It is said that Native American languages have no word for art, that art and the urge to create are such an intrinsic part of life, there is no need to name it as separate. Rugs, jewellery, pots, baskets are all still made for everyday use but even the simplest item is made with a sense of beauty and form. However, many of these items have been raised to an art form and have become collector’s items over the years. These items include not only the older and hence historically important pieces but also the work of contemporary Native American artists, many of whom are developing these traditional forms into new and challenging concepts.

Southwestern Native cultures have changed little over the centuries. There is a sense of timelessness here. The Southwest can boast the oldest continuous record of habitation on the continent, outside of Mexico. The history of the Native peoples in the Southwest can be traced through their art and crafts.  Remnants of jewellery and pottery are found at all the major sites, some dating to 200 BC. The Navajo and Apache newcomers between the 14th and 16th centuries as well as influences from the Spanish invaders of the 16th and 17th Centuries brought new materials, such as silver, wool and new patterns, themes and experiences to be portrayed in the art of the Southwest. The coming of the Americans in the 19th C also bought changes, often as much by the political changes they wrought as by the bringing of new materials or cultural influences. 

In the contemporary world, many of the traditional crafts are still practiced. Particular items have become identified with specific tribes. For instance, the Navajos are known as weavers and silversmiths, the Zuni, a pueblo people, are known as Fetish carvers and specific pottery styles are attached to each of the 19 pueblos and to the Navajos and Apaches of New Mexico. 

Pottery

Pottery, one of the most ancient crafts, is still an important part of Native life in the southwest. The shapes of pots developed according to their purpose. Cooking pots were made to sit on rocks in open fires. Water jars were made with indented bases so they could sit comfortably on the heads of water gatherers. Large storage vessels were created for storing grains and water. Pottery remains important to all Native Americans for ceremonial use during rituals and burials. 

Potters often gather clays from their own ancestral clay sources. Pots are formed by hand, in the coil and scrape method. No wheel is used. Pots can be smoothed to create burnished backgrounds for designs, which may be painted with pigments made from residues of boiled plants or finely ground metallic rocks. Traditionally, brushes were cut and shaped from the chewed ends of twigs or yucca fronds although today it is common to use commercially available brushes. Glaze is almost never used. The pots are hardened in an open outdoor bonfire. 

Weaving

The Navajos have a name as skilled weavers. Navajo stories tell that they learned to weave from Spider Woman, that the first loom was of sky and earth cords and the weaving tools were of lightning, sunlight, crystal and white shell. In reality, Navajos had probably learned to weave from Pueblo people by 1650. Pueblo weaving seems to have been already influenced by the Spanish by then. Wool was being substituted for cotton; -it was the Spanish settlers who introduced sheep – and indigo (blue) dye became available. 

Initially, the products of Navajo looms were probably very similar to those of their Pueblo neighbours, but by the end of the 1700s, Navajo weavers began to develop new patterns. Navajo weavers also used more colour than the Pueblo peoples. Spanish documents of early 18th century mention Navajo weaving skills. Blankets were traded great distances as evidenced by their appearance in historic photographs of Plains and east coast tribes. 

The Spanish or Mexicans never reached a lasting peace with the Navajo. When Mexico ceded the Southwest to the United States in 1848, the "Navajo Problem" was also inherited. As a result, Kit Carson led a "Scorched Earth" campaign from 1863–4, destroying food caches, herds and orchards, ending in 8000 Navajo people surrendering. They were marched hundreds of miles to an arid, barren reservation, Bosque Redondo, at Fort Sumner in eastern NM.

For five years the people endured life at Bosque Redondo with shortages of supplies, food, and water. The US government paid annuities to substitute for their lost flocks, which included cotton string, commercially manufactured dyed yarns as well as manufactured cloth and blankets. These lessened the Navajo people's reliance on their own loom products. Their culture changed dramatically during this period, not least in weaving.

In 1868, the Navajo were allowed to return to their Dinetah, their homeland in western New Mexico. In exchange for their return they promised forsake their raiding, nomadic lifestyle and to settle and become farmers. Reservation life brought a growing reliance on American civilization and its products. It was almost the end of Navajo weaving as skirts and blouses made of manufactured cloth replaced the woven two-piece blanket dress and manufactured Pendleton blankets displaced hand-woven mantas and shoulder blankets. It was also more profitable and easier to sell the wool from the large Navajo flocks than to use the wool for weaving.


The coming of the railroad and a brand new tourist industry changed all that.

The railroad reached Gallup, NM in 1882. The arrival of the railroad signalled the closing of the American Frontier and was followed by a nationwide interest in collecting American Indian art. By the 1880s, trading posts were well established on the Navajo Reservation, and traders encouraged weaving of floor rugs and patterns using muted colours, which would appeal to the non-Indian market. By 1920, many regional styles of Navajo weaving developed around trading posts. These rugs and blankets are often known by the area's trading post's name. Navajo weavers produced  "mantas"  i.e. wider-than-long wearing blankets, tunic-like dresses, belts, garters, hair ties, men's shirts, breechcloths, and a "serape-style" wearing blanket. 

Over the past century, Navajo weaving has flourished. Most of the styles of blankets and rugs, developed in the last two centuries continue to be woven, and new styles continue to appear.

Pendleton Blankets

Although Pendleton Blankets are not of Native American origin and indeed, only in recent years have even commissioned native Artists to design blankets for them, they still are a much beloved facet of native life in the Southwest. It is ironic that Native Americans are both the inspiration for the designs as well as the blankets' most important consumers. Blankets have long been an integral part of Native American life and survival. In his surrender speech delivered in 1897, Chief Joseph of the Nez Perce said:

"It is cold and we have no blankets. The little children are freezing to death. My people, some of them, have run away to the hills and have no blankets, no food. No one knows where they are—perhaps freezing to death. I want to have time to look for my children and see how many of them I can find. Maybe I shall find them among the dead. Hear me, my chiefs. I am tired; my heart is sick and sad. From where the sun now stands, I will fight no more forever."

To this day, blankets are part of Indian life from birth to death: blankets are often given to celebrate birth and marriage. They can be used to indicate status or to show gratitude, or in barter to pay off debts. Blankets are used as curtains or awnings, for warmth and for adornment. And when a Native American dies, they are often buried in their blankets. Pendleton Blankets themselves have become synonymous with Indian blankets and are collectors’ items throughout the USA.

Jewellery.

Silver and turquoise jewellery is increasingly renowned around the world. This particular modern craft, very much associated with the indigenous peoples of the Southwest, is a combination of an ancient use of turquoise for decoration and jewellery with the Spanish introduced skill of silver mining, smelting, and smithing in the sixteenth century. The oldest mine of any kind on the North American continent is the Cerrillos turquoise mine just south of Santa Fe, New Mexico, which dates back at least 2000 years. Native American Pueblo peoples used antlers and stone mauls to dig deep into the stony ground and bring up turquoise. Turquoise beads have been found in all major excavations in the Southwest. New Mexico turquoise has even been found in southern Mexico and in excavated mounds east of the Mississippi. To the Pueblos and the Navajos, turquoise is sacred, as it takes its colour from the sky, and symbolizes the supreme, life-giving and healing power of the Creator.

Originally, indigenous peoples of the Southwest carved turquoise into beads or animal fetishes. They overlaid it onto wood, bone, or shell using fixatives such as beeswax or piñon pine pitch. When the Navajo came to the Southwest, they valued the beaded necklaces, bracelets and other pieces made by the Pueblo peoples and wore ornaments they obtained from those they conquered and from their trading partners. When the Spanish introduced silver, the cross and a Moorish design, called the Naja became popular with the Navajo. It is believed that the Navajo themselves began making silver jewellery in the 1860’s, just prior to their forced captivity in Fort Sumner. Atsidi Sani (“Old Smith”) is recognized as the first Navajo silversmith. By the 1880’s the Navajo’s had added turquoise to their jewellery and their silver and Turquoise pieces were in high demand at trading posts, for sale to the new tourists.

The Navajo smiths melted Mexican and U.S. coins for their silver. Often, if they were given a special order from a trader, local rancher, or businessman, they would receive silver in the form of candlesticks or other silver items to melt for their work. The Navajo preferred Mexican silver coins as they were the highest quality silver available but also used sterling silver and the less desirable but most available and durable, silver from melted U.S. coins. Although in 1890, the U.S. made it unlawful to melt or deface coins for use as beads, this was difficult to enforce, and U.S. coins continued to be used in the developing Navajo silver industry.  The Navajos taught the Zuni the craft and the Zuni, in their turn passed it on to the Hopi. Both peoples had already skills with other metals and learnt this new craft readily. Hence, much silver work of the 19th century is in the Navajo style, with the newer Hopi and Zuni styles developing in the 20th century.

Fetishes

The Zuni people are regarded as the most skilled fetish carvers in the southwest. 

Fetishes are carved small stone figurines in animal, human, and supernatural shapes, often regarded as sacred by their owners. The earliest fetishes were naturally formed stones that seemed to resemble people or animals, sometimes made more realistic with the features accentuated by a carver. From the earliest times, the Native peoples have used fetishes in ceremony and ritual.  

The Zuni believe that animals, as well as inanimate objects and the forces of nature, have a spirit force, which can either help or hurt man. Hence, carved animal fetishes can host that spiritual force and, if respected, may lend their owners their power. Fetishes are often made with a bundle of coral, turquoise, or an arrowhead tied to the back or side. These are offerings made to the fetish spirit for favours received or hoped for in the future.

Fetishes are used in many ways, by individuals and by collective societies known as kiva societies in ceremony and ritual although exactly how fetishes are used in the Kiva ceremonies is a closely guarded secret, known only to the initiated. However, the fetishes sold to tourists and collectors have not been used in ceremony and are in a sense “unconsecrated” fetishes. 

The carving of miniature animals and fetishes is an important part of the Zuni economy today. Traditional natural materials such as turquoise, coral, shell, and jet are still used but newer stones like malachite, marble, serpentine, are also carved. Many individual artists have become famous for their work.
While often today in Native American arts, the marketplace dictates to some extent what an artist produces, it is not the only determining factor. Each August, the best of the best Native American artists get the opportunity to show their wares at the Santa Fe Indian market. It is held in the historic city of Santa Fe in New Mexico and is the biggest art event in Santa Fe attracting 100,000 visitors annually. This year saw the 82nd Annual Indian Market being held on the town's central Plaza and surrounding streets.

The Southwestern Association for Indian Arts (SWAIA) runs and plans this annual event. It is the showpiece for Native American artists, where only the very best are displayed.  Artists are screened for quality and authenticity. Awards are given that recognize not only an artist’s skill in working with traditional materials and techniques but also to Native American artists who experiment with and develop new media and forms. The awards given at the Santa Fe Indian Market set the standard of quality and innovation for American Indian art around the world.

Many of the art forms presented at the Indian market grew from the traditional pottery, weaving, carving and jewellery making that has been an inherent part of life in the Southwest from time immemorial. Native American artists do not separate art from the rest of life. Art is part of the whole. The Indian market has taken the basic aesthetic sense and encouraged it towards excellence at all times. While the bulk of silver work, weaving and pottery produced in the early twentieth century was made in response to a demand from tourists, today’s items are made with that innate sense of beauty and quality, without the need to serve a tourist market. 

Today's Native American artists still learn the traditional crafts by watching their elders but they often add elements that work in the modern world without abandoning traditions of the past. There is room in Native American arts for flexibility and development while preserving the essence of a 2000 year tradition.

