
NAVAJO WEAVERS



Sandra Busatta

A Short History of Navajo Weaving



DINETAH

The Navajos began to exist historically at the 

end of the 15th century, just before the Spanish 

entradas, and as a nation in the European 

sense, through a series of interactions with the 

USA in the 19th and 20th centuries.



In the mythic genesis, after some 

catastrophe the Navajo spirits climb 

through four or more layered worlds 

until they get to the present world. 

The first founding eventof the Navajo

nation, is the deportation to Fort

Sumner, NM between1864and 1868.

This trauma is a catastrophe that

givesbirth to the newNavajos.

Back to their 

country they 

began thriving: 

while all the 

tribes had their 

lands shrunk, 

the Navajos 

broadened 

them fourfold.

Fort Sumner, NM (1864-68)

THE BIRTH OF THE DINEõ

The emersion of the Diné H.B. Molhausen: Navajos 1853



THE STOCK REDUCTION (1933)

ñOld records mention Hopi farming in Canyon the 

Chelly, Havasupais living along the Echo Cliffs 

north of Tuba City, and Paiutes around Navajo 

Mountain. Did they join the Navajos freely? Did 

any become slaves? Where did they go?ò

Navajo Rocky Point CommunitySchool, 1982

The Navajos did not share 

the same fate, but they 

could not colonize new 

pastures, since the arrival of 

the railroad had brought 

new people to the 

Southwest. The result was 

the second catastrophethat 

hit the Navajo world: the 

Stock Reductionand the 

imposition of a modern 

animal husbandry (1933). 

This way the Navajos 

entered the capitalist 

market as they never had 

before. 



THE NAVAJO GOLDEN AGE

ñTheancient arts of Navajo culture probably bloomed

brightest in the years between the Long Walk back from

Fort Sumner and Stock Reduction in the 1930ôs. Navajo

Country had peace,livestock and little interference from the

outside world . That had never happenedbefore and might

neverhappenagainò(Navajo Rocky Point Community School,1982).

During these years they

abandoned most of their use

goods and began entering the

market, buying items from

licensedtraders and producing

for the capitalist market.

Cameron, AZ woolsacks for sale

Going to the Gallup Ceremonial 

1938-39



Shonto Trading Post

THE SANTA FE RAILWAY AND FRED HARVEY CO.

In the Southwest writers, artists, Santa Fe

Railwayôsand Fred Harvey Co.ôsmarketing

geniuses polished the formerly despised

Spanish past in the so called Santa Fe style,

which relied on an architecture inspired to the

pueblosand the haciendas, and could exhibit

picturesque deserts, Mexicans and Indians

and a noteworthy crafts tradition for the

tourist to consume.



The railway favored the 

development of silver jewelry. 

Between the late 1880s and the 

early 1890s the Navajos began 

using turquoise stones, but silver 

items were not marketed before 

1899. That year Fred Harvey 

Company, related to the Santa 

Fe Railway, asked the trading 

post dealers to have lighter 

silverware produced. The 

Navajos had to set cut and 

polished stones from Persia, 

supplied by the company itself, 

in the objects. These items were 

to be sold in the East and in the 

Indian curio shops.

Silverware for the Harvey Co. hotel shops

Influences on Navajo silversmiths

SILVER JEWELRY



SILVER SWEATSHOPS

Silversmithing is the only craft

job organized according to

factory standards: expanding

tourism has made small size

factories common, ranging

from 2-3 to 40-50 silversmiths.

At Gallup, NM there are

factories where Indians and

non Indians are employed to

manufacture items labeled

ñIndiancraftedò. Sometimes

Indian workers are supplied

molded silver piecesand stones

to assembly,but often they buy

the piecesfrom wholesalersand

assemble them as cottage

industry workers, involving all

the family, children included.



Tuba trading post

THE TRADING POSTS

A landmark event in the making of the

Navajo nation is the coming of the

traders into the reservation in the

1880s. The trading post is more than a

place where goodsare bought and sold

for the Navajos. It is a social center, a

post office, an employment agency, a

pawnbrokerôsshopand a local bank.

Shonto Trading Post. Trading a Rug Dinnebito Trading Post. Shopping women



The traders first began with

the barter and cash money,

then useddue bills and moved

on to tradersôtokens, later

preferred credit secured by

pawn jewelry and finally

unsecured credit based on

futures, that is the future

production of woolen rugs,

silverware, sheep, cattle and

wages. Babbitt Brothers Trading Post

Dinnebito Trading Post. Rugs and Pawn Vault 1999.



ñWith the unsecured credit institutionalized, Navajos became debt peons to 

traders, a relationship that existed for many Navajos in the 1970s, while the 

traders themselves came increasingly under the control of large wholesalers. 

Thus the traders transformed the Navajos into customers for consumer goods 

and producers of carpet wool, livestock, and luxury crafts. The railroad 

provided the means for this traffic to expand. The increasing indebtedness of 

the Navajos suggests increasingly unfavorable terms of trade, but quantitative 

studies are lackingò.(Aberle 1983:642)

Tec Nos Pos Trading Post Hubbell Trading Post



John Lorenzo 

Hubbell was a very 

influent trader; he 

called silversmiths 

from Mexico to teach 

their craft to ñhisò 

Navajos, invented the 

Ganado rugs and was 

a favorite partner of 

Fred Harvey 

Company. He was 

well aware of the 

dealerôs role: 

merchant and 

confessor, peace 

judge, jury, shaman 

and de facto absolute 

master of his domain. 

His son defined 

himself ñthe king of 

northern Arizonaò

THE òKINGó TRADER



Most tradersôlicensesexpired in the decade1980-

1990 and the tribal government took over many

trading posts. Yet also the Navajo trading posts

work in the same way: the system by which the

Navajo ñricosò (wealthy) have traditionally

exploited the landlesspoorôsservicesaccording to

the traditional semi-feudal Hispanic NewMexico.

NAVAJO TRADING POSTS



TOURISM AS A CONDITION OF MODERNITY

Specializedproduction of Indian souvenirs and ethnicity as a selling strategy began

early in the Northeast of America. By 1830the American Grand Tour and the Northern

Tour led admired throngs to visit the paramount tourist site: Niagara Falls.

When the Santa Fe Railway came to the Southwest in the 1880s it was the right

moment: the elitist tourist and the wealthy collector could go away from the

maddening crowd to Navajo and Pueblo country, where the Grand Canyon offered a

ñsublimeòalternative to Niagara Falls.



TOURISM AND ANTITOURISM

Elite tourist consumption is

contradictory because to be

economically viable, Indian art

must be manufactured in

multiples but consumers must

suppress this awareness and

imagine Indian objects as unique.

ñAntitourismò,promotes the

ñrealòtravel and condemns

ñtouristòart and masstourism as

plebeian. Commodified Indian

items commemorated an

anticipated disappearanceof the

Indian himself but, after Native

American demographic boom,

they today commemoratethe old-

time Indian, more ñauthenticò

and lessñspoiledòby modernity.
Jim Abeita, Navajo painter



TRADERS AND WEAVERS

ñAfter1890, rugs beganto take the placeof blankets. Until about

1910 there was a ñdarkageòin Navajo weaving, quality fell off,

and the native designs almost ceased; bordered specimens

predominated. Then camea changefor the better, due largely to

efforts of the traders to raise the standard of Navajo weaving. Art

loversand scientistsdid their part, too.ò(Bertha P. Dutton 1975)

Hopi House Grand Canyon Village
Old Navajo blankets


