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Religious Experience
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Overview
The Hopi people live in the southwestern region of the United States, within the state of
Arizona. They live in a very dry climate with broad horizons revealing a stark and barren
landscape. Villages are spread far apart, with three historic villages situated atop neighboring
mesas, and yet the Hopi have developed as a people over thousands of years with a very
distinct culture in the same general area.
To develop a lasting culture in this harsh and demanding climate the Hopi have relied upon
reinforcing their sense of community bonds through the use of religious and social practices.
Kachinas represent one aspect of the social and religious lifestyle of the Hopi. The Kachinas
themselves are supernatural guides who can assist the Hopi to live in harmony with the world.
They can represent the spirit of an animal as easily as the essence of the wind. The Kachinas
teach lessons in life as practical as hunting skills and as magical as healing skills. They can bring
discipline as well as knowledge, and they have been used for generations to teach the children
how to live in the Hopi way, the way of their ancestors.
Kachinas are represented at Hopi ceremonials by male dancers who dress in the fashion of each
Kachina they are portraying. And these men are also called kachinas. When representing the
specific Kachina they feel that they become that Kachina which they are impersonating. They
dance, participate in games and competitions such as races and visit homes at times. They can
bring gifts and they can bring discipline. The Ogre Kachinas go from house to house during the
Powamu Ceremony distributing chores to the children and then coming later to collect the
bounty of the child’s labor or a symbolic pound of flesh. Some carry baskets on their back with
which to take a child away who has not fulfilled expectations presented at the gift giving,
however, the parents will cajole the ogre and tell how good the child is and deserving of
leniency. The children learn object lessons about chores and the need for all to help provide for
the welfare of the pueblo.
The kachinas appear in religious ceremonials from the winter solstice through mid-July. The
Soyalang-eu, Winter Solstice Ceremony begins the cycle in late December. This is followed by
the Pamuya, which is held in January when the sun returns to the north. The Powamuya (Bean
Dance) is held in February and the Palolokonti (Water Serpent Ceremony) in February or March.
The Niman Ceremony (Home Dance Ceremony) held in July marks the return of the Kachinas to
their homes in the San Francisco Peak. After this, no ceremonies are held in which kachina
representatives are present until the Winter Solstice Ceremony, Solayong-eu in December.
There are other ceremonies which the Hopi observe during the other half of their year, but
none are attended by Kachinas and most are just one day ceremonies. The Kachina Dance
ceremonies can last up to nine days.
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Kachinas are also represented through the carvings of the Hopi craftsmen and these are called
kachina dolls. The dolls were first carved as household objects. Simple children’s kachinas were
carved which could be held by young children and laid in their cribs or beds. Larger kachinas
would be hung on the walls of the home or from the ceiling rafters or vigas. There are more
than 275 identified kachinas which all possess their own specific qualities and powers. While
they continue to be used in the homes as tools to teach children, Hopi kachina carvings have
become recognized in the art world. Today many of the carvings are sold to tourists and
collectors who have come to prize the artistry of the craftsmen and the symbolism behind the
carvings.

The kachina pictured above is carved from a single piece of cottonwood root, the traditional
material used to carve Hopi kachinas. The carver has incorporated the natural shape of the
wood in the design. This represents a style of carving that was dominant in the late 19th and
early 2oth century, a period when outsiders such as anthropologists and traders first became
interested in them. While the legs show some definition, the arms are close in to the body
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without any real articulation. All of the features are carved in relief. This piece is 9” tall. There
are no extraneous decorative touches that are not carved. The primitive carving style is not only
indicative of its age, but also of the tools available at the time and the intent of the carver,
which was to produce a kachina doll for family use in socializing children. There was no true
retail market for kachinas at the turn of the 20th century, though trading post owners would
accept them as pawn or collateral for needed domestic goods.

This kachina was made around 1920 and is very similar in style to the previous kachina, being
made of a single piece of cottonwood root and for use in the home rather than an object for
sale.
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The kachina pictured above was probably made in the 1950s or 1960s and illustrates some of
the evolutionary changes in carving styles between the simpler carvings of the early 20th
century and the elaborate carvings of the late 20 th century. The feathers are still present, rather
than carved as in many contemporary kachinas. The articulation of the body is only slightly
more pronounced than in the early part of the century.
This is an unidentified kachina, one that cannot be specifically identified through referencing
the work of scholars who have catalogued a broad spectrum of kachina face masks, clothing,
painted symbols and accoutrements. Perhaps one reason for the inability to identify this
kachina is the fact that often enough the carvers would make variations of traditional kachinas
when carving items for sale to the general public or a trading post. The sacred nature of the
function of the kachina would often prompt carvers to make sometimes subtle and sometimes
dramatic changes in the appearance of any particular kachina they may be carving. The pictured
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kachina may be related to something borrowed from a pueblo, it may be the result of
someone’s fertile imagination or it may turn up in the “newly documented” category sometime
in the future.
The hesitancy on the part of carvers to precisely duplicate the dress, face mask, body paint,
clothing and symbols on a kachina doll is not unusual if the pieces were going to a retail market
where many people would purchase them simply because they were pretty, decorative and
unusual, with no understanding of the religious and social significance. While that may have
been the case in the past, today there is a more sophisticated audience for kachina dolls, an
audience that has grown to understand the cultural significance of kachinas and respect the
work of the carvers as true art. In today’s market there are many different reasons for
purchasing kachinas. Some, as noted above, simply want a decorative curiosity. Collectors
generally focus on a particular area, such as signed, finely carved high-end contemporary pieces
that were made for the market, historic kachinas (generally unsigned) that were made for
home use and ended up in the retail stream or a particular era of carving that holds particular
appeal.
The kachinas that were carved for home use would be more reliably accurate in detail;
however, there were differences in the representation of any particular kachina that could vary
from mesa to mesa, village to village, from a difference in the shape or color of the face mask to
the decorative body paint or accoutrements. Kachinas could be entities borrowed from other
groups such as the Zuni or the Navajo and these could reflect variations in interpretation by the
Hopi, both in physical manifestation and ceremonial purpose.
The kachina pictured on the next page is the Hakto kachina, or wood-carrying kachina. As can
be seen by his name, he represents a very practical side of the kachina culture; a side that helps
sustain family life in the village and teach responsibility. He is 7.5” tall and dates to about 1925.
The kachina was borrowed in the late 19 th century from the Zuni, who lived nearby and called
him Yamuhekto, or “Carrying wood on the top of his head”. This particular kachina was made
by the Hopi for the Hopi and not originally made for the retail market.
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Kachinas like the Hakto kachina, which were originally made for family use, could come to the
retail market in a variety of ways. Generally this would be a sale to an individual or a trading
post by the owner, or being lost as collateral on an unpaid loan. Today there are numerous
restrictions on the trade in older Native American art and relics, centering primarily on
migratory bird feathers and the repatriation of culturally significant/sacred items. Both
collectors and museums must be mindful the restrictions and aware of the provenance of any
historic item they purchase. Most kachinas, unless bearing specifically illegal feathers, do not
fall into the ceremonial category as they were generally not used as parts of pueblo-wide
ceremonies; this role was filled by actual dancers.
Today, in 2010, the Hopi kachina art market is represented by a broad spectrum of carvers who
approach their craft from a variety of angles. There are master craftsmen of detail who labor
over every feather, sash and mask with unbelievable dexterity. Fluid and complex, these
carvings have established the artistic and technical accomplishment of their makers. Then,
there are the carvers who have harkened back to the old way, presenting contemporary
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interpretations of the very early kachinas that clearly reveal the natural shape of the
cottonwood root in the stylistically primitive carvings of the ancestors. Simply, almost
impressionistically carved, often with generous legal feathering, these contemporary examples
have established a market of their own with collectors.
Some observers have viewed the tendency toward detail and complexity as unwarranted
attention to the retail market, a market that generally rewards technical proficiency but can fail
to show the appropriate cultural sensitivity toward the object. Other observers note that the
tendency to take advantage of modern tools and techniques should not be a source of criticism.
Hopi craftsmen share the same range of desires as craftsmen of any other ethnicity or race.
Some relish the opportunities provided by sophisticated tools that can help stretch
representational creativity. Some look to the old ways, the traditional images and time worn
techniques to represent their respect for the kachina culture. Both approaches have their
followers and both are rooted in a reverence for what the kachina represents to the Hopi.

White Ogre Kachina, circa 2000
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Moving Forward with the Times
With the background provided so far, we can now take a visual journey through some of the
carving styles representative of the periods from the first western documentation of kachinas in
the late 19th century through some contemporary examples. Along this journey we will begin to
recognize stylistic and material changes in the appearance of kachinas, not necessarily to
appeal to a retail market alone, but also representative of the availability of new tools, more
convenient paints, materials and other improvements that had a practical appeal to carver. The
Hopi were open to positive change when presented with new technology. Commercial dyes and
paints, more sophisticated hand tools and then power tools eventually made headway with
many Hopi craftsmen.
The older, historic carvings are very primitive in nature, with the carver taking advantage of the
shape of the cottonwood root and fashioning impressionistic figures. The paints were organic
and derived from local plants. The feathers were obtained either locally or through trade.
Decorations such as necklaces, bracelets, anklet bells and ruffs were often painted on the body
of the kachina in the early examples.
As other decorative items, such as commercial yarn and fabric, became available at the trading
posts, the Hopi made use of them. The Hopi experimented with every new generation of
available commercial paints and dyes as they came on the local market, using oils, acrylics,
poster paints and water-based stains. There was a point in the 1950s and 1960s when poster
paints were used and a variety of mass-produced craft/decorative items were incorporated into
the kachinas produced both for domestic use and retail marketing.
The increase in the sophistication of carving techniques that started in the 1970s was both a
statement of artistic ambition and a rebellion against the representation of kachinas with
cheap, mass produced decorative “accessories”. In this period the craftsmen began to carve all
of the decorative features into the wood, representing pine bough ruffs, kilts, sashes, necklaces,
anklets and other decorative accents through their skill, artistry and mastery of contemporary
hand tools and power tools. They used natural stains for coloring and eschewed the gaudy
commercial paints of their mid-century predecessors.
Every generation makes it own way, both because of and despite of the lessons learned from
previous generations. The period of sophisticated carvings in the late 20 th century was followed
by a movement toward the less complicated carvings and more impressionistic carvings of the
late 20th century and early 20th century. Carvers with great technical skill and artistic
achievement continue to share the stage with those carvers whose attention is turned more
toward representation of historic icons, modeling their work after the ancestors. But, whatever
9

the path that Hopi carvers have followed, there is a consistency to their approach. There is a
deep respect among the Hopi carvers for the object itself, its social, cultural and religious
significance and the meaning they derive in their artistic endeavor, the attempt to portray the
lessons of a way of life.

The kachina above is estimated to have been carved in the first quarter of the 2oth century. It
exhibits the classic signs of an early carving. The stance of the kachina reflects the shape of the
cottonwood root, the arms are a little more defined, but still hug the body. The legs still
disappear under the kilt, but there are additions for the ear pieces on the case mask. The
carving is covered with a kaolin base, a white substance used in much the same was a gesso, to
provide a base surface to accept the paint. The turquoise squash blossom necklace is painted
on, as are the moccasins and other clothing items.
The next kachina pictured is the Tiwenu kachina, which is tied to Santa Domingo and Laguna
pueblos. Both pueblos are in New Mexico. This kachina was made in the 1930s and is 16.5
inches tall. He is very simply carved in an almost bas-relief style, with the arms close in to the
sides and not separated from the body. All of his decorative accents are painted except for
what he holds in his hand. The scholarship on this kachina is very contradictory, a rather
common experience when taking oral histories from a variety of villagers, and therein lies the
uncertainty of its origin, be it Santo Domingo Pueblo, Laguna Pueblo or some other source.
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One thing the Tiwenu does tell us is that while the Hopi society was rather physically and
socially insulated from other native cultures, it did not ignore the pueblo culture of New
Mexico, the plains tribes of western Texas, the roaming Apaches and Navajo or the sedentary
Havasupai, Pima or To’Ohno O’odam of Arizona. They folded their experiences with other
Native Americans into their own cultural and social fabric, understanding that their experiences
with other societies contributed to their own cultural heritage.
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Palhik Mana is shown above. This female personage, as opposed to kachina, was carved about
1910 and has been a very popular subject over the decades. The Palhik Mana has been referred
to as the Water Drinking Girl, Shalako Girl and Butterfly Girl and is considered by many as one
of the most beautiful kachinas. Female personages are not the same as kachinas but the Hopi
generally view them synonymously. This Palhik Mana is 18” tall and shows the wear of age, with
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its broken feet and a restored tableta, but it still exudes the aura that makes it one of the most
beautifully carved of the Hopi dolls.

The Heheya-aumutaqa, Heheya’s Uncle Kachina, pictured above, was probably carved between
1935-1945. The Heheya’s uncle would guard the Heheya kachinas while they rested between
incidents in the ceremonies. The Heheyas appear in pairs with the Soyoko, an ogre woman who
appear5s in the Bean Dance.. This carving is more articulated than earlier kachinas, with his
arms and his legs fully carved. He stands 10.5 inches tall. He was made to hang on the wall in a
Hopi house, as his fluid dancing motion does not allow him to stand up. The traditional method
of displaying kachina dolls in a Hopi household has been to hang them on the wall. Many
examples of the old kachinas will still have string around the neck with the loop to hang it on a
nail or cup hook. It was the trading post operators and other retailers that encouraged Hopi
carvers to mount their carving on stands and stabilize them for table or shelf display, a feature
that would appeal to the growing number of tourists and collectors visiting the southwest.
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The kachina above is the Tasaf Kachina, or Navajo Kachina, and he was carved around 1940. He
is also known as the Tasap Kachina. The Navajo Nation surrounds the Hopi mesas like a donut
around the hole and the Navajo people have interacted with the Hopis for centuries. Like the
HeheYa Kachina, this Tasaf Katchina’s arms are fully separated from the body. His legs are
somewhat articulated, but disappear into the kilt. He has a grouping of older feathers on his
head, as well as red store bought yarn. Most of his costume is painted on rather than carved in
relief. He is wearing Navajo style moccasins. This Tasaf Kachina is an example of the transition
in mid century to more realistic carvings.
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The kachina above is also called Tasaf because of its Navajo origins, but this Tasaf Is also called
a Navajo God Kachina, or Naastaji, the Fringe Mouth God to the Dine, Navajo. Given their
proximity, it is not surprising that the Hopi and Navajo would attend each other ceremonials
and some cross-cultural borrowing would take place. After all, the Navajo people learned to
weave from the sedentary Hopi and other pueblo Indians.
This Tasaf kachina was probably carved in the 1930s and shows arms simply carved but
separated from the body. The legs disappear under the kilt. Except for feathers and some
carved accents, his decoration is primarily paint over a white kaolin base. As befitting a deity, he
is rather elaborately painted. He stands 11 inches tall. He was made for use by the Hopi and
would normally hang on the wall. He is in a doll stand for the photo.
This kachina was purchased at the Case Trading Post, which is located in the Wheelwright
Museum of the American Indian in Santa Fe, NM. In addition to contemporary work, museum
gift shops often handle older pieces as left to them for sale or consigned to their shop by
collectors who are down-sizing.
With the entry of the United States into World War II, things began to subtly change in the
American southwest. Hopis, Navajos, Apaches, and the pueblo Indians answered the call to
service and as they returned to their homes, brought with them the inevitability of change.
Modern times slowly but inexorably encroached upon traditional ways of life. Not that there
hadn’t been cultural intrusions before, and government encroachment of traditional ways of
life, but this time it was not only interaction with the government. The world was shrinking,
with modern travel, national highways and native veterans experienced in the outside world.
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And the world of kachina carving kept pace with the momentum of world change. A greater
awareness of the growing market interest in hand carved kachinas, greater availability to
materials and better tools started the path to the sophisticated and complex carvings we can
see today.

The Ang-ak-china, Long-hair kachina, pictured above was made in the 1950s or 1960s. The
inexpensive feathers and yarn decoration are the result of availability of inexpensive decorative
items that could replace hand-painted decoration. The body is a little more articulated but not
quite in motion. His outer paint covers a kaolin base. This kachina dances in many of the line
dances during the religious ceremonials and is a very recognizable carving.
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The Malo kachina above was also carved in the 1950s or 1960s and it shows some of the more
dramatic creative steps taken by carvers. His legs reflect more motion, his arms are more well
defined and also in motion. There is still a kaolin base for the body painting, there is still the use
of yarn for decoration and a reliance on paint for design elements, but the kilt is carved to show
the motion of the dance and the moccasins are carved out and more defined. It is clear that this
is an “action” figure. The Malo kachina appears regularly in the seasonal dances of the Hopi, as
do many of the Hopi kachinas.
During the 1950s and 1960s the artistry involved in kachina carving was fueled by the greater
access to larger markets and better tools and material. The influence of the reservation trading
post was beginning to diminish. The relative ease to drive to towns like Flagstaff and Sedona in
Arizona and Gallup, Albuquerque and Santa Fe in New Mexico allowed the carver to deal with
middle men who had access to a much broader and more immediate retail market and who
could pay more for the carvings. The carvers began signing their pieces and reputations were
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developed based on the carvers’ skills, production level and the marketing ability of the shop
owners in the tourist meccas of the southwest.
The automobile and the construction of national highways opened a new world to people who
only heard about the wonders of the American Southwest. Death Valley, the Grand Canyon,
The Petrified Forest and other natural wonders attracted thousands of tourists in their family
automobiles. The greater availability of Native American art to a broader market led to a
greater awareness of the breadth and scope of the work. Kachina carvers shared in a
resurgence of interest in Hopi Kachinas, pueblo pottery, Navajo weaving, Zuni fetish carvings
and other native arts of the American Southwest. The kachinas, pottery, weavings, fetishes,
baskets and other traditional arts of the Native Americans became items of interest beyond the
world of cultural Anthropologists and curiosity seekers. While carvers continued to make
kachinas for home use, there also existed a growing market for more artistically adept carvings.
The buying public recognized the artistry of the carvers and a need to establish a pecking order
of the most prized carvers. The “better” carvers were able to ask increasingly higher prices for
their work and they were not blind to this development. By the 1970s there was increasing
recognition and reward for the elite Hopi kachina carvers. In the specialized world that was
kachina collecting certain carvers became “superstars” and they were in a position to name
their prices to a large degree. By the 1970s Native American Art had developed a broad
national and international market.
But the root inspiration for kachina carving has always remained the personal experience. Each
carver, to his own ability, works to achieve a harmony with his vision and inspiration. The
kachina dolls represent a very real link to the ancestral traditions of the Hopi people, as well as
an avenue for introduction of their culture to the dominant western society. This not only ties
them to the traditions of the past, but holds meaning for the realities of today, where the
encroachment of modern western civilization and technology can threaten the fabric of a
traditional culture. The omnipresence of today’s modern society challenges Hopi carvers and
other Native American artists to retain the substance of their own native culture while sharing
the experience of their culture with the outside world.
The lessons that the kachinas teach to the Hopi children last a lifetime, as they are reinforced
regularly through the religious dances and the social practices of the Hopi. The Kachinas can
represent anything from a concept to an animal to a spirit. The following pictures are just a
small sampling of the many types of Hopi kachina dolls, a variety and scope that might be
unimaginable in anything other than a society that was remote and dependent upon itself to
build a viable culture that could bind a community together in a harsh, but ultimately viable
environment.
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This is the Wakas, or Cow, Kachina. The name is derived from the Spanish word for cow, which
is vaca. This kachina was carved in the 1950s. The qualities and attributes of this kachina doll
reflect a transitional stage in the history of kachina carving. He has a traditional kaolin base
under the body painting. He has an inexpensive necklace representing turquoise and yarn on
his wrists and ankles. But his pine bough ruff is carved, instead of being represented by green
yarn. His kilt is carved to show motion and is not stiff and motionless. His hands are more finely
carved and his arms are in motion. This tendency toward reduced reliance on inexpensive
decorative touches and more sophisticated carving interpretations is indicative of the changes
that were taking place in the 1950s and 1960s.
As previously noted, each craver worked to his skill level. The 1950s and 1960s probably saw as
broad a spread of talent and artistic interpretation as any era in kachina carving. This was an
era in which some carvers practiced very traditional designs and carving techniques while
others were pushing the envelope, using more innovative approaches and tools.
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This is the Tsile, or Chile, Kachina. This kachina doll was carved about the year 2000. The kaolin
base has long disappeared. All of the decorative touches are carved. The kachina is in motion
and mounted on a wood base. With the advent of motion figures in the 1950s and 1960s it
soon became common to affix the carvings to a wood base. Over the years, some of these
bases have become artworks in and of themselves as carvers have tried to distinguish
themselves in every possible way for the buying public.
The Tsile kachina is classified as a Wawarus, or Runner. Runner kachinas race with the Hopi
men during the ceremonies. They provide the men with a head start. If the man beats the Tsile
to the finish line, then he is rewarded with some type of food such as bread. If the Tsile catches
up to the Hopi man, then the man is accorded some sort of punishment such as whipping him
with a yucca whip or flinging mud on him.
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This is the Palakwyu Kachina, or Red-Tail Hawk Kachina. He was carved around the year 2000.
He bears a striking similarity to the Kwahu Kachina, or Eagle Dancer Kachina, which is a much
more familiar subject. The base on which Palawyu dances is a little more complexly carved than
the base on which the Tsile Kachina stands, and only hints at the imaginative interpretations
that are currently seen. His body is in full dance motion. His feather arms are fully carved and
articulated. His kilt reflects the motion of the dance. Everything on Palakwyu, from top to
bottom, is hand-carved, from his feathers on top to his neck ruff to the anklets and kilt.
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