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Hadley Jensen 
 

I found a new appreciation for the complexities of Navajo weaving when I took a 

two-week workshop, taught by Lynda Teller Pete and Barbara Teller Ornelas, at 

Idyllwild Arts Foundation in 2016. As fifth-generation Diné (Navajo) weavers who 

grew up at the fabled Two Grey Hills Trading Post in northwestern New Mexico, 

their knowledge of this art form is deep and personal, and has, in turn, enlivened my 

own understanding of its histories, materials, designs, and techniques. Supported by 

a Craft Research Fund Project Grant and inspired by historian Pamela H. Smith’s 

work on the Making and Knowing Project, I was interested in exploring what craft 

knowledge can bring to academia.1 Crucially, how might Indigenous ways of knowing 

related to the process of weaving—as art form, cultural practice, and lived 

experience—deepen one’s interpretation of its finished product? After many 

frustrating and humbling days spent plotting designs with pencil and graph paper, 

training my unskilled eyes and hands, and learning to accommodate a stiff back and 

sore fingers, I finally emerged with a small woven piece of my own. 
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Weaving in process (left) and completed weaving (right), Idyllwild Arts Foundation, 2016. 

Photos: Hadley Jensen. 

 

Through that workshop and in our subsequent collaborations, Lynda and 

Barbara have helped me understand the importance of embodied and sensory craft 

knowledge, and of the weaver’s tacit expertise and material literacy. By engaging in 

the bodily rhythms of weaving, becoming attuned to the hand feel of different yarns 

and the distinctive “thump” of the weaving comb (at a different force and pace for 

every weaver), I learned to both listen and see. I began to recognize the practice of 

weaving as a way of making knowledge and as a mode of storytelling, even if its 

capacity for holding and carrying such knowledge is variously conceived and 
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understood. The philosopher and historian Etienne Gilson contends that “knowing is 

making”; these connections between thinking, making, and knowing ultimately 

became the currents that molded the themes of this exhibition.2 

 

   

   

Lynda Teller Pete and Barbara Teller Ornelas, first collections consultation with the curator 

for Shaped by the Loom, American Museum of Natural History, New York, 2018. Photos: 

Hadley Jensen.  
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Shaped by the Loom: Weaving Worlds in the American Southwest evolved in 

part from a desire to provide a new thematic and interpretive lens for reconsidering 

the historic Navajo textile collection at the American Museum of Natural History 

(AMNH), New York, largely acquired by anthropology curators in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. The innate challenges of mounting a physical display 

of these items alongside the uncertainties created by the COVID-19 pandemic 

prompted us to consider the advantages offered by an online platform. Although a 

virtual exhibition precludes the visitor’s encounter with the physical “object,” it 

invites greater accessibility, retention, and longevity, particularly for multiple publics 

and, importantly, for descendent communities. As these ideas developed, it became 

a more intellectually and curatorially expansive project, relying on several forms of 

media in an effort to document the ecology of relationships that shape the land-

based and relational practices of Navajo weaving. By creating multiple pathways for 

the website visitor, we hope that this collaborative initiative will provide an immersive 

experience of the animate landscapes and geographic dynamics of the Navajo 

Nation. 

 In service to these ideas, a Navajo dye chart is the “map” for the guided 

journey of this virtual exhibition, as well as one of its primary points of focus. A kind 

of visual index or ecosystem of Navajo weaving in miniature, this object (an art form 

in itself) includes the thoughts, materials, and labor through which weaving is 

generated and performed. As the conceptual architecture for the site’s homepage, 
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this weblike chart creates nonlinear connections that offer various routes for 

navigating exhibition content. We consider how the materials and practices of 

weaving are sustained, adapted, transformed, or reconfigured over time through six 

thematic sections: Homeland and Cosmology; Ecology; Dyeing and Coloring; 

Techniques and Technologies; Design Elements; and Value and Exchange. They 

feature short, catalogue-style essays, written by Bard Graduate Center students in 

the seminar “Objects of Colonial Encounter: Native Arts of the Southwest and 

Northwest Coast,” which have been thoughtfully edited and revised.3 Each “In 

Focus” section includes approximately three historical items from the AMNH 

collection placed in conversation with one contemporary work by a Diné artist to 

demonstrate ongoing engagement with the concepts expressed in each theme. 

 

 

Isabel Myers-Deschinny (Diné), Navajo dye chart, date unknown. Collection of Ira Jacknis. 

Image courtesy the owner. 
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In addition to the voices of these student curators and those of the artists 

and makers cited extensively throughout, we are honored to include Lynda Teller 

Pete’s reflection on what “process” means in her own practice, through an 

illustrated account of her family’s deep history of weaving. A theoretical framework 

for the project is provided in my essay, “Knowing, Making, Naming,” and the late Ira 

Jacknis details the institutional history of the AMNH’s Navajo textile collection in his 

essay, the first study of its kind to be published on this historic body of work. These 

essays are accompanied by an online catalogue of approximately two hundred and 

fifty Navajo weavings from AMNH, providing free and accessible research content 

to the broadest possible audience of artists, educators, collectors, and scholars. 

Visitors to Shaped by the Loom at the Bard Graduate Center Gallery, New York, will 

also encounter stunning panoramic views of the Navajo Nation, presented for the 

first time with 360-degree imaging, with a soundscape by Diné artist Connor Chee. 

On view from February 17 to July 9, 2023, the physical version of this exhibition 

provides the opportunity to fully explore the complementary possibilities of the 

project. 

Shaped by the Loom is more than an exhibition—it is both a broader 

curatorial project and a methodology that strives to advance collaborative exhibition 

practices and enable new forms of scholarship, particularly in response to new 

digital platforms. It is structured as several distinct parts, all of which work in 



 

 

Hadley Jensen, “Shaped by the Loom: Weaving Worlds in the American Southwest,”  

Shaped by the Loom: Weaving Worlds in the American Southwest (2023), Bard Graduate Center, 

https://exhibitions.bgc.bard.edu/shapedbytheloom/. © Bard Graduate Center.  

tandem to create a larger narrative about the histories, material cultures, and 

contemporary expressions of Indigenous weaving traditions in the Southwest. 

Through its many components, we hope that you become acquainted with a living 

art form through the voices and stories of its individual makers, situated alongside 

the perspectives of scholars, students, conservators, traders, and dealers.  

To know Navajo weaving, one must also understand the complex network of 

relationships that sustains a larger world—or ecosystem—of craft production in the 

American Southwest. By exploring the various modes and contexts of intercultural 

influence, adaptation, and exchange in the region, we examine the transhistorical 

conditions for change in this particular medium, and how it is intertwined with 

materials, objects, and social practices that articulate both cultural and regional 

identities. With a primary focus on Navajo textiles, comparisons are made with 

Pueblo and Hispanic weaving traditions to show regional variation in—and 

transmission of—motifs, materials, techniques, and technologies. Across the region, 

this world of craft production includes the sheep, the seasonal cycles that guide the 

harvesting of dye plants, the individual and communal rhythms of making, the 

cosmologies that inform a weaver’s work, and the songs, stories, and prayers that 

are woven into every rug. Shaped by the Loom places Indigenous aesthetics and 

ways of knowing at the center of Navajo textile production, highlighting the localized 

and land-based knowledge systems that guide the process behind the finished 

product. Rather than reifying the “object,” this perspective foregrounds the active 
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and generative practices—the “current of activity”—that shape and animate this art 

form.4 Just as the Navajo language is powerfully verb-oriented, weaving metaphors 

are equally action-oriented, reflecting the connection between mind, body, and 

material inherent to the making process. 

 Shaped by the Loom brings into dialogue multiple aspects of process, 

including the tangible and the intangible, the visual and the tacit. Through new 

interpretive lenses it strives to deformalize Navajo weaving: to shift analysis away 

from the development of periods, designs, and styles, and toward an alternative 

framework—one that emphasizes Native agency and experience in the history of 

textile production. As a result, we re-center weaving as a cultural practice, a mode 

of engagement with the natural world, and a system of Indigenous knowledge 

production and transmission, in addition to acknowledging its predominantly non-

Native economic and institutional history. Striving to bring specificity to the 

documentation and interpretation of AMNH’s historic collection, Shaped by the 

Loom elevates the voices of contemporary Native artists and makers to express the 

cultural legacy and continued vibrancy of weaving traditions in the American 

Southwest. This story is inherently multivocal, bringing different cultures of 

knowledge production into conversation and highlighting the diversity of 

perspectives embedded within these narratives.  

Within the scope of this exhibition, we will come to see this kind of craftwork 

(and curatorial work) as a fertile and unexplored site of inquiry. Through profiles of 
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contemporary Diné artists and practitioners whose work unpacks these larger ideas 

in different ways—from a digitally influenced form of Navajo weaving to histories 

and analyses of specific materials, objects, and artworks—we aim to move the 

conversation beyond human making to consider the dynamic connections between 

people and their environments.  

This online exhibition is energized by an understanding that, if viewed 

together, each part contributes to the whole. When examined through the holistic 

framework of the dye chart, the process that brings a weaving to life is revealed, 

articulated in the space between idea and action, between creation and labor. Such 

processes also inform the project’s departure from traditional methodological 

approaches to Navajo weaving. Diné weaver Wesley Thomas ascribes academic 

curiosity about the “other” to a lack of “wholeness” in eurocentric culture(s), 

whereas within a Diné worldview, the “countless parts and functions in the structure 

. . . make up the whole.” Thomas uses weaving as an example of creating wholeness 

from many elemental parts, distinguishing the abstraction of idea and theory from 

the experience and performance of creation:  

 

Theories are considered to “have no life force [be’iina] of their own” and, 

therefore, can not make any valuable contribution to the lives lived by 

traditional Navajo people. To be beneficial, thinking must be brought to life. 

It is given life through overlap with empirical concepts that make thoughts 



 

 

Hadley Jensen, “Shaped by the Loom: Weaving Worlds in the American Southwest,”  

Shaped by the Loom: Weaving Worlds in the American Southwest (2023), Bard Graduate Center, 

https://exhibitions.bgc.bard.edu/shapedbytheloom/. © Bard Graduate Center.  

absolute and real. They become tangible. Entities of all forms and shapes 

need be’iina. Thoughts and plans become real when coupled with speech, 

song, prayer, or action. . . . In the case of a dah’iistł’ó [weaving], it is given 

be’iina through songs and prayers by the weaver. This allegiance of “idea” 

(creation) and “enacting” (labor) is experienced daily by traditional Navajo 

weavers.5 

 

Thomas’s insights about the aims and preoccupations of the academic world are 

confirmed in much of the scholarly and popular literature on Navajo weaving, which 

has largely consisted of taxonomic studies of geographic and/or stylistic variation. 

As the anthropologist Ann Lane Hedlund suggests, publications by non-Navajos 

have examined weaving through history and materiality, social organization and 

relations, linguistics, economics and marketing, collecting, semiotics and 

iconography, and artistry.6 Many existing publications, particularly those geared 

toward the collector’s market, emphasize textiles as aestheticized objects through a 

meticulous classification of periods, designs, and styles. Texts and exhibition 

catalogues by Diné scholars, curators, and artists are becoming more prevalent and 

have been highly influential for the field and for the spaces in which these items are 

displayed.7 Collectively, these wide-ranging studies reveal the multifaceted, cross-

disciplinary, and often shifting contexts of Navajo weaving.  
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 Museological discourses may likewise have inhibited our understanding of 

Indigenous aesthetics, weaving knowledge, and art production in Diné communities. 

Over the last century, anthropological and natural history museums have functioned 

as agents in “the ordering and reordering of knowledge” through material things, 

often privileging particular ways of knowing and being in the world.8 While museums 

have functioned as important sites for categorizing, preserving, and displaying 

cultural belongings, they are also filled with historical knowledge of conflict, 

violence, displacement, and loss. In favor of a more reflexive museology that relies 

on collaborative accounts to uncover and articulate our intersecting histories, such 

institutions might be reframed as containers of cultural memory, in which both 

research and exhibition can support processes of remembrance, knowledge 

sharing, restitution, reconciliation, and repatriation.9 As the anthropologist and 

curator Joshua Bell notes, it is important to consider “how museums as relational 

entities—containing dynamic relations between persons and things, as well as 

generating them—are emergent processes.”10 Within the context of this exhibition, 

Navajo weavings emerge from and are constitutive of museological processes 

“through which relationships are materialized and negotiated over time.”11 In his 

essay on the history of the Navajo textile collection at AMNH, Ira Jacknis critically 

and insightfully analyzes many of these issues in relation to the institutional “home” 

of this exhibition’s items. Through a detailed discussion of the social actors involved 

in the formation of the collection, he examines the work that these objects perform 
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in various contexts of collection, storage, and display to consider what they actually 

do in the world.12 

 A construction of Navajo textiles as commercial commodities and 

ethnographic specimens, as described by Jacknis, has also led many non-Native 

scholars, dealers, and collectors to “privilege typology and chronology in their 

discussions of Navajo weaving knowledge and knowledge transfer.”13 The 

distinctions imposed by these market-driven taxonomies often run counter to 

Indigenous—and specifically Diné—conceptions of interconnectivity and 

relationality.14 As Navajo culture continues to be transformed, this project aims to 

deepen and enrich our understanding of Navajo weaving, contributing a new 

perspective that continues to move scholarship beyond an analysis of codified 

motifs, colors, and techniques to re-center the agency of the weaver within the 

history of Navajo craft production. 
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Left: Marie Begay with a finished weaving, Burnham, New Mexico, 2017. Right: Sheep 

shearing at Marie and Matthew Begay’s ranch, Burnham, New Mexico, 2018. Photos: 

Howard Rowe. 
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Top, left: Marie Begay’s natural wool colors, Burnham, New Mexico, 2015. Top, right: 

Marie Begay spinning wool into yarn, Burnham, New Mexico, 2015. Bottom: Marie Begay at 

her loom, Burnham, New Mexico, 2020. Photos: Howard Rowe.  

 

The dye chart that serves as the conceptual framework for this project also 

signals the ways in which Shaped by the Loom builds upon and diverges from 

previous analytic strategies. It focuses on Diné aesthetics and ways of knowing in 

order to underline process—a mode of both understanding and performance—as a 

key component of Navajo weaving. Process is often obscured in exhibition contexts 

rather than displayed and analyzed as a critical part of making or as a form of “art” 

in itself. Here, the project is indebted to the work of Jessica Horton, who suggests 

verbs such as “making” and “becoming” for appropriately describing the dynamic 

processes by which artworks come to life within a Diné worldview. While her work 

examines the durational and multisensory experiences associated with 

demonstrations of Diné sand painting, the idea of transformation is relevant to a 

Navajo weaving being made, a process characterized by movement.15 “Diné 

language and art emphasize a world in perpetual motion,” notes Horton. “This is 

expressed in a prevalence of verbs that emphasize ‘to go’ rather than ‘to be.’”16 This 

premise was confirmed in a recent conversation with Lynda Teller Pete, who 

explained that, “Weaving is a moving force—what are you going to do next?”17 

Accordingly, for many Diné weavers, “value” in a textile is often defined by the 
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quality of raw materials, by time spent at the loom, and by knowledge shared and 

exchanged. Rather than relying upon the well-known biographical approach to the 

study of art, which reconstructs the life history of individual objects or their makers, 

I suggest an exploration of the materiality of process by examining the material 

culture of weaving (dye plants, samples of wool, tools, and looms), as well as its 

nonmaterial components (cosmological relationships, spiritual geographies, and 

kinship networks), which together form the substance of what Navajo weaving is 

today.  
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Top, left: Black dye material (bundle), Chaco Canyon, San Juan County, New Mexico, date 

unknown. Sumac leaves and twigs (Rhus Aromatica). Courtesy the Division of Anthropology, 

American Museum of Natural History, New York, Collected by George H. Pepper, between 

1896–98, 1 / 5337. Top, right: Unwashed wool (bag), Chaco Canyon, San Juan County, New 

Mexico, before 1898. Wool. Courtesy the Division of Anthropology, American Museum of 

Natural History, New York, Collected by George H. Pepper, between 1896–98, 1 / 5312. 

Bottom, left: Diné artist, Navajo loom (two parts), before 1897. Wood. Courtesy the Division 

of Anthropology, American Museum of Natural History, New York, Donated by James 

Douglas, 1897, 1 / 5066 AD. Bottom, right: Diné artist, Navajo loom with unfinished weaving 

(sash belt), before 1910. Wood, string, and wool yarn. Courtesy the Division of Anthropology, 

American Museum of Natural History, New York, Donated by B. T. B. Hyde, 1910, 50 / 8041. 

 

To this end, the exhibition expresses several overlapping analytic aims 

through its content and related interpretation. First, it situates process as a 

narrative of Navajo weaving over time, emphasizing the agencies of the materials 

themselves—from preparation in the hands of the maker to later reconfiguration 

and reactivation in an exhibition context.18 Second, it explores the social relations of 

production (the “kincentricity”) in which Navajo weaving is embedded, and that give 

it meaning and value. Finally, it positions knowledge formation about this art form as 

a process in itself—one that emerges from networks of exchange, as expressed by 

the interconnectivity of a Navajo dye chart. Shaped by the Loom unpacks the 

dynamics of multiple agencies and vantage points at stake in these processes, 
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striving to articulate the relationship between material culture, namely Navajo 

textiles, and the enmeshed social worlds that they inhabit, constitute, and produce. 
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