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Roselyn Washburn (Diné), dye chart, 2019. Dried plants, wool, ink, and paper. Bard 

Graduate Center Study Collection, Gift of John McCulloch, Teec Nos Pos Trading 

Post. Photo: Bruce M. White. 

  

 The tradition of Navajo weaving lies in the process of weaving. That has not 

changed much from the time the first blankets were made. The materials may 

change, the designs may change, the colors may change, but our techniques, 

values, and weaving customs remain the same. 

—D.Y. Begay, Kalley Keams, and Wesley Thomas 
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All knowing is inherently embodied, fragmented, and incomplete. We come to know 

something—a rock, a river, a painting—only by advancing and retreating through 

repeated encounters, approaching the focus of our attention from multiple angles 

over time.1 The curatorial path of this project has likewise been one of advance and 

retreat; from New York to New Mexico, from museum storage to the hands of 

artists and makers, from gallery walls to digital space, from the classroom to the 

Zoomscape. Uniting these experiences and scales of inquiry is an effort to “know” 

Diné culture, cosmologies, communities, and practices of making.2 In trying to 

constellate these complexities, there has also been a recognition of what remains 

just out of reach. 

 

 

Russel Albert Daniels, Looking north up the Colorado River from Navajo Bridge on the 

Navajo Nation, Arizona, 2013. Photograph. Courtesy the photographer. 
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Shaped by the Loom is grounded in the geographic, ecological, and cultural 

specificity of the North American Southwest, evoked by Russel Albert Daniels’s 

photograph of the Colorado River, taken from Navajo Bridge in Arizona. Daniels’s 

work as a photojournalist and documentary photographer “stands in the currents of 

art, reportage, and decolonization.” Informed by his Native American (Ho-Chunk and 

Diné), Mormon settler, and European heritage, the photographer’s projects explore 

identity, sense of place, and history.3 Pursuing the questions and concerns raised by 

Daniels, I write from the position of a non-Native museum anthropologist, curator, 

and teacher with the intention that this exhibition provides scaffolding for 

conversations around knowledge production and display, and around constructions 

of curatorial authority and hierarchies in ways of knowing. My aim is to foster 

greater cultural awareness and understanding of dah’iistł’ó (Navajo weaving) by 

centering the perspectives of its practitioners, cultural producers, and communities. 

This art form has traversed temporal boundaries and encompassed many styles and 

practices, including vibrant contemporary expressions that are highlighted 

alongside historic examples from the American Museum of Natural History’s 

collection. In bridging different cultures and systems of knowledge production, I 

reveal how these textiles have been—and continue to be—made, used, exchanged, 

altered, and valued over time. 
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Left: Darby Raymond-Overstreet (Diné), The Passage, 2019. Scanned Navajo textiles, 

canvas print, pine, and wool. Courtesy the artist. Right: Diné artist, woman’s “Chief” 

blanket, Second Phase, ca. 1880. Dyed and undyed wool, tapestry weave. Courtesy 

the Division of Anthropology, American Museum of Natural History, New York, 

Collected by Uriah S. Hollister, before 1910, 50.1 / 4419. 
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George H. Pepper (photographer), Wife of Haastin Tsó cleaning wool, 1896–97. 

National Museum of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution, George Hubbard 

Pepper Photograph Collection, 1895–1918, NMAI-Photo, P01661; Identification from 

the Hyde Exploring Expedition Photograph Log (1900), NMAI-Arch, MAI Papers, Box 

188, Folder 10, p. 133–35. 

 

This project began as a thought experiment in 2018: What might an exhibition 

about Navajo weaving look like if it did not include a single textile? Diné weavers and 

knowledge keepers have often mentioned that most of the work of weaving 

happens before one even sits down at the loom. I began to wonder how to translate 

the relationship between thinking and making that guides the practice of Navajo 

weaving, and how to locate the material traces of these processes in historical 
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museum collections. As an expression of animate landscapes, kinship networks, 

cosmological values, tacit expertise, and lived experience, how could we make this 

expansive “process” explicit within the context of an exhibition? How could we 

visualize these components of making within the gallery, whether in person or 

virtual? And how might we reveal what happens in the space between conception 

and labor, or between idea and action, to bring dah’iistł’ó to life? Diné weaver 

Wesley Thomas offers a point of entry into these questions:  

 

Dah’iistł’ó is the appropriate term for weaving in the abstract. In Navajo 

discourse, dah’iistł’ó is a verb referring to the process of integrating the 

warp and weft in the art of weaving on a set-up loom. The word does 

not change even when the weaving is completed and removed from 

the loom. The term applies during the full life of the dah’iistł’ó.4  

 

Diné scholar Rechanda Lee expands upon the intimate connections between 

weaver, loom, tool, and textile: “We recognize that weaving is a sacred practice 

because everything in the weaving process (e.g. the loom, weaving tools, and textile) 

has a life and a breath.”5 Navajo weavers often refer to their weavings as their 

children that can “see, feel, move, and grow just like all creation.”6 Throughout the 

entire process, from making tools to warping a loom and finishing a textile, “this 

interconnected relationship allows the weaving to take on life as it moves through 
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the world to enrich other people’s lives with Hozhó (living as a whole in beauty and 

harmony).”7 This digital exhibition is thus an exploration of the deeper structures of 

process through the connections among mind, body, and material. These 

connections are made visible in the parallel acts of making a weaving and creating a 

dye chart. Together, they reveal common aspects of making that relate to Diné 

ways of thinking about, articulating, and performing craft process.8  

 

 

Howard Rowe (photographer), Marie Begay at her loom, Burnham, New Mexico, 

2020. Courtesy the photographer. 
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“Sheep Are Good to Think With” 

 

My grandmothers raised me with their ideology that when you take care of 

the sheep, they’ll take care of you.9  

 

In 1962 the French anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss introduced an idea that has 

shaped the trajectory of modern social science. He suggested that specific plants, 

animals, and other objects are selected by people to be clan totems not because 

they are good to eat but because they are “bonnes à penser”—good to think [with]. 

Lévi-Strauss insightfully argued that humans come to know the world around them 

as a rich, complex, multivalent world of symbolic meanings that exist only in 

relationship with one another, rather than as isolated or detached parts.10 “Human 

subjects are not the center of the world,” art historian Jessica Horton suggests. 

“They are but one component of a complex web of relations that include animate 

land and other beings.”11 Since different people in different times and places have 

such varied conceptions of our relationships with things (rocks, rivers, trees), 

“environmental histories of these things must also be cultural histories of the 

changing ideas and relationships human beings have woven around them.”12 For the 

Diné, sheep are fundamental to understanding family life, social life, and the larger 

ecosystem of textile production on a local and regional scale. From the seventeenth 

century to the present, sheep have transformed the Navajo culture and economy—



 

 

Hadley Jensen, “Knowing, Making, Naming,” Shaped by the Loom: Weaving Worlds in the American 

Southwest (2023), Bard Graduate Center, https://exhibitions.bgc.bard.edu/shapedbytheloom/.  

© Bard Graduate Center.  

from pastoral lifeways and wool production practices to the devastating livestock 

reduction program of the 1930s, implemented by the Bureau of Indian Affairs.13 

While local Churro sheep populations are recovering through the ongoing 

conservation efforts of herders and dedicated organizations like Diné Be’Iiná, the 

impact of these events is still evident in settlement patterns, land stewardship 

practices, and resource management. In his ethnoarchaeological study of historic 

pastoralism on the Navajo Nation, historical archaeologist Wade Campbell argues 

that change has continued over the past fifty years: 

 

In 1973, the anthropologist Gary Witherspoon wrote an article describing the 

Diné (or Navajo) as a “sheep-minded” people for whom said animals provided 

many forms of security—economic, social, even psychological. Five decades 

later, sheep and “sheepmindedness” remain celebrated aspects of 

contemporary Diné culture, beacons of “traditional life” amid the hubbub of 

the twenty-first century Navajo Nation. It is undeniable, however, that the 

context, practice, and intensity of modern Navajo sheepherding have 

changed dramatically since Witherspoon’s article. Indeed, the relationship 

between Diné people and their livestock has continually adapted and grown 

since Navajos first acquired sheep and goats in the seventeenth century.14 
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As both a material and symbolic resource, sheep have become integral to enacting, 

maintaining, and reviving Diné lifeways, as well as to forging a connection to 

homeland. As a result, the Lévi-Straussian insight that “sheep are good to think 

[with]” provides a point of entry to consider the biotic communities of the American 

Southwest, the relationships between nature and culture, and the differences in 

ways of knowing and narrating our environments. 

 

 

Howard Rowe (photographer), Marie and Matthew Begay’s sheep ranch, Burnham, 

New Mexico, 2018. Courtesy the photographer. 
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World, Land, Place 

 

What we call the landscape is generally considered to be something “out 

there.” But, while some aspects of the landscape are clearly external to both 

our bodies and our minds, what each of us actually experiences is selected, 

shaped, and colored by what we know.15 

 

In Diné Bizaad (the Navajo language), nahasdzáán refers to the world, the earth.16 

There are several related terms, including ni’(nih) (the surface of the earth, the 

ground, “downward”—a spiritual term used mostly in Western Navajo) and 

nihosdzáán (on mother earth, on the ground, in the world, the earth world).17 Thomas 

defines knowledge in the Navajo world as “constructed of a combination of thought 

and speech. . . . Sacredness begins at the tip of our tongues and we are to be 

careful when speaking. We are told, we create our world around ourselves with our 

words.”18 The cultural and linguistic anthropologist Keith Basso, whose work is 

fundamental to this project, draws the connection between knowledge and place:  

 

In native discourse, the local landscape falls neatly and repeatedly into 

places—and places . . . are social constructions par excellence. . . . For 

whenever the members of a community speak about their landscape—

whenever they name it, or classify it, or tell stories about it—they 
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unthinkingly represent it in ways that are compatible with shared 

understandings of how, in the fullest sense, they know themselves to 

occupy it.”19  

 

As concepts, beliefs, and stories find tangible anchors on specific features of the 

local topography, the entire landscape takes on meanings through named sites and 

reference points, each shaped by a set of physical attributes and cultural 

associations that mark it as unique.20 The meanings ascribed to landscapes through 

particular geographical features and patterns of speech are necessarily varied from 

community to community, influenced by the subjective experiences of those who 

make them. However, their modes of expression often articulate a shared 

perspective, acquiring “value and significance by virtue of the ideational systems 

with which they are apprehended and construed.” Basso notes that such systems 

are “symbolically constituted, socially transmitted, and individually applied,” 

operating to convey how the physical environment can be known by its inhabitants, 

and delineating “a distinctive way of being-in-the-world . . . an informal logic for 

engaging the world and thinking about the engagement . . . an array of conceptual 

frameworks for organizing experience and rendering it intelligible.”21 This way of 

“being-in-the-world” is integrated with one’s natural surroundings and performed by 

observing, using, and communicating about the landscape.  
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Rapheal Begay (Diné), Window Rock (Window Rock, AZ), 2018. Digital photograph. 

Courtesy the artist. 

 

“Its name is like a picture” 

 

I think of that mountain called Tséé Łigai Dah Sidilé (White Rocks Lie Above 

In A Compact Cluster) as if it were my maternal grandmother. I recall stories 

of how it [I?] once was at that mountain. The stories told to me were like 

arrows. Elsewhere, hearing that mountain’s name, I see it. Its name is like a 

picture. Stories go to work on you like arrows. Stories make you live right.22 
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The world that we create around ourselves is informed by the languages that we 

speak, the stories that we learn, and the lands on which we live. In turn, they perform 

some kind of “work” on us. In many Indigenous communities in the American 

Southwest, this culturally constituted and geographically specific process is 

ordered by a deep knowledge of place-names that corresponds to creation 

narratives, historical and cosmological events, and ancestral connections. The 

testimonial of Benson Lewis, a Western Apache community member from Cibecue, 

that a name can be “like a picture” demonstrates that place-names are more than 

“vehicles of reference.”23 While they do refer to geographic features and describe 

topographic characteristics of the landscape, place-names are also imbued with a 

spatial and temporal depth and a relational capacity—they are used and valued for 

reasons that go beyond mapping and knowing vast areas of territory. In his 

discussion of place-names used by Western Apache (who, like Navajo, are 

Athabaskan speakers), Basso notes that “portions of a world view are constructed 

and made available, and a Western Apache version of the landscape is deepened, 

amplified, and tacitly affirmed. With words, a massive physical presence is fashioned 

into a meaningful human universe.”24 Having mapped and studied place-names in 

and around the community of Cibecue (from Deeschii’ Bikoh, Valley With Long Red 

Bluffs), on the Fort Apache Indian Reservation, he also notes that descriptions of 

locations tend to focus on the nature and consequences of events as well as where 

they occurred. This is a common practice in other Apachean groups, including the 
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Navajo: “Even the most minute occurrences are described by Navajos in close 

conjunction with their physical settings, suggesting that unless narrated events are 

spatially anchored their significance is somehow reduced and cannot be properly 

assessed.”25 By focusing on elements of language and acts of speech in relation to 

the natural landscape, particularly the cultural importance of named locations within 

it, Apachean groups come to know and narrate their environments. Through a model 

of storytelling that traverses the past, present, and future in ways that are spatially 

conceived and constructed (rather than just temporally based), oral narratives carry 

the power to create connections between individuals, communities, and features of 

the local landscape. Ultimately, this mode of storytelling is one of place-making in 

which two symbolic resources—language and land—are mobilized to render a 

sense of place, to shape one’s identity, and to know one’s position in relation to an 

ancestral past.26 Vine Deloria Jr. (Standing Rock Sioux) describes the central 

importance of places, place-names, and their symbolism in the “spatial conceptions 

of history” embraced by many Native North American tribes:  

 

For Indian men and women, the past lies embedded in the features of 

the earth—in canyons and lakes, mountains and arroyos, rocks and 

vacant fields—which together endow their lands with multiple forms of 

significance that reach into their lives and shape the ways they think. 

Knowledge of places is therefore closely linked to knowledge of the 
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self, to grasping one’s position in the larger scheme of things, including 

one’s own community, and to securing a confident sense of who one is 

as a person.27  

 

In thinking about how many Indigenous people talk about and “know” the natural 

landscape, Deloria’s passage brings one particular concept into relief: 

understandings of the land are inextricably linked with the historical events—or 

happenings—that have occurred at specific points upon it, as revealed, for example, 

by Rapheal Begay’s photograph of Shiprock Pinnacle. Known in Diné Bizaad as Tsé 

Bitʼaʼí, which translates as “rock with wings,” or “winged rock,” it is a geological 

formation located in San Juan County, New Mexico, near the Diné settlement of 

Shiprock. This distinctive landmark was formed by the hardened remains of lava 

once contained within a larger volcanic land structure and exposed by erosion over 

millions of years. Rising 1,583 feet above the surrounding high-desert plain, Tsé 

Bitʼaʼí also features two walls of volcanic rock, which radiate out from the pinnacle 

to form its distinctive “wings.” In Diné stories, the site was the scene of an epic 

battle between Nayenezgani (Slayer of the Enemy Gods) and the Tse’nahale (a pair 

of creatures resembling gigantic eagles), who lived atop the pinnacle and terrorized 

the local population. The material remnants of this story are made visible in the 

geological features of this site, suggesting its Diné place name. Knowing one’s 
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surroundings, then, becomes a journey of plotting one’s own coordinates within 

larger cultural, spatial, and temporal contexts. 

 

  

Left: Rapheal Begay (Diné), Spider Rock (Tséyi’ - Canyon de Chelly, Chinle, AZ), 2021. 

Digital photograph. Courtesy the artist. Right: Rapheal Begay (Diné), Shiprock 

Pinnacle (Shiprock, NM), 2021. Digital photograph. Courtesy the artist. 

 

Place-Making 

 

How we make things and what things we make are an important 

acknowledgment of marking our place and moment in the world. . . . As our 

hands have learned new skills by working with a variety of materials and tools, 

the making remains part of how we engage in the world, actively becoming 

the cultural people our ancestors prayed for in the process.28 
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Human understanding of art and craftwork also extends far beyond the written and 

spoken word, stretching through the hands of the maker and out into the material 

world. In reflecting on Native feminine aesthetics, art historian and curator heather 

ahtone writes about beginnings—the sequence of being born into a world that is 

ordered by relationships, “creating the community within which we become cultural 

people.” As she notes, “Those relationships are guided by ‘kincentricity’—the 

recognition that our being, our ontological foundation, is tied to all other types of life 

forms: animals, plants, seasons, the winds, the rain, and the Holy Ones.”29 Recent 

work across philosophy, anthropology, and critical theory has similarly focused on 

the entanglements that humans have with other animated, nonhuman agents—from 

materials to animals, landscapes, and beyond. Key concepts and terms, like 

lifeways, ecologies, and worlds (or “worlding”) reveal current trends in scholarship, 

providing a theoretical language for thinking about processes and practices of 

world-making.30 In contrast, the work of Diné thinkers and scholars foregrounds 

specific ways of being, knowing, and doing that reimagine relations between 

humans and nonhumans (or more-than-humans) to explore the connections 

between materials and landscapes. While anthropologists have long studied the 

relationships between Indigenous communities and their ecological settings, these 

relationships have often been described and analyzed in materialist terms, devoid of 

the cultural meanings and values that individuals and communities attach to their 

environments. In advancing a new cultural ecology, more closely aligned with 
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Indigenous ways of knowing, Basso advocates “a broader and more flexible 

approach to the study of man-land relationships in which the symbolic properties of 

environmental phenomena receive the same kind of attention that has traditionally 

been given to their material counterparts.”31 Such work necessitates analysis at a 

local level in which conceptions of the land work in tandem with conceptions of the 

self, and vice versa—together influencing patterns of world-building.  

 

  

Left: Rapheal Begay (Diné), detail of Weaving Room (Teec Nos Pos Trading Post, 

Teec Nos Pos, AZ), 2021. Digital photograph. Courtesy the artist. Right: Rapheal 

Begay (Diné), Raplee Ridge monocline (San Juan County, UT), 2021. Digital 

photograph. Courtesy the artist. 

 

For a subset of practitioners, Navajo weaving can thus be understood as a 

place-based practice that derives from and in turn comes to represent particular 

localities and landscapes that evoke meaning within a Diné worldview. Many of the 

design elements and color combinations visible in Navajo textiles become 
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suggestive topographical representations, recording the sandy, reddish-orange, and 

sage-green hues of this terrain, situated alongside its exposed strata and surface 

outcrops. In Rapheal Begay’s photograph taken during our 2021 field documentation 

project on the Navajo Nation, the San Juan River cuts through Raplee Ridge 

monocline, located a few miles upstream from Mexican Hat, Utah.32 The angular 

shapes, undulating curves, and earth-colored palettes found in some Navajo 

weavings seem to evoke the geometry of this unusual geologic formation. This 

“sensing of place,” as described by Basso, “is a form of cultural activity,” and 

suggested by N. Scott Momaday to be “a kind of imaginative experience, a species 

of involvement with the natural and social environment, a way of appropriating 

portions of the earth.”33 Albert Camus similarly understood that, “Sense of place is 

not just something that people know and feel, it is something people do.”34 Basso 

explains that, “this type of retrospective world-building—let us call it place-making—

does not require special sensibilities or cultivated skills. It is a common response to 

common curiosities—what happened here? who was involved? what was it like? 

why should it matter?” Furthermore, he suggests that: 

 

Place-making involves multiple acts of remembering and imagining which 

inform each other in complex ways. It is clear, however, that remembering 

often provides a basis for imagining. . . . Essentially, then, instances of place-

making consist in an adventitious fleshing out of historical material that 
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culminates in . . . a particular universe of objects and events—in short, a 

place-world—wherein portions of the past are brought into being.35 

 

Here, the place-world brought into being by remembering and imagining takes the 

form of weaving—as a cultural activity that both evokes and constitutes a Diné 

place-world. Basso’s concept of place-making as world-building is explored in this 

project through the multivalent web of relations that guides Navajo weaving as both 

product and process, including spiritual geographies, cosmological values, spoken 

languages, lived experiences, and remembered stories, as well as material objects 

and social practices that build, enact, and sustain it. Throughout this exhibition, 

objects take on significance as an archive (of knowledge systems, lifeways, 

materials), as a mode of storytelling, and as an index of place.36 In returning to the 

idea that “sheep are good to think with,” we might consider the ecology of 

relationships that animate the land-based and relational practices of Navajo 

weaving, particularly how we live with, speak to, and activate the landscape. As 

expressed by Begay’s photograph of a plant commonly used to make a natural dye, 

found along the road near his home in Hunter’s Point, Arizona, what is the 

relationship between people and place? 
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 Rapheal Begay (Diné), Plant used for natural dye (Hunter’s Point, AZ), 2021. Digital 

photograph. Courtesy the artist. 

 

Locating Dinétah  

 

Men and women learn to appropriate their landscapes, to think and act “with” 

them as well as about and upon them, and to weave them with spoken words 

into the very foundations of social life. And in these ways, too, as every 
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ethnographer eventually comes to appreciate, geographical landscapes are 

never culturally vacant. The ethnographic challenge is to fathom what it is 

that a particular landscape, filled to brimming with past and present 

significance, can be called upon to “say,” and what, through the saying, it can 

be called upon to “do.”37 

 

Four sacred mountains delineate Diné Bikéyah (“land beneath the people’s feet”), 

the ancestral and present homeland of the Diné: Sisnaajinį́ (Blanca Peak) in the east, 

Tsoodził (Mount Taylor) in the south, Dook’o’oosłííd (San Francisco Peaks) in the 

west, and Dibé Nitsaa (Hesperus Mountain) in the north. According to creation 

narratives, the Diné passed through three different worlds before emerging into the 

present one—the Fourth World or Glittering World. In this region, known as Dinétah 

(“among the people”), Nihokáá Diné (Earth Surface People) first interacted with 

Diyin Diné (Holy People). Together they established hózhó, a relationship of 

harmony, balance, and local order that sustains Navajo life and guides the practice 

of weaving.38 Beginning with the period of Spanish colonization in the late sixteenth 

century, Diné communities experienced violent displacements from their homelands, 

including forced migration, enslavement, residential schools, and resettlement. Over 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the Diné regained a significant 

portion of their ancestral territory, which now includes a land base of over 27,000 

square miles in present-day Arizona, New Mexico, and Utah. This connection to 
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homeland is an enduring source of strength that sustains Diné culture, cosmology, 

and creativity. 

The art historian Jessica Horton, whose work is central to the conceptual 

framework of this essay, broadly defines this region as composed of a set of 

geographical, historical, and cosmological convergences that harbor specific 

temporalities, localities, ecologies, and social struggles. However, as she notes, 

“locating” is not a simple act, as there is no fixed beginning or end to the process, 

and within it “lie worldly constants of movement and change.”39 The philosopher 

Viola Cordova (Jicarilla Apache) writes, “What exists has motion. What has no 

motion does not continue to exist. . . . Thus, for the Hopi at least, there are not 

‘things’ but rather . . . ‘events’: being, peopleing, mountaining, and so on.”40 The 

agency suggested by such events, and in the act of locating, also emphasizes the 

human actors engaged in these processes. As Horton writes: 

 

This sense of a perceptual landscape continuously sculpted by human and 

nonhuman forces was present in the imaginative cartographic practices of 

Native Americans prior to European contact. . . . Maps were not created as 

permanent documents in Native North America. The features of geography 

were part of a much larger interconnected mental map that existed in the oral 

traditions.41 
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Indigenous systems for organizing time and space, often expressed in “mental 

maps” of named localities and topographic features, reveal alternative categories 

for orienting human subjects within animate landscapes. This interconnected and 

complex geographic knowledge often differed from standard European 

cartography, relying instead on “qualities of relationality and adaptability.”42 As one 

Western Apache man observed, “White men have paper maps. We have maps in our 

minds.”43 

As a region with contested boundaries transformed by the ongoing 

impacts of settler colonialism, ecological flux, resource extraction, and 

cultural resilience, the area defined as the American Southwest is marked by 

“multiple geographies of contact.”44 The project of westward expansion was 

largely centered on resource extraction and the appropriation of Indigenous 

homelands, which functioned alongside efforts to define and enforce borders 

in the natural landscape—to date and sequence historical events as a linear 

progression—all of which were detached from Indigenous conceptions of 

space and time that give a place-world its meaning.45 Removed from spatial 

anchors, the place-world is distant and unfamiliar, unspoken and unanimated, 

it is “history without voices to thrust it into the present,” and, as such, “is 

history loosely situated, geographically adrift.”46 As Basso explains, “If place-

making is a way of constructing the past, a venerable means of doing human 

history, it is also a way of constructing social traditions and, in the process, 
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personal and social identities. We are, in a sense, the place-worlds we 

imagine.47 In remembering the past and imagining the future, a project of 

place-making is continuously unfolding, offering a new framework for 

understanding Native art making as an all-encompassing product of its time 

and place, grounded in community, philosophy, identity, language, and 

environment. 

 

“Our designs are our thinking.” 

 

As Native women make things, they work from memories of the past, they 

work to remember their relationship to place and to one another, and they 

work to remember the history they are, simultaneously, making. As each 

participates in the continuum of making, she is fulfilling her purpose within her 

own community and contributing to the vitality of our shared Native 

community.48 

 

For many Diné textile artists, “the language of weaving expresses the significance 

of homeland more adequately than geopolitical descriptors,” often serving as a 

metaphor for place.49 “The Navajo worldview is built upon the primacy of place,” 

explains art historian Janet Berlo. “The universe itself is imagined as a hogan (the 

traditional Navajo dwelling, the doorway of which faces east, toward the rising sun). 
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Within this vast cosmological home exist many sub-sets of home. Dinétah, the area 

circumscribed by the four sacred mountains, is conceptualized as a hogan, too.”50 

This active connection to homeland is maintained and enacted through the visual 

language of weaving; it is an important medium through which particular locations 

are known and materialized, reflecting culturally specific understandings of place.51 

Navajo weavings, like the landscapes from which they are often derived, are 

considered to have a life force of their own and are imbued with be’iina (life force) 

through the process of their creation. They are in an intimate reciprocal relationship 

to human thought and action, as translated and enacted through the bodily rhythms 

of the weaver, and they require the same kind of love and respect that one gives a 

relative.52 Weavings simultaneously embody the intergenerational transmission of 

environmental knowledge (framed here as Traditional Ecological Knowledge), a 

uniquely Indigenous approach to understanding and managing relationships 

between living beings and the environment. Sheepherding practices, wool 

processing, and plant harvesting for natural dyes all require specialized knowledge 

that has been accumulated through generations of systematic observations of and 

interactions with the local landscape. As a visitor moves through Shaped by the 

Loom (online and in the gallery), encountering samples of carded wool and 

handspun yarn, a Navajo dye chart, and wood chosen for weaving tools, these 

examples of Traditional Ecological Knowledge are materialized through the hands 

of individual makers. Each item tells a different story about how this knowledge is 
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implemented to connect land with practice. In the Diné worldview, mental and 

physical worlds converge through the forces of creation and labor; as Diné weaver 

Irene Clark explains, “Our designs are our thinking.”53  

 

 

Howard Rowe (photographer), Marie Begay at her loom, Burnham, New Mexico, 2014. 

Courtesy the photographer. 

 

Similarly, a Navajo dye chart is a material rendering of localized knowledge 

systems related to the Southwestern landscape. It also references and describes 

the evolving body of knowledge that many Indigenous communities learn and pass 

down regarding the plants, animals, humans, and other-than-human beings that 
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maintain relations with each other. A Navajo dye chart is a framed composition that 

often features a miniature textile mounted on a vertical loom. A weblike 

constellation of colored yarn extends outward from the textile, each strand 

connecting it to a sample of the dried plant used to make its dye. The number of 

plant specimens included varies with the size of the chart. The botanicals are 

arranged in rows with their identifications listed below, sometimes in both Diné 

Bizaad and English. 

First created in the 1950s by Mabel Burnside Myers (1922–1987), a Diné 

weaver and herbalist from Pine Springs, Arizona, dye charts were originally 

conceived as a guide to natural dye sources for students of weaving. Myers and 

other artists later began producing them for the tourist market. Dye charts have 

since been reproduced as posters and commodified as works of art alongside 

Navajo weavings. Several Diné weavers continue to make them today, including 

Isabel Myers Deschinny (the daughter of Mabel Burnside Myers) and Roselyn 

Washburn.54 As a key component of this exhibition’s conceptual framework and the 

architecture for the site’s homepage, dye charts are now recognized as repositories 

of Traditional Ecological Knowledge and facilitators of its intergenerational 

transmission. While there is no universal definition for this classification of 

knowledge, the environmental scientist Robin Wall Kimmerer (Potawatomi) 

describes such knowledge structures as decentering humans and making nature a 

subject, not an object.55   
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Left: Homegrown cotton in Kevin Aspaas’s garden, Shiprock, New Mexico, 2021. 

Photo: Hadley Jensen. Right: Kevin Aspaas holding a sample of his homegrown 

cotton, Shiprock, New Mexico, 2021. Photo: Hadley Jensen. 

 

Navajo relations with plants also play an important role in weaving processes. 

Natural dye practitioners are careful to only harvest the plants that they need; for 

example, a weaver does not pick dye plants if they are not plentiful enough in 

certain locations or during certain seasons (typically April through October) in order 

to preserve a sustainable relationship with the land.56 Many weavers also talk to 

plants to ask their permission before collecting them and provide offerings in return. 

These reciprocal relationships in material gathering practices demonstrate the co-

constructed nature of Navajo weaving, made visible by the ways that some Diné 
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weavers communicate with and move through their environments. Just as many 

Athapaskan identities are shaped by movement in a landscape, these processes 

reveal the construction of “particular social identities through particular ways of 

moving.”57 As Fowles and Eiselt note, “Rather than thinking ‘about’ the landscape, 

many Athapaskans refer to the way their thoughts dwell ‘in’ storied places.”58 As a 

result, “To move through such a landscape . . . was to revisit, rehearse, and reaffirm 

the stories that grounded one’s identity.”59 The harvesting and preparation of dye 

plants represent an important act of process, shaped by personal and communal 

rhythms of life and ways of knowing; it is not necessarily limited to specific 

economic or subsistence strategies, but is rather a way of moving through the 

world, articulating important patterns of Navajo social life, cultural identity, and 

belonging.60 Diné weaver and textile artist D.Y. Begay describes Navajo relational 

identity as “k’é,” explaining, “K’é gives you a sense of who you are and how you 

relate to your family, friends, and community. To a Navajo, k’é is extremely 

important.”61 The framework of Traditional Ecological Knowledge highlights how 

kincentric relationships between humans and their environment provide conceptual 

and material manifestations of Navajo lifeways. By examining the aesthetic 

relationships that are shaped by Dinétah, we become aware that ecology is not 

simply about material resources. It is also interwoven with cultural, cosmological, 

historical, and political relations that order particular ways of being and knowing—

none of these individual parts can be understood without the whole.  
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Rapheal Begay (Diné), Rabbitbrush/Chamisa (Rain God Mesa, Tsé Bii’ Ndzisgaii - 

Monument Valley, UT), 2021. Digital photograph. Courtesy the artist. 

 

“Storytelling as a way of knowing” 

Like the woven textile at the center of a dye chart, Shaped by the Loom occupies a 

nexus of thought about place, process, ecology, and storytelling. Collectively, we 

have been learning and telling stories for a long time—to remember, recalibrate the 

past, and participate in building the future. Stories are an embodied way of knowing, 

carried in and communicated through the minds and hands of each maker, shifting 
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with each telling in form, technique, and imagery.62 Indigenous archaeologist 

Nicholas Laluk (White Mountain Apache) invokes the notion of “storytelling as a way 

of knowing,” particularly in thinking about how “[Apache] views of place are based 

on the inseparable land-mind bond.”63 As writer and conservationist Terry Tempest 

Williams observes, “A story grows from the inside out. . . . A story allows us to 

envision the possibility of things. It draws on the powers of memory and imagination. 

It awakens us to our surroundings.”64 Shaped by the Loom shares these 

characteristics, both through the process by which it has come to life and in its aims 

for the visitor. Through its physical location in the gallery and its presence in the 

digital realm, the exhibition is an invitation to engage with Indigenous aesthetics and 

languages of making related to Navajo weaving. Rather than emphasizing 

chronology or a progression of periods, designs, and styles, it foregrounds Diné 

knowledges and lifeways related to textile production. In reframing key concepts 

and categories to be more reflective of Diné ways of thinking about weaving—as an 

art form, a cultural practice, and a lived experience—this project also enacts a 

linguistic and narrative process, just as the exhibition itself is about process. By 

connecting ecological and cosmological threads to the aesthetic, material, 

technological, and economic aspects of Navajo weaving, this constellation of art 

forms illuminates Diné ways of being in and knowing the world. Shaped by the Loom 

immerses the visitor in the interconnected and reciprocal relationships between 
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people, land, and culture that activate Navajo weaving—seen as both process and 

product. 

 

 

Rapheal Begay (Diné), Aerial trail (Rain God Mesa, Tsé Bii’ Ndzisgaii - Monument 

Valley, UT), 2021. Digital photograph. Courtesy the artist. 
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