
Florida State University Libraries

Honors Theses  The Division of Undergraduate Studies

2015

Rugs and Silver, Artists and Craftsmen:
The Development of Artistic Autonomy in
Southwestern Native American Art
Victoria A. Sunnergren

Follow this and additional works at the FSU Digital Library. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

http://fsu.digital.flvc.org/
mailto:lib-ir@fsu.edu


THE FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY 
 
 
 

COLLEGE OF FINE ARTS 
 
 
 

RUGS AND SILVER, ARTISTS AND CRAFTSMEN: 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF ARTISTIC AUTONOMY IN SOUTHWESTERN NATIVE 

AMERICAN ART 
 
 
 

By 
 
 
 

VICTORIA SUNNERGREN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Thesis submitted to the 
Department of Art History 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for graduation with 
Honors in the Major 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Degree Awarded: 
Spring, 2016 



The members ofthe Defense Committee approve the thesis ofVictoria Sunnergren

defended on November 23'd, 2015.

1<z-a
Professor Michael Neal

Outside Cortrmittee Member

Dr. Karen Bearor
Thesis Director



 
 

List of Sections 

 

 
 

Section 1 – Navajo Weaving……………..………………………………………………..4 

Section 2 - Hopi Silver Overlay………………………….………………………………15 

Section 3 – Gendered  and Racial Identity Expression…..………………………………22 

  



 

 
Figure 1: Image redacted for copyright 
 

Figure 2: Image redacted for copyright 
 

Figure 3: Image redacted for copyright 

Figure 4: Image redacted for copyright 

Figure 5: Image redacted for copyright  

Figure 6: Image redacted for copyright 

Figure 7: Image redacted for copyright 

Figure 8: Image redacted for copyright 

Figure 9: Image redacted for copyright 
Figure 10: Unknown Navajo Artist, Germantown Revival Rug, Undated, Woven Rug, 
Private Collection (Photograph Courtesy of Kary Dunham, 
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Navajo-Rugs/143853678725).  
 
Figure 11: Mae Clark, Germantown Revival Pictorial Rug, Undated, Woven Rug, 
Private Collection (Photograph Courtesy of Kary Dunham, 
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Navajo-Rugs/143853678725). 
 
Figure 12: Marlowe Katoney, Angry Birds Tree of Life, Undated, Woven Rug, Private 
Collection (Photograph Courtesy of Kary Dunham, 
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Navajo-Rugs/143853678725). 
 

Figure 13: Marlowe Katoney, Winter Apparition, Undated, Woven Rug, Private 
Collection (Photograph Courtesy of Kary Dunham, 
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Navajo-Rugs/143853678725). 
 
Figure 14: Florence Riggs, Circus Pictorial Rug, Undated, Woven Rug, Private 
Collection (Photograph Courtesy of Kary Dunham, 
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Navajo-Rugs/143853678725). 
 

Figure 15: Amy Begay, Tufted Rug, 2014, Woven Rug, Private Collection (Photograph 
Courtesy of the Author).  
 
Figure 16: Image redacted for copyright 
 
Figure 17: Unknown Hopi Artist, Overlay Bracelet and Ring, 2014, Silver Overlay, 
Private Collection (Photograph Courtesy of the Author).  
 



 

Figure 18: Unknown Hopi Artist, Overlay Necklace, 2014, Silver Overlay, Private 
Collection (Photograph Courtesy of the Author). 
 
Figure 19: Image redacted for copyright 
 
Figure 20: Image redacted for copyright 
 
Figure 21: Image redacted for copyright 
 
Figure 22: Image redacted for copyright 
 
 

  



Sunnergren 1 

 

 

Rugs and Silver, Artists and Craftsmen: 

The Development of Artistic Autonomy in Southwestern Native American Art 

Introduction 

The two styles that best exemplify the cultural interaction integral to the artistic 

development of Native American art in the American southwest are Navajo weaving and 

Hopi silver overlay. These two styles show that the development of Native American art 

styles in the American southwest is the result of hundreds of years of social interaction 

and artistic experimentation.  

While much has been written on Navajo weaving, and to a lesser extent on Hopi 

silver overlay, this will be among the first scholarly works to link the two as similar 

models for the development of art styles under the forces of cultural interaction, and to 

link those models to the expression of gendered and racial identities in artwork. The 

somewhat surprising results of this research, as demonstrated here, is that what is 

perceived as traditional design has its roots in the dictates of early traders and other non-

natives, and that contemporary artists in these fields are utilizing these techniques for 

autonomous artistic expression, in some cases defying assumptions of traditional 

gendered roles. 

Through the course of this paper, I will link the matrilineal nature of Navajo 

culture with the continued use of area-style rug designs and the innovative artistic 

expressions created by weavers removed from the matrilineal system. The gendered 

nature of Hopi silver designs will become clear, as well as their evolution from feminine 

origins to expressions of masculinity. I will show the connections between the historical 

construction of race and current policy regard Native American artwork, and the links 
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that tie the history of appropriation and cultural exchange with contemporary racial 

expression in Navajo weaving.  

In both cases, Spanish colonists brought the materials used to the Native 

American artists, who developed a style that reflected their cultural needs but was later 

modified to reflect the purchasing habits of other Americans. Now, contemporary artists 

working in both of these mediums are developing the historical art forms into expressions 

of their own gendered and racial identities. White traders and proponents of the Pueblo 

arts have had a gendered influence on these art styles, and the gendered identity of these 

artists is expressed through the weaving and silver overlay designs of contemporary 

artwork. The Indian Arts and Crafts Act and the appropriation of Navajo rug designs 

have had a profound impact on the racial identity associated with both these art styles, 

making much of the contemporary art done in these styles racially charged by nature. All 

of these influences have created the contemporary fields of Navajo weaving and Hopi 

silver overlay, and it is important to understand these fields in the context of their 

respective histories of cross-cultural influence.   

This paper benefits greatly from my fieldwork during the summers of 2014 and 

2015, which includes personal interviews and interactions with traders and artists, as well 

as general knowledge gained from time spent among the Native American arts 

community in the southwest. This paper also builds on existing research by art historians 

and anthropologists in many ways.  An understanding of the complex nature of the 

relationship between Navajo weavers and non-native traders draws from the works of 

historian Erika Marie Bsumek and anthropologist Teresa J. Wilkins, while anthropologist 

Charlotte Frisbie offers insight into the ways in which Navajo society is organized into 
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matriarchal roles. Additionally, art historians Mary Ellen and Laurence Blair, Patricia 

Janice Broder, and Janet Berlo each offer some discussion of Hopi art forms and the 

development of design styles among Hopi artists.   

 

Terminology 

To begin with, a few terms need definition. Trends in appropriate terminology for 

referring to minority groups are constantly changing. For the purposes of this paper, I will 

refer to the specific tribe (Navajo or Hopi) when possible, and to “southwestern Native 

Americans” and “Native Americans” when a general term is required. While different 

scholars have argued the relative merits of various terms (Native, Amerindians, Indians, 

Indigenous Peoples, for example), Native American is the term most widely used as an 

inoffensive term that encompasses the tribes found in the modern United States of 

America. While each of these tribes has its own term for itself, such as the word Dine for 

the Navajo, I will be using the English name for the tribe to limit confusion.  

This paper will also discuss the “Pueblo arts.” These are the artworks created by 

members of the Pueblo tribes of the southwest – the Hopi, Zuni, Laguna, Acoma, Santo 

Domingo, and so forth. This term does not refer to ancient peoples or to the physical 

pueblo buildings found in the southwest, at least for the purposes of this paper.  
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Navajo Weaving 

 Weaving is one of the most recognizable forms of Navajo artwork. Traditionally, 

Navajo weavers raised their own sheep and carded, spun, and dyed the wool by hand.1 

Currently, traditional weavers from rural areas of the Navajo Nation still follow this 

practice, while more urban weavers purchase their wool. Regardless of how the wool is 

obtained, it is almost always woven on the same style of loom, consisting of two upright 

wooden poles and one horizontal one (Figure 1).2 

 Navajo weaving has become an expensive art form, with most fine quality 

weavings fetching a price that makes them more worthy of being hung on the wall than 

placed on floor. Despite this, these weavings are almost always referred to as “rugs.” 

These Navajo rugs have a long history among the Navajo people. Despite the strong 

influence of outsiders on the art form, Navajo weaving is very closely tied to Navajo 

culture, both among Navajo and non-natives. The history of Navajo weaving shows many 

instances of cross-cultural interaction, which has had an enormous effect on 

contemporary Navajo weavers. Specific instances of this history have been written about, 

mostly in works of popular press sold by museums and tourist stores in the southwest, 

near the Navajo Nation. However, very few sources have traced the overall history of 

Navajo weaving and its effect on contemporary weaving.  

 This section will trace the history of Navajo weaving, including the popularly 

known area-style rugs, and the more contemporary styles inspired by the fourth-

generation trader to the Navajo, Bruce Burnham. The section will then discuss several 

                         

1 Don Dedera, Navajo Rugs: The Essential Guide, (Flagstaff, Arizona: Northland Publishing, 1996), 17-19. 
2 Ibid., 20. 
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notable contemporary Navajo weavers, and the cross-cultural influence evident in their 

work.  

History of Navajo Weaving 

Weaving has been an important part of the Navajo culture since about 1540, when 

sheep were introduced to the Navajo by the Spanish.3 Early weavings during the Spanish 

era consisted of simple striped patterns on saddle blankets and chief blankets. Flatter rugs 

then developed, with varying designs, leading to the contemporary wealth of design 

styles on flat rugs of varying styles and quality. Weaving is an essential part of Navajo 

culture, with grandmothers and mothers teaching their daughters creation stories that 

include the origins of weaving as well as the practical techniques.  Navajo rugs are 

among the most recognizable of Native American art styles, and among the most costly. 

While these weavings are undeniably of Navajo culture, they are heavily influenced by 

non-Navajos.     

Germantown and Area Styles 

The first major shift in weaving style, from the early simple striped designs, was 

the Germantown design. From 1863 until 1905, Navajos were rounded up and placed in 

an internment camp at Fort Sumner, also known as Bosque Redondo. During this time, 

the Navajo prisoners often went without food or supplies. To keep warm during the harsh 

winters, Navajo women took to stealing the military’s pants and blankets to unravel for 

wool to weave with. The soldiers grew tired of this and requested skeins of wool from 

their government suppliers. Since these supply trains came from Pennsylvania, a 

company based in Germantown, Pennsylvania, supplied the wool. Somehow, the 

                         

3 Joe Ben Wheat, Patter s and Sources of Navajo Weaving,  I  Patterns and Sources of Navajo Weaving, 

ed. Bill Harmsen, (Denver: Harmsen Publishing Company, 1985), 11.  
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soldiers’ order of red wool got confused, and the Germantown wool company ended up 

sending about seventeen different colors of wool. The Navajo weavers, inspired by the 

bright colors, created new rug designs called “eyedazzlers” (Figure 2).4 These designs 

were immensely popular until about 1905, when the Navajo returned from Fort Sumner 

to their homeland and white American “Indian traders” soon set up trading posts there to 

work with them.  

As the Navajo returned to what was left of their herds of sheep, the Germantown 

wools were soon replaced with “Navajo Dye Packets” in a small palette of colored dyes 

produced by the Cushing Dye company, which could be applied to homegrown wool. 

Each trader had a design preference deemed more tasteful than those with the flashy 

colors of the Germantown eyedazzler rugs.5  These trader-implemented designs became 

known as area style rugs, perhaps the most commonly recognizable form of Navajo 

weaving. Traders would sell supplies--kerosene, animal feed, groceries, and yarn--to the 

Navajos and purchase their artwork, especially weavings. The traders would often 

instruct local Navajos about the style of rug that the trader deemed most sellable. These 

particular styles spread throughout the area that the trader had influence over, and thus 

became known as area style rugs.  

These styles are still in common use by Navajo artists, and are considered by 

many Navajo and those familiar with Navajo weaving to be “traditional” Navajo styles, 

as opposed to the contemporary designs discussed later in this paper. These area styles 

                         

4 H. L. James, Rugs and Posts: The Story of Navajo Weaving and Indian Trading, (Atglen, Pennsylvania: 

Schiffer Publishing Co., 2005), 10.  
5 Burnham, in discussion with the author, June 12th and 13th, 2014. 
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include the Ganado Red style, the Two Grey Hills style, and the Teec Nos Pos style, 

among others.6   

The Ganado Red style stems from the Hubbell Trading Post, established just west 

of Ganado in 1876 (Figure 3). Don Lorenzo Hubbell, the owner and operator of the 

Hubbell Trading Post, encouraged his weavers to use natural colors – white, gray, and 

black – as well as red, a color that was established in earlier rugs and which Hubbell has 

a personal taste for. The stair-stepped diamond known as a serrate is common in Ganado 

Red rugs, and Hubbell also encouraged the use of borders around the edge of rugs.7  

Like the Ganado Red style, the Two Grey Hills style is named for its area of 

origination, Two Grey Hills, in the eastern part of the Navajo reservation (Figure 4). This 

style was facilitated by traders George Bloomfield and Ed Davies, based on a style that 

originated in Crystal, from the trader J.B. Moore. Bloomfield and Davies encouraged 

quality weaving in a modified form of the Crystal style. Two Grey Hills rugs are of 

natural colors and are known for the thin, quality wool, which is packed into detailed 

rugs. These rugs achieve several variations of color by mixing varying degrees of black 

and white or brown and white to create greys and tans. These rugs often have a dark 

outside border and an interior border of a lighter color. Beyond that, the designs are not 

similar enough to generalize. Because of their superior technical quality, these rugs are 

often made smaller than other area style rugs and are known as “tapestries.”8  

A final example of area style rugs is the Teec Nos Pos style, named for a region 

near the Four Corners area (Figure 5). The exact origins of the Teec Nos Pos style rug is 

unknown, but it clearly has non-native influences, implying that it was brought to the area 

                         

6 Don Dedera, Navajo Rugs: The Essential Guide, 43-76. 
7 Ibid., 45-50.  
8 Ibid., 53-55. 
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by a trader. It has elements of Two Grey Hills patterns, but also incorporates Persian rug 

designs. Teec Nos Pos rugs often have wide, geometric borders, and detailed central 

themes including interlocking diamonds, zigzagging lines, and feathers.9  

New area styles continued to evolve through the late twentieth century, such as 

the Blue Canyon style, which is a modern area style rug containing large wedges with a 

different design in each wedge (Figure 6).10  

Non-Navajo influence over Navajo rugs did not end in some distant past. The 

pervasiveness of “Indian Traders” has gone down, with only about five true trading posts 

left in the Navajo Nation.11 However, the style of Navajo weaving, like any art form, is 

still influenced by the collectors and dealers who purchase the rugs. Two of the more 

modern styles of Navajo weaving were directly influenced by one man, a modern Navajo 

trader, Bruce Burnham. 

Bruce Burnham and New Styles 

Bruce Burnham is a fourth-generation Navajo trader. He is one of about five “real 

Indian traders” left on the Navajo reservation – that is, he sells supplies and groceries to 

Navajos in exchange for their artwork, rather than selling artwork and souvenirs 

exclusively to tourists.12  In addition to running his family’s trading post, Burnham and 

his family host several auctions each year around the country. These auctions sell one to 

two million dollars’ worth of rugs annually, which supports Navajo weavers and 

encourages them to continue their craft.13 Burnham explains the relationship between 

                         

9 Don Dedera, Navajo Rugs: The Essential Guide, 62-65. 
10 Bruce Burnham (trader to the Navajo), in discussion with the author, June 12th and 13th, 2014. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
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traders and weavers as “almost a romantic one.”14 He becomes protective of the weavers 

who work for him, and jealous when they work for other people. He also tries to become 

involved in their lives, and teaches them to be better business people when selling their 

work. For example, weavers often ask him how much they should charge other customers 

for their work. When this happens, Burnham explains to them the difference between 

wholesale and retail prices and how they can determine the retail price based on what he 

would pay for the weaving at wholesale prices.  

Burnham also writes off about twenty-five to thirty thousand dollars a year in 

money that was given to weavers as an advance on a rug that he never received. Often, if 

these debts pile up, Burnham will write Christmas cards to the weavers forgiving their 

debt so that they can return to his trading post and sell him more rugs.15  Because of this 

generosity, Burnham has influence over the weavers whose work he buys, and that 

influence extends to their weaving designs.  

One of Burnham’s major influences over Navajo weaving began with the Navajo-

Hopi Land Settlement Act. In 1974, the Navajo-Hopi Land Settlement Act, or Public Law 

93-531, was passed to help settle the ongoing land disputes between the Navajo and Hopi 

tribes. To accommodate the vast numbers of Navajos displaced by this act, 400,000 acres 

of "New Lands" were designated for Navajo use.16  Several of the displaced Navajos 

settled in Sanders, Arizona, within New Lands, which happened to be close to a trading 

post owned by Burnham, who had recently moved from Coal Mine Mesa, in the disputed 

                         

14 Burnham, in discussion with the author, June 12th and 13th, 2014. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Na ajo a d Hopi “ettle e t A t: Public Law 93-531 (as amended),  Office of Navajo and Hopi Indian 

Relocation, accessed October 19, 2015, http://www.onhir.gov/N-H_Settlement_Act_-_titled.pdf. 
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territory. The running joke among traders is that when Burnham left, the Navajo weavers 

“followed their trader.”17    

Burnham, seeing the opportunity afforded by having weavers from several 

different areas suddenly living near each other, designed a composite style rug that 

contained elements from several different area rugs. The majority of the influx of 

Navajos came from Coal Mine Mesa, so he used elements from an area style from Coal 

Mine Mesa, which used raised outlines of wool to highlight design patterns (Figure 7). 

The raised outlines typical of Coal Mine Mesa rugs worked well with the diagonal 

patterns of the Teec Nos Pos style rugs. Along with these two area styles, Burnham 

incorporated a third area style by using the colors found in Burntwater style rugs, which 

use vegetal dyes to create muted colors (Figure 8). This combination of area styles 

created a “melting pot” style, which exemplified the spirit of New Lands, where weavers 

from around the Navajo reservation had been relocated following the land dispute.   

 Burnham asked weaver Marie Watson to make the first rug in this style, and 

many more of the weavers working for him quickly adapted it.  The rug style became 

very successful almost right away, with a three foot by five foot rug selling for five to 

eight thousand dollars. The name for the melting pot style came when the rug became so 

popular that journalists and authors began calling Burnham about his creation. One 

particular author called Burnham to discuss the style for a book on Navajo rug styles, 

prompting him to come up with the name “New Lands Outline” to describe the melting 

pot style that had originated in New Lands (Figure 9).18 

                         

17 Burnham, in discussion with the author, June 12th and 13th, 2014. 
18 Ibid. 
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The second of the styles with strong influence from Burnham also has roots in 

earlier styles – in this case, the Germantown style. During his career as a trader to the 

Navajo, Burnham noticed that the traditional relationship between traders and Navajos 

left very little artistic agency to the weavers. To rectify this, in the early 1990’s, Burnham 

decided to help the weavers who worked for him develop a new style based on their own 

ideas and history.  He researched the Germantown eyedazzler style and located the Wilde 

Woolen Mill, a yarn producer in Germantown, Pennsylvania, that was still operating. 

Burnham ordered several bright colors, true to the original Germantown style. He gave 

away about six thousand dollars’ worth of yarn to the weavers, as well as a book titled 

Burst of Brilliance, which contained pictures of the old Germantown rugs.19 He gave the 

weavers the book and yarn for free, with the understanding that they would then purchase 

more yarn from him and sell their creations to him.  

According to Burnham, about one third of the weavers continued making the 

same area-style designs as they were used to, but with brighter colors, utilizing the new 

yarn. Another third directly copied the designs they saw in the book. The final third, 

however, created new and original designs – exactly what he was looking for. These 

weavers led the Germantown Revival, a weaving style that became famous. [Figure 10 

shows one of these revival rugs, with its bright colors and blending of styles.] Burnham 

sold these new styles and advertised them. As one weaver put it, “I do the weaving, 

Bruce does the bragging.”20  

 

 

                         

19 Dilys P. Winegrad, A Burst of Brilliance: Germantown, Pennsylvania, and Navajo Weaving, (Philadelphia: 

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995). 
20 Burnham, in discussion with the author, June 12th and 13th, 2014. 
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Contemporary Artists 

There are several contemporary artists working in the medium of Navajo weaving 

today. While many artists maintain “traditional” styles, such as the area-style rugs, others 

have developed new designs. These unconventional weavers use their designs to express 

their artistic talents, their identity, and the history of cross-cultural influence that has 

influenced their art style.  

Mae Clarke is an innovative weaver who creates Germantown Revival rugs 

(Figure 11). She weaves with very connected themes, but they are often so subtle that 

viewers do not notice them. One of her rugs hung in a prominent judge’s office for a 

period of time, earning her much respect and attention for her weaving.  

Her mother is a very traditional weaver who creates only storm pattern rugs. She 

blames Bruce Burnham for “ruining” her daughter with his modern ideas about 

weaving.21 This is because Mae Clarke creates brightly colored designs in Burnham’s 

new style, rather than following in her mother’s more traditional style of weaving. 

However, Clarke’s success shows that there is a popular market for these newer designs 

with brighter colors.  

Another contemporary weaver is Marlowe Katoney (Figures 12 and 13). Katoney 

is a male weaver, which is rare in Navajo culture.  Marlowe was originally a painter and 

draftsman, and he brings these fine arts skills to his weavings. He learned to weave by 

taking lessons from a master weaver and began his career through the Burnham auctions. 

He creates modern takes on traditional themes. For example, he adds umbrellas to storm 

pattern rugs as a tongue-in-cheek response to the name of the pattern, and adds eye motifs 

                         

21 Burnham, in discussion with the author, June 12th and 13th, 2014. 
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to the center, as the “eye of the storm.” He is also known for his rugs that display the 

faces of famous Navajo Codetalkers. 22 

Florence Riggs is an exceptional pictorial weaver. She learned to weave 

traditional designs from her mother and grandmother before expanding to include 

unusual, non-native designs such as pictorials of dinosaurs, circus scenes, and modern 

day activities (Figure 14). One of her clown rugs was featured at the Heard Museum in 

Phoenix, Arizona, in spite of the fact that Florence has never seen a circus herself.  Her 

work is featured in Navajo Folk Art by Chuck and Jan Rosenak.23  

Amy Begay is a pictorial weaver who also works with the tufted wool style 

(Figure 15). Her rugs often feature very accurate depictions of trains, as she lived near a 

train track and enjoys watching the trains go by. Her use of tufted wool in her rugs is very 

rarely seen in modern rugs and is a style that she learned from her mother, who copied an 

old rug to learn the technique. Begay credits the Burnham rug auctions with helping her 

sell her work and attract commissions.24  In this way, the influence of Burnham and his 

associates, especially through their rug auctions, has allowed contemporary weavers to 

experiment with different designs that they would previously have been unable to sell. 

This paper only begins to touch on the exciting new innovations in Navajo 

weaving. Several styles have developed in recent years, such as round rugs and double-

sided rugs. One particularly interesting example is the sandpainting design (Figure 16). 

Intended to look like the sandpaintings used in traditional Navajo ceremonies, the rug is 

controversial for making a sacred, temporary sandpainting into a permanent rug that is 

often sold to people outside the community. According to trader Hank Blair, the Gilmore 

                         

22 Burnham, in discussion with the author, June 12th and 13th, 2014. 
23 Chuck Rosenak and Jan Rosenak, Navajo Folk Art, (Tucson: Rio Nuevo Publishers, 1994) 148-149. 
24 Burnham, in discussion with the author, June 12th and 13th, 2014. 
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family, known for their sandpainting rugs, laugh at this controversy because they are 

Methodist and therefore have no religious qualms against it.25 

  

                         

25 Burnham, in discussion with the author, June 12th and 13th, 2014. 
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Hopi Silver Overlay 

 Navajo weaving is not the only quintessentially Native American medium that has 

a history of cross-cultural influence. Hopi silver overlay also has a long history of cross-

cultural influence. Hopi silver styles have changed drastically over the years, in response 

to new designs that reflect the influence and goals of both Hopis and non-Hopis. Hopi 

silver designs reflect many influences, both historical and contemporary. What is now 

known as Hopi overlay is a style of silverwork unique to Hopi artists, with designs that 

reflect an expression of the artists’ identity, both in gender and in race. These expressions 

of identity must be understood in terms of the historical influences on this style of 

artwork.  

Hopi Metalworking History 

 Hopi craftsmen did not use metal before contact with Europeans.26 Until that time, 

Hopi jewelry was made from bone, wood, shell, stone, and seeds.27 As silverwork 

became popular among the Navajo and Zuni, who had more contact with the Spanish 

than the Hopi, Hopi garments were traded for silver jewelry until 1890, when the first 

Hopi began silversmithing, using  elements from Plains Indian and Spanish metalwork 

and Hopi motifs.28 

According to an article by Mary-Russell Ferrell Colton for the 1939 Plateau, the 

first Hopi silversmith was Sikyatala, who learned the trade from Lanyade, a Zuni trader 

and silversmith.29 Around this time, Duwakuku also learned the trade. Duwakuku was of 

                         

26 Margaret Nickelson Wright, Hopi Silver: The History and Hallmarks of Hopi Silversmithing, 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1989), 1. 
27 Ibid., 1. 
28 Ibid., ix-4, 8. 
29 Ibid., 9. 
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the same clan and village as Sikyatala, so it is likely that they worked together.30 

Sikyatala taught Tawanimptewa and Tawahongniwa, and they in turn taught 

Tawahongiwa’s five sons the skill. Tawahongiwa was arrested in the dispute over formal 

education at Oraibi, and his sons were all sent to the Carlisle Indian Industrial School in 

Pennsylvania for two years, returning around 1910.31  This episode is significant, as it 

resulted in the spread of silversmithing to many more Hopi, who returned to their villages 

with new skills after their time at Carlisle. Carlisle is notorious for its history as a tool of 

the United States government to stamp out Native American culture through formal 

education. However, while the practices of the school were condemnable, the school was 

nevertheless a way for students from rural, geographically separate areas to meet and 

spread their artistic techniques and cultural knowledge in a way that had not been 

possible in the past.  

Although Carlisle closed in 1918, the third of Tawahongiwa’s sons produced 

silver jewelry for the first Hopi Craftsman Show at the Museum of Northern Arizona, 

Flagstaff, Arizona, in 1930.32 These shows were started by Mary-Russel Ferrell Colton 

and her husband, Harold S. Colton, co-founders of the museum in 1927, as a way to 

spread knowledge of Hopi art and culture and to raise money for Hopi artists, who often 

lived in rural areas and did not have much opportunity to sell their artwork. The Coltons 

would make several visits to the Hopi villages, stopping to speak to each family that they 

knew produced artwork. The Hopi Craftsman Show featured a juried show, and the 

Coltons would explain the judges’ choices when they returned to Hopi, in an attempt to 

                         

30 Margaret Nickelson Wright, Hopi Silver: The History and Hallmarks of Hopi Silversmithing, 10. 
31 Ibid., 10. 
32 Ibid., 12. 
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elevate the technique and style of Hopi arts.33 Thus, through the Carlisle boarding school 

and the Hopi Craftsman Show, the knowledge of silversmithing was spread from the very 

few first Hopi silversmiths until it became a popular pastime and career for many Hopis.  

As silversmithing developed among the Hopi, stamping became the primary 

means of detailing silverwork. From about 1900 , stamping was the common technique 

among Hopi silversmiths. Very fine files were used to create designs on the head of dies, 

which were then pushed into the silver to mark it with those designs. This was the 

technique that had been learned from the Navajo and Zuni and adapted by Hopi 

silversmiths. However, a new technique would soon arise among Hopi silversmiths 

which would ultimately replace the stamping technique as the most common form of 

detail on Hopi silver.34 

Hopi Overlay Development 

Hopi overlay is a distinctive style of jewelry, most common among Hopi jewelers 

today (Figures 17 and 18). To create overlay, a design is cut into a sheet of silver, which 

is then soldered over a complete sheet of silver so that the design is raised. Liver of 

sulfate is then used to oxidize the bottom sheet of silver, creating a black layer that makes 

the design seem distinct.35  

The technique can also trace its origins to Mary-Russell Ferrell Colton, who had 

taken on the role of the first curator at the Flagstaff museum. Although originally an 

influential member of the east coast art scene, she had moved with her husband to the city 

in 1926. Harold Colton, a lover of museums and great-great grandson of the famous early 

nineteenth-century Philadelphia gallery owner Charles Willson Peale, immediately began 

                         

33 Mary-Russell Ferrell Colton, unpublished letter, Museum of Northern Arizona archives, 1933.  
34 Margaret Nickelson Wright, Hopi Silver: The History and Hallmarks of Hopi Silversmithing, 26. 
35 Theda Bassman, The Beauty of Hopi Jewelry, 1. 
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to consider the need for a museum in Arizona. He felt that the heritage of Arizona was 

being unfairly stolen by museums on the east coast, who were importing storage 

containers full of archaeological artifacts from Arizona to their institutions by train..36 

By 1938, Mary-Russell Colton had noticed the similarities between Hopi silver 

work and the silver work of other southwestern tribes, and she began taking steps to 

encourage a distinctive Hopi style. She had a museum employee, Virgil Hubert, design 

watercolor samples of possible silver designs based on traditional Hopi designs. During 

the process of his work, Hubert realized that the designs were too complicated for the 

sandcasting and stamping techniques that were popular with Navajo and Hopi 

silversmiths, so he developed the idea of overlay technique.37 Colton sent these 

watercolors out to Hopi artists with a letter explaining the intention of creating a 

distinctive Hopi silver style and stating that the museum would purchase pieces that 

showed an experimentation with the new style of silver design.38 The overlay style 

eventually became very popular, although many of the artists changed the designs to 

include clan symbols, as the Hopi motifs included by Hubert were mainly from feminine 

arts like pottery and basketry, whereas silver-smithing was primarily a masculine 

activity.39  

Hopi Silver Craftsmen Guild  

In 1947 the federal government began to fund training programs for Hopi G.I.s 

returning from World War II. These programs, led by cousins Paul Saufkie and Fred 

                         

36 Jimmy H. Miller, The Life of Harold Sellers Colton, (Tsaile, Arizona: Navajo Community College 

Press,1991), 81, 86-87. 
37 W. Ja es Bur s, Mary-Russell Ferrell Colton: Arts Educator and Champion on the Colorado Plateau,  
Plateau: A Publication of the Museum of Northern Arizona 7, no. 2 (2012): 22. 
38 Margaret Nickelson Wright, Hopi Silver: The History and Hallmarks of Hopi Silversmithing, 32-35. 
39 Zena Pearlstone, Hopi Gold, Hopi Silver: 12 Contemporary Jewelers, (Atglen, Pennsylvania: Schiffer 

Publishing Ltd., 2014),75. 
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Kabotie, trained veterans to create this new overlay technique. In 1949, the Hopi 

Silversmith Cooperative Guild opened to sell the jewelry made by Hopi artists.40  

Paul Saufkie was the son of Andrew Humiquaptewa, a Hopi man who had 

attended the Carlisle boarding school with Tawahongiwa’s sons. Humiquaptewa began 

by working with copper and brass, and then taught himself silverwork. He sometimes set 

colored glass into his bracelets, since stones like turquoise were expensive.  He later 

taught the traditional stamped silverworking technique to his son,41  

Fred Kabotie was a painter who became involved with the design aspect of early 

Hopi overlay. Kabotie taught design in the classes for Hopi G.I.s and led the Hopi 

Silversmith Cooperative Guild for twenty years. Charles Loloma, a student of Kabotie’s, 

later became one of the most famous Hopi artists.42  

These two men, Saufkie and Kabotie, through the Hopi G.I. class and the Hopi 

Silversmith Cooperative Guild, were able to train the first generation of Hopi silver 

overlay artists as well as to provide an outlet for the sale of their work, establishing this 

technique as the most popular and commercially viable option among Hopi jewelers. 

 

Contemporary Artists 

Several contemporary artists continue to work in the overlay style. These artists 

use the style in many ways, to express their identity and their talent. There have been 

many changes in the style since the original watercolor designs. Now, while the work is 

still primarily silver, many artists have incorporated gold or precious stones. The designs 

                         

40 Theda Bassman, The Beauty of Hopi Jewelry, (Santa Fe: Kiva Publishing Inc., 1993), 1-2. 
41 Margaret Nickelson Wright, Hopi Silver: The History and Hallmarks of Hopi Silversmithing, 11. 
42 Theda Bassman, The Beauty of Hopi Jewelry, 2. 
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have changed, too, straying from the basketry designs. Now, the silverwork often 

incorporates clan emblems and other symbolism from Hopi tradition.43  

Charles Loloma is the inarguably the most famous Hopi jeweler. Known 

internationally, Loloma began as a silversmith while living in the Hopi village of 

Shungopavi in 1950. 44 He was the first of the Hopi jewelers to use gold and precious 

stones in the Hopi overlay style, in the late 1950’s (Figure 19). This brought a new, 

unheard of amount of variety to this style of artwork.45  

Two more contemporary Hopi jewelers are Bob Lomadafkie and Duane 

Maktima.46 These two men trained together under Jake Brookins, in a program sponsored 

by the Museum of Northern Arizona. Maktima uses stone inlay, like Charles Loloma 

does, but with silver objects. His work ranges from silver overlay pieces with a single 

inlaid stone to pieces that are primarily composed of inlay (Figure 20). Maktima’s 

silverwork is often delicate, incorporating granulation and appliqué. Lomadafkie’s work, 

by contrast, uses heavy-gauge silver to create a strong contrast between the silver and 

black of Hopi overlay designs. This contrast, sometimes combined with a single turquoise 

stone, gives Lomadafkie’s work a distinctive, crisp appearance (Figure 21).47 

Michael Kabotie, the son of Fred Kabotie, also worked in a distinct overlay style, 

similar to Lomadafkie’s. However, Kabotie was first trained as a painter, so his silver 

work shows an inclination for the drama and narrative of painting that is not found in 

Lomadafkie’s work. Kabotie’s work incorporates the influence of the Awatovi murals, 

                         

43 Margaret Nickelson Wright, Hopi Silver: The History and Hallmarks of Hopi Silversmithing, 61-68. 
44 Ibid., 61. 
45 Theda Bassman, The Beauty of Hopi Jewelry, 1-2. 
46 These names are spelled here as the artists have spelled them during previous contact with this author. 

Sources used for this paper gi e the alter ati e spelli gs of Duay e Makti a  a d Bo  Lo adapki.  
47 Margaret Nickelson Wright, Hopi Silver: The History and Hallmarks of Hopi Silversmithing, 67. 
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which his father helped to make popular through his reproduction of them at a 1941 show 

at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City (Figure 22).48  

  

                         

48 Fred Kabotie, Fred Kabotie, Hopi Indian Artist: An Autobiography Told with Bill Belknap, (Flagstaff, 

Arizona: The Museum of Northern Arizona with Northland Press, 1977), 69. 
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Gendered and Racial Identity Expression 

 Thus far, this thesis has discussed the history of both Navajo weaving and Hopi 

silver overlay. Both of these quintessentially Native American art forms actually have a 

long history of cross-cultural influence.  They are made with materials first brought to the 

southwest by Spanish colonialists, they were utilized for the cultural purposes of their 

Native American designers, they were adapted for the non-Native American art market, 

and they are now experiencing a new wave of artistic expression that incorporates both 

Native and non-Native culture.  

 If we are to understand that the contemporary artists in these fields are utilizing 

these techniques for an autonomous artistic expression, then it follows that we must ask 

what they are expressing. There are two main ways of understanding the way in which 

identity is being expressed in Navajo weaving and Hopi silver overlay – these are 

gendered identity expression and racial identity expression.  

Gendered Identity Expression 

 Gendered identity expression makes for an interesting comparison in this aspect, 

as Navajo weavers are typically female and Hopi silversmiths are typically male. 

Historically, female Navajo weavers were influenced by male traders, who often dictated 

designs and patterns by controlling the price paid for rugs, and thus the amount of money 

the woman had to buy food and essentials for her household. Conversely, male Hopi 

silversmiths have some historical influence from women, who spearheaded the arts and 

crafts movement in the United States and included Pueblo art forms among these.  

 During the area-style era of Navajo rugs, traders controlled the buying and selling 

of rugs almost exclusively. Because they were often the only source of supplies and the 
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only economic outlet for the weavers, these traders had immense influence. They would 

set prices and quality standards and buy rugs from weavers to sell to consumers in the 

eastern United States. These traders had control over which designs weavers could sell, 

and thus over which designs were produced. In this way, the control over designs was 

taken away from female weavers and given to males.49 This influence has resulted is an 

undeniably gendered interaction. Bruce Burnham has himself categorized the relationship 

between weaver and trader as “almost a romantic one.”50 

          This influence has an inverse counterpart in the history of Hopi silver. White 

women had an important influence on the Pueblo arts, including Hopi silverwork, which 

is outlined by the work of historian and specialist in gender studies Margaret D. Jacobs.51 

Jacobs argues that white women promoted the Indian arts and crafts movement at the 

beginning of the twentieth century as a reaction against industrialization. These women 

wanted to portray the southwest as an area of picturesque beauty and authentic 

indigenous production, to replace its reputation as an area for ranching and agriculture.52 

At this time, white women were estimated to be seventy-five to ninety percent of Native 

American art purchasers, so their influence on the field was immense.53 Jacobs argues 

that influence over Pueblo arts was a way for white women to exert cultural authority 

within a patriarchal society. She shows that these women focused on pottery and 

basketry, which were women’s crafts, as a way to elevate the status of women.54 This is 

                         

49 Theresa J. Wilkins, Patterns of Exchange: Navajo Weavers and Traders, (Norman, Oklahoma: University 

of Oklahoma Press, 2008). 
50 Burnham, in discussion with the author, June 12th and 13th, 2014. 
51 Margaret D. Ja o s, “hapi g a Ne  Way: White Wo e  a d the Mo e e t to Pro ote Pue lo I dian 

Arts and Crafts, 1900-1935,  Journal of the Southwest 40, no. 2 (1998): 187-215. 
52 Margaret D. Ja o s, “hapi g a New Way: White Women and the Movement to Promote Pueblo Indian 

Arts and Crafts, 1900-1935,  187. 
53 Ibid., 188. 
54 Ibid., 189. 
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interesting in regard to development of Hopi overlay, as Mary-Russel Ferrell Colton was 

a white woman, and her initial designs for a new, distinctive style of Hopi silver were 

based on pottery and basketry designs. This shows the clear influence that gender had on 

early Hopi overlay. Despite this early influence of white women, however, Hopi overlay 

continued as a male craft.  

Contemporary Male Weavers and Matrilineal Designs 

 Scholars have focused their work on the influence of traders when discussing 

gender and the history of Navajo weaving, in large part because all Navajo weavers were 

women until very recently. Anthropologist Teresa J. Wilkins has discussed 

understandings of authenticity and power in weavings copied from patterns supplied by 

male traders such as Lorenzo Hubbell, owner of Hubbell Trading Post, where the Ganado 

Red style of area rug was introduced. Wilkins shows that traders encouraged weavers to 

copy paintings of possible rug designs, and that because these designs were often hybrids 

of ancestoral Navajo patterns and new elements, weavers often say them as traditional 

designs and not the creation of the trader. Wilkins demonstrates throughout her book on 

the subject that weavers incorporated their own personalities and artistic vision with the 

suggested designs to create syncretic rugs that shows both Navajo and non-native 

influences.55  Erika Bsumek, a historian of economics and Native American production, 

has written about the complicated relationship between the ideals of “primitive” and 

“authentic” that were tied to Navajo weaving by male traders and “connoisseurs.” She 

shows that in their attempt to create a market for Navajo weavings that were seen as both 

part of a long, unchanging tradition of Navajo textiles and part of the contemporary art 

market, these male art dealers who specialized in Navajo rugs heavily influenced the type 

                         

55 Theresa J. Wilkins, Patterns of Exchange: Navajo Weavers and Traders, 82. 
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of works that weavers created, as they attempted to appease these two contradictory 

ideals.56 Meanwhile, anthropologists have noted the matrilineal nature of Navajo society. 

Most notable of these is anthropologist Charlotte J. Frisbie, who has worked extensively 

among Navajo women. In her study of the Navajo girl’s puberty ceremony, the kinaaldá, 

Frisbie shows that the puberty ceremony, which does not have a counterpart for Navajo 

boys, connects the pubescent girl to Changing Woman, a Navajo deity, and to the cycles 

of reproduction that connect the girl and her ancestors to the first woman in Navajo 

belief.57 In her annotations of the life of Rose Mitchell, a Navajo weaver, Frisbie 

discusses the matrilineal organization of Navajo society, in which children are “born for” 

their mother’s clan and refer to all their mother’s sisters as “mother” and to all of their 

maternal grandmother’s sisters as “grandmother.”58    

So far, the literature in this field has not focused on how the matrilineal nature of 

Navajo society has fostered the continued the use of area-style rugs. My conversations 

with Navajo women have suggested that many female weavers see their rug designs as a 

matrilineal heritage from their mothers and grandmothers, even though the historical data 

shows that many of these designs originated with male traders. Mae Clark, one of the 

contemporary weavers previously discussed, serves as a clear example of the matrilineal 

influence found in Navajo weaving. She was taught an area style pattern by her mother, 

and she did not experiment with other designs until she was influenced to do so by 

Burnham. Through his patronage of her work, Burnham gave Clark economic freedom 
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from the matrilineal influence found among Navajo weavers. She is now one of the most 

recognized weavers of contemporary designs.  

Until very recently, all Navajo weavers were female.  The very act of weaving a 

rug was an expression of feminine identity, and there was no cause for scholars to explore 

further gendered identity expression within the design of the rugs. However, this has 

changed in recent years, as some male artists have branched out into the field of weaving. 

The creation of rugs by men, who do not inherit rug designs from their mothers and 

grandmother, shows the innovation in design that can come from changes in the gendered 

nature of Navajo weaving.  

Notable among these male weavers is Marlowe Katoney. An accomplished artist 

in the fields of painting and drawing, Katoney has applied these skills and attention to 

detail to weaving. Rather than having an area style design passed down from his 

matrilineal relatives, like many female weavers do, Katoney has experimented with 

symbolism and pictorial weavings. Katoney is known for his humorous crossover 

between popular American cultural references and more traditional area style rugs. For 

example, Katoney has created a tree of life style design, which usually features small 

sparrow-like birds sitting on the leaves of a maize plant, but he replaces the birds with 

characters from the popular Angry Birds video game line (Figure 12). Katoney uses both 

feminine and masculine symbols in his designs. One rug shows a rose as one of the only 

non-Navajo symbols in a very detailed pattern, making the rug immediately recognizable 

as feminine to non-Navajos (Figure 13). However, he is also known for designs that 

feature portraits of Codetalkers, perhaps the most widely known masculine feature of the 

Navajo culture. These Codetalkers used the Navajo language as a code during World War 
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II to send messages for the Allied forces that were indecipherable by the Axis powers. 

They are often seen among the Navajo as warriors who brought honor and pride to the 

Navajo by fighting for their country. As such, their inclusion in Navajo rugs, which are 

typically seen as forms of feminine expression, makes a strong statement about gender 

expression in Katoney’s rugs, in combining attributes of both..59 In recent years, other 

male Navajos have begun to take up weaving, although it is still very rare. 

Gendered Designs in Hopi Silver 

 Scholars studying the artistic works of the Hopi have primarily focused their 

efforts on Hopi painting and pottery. Historians such as Mary Ellen and Laurence Blair 

have focused on the Hopi potter Nampeyo and the revitalization of Hopi pottery.60 Art 

historian Janet Berlo has written about the reception of Hopi painting among non-native 

art critics, and Patricia Janice Broder has discussed the influences on the Artist Hopid 

painting movement.61 Many anthropologists have noted the division of labor among Hopi 

craftsmen, with women being primarily responsible for pottery and basketry while men 

serve as silversmiths. However, beyond the division of labor, most study of Hopi gender 

roles has focused on the roles of the complex Hopi ceremonies.  

Hopi silver designs have had numerous changes over the years, shifting from the 

feminine, intricate designs produced by Colton and Hubert to simpler, more masculine 

designs which draw from painting and clan symbolism.  Early Hopi silver designs were 

mimicries of Navajo and Zuni designs, as these tribes learned to work with silver before 
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the Hopi.62 Mary-Russell Ferrell Colton’s decision to base Hopi silver designs on patterns 

derived from basketry and pottery to elevate the cultural influence of women, as 

discussed previously, was enforced by Fred Kabotie through his teaching roles as the 

only truly “Hopi” silver designs, suggesting that deviating designs were too generic or 

too similar to Navajo or Zuni designs.63  

Nevertheless, deviating designs did eventually arise. In later years, many Hopi 

silversmiths began using clan symbols, instead, as the clan symbols are not associated 

with the feminine arts of basketry and pottery. Philip Honanie, for example, is a Hopi 

silver overlay artist who incorporates bears into his work because of his membership in 

the Hopi Bear Clan. Honanie often shows bears with the symbols for migration, as this 

shows the responsibility of the Bear Clan as one of the many clans that took part in the 

Hopi migration narratives.64 Lomadafkie has also used clan symbols in his work, 

including bear paws (Figure 21). Other clan symbols commonly used include the turtle 

symbol (Figure 18).  

Racial Identity Expression 

 The expression of gendered identity in Navajo weaving and Hopi silver overlay is 

not the only means of expressing identity in these forms. These artistic mediums often 

express ideas about racial identity, as well, through their very creation. As has been 

shown throughout this paper, these two forms in particular are the result of centuries of 

cross-cultural influence. As such, the very act of continuing to create with these forms is 

a statement about racial identity in a cross-cultural world. Any Navajo rug, for example, 
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is inherently Navajo, and thus an expression of Navajo racial identity. However, that does 

not mean that this expression is too simplistic to be worth discussing. There are several 

large influences in racial expression that are worth noting. 

The Indian Arts and Crafts Act 

 Historical scholars have discussed how the Spanish colonists created a 

classification system for race that distinguished Native Americans as "other" from the 

Europeans. Art historian Magali Carrera, among others, has shown how, in the complexly 

organized society imposed by Spanish colonists on the Americas, a person’s ethnic class 

was determined by the ethnic classes of their ancestors, as determined by their blood 

content, or “racial purity.” This took the complex intricacies of race and placed them into 

strict categories. For example, a Spanish man and an indigenous woman would produce a 

mestizo or mestiza child, and a Spanish man and a mestiza woman would produce a 

castizo child. A castizo woman and a Spanish man would have a child who was Spanish, 

having enough Spanish ancestry to be considered “racially pure” once again.65   In some 

ways, the Indian Arts and Crafts Act of 1990 continues this legacy of racial classification 

by placing legal terms on the definitions of "Indian" and "Indian art."  

A primary influence in racial expression in Native American artwork is the Indian 

Arts and Crafts Act of 1990. Race, and racial identity in artwork, is often a very fluid 

thing. The Indian Arts and Crafts Act of 1990, however, attempts to regulate race with 

regards to Native American artwork. The law states:  

It is illegal to offer or display for sale, or sell any art or craft product in a manner 
that falsely suggests it is Indian produced, an Indian product, or the product of a 
particular Indian or Indian Tribe or Indian arts and crafts organization, resident 
within the United States. For a first time violation of the Act, an individual can 
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face civil or criminal penalties up to a $250,000 fine or a 5-year prison term, or 
both. If a business violates the Act, it can face civil penalties or can be prosecuted 
and fined up to $1,000,000. Under the Act, an Indian is defined as a member of 
any federally or officially State recognized Indian Tribe, or an individual certified 
as an Indian artisan by an Indian Tribe.66 
 

This law is intended to protect Native American artists from corporate and foreign 

producers of Native American-style products, which are frequently sold at prices that 

undercut those for artists who hand make their artwork. In this way, the law attempts to 

protect the racial identity of Native American artwork – a Hopi silver overlay object, by 

legal definition, can only be advertised as such if it is truly the work of a Hopi 

silversmith, and not that of a member of any other race. However, it is notable that this 

law achieves this by regulating race. In order to follow the law, a Native American artist 

may only sell artwork under the name of the tribe they are registered with. For example, 

if a man is of both Navajo and Hopi descent, but registered with the Navajo tribe, he 

cannot additionally register with the Hopi tribe, per their constitution, so he cannot sell 

“Hopi jewelry,” only “Navajo” or “Native American” jewelry.67 This law makes the act 

of marketing a piece of Native American art work an expression of racial identity in its 

own right.  

Navajo Weaving Design Appropriation 

 As previously discussed, art historical scholars such as Wilkins and Bsumek have 

shown how non-native traders adapted Navajo weaving for their own economic benefit. 

Here I address how companies such as Urban Outfitters are continuing the legacy of 

economic exploitation by using Navajo weaving designs without the cooperation of or 
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compensation to Navajo weavers. Nevertheless, Navajo weavers have actively engaged in 

the cultural exchange between Navajos and non-natives through their incorporation of 

American themes into rugs.  

Navajo designs, of the type used in Navajo rugs, have become an emblematic 

symbol for the Navajo culture and the southwest area as a whole. In recent years, these 

designs have become popular in non-Navajo fashion. An example is the famous case 

against Urban Outfitters. In 2012, the Navajo Nation filed a lawsuit against this fashion 

company for its marketing and sale of “Navajo” design products, including the Navajo 

Hipster Panty and the Navajo Flask. These products used a stepped pyramid design 

commonly found in area-style Navajo rugs. Many Navajo weavers take offense to this, as 

these designs are passed down among families and are emblematic of the identity of 

Navajo weavers. To take such personal, identity-based designs and place them on 

underwear is seen as an immensely disrespectful act. Additionally, the inclusion of these 

designs on flasks is even more disrespectful, as it ties these traditional Navajo designs to 

the unfortunate stereotype of Native Americans as alcoholics. Urban Outfitters also used 

the Navajo name in marketing, which is the focus of the lawsuit, as the name is 

copyrighted by the Navajo Nation. The lawsuit against this company is just one example 

of how non-natives have begun to use the designs from Navajo weaving as an expression 

of the Navajo culture and geographical lands in general to unfortunate effect.68  

 At the same time as non-natives have used traditional Navajo designs to stand for 

Navajo culture as a whole, Navajo weavers have begun to use references to non-native 

culture in their weaving to show the syncretism that makes up their current culture. One 

                         

68 Marti  Mi hel, Na ajo Natio  “ue Ur a  Outfitters O er Trade ark,  NPR, April 5th, , a essed 
October 22nd, 2015, http://www.npr.org/2012/04/05/150062611/navajo-nation-sues-urban-outfitters-

over-trademark 



Sunnergren 32 

 

example of this is the work by Marilou Schultz. Trained as a traditional weaver since a 

young age, Schultz then attended Arizona State University to study mathematics. Now 

Schultz combines her knowledge of math and the design of computer chips with her 

knowledge of traditional weaving styles to create innovative rugs.69  

 Likewise, Martha Smith has combined traditional Navajo beliefs about art with a 

focus on contemporary American themes in her weaving. Smith created “United We 

Stand Skyline Rug” in 2001 to raise funds for the education of the children of victims of 

the September 11th tragedy. This rug shows the two towers as they stood before the 

attack, in large part because of the need to respect Navajo taboos. Navajo taboos against 

death, and the depiction of death, are very strong, so any rug that showed the towers 

falling or the damage from the attack would imply the death of the victims, which would 

go against Navajo taboos.70 In this way, Smith uses the racial identity expression inherent 

in Navajo weaving, as well as her understanding of Navajo taboos, in a piece that 

commemorates a distinctly American event. The cross-cultural influence that has 

historically affected Navajo weaving is thus continued into contemporary works.  

Conclusion 

 This thesis provides a preliminary understanding of the history of cross-cultural 

influence on Navajo weaving and Hopi silver overlay, and the expression of gendered 

and racial identity in contemporary works that stems from that history. While my 

fieldwork has afforded me some insight into these complex interactions, much work 

remains to be done. There are countless more contemporary artists whose work was not 
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considered here, but who nonetheless contribute to the landscape of identity expression in 

these art forms. There is also more research to be done on the sources of influence in the 

history of these art forms. Many archives, such as the Museum of Northern Arizona 

archives, contain material on early non-native proponents of southwestern Native 

American art, such as Mary-Russell Ferrell Colton and Bruce Burnham, and these bear 

close examination.   

 As I have demonstrated, Navajo weaving and Hopi silver overlay have complex 

histories resulting from the interaction between these Native American groups and non-

native individuals and cultures. These histories have resulted in complex art styles that 

express both gendered and racial identity. As contemporary artists have become more 

autonomous from the economic interest of non-natives in recent years, these identity 

expressions have become stronger forces in the work of Navajo and Hopi artists, while 

still retaining the influence of a history of cross-cultural interaction.  
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Figures 
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Figure 1 - A diagram of a Navajo loom 
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Figure 2 – An antique eyedazzler rug 
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Figure 3 – A Ganada Red style rug 
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Figure 4 – A Two Grey Hills style rug 
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Figure 5 – A Teec Nos Pos style rug 
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Figure 6 – A Blue Canyon style rug 
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Figure 7 – A Coal Mine Mesa style rug, with raised outlines 

 

[Image redacted for copyright] 

Figure 8 – A Burntwater style rug 
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[Image redacted for copyright] 

Figure 9 – A New Lands Outline rug 

 

 

Figure 10 – A Germantown revival rug 

 

Figure 11 – A Germantown revival rug by Mae Clark 
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Figure 12 – A pictorial rug by Marlowe Katoney 

  

Figure 13 – A mixed design rug by Marlowe Katoney 
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Figure 14  – A pictorial rug by Florence Riggs 

  

Figure 15 – A tufted wool rug by Amy Begay 
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Figure 16 – A sandpainting style rug 

 

Figure 17 – An Example of a Hopi Overlay Ring and Bracelet 
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Figure 18 – An Example of a Hopi Overlay Necklace 

 

[Image redacted for copyright] 

Figure 19 – A gold and precious stone bracelet by Charles Loloma 

 

[Image redacted for copyright] 

Figure 20 – A sample of Duane Makti a’s ork 

 

[Image redacted for copyright] 

Figure 21 – A bolo tie by Bob Lomadafkie 

 

[Image redacted for copyright] 

Figure 22 – A belt buckle by Michael Kabotie 
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