are said to bring rain. 

They are also said to add power, making the painting a living, 
powerful, and dangerous thing. They have nothing to do with 
the design; in fact, they disfigure the composition somewhat 
(Wyman in press:77). 

When the painting is completed the singer inspects it once more. 

If satisfied that there are no errors, he places the sandpainting set

up (?ananez?ai) around the painting, intones a protecting prayer, and 

sprinkles the composition with sacred pollen. This is done in the spe

cific order of construction, ending with the guardian figure. (See 

Figs, k and 5 for the position of the guardian.) This pollen then 

becomes very powerful medicine (Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0:9^-95). 

There is a slight disagreement as to exactly when the painting 

becomes sacred and holy, but all agree that it does. 

i 
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. . .  s o m e  e f f o r t  a t  c o n t r o l  i n  t h e  f o r m  o f  s o n g *  p r a y e r  a n d  
ritual can turn the neutral into the sacred or holy. ... A 
sanctified object ... by ritualistic persuasion has been 
brought under control for a particular person or event 
(Reichard 19^a:6). 

Newcomb (1936:3) felt the moment of control was after the sprinkling of 

corn pollen and intonation of the prayer. Some of Reichard's informants 

indicated that it was earlier, when the encircling guardian was begun. 

This was such an auspicious moment that even the chanter could not watch. 

Jim Smith, a singer, once had not finished a figure in a sandpainting. 

His helpers had begun to make the guardian while he was still drawing. 

When he noticed what was happening he quickly left the hogan, had them 

erase the guardian, and begin again. He did not return until the puard-

ian had been completed (Reichard 1963:161). It is possible that there 

is no one moment when the painting becomes sanctified, but with the 

completion of the guardian and the consecration with pollen the paint

ing becomes dangerous and potent. 

Next the patient, who is generally not present during the con

struction of the sandpainting, enters and reconsecrates the painting. 

He then sits on a specified portion facing east. The singer, while 

praying and singing, applies sand from the figures depicted in the 

painting to specified matching parts of the patient's body, usually 

from feet to head, right to left (Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0:58; Reichard 

1963sxxxvi). This procedure is repeated four times along with other 

ritualistic acts. Throughout the ceremony there is a symbolic reenact-

ment in the singer's mind of the mythological events associated with 

the prototype ceremony as depicted in the sandpainting (J. Levy, 

personal communication 1981). 
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These procedures have been said to identify the patient with the 

deities represented in the painting (Reichard 1963:xxxvi; Wyman 1970b:7). 

Their supernatural strength and goodness is transferred from the sand 

through the singer, who takes the form of deity and acts as a "light

ning rod" (J. Levy, personal communication 1981) to the patient, who 

becomes "like" them. There is, though, disagreement over this point. 

Aberle contends that the patient who is seated on the sandpainting 

". . . becomes himself a supernatural"(Aberle 1966:^8). Wyman states 

that this procedure enables man to partake of the nature of divinity 

(Wyman 1970b:7)• As a result the patient is dangerous to himself and to 

anyone who is not similarly immune to so much supernatural power. Viola

tions of ceremonial requirements may reinfect the patient or injure 

anyone who uses his utensils (Wyman and Kluckhohn 1938:1*0. For this 

reason there are restrictions on the patient's behavior for the four 

days following the ceremony. 

Upon completion of the sand application, the patient leaves and the 

co-patients and friends may hastily apply some of the sand to their own 

bodies. Matthews (1887^26) stated that people also collected the corn 

pollen and some of the sand for later use but Kluckhohn and Wyman (19^0: 

100) found that the practice is becoming uncommon. As the women leave, 

the singer erases the painting (?i'ka'h bikeke" '?o'nil) in the order in 

which the figures are laid down, for it has fulfilled its purpose. 

Then the sand is deposited north of the hogan under a lightning-struck 

tree (J. Levy, personal communication 1980). Material from each sand-

painting forms a separate pile usually placed just north of that 

deposited on the previous day. Kluckhohn and Wyman (19^0:68) suggest 
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that the disposed sand acts as a barrier to the return of evil spirits 

which have been driven to their home in the north. While singers do not 

necessarily hurry through the rite, neither do they allow the painting 

to remain in pristine form unattended. The painting should be used 

immediately, because it is so full of power. 

The longer it lies the more likely it is that someone may make 
a mistake in its presence, therefore the Chanter will put all 
in a position to imbibe its good, he will do all he can to 
prevent error, which is the same as harm (Newcomb and Reichard 
1937:22). 

When it is finished and the ceremony completed, a sandpainting 

is dangerous and ambiguous. Reichard, speaking of exorcistic chants, 

states, 

The sandpainting of these chants plays a dual role. After the 
rite is finished, some of the sand is deposited at considerable 
distance from the ceremonial hogan; each day it is taken suc
cessively further so that the evil will not be likely to return. 
The idea is that the sand absorbs the evil. A part of it, on 
the other hand, is placed under the patient's bed so that he 
may absorb the good of the supernaturals represented by the 
sand (Reichard 1963:111-112). 

Even in ritual designed to attract good a sandpainting is not something 

to be used lightly. 

To the Navajo, it has become a useful thing, something beyond 
the purely ornamental. It represents the presence and assis
tance of deity, and until the sand has been gathered up in a 
sack and ritually disposed of, it is feared as well as re
vered (Reichard 19^^:22). 

The sandpainting is obviously a special, sacred object to the Navajo. 

Rules Surrounding the Use of Sandpaintings 

As with sacred objects containing "mana" in other cultures, 

there is an abundance of supernaturally sanctioned rules (taboos) sur

rounding the construction and use of sandpaintings. Some of these have 
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already been mentioned, such as the requirement that construction and 

artistic elements be theoretically the same (perfect) whenever a paint

ing is made. Innovation and deviation (with the exceptions noted 

earlier) are not allowed. There are sanctions against rendering the 

paintings in a permanent form. They might become soiled, damaged, 

stolen, or fought over. "Evil forces" could learn their designs and 

profane them. The result would be that the paintings would become in

effective (Haile, Oakes and Wyman 1957:156). Also, sandpaintings are 

dangerous. A person who made one outside the ritually controllable 

environment of the ceremonial and who did not have the requisite knowl

edge and power (that is, one who is not a singer) would be harmed 

because of inability to control the powerful elements called into 

action. If the paintings are made the gods must come, but they will 

be displeased and will bring sickness. 

This dangerous aspect can even be found within the ritually 

controllable context of the ceremonial. For example, while attending 

a Nightway ceremony at Thoreau, New Mexico in November 1923, Clyde 

Kluckhohn spent many hours convincing the singer, Hosteen Latsanith 

Begay, to allow him to photograph a sandpainting. Begay felt that to 

take a picture would make the painting lose something of itself and as 

a consequence not be as pleasing to the Holy People. If they were not 

pleased they could not be compelled to cure. Kluckhohn even had to 

overcome objections for taking pictures through the smokehole. Begay 

believed that this would close the opening: evil could not escape but 

would contaminate the hogan (Kluckhohn 1923). Armer (1925) discovered 

that sandpaintings were held to be so sacred that few White people had 
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been allowed to see them. She attributed this to the feeling that the 

presence of "reasoning skeptics" during a ceremony would hinder the 

transmission of power. 

Women are especially restricted in their encounters with super

natural power, hence with sandpaintings (McAllester 195*+: °1). Many 

singers do not like them to watch the making or erasure of the painting, 

because they are physically weaker than men. Once strengthened by 

ritual though, a woman may undertake and withstand ceremonial power just 

like an initiated man (Reichard 1939a; 1963s172; Kluckhohn and Wyman 

19^0:62). There are indications that menstruating women are not allowed 

in the hogan for fear the gods will reject the offering of prayersticks 

and because menstrual blood is considered particularly damaging to re

ligious power (Wyman and Bailey 19^6:216; McAllester 195^:8l). Some

times when female patients are menstruating the ceremony will be 

postponed (Reichard 1963?173). 

Most restrictions on women have to do with pregnancy and the 

fear that a woman may unknowingly be pregnant (Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0: 

21). The unborn child is definitely too weak and malleable to be near 

such concentrated supernatural power. Neither pregnant women nor their 

husbands should help make or witness the erasure of a painting. Enemy-

way, since it eliminates enemy ghost power by recapitulation, is espe

cially dangerous to expectant mothers (Reichard 1963:171-173). Even a 

singer may not officiate at some ceremonials if his wife is pregnant, 

unless he is particularly sure of his power (J. Stevenson 1891:235-236). 

Tozzer in 1900 witnessed a Nightway in which the co-patient was a woman 

whose father witnessed a performance of the Yeibichai dance while she 
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was in the womb (Tozzer 1902). Jim Smith told Reichard (1963s17^) that 

a woman singer when pregnant will recite a special prayer to protect 

the unborn baby. Nor does it seem that this taboo is dying out: 

". . • my mother was pregnant with me, and she went to a sing and saw a 

sandpainting and that is why I had the fainting. . . ." (Kaplan and 

Johnson 196^:209). 

Summary and Discussion 

Sandpaintings are sacred because of their close relationship to 

supernatural power. In Navajo, "sandpainting" means the"place where the 

gods come and go"(Franciscan Fathers 1910:398). On the lowest level of 

abstraction they serve as an altar where ritualistic actions can take 

place (Reichard 1939a:ix). In this sense they are sacred paraphernalia, 

a temporary resting place for ritualistic objects. On another level, 

they are magnets, having power to attract the supernaturals who are 

eager to see their portraits. But sandpaintings are much more than 

this. In their proper setting, if ritual proscriptions aire followed, 

they are the exact pictorial representation of supernaturals. They are 

full of sacred symbols and through consecration are impregnated with 

power. They are the temporary residence of holiness. Wyman summarizes 

succinctly: 

. . .  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  t h e  d r y p a i n t e d  p i c t u r e s  o f  H o l y  P e o p l e  a n d  
their activities is, first, to attract these beings (for they 
enjoy seeing their portraits made) so that they may help to cure 
the patient. Secondly, the sacred pictures Eire used to identify 
the patient with the Holy People by seating him on the figures 
and applying their sands to his body. Finally, this procedure 
provides a two-way path (between the patient and the symbols in 
sand) for the exchange of good and evil, health and sickness, 
immunity and susceptibility; thus, man is enabled to partake of 
the nature of divinity (Wyman 1970b:7). 
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Thus sandpaintings are a powerful and essential part of Navajo curing 

ceremonies. By any definition of the sacred now used in anthropology 

(for example, Durkheim 1965; Evans-Pritchard 1965s63-66; Firth 1951: 

231-232), Navajo sandpaintings are sacred. The supernatural power they 

contain is dangerous, and they can be safely used only in the proper 

context, at the right time, and by the right people. They are not to 

be used in a profane context, and there aire widely known rules to keep 

them inviolate. They are not treated lightly and are unquestionably 

held to be efficacious. They are sin important part of Navajo ritual. 

While a detailed comparison of the sacredness of sandpaintings 

to other objects used in Navajo ceremonials has not been made, it 

appears from a superficial review that sandpaintings rank equally with 

medicine bundles and are slightly less sacred than Nightway (or yeibichai) 

masks. Jish, or medicine bundles, are . . collections of sacred 

objects related to the conducting of specific, traditional curing cere

monials or prophylactic preventive ceremonies" (Frisbie 1977a:6). The 

bundle contains such items as herbs, rattles, fetishes, and shells, each 

of which is individually blessed. The jish is viewed as a sacred, 

living phenomenon, a source and repository of sacred power (Frisbie 

1977b:127). This sacred power is correlated with constant care. Jish 

requires special care, protection from careless handling, and use only 

by qualified specialists in appropriate ceremonial contexts. It is 

interesting that these sacred objects, jish or Nightway masks, have 

never been commercialized and sold as extensively as have sandpaintings. 

Neither jish, masks, rattles, parts of ceremonial costumes, such as 

evergreen boughs, or other sacred paraphernalia are seen in reputable 
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arts and crafts stores. Occasionally these objects, like antiquities, 

do appear on the market; they have either been stolen or sold by a per

son who has inherited them. Their sale is surreptitious. They are 

made for internal ceremonial use, but are later sold for ready cash. 

There is no indication that they were made purposely to sell to non-

natives. The only ceremonial objects regularly seen today besides 

commercial sandpaintings are "wedding baskets," which are required in 

many ceremonies. These are now made primarily by Ute and Paiute women 

(Stewart 1938a). 



CHAPTER 6 

THE SHIFT FROM SACRED TO SECULAR SANDPAINTINGS 

The development of Navajo commercial sandpaintings was not sin 

isolated event, but part of a more widespread use of sandpaintings and 

their motifs in a number of secular contexts by both Navajos and non-

Navajos. Beginning in the late l880s, sandpaintings were reproduced 

outside their ceremonial context. Anthropologists and other scholars 

made copies to illustrate research monographs and articles dealing with 
t 

Navajo religion. Then, the paintings themselves became the object of 

study. Researchers reproduced the paintings in order to preserve what 

was thought to be a dying tradition. In the early 20th century, Navajo 

singers began demonstrating their art in museums and at commercial fairs 

and art shows. In the mid 1880s, Navajo women began to weave sand-

painting designs or isolated motifs into rugs. By 1930, Anglos and 

Navajos used the designs to decorate public buildings, clothing, and 

dishes, and as a source of inspiration in easel art. In short, by the 

late 1920s, sandpaintings shifted from the sacred to the profane. They 

were used in a variety of secular contexts and for a variety of reasons, 

in direct opposition to Navajo rules. In the process their function 

changed from a sacred object used in a ritual medium to an art form, 

an educational device, a way to preserve Navajo heritage, and a saleable 

source of motifs sought after by Anglo customers. At the same time they 

continued to be used in traditional sacred contexts. It was not a 

13^ 



process of total displacement or complete change of function, but one 

of separation and diversification of function. Today it is recognized 

by many Navajo that there can be both sacred and secular sandpaintings. 

This chapter documents the early development of secular sand-

paintings, discussing the reasons for the shift and outlining the early 

development of each use. Attention will be drawn to the reproduction 

of ceremonial sandpaintings, films of actual ceremonies, demonstrations 

of sandpainting techniques and the transformation of paintings into 

permanent museum exhibits, use of sandpainting motifs as wall decora

tion, weaving of sandpainting designs, picture writing, and sandpainting 

as the source of design in easel art and as decoration on various 

utilitarian objects. We will emphasize the beginnings of each of these 

forms, considering their subsequent history only briefly (Table k). 

It was the singer, the keeper of ceremonial knowledge, who made 

the decision to allow this shift to occur. As could be expected, the 

reaction of the Navajo community was often negative, but it was never 

solely united against production. Slowly, over the years, the negative 

reaction abated. At first individuals who were breaking the rule 

against rendering sandpaintings in permanent form were often doubtful 

and uneasy. In order to ease their consciences and offset this reaction, 

singers developed a method to rationalize their actions. This involved 

a readjustment of the rules to allow them to make permanent sandpaint

ings outside the ceremonial context without endangering the sacred 

paintings or calling basic beliefs into question. They separated the 

sacred and the profane. These "new rules" will be discussed briefly in 



136 

Table 4. Earliest known dates for secular uses of sandpaintings. 

Earliest Recognized 
Event Historical Date 

Earliest sketch of sandpainting by an 
anthropologist 1884 

Publication of sandpainting reproduction 1885 

Yei and yeibichai rugs 1885 

Inspiration for motifs in easel art 1885 

Demonstration by a singer at an art show 1892 

Photograph of actual painting in ceremonial use 1894-19o4 

Sandpainting rug 1896 

Reproduction made by a singer 1902 

Permanent museum exhibit made by an Anglo 1902 

Beginning of major collections of sandpainting 
reproductions 1902 

Permanent exhibit made by a Navajo singer 1918 

Use of motifs for Anglo arts and crafts classes early 1920s 

Use of motifs and reproductions as wall decoration 
(public building) 1923 

Photograph of staged demonstration 1924 

Picture writing 1924 

Decorative items made by Anglos (tea pots, etc.) by late 1920s 

As subject matter for easel art 1928 

Film of an actual ceremonial 1928 

Earth color paintings 1932 

Commercial sandpaintings made by Anglos 1932 

First major publication devoted to sandpaintings 1937 

Use of motifs in silver jewelry by late 1940s* 

Commercial sandpaintings made by Navajos early 1950s 

Spread of commercial sandpaintings to Navajo 
communities 1962 

•Possibly 1920s 



Chapter 7« Makers of commercial sandpaintings today utilize these ideas 

to avoid supernatural wrath while following their profession. 

Reproductions of Ceremonial Sandpaintings 

Most Navajos have been afraid to disobey the sanctions of the 

Holy People and have not reproduced sandpaintings in any permanent 

medium, particularly forms which strive to be exact copies of the cere

monial designs. With a few exceptions (which will be noted) the 

majority of reproductions available in 1978 were made in watercolor, 

crayon, and ink by White artists and anthropologists. The few Navajos 

who made reproductions, before the 19^+Os, although they were singers or 

apprentices to singers, were all "unorthodox" because of their associ

ation with Anglos (Haile, Oakes and Wyman 1957:156). Befriended by 

Anglos who considered them their equals and the intellectual elite of 

the Navajo, these ceremonialists were either persuaded by large sums of 

money in a few cases or were convinced that Navajo religion was dying 

out and needed to be preserved. (This same argument was used by Karl 

Luckert in 1973 to convince a Coyoteway singer to record his chant.) 

Although traditional Navajo religion could not be said to be dying, the 

number of different ceremonials held had been decreasing and shorter 

versions of chants were conducted. While some chants, such as Shoot-

ingway, were still performed, others, such as Awlway and Earthway, had 

become obsolete. In addition, as outside forces had influenced the 

Navajo, fewer young men were undertaking the many years of training 

necessary to memorize a complete nine-day or five-day chant (Wyman and 

Kluckhohn 1938). Many of the singers, like Hosteen Klah and Miguelito, 

had no pupils. 
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Cognizant of this situation, many anthropologists, traders and 

collectors became interested in the religious life of the Navajo. V/hile 

conducting scholarly research, they sought to preserve for posterity the 

beauty and compelling designs found in the sandpaintings. A few singers, 

like Hosteen Gani, were persuaded to supervise these Anglo-Americans as 

they reproduced sandpainting designs, so that while their knowledge 

would be preserved after death they themselves would not be breaking a 

sacred injunction. Others, like Sam Chief and Big Lefthanded, made 

reproductions themselves. Even those singers who at first were very 

upset about the projects, Miguelito for example, made reproductions 

themselves when the expected punishment did not occur and when Anglos 

were seen to be truly sincere in their requests. As a result of these 

endeavors there are now more than 1,600 sandpainting reproductions 

(including duplicates) housed in museums throughout the United States. 

(See Appendix C for a list of museums with reproductions.) 

Methods of recording the sandpaintings varied by researcher and 

situation. The ideal was to be allowed to copy or photograph a paint

ing openly as it was being made during a ceremony. But this happened 

rarely. More often researchers, like Franc Newcomb, had to memorize 

what they saw, draw it after the completion of the rite, and hopefully 

have the medicine man criticize the sketches for accuracy. Dr. Leland 

Wyman took notes, openly or secretly depending on the mood of the singer 

and participants, while watching the ceremony. Finished products were 

made from these notes (Haile, Oakes and Wyman 1957:157). Maude Oakes, 

Laura Armer, and Margaret Schevill, working in the 1920s and 1930s, made 

crayon sketches under the direction of a singer with the aid of an 



139 

interpreter without actually attending most ceremonies. Singers were 

occasionally persuaded to make reproductions themselves outside the 

ceremonial context. Anglo artists were then hired to make clean copies 

for publication. Most of these reproductions were made on brown or 

manilla wrapping paper — or whatever was available. 

The history of these reproductions and their use follows the 

history of anthropological and lay interest in Navajo religion and 

mythology. The first color and black and white reproductions of Navajo 

sandpaintings were collected and published by Dr. Washington Matthews, 

an army physician stationed at Fort Wingate in the l880s. Matthews 

first heard about sandpaintings in 1880 a few weeks after he came to the 

Southwest from Jesus Arviso, a Mexican captive who had been reared among 

the Navajo. Arviso told Matthews that "The Indians make figures of all 

their devils" (Matthews 1887:39)• This led Matthews to discover and 

search out Navajo ceremonies and their drypaintings. His first report 

was of Mountainway, seen at Hard Earth, New Mexico in October, 1884. He 

was given access to the ceremonial hogan and sketched the sandpaintings, 

much to the horror of most of those present (Matthews l885:931)» Two 

were reproduced in 1885 and another four in 1887. 

Research on Navajo sandpaintings was sporadic until the early 

1920s. The ceremonies described were the large, spectacular ones which 

included God Impersonator dancesT Matthews studied Nightway (1902), as 

did James Stevenson (1891). Alfred Tozzer (1902, 1909) came from the 

Peabody Museum at Harvard University in 1900 and specifically commented 

on the similarities and differences between the paintings he recorded 

and those published by Matthews. Edward Curtis (1907), the famous 
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photographer, also witnessed a few Nightway ceremonials in 1906 and 

hired Charles Day, a trader at Chinle, to have reproductions of the 

sandpaintings made. 

This is not to say there was no interest in Navajo religion at 

this time. The Franciscan Fathers (1910) were collecting myths and 

analyzing the origins of sandpaintings. They, as well as others, were 

beginning to collect and publish the origin myths which accompanied each 

ceremonial. Sandpainting reproductions were being collected, but not 

published, by traders on the reservation. 

While most sandpainting reproductions were collected from 

singers living on the eastern and central portion of the reservation, 

some of the earliest and most important collections were made by two 

singers from the west, Big Lefthanded and Sam Chief. Big Lefthanded, 

a singer and easel artist, produced a number of reproductions between 

1905-1912 for Matthew M. Murphy, the Navajo agent and trader in Tuba 

City (Wyman 1970b). These 28 paintings, described in Wyman (1970b) are 

from Shootingway, Nightway, Mountainway, Big Starway, Beautyway, Plume-

way, and Navajo Windway. They are now housed in the Smithsonian Insti

tution as the Walcott Collection. 

Sam Chief, a singer from Kayenta, worked under the encouragement 

of Louisa and John Wetherill, traders at Kayenta and Oljato. The 

paintings he produced are thought to be somewhat atypical because of the 

use of color, semi-naturalistic depiction of plants with curvilinear 

forms, unconventional use of symbols, unique orientation of main theme 

symbols in quadrangular rather than cardinal position, and unusual 

guardians which often completely enclosed the painting. Wyman (1952:162) 



feels that Chief loved to experiment with the foreign medium of crayon 

and paper, focusing on composition and color. In addition, he was so 

reluctant to make the drawings, fearing supernatural repercussions, 

that he insisted on making them in secret. He introduced some variation 

intentionally, as did several other singers, in order to avoid punish

ment, both supernatural and earthly. 

Franc J. Newcomb recorded more sandpaintings than any other 

individual (estimated at over 700, including duplications). She came 

to the reservation in 1913 from Wisconsin, and served for two years as 

a teacher at Fort Defiance. She married trader Arthur Newcomb and 

moved to Nava, New Mexico (Wheelwright 19^2:9)• After her arrival in 

Nava in late 1915, Franc Newcomb became a friend of Hosteen Klah, one 

of the most famous medicine men of his day. A berdache and a deviant, 

he was responsible for several innovations and for opening Navajo re

ligion to permanent record. Klah knew at least four chants: Hailway, 

Chiricahua Windway, Mountainway, and Nightway. His teachers had been 

Matthew's informants. He was the only Hailway singer left on the reser

vation. Besides being the first major weaver of sandpainting rugs, he 

was the major informant for a number of scholars. 

Klah took Newcomb to her first sing, a Nightway, in 1917. She 

tried to memorize all the designs on the four drypaintings used in the 

ceremony. Later she tried to draw them, without success. Seeing her 

problems, Klah offered to draw them for her. He sketched the paintings 

in pencil and Newcomb made watercolor reproductions. These she hung in 

her bedroom so that none of the other Navajos would be offended or 

afraid. Klah watched Newcomb for a period. Seeing that no punishment 
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followed, and noting her pleasure in the reproductions, he proceeded to 

draw 2? additional paintings for her in late 1917 and early 1918. At 

the same time Klah gave her instruction in symbolism associated with the 

Navajo pantheon (Newcomb 1964:126). 

Convinced of her sincerity and interest, other singers (often 

prompted by Klah) began inviting Newcomb to their sings. Among them 

were Gleason Begay and Hosteen Djolii, Shootingway singers. But more 

than four years elapsed before they allowed her to sketch even one 

painting from memory. "They had waited to see whether or not some great 

disaster would befall Klah and when nothing did, they finally decided it 

would be all right to allow me to sketch a few of theirs" (Newcomb 1964: 

142). She attended more ceremonies and memorized the paintings, drawing 

them immediately after leaving the hogan. 

However, in the fall of 1920 Newcomb became ill with the flu. 

Klah attributed this to the fact that she ". . . had witnessed so many 

sandpaintings and had been present when too many powerful prayers were 

recited" (Newcomb 1964:153). This was dangerous for anyone who had 

not previously been a patient in some ceremony. Klah wanted to hold a 

five-night Nightway over her but finally settled on a Blessingway. 

After this Newcomb was allowed entrance to ceremonies all over the 

reservation. Like the Navajos she had ceremonial protection. 

In time Newcomb became a respected authority in ceremonialism, 

even among the Navajo. 

When a noted medicine man died, and his relatives realized that 
they were not sure of details of the paintings, they asked Mrs. 
Newcomb to help them. Only last year she found at a Mountain 
Chant ceremony that the medicine man was using a painting that 
she had helped to recreate, and he spoke of the fact to her 
(Newcomb, Fishier and Wheelwright 1956:3)• 
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She was becoming like a medicine man in her knowledge and was respected 

for it. Anglos also began to come to her. Wendell T. Bush, professor 

of religion at Columbia University, heard of her collection of sketches 

and visited the trading post. He later obtained a research grant for 

Newcomb and purchased 30 sketches that are now housed at Columbia Uni

versity. They were later supplemented by other paintings recorded by 

Newcomb and Dr. Gladys Reichard. This led to their collaboration and 

the publication of the first major monograph devoted primarily to Navajo 

sandpaintings and their place in the Navajo ceremonial system, Sand-

paintings of the Navajo Shooting Chant (1937). Forty-four of the 56 

Shootingway paintings in Newcomb's collection were published. 

Gladys Reichard had begun her lifelong study of Navajo religion, 

social organization, and weaving in the late 1920s. One of the first 

scientists to speak with authority on sandpainting tapestries (1931S 

1936), she learned to weave by living with the family of Miguelito, a 

famous singer from Ganado. As was the case with Newcomb, Reichard was 

allowed access to several ceremonies after having been the patient in a 

Blessingway ceremony. Forming a pseudo-kinship and apprenticeship re

lationship with Miguelito, similar of that of Hosteen Klah and Newcomb, 

Reichard published Navajo Medicine Man, the Sandpaintings of Miguelito 

(1939a). This book dealt with sandpaintings of Shootingway and Beadway. 

These two books on sandpaintings (Newcomb and Reichard 1937; Reichard 

1939a) made Navajo sandpaintings well-known in the eastern United States. 

The books found their way into Navajo homes, and today they serve as 

models for many commercial sandpaintings. The indirect and 
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unintentional influence of anthropologists on the styles of ethnic art 

can have no clearer example. 

Reichard also worked with Hosteen Klah beginning in 1937, re

cording Hailway (Reichard 19^b). Once convinced of the sincerity of 

the Anglo women around him, Klah was eager to record his myths, rituals, 

and sandpaintings so that his intimate knowledge would not be lost 

after his death. This feeling was reinforced by the lack of Navajo 

students, especially for the longer, more detailed ceremonials. At one 

time Klah had had a student, Beaal Begay, but the young man had died of 

a kidney ailment in 1931* before his first full ceremonial (Newcomb 

1964)• Klah never had another pupil, feeling himself to be too old. 

He realized that when he was gone no one would be able to carry on 

(Newcomb 196^:187). It was at this time that Mary Cabot Wheelwright of 

Boston proposed a museum for the repository of Navajo ceremonial knowl

edge. 

Wheelwright had seen her first Navajo ceremony in 1925 while 

visiting the Newcombs (Wheelwright 19^2:9). Upon meeting Klah she 

became fascinated with the man as well as his religion. In 1927 Wheel

wright and Klah recorded the songs from Nightway (later transcribed by 

Herzog and Hoijer) as well as over 100 sandpaintings. In 1928 they 

made a recording of Hailway. The outcome of this collaboration was many 

monographs (Wheelwright 19^0, 19*+2, 19^+5, 19^+6, 19^9, 1951), as well as 

the founding of the Museum of Navajo Ceremonial Art in Santa Fe in 1937. 

Klah, who had urged Wheelwright to construct the museum, did not live 

to preside over the dedication ceremonies, but his medicine bundle, 

prayer plumes, and other paraphernalia for Hailway, Chiricahua Windway 
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and Blessingway came to rest there. Later Klah's relatives entrusted 

his Nightway equipment to the museum. 

Other collections besides those of Wheelwright and Newcomb are 

housed in the Museum of Navajo Ceremonial Art (now the Wheelwright 

Museum). Among them are the paintings collected by Father Berard Haile, 

O.F.M., one of the first researchers to classify the complicated chant 

system. In the period 1929 to 193*+» under the auspices of the Univer

sity of Chicago, he collected 51 paintings from many chants. Sixty-

two of the 92 paintings collected by Maud Oakes of Big Sur, California, 

who had worked with Jeff King on the War Prophylactic ceremony, and 

many of the paintings of Laura Armer, who worked with Moquitso, Hosteen 

Ayondeeh, and the Crawler near Ganado are in the V.'heelwright Museum 

(Armer 1931:657; 0akes, Campbell and King 19^3)• 

John H. Huckell also established an impressive collection of 

Navajo sandpaintings (Reichard 1939a:1-3). He joined the Fred Harvey 

Co. in 1898 and became interested in Southwest Indian arts, indeed 

fascinated by almost everything connected with American Indians. This 

interest led to his founding the Indian Department of the Fred Harvey 

Co., complete with museum and salesroom in Albuquerque where crafts were 

demonstrated in the "traditional" manner. The building was designed to 

encourage the use of Southwestern crafts as interior decoration in 

American homes. 

Huckell was also in charge of building the Fred Harvey hotels 

that were going up along the railroad lines and in tourist attractions 

such as the Grand Canyon. One of these hotels, the El Navajo Hotel in 

Gallup, New Mexico was built in 1922-1923» Huckell agreed to decorate 
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the walls with Navajo sandpaintings, and in his search for appropriate 

designs purchased Sam Day, Jr.'s collection of 84 watercolor reproduc

tions (V.'ellman 19^5)• Day, a trader from St. Michaels, and his brother, 

Charles, a trader at Chinle, had had the reproductions made by four 

Navajo singers, Speech Man, White Singer, Stops Abruptly, and Old Man's 

Son, around 1902 to 190_5» Four additional paintings by Miguelito were 

added in 1923. 

Huckell's interest in sandpainting continued after completion 

of the hotel. Planning to publish a small pamphlet explaining the 

paintings in the hotel lobby, he sought to increase his collection and 

obtain accompanying explanatory material. With this in mind, Huckell 

had Day persuade Miguelito to come to Albuquerque in 1924. Miguelito 

had previously been employed by the Fred Harvey Co., and his wife, Marie 

Antonia, had demonstrated weaving at the Grand Canyon and at the 

company's store in Albuquerque. Harvey took the family to the San 

Francisco and San Diego Expositions in 1915 and 1916. Persuaded by 

Roman Hubbell, son of Lorenzo Hubbell, trader at Ganado, and by Day, 

Miguelito came to Albuquerque and made a number of reproductions him

self. He was also encouraged by Herman Schweitzer, manager of the 

Harvey Co. Indian Department, who was noted for his influence on the 

development of Navajo silver (Bedinger 1973)• Hubbell, Day, and 

Schweitzer felt that unless someone reproduced sandpaintings in a per

manent medium, the religious knowledge of the Navajo would be lost, as 

assimilation increased and as young men grew less and less interested 

in their religion. Over a number of years Hubbell had persuaded 

Miguelito that it was his duty to preserve this knowledge. An 
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additional argument was that Miguelito*s three understudies had died or 

failed to complete their course of study (Reichard 1939a:6). Miguelito, 

Reichard*s major informant, knew Blessingway, Beadway, Enemyway, Flint-

way, the Chant of Waning Endurance, Shootingway, and Nightway. He died 

in 1936. 

Sam Day, Jr., acted as interpreter during Miguelito*s stay in 

Albuquerque, and Fred Geary assisted by finishing many paintings. 

Miguelito would consider a work completed at the end of one day, whether 

the sketch was finished or not (Reichard 1939a:2). Also he could not 

be pushed to work every day because of fear of overdoing. Singers thus 

had other rules which had to be overcome besides the decision to make 

the paintings permanent. Miguelito was paid $200 plus expenses for 

making this collection (Day Collection, Special Collections, Northern 

Arizona University). 

Miguelito also made sandpaintings for at least two other collec

tions. In 1930 he made a set for Roman Hubbell, who later used these 

designs to make patterns for sandpainting rugs (Reichard 1936:153)• In 

1937 Hubbell had about 20 paintings. The present location of several is 

unknown, but 12 have been located. (Four belong to the National Park 

Service, one was at a store in Winslow, one was in the estate of M. L. 

Woodard of Gallup, another is in the Reichard collection at the Museum 

of Northern Arizona, and a descendant of Hubbell has five others. 

Photographs of ten others were fortunately taken by Dane Coolidge and 

are in the files of the Wheelwright Museum. 

The other major collection was made for Dr. Nils Hogner in 

1929-1930. These paintings were given to the Ethnografiska Museet in 
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Stockholm, Sweden of which Hogner was the director in 1939• This is the 

only collection of sandpainting reproductions in Europe. The collection 

consists of 16 paintings from Male Shootingway, Beautyway, Beadway and 

Nightway. The frontispiece of The Navajo Indians by Coolidge and 

Coolidge (1930) was a reproduction from this collection. 

Other smaller, more miscellaneous collections have been made 

over the years. The Museum of New Mexico had a number of drypaintings 

(since lost) reproduced by Sam Tilden and his son-in-law in 19^0. 

These were from the Female Shootingway, Mountain-Shootingway, Mountain-

way, Plumeway, Windway and Upward-Reachingway (Dutton 19^1)• Tilden 

also made nine paintings for the General Charles McC. Reeves collection 

in the Southwest Museum. These paintings were said to have been from 

Shootingway, Mountain-Shootingway, Nightway, Plumeway, and Navajo Wind-

way, but only five can still be located. Drs. Leland Wyman and Clyde 

Kluckhohn each collected a small number of reproductions over the years, 

as did other anthropologists such as David McAllester, Charlotte Frisbie, 

Robert Euler, and Kenneth Foster. While Karl Luckert is carrying on the 

tradition today, the size of collections being made does not compare to 

those made before 1950. 

Of course there are reproductions owned by private individuals 

that were not located for this study. It would have been impossible to 

identify all these individuals, let alone locate them. Many isolated 

pictures of small groups of reproductions have appeared in newspapers, 

journals, popular magazines, and advertisements, most in black and white 

rather than color. Many come from previously published sources or from 

the collections at the Wheelwright Museum. We can say that Navajo 
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sandpaintings were reproduced and widely published by the mid 1950s, 

and still continue to be a subject of interest to anthropologists and 

laymen alike. 

In general, reproductions of ceremonial sandpaintings were made 

said collected for educational and scholarly purposes — to learn about 

Navajo religion and preserve it for future generations of Navajos and 

Anglos. Much of this recording was done in the spirit of "salvage eth

nography." 

I have traveled all over the Reservation trying to get in touch 
with the older Medicine Men who knew the big fundamental cere
monies, for I felt, and time proves me right, that I must work 
as fast as possible if I was to record the old pure material. 
Now with school boys carrying on, the ceremonies are tending to 
grow shorter and simpler, and that has been happening for years 
- the sandpaintings grow smaller and the myth, which is the last 
thing to be learned by a student, is forgotten (Wheelwright 
19^2:13). 

Schevill (19^7:21) and Armer (1931a) also expressed these sentiments. 

They felt it a duty to collect this information, just as the singer did 

to give it to them. They argued down the singer's fears. They suc

ceeded because singers assessed their situation and decided that the 

anthropologists and interested Anglo laymen were right — that it was 

worth risking supernatural displeasure and sickness rather than lose 

their knowledge. They debated with themselves and came up with the 

argument that the new media — permanent recording in writing and pic

tures — were acceptable and preferable to losing this vital tribal 

knowledge, valuable to not just themselves, but to the whole world. It 

was acceptable because it was done out of respect and also as one com

mercial sandpainter and singer stated, because of their belief that when 
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Bandpaintings were no longer made, a catastrophe would occur and man

kind would be destroyed. 

Bolstered by belief in their own power, by their prestige in 

the eyes of Anglo scholars and friends (who treated them as equals 

partly because they understood these arguments) and by the fact that 

the artists who made the reproductions usually did not become ill, the 

singers took on the Anglo students as the apprentices many could not 

find among the Navajo. Like apprentices, the Anglos paid for their 

instruction, hence the "adequate compensation" one reads about. Wheel

wright said she always paid singers for their time and effort, as did 

Newcomb, Reichard, Wyman, Kluckhohn, Armer, and others. One reason 

Miguelito completed the Huckell collection was because he had been paid 

such a large sum of money for his knowledge. He had made a bargain 

which must be kept even though BIA personnel tried to dissuade him from 

going to Albuquerque (Day Collection, Special Collections, Northern 

Arizona University). This payment was in line with the payment given 

to singers whenever they imparted their knowledge (Aberle 1967). While 

the economic remuneration may have been an important consideration, the 

preservation of Navajo heritage was nevertheless, the principal reason 

for the reproduction of ceremonial sandpaintings. 

Film and Photographs of Sandpaintings 
in Ceremonial Use 

The earliest photographs of sandpaintings being made during an 

actual ceremony are by John F. Line. Taken sometime between 189^-1904, 

these two photographs (BAE 5509^ and 5509^a) show a Nightway painting. 
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However, little information is available on these paintings; both the 

name of the singer and the location of the ceremony are unknown. 

Laura Armer, mentioned in the previous section, also made films 

and took photographs of sandpaintings, both in ceremonial use and in 

staged demonstrations (i.e., those not made in the ceremonial context) 

(Armer I960, 1961). In 1929 she made a short film of a star-gazing rite 

which included two sandpaintings (Armer 1931b:657). In 192^ she per

suaded a singer, probably Moquisto, to make a painting of Pollen Boy and 

Corn People, probably from Shootingway. The painting was made on the 

first floor of the school at Oraibi, a Hopi village. Since the singer 

could not find any assistants, the painting took a long time to com

plete: from 9:00 one evening to noon the next day. Two friends finally 

did help the singer complete the rainbow. After Armer took photographs 

the painting was destroyed (Armer 1925; Berry 1929). 

In February of 1928, Armer made what was probably the first 

movie of an actual sandpainting ceremony (Armer 1953i 1961), filmed 

during a nine-night Mountainway performed at the hogan of Hosteen Tsosie 

near Ganado. The medicine main, Na-Nai, allowed Armer and Hubbell to 

photograph the first sandpainting made on the sixth day of the chant. 

The movie cost Hubbell $151000 to produce, in addition to payment in 

goods and gifts. Gifts had to be given to everyone who participated in 

the ceremony so they would not oppose the filming (Hubbell affidavit 

19^7, Taylor Museum). The original was shown at the International 

Congress of Americanists in 1929 and the American Anthropological 

Association Annual Meeting in 1930, and is now housed at the Lowie 

Museum, Berkeley, California along with 20 still reproductions. 
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When Armer first tried to record sandpainting designs, she ran 

into a great deal of opposition, especially from older singers. They 

felt that the designs were too strong for her to paint or photograph. 

The first singer she attempted to engage flatly refused because the 

paintings were sacred and could not be made outside their ceremonial 

context. When the singer later visited her makeshift art studio, Armer 

convinced him to make the paintings by debating about the actual time 

when the painting became sacred. The singer believed that the moment 

of consecration was when the painting was sprinkled with sacred pollen, 

so he agreed to make a sandpainting for her, minus the pollen (Armer 

1925; Berry 1929). 

Others have had the same problem. In the 19^s Bond spent 

several months trying to find a singer who would permit him to photo

graph an Enemyway (Bond 19^:36). Clyde Kluckhohn (1923) also met 

similar objections, although he did succeed in obtaining permission to 

photograph through the smokehole. 

A few other films have been made of ceremonies, as well as a 

number of still shots. The Wheelwright Museum has a film of a partial 

Mountainway made in 19^6. Harry G. Stelle made a movie of an unidenti

fied curing ceremony in 19^1, which he gave to the Southwest Museum in 

1952. The Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe railroad made a film of a 

Navajo sandpainting (in non-ceremonial use) for their lecture series in 

the mid 1950s. Kenneth Foster made a film of a two-night Red Antway 

ceremony conducted by "DBN" on May 25-26, 1963 at the Wheelwright Museum. 

The American Indian Films Group of the University of California also 

made films in 1963. Under the direction of Dr. Samuel A. Barnett, three 
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monial conducted by Son of the Late Tall Deschini, Father Haile's in

formant (Wyman 1965:2*+, 35) • The other two ceremonies shown are 

Mountainway and Nightway. Kenneth Foster arranged the performances and 

took many color photographs. 

Religious opposition to filming ceremonies is still evident. 

The newly formed (1978) Navajo Medicine Man's Association (see Chapter 

7) has stipulated that only under the rarest of circumstances may a 

ceremony be filmed or photographed, and then only with the approval of 

the association. They do not want the ceremonies to become tourist 

attractions as have parts of Pueblo ceremonies. Permission or refusal 

to film will still be the choice of the individual singer. More photo

graphs of Navajo ceremonies probably exist in private hands which could 

not be found for this survey. 

Sandpainting Demonstrations; Impermanent 
and Permanent 

Impermanent Demonstrations 

It is extremely difficult to find evidence of sandpainting 

demonstrations by Navajo singers or laymen for non-Navajo audiences 

outside ceremonial contexts in exchange for monetary compensation. 

Almost no records exist of such events, although hearsay attests that 

such demonstrations did occur in museums, department stores, and arts 

and crafts shows all across the country from 1900 on. It may be assumed 

that they were never common. I contacted many major art and natural 

history museums, but most indicated that they never had a sandpainting 
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demonstration. This may be a function of poor record keeping. Records 

for department stores are even scarcer than for museums. 

With this caveat, a few suggestions can be made. There appears 

to be a trend toward increased frequency of demonstrations, which could 

be due to relaxation of Navajo rules after Navajos saw sandpaintings 

made at such public events as the Gallup Ceremonial. That non-singers 

began to demonstrate is evident, but when this shift occurred is impos

sible to say. Several who started in the mid- to late-1970s are also 

producers of commercial sandpaintings. The earliest demonstrators 

appear to have all been singers. When singers failed to become ill 

because of making 'secular' sandpaintings, laymen became bolder and 

tempted fate themselves. But the transition took a number of years, 

for illness does not always immediately follow a transgression. 

There may have been a sandpainting demonstration at the 1892-

1893 World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago. If so, this would be the 

earliest such demonstration reported. Present at the Exposition were a 

Navajo weaver (Hosteen Klah), several Pueblo weavers, a woman potter of 

unknown tribal affiliation, a Navajo silversmith, and an elderly Navajo 

singer (Newcomb 196*!: 113). Although impossible to prove, it seems 

likely that the singer was demonstrating the making of sandpaintings. 

Museums housing ethnographic and art collections definitely 

scheduled occasional demonstrations by 1920. The earliest evidence was 

at the Arizona State Museum. These demonstrations were not restricted 

to the Southwest; even from the start, they occurred all over the coun

try. Sponsors were often traders like B. J. Staples of Coolidge, New 

Mexico. Although most of the sandpaintings were destroyed at the end 
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of each day or left intentionally incomplete, occasionally they remained 

overnight. One such instance occurred at the Museum of Navajo Cere

monial Art in Santa Fe. In May, 1963, Son of the Late Tall Deschini, a 

singer of Red Antway, permitted a filming of a ceremony. On the first 

day a Blessingway rite accompanied the making of prayersticks, and on 

the next a sandpainting of the Red Ant People was made on the floor of 

the exhibition hall. The singer left the painting overnight, saying 

that it was safe to do so as no patient had been treated. Since there 

was no transference, the painting contained no evil, only blessings 

(Wyman 1965:35)• 

There have been various "staged" demonstrations over the years 

in addition to those done in museums. Many of these were arranged by 

photographers to use as illustrations for articles and books (both 

scholarly and popular), for postcards, professional slides, documenta

tion, tourist brochures and the like. Published photographs go back to 

at least 1928 (Westlake 1930:Plate 36), but earlier examples probably 

exist in private hands. 

Indian arts and crafts shows were designed to: (l) educate the 

public about Indian art, showing it as both fine and decorative art; 

(2) create a market for quality Indian art; (3) serve as market places, 

especially in the east; (4) encourage Indian artists; and (5) prevent 

traditional crafts and skills from dying out. Demonstrations of various 

crafts were included. Although not a commercial craft, impermanent 

sandpaintings were often seen at the shows. As separate annual events, 

these shows began in the 1920s with the origin of the Santa Fe Indian 

Market (1923) and the Gallup Ceremonial (1922). Unlike the Expositions 
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of previouB years, where Indian artists constituted but one segment of 

the exhibit sponsored by a state like New Mexico, the shows were dedi

cated solely to Indian art. They were successful from the start, and 

competitive art shows and markets slowly appeared, such as the Philbrook 

International (19^6), the Navajo Craftsman Show at the Museum of 

Northern Arizona (19^0), Indian competitions at the New Mexico and 

Arizona State Fairs (mid 1920s), the Navajo Tribal Fair, the Shiprock 

Fair (1909) and the like. There have been occasional shows at other 

museums as well as juried shows where sandpaintings would be demon

strated. Special traveling exhibitions began in the 1930s, sponsored 

by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the Indian Arts and Crafts Board, the 

Southwest Association of Indian Affairs (through the Indian Arts Fund, 

established in 1923)* and other interested private organizations. 

The first prominent exhibition of the latter kind opened in New 

York City in 1931t the famous Exposition of Indian Tribal Arts (Sloan 

and La Farge 1931> Dunn I960). Others followed, such as the Century of 

Progress Exhibition in Chicago in 193^ and the Golden Gate Exposition 

at the San Francisco World's Fair in 1938-1939 (Collier 1935)• At 

these and similar art shows impermanent sandpaintings were made, both 

as entertainment and as a means of educating the public in traditional 

forms of native art. Weavers, silversmiths, potters, and other crafts

men and women also demonstrated, but it was usually the sandpaintings 

that captured people's attention and held their interest. 

Indirectly, these exhibitions created a potential market for 

commercial sandpaintings before that craft even existed. Many of the 

demonstration paintings were large. For example, an ". . . immense 
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sandpainting was made in the exhibition hall for the Gallup Ceremonial 

in 1930" (Amsden 1930). The center of the hall (a circus tent) was 

taken up by the sandpainters and their helpers. Even today, sandpainting 

demonstrations are more fascinating than other craft demonstrations. At 

the Sacred Circles exhibition held in Kansas City, the sandpainting 

demonstration was the most popular event in the entire show. 

A few singers were induced to paint or demonstrate solely for 

money (Olin 1972:72). How many, who they were, and what proportion of 

all singers they were is unknown. Hard evidence for the motivation of 

these men is difficult to obtain. Most likely the demonstrations at 

the early Indian markets and Gallup Ceremonial were done for money, 

especially since prizes were given. Demonstrations at department stores, 

arts and crafts shows, public functions, and many museums today are 

definitely done for economic purposes, although many singers feel (as 

did Hosteen Klah) that they are teaching Anglos about Navajo religion. 

Unfortunately no data could be found to indicate how much demon

strators were paid. When it began in 1923* the Santa Fe Indian Market 

tried to institute a sandpainting competition; sandpaintings would be 

judged like pottery, rugs and silver, chili peppers, and the prettiest 

baby. The prizes in 192k were $15 for first place and $10 for second 

place. In 192k and 1925, Paul Charley of Crownpoint won, and in 1926 

William Charley. No second place prizes were awarded on any occasion. 

(Not enough contestants?) No prizes were awarded in 1927• Instead, 

B. J. Staples of Coolidge brought Hosteen Nelson Begay and Tochen Otsida 

to demonstrate. The competition was dropped in 1928 and was never 
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revived. Paid demonstrations were held, but even these were discon

tinued in the 1930s when the nature of the market changed. 

Singers apparently had no interest in competing artistically in 

the realm of impermanent sandpaintings. It may have been that while 

demonstrations with an educational rationale were considered acceptable, 

or tolerated, competition was felt to be objectionable. Sandpaintings 

in the ceremonial context were not thought of as art, and quality of 

workmanship was not a primary consideration. While the rules concern

ing the secular use of sandpaintings were changing, there may have been 

limits beyond which they could not yet be pushed. While commercial 

sandpaintings are judged at a few art shows today, impermanent sand

paintings are not. 

Permanent Demonstrations and 'Exhibits 

The earliest permanent sandpainting was not made by a Navajo, 

nor was it first used as a demonstration. It was made by anthropologist 

A. M. Tozzer in 1902, as a permanent exhibit at the Peabody Museum of 

Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard University. There are no records 

on how the painting was fixed, but apparently some type of adhesive was 

used. The painting is a copy, complete with set-up of the Four Rain 

Gods, from a Nightway ceremony which Tozzer had seen near Pueblo Bonito 

in 1900. 

In late 1918 the first documented, Navajo-made demonstration 

sandpaintings were not destroyed at the end of the day. They were made 

by Sam Chief (Yellow Singer), medicine man from Kayenta, who had worked 

with Mrs. John Wetherill for many years (see Wyman 1952). Responding 
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to the persuasion and friendship of Mrs. Wetherill, Sam Chief allowed 

his six original sandpaintings to remain in the permanent collections 

of the Arizona State Museum in Tucson (E. Cummings 1936:1-2). 

Convincing Sam Chief to leave the paintings intact to serve as 

a "blessing" to the university proved to be no easy task (B. Cummings 

1952:16-18)! 

He was willing to make sandpaintings such as the Navajos use in 
ceremonies but felt he must destroy them as was the custom, be
fore sundown, or else the gods would be angry with him and make 
him blind. His eyesight being somewhat defective, he was taken 
to an oculist, and soon his eyes improved. After considerable 
persuasion, he was made to realize that the old Indians who 
made the sand pictures are fast passing away, and if they con
tinue to destroy all the sand pictures those who came after 
would not know how to make them, and it would be a great honor 
for him to be the one to perpetuate them so that succeeding 
generations would know what wonderful things the old medicine 
man did. He decided to make them and leave them saying, "I hope 
the gods will not be too angry with me and I hope that they will 
bless you and your hogan (the University) and your children (the 
students." His eyesight became much better, and he left the 
sand pictures, thus a perpetual blessing to the campus and stu
dents. Before the old man died he said Mr. Cummings had told 
him the truth, that the gods had not punished him (E. Cummings 
1936:2). 

Notice again, as with the sandpainting reproductions, that the Anglb 

anthropologist and layman had to develop a strong argument in order to 

convince the singer to break tribal rules. What finally convinced Chief 

to risk angering the gods will never be known, nor will the reasoning 

that went into his decision. But an important decision it was; Chief 

had obviously succeeded in rationalizing the use of sandpaintings out

side the ceremonial context. He had already made permanent copies of 

sandpaintings on paper for the Wetherills, and from the previous state

ment we can infer that he had also done demonstrations. But making a 

painting permanent was somehow different. It was closer to the "real 
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thing." Sand on sand, the traditional medium, could call the gods and 

bring down their wrath. Some calamity might befall his people (B. 

Cummings 1952:17). While designs on paper were proving to be safe, this 

permanent demonstration was an untested proposition. 

Pigments used in the museum paintings were gypsum, malachite, 

azurite, red and yellow ochre, and hematite, rather than the usual sand

stones and charcoal. The difference in materials was probably due to 

the fact that they were supplied by the University. All six paintings 

were made freehand without adhesive, on the third floor of the agricul

ture building. But they were often disturbed by moths, so when the 

museum moved to the newly finished football stadium in 1926, it was 

deemed necessary to solidify the surface of the impermanent colors to 

insure their safe transfer (Emil Haury, personal communication 1978). 

A solution of collodion and alcohol was painstakingly applied to the 

surfaces with a medicine dropper by two graduate students, Lloyd Knutson 

and Charles Wisdom (E. Cummings 1936:3). 

The paintings in the museum are tentatively identified as being 

from Blessingway, Beautyway, and Plumeway. The Blessingway paintings 

are of Earth and Sky, the Beautyway painting is of the People of the 

Myth (B. Cummings 1952:cover), and the Plumeway painting is of the 

Heroes of the Myth and Antelope. Two smaller paintings of the sun and 

moon are generalized enough to be used in a number of chants (ASM neg. 

15900, 15899). 

Chief's paintings aire no longer on permanent exhibit at the 

Arizona State Museum. In fact, through a series of unfortunate acci

dents, all but one have been destroyed. The permanent painting 
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currently on display in the museum ("hogan exhibit") was made by Fred 

Stevens, Jr. in 195^» Stevens first made a painting from Navajo Windway 

(Wind People Crossed by Snakes), but this was defaced by insects. He 

returned later in the year and made a Shootingway painting (Sun's House 

and Sky People), which more correctly complements the special Sun Screen 

in the exhibit. This also was damaged during construction and repaired 

in i960. This incomplete painting is made of colored sand on sand 

without adhesive. 

Other sandpainting demonstrations have become part of permanent 

museum exhibits. One such painting is in the Buffalo Museum of Science. 

Hosteen Yazzie Begay (Short Man's Son) supposedly made a painting from 

the "deer chant." The linear painting is of two White Holy People 

flanking white corn with a black outline. The non-fixed painting, five 

by seven feet, is surrounded by a rainbow goddess and although under 

glass has been damaged. The date when it was made is in doubt. The 

label listed May 1932, but the museum's publicity scrapbook showed 

press releases dated May, 1929, as did the photographs (BMS neg. I3185H) 

of the singer in the photographic collection. The museum opened in 1929 

with a ceremony that included Indian craftsmen, but the Hall of the 

Americans where the painting is located did not open until 1932, when 

there was again a major Indian Art Exhibition. Perhaps an earlier non-

permanent painting was made and destroyed in 1929 and the painter re

turned in 1932 to make a permanent exhibit. 

Sam Tilden (Ayoonalnezhi), a medicine man and silversmith (Adair 

19M0, and his son-in-law and assistant, Alexander Anderson (from Fluted 

Rock near Chinle) made sandpaintings in the Hall of Ethnology in the 
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Museum of New Mexico in October-November 19^0. Each painting was forty 

inches square. Four from the Female Shootingway were placed on per

manent display. Copies were also made on sand colored paper with 

tempera paint (Anonymous 19^1a:29). Supposedly Tilden did not change 

anything in the paintings, and when they were completed he blessed them, 

just as he would have in a curative ceremony (Anonymous 19^1^18*0. 

Tilden also made similar paintings about the same time which remained 

as a temporary exhibition in the Southwest Museum. Those in the museum 

today were made by Mexican-American, David Villasenor in 196^. 

The Museum of Navajo Ceremonial Art, founded in 1937 through 

the efforts of Mary C. Wheelwright, was designed by William P. Henderson 

in the shape of a Navajo hogan. This shape was chosen because, accord

ing to Wheelwright and Henderson's associate Hosteen Klah, it would make 

the building an appropriate place for producing, blessing, and exhibit

ing sandpaintings (Dutton 1963a:1^5). Exhibitions revolved around a 

large collection of sandpainting reproductions which were change periodi

cally (Anonymous 1938a:117). In the center of the exhibition space was 

a permanent sandpainting made by Anglo artists Van Muncy and William 

Henderson, under the direction of Hosteen Klah. The painting was made 

on the floor in a shallow case in the same manner and using the same 

types of materials and adhesives described for the paintings in the 

Arizona State Museum. The painting was enormous — the unique double 

painting from Male Shootingway (see Newcomb and Reichard 1937)• It was 

later destroyed when the museum underwent reorganization in the early 

1970s. 
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To my knowledge no other permanent exhibitions of sandpaintings 

exist in the United States. The Horniman Museum in London has one 

example, made by Fred Stevens, Jr. in 1968. The painting, eight by 

eight feet, made without adhesive and kept under glass, was stabilized 

by the British Museum conservators. 

Sandpainting Rugs 

At the 6ame time that singers were beginning to hold demonstra

tions, more or less accurate reproductions of sandpainting designs and 

separate 'yei* figures were being woven into rugs on the eastern end of 

the Navajo Reservation. Three types of rugs utilized either sandpaint

ing designs or ceremonial items: "yei" rugs, "yeibichai" rugs, and 

•'sandpainting tapestries." "Yei" rugs are, in effect, a misnomer, al

though understandable if early designs were taken from Nightway. The 

"yei" are a special type of Holy People who do not speak. They aire led 

by Talking God, or "yeibichai," and are impersonated in Nightway, 

Coyoteway, Big Godway and related chants (Reichard 1963). Yei rugs 

show simplified representations of Holy People. Rarely are either the 

easily identifiable yeis or specific Holy People, like Monster Slayer, 

depicted. 

Yeibichai rugs show a linear row of human dancers, masked god 

impersonators, who are part of such ceremonials as Nightway and Big 

Godway. They show the human figures dancing with one leg slightly 

raised. Arms are commonly bent at the elbow, with hands holding the 

rattle and spruce bough positioned at the waist. The figure gives the 

impression of being slightly turned to the side (although the face is 
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in frontal position) and of having been stopped in mid-action. These 

rugs aire highly stylized, and, as will be seen, very similar to commer

cial sandpaintings of Navajo yeibichai dancers and clowns. 

Sandpainting rugs, or tapestries, as they are often called, are 

more or less accurate copies of complete ceremonial sandpaintings. They 

are more complex than yei rugs and include main and secondary theme 

symbols, plants, location symbols, guardians, and guardians at the east. 

Most of them can be identified by chant. 

Yei and yeibichai rugs were sometimes incorrectly called prayer 

rugs or ceremonial rugs (Smith 1939s28; Kielhorn 1936; Dulcos 19^+2:13) • 

but they are strictly secular, commercial items, although the symbolism 

contained in the yei rugs may sometimes be considered sacred (Amsden 

193^s2l8; Reichard 1936:183). Blankets of this type were not used in 

ceremonies. No blankets depicting sacred symbols or figures were woven 

prior to l880s. The suggestion of prayer rugs was probably the fabri

cation of a trader to help sell the rugs and increase their value. 

Anglo customers often will pay more for a rug or object which is felt 

to be "religious" or "symbolic." It should be remembered, then, that 

religious symbolism was not a feature of Navajo weaving, and it is 

highly questionable whether contemporary weavers consider "yei" rugs 

religious in any way. The religious nature of these rugs has been 

stressed by Anglos, especially traders, to meet"commercial demand. Like 

yei rugs, the sandpainting tapestries have no ceremonial function and 

are made for sale to White collectors and occasionally for educational 

purposes. Many Navajo object to these rugs, because they feel that to 
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make them, especially in a form which may be trod upon, is a misuse of 

power and therefore dangerous. 

Yei and Yeibichai Rugs ' 

Yei and yeibichai rugs are generally thought to have originated 

in the San Juan region (Farraington and Shiprock, New Mexico) around 1900 

(Dutton 196l:3^» Amsden 19^9:105-106). However, Wheat (1976:^9) found 

that the first representation of Holy People occurred as early as 1885 

in a conventional blanket in which a single, small figure was inter

spersed among geometric designs. The Holy People first appear as pre

dominant motif about 1905- According to Father Stoner, trader John 

Wetherill stated that he (Wetherill) had arranged for a Navajo woman to 

make the first yei rug to send to the 190^ World's Fair in St. Louis 

(Tanner 1968:80). Amsden remembers that the Navajo wife of a trader 

near Farmington made yei blankets soon after 1900. One of her rugs, 

made around 1910, is pictured in Amsden (l93^:Plate 53)• Although 

Amsden gives no names, McNitt (1962:298) has discovered it was Yana-pah, 

wife of trader Dick Simpson. Their post was at Gallegos Canyon a few 

miles east of Farraington. 

James considers Yana-pah "... one of the inventive geniuses 

in design, whose taste invariably goes to figures" (G. James 197^:1^0). 

For a while she was unknown, but eventually the community discovered 

her identity. While James does not say what the community reaction to 

her work was, he does give some indication of that of Anglo customers 

and traders: 

She it was who, having lost the superstitious fear that 
oppresses most Navahos, men or women, as to the evil power of 
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the Yei, determined to make the blanket, incorporating their 
sacred figures as her design. The blanket was seen by a col
lector and sold to him for several hundred dollars. For some 
time the weaver refused to make another, but finally produced 
one of others of the gods, and later still another. There are 
only some six or seven of these Yei blankets shown to exist 
(G. James 197^:1^0). 

James' enthusiastic views on the expertness and daring of this weaver 

are rightly questioned by Reichard (1936). Yana-pah wove only four yei 

blankets in her 6hort career (McNitt 1962:298f). 

George W. James states that all early yei rug figures were taken 

from Nightway. Button (1961:29) agrees. The single figures appearing 

in the rugs are so generalized, however, that it is difficult to tell. 

James also contends that these early yei rugs are partial reproductions 

of sandpaintings as used in ceremonies. This is true if one considers 

a single, isolated figure drawn from a ceremonial sandpainting to con

stitute a partial reproduction. Clearly, the people who marketed and 

bought these rugs considered them to be religious in nature, and this 

characterization, along with their rarity, contributed greatly to their 

popularity. They became valued collector's items. 

Even then the rugs were rare at first, probably because of the 

community reaction. In old photographs of the Shiprock Fair (in Maxwell 

1963:26) from the period 1912-1915, no yei or yeibichai rugs can be 

seen. However, G. James (197*+) has pictures of three such rugs in his 

book, Indian Blankets and Their Makers, published originally in 191^. 

A yei rug pictured in Navajo Weaving Handbook (El Palacio /Eds^ 197*0 

consists of two rows of seven Holy People each; it was made about 1900. 

The early rugs usually depict single figures. Multiple figure layouts 

developed later. A rug made in 1918 by Warren Biih Bitohni's daughter 
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of Red Mesa, Arizona is a large single figure of a yeibichai dancer. 

It is said to have been woven for a Navajo woman living near Farmington. 

The large single or double figures were placed vertically on a rug. 

H. L. James (1976:33)» basing his information on an interview 

with Ed Foutz, a trader at Shiprock, and a publication by Maxwell (1963: 

21), states that the yei rug was commercially developed by Will Evans 

around World War I. Evans popularized and promoted the form. Unfor

tunately, neither James nor Maxwell gives an indication of exactly what 

Evans* influence was. Dutton (1961:3*0 mentions an unidentified trader 

in Shiprock who, in the 1920s, developed a particular style of yei rug, 

having brightly colored figures on a white background. 

The yei and yeibichai rugs quickly became popular. 

They caught on with the buying public because, enhanced by the 
mostly fictitious stories of traders and curio dealers about 
their rarity and pseudo-ceremonial character, they provided 
something strange and exotic for the tourist and collector. 
Because they are sold for exceptionally high prices, the 
white buyer feels they must be extra precious (Wyman in 
press:292). 

Whites who did not understand Navajo religion encouraged the imitations, 

according to Gladys Reichard (1936:15^-155). However not everyone 

liked the rugs; many Navajos and Anglos considered them travesties. 

Reichard (1936:155) felt that they were "... hideous attempts at rep

resentations of Navajo gods, ugly because false in every respect," and 

that they also were dismal failures artistically, because true sand-

painting colors could not be duplicated. They were often gaudy, and 

weaving was an inappropriate medium in which to make sandpainting de

signs. One cannot make low relief, for instance, nor can one weave in 

the amount of detail seen in sandpaintings. 



168 

Of the many "yay" blankets I have seen I have never seen one 
which had, in my opinion, the slightest claim to artistic value. 
I am aware that they sire sold as extra-precious, at high prices. 
I also know that the Navajo do not like them. I know that they 
are rarely, if ever, conscientious reproductions of the figures 
of Navajo divinities. They look strange and esoteric; they must 
be valuable. This is the way the white buyer views them. 
Marie's comment upon the illustrations in James' book is "Huh! 
I guess they never saw a sandpainting!" If I seem to be unduly 
condemnatory, it is because I consider the "yay" blanket a per
version of the good technique of weaving and a prostitution of 
the noble art of sandpainting (Reichard 1936:156). 

Amsden reinforces this view. 

Evidently the Navaho themselves regard the Yei blanket much as 
we would consider a parody of the Bible, as something in bad 
taste. Its bad taste from the artistic standpoint is beyond 
question, and it will probably prove only a passing fad; for 
once the aura of mystery is dispelled nothing will remain but 
an awkward human figure in garish coloring, infinitely less 
attractive than the simple geometric patterns which are truly 
representative of Navaho textile design (Amsden 193^106). 

Amsden was wrong in his prediction. Many yei rugs are still produced 

today. 

Yei and yeibichai rugs are made in a plain tapestry weave, 

usually in a modified serape size (Amsden 193^Jl05)« Farmington and 

Shiprock rugs are usually small and serve as wall hangings, while those 

made in Lukachukai are more likely to be large and placed upon the 

floor (Kate Peck Kent, personal communication 1981). At first, the 

figures of the Holy People were woven with appropriate detail. In time, 

they became more generalized, so that with few exceptions it is impos

sible to tell from which chant they were drawn. Later, as in commercial 

sandpaintings, many figures were taken from published sources such as 

Reichard (1939a)» Newcomb and Reichard (1937)» and Haile, Oakes and 

Wyman (1957) 
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Although weavers of yei rugs can be found scattered all over the 

Reservation, most are still concentrated in two areas: Shiprock-

Farmington and Upper Greasewood-Lukachukai (Tanner 1968:80). The rugs 

from the first region characteristically have a white background, a wide 

variety of very bright colorst and are surrounded by a rainbow goddess 

open at the east as in ceremonial painting. Rugs from the Upper 

Greasewood-Lukachukai region typically have a softer grey or brown 

background, occasionally red or black. There are fewer colors than in 

Shiprock rugs, red is used predominantly, and the composition is sur

rounded by a completely enclosed border never seen in sandpaintings. 

While rugs have varied widely in quality, size, and color, composition 

has remained constant: single to multiple figures in a linear layout. 

Kent (1961:33) states that commercial yarns are common in Shiprock-

Farmington rugs and many are designed as tourist novelties. Until quite 

recently handspun wool was more usual for Lukachukai yeis. 

Production of these rugs in other areas on the Reservation has 

always been small. Vegetable dyed yeis with gold borders and no border 

come from Chinle and Many Farms (Ann Hedlund, personal communication 

1981), weavers in Gallup place the figures of Holy People in pillows 

and runners (Wade 1976:55). H. L. James (1976:10) places 'yei' and 

'yeibichai* rugs in the category of "regional styles" and sandpainting 

rugs in "specialty rugs." Of the total rug inventory he reviewed for 

five years (1969 to 197*0« these rugs (regional and specialty) made up 

3 percent and 5 percent respectively of the total Navajo rug production. 

Since these categories include a number of types in addition to yei, 

yeibichai, and sandpainting rugs, it is probably safe to say that no 
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more than three to five percent of all Navajo rugs are based on sand-

painting designs or ceremonially related concepts. Prices for yei and 

yeibichai rugs are still high, although now they seem to be coming into 

line with other styles. Quality is becoming more important than eso

teric design. In 197^ prices for a three by five foot rug ranged from 

$150 to S600 (H. L. James 1976:35)• Coarser rugs in Lukachukai cost 

considerably less ($75 to $200 for a three by five foot rug in 197^ 

(James 1976:^0). 

None of the makers of yei or yeibichai rugs were found by the 

present study to make commercial sandpaintings. 

Sandpainting Tapestries 

Dr. Joe Ben Wheat (1976:^8) has discovered that the first sand-

painting rug was woven in Chaco Canyon in 1896, commissioned by a 

gentleman from Connecticut who accompanied the Wetherill Expedition. 

In 1897 Richard Wetherill had another one woven that remained in the 

family's possession until at least 1913« The name(s) of the weaver(s) 

are unknown, and since no photographs were taken subject matter cannot 

be ascertained,. Wheat, after years of meticulous searching, has been 

unable to locate the rugs or any additional information about them (Joe 

Ben Wheat, personal communication 1979). 

The next sandpainting tapestries were not made for at least ten 

years, possibly longer. A Whirling Logs sandpainting rug was made in 

Chaco Canyon in 190^ (Maxwell 1963:^7)« Wheat discovered that "several" 

tapestries were made at Newcomb's by a singer in 1903 and again sometime 

between 1906 and 1911• This unidentified medicine man was not Hosteen 
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Klah (Joe Ben Wheat, personal communication 1979)* The subject matter 

of these rugs and the exact dates of manufacture cannot be discovered. 

They caused quite a commotion around Newcomb's trading post because the 

community considered them to be dangerous. Another rug was also made 

near Two Grey Hills in 1904, but it too has disappeared (Wheat 1976:48). 

Hosteen Klah (Lefthanded) was the best known weaver of sand-

painting rugs. A berdarche and an extremely unusual Navajo, Klah wove 

ordinary rugs most of his life, completing his first at the World's 

Columbian Exposition in 1892-1893• In 1910 he wove a copy of a rug 

fragment found by the Hyde Expedition in Chaco Canyon. In 1911 he sec

retly wove a blanket of yeibichai dancers which was sold to Ed Davies. 

This caused consternation among local Navajos and singers who, feeling 

the weaving was sacreligious, demanded that Klah hold an "evil-expelling" 

rite and destroy the rug. But the rug was sent to Washington and the 

incident forgotten (Newcomb 1964:115; Coolidge and Coolidge 1930:106). 

It was not until 1919, two years after he became an established Nightway 

singer, that Klah made his first sandpainting rug, a picture of the 

'•Whirling Logs" from Nightway (Newcomb 1964:157-168). 

Newcomb told Wyman of the circumstances which led to Klah weav

ing this rug. 

. . .  N e w c o m b  s a i d ,  " I  p e r s u a d e d  K l a h  t o  l e t  m e  m a k e  a  p a i n t i n g  
of the Whirling Logs. I made one and hung it in my bedroom so 
as not to disturb the Navajos. Klah caught a glimpse of it two 
or three times and said, 'Well, if having it permanently has 
not hurt you it may do no harm to put it in a blanket.' No one 
had dared to do it before" (Wyman in press:295)• 

Klah'6 initial reaction had been negative; he felt that it was not wrong 

to make a permanent sandpainting, but it would be wrong to put it in a 
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rug on which people would walk. If hung in a museum or on a wall it 

would be different (Newcomb 196^:157)• After consultation with his 

family he decided to start weaving. Klah's sister and mother helped him 

with the spinning and dying. 

Many Navajos in the area were critical of the project, fearing 

that weaving an accurate sandpainting would bring disaster to the entire 

community. But because Klah was so powerful and held in such high 

esteem, complaints were diverted to the Newcombs. Arthur Newcomb found 

the situation so serious that he hired a guard to protect both Klah and 

the rug (Newcomb 196*+: 158). Klah was never worried, however. 

Moreover, Lefthanded was confident that his ability as a singer 
and his knowledge of chants and prayers would protect him from 
supernatural reprisals. His first sandpainting tapestry was 
purchased by Mrs. King C. Gillette while it was still on the 
loom and later was purchased at the auction sale of her estate 
by Read Mullan of Phoenix, Arizona /in 195&/ (Wyman in press: 
295). 

Klah showed the rug at the Gallup Ceremonial that year where it won a 

blue ribbon. His second, a painting from Hailway, was completed in 

1921. Newcomb says that weaving sandpainting rugs became his second 

vocation (Newcomb 196^:157). He wove one or two a year in order to 

support himself as well as to record the sandpainting designs in a 

familiar medium (Wheelwright 19^2:10). 

It is estimated that Klah made at least 25 sandpainting rugs 

and that his two nieces wove at least as many more between 1919 and 

1937 (Newcomb 196^:16*0. One problem with this estimate is that Klah's 

two nieces (sister's daughters), Gladys (Hanesbah or Mrs. Sam) and Irene 

(Althbah or Mrs. Jim), also helped with Klah's weaving because of the 

ever increasing number of orders he received. Klah supervised their 
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weaving to eliminate offensive mistakes and protected them by singing a 

nine-night Nightway over them before they began to weave. Also, when 

each rug was finished he sang Blessingway prayers over the weavers and 

their compositions. But even with these precautions the neighboring 

Navajo 

. . .  e x p e c t e d  t h e  g i r l s  t o  b e  a f f l i c t e d  w i t h  b l i n d n e s s  b e c a u s e  
of gazing too long at the sacred symbols or perhaps to become 
paralyzed in their arms for weaving these symbols into a rug. 
After a few years had passed and neither Klah or the girls had 
suffered ill effects, many weavers decided to make "figure 
blankets," which were beautiful and brought high prices, but 
no one else dared make an exact copy of a ceremonial sandpaint-
ing. As a result, those woven by Klah and his nieces remained 
unique in the field of Navajo hand-woven tapestries (Newcomb 
1961+: 162). 

Wyman (in press:297) has estimated that 70 sandpainting rugs can 

be attributed to these three individuals, although very likely more 

exist. He has compiled an extensive chart which lists the rugs, maker, 

and present location (if known). The rugs are mainly from Nightway (V? 

rugs), Hailway (9)» and Shootingway (10), with one each from Mountainway 

and Eagleway. These rugs are housed in the Wheelwright Museum, Museum 

of Northern Arizona, University of Colorado Museum, Taylor Museum, 

Denver Art Museum, University of Pennsylvania Museum, School of American 

Research, Smithsonian Institution, University of Miami, Florida and in 

private collections. Others have been lost or stolen. Newcomb's photo

graphs and records of all these rugs were destroyed in a fire in 1935. 

Exhibits of sandpainting tapestries have occurred since at least 

1919, when Klah's rugs were shown at the Gallup Ceremonial. Sandpaint

ing rugs were displayed at the Ceremonial almost every year since. It 

was here in 1921 that Mary Wheelwright purchased Klah's second rug, 
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"Storm People and Corn," from Hailway (Newcomb 196^:159; Wheelwright 

19^6:18?). Other rugs were in great demand as exhibition pieces. For 

example, the Santa Barbara Museum of Natural History exhibited several 

in 1932, and they were seen in Chicago at the World's Fair in 193i+« 

Klah also wove 12 rugs for Wheelwright in order to save the sacred lore. 

On rarer occasions other medicine men and their families pro

duced sandpainting rugs (Dutton 1961:31)• Information about them is 

almost nonexistent. By 1915 a few weavers in Ganado were making sand-

painting rugs. A rug of the Wind People dressed in Snakes from the 

Navajo Windway was made in 1916 by an unknown weaver living near Luka-

chukai. The singer Miguelito directed Reichard's weaving informants 

and teachers, Marie Antonia (his wife), Marie (his wife's sister), and 

Atlnaba (his daughter) in the making of sandpainting tapestries. Al

though Reichard does not give the date when the family began weaving, 

Fred Harvey Co. records show 1925 as the first date for a rug made by 

this group. It is also the first time the company store carried a sand

painting rug (Harvey 1965:38). Reichard says Atlnaba was very careful 

to include details, symbolic and decorative alike, which her father, 

Miguelito, had drawn for her. 

Sandpainting rugs were always rare, even though their monetary 

worth was great. They were difficult to make and required a great deal 

of skill. Coolidge and Coolidge (1930:10*0 stated that one trader who 

specialized in them received no more than six a year. Today sandpaint

ing rugs are still rare and difficult to make. Kent (1961:26) estimated 

that only two or three women now make them. One reason is the huge loom 

required to make it easier to incorporate detail. Weavers must be very 
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skillful and also able to overcome religioue objections. In 1961, these 

rugs were expensive collector's items, retailing for a minimum of $700. 

Klah's rugs sold for $1,000 or more. High prices have always been paid 

for sandpainting tapestries (Reichard 1936:158). One of Mrs. Sam's rugs 

of Mother Earth and Father Sky sold for 8500 in 1950. Values today have 

doubled and tripled. 

While early weavers often wove from memory or under the guidance 

of singers, most weavers today copy from published sources. Beautyway, 

Shootingway, Hailway, and Waterway appear to be the most popular sources 

in the rugs analyzed for this study. Maxwell (1963s^7) and Wheat (1976: 

^9) state that most weavers of sandpainting designs are from the Ship-

rock and Two Grey Hills area. Traders say that Red Rock < trading post 

(south of Shiprock) markets many sandpainting rugs. Fewer sire made on 

the western portion of the Reservation. Those made today appear to be 

slightly smaller, and several use rather garish colors, not strictly 

adhering to the traditional palette. 

Only one commercial sandpainter has ever woven sandpainting 

rugs. She was from the Two Grey Hills weaving area. She stopped 

weaving when she began to make commercial sandpaintings. 

The Use of Sandpaintings as Wall Decoration 

The Fred Harvey Company's El Navajo Hotel in Gallup, New Mexico, 

built in 1923, contained the earliest known Navajo sandpainting repro

ductions used for purely secular wall decoration. It was certainly the 

first time such paintings were used in a public building. Decorating 

the new hotel on the Santa Fe railroad line with authentic Navajo 
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designs was the idea of Miss Mary Jane Coulter, designer, architect, and 

decorator for the Fred Harvey Co. The stated purpose was to make "these 

profoundly interesting examples of Indian art, tradition, and religious 

faith" accessible to Anglo travelers (Anonymous 1923:175). Coulter 

designed the Navajo inspired structure with William Stephenson, a deco

rator from Los Angeles. The murals were executed by Fred Geary, an 

artist for the company, under the direction of trader Sam Day, Jr. Day 

furnished 12 sandpainting reproductions with detailed explanations that 

he had gathered between 1902 and 1905 from White Singer, Speech Man, 

Stops Abruptly, and Old Man's Son. Day was also hired to supervise the 

placement and orientation of the murals. 

The selection of pictures was based on two considerations: the 

legend and subject matter and the suitability of the designs to the 

spaces to be decorated. No effort was made to change the designs once 

they filled the required space — no realism was introduced. 

In placing the decorations on the walls of "El Navajo" it has 
been the purpose not to depart in the slightest degree from the 
original paintings made by 'White Singer' and other eminent 
priests. Not only has Mr. Sam Day, Jr. of St. Michaels, an 
authority on all Navajo customs, contributed the originals, but 
he has kept in close touch with the work and his criticisms 
have prevented many errors (Santa Fe Railroad 1923:5). 

The paintings chosen for the decorations were: 

1. Monster Slayer Quartet from Shootingway 

2. The Ascension of Scavenger from Beadway 

3. Many-Headed Cloud People from Mountainway or Windway 

k. A single figure Turquoise Arrow Person from Shootingway 

5. North Star from Big Starway 

6. Eagle Trap from Eagleway 

7. Mother Earth-Father Sky from Mountainway or Shootingway 

8. Bear's Den from Mountainway 
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9. "When the Sun is Dead," special eclipse painting from Shootingway 

10. The Skies from Shootingway 

11. Child-of-Water on the Moon from female Shootingway 

12. Pollen Boy on the Moon from female Shootingway 

The reproductions from which these paintings were made are now housed 

in the Huckell collection at the Taylor Museum, Colorado Springs. Pub

lished photographs of the murals are in Wayman (1960:30), Anonymous 

(1923:17^-183)* Grattan (1980:^3* ^5), and Reichard (1939a)• The paint

ings and hotel were destroyed in 1957. 

Extreme care was taken to make the mural reproductions as exact 

as possible in order to serve as an historic record of an art form 

which was felt to be dying. 

Just how accurate these sandpaintings are can best be illus
trated by an incident Miss Coulter relates. The reproduction 
of the elaborate sandpainting "The Man Who Killed For Fear" 
/So. 1 above7, had been executed, as Miss Coulter thought, with 
exact precision. A group of medicine men, gathering for the 
ceremonial of the House Blessing, stood before it when one of 
the older men threw up his hands and emitted a grunt of disgust. 
The decorators gathered in consternation. They asked the reason 
for the chief's displeasure. He pointed to a leg of one of the 
male figures. "You have omitted the rainbow garters," he said, 
through an interpreter. The detail was almost infinitesimal, 
yet the chief detected it - and a number of other minor errors 
were found by the visiting heads of the Navajo "chants" or 
sects, in some cases sharp division of opinion occurring as to 
exactly what was right in matters of nice detail (Anonymous 
1923:175). 

It does not appear that there was any negative reaction to the 

permanent designs, at least from those medicine men. They had all pre

viously helped Anglo traders and scholars make reproductions and so 

were accustomed to the idea of permanent sandpaintings. Whether other 

singers and laymen reacted as positively cannot be ascertained. It is 

interesting that these singers who commented on the paintings (or one 
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should say those whose comments were translated and recorded in news

papers) were concerned more with accuracy than with permanence. Again 

it seems that desire for preservation of Navajo culture was an important 

motivation for consent and approval. 

The dedication of the El Navajo Hotel also marked another im

portant event, the first time a Navajo House Blessing ceremony was 

conducted for a non-Navajo public structure (Frisbie 1968). On May 25, 

1923, the Blessing ceremony was conducted by Haquali Yazhe (Little 

Singer) and Hashke-Yazhe (Little Warrior), Shootingway and Blessingway 

singers from Window Rock. Also in attendance were Hosteen Bimenen, a 

Windway singer, Hatale Yazzi, a Nightway singer, Hosteen Bicha Tsohigi 

Begay, a Mountainway singer (all of whom served as informants for New-

comb) and Miguelito. The Albuquerque Herald (May 26, 1923) stated that 

30 singers and their apprentices were in attendance. The ceremonial had 

been arranged and sponsored by Sam Day, Jr., Mike Kirk, president of the 

newly formed Inter-Tribal Ceremonial Association, and Herman Schweitzer, 

manager of the Fred Harvey Co. According to newspaper accounts (Gallup 

Independent and Albuquerque Herald), it was one of the social events of 

the year. The ceremony is described in a pamphlet commemorating the 

event. At least one sandpainting was made for the ceremony and de

stroyed at its conclusion. Although it is difficult to place the paint

ing, it may be the same as that pictured in Wyman and Bailey (1964:141): 

Pollen Boy and Cornbeetle Girl. Wyman (1960:26, 28) has two photographs 

of the ceremony. 

Articles written about the ceremony and wall decorations empha

sized that the designs were eminently suitable for wall decorations in 
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any structure, public or private. For example . • each subject is 

naturally adapted to wall decoration" (Anonymous 1923:178). Or, 

Enough cannot be said of the decorative character of these 
paintings - of their structural composition and beauty of line 
and mass and color. In rigid adherence to the accepted laws 
of design, the ephemeral sandpaintings of the Navajo rank with 
the best that has been done in decorative art by any people 
(Albuquerque Herald, May 26, 1923)• 

Statements such as these helped create an interest in, and demand for, 

permanent copies of Navajo sandpaintings. 

Navajo drypainting designs have been used to decorate the ex

teriors and interiors of public buildings since the 1920s. They have 

even made their way onto the Reservation. A mosaic of the Skies from 

Shootingway can be seen on the facade of the auditorium at the Navajo 

Tribal Fairgrounds in Window Rock. The restaurant of the Holiday Inn 

at Kayenta contains modified, single figure paintings copied from 

Newcomb and Reichard (1937). In this latter case, however, the reac

tion was not so positive. Some Navajos refused to work in the motel 

until a singer was called in to conduct a short Blessingway ceremony to 

counteract possible negative effects from the designs. 

Navajo-made sandpaintings can be seen off-reservation as well. 

When Sam Tilden made sandpaintings for a permanent exhibit at the Museum 

of New Mexico in 19^0, Henry Dendahl also had four Windway reproductions 

made for himself (Dutton 19^1:cover). These were placed in the lobby of 

the Coronado Building, which contained private medical offices. It is 

noteworthy that Dendahl chose Navajo symbols for curing as the decorat

ing motif for a building devoted to medicine, just as many Anglo doctors 

purchase commercial sandpaintings to decorate their offices. 
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Sandpainters periodically make the rounds of Southwestern hospitals, 

knowing they will find some of their best customers there. 

More often wall decorations of sandpaintings were made by Anglo-

Americans. Bruce Richards made a sandpainting mural of the Whirling 

Logs from Nightway for an unidentified public building in Arizona in 

1937 (Anonymous 1938b:22). Another example is the paintings that adorn 

the first class cocktail lounge of the luxury ocean liner, the S.S. 

United States, built in 1952 (Braynard 1978:192-196). Peter Otsuni 

created these large mural paintings in vitreous enamel on copper. The 

technique involved: (1) coating an aluminum panel with sand; (2) cut

ting out a piece of copper in the shape of main figures and decorations; 

(3) trickling finely powdered vitreous enamel between thumb and fore

finger onto copper pieces; (k) fusing the colors to copper pieces by 

firing them in a kiln or by application of an acetylene torch; (5) 

positioning each copper piece (between 30 and kO pieces are used in each 

picture) to the sanded panels (Frank 0. Braynard and Fred McCorristan, 

personal communication 1978). The paintings combine two types; figures 

based on Shootingway and Beadway, reproduced from Reichard (1939a), and 

a highly abstract and individual rendition of sandpainting motifs, which 

is positioned in the center. There was no reaction by the Navajo to 

this type of use, probably because they did not know about it. 

The Use of Sandpainting Designs in Easel Art 

The Use of Sandpainting Design 

Easel art (pictures in which fluid paint is used as the vehicle 

for coloring a limited, autonomous surface meant to be hung on a wall 
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for aesthetic and decorative purposes), while not a traditional art 

form, has become an important medium of expression for Southwest Indian 

artists. One of the earliest recorded instances of sandpainting figures 

(not complete reproductions) in easel art or related media is the work 

of Apie Begay (Wyman 1967sl; Dunn 1972:150). Begay was considered to 

be one of the first "artists" on the Navajo Reservation. He lived west 

of Pueblo Bonito and was visited in 1901 by Dr. Kenneth Chapman of the 

School of American Research of the Archaeological Institute of America, 

Santa Fe. Chapman gave Begay colored crayons, pencils, and paper so 

that he could complete sketches of sandpainting figures which he was 

independently attempting in two tones, red and black. Problems arising 

from unfamiliarity with the new media probably account for some nontradi-

tional features in the designs. A painting of the yeis from Nightway 

(Tanner 1973sFig* *+.*<•) showed changes in stylization. Arm placement 

had been modified, as had the long hair. Decoration on the torsos was 

also different. Figures were less rigid, there was more of a feeling 

of movement than one finds in sacred sandpaintings (Tanner 1973s65-67). 

One gets the impression that this artist was painting drypainting fig

ures without previous Anglo encouragement. It would be helpful to know 

if Apie Begay was a singer and whether he had been in contact with any 

other Anglo traders or anthropologists who were seeking his help in re

search. His name does not appear as an informant in any of the records 

in museums. Unfortunately no further information about Begay is avail

able, except that he continued to paint yei figures into the 19^0s 

(Tanner 1973s301). 
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Other early painterB, such as Big Lefthanded from the Tuba City 

area (1905-1912) and Choh (l885)» painted religious symbolism in secular 

paintings as well as made reproductions of sacred sandpaintings. Big 

Lefthanded, a singer, made five secular paintings for trader and Navajo 

agent, Matthew M. Murphy. Yeibichai dancers from Nightway, with elon

gated bodies, can be seen, as well as scenes from Enemyway (Wyman 1967). 

These three individuals, Apie Begay, Big Lefthanded, and Choh, are often 

considered to be the first "proto-modern" Navajo painters (Brody 1971: 

73-7J+)» 

In a brief review of the literature I found no other mention of 

sandpainting designs in easel art until the 1920s, when paintings or 

line drawings of sandpaintings began to be used by anthropologists to 

illustrate their research reports. Alieen O'Brien, recorder of Navajo 

mythology, encouraged Navajo easel art. She requested paintings con

taining sandpainting motifs to illustrate mythological stories. Gerald 

Nailor did one such painting at Mesa Verde National Park in 1928, under 

the direction of an (unidentified) old medicine man. It shows First 

Man with a pine tree and white corn, below which stand First Woman with 

yucca and yellow corn (BAE neg. ̂ 3678). In the mid 1960s Wyman commis

sioned Harrison Begay to paint four pictures showing the sacred moun

tains of the Navajo (Begay and Wyman 1967). From this time on, artists 

using sandpainting motifs were young people with extensive Anglo contact 

and artistic training who lived off-reservation. Apparently none were 

singers. 

Dorothy Dunn, art teacher at the Santa Fe Indian School (1932-

1937) encouraged students to paint pictures based on their traditional 
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daily and ceremonial lives and in "traditional" artistic styles. For 

Navajo students she suggested pastoral landscapes, which became the 

dominant Navajo theme (Brody 1971:13*0. Several students added sand-

painting elements at least by 1933• In 193^, Gerald Nailor and Stanley 

Mitchell (Chee Chilly Tsosie) produced an early landscape with horses 

and men. In the sky are three partial whirling rainbow figures. Andy 

Tsihnahjinnie added formalized plants rooted in rainbows in his early 

paintings of horses (Dunn 1960:24-25). He also produced a painting of 

two men possibly making a sandpainting; on the wall behind them a row 

of yei figures with modified torso style is depicted (Brody 1971:Fig. 

61). While the subject matter is ceremonially derived, placement and 

action are not. 

Even in this period a few students at the school painted more 

complete but still modified versions of sandpaintings in watercolor. 

The two most noted individuals were Navajo women, Ruth Watchman and 

Mary Ellen. 

Ruth Watchman was a research technician in design. She seemed 
to care little for painting the pictorial aspects of Navajo 
life but set for herself the task of studying the patterns of 
the sandpaintings and of creating a technique whereby charac
teristic elements of these fleeting designs might be permanently 
captured. She worked with plaster and sand and true earth 
pigments until she admirably achieved her purpose. Her paint
ings were miniature sandpaintings, authentic in design, color, 
and texture (Dunn 1968:301). 

Dunn's estimation of the accuracy of the designs may be questioned, as 

the painting by Ruth Watchman shows. This 193^ painting (Dunn 1968: 

Plate vii) depicts a modified version of a sun, not accurately rendered 

but still obviously derived from traditional subject matter. 
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Judging from published illustrations, complete designs appear 

to be fairly rare. 

Obviously the sandpainting designs could not, by their complete 
religious nature, be the major basis for development of a modern 
style even though they would provide a rich source of motif to 
be used in connection with Navaho subjects and for adaptations 
in pure abstract design (Dunn 1968:300). 

Mary Ellen chose for herself another difficult problem - that 
of painting, side by side in a single scene, the temporal per
sonages of the Navaho world and the extremely conventionalized 
plants of the sandpaintings (Dunn 1968:301). 

Both Mary Ellen and Ruth Watchman appear to have painted very 

little after leaving the Santa Fe Indian School (Forbes 1950:2^9), but 

other painters continued to paint and occasionally used sandpainting 

motifs as subject matter. More common was incorporation of isolated 

motifs from sandpaintings, such as sun, moon, rainbow, or plants as 

decoration in realistic scenes drawn from everyday life. Sandpainting 

elements in flat, non-perspective style were added to more sculptured 

figures. Gerald Nailor added decorative motifs from sandpaintings 

above and below his main figures, and painted traditional figures in 

non-traditional compositions (Dunn 1968:Plate xxxii). Keats Begay did 

a tempera painting in 1936 of Navajos constructing sandpaintings cere

monially (Dunn 1968:Fig. ̂ 2). 

Harrison Begay1s painting of the Slayer Twin Quartet from 

Shootingway hangs in the Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, Oklahoma (#73/73)• 

It is in the standard traditional sandpainting style except for the 

continuous closed border. Begay regularly places rainbow goddesses and 

cloud people in his compositions (Dunn 1968:Plate xx). This is a recent 

development; at first, he did not paint legendary scenes. While this 

trend appeared mainly in the 1960s and 1970s (Tanner 1973:303), he 
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women weaving, Indians riding horses, hunters and warriors, deer, 

antelope, and horses have served as inspiration for several commercial 

sandpainters. 

Andy Tsihnahjinnie also used symbolic sandpainting motifs. His 

paintings, "The Slayer of Enemy Gods — Nayeinezani" (1962) (pictured 

in Tanner 1973*Fig» 7»8), is a modern abstraction of sandpainting sub

ject matter. The Twins are shown in realistic human form rather than 

as conventionally armored Holy People. The sun, positioned between the 

two figures, is more closely parallel (in general form but not color) 

to sandpainting style. Other Navajo artists, for example James Wayne 

Yazzie, Gary Cohoe, R. C. Gorman, Carl N. Gorman, Mary Morez, Robert 

Chee, Richard Taliwood, Harry Walters, Stanley Battese, Ed Lee Natay, 

and Boyd Warner, Jr., have used sandpainting designs in their work 

(Dunn 1968; Brody 1971; Tanner 1973). Two of them, James Wayne Yazzie 

of Sheep Springs and Boyd Warner, Jr., of Chinle, occasionally made 

commercial sandpaintings. 

Casein Tempera Technique or 
Earth Color Paintings 

Simultaneously with these developments in design and subject 

matter, Dunn (in 1933) taught her students at the Santa Fe Indian School 

to make earth color paintings in an effort to utilize inexpensive mate

rials found in their native environments (Dunn 1952a:335). The tech

nique she used, called casein tempera, utilized earth colors or 

pulverized dry pigments adhered to a backing. Tempera paintings are 

made with paints which can be diluted with water, but which when dry 
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are insoluble. This is possible because their adhesive base is an 

emulsion and forms an opaque paint (Mayer 1979:120-129)• There are 

several kinds of emulsion bases. The earliest used was pure egg yolk 

diluted with water. Another is a mixture of casein with wax, resins, 

and vegetable oils. Casein is a powdered protein made from milk, often 

used as an adhesive, a binder for grounds, and as a watercolor. Crude 

casein is made from curd or pot cheese. Modern casein has been manu

factured by American firms since the mid-19^0s (Mayer 1979:135-136). 

Casein is soluble in water only when ammonia is added. Paints made by 

grinding pigments in casein solution are used in the fresco technique 

of mural painting. 

The palette comes from pulverized clays, sandstones, and ores 

found throughout the Southwest. These pigments are combined with casein 

and various liquids to form a suspension. The backing, canvas or hard-

board is covered with sand. The picture is painted on this sand back

ground. The textural quality of the ground is like a sacred sandpainting 

but the design is painted on in liquid form. As Dunn summarized the 

technique she taught: 

The substances were pounded, screened, soaked, and the pigments 
extracted from them and ground. Various adhesives such as 
eggs, melon-seed extract, and glue were tried in the mixing of 
a heavy tempera suitable for use on dry plaster. Colors were 
named for the areas in which they were found: Acoma red, 
Domingo purple, Laguna white, Picuris brown, Hopi green, La 
Bajada yellow, and so on. They constituted a lovely range of 
harmonious colors such as the Indians had always used in paint
ing (Dunn 1968:270). 

When finished, the painting was varnished, waxed or overpainted with 

thin oil colors or glazes, giving it a dull, lacquer-like sheen. Even

tually these experiments in earth colors were combined into true fresco 
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and fresco secco techniques for murals made at the school. So success

ful were these efforts that an exhibit of earth color paintings by 

students at the Indian School was held in Paris in 1935* 

The technique was popular with students as well as with critics 

and patrons. Pablita Velarde of Santa Clara and Andy Tsihnahjinnie 

(Navajo) began using the medium extensively. Other early artists who 

worked in earth colors were C-Som-Ma-Thya, Santo Domingo; Lomayesva, 

Hopi; Vincent Mirabel, Taos; Pai-Tu-Mu, Laguna; Ye-W-Te, Acoma; and Ruth 

Watchman, Navajo. Watchman produced a Navajo "sandpainting" of Cloud 

People and sun in earth colors in 1933» exhibited at the Addison Gallery 

of American Art at the Phillips Academy, Andover, Massachusetts (see 

Dunn 1968:Plate vii). 

Casein tempera was used for several murals made for the Works 

Progress Administration (Dunn 1968:273)• Thos6 commissioned in 1939 by 

architect John C. Meem for the facade and entry of Maurice Maisel's new 

trading post in Albuquerque were designed and executed by Anglo artist 

Olive Rush and Indian painters in casein tempera in fresco secco. The 

designs include examples of daily and ceremonial activities on a forty 

yard panel. Artists involved in the project included Awa Tsireh, Popovi 

Da, Pablita Verlade, Pop-Chaltee (northern Pueblos); Ben Quintana, 

Ku-Pe-Ru, Joe H. Herrera (Keresans); Wilson Dewey and Ignatius Palmer 

(Apache); and Ha-S-De and Harrison Begay (Navajo). Dunn (1968:317-319) 

states that the medium and form were unfamiliar to several artists, 

although they had used tempera on paper. By 19^0, however, many artists 

were using this technique. 
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Dunn's students painted similar murals in the Department of 

Interior Building in Washington, D.C. Gerald Nailor also decorated the 

Navajo Tribal Council chambers in the same techniques, but using oil. 

Similar murals were done by Native Americans throughout the country in 

the 1950s. One example, made by Andy Tsihnahjinnie at the Westward Ho 

Hotel in Phoenix, consisted of abstract sandpainting motifs. In 1958 he 

used similar designs and techniques for the Harris Co. department store 

in Riverside, California (Dunn 1968:322-323)• 

Since the 1950s, Pablita Velarde and Joe H. Herrera have been 

the foremost painters in this technique (Dunn 1952b). Both will occa^> 

sionally use Navajo sandpainting designs in addition to realistic 

depictions of Pueblo life and abstract motifs from Pueblo mythology. 

For example, the murals that Velarde completed in the late 1950s in the 

lobby of the Western Skies Hotel in Albuquerque were adaptations of 

Navajo sandpainting in earth colors. 

None of the sources examined for this study mentioned that the 

Navajo community had any reaction to the use of sandpainting designs in 

easel art. It is possible that most Navajos, except some close rela

tives of the artists, never saw these paintings since they were con

structed and marketed primarily in Santa Fe and Albuquerque. 

Unfortunately I did not ask gallery owners if Navajos had ever reacted 

to the paintings. It is more likely that a monograph containing illus

trations of sacred sandpaintings made its way back into Navajo homes 

rather than one showing easel art, partly because of the cost of the 

books. 
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Thus, by the mid 1930s, a technique of painting on a sand ground, 

utilizing earth colors, had been developed by am Anglo artist for Native 

American use. A few Navajos experimented with it for the purpose of 

capturing the textural qualities of sacred sandpaintings, but it is 

interesting that those who continued to use the technique were by and 

large not Navajo but Pueblo painters. Only two Navajo artists, Boyd 

Warner and David Paladin, produced both commercial sandpaintings and 

art in the casein tempera technique. 

Picture Writing 

An innovation documented mainly by Fishier (Newcomb, Fishier and 

Wheelwright 1956) is picture writing, a mnemonic device used by a few 

chanters in which representative symbols used in sandpaintings sire kept 

permanently on paper. Fishier first noticed this writing when he was 

doing fieldwork in the Tuba City area in 1950. His respondent, "John 

Yazzie," was a Blessingway and Upward Reachingway singer who had devised 

a system of pictographs, painted on cloth in watercolors, showing key 

symbols that denoted the main concept in a verse of song and that were 

to be used as "memory-joggers." 

The earliest published reference to picture writing that Fishier 

found was Haile (1950:256). He concludes that it is either new or had 

been well hidden for a long time. There is evidence for both possibili

ties, ail though the first seems more probable. For example, Fishier says 

that a prominent singer in the Pinedale, New Mexico region had been seen 

refreshing his memory while making sandpaintings in the 1950s (Newcomb, 

Fishier and Wheelwright 1956:52). In the same publication Newcomb gives 
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two additional examples. Hosteen Nez's nephew* who was studying the 

male Mountainway, had two notebooks of symbols that he consulted when 

practicing, and a young man who was attending school at St. Michaels 

also made study notes while learning Chiricahua Apache Windway (Newcomb, 

Fishier and Wheelwright 1956:^7-48). 

Two photographs at the Navajo Tribal Museum give a possible (if 

highly questionable) hint of earlier use of such pictures. The photo

graphs belong to the Smithsonian Institution (BAE 5509^-55095) and were 

taken by John F. Line sometime between 1894-1904. Both show Nightway 

sandpaintings being constructed. One, a linear composition of Fringed 

Mouth and corn, 6hows sin unidentified man either consulting a notebook 

or taking notes. If this person is the singer, as Olin (1972:50) specu

lates, then this is an early instance of the use of picture writing. 

Olin supposes that, since the photographs were taken surreptitiously, 

they caught the singer in the act of consulting his notebook. They 

definitely do not appear to be posed. But one must question, given the 

state of photographic equipment in the 1890s, whether one could take 

the photographs secretly. As for the gentleman with the notebook, he 

looks and is dressed like an Anglo rather than a Navajo. Without addi

tional data this is hardly solid evidence of the early use of picture 

writing. It is much more likely that picture writing is a later develop

ment and that the individual in the photograph is an early anthropologist 

taking notes. 

Reichard (1963:305-306) documents a similar case involving the 

use of paper sketches for prayerstick symbols. In 192*+ she saw a col

lection of sketches near Lukachukai. A seventy-year-old singer had 30 
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or more prayersticks which he kept in an unbleached muslin case and to 

which he referred to when necessary. Miguelito "... referred somewhat 

slurringly to his dependence on paper, not to deplore the permanence of 

the patterns but to ridicule the man's lack of confidence in his memory" 

(Reichard 1963:306). 

Fishier found that the use of picture writing was not widely 

known in 1950. Only Yazzie's family and closest friends knew of it. 

The reasons given were the same as those discovered by Reichard, but 

emphasized danger rather than ridicule. 

The attitude that a singer should rely only upon memory, that 
it was dangerous to keep ceremonial knowledge in permanent form 
which could be viewed during the wrong time of the year, and 
other factors, made it possible that such action would offend 
the gods. However, rationalization upon the part of the in
formant, the belief that ceremonial knowledge would protect him 
and that these were not really exact duplicates of dry paint
ings, allowed the informant to diverge from the accepted pro
cedure (Newcomb, Fishier and Wheelwright 1956:53)* 

This new rationalization, found to have originated with singers earlier 

in the century, continues and is being used in other instances of per

manent reproduction. Fishier attributed this to a change in attitude 

and values that was "clearly" due to acculturation. "Influences" (which 

he never identifies) have changed religious outlooks and ceremonial 

beliefs. Furthermore this change is a "recent" development. 

Only within relatively recent years have the Navaho felt not 
only immune to the power of the gods in the making of repro
ductions of dry paintings, but have gained the understanding 
that much would be lost, if some permanent medium were not 
used to preserve them (Newcomb, Fishier and Wheelwright 1956: 
7*0 • 

This, according to Fishier, is what Yazzie felt and was one reason for 

his development of picture writing. This is well within the common 

pattern mentioned for singers for earlier developments. He continues, 
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Religious conflict was met in another way. He realized that 
his sons could not and would not learn his ceremonials and 
ceremonies. In -order that this knowledge not be lost from the 
tribe and so his grandsons would know what the old Navaho be
lieved, he had the author record a version of the creation 
myth (Newcomb, Fishier and Wheelwright 1956:53)• 

Thus the decrease in the number of practicing singers, the lack of 

interest on the part of young Navajos to learn ceremonials, and the 

consequent loss of religious knowledge influenced the recording of this 

material and the development of picture writing. Fishier advances one 

final rationalization for the development of picture writing. 

The Navaho then, have on the one hand precedents set by the 
gods, who forbade the permanent medium of a dry painting, and 
on the other hand the fallibility of the memory of man who had 
need of remembering thousands of verses for one ceremony. 
Faced by such a dilemma it is not too hard to see how a Navajo 
might defy custom and feel that his "power" is sufficient 
reason to permanently record. Finally there is the rational
ization that, whether the object be dry painting, blankets, 
or a "memory-jogger," the reproduction is not a real reproduc
tion. This is because ideally no two things are made exactly 
alike (Newcomb, Fishier and Wheelwright 1956:7^). 

The requirement that singers must produce sandpaintings from 

memory during a ceremony may be changing as well, although without a 

special study there is no proof. Luckert (1979:132) witnessed a Coyote-

way ceremony in 197^ in which the singer used a reproduction of Blue 

Coyote Girl as the model for the painting. 

Sandpainting Designs used in Navajo 
Silver Jewelry 

Navajo silversmiths occasionally place sandpainting motifs on 

jewelry they make to sell to Anglo-Americans. These pieces are rare, 

however, and appear to be mainly a post World War II development coin

ciding with the addition of motifs from petroglyphs and pictographs, 

animals, flowers, and Anasazi, Mogollon, and Hohokam designs to the 
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repertoire of the silversmiths (Bedigner 1973:190)® Tanner (1960:10) 

states that yeibichai line dancers derived from pictographs were used 

in brooches, as were subjects from sandpaintings such as Big Fly. No 

dates are given. Published examples are few. In a special issue of 

Arizona Highways (August 197*0, Kenneth Begay is shown casting a corn 

plant in a sandpainting style for a bracelet and engraving a silver 

platter with a linear composition of Holy People, probably from Big 

Godway or Beautyway. These pieces were made in 1950. 

Opinions differ on when sandpainting motifs first appear in 

jewelry. Several authors suggest this was in the 1920s, but Miller 

(1930:1*+) states that no sacred symbols were used in Navajo silver at 

that time. While sortie designs might have had a vague resemblance to 

designs used in sandpaintings, there was and is no direct religious 

association. Adair (19^*: 101-102) even did a small experiment. He 

showed a variety of commonly used designs to five smiths. They laughed 

when questioned as to the designs' symbolism and religious significance, 

stating they were meaningless decoration. Only two, "lightning1' and 

"cloud," resembled the figures used in sandpaintings, but even this was 

tenuous. Neumann, however (1933)» states that a few of the dies U6ed 

to stamp impressions in silver had some relationship to designs used in 

drypaintings, but he does not elaborate or indicate what the designs 

were or who used them. 

A few designs were said by uninformed sources to be from dry-

paintings just as certain styles of rugs were said to be ceremonial or 

religious. The "swastika" pendant was used around 1906, This is 

similar to the central location symbol found in the Whirling Log 
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sandpainting from Mountainway (Matthews l887:Plate 17). Local traders 

began to call this geometric pattern the "whirling logs design" when 

used on silver (Bedinger 1973:82). It has no relationship to the sand-

painting design. Hegemann (1962:19) says that any resemblance was 

purely in the imagination of retailers and was concocted to please un

informed Anglo tourists. Things that were "symbolic" sold better. 

According to several sources, the Navajo did not especially like the 

design, and traders discouraged its use during World War II because of 

its association with Nazi Germany. 

Other rare items of jewelry, snake rings and bracelets, were 

definitely outside the "mainstream" of Navajo use (Bedinger 1973s88; 

Franciscan Fathers 1910:271). These pieces consisted of flexible nar

row bands, flattened and elongated at one end. Eyes, mouth, scales, 

and rattles were stamped on (or, later, inset with turquoise). While 

these may be sandpainting designs, they sound much more like life forms. 

The reaction to these rare bracelets was mixed. Lummis (quoted 

in Bedinger 1973:98) states that a silversmith was nearly beaten to 

death for making a rattlesnake bracelet. His hogan and equipment as 

well as the bracelet were destroyed. On the other hand, James (1904: 

156-157) wore a rattlesnake ring and bracelet all over the reservation 

and had others made by several different smiths. The smiths, he states, 

believed that the ring could give the wearer protection from snakebite. 

Bedinger also said that an unidentified woman was told it was acceptable 

for a singer to wear a snake bracelet because he had power to counteract 

supernatural repercussions, but no one else could. Adair (19^:10*0 

found that most Navajos refused to make reproductions of snakes, even 
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though traders encouraged them to do so since they were popular souve

nirs. In general, the fear of snakes, highly dangerous and unpredict

able spirits, outweighed the encouragement. Charlie Peacock, an old 

smith from Prewitt, New Mexico, did make the snake rings. "He is the 

only one around here that will make snake bracelets. He says he does 

not care if he makes them because he is going blind anyway" (Adair 

19^:10*0. 

There were apparently few if any sandpainting designs in silver 

before World War II, probably for religious reasons and because silver 

jewelry was produced as much for Navajo consumption as for sale to Anglos. 

Geometric designs were definitely preferred in silver. It was not that 

Navajo smiths were untalented; while often lacking the equipment and 

facilities to do highly detailed work, they could have done this type 

of engraving well by 1900, whether or not it would have been profitable. 

When making jewelry to sell to traders for Anglo consumption, smiths 

were paid primarily by the weight of the silver rather than the amount 

of labor needed to construct the piece. (Bonuses were sometimes paid 

for exceptional quality, but few traders followed this practice.) A 

scale was fairly uniform over the Reservation in 1938 — 500 per ounce 

worked, with 100 to 152 added for set stones (Adair 19^: 11*0 • Sand-

painting designs, more complex compositions, would have required a great 

deal of silver and labor, and there would have been no economic return 

for such effort. Finally, Adair (19^*0 states that many smiths became 

singers as their eyesight failed. It is probable that, as in the case 

of snake bracelets, religious symbolism was considered highly inappro

priate for this medium. 
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Miscellaneous Uses of Sandpainting Designs 
in Secular Forms 

Motifs and designs from Navajo ceremonial items have been used 

to decorate manufactured items such as clothing, draperies, bedspreads, 

towels, sheets, napkins, tablecloths, dishes, mugs, salt and pepper 

shakers, teapots, coffeepots, lampshades, pillows, cushions, and sundry 

items. These articles were being marketed extensively by 1930, and may 

have occurred much earlier, even by the turn of the century. Westlake 

(1930:Plate 35) published a photograph showing a coffeepot decorated 

with "yei" figures set on a table in front of a yeibichai rug. These 

and similar items were made by Anglo-American entrepreneurs and crafts

men. Some, like Mrs. Westlake, were interested in adapting traditional 

Indian designs to modern forms and uses. Westlake studied the Fred 

Harvey Co. collection in the 1920s and an insert in El Palacio states 

that "she had beautifully adapted /these design 7̂ to decorative uses in 

modern fabrics, in porcelain, in costumes, etc." (Anonymous 1927:37). 

Westlake encouraged Native Americans to use their designs (and often 

Hispanic designs as well) for new commercial purposes. Her endeavor is 

not unlike the attempt of Lois Field and Rhoda Thomas to adapt Rio Grande 

Pueblo weaving to modern Anglo-Btyle dresses in the 1930s. 

Shops in Albuquerque and Denver sold these Anglo-made items as 

tourist souvenirs. While most shops were honest, a few fraudulently 

labeled them "Indian-made," leading to the establishment of laws de

signed to separate Indian from non-Indian made items, to protect both 

the maker and the consumer. 

Sandpainting rugs and reproductions also were used on postcards, 

greeting cards, calendars and posters. For example, Frashers Foto of 
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Pomona, California made a photo post card from a photograph of two men 

making a sandpainting. The original photograph is housed in the United 

States National Museum (BAE neg. 5^,632). The Museum of New Mexico 

made a postcard of the Monster Slayer Quartet from Shootingway, from a 

photograph of the permanent but non-fixed sandpainting by Sam Tilden. 

The Wheelwright Museum also has a series of postcards showing several 

reproductions and Klah's sandpainting rugs. 

Silk screen prints of sandpainting designs were sold by museums. 

Robert S. Spray made a single figure Holy Person and two Long Bodies 

from Mountainway as part of a set sold by the Arizona State Museum. 

Originally these were to have served as illustrations in Margaret 

Schevill's book, Beautiful on the Earth (19^7), but since they were not 

used, they were sold separately as a set (ASM 123-x-5» neg. 15137; ASM 

123-x-l neg. 15133)» Plates from monographs, especially Newcomb and 

Reichard (1937) and Reichard (1939a), also have been enlarged and sold 

as separate portfolios suitable for framing. 

Sandpaintings have even made it into advertising. The Atlantic 

Richfield Company made posters a few years ago (exact date unknown) 

showing Mother Earth and Father Sky drawn by Alfred Dihyja (or Dehiya). 

Dihyja, an art student from western New Mexico, was also sin apprentice 

singer studying under his grandfather. In the early 1970s he demon

strated for the Navajo Tribal Museum. A member of the board of the 

Atlantic Richfield Company saw him and engaged him to do a series of 

demonstrations which could be photographed and used by the company for 

an "educational" campaign. 
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Sandpaintings have been used in Anglo art classes, both in pub

lic schools and in such programs as Woodcraft Rangers, Boy and Girl 

Scouts, and similar organizations since the 1920s. The designs are 

included in guidebooks and "how-to" booklets which include such things 

as how to build a fire "Indian-style" or make a Plains headdress. Often 

the early booklets were inaccurate, misidentifying figures and often 

tribes (for example, Westlake 1930; Anonymous 1953s10)• 

Anglo-Americans also used the medium of drypaintings for edu

cational and entertainment purposes. G. Paul Smith, a Lyceum bureau 

and Chautauqua entertainer in the early 20th century, made "sand 

etchings." These pictures, used to illustrate his lectures, were made 

by allowing pulverized materials to flow gently through his fingers 

onto a slanted velvet covered surface. Navajo sandpainting styles were 

not used (Wyman in press:l8). 

Christian missionaries have not failed to utilize the symbolic 

and communicative medium of sandpaintings in their mission to the Navajo. 

What better medium is there to express new religious ideas than one pre

viously used to visualize and objectify supernatural beings? Father H. 

Baxter Liebler, an Episcopal missionary at St. Christopher's Mission, 

Bluff, Utah, used impermanent sandpaintings to illustrate his sermons 

to Navajos in the 1950s and 1960s. He made a sandpainting of the cruci

fixion in front of the mission altar. Another of his paintings brought 

rain according to local tales (Liebler 1969:67-77). 

The Franciscan missionaries at St. Michael's, Arizona, also used 

permanent sandpaintings adhered to boards, which are made during art 

classes at the mission school. The products of such efforts can be 
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found in many areas of the mission. Navajo adaptations of Christian 

symbols are evident. One such picture, "Navajo Madonna," shows a woman 

in traditional dress carrying a baby strapped to a cradle board. Both 

heads are encircled by golden halos (Padres Trail 1968:8). This new 

use of drypaintings is much the same as the use of Navajo symbols (such 

as the sun to represent Jesus Christ) in oil paintings, or the construc

tion of churches in the shape of hogans. While the mission art classes 

do teach sandpainting construction techniques, none of the commercial 

sandpainters currently practicing learned the craft from this source. 

Summary 

Slowly Navajo sandpaintings have become permanent as art, edu

cational, and commercial items. Table k shows this process was sporadic, 

beginning about 15 years after the Reservation had been established. 

This shift to secular contexts began with two sources: (1) singers and 

Anglo scholars who were trying to preserve Navajo culture for future 

generations and advance scholarly knowledge of "primitive" peoples and 

their religions before they died out; and (2) the traders, entrepre

neurs and weavers who were trying to expand the eastern market for 

Navajo crafts — a commercial venture designed to profit both makers 

and middlemen by catering to Anglo tastes for the exotic. Of the two, 

the first had the most important effect, for it provided the rationali

zation which allowed the shift to take place. These rationalizations 

were formalized by singers, as will be seen in the next chapter. 

The decision to produce sandpaintings in a permanent medium was 

an individual one. Reasons varied, but some patterns are evident. Some 
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singers wanted to help Anglos (their friends and scholars) to learn 

about Navajo life. Anthropologists and traders regarded singers as 

their friends and equals as well as their most valuable informants. 

Singers were the intellectual elite of Navajo society, on a par with 

Anglo scholars. Such a view is evident in Reichard's (1936) work when 

she compares Miguelito's camp to others where she was learning weaving. 

Other recorders felt the same way. 

He ̂ the medicine man/ is the supreme individual of the tribe. 
He is the conscious human being who tries to bring evil under 
ritual control. He is the Enlightener, for it is through him 
that a meaning is imparted to the life of The People. ... 
He has been poet and artist as well as pastor to his people. 
He is often a student of universal religion. He is an analyst 
of human character. He is a profound human being (Schevill 
191t7:113-ll'+). 

Most scholars are not as idealistic or as romantic as Schevill, nonethe

less there was great respect for singers, for their knowledge, ethics, 

and wisdom. 

If Anglos respected singers, singers seem to have valued highly 

the wisdom and advice of Anglo friends, who convinced them that by 

breaking taboos they could preserve their heritage. This persuasion was 

enhanced by the knowledge that few young men were training to be singers 

and that lucrative monetary rewards might be given for this information. 

For some, the economic value may have been foremost. 

Reichard adds one unique note to the discussion of the motiva

tion of early sandpainting demonstrators and informants. The Navajo 

believe that we are currently in the fifth world, having emerged from 

four worlds below. Likewise there are worlds above that will be in

habited when this one is destroyed. There exists also the idea recorded 
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by Stephens that the present world will be destroyed and the Navajo 

annihilated. 

The chanter tXa*h believed that a people different from the 
Navajo would succeed them. He thought the whites were the 
successors and for this reason was not only willing to teach 
them the fundamentals of Navaho belief but also deeply con
cerned that they should learn accurately (Reichard 1963:25). 

This fatalistic attitude is not evident in the writings of others con

cerned with Navajo religion. It represents sin interesting viewpoint, 

however, especially when considered along with one commercial sand-

painter's belief, mentioned earlier, that if the sandpaintings were 

lost this world would come to an end. 

For one or a variety of reasons, early scholars became in part, 

surrogate apprentices, paying singers for teaching them as a Navajo 

would. The monetary rewards may be seen in this light. 



CHAPTER 7 

REACTION AND A NEW RATIONALIZATION 

As would be expected, some Navajos, but by no means all, were 

at first upset when individuals broke religious taboos by making sand-

paintings in a permanent form outside their ceremonial context. Those 

who broke the rules were often apprehensive as well. In this chapter 

I will describe the reaction to permanent sandpaintings by makers and 

the community and examine how makers overcame their fears by a "re

adjustment" of ideas surrounding the use of sacred sandpaintings. 

Anticipating later analyses, we will also see that the reaction 

to commercial sandpaintings today is similar in kind, although not as 

violent, as that leveled against singers and weavers at the turn of the 

century. While several commercial sandpainters are still apprehensive 

about their artistic endeavors, most now think that so many precedents 

exist that there is no real danger in making commercial sandpaintings. 

There is, however, a difference of opinion among sandpainters concerning 

whether social precautions and artistic changes are necessary, just as 

there was earlier in the century. This is due to differing views on 

when sandpaintings become sacred, on whether commercial sandpaintings 

are secular items, on whether the Holy People are still powerful, and 

if they are, on whether they are more upset with their portraits being 

drawn out of context or being drawn incorrectly. Although commercial 

sandpaintings, as a class of objects, are safe to make, certain figures 
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and complete paintings, being too full of power, will cause illness and 

drought. We will see that most sandpainters use artistic means to keep 

sacred and secular sandpaintings separate, utilizing methods analogous 

to those developed by singers at the turn of the century. They inten

tionally change the permanent painting, so that it will not be "perfect," 

and hence, will be incapable of calling the Holy People. The use of 

various methods to separate sacred and commercial sandpaintings and the 

disagreement over what should be changed in a painting to affect this 

separation reflect the emphasis on individualism and self-determination 

in Navajo culture and the ambiguity concerning when sandpaintings become 

sacred mentioned in Chapter 5« 

Reaction to Permanent Sandpaintings 

The reaction to permanent sandpaintings varied from indifference 

to opposition. The reasons for this opposition varied. Some felt that 

a sacrilege was being committed and the paintings were being treated 

irreverently; some feared supernatural repercussions. To break a rule 

is to disrupt harmonious relationships and will probably (but not neces

sarily) cause trouble. Others did not fear for themselves but objected 

because the uninitiated would see the paintings or would view them in 

the wrong season. Some who objected feared that Anglo recorders were 

unprotected from continual contact with such concentrated power. 

The result of such misuse was believed to be blindness and 

crippling for the singer, weaver, or painter, whether Anglo or Navajo 

(Coolidge and Coolidge 1930:105; Wheat 1976:^8). Tales of the effects 

of this misuse are evident in the Navajo literature. 
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T's wife was an expert who wove some of the largest and most 
intricate sandpainting designs. Most Navaho attributed her 
illness to copying the sacred patterns, a risky matter at best, 
since it is forbidden to put sandpaintings into a permanent 
medium (Reichard 1963:96). 

The first woman to make a yeibichai blanket supposedly went blind within 

eight years and another who made a rug from Windway was punished by a 

cramp which drew up all her limbs (Coolidge and Coolidge 1930:105)• 

Anyone who made a permanent sandpainting would be cursed. 

Reactions varied in intensity by individual and group. By far 

the most violent reactions recorded were aimed at early weavers of sand

painting, yei, and yeibichai rugs. Sandpainting rugs, by definition, 

were blasphemous. 

. . .  d o u b l y  s o ,  i n d e e d ,  f o r  t o  t h e  w r o n g  o f  p r e s e r v i n g  w h a t  
should be a transitory moment of holiness is added that of an 
illegitimate transfer of the picturing of an episode of a 
ritualistic origin legend from a sacred context to a mundane 
article for sale (Sapir 1935:609). 

V/eavers were rarely singers. They were not as well respected, nor did 

they control ceremonial knowledge and power. While singers often worked 

under the safe umbrella of preserving a disappearing culture for future 

generations, weavers were making an article for sale to benefit no one 

but themselves. With the exception of a few individuals such as Hosteen 

Klah, an extremely unorthodox Navajo, weaving of sandpainting motifs was 

an economic venture. If the singer was not felt to be jeopardizing the 

entire community (i.e., bringing on a disaster like a drought or tor

nado), it was considered his legitimate decision since he, in a sense, 

owned his knowledge. While disapproving, many community members recog

nized his right. V/eavers, however, appear to have experienced even more 

pressure than singers, or, at least, the opposition was more vocal. 
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. . .  it  c a n  w e l l  b e  u n d e r s t o o d  w i t h  w h a t  s h o c k e d  s u r p r i s e ,  
thrilled horror, and fierce condemnation the Navahos learned 
that a blanket, clearly of Navaho origin, was on exhibition at 
a certain trader's store into which was woven as the design 
the figure of one of the yei. It is almost impossible for a 
white man to comprehend the vast sensation this caused. Coun
cils were held over the reservation to discuss the matter, and 
the trader was finally commanded to remove the blanket con
taining the offending emblems from the wall of his office. He 
refused, and for a time his life was deemed in jeopardy. But 
he was a fearless and obstinate man, and resisted all the 
pressures brought to bear upon him, though among themselves 
the Navahos still argued and discussed the sacrilege, and a 
shooting-scrape in which one man lost his life was the outcome 
(James 197^:139-1^0). 

One can question the trader's "fearlessness," as well as his sensitivity 

to the feelings of his Navajo customers. One may also question how many 

"councils" were held, and in how many areas of the reservation. What 

one can see clearly is that the local Navajo community was upset. 

This reaction was one reason why sandpainting rugs and yei rurs 

were so rare at first and were rather late in appearing on the market 

on any scale. V/hen Whittemore (19^1) questioned 35 weavers near Chaco 

Canyon, she found general disapproval of copying sandpaintings in 

blankets and rugs. The penality was still said to be blindness and 

possibly insanity. In 19^2 Duclos tried unsuccessfully to commission 

a weaver, La-Ba-He, to make a sandpainting rug. The weaver even refused 

to talk about it during the summer, for fear of offending the snakes 

(Duclos 19^2:13)• 

In time, however, more rugs were offered for sale, especially 

during the last 20 years. Only then did adverse reaction die down due 

to a relaxation of the rules, although some women who make yei rugs 

still carry them rolled up tightly under their arms and will not show 
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them to the trader until other Navajos have left the store. In refer

ence to the opposition, Watson described a Beadway rug made ca. 1925-

There was at the time-in fact there still is-considerable 
opposition to the reproduction of ceremonial matters. When Miss 
Borland acquired the rug, she was told that the weaver had per
sisted in spite of reprimands from tribal elders of her area 
and subsequently had become blind, for which reason her family 
disposed of the rug (Watson 1968:2*0. 

But Sapir (1935:609) noted that while older Navajos were opposed to the 

blankets, the demands of the white man appeared to be more powerful 

than religious sentiments. Amsden discovered that while the initial 

reaction of the Navajo was extreme and harsh, the practice continued 

and slowly spread because the yei rugs drew higher prices than other 

rugs. 

Her daring /the first weaver of yei blankets/ was greatly ad
mired, and the blankets were eagerly purchased as curiosities. 
She did a thriving business, turning out one Yei blanket after 
smother on a pattern which eventually became monotonously 
standardized. ... By common report, Navaho tradition held 
that a weaver who made such blankets would be stricken blind 
for her temerity, but the woman's sight seems never to have 
suffered and the suspensive interest gradually died (Amsden 
193^:106). 

Thus, economic advantage, combined with the realization that super

natural sanctions did not occur, led to the spread of yei blankets. 

The change in rules is analogous to elimination of the spider hole in 

traditional Navajo weaving: early blankets contained a hole in the 

center in honor of Spider Woman, who taught the Navajo to weave (Coolidge 

and Coolidge 1930). But when the Navajos began to sell their blankets, 

Anglo traders refused to buy the ones with the centered hole. They were 

considered unattractive in a blanket designed to serve as a bed spread. 

So the weavers, meeting their customers' demands, gradually eliminated 
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the hole. Only if the weaver became ill would she leave a half con

cealed slit in her weaving. Ironically, after Anglo customers learned 

the purpose of the hole, the value of the earlier rugs were greatly 

enhanced. 

Non-violent reactions were more common than violent encounters 

because the Navajo value the right of individual determination. Navajo 

morality, according to Kluckhohn (19^9), is contextual rather than abso

lute, rules varying with the situation. Abstract ideals are rare. 

Making sandpaintings might be tolerated if supernatural sanctions did 

not follow, in other words, if the maker could get away with it. 

Navajos are all individualists. Decisions, such as to produce sand-

paintings, are felt to be the business of the individual and his or her 

family, not the concern of the entire community. 

Individualism has always been tempered, however, by the prac

tical necessities of living in a group and the need for cooperation. 

The community would act if they felt the group was in danger. Because 

an important supernatural sanction was being broken, the potential for 

violence was there. For example, Arthur Newcomb hired a guard to pro

tect one of Hosteen Klah's early rugs lest members of the community 

attempt to destroy it. Klah had consulted his family before he began 

to weave, since it was not a task to be undertaken lightly. 

Individual singers were often apprehensive about making rugs, 

reproductions, and demonstrations. The fact that Miguelito even 

attempted making reproductions is attributed by Reichard to the fact 

that he was brought up non-traditionally. He knew that the ancient 

rules were bound to break down under conditions of culture contact. 
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But he proceeded slowly, partly because of his misgivings over complet

ing the task. 

There can be no doubt that he had to overcome genuine fear of 
breaking a Navajo rule which decreed that sandpaintings should 
not be recorded in a permanent medium. Furthermore, it is a 
difficult thing for a Navajo chanter to paint or to give any 
part of his ritual without a patient. ... It is likely, too, 
that the strangeness of the medium contributed to the delay, 
although the painters seem to have mastered the brush and 
paint remarkably well (Reichard 1939as2). 

Miguelito pondered his decision for many days before completing the 

task. In fact, even though he had already made some reproductions for 

Day and Hubbell, he had second thoughts about going to Albuquerque to 

complete the rest of the collection. The long process of convincing 

him had to begin anew. 

However, by the time Miguelito began painting there were prece

dents for making the sandpaintings permanent. This was not true when 

Matthews first began collecting reproductions. He wrote that in 

November 188U, 

. . .  I  o b t a i n e d  u n r e s t r i c t e d  a c c e s s  t o  t h e  m e d i c i n e  l o d g e ,  s a w  
the hieratic figures drawn and was given permission to sketch 
them, much to the horror of the large majority of the assembled 
multitude (Matthews l885:93l)» 

By the 1920s, many singers had heard that reproductions were made with

out mishap and had seen them or made copies themselves. Miguelito saw 

reproductions from Sam Day's collection that had been made by Navajo 

singers in 1902 to 1905. Even with this precedent his problem still 

remained: granted that one could make this knowledge permanent, how 

far could one go? What were the proper corrections once the taboo had 

been breached? When he overcame these problems, new ones arose. By 

completing the task as rapidly as Schweitzer desired, Miguelito was 
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"overdoing." Overdoing weakens the future power of the chant because 

the painting is used too often. Another problem was that no singer 

ever gave up all his knowledge at any one time. When teaching, he 

always held something back, for to complete the instruction meant that 

the singer war. through practicing. The apprentice had to obtain the 

information not provided by his teacher from another singer (Reichard 

1936:6-7; Aberle 1967). 

Therefore the decision by a singer to make a sandpainting out 

of context was difficult and weighty. It involved more than simply 

making the painting permanent. Matthews states that the singers were 

more concerned that the reproductions would be exposed at the wrong 

season rather than that they would be copied. Reichard (1939a:7) 

tells how Miguelito rationalized his decision. Since he had promised 

to do the task for Huckell and had accepted a large fee, he felt com

pelled to complete it. To offset the possible ill effects he r>rayed 

and had a purification ceremony. He felt his knowledge was such that 

it could offset possible misfortune. "He would trust in the power of 

his faith and the processes it prescribed to remove such harm as might 

ensue" (Reichard 1939a:7). He made the naintings accurately, without 

error: to make them with error would have been another affront to the 

Holy People. 

Another interesting sidelight of this issue is its lack of 

importance later in Miguelito's life. In 1933* a man began a campaign 

against Miguelito, insinuating that he was a witch. He was accused of 

not having paid for his ceremonial knowledge and of having cheated a 

weak man out of his wealth. Since Miguelito had enjoyed a rapid rise 
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in wealth, fame, and power, such an accusation was not unexpected. It 

is noteworthy, though, that in the gossip Reichard heard, no mention was 

made of the fact that Miguelito had made permanent sandpaintings and 

given them and ceremonial information to outsiders. 

Commercial sandpainters who still believe in their old ways were 

often uneasy at first about their work, and several still are uneasy 

about the paintings being done by other Navajo. This was, and is, a 

problem mainly for the early painters, those who began before 1969; 

later painters had precedents. Fred Stevens, Jr., the founder (see 

Chapter 8) and his maternal relatives themselves had a precedent. They 

noted that their clan relative Hosteen Klah had successfully made and 

sold sandpaintings in permanent forms. Since he was famous, respected, 

and wealthy, the gods must have approved of his actions. Therefore, it 

was acceptable for them to do the same. If they (the commercial sand-

painters) followed in his footsteps and did the same things he did, 

namely change the paintings in only a very minor detail, it would be 

fine for them to make permanent sandpaintings for commercial purposes. 

They took over the notion that changing the details invalidated the 

painting, preventing the Holy People from impregnating the painting and 

making it holy. 

Some sandpainters who still believe in Navajo religion, particu

larly singers and their closest relatives, are worried because most com

mercial sandpainters do not know what they are doing, but make 

commercial sandpaintings without thinking of the consequences. For 

example, one group of painters mentioned that several people from Sheet) 

Springs were making Cyclone People from Windways. These unpredictable 
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deities had become very angry because they had been called and as a con

sequence had brought tornados and extremely harsh dust storms to the 

area. Another painter stated that the disrespect of most commercial 

sandpainters is the reason there are so many deaths and so much drought 

in Sheep Springs. The fact that these individuals did not know what 

they were doing and that they neglected to say a prayer over their 

finished works means that all the people in the area will be punished. 

Singers also expressed anxiety for the safety of the individuals 

with whom they worked. Washington Matthews and the medicine man with 

whom he worked were both said to have been stricken with deafness, and 

later both died of paralysis (Coolidge and Coolidge 1930:105). These 

illnesses are both symptomatic of Mountainway, the first chant they 

recorded. When Mary Wheelwright asked Hosteen Klah to share his know

ledge of this chant with her, he told her what had happened to Matthews. 

He offered to record his songs, prayer, paintings and origin myths from 

Mountainway, but only if Wheelwright was not afraid to take them. Al

though Klah believed his power was sufficient to protect them both, 

there was still an occupational risk (Wheelwright 19^-2:10-12). His fear 

for Wheelwright, as for the Newcombs, was that they were unprotected. 

Klah performed a short rite from the chant, along with Blessingway 

prayers when the task was finished. He watched Wheelwright for a while. 

Assessing that she was well and that no harm had befallen the tribe, 

Klah continued to collaborate with her and teach her. Klah even gave 

a Hailway ceremony so that Wheelwright could record the songs con

tained therein. Newcomb and Reichard were both given ceremonies for 
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protection, as would a Navajo apprentice and novice (Newcomb, Fishier 

and Wheelwright 1956:3)• 

All the anthropologists involved stated that they faced problems 

when trying to study Navajo religion and record sandpaintings. Many 

were not allowed to witness the ceremonies first hand, and singers were 

often reluctant to discuss their knowledge with outsiders, especially 

those who were not considered sincere or who were not protected. Some

times, even if the singer allowed an Anglo to witness a ceremony, com

munity reaction was such that the outsider was asked to leave. This 

happened to Reichard in 1932. Miguelito had given her permission to 

photograph and record a sing he was conducting, but because a stranger 

objected to her presence and to the fact that she was recording, she 

was requested to stop. The need for harmony took priority (Reichard 

1939a:9). 

Even though there was individual apprehension and a generally 

negative reaction on the part of the Navajo community, there was never 

a complete consensus that to make permanent sandpaintings was, or is, 

wrong. Even in 1884 not all medicine men opposed reproduction of 

sandpaintings. 

After the writer made copies of these pictures, and it became 
known to the medicine men that he had copies in his possession, 
it was not uncommon for the shamans, pending the performance of 
a ceremony to bring young men who were to assist in the lodge, 
ask to see the paintings, and lecture on them to their pupils, 
pointing out the various important points and thus, no doubt, 
saving mistakes and corrections in the medicine-lodge. The 
water color copies were always (as the shamans knew) kept hid
den at the forbidden season, and never shown to the uninitiated 
of the tribe (Matthews 1887:k^~k6). 

It does not appear that Matthews' possession of permanent copies was 

wrong as long as he followed two restrictions: (1) not to show the 
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paintings during the summer when snakes and lightning were present; and 

(2) not to show them to those who had not been sung over, that is, those 

who should not be around concentrated power. The reproductions were 

either the same as, or very similar to, the real paintings. It would 

be interesting to have a summary of the reactions after Matthews -pub

lished the paintings. 

Other medicine men also appear to have had few reservations 

about recording their myths and sandpaintings. At least this is the 

impression one receives from a reading of Wheelwright. 

After I had recorded his great ceremonies and myths I went on 
to other Medicine Men and always found that when I told them of 
Klah and the idea of the Museum to keep the records safe for 
their people and mine, and of the ceremonies I had already seen, 
they were willing to tell their myths and show me what I needed 
to know. When they saw Mrs. Newcomb's sandpainting copies and 
found she also was really seeking for the absolutely correct 
version, they were anxious that their own sandpainting should be 
in her collection. Of course we both paid for the time occupied 
in working with us, as was only fair, and in the case of myths 
this was often a matter of many day's hard work (Wheelwright 
19^2:12-13). 

Name-dropping influences Navajos, especially when the name is of a re

spected individual. Klah's endorsement opened many doors. He persuaded 

other singers to tolerate Newcomb's presence, enabling her to record a 

number of paintings. Kiguelito did the same for Reichard. Monetary 

remuneration was involved. Added income came to the individual's 

family, but this was a payment such as a student would give to a teacher 

or the family of a patient would pay for the ceremony, rather than wages. 

Even though many medicine men did not approve of reproductions, 

most of them had at least become accustomed to the idea by the mid-

19208. Newcomb found that with time there was less need for secrecy 
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about possessing reproductions. Active criticism weakened over the 

years. But even with increasing acceptance, most singers and laymen 

disliked note-taking during an actual ceremony. Most did accept, how

ever, the fact that Newcomb memorized the compositions and immediately 

after the ceremony retired to reproduce them. So accepting did they be

come of Newcomb that she often assisted in constructing the paintings 

during ceremonials, and singers would occasionally consult her paint

ings (Newcomb and Reichard 1937sNewcomb, Fishier and Wheelwright 

1956:3). 

Data in museum collections and published sources indicate that, 

at a minimum, 195 Navajo singers and apprentices have assisted anthro

pologists and laymen in the recording of sacred sandpaintings (Appendix 

B). Other singers refused to help in scholarly research, however, and 

many were indifferent. There remained enough opposition to reproduc

tions in the 1920s that Wheelwright chose Santa Fe as the location for 

her Museum of Navajo Ceremonial Art because it was far enough removed 

from the reservation to allay the fear that constant viewing of the 

sacred portrayals by people who lacked ceremonial protection, as well 

as by non-believers, would lessen the power and efficacy of the rites. 

Yet at the same time, it was near enough so that those who sought the 

records could have access to them (Clark 19^+0). Many Navajos, laymen 

and singers, probably did not know about the museum and later accepted 

it because it was an accomplished fact. Since it was not on the reser

vation it did not concern them directly and no one was being harmed. 
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Reaction to Commercial Sandpaintings 

One young Navajo woman I met bought a sandpainting of Crooked 

Big Snakes from Beautyway at the school in Many Farms where she was a 

teacher's aide. She took it home and was going to put it in the living 

room when her mother saw it, and refused to allow the painting to remain 

in the house. She stated in no uncertain terms that the painting was 

bad. It would call the unpredictable and dangerous snakes and would 

only bring disaster and illness to the family. Although the young woman 

was unconvinced, she did not want to cause strife. She returned the 

painting and the artist resold it to an Anglo teacher. This was a 

fairly typical reaction to commercial sandpaintings; older Havajos would 

not consider buying or displaying commercial sandpaintings, even if they 

were not opposed to their manufacture. The only sandpaintings seen in 

Navajo homes were those of non-Navajo dancers or symbols used by the 

Native American Church; these motifs were completely divorced from 

Navajo sacred sandpaintings. Eric Henderson (personal communication 

1981) has noticed some small single figures of Holy People in a few 

Navajo households. 

Stories of opposition were common. Practically all the sand-

painters interviewed, and all of the early painters, have been told that 

commercial sandpaintings should not be made. (Painters under 20 years 

of age are less likely to have received criticism.) Usually singers or 

older clan or affinal relatives were more upset about the sale of com

mercial sandpaintings than others. They saw sandpainting as a poten

tially dangerous act and were worried about the future health of their 

kin and themselves. Singers were also concerned about the welfare of 
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the community. These people were not concerned that the paintings were 

being overused nor that they would be seen in the wrong season. Instead 

there was only fear of possible supernatural repercussions. 

As an example of this criticism a father might tell his children 

they were doing wrong and should think carefully about the possible con

sequences of their actions, or a discussion mentioning that commercial 

sandpaintings are "wrong" would be held in the presence of a painter, 

although the artisan would not be directly addressed. People rarely 

came out and told an individual to stop, but this has occurred. For 

example, a medicine man came to the house of one young painter, accusing 

her of "causing" a recent tornado. He insisted that her paintings of 

Whirlwind People from Navajo Windway had called the violent dust storms 

to the community. Although the woman was upset, she continued to paint; 

she did so more secretly, however. (Painters do not broadcast their 

occupation around the community, one reason that sandpaintings have 

spread along kinship lines.) In fact, she was more upset that someone 

told her what to do than with the remote possibility that she was doing 

something "wrong." Most painters were angry because their right to 

individual choice had been challenged. They felt that these encounters 

would only cause trouble and lead to bad feelings. It was the medicine 

man or relative, not the painter, who was at fault in their view. 

Painters did not admit that they were doing wrong or that they might 

be endangering the tribe. All felt that the individual who was making 

the accusation did not know what he or she was talking about. 

These reactions were always verbal disapproval, often couched 

in terms that young people no longer have respect for elders or 
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traditions. No violent opposition was encountered; no one was threat

ened with ostracism or with having his or her home burnt. The situation 

was much less intense than it was for early weavers of sandpainting 

designs or for sandpainting demonstrators. Their activities had gone on 

for so long without general or specific mishap that painters did not 

worry greatly about supernatural repercussions or community opposition. 

With time most relatives became less concerned. What informal opposi

tion existed almost always diminished after a sandpainter worked for a 

few years without negative consenuences. The only case where this did 

not happen involved a singer who threw his medicine pouch away and con

verted to a Christian sect with his family. People felt that since he 

had renounced the Navajo way he now had no right to make sandpaintings, 

either sacred or commercial. 

Like the earlier reactions to permanent sandpaintings, this 

negative reaction to commercial sandpaintings was usually on an indi

vidual basis in an informal situation. However, an organized effort to 

stop the production of commercial sandpaintings has arisen within the 

last four years. (Most commercial sandpainters do not even know of 

this attempt.) A bill to make production of commercial sandnaintings 

illegal was proposed and sponsored by the newly formed medicine man's 

association, Dine Be Azee Iil'iini'yee'ahot'a. Incorporated in 1979, 

this nonprofit, voluntary organization was formed to serve as a spon

soring agency for the use of health insurance funds and to preserve 

Navajo healing ceremonies so that they would not be lost. Specifically 

the group wishes: (l) to promote respect among western health prac

titioners for native healers; (2) to safeguard traditional paraphernalia 
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BO that it will not be sold; (3) to assist members in handling insurance 

claims; (*0 to stop unlawful collection of sacred substances and antiq

uities; (5) to train potential Navajo men as singers; and (6) to estab

lish standards for the performance of ceremonies and the conduct of 

practitioners. They do not wish to interfere with individual religious 

worship. 

In their quest to retain the purity of ceremonies, members of 

the organization have incorporated in their by-laws such rules as: (1) 

No camera, television, or recording equipment shall be allowed inside 

a shelter where an actual healing ceremony is in progress. (2) The 

commercial sale or pawning of ceremonial paraphernalia by members is 

prohibited. (3) A member shall not participate in any activities for 

tourist attraction purposes (By-Laws 1979)• In the first draft of the 

by-laws mention had been made that members and all Navajo laymen should 

not make and should actively oppose the sale of permanent sandpaintings 

in any form. However, because Fred Stevens, Jr., the founder of com

mercial sandpaintings (see Chapter 8) was one of the charter members, 

this rule was deleted. The association compromised and declared that 

it was all right for singers to demonstrate and make commercial sand-

paintings because they know what to change, but that laymen, who do not, 

should not be allowed to do so. 

Several members were not satisfied and still actively opposed 

the manufacture of commercial sandpaintings by anyone. A committee 

representing the new organization sent a petition to the tribal council 

in 1977 (with several members dissenting). A bill outlawing the pro

duction and sale of commercial sandpaintings was prepared but was never 
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presented for final vote. A similar bill has been introduced for con

sideration to the tribal council every year since, but even though the 

association has lobbied for passage, it has not found enough political 

support. While there are no commercial sandpainters on the tribal 

council, councilmen realized that the law was impractical and unen

forceable. Not everyone was convinced that the council even had a right 

to legislate such rules. However, commercial sandpaintings have become 

a political issue and remain so. Interestingly, this first concerted 

and directed effort by any group to have production stopped used Anglo 

legal methods of petition and formal legislation rather than Navajo 

methods of persuasion. 

In general, however, the reaction to commercial Sandpaintings 

resembled the original reaction to Tom Yazzie's carvings of yeibichai 

dancers. When they first appeared at the Navajo Arts and Crafts Guild, 

the older medicine men said that they were "no good." They stated that 

Yazzie would go blind and die. After a few years the negative reactions 

diminished and now people no longer comment when they see the carvings 

in shops. The carvings have been accepted, no disaster has befallen 

the community, and Yazzie has not gone blind but has prospered. 

The New Rationalization 

Another factor entered into the acceptance or partial acceptance 

of secular sandpaintings and the development of commercial sandpaintings. 

In response to criticism, as well as to appease their own apprehension and 

fear of supernatural sanctions, singers and weavers gradually developed 

a new rationalization. This technique, which allowed them to break the 
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prohibition against rendering the sacred designs in a permanent form, 

was to consciously and intentionally change or omit at least one element 

in the design, color Bymbolism, or composition (Reichard 1936:160). It 

was argued that this simple device would prevent harm. It derived from 

the idea that completeness and accuracy are the crucial factors in the 

efficacy of a sacred painting. Changing details invalidates the picture, 

preventing the Holy People from being called and impregnating the 

painting with power. It keeps the painting from becoming powerful and 

dangerous. Since the representation is not consecrated, it remains a 

secular object and does not enter the realm of the sacred. This also 

ensures that if the rug, demonstration, or reproduction is taken into 

alien territory, supernatural power will not be "taken out of the 

tribe," an important consideration (Newcomb and Reichard 1937:16). 

The technique used by singers was to change important details 

(Wyman 1962:281). Sam Chief, who was timid about being too accurate, 

experimented with color. Miguelito substituted green for blue when he 

reproduced sandpaintings in watercolors. Reichard at first thought the 

reason was that Miguelito had no blue paint, but even when given blue 

paint he persisted in using green. Since his paintings were consistent 

in composition and all other details, Reichard assumes that his reason 

for making the slight change was to quiet any doubts he may have had 

about preserving the pictures (Reichard 1963:190; Newcomb and Reichard 

1937:17)# Thus one could interchange two colors, which in the new 

positions used would have no functional significance to the Navajo. As 

Reichard states, 

It is easy enough to be well paid for making the paintings and, 
as long as they are not absolutely as the gods described, they 
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may not be dangerous. Thus, a god may be depicted with three 
feathers on his headdress instead of four; the colors of a bow 
may be interchanged, for example, a red one which should have 
blue markings may be decorated in black. The digressions made 
are usually, from our point of view, insignificant enough; in 
my opinion they are thoroughly justified (Reichard 1936:160). 

Navajos also felt, however, that some things should not be changed or 

tampered with. Sandpaintings still had to be recognizable by chant, 

except in the yei rugs. Even in demonstrations, directionality was 

important and was not one of the details which should be changed. 

Medicine men strewing sand in a non-Navaho building have to 
decide upon an expedient set of directions. For example, the 
entrance to a museum or department store may be out of sight of 
the place where the painting is to be laid; east is arbitrarily 
determined and a prayer is offered to make the decision correct. 
On one occasion the chanter laid all the pictures on the floor 
of a warehouse just in front of the door, which opened to the 
south. He had, therefore, to choose whether the paintings 
should open at the east, which meant toward a wall, or at the 
direction corresponding with the entrance. His solution was 
simple: for the occasion, four days, he said the south would 
be east. The broken circle orientation superseded the absolute 
directional requirement (Reichard 1963:167). 

The opposite viewpoint can also be found. There were those who 

felt a reproduction or a rug should not be changed but should be an 

exact replica. Errors angered the gods, who would be called regardless 

of the accuracy of the painting, and their anger would be great if 

people produced incorrect paintings. Accuracy was a sign of respect. 

Thus, just as the decision to make ceremonial sandpaintings in 

a sacred context was an individual decision, what would and could be 

changed remained an individual decision. It will be remembered as well 

that a change was sometimes not an accepted correction or rationaliza

tion. The singers at the opening of the El Navajo Hotel in Gallup were 

displeased because the paintings were inaccurate in a number of "minor" 

details. 
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Most of the demonstrators did not think that their paintings 

constituted exactly the same type of phenomenon as those used in the 

ceremonies. All were incomplete, and Klah said he found demonstration 

work uninteresting because it did not mean anything. "Each day he made 

part of a painting which he destroyed at night, so it really had no 

purpose" (Newcomb 1964:19*0. It appears that demonstrators more often 

omitted parts of the composition than changed items in it. Weavers and 

makers of reproductions were as likely to change things as to omit them. 

As Sapir states for weaving, 

The weaver has a simple expedient for warding off the curse 
which follows a tampering with holy things. By deliberately 
changing the sandpainting design here and there she feels that 
she absolves herself from the charge of blasphemy. The blanket 
decoration looks like a genuine sandpainting to the white man 
but to the gods and instructed Navajo the departures from 
ritualistic accuracy put the woven blanket into the class of 
profane objects. No curse need follow the weaving - at least, 
so it is hoped (Sapir 1935s609). 

Even when the figures were not conscientious reproductions of the 

deities, weavers sought to avoid disfavor by omitting essential detail 

(Dutton 1962:29). 

Sapir (1935)1 in an intriguing and meticulously detailed paper, 

listed J>k "errors" which Albert Sandoval, his interpreter, pointed out 

in a blanket purchased in 1929 in Crystal. It was made by Manual 

Denetsone's wife. The "errors" were classified by Sapir as intentional, 

the result of a faulty memory, or due to unfamiliarity with sacred sand-

paintings. The latter was probably true for minor details, since the 

weaver had only sporadic opportunity to see sacred sandpaintings. But 

"gross" errors were intentional. The rug discussed is the Four Holy 
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People from the Male Shootingway, a linear composition showing Holy Man, 

Holy Woman, Holy Boy, and Holy Girl. 

Especially interesting is Sapir's finding that particularly holy 

symbols should not be depicted outside the ceremonial context. He also 

found that omitting certain symbols could give rise to greater fear 

than merely copying them. This coincides with the contention that there 

was a gradient of sacredness; some objects and symbols were more sacred 

than others. This also occurs in Hopi kachina dolls: while the dolls 

were not sacred in themselves, there was disapproval when certain sym

bols, considered to be particularly sacred, were carved or painted on 

the dolls. If Sapir*s idea is valid, one should see more conscious 

omissions and changes in those objects held in the hand, which are ex

tremely sacred, than in the other details. This hypothesis can easily 

be tested in commercial sandpaintings. 

With the new rationalization came a shift in the interpretation 

of the taboo. According to the new interpretation, two kinds of sand-

paintings exist, accurate Bandpaintings which are still considered to 

be sacred and inaccurate ones which are not sacred. Those who misuse 

an accurate sandpainting are in danger of being cursed. This super

natural sanction does not apply to inaccurate paintings. The shift had 

helped to legitimize the making of permanent sandpaintings and their 

use outside the religious context. As we will see, this new alteration 

is utilized by most commercial sandpainters as well. 

In time, such changes became the principal rationalization, but 

at first other precautions were also taken. It is important that except 

for the 'yei' rugs, the early demonstrations, reproductions, and 
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sandpainting rugs made by Navajos were made by singers or their immedi

ate families under the singer's direction and protection. These singers 

possessed the power to control supernatural forces and had confidence in 

their powers. It is also possible that their prestige was involved. 

Making reproductions showed that a singer really had power. One could 

take a risk because one had superior knowledge. It showed that those 

who demonstrated had more power and knowledge than those who did not. 

The community watched for any misfortune to happen to the transgressors. 

Any mishap would have been ascribed to the error of disobeying the gods. 

A powerful singer has medicine in the form of prayers, rites and 
expiation which he can use to clear himself. This medicine has 
been given him to protect him from such mistakes as all humans 
are bound to make. The transition in the mind from an involun
tary error to a voluntary one is not a great one and can be made 
easily by a good rationalizer. A medicine man clears himself 
first with the supernaturals by use of the medicine. He must 
then prove to his fellows that his behavior is justified. The 
supernaturals are more easily satisfied! If he continues to 
live successfully, if he and his family have no "bad luck" for a 
long time, he may convince his people to a degree. However, 
there will be some who, identifying obstinancy with orthodoxy, 
will consider success following tampering with the supernatural 
as witchcraft. If this happens, a singer will have to prove his 
intimacy and favoritism with the gods even further. Only fate 
can decide the issue. Practically it remains eternally unde
cided. The accusation of witchcraft is a perfect resolvent of 
jealousy (Reichard 1936:159)-

Therefore the singer can exonerate himself and his family before the 

supernaturals. He has the knowledge to rectify errors, intentional and 

unintentional. In turn, he can use his powers to cure others who have 

suffered "bad luck." 

Consequently, if a woman who has woven a sandpainting becomes 
ill or incapacitated in any way, she may be cured by having a 
"sing." The fact that she needs one is, of course, the proof 
of the layman's orthodoxy. One of the most famous sandpainting 
weavers was dying of cancer. She had had many signs to cure 
her offense in weaving the sandpaintings. After each one she 
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disease allowed her to survive. It6 final futility has proved 
the Navajo religion right (Reichard 1936:159-160). 

Besides correcting errors which have harmful consequences, pro

phylactic measures can be taken. Special protective sings were held 

over at least some early weavers. For example, Miguelito held a sing 

over the woman who wove the Emergence painting (Shootingway) rug in the 

office of the Department of the Interior before she began the weaving 

in 1935. This ceremony cost Roman Hubbell $100. Miguelito repeated 

the sings several times over the next 12 years as a precautionary meas

ure (Hubbell I9V7 affidavit at the Taylor Museum) Even some whites who 

were making reproductions were so protected (Newcomb 196*0. This is 

similar to an apprentice singer "being sung over'1 and thereby gaining 

strength and immunity from supernatural power. Before he is recognized 

as having completed his apprenticeship a singer has been theoretically 

a patient in four repetitions of the sings he is learning. In addition 

he holds Blessingways to consecrate each new piece of paraphernalia 

(Reichard 1963; Frisbie 1977a). Since the one sung over gains immunity 

from etiological factors, continuous association with the powerful sym

bols will not cause illness. 

A weaver of sandpainting tapestry may defend herself by having 
a complete nine-day "sing" of the chant she is weaving. When 
least elaborate it will cost from $200 to $400. This is an 
additional reason for the high price of a genuine sandpainting. 
Hastin Gani's V.'ife, before she began to weave paintings from 
the Shooting Chant, had that chant "sung over her." Since that 
time she is able to weave any one of the many symbolic composi
tions with a reasonable amount of safety (Reichard 1936:160). 

Demonstrators often said prayers after finishing their designs, 

even if they were decontextualized single figures. Joe Friday, an 
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apprentice Nighway singer, used to pray after demonstrating at Hubbell's 

Trading Post in the 1960s. Demonstrators at the Museum of Navajo Cere

monial Art have done the same through the years. One Navajo staff 

artist was taught by his grandfather what to say upon completing a 

painting. 

With time it became apparent that the majority of painters and 

weavers did not become ill, even after a number of years. In addition, 

it was evident that these individuals were earning good money for sand-

painting rugs and for occasional demonstrations. While I could find no 

figures for the amounts demonstrators were paid, Reichard says they 

were well paid (Reichard 1936:160). Miguelito finished the reproduc

tions in the Huckell collection because he had been paid. In fact, the 

large fee, along with prayers and purification, helped him to rational

ize the breaking of a well-known taboo. He also felt that, faced with 

the demands of White culture, some Navajo regulations had to change. 

In the face of the emotional and social pressure exerted it is 
easy to understand why the number of Navajo who weave the sand-
painting rugs, and who weave them constantly better, more 
elaborately and more accurately, is increasing. One reason may 
well be the challenge of competition. "If that woman, a friend 
of mine and a good weaver though no better than I, can make a 
tapestry, why should I not do the same?" Then, too, the dollar, 
dangling at the end of a string pulled ever shorter and 
shorter, had the same effect on the Navajo as upon ourselves. 
It supersedes all other values, be they social, moral, or 
spiritual (Reichard 1936:161). 

The idea that money was a key factor in the shift of religious art to 

non-religious art is by no means new. 

Social precautions are much less common than artistic changes 

as a way to prevent supernatural repercussions for commercial sand-

painters. The prophylactic ceremony was the first preventive measure 
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to die out. Today it is rare to find an individual who has had such a 

ceremony before learning to weave or make commercial sandpaintings. In 

fact, all but a few of the oldest commercial sandpainters have never 

heard of such a practice. Nor for that matter had they heard of anyone 

becoming ill from making permanent sandpaintings and thus needing a 

curing ceremony. Four painters have had Blessingways to help them sell 

arts and crafts, but these were ceremonies to increase wealth and gen

eral well-being rather than to specifically protect against handling 

commercial sandpaintings. 

Painters have never heard that women should not make commercial 

sandpaintings, or, being weaker, that they would be more apt to become 

ill by being near concentrated power. But one cannot say that the old 

idea that women should not make sandpaintings has been completely 

eliminated, because several female painters felt they would become sick 

if they painted while they were pregnant. However, the fear of injury 

was as much for the unborn child as for the mother. For example, one 

woman who paints regularly directly attributes the physical and psycho

logical problems her five year old son had in speaking to the fact that 

she painted pictures of Holy People while she was pregnant. She care

fully avoided painting when she was pregnant with her next two children, 

feeling it was better to be safe. Fear for the future welfare of the 

child has remained to a greater extent than has fear of harm to the 

actual painter. Most painters said that they have never had any ill 

effect, and those who had found them to be minor and temporary in nature. 

Another precaution is taken by four painters. They say a prayer 

upon starting and completing each painting. This blesses the painting, 
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People that their likenesses have been drawn not out of disrespect but 

to bring blessings to the owner and maker. Another painter sprinkles 

corn meal on the commercial paintings each morning, talking to the 

deities so that they will understand and approve, stressing that he is 

making the paintings correctly as taught by the forefathers. For these 

few individuals, commercial paintings are not mundane but are living 

entities just like their sacred counterparts. These painters are blur

ring the line that others are trying to build between the sacred and 

the commercial paintings. 

Finally, one individual is apprehensive about construction tech

niques, taking care not to throw the dirt into the air when cleaning 

the sands. If the dirt is scattered this will call the big winds ~ 

one reason she felt that the reservation is so windy today and there is 

so much erosion. This kills the land through disrespect. Another 

painter is also careful to make paintings only in the right season. He 

will not make a Nightway painting when the snakes are out. 

Artistic Changes in Commercial Sandpaintjngs 

The changes one can make so that commercial sandpaintings differ 

from sacred sandpaintings fall into a number of identifiable techniques. 

Each "intentional mistake" is used by almost all artists, although 

several groups favor one or another method. Several may be found simul

taneously in the same painting. As was found for sandpainting weavers, 

some of these changes are conscious and some unconscious due to lack of 

knowledge. Some of the changes seen in the paintings are thus 
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unintentional "mistakes;" as one young painter said, they would result 

from forgetfulness, carelessness, or trying to finish paintings too 

quickly. Any change violates the criterion of perfection required to 

make a sandpainting holy. Changes however usually serve several pur

poses at once — religious, economic and aesthetic. No attempt is made 

here to discover which motivation influenced any particular artist, nor 

to determine how much knowledge of the traditional religious system each 

painter has, which would be a prerequisite to deciding whether a "mis

take" was conscious or unconscious. Rather, the major changes identi

fied by painters as the ones they make in order to appease the Holy 

People will be described and briefly analyzed. Several painters men

tioned that they do not have the specialized knowledge needed to judge 

the correctness of minor details, so that they feel safe modifying only 

major elements. Any one modification is sufficient to keep the painter 

from committing a sacrilege. 

One common pattern is substitution of a major or minor element 

found in the sacred template; a new figure is added to take the place 

of an original element. Neither the layout nor the number of main 

figures change. This may involve nothing more than changing the place

ment of two figures, without the elimination of either type. Substitu

tion may also involve a color which has directional symbolism. Trans

position of two colors invalidates the rule of conservatism required 

for sacred sandpaintings. It also occurs, however, when painters have 

not ground enough of one color to finish a painting. 

The directionality of the entire composition or the color sym

bolism may be changed as well. For example, while the composition may 
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painting derived from Nightway (see Fig. 7) may travel counterclockwise 

rather than in the proper clockwise or "sun circuit" direction. 

Elimination and simplification are probably the most common 

changes, probably because they satisfy the requirements of both re

ligious rationalization and marketing demands. Major or minor figures, 

a minor detail, or an element which would appear to us to be insignifi

cant, such as the red garter on the leg of a Holy Person, may be 

eliminated. As will be seen later, single figures of Holy People (Fig. 

8) sure the most common type of commercial sandpainting — all extra 

major, secondary, and minor theme elements, location symbols, guardians, 

and paired guardians have been eliminated. The elimination of the 

paired guardisms at the east was the most common type of simplification. 

Only three percent of all commercial sandpaintings which were full re

productions had this feature, while it was never found in single figure 

or partial reproductions. Next in frequency was the elimination of the 

guardian itself. Painters felt that this was the safest change to make. 

The present analysis recognized main figures based on size and 

the amount of space taken up by a figure rather than on Navajo ideas of 

conceptual and symbolic importance. (This will be done in another 

study.) The mean number of main figures is S.k for sacred sandpaintings 

and only 2.0 for commercial ones. Also, there sire fewer types of 

figures in each commercial sandpainting. Eighty-five percent had only 

one type of main figure versus *+5 percent for sacred sandpaintings. 

This includes main theme figures and subsidiary theme figures as defined 

by Wyman (1970b). (Theme figures name the painting and state its 



231 

"?rS.r<-"U^ *arMr* ir ' 1 

Figure 8. Healing God by the Myersons, Shiprock, 1979» — 12" by 12". 
Single figure Holy Person with two plants and rainbow 
garland. 
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purpose, tending to be found in cardinal positions. Subsidiary symbols, 

no less important in Navajo thought, are placed in between theme sym

bols (see Fig. *0. Commercial sandpaintings with traditional subject 

matter have, in addition, fewer secondary figures. Only 12 percent have 

these smaller figures, which are about one half to three quarters the 

size of the main figures. Only 10 percent contain small, minor figures, 

such as little birds, or decoration not held in the hand of the main 

figures. Commercial paintings not drawing on the sandpainting reper

toire tend to have more minor and secondary figures because of scenic 

backgrounds. In each case, the secondary figures tend to be of one 

type, either plants or location symbols. The result is that commercial 

sandpaintings are less complex than sacred sandpaintings. 

Enclosure is where the paintings are placed in a border which 

has no opening. This may take two forms. Either the painting is en

circled by a border which has no opening or the guardian figure (see 

Fig. 5) is made continuous so there is no eastern opening. In sacred 

sandpaintings, the guardian must remain open so that the healing power 

and the illness may be transferred. One person who often makes a border 

felt that it meant that the painting would not call the Holy People 

because the power to call them could not leave the enclosed space. 

Addition occurs when a sacred sandpainting reproduction has a 

figure added to it that comes from a different sacred sandpainting. 

One painter did this in a painting from Mountainway. Small bears were 

placed in a quadrangular position next to bear tracks. Another addition 

was the inclusion of new colors. A limited number of colors is used in 

sacred sandpaintings. (No one has studied the use of hues, tints, and 
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intensities to see where one shade becomes another.) Navajos recognize 

five predominant colors in sandpaintings: white, black, gold, blue-

gray, and red. Brown, pink, and variegated (where all colors are mixed 

together) occur less frequently. All colors are solid and dominant, 

and there is no shading. Many more colors are used in commercial sand-

painting, although this observation may be due to finer distinctions in 

color discrimination made by the author. Painters, however, also make 

fine distinctions between red-brown seen in sandstones and bright red. 

Black, white, gold, red-brown, and blue-gray as used in sacred sand-

paintings are still the most common colors. One new notable inclusion 

is the predominance of bright turquoise blue. Green sand (mudstone) is 

also common. Gray, as a color distinct from blue-gray, is rarely used 

in sacred sandpaintings because it is associated with monsters and sym

bolizes evil, dirt, indefiniteness, and fear. Since gray is used in 

commercial sandpaintings, we can assume tentatively that the colors are 

losing or have lost some of their symbolic significance. Other new 

colors are shades of brown, tain, and beige. Some colors like bright 

blue, orange, yellow, red and purple are often dried paint pigments 

resulting from the use of new materials. Organic materials are not used 

in commercial sandpaintings. 

Addition of non-sandpainting designs and elements has arisen in 

the last few years and is now appearing more regularly. For example, 

one painting shows a Holy Person standing in profile with a Mexican 

serape thrown over an extended forearm, while in another Monster Slayer 

on the Sun from Chiricahua Windway is surrounded by realistic human 

faces, peyote symbols and paraphernalia. Some painters seem to be 
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specializing in combining the non-traditional and traditional reper

toires into some truly amazing paintings. Other motifs, although they 

look like designs found in sacred sandpaintings, have been invented by 

the commercial sandpainter. Finally, painters combine two distinct 

sandpaintings into a new combination. For example, in a painting seen 

at the New Mexico State Fair in 1977, Pollen Boy on the Sun from Beauty-

way (a complete painting) was flanked by two Holy People in a linear 

composition. 

One of the safer ways to avoid offending the Holy People is by 

a careful selection of subject matter. Sacred sandpaintings, as de

scribed in Chapter 5, are pictorial representations of the supernatural 

personnel described in the chant myths. They objectify beneficial and 

dangerous beings, for in sacred sandpaintings not only good is invoked 

to cure. Through ritual control, that which harms can be reversed and 

eliminated. This is a dangerous process, however, requiring greater 

knowledge and effort to drive off evil than to attract good. Therefore, 

lacking the power to bring "evil forces" under control, commercial sand-

painters carefully select for neutral or benevolent beings. 

While almost every painter stated that there were figures which 

he or she would not make, it was difficult to elicit a verbal list. 

One woman said that it was dangerous even to mention the names or think 

about figures that "can take your life." A common characteristic of 

figures sandpainters will not make is that they are not reasonable like 

most of the Holy People. For instance, the worst monsters, unpersuad

able deities who cannot be controlled, and dangers conceived as deities 

(see Reichard 1963) are never seen. White Thunder, the most difficult 
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and dangerous thunder, is never rendered. (Even Navajo medicine men 

will rarely make White Thunder in a sacred sandpainting ̂ Reichard 19^a: 

Gjf). Some commercial sandpainters would not make any thunders or water 

monsters because they are all too dangerous. Most sandpainters will 

also not make a snake, an unpredictable deity. (The only painters who 

will are sill members of a fundamentalist Christian church.) The con

sequences of depicting a snake were well-known, and one story of how an 

early painter was killed in an automobile accident because he had made 

paintings of snakes was heard a number of times. His paintings had 

called the snakes, and he had not had the power to counteract their 

singer. 

With one exception, none of the paintings of snakes was signed. 

It is possible that these painters, even though they identify themselves 

as Christians, were still apprehensive about portraying snakes. If the 

painting was unsigned, the snakes would not know who made them. A 

similar incident happened with a rug, copied from Beautyway, which 

showed the "Big Snake with No End," a large coiled white snake surrounded 

by four small coiled snakes. Made for a museum collection in the 1960s, 

the weaver changed her name so that the possibly offended deities would 

not find her. Commercial sandpainters, by not signing their names to 

paintings with these unpredietable creatures, are echoing this senti

ment, and being doubly safe. 

A few types of subject matter which one might not expect to 

find did occur in commercial sandpaintings. These are pictures of 

beings who may cause sickness and are unpredictable (see Appendix E). 

For example, bears and bear tracks from Mountainway are seen, although 
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rarely, as are Cyclone People and Big Whirlwind People, Storm People 

and Snake People. More common, though, are predictable animals which 

combat disease, such as Horned Toad, the predator in the Red Antway, the 

predator animals from Beadway and Eagleway, and neutral animals such as 

the game animals and birds. 

In general, commercial sandpainters make safe subjects and 

emphasize those that can, and usually do, bring blessings, rather than 

beings which cause sickness. For example, there has been a prolifera

tion of suns and Mother Earths-Father Skies in commercial sandpaintings 

(Figs. 9 and 10). Rainbow people who protect the Navajo are also a 

favorite subject. These Holy People, one class of deity, are beings 

which Reichard (1963s50) calls "persuadable," that is, beings which are 

easy to invoke and have no primordial meanness or evil intentions, un

like monsters who are by nature evil and hostile to man. By depicting 

Holy People, animals, or plants which are basically favorable powers, 

commercial sandpainters have less chance of incurring disfavor. If 

they do, these deities can be readily placated because their offerings 

are well known. Seventy-seven percent of the commercial sandpaintings 

contain these persuadable deities (see Appendix E). The rest are unpre

dictable deities. 

The same trend may also be occurring with ceremonial sandpaint

ings. Younger men appear to be learning only "safe" paintings and those 

with a history of accomplished curing. Paintings Eire no longer used if 

they are believed to be too powerful or dangerous. (An example can be 

found in Newcomb and Reichard 1975sPlate XIII). 
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Figure 9. Mother Earth from Shootingway by David Lee, Shiprock, 
1979. — 12" by 6". 



Figure 10. Father Sky by David Lee, Shiprock, 1979• — 12" x 6n 
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Appendices F and Q show that commercial sandpainters are also 

drawing primarily on Holyway chants which stress the attraction of good. 

Of course, these are also the chants which contain the most sandpaint

ings, so they would be the common source of motifs. Most commercial 

sandpainters use Shootingway and Nightway, followed by Beautyway (see 

Fig. 11) and the Windways (Fig. 12). Other chants are represented by a 

few examples. Several chants are not represented at all (Waterway, 

Enduranceway, Mothway, Dogway, Ravenway, Eagleway, Awlway, Earthway or 

the Evilways). All of these, except for the Evilways, are extremely 

rare or extinct. However, several of the chants which are used as the 

source for commercial sandpaintings are said to be rare or extinct by 

Wyman and Kluckhohn (1938), including Hailway, Big Godway, Plumeway, 

Coyoteway, Big Starway, and Beadway. They are used as the source of 

commercial sandpaintings because they are available to painters in pub

lished reproductions. Except for Hand Tremblingway and Nightway, the 

most frequently performed chants (see Wyman and Kluckhohn 1938) are also 

those which are easily obtainable in published sources. Therefore, the 

sources of commercial sandpaintings are the most frequently performed 

chants and the ones which have been most often published. Paperback 

editions of Newcomb and Reichard (1975)» Reichard (1977)» Bahti (1970), 

Villasenor (1963) and Wyman (1965, 1962), and Haile, Oakes and Wyman 

(1957) were seen in the homes of many sandpainters. These men and 

women felt that if a reproduction had been published, it had been tested 

and found acceptable by the Holy People and hence could be safely used 

in a commercial sandpainting. 
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Figure 11. The Exchange of Quivers from Beadv/ay by Pearl V/atchman, 
Sheep Springs, ca. 1965* — 18" by 18". Partial sand-
painting reproduction; see Reichard 1939b. Main figures 
have been eliminated. 



Figure 12. "Sun and Eagle design" from Navaho Windway by Marian 
Herrera, Cuba, 1977- — 2*+" by 2^". Sandpainting 
reproduction adapted by painter from Villasenor 1963* 
Number of feathers around sun face have been reduced. 
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The final artistic method sandpainters have used to overcome the 

prohibition against making permanent sandpaintings is to depict, in 

sand, subject matter which would never be seen in a sacred sandpaintinn;. 

Commercial sandpainters are currently experimenting with non-traditional 

designs, layout, and subject matter. Almost everyone begins to paint by 

making simple pictures of Holy People„ Later they slowly expand their 

repertoire. The reasons for using non-traditional subject matter may 

not be religious conviction; some painters are bored with the monotony 

of making an endless number of generalized Holy People, want some 

creative freedom, or want to develop a distinctive style which will give 

them a competitive edge. It is not, as one trader suggested, because 

sandpainters have run out of religious subject matter and have been 

"forced" to look for new themes. Navajo sandpainters have not used the 

whole repertoire of sacred sandpainting motifs. They have drawn on only 

80 of a possible 168 identifiable figures (see Appendix E). Secondly, 

non-traditional motifs were made by at least 19&5, when James Joe made 

a small painting of a yeibichai dancer and another of a mythological 

thunderbird closer in style to a Pueblo rendition than Navajo. 

"Non-traditional" paintings were rarely made after this for a 

number of years. The reason is unknown but possibly there was no 

market. Then, after 1972, they began to appear again and since 1975 

have flourished. The types slowly expanded as people became tired of 

producing figures of Holy People. Yeibichai dancers, similar to those 

found in yeibichai rugs, reappeared first and became standardized in 

two forms placed in a limited number of poses, usually with one leg 

raised to indicate movement and an arm bent at the elbow and extended 
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forward (Fig. 13)• They are still the most common type, although new 

types have appeared every year. For example, landscapes, realistic por

trayals of individuals performing various activities, romanticized 

pictures of Indian children (in 1975)• still lifes of Rio Grande pottery 

(in 197*0» Navajo rugs, Zuni fetishes, jewelry and even Hopi kachina 

dolls are drawn in colored sands. Many were based on photographs in 

Arizona Highways and other popular magazines. Painters also use other 

Indian themes, including Apache gans dancers, Pueblo eagle dancers or 

Plains hoop dancers copied directly from Bahti (1970). New religious 

elements have also entered in the form of peyote symbolism and Chris

tian designs in the last four years. These either stand alone and 

constitute an entire composition or appear as isolated motifs in a tra

ditional sandpainting framework. For example, Christ may appear as a 

separate painting or a Latin cross is placed on a sun face instead of 

Monster Slayer. Action scenes are becoming more common as painters try 

to make their sandpaintings resemble easel art. Attempts at perspec

tive, depicting space and foreshortening, have met with varying degrees 

of success. Portraiture began in 1976. There are even sandpaintings 

of "Snoopy" and "Winnie the Pooh." Many other forms defy classifica

tion, for example, the split paintings (half pot, half sun face) made 

by a family in Tuba City since 1978. New shapes are being made: there 

are sandpainting bowls (Fig. l^f), decoupage boards, clocks, box litis, 

and even sandstone slabs painted in sand with Mimbres pottery designs. 

These designs are so divorced from sacred sandpaintings that there is 

no possibility of comparison and hence no sacrilege. Commercial sand

paintings, therefore, have evolved from depicting traditional subject 
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Figure 13» Navajo yeibichai dancer, by VJilson Price, Sn., Sheep 
Springs, 1980. — 8" by 8". 



Sandpainting bowl v/ith v/edding basket design by 
Herbert Harvey, Lukachukai, 1976. — 12" diameter 
wooden bowl. 
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matter, motifs utilized in sacred sandpaintings, to anything which the. 

artist can imagine. 

While not an exhaustive list, these are some of the types of 

changes which commercial sandpainters have made to keep their paintings 

from becoming a sacred and living art. Most painters are confident that 

they have made the paintings imperfect, and it is precisely because the 

sacred rules requiring paintings to be the same every time are not 

applied to commercial sandpaintings that new artistic innovations, 

styles, and subject matter can be tried. By making commercial sand

paintings "imperfect," they were freed from the stylistic boundaries of 

a conservative art form. The result has been six years of experimenta

tion, and there is every reason to assume that this will continue. It 

was the early painters and a Navajo singer, those who began before 

1969 and developed the industry, who created this situation by accepting 

the rationalization of imperfection, thereby allowing sandpainters to 

keep commercial sandpaintings and sacred sandpaintings distinct. The 

flexibility of the Navajo religious system and the ambiguity over when 

sandpaintings become sacred has meant that the ideas surrounding the 

use of sandpaintings can be altered to accommodate the new situation 

which keeps the divisions separate. It has, however, as we will see 

below, meant that there is disagreement among commercial sandpainters 

over how much one has to change and whether social precautions are 

necessary. 

Discussion 

Exactly what a painter changes and feels one should change is 

highly variable, showing that this new idea of change and restrictions 
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on when one paints is flexible. For example, one man said that the 

figures are handed down and should not be changed. Colors on the other 

hand can be altered, and by changing these he feels that he keeps his 

paintings from becoming sacred. Involved in this decision of whether 

to change and what to change is the important question of whether each 

sandpainter views his or her product as a sacred or profane thing — a 

decorative picture or a living entity. Most artisans see sandpaintings 

as something to sell and feel that they are completely secular and 

decorative items which have little resemblance to sacred paintings, 

while a few feel that any commercial or permanent painting, even a 

single figure, is holy and is capable of calling the Holy People. 

Others feel that only a full commercial reproduction is powerful, not 

isolated symbols. 

Some feel it is not the sandpainting per se, but certain sym

bols it contains which must be protected and not placed in the hands of 

non-believers. There is no concensus over what constitutes a "real" 

sandpainting and when colored pigments could call the Holy People. This 

means that there is no concensus over what and how much must be changed 

in a commercial sandpainting. If a painter thinks that even vith 

changes the permanent sandpaintings are potentially or actually sacred, 

he tends to take more precautions than if he sees them as secular items. 

The traditionalists and/or those who mainly produce full reproductions 

are the sandpainters who are, with few exceptions, more cautious in 

their approach to their paintings. 

Most sandpainters, especially those making tourist paintings 

(see Chapter 12), feel that there is no reason or necessity to change 
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anything in their art work, for their paintings are secular items. 

Several of those who are confirmed fundamentalist Christians also said 

that, since the Navajo gods are meaningless to them, they do not have 

to change anything. They are just making figures, no different from 

curvilinear decorations on pottery. Since they do not believe, the 

sanctions of the gods can have no effect on them. Whether the designs 

are correct or incorrect is purely coincidental. Also painters who use 

illustrations from published monographs and articles generally feel they 

do not have to change anything, since the permanent paintings have been 

tested by time, approved of, or at least tolerated, by the Holy People. 

However, using a sandpainting from an actual ceremony can still be dan

gerous, especially if one is not a medicine man. A commercial sand-

painter would not know if that particular painting had been approved of, 

and repercussions could result. It is thus safer to use a published 

source. A few sandpainters feel it is safer still to change parts of 

even a published illustration. Many who change elements in their paint

ings feel that omission is the safest course of action. To change minor 

details or substitute colors i^ithout the proper training could be 

dangerous. 

A few painters, all of whom began before 1969 and adhere to 

traditional beliefs, spend a great deal of time making their paintings 

authentic. They ask elders and singers about details in sandpaintings 

(considering this an essential part of the learning process; see Chapter 

9) and spend a good deal of time making sure that each figure carries 

the right paraphernalia and has the appropriate headdress. Their 

reasoning is that one should change only certain highly specified details 
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because the Holy People are less upset that their painting is being made 

than that it is being made incorrectly. Care in execution shows respect 

for the Holy People. Also, since their goal is preservation and exact 

replication of paintings and education for Anglos and Navajos, it is the 

painter's duty to carefully depict even the smallest detail. The paint

ing, only slightly changed in such a way that only a highly trained 

specialist cam notice it, is a semi-sacred item, capable of blessing 

but not curing. 

These painters also do not like to copy published illustrations 

because there are intentional and unintentional errors in them. Since 

they are "not authentic paintings," one painter refused to use them 

because it would put her life in danger. Since it is not right it is 

not beautiful, but would create an ugly condition. Therefore some of 

the changes painters make others feel are wrong or even dangerous. 

Thus the decision whether a commercial sandpainting is a sacred 

entity and, if it is, whether one should or should not change it is, 

like the decision to begin and continue to make commercial sandpaintings, 

an individual choice. Navajo sandpainters are as heterogeneous as the 

community of which they are a part. 

Summary 

The methods used to combat the possible ill effects of making 

permanent sandpaintings include: (1) the making of intentional errors; 

(2) the intoning of prayers to protect against unintentional errors; and 

(3) being sung over. The use of various techniaues, the discrepancies 

in what should be changed, and the lack of consensus about these ideas 

reflect the flexibility of the Navajo system. This is evident in other 
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areas of culture as well. For example, while some felt a young man 

would go blind if he did not obey the rule of mother-in-law avoidance, 

to others it would be merely a sign of disrespect without bringing 

supernatural sanction. The same is true of sandpaintings. It will be 

remembered that there was incomplete consensus as to when the painting 

becomes sacred and what makes it sacred in the ceremony. To some it 

was simply making the painting in the first place, since a single figure 

of a Holy Person would be sacred even out of context. But to others 

the picture of a Holy Person would become sacred only if made in the 

ceremonial context. Again, for others it would not be sacred until it 

had been consecrated with sacred pollen. This lack of consensus has 

an effect on all permanent sandpaintings. Those who think any figure, 

whether isolated or in a complete composition, is sacred would probably 

consider any type of permanent painting dangerous. Those who can con

ceptualize secular and sacred paintings as two distinct types of phe-
i 

nomena would use one of the common rationalizations. Not everyone in 

the Navajo community approved. The extent to which the permanent paint

ing was changed would vary by individual. Some would change few details 

while others changed many. Commercial sandpainters use the same types 

of changes and rationales developed by singers, and like other Navajos 

there is no consensus over what should be made or what changes are neces

sary. 

At first the artistic and social changes were considered espe

cially important. The first 20 or 30 years of making secular sand

paintings probably constituted a trial period, when Navajos watched to 

see how the gods would react. As far as we can tell from the literature, 
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very few people became ill. Some did, though, and stories circulated 

as to the cause of their illness. But time and money won out. Ideas 

about sandpaintings began to change as the Navajos saw that rules were 

no longer being enforced, yet violators were not becoming ill. In order 

to maintain the old system, the Navajo changed their ideas, extended old 

principles to cope with new phenomena, and came up with a new rationali-

zation. One would not become sick as long as one made some change in 

the painting. 

Also involved was the emphasis on individuality. No community 

disasters befell the Navajo (or at least they were not attributed to the 

construction of secular sandpaintings). Therefore, short of witchcraft, 

what neighbors did — in terms of different beliefs and practices — was 

tolerated in this heterogeneous community. This was true even at the 

beginning; not all medicine men were initially opposed to the reproduc

tion of sandpaintings. Witness the reaction to Matthews* early research 

experience described earlier. It does not appear to have been wrong 

for Matthews to have permanent copies in his possession, as long as he 

followed two restrictions. 

Commercial sandpaintings, or those made of pulverized sand glued 

onto boards, have been the latest development in this long trend toward 

a new category of secular, permanent sandpaintings. They could be de

veloped partly because these precedents had occurred, and the reaction 

to them has been of the same kind as that for early singers and weavers. 

The rationale developed by singers has also been adopted by many sand-

painters, although the necessity of using it is less and less all the 
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art that we will now turn. 



CHAPTER 8 

THE FOUNDING OF NAVAJO COMMERCIAL SANDPAINTING 

Production of permanent sandpaintings on boards using Navajo 

designs began in the 1930s. The paintings, which were first produced 

by Anglos, consist of pulverized dried materials glued onto various 

types of boards. While there were earlier scattered instances of the 

use of dry pigments as an artistic technique by Anglo-Americans and 

European artists, such as Georges Braque, it is improbable that the 

Navajos came in contact with these individuals or had knowledge of their 

work. Trafzer (1973:270) states that Sam Day, Jr., a trader mentioned 

in Chapter 6, made permanent sandpaintings on wood with the use of ad-

hesives before 1923. If true, this would place the beginnings of the 

production of sandpaintings made on boards almost ten years earlier than 

indicated by other data. However, an examination of Trafzer*s primary 

sources in the Sam Day, Jr. collection at Northern Arizona University 

failed to confirm this statement. 

Anglo-Americans in Arizona also made horizontal pictures on 

table tops with sandpainting motifs, using the "medicine-dropper-

alcohol-collodium" technique (described for Sam Chief in Chapter 6). 

Dr. Emil Haury (personal communication 1978) made such a table in 1932 

for Dr. and Mrs. Gladwin. The pigments were held in place by a glass 

top. This method, however, was slow, time consuming, and unstable, and 
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could only be used where the table would be moved very little. It was 

unsuitable for wall-hung paintings. Not until the early 1930s and 

again, independently, in the late 19^0s to early 1950s did Anglo-

Americans and Navajos begin systematically to search for a better way 

to make permanent paintings in sand, one which would be stable, quick, 

and economical. 

The development of commercial sandpainting as a technically 

feasible craft had two independent sources of innovation — one which 

spread directly to the Navajo and one which had only an indirect effect. 

The series of innovations which spread across the Reservation can be 

traced directly back to the work of a number of Anglo-American artists, 

Mae de Ville Fleming, E. George de Ville, Luther A Douglas, and a Navajo 

singer, Fred Stevens, Jr. The invention which did not spread directly 

to the Navajo was that of David Villase'iior, a Mexican-American artist. 

Villa6enor claims to have been the first individual to make permanent 

sandpaintings and to have been the first to develop a practical method 

of production, but as will be shown, he was not the first nor were his 

attempts to teach the Navajo successful. He did, however, have a real, 

albeit indirect, influence on the stylistic development of commercial 

sandpaintings. We will first consider the innovations which led 

directly to the development of Navajo commercial sandpaintings. Infor

mation came from interviews and correspondence with Marie Varenhorst 

(daughter of Mae and George de Ville), Conda E. Douglas (widow of Luther 

A. Douglas), Fred Stevens, Jr., David Villase'nor, Frank Kahn, Rex 

Boulin, and Wilhelmina and Leroy Atkinson. 
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Mae de Ville (Fleming) and E. George de Ville 

The development of Navajo commercial sandpainting that spread 

directly to contemporary Navajo sandpainters began in the 1930s with two 

Anglo-American artistB, Mae de Ville (Fleming) and E. George de Ville. 

Mae de Ville invented and developed a technique for permanently adhering 

pulverized sand and mineral pigments to wall board and wood backings. 

Mae de Ville then taught her husband, George. Fred Stevens, Jr. watched 

George de Ville paint landscapes in the medium in the mid to late 19^0s 

and decided to adapt it to sandpaintings. Stevens, a sandpainting 

demonstrator, began to experiment with his friend Luther A. Douglas, an 

Anglo artist who had independently developed a technique to make sand-

paintings adhere to boards. These two men developed the techniques used 

by Navajo commercial sandpainters in the late 19^0s and early 1950s. 

Stevens began to teach other Navajos in 1962. The spread of commercial 

sandpainting from this point of origin accounts for 99 percent (M+6 of 

1*51) of sill sandpainters for whom information is available. The others 

learned from Villasenor or in a public school. 

E. George de Ville (1888-1960) was a professional artist who 

worked mainly in oil and watercolor. Born in Appleton, Wisconsin, he 

graduated from the Layton Art School in 1906, then studied under Charles 

M. Russel in Montana (in 1908). In 1909 he moved to California and 

painted lithographs for theater lobbies and made poster displays for 

the Jesse Lasky Studios. Moving to north central California, he met 

. and married Mae Allendale (1903-1977) in 1922. Mae was a ranch girl 

who had recently moved to town (Grass Valley) to keep house for western 
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novelist Jackson Gregory and his family. Although showing talent for 

watercolors in school, she had no formal art training. 

In a very real sense the development of sandpaingings was a 

consequence of the Depression. The de Villes, with their two daughters, 

had a rather itinerant life style in the late 1920s-early 1930s. They 

traveled from town to town, primarily in California and Nevada, painting 

signs and murals, redecorating movie theaters, and doing interior deco

rating for private homes. Life was hard for artists in the Depression, 

especially on the road. The de Villes settled in Cortez, Colorado, for 

a year, managing an "auto court," so the girls could attend school. 

Taking to the road again in 1931i they went south to Arizona, where they 

painted desert landscapes and recorded the daily life of local Indians. 

They arrived in Gallup, New Mexico, in 1932 and were stranded. 

Interest in oil paintings and watercolors was minimal at the time; money 

was too scarce. While trying to support themselves with their art, they 

were forced to accept all types of painting jobs. Making weekly "food 

special" banners for grocery stores brought home the groceries. De 

Ville painted signs and house interiors, billboards, and movie promotion 

posters. When the local movie theater became "The Cairo," they redeco

rated the interior. 

As a result of the year spent in Cortez, Mae de Ville had become 

interested in American Indians and prehistoric ruins. Soon her interest 

focused on Navajo ceremonialism. Befriended by, and befriending, a 

Navajo singer, she and her daughters were allowed to attend approxi

mately 12 ceremonies just south of Gallup. With the permission of the 

singer, she began to sketch the designs she had seen. Then she 
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wondered if it would not be possible to make paintings in a permanent 

form in such a way as to capture the textural qualities of sacred Navajo 

aandpaintings. She also thought that it would be an innovative art 

medium, one which might capture the fancy of customers, since easel art 

was definitely not selling. Thus Mae de Ville had three reasons for 

developing commercial sandpaintings — aesthetic and professional (her 

interest in art), anthropological (her interest in Navajo ceremonialism), 

and economic (her need to earn a living). 

Mae de Ville began to experiment and within a year had perfected 

a technique for putting sand on boards, that is, painting with sand. It 

was at first laborious and time consuming, especially the step of grind

ing the colors (Salt Lake Tribune December 31« 1939). Materials used 

included cinnabar, turquoise, azurite, lapis, and sandstones from 

Nevada, California, New Mexico, Arizona, and Colorado. No rocks were 

mixed as yet. In fact, she chose rocks that had weathered so they 

would not fade, and many came from the ore tailings of abandoned mines 

(Baker 19^0). These colors were ground with a metate and mano, and 

were sifted twice: first through cheese cloth, then muslin, to insure 

consistency in particle size. Mae de Ville was noted for her ability 

to produce finely ground pigments, which is considered a characteristic 

of a quality sandpainting. 

The backing was wallboard that had been given a light coating 

of glue to seal the pores. When the glue dried, a composition was 

lightly outlined on the sized board. Next an adhesive of varnish, 

white lead, and raw oil was applied with a brush to a small section of 

the sketched design. Two shades of adhesive were used. One was light 
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for use with light colored sands, while for darker pigments the adhesive 

was mixed with gray paint. Pigments were sprinkled gently through the 

fingers on the wet area. The residue (sand which did not adhere to the 

adhesive) would be allowed to fall off the painting, leaving a very 

thin, uniform layer of sand on the board. The painting was not made in 

layers as are contemporary Navajo sandpaintings, but more in the manner 

of a mosaic. She did not make a background first. Only fine lines 

were placed on top of a single layer of sand6. Because of the time re

quired for the glue to dry after each application, severed paintings 

were made at once. Later, these paintings, at least the larger ones, 

were framed and put under glass as protection against Gallup*s blowing 

dust and the soot and smoke from coal burning stoves and steam loco

motives. 

Her experimentation did not cease when the technique was per

fected. Mae gradually increased the range of colors, using additional 

materials and securing hues by blending. By 1938 the de Villes were 

using over 50 hues (Baker 19^0:12). 

By 1933* demand for these sandpaintings was increasing, while 

at the same time there was still little interest in watercolors or oils. 

Mae de Ville decided to expand her repertoire and make scenic landscapes 

in the new sand medium. She thought there might be a market for 

various types of sand pictures. George de Ville was skeptical of the 

project. He did not think it was possible to blend the colors subtly 

enough and feared that the resulting paintings would be crude or look 

like posters (Baker 19^0). But Mae de Ville experimented and in 193*+ 

finally created pleasing landscapes of the Painted Desert, which she 
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sold to Carmen's Curio Stores for 50 cents a piece. They sold quickly, 

especially to tourists and migrants on their way to California. They 

made excellent souvenirs, selling for from $1.00 to Si.50. 

Following this success Mae de Ville started to produce Pueblo 

Indian scenes. For awhile she continued to paint Navajo sandpainting 

designs which she had seen in the ceremonials. In 1937 she began to 

use Newcomb and Reichard's newly published Sandpaintings of the Navajo 

Shootingway, although by this time she was making very few reproduc

tions. Seeing that the landscapes sold so well, she gradually spent 

more and more time producing them. She stopped making reproductions of 

Navajo sandpaintings after 1938, her time being consumed by the small 

sketches. 

Meanwhile George de Ville became convinced that there was a 

market for sandpaintings and that it was a sophisticated medium. He 

began producing sandpaintings, although he never completely gave up his 

oil and watercolor work. One of his first efforts, a replica of the 

Gallup station in the early 1880s, was purchased by the Atchison, Topeka, 

and Santa Fe railroad and used for their 19^ calendar (Arizona Republic 

July 6, 1952; Underhill 1953:280). De Ville produced landscapes, por

traits, and character studies. In the late 1930s he even made a sand 

portrait of Franklin D. Roosevelt on commission from Mrs. Roosevelt. 

This painting hung in the White House for many years. All of his works 

were realistic; George de Ville never painted Navajo sandpainting 

designs. 

Mae de Ville continued to paint during this period before World 

War II. Occasionally a Navajo or Zuni would watch her to see her 
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finished pictures in the stores. There does not seem to have been any 

negative reaction, according to Gallup traders. It is possible that 

one man who saw her work was an individual named "Red Robin." He was 

said to be a "Zuni" (Snodgrass 1968:156), although there is some ques

tion as to his nationality or ethnicity. Various sources state that he 

was Navajo, Zuni, Acoma, or Anglo. Almost no information was available 

on this elusive figure. It appears that he was born in 1918 in the 

Gallup area and went to Denver in late 1932 to work for Frederick 

Douglas at the Denver Art Museum (Jeaneon and Douglas 1932). Here he 

made eight replicas of Navajo ceremonial paintings on boards for the 

museum. He also made single figures of Holy People for sale to indi

viduals. His painting of Holy Woman from Shootingway, 16 by 7 inches, 

on plywood, is now housed in the Memorial Art Gallery, University of 

Rochester. This was a donation from a private individual who bought it 

during World War II in Denver (Langdon Clay, personal communication 

1978). Another example, housed in the Arizona State Museum, is defi

nitely not a design based on Navajo sandpaintings and is actually inde

scribable! (It looks like a ghost.) Materials are ground glass and 

sandstone glued onto plaster backed by cardboard. Red Robin was still 

working in the mid 1950s while living in Greenwich Village, New York. 

Though various individuals may have watched the de Villes, 

neither Mae nor George formally taught anyone their sandpainting tech

niques. Within seven or eight years, however, they had become noted 

both in Gallup and elsewhere for their unique artistic methods. In the 

mid 1930s, Paramount Studios featured them in one of their short subject 

film series, "Unusual Occupations," which showed them working in the 
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El Rancho Hotel lobby in Gallup (Arizona Republic November 15, 1953)* 

An article was written about them in Desert Magazine (Baker 19^0), and 

various newspaper articles appeared. The demand for their paintings 

became greater. By 1938 they had all but ceased producing for curio 

shops and were doing mainly commissions. Their paintings in sand had 

become gallery items, and the de Villes earned a moderate, steady in

come from their work. 

Mae de Ville continued to experiment and perfect her techniques 

until late 19^0, when she and de Ville were divorced. She stopped 

painting and left Gallup during the war, returning briefly in 19^5. 

Afterwards she worked in several retail establishments, remarried, and 

managed Dean Kirk's Indian store in Palm Springs, California for 16 

years. In 1962 she "retired" to Flagstaff, Arizona, where she managed 

the gift shop and restored prehistoric pottery for the Museum of 

Northern Arizona until 1971. Mae de Ville Fleming continued to restore 

pottery as a hobby for private collectors until her death in 1977. 

George de Ville continued to paint in the new medium until his 
\ 

death in I960, producing landscapes and portraits. He was noted locally 

for his series on pioneers, his pictures of the Grand Canyon, and his 

copies of da Vinci's Last Supper. In addition, he did landscapes of 

Canyon de Chelly, romanticized scenes of Navajo daily life, portraits 

of Anglos, and mountain scenes. Thus, although de Ville picked up the 

technique from his wife, he did not use her subject matter. In 1953, 

de Ville estimated that he and Mae had produced at least 4,000 sand-

paintings (Arizona Republic November 15, 1953)• In the 1950s, he had 

several large exhibitions, primarily in Texas and New Mexico (El Paso 
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Times April l8t 1955)* Prices for paintings sold in the mid 1950s 

ranged from 175 to $1,500. 

Following his divorce, George de Ville remarried (19^5) and 

moved to Concho, a small Mormon town north of Springerville, Arizona. 

Here he set up a studio while his second wife, Marguerite Moran, pro

moted his work and organized his exhibitions. De Ville often visited 

the small town of Lupton on the Arizona-New Mexico border. It was here 

that he met and became friends with Fred Stevens, Jr. 

Fred Stevens, Jr. (Grey Squirrel) and 
Luther A. Douglas 

Fred Stevens, Jr. began experimenting with sandpainting tech

niques in 19^6 after meeting E. George de Ville. A singer of Nightway, 

Blessingway, and Female Shootingway, Stevens decided to make sandpaint-

ings in a permanent medium for two reasons. First, he felt Navajos 

were losing their culture, especially their ceremonies. He wanted to 

preserve those he knew for his children and grandchildren. He felt 

that while replicas, reproductions, and commercial sandpaintings were 

not sacred, they were symbolic and illustrative of religious mythology. 

To preserve the Navajo heritage, to transmit this heritage to Anglo-

Americans and Navajos alike, were his stated goals. The production of 

permanent sandpaintings was both a vocation and a duty. 

Second, Stevens was a professional artist who earned his living 

by demonstrating sandpaintings. Production of commercial sandpaintings 

was an extension of this occupation. There was a demand for permanent 

replicas of his demonstrations, and Stevens strove to fulfill his cus

tomer's wishes. Then, like all good craftsmen, he experimented with 
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his craft in order to sell the best product possible. Thus Stevens' 

motivation involved economics, ethnic pride, historical obligation, and 

aesthetic preferences. 

Stevens was born in Sheep Springs, New Mexico in 1913, a member 

of the kiyaa'aanii clan. His mother was a diagnostician and his father, 

Son of Late Old Talker (a clan grandson of Hosteen Klah), was a Bless-

ingway singer. He began to teach Stevens Blessingway when Stevens was 

Bix years old. Stevens was also apprenticed to his maternal uncle, who 

was a Shootingway singer. At age 18 Stevens conducted his first Bless

ingway ceremony. His apprenticeship in other chants was not completed 

until he was middle-aged. 

After finishing high school at Fort Wingate, Stevens went to 

baking school and held a number of jobs both on and off the Reservation. 

During World War II he secured a position as pastry cook and kitchen 

helper in Leroy Atkinson's hotel and restaurant in Lupton, Arizona. 

Atkinson also ran a private museum, built in an abandoned movie set 

near the hotel, which contained a variety of Navajo, historic Pueblo, 

and Anasazi objects. Craft demonstrations were given: a Navajo woman 

made rugs, another woman made pottery, and a singer was employed to 

make sandpaintings in a wooden pit. After Stevens had been with the 

Atkinsons a short while, the regular sandpainter became ill. Blaming 

his illness on the fact that he was demonstrating, the singer refused 

to return to the museum. Because the demonstrations had been adver

tised, the manager, Rex Boulin (brother of Mrs. Atkinson), had to find 

a substitute quickly. None could be found since it was generally con

sidered wrong to demonstrate and the painter wa6, in addition, required 
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to let the painting remain overnight. But one day Stevens offered to 

do the demonstrations* After watching him practice (Stevens was still 

an apprentice singer at the time), Boulin quickly transferred him to the 

museum. From this time on Stevens became a professional sandpainting 

demonstrator, with a reputation as one of the finest on the Reservation. 

He was also one of the few who dared leave his displays overnight when 

necessary. 

Stevens' fame spread. He and his wife, Bertha, a master rug 

weaver and formerly a housekeeper for the Atkinsons, have done extended 

demonstration tours in the United States at fairs, stores, and museums. 

His first demonstration was at the Arizona State Fair in 1950. Some of 

these demonstrations were left as permanent exhibits. One of these is 

the Shootingway painting in the Arizona State Museum, which was made in 

195^. Stevens has held demonstrations at the Hudson River Museum, Den

ver Art Museum, and the Walcott Art Center in Minneapolis. Sometimes 

he combines demonstrations with dedication ceremonies. In 1977 be con

ducted a Blessingway ceremony at the new Plains Indian Center in 

Wichita, Kansas. The Stevens have also toured abroad as good-will 

ambassadors for the State Department through the encouragement of Luther 

A. Douglas and the Gallup Ceremonial Association. In 1967» they went to 

Europe, demonstrating at the Honigman Museum in London and at Buckingham 

Palace for Queen Elizabeth II. They also worked in Germany, Belgium, 

Turkey, and Greece. On other trips they traveled to South America, 

Japan, Mexico, and Canada. As a result of these activities, Stevens 

has spent a great deal of time with foreigners and Anglo-Americans. In 

this way he is very atypical of most Navajo. 
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While working at the museum in Lupton in 19^6« Stevens decided 

to make permanent sandpaintings. He knew it was possible to make paint

ings of sand on sand, he said, because he had watched E. George de Ville 

and had seen many of de Ville's landscapes in Gallup and Winslow stores. 

Stevens, however, was not aware of Mae de Ville's previous contribution. 

While not copying de Ville's subject matter, he felt the new technique 

was a good way to preserve Navajo sandpaintings. 

It appears that de Ville did not (or would not) show Stevens 

exactly how to make the paintings, nor what materials to use, especially 

the proper adhesive (which often is a trade secret)• Stevens began 

intermittently to experiment with these technical problems while work

ing at his other jobs for the Atkinsons. Though he sold eui occasional 

painting in the late 19^0b and would occasionally place one in the 

Shiprock Fair, Stevens states that his early efforts were bad: designs 

were poor, colore spread, and sands peeled off or disintegrated. He 

did not like to sell these experiments, he says, but the Atkinsons 

often would. After these attempts, Stevens would become discouraged 

and give up the project for awhile. But then people watching his demon

strations would mention that it was a shame that sandpaintings were 

impermanent and had to be destroyed. Following these cues, Stevens 

would begin experimenting again, trying to make a permanent painting. 

He had continued encouragement from a potential market. 

While the religious sanctions against making permanent sand

paintings would have stopped or hindered other men, Stevens felt that 

he could make them without incurring supernatural sanctions. He had 

been demonstrating without mishap (indeed with good financial reward), 
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and he could, and still does, use Hosteen Klah, his father's clan 

brother, as his model. He could make permanent sandpaintings without 

becoming ill because, as he says, he knew what could safely be done. 

He intentionally left all his early compositions incomplete. 

In 1932 the Atkinsons sold their establishments at Lupton and 

moved to Tucson, where they operated the Indian Village Trading Post, 

an Indian arts and crafts store on Congress Street. Stevens and his 

family came with them. Stevens demonstrated in the front window, his 

wife Bertha wove in another, while a Papago woman made baskets in a 

third. At stated intervals during the day, Stevens and his children 

retired to the basement, where' they danced for the customers. Stevens 

sang and drummed. The family also danced in parades, at rodeos, and 

at Pow Wows. Stevens made 113 demonstration sandpaintings for live 

television commercials for the Atkinson Company between 1956-1959. 

By all accounts Stevens was very popular, drawing large groups 

of people into the shop and tying up traffic in the street. Occasion

ally these demonstration paintings in the windows were left for a few 

days, especially if Stevens was out of town or incapacitated. Customers 

like those at Lupton, often said they wished the paintings were per

manent so they could take one home. Stevens would have had many ready 

buyers if he had been able to make permanent sandpaintings on a steady 

basis. But he could not overcome the technical difficulties. It took 

the artistic and chemical knowledge of an Anglo painter, a friend of 

Stevens, to enable him to make sandpainting a practical and profitable 

craft. 
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Right after moving to Tucson in 1952 Stevens says that he met 

Captain Luther A. Douglas and his wife, Conda Elizabeth. (Frederick 

Dockstader ̂ /personal communication 198C>7, however, says that Douglas 

told him that he knew Stevens before this. Douglas had been spending 

his summers before 1950 in Red Lake, Arizona and had met Stevens in 

Lupton.) Douglas, a native of Idaho, was born on January 31, 1919 and 

died on September 30, 1976. A professional artist, he had for many 

years been interested in Native American customs, particularly those of 

the Navajo. He was fascinated by Navajo ceremonies and sandpaintings. 

Douglas, as a child, had been taken to his first sing on the Navajo 

Reservation while on a vacation. The location and exact date are un

known. Wanting to capture the ephemeral designs, he tried to make a 

sandpainting. By the time he was about twelve years old he managed to 

preserve his first small single figure of a Holy Person (1931-1932). 

Before 1935 he had made several other small paintings, slightly improv

ing his techniques. He was able to show them to Yellow Hair, a demon

strator at the Chicago World's Fair in 1935- Apparently Douglas did not 

know the de Villes, but he may have seen their work on his vacation in 

New Mexico, which must have been around this time. He did, however, 

know Red Robin, who would give the boy the sands which he (Red Robin) 

had used in sandpainting demonstrations while in Denver. Since Red Robin 

was making permanent sandpaintings at this time, it seems safe to assume 

that he helped Douglas with his experiments. 

Douglas, an active teenager, continued his experiments in tech

nical feasibility. This and his Navajo studies were abruptly interrupted 

when he joined the Royal Canadian Air Force in 1939. Transferring to 
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the U.S. Army Air Corps, he was sent for "retraining" at various South

west bases and eventually became a bomber pilot. When not flying, he 

visited various Indian reservations. This ended shortly after his mar

riage in 19^3, when he went into combat. On his return he was stationed 

at Davis Monthan Air Force Base in Tucson. By 19^7 he had actively 

renewed his interest in Navajo sandpaintings. 

Douglas continued his interest in Native Americans until his 

death. Between 1963 and 1966, he was a Research Associate for the 

Museum of the American Indian, the Heye Foundation, New York. He was 

given a research grant by Philip and Helen Wrigley of Chicago to study 

Navajo ceremonialism and folklore. Hosteen Sonnie Bitsui and Stevens 

permitted Douglas to reproduce their sandpaintings and the former gave 

Douglas his medicine bundle, which has since been donated to the Navajo 

Tribal Museum. Over the years he took photographs,with George Height, 

of Fred Stevens performing ceremonies and did all that he could to 

foster understanding of Navajo culture among'Anglo-Americans. In addi

tion, he wanted to preserve Navajo culture and history for posterity. 

He considered his artistic experiments to be a "preservation" technique. 

He spent many years learning legends and symbolism as well as the neces

sary variations and permitted substitutions necessary for desanctifying 

commercial paintings. Several of his stylistic changes are quite major 

and clearly show his individual style. 

Douglas worked out his basic "final" preservation technique 

between 19^5 and 1950. One large preserved painting was completed in 

191*5. Showing a linear variation of "Holy Man and Holy Woman with 

Whirling Feathers" from Male Shootingway, it was purchased by a 



269 

physician. Today it is in northern India. During the early 1950s, 

Stevens and Douglas* together and singly, experimented with various 

materials to improve this basic technique. The goal was to make the 

technique practical and economical. Occasionally Rex Boulin would join 

them in their discussions, offering suggestions for suitable materials. 

The problem was to find a backing and an adhesive. The backing 

had to be sturdy, yet not too heavy if the painting was to hang on a 

wall. They tried beaver board, plaster board, and other similar mate

rials, according to Stevens, but none was adequate. On Boulin's sug

gestion they tried plywood. Five-ply board was unsatisfactory because 

it was too thick to be framed. When Douglas decreased the thickness 

to three-ply, they had an adequate backing. 

The adhesive proved to be more of a problem. It had to be slow 

drying, yet long lasting and strong. Stevens tried solutions of varnish 

and lacquer, but these proved too sticky. The commercial glues avail

able were not practical for the large scale production and preservation 

these men envisioned. The mixture Douglas finally formulated was a 

combination of shellac, glue, and some kind of paste. Unfortunately 

no one remembers the exact ingredients. 

Stevens and Douglas would periodically sell these early sand-

painting efforts. Stevens said he did not like to sell them because, 

while of better quality than his earlier attempts, the sand could still 

come off in areas, creating a splotchy effect. Most were sold to 

tourists and sometimes to residents of Tucson. Stevens, however, would 

sell a finished painting, despite his misgivings, to merchants in 
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Gallup (1953-1958) when he went home or on rock gathering trips and 

needed some extra cash. Often he would demonstrate at the same time. 

Ultimately Stevens and Douglas decided to use different ad-

hesives and construction techniques, both of which permitted retention 

of detail and reduction in the size of the composition (Dockstader 

1955:91). Both methods of painting with sand captured more of the 

textural qualities and low relief of Navajo sandpaintings than had 

watercolor or tempera paint reproductions. Stevens also retained the 

original colors used in sacred sandpaintings, since the same materials 

were used. Douglas's were much more colorful .(Figs. 15 and l6). 

Douglas perfected his technique first, then taught it to 

Stevens. But Stevens, while using it for awhile, tried other backings 

and adhesives, finally switching back to Douglas's techniques in 1976 

or 1977* Besides sandstones, Douglas used ground glass, gems, silver, 

lead, turquoise and malachite as well as plastics to add translucence 

and to make the colors more vivid (Baird 1962). Eventually he con

structed a palette of over 300 shades, resulting in paintings much more 

colorful than anything yet produced by Navajo painters. Materials were 

obtained from old mines, ghost towns, and alongside the road. All were 

finely ground, sifted, and mixed with sand to give them body. A ply

wood or particle board backing was used (later masonite), the sands 

cemented in place, and the completed paintings sprayed with a clear 

varnish-type of adhesive. With the problem of the backing and the 

binder solved, Douglas could begin to successfully market his paintings. 

In the fall-winter of 1953-195^, Douglas had the first of his 

many one-man shows at the Contemporary Crafts Museum in New York City. 



15. Star People from Big Starway by Luther A. Douglas* 
1956. — ̂ 1" by *flu. Now housed at the Navajo 
Tribal Museum, 1979. 
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Figure 16. Holy Woman and Two Yei from Big Godway by Fred Stevens, 
Jr., Chinle, 1979# — 9" by 18", on masonite. 
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Prior to this he had made a number of large paintings for museums and 

replaced some of the impermanent exhibition paintings which had been 

under glass. In November 195^» he had smother show at the Kennedy 

Galleries in New York City. Drs. Frederick Dockstader and George Mills 

wrote the brochures that were mailed to over 5»000 people (Dockstader 

195^b)• This publicity was a real boost to the incipient industry of 

Navajo commercial sandpainting. 

These one man shows of Douglas's work contained three types of 

paintings: (1) a number of modified replicas of Navajo sandpaintings 

fjpom the Huckell collection and published sources (mainly Reichard 

1939a); (2) a number of "interpretive" paintings based on Navajo sand-

paintings but done in sizes, shapes* colors, and designs adapted to 

coordinate with Anglo-American decor; and (3) original landscapes and 

abstracts. The latter were entirely divorced from Navajo subject 

matter and were interpretations of Douglas's work in oils. The theme 

of these first shows was to expose the American public to the artistic 

qualities of Navajo religious designs and to promote the use of colored 

sands as an art medium. Douglas's combined interest in Navajo religion 

and art, his desire to permanently record what he felt would be lost, 

and his desire for creativity led directly to the development of a new 

craft for the Navajo. 

Earlier in the same year (1953) Douglas had made four permanent 

reproductions of Navajo sandpaintings from the Shootingway for Dr. 

George Mills, director of the Taylor Museum, Colorado Springs. The 

sands were still rather coarse and his craftsmanship would greatly 

improve over the years, but these attempts are still interesting 
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paintings. Within the next year or so Douglas had exhibits of his work 

at the Cranbrook Institute of Science in 1955 (where one of his paint

ings* The Snake People from Shootingway, is in the permanent collection)} 

at the Fort Worth Children's Museum from January 26 to March 1, 1955 

(where a reproduction of Scavenger from Beadway is housed /Dockstader 

195^) i and at the Arizona State Museum in 1956, followed by a gallery 

tour in the area. At the opening for the latter show Stevens also did 

an impermanent demonstration. Other paintings are housed in the Denver 

Art Museum, at Dartmouth College, and at the Museum of the American 

Indian. 

About 50 paintings were shown at each exhibition. All were for 

sale. Photographs of these openings are blurry, but the paintings 

appear tentatively to have been drawn from Beautyway, Beadway, Shoot

ingway, Mountainway, Nightway, Chiricahua Apache and Navajo Windway, 

and Railway. At least one was copied from the Wetherill collection as 

pictured in Wyman (1952). Others are similar to plates in Reichard 

(1939a), Newcomb and Heichard (1937)» and Wheelwright (19^6). Another 

is possibly from Big Starway. 

After retiring from the Air Force, Douglas moved to Sun Valley, 

Idaho and established the American House Creative Art Gallery in 1959* 

Here he specialized in sandpaintings but continued to work occasionally 

in other media. Numerous exhibitions and tours followed in both the 

United States and abroad into Europe (1963-1964) and India. (Douglas 

was also trying to preserve Tibetan mandalas /see Chapter ~j>] and was 

trying to make a connection between Buddhist and Navajo drypaintings, 

a speculative notion at best.) These more recent tours still contained 



275 

paintings with Navajo sandpainting designs as well as more abstract 

compositions. Many of these latter were said to be impressionistic 

(Baird 1962)• Douglas's paintings have hung in numerous galleries. 

Several have been used to decorate public buildings. 

Meanwhile, Stevens kept experimenting and occasionally sold a 

permanent painting during the mid and late 1950s. Although still in 

contact with Douglas (who had been transferred to Wyoming before re

tiring), he says he worked more independently. Douglas still offered 

suggestions and encouraged Stevens to utilize the techniques which he 

(Douglas) had perfected, but Stevens preferred to struggle along on 

his own. He did not want to copy. 

Stevens also began to break his ties with the Atkinsons in the 

late 1950s as he became more well known. He demonstrated for Armand 

Ortega in Tucson, and later at Indian Ruins, a curio shop along Route 

66 just west of Lupton. Ortega encouraged him to sell permanent sand-

paintings. 

In 1958, Stevens moved to Jackson Hole, Wyoming, on his first 

major demonstration tour outside the Southwest. Stevens states that 

while working at the Jackson Hole Trading Company he finally perfected 

his sandpainting technique, after again consulting Douglas. At this 

time he decided to use a diluted solution of Duco cement which was not 

as heavy or as thick as the lacquer-based solution he had again tried 

to use. His first successful painting using this technique was a 9 by 

5 inch picture of Fringed Mouth (Half Red Man), a yei from Nightway. 

This painting became one of Stevens' trademarks and most popular motifs. 

From then on Stevens began to make commercial sandpaintings in quantity 
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using his Duco cement mixture on plywood. On returning to Tucson 

briefly in 1959, he made several paintings for Rex Boulin, the Atkinsons, 

and Ortega. In early I960 he demonstrated at the Arizona State Museum 

and repaired the permanent sandpainting exhibit. He then returned to 

Lupton, produced and marketed commercial sandpaintings, and demonstrated 

for merchants in Gallup. 

Even this new successful technique posed some problems. It 

required two people to construct each painting because the glue still 

dried too quickly. Someone had to sift the colored sands over the 

glue-saturated areas as soon as the glue was brushed on. So, late in 

1959 or early i960 Stevens began using a "white glue" which dried more 

slowly, enabling him to work without assistance. The technique which 

Stevens used in early i960 is the "white glue-paint brush" method used 

by almost all commercial sandpainters today. 

Ten basic steps are required in this technique. First, colors 

picked up in the neighboring environment — sandstones, mudstones, 

slates, gypsum, carborundum grit (which is purchased in Farmington), 

turquoise and chrysocolla — are ground using a mano and metate. The 

goal is to obtain fine, consistently sized particles. After several 

poundings the colors are sifted to remove foreign substances. Next a 

few painters will mix their colors with riverbed sand to give them more 

body or mix them together to obtain colors not found naturally. Follow

ing this, the ground is prepared. Plywood was used by Stevens and 

Douglas but painters after 1967 tended to use particle board. The 

board is cut to the required size and the edges sanded. A few painters 
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also will seal the pores of the board with a mixture of half glue, half 

water. 

The binder is next prepared. Most painters use either an epoxy 

glue or a white lactase based glue thinned with water. This is usually 

Elmer's Contact Cement, made by the Borden Chemical Company (used by 93 

percent, N=303)• Several painters use additives, including pinyon gum, 

but these are considered trade secrets. This binder in a diluted form 

is spread evenly over the backing and a generous amount of clean river 

bed sand is sprinkled over the entire surface. After drying, the pro

cess is repeated. 

After the background is complete, the painter is ready to lay 

on the design. These are made either free hand or drawn following the 

contours of a stencil. (Precut stencils were used by 1961* and have 

increased since 1970.) The stencil is placed on top of the board, edges 

flush and the painter, using a sharp implement, draws a faint white 

line in the background sand. The painter then begins to apply the 

solid areas of color. The prepared binder is applied to the desired 

area with a small paint brush, then the pigment is immediately sprinkled 

over the wet area, patted into the glue, and the excess tapped off onto 

a piece of paper. After each application of color, the adhesive must 

be allowed to dry and harden for up to two hours. After the major areas 

of color have been applied separately, decoration (including outlining, 

construction of eyes, hands, mouths, headdresses, feet, etc.) is drawn 

in with a pencil to make faint guidelines for the glue and color. When 

the painting is finished and completely dry, the surface is sprayed 
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with a light coat of clear artist's fixative, usually a clear varnish 

or plastic. This forms a protective coating. 

This method is in a sense like watercolor or oil painting, in 

that the artist is painting thin lines with glue. This technique is 

the one almost all Navajo commercial sandpainters use today. Stevens 

is one of the few who now uses a different backing and binder. Since 

1976 or 1977 he has returned to Douglas's earlier methods of using a 

commercial casein glue, Casco, as an adhesive. It is very strong and 

dries slowly. The backing is masonite. 

Stevens states that in i960 he applied through the Navajo Legal 

Aid Service for a patent on the white glue-plywood method of making 

permanent sandpaintings. Though he never completed the final applica

tion form, the patent was nominally approved. While there was a patent 

application filed in 1912 for permanently affixing sand to glass, no 

such technique has been patented for wood. There is no patent on record 

for permanent sandpaintings, nor has one been applied for since. 

Stevens continued to paint and give demonstrations into the 

early 1960s. Several retailers in Lupton, Tucson, Gallup, and Durango 

gave him active support. In 1962 he returned to Sheep Springs and 

taught his brother Leroy Stevens and his sister Minnie Stevens Foster. 

Leroy Stevens was an oil painter of some regional repute (Snodgrass 

1968) living in Crystal, the next community over the mountains from 

Sheep Springs (see Fig. 1). Minnie Foster owned a small herd of sheep 

and was raising a family. Stevens stated that he formally showed his 

siblings how to make commercial sandpaintings because they were his 

brother and sister. He also "taught" his children at about the same 
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time and inspired a clan sister, Patsy Miller, and her husband, Francis, 

to experiment on their own. These individuals then began to show others 

in the community how to make permanent sandpaintings, and a new art 

industry began to spread. Although Conda Douglas (Douglas and Hartman 

1980:6) stated that her husband taught other young Navajos his con

struction techniques, no commercial Navajo sandpainters learned 

directly from him. Almost all sandpainters learned from Stevens, the 

individuals whom he taught, or the painters whom these individuals 

taught in turn. 

David Villasefior 

David V. Villasenor is a professional artist living in Pasadena, 

California. Of "Otomi" ancestry, he was born in Jalisco, Mexico in 

1915 and reared and educated in Hermosillo, Sonora. At age 16 (1931) 

Villasenor emmigrated to the United States, settling in Tucson. That 

same year he accompanied a University of Arizona and Tucson Art Museum 

expedition on a sketching tour of northern Arizona, as "chief cook and 

bottle washer." While on this trip he attended his first Navajo sing 

near Kayenta and experienced what can only be described as a type of 

mystical conversion. From this time on Villasenor became fascinated 

with ceremonial sandpaintings and, he states, began his life-long work 

of creating permanent art in dry materials. 

In 1937, having finished his education, Villasenor taught arts 

and crafts for the Woodcraft Rangers program. At night he would make 

impermanent designs of various types around a campfire, to the great 

delight of his students (Villasenor 1967s1^8). World War II and eco

nomic necessity interrupted his studies, but in 19^6 Villasenor again 
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became an arts and crafts teacher in southern California. One day, in 

preparation for a class of Woodcraft Rangers, he had mixed an excess of 

plastic adhesive, which unfortunately could not be stored. So after a 

few moments' thought he took sands previously gathered on the Navajo 

Reservation and began to glue them to a piece of stiff paper. He con

siders this his first permanent sandpainting. The next few years con

stituted a period of experimentation during which Villasefior searched 

for proper backing materials and a binder. This was accomplished by 

19^9 when Villasefior developed a "How-To-Do-Sandpainting" kit, which 

was marketed and distributed by the Fred Harvey Company in their shops 

along the Santa Fe railroad. Over 2,500 kits were sold. 

With the exception of the use of white glue, which Villasefior 

states has greatly simplified the process, his basic techniques have 

remained the same. They are described in Villasefior and Villasefior 

(1972), a pamphlet designed to give instruction in sandpainting tech

niques. 

By 1951 Villasefior had his first exhibitions in museums and 

galleries around the country. With the help of Leila L. Morse, Villa

sefior had a one-main show of Navajo ceremonial sandpaintings at the 

Museum of Natural History in New York City. The next year the paintings 

were shown at the Legion of Honor in San Francisco and the Southwest 

Museum in Los Angeles. Generous support for his work came from 

Frederick Hodge, director of the Southwest Museum. He held other one-

man shows in the late 1950s-early 1960s at the Los Angeles County Museum, 

Museum of Natural History in Santa Barbara, the California Institute of 

Technology in Pasadena, and at art galleries such as the House of the 
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Six Directions in Scottsdale, Arizona, Desert Magazine Art Gallery in 

Palm Desert, California, and Desconso Gardens, La Catfada, California. 

In 1963-196^ Villasenor again had a show at the Southwest Museum. 

The Navajo sandpainting reproductions came from the publications of 

Oakes, Campbell and King (19^3)« Newcomb and Reichard (1937)» and Wyman 

(1952) and were from Monster Blessingway, Shootingway, and Mountainway. 

These paintings became part of a permanent display on Navajo religion 

in the first floor of the museum in 196k. Villasenor purposely left 

them incomplete in order to avoid offending native healers. In this 

way he feels that his "tapestries in sand" are not sacreligious. In 

addition to the Navajo drypaintings, Villasenor*s exhibits include some 

examples of Apache, Papago, Luiseffo, and Diegueno paintings (Anonymous 

196^:127-129)• He has also done many landscapes and portraits. 

Villasenor wanted to share hi6 new techniques through demon

strations and teaching with both Anglo-Americans and Native American 

audiences. He felt that he was helping to perpetuate a form of art 

that was headed toward extinction (Powell 1960:3). 

My objective now is to return to the Indian, who is the source 
of these symbolic sandpaintings, this new medium of permanent 
sandpaintings for the preservation of some forms of his own 
native art. And it is my hope that all people everywhere may 
know more of the soul of our original American, through a 
better understanding of him from one of his oldest arts, sand-
painting (Villasenor 1963:9). 

Permanent sandpaintings were to preserve this beauty in a changing world. 

Since 19^8-19^9 he had been formally teaching his sandpainting tech

niques to local Anglo-American youth groups (Boy and Girl Scouts, Wood

craft Rangers, YMCA Indian Guides, Campfire Girls), as well as to 

children in a number of private summer camps. He also taught different 
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groups of Native Americans, stressing the advantage of sandpainting 

because it used materials easily obtainable from the surrounding en

vironment. Even though he was always frustrated in his attempts to 

gain support from granting agencies, he is also well pleased with his 

results. 

It is a source of real satisfaction that it is now becoming one 
of the art expressions of the Greater Southwest Indians who 
have taken to the modern technique in much the same way as a 
duck takes to water (Willasenor and Villasenor 1972:3). 

There can be little doubt that David Villasefior did make per

manent sandpaintings by 1950, that he has sold a number of these paint

ings, and that he probably did attempt to teach his techniques to Native 

Americans. Our question is whether he, directly or indirectly, taught 

any Navajo sandpainters as he claims. In an article in Masterkey 

(Villasehor 1967s151)i he states that he instructed Franklin Kahn and 

Mary Jane Kahn (Pine Springs, Arizona), John and Mabel Burnside (Pine 

Springs, Arizona), and Vernon Mansfield (a Hopi). 

Kahn and his brother, Chester, did learn sandpainting techniques 

in 1955 and 1956 from Villasenor while attending a vocational high 

school in Reno, Nevada. These were private classes not connected with 

the Indian school. Villasenor taught them the method described in his 

books and gave them books on Navajo ceremonialism from which to copy 

sandpainting designs. The Kahns made sandpaintings commercially for a 

few months in 1956 but stopped for economic and aesthetic reasons. 

Both were beginning to pursue other crafts, silversmithing and easel 

art (Tanner 1973s39^-395)» at which they have become highly successful. 

Franklin Kahn is also an entrepreneur, owning the Turquoise Hogan in 

Flagstaff. Both men decided that they could make a better name for 
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themselves and more money from the established crafts. They found 

these crafts to be more satisfying than sandpainting. While their 

sisters and brothers watched them make sandpaintings a few times, none 

ever sold them professionally. Also, the Kahns never taught any of 

their relatives or neighbors, nor can they remember any of them making 

commercial sandpaintings. Mary Jane Kahn never made paintings. This 

line of diffusion ends here with its initial recipients. 

The same is true for John and Mabel Burnside, the latter a clan 

relative of the Kahns. A famous weaver, Mrs. Burnside did learn from 

Villasenor in the mid 1950s while demonstrating at a fair, but stopped 

after making "three or four" pictures for fun. Too much of her time 

was taken up with weaving and making dye charts to construct sandpaint

ings. John Burnside, a silversmith, made only a few, and neither he 

nor his wife taught anyone who is painting commercially today. Con

temporary commercial sandpainters living in the Wide Ruins-Pine Spring 

area learned from relatives and acquaintances from the eastern part of 

the Reservation. Again, this line of diffusion is a dead end. 

Vernon Mansfield was not interviewed, so Villasenor1s statement 

cannot be corroborated. Even if Mansfield used to paint, he is no 

longer doing so. No drypaintings by him were seen in stores in 1977» 

1978, 1979, or 1980. Nor do retailers on the Hopi Reservation or in 

Winslow-Holbrook know of any Hopi currently producing permanent dry-

paintings, although one man on Second Mesa does collect and grind sands 

and sell them to Navajo sandpainters. All paintings sold in the area 

come from Navajo painters living in Tuba City or from a wholesaler in 

Shiprock. 
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In sum, the Navajos Villasenor mentions do not make commercial 

sandpaintings even though they know how and were taught by him. Neither 

the Kahns nor the Burnsides needed the money to be obtained from the 

craft. To make sandpaintings commercially they would have had to dis

place the crafts at which they were highly successful. There was no 

incentive to do so. 

While Villasefto? did not have a direct influence on the develop

ment and spread of commercial Navajo sandpaintings, he did have an 

indirect influence through the publication of his two paperback books, 

Tapestries in Sand (1963) and How To Do Permanent Sandpaintings (1972), 

the latter co-authored with his wife. One of the major wholesalers in 

Navajo commercial sandpaintings has until recently given promising new 

Navajo sandpainters a copy of Tapestries in Sand. (Since 1977 she has 

been giving Polaroid photographs of exceptional paintings and copies of 

paperback editions of Newcomb and Reichard 19751 and Reichard 1977«) 

She would indicate certain paintings in the book, which sold especially 

well, and request the aspiring artist to produce similar pictures. The 

most common was "Sun and Eagle" (Villasefior 1963:7^)• This is a paint

ing of Pollen Boy on the Sun surrounded by eagle feathers, from the 

Chiricahua Apache Windway. Villase'nor1 s new name for the painting has 

stuck and may be found on the back of a number of commercial sand

paintings. More advanced painters were sometimes asked to reproduce 

"Big Thunder" from Shootingway or "The Chiricahua Sun Sandpainting," 

which is actually from Plumeway. The latter is an example of Villa-

seftor's influence because the Navajo commercial sandpainters who "copy" 

from his book are using his incorrect title and identification. Another 
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example in this vein is the "Seed Blessing Chant" painting, which has 

no counterpart in the reproductions of sacred sandpaintings that were 

viewed in collections throughout the country. It is not a Blessingway 

painting (Frisbie 1967). Reproductions of other sandpaintings illus

trated in the books, including the ones with designs which are not 

found in the sacred sandpainting tradition can be found on the market. 

In all 196 of the 1^21 sandpaintings analyzed in the present study were 

adaptations from Tapestries in Sand. 

Thus the technical innovations needed to make sandpaintings a 

permanent art form which could be hung on the wall were available by 

the early 1930s, but the art did not become an industry for the Navajo 

until the 1960s. Prior to this Anglo artists made permanent sandpaint

ings, using the colored pigments as an art medium in which sandpaintings 

with Navajo sacred designs were only one form of subject matter. While 

a number of individuals have claimed to have been the inventor of 

commercial sandpainting, in only one case did the techniques actually 

diffuse to the Navajo. The next chapter will analyze how this diffusion 

proceeded across the Navajo Reservation from its 1962 base in Sheep 

Springs. 



CHAPTER 9 

THE SPREAD OF COMMERCIAL SANDPAINTINGS 

Having seen when, where, how, why, and by whom the craft of 

commercial sandpainting was established, we will now turn our attention 

to how the craft spread in the 1960s and 1970s. Following this dis

cussion, we will see in Chapter 10 why it spread, that is, why Navajos 

become commercial sandpainters. This chapter addresses one of the 

problems which has received little attention in the art literature 

(notable exceptions are Bunzel 1972 and Thompson 1969), even though 

Boas (1955:155) called attention many years ago to the need to study 

artists in their social setting; that is, the problem of how artists 

are trained and how these learning patterns affect the spread of a new 

art form. 

In this chapter we will see the different modes of learning 

which are used by Navajo sandpainters. Like the training of artists in 

societies around the world, these modes range from informal self-

teaching to formalized apprenticeships. Like most Navajo crafts, the 

art of sandpainting tends to be acquired in informal situations where 

the neophyte watches without explanation from the "teacher." In fact, 

most sandpainters do not think that they have been taught, because they 

associate the word "teach" with a classroom situation. 

We will see that, as in many informal situations, learning re

flects interaction patterns, such that most new sandpainters learn 
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from their kin, especially members of the nuclear family. The spread 

of commercial sandpaintings is unique in that cross-sex teaching is as 

common as same-sex teaching. Also important is the fact that the craft 

is not sex-typed that is, that both men and women practice it in 

approximately equal numbers. Males are, however, still the primary 

teachers as well as the major entrepreneurs. The spread of sandpainting 

reflects this pattern. Individuals, usually males, move to or visit a 

new community where clan relatives and members of their new households 

can watch them paint. Kinship and friendship patterns rather than geo

graphical proximity were the key to the spread of sandpainting to new 

communities both on and off the Navajo reservation. 

Data for this chapter come from 302 Navajo sandpainters who have 

been traced back to Fred Stevens as the learning source. This accounts 

for 67 percent of the k51 sandpainters identifiable by name (Table 2). 

Another 26 individuals (5*8 percent) could be placed in small learning 

clusters but when field work ended had not been definitely connected to 

the Stevens line. The learning source of smother 117 individuals (25.9 

percent) has not been identified. 

It is likely that most, if not all, of these lV5 painters whose 

^earning source is unknown, actually learned indirectly from Stevens 

and his students. First, for those of whom the learning source is 

known, almost all (302 out of 308) learned from the Stevens source. 

The remaining six individuals (1.3 percent) mastered the technique else

where. One is Stevens himself, one acquired the knowledge in a school 

art class, and four studied with David Villasenor, but as noted in the 

last chapter, gave up the craft before teaching anyone else. Second, 
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no other viable learning sources were found. Very few educational 

institutions, either public or BIA schools, teach the techniques of 

sandpainting. This is clearly different from easel art and sculpture, 

which are transmitted primarily through Anglo educational institutions, 

but similar to weaving and silversmithing, which are picked up primarily 

in the home. Also, only two individuals who know the craft have taught 

fellow Navajos at an educational institution (Naschiti Elementary SchoolX 

There is no evidence in either case that an individual became a commer

cial sandpainter due to this instruction. Therefore, it seems Bafe to 

guess that not more them 5 percent of the 1^3 individuals on which there 

is incomplete information learned at a source which did not emanate from 

the StevenB starting point. 

Modes of Learning 

There are two basic methods by which the skills needed to make 

commercial sandpaintings are acquired. These are formal verbal in

struction and informal self-learning. To call the latter "teaching" is 

actually a misnomer, for the novice learns quite informally by watching 

another painter, usually a close relative, work. No instruction is 

given. As one man put it, "learning is in the environment; it is never 

conscious." In a sense the neophyte is "taught" without being in

structed. A person will watch others paint. With time the new painter 

might help with some of the easier, more monotonous tasks, such as 

grinding pigments. Rarely will the budding artist help his "instructor" 

paint. Instead one day the new artisan will "borrow" or be given some 

materials and start to paint a simple, uncomplicated picture. 
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One girl began painting when she was thirteen. She watched her 

mother paint for several years. She thought it would be fun to try, but 

her mother refused to let her near the materials, fearing that she, 

lacking the necessary skill and patience, would "mess up" the work. One 

day, when her mother was absent, the girl began to make a painting and 

finished before her mother returned in the evening. While it was a 

crude composition, the mother was pleased with the effort and from then 

on let her daughter use her materials to make sandpaintings whenever she 

wished. The mother did not then instruct her daughter or criticize her 

efforts (this was left to the merchant when the girl sold her paintings) 

but let the girl experiment until she had mastered the basic technical 

skills. The mother said that it is better to watch rather than be 

directed, for to tell someone when and how to do something would bind 

the individual in a non-creative manner. It would also assert authority 

in an inappropriate manner. People start when they are "ready," when 

they are old enough and want to begin. 

Other painters were given some type of verbal instruction, in 

that they were shown all or some of the construction steps. This might 

occur in one session or informally over an extended period of time. 

One woman stated that pne session is best, since numerous sessions would 

only confuse the pupil. This type of training was either solicited by 

the student or the teacher. Seven sandpainters asked younger relatives 

and/or their wives for aid when they had more orders than they could 

fill. These "apprentices" or helpers would pound the sands and cut and 

prepare the boards in return for a minimal wage. Instruction was often 

step-by-step. After mastering the first step, the helper would make 
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backgrounds and lay the designs. After awhile the helper would be 

making paintings on his or her own and market them individually. 

More often, the budding artist asked an established painter for 

training in the basic techniques. Painters differed in what was shown 

to them when they sought instruction. Sometimes the whole process was 

presented, including how to brush on the sand, how to use and prepare 

the adhesive, how to sift and grind the sands, how to prepare the 

boards, where to find the various pigments, and how to use a stencil. 

Others would begin to paint without verbal instruction, experiment, and 

have their mentors criticize them and suggest more efficient methods of 

construction or new designs. Sometimes new painters would only come to 

their advisors when they had a problem, such as an error or the sands 

not sticking in humid weather. This technique was much more informal. 

The new artists partly mastered the art of sandpainting by trial and 

error. 

Table 5 summarizes the various modes of learning, which grade 

from informal self-learning to formalized apprenticeships. There is 

little difference between men and women in terms of learning patterns. 

Men are slightly more apt to watch and then experiment without any ver

bal instruction. There is a tendency for men, especially those who have 

either finished or completed some high school, to teach more formally 

than women. In cases where the instructor taught formally but had not 

attended high school, he had spent a number of years living off the 

reservation. Mentors also tended to use more than one method of in

struction. Their children usually learned to make sandpaintings by 

watching them paint, but clan relatives or visitors were often shown 
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Table 5« Mode of instruction for commercial sandpainters by sex. 

Sex of Student 
Mode of Instruction Male Female W Total % 

Watch, then experiment 30 (19*6) 

33 (21.6) Watch, experiment, 
occasional criticism 

Watch, some formal 
instruction 

Shown whole process: 
formal instruction 

Apprenticeship or 
helping situation 

35 (22.9) 

(28.1) 

12 ( 7.8) 

16 (10.7) 

38 (25.5) 

32 (21.5) 

4? (31.5) 

16 (10.7) 

46 (15.2) 

71 (23.5) 

67 (22.2) 

90 (29.8) 

28 ( 9.3) 

Totals 153 (100) 1^9 (99.9) 302 (100) 

(*2 = 5.48; df = k ;  p = .30) 
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the process more formally. Those people who began because of social 

obligations to the instructor or at the request of the instructor tended 

to be taught more formally. 

The length of time it took to learn varied. Some people stated 

that it took only a day or so to master the basic mechanical techniques. 

Painters who produced for the tourist and souvenir market and made small 

paintings without detail said that techniques were easy to learn and 

that they have not essentially improved on their initial efforts. 

Painters producing more technically demanding compositions stated that 
i  

it took much longer, usually about a year to a year and a half, to gain 

control over the hand and the sands and to stop making mistakes. For 

some it took as long as three or four years before they had mastered the 

medium and learned its potential. 

People also expressed a variety of opinions concerning which 

technical skills were the most difficult to learn. These included such 

things as knowing how to make an even background, discovering how to 

trace outlines lightly, understanding how to grind the particles to an 

even, small size, and perceiving how to properly place the figures on 

the board. Outlining was the problem mentioned most often because it 

requires the most technical skill. It requires the making of lines that 

are thin and even, yet not so thin that the sands break off. Time is 

also required to create an individual style, although not everyone is 

interested in this aspect. Everyone mentioned that they were very slow 

at first but gradually have become faster and more efficient as they 

mastered the techniques. Practice is essential. 
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Even with formal instruction, excelling at commercial sandpaint-

ing requires individual experimentation. For example, an artist dis

covers the uses and qualities of different pigments with time. All 

painters start out with just a few colors and graduailly expand their 

palette. A novice has to learn to distinguish the different types of 

rocks — which ones are too hard to pound or too soft and powdery to 

adhere to the board. Painters said it was very difficult to tell some

one exactly what to look for in a rock, although if one brings a rock 

to a painter, he or she can tell you if it will grind properly or pro

duce a pleasing shade. Experimentation in new figures and designs also 

takes place, and over the years, a painter expands his repertoire. One 

always begins with small, simple compositions such as single figures of 

Holy People having square bodies with straight edges. These are popular 

for beginners because they are easy to make and easy to sell. A new 

painter also tends to use a stencil belonging to the teacher for the 

first compositions and later makes his or her own. 

A special learning pattern characterized the efforts of the few 

painters (about 5 percent) who consider both commercial and traditional 

sandpaintings to be sacred. They distinguished between learning the 

technical aspects of sandpainting and the designs and symbolism, which 

included the lore or story which went with each painting and the prayers 

which they felt had to be intoned over the commercial paintings in order 

to appease the gods. These men and women, who still strongly believe in 

their traditional religion, felt that this was the most important part 

of learning to make sandpaintings. To them figures must be portrayed 
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as accurately as possible, except for the inclusion of one tiny flaw. 

To draw the figures haphazardly would anger the Holy People. 

Knowledge of proper placement and symbolism was acquired from 

fathers and fathers-in-law who had ceremonial knowledge. Individuals 

stated that while they did not pay their elders to teach them how to 

construct sandpaintings, they did pay them for the knowledge necessary 

to make them properly. Without payment the prayers would be ineffective 

and disaster would befall the painter. The similarity to learning 

ceremonial knowledge is striking. I found no references in the litera

ture stating that men learning to make ceremonial sandpaintings paid to 

learn the construction techniques. Ceremonial lore, however, was almost 

always disseminated for at least a nominal fee, although Aberle (1973! 

139) says that it may be taught free of charge. 

Thus for some artists, learning to make commercial sandpaintings 

involved much more than simply knowing how to put the colors on the 

glue. One had to learn what could and could not be safely made, by 

learning ceremonial knowledge. These painters felt that new sandpainters 

must be apprenticed, just like singers, and slowly expand their reper

toire of styles in light of this knowledge. They must constantly be 

corrected for their minor errors, for even minor details have meaning. 

Each painter must discover what is right for him or her as an individual. 

It may be acceptable for a man to make pictures of Big Thunder (see Fig. 

2k, p. 1*12), but not for a woman, or for two people of the same sex, 

acceptable for A but not for B. This is a slow process because, accord

ing to one man, if an artisan learns too much at one time, he will 

forget and thus bring hardship upon himself and his family. Therefore, 
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maturity is a prerequisite to learning to paint in this view. A painter 

must be old enough to comprehend the meanings of symbols and remember 

them. As the novice gets older, he or she can "see the true meaning of 

things, like colors," as one painter said. Small children are too 

young to understand these things. Thus for a few painters there is 

formal instruction in design as well as formal or informal instruction 

in technique. 

This interest in the correctness of design so that it is taught 

by formal verbal instruction in an apprenticeship-type situation is the 

opposite of what is found in the instruction of other commercial sand-

painters as well as of young Pueblo potters, Navajo weavers (except 

those weaving sandpainting tapestries), and silversmiths. For Hopi, 

San Ildefonso, ZuSi, and Acoma potters, formal teaching was concerned 

with technical excellence. Bunzel (1972:60-62) found that conscious, 

formal instruction was given in clay preparation, molding, use of 

scraper, finishing, and polishing. Directing the technical process was 

extensive and intensive. However, choice of shape and decoration was 

left to the discretion of the student. 

In painting I should tell her to use her own brain and to paint 
any kind of design she likes, whatever she can think of. I 
should not tell her what to put on, but I should say to her: 
"Use your own brain and paint anything you like, only put it on 
straight and even." She would learn the different designs by 
watching the other women paint and by using her own brain and 
making the kind she wants. I make designs out of my head, -
things that I have never seen before (Bunzel 1972:61). 

Acceptable designs and pleasing combinations of elements are informally 

learned over the years, by watching and self-learning. (Bunzel does 

not talk about pottery which is used for ceremonial purposes, possibly 
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because neophytes would not make these objects.) Again the idea seems 

to be that to tell someone what to paint stifles creativity. Pressures 

to adhere to prevailing taste without actually copying are subtle and 

involve criticism, direct or indirect. For example, the young girl 

would hear her relatives discuss the pros and cons of finished pots. 

It does not seem to involve formal instruction concerning which designs 

can be made in the pottery and which cannot. In this sense the small 

group of commercial sandpainters who insisted that this formal guidance 

in design was the most crucial part of learning to make sandpaintings 

is unique. 

In Navajo weaving the primary method of teaching is "showing" 

the technical processes without explanation or generalization, although 

again there is a range from informal watching to verbal instruction. 

Experience is considered to be the best teacher. Just as sandpainters 

said one cannot tell a new painter how to choose the right rocks, it is 

said that some things, like spinning, cannot be verbally taught. Co

ordination must come through practice. "Instructors," however, gener

ally correct mistakes and criticize results but do not tell the novice 

what designs to make. Learning in the most controlled situations pro

gresses in small increments, with novices practicing on scraps of 

materials so that the best will not be wasted on inexperienced hands. 

Unlike sandpainters, new weavers begin with the last process, the actual 

weaving, and later learn to prepare materials and construct a loom 

(Reichard 1936:xv, 3, l8). 

Other potential weavers are given no help in learning to weave 

but master the entire process through self-learning and experimentation. 
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Marie Antonia did not want the ehild to spoil her blanket by 
experimentation, she was not patient enough to teach her little 
daughter; furthermore, she wanted Marie to herd and the two 
activities were incompatible. Marie*s desire was so strong, 
however, that she made her own loom said implements from such 
materials as she could procure, and bit by bit filched enough 
yarn from her mother to enable her to set up a tiny loom which 
she took with her each time she drove the sheep off to graze 
(Seichard lg?^:^). 

Like commercial sandpainting and silversmithing (Adair 19^*: 90), there 

are two extremes in weaving instruction; those who are given extensive 

help and encouragement and those who learn without assistance. 

The technique of making commercial sandpaintings is the property 

of the individual and can be distributed as the owner sees fit, as can 

other forms of knowledge. One painter was angry with his brother for 

teaching the technique to others, because it was not the brother's to 

give away. An accusation of stealing the knowledge has arisen in an

other case; a woman accused her sister's husband of theft because he 

did not ask her permission to begin to paint. He watched her and then 

began selling paintings himself, definitely encroaching on her market. 

Other individuals said they would not have begun painting if their 

"teacher" or the relative they watched had disapproved. 

Similarly, in silversmithing, it is considered dishonest for a 

man to watch a smith with the intention of learning the craft without 

informing him (Adair 19^:91)• In fact, smiths felt the craft had 

spread through stealing. According to Chai Begay "Fifty years ago I 

moved down here. At that time there were no silversmiths anywhere 

around here. Some younger fellows used to watch me at my work, and they 

stole the art from me. Now there are a lot of smiths around here" 
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(Adair 19Vt:91). Many smiths do not like others to watch them work for 

fear they will steal their techniques and designs. 

Designs, rock sources, glue formulas, and the like fall within 

the category of individual knowledge and property, which sandpainters 

say are subject to theft. This concern expressed by several sand-

painters about the importance of permission and the stealing of know

ledge is reminiscent of Navajo ownership and transmission patterns. 

Specifically, these include private lore, songs, and prayers performed 

by a man to benefit the herds and economic activities of his family 

(Aberle 1973sl*+0). Old Man Hat, concerned that he might die soon and 

that his son would not be given the proper songs by other relatives, 

taught his son ritual songs which would protect his livestock and in

crease his herd's size (Dyk 1938:258). Farming songs concerned with 

subsistence activities were not guarded but taught freely without 

remuneration (Hill 1938:61). Aberle suggests that the songs dealing 

with wealth (i.e., livestock) were not freely transmitted, while those 

concerning subsistence activities (i.e., farming) were. Commercial 

sandpaintings can be viewed as a means to increase wealth. While not 

portable wealth in themselves like livestock, they are means by which 

wealth can be accumulated. They are made for money, unlike agriculture, 

which yielded very little surplus except in a few locations. Knowledge 

is wealtho Just as a singer could always earn a livelihood through his 

ceremonial knowledge, so can a commercial sandpainter through his secu

lar knowledge. The reasoning which surrounded the transmission of songs 

dealing with wealth and ceremonial knowledge appears to be operating. 
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A difference, though, is that no sandpainters paid for instruc

tion in sandpainting techniques, although several did mention that they 

gave their teachers gifts as sin expression of thanks. In three in

stances this was a piece of jewelry, in another several finished paint

ings which could be sold, and in two cases produce and sheep. In all 

instances the teacher was a close relative. Whether this is a different 

pattern from the payment given by apprentice silversmiths (Adair 19'+^! 

89-92) and singers (Aberle 1966, 19735139; Kluckhohn 1939) who learn from 

non-relatives is not completely clear, but it appears to be. A silver

smith does not pay a relative. Learning a ceremonial from a clansman 

or close relative greatly reduces the fee necessary to validate the 

transfer of knowledge. 

By far the majority of commercial sandpainters learned technical 

skills and styles from relatives. Of those learning from non-relatives, 

the pattern is mixed; some gave thank you gifts, while others did not. 

Those working as paid apprentices did not. They worked for free for a 

few months in exchange for instruction. The two men learning to be 

Navajo singers paid for their instruction to the singer, but both con

sidered making commercial sandpaintings a side benefit of learning the 

ceremonials. No painter continues to give his or her instructors gifts, 

as singers do to their mentors after each performance (Aberle 1967; 

Kluckhohn and Wyman 19^0) • What gifts do occur sire made to relatives 

rather than to teachers. 

Student-Teacher Relationships: 
Who One Learns From 

The art of commercial sandpainting is learned, by and large, in 

informal situations, often by watching and self instruction combined 
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with some criticism or by varying amounts of verbal instruction combined 

with experimentation and practice. As would be expected, informal 

training often reflects interaction patterns so that most new sand-

painters learn from their relatives, especially members of the nuclear 

family. Family connections, friendship patterns, and convenience 

(being in the home of other painters while they are working) affect 

learning patterns, which in turn have affected how the craft has spread 

across the reservation. 

Table 6 summarizes the relationships between "teachers" and 

"students" (those who are learning to paint), dichotomized by the sex 

of the student (Appendix H presents the basic data)• Painters were 

taught overwhelmingly (93-7 percent) by either affinal or consanguineal 

relatives; only 6.3 percent were taught by non-relatives. This reflects 

the nature of Navajo communities, which are small and rural in character. 

Almost everyone can establish some sort of consanguineal or affinal 

relationship with everyone else in the community. 

Most of the training is done within the context of the nuclear 

family, primarily by parents and siblings (48 percent), and secondarily 

by spouses and offspring (13 percent). This reliance on the family is 

even more noteworthy for women than men; almost three quarters of the 

women learned in the context of the domestic household, while only a 

little more than half the men did. This is because women learn from 

spouses, reflecting a tendency for women to help their husbands with 

their work, while men learn from unspecified clan brothers. (Unspeci

fied refers to cases either in which a direct kinship link could not be 
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Table 6. Learning by relationship of neophyte to established sand-
painters by sex. 

Male Painter Female Painter Total 
Learned from Member of: N % N % N % 

1. Family of orientation 
(includes parents and 
siblings) 

68 (44.4) 76 (51.0) 144 (47.7) 

2. Family of procreation 
(includes spouse and 
offspring)* 

19 (12.4) 33 (22.1) 52 (17.2) 

3. Clan relative 30 (19.6) 9 ( 6.0) 39 (12.9) 

4. Father's clan relative 2 ( 1.3) 3 ( 2.0) 5 ( 1^7) 

5. Miscellaneous relative 4 (2.6) 3 ( 2.0) 7 ( 2.3) 

6. Affines 18 (11.8) 18 (12.1) 36 (11.9) 

7. Non-relatives 12 ( 7.8) 7 ( 4.7) 19 ( 6.3) 

Total 153 (99.9) 149 (99.9) 302 (100) 

(*2= 17.01, df = 6, p = .01) 

* Almost all spouses (see Appendix H). 
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established although clan affiliation was known or in which interviewing 

errors were made.) 

While learning occurs outside the household, the focus for both 

sexes is on one's own clan relatives and affines rather than on father's 

clan or miscellaneous relatives (e.g., father's brother's son) who do 

not belong to either clan. Learning from affines, if one includes 

spouses, is more important for women, relative to the other possible 

sources of this knowledge, than it is for men (^9 to 36 cases respec

tively). The influence of the husband and his relatives seems to be of 

primary importance for women, second only to her own family. 

One still calls upon and visits members of one's own clan before 

turning to others for assistance and companionship (Lamphere 1977). All 

women who learned from an affine other than their husband were either 

living with the husband's kin group, visiting, or being visited by, an 

affine who was considered a friend. The pattern apparent here is that 

men visit other clan households and return to their own to teach male 

and female members. 

Both men and women learn primarily from male teachers, just as 

silversmithing is taught by men to both men and women. As Table 7 

shows, there is no relationship between the sex of the teacher and the 

student. Male teachers have taught 6*f percent of the new sandpainters, 

while females taught 36 percent. There is a slight tendency for same 

sex teaching. 

This pattern is clearly different from methods of learning other 

crafts in the Southwest, except for the recent developments in silver-

work among the Navajo and Zuni. Teaching in other crafts tends to be 
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Table 7* Sex of teacher by sex of students for commercial sandpainters. 

Sex of Student 
Sex of Teacher Male Female Total 

Male 102 91 193 

Female 51 58 109 

Total 153 149 302 

C*2 = 1.02, df = 1, P = .30) 
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sex-typed, reflecting the sexual division of labor in societies in which 

crafts are also Bex-typed. Weaving among the Navajo is a female craft, 

just as it is a male craft for the Hopi. Women teach women to weave, 

and, although occasionally a man will learn to weave, he will rarely 

become a teacher. Navajo commercial sandpaintings are produced almost 

equally by both sexes, a situation still rare in other crafts, although 

more women are becoming silversmiths. This is a new pattern in the 

Navajo sexual division of labor and is particularly interesting because 

there are few women who will make sacred sandpaintings. This production 

by both sexes may partly explain the new pattern of teaching in which 

cross-sex teaching is prevalent. Women will teach men although not as 

often as men will teach either men or women. The sex of the teacher 

does not determine the sex of the pupil. 

This is primarily due to the importance of the marital relation

ship. When spouses are omitted (see Table 8), females learn from males 

50 percent of the time while males learn from males 76 percent of the 

time. Teaching of spouses was the primary mode if a painter taught only 

one person. Most painters (200 cases, 66 percent) had not taught anyone 

when interviewing was completed in 1979• Fifty-nine painters taught two 

or more people (19-5 percent), of whom nine taught eight or more people 

apiece. These master teachers, all but one of whom began before 1970, 

taught 36.9 percent (n=l!2) of the painters. There were twice as many 

male master teachers as female master teachers. 

When a teacher taught two or three individuals, they tended to 

teach siblings. For individuals who taught k, 5, or 6 new painters, 

male teachers taught all kinds of kin, including clan brothers, while 
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Sex of Student 
Sex of Teacher Male Female Total 

Male 102 60 162 

Female 33 59 92 

Total 135 119 25^ 

(•fc2 = 17.31, df = 1, p = .001) 
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women taught individuals in their homes. As would be ejected, males 

who showed seven or more painters taught all kinds of relatives and 

non-relatives, although teaching 6till occurred primarily in the home 

(63.^ percent). The pattern for the female master teachers is similar. 

Children and clan relatives are the most common pupils. 

Whether a male teacher has taught people outside or inside his 

household depends on the total number he had taught. If only one other 

person is shown how to make sandpaintings , this person lived in the 

home of the teacher (95.^ percent). If the teacher trained two or 

three other painters, the proportion of students who lived in the saune 

household as the teacher fell to less than half C+8.8 percent). Master 

teachers' students lived in the same household approximately 63 percent 

of the time. The pattern was similar for women but less dramatic. 

Teachers tend to help others soon after learning themselves, on 

the average, one year and four months after beginning to paint. The lag 

reflected the practice period between when individuals began to practice 

and when they had achieved such control over their medium to success

fully show someone else. Teachers who did not wait a year, but began 

guiding others almost as soon as they learned the basic technique, 

taught a spouse or a teenage child. In general, men waited longer to 

teach than did women (one year six months compared to just over a year), 

and people who learned to paint between 1962 and 1969 and then trained 

others waited one year seven months to begin passing on their knowledge 

while those who began to paint after 1970 waited only a year. This re

flects the expanded market after 1970 and the fact that the craft became 

stereotyped in terms of techniques, especially for souvenirs and gifts. 



307 

It is only in the last two years that new experimentation in grounds, 

materials* and the like has resumed. 

The large number of painters who have not taught anyone is 

partly a factor of time; that is, the potential teacher began to paint 

so recently that he or she cannot yet be expected to have passed on his 

or her knowledge. While non-teachers began to paint in 1962 they tend 

to have later learning dates than teachers, peaking in the I97U-I976 

period, while sandpainters who are teachers peaked two years earlier. 

Therefore, it is possible for non-teachers to begin teaching but for 

those who learned prior to 1972 it is unlikely they ever will, since 

the largest lag time between learning and teaching was found to be six 

years. There are also no special characteristics, such as education, 

market for which one produces, age, or previous art training which 

helped to explain why some painters became teachers and others did not. 

It is likely that some of the men and women who learned since 197^ will 

pass on the craft. This pattern is quite different from teaching new 

singers, weavers, potters, and silversmiths partly because of the longer 

length of time it takes to acquire and master basic skills in these 

areas. 

Data on clans were obtained for 55 percent (n=l66) of the 

painters. Not unexpectedly, sandpainting is not clan specific, for nei

ther is any other Navajo craft clan owned or controlled. Painters belong 

to at least ten clans. There are two clans, though, which are dominant, 

kiyaa'aani and tachii'nii (61.5 percent). This predominance is partly 

due to historical accident, incomplete interviewing, the spread of the 

craft through clans, and the clan composition of Sheep Springs. The 
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earliest painters were kiyaa'aani, which is the largest clan in Sheep 

Springs (Lamphere 1977s96-9?)• 

No daughters and only three sons served as teachers of their 

parents. In fact, only nine sandpainters were helped by individuals 

who were in a younger generation than the student. This reflects the 

tendency for individuals to learn from their elders, their parents, or 

parent's siblings, and from peers. This is a pattern found for the 

transmission of art skills in all societies with informal learning 

structures as well as most of those societies with formed learning 

institutions. 

How do these actual patterns of transmission relate to the kin

ship role relationships presented in Chapter k? For those relationships 

on which there is information, there is no tendency for either joking 

or respect relationships to dominate learning relations. However, over 

three quarters of the new sandpainters had a relationship with their 

mentors traditionally defined as nonbashful (see Table 3). There was 

no difference based on sex. Excluding those relationships which are 

human universals (such as between parent and child, or spouses) lowers 

the predominance of nonbashful relationships. The result is that only 

slightly more sandpainters learned from kin with whom they are non

bashful than bashful. (Again, this reflects the importance of the 

nuclear family in the transmission of sandpainting techniques.) Many 

of the bashful relationships (in which one is hesitant to request aid 

or favors from the kin) are characterized by similar age, especially 

post-pubescent brothers and sisters. While kinship is still important, 

the bashful lines are being overridden; the greatest difference is seen 
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in that a few men are learning from the mothers of their wives. There

fore, even though kinship relationships dominate learning dyads* kinship 

is not completely used in the traditional way. Outside the nuclear 

family, one tends to learn from those with whom one has a nonbashful 

or equivalent relationship in terms of age, but this does not eliminate 

bashful dyads. Individuals with whom one has a good chance of being in 

daily contact are the most likely teachers. 

To date, learning has been primarily horizontal rather than 

lineal, that is, primarily expanding through both sexes rather than 

having been passed down from generation to generation in established 

family lines. This is due to the fact that the craft is still so young. 

Taking 1962 as the starting date for this expansion, since this is when 

Stevens brought the craft to Sheep Springs, there is only an 18 year 

time span. It is too early to tell whether the craft will later stabi

lize into family lines and produce a more linear pattern of learning. 

This same information can be grouped into learning strata, which 

differ from the kin-based generations but work on the same principle in 

terms of relationships. Individuals who learned directly from Stevens 

constitute learning stratum one, those learning from individuals in 

stratum one comprise stratum 2, and so on. In all there were eight 

strata by 1978. 

Table 9 shows that both men and women begin learning in the 

first stratum, an indication that commercial sandpainting was never a 

sex-typed art industry. However, 32.7 percent of the male painters 

learned in the first three strata compared to 25.5 percent of the women, 

which may be one of the reasons why men tend to be master teachers. 
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Table 9* Learning strata for commercial sandpainters by sex. 

Male Student Female Student Total 
Wo. % No. % No. % 

1 (direct from FS) 6 ( 3.9) 4 ( 2.7) 10 ( 3.3) 

2 13 ( 8.5) 6 ( 4.0) 19 ( 6.3) 

3 31 (20.3) 28 (18.8) 59 (19.5) 

4 38 (24.8) 39 (26.2) 77 (25.5) 

5 4o (26.1) 46 (30.9) 86 (28.5) 

6 19 (12.4) 21 (14.1) 40 (13.2) 

7 5 ( 3.3) 5 ( 3.3) 10 ( 3.3) 

8 1 ( 0.7) 1 ( 0.3) 

Totals 153 (100) 149 (100) 302 (99.9) 
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Interestingly, there is a high number of clan relatives as teachers in 

stratum two for men, a pattern which continues to stratum five. There 

is also a high number of spouses as teachers for women beginning in 

stratum two, and continuing through all succeeding strata. Thus the 

learning patterns for men and women, which did not become an important 

source until stratum four. The pattern which emerged is for men in the 

first two strata to learn outside the family and then return home and 

show other members of the household* In early strata men learn from a 

larger variety of relatives than women. The number learning in each 

stratum for each sex formed a roughly normal curve. This suggests that 

the number of people learning how to sandpaint peaked and now is taper

ing off, although individuals in strata five through eight may continue 

to teach others, because of youth. It appears that the number of people 

learning how to make sandpaintings was declining in the late 1970s but 

on a brief trip in 1981, the names of 11 new sandpainters were dis

covered. One can safely say that the craft is continuing to spread, 

although not as rapidly as it did in the early 1970s. 

One final aspect of teaching patterns which should be mentioned 

is friendship and visiting patterns. Many of the kinship patterns, 

especially those involving many links, actually reflect learning be

tween friends. Since painting is a home industry seen by all who enter 

a hogan, visiting patterns are important. However, friends tend to be 

drawn from the same clan, because friendship grows over the years. It 

is built upon shared experiences and mutual respect. 

The learning patterns and the teacher-student relations charac

teristic of commercial sandpainters differed from how a singer acquires 
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ceremonial knowledge. Kluckhohn (1939), with a sample of 30 singers 

from Ramah, found that only 16 men learned from consanguineal kinsmen 

(six from fathers, three from father's brothers, three from more distant 

relatives in the father's clan, three from mother's brothers, and three 

from unspecified clan brothers). One man learned from a stepfather, 

five from affinal relatives, and six from non-relatives. Considerable 

amounts of money were paid in the latter cases, and more minimal fees 

were paid to relatives. 

Unlike commercial sandpainter6, a Navajo singer is more likely 

to learn from a paternal kinsman than a matrilineal kinsman or an affine, 

and still less likely to learn from a non-relative (Aberle 1966:^5). 

Kluckhohn (1939:65) discovered that "... there is little evidence that 

clan, as such, is a factor of importance in the initiation of the 

teacher-learner relationship." The rationale for the selection of rela

tives of any kind over non-relatives is partly economic. Every cere

monial performance requires a "fee," and in the lengthy process of 

learning a ceremonial the apprentice must pay a "fee" to his teacher. 

(Ceremonials require formal verbal instruction, they cannot be trans

mitted by informal self-learning.) The student likewise must give 

presents and other tokens of appreciation to a non-relative teacher on 

other occasions. If the teacher is a close kinsman, the only payment a 

student gives may be the remuneration when he is sung over, the ceremony 

which validates his new status. The more remote the kinsman, the more 

he may demand. Therefore, men tend to select kinsmen as teachers. 

Commercial sandpainters also tend to learn from relatives rather 

than from non-relatives, but the reasons for this choice differ. For 
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commercial sandpainters there is no "learning fee" since very few pay to 

learn construction techniques and only a few for the designs which are 

conceptualized as learning ceremonial knowledge. Residence patterns and 

patterns of daily contact are more important in the learning of com

mercial sandpainting than either the mother*s or father's clan. 

The early years of silversmithing, as presented in Bedinger 

(1973) and Adair (1944)» present some similarities in teacher-student 

patterns as well as in the modes of learning. The first Navajo smith 

to work in iron and silver, Atsidi Sani (Old Smith) of Crystal, learned 

from a Mexican acquaintance in the 18408. He then taught his four sons, 

establishing a profitable family business. Around 1890, he and one son 

became paid teachers, with at least six pupils. Unfortunately, possible 

kinship relationships were not presented or are unknown. Big Lipped 

Mexican, an itinerant Mexican smith, came to Crystal in 1870, and 

quickly taught two brothers, Slim-Old-Smith and Very-Slender-Maker-of-

Silver, who were clan brothers of Atsidi Sani. The latter had a shop 

where he paid ten apprentice-workers. Bedinger (1973:22) estimates 

that by the turn of the century there were 25 to 40 smiths who lived in 

the vicinity of Ganado and Crystal. She states that all knew each other 

but she does not state whether they were members of the same clan or 

affinally related. Some, like Grey Moustache, were said to have taught 

many friends and relatives without charge. 

The spread of silversmithing to Zuni occurred when Atsidi Chon 

(brother-in-law of Grey Moustache who was a great nephew of Atsidi Sani) 

and Very-Slender-Maker-of-Silver came as itinerant smiths to the pueblo. 

Ugly Smith let his friend Lanyade watch him work in 1872 in exchange for 



31̂  

a horse. Lanyade kept the technology a guarded secret because it was so 

profitable, although he later taught a friend who already worked in 

copper and brass, Balawade. After 1880, Balawade taught four other men 

who in turn taught others. One lineage was established in which fathers 

passed on their techniques to their sons and another man learned from 

his grandfather. Unfortunately no other teacher-student relationships 

are given. 

Today learning to work silver follows a similar pattern to the 

transmission of ceremonial knowledge in that learning is primarily by 

formal verbal instruction in which the trainee assists his teacher, 

trading teaching skills for this help. Unlike apprenticeships for cere

monial training, smiths usually pay their apprentices, just as commer

cial sandpainters do. Smiths often remain apprentices for several 

years, while no commercial sandpainter remained in this formal learning 

situation for longer than one year. 

Adair's data (19^:89-92, Table I) on the relationships between 

teacher and student are similar to that found for commercial sand-

painters. Of 52 cases, 18 men and women learned from a father, eight 

from brothers, and five women from their husbands; that is, 60 percent 

learned in the context of the family. Another seven learned from a 

matrilineal kinsman (13.5 percent), one man from his father's brother 

(1.9 percent), three from miscellaneous relatives (5.8 percent), fifteen 

from affines (15.^ percent), and two from non-relatives (3.8 percent). 

This is extremely similar to the figures found for commercial sand-

painting, except that women do not teach others to be silversmiths. 

The same mechanisms — an emphasis on the family rather than the clan 
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and the dominance of the male as teacher and entrepreneur — are working 

in the learning patterns and spread of both commercial craftsc 

Temporal and Spatial Diffusion of Commercial 
Sandpaintings 

Like many crafts, the art of commercial sandpainting spread 

slowly at first. People had to learn the technical feasibility of the 

medium and expand the small market. This beginning period is from 1962 

to 1969* In 1970 a dramatic increase began (Fig. 17). Commercial sand-

painting was now an established craft which could support more painters. 

This increase peaked in 1973 and in 1977 began to slow again. Between 

1970 and 1976, 73.4 percent of all commercial sandpainters learned their 

craft. 

The craft has been pursued by both sexes since its inception. 

It has never been a craft restricted to one sex which later became open 

to both sexes, as was the case with silversmithing. There was a very 

slight tendency for males to predominate in the first years, especially 

from 1962 to 1967. Women made up this slight lag in the next two years. 

By 1971 there were actually slightly more female painters than male 

(47 women to k2 men). The number of new male and female painters re

mained basically the same from then on. 

The diffusion of commercial sandpaintings began from one com

munity, Sheep Springs, New Mexico, when Stevens returned to his natal 

home in 1962. The diffusion pattern reflects the learning mechanisms 

described in the last section. In 1978, Sheep Springs was still the 

home of more commercial sandpainters than any other community on the 

reservation, approximately one third of all known sandpainters. Another 
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30 individuals who grew up in Sheep Springs and learned how to paint 

there have since moved to other communities. The movement of these 

individuals has been important in the diffusion of the craft to other 

communities. 

Table 10 and Figures 18 through 21 show how this movement has 

taken place. Note that it is not geographical proximity between com

munities that accounts for this diffusion (that is, the communities 

next to Sheep Springs were not the next to adopt the craft) but reflects 

kinship and marriage ties between individuals. Early movement was 

primarily north toward Shiprock and Farmington, two important marketing 

centers, rather than the communities toward Gallup, reflecting kinship 

and traditional network patterns. Many people who have moved from Sheep 

Springs have resettled in Shiprock, partly because of the HUD housing, 

and possibly job opportunities (although there is no definite proof of 

this). While the majority of Navajo commercial sandpainters live on 

this north-south axis, in communities along Highway 666 between Gallup 

and Shiprock, the diffusion of sandpainting techniques has been all-

over. Commercial sandpainters can be found in 36 communities on the 

reservation and 21 communities and towns off-reservation. Commercial 

sandpainters are not found in 56 chapter areas, primarily in the north

west, north-central, and southwest portions of the reservation and in 

the chapter areas directly to the southeast of the reservation. 

Commercial sandpainters moved off-reservation early. In 1965 

one man moved from Sheep Springs to Torreon-Cuba (via Shiprock) and 

within the next few years began to teach affinal relatives and neighbors. 

Other painters had moved from Sheep Springs to Phoenix and Holbrook by 



Table 10. Number of commercial sandpainters by community for each year since 1962. 

Number of Painters Working in Each Year 
Community 1962 1963 196*f 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 197*+ 1975 1976 1977 1978 

Sheep Springs k  5 9 12 I k  15 17 20 26 39 58 73 92 107 113 118 l*f8 

Crystal 1 1 1 1 1  1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 - - - Ml 

Lupton 2 3 3 if k  k  - - - 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 k  

Shiprock 1 1 1 2 3 h  7 10 16 16 16 20 25 28 32 32 53 

Cuba 1 1 2 2 3 k  6 8 8 9 9 9 10 10 

Gallup 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 3 3 

Phoenix 1 1 1 2 2 6 8 8 8 8 8 8 

Cameron 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Chinle if If 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 6 

Newcomb-Nava 2 2 k  5 5 8 13 13 13 13 12 

Winslov 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Holbrook 1 2 2 2 3 3 3 3 3 3 

Shonto 1 1 1 5 6 7 8 8 8 8 

Tuba City 1 1 6 9 9 12 12 12 19 

Torreon if 8 9 9 9 10 11 15 16 

Wide Ruina 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 

Ganado 2 3 3 3 3 if if 1* if 

Rehoboth-Church Rock 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Crown Point 1 1 5 7 7 7 7 

Farmington 1 2 2 3 3 3 5 



Table 10--continued Number of commercial sandpainters by community for each year since 1962. 

Community 
Number of Painters Working in Each Year 

Community 1962 1963 1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 19 5 1976 1977 1978 

Moenavi 1 1 1  1 1 1 

Two Grey Hills 12 9 10 10 13 

Gamerco 1 1 1 1 1 

Coyote Canyon 1 1 1 1 1 

Tohatchi 7 7 11 11 11 

Fort Defiance 1 1 1 1 1 

Joseph City 1 1 1 1 1 

Pueblo Pintado 1 1 1 1 1 

Twin Lakes 1 1 1 5 

Cove-Red Rock 1 1 1 2 

Sawmill 1 1 1 1 

Many Farms 3 3 4 

Teec Nob Pob 7 7 13 

Sanostee .1 2 10 

Navajo, Az. 3 1 5 

Fruitland 3 3 5 

Lukachukai 1 3 4 

Pinon 2 2 2 

Rough Rock 1 1 1 

Lower Greasewood 1 1 2 



Table 10—continued Number of commercial sandpainters by community for each year since 1962# 

Number of Painters Working in Each Year 
Community 1962 1963 1961* 1965 1966 196? 1968 1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 197^ 1975 1976 1977 197» 

Montezuma Creek-Aneth 3 3 5 

Naschiti 1 7 

Hunter's Point 1 1 

Fort Wingate 1 1 

Window Rock 1 1 

Mexican Springs 1 

Rock Point 1 

Upper Greasewood 1 

Lybrook 2 

Colorado towns 3 

other (outside Southwest) 2 
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1970* The total off-reservation population of commercial sandpainters 

is 13.1 percent. Of these, 31 out of 65 live in primarily Navajo com

munities while the rest live in communities numerically dominated by 

Anglo-Americans. Since this percentage is approximately the same as 

for the tribe as a whole, the craft of commercial sandpainting does not 

in itself encourage out-migration (Jerrold Levy, personal communication 

198l), as does some other occupations. It has an advantage because it 

can be pursued in the home. 

An indication that this process of diffusion will continue is 

that, as of 1978, 39»3 percent of the communities were represented by 

only one painter and an additional 35«7 percent of the communities had 

fewer than six sandpainters. Only 3«6 percent of the communities have 

more than 25 painters. Since men tend to bring the knowledge into the 

home and it spreads from there, one can expect that in five years those 

communities represented will each have higher totals and that more 

communities on the reservation will have sandpainters. 

Diffusion to other communities is spatially discontinuous. It 

does not move from one community to adjacent communities but leapfrogs 

from one community to distant communities. This pattern is due to the 

influence of kinship on learning. People are as likely to be in con

tact with kin in distant communities as those in adjacent communities, 

especially if marriages are involved. For example, the knowledge of 

how to make sandpaintings went directly from Sheep Springs to Gallup, 

Shiprock, Pinon, and Fort Defiance. In another case painters living in 

Tohatchi (approximately 25 miles south of Sheep Springs) learned while 

visiting a man in Phoenix who himself acquired the craft in Sheep 
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Springs from his wife's kinsman. Sometimes instruction came back to 

Sheep Springs so that a person in that community did not learn from 

someone else in that community but from a person living elsewhere. 

(For example, due to relatives visiting each other, one learning line 

went from Sheep Springs to Shiprock, back to Sheep Springs and to Crown-

point.) Thus one cannot predict which communities will be the next to 

borrow the art of sandpainting, unless one knows the kinship and visit

ing patterns of the individuals involved. 

Both men and women carry the craft to new communities, often 

when marrying into them. This is especially true for women (Table 11). 

Then an affinal relative or a child of either sex would learn the craft. 

Visiting was also common, followed by movements for job opportunities 

for either the painter or his or her spouse. Occasionally a divorce or 

a return to the natal community accounted for the diffusion. There is 

no change in these patterns over time. The learning mechanisms which 

accounted for the initial temporal and spatial spread of the craft con

tinue and will be the mechanisms by which it will spread in the future. 

Summary 

The craft of sandpainting is easy to learn but difficult to 

master. It has spread differentially across the reservation due to the 

movement of individuals rather than through geographic proximity of 

communities. Most individuals learn in their own home or in the home 

of a relative in a relaxed atmosphere. In this situation learning tends 

to be informal; there is no pressure to learn the craft, no pressure to 

perform well, and little or no criticism of the finished works. 
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Table 11. Movement of sandpainting techniques to new communities. 

Sex of Painter 
Movement due to: Male % Female % Total % 

Marriage 14 (46.7) 14 (56.0) 28 (50.9) 

Work 8 (26.7) 5 (20.0) 13 (23.6) 

Visiting 8 (26.7) 6 (24.0) 14 (25.5) 

Totals 30 (100.1) 25 (100) 55 (100) 
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Criticism is left to the merchants to whom the paintings are sold, 

although all sandpainters can readily tell you what makes a good or a 

bad sandpainting in terms of quality of workmanship, subject matter, and 

design. 

A range of learning situations was found although most tended 

to be informal self-learning with partial instruction in technique. 

Watching and subsequent experimentation in the technical aspects of the 

craft was common. The student is shown by example rather than through 

verbal instruction. More formal instruction techniques were used by 

some, including a pseudo-apprenticeship where the neophyte is paid and 

given training in the basic technical skills by an established painter 

who needs assistance because of a large demand for his work. A formal 

apprenticeship similar to that of singers was mentioned by a few com

mercial sandpainters who considered instruction in the correct designs 

to be more important than formal instruction in construction techniques. 

This was rare though, and the apprenticeships were more similar to 

those in silversmithing than to those by which an individual learned 

to be a singer and to make sacred sandpaintings. As in all Navajo 

crafts, the teacher did not discuss general concepts of construction, 

and explanations or abstractions of the techniques were rare. 

Commercial sandpainters learned primarily in the context of the 

family rather than the clan. Reliance on the family is higher for 

women than men but dominant for both. Uniquely, there is a high inci

dence of cross-sex teaching, although men tend to teach more often than 

women. Commercial sandpainting is one of the few crafts that has begun 

and remained a craft whose manufacture is not restricted to only one 
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sex* Silversmithing, which began as a male craft, is now becoming the 

occupation of more women. Although it is extremely like commercial 

sandpainting in how it is learned, there is no indication of cross-sex 

teaching in silversmithing. These two crafts represent a new division 

of labor among the Navajo, one which was not seen for crafts at the 

turn of the century. They may represent a new direction for commercial 

crafts among the Navajo in general. 



CHAPTER 10 

REASONS FOR LEARNING HOW TO MAKE COMMERCIAL 
SANDPAINTINGS 

It is artists who decide what forms and designs to create. Just 

as one cannot completely appreciate a painting unless one knows some

thing about the cultural symbols and values which have helped mold the 

artist, one cannot properly understand his or her finished works without 

understanding why the individual became an artisan. There are many gaps 

in our knowledge about why artists decide to produce commercial art, 

just as there were gaps in our knowledge of how artists are trained. 

Most of the available data come from West and Central Africa and 

Melanesia (Anderson 1979sand deal with the motivations for the 

founders of the craft and/or the most highly successful artists who are 

well-known to the consuming society. There is much less information on 

the motivating factors for the second and third wave of craftsmen and 

women, those who begin to produce only after the craft is established. 

Most authors seem to have assumed initially that the motivations for 

the initial commercialization process are necessarily the same as those 

for the diffusion process; that is, the reason(s) for developing a com

mercial art are the same as subsequently learning the craft through dif

fusion. It may be, however, that different reasons are posited by 

people who found a craft, people who start when it is still in its in

fancy, and people who begin only after it is successful. People who 
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have to work to develop a market may start for different reasons than 

those who jump on the bandwagon once the craft is established. It may 

be that the age and sex of the neophyte has a bearing on motivations. 

Other socio-economic considerations, such as level of education, current 

level of employment, previous art experience and training, and the like 

may be important and may change with time. 

Rather than assume that motivations for beginning to paint re

main the same during the development of a craft, we can, with the data 

on Navajo commercial saiidpainters, test to see if the reasons presented 

for the technical innovations which led to the founding of a craft are 

the same as those given by artists who learned later. Navajo sand-

painters can be divided into those who took up the craft in an initial 

period, from 1962 to 1969, when the craft was becoming established as 

an acceptable occupation and art form and its markets and popularity 

were expanding (see Chapter 12), and those who learned in a post-1970 

period when, following the success of the earlier painters, there was 

an established demand for the craft in three submarkets — souvenirs, 

gifts and home decorations, and fine art and reproductions (see Chapter 

12). The early painters specialized in large, nearly exact replicas of 

ceremonial sandpaintings rather than in souvenirs. This dichotimization 

into a developmental and an established period was reflected in the 

number of individuals who began to paint as well (see Chapter 9); the 

number of individuals painting in the first period was small, and the 

number in the second was much larger. Because biographical data were 

collected on each painter, we can also test whether factors such as 

sex, age when starting, educational attainment, religious affiliation, 
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and the like appear to have influenced the motivations for beginning to 

paint* These data will be presented in this and the subsequent chapter. 

This chapter will have four sections. First, the reasons for 

painting (as identified by Navajo sandpainters in an open-ended inquiry) 

will be presented. Again data are available on the 302 individuals who 

were used in the last chapter. We will divide them into two groups; 

47 men and women who learned in the developmental), or early period from 

1962 to 1969» and 2^6 individuals who learned in the established or 

later period. (No starting date was available for 12 painters.) As 

would be expected, a full spectrum of economic, social, aesthetic, re

ligious, and idiosyncratic reasons were given. Following this general 

listing of reasons, section two will show that a change in motivation 

appears related to when the painter began to paint. Section three will 

show the differences in motivation based on sex, and section four will 

outline the differences based on the age of the artisan when he or she 

began. Table l1* (p. 365) at the end of the chapter summarizes the 

influence of the three variables discussed in this chapter on the moti

vations given by Navajo sandpainters for beginning their craft. 

Motivations 

Each Navajo sandpainter is an individual and has very specific 

and personal reasons for beginning to paint. These reasons, however, 

cam be grouped into five basic categories — economic, social, aesthetic, 

concern for Navajo heritage and education, and the ease of making sand-

paintings. Idiosyncratic reasons, such as a desire for fame and the 

belief that one's painting was a gift from Mother Earth, are also 



present. These motivations were often interwoven, but economics was 

given more often than any other reason. Ninety-six percent of all sand-

painters gave at least one economic reason for beginning to make com

mercial sandpaintings. This should not suggest a single variable model 

however; 32 percent of all painters also expressed other reasons (see 

Table 12, p. 351). Some reasons were hard to separate, especially the 

economic and social ones, since they stem from the socio-economic con

text of the reservation (see Chapter k). For heuristic purposes they 

will be described separately. 

Economic Motivations 

Production of commercial sandpaintings is an occupation, a job 

which produces revenue, like working on the railroad, migrant agricul

tural labor, teaching, herding sheep, or working for the government. 

Some people enjoy it and it is a profession or vocation. Others do not, 

but continue because they feel they have no alternative. No sandpainter 

would continue to paint if he or she did not make money for the time 

and effort put into production. Eighty-five sandpainters stated that 

they began to paint because of a general need for money, while another 

113 felt they needed extra money to supplement their income. Other 

specific economic responses included: a need for ready cash, an 

inability to pay bills, or the desire to make a capital purchase. 

Forty-five others were either unemployed of had recently been laid off 

and were unable to find other employment. (Several mentioned that they 

could not find a permanent job because of a poor command of English or 

a lack of training.) Twenty-six stated that they saw their relative(s) 
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making "good money" from sandpaintings, so they decided to give it a 

try. They had nothing to lose. 

More than half of the men and women began to paint because of 

critical economic necessity. They either could not find work, or the 

jobs they had were so low on the pay scale, like migrant agricultural 

labor, that they could barely make ends meet. Sandpainters mentioned 

problems competing with Anglos for well-paying jobs or difficulty find

ing jobs on the reservation. These were not unexpected sentiments for, 

as described in Chapter the economic situation had been bleak for a 

long time. The 1950s had been years of drought; families could no 

longer support themselves solely by herding. There was a high rate of 

unemployment, and the reservation itself was characterized as under

developed (Aberle 1969:236-237). The economy had to be mixed and 

diverse because it was based on multiple fluctuating resources. Com

mercial sandpainting, like the commercial crafts of other groups, pro

vided another fluctuating source of income. 

A few commercial sandpainters did have jobs which, like those 

held by most other Navajos, were temporary and seasonal. This meant 

that they could not build up seniority but were the first to be laid 

off in slack periods. Others were occupationally mobile, changing jobs 

frequently with the result that for parts of the year they were unem

ployed or relied on various kinds of unearned income. One man in such 

a cycle called sandpaintings his "security blanket." He now makes 

sandpaintings whenever he is laid off from his job as a welder, statinp: 

that it has helped him through some rough times. 
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Even for families with other sources of income, Commercial sand-

painting is considered necessary because the family could not survive on 

the income from one source. For instance, construction on the reser

vation is sporadic. Besides depending on often intermittent HUD or BIA 

funding, it is seasonal; in summer there may be a good deal of work, in 

winter probably little. The opposite is true for the two women who are 

teacher's aides. They have no source of income in the summer. Supple

mentary income sources are essential for the slack periods. The same is 

true for individuals with steady but low-paying jobs, such as house

keepers, janitors, and gardeners, or for those who have occupations like 

herding which do not generate much cash. 

Sandpainting helps pay the bills. Most contemporary painters 

who had jobs when beginning to paint are part-time artisans and use 

sandpainting as an additional source of income but do not want to give 

up their previous jobs because sales of sandpaintings are irregular. 

Ten of these individuals, however, found that sandpaintings were more 

profitable in terms of their time and effort than their previous jobs. 

All those who were migrant agricultural laborers, for example, switched 

to sandpainting as the sole basis for their income. Sandpainting became 

not just an income supplement, but a new full-time occupation. For 

instance, one 22 year old man was an auto mechanic making about $6,000 

a year. He occasionally did pen and ink drawings which he sold to a 

retailer in Farmington. Since he was a competent artist and the re

tailer was trying to expand the sandpainting market, she told him he 

could make twice as much money producing sandpaintings as repairing 

cars. He tried it. His first year he made approximately the same 
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amount of money since he was slow and unsteady, but in the second year, 

he made a profit of just over $10,000. Today he makes much more. 

Sandpaintings tend to be made when one needs to pay bills for 

daily expenses or when one wants to make a capital purchase. Eight 

percent of the Bandpainters specifically mentioned a desire to purchase 

Anglo goods or services as a reason for beginning to paint. One couple 

began to paint so they could buy a pickup truck. The painter can work 

for a few weeks, stockpile the paintings, sell them in two or three 

says, and make $700 to 8900. One female painter who did just this 

bought and completely paid for a new station wagon in one year, besides 

paying for daily expenses. Since one can produce sandpaintings quickly 

one can use them as an "instant savings account." Four painters are 

using this savings account as a way to finance college educations and 

began specifically while in high school with this goal in mind. At 

least one Navajo potter and one weaver are doing the same thing. 

While sandpainters may have enough money to meet basic needs, 

using other income sources, many mentioned that there was not enough 

money for entertainment or luxuries. They existed at the poverty level, 

yet wanted the material rewards available as part of the Anglo socio

economic system of which they were now a part. Lack of spending money 

was the most common reason given for beginning to make sandpaintings 

(39 percent). Many of these respondents were teenagers or women whose 

husbands had fairly steady employment. One young man "makes a bunch" 

of sandpaintings whenever he wants to go to the movies, and this was 

what he did the first time he began to paint. Another man in his early 

twenties began to make sandpaintings so that he could buy himself and 
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his friends an occasional beer. Sandpaintings allow a person to fulfill 

both economic and social obligations. 

Social Motivations 

Various social considerations and motivations were mentioned by 

7k painters (25 percent) as their reason for beginning to paint. 

Generally, these social factors were part of the general socio-economic 

situation. They dealt with a need to find steady employment and with 

an inability to compete with Anglos due to situational factors, such as 

an inability to speak English, a lack of education, and a felt need to 

remain on the reservation. Other social considerations were more per

sonal, such as hating or liking to travel, wanting to be independent, 

or helping a relative who asked for assistance in painting. More women 

(34 percent) and men (17 percent) gave social reasons. 

Because of socio-economic limitations, sandpainting has proven 

to be an almost ideal occupation for some individuals. For young 

mothers who need supplementary income, sandpainting has an advantage: 

they can have a job and still stay home with pre-school children. This 

was mentioned by 1^ women living both on- and off-reservation. Either 

they did not have relatives nearby with whom they could leave their 

children or they did not want to commute long distances, either for a 

low-paying job or to find someone to care for the children. In many 

cases their husbands pressured them to remain at home and not seek out

side employment. Sandpainting became an acceptable compromise. 

Two men also expressed a desire to stay home with their children. 

Most of the jobs they had had previously kept them away from their 
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families for weeks at a time, and they had not been able to take their 

families with them. Again, producing Bandpaintings appeared to be a 

suitable compromise. They could work at home on the kitchen table and 

enjoy their children. Production in this case often became a family 

project. The labor of children was helpful for, even if they did not 

possess the coordination to do fine detail, they could grind rocks, sand 

boards, or lay backgrounds. Many sandpaintings bearing one person's 

name or only a surname on the back are actually produced as a joint 

family effort of husband and wife or parent and child. They sign the 

painting with the name which was most marketable. 

Social obligations were also a common motive for beginning to 

paint. Fifty-seven painters (19 percent) began at the request of their 

parents, siblings, spouse, or clan relatives to help them produce sand-

paintings. This happened when established painters had large orders to 

fill in a short period. Neophytes were paid by the hour or piece to do 

the preparatory tasks, such as grinding rocks or preparing boards. 

Wives often began because their husbands needed help. While the request 

is usually instigated by the established painter because he has over-

committed himself and needs additional labor, altruistic motives do 

occur. One man was living in Phoenix with his brother-in-law (WiSiHu) 

but could not find a job. He began to help around the house after 

feeling unhappy that he could not contribute. His brother-in-law sug

gested that he help him grind sand so that he would "not feel ashamed." 

Gradually he became a partner and later set up an independent business. 

Thirteen painters felt that sandpainting allowed them to be in

dependent in two senses. First, married women wanted to be financially 



339 

independent. All had small children but none had any sheep, nor did 

they have any prospects of obtaining sheep permits. They did not weave 

or do other craft work which might produce income. However they liked 

having their own cars and their own private savings account. One woman 

stated that no woman should be forced to rely on a main; they are too 

undependable. 

Second, people were proud of being self-employed. They did not 

like to have a foreman tell them what to do or when to work. Sandpaint-

ing provided freedom for the individual who felt uncomfortable with an 

eight-to-five work schedule and who liked more freedom and control over 

his time and productivity. One could work all night during one week 

and only three days the next because there was flexibility. An indi

vidual could gear his production to fit his or her lifestyle and produce 

as much or as little as required to meet basic and optimal needs. As 

one man stated, "I can be my own boss and no one tells me what to do." 

Another cultural value expressed by one woman was that Navajos 

should be generous and help their relatives but one income would not 

allow a person to do this. This woman began to make sandpaintings 

specifically to help the family of her brother who had recently been 

killed in a car accident. Helping relatives was extremely important to 

her. Her husband often used part of his earnings to help his own rela

tives and she wanted to do the same for hers. She did not want to use 

her husband's money. Since she had two pre-school children, her husband 

asked her to give up her job as a clerk in Gallup. Sandpainting allowed 

her to fulfill her kinship obligations. 
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Another familial duty is the care of livestock. If an extended 

family has a flock of sheep, someone must remain on-reservation with the 

animals at all times. This used to be the task of children, but, since 

they are now in school, an adult is required to care for stock. Since 

many families do not want to relinquish this hedge against poverty, it 

means pulling someone out of the potential labor force. (Economic re

turns on a small herd of sheep are not large but were still felt to be 

necessary by several sandpainters.) Eleven painters said they began to 

paint so they could have something to do while herding, in order to earn 

some extra money while relieving the monotony. One painter searches for 

rocks and prepares them while watching his family's flock. He can even 

work on a few small paintings, since they are light and transportable, 

if it is not too windy. 

Many people want to remain in the area where they have grown up 

amid their relatives and friends. They do not want to live where they 

would be without kin support, but still they have to earn a living. 

Given the economic situation and lack of permanent jobs on the Navajo 

reservation, this had long posed a problem which production of sand-

paintings solved. Sandpainting allowed one to work yet remain at home 

among the people who were known and understood. One painter highly 

valued this daily social support and contact which would have been lost 

or modified if he had had to go off-reservation for work. Other 

painters mentioned how hard it was to live off-reservation or said that, 

while this was not the reason they began to paint, it has entered into 

their decision to continue painting. 
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Personal idiosyncracies also enter into the decision to begin 

learning a craft. For example, one man was permanently disabled due to 

an accident on a road construction gang. He began to make sandpaintings 

because he was "no longer fit" for any other work. Sandpainting did not 

require endurance, and he was not ashamed because he did not have to be 

seen in public. Six young women began to make sandpaintings partly 

because it provided them with an excuse to travel. They could meet new 

people and see new places on selling trips. Conversely, two women said 

they hate to travel because they felt uncomfortable in the White world 

and would rather stay away from it. However, they like some of the 

goods which the White world produces, and sandpainting lets them have 

the best of both worlds. They can acquire these goods yet not leave 

home, leaving the marketing to their children. 

Aesthetic Motivations 

It is a truism that people all over the world enjoy creating 

beautiful and pleasing objects, and most Navajo sandpainters are no 

different. The pleasure derived from the act of creation and aesthetic 

satisfaction was a necessary part of the decision for at least 25 

painters (8 percent) to begin painting. Like continuing economic re

turns, it is also an important factor in the decision to continue paint

ing. While some people tire of painting after a few years, others enjoy 

painting. They find it great fun, a pleasurable passtime which has the 

added benefit of being profitable. Eleven youngsters and teenagers 

began to paint because it was something to do on an afternoon when they 

were bored. It looked like an enjoyable diversion. 
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For others, sandpainting is a relaxing hobby. It does not 

require exceptional concentration for the more mechanical steps. One 

young man and his brother emphasized this need for relaxation. Paint

ing allowed them to get away from everyday worries, in the same way that 

others read a book, sew, or watch television. It allowed them to "be by 

oneself" and think about things. For 12 other sandpainters, painting 

seemed to be an enjoyable form of recreation and a profitable way to 

spend leisure time. As an added bonus, it brought in extra spending 

money and paid for itself. 

While to some producing sandpaintings is a boring but necessary 

job or a relaxing hobby, to others it is a creative art and a vocation. 

A desire to produce well executed, pleasing art was the impetus for at 

least six painters who derive a great deal of satisfaction and a feeling 

of accomplishment from creating. One male painted, who is also a pro

fessional easel artist, saw sandpainting as an artistic challenge, a 

new medium which he could attempt to master. As a new technique, it 

could be used to produce unusual effects which could express his emo

tions and convey statements about the world. An accomplished weaver 

began to paint because there was a greater freedom of form in sandpaint

ing; one was not confined to geometric shapes. Therefore, sandpainting 

permitted her to constantly create and experiment with curvilinear as 

well as geometric forms. Other painters mentioned that commercial sand

painting is such a young craft that there is a constant challenge to 

improve color and technique. It is immensely satisfying to make each 

painting better than the last. 
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The practical aspects of creativity were also mentioned as 

reasons for painting. One young painter said that he painted because 

he had artistic talent. He had always been good at drawing, and when 

he first tried to make sandpaintings he found that he seemed to have a 

natural affinity for the medium. His creativity began to blossom when 

he began to paint. He felt that his talent was a gift from Mother 

Earth, and not to use it would be disrespectful. 

Three people stated that they wanted to be famous, and that the 

best way for an Indian to become well-known was to become an artist. 

Since there were lots of oil painters around, it would be difficult to 

excell in that field. Sandpainting was chosen because the competition 

was minimal. One man even mentioned that he would become famous because 

he was going to change sandpainting from an Indian craft tied to tra

dition into a creative art form. 

Ease 

One advantage of commercial sandpainting is that it is easy to 

learn the basic techniques and people can quickly see positive results. 

Extensive training in art or acquisition of complex technical skills 

are not required to paint a passable picture. This is clearly different 

from pottery, for example, where one must have the materials correctly 

mixed on the first attempt or the pot will crack in firing. There is 

no such danger with sandpaintings. 

Besides being easier to make initially, one young man also men

tioned that sandpainting has the advantage over other forms of art in 

that it is a neat medium. There are no tubes of oil paint or messy 
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watercolors lying around, and one does not need large numbers of paint 

brushes which have to be cleaned. (A disadvantage is that one can 

easily get a sore throat from blowing away the excess pigments.) This 

young man and four other painters mentioned that it was this ease in 

construction and lack of mess which steared them toward sandpainting. 

In addition to being easy to make, the initial expenses in

curred in making sandpaintings are minimal. The only materials a per

son must buy are a small bottle of glue, a paint brush, and a piece of 

particle board, costing less than $5.00. The rest can be picked up 

anywhere on the reservation free of charge. Initial outlay is cer

tainly less than for weaving or silversmithing. One does not have to 

go into debt to begin painting nor does one have to reinvest all of 

one's original profit in order to continue painting. 

Ethnic Heritage, Ethnic Identity, and 
Educational Motivations 

The stated reason for founding the craft of commercial sand-

painting was similar to that expressed by early demonstrators: Navajo 

culture and ceremonies were destined to be forgotten unless people took 

active steps to preserve them. Since the founder, Fred Stevens, Jr. 

had the knowledge and skill to do this, he felt it was his duty to do 

so. The same was true for Luther Douglas. Both began the craft to 

save this heritage for Stevens's children. This desire for conserva

tion, combined secondarily with economics, was the reason the craft was 

developed. 

While not stated by many other painters as the specific reason 

for beginning to paint, storeowners who knew some of the earliest 



3^5 

commercial sandpainters (those who began before 1970) say that they 

heard this sentiment expressed fairly regularly. Thinking the dances 

and sings would disappear in their lifetime, early painters saw per

manent sandpaintings as a way to explain and visualize Navajo culture 

for their grandchildren. This motivation is, in fact, partly a ration

alization: it is a way many older Navajo sandpainters and those who 

still believe in the efficacy of the sings attempted to explain to them

selves and others that making commercial sandpaintings was acceptable. 

The few men said women who feel this way also painted because 

Anglo customers want to know about and own sandpaintings. Without this 

expressed interest they would not make commercial sandpaintings. 

Stevens, for one, has tried to persuade Navajos to purchase his paint

ings but has met with little success. Ironically, therefore, Anglos 

will be the repository of this ethnic knowledge, and, if other Navajos 

ever utilize it as a means of preventing culture loss, it will be 

filtered through Anglos. 

None of the younger sandpainters or those who began to paint 

after 1970 expressed this interest in educating Anglos and saving Navajo 

religion. By the late 1960s so many of the sacred sandpaintings had 

been saved through publication in anthropological monographs and in 

museum collections, that as a conscious rationale for making commercial 

art and as a reason for starting the desire to save the religion seemed 

to have little force. One woman said there was no need to save Navajo 

sandpaintings through her art because they were already published. In 

fact, it was because they had already been published that she felt safe 

to make commercial copies. In addition, all but one or two commercial 
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eandpaintere were using published reproductions of sandpaintings as the 

source of their motifs rather than actual ceremonies. These men and 

women may want to have their ethnic heritage, but they are not using 

commercial Bandpaintings as a way of doing it. 

A slightly different but related reason for starting was ex

pressed by four painters; they wanted to teach Anglo-Americans about 

Navajo ways. They were not attempting to save their heritage for future 

generations of Navajos nor did they feel Navajo religion was an en

dangered cultural form. For example, one man, who used to be a singer, 

but who had since converted to a Christian fundamentalist sect, felt 

that much of what had been written about Navajo religion was incorrect. 

One of the reasons he decided to make sandpaintings was to correct these 

inaccuracies. Another man felt that in sacred sandpaintings, when you 

believe, your troubles go into the sand. The painting disappears but 

not the act, which remains in your memory. But since the form is im

permanent, it is hard for other people, especially Anglos, to see. 

Therefore, he became a commercial sandpainter so that others could see 

what he sees and understand. 

Sandpaintings show what Navajo gods look like, and the stories 

on the back of the paintings explain how Navajo religion works. One 

woman feels that her occupation of sandpainting is also a "mission" in 

life. Meticulous in her work, she depicts figures as exactly as pos

sible. She prays to the Holy People each day before beginning to paint, 

and also intones a prayer upon completion of each painting, telling the 

Holy People that she had made their likeness not out of disrespect, but 

in order to bless the home in which they will hang. It is her duty to 
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spread this blessing and at the same time show Anglos what Navajos know 

about living in harmony with Mother Earth. Anglos who buy the paintings 

are drawn to them and are receptive to the messages they convey. If 

some Anglos learn the proper way of behaving, it may prevent the 

destruction of this world and the necessary migration to the next. 

Another, even more general, reason for starting was to express 

"Indianness." For one young man, to paint would show not just what it 

meant to be a Navajo, but to be an Indian, or a person who was in touch 

with and in harmony with Mother Earth. This statement was the closest 

I heard to what might be interpreted as a concern for ethnic identity. 

The painter was making sandpaintings to communicate to non-native cus

tomers that he was an "Indian artist.'1 This painter thought he had 

something special to give, a perspective or way of looking at life and 

the world which his heritage gave him. Anglos lacked this perspective, 

but they could still appreciate it. Sandpainting seemed to him to be 

the best way to make this unique statement. 

Other sandpainters did not consciously use sandpaintings as 

markers of ethnic identity. On a more general level, of course, they 

are ethnic in the sense that sandpainters are selling their work because 

they are Navajo and because the form is derived from a traditional 

Navajo art form. Navajo painters consider it wrong for Anglos to make 

sandpaintings because the tradition is not theirs. (Most do not know 

of the technical innovations of the Anglo artists.) 

Painters realize that Anglos are buying the paintings partly 

because they are handmade by "Navajos," which by definition makes them 

different, and exotic. Navajos, however, make them because they sell, 
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not because they politically and symbolically portray their right to a 

continued existence on earth* They make no graphic statements about 

the economic plight of the Navajo as do some paintings by Indian easel 

artists like Cannon and Schroeder. Two of the four people who speci

fically said they started because they were Navajo do not, and would 

not, reproduce a sacred sandpainting. They felt it was wrong for them 

to do so, although others could* Using a "traditional" sand medium, 

they could paint a Navajo rug, a Hopi kachina doll, a Rio Grande pot, 

or modify a little girl or boy from a coloring book to show what it was 

like to live on a reservation, but to paint a sandpainting for non-

believers when they, the painters, did not have the requisite knowledge 

to control them was wrong. 

Three sandpainters in Sheep Springs (a woman, her brother's 

wife, and brother's son) who began to paint for primarily economic 

reasons today use non-traditional sandpainting motifs to express a 

romanticized Indian heritage. They make pictures (adapted from a color

ing book, Bartos and Bartos n.d.) of small, cute, happy children with 

large eyes who are placed in idyllic situations. These paintings show 

"Indian customs" in an idealized and homogenized form. For example, 

one painting 6hows Zuni girls carrying water pots in front of a pueblo, 

another Navajo boys and girls herding sheep and horses. A poem is 

always printed on the back of each painting to explain that the Indian 

children symbolize all Indians and their earlier ways. The women want 

to teach Anglos and Indians alike about these ways, while the young man 

says he makes these paintings because they appeal to nurses, young 

mothers, teachers, and grandmothers. These painters feel that they are 
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putting part of themselves into their paintings, because what they pro

duce has meaning to them. For example, they both herded sheep when they 

were young, and their paintings show what it felt like to herd sheep. 

Young people do not know the feeling of being alone on the reservation 

with the sheep and the sky. They would someday like to make a whole 

series of paintings depicting the typical scenes in their childhood. 

One of these women began to paint because she thought sandpainting 

would be a good medium in which to express these feelings. She had 

been a weaver, but weaving did not give her the freedom for creativity 

which sandpainting could. 

There is a hint of nostalgia in these goals, a recognition that 

the world has changed; not that it is necessarily worse or better today 

than it was before, but that it is different. The two women did not 

think that we should return to the conditions of the 1930s, but that 

people should remember them. People who are too young to remember 

should have the opportunity to see what it was like and understand. 

Words cannot always convey this feeling; pictures can better capture 

the emotions. There is a value in remembering the past because it makes 

the present and the future better. It gives continuity. 

Finally, one woman began to paint for what she thinks is the 

best reason of all; it would make people happy. It is especially nice 

to make a picture and take it where no one has ever seen anything like 

it. It brings goodness and joy. This happiness comes back to her 

because it creates a beautiful condition. 
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Motivation by Developmental Period 

The reasons given for deciding to make commercial sandpaintings 

were numerous and complex. In this section I will analyze these reasons 

by categories and show how the period in which the individual began to 

learn subtly influenced the reasons given for beginning to paint. It 

should be noted, however, that many of the differences were based on a 

small number of cases (see Appendix I). This analysis distinguishes a 

developmental period from 1962 to 1969 (called "early" in Table 12) and 

an established period from 1970 to 1978 (called "late" in Table 12). 

An economic reason for beginning to paint, either mentioned 

singly or in combination with some other reason, was mentioned most 

often for both periods. A single economic reason, however, was twice 

as likely to be given by painters starting in the established period as 

by those who began working in the developmental period (72 percent and 

36 percent, respectively). Single reasons involving social considera

tions or aesthetic motivations occurred equally in both periods. A 

concern with ease of manufacture, ethnic heritage or education did not 

occur independently of other social or economic reasons in either period. 

The desire to save Navajo religion and ethnic heritage as a 

reason for beginning to paint occurred only in the developmental period. 

As was shown in Chapter 7, almost every sandpainter has been told that 

what they were doing was wrong or potentially dangerous. This criticism 

was especially prevalent for the early painters, as it was for the 

founder, Fred Stevens, Jr. It is suggested that if these early painters 

were told that what they were doing was wrong, they needed multiple 
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Table 12. Reasons for starting by developmental period and sex of 
maker. 

Sex of Maker 
Men Women Total % 

Time Period* Early % Late % Early j? Late j? 
Reasons for 
Starting 

Economics only 9 (39.1) 92 (73.6) 7 H
 
•
 

00
 

84 (69.4) 192 (66.0) 

Social only - 3 ( 2.4) 1 ( 4.5) 4 ( 3.3) 8 ( 2.7) 

Aesthetics 
only - 1 ( 0.8) - - 1 ( 0.3) 

Economics and 
Social only 6 (26.1) 12 ( 9.6) 10 C*5.5) 28 (23.1) 56 (19.2) 

Economics and 
Other* 8 (34.8) 17 (13.6) 3 (13.6) 4 ( 3.3) 32 (11.0) 

Social and 
Others* * - - 1 ( 4.5) 1 ( 0.8) 2 ( 0.7) 

Totals 23 (100) 125 (100) 22 (99.9) 121 (99.9) 291 (99.9) 

>+No data on time period. Men: 3 have economic reason only, 1 has 
social only, 1 has economic and 
other. 

Women: 2 have economics only, 4 have eco
nomics and social. 

•Other includes ethnic heritage, aesthetics, ease, and/or social 
combined. 

••Other includes ethnic heritage, ease and/or aesthetics. 
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reasons for making sandpaintings and this included a desire, seen 

almost as a duty, to save Navajo religion. They had to justify to them

selves as well as to others that what they proposed to do and were doing 

was acceptable and right, just as singers had done earlier in the cen

tury. They used the same rationalization designed by the singer (see 

Chapters 6 and 7) and it is safe to assume that several of these early 

painters also used part of the same reasoning for beginning to paint. 

Many needed reinforcement through multiple reasoning because they saw 

the danger in what they were attempting to do. Economics was the most 

important reason, but it needed to be embellished with social or aes

thetic motivations and/or a desire to save Navajo heritage and educate 

Anglo-Americans in Navajo ways. (Sixteen percent of the early painters 

specifically wanted to save Navajo religion or heritage and educate 

Anglo-Americans.) I do not mean to imply that painters were not sincere 

in their motivations, they were — but I want to emphasize that there 

were situational constraints or factors which encouraged this type of 

behavior and the use of this rationalization as a reason for beginning 

to paint. 

This developmental period was also less stable than the next 

period for sandpainting was in its infancy. Painters, although they 

received good income supplements right away (from $600 to over $10,000 

within the first year) still had to create or expand the market, espe

cially to overcome the unpredictable sales at each outlet. It was 

during this period that painters had to learn what their customers 

wanted (see Chapter 12) and modify their wares and designs to meet the 

requirements of the fine art-reproduction market and the gift-home 
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decoration narket. (The souvenir market did not develop until the 

1970s.) While painters quickly found wholesalers who were willing to 

sponsor them and promote the art, they still had to develop an indi

vidual clientelle of stores, convincing many owners that this was a 

craft which should be given a chance. Painters probably met with some 

frustrations in these attempts, so it makes sense that they would have 

a number of reasons for starting which reinforced each other. These 

were very careful decisions, and painters often thought for a long time 

before beginning to paint. 

Within ten years (by the early 1970s) the craft became a success, 

was thoroughly established in two communities, Sheep Springs and Ship-

rock, and was moving rapidly to other areas of the reservation. There 

was a steady and expanding demand; sandpainting had become profitable 

and could support many people. There were now three submarkets instead 

of two, and the number of new sandpainters increased markedly every 

year. New painters saw the success of their relatives. In addition, 

no one was becoming sick; there were no supernaturally sent negative 

consequences from making commercial sandpaintings as people had foretold 

there would be. There was nothing to fear since clearly the Holy People 

did not think it was wrong. If they had, more sandpainters would have 

died or had a long streak of bad luck. Therefore, a major factor which 

had kept some people from pursuing the craft was lessening. The craft 

was apparently becoming tolerated and the negative reaction from peers 

was less intense. People were still occasionally told that what they 

were doing was wrong but not to the extent that early painters were. 

Perhaps because of this, the additional reasons for beginning to paint, 
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especially the desire to save Navajo religion, were eliminated. An 

extra justification was no longer necessary. Later painters said that 

the paintings had been saved and they did not have to do so by sand-

painting. It seems to have been all right by then to say that one made 

this form of art simply because one needed the money. Everyone needed 

money, and with the success of the craft, they had models for the use of 

sandpaintings as a secular occupation. Sandpainting was an accepted 

alternative job and new painters were going to take advantage of it. 

Thus economic necessity, which had been evident from the begin

ning now became prominent without being masked by additional reasons. 

It was no longer mentioned in conjunction with other reasons to the 

extent that it had been earlier. It had become the accepted rationale 

for beginning to make commercial sandpaintings. The types of economic 

reasons given by painters were fairly similar in both the developmental 

and the established periods. Slightly more people in the established 

period said that they needed spending money (AO percent) than in the 

earlier period (31 percent), and slightly more expressed a general need 

for money (30 percent to 2k percent). The percentage of those stating 

unemployment as the immediate catalyst to begin to paint were the same 

in both periods, as was the desire to save money for furthering an edu

cation, the feeling that one could make more money by sandpainting than 

from a job which was currently being held, and the desire to make a 

major capital purchase. The idea that a person could make "good money" 

(it was difficult to solicit exact figures) was unexpectedly higher in 

the developmental period than in the later period (20 percent to 7 per

cent). It had been thought that this idea would surface more in the 
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second period because there would have been more role models to draw on. 

It appears that since most individuals in the early period were pro

ducing for the fine art-reproduction market and making a good deal of 

money, their close relatives decided to emulate them. Competition may 

also have been stiffer with increased numbers of painters. The idea of 

success breeding success thus occurred earlier than had been anticipated. 

Sandpainting was early recognized to be a good way to earn a living or 

supplement existing income sources. 

Social and economic reasons in conjunction were more prevalent 

in the developmental period than in the established period (36 percent 

to 16 percent). This difference is accounted for primarily by the 

finding that the percentage of individuals who started because they had 

to help an established painter was twice as high in the developmental 

period as in the later period (33 percent to 17 percent). The desire 

for independence was also more common in the earlier than later period, 

although it was never a prevalent reason. Other social considerations 

were fairly equally represented in both periods. Feelings about travel

ing, however, were reasons mentioned only by painters beginning after 

1970. The reason for this shift is unknown. 

Aesthetic considerations as a single rationale for starting to 

paint occurred only once, mentioned by someone who began to paint in 

the second period, but it was more common as a reason for starting com

bined with economic and social reasons in the first period. Within the 

broad category of aesthetic motivations, there was an interesting shift 

which partly reflects marketing practices. Only painters who started 

in the 1962 to 1969 period mentioned aesthetic satisfaction as a reason 
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for beginning to paint (13 percent). All these painters produced for 

the fine art-reproduction market. Likewise, all persons who mentioned 

that they began because of a desire for fame or because they had an 

artistic gift from Mother Earth began their work in this early period. 

Conversely all individuals who started because they needed a relaxing 

way to fill leisure hours or who needed a hobby (6 percent) began in 

the second period. Those who started for fun also began primarily in 

the second period. These were all either teenagers or individuals who 

held jobs which they did not want to give up, yet wanted a profitable 

way to fill leisure hours. These individuals either produced for the 

souvenir submarket or the gift-home decoration submarket. None produced 

for the fine art-reproduction market, which would have required more 

work, concentration, and study. (Ease of manufacture was a minor reason 

mentioned equally in both periods.) 

There was a difference in the motivations expressed by painters 

based on the period when they began to paint. Those who (prior to the 

developmental period being considered in the present analysis) founded 

the craft said they did so because of a desire to save Navajo religion 

and heritage, combined with minor economic reasons. The painters begin

ning in the developmental period considered economic motives the primary 

consideration but this was combined in almost two thirds of the cases 

with social or aesthetic motivations or a desire to save Navajo religion. 

This early period had the largest number and kinds of reasons. The 

established period saw a decrease in the number of reasons given by 

painters for starting. Three quarters of the painters gave only one 

reason for starting and this was overwhelmingly economic necessity in 
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some form. Supplementary reasons were eliminated, especially the desire 

to save Navajo heritage and the desire for aesthetic satisfaction. This 

partly reflects the marketing history of the craft. 

The main reason for starting the craft became clearer through 

time. However, if one looked only at this predominant motivation with

out controlling for time period one would have missed many important 

changes in the motivations of Navajo sandpainters. Many of these were 

subtle changes and may be due to the behavior of just a few individuals. 

Reasons for starting, however, were not the same through time and show 

a definite trend. One can predict that studies of other crafts would 

show temporal differences in motivation if these studies maintained 

adequate control over historical variables such as the time when an 

artisan adopts a craft in relation to the developmental stage of that 

craft. 

Motivations by Sex of Maker 

Setting aside for the moment considerations of time period, 

male and female painters both expressed the same general categories of 

motivations; for both groups, economic considerations were important. 

Male painters mentioned that they began to paint solely for economic 

reasons 68 percent of the time, and female painters 6b percent. However, 

notably more female painters mentioned social motivations in conjunction 

with economic reasons than did men (27 percent to 12 percent), while men 

mentioned economic reasons combined with aesthetic motivations or a 

concern with ethnic heritage more often than did women (17 percent to 

5 percent, respectively). 
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Within the category of economic motivations, there was a differ

ence based on the type of economic reasons expressed by men and women. 

Women stated that they were more concerned with a way to make extra 

spending money than were men (43 percent to 3^ percent) and also ex

pressed slightly more often a general need for money (33 percent for 

women to 26 percent for men), and a need to pay the bills (14 percent to 

2 percent). Men, however, said that being unemployed was the reason 

that they started painting much more often than women (28 percent for 

men and only 3 percent for women). As will be shown in the next chap

ter, this feeling on the part of men was based in reality, for many 

young men were unemployed or had recently been laid off just prior to 

beginning to paint. Other economic motivations were similar for both 

sexes* 

Social reasons tended to be higher for women in almost every 

category but were especially prevalent in the felt need to remain at 

home and care for children (8 percent for women, 1 percent for men), a 

desire to help relatives (2h percent to 16 percent), and a desire for 

independence, whether from sun eight-to-five job or from a spouse (7 

percent to 2 percent)• Women also were the only ones to mention that 

their concern with traveling influenced their decision to begin to 

paint. No readily apparent reason for this finding comes to mind. 

Other social reasons, such as disability, boredom, or a desire to stay 

on the reservation were similar and did not reflect a sex difference. 

Ease of manufacture as a motivation for beginning to paint was 

mentioned equally by both sexes. However, the idea that painting was 

fun was mentioned slightly more often by women than men (6 percent to 
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2 percent) while the notion that sandpainting would make an interesting 

and relaxing hobby was predominantly a motivating factor for men (8 

percent for men and 1 percent for women). A concern to save Navajo 

religion and educate Anglo-Americans in Navajo was was a slightly more 

common concern for male than female painters (k percent to 1 percent, 

respectively). This was, of course, expected since most singers, those 

who were traditionally the keepers of ceremonial and historical know

ledge, were men. Male painters were carrying on a role. Desire for 

aesthetic satisfaction and fame was roughly equal for both groups. 

Controlling for time period as well as the sex of the maker, we 

see that men in both periods were more likely to give an isolated eco

nomic reason for beginning to make sandpaintings than were women in 

either period, but this difference was smaller in the established period 

than in the developmental period (Table 12). The same trend is true 

for social and aesthetic reasons combined with economic reasons. Women 

in the earlier period were more likely to give combined social and eco

nomic reasons than were men, and while this was also true in the later 

period, the percentage difference between the two sexes was decreasing. 

The same is true for both sexes when aesthetic and heritage reasons 

were combined with economics. Men were more likely to give these 

reasons in both periods, but the differences between the sexes were 

decreasing. There appears to be a trend, therefore, for the reasons 

given by men and women to become more similar with time. 

This subtle trend appears to be evident when the individual 

reasons listed in Appendix I are compared. The only exceptions involve: 

(1) reasons given by one sex in both time periods (unemployment, the 
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desire to stay home with children, and a concern for traveling; and (2) 

the desire for independence, which shifted from a male concern in the 

developmental period to a female concern in the established period. 

However, this trend may be the result of differences in sample size. 

The second period includes a much larger sample than the earlier period, 

such that the trend toward increasing similarity may be due to random 

factors. Therefore, I cannot say for sure that men and women are begin

ning to respond in the same way, but there is a strong basis to predict 

that if the study were redone in the next ten yearB including the next 

group of new sandpainters, one would find that such was the case. 

This prediction is based partly on the idea that the reasons 

for painting are becoming stable and that the trend is for economic 

motivations to the exclusion of other types of reasons. The trends in 

this direction were the same for both sexes. Economic motivations as 

the sole reason for beginning to paint dramatically increased for both 

sexes, nearly doubling for both sexes from the developmental to the 

established period. The economic and social combination of reasons and 

the economic and other combination of reasons fell for both sexes. Thus 

the behavior of both sexes was the 6ame. However, to see whether there 

is a decreasing rate of change requires three time periods for compari

son. In this study, with only two time periods, I have been able to 

establish a rate of change but it will take a future study to see if 

this rate will decrease and if the settling on economic reasons will be 

the norm. 
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Motivations by Age Group 

Commercial sandpainters were eight years of age or older when 

they started to paint. Appendix J tabulates the ages of male and 

female painters in the developraenteil and established periods when they 

began to paint. While there is a wide range in all periods, h2 percent 

of all males and 37 percent of all females began to paint by the time 

they were twenty. Another 12 percent learned after they were forty 

years old or older. (Most of these older individuals learned in the 

later period.) There were few early painters who were over forty when 

they began. The majority of painters of both sexes and both time 

periods learned while in their twenties and thirties. In general, sand-

painters are a young population, which suggests that the craft has a 

long future. Sixty-four percent of the painters were 25 years of age 

or younger when they began to paint. These individuals have many years 

of productivity. 

For purposes of analyzing the reasons given by painters based 

on their age at the time they began to paint, age was divided into four 

categories. These categories were of approximately ten years duration 

each. The first ran from age eight (since no one under eight made and 

sold sandpaintings) to age eighteen. The second, the twenties, was 

extended by one year to include age 19, the year after completing high 

school. The third period was from age thirty to thirty-nine, while the 

fourth was anyone over forty. This last category, which contained indi

viduals who learned between the ages of forty and fifty-eight, was not 

further divided because it contained so few cases. 
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Table 13 contains a summary of the data on age groups and 

reasons for starting painting. As would be expected, it is not until 

painters are out of school, that economics dominates as the sole reason 

for painting. Prior to this, neophytes are concerned with having money 

or extra spending money, but it is not a necessity as it often is for 

older individuals. Social considerations are higher for this younger 

group primarily because they had to help their relatives, especially 

their parents, paint. (As would be expected 76 percent of painters 

under 18 were taught by parents or older siblings, while the figure 

falls to 3^ percent for those starting in their twenties.) Young 

painters are also starting because painting looked like it would be a 

pleasant way to spend an afternoon. This accounts for the higher per

centage of economic and aesthetic considerations in this age group. 

These new painters, upon completion of high school, either retained 

sandpainting as a productive hobby, while seeking other forms of employ

ment, or made sandpainting a full-time occupation. 

Men and women in their twenties and thirties when they began to 

paint gave very similar responses. Here economics is important, and, 

if supplementary reasons are given, they sire social considerations. For 

women these are the ages when they mentioned that they had to stay home 

with their children, or that they had to pay bills. This was when men 

mentioned that they were unemployed or laid off. Most men and women in 

their twenties and over, especially the males, had tried a few jobs with 

minimal success and then began to try painting. Starting because one 

had to help husbands or wives is also common at this age group, whereas 

it was mentioned only twice by individuals over 40. At this older age 
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Table 13. Reasons for starting by age of painter. 

Season for Age Group 
Starting 8-18 ? 19-29 % 30-39 % 5o+ ?T~ Total 

Economics only bo C+5.5) 65 (70.7) 31 (70.5) 21 (65.6) 157 

Social only ^ ( k.5) 3 ( 3.3) 1 ( 2.3) - 8 

Aesthetic only - - 1 ( 2.3) - 1 

Economic vand 
social 27 (30.7) 17 (18.5) 7 (15.9) 6 (18.8) 57 

Economic and 
other 16 (18.2) 7 ( 7.6) 3 ( 6.8) 5 (15.6) 31 

Social and other 1 ( 1.1) - 1 ( 2.3) - 2 

Total 88 (100) 92 (100) M+ (100) 32 (100) 256 
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level considerations like having to care for sheep and wanting to remain 

on the reservation replace other social considerations. Also it is 

these older individuals, primarily males, in the early period who are 

concerned with saving Navajo religion. 

Summary 

As Table l*f summarizes, there is a difference in motivations 

based on the developmental period of the craft, the sex, and age of the 

artisan. For example, an older male painter who began in the earliest 

period began for economic reasons and a desire to save Navajo religion, 

while a young female painter who began in the established period was 

more likely to begin because she wanted some extra spending money, 

needed to help her father paint or thought it would be a pleasant way 

to spend an afternoon. 

Anthropologists and art historians who study the founding and 

development of commercial art will most likely find the same kind of 

patterned changes based on these variables. We now know that the 

reasons given by the founder of a craft cire different from the reasons 

which are presented by the first group to take up that craft as it 

begins to spread; that is by those who must develop a market. These 

reasons in turn are different from those given by artisans who begin 

only after the craft is established in multiple markets. One can pre

dict that a desire to save a cultural tradition will be strongest among 

the founders and will be present to a minor degree in the developmental 

period but will be lost by the established period. Economic reasons 

will be more prevalent with time. Women will more likely have social 



Table 14. Summary of reasons for beginning to paint by sex and age of maker and developmental 
period. — Primary reason is underlined, supplementary reasons in small case. 

Time Period 
Developmental Period Established Period 

Age Men Women Men Women 

8-18 
yrs. 

19-29 
yrs. 

30-39 
yrs. 

over kO 
yrs. 

Economic: general 
need for money 
Social: help family 
aesthetic satisfaction 

Economic: unemployment 
or general need for 
money 
Artistic Satisfaction 

Economic: general need 
for money, 
unemployment 
save heritage 

Economic: need for 
money 
Save Heritage 
herding requirements 

Economic: general 
need for money 
Social: help 
family 
fun 

Economic: general 
need for money 
Social: help husband, 
have small child 

Economic: need for 
money, unemployment 

Social: help husband 
artistic satisfaction 
save heritage 

Economic: spending 
money 
artistic satisfaction 

Economic: spending 
money, save money 
for school 
Social: help 
family 
fun - hobby 

Economic: better 
money, general 
need for money, 
unemployment 
hobby 

Economic: need 
money or extra 
money, unemploy
ment 
hobby 
herding require
ments 

Economic: need for 
extra money, 
unemployment 
herding require
ments 

Economic: spending 
money, save money 
for school 
Social: help family 
Fun 

Economic: bills, 
general need for 
money 

Social: help husband, 
have small child, 
independence 

Economic: extra 
spending money, 
general need for 
money, unemployment 

Economic: general 
need for money 
herding requirements 
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reasons supplementing economic reasons for starting when the commercial 

art becomes less of a traditional craft or art form and becomes increas

ingly a way of earning a living. This is especially true if people are 

producing for souvenir or gift-home decorations markets. If there is a 

fine art market, considerations of aesthetic satisfaction will also be 

supplemental reasons for starting. 

From this one can also predict what will happen to Navajo sand-

painting in the future. The next generation of sandpainters should be 

primarily concerned with economic motivations. Children will still 

begin partly because they have to help their parents who are established 

painters or because they want some spending money. The idea of using 

sandpaintings as a savings account for college may increase as more 

Navajo aspire to higher levels of education. Adults will continue to 

begin because they are unemployed or remain in unskilled occupational 

levels. However, more young painters or those in their early twenties 

will learn partly because of aesthetic satisfaction, and there may be 

a revival movement since several painters currently producing for the 

fine art-reproduction market are now in their late fifties and sixties 

and new ones will be needed to fill the void when they cease production. 



CHAPTER 11 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS OF NAVAJO 
SANDPAINTERS AND THEIR RELATIONSHIP 

TO REASONS FOR STARTING 

Like the factors discussed in the last chapter, socio-economic 

characteristics may have a bearing on reasons why one begins to paint. 

Specifically I will consider level of education, level of employment 

when individuals began to paint, previous art experience and training, 

and religious affiliation, controlling for the developmental period of 

the craft. Also, I will show that there are no special demographic 

characteristics which make commercial sandpainters stand out as a unique 

group. In addition, there is nothing unique about the location for the 

founding and spread of the craft. Sheep Springs is a fairly typical 

community. Although there was more likelihood that the craft would 

start to spread on the eastern half of the reservation because of the 

marketing distribution of Indian arts and crafts (see Chapter 12), 

longer and more intense contact with Anglos (see Chapter **), and a main 

north-south transportation route, it was pure historical accident that 

Sheep Springs was the initial community. It was suggested in interviews 

that there were more Navajo singers in this area earlier in the century 

than in any other area of the reservation, but there was no way to test 

this. Certainly, contemporary sandpainters are not closely related to 

singers. If there had been a different founder from another natal 

367 
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community, there is every likelihood that sandpainting would have 

centered in that community instead. 

Education and Knowledge of English 

Navajo commercial sandpainters appear to be keeping pace with 

the trend among Navajos toward increased familiarity with Anglo life 

styles and higher levels of formalized education. All but three of the 

oldest sandpainters spoke excellent English. Several sandpainters, 

those who had been sent to BIA or church schools away from the reserva

tion, could speak little Navajo anymore. 

Levels of education for all sandpainters measured as of 1970 

were slightly higher than the average for the Navajo tribe as a whole 

(U.S. Bureau of Census 1973:Table 11) (see Table 15)• The median number 

of years of education for sandpainters, though, is the same as for all 

Navajo; it is very low, five years, reflecting a generally low educa

tional attainment. So, while more sandpainters have graduated from 

high school than have the general Navajo population, they still do not 

have the formal academic credentials or skills necessary to compete for 

high paying jobs. 

The fact that sandpainters Eire a rather youthful population 

(68 percent were under 25 years of age in 1970) has implications for 

their educational attainment level. It is likely that many will gradu

ate from high school, a trend of educational advancement found for all 

Navajo (U.S. Bureau of Census 1973*Table 12). Navajo sandpainters under 

25 years of age in 1970 had completed more years of formal education 

than older painters (see Appendix J). Eliminating those who had not 

yet finished their education in 1977-1978, 76 percent of the remaining 
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Table 15. Education of Navajo sandpainters compared to results from 
1970 U.S. Census, for those 25 years of age and older in 
1970. 

Educational Sandpainters Navajos in U.S. Census* 
Level No. % No. % 

No school 6 (12.8) 12,5^9 (38.0) 

1 to b years Ik (29.8) 3,532 (10.7) 

5 to 7 years 6 (12.8) (1^.2) 

8 years 2 ( b.2) 2,330 ( 7.1) 

9 to 11 years 6 (12.8) 3,687 (11.2) 

12 years 12 (25.5) ^,576 (13.9) 

13 to 16 years - 1,299 ( 3.9) 

17 or more years 1 ( 2.1) 325 ( 1.0) 

Totals b7 (100) 32,982 (100) 

Mediam 5 years 5.3 years 

High school graduates 27.< % 18.8# 

•Information from U.S. Bureau of Census 1973sTable 11 
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young men and 66 percent of the young women were high school graduates. 

This is a significant increase in educational level. Younger painters 

should have a better opportunity to compete for jobs than older 

painters. When they do choose sandpainting as an occupation, it should 

be because of the craft's relative economic advantage or social 

reasons, rather than because they are qualified only for manual labor. 

Few Navajo sandpainters in any age category have formal training 

in skilled occupations. Only two young men had any formal art training. 

Another man had special training as a welder, and one had attended a 

special law program; one woman graduated from college with a degree in 

social work, and another attended a business college. Most of these 

individuals began sandpainting as a paying hobby, as a way to pick up 

extra cash while relaxing, or for aesthetic reasons, rather than because 

of economic necessity. 

Unexpectedly, the early painters, those who started to paint 

before 1969$ were more educated than the painters who began to paint 

after 1970. This is true for all age groups as well; that is, early 

painters who were 25 years of age or under in 1970 were more educated 

than those in the same age group who began to paint after 1970. (The 

numbers, though, are so small that it is not clear whether this differ

ence is significant.) This coincides with the finding discussed below 

that later painters were more often unemployed than early painters. 

About equal numbers of men and women went to school off-

reservation. Most sandpainters spent at least one year off-reservation 

while in school, although many of the youngest painters can now attend 

secondary school closer to home. All of the painters over 25 years of 
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age who graduated from high school went off-reservation for their edu

cation. Sandpainters are not the most conservative or the most isolated 

Navajos. They must deal with Anglos when they sell, and, as will be 

seen in Chapter 12, they must sell off-reservation. There is almost no 

on-reservation market. Painters with more education spent time in the 

Anglo world, coming into contact with Anglo tastes and values. Also, 

many of the younger painters who began before 1970 are the children of 

the earliest painters. (In three out of four cases, the parents were 

living off-reservation while the father demonstrated sandpainting tech

niques.) Their children grew up in groups where education was valued, 

and they knew the tastes of Anglo customers from first-hand experience. 

Level of educational attainment had no influence on the types 

of reasons given for making sandpaintings. Dividing educational attain

ment into three levels (0 to 8 years, 9 to 11 years, and 12 or more 

years) had little effect on whether an individual gave only economic 

reasons for starting, economic and social reasons, or economic and all 

other reasons. This was also true when the developmental period of the 

craft was added as another variable. 

Occupation 

Economic motivations were given more often than any other for 

beginning to paint, and one would expect that occupational histories of 

painters should reflect this. As Appendix J shows, there was ample 

reason for economic motivations: most Navajos were unemployed or under

employed when they began to paint. 

For early painters (those who began to paint before 1970) only 

M+ percent of the men and 19 percent of the women were engaged in income 
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producing occupations when they began to paint. This figure decreases 

even further in the later period. Only 51 percent of the later male 

painters and 15 percent of the female painters were employed when they 

began to paint. Overall, only one quarter of all sandpainters held jobs 

some time during the year they began to paint. Eliminating those 

youngsters who were not in the labor force but in school when they 

began to paint raised this figure, of course. However, only 36 percent 

of all sandpainters in the labor force were employed. For economic 

reasons alone, the majority of painters needed sandpainting as an occu

pation. And this situation has not been alleviated with time, but 

appears to have become worse. Sandpainting is used as an escape from 

unemployment even more after 1970 than between I960 and 1970, probably 

because it had by then become an accepted economic alternative. 

The unemployment rate among sandpainters appears to be roughly 

the same as that for Navajos in general. In the 1970 census, 68 percent 

of all Navajos 16 years and older were either unemployed or not in the 

labor force (U.S. Bureau of Census 1973sTable 13). Callaway, Levy and 

Henderson (1976:31) found an unemployment rate for male heads of house

holds as high as U8 percent in their rural control samples. They con

cluded that a total rate of at least 60 percent would not be 

unreasonable for all Navajos who would work if jobs were available. 

Most sandpainters took up the craft as an alternative to unemployment, 

rather than as an alternative to another occupation. 

Those who were employed before they began to paint generally 

had very low paying jobs, overwhelmingly common labor and semi-skilled 

occupations. Only eight held skilled jobs. (Although others had been 



trained for more skilled jobs, they were unemployed or had been laid off 

at the time they began to paint.) Nineteen people also raised sheep, 

but none had large enough herds to be totally self-sufficient. Again 

this reflects the common pattern of underemployment described in Chapter 

k. It is unusual only in that none of the sandpainters were employed 

by the Federal Government (a large employer on-reservation), and only 

five individuals were employed by the tribal government in semi-skilled 

levels in the Forestry Department. One can speculate that those indi

viduals who held bureaucratic jobs do not need the money, and therefore, 

they do not make sandpaintings. Even though roughly 36 percent of the 

sandpainters were employed when they began to work at the craft, most 

were in low paying or temporary jobs. Very few made less from sand-

painting their first year than in their previous or current jobs. 

Beginning to produce sandpaintings appeared to be a viable economic 

alternative and made a great deal of sense. 

Whether one was unemployed or employed made little difference in 

the general categories of reasons given for beginning to make sandpaint

ings. Individuals who were employed did mention the importance of 

having a hobby and a concern with saving Navajo religion more than did 

those who were unemployed. Housewives (defined as unemployed) were also 

concerned with social considerations, such as caring for small children 

and wanting extra spending money for the household. Spending money or 

a job which made more money was also important to those who were em

ployed. A real difference came with those who were still in school when 

they began to paint as mentioned in the last chapter. There was less 

concern with having a job. Instead there was more concern with spending 



money, helping parents, and filling leisure time in a fun way. It is 

after individuals enter the labor force and take up sandpainting that 

unemployment or inability to secure jobs which adequately supply mone

tary needs becomes of central importance. 

Previous Art Work 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, income from the sale of arts and 

crafts, while declining in overall importance after World War II, never

theless constitutes an important source of cash for many families. It 

provides an important economic advantage, especially for purchasing 

capital goods. Few sandpainters (only 8 percent) had previously pro

duced and sold craft items before they began to paint. (These included 

silversmithing, oil painting, pottery, weaving, and producing cedar 

beads.) Only three were producing crafts at the time they began to 

paint, and six others had just ceased. Four learned other crafts later 

and produced these goods for sale while continuing to follow their main 

occupation, sandpainting. Four oil painters (one of whom also works in 

silver) and one weaver continued to produce their original crafts along 

with sandpainting. Sandpainters were adding a new strategy to their 

mixed economic base rather than replacing one craft with another. 

Sandpainters who had previously been artists did not fall into 

any one age or sex group. Fourteen women and nine men had been 

artists; most women were weavers or made cedar beads, and the men pro

duced oil paintings, watercolors, and silver. Sex typing of crafts is 

evident, as is the change in emphasis of the types of crafts made on 

the reservation. The women who were over ^0 when they began to make 
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sandpaintings had been weavers. None of the younger female painters 

knew how to weave, although one later learned how to make sashes. The 

younger women made cedar beads or beaded hair pins. All of these were 

from the Tuba City and Aneth areas. The oil painters were of both age 

groups; two were older established painters, five were young men. The 

same split is evident for silversmiths, one of whom was a woman. This 

suggests that female-typed crafts are changing more rapidly than crafts 

which are made usually by males. This may indicate that there will be 

a decline in the number of young weavers in the future. Very few men 

are weaving, but more women are attempting silver jewelry and oil paint

ing. Again, the lack of sex-typing in sandpainting suggests that it is 

currently a unique craft but it may represent a trend for the future. 

It will probably be the younger crafts that break away from the stereo

type of "male" or "female" activity. Crafts which subsequently develop 

will probably not be as sex-typed as those developed in the past, espe

cially if they prove to be as profitable as sandpainting. 

Religious Affiliation 

Whether a person still believes in traditional Navajo religion 

affects how he or she feels about a sacred and commercial sandpainting, 

surd his or her reason(s) for starting. ("Tradition" is defined as 

adherence to Navajo beliefs and attendance at Navajo curing ceremonies.) 

Painters were asked their current religious affiliation and whether 

this was adhered to before or after they began to paint. They were also 

asked for their attendance and participation at traditional ceremonies, 

and whether they had close relatives who were singers. Appendix J 
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shows the religious affiliation of commercial sandpainters when they 

began to paint. Frequently (18 percent), informants reported that they 

were affiliated with two religions, for example combinations of tradi

tional and Christian, or traditional and Native American Church (NAC). 

Forty percent stated that they adhere to the traditional religion alone 

or in combination with another affiliation. Early painters were, how

ever, more "traditional" than painters who started after 1970 (Table 

16). (And, it will be remembered, the founder and innovator was a 

singer.) This coincides with the stated reasons for starting and the 

types of paintings produced: early painters made more reproductions 

and were more likely to feel that they were saving Navajo heritage 

rather than making inexpensive pictures for tourists. No one who did 

not believe at least partly in traditional ways saw ethnic heritage as 

a reason for making sandpaintings. 

The majority of sandpainters do not identify themselves as dedi

cated to and participating in traditional religious practices, espe

cially those who began to paint after 1970. Most sandpainters became 

Christians or belonged to the Native American Church before beginning 

to paint. Conversion is primarily to fundamentalist sects. Half of 

all sandpainters felt that they were solely Christian. Several of these 

individuals who were fundamentalists were vehemently opposed to Navajo 

traditional beliefs, and were offended when asked if they attended 

curing ceremonies. They called Navajo beliefs superstitions. These 

individuals knew that the art they produced was derived from a re

ligious prototype but felt that the old gods were "dead." They had no 

affinity for the figures they produced on the particle board. They 
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Table 16. Summary of religious affiliation for commercial sandpainters 
by starting date. 

Religious Date When Began 
Affiliation* 1962-69 % 1970-78 % Totals % 

Traditional 17 ('-+2.5) 28 (18.5) (23.6) 

Christian IK (35.0) 81 (53.6) 95 (̂ 9.7) 

NAC - 17 (11.3) 17 ( 8.9) 

Combination 9 (22.5) 25 (16.6) 34 (17.8) 

Totals 0̂ (100) 151 (100) 191 (100) 

*2 = 15.12; df = 3; P = .01 

*No religion -
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definitely did not begin painting to save Navajo religion. They saw it 

as a purely economic enterprise. 

Thirty-two percent of the early painters and **0 percent of the 

later painters were extreme anti-traditionalists. Fundamentalist 

Christians were the most vehement, as was expected (see Chapter 4), 

Denial of Navajo beliefs and practices is common, since conversion to 

fundamentalist sects requires repudiation of previous beliefs and prac

tices. For these individuals, there was never any problem making sand-

paintings. They were not something that should remain holy. There was 

no need to separate them from profane or mundane objects or activities 

(see Chapter 7). 

Other sandpainters were more tolerant. While professing a basic 

Christian orientation, they were either indifferent to traditional 

beliefs or tried to combine the two systems. Some felt that the various 

Christian, Native American Church, and traditional systems of belief 

were not mutually exclusive but expressed different types of power and 

knowledge. What one believed was an individual decision. 

Commercial sandpainters are as heterogeneous in their religious 

affiliations as are other Navajos. For example, in the Lake Powell 

region between 25 and 50 percent of Navajo respondents were affiliated 

with a Christian church (Callaway, Levy and Henderson 1976:Table 9). 

Aberle (1966:97) found that 9^ percent of his sample in Mexican Springs 

identified themselves as Christian but half would still use Navajo 

curing practices if necessary. In Sheep Springs, members of ^1 out of 

78 residential groups attend Navajo curing ceremonies and adhere to 
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traditional beliefs, while 23 belong to the Native American Chuch, and 

13 attend the fundamentalist church (Lamphere 1977s28-29)• 

Another measure of religious behavior was attendance at a Navajo 

curing ceremony in the last year or so. Only 10 percent of sandpainters 

interviewed had attended a curing ceremony within the year. One woman 

and seven men had helped construct the sacred sandpaintings, others had 

watched. Several more sandpainters had attended ceremonies earlier in 

their lives, but not during the last ten or fifteen years. Seven men 

had attended ceremonies in the past and helped to construct the sand-

paintings, but had not attended a sing since they had converted to 

fundamentalist or other Christian denominations. Some of the young 

adults remember attending ceremonies as youngsters but stated that they 

could not recall anything about it. In fact, most sandpainters, espe

cially the younger ones, mentioned that, while they had been to squaw 

dances, they had never seen a sandpainting in a curing ceremony. Even 

fewer respondents have been patients at sings. Five older and one 

younger woman had kinaaldas, girl's puberty ceremonies. One other woman 

was once the patient at a curing ceremony, while a young man had been 

part of an exorcistic ceremony to combat witchcraft, but no sandpainting 

was made. One family (a man and two women) stated that they have held 

a number of Blessingways and all have been patients at one time or an

other. Finally, three sandpainters are singers or apprentices, and one 

is an ex-singer, so they have all been patients. 

Other than these four singers, few commercial sandpainters had 

extensive ceremonial knowledge. In Navajo society only singers, their 

spouses, children, and apprentices generally know the intricacies of 
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Navajo ceremonialism. Almost no commercial sandpainters had close 

relatives who were singers. Two men had begun to learn chants in their 

teens but had stopped when their fathers died. One had not been to a 

curing ceremony since. Therefore, few commercial sandpainters had 

first-hand knowledge about sacred sandpaintings. This has implications 

for the art form, for it means that sandpainters will have to rely on 

published sources of drypaintings for their motifs, since few have 

actual ceremonial knowledge. 

There was a basic dichotomy between those with and those without 

some traditional affiliation in reasons given for starting to make sand-

paintings. Those without traditional affiliations were much more 

likely to give only an economic reason than were traditionalists. Tra

ditionalists were more often likely to combine economic motivations with 

social, aesthetic, or ethnic heritage considerations. Much of this 

comes from the fact alluded to earlier that only traditionalists men

tioned a desire to save Navajo religion, educate Anglos about Navajo 

ways, and the like. Fundamentalist Christians saw sandpaintings as an 

economic activity designed to make money and, if social considerations 

were present, as a means to help relatives. Those with traditionalist 

orientations were also more likely to have reasons such as having to 

stay home and tend sheep, or that painting was a gift of Mother Earth. 

Conclusion 

Returning to an idea advanced by other scholars (noted in Chap

ter 2), namely that commercialization of sacred objects is caused by 

secularization of the native religion, we can see that there is little 
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support for this idea. The innovator was staunchly traditionalist, if 

unorthodox, and commercialized sandpaintings in order to keep Navajo 

religion from dying, not because it had previously become meaningless. 

Also while most sandpainters are Christians, they are not more Chris

tianized than the rest of the Navajo population. Forty percent are 

still traditionalists. That is, sandpainters are not representative 

only of those who no lonter believe in traditional religion. In fact, 

sandpainters are fairly average in terms of basic demographic charac

teristics. They are not a unique population of Navajos, except that 

they have chosen Navajo sandpainting as an economic alternative, just 

as other Navajos have chosen weaving or silversmithing. To reverse the 

argument, Navajo religion is not being secularized and is not in danger 

of dying out because commercial sandpaintings are made. Modification 

of sandpaintings has not led to collapse of the religious and commercial 

art forms but to the successful adaptation of both. Thus, it is not 

just forms which are peripheral to the religious system which can be 

successfully commercialized. 

The central reason for the commercialization of sandpaintings 

is very evident. This is economic necessity, and there was ample justi

fication for this feeling. Most sandpainters were either unemployed or 

underemployed when they began painting. Coupled with a lack of formal

ized education, it is obvious that painters, having few economic 

opportunities on the reservation, would opt for a new opportunity of 

craft production. They were adding to the flexibility of their economic 

base, rather than displacing one craft with another. Craft production, 

an accepted avenue of supplementary income, was being extended and 
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tapped by a group of people who had not previously used this method. 

This dire situation of poverty became worse over time, so that the in

crease in solely economic motivations after 1970 makes sense, especially 

when coupled with the finding that slightly more sandpainters who 

started after that date were Christians. Lost was the reasoning that 

one should make sandpaintings to save Navajo religion, while starting 

because of economic necessity was seen clearly with fewer supplementary 

reasons. Also, the contention that native art is commercialized in 

situations of poverty is given support. 



CHAPTER 12 

THE MANUFACTURE AND MARKETING OF COMMERCIAL 
SANDPAINTINGS 

Sandpainting is first and foremost an economic pursuit and is 

so considered by all except a handful of commercial sandpainters. This 

economic aspect of commercial sandpainting is a new dimension of Navajo 

sandpaintings. Unlike commercial sandpaintings, sacred sandpaintings 

were not sold or traded to outsiders. Permanent sandpaintings have 

shifted from a religious sphere to the economic part of Navajo life and 

have entered the category of marketable ethnic crafts. Sandpaintings 

now function: (l) as part of the Navajo economic system as a cottage 

industry; (2) as a basic or supplementary source of income for house

holds; and (3) as part of the international market in luxury items, 

specifically as a handcrafted item and as ethnic art. They are partly 

a response by the Navajo to a market economy situation where they found 

they had little to give besides raw materials, unskilled labor, and 

ethnic art. 

This chapter will provide a provisional analysis of how commer

cial sandpaintings are marketed. The first topic to be discussed will 

be the structure and growth of this market, including a description of 

how sandpaintings are marketed. It will be shown that flexibility is a 

key, for just as Navajo households try to have multiple sources of 

income, Navajo sandpainters try to sell whenever and wherever they can. 

383 
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They utilize all available direct and indirect outlets. No one relies 

solely on any single source because the market in Indian arts and crafts 

is too variable and sporadic. 

The historical development and spread of the general market will 

be analyzed, as will the development of three submarkets — tourist art 

and souvenirs, gifts and home decorations, fine art and reproductions of 

sacred sandpaintings. The development of these submarkets has had an 

effect on the overall success of the art as well as an influence on the 

number of new sandpainters. Each submarket will be described in terms 

of size of paintings, price range, types of paintings (including sub

ject matter), number of individuals and households who specialize in 

each, and where and how the products are marketed. The boundaries of 

each submarket sire arbitrarily drawn, for they grade into each other. 

Second, the marketing influences on commercial sandpaintings 

will be described. Sandpainters and middlemen have attempted to make 

commercial sandpaintings a very saleable item and, in the process, have 

produced many artistic changes, some general and others designed to meet 

the demands of specific submarkets. Several of these changes, including 

standardization of sizes, individual recognition of artists, color and 

subject matter modifications, and craftsmanship will be discussed. 

Many coincide with changes noted in Chapter 7 and make sandpaintings 

more marketable, while simultaneously altering them so they will not 

call the Holy People. The problem of why sandpaintings have not become 

collectable art objects will also be discussed* 

Third, the cost of making sandpaintings, the price structure, 

factors which influence price, and the amount of income derived from 



385 

painting will be analyzed. While data on this subject are incomplete, 

I will show that sandpainters make a fair amount of money from sand-

painting, enough to insure that even should prices continue to remain 

stable, as they have since the craft was founded, painters will still 

make enough to continue painting. Even though few are earning a profit, 

most will continue to paint because there are few economic alternatives 

and the returns are higher than for established crafts such as weaving. 

Materials are inexpensive and little capital is needed to begin and con

tinue production. This is important for people with little surplus 

cash. Commercial sandpainters are able to earn a good deal of money 

from their craft even though the market is flexible and the price 

structure is highly controlled. 

Structure and Growth of the Market 

Methods of Marketing 

Arts and crafts in Anglo-American society are marketed through 

a number of indirect outlets (which involve a middleman so that the 

artist does not sell his or her product to the customer but utilizes 

one or more intervening institutions) and direct outlets (where the 

artisan sells his or her product to the customer without relying on 

intervening individuals). Navajo commercial sandpainters have from 

the earliest days of the craft also used both direct and indirect 

methods of selling, although indirect methods are (and have always been) 

more common. No one relies solely on direct sales or on only one in

direct outlet. Unlike Anglo artisans who often have an exclusive 

selling arrangement with a shop, Navajo sandpainters see such a contract 
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as too confining. Although only a limited number of major wholesalers 

purchase a large percentage of the commercial sandpaintings, no sand-

painter wants to put himself completely under their control. 

Almost all painters, especially those who started after 1970, 

began by trying to market their goods through retail outlets. The 

earliest painters had to find stores willing to give the art form a 

try and who would help to create multiple markets. Stevens, for example, 

began to sell directly to onlookers while he demonstrated at art shows 

and museums, and indirectly when he worked for the Atkinson Trading 

Company. Many painters went from shop to shop in border towns and 

nearby cities in the 1960s, establishing marketing contacts with owners 

of Indian arts and crafts stores. Painters who began after 1970 took 

advantage of these contacts by selling to those stores which had given 

the most support to their models and teachers. These stores, located 

in Farmington, Gallup, Cortez, and Shiprock, continue to find commis

sions for the best painters. 

Later these painters tried other types of stores, so that today 

sandpaintings are sold in almost every type of retail establishment in 

the Southwest — from Indian arts and crafts stores to auto parts shops. 

The types of stores chosen catered basically to the three major sub-

markets. Painters who produced primarily for the souvenir market headed 

for the curio shops which specialized in nicknacks and souvenirs de

signed to attract tourists. These were located along major highways 

(such as Interstate *+0) and at resorts. While curio shops occasionally 

sold quality items, they tended to market inexpensive Indian crafts, 

tourist trinkets, and imitations made in foreign countries. The 
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paintings brought to these outlets were small (generally under $20.00 

retail), production line items rather than one-of-a-kind articles. 

Eccentric shapes are becoming common — sandpaintings are made on cattle 

scapulae, sandstone slabs, or in wooden bowls. Dealers in other types 

of stores are not pushing these developments, in fact, many object to 

the direction these curio shops are taking. 

Painters selling tourist art would alsc\ sell to restaurant and 

motel gift shops, and if the shapes of the paintings were unusual, to 

generalized gift shops. (All of these outlets carry handcrafted items 

by Anglos as well as manufactured merchandise.) These stores, however, 

along with department stores are still small outlets for sandpainters. 

Most of these generalized stores purchase their sandpaintings through 

wholesalers. Also, stores of this type which are far away from the 

reservation are likely to carry sandpaintings made by Anglo- or Mexican-

American artisans. (No Anglo artists who live near the reservation and 

work in sand sell to stores in that area.) Most Navajo sandpainters 

who produce for the tourist or the gift-home decoration market will 

take a few sandpaintings into almost every store they enter on selling 

trips. 

The most important outlets for makers of gift-home decoration 

paintings and fine art-reproductions of ceremonial sandpaintings are 

Indian arts and crafts stores, as one would expect. These stores spe

cialize in art and handcrafted items made by Native Americans, and 

while they are found all over the country they are especially numerous 

in the Southwest. The major wholesalers of sandpaintings of all kinds 

sure the owners of Indian arts and crafts stores located east of the 
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Navajo reservation. Inventories in these shops range from five or ten 

paintings to several thousand. These are the institutions which have 

had the greatest impact on the stylistic development of Navajo sand-

paintings. 

Museum gift shops and art galleries, the latter presenting and 

marketing one-of-a-kind works of art (usually on a consignment basis) 

rarely sell Navajo sandpaintings. When they do, they usually sell 

paintings falling into the fine art-reproduction category. This is 

partly because, as we will see later, there is a debate over whether 

commercial sandpaintings are art. Only one painter, Eugene Joe, who 

works in abstracts and still lifes and not in the sandpainting tradi

tion, has regularly had his works shown in galleries in the late 1970s. 

Occasional paintings by other artists, such as James Joe, or members of 

the Stevens, Ben, and Miller families, are seen in galleries. Another 

reason is that few galleries specialize in Indian art, and when they do, 

they promote only exceptional artists with proven reputations. These 

galleries have long-term agreements with artists, and as was mentioned 

earlier, Navajo sandpainters do not feel they can tie themselves down 

with an exclusive contract. In general, galleries are very minor out

lets for commercial sandpainters and one which only those who produce 

for the most expensive submarket are striving to tap. 

One potential marketing institution was used less by Navajo 

sandpainters than had been expected. This was the trading post, the 

frontier-era retail establishments where the Navajo traded sheep, wool, 

blankets and silver jewelry for manufactured goods and food stuffs. 

Less than 5 percent of the over 10,000 sandpaintings recorded in this 



389 

study were seen in trading posts. Most trading posts, including those 

which still purchase rugs and silver, do not carry and do not purchase 

sandpaintings. The only ones which do are on main highways with heavy 

Anglo traffic, reflecting the tourist market for sandpaintings. Thus 

Navajo Mountain trading post does not carry sandpaintings, while 

Hubbell's trading post does. This makes good economic sense because a 

sandpainting, a commodity with a small margin of profit per item com

pared to a rug, requires traffic flow. Those trading posts which do 

carry a few purchase them from off-reservation wholesalers rather than 

from the painters themselves. 

Sandpainters, therefore, did not follow the practice of silver

smiths and weavers in selling to the trading posts nearest their homes. 

This means that geographical proximity in terms of selling to the 

nearest possible outlet is not a factor in the marketing of sandpaint

ings, partly reflecting the fact that sandpainting developed after 

transportation and roads had greatly improved. Sandpainters must travel 

approximately ^0 to 50 miles in order to sell the bulk of their paint

ings. Navajo sandpainters do not have the same personal ties to the 

local trader as did weavers and silversmiths and do not have credit 

extended for their work. All sandpaintings are sold for cash. 

For weavers and silversmiths the trader often served as jobber 

and wholesaler to off-reservation merchants. The opposite is now the 

case with sandpainting and represents a major change in the marketing 

system for Navajo crafts. This shift is partly the responsibility of 

the traders themselves. Early painters mentioned that they tried to 

sell sandpaintings to traders who refused to buy them, and painters 
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quickly learned that (with two exceptions) their-market was elsewhere*, 

Today only a few occasionally stop at a trading post when delivering 

an order to their regular customers. 

For these reasons commercial sandpainters never came under the 

influence of the credit system. The earliest wholesalers and Anglo 

promoters of sandpaintings were all in off-reservation towns east and 

south of the reservation. On-reservation interest in the art form came 

only from the manager of the Navajo Arts and Crafts Guild in Window 

Rock, a trader in Shiprock who became an early promoter, and later a 

trader in Tuba City. Therefore traders have had little influence on 

the stylistic and economic development of commercial sandpaintings un

like the owners of specialized Indian craft shops and curio shops. 

This change may signal the direction of the future pattern for 

other crafts besides sandpaintings. Navajo weavers and silversmiths 

may soon become freer of trader influence. As the nature of trading 

changes on the reservation, as Navajos acquire trucks and automobiles, 

as the roads improve, outlets away from the reservation become more 

accessible. Selling in a border town offers the opportunity to sell in 

a number of outlets and receive a better price. To travel to different 

trading posts and search for the best market would require a great 

expenditure of time and money. Only when the artisan does not have 

enough raw materials and needs to borrow them on credit will the trader 

continue to be a prime influence. This will be important only for the 

poorest artisans, not for makers of crafts like sandpaintings which do 

not require a large capital purchase for raw materials. I suggest that, 
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in the future, traders will play smaller roles as cultural and economic 

brokers for Navajo airtisans. 

There is a trend for direct selling to become more common as the 

painter becomes established, especially if he or she is producing for 

the fine art-reproduction market or the gift-home decoration market. 

Many painters said that after a few years of relying only on indirect 

methods of marketing, they preferred to sell directly to the customers 

because they felt they were being exploited. Their remarks showed that 

they either did not understand the marketing structure of the arts and 

crafts industry, were fuzzy about the role of the middleman, or resented 

the fact that wholesalers and retailers doubled or tripled the price of 

their paintings. Painters thought they were being cheated, especially 

those who were being offered less for their paintings than they had been 

in the late 1960s or early 1970s. Most painters did not realize that 

the merchant takes risks, provides valuable services, and expects a 

profit for his efforts. Like American artisans (Holz 1977sl6l) painters 

felt that storeowners were "ripping them off," that is, they were making 

more than the value of their services. Thinking they were being ex

ploited, they began to take their wares directly to the public. 

Producers for each submarket have distinct yet overlapping 

methods of direct sales. Makers of gifts and home decoration paintings 

take their wares to hospitals and schools on the reservation or in 

border towns. This is a common practice. Hopi kachina doll carvers, 

potters, and basketmakers, Navajo weavers, and Ute basketmakers also 

sell their goods in these Anglo-run institutions. Doctors and nurses 

especially like to buy commercial sandpaintings because they connect the 
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curing symbolism in the paintings with their own professions. A pro

ducer can stop at these institutions en route to retail outlets and sell 

a few paintings, especially before Christmas. 

Another direct outlet for a few painters are roadside stands at 

the Four Corners Monument and along Highway 89 between Flagstaff and 

Page. This strategy is, however, mainly feasible in the summer "tourist 

season," and even then must be suspended when the rains arrive. Unlike 

juniper bead necklaces, sandpaintings can be ruined if they get wet. 

Because in this method one sells strictly to tourists, only small 

souvenir paintings and the lower price range of gift-home decoration 

paintings are marketed. Many people who now use this method of market

ing earlier made cedar bead necklaces and glass bead hair pins which 

they sold at roadside stands before switching to sandpaintings. 

Painters who sell full reproductions and abstract art in sand 

are more likely to use direct methods of marketing their paintings than 

are those who produce for the other two markets. V/ell-known painters 

are sought out in their own homes. They either have a special room 

erected or display the paintings in their main living area, where cus

tomers purchase already completed paintings or place orders. The more 

elaborate compositions are purchased in this way. This method is common 

only in communities with a large Anglo population, such as Chinle, 

Farmington, Fort Defiance, or Shiprock. One painter even moved to 

Carefree (outside Phoenix) because there were more potential customers 

there than in his natal community of Sheep Springs. 

Well-known artists also receive requests for paintings by tele

phone or mail. These are individual commissions. No painter has a 
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genuine mail order business, although several now have catalogs or port

folios of their work which they take with them to arts and crafts shows. 

Theoretically, a painter fulfills the order and ships or mails the com

pleted painting to the customer. Several artisans are wary of this 

method, though, and will not do it unless they have dealt with the buyer 

previously, because they have mailed paintings and then were never paid. 

Most do not know what kind of legal action to take if this happens. The 

opposite has also occurred; a painter has been paid and then never com

pleted the paintings. Another problem is that painters are often con

tacted by interested potential customers but never respond to initial 

inquiries. Mail orders will never be an important outlet for souvenir 

paintings because it would cost too much to mail them. This will prob

ably not be a useful method for expanding the total market. 

Finally the most common direct sales method is participation in 

arts and crafts shows where the artist has a booth. Here the artisan 

displays paintings, often demonstrating at the same time. Besides 

sponsored Indian arts and crafts shows, painters sell and demonstrate 

in craft fairs, shopping malls, state and country fairs, department 

stores, Indian run fairs, annual powwows, and flea markets. While ex

pensive for the painter, this method does have the advantage of concen

trating a large number of potential customers in one place. A 

disadvantage is that painters have to compete with other types of arts 

and crafts and with established Anglo retailers. Another advantage of 

a demonstration is that it captivates people and shows the stylistic 

origin of the art form. Demonstrations are done mainly by those 

painters who began before 1970 and by their offspring. 
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Direct sales methods will increase with time as more people be

come dissatisfied with retailers. It will always remain of secondary 

importance, however, when compared to indirect outlets because many 

painters work primarily when they need cash for a bill or money to feed 

their children. In these cases, they cannot afford to take the time 

and effort to market their wares. Painters who produce more regularly 

will still try to expand their direct market. Many of them now make a 

yearly trip to southern Arizona or California, where they sell to stores 

which cater to winter tourists, or they participate in arts and crafts 

shows. In summer a few families head for Colorado and take advantage 

of the summer tourists. 

Rarely do tourists, or wholesalers for that matter, come to the 

home of the painter. Since Navajo homes are still relatively inacces

sible and scattered, this is a pattern which is not likely to change. 

Only the well-known who live in towns can attract a clientele to their 

homes. All Navajo sandpainters try to be flexible in their marketing 

patterns and sell whenever and wherever they can. More ingenious 

methods of selling can be expected in the future. 

Selling Arrangements 

There are four basic arrangements by which art is marketed in 

the United States through retail establishments: auction, consignment, 

guaranteed sale, and outright purchase. Commercial sandpaintings have 

not been sold at a major auction to date, although it is possible that 

sometime in the future they will be. Nor are sandnaintings sold on 

consignment (when the artist leaves an item in a shop but does not 
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receive payment until after it has been sold) or as a guaranteed sale 

(when the retailer pays for the work outright but has a contractual 

arrangement with the artist to accept back any unsold articles and give 

the shop credit toward new items). All sales by Navajo sandpainters to 

stores are made as outright purchases. This means that the store buys 

the sandpainting from its supplier at reduced prices, adds a selling 

cost and profit, and arrives at a retail price. The store then owns 

the item and the painter has no say in how it is displayed or marketed. 

In fact, most sandpainters had no idea what happened to their paintings 

after they were sold, nor did they care for the most part. For the 

artisan, the painting has ceased to exist. 

Sandpaintings are not pawned as rugs and jewelry were earlier 

in the century. There are two reasons for this: first, sandpaintings 

are generally not worth enough to be used as collateral; and second^ 

the institution of pawn is no longer allowed on the reservation and is 

so highly regulated that most traders in border towns do not want to 

bother with it. Sandpainters will, however, occasionally trade their 

finished paintings for services (e.g., in exchange for automobile re

pairs) or for new raw materials like turquoise, which is often scarce. 

Thus while some informal exchange exists, the vast majority of paintings 

sire sold for a cash payment in a market place at a fixed price. 

Painters do not barter with their customers. The painter is paid upon 

delivery of a single painting or group regardless of whether or not the 

paintings are ever sold. 

There is no statistically significant correlation between how 

a store acquired sandpaintings and the type of submarket or type of 
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store. Most stores acquire their paintings either directly from the 

painter or through a middleman such as a wholesaler. Commissioned 

paintings are very rare (less than k percent). They are either special 

complex paintings sold in the quality Indian arts and crafts stores or 

advertising signs produced for other establishments. Commissions are 

rare partly because they raise the price of the painting. Wholesaling 

to retail Indian arts and crafts shops is more common than to curio 

shops or those of mixed quality because the latter buy in bulk for dis

tribution to their branch stores. Distance from the reservation and 

the feeling by storeowners that the best sandpainters live in Sheep 

Springs and Shiprock and that "local" painters are not as good artisans 

are also relevant factors. While many painters sell directly to the 

curio shops which ring the reservation, they are more likely to sell to 

the major wholesalers in the border towns than to travel to urban areas 

like Albuquerque, Santa Fe, or Phoenix. Shops in these areas must 

therefore rely on middlemen. 

The Spread of the General Market 

Commercial sandpaintings were first marketed sporadically in 

Tucson, Gallup, Sanders and Lupton in the 1950s. The reason they were 

first seen in these towns is that only one person, Fred Stevens, was 

marketing the art form. The paintings turned up near the places where 

he lived. Trying to create interest in the new medium, Stevens would 

take his paintings to stores. Shops specializing in Indian arts and 

crafts were the first to stock the paintings, and they continued to be 

the places where people gravitated when the first group of sandpainters 
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learned from Stevens in the early 1960s. As more people began to sell, 

the locations of arts and crafts stores selling sandpaintings expanded 

to include the major marketing centers east of the reservation — Ship-

rock, Farmington, Cortez. Then other tourist areas like Flagstaff, 

Window Rock and Tuba City began to carry a few sandpaintings. At first 

stores tried the paintings to see if they would sell. It was a period 

of speculation. The few shops which actively began promoting the craft 

were all located either on major tourist routes or in established mar

keting centers for Indian arts and crafts east of the reservation. By 

the mid 1960s a few museum gift shops, such as the one at the Museum 

of Northern Arizona, began to stock sandpaintings due to the influence 

of middlemen. Stores which were to become the largest wholesalers of 

sandpaintings were all retailing at least a few paintings by the late 

1960s. 

Stores father away from the reservation began to sell the paint

ings in the late 1960s as well. They were wholesaled to urban areas 

in the Southwest and to California. Painters began to travel farther 

afield as well, but not on a regular basis. It was still mainly Indian 

arts and crafts stores which were selling sandpaintings. New stores 

began to carry the art form either because a painter brought some 

examples into the store in his or her search for new marketing outlets 

or the storeowners sought out the paintings themselves, usually through 

the middlemen in border towns, because they saw that sand-paintings were 

successful items in other stores. 

By 1970 sandpaintings were becoming successful and established 

craft items. In a band wagon trend, stores in resort areas like Taos 
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or in towns along major highways like Grants or Milan, New Mexico began 

stocking the item. This increase was partly due to the rash of new 

stores selling Indian arts and crafts which began to open at this time, 

following the boom in Indian arts and crafts. Retailers carried sand-

paintings either because they perceived them to be a standard item 

carried by Indian arts and crafts stores, or because a potential cus

tomer asked for them. 

In the early 1970s the types of stores stocking sandpaintings 

broadened as well. It was no longer only the Indian arts and crafts 

stores which sold them; trading posts along major highways and at places 

like Chinle began to display sandpaintings in response to the increase 

in tourist trade. Motel and restaurant gift shops, jewelry stores, 

and the like started to sell them. Enterprising middlemen began to 

carry a small number of medium-sized sandpaintings along with them when 

they made trips wholesaling jewelry and rugs. Curio shops (along the 

major highways and those at resorts) began to stock them as well. After 

1975 sandpaintings began to appear in generalized stores and department 

stores. Demand from customers and the influence of middlemen helped 

expand the kinds of indirect marketing outlets. Many of these store-

owners felt that the sandpaintings were useful decorations for their 

shops which could be sold as well. 

These new types of shops which carry sandpaintings have re

sponded to the "boom" in sandpaintings since 1973-197^* as sandpaintings 

traveled in the wake of an expanding market of Indian arts and crafts. 

The volume of sandpaintings sold has increased partly because the number 

of outlets has expanded. The increase in the number of new sandpainters 
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at. this time, mentioned in Chapter 9» is a reflection of this expanded 

market. Tourist and souvenir paintings first appear after this 1970 

turning point, though occasional small, inexpensive paintings appeared 

earlier. Painters began in response to the market. As the demand for 

tourist art grew, and since there was a vacuum in this type of art, 

souvenir sandpaintings were made and increasingly marketed. This trend 

continues to this day with Anglo-owned and managed companies purchasing 

finished paintings and incorporating them into eccentric objects like 

bookends and lids to wooden boxes. The expansion of the market, the 

number of outlets, the increased demand from buyers, and the increased 

number of Navajos responding to this demand have all worked to make 

Navajo sandpainting a successful Southwest Indian craft. 

Today, while most sandpaintings are sold in the Southwest the 

market is international in scope. California and Texas have been im

portant markets since 19&5* an(* sandpaintings are being wholesaled to 

Western Europe, Turkey, Japan, Brazil, and Australia. Usually medium-

and large-sized paintings are shipped overseas, rather than small-sized 

paintings. The volume of this overseas market has been increasing 

steadily since 1970. 

The major distribution centers, where more than 500 sandpaint

ings may be seen on any single trip, were and still are the border 

towns east of the reservation and Shiprock; that is, the earliest 

marketing centers. These were areas which experienced a great expan

sion in terms of total quantity of Indian crafts marketed in the early 

and mid 1970s. Other towns which contain large inventories of sand

paintings are the urban areas of the Southwest followed by areas which 
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attract large tourist populations (e.g., resorts). Locations off main 

tourist routes have only a few paintings to decorate their establish

ments. Proximity to the reservation and presence of major highways with 

large volumes of traffic have therefore been important in determining 

marketing centers. The distribution of centers on the eastern side of 

the reservation also reflects the historical accident of the spread of 

the craft from Sheep Springs and the existing distribution of arts and 

crafts marketing centers. Since most sandpainters live on the eastern 

side of the reservation, they utilize outlets which were previously used 

by silversmiths and weavers (with the exception of trading posts as 

noted earlier). To go greater distances on a regular basis, for example 

to Phoenix or Albuquerque, is still not economically feasible for most 

sandpainters (especially with the increasing cost of fuel). Those who 

are beginning to travel farther afield in search of the tourist market 

tend to produce for the gift and home decoration market. 

Some evidence suggests that the Indian arts and crafts market 

began to change in 1977-1978. Increases in the price of gas reduced the 

tourist traffic along Interstate 40, while the fad in Indian arts and 

crafts began to wane. As a result many stores in Gallup have shut their 

doors ~ older well-established merchants as well as those who had 

jumped on the band wagon. The well-established merchants have moved to 

Scottsdale, the emerging center of the Southwest Indian arts and crafts 

market. It is predicted that, although the wholesaling of sandpaintings 

will continue to be in the towns that border the Navajo reservation, 

retailing of gift-home decoration and fine art-reproduction paintings 

will shift to the wealthy urban areas in southern Arizona. Tourist and 
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souvenir paintings will still be sold up north, for while tourism is 

reduced it will still continue. 

The Rise of Submarkets 

While commercial Navajo sandpaintings are part of a national and 

international luxury market in ethnic arts and crafts, a number of more 

specific markets are actually included under this general heading, each 

of which has different requirements. Those exploited by sandpainters 

include the tourist and souvenir art market, the gift and home decora

tion market, and the fine art and reproduction market. In reality 

commercial sandpaintings exhibit a continuum of time, labor, and skill 

— from meticulously fine handwork of high artistic quality to simple, 

mass-produced items — and thus boundaries between the three markets are 

arbitrary. However, there is a general correlation in terms of size, 

price, and artistic ability with these three markets. Souvenir paint

ings tend to be small and inexpensive and Eire often crudely done because 

they must be produced quickly and in large quantity in order for a 

painter to turn a profit. Fine art commands a higher price; more care 

and thought is put into its production and the size of compositions is 

larger. Gift and home decorations fall in between these two extremes. 

The first submarkets tapped by commercial sandpainters in the 

early 1960s were the reproduction and gift-home decoration markets. 

Customers wanted inexpensive compositions to decorate their homes. 

Retailers pushed the home decoration market because it had much greater 

potential for expansion that the more select market in fine art. Cus

tomers of the fine art-reproduction market wanted reproductions of 



k02 

sacred sandpaintings; they wanted to save Navajo religion, and also to 

have quality paintings which included much of the detail seen in repro

ductions. The other half of this submarket (making fine art using a 

sand medium) is a much more recent development. Only after 1976 did a 

few sandpainters who made reproductions decide to break out of the 

existing marketing structure and try to go beyond the static nature of 

sandpaintings based on models whose nature was conservative and exact. 

The tourist and souvenir market, however, is a recent phenome

non (see Table 17). With one exception those painters who began before 

1970 did not focus on tourist art. This submarket is a product of the 

1970s and, it is suggested, followed the rapid rise in popularity of 

Indian arts and crafts in the national luxury item market since 1969. 

As rugs and jewelry phenomenally increased in price, a vacuum was left 

in terms of medium and low cost goods. New minor crafts strove to fill 

this gap. Beadwork, yarn baskets, ojos, and cedar beads made by the 

Navajo entered the market (see Chapter k). There was a resurgence in 

Navajo pottery. Commercial sandpaintings, with the encouragement of 

storeowners, also partially filled this vacuum and because they could 

be easily miniaturized proved to be especially suited for tourist sou

venirs. They could be produced and sold inexpensively; they were 

durable and attractive. V/hile customers did not understand the sym

bolism, they could easily recognize the designs as "Indian." Commercial 

sandpaintings met Anglo-American conceptions of Indian art in that they 

were standardized, lacked perspective, were static, and had dull colors 

without shading. 



Table 17* Submarket by date of steirting 
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Submarket 1962-1969 % 1970-1978 % Total 

Tourist and 
Souvenir 1 ( 2.6) 62 (32.6) 63 

Gift-home 
decoration 22 (57.9) 103 (5^.2) 125 

Reproduction- 15 (39»5) 25 (13-2) bo 
Fine art 

Total 38 (100) 190 (100) 228 

*2 = 22.7^; df = 2; p = .001 
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Souvenir and Tourist Art, The souvenir market consists of small, 

inexpensive paintings which can be purchased by middle class Anglo-

Americans as remembrances of a trip to the Southwest. (This is the same 

market which the de Villes tapped in the 1930s.) These paintings gener

ally cost $2.00 to S15.00, and sizes range from 4" by to 8" by 8". 

Most common are by 6" (35 percent) and 8" by V or 8" by 6" paintings 

(25 percent) (see Appendix D). Painters mass produce these paintings 

and can make up to sixty 3" by 5" or V1 by 6" paintings in a day. 

Designs are highly stylized and standardized by using stencils for main 

figures; decoration is minimal and rapidly drawn. Small paintings do 

not have the room for intricate detail, nor do painters have time to 

draw thin lines when they will not receive a financial reward for their 

effort. Colors are few and purchased colors, such as turquoise, are 

rarely used, so that these paintings are much closer to the sacred sand-

painting color repertoire in tone and hue than are those made for other 

submarkets. This is, of course, not due to religious purism but to 

economics; painters do not make enough money per painting to warrant 

expenditures on extra raw materials. 

Designs are simple. Most are single figure Holy People (76 

percent), usually so generalized that it is impossible to identify a 

specific chant figure on which they are modeled (see Fig. 22). A 

general Shootingway headdress is used, and if any objects are held in 

the hand, they are the standard round rattle or three green evergreen 

boughs (see Fig. 6). Even if the painter specifically identifies the 

figure, distinguishing symbols are absent in the painting itself. In 

fact, slight differences in color aire the only distinguishing 



Figure 22. Rainbow Person by Lena Toledo, Torreon, 1977* 
12M by 6". Example of tourist-souvenir art. 
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characteristic of these often denuded paintings. This overwhelming 

number of single figure Holy People represents the isolation of the 

single most typical and stylized aspect of Navajo sacred sandpaintings. 

One may not know what Holy Person it is but a customer knows that it is 

unmistakably not an Anglo derived motif. There is no question that it 

is "Indian." 

Other motifs drawn from sacred sandpainting prototypes seen in 

tourist and souvenir paintings (11 percent) include single figure 

plants, depictions of the sun and moon, animals, anthropomorphic fig

ures such as Thunder, Mother Earth and Father Sky. Subject matter 

taken from non-sandpainting sources are much rarer (8 percent). Most 

common are Navajo yeibichai dancers and still lifes (see Fig. 23)• 

As expected, there are few complex paintings at this si^.e and 

price range (only 5 percent). The reason for this is due partly to 

size; most souvenir artists are not good enough artists to produce a 

complex composition in such a small space. Even the best artists would 

find it difficult. Nor do many of the best artists like to work in 

this size because of the lack of financial reward. 

As seen in Appendix K, 117 painters (30 percent) specialized in 

souvenir art, although some occasionally made larger and more complex 

paintings aimed at the other two submarkets. More women than men pro

duced souvenir art (Table l8). While the manufacture of commercial 

sandpaintings is not restricted to one sex, there is a hint that women 

are more likely to make less complex compositions. 

The sale of tourist sandpaintings varies seasonally, depending 

on the location of the shop. In Scottsdale and Tucson, summer is an 
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Figure 23. Navajo Mesa by Jonah Yazzie, Sanotsee, 1978. 
4" by 6". Example of tourist-souvenir art. 



408 

Table 18. Submarket by sex of painter. 

Sex of Painter 
Submarket Males Females Totals 

Tourist and 2k (19.5) 39 (37.1) 63 
Souvenirs 

Gift-home 7*+ (60.2) 51 (48.6) 125 
decoration 

Reproductions- 25 (20.3) 15 (1^.3) ^0 
Fine art 

Total 123 (100) 105 (100) 228 

= 8.96; df = 2; p = .02 
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especially dead period, but it is the most active sales season in Santa 

Fe, Taos, and the Grand Canyon. This, of course, coincides with the 

tourist season in different areas: winter in the south, summer in the 

north. Most retailers agreed that tourists are the predominant group 

of customers for both souvenir paintings and for the next submarket, 

gift and home decoration paintings. These, according to merchants, 

tourists come from all over the country and are of all age groups and 

both sexes. Few retailers made more specific comments. It was the im

pression of one storeowner in Flagstaff, however, that customers Eire 

older people who own houses, since they are buying decorative items even 

if they are smaller paintings; people under 20 would rather buy flashy 

jewelry than a sandpainting according to another. In the winter tourist 

area it tends to be older couples who purchase sandpaintings, while in 

the northern area with summer tourists it is families with young chil

dren and adolescents. Sandpaintings are attractive to this latter group 

because, with less money, they can still purchase an attractive souvenir 

which can be stowed in a suitcase. 

Some retailers felt that while tourists are the main patrons of 

sandpaintings, it is not, as one man put it, "your run of the mill 

tourist" who buys sandpaintings. Individuals who are more knowledgeable 

about the Southwest, appreciate the sandpaintings, and understand their 

basic meaning are attracted to them. "Average" tourists, as he said, 

head for the jewelry. Sandpaintings, on the other hand, are bought by 

people who can distinguish between the Navajo and the Zuni and realize 

that there is more than one Indian group in the country. They buy sand

paintings because they are reminiscent of Navajo religion and visually 
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symbolize Navajo deities. The same is true for those who purchase gift 

and home decoration sandpaintings. 

Gifts and Home Decorations. Further along the continuum toward 

larger, slightly more expensive and more complex paintings are those 

produced for the gift-home decoration market. The largest market^ it has 

the widest appeal to potential buyers because it has the greatest poten

tial number of uses. These paintings, designed to complement a South

west decor in the home, emphasize muted colors and traditional designs. 

As the market for commercial sandpaintings has expanded to California 

and the east coast, there have been trends toward brighter colors and 

designs drawn from sources other than the sacred sandpainting repertoire. 

This range of sandpainting is rather inexpensive for a fine piece of 

handicraft; it is decorative and in some variety complements almost any 

decor. 

Gift and home decoration paintings are usually either 6" by 12" 

(29 percent) or 12" by 12" (29 percent) in size. Other common sizes are 

9" by 5", 16" by 8", and 13" by 9". They contain varying degrees of 

decoration, generally more than tourist and souvenir paintings, and sell 

for between $15 and $125 depending on size. (The lower price range is 

more common.) While designs are standardized (stencils are still used), 

there are more variations than in souvenir paintings. Besides the in

crease in usable surface area, the slightly greater financial reward 

fosters inclusion of detail. Most painters can make five to ten paint

ings in various medium sizes per day. 

V/hile 77 percent of these paintings have traditional designs, 

the percentage of single figure Holy People drops to 50 percent (see 
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Appendix D). The percentage of partial (including more than a single 

figure) or full sandpainting compositions rises to 9 percent, that is, 

double the percentage for similar compositions and subject matter seen 

in tourist and souvenir paintings. Again size is a factor; there is 

more room to work on a painting this size, and more detail is expected 

by merchants (see Fig. 2*0. Other subjects from sacred prototypes occur 

to roughly the same extent as in tourist paintings (1*+ percent). 

At this range, however, painters who are tired of producing 

figures of Holy People experiment with new motifs which do not stem from 

the repertoire used in sacred sandpaintings. Twenty-three percent of 

the paintings show non-sandpainting subjects such as yeibichai dancers 

(see Fig. 13), human figures, realistic plants and animals or pottery 

(see Chapter 7). People experiment in this size range because, while 

it is large enough to incorporate detail and add background, it is not 

so large that a great deal of time and expense is necessary to make the 

composition. While 57 percent of producers of tourist art make only 

paintings with traditional subject matter, the figure falls to 48 per

cent of those painters focusing on the gift-home decoration market (see 

Table 19)• The trend is reversed for those who produce only motifs not 

coming from the sacred sandnainting tradition; eight percent of the 

makers of tourist art and lU percent of producers of medium-sized paint

ings produce sandpaintings with non-traditional subject matter. 

Customers of this size painting are almost as likely to be local 

residents as to be tourists. The high season for local customers is 

November and December (the Christmas season), although these paintings 

are also bought the rest of the year for use as decorator items. This 
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Figure 2b* Big Thunder from Shootingway by Jasper Johnson, Sheep 
Springs, 1979- — 12" by 12". Example of home decora
tion and gift art. Reproduction adapted from Reichard 
1977. 
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Table 19. Type of subject matter by submarket for all sandpaintings. 

Type of Submarket 
Type of Subject Matter Tourist and Gift and Home Fine Art and 
Made by Sandpainters Souvenir Decoration Reproductions Total 

%» 

Tradition only 73 (56.6) 101 (47.7) ^3 (66.2) 217 

Both types 45 (34.9) 82 (38.5) 8 (12.3) 135 

Non-traditional only 11 0
0
 

• ui
 

30 (14.1) 14 (21.5) 55 

Totals 129 213 65 407 

U? = 19.64; df = : 4; p = .001) 
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mid-range market in interior decorating has been continually tapped 

since sandpaintings were first on the market. For example, around i960 

the Thunderbird Motel in Las Vegas, Nevada decorated its new complex 

with sandpaintings. Today, a woman in Gallup designs kitchen cabinets 

with inlaid sandpaintings. In 1977 the E. F. Hutton Company in 

Albuquerque decorated the corridors of its new office building with 

large reproductions, as have many lawyers and doctors. Paintings in 

the fine art submarket stre also used for interior decoration, but less 

often than those in this medium price ranp;e. 

Most painters produce gift-home decoration paintings; 213 sand-

painters, or 5k percent of those whose work was analyzed and 55 percent 

of those interviewed (see Appendix K). Whereas women produced more 

small-sized paintings, men manufactured more medium-sized ones (57 per

cent of all male and 50 percent of all female painters). Most of the 

unknown painters (those for whom full identification could not be made) 

also produce gift paintings (5^ percent). The other painters who cannot 

be identified produce mainly tourist art (41 percent). 

Equal numbers of painters who began before 1970 and after 1970 

produce for this market. (Fifty-eight percent of early sandpainters 

and 5b percent of later painters. See Table 17.) Single figure compo

sitions on medium-sized paintings appear as early as full scale repro

ductions. Douglas and Stevens both made these medium-sized and priced 

paintings because they were for "bread and butter" sales. The market 

for expensive art and full reproductions is much more limited. 
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Fine Art and Reproductions. At the other extreme from the 

tourist market in size, complexity, and price is the fine art and repro

duction market. This category includes large, high decorated, and 

elaborate reproductions of ceremonial sandpaintings. While changes are 

evident (see Chapter 7)» these commercial reproductions can be identi

fied by chant. Compositions and general layout are the same as in 

sacred sandpaintings; figures are more specific than in the previous 

two categories and color values are generally the same as sacred compo

sitions. Stress is laid on accurately reproducing paintings used in 

Navajo ceremonies (see Fig. 25). Of those paintings drawing on sacred 

sandpainting prototypes, only 18 percent of the main these figures 

are figures such as suns or plants. The largest single category is full 

sandpainting reproductions (62 percent), while only k percent are single 

figures of Holy People. The simplification of design found in the first 

two submarkets is not evident here. This is a complete reversal from 

the two previous submarkets, again reflecting size differences; paint

ings in this group are at the smallest 12" by 2V1. The majority are 

larger, up to ^8" by Most are 2*+" by 2k" (71 percent). These 

paintings are so large that a single figure composition would look bare, 

even if highly decorated. While Navajo artists certainly do not abhor 

a vacuum, a large painting usually calls for more than one figure. 

In addition, there are paintings whose subject matter, layout, 

and artistic devices are drawn from non-sandpainting sources. This work 

is conceptualized as "art", using sand as its medium, in the same way as 

Fritz Scholder, Harrison Begay, or Allen Houser regard their oil paint

ings, water colors, and sulpture as art. The composition, color values, 
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Figure 25. People bringing dovm the Sun from Shootingway by 
Joe A. Begay, Sheep Springs, 1979. — 2k" by 2^". 
Example of sandpainting reproduction, adapted from 
Newcomb and Reichard 1975. 
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artistic presentation, and subject matter are taken from European-based 

aesthetic concepts and artistic methods, although the paintings still 

reflect positive "Indian" themes. Static still lifes are copies of Rio 

Grande Pueblo pottery (commonly using Arizona Highways' photographs as 

the source of inspiration). Portraits and landscapes are made. Sand-

painters who use this method consider they are making paintings, only 

their medium is sand and a plastic adhesive rather than oil. At the 

same time they emphasize their ethnic origins and use this as a selling 

point (see Fig. 26). 

These non-traditional paintings (17 percent) are still not as 

numerous as paintings drawn from sacred sandpainting models (see Appen

dix D). The types of non-traditional motifs differ from those found 

in the other two submarkets as well. Few are of non-Navajo dancers or 

landscapes, while more paintings with peyote symbolism, in addition to 

those types mentioned above, are evidento 

Since these paintings are larger, people put more care and time 

into their execution. Craftsmanship is generally good and creativity 

surfaces in some items. It is at this level that one may find unique 

pieces. Although most painters use stencils, several do not. Paintings 

take much longer to produce, anywhere from one day to three or four 

weeks, depending on the composition, amount of shading, and degree of 

creativity involved. Prices are much higher as well, ranging from 

$150 to $1,000. Two or three individuals are now increasing their 

prices and sell their work for up to S3,200. 

Sixty-two men and women tend to focus on this market; two thirds 

of them make fine art exclusively. Slightly more men than women produce 
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Figure 26. Still life by Eugene hJaatsoslani Joe, Shiprock, 1978. 
— 18" by 12". Example of reproduction-fine art 
painting. 
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this type of sandpainting (see Table 18). Most painters in this group 

produce only traditional motifs. This is closer to the figure for 

tourist art than for gift-home decoration paintings (see Table 19)• It 

reflects the nature of each submarket in that it is still the tradi

tional motif which is important in the production of fine art and 

tourist art. Twenty-two percent of painters of fine art make only non-

traditional paintings, reflecting the increasing use of sandpaintings as 

an art medium at this level where creativity may be stressed. These 

painters do not want to be limited by the standardized artistic param

eters erected by using only sacred sandpainting motifs, where accuracy 

is a key. One cannot experiment with color, composition, placement of 

figures on the plane or perspective if one wants to make a truly "tradi

tional" sandpainting. We can expect that in the future more individuals 

who produce for this submarket 'Will turn to using sandpainting as an 

artistic medium rather than as a reproduction technique, especially as 

they try to redefine sandpainting as a fine art. 

A painter's decision to produce non-traditional sandpaintings 

may be a function of the submarket for which he produces. This appears 

to be the case, at least for individuals who specialize in the making 

of non-traditional paintings. As Table 19 shows, makers of tourist art 

and souvenirs are the least likely to specialize in the production of 

non-traditional paintings; makers of gifts and home decorations are more 

likely, and makers of fine art are most likely. This latter group is 

much more likely to specialize in the production of traditional paint

ings as well. Possibly makers of fine art are more likely to specialize 

because they may not have the time or the inclination to perfect the 
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skills required to produce two kinds of fine art, one based on tradi

tional sandpainting prototypes and the other emerging from European 

artistic traditions. Specialization also may be more profitable, be

cause individuals producing for this submarket are trying to develop 

easily recognizable individual styles. 

Of those painters on whom there is more data, bO (l8 percent) 

produce paintings for the fine art market (see Table 17)• There is a 

definite difference based on when the painters began to paint. Forty 

percent of the painters who began between 1962 and 1969 make fine art 

or reproductions, while only 13 percent of the painters who began after 

1970 produce paintings for this market. This is the opposite of the 

shift in emphasis noted for the makers of tourist art. By and large 

people producing for the fine art-reproduction market are the first 

painters and their offspring; most are exceptional artists. 

Specialization in Marketing by 
Households and Individuals 

I should again emphasize that while the market for Navajo sand-

paintings can be divided into three submarkets, the boundaries between 

them are fuzzy. Many people occasionally produce for all three, but 

most concentrate on one submarket. While sandpainters tend to be flex

ible in where they market, choosing as many direct and indirect outlets 

as possible — since each one is fairly unpredictable — they do tend 

to specialize in producing one type of painting. Households of sand-

painters are no different. 

Sandpainters tend to live in households with other painters, 

even though each may paint and market his or her products individually. 
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(In only 13 households /~L0 percent/ are surnames alone regularly placed 

on the back of the paintings because construction has been a joint 

effort. Several painters tend to sign the name of the most established 

painter in the household, since it would be easier to market the 

finished product, even though they were made individually.) Only 39 

painters (9 percent) are known to be the only sandpainter in the house

hold (see Table 20). Others live in households in which there are 

between one and nine additional painters. Usually there are two or 

three sandpainters in each producing household. While I did not gather 

complete or consistent data on all household members who did not produce 

sandpaintings, sandpainters are rarely the majority in any domicile. 

Non-producing members have other economic pursuits. 

Information on submarket specialization was available for 83 

households containing two or more painters (see Table 21). Sixty-eight 

percent of these households focus exclusively on only one submarket. 

These painters tend to learn from a member of the household and continue 

to make the size and type of painting which the teacher had previously 

been successfully marketing. Of the 27 other households (32 percent) 

which focus on more than one submarket, the majority produce a combina

tion of tourist and gift-home decoration paintings. Rarely would one 

household produce equally for all three markets or produce souvenir and 

fine art paintings. 

It is not the largest households which produce for more than 

one submarket. In fact, these households are more likely to specialize. 

For instance, in the household with ten sandpainters, all produce 

tourist art; the household with nine painters produce only gift-home 
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Number of Painters Number of Number of Percentage 
in a Household Households Painters of Painters 

1 39 39 9.4 

2 54 108 25.9 

3 17 173 41.5 

4 8 32 7.7 

5 5 25 6.0 

6 1 6 1.4 

7 1 7 1.7 

8 1 8 1.9 

9 1 9 2.1 

10 1 10 2.4 

Totals 128 417 100.0 

No data 34 

Totals 451 
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Table 21. Multiple sandpainter households by focus of submarket 
production.* 

Submarket Focus 
Number of 
Households Percentage 

Everyone produces souvenir art 13 15.7 

Everyone produces gift-home 
decoration 35 42.2 

Everyone produces commercial 
fine art 8 9.6 

Subtotal 56 67.5 

Combinations of souvenir and 
gifts 13 15.7 

Combination of gifts and 
commercial fine art 9 10.8 

Combination of souvenirs and 
commercial fine art 3 3.6 

Combination of all three 2_ 2.4 

Subtotal 27 32.5 

Total 83 100.0 

•Paintings seen for only one member of production unit or household=6. 



decoration paintings. In contrast, those few households that produce 

for both the tourist and fine art markets have only two or three sand-

painters. Sandpainters in large households do not maintain maximum 

flexibility by informally trying to tap all possible markets. In a 

sense these sandpainters, by producing for one submarket, are competing 

with each other, though not enough to put each other out of business. 

While an analysis has not been completed on this subject, sandnainters 

in a given household may be specializing in certain motifs in order to 

compensate for this dilemma. 

Collecting Navajo Sandpaintings 

There are few collectors of commercial sandpaintings. This 

apparent lack of collecting has made it impossible to gather sufficient 

examples of early work to attempt an historical stylistic analysis in 

any detail. Another study will be needed to find early examples of 

sandpaintings. But why have permanent sandpaintings not been collected? 

Certainly one of the early rationales fcr developing and producing the 

commercial paintings was to insure that there would be "accurate" 

records of impermanent ceremonial sandpaintings. However, commercial 

sandpaintings have not been used for this purpose by customers. 

A number of interwoven factors explain this situation. One is 

the youth of the craft; it is only now coming of age and being recog

nized as an established category of Indian art. Collectors did not 

gamble on a craft which might not be successful and which, to date, has 

not greatly appreciated in price. Second, they did not collect sand

paintings because they were not sure it was "art." If it was not "art," 
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or if it was "bad art," it was a dubious investment. Sandpaintings have 

not strikingly risen in price (although inflation is now beginning to 

make prices creep up). An average 2*+" by 2^" painting sold for around 

$100 in 1965» and most were selling for that price in 1975. In 1978-

1979 the price had risen to an average of about $150. (The one painting 

priced over $3*000 was still in the shop two years after it was made.) 

This certainly does not compare with the increased value of other Indian 

crafts. Potential collectors had little upon which to base estimates of 

the resale value of the paintings. They were not old enough to have 

value as antiques. In addition, because painters produce so much, and 

because there were few named artists who could command high prices, 

there was little incentive to purchase sandnaintings as an artistic and 

economic investment. Sandpaintings did not appreciate the way .jewelry, 

easel art, rugs, kachirla dolls, and pottery did in the early 1970s. 

This prosperity indirectly created a market for sandpaintings, but not 

as a speculative item or one worthy of collecting on any scale. It 

filled a mid-range and tourist vacuum left by the other crafts as they 

rapidly rose in price and prestige value. Sandpaintings are only now 

beginning to catch up in this regard. 

Retailers also did not (with two exceptions) see sandpaintings 

as collectable objects and hence have never marketed them as such. Kost 

do not consider sandpaintings to be art, seeing them rather as crafts 

which turn a good, quick profit. Because of this, they say that most 

people feel owning one is enough; more would become "tacky" and over

power a room. Sandpaintings are generally seen as decorative items, not 
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as "art". It will require improvements in craftsmanship and an increase 

in non-traditional subject matter for this conception to change. 

Sandpaintings in the fine art submarket also compete concep

tually with western easel art and Indian easel art, and here they are at 

a disadvantage. In European and American conceptions of art, creativity 

is a key; paintings sell partly because they are unique and produce 

emotional responses. Sacred sandpaintings, on the other hand, are sup

posed to be the same each time they are made — they are not creative. 

Their power is in static repetition and correctness. Traders and sand-

painters have retained this idea by making the commercial sandpaintings 

adhere to a basic mold; ideally replicating sacred sandpaintings. 

Several people mentioned that sandpaintings with non-traditional motifs 

are no longer "sandpaintings" but "pictures in sand." In sandpaintings, 

authenticity rather than creativity is stressed. Therefore, on first 

glance commercial sandpaintings tend to look remarkably alike. The 

background is a neutral tan. Figures are stereotypically elongated and 

placed invariably in one of four main layouts (a single figure, radial, 

linear, or extended center). Colors are primary and separated by dark 

or contrasting outlines. There is no foreground or background, and no 

attempt is made to achieve perspective. In brief, they are static and 

limited. This is the sandpainting's appeal, but simultaneously has 

kept it from becoming a collector's item. The western concept of art 

that each piece is a distinct and completely unique object is violated 

in sandpainting. 

Finally, there is a practical reason why Navajo commercial sand

paintings have not and probably will not become collectors items. 
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Because of their particle board backing, they are heavy, unwieldly, and 

hard to move. They take up more room than a pot or kachina doll, are 

also harder to store. A Navajo rug can be carefully folded or rolled; 

a painting on canvas can be removed from its stretcher and rolled. A 

collector of sandpaintings must build a special cabinet and store them 

in such a way that the faces will not be scratched. Sandpaintings are 

also expensive to frame, even though sizes have been standardized to fit 

some precut frames. In short, commercial sandpaintings are troublesome 

to collect. Adding this practical difficulty to the facts that the 

value of most ssindpaintings has not increased over the years and to the 

conceptual problems involved, it becomes easy to see why Navajo commer

cial sandpaintings have not become collectors' items. 

Marketing Influences on Commercial 
Sandpaintings 

The market has had a powerful influence on the artistic develop

ment of commercial sandpainting. Sandpainters, like other artisans, 

have conducted informal marketing analyses with the help of Anglo 

middlemen and in the process have modified sandpaintings stylistically. 

The size of the painting, the colors used, and the designs have been 

affected depending on the submarket. The middlemen, mainly half a dozen 

large wholesalers in Farmington, Gallup and Shiprock, have interpreted 

the demands of their Anglo customers and relayed this information to the 

painters in the form of suggestions, verbal encouragement or criticism, 

and monetary incentives for superior workmanship. 
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Standardization in Size 

Merchants brought about standardization in the size of commer

cial sandpaintings in response to customers' complaints that sandpaint

ings would not fit picture frames. Storeowners accomplished this 

standardization by their ordering and buying practices. When ordering 

paintings, they told painters they wanted X amount of size Y, then 

would pay for the paintings primarily by size. They would pay less for 
/ 

a painting which was oddly shaped or of a non-standardized size, espe

cially if the edges were crooked. In this effort merchants were 

assisted by lumber yards which pre-cut most of the particle board into 

specified sizes such as by 6" or 2k" by ?A". They have been so 

successful that approximately 95 percent of the sandpaintings made from 

1977 to 1979 came in these sizes. Merchants have been most successful 

in standardizing the souvenir and gift-home decoration paintings. 

The storeowners also encouraged families and individuals to 

make only those sizes which the merchant felt were the best for the 

individual painter. If a family did not do especially fine work, the 

retailer would ask for small sizes without much decoration, while re

questing the best painters to make large, complex compositions. This 

system, however, is beginning to break down somewhat with the increaning 

individualization of styles and the recognition by storeowners that the 

paintings have become very stereotyped. Storeowners still have their 

greatest degree of most control over tourist and souvenir size paintinps. 

Individual Recognition of Artists 

Painters at first rarely signed their names to their paintings. 

However, retailers quickly realized that paintings sold better if signed 
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and if a brief explanation or legend was placed on each painting. An 

unsigned painting was anonymous and hence reduced to a "craft," while a 

sandpainting which was individualized became a piece of "art." This was 

especially true for the fine art market, but held for the other sub-

markets as well. 

Paintings also sold better if the merchant played up their 

"religious aspect" or symbolism, just as yei and yeibichai rugs sold 

better of their "religious" nature was emphasized. Buyers wanted to 

think that the paintings they purchased had "meaning" for the people 

who made them, even if the artist did not think they meant anything. 

Artist and merchants therefore tried to supply this "meaning." There 

was obviously a highly stylized being represented in the design and so, 

partly as a convenience to themselves, merchants insisted that a "story" 

be written on the back of each painting. 

This story has often developed into a generalized and standard

ized title, naming the main figure of the paintings, stating that only 

natural materials are used, and telling the reader that Navajo sand-

paintings are used traditionally to cure. For example: 

Windway for healing and blessing. BK 
Healing People used in certain rituals during planting season. JJ 
Yeo bii chai: used in ceremonial to help cure the ill. EY 

It was important that these stories and signatures be handwritten, 

otherwise the painting would appear mass-produced. Some painters tried 

using rubber stamps for the legend and signature in order to speed up 

the construction process, but sales of such paintings decreased. Today, 

most merchants refuse to purchase a sandpainting with a stamped 



signature. Even casual souvenir hunters would rather buy an individ

ualized piece of "signed art," even if the handwriting is almost 

illegible. 

Subject Matter 

Merchants give conflicting messages to painters concerning sub

ject matter. Most merchants prefer subjects which are modified versions 

of designs used in sacred sandpaintings, and have tried to limit each 

painter's repertoire in this direction. They feel Navajo commercial 

sandpaintings should look like Navajo sacred sandpaintings, since these 

themes sell the best. People desire esoteric designs, that is, some

thing mysterious, different, and, incidentally, religious. 

In order to do this, one large wholesaler and several retailers 

show the artists photographs or published reproductions of desired 

motifs (usually a favorite design which is a personal preference of the 

dealer or one that sells especially well). Books by Villasenor (1963)* 

Villasefior and Villasefior (1972), Newcomb and Reichard (1975)« and 

Reichard (1977)• as well as the paperback editions of Leland Wyman's 

works, are given to painters to examine. These books then serve as tem

plates. 

One ironic side effect was mentioned by several retailers: they 

want painters to learn more about their traditional religion. They feel 

that many painters do not know a yei figure from Monster Slayer because 

these young men and women do not know enough of the chants and accompa

nying myths. They have not seen enough ceremonially made sandpaintings 

to draw on them for subject matter in their commercial work. Thus these 
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merchants say, they must distribute anthropological books on Navajo 

sandpaintings. This problem is partly a result of the young age of 

most Navajo sandpainters. 

Contradicting this emphasis on "traditional" motifs (those drawn 

from the sacred sandpainting repertoire), some storeowners have asked 

for "more modern designs" in the last five years. They feel the designs 

are too static and stereotyped and do not want painters to limit their 

repertoire, because this would limit their market. They want painters 

(especially those in the gift-home decoration submarket) to branch out 

and be more creative. Merchants ask for stylistic innovation, with the 

caveat that it "look Indian," at least as far as their customers pre

conceive what is "Indian." 

The result of these influences is that the sandpainting reper

toire has been expanding. This reflects, in addition to the impetus of 

the merchant, a search by the artist for individual stylization, boredom 

with being limited to one style and theme, and a wish to tap new markets 

not limited to Indian arts and crafts. In the process, sandpaintings 

are changing from an ethnic, religiously-based art to an artistic tech

nique like working in oil, ink, or charcoal: that is, sandpainting is 

being viewed as a way of making paintings using pulverized dry materials 

in any style and theme which the artist chooses. 

V/hen painters first attempted this change, they painted subjects 

from their own culture — yeibichai dancers and women riding horses in 

the desert. Nine retailers tried to limit these experiments to 

reservation-based themes and to have the artists paint only what they 

knew. Then painters added non-Navajo Indian dancers, landscapes, 
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still-lifes, children, and peyote symbolism. Some of these attempts 

were dismal failures from an economic standpoint. For instance, rodeo 

scenes have consistently not sold and almost none are made today, since 

storeowners refuse to purchase them. The problem was that rodeo paint

ings were "not Indian," according to the customers. This is ironic, 

because the rodeo is one of the Navajo male's major forms of recreation. 

Thus there appear to be limits to the success of both this experimenta

tion and the ability of most sandpainters to compete as artists without 

the ethnic tag attached. This is especially true for the souvenir 

market. It is doubtful whether souvenir size sandpaintings would sell 

at all if they were not Navajo-made. The merchants, realizing this, 

have made the limits on experimentation fairly clear. 

Most merchants who have any influence on subject matter try to 

encourage the painters to make a variety of designs and not to limit 

themselves to Holy People, sun faces, or plants. 

Color 

When commercial sandpaintings were first made, their colors were 

subdued, reflecting the pale shades found in the desert, exactly the 

same as those used in religious sandpaintings in terms of number, hue, 

and tone. Merchants found, however, that many customers wanted more 

than seven colors and wanted them in brighter shades. Greens, turquoise 

blue, bright red, and orange were added, as well as shading and varying 

intensities and tones. Many painters began to use brighter, more 

vibrant colors. Mica was added to black so that it would sparkle. 

Charcoal was no longer used for black because it smeared too much and 

dulled other colors. Materials changed to meet consumer demands. 
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These color changes appealed to customers, storeowners, and 

makers alike. This may reflect a Navajo love of lively colors, if one 

cam make an analogy to the riotus use of colorful Germantown yarns for 

rugs in the late 19th century. The analogy may be carried further in 

that a few painters are now, one might say unfortunately, using com

mercially dyed sands. So distressed have some retailers become about 

the use of these gaudy, colored sands or dried paint crystals (often 

mixed with glitter) that they are actively calling for a return to the 

subtle earth tones. 

Background colors have changed as well. Most commercial sand-

paintings have, like their sacred prototypes, light tan backgrounds 

made from clean riverbed sand. In an effort to make less static pic

tures, many painters are now using black, gray, green, or red back

grounds. One merchant tries to encourage the use of gold or rust as 

background because these colors make paintings more marketable as home 

decorating items. These new colored backgrounds occur primarily in the 

gift-home decoration and fine art-reproduction paintings. 

New Shapes and Backings 

Storeowners have helped develop eccentric designs, shapes, and 

backings in an effort to expand the craft market. Sandpaintings, since 

1978, have been attached to boxes, bookends, plaques, and desk furnish

ings. Designs have been affected as well. Four Anglo-run companies 

make clocks from Navajo-made sandpaintings. They try to use a sun face 

because of the centered design and the feathers that surround the main 

motif. However, instead of the usual 16 feathers the wholesalers are 
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asking for 12, positioned so that they correspond to the numbers oh a 

clock face. 

Craftsmanship 

Merchants have been more concerned with craftsmanship and 

quality than with other aspects of commercial sandpaintings, except for 

standardization of sizes. Their usual practice of buying by size rather 

than quality has, however, hindered their quest for excellence in work

manship. The earliest wholesalers felt that the first sandpaintings 

were crude but that over the years they have continually improved. 

Others disagreed, feeling that the craft has been degraded by the de

velopment since 1970 of souvenir paintings. Sandpaintings resemble 

Navajo or Hopi jewelry rather than rugs in this instance; one can easily 

see poor craftsmanship at a superficial glance. Besides aesthetic con

siderations there is also an economic reason for demanding improvements 

in craftsmanship. There is a better, more stable market for well-

constructed crafts. Merchants had to convince painters that, instead 

of hurrying through ten paintings, it was better and more profitable in 

the long run to make five good paintings. 

Most improvements in quality pertained to construction tech

niques. Merchants stressed that paintings should have clean areas with 

no smudging, straight lines, thin outlines, no glue spots, finely ground 

sands, an even application of glue to prevent lumping, proper amount and 

consistency of adhesive so that the sand would not come off, and a 

pleasing juxtaposition of colors. Merchants also requested that figures 

be centered so that they could be framed correctly. Others stressed 
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that lots of sand should be put on the board so that the backing would 

not be seen. 

A few merchants asked painters to increase the amount of detail 

and decoration, feeling that sandpaintings were generally too plain. 

However, sandpainters also received contradictory requests from other 

merchants who noted that religious sandpaintings are not full of fussy 

detail, and contain large blank spaces. Some merchants like this sim

plicity, feeling that the figures stand out more clearly. Too much 

detail, one says, makes the paintings look "busy." Painters in Ship-

rock, however, were encouraged to incorporate feathery, bright detail 

by a merchant who wanted them to develop a recognizable family style 

which he would then market. Again there are two forces at work — one 

trying to make sandpaintings a less static art form, and an opposite 

attempting to keep them in line with their sacred prototype. 

Thus, merchants and artists have had an extensive influence on 

the art form in their attempt to create more marketable objects. Of 

course, some of the storeowners' attempts failed. For instance, a few 

of them tried, in the early 1960s, to control production completely by 

monopolizing the raw materials and starting a putting out system. This 

proved to be impossible because sandstones, glues, and particle board 

are easily available and inexpensive, unlike silver and wool. While 

recognizing this fact, one storeowner stated that merchants still have 

more control over sandpaintings than other crafts because of their short 

turnover time. A merchant who wants to influence style can keep buying 

almost continually, and painters can experiment quickly and cheaply. 
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If an experiment fails, neither the artist nor merchant loses a great 

deal of money or effort. 

Middlemen have had the greatest influence on the standardization 

of size, craftsmanship, miniaturization for the tourist submarket, and 

signature identification of the makers. Subject matter has been 

affected less overtly. Three-fifths of the paintings on the market in 

1977-1978 remained single figures of Holy People, while there were still 

few motifs which did not come from the sacred sandpainting repertoire 

(see Appendix D). 

Most merchants did not use direct commissions to influence style 

but relied on general purchasing patterns. Those who did renuest com

missions used the better painters and/or those who were master teachers, 

so that other sandpainters were affected indirectly. In a sense, the 

middleman's influence on style has often been more negative than posi

tive; they have kept the reins on subject matter by not purchasing what 

they do not like rather than by suggesting new designs. 

In general, little attention has been given to the souvenir 

market, except for a concern that the paintings be small and look 

"Indian." Painters spend little time on each painting so that there is 

only a minor labor investment per object. A rapid turnover of a large 

number of paintings is necessary in order to make a profit. Mass-

production techniques are required, and for this reason, detail is not 

stressed, nor are bright colors encouraged. 

In contrast, merchants have attempted to influence the other two 

submarkets. Contradictions are found in the gift-home decorating mar

ket, partly because retailers are trying to promote sales both to 



tourists from the east, Texas,or California and to residents of the 

Southwest. Each has differing color and stylistic requirements, and 

there are indications that painters are beginning to specialize in pro

duction for certain regions. Basically, this means subdued colors for 

Southwestern homes and brighter, colder, and purer colors for regions 

outside the Southwest. Whites to lighten the effect of the total 

picture are added liberally to paintings designed for non-Southwestern 

markets. 

Painters producing for the fine art-reproduction submarket re

ceive a great deal of advice from merchants concerning quality, compo

sition, design, and subject matter. This influence can be divided into 

the reproductions and non-reproduction sectors. Accuracy of design and 

detail is stressed for the former, while creativity is most important 

in the latter. Size should still be standardized for both, but there 

is less insistence on this by storeowners. 

Two retailers also stressed that active criticism or encourage

ment is rarely necessary for most sandpainters. Navajo painters know 

what each merchant wants without explicit or exact suggestions. They 

are good businessmen and women in this sense. Even contradictory in

formation does not confuse them, since they present only pictures they 

know will appeal to each owner. While a patron-client relationship 

generally has not developed, most painters tend to sell to the same 

stores year after year. They know what each merchant desires, and if 

they are experimenting, they know which storeowners will be receptive 

to their efforts. 
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Prices and Income 

Cost of Making Sandpaintings 

Determining how much a sandpainting costs to make and how much 

a sandpainter "should" sell it for is difficult for three reasons. 

First, sandpainters do not keep records, nor do they think in terms of 

labor, materials, overhead, transportation costs, and profit. These 

factors (along with creativity) determine the price of any craft. Sand-

painters, like others who have cottage industries, in general only con

sider the cost of materials, labor, and occasionally their transporta

tion costs when determining how much they should sell their paintings 

for. Second, because of the construction techniques, no one makes only 

one painting at a time. Third, detailed data of this sort would require 

multiple interviews, rather than a general survey. All figures pre

sented, therefore, are minimal estimates and should be treated as such. 

Materials. The most obvious cost to the artisan involves the 

materials used to produce the handcrafted item. Sandpainters have an 

advantage over many other crafts in that materials are inexpensive. 

One needs to purchase very little initially — paint brushes and sand

paper, and then as needed particle board, glue, and matte finish var

nish. Pigments are "found materials," that is, materials an artisan 

can find and use without cost: sandstones, rocks, and minerals, which 

are ground and used for backgrounds and pigments. Found materials are, 

of course, not free, even though one pays nothing for them; time and 

labor are needed to secure them, and there are transportation costs if 

sources are far away. Most painters minimize these by using sources 
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close to home or which can be exploited while the painter is pursuing 

other activities such as making selling trips or regular visits to rela

tives. Costs also diminish with time because less expense is involved 

once one has located a source of a particular color or texture. Also, 

if sources are close to home, children can be sent to secure small 

amounts as needed. 

Sandpainters consider purchased materials to be the major factor 

determining the cost of their paintings. Like all artisans, they com

plain about prices charged by Anglo storekeepers for these goods. One 

reason is that sandpainters have to pay retail prices for their raw 

materials. No painter buys enough particle board or adhesive at one 

time to receive a quantity discount. If painters did, it could cut 

their material costs between 25 and kO percent, thus increasing their 

profits. Another reason is that no sandpainter considers large pur

chases as a long term investment. They purchase only enough for the 

next large order. They do not think in terms of quantity or yearly 

purchases. Besides the conceptual difficulties in seeing the advantages 

of buying in quantity, sandpainters have a storage problen. Only five 

sandpainters have an extra room attached to their homes where they 

could store materials. For others, particle board or ground rocks would 

have to be stored outside, where they could be ruined by wind and rain. 

Painters may also have cash flow problems and would have diffi

culty obtaining bank loans to make capital purchases of raw materials. 

They may receive a good deal of cash following delivery of a major 

order, but they also have bills to pay and children to feed. Few Navajo 

sandpainters have savings accounts or even think in these terms, and 
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many young painters spend their profit almost as soon as they receive 

it. Lumberyards and other stores do not extend credit to sandpainters, 

most of whom do not have the cash required to purchase quantities of 

raw materials. 

A feeling is expressed by some sandpainters that they could not 

have purchased particle board at a reduced price even if they wanted to. 

They claimed that the constantly increasing price of particle board was 

not due to inflation but to the lumberyards purposely raising their 

prices when they realized the boards would be used for sandpaintings. 

One woman said that you can buy boards more inexpensively in Albuquerque 

than in Gallup or Fruitland but that it is too far away. Whether there 

are grounds for this accusation was not ascertained. 

Since every sandpainter used a different amount of purchased 

materials, it is difficult to derive average figures for material costs. 

Some painters purchased colors (carborundum grit, marble pebbles) at 

hardware stores or flower shops, and some traded for scarce colors like 

turquoise. Those who used glitter or dry paint crystals added greatly 

to their material costs. Also, the prices of materials like particle 

board varied from place to place. (Appendix L lists the prices for 

cut particle board in Fruitland.) Hobby shops charged considerably more 

for the same size pieces, and painters used these stores only when they 

wanted special decoupage boards or boxes. The nrice of materials also 

depended on whether the painter wanted to do all the preparation steps 

himself. Buying a full sized sheet of particle board saved the painter 

money but necessitated additional labor and equipment. 
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The board, the adhesive, and the varnish were the three largest 

minimal expenses for materials. Table 22 contains a brief summary of 

the "minimum" costs of producing a hundred paintings in standard sizes. 

Also included is the minimum amount which a sandpainter could exnect to 

be paid for 100 paintings by a wholesaler. Many painters receive more, 

even though their basic costs would be about the same, because they 

added more decoration to their compositions. Following this is a 

column which shows how much basic "profit" a painter would receive after 

deducting only his material expenses. (It does not include transporta

tion costs, overhead, or labor.) Sandpaintings, like many crafts, 

require more investment in labor than materials or tools. The material 

investment is certainly much lower than for either weaving or silver-

smithing. 

Labor. The main ingredient determining the price of any hand

crafted item is the labor that goes into it. Unfortunately, it is again 

difficult to estimate how much labor it takes to produce sandpaintings. 

Sandpainters always produce more than one painting at a time, the number 

depending on the amount of decoration, the design, the size, the speed 

and dexterity of the painter. More small paintings can be made in a day 

than larger ones; people take one day to a v/eek to make a 2^" by 2V' 

painting, but can make 50 to 60 3" by 5" paintings per day. Paintings 

12" by 12" or 16" by 8" are produced generally in batches of ten. A 

painter who focuses on more than one subrnarket also may work on one 

large painting and a number of medium sized or small paintings at a 

time. Statements of how long it takes someone to make a painting or of 



Table 22. Cost of producing sandpaintings. 

Typical 
Sizes 

Price of 
Cut Board 

Price per 
Hundred 

Minimum 
Price for 
Glue 

Cost of 
Varnish 

Minimum 
Cost to 
Produce 

Minimum 
Given to 
Painters* 

Minimum 
Amount of 
"Profit"** 

3 x 6  50.10 $10.00 8 4.00 $ 1.50 $15.50 $ 150.00 $ 134.50 

4 x 8  .15 15-00 6.00 1.50 22.50 200.00 177.50 

5 x 9  .20 20.00 6.00 1.50 27.50 250.00 222.50 

6 x 6  .15 15.00 6.00 1.50 22.50 250.00 227.50 

6 x 12 .20 20.00 8.00 3.00 31.00 400.00 369.00 

12 x 12 .35 35.00 10.00 4.50 49.50 800.00 750.50 

8 x 16 .35 35.00 10.00 4.50 49.50 800.00 750.50 

13 x 13 .ko 40.00 12.00 4.50 56.50 1000.00 943.50 

16 x 16 .60 60.00 16.00 6.00 82.00 1500.00 1418.00 

12 x 24 .65 65.00 16.00 6.00 87.00 2000.00 1913.00 

2k x 2k 1.20 120.00 32.00 12.00 164.00 3000.00 2836.00 

'Minimum which would be given to painters by a jobber. Using the lowest average price 
structure. 

*'Profit using the minimum production costs. 
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how many one can make per week were so variable that it is almost im

possible to generalize. Another set of interviews is needed to account 

for how painters allocate their time on each task. 

It is not time consuming to make most sandpaintings; some people 

can turn out many rapidly. In another sense, it is time consuming 

because one must wait for a long time between each application of pig

ment. One person estimated that it takes about three hours to make a 

16" by 16" painting, but that these three hours of work must be spread 

out over one or two days to allow the adhesive to dry. If one considers 

that a painter makes about Sl'+.OO on a 16" by 16" painting after ex

penses, they are earning at a maximum $^.70 an hour. Of course, this 

is an extremely high estimate, since it does not include the time spent 

in other necessary operations. Besides actually painting, painters must 

spend one or two days a month pounding and sifting rocks for background 

and pigments, and on the average, half to one full day per week pre

paring boards and laying background. One day every two weeks is spent 

selling and collecting pigments. The rest of the available production 

time is spent on actually painting. Except for the most complicated 

compositions, sandpaintings can be made much more quickly than can 

silver, jewelry, or rugs. Even if the maximum hourly return given above 

is double what it should be, making sandpaintings is much more profit

able than (for example) being a migrant agricultural laborer. 

Overhead. Overhead is the term given to hidden costs not 

directly part of the labor or materials necessary to make an item. This 

includes rent and utilities for. work space, equipment purchase and 
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repair, office supplies, postage, an accountant, secretary or lawyer, 

and advertising. Even designing time or creating new items is costly 

in terms of time and effort. Overhead technically also includes the • 

time it takes a new artisan to become proficient and skilled, as well 

as time spent experimenting with improvements in materials, as in find

ing a proper adhesive. 

Navajo sandpainters do not have as many overhead expenses as 

Anglo artisans. There are no legal obligations; nor is there wear and 

tear on equipment, because one does not have to purchase expensive 

equipment in order to make sandpaintings. Since almost no records (if 

any) are kept, there is no bookkeeping. Little or no office supplies 

are used. Only one family actively publicizes. All this keeps prices 

down. However, sandpainters do have minimal overhead costs for their 

work areas, which are usually in the home. No one adds in these costs 

to their selling price because they consider these to be living expenses. 

This reduces their margin of profit. Painters who have built special 

workshops are especially vulnerable in this sense. They have not raised 

their prices to cover the expenses incurred. 

Although a beginning attempt was made part way through the 

field session to gather information on overhead, the data are unsatis

factory, partly because sandpainters were not aware that it might affect 

prices. Overhead in cottage industries, however, is usually low. Be

cause exact overhead costs cannot be added in, figures given above for 

production costs are a bit too low. The exact amount it costs to make 

a painting, like the time it takes to make a painting is unknown. 
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Profit. Navajos, and most Anglos as well, consider "profit" to 

be the money left over after all expenses have been deducted. Anglo-

American artisans, however, add an amount they term "profit" to their 

selling price to be sure that they will have something left over. Sand-

painters do not, and they therefore have no hedge against contingencies 

like a slump in the market for two or three months. They also have no 

protection against losses, nor capital to gamble on new marketing 

efforts. 

In effect, most sandpainters are not making a profit on sand-

paintings. They are being paid by wholesalers for their raw materials, 

some transportation costs, and a wage for constructing the painting. 

What many sandpainters think of a profit is actually a worker's wage. 

They are not being paid for their creative abilities. Actually sand

painters are paid more as are Navajo silversmiths who work in a sweat

shop than as are Anglo artisans. 

The Price Structure 

The price structure of commercial sandpaintings coincides v/ith 

that of other Indian arts and crafts and of most Anglo-made crafts as 

well. Three possible middlemen and institutions intervene between the 

painter and customer in indirect sales: jobber, wholesaler, and re

tailer. Wholesaler and retailer are most common. First, the artist 

is paid an asking price for a painting, for example, S2.50 by a jobber 

or wholesaler. The jobber, having traveled around the reservation to 

various sandpainters picking up shipments, takes them to a wholesaler. 

He charges 10 to 20 percent for his services. The wholesaler in turn 



Mf6 

sells the paintings to a retailer, adding a commission. The retailer 

then either adds from 50 to 100 percent to the price. The painting 

would retail to the customer for $6.00 to $10.00. However, the jobber 

is disappearing, and most sandpainters take their paintings either to a 

wholesaler or retailer themselves. Very few wholesalers search for 

sandpainters on the reservation. The loss of one middleman role is one 

reason the price of most sandpaintings have remained stable. 

Prices for identical paintings vary depending on the markup in 

each shop. This varied from 30 percent to 300 percent over the asking 

price of the artist. Some stores, especially curio shops and the less 

reputable shops specializing in Indian arts and crafts, are constantly 

running "sales." These are not true sales in which items left over at 

the end of a season are reduced in price in order to clear space for in

coming inventory, but marketing devices designed to make buyers feel 

they are getting "special bargains." These stores do not just double 

the wholesale price, they quadruple it, fully intending to sell the 

painting to a customer at only double the wholesale cost. Thus, even 

though on first glance it appears that the pricing structure is really 

extremely variable, it is actually fairly standardized in all types of 

stores. Table 23 lists the typical pricing structure for Indian arts 

and crafts stores in border towns. 

Prices charged for sandpaintings in 1977, 197?), and 1979 ranged 

from $2.00 to 113,200.00. Most fell in the inexpensive range; ^0 percent 

were under $15.00 and 73 percent under $3°«00 (N = 1287 paintings). 

Paintings over $100.00 were rarer (7 percent). Only three paintings 

seen were priced over $2,500.00. This coincides with the potential 
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Table 23. Price structure for a typical mixed quality Indian arts and 
crafts store for 1978. 

Size in 
Inches 

Price Given 
to Painter 

Jobbing 
Price 

Wholesale 
Price 

Retail 
Price 

2 x 2  $ 1.25 % 1.50 S 2.00 f> 4.00 

3 x 4 1.25 1.50 2.00 4.00 

3 x 6  1.50 1.8o 2.25 4.50 

4 x 8  2.00 2.40 3.00 6.00 

5 x 9  2.50 3.oo 3.75 7.50 

6 x 6  2.50 3.00 3.75 7.50 

6 x 12 4.00 4.80 6.00 12.00 

12 x 12 8.oo 9.60 12.00 24.00 

8 x 16 8.oo 9.60 12.00 24.00 

16 x 16 15.00 18.00 22.50 45.00 

16 x 18 25.00 30.00 37.50 75.00 

24 x 2k 30.00 36.00 45.00 90.00 

16 x 48 60.00 72.00 90.00 180.00 
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submarkets. The higher the price and more restricted the market, and 

therefore, the fewer the number of paintings. Naturally, souvenir and 

gift-home decoration paintings were the most common. 

Factors Influencing Price 

An attempt was made to determine what factors affect the price 

of commercial sandpaintings. First, size of painting influenced how 

much a painting cost. Marketing primarily by size rather than quality 

or originality is nothing new to Navajo arts, especially when the market 

is controlled by a small number of merchants. This is often the first 

stage in the development of a price structure for Indian arts and 

crafts. With time, a number of price scales develop, based on both size 

and quality. Only later, with the development of an art market, does 

size cease to be a factor. For example, from the late l880s through the 

early 20th century, rugs were marketed by size. In a 1902 catalog 

Hubbell offered striped wool, blankets with gray grounds for SO.75 to 

$2.50 a pound, depending on quality. Larger and better made blankets, 

sized 8 by 9 to 12 by 12 feet, listed from $40.00 to $150.00 depending 

on size (McNitt 1962:210). Moore's catalog of 1911 lists an "EH-20" or 

fine grade rug at 90 cents to one dollar per square foot. "T-XX" rugs, 

or tourist grade, sold by weight for one to two dollars a pound (McNitt 

1962:25*0. The pricing structure in rugs changed with time, especially 

among traders who were trying to improve quality. Bloomfield first 

began paying one to three dollars a pound for rugs at Two Grey Hills. 

In his later years he bought rugs for quality regardless of size. Daisy 

Taugel-chee received SI,100.00 for a superior blanket measuring 33" by 

W in 1959 (McNitt 1962:261). 



Around 1900, silver was also sold primarily by weight rather 

than quality of design. Moore, in an early catalog, listed ornamented 

bridles at $1.25 to $1.50 per ounce; silver bracelets without stones 

for $1.25 an ounce, bracelets with turquoise for $2.00 to $10.00 depend

ing on the quality of the stone. Squash blossom necklaces of eight to 

twelve ounces of silver were priced, not by weight but "according to 

wear and condition," at from $6.00 to $18.00 (McNitt 1962:256). It 

appears that decorative crafts in a developmental stage are marketed on 

a standard scale with less regard for quality than for the amount of 

raw materials used. When quality becomes a factor, multiple price scales 

are devised. For quality work, an artisan receives a higher price per 

object than does a mediocre craftsman, but the scale or rate of increase 

by size remains equivalent. Later, there are three scales — for poor, 

mediocre, and outstanding craftsmanship. Once the work falls within one 

of these three scales, the artisan is paid according to the size of the 

piece. Only when the craft crosses the imaginary line into a fine art 

is the size scale eradicated and quality and other intangible factors 

become the primary determinants of price. 

The standardization of painting size to facilitate framing has 

already been described. Size is used to order paintings, for merchants 

generally do not ask for specific subject matter but request lots of 

specific sizes. Appendix L-2 summarizes the pricing structure for com

mercial sandpaintings as listed by common sizes, in both square inches 

and by length-times-width, arranged in order of increasing surface 

area. The lowest, highest, and median prices for each size are shown 

as well as the price range for each size. In general, the median price 
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increases as the surface area of the painting increases, although there 

is not a completely straight linear relation. The range between the 

lowest and highest priced paintings in each category also tends to in

crease as size increases, although there are several exceptions. The 

relation between size and price became more linear, especially for the 

smaller paintings, when sizes with less than five cases were eliminated. 

Price and surface area are positively correlated, especially for the 

smaller paintings. For paintings designed for the souvenir and tourist 

market, price is usually determined by the size of the painting. For 

the fine art-reproduction market, other factors are just as important 

in determining the price of paintings. Gift and home decoration paint

ings fall in between. 

There are still inconsistencies, however. From observation in 

retail establishments, I identified five families that made particularly 

expensive paintings and that appeared not to be bound by this pricing 

structure. Possibly, they were being paid also for the artistic and 

religious content of their paintings. For several reasons eliminating 

the paintings made by these individuals from the tabulations strength

ened the linear relation between size and price. First, these families 

produced most of the framed paintings, and framing inflates the price 

of a painting. Second they produce paintings in unusual sizes. Elimi

nation of their paintings simultaneously eliminated those size cate

gories which had prices inflated with respect to paintings only slightly 

smaller and larger. Finally removal of their paintings in most cases 

brought the large size categories with anomalously high prices into 

line with the linear relation between size and price obtaining for 



smaller paintings. This occurred because these families mainly produce 

large paintings for the fine art-reproduction submarket. Thus for these 

individuals, size of their paintings has less to do with price than 

quality. 

It is difficult to explain some of the other inconsistencies. 

One which can be explained is the extremely high median value for the 

19" by 14" paintings, which is the result of a special commission. The 

anomalous category would have been eliminated had I not visited one 

store only two days after the commission had been delivered. It is im

possible to say how many other categories might be similarly affected, 

for special orders and commissions raise the average price of a paint

ing. Also, the anomalies mainly appear in connection with rectangular 

rather than square paintings. Square paintings, when considered as a 

unit, tend to increase in price as size increases. Only the 10" by 10" 

paintings are more expensive than one would expect; the reason for this 

is unknown. 

Other factors besides size may, of course, have been important 

in determining the price of a painting. I thought there should be a 

difference in pricing structure based on the type of store in which the 

paintings were sold; the cheaper paintings in each size in the curio 

shops, the more expensive paintings in the quality Indian arts and 

crafts shops. Such a dichotomization has been noted for other ethnic 

arts in the Southwest. Briggs (1979s106) found two major markets for 

Hispanic carved images; one for tourists and curio seekers and another 

for connoisseurs of art. Tourist-oriented shops tended to concentrate 

on small carvings of birds, trees, and animals. Both the staff and 
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patrons of tourist-oriented shops regarded the carvings as curios, and 

prices reflected this categorization. Museums, on the other hand, 

exhibited and sold more ambitious and larger works of images, death 

carts and the like. Prices exhibited in museums were regarded as "art," 

and those offered for sale accordingly were priced much higher. 

However, the type of store did not make any difference in the 

price of a sandpainting. In fact, the prices in curio shops were often 

higher than those for similar sized paintings in other types of retail 

establishments, partly because of the pricing scales described above. 

Only for the largest size paintings did the more expensive ones tend to 

be found in the quality Indian arts and crafts stores, partly because 

very few examples were found in the curio and mixed quality stores. 

Prices could also be affected by either the type of composition 

— whether the subject matter was traditional or non-traditional — 

and/or by the number of main figures. In general, sandpaintings with 

subject matter derived from sacred motifs are slightly less expensive 

than paintings showing profane subjects (see Table 2k), Pictures of 

Holy People are the least expensive, and still lifes and human portraits 

the most expensive. Creativity is reflected in these price extremes. 

In general, paintings with one figure are less expensive than paintings 

with eight or nine figures. Eighty-one percent of the paintings with 

only one figure cost less than SJO.OO, but only 35 percent of those with 

seven, eight, or nine main figures were in this price range. These 

findings, of course, reflect the requirements of the three submarkets, 

as mentioned above. 



Table 24. Price by subject matter of painting. 

453 

Traditional Motif Non-traditional Motif Total 
Price N % N % N 

$ 0-10 369 39.8 109 30.4 478 

11-20 207 22.3 77 21.4 284 

21-30 132 14.2 47 13.1 179 

31-40 5^ 5.8 28 7.8 82 

41-50 31 3.3 18 5.0 49 

51-60 27 2.9 17 4.7 44 

61-70 8 0.9 1 0.3 9 

71-80 18 1.9 10 2.8 28 

81-90 9 1.0 1 0.3 10 

91-100 13 1.4 10 2.8 23 

101-150 13 1.4 10 2.8 23 

151-200 15 1.6 4 1.1 19 

201-250 9 1.0 2 0.5 11 

251-300 7 0.8 3 0.8 10 

301-500 10 1.1 2 0.5 12 

501-700 1 0.1 1 0.3 2 

701-900 2 0.2 4 1.1 6 

901-1100 3 0.3 3 0.8 6 

1101-2500 - - 11 3.1 11 

2501- - - 1 0.3 1 

Totals 928 100.0 359 99.9 1287 
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Determining price is a complex matter, and additional analyses 

will be needed to clarify fully what factors are crucial. Store types 

is not important, nor are factors like background color, number of 

colors, or placement of figures. Linear versus radial layout was 

irrelevant to price. Size of composition, basic type of subject matter, 

and number of figures had a slight bearing on price. The strongest 

positive relationship is size and price; in general the larger the 

painting, the more it will cost. Quality, therefore, is not the main 

factor in the pricing scale for most sandpaintings in the souvenir-

tourist and gift-home decoration submarkets, but this generalization 

does not hold for the fine art-reproduction submarket. Here, complexity 

and quality command higher prices, as does the reputation of the artist. 

In a future analysis it would be interesting to try to assess 

the relative importance of each factor. Measuring quality would always 

be difficult, because it is such a subjective category. There will 

always be idiosyncracies in determining the price of sandpaintings since 

value cannot be numerically measured. At this stage we are only just 

beginning to isolate the relevant factors. 

Price Stability 

There was no consensus whether the price of sandpaintings has 

decreased, increased, or remained the same since the craft was founded. 

Without more early paintings, it is difficult to know, but all three 

conclusions may well be correct. These inconsistencies appear to defend 

on-what is happening to each submarket. 

The ceiling for sandpaintings has increased, and the fine art-

reproduction paintings are constantly becoming more expensive, at least 
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since 1976. A 24" by 24" painting by Francis Miller sold for $125 in 

1965. James Joe was given $60 for a 24" by 24" painting in the mid 

1960s by trader Don Watson, who retailed it for $90. Eugene Joe sold 

paintings for similar prices in the early 1970s, and today sells his 

compositions for several hundred dollars. Equivalent compositions by 

both Miller and Joe today would be double the price. However, other 

paintings command about the same price today as ten years ago. A paint

ing by Fred Stevens, Jr., housed in a Southwestern museum, was purchased 

for $50 in I960. In 1979 a slightly larger painting with the same basic 

design was purchased for the same price. While fine art and reproduc

tions have shown a wider price range over the years (that is, the best 

painters are charging more while the poor and medium quality paintings 

have remained the same), the tourist-souvenir and gift-home decoration 

paintings have remained remarkably stable in price. 

In fact, these latter types may even be cheaper now than they 

were at first. One trader said that in 1972 painters would bring car

loads of paintings to Phoenix and they would sell right away. A good 

seller's market existed, but with the rapid rise in the number of 

painters, it quickly became saturated. By 1976 there were too many 

paintings on the market, and prices began dropping while the general 

quality of paintings improved. Painters accepted these lowered prices 

because they had few alternative outlets. There appeared to be a 

diminishing interest on the part of the buying public, at least in this 

particular store. This merchant thought that sandpaintings were a fad 

which had already outlived their marketability. 



If this merchant's analysis is correct, sandpainters should earn 

less in the future, and as a result, it will become increasingly diffi

cult for painters to be full-time artisans. They will have to rely on 

other sources of income besides sandpainting. It would also mean that 

in the next five years there should be fewer new painters, because if 

word of these changes spread, it will discourage potential painters. 

Painters, especially those producing for the souvenir and tourist art 

and gift-home decoration markets, will not think it worth the time and 

effort for the amount of financial reward. Whether this happens will 

depend on the number of economic options available for Navajos. Even 

with lower returns sandpainting may still be more attractive than other 

occupations, assuming that other jobs even exist. Sandpaintings will 

probably not be as extensive in the future, but any very negative pre

dictions are probably overdrawn. 

It appears that four pricing patterns have emerged within the 

last two years, growing out of the basic pricing structure in much the 

same way as occurred for other crafts. One is retention of the basic 

pricing scale established before the sharp rise of other Indian arts 

and crafts in the early 1970s. This has been used by stores for 

painters of average quality and applies to people who produce for the 

gift-home decoration and tourist-souvenir markets, to those individuals 

who do some larger reproductions which are fairly simple. The second 

scale is for another group of people who paint for the gift-hone deco

ration and fine art submarkets, producing good quality paintings with a 

great deal of detail. They are paid for the inclusion of extra detail 

and superior craftsmanship. Like the first group, they are paid 
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basically by size, only on a higher scale than those of the first group. 

These two scales will increase with the rate of inflation. 

The third and fourth scales tend not to be based on the size of 

the completed work. The first is used for paintings of such poor 

quality that painters are paid very little. These men and women produce 

mainly for the tourist-souvenir market or the gift-home decoration 

market, occasionally attempting a larger composition with dismal re

sults. Most are either poor painters who would never be good no matter 

how much they practiced, or those who try to produce as many paintings 

as they possibly can in a short time period with the result that colors 

run and lines are crooked. The fourth pricing structure applies to a 

very small group of artists with high standards of craftsmanship who 

produce fine art. Even though many of their reproductions are very 

similar, they are technically excellent and creativity may also be in

cluded in the price of the non-traditional compositions. The pricing 

structure in this group is becoming equivalent to easel art, although 

not as yet as high in price. Paintings in this category are not priced 

according to size, but according to artistic merit. 

It is probable that sandpaintings will follow the route of 

jewelry in pricing structure. The best quality work will continue to 

increase in price and, as sandpainters begin to expand into the art 

market, there will be continued demand. As happens in the art market, 

the "best" painters will be the most successful. The second rate 

artists will fall away in time or continue to make decorative art which 

will be priced according to size and amount of detail and hence con

trolled by the merchants. Since there was a vacuum created in the early 
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1970s which has not been filled by other crafts, and since people are 

going to continue to travel, the gift-home decoration market and the 

tourist-souvenir market will remain. The poor quality painters will 

fall by the wayside, because the standards for sandpainting will con

tinue to improve and there will be practically nowhere to market their 

work. If these people do continue, they will be paid such a low price 

that it will not be worth their time. People will probably continue 

to learn to paint, because painters still earn a good deal of money and 

because there are still few economic options available to those who wish 

to live on the reservation. 

Income 

Commercial sandpainters are able to earn a good wage from their 

craft even though the market is variable. The mean income derived from 

sandpaintings for those interviewed is $6845 before expenses (see Table 

25) • (Expenses would probably lower these figures by 15 to 20 percent.) 

The income range is $350 to $60,000, the median roughly $2,500. (All 

figures are for individuals, even though making sandpaintings was occa

sionally a family operation. The figure given by families was divided 

by the number of people who produced in that family and counted once 

only.) Full-time painters, of course, earn more than part-time painters; 

the mean income for full-time painters is $9,659 and for part-time 

painters 33i307« Sex did not affect how much a painter earned; men and 

women appear in all income groups. There is a slight correlation be

tween when a painter began to paint and the income level — partly 

because the earlier painters tended, to produce for the fine art and 

reproduction market. Makers of fine art earn more on the average than 
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Table 25- Income levels for contemporary sandpainters for 1976. 

Full-time Painters Part-time Painters Total 
Income Level N % N % N 

Less than $500 - 12 33.3 12 

501-1000 - 7 19. ̂ 7 

1,001-5,000 12 27.9 10 27.8 22 

5,001-10,000 9 20.9 3 8.3 12 

10,001-15,000 15 3^.9 3 8.3 18 

15,001 or more 7 16.3 1 2.8 8 

Totals k3 100.0 36 99.9 79 
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do those who produce for the other two submarkets. Those making sou

venir paintings earn the least because they, with one or two exceptions, 

work on a part-time basis and receive the least return for their work. 

Therefore, earlier painters have a higher average income from sandpaint-

ing than do those who began after 1970. 

Teenagers tend to produce on a part-time basis due to educa

tional demands and because they make saindpaintings for occasional spend

ing money. Also, men and women with seasonal or permanent jobs produce 

on a part-time basis. This includes two women who are teacher's aides, 

a secretary, six men who work for the Navajo sawmill, five men who work 

at the uranium mines or the power plants, a policeman, a tribal lawyer, 

two who take occasional construction jobs, and six people who tend 

sheep. For these men and women sandpainting is a leisure activity. 

Some spend only a few hours every week or a few weeks per year inten

sively working on the paintings. Many people do not want to work full-

time, because they think the market is too precarious. 

Full-time painters derive the overwhelming part of their income 

from sandpainting. Few sandpainters receive any type of welfare: one 

man receives disability checks from the railroad, two young mothers aid 

to dependent children, and three older people some type of social 

security payment. It appears that production of sandpaintings has 

lessened dependence on unearned income, but since comparative figures 

were not obtained, this is only an impression. Also, complete data 

were not gathered on the amount of income coming from other sources in 

the household. 
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Figures given for income from sandpaintings for 1976 are tenta

tive; sandpainters do not keep records, and most do not remember exactly 

how much they had made. These figures are based on estimates given by 

painters checked against an estimate of the number of paintings they 

produced in 1977 and 1978. There is a good deal of yearly variation in 

income among painters, since the quantity of paintings produced by each 

varies each year. This is especially true of part-time painters. 

Nevertheless, the production of commercial sandpaintings can be a lucra

tive occupation or a profitable hobby and income supplement. Although 

several painters complained that in the last few years traders were 

offering them less money for their work, and that the market was too 

variable, painting was still felt to be profitable. Most painters do 

not want to stop making paintings, even if the craft should become 

slightly less profitable. Sandpainters will continue to paint as long 

as they continue to make money and there are no better economic alter

natives. 

Summary 

The market for Navajo sandpaintings is similar to other decora

tive crafts made by American Indians. It consists basically of three 

submarkets or levels — tourist and souvenir art, arts designed to 

decorate walls, and arts designed to document native culture, i.e., 

reproductions of sacred sandpaintings and fine art. The latter, fine 

art, is the only area where sandpaintings have a questionable future. 

Since designs are basically static, and since prices have remained 

stable, they have not developed into collectable fine art. Unless 
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sandpainters radically alter their styles and can break free of the con

trolled pricing structure, this market has little possibility of expan

sion. Only a few painters have attempted to do so to date. The other 

markets, however, are thriving, and there is every indication that they 

will continue. 

The extent of the market has steadily expanded over the years 

from its base in places frequented by Fred Stevens, and is today inter

national in scope. Most paintings are still sold in the Southwest, and 

it will always be a regional craft. The early period from the 1950s 

(when Stevens began) to 1969 was one of speculation and expansion. By 

1970 the craft was established and could be found in many types of 

stores and in almost every town and resort in the Southwest. This ex

pansion has partly been in response to the increase in the investment 

market in all types of art in the 1970s, including decorative arts and 

Indian arts and crafts. As pottery, weaving, jewelry and other hand

crafted items soared in price, they left a vacuum in terms of medium-

priced and inexpensive items. Sandpaintings, rapidly produced and 

materially inexpensive articles which could be made in miniature, began 

to partially fill this gap. The rapid increase in the number of sand-

painters in the 1970s is the result of the opening of one new submarket, 

tourist and souvenir arts, and the steady expansion of the gift and 

home decoration submarket, as evidenced in the increased number of re

tail establishments selling sandpaintings. The expansion of subnnrkets, 

the number of outlets, increased demand from buyers, and the increased 

number of Navajo responding to this demand, all worked to make commer

cial sandpainting a successful Southwestern craft. 
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While sandpainters tend to be flexible in their marketing 

arrangements, individuals and households of sandpainters tend to spe

cialize in one type of submarket, although they occasionally produce for 

more than one. Household members tended to emulate the most successful 

member in the household, often continuing to make the size and type of 

painting which the teacher has been successfully marketing. As the 

craft increases in age, this pattern may be eliminated. 

Sandpainters have tried to maintain flexibility in their market

ing practices. From the beginning of the craft they have used both 

direct and indirect methods, almost always selling for cash rather than 

services or barter. No one relies solely on direct sales or on only one 

indirect outlet. Sandpainters find exclusive contracts with merchants 

too confining despite the attempts of several major wholesalers to monop

olize the market. No sandpainter wants to put himself completely under 

the control of a merchant, feeling that the market is too variable. 

Although all painters begin by marketing through indirect outlets, many, 

especially those producing for the gift-home decoration market and fine 

art-reproduction market, increasingly expand the use of direct methods. 

Makers of tourist and souvenir art have fewer options besides opening 

roadside stands in the summer. All painters sell whenever and where-

ever they can to maintain flexibility, taking a few paintings with them 

whenever they go to a restaurant or on a trip to a border town. 

Indian arts and crafts stores and curio shops, however, still 

carry most sandpaintings. The major wholesalers are found in border 

towns east of the reservation. Unlike the marketing of other forms of 

Navajo art in the l880s and earlier in this century, traders have no 
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influence over the distribution and sales of Navajo sandpaintings. This 

means that traders have had no influence on the stylistic development of 

the art and that geographical proximity, in terms of selling to the 

nearest possible outlet, is not a factor in the marketing of sandpaint

ings. 

The market has had a powerful influence on the development of 

commercial sandpaintings. This influence, in conjunction with changes 

made to appease the gods, a desire not to "copy," and the search for 

individual styles, has made commercial sandpaintings artistically dif

ferent from sacred sandpaintings. Both sandpainters and middlemen have 

conducted informal marketing analyses to interpret customers' tastes and 

demands. This was reflected in the earliest works by Fred Stevens as 

well as in the works made in 1979 after the craft had been established. 

These "marketing analyses" were specific to each submarket, and any 

scholar who studies ethnic art must control for this factor because it 

stylistically pulls a craft in many directions simultaneously. This is 

one reason why it has been difficult for scholars to generalize about 

the artistic changes that result when a native art is produced for a 

non-native market. Middlemen from the consuming c\ilture are very im

portant in this process, even when they have been unable to exert 

complete control over the production of the craft. 

Sandpaintings are inexpensive to make. Tools are few and mate

rials easily available, many without cost. This is very important for 

people with little surplus capital. It is actually a very efficient 

means to supplement income for individuals living in a rural situation. 

As in almost all handcrafted objects, labor was the painter's biggest 



^65 

expense. Except for the largest and most complex compositions, it is 

not time consuming to make sandpaintings. Since they can also be mass 

produced, they are well suited to be tourist art. The estimated hourly 

wage for making sandpaintings, even cut in half, is good compared to 

other Navajo arts and crafts. This may be one reason why sandpainting 

continues to expand while weaving appears to be declining. (Compare the 

hourly return for weaving presented in Chapter k.) Although most sand-

painters are not making a large profit, and the price structure is very 

controlled, they are still earning enough from production of sand

paintings to make it an attractive economic alternative. 



CHAPTER 13 

CONCLUSIONS 

Navajo sandpaintings have changed from an essential religious 

act to a commercial art — from an impermanent sacred to a permanent 

secular form. Sacred sandpaintings are holy because of their close re

lationship to supernatural power. Gifts of the Holy People, they are 

magnets which have the power to attract beings eager to see their exact 

pictorial representations. Sandpaintings are not "art" nor are they 

spontaneous, creative expressions. They are complex sacred symbols, 

and through consecration, are impregnated with power. They help in the 

process of curing, being the temporary residence of holiness. There

fore, there are supernatural prescriptions for keeping sandpaintings 

impermanent. Commercial sandpaintings are, in contrast, secular objects 

developed from the sacred prototype but made by the Navajo for sale in 

the international market of luxury items as art, as items to decorate 

homes, and as souvenirs. They are made to be sold to non-natives rather 

than to be used by Navajos. They are an industry, a way of making a 

living in a situation where earlier economic pursuits are no longer 

feasible and there are few viable economic alternatives. 

This study has examined the process of commercialization by 

which an art form originally used for social, political, religious, 

and/or aesthetic purposes was transformed into objects made intention

ally for sale in a market economy. Its purpose has been to determine 

1+66 
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why people decided to commercialize their art, how the mechanisms of the 

process worked, and the social and artistic repercussions of intentional 

sale to other cultures, ethnic groups, or classes. V/e have analyzed 

processes of technical innovation and diffusion, because this specific 

instance of commercialization involved a shift from the sacred to the 

profane, considered the implications of this shift for the art form and 

for Navajo religion. Unlike the commercialization of secular forms of 

native art, commercialization of sandpaintings posed some distinctive 

problems for innovators and makers; they had to overcome supernatural 

sanctions against the use of sacred forms in secular contexts. 

As posited in Chapter 2, the commercialization of art is an eco

nomic response to poverty which may or may not coincide with a directed 

contact situation, but which in this case, it does. The Navajo in the 

mid-20th century were part of a market economy, but had few goods or 

services to sell. Their previous subsistence pattern of reavy reliance 

on pastoralism was no longer feasible. While there was increasing 

dependency on wage work, jobs were always scarce. Navajos often had to 

go off-reservation to find employment, and those who did were often 

underemployed. The result is that Navajos have been among the lowest 

level income groups in the United States. Because they relied on rather 

unpredictable resources, Navajos had developed an economic structure 

characterized by flexibility. Most extended families relied on combina

tions of herding, farming, craft production, wage work, and welfare, 

since no one source was sufficient to meet basic subsistence needs. 

Diversity in the use of multiple, fluctuating resources has been the key 

to their adaptive success in their rather difficult economic structure. 
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Sale of arts and crafts to outside groups has always been part 

of the Navajos' mixed economic system, becoming especially important 

after the introduction of trading posts and as Navajos moved into a 

market and cash economy. It was always a way of supplementing the 

income base and allowing families to purchase desired goods, but rarely 

became the sole basis for a household's income because the hourly return 

was so low. And while proportionately, arts and crafts production as 

part of the total income structure for the Navajo Nation has declined 

since 1950, it has remained important for individuals and families who 

have chosen this option. Arts and crafts provide an important advantage 

to Navajo families, allowing increased flexibility. 

A new craft like commercial sandpainting could be fit into this 

existing economic structure in the niche of "secular arts sold to 

Anglos," Navajo commercial sandpainters, by deciding to begin to paint, 

increased the flexibility of the subsistence base of their households. 

Very few sandpainters had previously produced crafts, so new painters 

were not simply substituting one craft for a more profitable one, but 

were adding a new economic option to their subsistence strategy. 

The reasons most painters gave for beginning to paint were over

whelmingly economic. Painters saw commercial sandpainting as an alter

native source of income. Most sandpainters were either unemployed, 

underemployed, or in school when they began to paint. This unemployment 

situation became worse with time; those painters who began in the de

velopmental period from 1962 to 1969 were more likely to have jobs than 

were those who began to paint after 1970- This case thus provides 

evidence that production of arts and crafts increases as the economic 
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condition worsens. However, the increase in the number of new painters 

following 1970 also coincided with the marketing history of the craft 

and the expansion of the market to include tourist and souvenir arts and 

new areas of the country. Thus new painters took advantage of an in

creasing demand for the craft. 

While economics was the primary reason for beginning to make 

sandpaintings, Navajo sandpainters also provided a broad spectrum of 

supplemental reasons. In addition to those reasons identified in ex

isting literature on arts of acculturation (namely ethnic identity, 

preservation of culture, aesthetics, and creativity), other motivations 

were discovered. These included social considerations (such as a desire 

for independence, dislike of labor migration, a need to care for small 

children), education of Anglos, ease of manufacture, desire for a hobby 

and such idiosyncratic reasons as hating to travel or a desire to use 

gifts which Mother Earth has bestowed. Thus while the basic reasons 

for making sandpaintings were the same as had been identified for other 

commercialized arts, the full array of reasons given by sandpainters 

was much more extensive. 

These numerous and complex reasons changed over time. Moti

vations for founding the craft and for initiating technological develop

ments were not always the same as those given by individuals responsible 

for its diffusion. Individuals who helped develop the craft, that is, 

those who experimented with the new artistic medium and helped estab

lish a market, gave different reasons for starting than those who 

started to paint only after the craft had proven to be a success, both 

financially and in lack of feared supernatural sanctions. The desire 
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to save Navajo religion, combined supplementally with economics, was the 

stated reason for the founding of the craft. The suggestion in the 

literature on arts of acculturation that economics is the primary reason 

for the initial commercialization of religious art is simplistic. The 

desire to save what was felt to be a dying tradition was equally if not 

more important. This conservation desire or pride in ethnic heritage 

dwindled with time — while it was occasionally mentioned by painters 

in the developmental period, it was no longer a motivation for painters 

who started once the craft was established. 

Economics as the primary reason for beginning to paint, while 

present in all periods, eventually became the sole reason for starting. 

This was partly due to situational constraints which fostered a number 

of reasons for beginning to make sandpaintings while the craft was 

developing. Early painters were told that what they were doing was 

wrong and that they would be punished by dire supernatural sanctions. 

Thus a number of social, aesthetic, and economic reasons helped painters 

justify what they were doing. Beginning to paint, especially for those 

who were still traditionalists, was a carefully made decision. By 1970 

a major factor that had kept people from pursuing the craft was gone. 

No one had become sick, which implied that the Holy People were not 

angry. Perhaps for this reason the central consideration of economic 

necessity was no longer masked by additional reasons. 

Therefore, scholars studying the founding and development of 

new commercial art forms must control for the developmental stage of 

the craft. There is no basis for one to assume that motivations have 

remained the same through time. Also, scholars should test for various 



social factors which may influence motivations. In this case, age and 

sex of the maker, religious affiliation, and occupational history were 

important variables. I also found indications that the importance of 

these social variables may change with time as well; there were hints 

that men and women are beginning to give much more similar responses 

than they did when the craft was founded. Finally, reasons for starting 

become more stable and accepted over time. The initial period, when a 

craft is spreading and becoming established, is a time of experimenta

tion and multiplicity of motivational justifications. 

The commercialization of religious art involves more than the 

commercialization of secular forms or technological innovations. It 

involves removing the religious form from the sphere of the holy and 

placing it in a class of mundane items. This is more of a problem if 

there are supernaturally sanctioned prohibitions against the use of the 

form in secular contexts. Commercialization therefore implies that 

either a new category is created or (as has been suggested in the 

literature) that the religion is dying so that the theoretical misuse 

is no longer a sacrilege. This is one reason why authors have thought 

that religious art has not become commercial art. As we have seen, how

ever, religious art was successfully marketed in the Navajo case; 

numerous examples were given in Chapter 2. Few scholars have specifi

cally analyzed those objects developed from sacred art which are cur

rently on the market. 

The commercialization of religious art can occur without the 

decline in the native religion. The individuals who began the process 

of commercialization and the process of using sandpaintings in secular 
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contexts were Navajo singers, weavers, Anglo traders and anthropologists. 

While all the Navajo singers were unorthodox in the sense that they had 

become closely involved with Anglos, they were holders of traditional 

religious knowledge. Those men did not commercialize sandpaintings 

because they no longer believed in Navajo religion, but because they 

believed that sandpaintings had the power to cure and that there was the 

possibility that the religion would be forgotten. (Unfortunately we do 

not know if the women who wove the earliest yei rugs had converted to 

Christianity.) In this instance, commercialization occurred partly in 

order to save a culture. Therefore, it is not necessary, as has been 

suggested in the literature, for the individuals who initiate the com

mercialization process to no longer believe in their ancestor's re

ligion, or to have converted to new religions. 

Although there are many Christian Navajos who make sandpaint

ings, most of these individuals began to paint only after the craft was 

established. (Again, factors which influence the commercialization 

process and those which influence the diffusion process may differ.) 

Forty percent of all sandpainters still believe in traditional ways. 

Even though some sandpainters who started after 1970 were vehemently 

anti-traditional, there is no solid evidence that Navajo religion is 

dying out. This persistence, even in the face of increased contacts 

with Whites and pressure to adopt White customs, has been noted by other 

authors (Kunitz and Levy 1981:362). While many sandpainters are 

Christians, they are not more Christianized than the rest of the Navajo 

population. (In fact, sandpainters are not unique in terms of any 

basic social or demographic characteristics.) Modification of 
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sandpaintings has not led to a collapse of the religious art form while 

the commercial has risen in popularity. It is not only forms which are 

"peripheral" to the religious system or the central value system of a 

group which can be successfully commercialized. Commercial sandpaint

ings and sacred sandpaintings continue to co-exist, and there is no 

reason to expect that this situation will change in the future. 

However, the commercialization of sandpaintings had met some 

opposition. Navajo feelings about this process were mixed from the very 

beginning: some individuals approved, many were indifferent, others 

were opposed. Conflict was and still is generated because many Navajos 

feel that the creation and sale of permanent sandpaintings is a sacri

lege that will anger the Holy People and bring on the destruction of the 

individual and eventually the tribe. The reaction was worse at first, 

when innovators began experimenting with permanent sandpaintings in 

various forms, but slackened as people saw that few individuals were 

.^becoming sick and many were earning good money. Both factors could be 

interpreted as signs of supernatural approval or indifference. Since 

the Navajo are a heterogeneous people, opposition will continue to 

exist into the future, although most people will probably be indifferent, 

feeling that the decision to make sandpaintings is the business of the 

individual. 

Economic advantage combined with the realization that super

natural sanctions did not occur led to the spread of the new craft. 

Commercial sandpainters were lucky in this sense: their art medium was 

the last in a long development of the use of sandpaintings in permanent 

form and in secular contexts. Thus, being an isolated event, the 
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development of sandpaintings made on boards was part of a more wide

spread movement which began in the l880s. Sandpainters had part of 

their potential problems worked out for them before the form was even 

developed, just as they had a waiting market. 

The acceptable motivation for using secular forms was developed 

by 1900 — that is, the desire to preserve what was thought to be a 

dying tradition. The function of sandpaintings changed on the one hand 

to an art form, an educational device, a way to save Navajo religion, 

and on the other to a saleable source of motifs which could be used in 

other commercial arts such as weaving. This was a process of separation 

and diversification, not one of displacement, for at the same time that 

secular sandpaintings were being developed, sacred sandpaintings con

tinued to be used without a loss in power. Thus when commercial sand

paintings developed, many years of successful adaptation served as a 

rationale whenever anyone questioned the activity. 

However, many commercial sandpainters were nevertheless appre

hensive when they began to make sandpaintings, feeling they were tempt

ing fate because of the many religious taboos being broken. Again they 

utilized a solution already developed by those singers who had accom

plished the functional shift to secular paintings. Navajo singers 

reinterpreted the ideas surrounding the use of sandpaintings, having 

decided it was worth risking supernatural displeasure and sickness to 

prevent the loss of their knowledge. Bolstered by a belief in their own 

power, they developed social and artistic precautions to surround the 

making of permanent sandpaintings. The social precautions, i.e., having 

protective sings before starting to paint or weave, all but died out 
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when it was seen that they were not needed. The artistic devices, that 

one should make intentional changes (including additions, subtractions, 

and omissions) in the secular form so that it will not call the Holy 

People, is generally accepted. This is in effect, a rationalization 

used to keep sacred and commercial sandpaintings distinct. 

However, there is disagreement over what one should change in 

a painting to bring about this separation, and one group of sandpainters 

feels this separation does not exist. Some individuals are more upset 

when the commercial paintings are drawn incorrectly. This difference 

of opinion reflects the heterogeneity of Navajo sandpainters, and the 

ambiguity over when a sandpainting becomes sacred. In general, sand

painters now feel that secular sandpaintings as a class are safe to 

make, but certain figures and complete paintings are not. Intentional 

imperfection has become a general guide to the behavior of most artisans. 

Therefore, the successful rationalization of intentionally changing the 

secular form and the reinterpretations surrounding taboos which were 

developed by singers helped pave the way for the development of commer

cial sandpaintings. The flexibility of the Navajo religious system has 

meant that reinterpretation is possible when a new situation arises. 

This reinterpretation, as well as the formulating of appropriate 

motivations and technological innovations, was accomplished partly 

through the aid of interested Anglos, as is common in the commercializa

tion of native art. Anthropologists were important in the first step 

in the commercialization process in that they were interested in the 

preservation of Navajo culture. They considered singers their equals 

as the intellectual elite of the Navajo, and helped persuade them that 
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it was their duty to save Navajo culture. This was accomplished during 

the period when anthropologists were practicing "salvage ethnography," 

Singers became convinced of the Anglos* sincerity and interest and to

gether they slowly developed the rationalization that the rule against 

making permanent sandpaintings must be broken so that Navajo religion 

could be saved. The monographs produced from these collaborative 

efforts sire today used by Navajo sandpainters as the design source for 

their paintings. 

At the same time, other Anglos were creating a market for sand-

painting motifs in decorative art. Traders, entrepreneurs, and weavers 

tried to expand the market by catering to Anglo tastes for the exotic. 

Traders also took demonstrators back east so that middle-class Americans 

could learn about Navajo culture and be more inclined to purchase Navajo 

arts and crafts. Therefore, by the time commercial sandpaintings were 

developed, there was an interested potential clientele. Retailers were 

also influential in developing sandpaintings into a successful commer

cial object, partly by reinterpreting the demands of customers in each 

submarket. 

The idea of securing colored sands permanently onto wooden back

ings so that they could be hung on walls was also the idea of Anglos, 

in this case artists. These Anglo artists took materials from their own 

culture and developed new methods which were stable, quick, and eco

nomical. The first attempt in this vein was a direct result of the 

Depression, when there was no market for oil paintings. Interest in 

Navajo ceremonialism and economic necessity were the reasons for the 

development of commercial sandpainting by the de Villes, just as they 
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were for Fred Stevens who worked with Luther Douglas in the 19*t0s and 

1950s. It took the technical and artistic knowledge of this later 

artist, combined with the stylistic and religious knowledge of Stevens, 

a Navajo singer, to develop the techniques necessary to make commercial 

sandpaintings. This was accomplished by the early 1950s. However, not 

until 1962 did Stevens return to his natal community and then commercial 

sandpainting began to spread as an industry. 

The mechanisms of diffusion of an art form have received little 

attention in the literature on Southwestern art. This involves the 

problem of how artists are trained and how these learning patterns in 

turn affect the spread of a new form. Like the training of artists 

around the world, the modes by which potential Navajo sandpainters 

acquired knowledge of how to make sandpaintings ranged from informal 

self-teaching to more formalized pseudo-apprenticeships. Usually the 

neophyte watched without explanation from the "teacher," and then ex

perimented in the technical aspects of the craft. A formal apprentice

ship similar to that by which Navajo singers acquired ceremonial 

knowledge was reported by a few commercial sandpainters who considered 

instruction in the correct designs to be more important than formal 

guidance in construction techniques. This interest in the correctness 

of design, so that it is taught by formal verbal instruction in an 

apprentice-type situation, is the opposite of what was found in the 

training of other commercial sandpainters, as well as Pueblo potters, 

Navajo weavers, and silversmiths. It stems from the lingering idea 

that commercial sandpaintings may still be sacred. With this exception, 

the basic techniques for learning sandpaintings were of the same kind 
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and exhibited the same range of variability as other Navajo crafts. 

Because of this, the mechanisms for diffusion of the craft are probably 

the same for other Navajo crafts as well. 

As in many informal situations, learning reflected interaction 

patterns. This meant that new sandpainters learned primarily from kin, 

especially members of the nuclear family — parents, siblings, and 

spouses. There was little learning through schools or age groups. Re

liance on the family as the source of this knowledge was higher for 

women than men but dominant for both. Even when learning was outside 

the family, it was controlled by personal kinship dyads, most involving 

consanguineal or affinal relatives. One still calls upon and visits 

members of ones own clan before turning to others for assistance and 

companionship. The craft, however, is not and never was, clan-specific, 

a finding which may be of interest to archaeologists. 

The spread of sandpaintings reflected this pattern. An indi

vidual, usually a male, visited the home of a clan relative and watched 

the construction of sandpaintings. Returning home, he then taught mem

bers of his own household. Therefore, kinship and friendship patterns 

rather than geographical proximity were the key to the spread of sand

paintings to new communities, both on and off the Navajo reservation. 

Diffusion was spatially discontinuous. Thus diffusion within a Navajo 

group, as seen in a microstudy, occurs because of personal dyads. If 

one looks at diffusion between cultures, as in most diffusion studies, 

geographical proximity appears important, but in a small-scale analysis 

done on the individual level, it does not appear to be an important 

factor. 
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Unlike most other Navajo or Southwest Indian crafts, including 

sacred sandpainting, the manufacture of commercial sandpaintings is not 

restricted to only one sex. Women as well as men made sandpaintings 

from the time the craft began to spread in 1962. Today there are almost 

as many female as male painters. The spread of commercial sandpainting 

is also unique in that cross-sex teaching, primarily reflecting teaching 

by spouses, is as common as same-sex teaching. Men however are still 

the primary teachers as well as the major entrepreneurs. This craft is 

so young and its basis is so new that it has not adhered to the older 

pattern of crafts whose manufacture is the responsibility of only one 

sex. It does, however, reflect a new pattern in Navajo sexual division 

of labor for crafts and is particularly interesting because there were 

so few women singers in the traditional religious system. 

There was only one point of origin for the spread of commercial 

sandpainting (although other individuals have claimed to have founded 

the craft and to have taught Navajos) about which there was nothing 

unique. The fact that the spread started from Sheep Springs was an his

torical accident. Sheep Springs was not more economically deprived, nor 

did it have easier access to markets than most other communities. There 

had been a likelihood that the craft would have spread from the eastern 

portion of the reservation, but no particular community was more likely 

than another. If there had been a different founder with another natal 

community, there is every possibility that the craft would have centered 

in another community. 

The rapid spread of the craft is partly due to the fact that it 

is a cottage industry, easily seen by anyone entering the hogan, and to 
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the fact that most painters teach others about a year after they them

selves begin, or as soon as they have mastered construction techniques. 

Because sandpainting is a young craft, learning has been primarily hori

zontal (or spreading) rather than lineal through family lines generation 

after generation. This learning pattern is also due to the marketing 

history of the craft and to historical factors which were occurring in 

the arts and crafts industry nationwide. The expansion of Indian arts 

and crafts was part of an anti-industrial reaction, in which there was 

a demand for what is handmade, coinciding with America's celebration of 

its diverse origins. As the number of submarkets in which sandpaintings 

could be sold increased, the number of sandpainters increased. 

Finally, we must consider the implications of commercialization 

on the art form itself. There were many factors involved of which we 

have isolated two — marketing and religion. As has been noted in many 

other works on ethnic arts, painters must cope with two concepts of 

beauty when they produce for an external market. Painters, with the 

help of middlemen from the consuming culture, conduct informal marketing 

analyses and try to give customers what they want without sacrificing 

their own aesthetic or religious principles. While examples of modifi

cations were given, such as standardization in size, many were contra

dictory due to type of specialization by submarket. The requirements 

of making tourist art are very different from those of producing full 

reproductions or fine art. 

Other changes in the art form were due to a search for indi

vidual styles, boredom with the medium, and religious principles. As 

mentioned earlier, not all sandpainters agreed on what should be changed 
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in order to convert sandpaintings into secular items. As Morphy and 

Layton (n.d.) have noted for the commercialization of Australian sacred 

paintings* different individuals use different techniques to avoid com

mitting a sacrilege. Like Australians, some Navajo painters increase 

the number of figures, make only certain designs (however not those 

which should remain secret, but the less dangerous subjects), and make 

basically unaltered paintings, the meaning of which may or may not be 

selectively withheld. They do not use sandpaintings for property deeds, 

as do the Australians; however the purpose, educating Europeans, is the 

same. The types of changes each Navajo sandpainter makes are more ex

tensive and diverse than those found for Australians, possibly because 

there is more flexibility in Navajo religion, less consensus among the 

Navajo painters on when a design becomes sacred, and more emphasis on 

individual decision. 

The commercialization of sacred art presents more problems to 

founders and makers than does the commercialization of seculcir art, 

especially if makers still believe in their traditional religion and 

there are rules against using the sacred art in secular contexts. Navajo 

sandpainters have generally decided to separate the secular and sacred 

paintings into two distinct categories by making the secular ones "im

perfect." This imperfection may be so minute it is not noticed, or it 

may be a very obvious change. It is not necessarily that religious arts 

be commercialized only when they have greatly changed from their tra

ditional prototypes. Some sandpainters who are very traditionalist 

believe that the commercial paintings should not be changed at all. 

Until there are more studies of the commercialization of sacred art, we 
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can not say whether arts derived from religious sources are in general 

modified more extensively and in different ways than those deriving from 

secular items* For makers of full reproductions striving for accuracy, 

this was clearly not the case, while for makers of tourist art, market

ing demands had more influence on art style than did religious consider

ations. 

Commercial sandpaintings are a mixture of the old and the new. 

Navajos over the last 100 years have partially divorced one type of 

sandpainting from the religious context and have used it for secular 

purposes. This gradual process continues to this day. It involved 

technological innovations; a shifting in function so that sandpaintings 

could become secular, ethnic art; diffusion; and a reinterpretation by 

religious specialists of religious taboos surrounding the use of sacred 

sandpaintings. Production of sandpaintings, permanent paintings made 

in sand, became a cottage industry, a new way of earning a living in a 

precarious environment. As long as Navajo sandpainters continue to earn 

good wages from production, and unless economic conditions on the Navajo 

reservation change completely, they will continue to produce this new 

form of handcrafted art. 
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NAVAJO COMMERCIAL SANDPAINTBRS BY COMMUNITY 
OF RESIDENCE IN 1977 AND 1978 

Sheep Springs 

S. Allen 
J. Bedah 
Sharleen Bedah 
Ann Begay 
Aluena Begay 
Harry Begay 
Irene Begay 
Joe Allen Begay 
Joe Begay's wife 
Marie Begay 
Mary A. Begay 
Wayne Begay 
David Benally 
F. Benjamen 
Lillie Curtis Benjamen 
Evan Billie 
Marie Billie 
Fannie Blackhair 
Bryan 
E. Bryan 
Junior Bryan 
Nathan Bryan 
A. Bryan 
A. Bryant 
M. Bryant 
Chee 
Jackson Cheef Jr. 
James Chee 
Marie Chee 
Walter H. Chee 
Curtis 
Antonette Curtis 
Bernice Curtis 
Chester Curtis 
Edward Tom Curtis 
Fannie Curtis 
Helene Curtis 
Louise Curtis 

Lucy Curtis 
Margaret Rose Curtis 
Mary Curtis 
Robert Curtis 
Rose Curtis 
Tony Curtis 
Harry Denetchiley 
Art Denetclaw 
Robert Denetclaw 
Benny Dez 
Marie Domingo 
Rose Eldridge 
Louise Etcitty 
Foster 
Boyd Foster 
Eddie Foster 
Minnie Stevens Foster 
Shirley Foster 
Stanley Foster 
Nora Hennie 
Hannabah James 
Pearl James 
Johnson 
Jasper Johnson 
Jennette Johnson 
Margie Johnson 
Martimus Johnson 
Montoya Johnson 
Robert Johnson 
Wilbur Johnson 
Adele Lee 
Annie Lee 
(also Shiprock) 

David V. Lee 
(also Shiprock) 

Daniel Lee 
Alfred Leuppe 
Doris Leuppe 
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Gary Liston 
Albert Nelson 
Johnnie Nelson 
Allen Newcomb 
Cleveland Nez 
Alfred Miller 
Francis Miller 
Jasper Miller 
Patsy Foster Miller 
T. Nytie 
Davis Peshlakai 
Mary Lou Peshlakai 
Stanley Peshlakai 
Karen Price 
Larry Price 
Lenora Price 
Lynette Price 
Nancy Price 
Robert Price 
Wilson Price, Jr» 
Wilson Price, Sr. 
Dorothy Sandman 
Linda Price Sandman 
Lorenzo Sandman 
Judy Sam 
Pauline Chee Sam 
Leo Sherman 
Bertha Smith 
Joe Smith 
Thompson 
Gloria Thompson 
(also Colorado) 

Emerson Tso 
Alberta Tsosie 
Annie B. Tsosie 
Carol Tsosie 
Irene Nelson Tsosie 
Roger W* Tsosie 



Sheep Springs—continued 

Wilfred Tsosie 
Walters (two brothers) 
A, Watchman 
Alfred Watchman 
Alfredo Watchman 
Amelia Chee Watchman 
Anna Watchman 
Aurelia Watchman 
Caroline Watchman 
Dorothy Watchman 
Elsie Y. Watchman 
Ester Watchman 
Jessie Watchman 
Joe Y. Watchman 
Jo Lee Watchman 

Pearl Watchman 
R. Watchman 
Richard Watchman 
Rose Yazzie Watchman 
Ro6enta Watchman 
Susie Curtis Watchman 
Wallace Watchman 
Tina Willie 
Tina Wilson 
Annie Yazzie 
Art D. Yazzie 
Bertha Yazzie 
Cecil Yazzie 
Ellison Yazzie 
Emerson B. Yazzie 

Emma Yazzie 
Ernest Yazzie 
Eannie Yazzie 
Glen Yazzie 
H. Yazzie 
Harry Yazzie 
Herbert Yazzie 
James Wayne Yazzie 
Jan Yazzie 
Ken Tulley Yazzie 
L. Yazzie 
T. Yazzie 
Tilly Yazzie 
Tsosie Yazzie 
Tullery Yazzie 

Area North of Sheep Springs 

Newcomb Sanostee 

Notah Chee 
James Curley 
Gloria Dick 
Gracie Dick 
Joe Dick 
Johnnie Dick 
Guy Howe 
Martha Howe 
Roselyn Howe 
Alfred Joe 
Betty Napoleon Joe 
Lorraine Tahe 

Cove, Red Rock 

Carlene Duncan 
L. E. Lewis 
Mary Lewis 
Gloria Nez 
George Slim 
Daryl Soue 
Helen Yazzie 
Jonah Yazzie 
Laberta Yazzie 
Laber Lacl ? Yazzie 

Two Grey Hills 

Ella Mae Begay 
Harvey R. Begay 
Ella M. Benally 
Evelyn Benally 
Chester K. Bia 
Helen B. Bia 
Nelson Cairbridge 
Samuel Cairbridge 
Curley 
Melvin Curley 
V. Curley 
Calvin Hunt 
David Peters 
Nellie S. Talk 

Betty James 
Christy Nakai 



Shiprock 

Art Stanley Benjamen* Jeannie Myerson 
Arthur Tony Benjamen* Freddie Simmons 
Lester Arthur Lehi Benally Mary Sloan 
Lorisa Arthur Vincent Benally Robert Smart 
Sammy Arthur L. C. Emma J. Tom* 
Alfred Joe Begay R. C. Dan Walters 
Don Begay Chenya Redgoat Clark Pauline Walters 
Doris Begay Sarah Dailey* Walter S. Watchman 
Keith Begay Alice Barber Joe Robert Weaver 
Gladys Ben Elsie Joe Lee Wilson 
Herbert Ben, Jr. Eugene Baatsoslani Joe M. Wilson 
Herbert Ben, Sn. George Joe* Nellie Wilson 
Joe Ben, Jr. James C. Joe* Howard Talk 
(also Table Mesa) James C. Joe, Jr. Harry E. Yabney 

Rosabelle Ben Lester Johnson* Archie B. Yazzie* 
Rose Ben Judy Joe Lewis Art D. Yazzie 
Stella Ben Roy Martinez Edward Ben Yazzie* 
Wallace Ben Cecil Myerson Thomas Yazzie 
Wilfred Ben 

Area South of Sheep Springs 

Naschiti Tohatchi Twin Lakes 

E. Allen Albert Lee Maxine Lee Johnson 
Lena Begay Alex Lee Helen Malone 
Benson W. Benally Frank H. Lee, Jr. Marie Mescal 
Roy N. Benally Jeremy Steven Lee Dos Tsosie 
R. Etcitty Louise Lee Angelia Yazzie* 
Eva Price Luther Lee 
Jerome Sandoval Peggy Lee Mexican Springs 

Rose R. Lee 
Shirley Lee Peter Betsai 
Elsie Sloan 
Wilbert Sloan Garaerco 

Wilson Benally 
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Central Reservation 

Chinle 

Stevens 
Fred Stevens, Jr.* 
Fred Stevens III 
(Thunder) 

Juanita Stevens 
Lynn Stevens 
Whilmerine Stevens 
(Rainbow) 

Boyd Warner 

Many Farms 

Corina Boyd 
Arena Marie Etsitty 
Linda Etsitty 
Emma Herrera 
(from Conusellor) 

Rock Point 

L. Begay 

Rough Rock 

Clarence Brown 

Ganado 

Betty Friday 
Joseph Friday, Jr. 
Harry Kee 
Fanny H. Lano 

Pinon 

Rosita Kaye 
Wilson Kaye 

Crystal 

Leroy Stevens* 

Sawmill 

Henry Jesus 

Nava.jo, N.M. 

L. Brown 
Michael Brown 
A. D. F. 
Andrew Nelson* 
Melvin Nelson* 

Fort Defiance 

Audry Miller Arvisco* 

Window Rock 

Roger Davis, Jr. 

Hunter's Point 

Darlene Begay 

Wide Ruins, Klagetoh 

Bobby H, Kee 
Sara Kee 
Edison Thomas 

Pine Springs 

Chester Kahn 
Frank Kahn 

Upper Greasewood 

? Perry 

Lukachukai 

Cecil Betomy 
Charleen Betomy 
Andren Henderson 
Herman D. Sandoval 

Teec Nos Pos 

Clark 
Betty Clark 
E. Clark 
Gary Clark 
Terry Clark 
U. Harrison 
V. Harrison 
Herbert Harvey 
(partly in Phoenix) 

Timothy Harvey 
(partly in Phoenix) 

Earl Lameman 
Alice Tso 
Marie Tso 
Kathleen Willie 
Elsie T. Yazzie 

Montezuma Creek, Utah 

Darlene Oliver 
Mrs. Sam 
Stanley Sam 

Aneth, Utah 

Paul Begay 
Rose Mae Begay 

Lower Greasewood 

Harrison Begay* 
Ibrahim Jones 

Lupton 

Freddie Nelson* 
Martha Nelson 
Rhonda Ray 
Ron Yazzie 



Western Reservation 

Shonto/Black Mesa Area Tuba City 

"White Thongs" 
Anita Jim Bancreek 
Elsie Lee Fuller 
Albert Jim 
Edward Jim 
Eleanor Tom Jim* 
Leo Jim 
Susan Jim 

Cameron 

Ernest Hunt 
(also Carefree) 

Francis Tom Hunt* 
(also Carefree) 

Katherine Jim 

Barbara Akee 
Benny Akee 
Bobby Akee 
Danny Akee 
Johnnie Akee 
Marie Akee 
Marilyn Akee 
Sadie Akee 
Katherine Dugi 
Ross Dugi 
E. J. Mocasque 
Francis T. Nez 
Judie John 
Daryll Tso 
Tina Tso 

Lylan Woody 
Cornelia Akee Yazzie 
Jimmie M. Yazzie 
Lorraine Akee Yazzie 

Moenavi 

? Kaibetony 

Off-Reservation: Eastern Agency 

Lybrook« Escrito 

Doris Chaves 
Emellia Comanche 

Cuba 

N. Y. B. 
Billy Castille 
Eddie Castille 
Rose L. Castille 
Belinda Herrera 
Emma Herrera 
Marian Herrera 
Ben J. Sam* 
Pauline Sam 
Anna Tachine 

Torre on. O.jo Encino Pueblo Pintado 

Rita Mae Antonio 
Woody Antonio 
Chee McDonald* 
Billy Sandoval 
Toledo 
Agnes Toledo 
Ethel Toledo 
James Toledo 
Jerry Ted Toledo 
Jessie Toledo 
Lena A. Toledo 
Linda Toledo 
Lorraine Toledo 
Lucita Toledo 
R. Toledo 
Raymond Toledo 
Ronald Toledo 
Teddy Toledo 

Dorothy Barbome 

Coyote Canyon 

Jessie Begay 

Crownpoint 

John Lee Begay 
Maggie Johnson Begay 
Nephi Begay 
Etcitty 
Edgar Etcitty 
Eddie Etcitty* 
Christine Johnson 
Tony Kee Thompson 



kSS 

Off-Reservation: Shiprock to Farmington and Surrounding Area 

Fruitland 

Damon 
Bee Mary Damon 
Billy Dainon 
Jim Peters 
Charles Reeves 
Julia Reeves 

Farmington 

Steven Ignacio 
George John 
Margaret John 
Lorenzo Simpson* 

Bloomfield 

Calvin White 

Aztec, N.M. 

Ethel Tsosie* 

Cortez, Colorado 

Calvin Willie 

Egnar, Colorado 

Carolyn Howe 
(from Newcomb) 

Off-Reservation; South 

Gallup 

Melbin Masquat 
Ruth Price Masquat* 
Jerald Sherman* 

Holbrook 

Emma Yazzie Sloan* 
Kenneth Sloan 
Lillie Akee Sloan 

Winslow 

Nelson Lewis 
(sometimes 
Shiprock) 

Rehoboth 

Mary Ben Thompson 

Fort Wingate 

Dwayne Billsie 

Joseph City 

Alberta Begay 
(sometimes Flagstaff) 

Prescott 

David Paladin 

Mississippi 

Billy Chee* 
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Address Unknown 

Bert B. Francisco Carolyn Nez Tsosie 
Diane Angelene Henry Vivian? Tsosie 
Irene K. Joe Yazzie Tsosie 
Lyden S. Joe Mae Watchman 
Roger C. Kealey A1 Waukena, Sr. 
Clara Begay Kohoe Josephine Willie 
Frank Begay Eric Nanups Lorenzo Willie 
Harris Begay Tom Pete J. Y. 
Henry Begay Jim Peters Yazzie 
Woody Begay N. Saltwater A. Yazzie 
Benally H. Smith J. Yazzie 
Francis E. Benally Fay Young Smith Jo Ann Yazzie 
M. H. Benally Tabertina M, Yazzie 
P. Benally Tahoma Nattie Yazzie 
C. Blecthou Richard TalliwajobC?) Navajo Yazzie 
? Buatihonan Att or Art Tso P. Yazzie 
C. Chicharello F. C. Tso Rita Yazzie 
Ray Ecaloo? Jim Tso S. Yazzie 
E. Etio Albert Tsosie W. Yazzie 
L. A. F. Bert Tsosie 

Bertha Tsosie 



APPENDIX B 

NAVAJO SINGERS AND APPRENTICES 

Table B-l. Navajo singers and apprentices who made or assisted Anglos 
in making of sacred sandpaintings. — Information comes 
from museum collections listed in Appendix C and from 
published sources. 

Name Address Chants 

Ada-Ki-Yazzie 
A. Little 
Adeetsa Begay 
Alexander Anderson 
Ansel Thomas 
Atsah Hatrale 
"B" 
Bahazon Hatrali 
Bahe Yazzie 
Beadway Singer 
Bearded Bit'ahni 
(Manuelito) 

Bearded Bit'ahni's Son 
(Sam Pinto) 

Bearded Main 
Beautyway Singer 
Bennie Tilden 
Ben's Son 
Big Feet 
Big Gambler 
Big John 
Big Lefthanded 

Big Lefthanded1s Son 
Big Moustache 
Big Singer's Son 
Biih Bitoondnii 
Binanen hata'li 

Monument Valley 
Sawmill 
Two Grey Hills 
Fluted Rock 
The Gap 
Keams Canyon 
Ramah 
Newcomb 

•> 

Tsenostee 
Tohatchi 

Tohatchi 

near Chinle 
Newcomb 
Canyon de Chelly 
Mariano Lake 
Monument Valley 
Houck 
White Cone 
Tuba City 
(Indian Wells) 

Kayenta 
Black Mountain 

7 
Lukachukai 
Ramah 

Chiricahua Windway 
Red Antway 
Plumeway 
Plumeway 
Chiricahua Windway 
Eagleway 
Navajo Windway 
Female Shootingway 
Nightway 
Beadway 
Blessingway, Big Starway, 
Star gazing, Coyoteway, 
Upward-Reachingway, divina
tion, Red Antway, Stripped 
Windway 
Red Antway, Navajo Windway 

Navajo Windway 
Beautyway, Shootingway 
Windway 
Navajo Windway 
Shootingway 
Shootingway 
Navajo Windway 
Shootingway, Mountain-
Shootingway, Big Starway, 
Beautyway, Nightway, Plume
way, Navajo Windway 
Shootingway, Beautyway 
Coyoteway 
Navajo Windway 
Shootingway 
Navajo Windway 
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Table B-l—continued 

Name Address Chants 

Bitahni Bedugai 

Black Moustache 

Black Rocks Piled Up 
Blessing Chanter 
Blind Singer 
Blue Eyes (Little 
Big Heed) 

Blue Eye's Nephew 
Boy Chanter 
Cactus Man 
Canyon People's Son 
(Plumeway Singer) 

Charlie Mitchell 
Mrs. Charles Ration 
Chee Carroll 

Claude Romero 
(Large Man) 

Crippler's Son 
Crooked Eyes 
Crownpoint Singer 
Coyote Man 
Debeth Klegin 
Curly Haired Singer 
Denet Tsosie 
Deschini Nez Begay 
Dine Chili Bitsoi 
»'dl" 
Dudley (Slim Singer, 
Round Man, Galison's 
Son) 

Dugai Chee Begay 
Edwin Martin 
Female Plumeway Singer 
Female Shootingway 
Singer 

Frank 
Frank Goldtooth 
Frank Mitchell 
Fred Stevens (Grey 
Squirrel) 

Fur Hat (Tall Singer) 
(Bit'ahni) 

Tohatchi 

Klagetoh, Chinle 

Teec Nos Pos 
? 

Carrizo Mountain 
Lukachukai 

Newcomb 
Salaine 
? 

White Cone 
(Sweetwater) 

Crystal 
Crownpoint 
Chinle 

Round Rock 

Canyon de Chelly 
Ganado 
Crownpoint 
? 

Ganado 
Newcomb 
Lukachukai 
St. Michaels 
Coolidge 
Ramah 
Newcomb 

Black Mountain 
Crownpoint 

1 
Sweetwater 

Ramah 
Coal Mine Mesa 
Chinle 
Chinle 

Blessingway, Big Starway, 
divination, Upward Reach-
ingway 
Shootingway-evil, Navajo 
Windway, Big Starway, 
Little Starway 
Navajo Windway 
Shootingway 
Navajo Windway 
Shootingway, Monsterway 

Shootingway 
Shootingway 
Navajo Windway 
Plumeway 

Monsterway, Blessingway 
Blessingway 
Shootingway, Nightway, 
Navajo Windway, Chiricahua 
Windway 
Red Antway, Navajo Windway 

Shootingway 
Red Antway 
Navajo Windway 
Plumeway 
Shootingway, Mountainway 
Navajo Windway 
Shootingway 
Red Antway 
Hand Tremblingway, Nightway 
Navajo Windway 
Shootingway 

Nightway 
Big Starway 
Plumeway 
Mountainway 

Hand Tremblingway 
Blessingway, Monsterway 
Blessingway 
Nightway 

Newcomb Navajo Windway, Waterway 
(Coyote Canyon) Stripped Windway 
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Table B-1--continued 

Name Address Chants 

Galison Newcomb Shootingway 
Gleason Begay Newcomb Shootingway 
Gray Chief Newcomb Mountainway 
Grey Eyes near Window Rock Shootingway 
Gray Man Chinle Shootingway, Mountain-

Shoot ingway 
Gun Shooter Dilkon Red Antway-female, Plumeway 
Happy Singer Newcomb Shootingway 
Hosteen Ayonadel Black Mountain Beautyway, Shootingway 
Hosteen Bezody ? Beautyway 
Hasten Biyal Toadalena Eagleway, Blessingway 

(Denehotso) 
Hosteen B'Gohdi Indian Wells Waterway 
Hosteen Gani (Mr. Arms) Newcomb Shootingway, Beautyway, 
Hostin Jo Ganado Nightway 
Hosteen Hoskinini 01jato Shootingway, Navajo Windway 
Hosteen Latsanith Begay Thoreau Chiricahua Windway 
Hosteen Klah Newcomb Blessingway, Hailway, 
(Lefthanded) Nightway, Big Starway, 

Navajo Windway, Big Godway, 
Monsterway, Mountainway, 
Chiricahua Windway, Little 
Starway 

Hosteen Yazzie White Cone Beautyway, Blessingway 
hata'Xi 'bici-scili Ramah Navajo Windway 
hata'^i' cohfciye? Ramah Navajo Windway 
Hatile Tso near Laguna "magic rite of the white 

shell"(?) 
Hoskay Begay Newcomb Little Starway 
House Man near Hotevilla Red Antway 
informant #1 near Atarque Chiricahua Windway 
Jack Lee Frazier Red Rock Blessingway, Beautyway, 
(Hozhoni Hatrali) Mountainway, Shootingway 

Jack Little Reed Shonto Red Antway, Chiricahua 
Windway 

Jake Anderson Marano Lake Blessingway 
James Smith Ganado Blessingway, Shootingway, 

Enemy Monster Blessingway 
Jeff King Coolidge War prophylactic rite, 

Monsterway, Blessingway 
Jo Frank Ramah Hand Tremblingway 
Joe Brown near Coolidge Blessingway, Enemy Monster, 

Blessingway 
Joe Dick Lukachukai Blessingway 
Joe Lee (Biih Bitoodni) Rough Rock Shootingway, Nightway 
John Burnside Pine Springs Shootingway, Navajo Windway, 

Chiricahua Windway, Nightway 
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Table B-1--continued 

Name Location Chant6 

John Wilson 
Juan Miller 
Large Singer 
Late Cane's Son 

Late Little Smith's Son 
Laughing Singer 
(Smiling Singer; 
Hathile Nah-cloie) 

Little Big Water 
Little Man 
Little Man 

Little Singer 
Lon Kerley 

Long Mustache 

Louis Nez 
Main V/ith Palomino Horse 
Many Sandpaintings 
Singer 

Massive One (Stout Man) 

Mt. Taylor 
White Cone 
Sanders 

Crovmpoint 
Dilkon 

Lukachukai 
Coolidge 
White Cone 

Gallup 
Gray Mountain 

Klagetoh 

White Cone 
Pinyon 
Whiskey Creek 

Black Mountain 

Miguelito (Red Point) Ganado/Vhite Sands 

Moquitso 
Morieto 
Nahtoh Hatrali 
Nai-Nai (the Crawler) 
Natanapah 
Natani Tso 

Navaho Frank 
Nesjaja Hatali 
Nilth Hatile Begay 
Noki Yazzie 
Old Man's Son 

Pete Price 
Philemon Bitsui 
Phillip Nez (Tall 
Phillip) 

Black Mountain 
near Bennett Peak 
Newcomb/Huerfano 
Black Mountain 
Newcomb 
Lukachukai 

Wingate 
Canyon de Chelly 
Teec Nos Pos 
Oljato 
Chinle 

Fort Defiance 
Chinle 
Bloomfield 

Red Antway 
Eagleway 
Nightway 
Shootingway, Big Starway, 
Beadway, Upward-Reachingway 
Blessingway 
Plumeway, Nightway 

Blessingway 
Blessingway 
Beautyway, Chiricahua 
Windway, Mountainway 
Blessingway 
Shootingway, Navajo V/indway, 
Chiricahua V/indway 
Shootingway, Big Godway, 
Plumeway, Monsterway 
Beadway 
Coyoteway 
Navajo Windway 

Blessingway, Big Starway, 
divination, Red Antway, 
Awlway, Plumeway, Navajo 
Windway, Shootingway, 
Mountain-Shootingway 
Shootingway, Mountain-
Shootingway, Nightway, 
Beautyway, Beadway 
Mountainway, Nightway 
Navajo Windway 
Beautyway 
Mountainway 
Mountainway 
Chiricahua V/indway, 
Blessingway, Big Starway 
Navajo V/indway, Shootingway 
Mountainway 
Big Starway, Little Starway 
Navajo Windway 
Beadway, Eagleway, Big 
Starway 
Blessingway 
Mountainway 
Hailway 



Table B-l—continued 

Name Location Chants 

Policeman (Hosteen 
Salago) 

Rain Singer 
Ray Winnie 
Red Forehead Clansman 
Red Moustache 
Red Singer (Hathile 
Chee) 

Red Woman's Son 
River Junction Curley 
(Parallel Streams 
Curley) 

Rock Circle Singer 
Rock House Man 
Rock Point 
Rock Rim Man 
Rounded Man 
Salt Water (clan) Man 

Sam Scott 
Sam Tilden 

Cedar Ridge 

Ganado 
Lukachukai 
Tanner Springs 
Kinlechee 
Wide Ruins 

Blackfalls (?) 
Chinle 

Black Mountain 
White Cone 
Round Rock 
Pinyon 
Cornfields 
Lukachukai 

Coal Mine Mesa 
Canyon de Chelly 

Sam Yazzie 

Sandoval 
(Old Man, Buffalo Man) 

Scar Nose 
Shooting Chanter 
(Shootingway Singer) 

Singer Man 
Singer's Son 
Sixteen Year Old Boy 
Slim Charlie 
(Charlie Tsosie) 

Slim Charlie 

Slim John 
Son of Late Cane 
Son of Late Rawhide 
Son of Late Tall 

Deschini 
Speech Man (Mr. Talk) 

Pine Springs 

Shiprock 

The Gap 
Huerfano 

Deer Spring 
Newcomb 
Chaco Canyon 
Navaho Mountain 

Crystal 

White Cone 
Ream's Canyon 
Black Mountain 
Rough Rock 

Chinle 

Blessingway, Red Antway 

Blessingway, Waterway 
Shootingway 
Big Starway 
Big Starway. Enduranceway 
Mountainway 

Nightway 
Blessingway 

Beautyway 
divination 
Navajo Windway 
Red Antway 
Red Antway 
Mountainway, Chiricahua 
Windway 
Beautyway 
Shootingway. Mountainway, 
Navajo Windway, Upward-
Reachingway, Plumeway, 
Mountain-Shootingway 
Shootingway, Nightway, 
Plumeway, Navajo Windway 
Monsterway, Blessingway 

Hand Tremblingway 
Shootingway, Beautyway 

Beautyway 
Navajo Windway 
Blessingway, Navajo Windway 
Blessingway, Big Godway, 
Plumeway, Earthway 
Nightway, Blessingway, 
Monsterway, Beautyway, 
Chiricahua Windway 
Chiricahua Windway 
Monsterway, Blessingway 
Beautyway 
Red Antway 

Shootingway, Beadway, 
Eagleway, Windway, Beauty
way, Mountain-Shootingway, 
Mountainway 
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Table B-l—continued 

Name Location Chants 

Stops Abruptly 
Striped Singer 
Ta-chini 
"Tall Apache" 
Tall High House (clan) 
Man 

Tall Man 
Tall Man's Son 
(Dine Nez Begay) 

Tall Navaho's Son 
Tall Scattered Poles 
Tall Scattered Poles' 
clansman 

Tall Singer (Old 
Torlino, Jake the 
Silversmith) 

Tobacco Singer 
Tonnie Zonnie Yazzie 
Tso Begay 

Turquoise Charlie 

Ugly House Man 
Very Tall Man 
Warrior's Son (Haske 
Begay) 

White Cone (Feather-
chanter) 

White Singer 
Wilito Wilson (Hushkee) 
(Haskah Nahga) 

William Charlie 
William Norton 
Willie Yazzie 

Wind Singer 
Woman Singer 

Yah HoTay 
Yellow Canyon Man 
(Tsehnigne Klitsoi) 

Yellow Lefty 
Yellow Man 

Ganado 
White Cone 
Newcomb 
? 

Denehotso 

near Sawmill 
Huerfano 

Newcomb 
near Winslow 
near Winslow 

Navajo Windway 
Navajo Windway 
Little Starway 
Plumeway 
Eagleway 

Navajo Windway 
Monsterway, Mountainway 

Mountainway 
Navajo Windway 
Shootingway 

near Fort Wingate Blessingway, Monsterway 

Chaco V/ash 
? 

Navajo Mountain 

Tohatchi 

Big Mountain 
Sawmill/Crystal 
Newcomb 

Newcomb 

St. Michaels 
Mariano Lake 

Smith Lake 
Pinedale 
Mariano Lake 

Ganado 
Newcomb/Two Grey 
Hills 

Cedar Crest 
White Cone 

Tuba City 
Pueblo Alto 

Beautyway 
Mountainway 
Nightway, Shootingway, 
Mountainway 
Big Starway, Navajo Windway 
divination 
Red Antway 
Big Starway 
Big Starway 

Plumeway 

Shootingway 
Blessingway, Big Starway, 
divination, Mountainway, 
Beautyway, Nightway, Plume
way 
Coyoteway 
Nightway, Navajo Windway 
Blessingway, Hand-
Tremblingway, Beautyway 
Navajo Windway 
Mountainway, Beautyway, 
Shootingway 
divination 
Plumeway 

Shootingway 
Navajo Windway 
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Table B-l~continued 

Name Location Chants 

Yellow Singer Oljato Blessingway, Waterway, 
(Sam Chief) Mountainway, Red Antway, 

Big Starway, Beautyway, 
Beadway, Nightway, Plumeway 
Navajo Windway, Chiricahua 
Windway 

"Young Deer" ? Mountainway 
Yucca Patch Man Fort Defiance Mountainway 
Yuinth Nez (Nezzi) Sawmill Big Starway 
? Black Mountain Railway, Big Godway, 

Beadway, Big Starway 
o Ganado Blessingway 
? near Keams Canyon Nightway 
? near Lee's Ferry Navajo Windway 
? Red Lake Shootingway, Blessingway 
? (1) Rough Rock Shootingway 
? (2) Rough Rock Shootingway 
? (Black's son?) White Cone Waterway 



APPENDIX C 

SOURCE MATERIAL FOR SACRED SANDPAINTING 
REPRODUCTIONS 

9̂7 



Table C-l. Major collections of sandpainting reproductions. 

Institution Special Collections 

No. of Re
productions 
(including 
duplicates) 

No. of Re
productions 

Used in Study 

Arizona State Museum Laura Armer collection 
Maud Oakes collection 
Margaret Scheville collection 
Louisa Wade Wetherill collection* 

108 73 

Columbia University Bush collection 102 97 

Ethnografiska Museet Miguelito paintings* 17 17 

Mae Flemming (private) k if 

Gilcrease Institute If if 

? W. W. Hill (publication) 1 1 

Hubbell Trading Post * 9 9 

? Clyde Kluckhohn (publication) 5 5 

Maxwell Museum Franc J. Newcomb collection 452 6k 

Museum of New Mexico * 12 12 

Museum of Northern Arizona Tom Bahti collection 1^9 
Robert Euler collection* 
Barry Goldwater collection* 
Katherine M. Harvey collection 
Gladys A. Reichard collection 



Table C-l—continued 

Institution Special Collections 

No. of Re
productions 
(including 
duplicates) 

No. of Re
productions 

Used in Study 

Museum of Northern Arizona 
(continued) 

Louisa Wade Wetherill collection* 
Leland C. Wyman collection 

Navajo Tribal Museum * 8 8 

Overholt (private) 2 2 

Peabody Museum-Harvard Tozzer collection 5 5 
o Gladys Reichard (publication) 2 2 

Smithsonian Institution V/alcott collection 1*8 38 

Southwest Museum Gen. Charles Reeves collection* 5 2 

Taylor Museum Huckell collection* 117 117 

Wheelwright Museum Laura Armer collection 
Henry Dendahl collection* 
Father Berard Haile collection* 
Mary Wheelwright collection* 
Van Muncy collection* 
Kenneth Foster collection* 
Franc J. Newcomb collection 
Maud Oakes collection 

562 562 

o Leland Wyman (publications) 13 13 



Table C-l—continued 

No. of Re
productions No. of Re
(including productions 

Institution Special Collections duplicates) Used in Study 

Woodard's Gallup * 1 1 

miscellaneous publications 21 21 

Totals 16^7 1201 

•Contains paintings made by Navajo singers. 



APPENDIX D 

RECORDED SANDPAINTINGS 
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Table D-l. Small sandpaintings recorded in 1977, 1978, 1979 by size and subject matter. 

Size (in inches) 

Subject Matter 
b x b 3 x 5  3 x 6  

4 x 6 
5 x 7  6 x 6  8 x b 

8 x 6  
8 x 8 Totals 

Single Holy Person 557 94 1201 94 285 863 b3 3137 

Double Holy People - - 20 - • 5^ 12 18 104 

Partial sandpainting 2 1 1 - 18 - 68 90 

Full sandpainting 1 - - - - - - 1 

Sun/faoon 55 2 36 17 22 6 33 171 

Plants k 3 4 1 1 33 2 48 

Animals 13 1 12 2 8 1 7 kk 

Anthropomorphic 7 - 36 2 1 11 8 65 

Mother Earth/Father Sky 13 1 50 2 27 18 18 129 

Navajo dancer 27 - 28 10 22 2b 21 132 

Non-Navajo dancer - 3 8 - - 1 1 13 

Person k - if 2 3 19 2 3b 

Landscape 16 - 14 - 3 15 1 b9 

Still Life 3 - 20 k 15 lb b3 99 

Other (animal, peyote) 2 - 10 - - 2 5 19 

Totals 704 105 1444 13b k59 1019 270 bl35 



Table D-2. Medium sized sandpaintings recorded in 1977, 1978, 1979 by size and subject matter. 

Sizes (in inches) 

Subject Matter 9 x 5  10x4 

12x8 
10x8 
12x6 10x10 

12x12 
13x13 

13x7 
14x7 
13x9 

13x15 
12x14 
12x16 16x8 

16x16 
18x18 

12x18 
14x18 16x20* Tot. 

Single Holy Person 296 212 1092 11 582 242 29 262 3 13 71 2813 

Double Holy People 1 2 18 - 211 13 3 5 39 - 2 294 

Partial sandpainting - 7 3 1 79 - 6 5 29 10 11 151 

Full sandpainting - - - - 21 - 1 - 15 - 1 38 

Sun/Moon 4 2 26 3 136 - 4 16 48 4 1 244 

Plants 47 4 102 1 47 17 - 49 19 - 2 288 

Animals 2 4 12 2 46 9 2 1 13 2 - 93 

Anthropomorphic 10 1 47 - 43 7 3 6 19 1 - 137 

Mother Earth/Father Sky 46 - 69 - 57 27 3 45 12 - 1 260 

Navajo dancer 72 10 8i - 234 33 3 113 43 12 6 607 

Non-Navajo dancer - 1 7 - 26 - 32 32 11 6 7 122 

Person 10 6 103 - 62 8 23 2 14 4 6 238 

Landscape 1 - - - 19 3 - - 4 - - 27 

Still Life 5 44 29 2 59 11 23 - 11 12 23 219 

Other (animal, peyote) - 1 18 - 25 3 3 2 8 5 1 66 

Totals 494 294 1607 20 1647 373 135 538 288 69 132 5597 

'Also 18x9, 10x20, 16x22, 16x24, 20x12. 



Table D-3. Large sandpaintings recorded in 1977, 1978, 1979 by size and subject matter. 

Sizes (in inches) 
18x36 24x48 48x48 

Subject Matter 24x24 12x24 12x36 24x18 24x36 24x30 16x32 36x36 Totals 

Single Holy Person 2 7 - - 2 - - 9 20 

Double Holy People 6 2 1 1 1 - - 1 12 

Partial sandpainting 35 15 - 3 2 - 2 1 58 

Full sandpainting 225 5 - 1 7 1 2 23 264 

Sun/Moon 33 3 2 4 - - 1 - 43 
Plants 6 - - - - - - - 6 

Animals 7 2 - 1 - - 1 3 14 

Anthropomorphic 6 1 - 3 2 - 1 2 15 

Mother Earth/Father Sky 12 8 - - - - - - 20 

Navajo dancer 11 - 2 2 3 1 4 - 23 

Non-Navajo dancer 2 - - 1 - - - - 3 

Person 8 2 - 1 - - 1 - 12 

Landscape 4 - - 1 - - - - 5 

Still Life 6 - - 8 1 2 - - 17 

Other (animal, peyote) 24 2 - 2 1 2 4 - 35 

Totals 387 47 5 28 19 6 16 39 547 



Table D-4. Summary of sandpaintings recorded in 1977» 1978, 1979. 

Subject Matter Small Medium Large Total 

Single Holy Person 3137 2813 20 5970 

Double Holy People 10k 294 12 410 

Partial Sandpainting 90 151 58 299 

Full Sandpainting 1 38 264 303 

Sun/taoon 171 244 43 458 

Plants 48 288 6 342 

Animals 44 93 14 151 

Anthropomorphic 65 137 15 217 

Mother Earth/Father Sky 129 260 20 409 

Navajo dancer 132 607 23 762 

Non-Navajo dancer 13 122 3 138 

Person 34 238 12 284 

Landscape 4 9 27 5 81 

Still Life 99 219 - 17 335 

Other (animal, peyote) 19 66 35 120 

Totals 4135 5597 547 10,279 



APPENDIX E 

SUBJECT MATTER OF SANDPAINTINGS 

Table E-l. Comparison of subject matter of sacred and commercial 
sandpaintings. — Since the number of paintings in each 
category was so close and the number of entries in many 
categories were so small, percentages were not taken. 

""Denotes persuadable deity (classification is based on 
Reichard 1963)• 

""Denotes unpredictable deity or undependable. 
•••Denotes unpersuadable deities to man. 

Type of Sandpainting 
Type of Subject Matter Sacred Commercial 

Holy People 
People of the Myth (general)* 148 295 
Monster Slayer* 26 16 
Holy Man or Boy* 57 4 
Holy Woman or Girl* 28 Ik 

Born-for-Water* 17 — 

Reared-in-Earth* 6 — 

Changing Grandchild* 1 -

Twins* 6 -

Changing Woman* it -

Scavenger* 26 1 
Hopi maiden 2 -

Eagle Catcher 1 -

Yeis* 17 31 
Female Gods* 25 -

Male Gods* 17 -

Talking God* 36 8 
Calling God or House God* 18 -

be jotcid 7 -

Water Sprinkler* k -

Fringed Mouth* 6 1 
Fire God or Black God* 2 2 
Humpback* 12 91 
Red God (or Racing God)* 5 -

Big Gods* k -

First Man** 1 2 
First Woman** 2 2 
Mountain Gods 17 22 
Mountain Gods with packs 3 -
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Table E-l—continued Comparison of subject matter of sacred and 
commercial sandpaintings. 

Type of Subject Matter 

Holy People—continued 
Long Bodies 
Sun God 
Sun Ray Girl 
Pollen Boy* 
Ripener Girl* 
Dancers 
First Dancers 
Heroine-changing maiden 
Girls 
Long Haired Dancers 
Old Deer Catcher*** 
his daughter*** 

Prophet 
Cloud People* 
Lightning People 
Storm People 
Hail People 
Thunder People** 
Sky People 
Water People 
Rain Girl* 
Rain Boy* 
Rain People 
Wind People** 
Whirlwind People** 
Cyclone Boy** 
Rainbow People* 
Heat People 
Star People** 
Fire People 
Summer People 
White Nostril People 
Arrow People* 
Mirage People 
Feather People 
Fish People** 
Eagle People 
Snake People** 
Buffalo People** 
Kingbird People 
Dragonfly People 
Antelope People 
Deer People 
Elk People 

Type of Sandpainting 
Sacred Commercial 

k _ 
1 -

1 _ 

38 86 
18 5 
9 16 
1 5 
5 -

2 -

7 3 
1 -

1 -

1 -

29 2 
1 — 

2 k 

3 -

1 1 
2 9 
2 -

2 k 
2 k 
7 11 

k9 6 
10 18 
8 -

20 39 
1 -

11 3 
1 -

1 -

1 -

7 12 
1 -

2 -

3 2 
1 -

32 8 
8 -

1 -

1 1 
1 -

1 -

1 -
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Table E-l—continued Comparison of subject matter of sacred and 
commercial sandpaintings. 

Type of Sandpainting 
Type of Subject Matter Sacred Commercial 

Holy People—continued 
Mountain Sheep People 4 
Horned Toad People** 7 
Bear Man** 10 -
Big Snake Man** 10 -
Ant People** 14 2 
Coyote People** 2 
Coyote Girl** 5 9 
Plant People* 1 3 
Cacti People* 25 3 
Squash People* 1 3 
Corn People* 18 6 
Sunflower People* 2 -
Tobacco People* - 6 

Animals 
General Animals 19 -

Food or Game animals* 32 7 
Deer* 15 1 
Antelope* 5 -

Mountain Sheep* 1 -

Buffalo** 17 10 
Horse 2 -

Snakes** 151 7 
Horned Toads** 36 11 
Turtle** 1 3 
Frog* * 7 25 
Gila Monster* 12 -

Otter* 5 if 
Chipmunk* k -

Gopher* 1 -

Squirrel* 1 -

Porcupine** 9 -

Weasel** 3 k 

Bears** 27 2 
Wolf* 12 2 
Hunting Cats** 15 2 
Coyote** 2 5 
Birds* (some undependable) Ik 7 
Eagles* 19 
Ducks 1 -

Turkey* 1 -

Bat* 2 2 
Spider** 2 -

Ants** 1 — 
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Table E-1--continued Comparison of subject matter of sacred and 
commercial sandpaintings. 

Type of Subject Matter 
Type of Sandpainting 

Sacred Commercial 

Animals—continued 
Butterfly** 
Fish** 
Dragonfly* 

1 
5 

3 
1 
8 

Plants 
Medicine Plant of Herb* 
Corn* 
Beans* 
Squash* 
Tobacco* 
Cacti* 
Berries 
Trees 
Yucca 
Reed 
Sunflower* 
Ear of Corn 
Variants 

Anthropomorphic 
Thunders* * 
Water Creature** 
Water Monster** 
Water ox** 
Hornworm* 
Cloud Monster** 
Big Fly* 

Night Sky* 
Sky* 
Earth* 
Mother Earth/Father Sky* 
Winds** (some persuadable) 
Sun/Moon* 

Landscapes, Locations, and Paraphernalia 
Mountains 
Houses 
Skies 
Den 
Anthill 
Nest 
Emergence Place 
Log 
Trail 

102 
167 

66 
gb 
62 

k 
1 
2 
1 
1 
2 

55 
10 
9 
1 
3 
3 
18 

5 
1 
12 
35 
16 
118 

5k 
3b 
19 
3 
10 
9 
5 
1 
if 

27 
130 
73 
80 
61 

2 

3 
12 

b2 
16 

12 
10 

113 
if 

168 

9 
5 
2 

6 
15 



510 

Table E-l—continued Comparison of subject matter of sacred and 
commercial sandpaintings. 

Type of Sandpainting 
Type of Subject Matter Sacred Commercial 

Landscapes, Locations, and Paraphernalia—continued 
Teepee 1 3 
Web 2 -

Track k -

Rainbow* 29 6 
Cloud* 27 8 
Star** 61 10 
Lightning 11 5 

Arrows ko 9 
Knife or flint k 2 
Prayerstick 6 -

Basket 10 3 
Feathers 19 1^ 
Medicine Bag 2 -

Hoop 6 -

Shield 1 -

Tobacco Pouch k 3 
Arrowheads 5 k 
Dance V/and k -

Rattle 2 -

Medicine Bow 1 -

Total number of paintings for each category 1201 1036 
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Table F-l. Frequency of Navajo sandpaintings in ceremonial use and in permanent reproductions. — 
*A11 columns go from high to low frequency of occurrence. 
*'Easily obtainable means of published reproductions were available in Indian arts 
and crafts stores in Gallup, Flagstaff or Farmington frequented by Navajo sand-
painters. 

***The number of reproductions comes from paintings seen in the United States by the 
author. The frequency of chant performance is taken from V/yman and Kluckhohn 1938. 

Frequency of 
Chant Per
formances* ,*** 

Sacred 
Sandpainting 
Reproductions No. 

Frequently 
Published 
Sources 

Number 
Easily 

Obtainable** 

Percentage 
Published Sources 
which are Easily 

Obtainable 

Frequent 
?kj> 85 Zk.6 Blessingway Shootingway ?kj> Shootingway 85 Zk.6 

Shootingway Navajo Windway 16k Navajo Windway 73 21.1 
Mountainway Beautyway 113 Beautyway 23 6.6 
Nightway Mountainway 102 Mountainway 30 8.7 
Navajo V.'indway Big Starway 80 Red Antway k? 13.6 
Chiricahua Windway Plumeway 79 Beadway 25 7.2 
rare Red Antway 69 Blessingway 21 6.1 
Red Antway Beadway 68 Nightway 1 0.3 
Big Starway Nightway 67 Big Starway 16 ^.6 
Beautyway Blessingway 33 War Prophylactic -

Plumeway Railway 28 Chiricahua Windway 8 2.3 
Coyoteway Hand Tremblingway 22 Railway 8 2.3 
obsolete Chiricahua Windway 22 Plumeway 2 0.6 
Waterway War Prophylactic 19 Coyoteway k 1.2 
Excessway Eagleway 16 Waterway 1 0.3 
Big Godway Coyoteway 15 Hand Tremblingway -

Eagleway Big Godway Ik Eagleway 1 0.3 
Beadway Waterway 9 against witches -

extinct Upward Reachingway 9 divination -

Hailv/ay Awlway/Ear thway 7 Big Godvay -

Mothway divination k Upward Reachingway 1 0.3 



Table F-l—continued 

Frequency of 
Chant Per
formances*,*** 

Sacred 
Sandpainting 
Reproductions No. 

Frequently 
Published 
Sources 

Number 
Easily 

Obtainable** 

Percentage 
Published Sources 
which are Easily 

Obtainable 

Dogway 
Ravenvay 
Awlway 
Earthv/ay 

against witches 
unknown 

if 
lk 

Awlway/Ear thway * 

1201 3^6 100.1 



APPENDIX G 

CHANT SOURCES 

Table G-l. Chant source of commercial sandpainting by composition. 

Type of Composition 
Single Partial+ Full Combina

Chant Figure Reproduction Rep. tion* Total % 

Blessingway 
Blessingway 6 3 1 - 10 0.9 
Creation Myth** 1 5 - 6 0.6 

Holyway 
164 46 Shootingway 164 32 46 15 257 24.4 

Hailway 7 4 5 1 17 1.6 
Red Antway 8 1 4 - 13 1.2 
Big Starway - - 8 - 8 0.8 

Mountainway 7 3 4 — 14 1.3 
Beautyway 24 16 22 9 71 6.7 

Nightway 91 15 22 2 130 12.3 
Big Godway 2 4 1 - 7 0.7 
Flumeway 3 3 5 3 14 1.3 
Coyoteway 5 - 2 - 7 0.7 

Navajo Windway 19 15 10 2 46 4.4 
Chiricahua Windway 18 12 14 5 49 4.6 

Hand Tremblingway - - 1 - 1 0.1 

Beadway - 1 2 - 3 0.3 

one of two chants*** " 63 37 7 11 118 11.2 

unable to identify 
because too 235 28 3 18 284 26.9 
generalized 

Totals 653 174 162 66 1055 100.0 

*A combination is either two sacred sandpaintings combined into one 
composition or combined with a non-traditional notify **The creation 
myth painting is used in Blessingway, especially Enemy Monster 
Blessingway, or Upward Reachingway, an Evilway chant; ***The paint
ings were identified but the source painting was used in more than 
one chant, therefore more specific identification could not be made; 
+A partial reproduction contains at least 2 figures but less than 3/4 
of the figures in the equivalent sacred sandpainting. 
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Table H-l. Relationship betv/een teachers and students for commercial sandpainters by sex of" 
student. 

Sex of Student 
Male Category Female Category Category 

V.'as Taught to Paint By Student Subtotal Student Subtotal Totals Totals 

Nuclear Family 
brother 
sister 
mother 
father 

Offspring 
son 

Clan Relative 
unspecified clan sister 
unspecified clan brother 
sister's son 
mother's brother 
mother's sister 

sister's daughter 
si son 

68 

mother' 
mo mo 

Father's Clan Relative 
father's sister's son 
father's sister 
father's clan brother 
father's sister's daughter 

Miscellaneous "Relative" 
mother's fa si so 
father's brother's son 
clan brother's daughter 
fa mo fa si dau 

26 
10 
8 

2b 

76 ikk 

k 
13 
2 
k 
k 
2 
1 

1 
1 

3 
1 

1 

30 

15 
23 
15 
23 

2 
2 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 

1 
1 

2 
1 

2 

9 

kl  
33 
23 
if? 

6 
15 
3 
5 
5 
3 
2 

2 
1 
1 
1 

3 
1 
2 
1 

39 



Table H-l—continued 

Sex of Student 
Male Category Female Category Category 

V/as Taught to Paint By Student Subtotal Student Subtotal Totals Totals 

Affines 18 31 k9 
spouse 18 31 ^9 

18 18 36 
sister's husband 3 3 6 
brother's wife 1 2 3 
wife's father 1 husband's father 1 2 
wife's brother 2 husband's brother 2 k 
wife's sister 1 husband's sister 3 k 
wife's sister's husband 2 husband's si hu 1 3 
clan sister's husband 2 — 2 
mother's sister's husband 2 * 1 3 
wife's mo mo si so 1 - 1 
wife's mother 1 — 1 
father's si 2nd hu so 2 _ 2 
spouse's clan brother - 1 1 
br wi si hu - 1 1 
spouse's brother's wife — 2 2 
father's clan si hu - 1 1 

Non-relatives 12 7 19 
male teacher 
singer-teacher 2 - 2 
neighbor 2 1 3 
Christian Church member 1 — 1 
co-worker 2 1 3 
friend k — k 
female 
neighbor - 1 1 
friend 1 if 5 

153 1^9 302 
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Table 1-1. Reasons for beginning to paint by sex of painter and date of starting 

Sex of Painter 
Male Female 

1962-69 1970-78 1962-69 1970-78 Total 
Reasons Given N % N * N % N % N * 

Spending money 6 26.1 45 36.0 8 36.4 54 kk.e 113 38.8 

Needs money 3 13.0 35 28.0 8 36.^ 39 32.2 85 29.2 

To pay bills 1 4.3 2 1.6 5 22.7 15 12.^ 23 7.9 

Make good money 8 3^.8 8 6.4 1 4.5 9 7.4 26 8.9 

Unemployed/laid off 6 26.1 35 28.0 1 4.5 3 2.5 >5 15.5 

More money than other jobs 3 13.0 5 4.0 - 2 1.7 10 3.4 

Capital purchase - 1 0.8 - - 1 0.3 

Save money for education 1 4.3 1 0.8 - 1 0.8 3 1.0 

Help relative 6 26.1 17 13.6 9 40.9 25 20.7 57 19.6 

Can pursue herding 1 4.3 4 3.2 2 9.1 4 3.3 11 3.8 

Can stay on reservation 1 4.3 - - - 1 0.3 

Can stay home with children 1 4.3 1 0.8 2 9.1 10 8.3 lk  4.8 

Independence 3 13.0 - 1 4.5 9 7.4 13 4.5 

Enjoys traveling - - - 6 5.0 6 2.1 

Bored with housework - - 1 4.5 1 0.8 2 0.7 

Hates to travel - - 2 9.1 - 2 0.7 

Disabled/sick - 1 0.8 - 1 0.8 2 0.7 

To help relatives _ - 1 4.5 — 1 0.3 
financially 



Table 1-1—continued 

Sex of Painter 
Male Female 

1962-69 1970-78 1962-69 1970-78 Total 
Reasons Given N r'3 N % N % N % N % 

Fun to make 1 'u3 2 1.6 1 ^.5 7 5.8 11 3.8 

Relaxing - 2 1.6 - - 2 0.7 

Aesthetic satisfaction k 17.^ - 2 9.1 - 6 2.1 

Hobby- - 10 8.0 - 2 1.7 12 b.l 

Fame 2 8.7 - 1 ^.5 - 3 1.0 

Not messy - 1 0.8 - - 1 0.3 

Gift of Mother Earth 1 ^•3 - - - 1 0.3 

Easy to make - 2 1.6 1 ^.5 2 1.7 5 1.7 

Save Navajo heritage 3 13.0 - - - 3 1.0 

Education 3 13.0 - 1 'u5 - 4 1.^ 

No. of respondents 23 125 22 121 291 
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Table J-l. Age when painter began to paint by sex of painter and developmental period. 

Time Period* 
1962-1969 1970-1978 

Age Male % Female % Male % Female % Totals 

Under 10 years 1 4.3 - 5 4.8 2 1.9 8 

11-15 years 2 8.7 b 19.0 lb 13.5 12 11.1 32 

16-20 years if 17.4 3 14.3 27 26.0 28 25.9 62 

21-25 years 5 21.7 6 28.6 23 22.1 28 25.9 62 

26-30 years 2 8.7 2 9.5 5 4.8 8 7.4 17 

31-35 years 1 4.3 3 1^.3 6 5.8 8 7.4 18 

36-40 years b 17.4 2 9.5 10 9.6 9 8.3 25 

41-45 years b 17.b - 11 10.6 11 10.2 26 

*+6-50 years - 1 4.8 1 1.0 1 0.9 3 

51-55 years - - l 1.0 1 0.9 2 

56-60 years - - l 1.0 - 1 

Totals 23 99.9 21 100.0 104 100.2 108 99.9 256 
No data on age 0 1 21 13 

*No data on time period: male 2 © age ll-15i ^ afte unknown; female 4 @ age 11-15* 
2 & age unknown. 



Table J-2. Educational level of Navajo sandpainters by age and sex. - Age is adjusted to 1970. 

Males Females 
Under 25 % Over 25 % Under 25 % 26 or older % 

No school 0 if 13.8 - 2 11.1 

1 to if years 1 2.k 6 20.7 - 8 ifif.if 

5 to 7 2 tf.8 3 10.3 1 2.1 3 16.7 

8 - 2 6.9 1 2.1 -

9 to 11 7 16.7 5 17.2 lb 29.8 1 5.6 

12 28 66.7 8 27.6 28 59.6 if 22.2 

13 to 15 h 9.5 - 2 b.3 -

16 or more - 1 3.1* 1 2.1 -

Totals b2 100.1 29 99.1 k7 100.0 18 100.0 

Mean 11. 7 years 7.2 years 11., A years 5.^ years 

Median 12 years 8 years 12 years if years 

% graduated 
from high school 76.2 31.0 66.0 22.2 

Males still in _school when interviewed = ages in 1970 (2, 2, .3, 5, 5i 9f 10, 10, 10, 10, 
11, 12/college/, 1*+ /college/). 

Females still in school when interviewed = ages in 1970 (2, 3, 5, 8, 8, 9» 9, 12, 12 
/college/7) 
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Table J-3. Occupation of painters in the year they began to paint by 
date of starting and sex of maker. 

Occupation 

Time Period*1 

1962-1969 1970-1978 
Male Female Male Female Total 

Income producing 

livestock 2 

crafts 2 

laborer 1 

gardener ^ 
housekeeper 

waitress 

auto mechanic 3 

nurse or 
teacher's aide 

construction/ 
sawmill 

secretary/ 
clerk/teacher 

business 

preacher 1 

Total 10 

8 

2 

6 1 

2 

1 

12 3 

1 

43.55*5 4 19.0# 27 31.0515 16 14.8515 

Non-income producing 

housewife 

disabled -

unemployed 

Total 

In school 

11 50 

N 

no data 

7 

7 30.k% 11 

6 26.155 6 

23 100.096 21 100.095 

1 

52. ̂95 

28.6?b 

1 

26 

27 31.0# 

33 37.9^5 

7 

57 

35 

19 

4 

9 

1 

4 

6 

6 

1 

1 

57 

61 

1 

4o 

102 

80 

23.* 

k2.7% 

33.% 

52.8% 

32 Mo 

87 99.9?6 108 ioo.o£ 239 100.C&S 

38 13 52 

•No data on time period: male 2 in school, 4 no data; female 4 in 
school, is unknown. 
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Table J-*f. Religious affiliation of Navajo commercial sandpainters by 
sex and period when each began to paint. 

Date Be p;an** 
Religious 1962-1969 1970-1978 
Affiliation Male • % Female % Male % Female % Totals 

traditional 10 ^5.5 7 38.9 . 12 15.4 16 21.0 ^5 

Fundamentalist 7 31.8 5 27.8 23 29.5 33 43.4 68 

Mormon 1 **.5 - 6 7.7 - 7 

Catholic - - 3 3.8 11 14.5 14 

Protestant 1 5.6 3 3.8 2 2.6 6 

NAC* - - 15 19.2 2 2.6 17 

none - - 2 2.6 1 1.3 3 

Combinations 

tradition/ 
fundamentalist 1 4.5 2 11.1 7 9.0 1 1.3 11 

traditional/ 
Mormon 1 4.5 2 11.1 1 1.3 1 1.3 5 

traditional/ 
NAC 2 9.1 1 5.6 5 6.4 4 5.3 12 

Fundamentalist/ 
NAC - - 1 1.3 1 1.3 2 

Traditional/ 
Catholic - - - 4 5.3 if 

Totals 22 99.9 18 100.0 78 100.0 76 99.9 19*+ 

no data 1 If 47 45 97 

Total 23 22 125 121 291 

•Native American Church 

**No date when began = male = 2 Fundamentalist, 3 no data; female = k 
Fundamentalist, 2 no data. 
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Table K-l. Types produced by Navajo sandpainters by sex. — Based on names recorded on 
backs of paintings seen in 1977-197$• 

Number of Painters by Sex 
Size of Paintings Hen % Women % Unknown % Total % 

Tourist 

small only 28 1^.3 28 19.3 17 31.5 73 18.5 

small, some medium 13 6.6 13 9.0 5 9.3 31 7.8 

small, some medium and large 4 2.0 9 6.2 13 3.3 

Home decoration-gift 

medium, some small 4 2.0 11 7.6 5 9.3 20 5.1 

medium only 76 38.8 1*6 31.7 22 40.7 144 36.5 

medium, some small and large 9 4.6 7 4.8 1 1.8 17 b.3 

medium, some large 22 11.2 9 6.2 1 1.8 32 8.1 

Commercial, Fine Art 
and Reproduction 

large, some medium, .and small 3 •1-5 - - 3 0.8 

large, some medium 11 5.6 7 4.8 - 18 4.6 

large only 26 13.3 15 10.3 3 5.6 11.1 

Totals 196 99.9 145 99.9 54 100.0 395 100.1 

No paintings seen 31 36* 3 70 

Total 227 181 57 465 



Table K-2. Sizes of paintings made by sex of painter and date of starting for painters in 
Stevens-Douglas line. — Paintings seen in 1977-1978. 

Period of Starting* 
1962-1969 1970-1978 

qZ Unmon Men S W/MTli Size of Paintings Men oL fO Women % Men % Women Total 

Tourist 

small only - 15 1^.9 20 22.5 35 

small, some medium - 7 6.9 11 12.4 18 

small, some medium and large - 1 6.2 2 2.0 7 7.9 10 

Home decoration-gift 

medium, some small - 3 18.8 if k . o  8 9.0 15 

medium only if 18.3 k 25.0 ko 39.6 23 25.8 51 

medium, some small and large 5 22.7 2 12.5 7 6.9 5 5.6 19 

medium, some large k 18.2 - 10 9.9 6 6.7 20 

Commercial, Fine Art 
and Reproduction 

large, some medium and small - - 1 1.0 - 1 

large, some medium 3 13.6 h 25.0 5 5.0 6 6.7 18 

large only 6 27.3 2 12.5 10 9.9 3 3.^ 21 

Totals 22 100.0 16 100.0 101 100.1 89 100.0 228 

No paintings seen 1 6 2b* 32** 63 

Total 23 22 125 121 291 

*Six men use father's name on paintings; **Eleven women use husband's name on paintings. 
No date when started = men, small only-3, medium only-2, none seen-1; women = medium 
only - 'f, none seen - 2 . 



APPENDIX L 

PRICES Or MATERIALS AND SANDPAINTINGS 

Table L-l. Prices for particle board from a Fruitland lumberyard. 

Size Price Size Price 

3 x 6  S 0.10 12 X 28 3 0.80 
3 x 10 .15 12 X 36 .95 
k x k .10 12 X k8 1.30 
k x 6 .10 13 X 13 .ko 
if x 8 .15 13 X 32 1.15 
k x 10 .20 1^ X 20 .65 
5 x 9 .20 16 X 16 .60 
6 x 6  .15 16 X 20 .90 
6 x 8  .20 16 X 2k .95 
6 x 12 .20 16 X 30 1.00 
7 x 13 .25 16 X kS 1.80 
8 x 8  .20 18 X 18 .80 
8 x 10 .25 18 X 2k 1.00 
8 x 16 .35 18 X 30 1.20 
8 x 18 •^5 18 X 36 1.45 
9 x 13 .30 18 X ko 1.85 
9 x 18 .*+5 18 X if8 1.95 
10 x 10 .25 20 X 28 1.20. 
10 x 13 .35 20 X 36 l.k5 
10 x 30 .90 2k X 2k 1.20 
11 x 15 .55 2k X 30 " 1.75 
11 x 19 .65 2k X 36 1.95 
12 x 12 .35 2k X k8 2.35 
12 x 1^ .ko 30 X 30 2.35 
12 x 16 .k5 30 X Uo 2.^0 
12 x 18 .50 36 X 36 2.^0 
12 x 2k .65 k8 X kS 3.80 

full sheet (96 x 96) 6.95 
half sheet ^.95 
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Table L-2. Pricing structure for commercial sandpaintings by common 
sizes. 

Size 

Area in 
Square 
Inches 

Lowest 
Price 

Median 
(framed)* 

Highest 
Price Range 

No. of 
Paintings* 

2 x 2 if $ 3 $ 3 $ 3 S 0 19 
3 x 3 9 3 3 4 1 17 
5 x 3 15 3 5 15 12 42 
If X 4 16 2 5 (12) 7 5 119 (1) 
6 x 3 18 3 5 9 6 80 
6 x 4 24 3 6 (14.50) 9 6 110 (2) 
5 x 6 30 9 9 9 0 3 
8 x if 32 5 7 (10) 20 15 169 (1) 
7 x 5 35 8 8 10 2 11 
6 x 6 36 6 9 (16) 12 6 91 (8) 
10 x if 40 8 10 27 19 47 
9 x 5 45 4 8 (22) 18 14 111 (22) 
6 x 8 48 9 15 28 19 17 
12 x if 48 15 20 20 5 3 
10 x 5 50 10 12 14 4 6 
12 x 5 60 15 15 15 0 3 
10 x 6 60 8 9.50 15 7 5 
8 x 8 64 7 12 (25) 36 29 54 (4) 
12 x 6 72 7 14 (36) 28 21 349 (9) 
10 x 8 80 9 24 36 27 14 
12 x 7 84 12 15 16 4 6 
13 x 7 91 7 22 (28) 30 23 64 (4) 
12 x 8 96 8 30 60 52 32 
10 x 10 100 28 28 28 0 7 
13 x 8 104 15 15 28 13 5 
13 x 9 117 24 25 36 12 7 
15 x 8 120 16 16 36 20 4 

l4 X 9 126 24 29.50 35 11 2 
16 x 8 128 12 28 (75) 60 48 l4l (1) 
12 x 12 144 12 24 (95) 54 42 369 (11) 
16 x 9 144 20 22 4o 20 4 
18 x 8 144 47 59 70 23 4 
18 x 9 162 30 52.50 70 40 6 
14 X 12 168 20 30 60 40 5 
13 x 13 169 18 30 (45) 75 57 97 (IP) 
16 x 12 192 24 50 (625) 125 101 33 (8) 
14 X 14 196 60 60 60 0 3 
10 x 20 200 48 55 135 87 5 
18 x 12 216 12 60 135 123 30 
10 x 22 220 55 57.50 60 5 2 
l4 X 16 224 25 42.50 60 35 2 
16 x 16 256 20 45 (175) 115 95 71 (5) 
19 x lif 266 50 120 120 70 10 
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Table L-2---continued 

Area in 
Square Lowest Median Highest No. of 

Size Inches Price (framed)* Price Range Paintings* 

18 X 16 288 $ - $ - (750) $ - $ - - (2) 
12 x 24 288 45 78.50 (220) 140 95 21 (2) 
18 X 18 324 30 60 (540) 145 115 6 (2) 
16 X 24 384 50 60 (750) 75 25 3 (5) 
20 x 20 400 80 81 82 2 2 
24 x 18 432 55 75 (800) 100 45 5 (5) 
12 x 36 432 175 175 240 65 3 
16 x 28 448 100 105 (1800) . 140 40 6 (l) 
24 x 20 480 60 75 225 165 5 
24 x 24 576 50 100 (350) 325 275 126 (21) 
18 x 36 648 45 212.50 300 255 4 
24 x 36 864 160 205 (700) 250 90 2 (1) 
36 X 36 1296 175 260 (750) 695 520 6 (6) 
48 x 48 2304 1000 1000 1000 0 3 

Total 2371 (133) 

*The number of framed pictures are given in parentheses as is the 
median value of framed pictures. 

Single examples of specific sizes were not included in the chart. The 
size and price of single examples is: 5x5= S9i 7 x 4 = $8; 
11 x 4 = $8; 9x4= 012; 13 x 5 = S30; 11 x 8 = $36; 11 x 9 = 324; 
13 x 6 = $18; Ut x 7 = $24; 14 x 8 = $26; 14 x 10 = $34; 13 x 15 = 945; 
14 X 11 = $95; 13 X 16 = $48; 12 x 20 = $120; 12 x 21 = $55; 18 x 14 
framed = $34-0; 12 x 26 = $45; 16 x 20 = $48; 16 x 22 framed = $500; 
16 x 32 = $45; 18 x 32 = $55; 25 x 17 = $96; 21 x 21 = $65; 21 x 31 = 
$175; 22 x 36 = $225; 24 X 30 = $150; 30 X 30 = $75; 32 x 32 framed = 
$400; 24 x 48 framed = $495; 84 x 36 framed = $260. 
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