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“For many generations weaving has been an integral part of
the fabric of Navajo life. Monetary rewards are only a small
part of the Navajo woman’s desire to weave. Weaving is a
unifying force, an expression of personal pride and cultural
identity, a spiritual experience, a tradition.”
- Alice Kaufman and Christopher Selser
Navajo Weaving Tradition: 1650 to the Present

INTRODUCTION
The Pueblo Culture of the American Southwest had been in the region for centuries, and
the people had been weaving cotton for 500 years by the time the Navajo arrived in the
area in the 1300s. While the pueblos focused on peaceful co-existence and domesticity,
the Navajo, subsistence farmers themselves, raided other tribes and villages for their
sustenance and wealth. This was the tenuous balance of power that the Spanish
encountered when they first arrived in the region – a peaceful pueblo culture that was the
dominant social influence in the area somewhat defenseless against the incursions of the
raiding Navajo.
Through the taking of pueblo slaves, the Navajo had been able to learn first-hand the
intricacies of weaving spun cotton thread into fabric. The Navajos quickly adapted the
pueblo loom to suit their own seasonally migratory lifestyle, and they have retained those
adaptations to this day. They also designated weaving as women’s work, while it had
been the responsibility of the men in the pueblos. By the time of the Spanish arrival in
1540 the Navajo weavers had already begun to surpass the pueblos in technical
proficiency and design creativity.
When the Spanish arrived they brought with them many things that were new to Native
Americans. Among these “gifts” were horses and sheep. The horse revolutionized life for
all Native Americans and provided the primary building block for the highly visible
Buffalo Culture of the Plains Indian. While the introduction of the horse did have a
dramatic influence on the Navajo, it was the introduction of churro sheep, a hardy breed
with long, silky wool, which would have a more lasting impact on the economy and
lifestyle of the Navajo. The Navajo easily recognized the advantages of wool over cotton
and the convenience of having a mobile natural resource that adapted well to their
seasonally nomadic lifestyle. Sheep herds quickly became an indication of wealth and
status for the Navajo. While men busied themselves with farming, shepherding, raiding
and ceremonial responsibilities, the women attended to domestic chores and kept busy at
the loom weaving wearing blankets, saddle blankets, door closures for their hogans and
other practical household items.
The Navajo and the churro sheep suited each other quite well. The wandering Navajo
made a perfect herdsman for the churro as they grazed the vast expanse of the arid
southwest for available forage. The broad vistas and stark contrasts of Monument Valley
and Canyon de Chelly undoubtedly contributed to the innovative visions and inspired
designs of Navajo weavings. While the pueblos used conservative striped elements in
their weavings, the Navajo aspired to more adventurous designs. Whether due to a natural
extension of their “on-the-edge” lifestyle or the impact of exposure to Spanish influences,
the Navajo began experimenting with the terraced designs, wavy bands, triangles and
diamonds that would become the hallmarks of their highly prized weavings.

HISTORIC DATES OF INTEREST
800AD
1300s
1540
1610
1680
1692
1821
1823
1836
1848
1856
1863
1868
1880s
1890
1920s
1930s
1940s
1950s
1960s
1970s

Pueblos begin weaving with spun cotton.
Navajos arrive in Southwest.
Coronado Expedition into present-day Arizona and New
Mexico
Santa Fe is founded as territorial capitol
Pueblo Revolt
Spanish Reconquest of the Southwest
Mexico declares Independence from Spain
The Santa Fe Trail opens
The Alamo is over-run by General Antonio Lopez de Santa Ana
US victory in Mexican American War
Aniline dye invented
Navajo Long March to Bosque Redondo, winter 1863-64
Return from Bosque Redondo
Arrival of the Railroad and the rise of the Trading Post,
Evolution of the Navajo Rug from blanket
Introduction of Aniline dyes to Navajos
Massacre at Wounded Knee
“Chinle” Late Classic Revival
WPA and BIA fund interest in Native American crafts
WWII and drop in tourism in the southwest
Accelerated acculturation into dominant society
Increase in exposure through rise in Native American Art
outlets.
National/International Recognition as Fine Art

Spanish Colonial Period (1540 – 1821)
The Social and political dynamics of the Southwest were altered
dramatically when the Spanish arrived. The newcomers were able to
overpower and control the peaceful pueblos except for a brief period in the
late 17th century, when the Pueblo revolt of 1680 drove them out of the area.
Upon their return in 1692 the Spanish maintained total control over the
pueblos, mandating conversion to Catholicism and forcing native pueblo
culture and practices to go “underground”.
The Navajo, however, presented a more perplexing challenge as the Spanish
settlers in these northernmost regions of the colonial empire were essentially
unprotected from raids by the Navajo and neighboring Apache. The colonial
capitol in Santa Fe was hundreds of miles distant from many of the land
grant settlers in what is now Arizona and New Mexico. Santa Fe could not
provide the necessary resources to protect the far-reaching empire. Life on
this frontier was difficult and often violent for the Spanish settlers, whose
settlements were treated as renewable resources by the Navajo. The ensuing
relationship was therefore that of warring factions, as the Navajo raided the
Spanish settlements whenever convenient and, in turn, the Spanish fought
back as often and as best they could, but military assistance generally took
the form of an occasional military expedition of reprisal into Navajo
country.
In this environment, both the Navajo and the Spanish took captives who
would in turn become slaves. The captive Navajos were often taken to the
more southern regions of the empire, to Mexico City, Saltillo and other
centers of activity. The Spanish would utilize some of these Navajo slaves as
weavers and, in this capacity, the Navajo were exposed to the design
elements of Spanish tapestry weaving and Spanish-Mexican textile design.
Today, Saltillo “slave” blankets, with their distinctive central diamond
design, are highly prized historic and cultural artifacts. This exposure to the
Spanish influence broadened the aesthetic vision of Navajo weavers and
expanded their creative repertoire.
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Mexican Period (1821 – 1848)
By the 19th Century, Navajo weaving had far outdistanced pueblo weaving
in quality, quantity and variety. While the influence of Spanish and pueblo
weaving is apparent in Navajo weaving, the Navajo experimentation and
bold imagination led to a completely distinct style. Navajo wearing blankets
were considered status symbols by the Plains Indians
In 1821 the colonial Spanish declared their independence from Spain. In
1823 the northern Mexican territories were opened to trade with the United
States of America through the opening of the Santa Fe Trail. American
interaction with Mexico continued to increase through trade and through
migration. Supplies and market goods were more accessible to the region via
the Santa Fe Trail than via the Camino Royale from Mexico City. American
settlers moved into the area of Mexico that is now called Texas and
promptly began the process of forging independence from Mexico.
The entire region seemed to be in political and social upheaval; however, the
historic relationship between the Navajo and the Mexicans was no different
than earlier. They were the same Navajo and the same settlers. The Navajo
continued their brazen raids on Mexican settlers, while the settlers continued
to fight back to the best of their ability. The ineffectiveness of the Mexican
government in controlling or appeasing the Navajo remained a constant
throughout this period.
Meanwhile, the Navajo were firmly settled in their homeland, in the area
that is now called the Four Corners region that is comprised of SE Utah, SW
Colorado, NW New Mexico and NE Arizona. They had settled the regions
once occupied by the “Anasazi”, or ancient enemy, as they called the cliffdwelling pueblo predecessors whose abandoned homes still clung to cliffsides throughout the region. The remote and difficult landscape of the region
provided ample protection from most retaliatory strikes by the Mexican
troops. The Navajo were safe in their remote canyons and mesas and,
perhaps, felt insulated from the political and military events that were taking
place in the region. However, this safety would be found to be short-lived
when the Mexican governance was replaced by American sovereignty in
1848.
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United States Sovereignty
The initial transition to American sovereignty must have seemed transparent to the
Navajo. In the years following the American victory over Mexico, the Navajo were
content to live with the status quo. This status quo meant the continuation of raids on the
pueblos and settlers. These raids increased with the beginning of the American Civil War.

 Bosque Redondo (1863-1868)
What the Navajo had yet to realize was that this new government not only had access to
more resources than the Mexican government but also had the mandate of Manifest
Destiny to utilize all available resources in the furtherance of the empire. The
continuation of raids on the pueblos and settlers remained an ongoing issue with the
politicians in Santa Fe. Navajo raiding would eventually bring serious reprisal when the
attention of the local government could be diverted from the Civil War.
A Confederate thrust through New Mexico toward mineral rich Colorado essentially
ended with the Union victory at Glorieta Pass, NM. The victory at Glorieta Pass, outside
of Santa Fe represented the end of the Civil War in the Southwest. From this point on, the
focus of the military in the region was turned toward the “Indian Problem”. The U.S. War
Department asked General James H. Carleton, a Civil War hero and veteran Indian
fighter, to resolve the Indian problem in the American Southwest. Carleton’s solution
was to enlist the aid of Colonel Christopher “Kit” Carson to round up the Navajo and
remove them to a reservation. Carson, in turn, recruited his old allies the Utes, who were
traditional enemies of the Navajo. He also compelled Zuni and Hopi Indians to help track
down the Navajo or risk loss of family and property.
Carson forged a brutal, scorched earth campaign. With his lifetime of experience as a
trapper and Indian fighter, Carson knew that the Navajo would never leave their
homeland unless there were no alternatives. He laid waste to the Navajo homeland as
surely as Sherman laid waste to Georgia. He starved the Navajo into submission. His
troops destroyed crops, poisoned water holes, burned peach trees and hogans, killed
sheep and stole horses. Forced to choose between surrender and death through starvation
and exposure, the Navajo surrendered. They were then subjected to a 400-mile forced
march across eastern Arizona and the breadth of New Mexico to a barren region of
eastern New Mexico called Bosque Redondo.
Bosque Redondo was a nightmare for the Navajo. The living conditions were brutal.
Many Navajos had no shelter and some even resorted to living in holes dug into the
ground. Government supplies intended for the Navajo never reached them or were sorely
depleted if they did reach Bosque Redondo. Some supplies, such as flour, were
completely alien to the Navajo. They were issued tools for farming but the soil would not
yield crops. Firewood was twenty miles distant and travel to the wood exposed the
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Navajo to raids by the Kiowa and Comanche Indians of eastern New Mexico and western
Texas. Through starvation and disease the Navajo lost fully 25% of their population at
Bosque Redondo. Perhaps, the only positive impact was a government distribution of
4,000 Rio Grande (Mexican) blankets, from which they took design elements and added
to their weaving repertoire.
The tribulations of the Navajo did not, however, go completely unnoticed. The inhuman
conditions at Bosque Redondo were becoming known in increasingly wider circles.
Public outrage over the mistreatment and abuse at Bosque Redondo eventually led to
changes. In 1866 the War Department ceded responsibility for the camp to the
Department of the Interior, Bureau of Indian Affairs, and a civilian administrator replaced
General Carleton. Conditions at the camp did improve and supplies were more
forthcoming, but release from the camp would become the ultimate solution. In 1868 a
treaty was signed that allowed the Navajo to return to their traditional homeland, albeit to
a smaller reservation of 3.5 million acres, roughly one-fifth of their original territory.
When they straggled back to their homeland, the Navajo found little comfort in the
burned out hogans, no sustenance in the torched orchards and poisoned water holes and
very little satisfaction with the circumstance of their newfound freedom – a freedom that
would be marked by ongoing government oversight and intervention.

 Return to Dinetah and Recovery from Bosque Redondo
“Consideration of the human needs of the Navajo and
comprehension of the problems of human relations were
wanting in an important measure. Also lacking was an
understanding that Navajo psychological processes and
assumptions differ from those of the white men on which
administrators unconsciously based all of the their plans.”
-Clyde Kluckhohn and Dorothea Leighton
The Navajo, 1948

The Navajo never regained economic independence after their experiences at Bosque
Redondo. The treaty signed by President Johnson that allowed the Navajo to return to
their homeland provided that each head of household could claim 160 acres of land
anywhere on the reservation. Any Navajo over eighteen years of age could claim 80 acres
of land. Each farmer would receive $100 worth of farming tools and seeds.
A period of rebuilding ensued in which the Navajo attempted to recreate their preferred
lifestyle. However, bureaucratic misconceptions and imperialist attitudes marred the
government involvement that was necessary to make the process work. In example, an
attempt by the government to assist the Navajo in rebuilding their sheep herds was not
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nearly as successful as it could have been had they tended to the specific concerns of the

Navajo. The sheep that were distributed to the Navajo were merino sheep with short,
kinky and greasy wool. While fine for mutton, the wool of the merino was more difficult
to clean, card and spin than the long, silky wool of the churro. Over the years the
government agencies would continue to make such errors in judgement, as the
administrators and planners tried to accomplish what they perceived necessary to
“Americanize” the Navajo. Even the best of government agencies and agents were guilty
of extreme cultural insensitivity. It was during this period that the government began
removing Navajo children from their homes and sending them to boarding schools where
they were not allowed to speak the native tongue and were provided with haircuts and
civilized clothes.
The Navajo were frankly perplexed by the new realities of their existence. They were
subject to the whims of a government that did not understand them any better than they
themselves understood that government. They were looked at as both a problem to be
solved and an errant child to be brought into the fold, for their own good. Through the
years the government continually intervened with policy decisions that made perfect
sense from a bureaucratic frame of reference, but that translated very poorly when
applied to the Navajo.
The existence of the Navajo during this period was subsistence at best. Their lifestyle was
impacted dramatically by the realities of the day. Their natural resources were limited and
most of their energy went into rebuilding homes and family wealth. In addition to
problems with the quality of their sheep for the dual purposes of food and wool, the
Navajo were faced with ongoing concerns of soil erosion that affected both farming and
grazing. Perhaps these, however, were the very least of their concerns as the Navajo were
just at the beginning of a road that led to increasingly more contact with a dominant
society whose outlook on life was entirely alien to them.
For the purposes of identifying Navajo weavings, this period was the considered the Late
Classic Period (1865-1875) into the Transitional Period (18875-1890), which began with
the arrival of the railroad and an increased American presence. The weavings of the Late
Classic and Transitional Periods call back to the traditional designs of the early 19 th
century with an emphasis on horizontal banded patterns. The quality of the wool and the
quality of the weave have always depended to large degree upon the individual weaver;
however, during this period in particular the weavers were limited in their selection of
materials. Commercially dyed wool yarns were available, but not generally in circles
traveled by the Navajo. Their own wool was of a lesser quality and more difficult to
work. Vegetal/organic dyes were difficult and inconsistent. The Navajo would resort to
raveling dyed cotton and wool fabric for use in their own weavings, especially as the
Navajo women were now wearing the skirts and blouses of the frontier era instead of the
traditional woven dress and the men now wore pants and cotton or wool shirts.
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 1880s: The Railroad Arrives
The railroad accelerated the process of change tremendously. Everything, from design to
dyes to market changed dramatically with the coming of the railroad to the Southwest in
the 1880s. Before Bosque Redondo exposure to the dominant culture had come only
when initiated by the Navajo. With the arrival of the railroad came an influx of capitalists
and tourists who were interested in what they would find in the great American
Southwest.
A businessman by the name of Fred Harvey opened a chain of hotels along the path of
the Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad and focused his attention on the lure of Indian
Country for potential tourists. His hotels employed fleets of vehicles to take tourists out
into the pueblos and onto the reservations. His “Harvey Girls” added a touch of glamour.
His gift shops concentrated on Native American crafts such as Navajo silver and
turquoise jewelry, Papago and Pima baskets, pueblo pottery and drums, Zuni beadwork,
Navajo weavings and other Native American items. He created a network of contacts
with trading post operators who were just taking on leases from the government to
operate on the reservation grounds.
During this period market demand for Indian crafts skyrocketed. For the Navajo, it was
their first practical introduction to the mechanics of American capitalism and market
demand. Already discouraged by the quality of their own herds, the Navajo were
increasingly turning toward the use of commercially dyed yarns. While commercial dyes
were convenient, the quality and durability of the dyes were inconsistent. Dyes baths
were also dependent upon the quality of the spun wool and the individual practices of the
weavers. It was during this time that the use of processed wool became common. Because
of the difficulty in processing the merino wool, the Navajo would present shorn wool to
the trading post operators who, in turn, would have the wool cleaned and often spun
before returning to the weaver. It was the trading post operator who would become the
key figure in the interplay between the Navajo and the dominant culture. In the last
quarter of the 19th century the reservation trading post would emerge as the single most
important point of contact between the Navajo and the Anglo culture of the Victorian
Era. The trading post operator was a person who was capable of translating the mysteries
of the dominant culture for the Navajo and a person who could help the Navajo adjust to
and take advantage of the growing market demand for their weavings.
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 1880s: Trading Post Culture (Blankets to Rugs)
“In the Southwest, even more than in the east, the
trader filled a particularly important role: he was not
only the person who supplied many of the day-to-day
needs but was also judge, advisor banker, interpreter of
an alien culture, benevolent despot, physician, and even
mortician on occasion. Thus the trusted trader became
deeply imbedded into the fabric of Indian life; the less
trustworthy usually went bankrupt.”
- Frederick Dockstader
Weaving Arts of the North Ammerican
Indian
The names and/or impacts of the more notable trading post operators live on to this day.
The trading post operator was the most important contact the Navajo had with the
dominant culture. With the coming of the railroad it became more evident that the Navajo
would have to find ways to deal with the market demands of a nation that was just
awakening to the lures of tourism and souvenirs. While the railroad established a market
place for Navajo weavings, the people themselves still lived in the vast expanse and
isolation of mesas and canyons accessible only by horseback and sturdy wagon. A trip
from Ganado, Arizona to Gallup, NM, a distance of 55 miles, would normally take 11
days in the winter. The trading post became, at one and the same time, a place for social
gathering, a place of business, a place to purchase daily necessities, the place to sell/trade
their wares such as weavings or the well received Navajo silver rings and bracelets.
The trading post operator represented the primary window to a world of new influences
and practices that was opening to the Navajo Nation. They came to the trading post to
find things that would make their life easier, much like the consumer society of today.
They came to him to trade for cast iron cookware and Arbuckle’s coffee. They saw the
new clothing that was being made available such as gingham dresses and flannel/cotton
shirts. They brought him their jewelry and their weavings and he in turn delivered the
conveniences of modern living.
The trader, however, was more than a conduit for goods and materials. He recognized the
market and the market value of Native American crafts. The best of the lot recognized the
artistic merit and the technical skill of the Navajo and encouraged them in their weaving.
It is the trading post operators of the last quarter of the 19 th century and the first quarter
of the 2oth century that were ultimately responsible for many of the traits now associated
with “traditional” Indian design.
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When the Navajo reservation was initially opened for trading post operators in 1874 the
Navajo primarily wove wearing blankets and rougher weaves for door coverings and
other practical uses. By the turn of the 20th century, at the specific encouragement of the
trading post operators, the Navajo were primarily rug weavers. The traders had realized
that weavings of a variety of sizes, such as for floor rugs, were much more marketable
than the limited blanket size weaving. They not only encouraged the weaving of rugs, but
also encouraged specific designs which they felt would both evoke the Southwestern
image of the Navajo, and sell well on the American mainstream market. J.B. Moore of
the Crystal, Arizona Trading Post published a catalogue of specific designs and his
weavers delivered on those designs. Juan Lorenzo Hubbell at the Ganado, Arizona
Trading Post posted patterns that his weavers would fulfill. Both Moore and Hubbell had
a tremendous and long-lasting influence on Navajo weaving. Hubbell has been credited
with the famous “Double-Dye Red” Ganado weaving and the introduction of several
design elements including the “Hubbell Cross”. To this day, the Hubbell trading Post in
Ganado is a popular stopping for both tourist and historian.
Will Evans at the Shiprock, NM Trading Post was instrumental in the introduction of Yei
and Yeibechei weavings that represented Navajo spirits and ceremonial dancers. This was
a cultural leap for the Navajo as the practices of the ceremonies were very much private
to the Navajo. In much the same way, Hosteen Klah, a Navajo medicine man and
sandpainter introduced the weaving of sandpainting rugs in the early 20 th century,
crossing a cultural taboo.
The trading post culture thrived through the late 19 th century and well into the mid-20th
century. The early 20th century saw a gradual decline in the overall quality of Navajo rugs
as they struggled to meet market demand. The practice of paying for rugs by the pound
gave rise to the term “pound rug”, leading to certainly sloppy and perhaps slightly
dishonest practices by the weavers. Several revivals of weaving practices took place in
the early to mid-2oth century and the trading post operators were actively involved.
Notable Trading Post Operators:
Juan Lorenzo Hubbell
John (JB) Moore
C.N. Cotton
Cozy McSparron
Bill & Sarah Lippincott
Will Evans

- Ganado AZ (1879s on)
- Crystal, AZ (1896 on)
- Ganado & Chinle, AZ
- Chinle, AZ (1920s)
- Wide Ruins, AZ
- Shiprock, NM
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 Into the 20th Century: Revival of Traditional Ways
Mary Cabot Wheelwright, a wealthy socialite from Boston, had taken note of the decline
in the quality of Navajo weaving in the early 20th century. With the connections and
resources available to a person of wealth, and with the cooperation and encouragement of
Chinle Trading Post operator Cozy McSparron, she led a revival in traditional, classic
and late classic designs as well as the use of natural wools and vegetal dyes. Cozy
McSparron worked with the individual weavers to improve the variety and quality of
available vegetal dyes and as happens in such an environment, the word spread to other
areas of the reservation as weavers were encouraged to share their knowledge and skills.
In the 1930s, during the Great Depression, the BIA and the WPA worked together to
create several programs that encouraged collection and dissemination of information on
Native American folk life. Craft guilds were established and research was collected and
published on organic dyes native to the region. Funding was made available for research
into animal husbandry and the best possible sheep for the Navajo. In 1938 Bill and Sarah
Lippincott spread the revival of vegetal dyes to the Wide Ruins area of the reservation
Acceptance of the vegetal dyes and lighter colors was not universal at first, but the
momentum continued throughout the century. The dyes have become more refined over
the years as information has been continually shared weavers have been receptive.
With the revivals of the early 20th century and with the continuation of those ideals and
practices throughout the century, the work of the Navajo weavers gradually attained
recognition as art, and not just craft. The recognition came at a pace consistent with the
exposure of Navajos to the mainstream culture. A very positive effect of the Depression
Era WPA programs was to reinforce the value of native ways and practices. The exposure
of the Navajo to the mainstream culture took a major leap when WWII saw
approximately 20,000 Navajos move off the reservation, 3,600 of those off to the war.
The impact of those 20,000 off–reservation experiences was world shaking for the
Navajo, and yet, their most notable achievement in WWII was something that took
decades to come to light with the general public. I am speaking of the efforts of the
Navajo Code Talkers.
During WWII and into the 1950s the market for tourism and Indian Arts and Crafts
cooled down considerably. The role of the trading post operator was also moving into the
background as the Navajo became more accustomed to dealing with the dominant
culture. The automobile also had quite a bit to do with the receding profile of the trading
post operator as the Navajo began dealing with retailers in the towns and cities near their
homes. The 1960s saw both a rise in tourism and a great increase in the number of Native
American Arts and Crafts outlets. Native American Arts and Crafts were moving out of
the “primitive” area and into the “fine” area of art appreciation. The 1970s saw national
exposure and the 1980s saw international exposure for Navajo weaving. Today there is a
very active market for fine Navajo weaving and the quality of the weaving and the dyes is
the best it has ever been.
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Navajo Weaving Process
I.

Materials

Natural Wool
The wool shorn directly from the sheep. Dependent upon the
specific breed, this wool can vary long, silky and sturdy to short,
kinky and greasy. Navajo were first introduced to wool with the
Churro sheep introduced by the Spanish. They met the merino after
Bosque Redondo and also the Rambouillet that was introduced
around 1910.



Processed Wool
This is wool that is taken to the trader as it is sheared from the
sheep. The trader sends this wool to be cleaned and spun and then
returns it to the weaver for their use in weaving. This is one
process that was begun by traders to help insure the quality of the
spun wool.



Commercial Wool
The wool that is spun at a commercial facility. The Navajo were
introduced to commercial yarns from the Germantown, PA in the
last quarter of the 19th century. Germantown wool has become
somewhat of a generic name for any commercially spun yarn.



Natural Dyes
The natural dyes available to weavers in the southwest were
extremely limited. Cochineal Red and Indigo blue are the primary
colors one reads of, but the manufacture of cochineal red was
difficult and the product often inconsistent. This can be said of
natural dyes in general, as they depend upon portions and time
spent in dye baths, amount and quality of spun wool in the bath.
The use of natural (vegetal) dyes saw a revival beginning in the
1920s/1930s that has continued to this day.



Commercial Dyes
Commercial dyes arrived in the Southwest with the railroad and
the trading posts. The Navajos looked upon commercial dyes in
much the same way as they looked upon other worldy
conveniences. The commercial dyes available in the later 19 th
century and the early 20th century were not always consistent and
durable. Dupont and Diamond both marketed dyes that improved
over the years from the initial product offerings. Prior to the
introduction of commercial dyes, commercially spun cloth was
often raveled for the colored yarn and rewoven into the new
weaving.
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II.

Tools


Shears
Basic cutters used to shear the sheep as close to the skin as
possible.



Cleaning
The shorn wool is hand picked and shaken for dirt, twigs, etc. It is
generally only washed if it was too dirty to be carded and spun, or
if it was going to be dyed.



Carders
Tools used to brush the wool fiber in a single direction to prepare it
for the spinning process. Prior to the introduction of the metaltined cards, the weaver would use a multi-pronged beater to
wash/clean the raw wool, removing foreign objects, brambles, etc.
from the wool.



Spindles
Once the carding process has achieved its results and the fibers lie
in parallel form, they must be twisted to combine them into longer
lengths, yielding greater strength and more diameter. The spindle
was the tool by which individual wool fibers were combined into a
useable thread.
The spindles are sticks of various thickness and length depending
upon the coarseness of the fibers. The fibers were initially attached
by winding a few of them around the shaft and as the rod rotated
with the fingers, more fibers were added. The addition of a spindle
“whorl’ aided in the process of keeping the rotations even and
provided momentum and balance.



Loom
The Navajo loom is a very simple upright loom that can be erected
either inside or outside and can be dismantled and moved as
necessary to complete the weaving. It consists of a rectangular
outer and inner frame. The outer frame is constructed from two
strong vertical supports, traditionally made from pinon logs.
Lashed to the vertical supports are two horizontal crossbeams, the
bottom one usually larger than the top beam, to aid in the
anchoring of the loom. The inner frame, upon which the warp is
strung, consists of two smaller, smooth, straight sticks. The length
of these sticks and their distance from each other determines the
width and length of the weaving.



Fork
Used to tamp down the weft thread after it has made a pass through
the alternate warp threads.
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Batten
Used to keep the warp threads open as the weft thread passes
through alternate warp threads.

III. Techniques


Plain Weave
This is the oldest and simplest weaving technique that grew out of
plaiting reeds and other materials for sandals and baskets. This is a
basic over and under technique that was abandoned by the Navajo,
but continues in use today by Pueblo weavers, especially in the
weaving of cotton ceremonial garments.



Tapestry Weave
This has been the dominant technique of Navajo weavers for the
past two centuries. In tapestry weave the weft threads are tamped
down so tightly that the warp threads cannot be seen .The weaver
executes the tapestry technique by inserting her batten between the
front and back warp sets to create a shed. She then loosely lays in
the weft thread and packs it down with the fork. The weaver then
repeats in the opposite direction through the shed created by
pulling the rear set of warps forward, which she maintains with the
batten. Patterns are created by changing the color of the weft
threads. The fineness can vary from under ten threads to over one
hundred threads per inch. Unlike the Pueblo weavers, the Navajo
weaves a small area at a time, which is generally determined by
her reach, before moving on to the next area of the weaving. This
technique leaves visible lines in the weaving which are called lazy
lines or lazy stitches.



Twill Weave/Raised Weave
Twill weaves are considered to be sturdier than tapestry weaves
and have been used in weaving saddle blankets and women’s
mantas. This technique is rarely used today by Navajo weavers. All
twill weaves are produced by floating the weft elements over more
than one warp at a time to create a raised pattern of color and
texture.
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IV. Design Periods
*
*
*
*
*
V.

Classic Period
Late Classic Period
Transitional Period
Classic Revival Period
Chinle Revival

Design Varieties
Gallup Throw
Storm Patterns
Pictorials
Yei (Spirit)
Yeibechei (Dancer)
Sand Painting Weavings
Germantown “EyeDazzlers”
Wearing Dress
Regional Designs
Two Grey Hills
Ganado
Teec Nos Pas
Coal Mine Mesa
Chief’s Blanket
Phase I

1800 to 1865
1865 to 1875
1875 to 1890
1890 to 1920
1920s on

Crystal
Klagetoh
Wide Ruins
Burnt Water

Banded white shoulder blanket w/horizontal stripes of black, indigo, red.

Phase II
Horizontal bands interrupted by corner panels of red and black, typically.

Phase III
The corner panels of the banded designs become terraced and a more
dominant part of the design.

Phase IV
Well balanced, each segment is a design in itself producing a textile that
can be folded in quarters and still present the same relative balance.

10.

VI. Weaving Care and Conservation
Care:
Weavings should mot be exposed to direct sunlight for extended periods of time.
Vegetal dyes in particular are susceptible to fading.
Weavings utilized as floor rugs should always have pads underneath. In addition,
floor rugs should be rotated regularly to balance exposure to traffic patterns.
Weavings utilized as wall hangings should always have ample support completely
across the weaving at the top. They should be turned periodically to avoid fading
and unevenness. In addition, if lighted, they should be illuminated with soft
indirect lighting.
Cleaning:
A vacuum cleaner may be used on a Navajo rug. When vacuuming it is best to
vacuum both sides of the rug.
Spills and soiling require immediate attention to minimize the potential for
permanent stains. Club soda should be used immediately whenever a spill occurs.
Pour enough club soda to cover spot and soak through. Dab gently over stain to
remove moisture and dirt. Avoid rubbing the stains in. Do not rub/scrub to pick up
the moisture. The use of club soda is also recommended for use in spot cleaning
oriental rugs. Club soda is recommended (as opposed to water) because the
carbonation will keep colors from running. The club soda should, however, be
dabbed up quickly.
NEVER WASH A NAVAJO WEAVING!
Professional dry cleaning with a dry cleaner experienced with Navajo weavings
is the best option for stains that cannot be removed conveniently or effectively.
Always discuss your cleaning requirements with the dry cleaner before leaving it
with them. Dry cleaning removes the lanolin from the wool, but it can be
replenished through a process available with most dry cleaning services.
Storage:
It is recommended that Navajo weavings be rolled if they are going to be stored
for any extended period time. Folding weavings puts undue stress on the fibers
and can lead to the breakdown of the threads.
Always store weavings in a moth-free environment.

