
Navajo anthropomorphic clay figurines

Item Type text; Thesis-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Strahan, Deborah Wendy, 1951-

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 16/05/2023 13:59:22

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/555097

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/555097


NAVAJO ANTHROPOMORPHIC CLAY FIGURINES

by

Deborah Wendy Strahan

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of the 
DEPARTMENT OF ART

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of

MASTER OF ARTS WITH A MAJOR IN ART HISTORY
In the Graduate College

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA

1 9  7 8



STATEMENT BY AUTHOR

This thesis has been submitted in partial ful
fillment of requirements for an advanced degree at The 
University of Arizona and is deposited in the University 
Library to be made available to borrowers under rules of 
the Library.

Brief quotations from this thesis are allowable 
without special permission, provided that accurate 
acknowledgment of source is made. Requests for permis
sion for extended quotation from or reproduction of this 
manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the head 
of the major department or the Dean of the Graduate 
College when in his judgment the proposed use of the 
material is in the interests of scholarship. In all 
other instances, however, permission must be obtained 
from the author.

SIGNED: /QilnMJL f/hUn/ itM£,

APPROVAL BY THESIS DIRECTOR 
This thesis has been approved on the date shown below:

£ V x XjnsEARL JE 
Visiting Jftstrufctor .History

4  w  ' ^ 8
Date



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Page
LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS...........................  iv
LIST OF TABLES...................................  vi
ABSTRACT.......................................... vii

CHAPTER
1. INTRODUCTION..........    1

Statement of Purpose ................. 2
Review of Literature .  ............ 3

2. A REVIEW OF NAVAJO CULTURE HISTORY . . . .  5
The Navajo in the North American

Southwest . .....................  5
Navajo Culture History ............... 9
The Navajo World V i e w ..............  13

3. NAVAJO USE OF C L A Y ......... ............. 18
4. CHARACTERISTICS OF NAVAJO STYLE . . . . .  25

Comparative Materials ............... 26
5. DOCUMENTED NAVAJO ANTHROPOMORPHIC CLAY

F I G U R I N E S ...............................  29
References in the Literature........  30
Tse-Ta'a Figurines ................... 4l
Figurines in Institution Collections . 53

6. CONCLUSIONS ..............   69
LIST OF REFERENCES . . . ..........................  73

ill



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Figure Page
1. Map showing major areas of archaeological

investigation of Navajo sites . . . . . .  10
2. Forms of Navajo utility ware jars . . . .  24
3» Anthropomorphic clay figurines I ........  31
4. Anthropomorphic clay figurines II . . .  . 35
5. Anthropomorphic clay figurine, unfired . . 39
6. Unfired clay figurine CC346 (front view)

from Tse-Ta'a, Canyon de Chelly ........ 46
7• Unfired clay figurine CC346 (back view)

from Tse-Ta'a, Canyon de Chelly ........ 47
8. Unfired clay figurine CC347 (front view)

from Tse-Ta'a, Canyon de Chelly ........  49
9. Unfired clay figurine CC347 (back view)

from Tse-Ta'a, Canyon de Chelly ........  50
10. Clay figurine E529g with quadruped, saddle,

and hat, Wupatki.........................  54
11. Clay figurine E529g (back view), Wupatki ." 56
12. Clay figurines E540a (left), E540b (right),

W u p a t k i .................................  57
13. Clay figurine E547 (front v i e w ) ......... 59
14. Clay figurine E547 (back v i e w ) ...........  60
15• Clay figurine E548 (front v i e w ) ......... 62
16. Clay figurine E548 (three-quarter view) . 63

iv



V

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS— Continued

Figure Page
17. Clay head E2721 ......................  64
18. Unfired clay figurine, g r a y .............. 66
19. Unfired, painted ’’cowboy" figurines on

h o r s e b a c k ...............................  67



LIST OF TABLES

Tab le
1.

Page
Navajo figurines in American museums . . .  27

vi



ABSTRACT

The Navajo have been present in the southwest 
since at least 1500 A.D. Their mechanism for social 
control is fluid and informal requiring conformity in some 
situations which allowing for individualism in others.
The elements of Navajo art are a reflection of their 
ideal view that life is a harmonious, orderly universe 
maintained by conformity to orderly, established pro
cedures . There is tolerance for novelty in Navajo 
secular and ceremonial life, however.

The formal complex of Navajo art can be estab
lished at a general level. Line, elongation and contain
ment of protruding elements combine to create tension 
between rectilinear and curvilinear forms. Compositions 
are usually axially or radially symmetrical.

There is extensive documentation of Navajo use of 
clay for both ceremonial and secular functions. Twenty- 
four anthropomorphic clay figurines have been studied 
and discussed which express individuality of the Navajo 
artist; they exhibit great diversity in form. The fea
tures characterizing the figurines are simple forms, 
round heads with neck and shoulders, and arms which are

vii



either stubby protuberances or modelled close to the 
body. A clear distinction can be made between figurines 
with a round terminus and those which terminate in legs.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

From the summer of 1975 until mid-winter 1977,
I worked with the National Park Service collections of 
Canyon de Chelly materials stored at the Western 
Archaeological Center, Tucson, Arizona. The materials 
are almost exclusively archaeological in origin. They 
span a broad time period from early Basketmaker cultures 
[dating from Basketmaker III, ca. A.D. 400-700 (Willey 
1966:202)] to the inclusion of a sock left behind by 
Earl Morris during one of his expeditions through Canyon 
del Muerto (1930s). These collections include two 
anthropomorphic clay figurines obtained during the 
1949-1950 salvage excavations at Tse-Ta’a, a site in 
Canyon de Chelly, conducted by Charlie R. Steen (1966J. 
As I searched for information with which to supplement 
the catalog description of the two objects, it became 
obvious that clay figurines attributed to Navajo culture 
and provenience were rare. Thus, I felt justified in 
selecting the two figurines as a suitable thesis topic. 
Although clay figurines are a peripheral art form among 
the Navajo, their study seemed to have validity and
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potential. Such a study would make access to information 
about these particular figurines easier; it would also 
gather the pertinent literature into one accessible 
source. This thesis reports the results of my investi
gation.

Statement of Purpose
There are several major concerns to be discussed 

here. It is a primary goal to gain a cultural and 
stylistic perspective on the two clay figurines from 
the archaeological site Tse-Ta*a. We want to determine 
if the Tse-Ta* a figurines are of Navajo origin. If they 
are of Navajo origin, we want to know what stylistic 
affinities they have with other Navajo anthropomorphic 
clay figurines.

We are also interested in determining the extent 
of Navajo anthropomorphic clay figurine production. This 
involved a search of the literature and study of 
appropriate materials in various institutions (see 
Table 1 on page 28).

Upon determining the body of material to be 
studied, we want to establish the formal elements which 
characterize the figurines.

Finally, we want to know if there is a formal 
relationship between Navajo anthropomorphic clay
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figurines and prehistoric and historic anthropomorphic 
figurines of the other southwestern cultures.

Review of Literature
The literature used for this paper falls into 

several categories. In Chapter 2, a general overview of 
the culture history of the Navajo is presented as back
ground information. The major sources for the early 
culture history of the Navajo in the southwest are 
archaeological in orientation and include Hester’s 
(1962) publication Early Navajo Migrations and Accul
turation. and James' (1976) recent Historic Navajo 
Studies in Northeastern Arizona. Kluckhohn (in Kluckhohn 
and Leighton 1962) was a persistent and sensitive 
observer of Navajo culture. Therefore his observations 
(along with those of physician Dorothea Leighton) are 
the primary sources for the background information about 
historical Navajo culture, including lifestyle and social 
organization. Several sources were drawn upon for a 
sense of the way the Navajo views his surroundings; these 
are Wyman's (1959) views based upon Navajo painting.
Mills' (1959) observations on the relationships between 
Navajo art and culture, and Kluckhohn and Leighton (1962). 
Material used for the discussion of Navajo pottery 
(Chapter 3) includes archaeological resources (Hester
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1962), and ethnographic materials (Tschopik 1941,
Brugge 1963). Conclusions drawn in Chapter 4 were the 
result of observations made by the author who was heavily 
influenced by the conclusions reached by Mills (1959) 
and Wyman (1959)•

Chapter 5 presents information gathered and con
clusions reached by the author after personally studying 
the accessible collections of clay and wood Navajo 
figurines at various institutions. Mention of Navajo 
figurines is also to be found in the ethnographic re
searches of Haile (1947), the Franciscan Fathers (1910), 
Bullen (1947), and others. Wooden anthropomorphic 
figurines are mentioned from time to time in archaeologi
cal literature, most recently the section of a contract 
archaeology project report written by Ward, Abbink and 
Stein (1977) and the work of Bradford and James (1974) .

Chapter 6, which seeks to place the Navajo clay 
figurines within the total picture of southwestern clay 
figurine production, depended most heavily upon the 
observations made by Haury (1976b) in The Hohokam,
Morss* (1954) Clay Figurines of the American Southwest and 
Tanner's (1976) Prehistoric Southwestern Craft Arts.

Finally, the author assumes responsibility for 
conclusions reached along the way and at the close of 
the paper.



CHAPTER 2

A REVIEW OF NAVAJO CULTURE HISTORY

The Navajo in the North American Southwest
. Navajo occupation in the southwest is generally

seen archaeologically as divided into eastern and western
branches (Hester 1962:61).

The culture of the modern Navajos shows region
al specialization, eastern against western.
The eastern Navajos are represented archaeologi
cally by the Upper San Juan, Gobernador, Largo,
Big Bead Mesa, and Chaco localities. The western 
Navajos are represented in the Canyon de Chelly,
Hopi, and Glen Canyon localities . . . temporal 
limits of a particular phase vary from one geo
graphic location to another, with the culture 
content of the phase remaining the same . . . .

The period prior to 1500 is little known. Hester (.1962) 
declines to give it the status of a phase due to a lack 
of archaeological information. It is the period immedi
ately preceding contact with the Pueblo Indians and 
"is probably characterized by a Plains Apache way of 
life, with a migratory bison hunting economy" (Hester 
1962:62). Kluckhohn and Leighton (1962:3*0 suggest 
1000 A.D. as a likely date for the arrival of the 
Athapaskans in the southwest, as suggestions of the 
traditional hogan-type dwelling appear in western and 
central Colorado at that time. Willey (1966:232)
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postulates that the southwestern Athapascans were 
present before 900 A.D., at the time of the Pueblo I 
phase.

Early Navajo history is still highly speculative. 
It is quite certain, however, that they were present in 
the northern southwest by about A.D. 1500 (Willey 1966: 
232). The earliest known hogan site is in the Gobernador, 
New Mexico area. It was dated by tree-rings to 15^0 A.D. 
Nearby sites show a recognizable group of Navajo arti
facts (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:34). It is postulated 
by Dittert, Hest.er and Eddy (1961:24?) that they had by 
that time been separated from the Apache for only a 
short while and that their occupation of the Upper San 
Juan at around 1550-1600 "represents a period of Navajo 
prehistory immediately after entry of the group into the 
Southwest." These authors also feel that the Navajo 
began using circular stone houses only after contact 
with the Pueblo Indians (Dittert et al. 1961:248).

The eastern Navajos exhibit three phases. The 
Dinetah Phase dates approximately 1550-1969. This has 
been called the period of initial Navajo-Pueblo contact 
(Hester and Shiner 1963:3, Hester 1962:62). Keur 
(1941:6) states:

The historical references to Navaho-Pueblo re
lations before 1800 give a fragmentary picture, 
yet they do indicate that such contacts, though

6
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usually temporary or hostile, were widespread 
both tribally and geographically. . . . The 
accounts of Navaho-Pueblo relations indicate 
multifarious contacts for purposes of raiding, 
trading or mutual protection against a common 
foe. Most alliances seem to have been short 
lived and easily broken; hence contacts were 
of a decidedly temporary nature.

According to Dittert et al. (1961:249):
During Navajo occupation in the Southwest, the 
tribe has come in contact with three ethnic 
groups, the Spanish, Pueblo Indians, and Anglo- 
Americans . . . .  Preliminary analysis of cul
ture of pre-1800 Navajo sites indicates the main 
acculturative influence stems from the Pueblo 
Indians.

The emphasis in current literature is generally upon the 
adoption by the Navajos of Pueblo Indian traits. How
ever, " . . . the acceptance of Navajo traits by the 
Pueblos should be investigated" (Dittert et al. 1961:263) 

The Gobernador Phase dates from 1696-1775 and is 
seen by Hester and Shiner (1963:5) as "a period of 
assimilation of Puebloan culture traits. Pueblo refugees 
fled northward after their defeat by the Spanish at the 
end of the Pueblo Revolt, and contact with the Navajos 
took place primarily in the Gobernador and Largo drainage 
Pottery from Navajo sites before 1800 is present in both 
local and trade wares.

Pottery from Navajo sites is about 75% to 92% 
locally manufactured; trade wares account for 
5% to 12%. Anasazi wares, present at most sites, 
constitute up to 12% of the pottery at Big Bead
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Mesa. These were probably picked up from 
nearby prehistoric sites for us as sherd 
temper (Hester 1962:49).

This clearly illustrates Navajo-Pueblo contact.
Following the Gobernador Phase is what Hester 

(1962:65) calls -variously the Cabezon Phase or indetermi
nate Navajo sites (Hester and Shiner 1963:3) . These 
lack clear-cut diagnostic phase determinants.

In western Navajo phase sequences, the presence 
of hogans associated with Pinyon Utility ware (1800 to 
present) suggests a geographical division of the Navajos 
by that date. The eastern group inhabited the Upper 
San Juan, Gobernador, and Largo localities. The other 
established itself to the west in the region of the 
Defiance Plateau and Canyon de Chelly. There is presently 
little archaeological evidence, but it is known that 
(Hester 1962:66):

; . . the Navajos were well established in Canyon 
de Chelly by 1758-70. The information at hand, 
although meager, suggests that the split between 
the eastern and western Navajos occurred prior to 
the Refugee Period (Gobernador Phase), as Puebloari 
traits are not strongly represented in the west 
. . . the western Navajos continued to evolve 
in a tradition characterized by less contact with 
the Pueblos and Spanish than the eastern Pueblos 
had.

The effects of the division into eastern and 
western groups were lessened beginning with the confine
ment at Bosque Redondo and later with the establishment 
of the reservation.



As more archaeological study is directed toward 
Navajo sites, regional cultural variations become in
creasingly well known. Hester’s (as cited by James 1976: 
99-106) have been accepted as the basic outline of 
Navajo cultural development. Recent archaeological 
publications (James 1976) are presenting refinements of 
Hester's phases (see Figure 1).

Navajo Culture History
The Navajo people, numbering 90,000 in 1962 

(Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:35), form the largest Indian 
tribe in the United States. Agriculture was frequently 
the basis of their subsistence economy (Kluckhohn and 
Leighton 1962:38) supplemented by hunting, trading and 
sheep and cattle raising. The addition of livestock from 
European sources was the basis for a transition to a 
capitalistic economy. The reservation consists of 15 
million acres of land. "The environmental hazards of 
the area are enormous: the ruggedness of the country, 
its depleted soils, treacherous frosts, and scanty and 
undependable water supply" (Kluckhohn and Leighton 
1962:47).

The origins of Navajo culture are complex.
Aspects of various periods in Navajo history continue to 
be debated. Kluckhohn and Leighton (1962:35) provide 
this summary.
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. . .  we must think of a comparatively simple 
culture being enriched during the prehistoric 
period by contact with other tribes, especially 
Pueblo Indians. Furthermore, there must have 
been a whole series of gradual adaptations and 
adjustments to the physical environment of those 
portions of what is now New Mexico (and perhaps 
Arizona) to which the intruders came from the 
country farther north.

Navajo social organization provides great con
trast to the highly structured Pueblo social organization. 
The whole mechanism of Navajo social control is fluid, 
informal, and in terms of American white society, vague. 
According to Kluckhohn and Leighton (1962:121-122),

. . . the basis of the system was and still 
is the family. To live at all in this barren 
region the individual must have the economic 
cooperation of others, and such cooperation 
is hardly likely to come for those who deviate 
from the "right way of doing things," as the 
People see it . . . Gossip and criticism were 
and are major means of social control through
out Navajo society. . . . Thus the major threat 
which restrains the potential offender is the 
withdrawal of the support and the goodwill of 
his neighbors, most of whom are "family" to the 
Navaj o.

Although Navajo social control is informal, 
there is a general understanding of the personal and 
ownership rights of the individual. Property belonging 
indisputably to an individual "consists of clothing, 
ornaments, saddles, ceremonial equipment, and intangi
bles such as songs and prayers. These the individual 
may dispose of exactly as he likes" (Kluckhohn and 
Leighton 1962:60). On the other hand, communal property,
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or things "in which no individual or family has vested 
or exclusive rights" (Kluckhohn and Leighton 1962:59) 
include water and timber resources, range and farm land, 
and livestock to some degree. The hogan, the traditional 
single-room dwelling of the Navajo family, continues to 
be a common housing form among the Navajo. It is supple
mented by cabins of wood or stone which follow white 
prototypes, and a growing number of tract houses re
sembling white suburbs in form and organization. Hogans 
and cabins may allow little private space for an indi
vidual, but there is considerable order to the manner in 
which persons and objects are distributed within single
room dwellings. For instance, Kluckhohn and Leighton 
(1962:46) relate that women sit on the south side of the 
hogan, men on the north side. Although this situation 
does not seem to allow for bodily privacy, there are 
frequent occasions, such as excursions to ceremonials, 
which would take most of a family away for a length of 
time allowing a remaining individual a long interval of 
seclusion.

The Navajo cannot be viewed as having either com
plete cultural or "racial" unity. Kluckhohn and Leighton 
(1962:123) provide the following summation of some of 
the major Navajo outlooks.
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Whatever tribal feeling The People have today 
rests upon the following factors: a common 
language; a common designation for themselves 
as The People as distinct from all others; a 
cultural heritage which is, in general, the same; 
a territory with a certain topographical unity, 
where the occupants are mostly Navahos and where 
many mountains and other natural features are 
enshrined in a common mythology; the fact that 
almost all The People constitute a single 
governmental administrative unit with a single 
elected council for the whole tribe. The system 
of clans and linked clans also makes for unity, 
to the extent that they have cross-regional 
representation and make legion the number of 
individuals whom any given Navaho addresses as 
"my relative."

The Navajo World View
The Navajo world view which determines the style 

and form of Navajo visual expression is complex. Wyman 
(1959:13) believes the Navajo view life in the following 
manner.

The Navajo regard their universe as an orderly, 
all-inclusive, unitary system of interrelated 
elements, full of powers which are indifferent 
or good when under control but which may be 
potentialities for evil when uncontrolled. . . . 
Harmony can be restored, dangerous elements can 
be brought under control, disease cured, and 
other values achieved through the application 
of orderly procedures, that is by ritual. . . . 
Codified knowledge of these procedures is essen
tial; knowledge is power.

Mills' (1959:115-117) opinions are similar. Of 
the three basic premises he assigns to the Navajo way 
of life, we might consider here the first one: "The 
universe is orderly: all events are caused and inter
related." Associated with this view is the feeling that



a basic motivating force in traditional Navajo life is 
a search for harmony, and that harmony can be restored 
by orderly procedures. As seen in terms of this 
philosophy, there arise four typical Navajo life situa
tions: (1) normal life, or adherence to rules and con
trol of life-space; (2) abnormal life, or breaking the 
rules and endangering the life-space; (3) normal ritual, 
or the proper ceremonial sequence; and (4) abnormal 
ritual or the reversal of the sequence (Mills 1959:193).

While the Navajo appears to accept a well-
established system which orders his life and which must
be adhered to in order to maintain a healthy life, there
continues to be room for variation and deviation from a
strict system. Kluckhohn and Leighton (1962:361) have
expressed it this way.

There is even in Navaho behavior a touch of 
the experimental, of the utterly pragmatic.
Before committing himself to an expensive nine- 
day ceremonial the sick individual will try out 
a brief excerpt. Only if it works will he go 
on to the full version. Some (though not all) 
singers freely admit what certainly goes on in 
practice: a new herbal medicine or song or bit 
of equipment will be tried out in a ceremonial; 
if the results are satisfactory, the new business 
will be incorporated as a standard procedure 
and taught to learners of the rite. Whole new 
ceremonials have been borrowed from neighboring 
tribes, slightly adapted, kept or discarded on 
the basis of experience. In secular life the 
Navaho is prone to try anything once. New foods, 
clothing, and gadgets are taken over with a 
freedom that contrasts sharply with the resistance 
of the Pueblo Indians to innovation.
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According to Mills (1959•201-202), another way

of expressing Nava.ios' willingness to experiment in the
face of the desire for order and harmony is that,

. . . the alien world is viewed as made up of 
similar "atoms" in combinations sometimes antago
nistic to native forms, but usually similar enough 
so that ceremonials and rites may be brought 
back and fitted into the Navaho context. . . .
Perhaps this explains Navaho curiosity about, 
and willingness to borrow, the ways of others 
. . . the alien has positive value to the Navaho 
and that in addition to his tendency to with
draw from the strange he has curiosity about it 
and courage to face it.

In addition to the Navajo ideal of life as being 
orderly and harmonious, and the Navajo willingness under 
some conditions to experiment within this order, the 
Navajo believes that subjective experiences must be 
correlated with real objects, things which are perceived 
in the world of the senses. Thus, an object can repre
sent an intangible experience or a part can stand for a 
whole. For example, "It is not enough for a Navaho to 
say 'I know a witch is after me.' Witch tracks must be 
found or dirt must fall mysteriously from the roof of 
the hut at night. All interpretations must be documented 
in terms of actual sensory events . . ." (Kluckhohn 1962: 
368). Similarly, a part may represent the whole and 
"like produces like." Kluckhohn and Leighton (1962:312)
provide these examples.
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Because the juice of milkweed resembles milk 
it had to be useful in treating a mother who 
cannot nurse her infant. Since the eagle can 
see long distances, the diviner who does star
gazing must rub a nrenaration which includes 
water from an eagle’s eve under his own eyelids.
. . . In chants small mounds of earth stand for 
whole mountains.

In sum, the elements of art which are typical 
of Navajo culture are a reflection of their life view. 
This life view is largely centered upon a belief in an 
orderly system of elements which make up the universe. 
Danger, disease and mishaps may occur if one does not 
follow a lifestyle which will insure the orderliness 
and harmonious balance that sustain the universe.
Navajo production of objects is governed by these rules 
of order and harmony. It can be seen that variability 
in a Navajo’s ceremonial or secular life is possible. 
Experimenting is allowable if the results do not upset 
the harmonious balance of the universe. The culture 
has thereby provided an outlet for individuality and 
originality.

The author feels that these qualities are the 
ones which have allowed the Navajo to survive constant 
contact with many different cultures and yet retain a 
distinct material culture complex of their own. On the 
basis of the above statements concerning Navajo philoso
phy and approach to life, one can see that it is possible
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for objects of Navajo material culture to be produced, 
whether for a secular or ceremonial purpose, in a form 
rather unlike those normally encountered. Specifically, 
in view of the known Navajo tolerance for novelty in both 
their secular and ceremonial lives, it is possible that 
a clay figurine might be an acceptable substitute for 
a wooden one.



CHAPTER 3

NAVAJO USE OF CLAY

The earliest documented Navajo art form is 
pottery dating to approximately A.D. 15^0 (Brugge 1963: 
6). For this reason and also because the figurines 
under discussion here are formed from clay, a survey was 
made of Navajo pottery-making and use of clay in general.

Hill (1937:7) said that, "The Navajo, unlike 
their Pueblo neighbors, were indifferent potterymakers. 
Their work was, on the whole, crude, the decoration in
artistic, and the forms limited." According to the 
Franciscan Fathers (1910:285), they

. . . make a very crude and inartistic kind of 
pottery, which in every respect is vastly in
ferior to that of the Pueblo. . . . Their tradi
tions, however, point to a time in which pottery 
is said to have been in no wise inferior to that 
of the Pueblo with whom they lived.

Clay, and objects made of clay, have played a 
significant and long-accepted role in Navajo culture. 
Fired Navajo pottery forms consisted of water bottles, 
bowls, jars (the most common), canteens, gourd-shaped 
dippers, and pipes (Hill 1937:7-10). Unfired clay arti
facts are less common. In addition to figurines.

18



miniature bowls and a handle are known (Hester 1962:50). 
Clay is used by itself as a sacred material. It may be 
wrapped in small pouches of buckskin or cloth along with 
animal fats and precious stones to form a type of medicine 
bundle. "Clay mixed with grease, or at least an ingredi
ent of sacred animal tissue, is largely used in daubing 
and painting the body of the patient" (Franciscan Fathers 
1910:410).

Today, Navajo pottery is not common. In fact, 
until the slight resurgence in production in the last 
couple of years, Navajo pottery was becoming a rarity.
As Brugge (1963:21) has pointed out, Navajo pottery 
became progressively scarcer beginning about 1750. The 
primary reason for reduced pottery production was the 
growing accessibility of metal pots and pans (Tschopik 
1941:74). This also accounts for the great decrease 
in basketry making. Navajo pottery is made today in 
small quantities. New forms have been introduced such 
as coffee mugs, coffee pots, and frying pans. Cooking- 
pot forms and open-mouthed jars made to be used as drums 
are also available, although the latter are produced 
in sizes smaller than usual in archaeological speci
mens .

Archaeologically, the trend of Navajo pottery 
during the last 300 years can be determined through

19
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reported excavations and surface collections. Both 
painted and utilitarian plainwares are known; the develop
ment of these wares has been traced by Brugge (1963)•
A particularly helpful discussion of transitional varie
ties of the pottery types can be found in James (1976: 
75-77). Brugge states that the earliest Navajo pottery, 
prior to the Pueblo Revolt in 1680, was probably of a 
generalized woodland type. It resembled a pottery type 
constructed by joining coils which were smoothed and 
annealed by various methods which resulted in an over-all 
surface pattern. The temper was grit, crushed rock or 
clay. Forms were limited, the most common being a jar 
with a nearly conical base (Willey 1966:267).

Dinetah Utility is the earliest of the typed 
Navajo plainwares. It makes its appearance by 1540 and 
is common until around 1800. This utility ware is 
characterized by friable paste, temper of rounded sand 
particles, thin walls, corncob scraped surface, and 
relatively large size jars with pointed bases. The 
largest diameter of the jars is at, or below, the mid
point of the height, and they have thick, everted rims 
(Brugge 1963:19). Puebloan influence on utilitarian 
pottery of the period is indicated by indented varieties 
of Dinetah Utility. Additional outside influence is



evidenced by micaceous varieties of Dinetah Utility, 
possibly of Jicarilla or Plains Apache influence.

After the Spanish reconquered New Mexico in 16$2, 
the influence of Puebloan refugees upon Navajo ceramics 
became even more apparent. This is seen especially 
clearly in the very distinctive Gobernador Polychrome 
type, decorated version of Dinetah Utility, which is 
present from circa 1700 until at least 1760. It is 
distinguished by an oxidized orange surface, sloppily 
painted geometric designs in red, black, and occasionally 
white, and extremely hard paste indicating use of a fir
ing temperature greater than that usually achieved by 
Indians in the southwest (Brugge 1963:19).

After 1750, Navajo painted pottery declined in 
quality and quantity. This is the beginning of a period 
of transition— a time of increasing stresses on Navajo 
culture. A less impressive pottery type known as Navajo 
Painted makes its appearance in this period. This is an 
inferior and highly variable product (Brugge 1963:20).
The use of crushed sherd temper, one of the most signifi
cant changes in Navajo pottery construction, came into 
use about this time (the mid-l8th century). This char
acteristic, like the development of painted wares, is 
ultimately Puebloan.
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Navajo Utility came into production by 1800.

This utility ware is characterized by sherd temper, 
increased wall thickness, decreased vessel size, a 
tendency toward a more rounded jar base and a more 
cylindrical vessel body. An added ridge of clay around 
jar necks was created either by an appliqued fillet or 
by modeling of a ridge out of the vessel body.

Pottery production began to decrease steadily 
after 1750. Most of the change seen in the history of 
Navajo pottery derives from sources outside of Navajo 
culture. Probably by around 1800, the development of 
simple cultural mechanisms such as Blessing Way were 
completed. These mechanisms allow for the "symbolic 
Navajoization of foreign traits that gives Navajo cul
ture its incorporativeness, so that entire technologies 
can be integrated into the culture without causing basic 
changes, and.the culture can be adapted relatively 
easily to changing conditions" (Brugge 1963:22). Such 
mechanisms help explain the development of the basic 
characteristics which Tschopik (19^1:7*0 summarizes as 
characterized by diversity due to Puebloan and other 
influences and obsolescence due to the impact of European 
material culture.

In sum, the general trend of the forms of Navajo 
pottery (using the jar as the most typical example) is



toward elongation, with increasing emphasis on a straight 
rather than curvilinear outline. Bases become flattened 
and a ridge is added near the rim which counters the 
rim's flared movement (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2
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Forms of Navajo utility ware jars. —  Vessels 
a and b are Dinetah utility and early Navajo 
transitional types. Vessel c represents 
Navajo utility and Pinyon utility types.
Taken from Brugge (1963:29).



CHAPTER 4

CHARACTERISTICS OF NAVAJO STYLE

In attempting to define the "feeling" of Navajo 
art, we will begin with the most complex of stylistic 
characteristics: the over-all quality or tendency that 
pervades Navajo art. One might expect a restful, static 
sense of form and design from a culture in which the 
emphasis is heavily upon balance and harmony. Contrary 
to this expectation, Navajo art frequently results in a 
feeling of tension and vitality with a sense of monumen- 
tality in the forms. How is this achieved? Several 
primary characteristics emerge from a survey of the 
Navajo arts. The individual elements forming a composi
tion are usually linear. These linear elements include 
both static and active angular and curvilinear elements. 
This emphasis on line extends to the frequent elongation 
of the motifs (made up by joining individual elements), 
particularly anthropomorphic motifs. The motifs are 
usually self-contained (few or no projecting elements). 
This containment is often emphasized by an outline of 
the entire motif. A sense of tension is created within
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the entire composition by the conflict between the static 
and active design elements and motifs. These elements 
and motifs frequently radiate or repeat from a dominant 
central element or motif. They tend to fill the entire 
format while retaining a sense of background and deep 
space. This activity is then contained within the total 
format, usually by a boundary. The entire effect is 
balanced and symmetrical with inherent tension resulting 
from this containment of the various active elements and 
motifs within the composition's format. Mills (1959:133) 
generalizes the whole effect when he states, "The domi
nant Navaho style . . . leans heavily upon angularity 
and the straight line. Curves . . . show great precision; 
. . . curves and straight lines are carefully arranged 
relative to one another to produce contrast, balance, 
and tension."

Comparative Materials
The author queried 22 institutions for information 

about Navajo anthropomorphic and zoomorphic figurines of 
clay or any other material which they might have in their 
collections. Table 1 indicates the results of these 
queries.
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Table 1. Navajo figurines in American museums.

Institution None
Anthro
pomorphic 
Wood:Clay

Zoo- 
mo rp hie 
Wood:Clay Stone

Amerind Founda
tion, Dragoon, 
Arizona X

Arizona State 
Museum, Tucson, 
Arizona 9-10 1+
Denver Art 
Museum, Colorado X

Field Museum of 
Natural History, 
Chicago, Illinois X

Heard Museum, 
Phoenix, Arizona X
Heye Foundation, 
Museum of the 
American Indian, 
New York X

Institute of 
American Indian 
Arts, Santa Fe, 
New Mexico X

Los Angeles County 
Museum of Natural 
History, Calif. X

Lowie Museum of 
Anthropology, 
Berkeley, Calif. 2
Maxwell Museum, 
Albuquerque, N.M. 6
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Table 1. —  Continued.

Anthro Zoo—
pomorphic morphic

Institution None Wood:Clay Wood:Clay Stone

Museum & Lab of 
Ethnic Arts & Tech
nology, UCLA
Museum of Navajo 
Ceremonial Art 
(Wheelwright)
Museum of New Mexico, 
Santa Fe
Museum of Northern 
Arizona, Flagstaff
Navajo Tribal Museum, 
Wihdowrock, Arizona
Peabody Museum of 
Archaeology & Ethnics, 
Cambridge, Mass.
St. Michael’s His
torical Museum
San Diego Museum of 
Man x
Smithsonian Nat’l 
Museum of Natural 
History
Southwest Museum,
Los Angeles, Calif.
State Historical Soc. 
of Colorado, Denver x
Western Archeologi
cal Center, Tucson, 
Arizona

2

x x(?) x(?)

21 2

X X  X

11

X x( ?)

2

x(?) x(?)

4

2



CHAPTER 5

DOCUMENTED NAVAJO ANTHROPOMORPHIC CLAY FIGURINES

Table 1 in Chapter H shows Navajo anthropomorphic 
clay figurines which were located by the author in insti
tutions throughout the United States. Additional anthro
pomorphic clay figurines are referred to in the ethno
graphic literature. It is clear that the body of Navajo 
clay figurines known and reported is not extensive. 
Although wooden anthropomorphic figurines are beginning 
to be well documented and studied (Kelly 1972), and at 
least one instance of clay zoomorphic figurines is docu
mented and published (Judd 19.64), clay anthropomorphic 
figurines are only periodically mentioned. Their function 
is debated, and few substantial conclusions have been 
reached as to their form, origin, or function. This is 
probably due to two major factors. First, Navajo clay 
figurines are produced, or at least have been preserved, 
in very small quantities. Secondly, unlike wooden 
figurines, those clay figurines which are known are 
diverse in form. They do not appear to be produced in 
accordance with a "highly formalized tradition" as some
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prehistoric figurines were, for example those of the 
Hohokam (Haury 1976b:258). Therefore, Navajo anthro
pomorphic clay figurines do not allow easy analysis, 
nor do they fall into easily recognizable categories.

References in the Literature 
The first reference in the ethnographic litera

ture to Navajo anthropomorphic clay figurines was made 
by Fewkes in 1923• He documents a group of figurines 
made by a contemporary Navajo child. The geographic 
origin is not indicated. In describing these figurines 
he stated that the majority of them, which are women, are 
"wearing necklaces and are sometimes adorned with 
feathers, disks and ornaments. None of the human figures 
appear to have eyes, nose, or mouth represented, and 
feet are lacking in all the.women, who are blanketed; 
the size of some of the specimens is too small for the 
fingers of an adult . . . there is no evidence that any 
kind of tool was used in making them" (Fewkes 1923:562). 
From our own observation of these anthropomorphic 
figurines, we see that they fall into three categories 
(Figure 3): (1) Infants in cradleboards— the head is
represented by a round ball of clay with no visible 
facial features. The figure is not defined further.
(2) Figurines with defined limbs (one example).
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Figure 3 Anthropomorphic clay figurines I. —  
Taken from Fewkes (1923:561).
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Fewkes (1923) describes this as being a male shepherd.
In the frontal view illustrated one sees a slightly 
rounded head bearing no facial features topped by a 
flattened lump of clay which covers the forehead, per
haps as hair or a hat, a slight indentation for the neck 
on either side of the base of the head, sloping shoulders 
culminating in stumpy projections representing arms held 
close to the body, short flattened applied lumps of clay 
representing forearms which clasp vegetal fiber wrapped 
around the neck like a scarf, and a slight indention on 
both sides of the torso representing the waist. The 
torso flares slightly from the waist to form the upper 
leg. Well-separated legs in a sturdy stance are 
flattened at the terminus. (3) Female figurines, ten of 
them, have round heads with no facial features, pieces 
of clay applied to the back of the head, perhaps to 
represent the traditional hairstayle, sloped shoulders 
terminating in stubs representing arms, an indentation 
indicating the waist. The remainder of the body flares 
from waist to a round terminus which is flat or indented. 
Frequently cursory indentations represent the neck, 
applied and punctate decoration is present around the 
neck in varying patterns. One figure has feathers tied 
about the neck. Fewkes (1923:559) reports that their 
forms "have a very close likeness to the so-called
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fetishes that are frequently found in ruins in the South
west and the question naturally arises whether there is 
any connection between them." He thus concludes his 
brief article with a suggestion of a possible relation
ship of these figurines, which he initially refers to as 
toys, to figurines which function as ritual or cere
monial objects.

In 19*11, Tschopik mentions that clay figurines 
are obsolete in Navajo culture. • He very briefly der- 
scribes them as representing either men or women.
Facial features were indicated by a few incised lines 
and they were never painted. They were used both fired 
and. unfired. He translated the Navajo term for them 
as "mud playthings" and relates that their function was 
to serve as children’s toys (Tschopik 19*11:13) •

Haile (19*17) • discusses anthropomorphic and zoo- 
morphic figurines from the Lukachukai area. His informa
tion was gathered in 193*1 from a Navajo man who was a 
resident of that district. Unfortunately, the form and 
technique of making clay figurines is not described. He 
does mention two functions of clay figurines. In one 
case they are created as "sacrificial offerings," then 
deposited in locations which are supposedly easily 
accessible to the supernatural where they are left un
disturbed by anyone who might happen upon them (Haile
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194?:4). A different situation is represented by clay 
figurines which "are made at times by school children 
to amuse themselves, but are never employed as sacri
ficial figurines" (Haile 1947:2). This agrees with the 
toy function assigned by Tschopik to the clay figurines 
mentioned above. Haile does not volunteer formal 
characteristics of the figurines which distinguish those 
functioning in a ceremonial capacity fbom.those function
ing as toys.

A lengthy article by Bullen appeared in 1947, 
apparently as an overdue comment upon Fewkes* 1923 
material. The provenience of Bullen*s material is in 
New Mexico in the region between the Chaco and Blanco 
Canyons. The group of clay figurines was made by "two 
girls, ten and twelve years old, and two boys, eight and 
nine" (Bullen 1947:128). The physical form of the 
figurines is very superficially described and accompan
ied by a photograph (Figure 4). They consist of two 
female figures, 13 animals, and three miniature vessels. 
We will consider the anthropomorphic figures here.
Their size, as very roughly estimated from the photograph 
scale, is three and one-half centimeters wide at the 
base and six and eight centimeters high. Both are 
pinched to shape from a single piece of clay with the 
addition of small clay pieces attached to the rear of
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Fj gure 4

Tm.

Anthropomorphic clay figurines II. 
from Bullen (19^7:129). - Taken
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the head to represent the traditional hairstyle. The 
head is rounded with faces "pinched to suggest a nose 
but otherwise they are featureless" (Sullen 1947:128).
The neck is an indentation below the head around the 
entire circumference. Arms are stubby and project 
outward from the body at about a 90 degree angle. Under 
the arms the figurine is indented to form the waist.
From this indented area the clay flares to the flat 
bottom of the figurines. The base is circular and flat. 
Sullen’s main concern is the function and origin of 
Navajo clay figurines. She generally refers to these 
materials, made by and for children, as toys. She states 
further, "In answer to queries as to children’s toys, 
several other different informants volunteered the fact 
that children made animals out of adobe mud for play
things." Sullen also attempts to make a direct parallel 
with Parsons’ (1919:317) observations of the function of 
Zuni anthropomorphic figurines: "As animal figurines are 
made for increase, so are human figurines or dolls, 
'babies.’ A clay 'baby' may be placed upon a Zuni Rain 
Chief's solstice altar by a woman desirous of offspring."

In 1954, Horss did a comprehensive synthesis of 
prehistoric figurines found in the southwest. Among the 
materials discussed were clay figurines from the caves 
of northern Arizona, specifically the Sagiotsosi Canyon
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figurine collected in 1917 by the Peabody Museum Expedi
tion from an area north of Kayenta. The figurine was 
found on the surface of a cave which also contained 
Basket Maker'll cists, wall pictographs, a skin pouch, 
a wooden implement, a bundle of human hair, and a 
square-toed sandal. The figurine was not published in 
the Peabody report of the expedition. However, it was 
catalogued as "Navaho doll(?)." Morss (195^:11) said, 
"This speculative attribution was natural at a time when 
figurines were virtually unknown from any prehistoric 
horizon in the area, but lacks positive support." Morss 
then goes on to mention the Franciscan Fathers' 1910 
report of cottonwood anthropomorphic figurines. The 
fact that the Fathers did not mention clay anthropomorphic 
figurines in the same context seems to have convinced 
Morss that Navajo clay anthropomorphic figurines did not 
exist. "Such a doll, therefore, might be found in an 
ancient site but there is no evidence that it is ever 
made of clay, nor does it seem likely that such a deposit 
would be made in a remote cave with no substantial struc
tures when there was a cliff house close by" (Morss 
1954:11)• He therefore attributes the figurine to the 
Basket Maker II culture. He mentions the resemblance of 
the Sagiotsosi figurine to one illustrated by Fewkes 
(1923) in the extreme lower right of the photograph



(the figure Fewkes calls a male shepherd; see Figure 3). 
The Sagiotsosi figurine also resembles a Navajo figurine
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in the Museum of Northern Arizona's collections which 
will be described in the following section. In form, 
the Sagiotsosi figurine is a fragmentary torso (see 
Figure 5)• It is hand-molded, unfired, and in color is 
pinkish brown. It measures four inches in length, two 
inches in width, and is one and one-half inches thick.
The head is missing as is the majority of the legs.
From the frontal view a neck is indicated by an inden
tation of the form on the right side, arms are simply 
indicated by blunt stubs. A waist is indicated by an 
indentation on both sides, the body flares slightly 
from the waist to full hips. Both legs are clearly 
defined and slightly astride. From a side view the 
entire front of the figure is flat with a very slight 
indentation at the waist and slight fullness at the 
abdomen. The buttocks protrude slightly and the legs 
taper. This author feels that the figurine is most likely 
Navajo in origin since it was a surface find in a pre
historic site as are the well-documented wooden Navajo 
anthropomorphic figurines and the Tse-Ta'a anthropomor
phic figurines, and stylistically it resembles one of 
the figurines illustrated by Fewkes and another viewed 
by the author at the Museum of Northern Arizona. This
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Figure 5. Anthropomorphic clay figurine, unfired. —  
Length 4 inches, width 2 inches, thickness 
1-1/2 inches. Taken from Morss (195*0 •



appears to be another example of a Navajo anthropomorphic 
clay figurine functioning in the same capacity as the 
Navajo anthropomorphic wooden figurines. That is, it is 
likely an essential element of a widespread, inexpensive 
Navajo curing ritual "used for children and adults. Its 
purpose is to correct and nullify human error in behavior 
prohibited by supernaturals which has caused a living 
person to become ill" (Kelly 1972:44).

In 1968, Kluckhohn briefly mentioned anthropo
morphic forms made by the Navajo in the context of 
witchcraft. He stated that (Kluckhohn 1962:32)

Sorcerers . . . make images of the victim from 
clay or carve them from wood . . . this practice, 
however, was spontaneously reported by only four 
informants and all of these came from strongly 
acculturated areas. I therefore suspect recent 
diffusion from Spanish speaking individuals or 
from eastern Pueblos where the "doll" technique 
is well known.

No description of the form of such figurines is given.
In the text by Kluckhohn, Hill and Kluckhohn 

(1971:402-404) reference is made to anthropomorphic 
clay figurines seen being made when information was 
gathered in 1942. They also mention that "at the 
present time Hamah children make model toys." Dolls 
modeled from clay, according to Kluckhohn et al. (1971), 
are reported from Kearns Canyon and Crownpoint, as well. 
The verbal description of their form states that
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features were depicted by a few incised lines. They 
also include photographs seen earlier in Fewkes (1923) 
and Sullen (1947). This report agrees with Tschopik1s 
(1941) that anthropomorphic figurines were made by 
mothers and their children to function as toys.

Tse-Ta'a Figurines
De Harport (as cited by Steen 1966:1) first 

noticed the site which became known as Tse-Ta'a while 
doing an archaeological survey of Canyon de Chelly in 
1948. The ruins in the canyon had been surveyed previ
ously. However, even Mindeleff (as cited by Steen 1966), 
who plotted a different site in the same area during the 
1890s, overlooked these ruins which had been inhabited 
for centuries. The evidence indicates habitation from 
the Basketmaker II period into the 20th century. Tse- 
Ta'a is located on the right bank of the Rio de Chelly, 
about one and one-half miles upstream from the White House 
Ruin and about a quarter of a mile below the mouth of 
Wild Cherry Canyon. De Harport noticed pictographs, 
patches of plaster on the face of the overhanging cliff 
indicating former rooms, mounds, a burial, and archi
tectural features. The site was in imminent danger due 
to the stream cutting into the bank on which it was 
located. Therefore, funds were alloted for the
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emergency salvage excavation which began in the summer 
of 1949.

Parts of Canyon de Chelly have been inhabited 
by the Navajo since the early 1700s (James 1976:14). 
Tse-Ta’a continues to be used by the Navajo today.
Steen (1966) found a deposit of Navajo materials lying 
over the entire site. A foot-thick crust of sheep 
manure was present at the time of Steen’s investigations. 
This manure crust cemented together many of the arti
facts as well as innumerable sheep bones and peach pits. 
Steen (1966:59) indicated his initial disinterest in 
Navajo artifacts.

. . . as the work started, I was not particu
larly interested in the Navajo material found 
at the top of the fill . . .  my chief concern 
was to get the crust removed so that we could 
go to work on the Puebloan structures below.
As a result, notes on the initial phase of the 
work are very sketchy, and it was not until we 
found the old playing card . . . adhering to the
bottom of the crust that I suddenly realized that 
some Navajo material of considerable antiquity 
and interest was being overlooked.

As this text and other sections of the report indicate,
the quality of the work at Tse-Ta’a casts some doubt
upon the quality of our evidence of the cultural origin
of the Tse-Ta’a figurines. We do know, fortunately,
that they were found in a Navajo context accompanied
by distinctively Navajo pottery. Several Navajo corn-
cribs were located on the surface of the site, the one
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under discussion here being numbered Structure 16:
" . . . in 16 were three Navajo cooking pots, side by 
side. These apparently had been buried in the floor of 
the room, though the floor was not evident. Near the 
vessels were two small clay figurines” (Steen 1966:16). 
Altogether Steen excavated 326 sherds of Navajo utility 
pottery and six complete or nearly complete Navajo 
utility vessels. He found no Navajo painted pottery.
Of the three vessels found in association with the 
figurines, he ”assumed when we found the first it had 
been placed in that position as a small storage vessel, 
but there was no evidence of what the stored item had 
been" (Steen 1966:62). One pot was found along with its 
contents of squash, watermelon, and various other seeds. 
The top quarter of the vessel was filled with several 
corncobs tightly forced into it. Across the rim and 
over the mouth of this vessel were laid a piece of 
juniper wood, a square of a Navajo blanket, two pieces 
of bison hide, and a flat rock. "The reason for the 
bison hide I do not know, though Hill says that a piece 
of rag or buckskin was frequently placed over a jar which 
contained seeds" (Steen 1966:62). This information re
veals a possible function of the clay figurines found 
in association with the pottery.



It is not reported which of the three vessels 
accompanied the figurines. Of the six whole vessels 
recovered, all are jars; only one had any ornamentation 
(four pairs of ornaments similar to lugs were placed 
around the neck) which places it possibly into the 
Navajo Utility type dating "1800 to the present”
(Brugge 1963:9)• All vessels are quite crumbly and 
fairly thick probably placing them in the middle to end . 
of the 19th century. Specialists seem to agree that 
"there are distinctions between cooking vessels of the 
18th and early 19th centuries and those of the past 100 
or 125 years. Vessel walls of the former time were 
thinner and the pottery harder than those made during 
the more recent period" (Steen 1966:62). In other words, 
the figurines were accompanied by pottery probably 
dating somewhere between 1850 and 1900. We will assume 
that the figurines date to the same time period as the 
Navajo Utility wares due to their physical association 
with them or were deposited later than 1850-1900.

The two anthropomorphic clay figurines archaeo- 
logically recovered from Tse-Ta’a were catalogued into 
the National Park Service system as 003*16 and 003*17.
They are presently housed at the Western Archaeological 
Center in Tucson, Arizona. These two figurines are very 
small in size; they are both made of unfired, red-brown
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clay. Their forms are quite similar to each other as 
is the modeling technique used to construct them. It 
is possible that they were both made by the same hand.

Figurine CC346 measures 4.7 cm long, 2.1 cm 
wide, and 1.1 cm thick. All physical features have been 
simplified. The design emphasizes the frontal and pro
file views (Figures 6 and 7). The entire figurine is 
modeled from a single piece of clay; details are pinched 
to shape from the main clay body. The head is nearly 
square in shape. The top of the head is a rounded point. 
The face is indicated simply by a linear nose beginning 
near the top of the head and running about two-thirds 
of the length of the face. This feature divides the 
face into two equal vertical parts. It also tends to 
divide the entire figure into two equal vertical sec
tions. The neck is vaguely indicated by a slight in
dentation on either side of the base of the head. From 
the neck, the clay flares on both sides to form stubby 
protuberances which represent arms judging by their 
position. The arms form the second widest portion of 
the figurine. The outline of the figurine narrows 
again to form the waist which is slightly wider than 
the neck. The profile of the figurine also widens 
gradually from the top of the head to the waist. The 
widening of the profile from the waist to the bottom of
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Figure 6. Unfired clay figurine CC346 (front view) 
from Tse-Ta'a, Canyon de Chelly. —  Taken 
from Western Archaeological Center, Tucson, 
Arizona. Length 4.7 cm, width 2.1 cm, thick
ness 1.1 cm.
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F ig u r e  7 . U n f i r e d  c l a y  f i g u r i n e  CC346 (b a c k  v ie w )  f r o m
T s e - T a ’ a ,  Canyon de C h e l l y . —  W e s te rn
A r c h a e o l o g i c a l  C e n t e r ,  T u c s o n ,  A r i z o n a .
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the legs gives the figure a life-like appearance. The 
buttocks are slightly rounded and protrude from the 
figurine as seen in both the profile and frontal out
lines. Two separate legs are distinctly modeled.
They taper gradually to stubby ends. The legs also serve 
to break the straightness of the profile view into a 
gentle curve accented by the protrusion of the buttocks. 
In sum, unfired clay figurine CC346 consists of simpli
fied forms which compose axially symmetrical rear and 
frontal views which emphasize the gently undulating 
outline of the form and asymmetrical profile views which 
are slightly curvilinear.

Figurine CC347 measures 3.5 cm long, 1.6 cm wide, 
and 0.9 cm thick. The majority of its formal elements 
are very similar to those seen in CC346 (see Figures 
8 and 9)• All features are simplified to basic forms 
with frontal and profile views emphasized. Details are 
pinched to shape from .the main clay body. The head is 
nearly square and the face is simply indicated by a 
linear nose beginning near the top of the head and con
tinuing nearly to the neck dividing the face into two 
equal vertical parts. By extension, the entire length 
of the figurine is divided into two equal vertical parts. 
The neck is vaguely indicated by a slight indentation 
in the outline at either side of the base of the head.
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Figure 8 Unfired clay figurine CC347 (front view) 
from Tse-Ta'a, Canyon de Chelly. —  Western 
Archaeological Center, Tucson, Arizona. 
Length 3.5 cm, width 1.6 cm, thickness 
0.9 cm.
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Figure 9. Unfired clay figurine CC347 (back view) 
from Tse-Ta'a, Canyon de Chelly. —  Western 
Archaeological Center, Tucson, Arizona.
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The clay flares gradually from the neck to form stubby 
protuberances which probably denote arms due to their 
position. In both figurines the right arm protuberance 
is placed slightly higher than the left one. This 
characteristic is more pronounced in CC3^7• The waist 
is indented to a point nearly as narrow as the neck, 
somewhat narrower than seen in CC346. Two separate legs 
are distinctly modeled with a slight widening to possibly 
represent thighs. Unlike the legs of CC3^6, the leg 
protrusions of CC3%7 are rounded on the ends and seem 
to thrust outward due to the clean triangular division 
between them. In sum, figurine 003^7 resembles 003^6 
in its composition of simplified forms which emphasize 
the axially symmetrical front view and the slightly 
curvilinear asymmetrical profile view. In contrast to 
CC346, however, CC3^7 has a thickened, less-graceful 
profile and a more abrupt, less gently undulating out
line.

The most overt clue to the function of the Tse- 
Ta’a figurines is their physical association with utility 
ware jars, one of which contained various kinds of seeds. 
This may indicate an attempt to encourage human increase 
and fertility in the same manner that the seeds would 
encourage fertile crops. The use of clay figurines by 
the Navajo to encourage increase is documented in at
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least one source (Judd 1964:21). Judd's example, how
ever, represents an attempt at animal increase and fer
tility. There is a resemblance to Zuni (Parsons 1919•
279) and Pueblo practices (Kidder 1932:133, Bullen 19^7:
128-130) where both anthropomorphic and zoomorphic clay 
figurines are reported to be used to encourage the 
increase of human offspring and livestock. We should 
also keep in mind the possible relationship to the "Hop! 
practice of making tihu figurines for women who want 
children" (Kelly 1972:29). There are two alternatives 
to the fertility fetish theory. The proximity of the 
Tse-Ta'a figurines to prehistoric ruins is reminiscent 
of the placement of Navajo wooden dolls, used in curing 
ceremonies, on the floor surface within or near pre
historic and occasionally Navajo ruins. This suggests 
the possible function as curing. Many Navajo clay 
figurines have been known to be created by children or 
the children's mothers as toys. The Tse-Ta'a figurines 
were found exposed on the surface of Structure 16, a 
Navajo corncrib. Perhaps the clay was simply picked 
up in the de Chelly Wash and formed into figurines to 
while away the time while herding sheep grazing in the 
neighborhood of the corncrib, the figurines being dropped 
and forgotten as the youthful shepherd moved to the next 
grazing area with the flocks.
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Figurines in Institution Collections

In addition to those anthropomorphic clay 
figurines discussed in the literature, eight anthro
pomorphic clay figurines and one doll head were studied 
at two different institutions. This provides us with 
a total sample of 24 figurines.

The material from the Museum of Northern Arizona 
varies widely in style and provenience. However, all 
of the clay figurines are hand-molded from a single piece 
of clay. Figurine E529g was received in 1939. Its 
provenience information stated, "Navajo, made by Virgil 
Peshlaki, 1938, Wupatki." It measures 6 cm long, 3.8 
cm wide, and 1.3 cm thick. It was fired at the museum 
by H. S. Colton. It is red-brown with conspicu
ous temper and is accompanied by a hat, saddle, and 
quadruped (Figure 10). From the frontal view, this 
figurine is curvilinear, static, naturalistic in propor
tions. Its head is a short, stumpy projection modeled 
from the main clay body. No facial features or neck are 
indicated. The head flares to the shoulders. The 
shoulders slope gently down and outward to form stumpy 
projections on either side of the figurines which 
apparently represent arms. The torso curves inward to 
indicate a waist recurving outward to create bowed legs 
widely separated by a U-shaped space. Each leg is a
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Figure 10. Clay figurine E529g with quadruped, saddle, 
and hat, Wupatki. -- Museum of Northern 
Arizona, Flagstaff.
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flattened cylinder. The leg interior is smoothed flat.
As seen in Figure 11, the outside of each leg is rounded, 
then flattened at the back to form a flap indicating 
chaps. The base of each leg is indented and projects 
outward to form a boot.

Figurines E5^0a,b (see Figure 12) were also given 
to the Museum of Northern Arizona in 1939 with the 
provenience information "Navajo. Virgil Peshlaki. 
Wupatki." Both were fired by Dr. Colton at the museum. 
They are red-brown with conspicuous white temper.
Figure E5^0a measures 4.5 cm long, 1 cm thick, and 3.9 
cm wide. The proportions of the frontal view are not 
naturalistic. The legs are oversized and the upper 
portion is diminutive. The form of E54a is vaguely 
human. The upper, narrow portion is roughly triangular. 
It comes to a rounded point at the top of the figurine. 
There is a slight indentation on each side of the head.
No facial features are present. A very slight, rounded 
area on either side of the torso may represent arms.
From the waist indentation the leg flares broadly. In 
profile, the flared portion of the leg is thin and flat. 
The inside of the leg is cylindrical. The legs are 
divided by a long, small, triangular space. They 
terminate in rounded nubs. The frontal view of this 
figurine is static, curvilinear in outline, not
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F ig u r e  11 . C la y  f i g u r i n e  E529g (b a c k  v i e w ) ,  W u p a t k i .
—  Museum o f  N o r t h e r n  A r i z o n a ,  F l a g s t a f f .
L e n g th  6 cm, w id t h  3 .8  cm, t h i c k n e s s  1 .3  cm.
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Figure 12. Clay figurines E540a (left), E540b (right), 
Wupatki. —  Museum of Northern Arizona, 
Flagstaff. Front views. (a) length 4.5 
cm, width 3•9 cm, thickness 1 cm. (b) length 
3 cm, width 2 cm, thickness 1 cm.
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naturalistic in proportion, with no projecting parts. 
Figurine E5^0b measures 3 cm long, 1 cm thick and 2 cm 
wide. Its proportions are similar to those of E5^0a.
It has elongated legs topped by a triangular torso.
The top of the torso is gently pointed. The face is 
smooth with no features. A very slight rounded protru
sion on either side of the torso probably represents 
arms. The legs are evenly cylindrical and are bowed 
widely. The interior of the legs is smoothed and flat 
as is the terminus of each leg. The frontal view of 
figurine E5^0b shows a simple, curvilinear outline, un
realistically proportioned but recognizable as human.

A second gift of clay figurines was given to the 
Museum of Northern Arizona in 1939• These are numbered 
E5^7 and E548. Their provenience is given as "Navajo, 
found near Cameron." Both were fired by Dr. Colton at 
the museum. They are both red-brown. Figure E5^7 mea
sured 7.8 cm long, 3.5 cm wide and 2.0 cm thick. This 
figurine is long, slender, with naturalistic human pro
portions tending to elongation (see Figures 13 and 14).
It is topped by a rounded projection representing a head. 
No facial features or neck are indicated. The stumpy 
head flares at the base. Each shoulder ends in a lumpy 
projection which presumably represents arms. The whole 
figure is crudely modeled with breasts formed from the
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F ig u r e  13• C la y  f i g u r i n e  E 5 ^ 7 ( f r o n t  v i e w ) . —  Museum
o f  N o r t h e r n  A r i z o n a ,  F l a g s t a f f .  L e n g th  7 .8
cm, w i d t h  3 -5  cm, t h i c k n e s s  2 .0  cm.
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F ig u r e  14 Clay figurine E54? (back view). —  Museum 
of Northern Arizona, Flagstaff.
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clay body. The remainder of the figurine is a cylinder 
which flares slightly toward the circular, flat base.
This figurine is simple and crude in form (Figures 15 
and 16). Figure E548 measures 7.8 cm long, 3•5 cm wide 
and 2 cm thick. It has normal human proportions with a 
thickened waist. A rounded, stumpy projection on top of 
the torso represents a head which flares where it joins 
the torso. Shoulders, slant to short, stubby protuber
ances to represent arms. The entire figurine is crudely 
modeled. One breast and the remnants of another adhere 
to the torso. No waist indentations are present. At 
the upper leg figure E5^8 bends in a sitting position.
The legs are stumpy projections which taper to each 
terminus. They are separated by a broad triangular 
space. Figure E548 is static with legs thrust outward.

Figure E2721 is an unfired bust of a female 
(Figure 17). Its approximate measurements are 5 cm long, 
3.5 cm wide and 2 cm thick. It is modeled to natural
istic human proportions. Real hair is applied to the 
head to resemble the traditional Navajo hairstyle. The 
eyes are two inset shiny black beads, a nose is modeled, 
the mouth is incised, and ears are applied pieces of 
clay. The neck is an indentation around the full circum
ference Q.f_ the base of the head. Shoulders slope gently 
to the flat, oval terminus.
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F ig u r e  1 5 .  C la y  f i g u r i n e  E548 ( f r o n t  v i e w ) .  —  Museum
o f  N o r t h e r n  A r i z o n a ,  F l a g s t a f f .  L e n g th
7 .8  cm, w id t h  3 •5  cm, t h i c k n e s s  2 cm.
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F ig u r e  1 6 . Clay figurine E548 (three-quarter view). 
—  Museum of Northern Arizona, Flagstaff.



F ig u r e  1 7 . C la y  head  E 2 7 2 1 . —  Museum o f  N o r t h e r n
A r i z o n a ,  F l a g s t a f f .  F r o n t  v ie w .  L e n g th
5 cm, w id t h  3 .5  cm, t h i c k n e s s  2 cm.
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Three figurines are in the collections at the 

Maxwell Museum in Albuquerque, New Mexico. They are 
small, approximately 5 cm long, 3 cm wide and 2 cm thick. 
The first figurine is gray unfired clay (Figure 18).
It is close to naturalistic human proportions ..with no 
projecting parts. The entire figurine is smoothly 
modeled. The head is spherical with no facial features.
A piece of clay has been added to the back of the head 
to resemble the traditional Navajo hairstyle. The neck 
is cylindrical. The torso has shoulders which curve to 
form modeled arms. The arms are held to the sides of 
the body and meet at the center front of the torso.
The remainder of the figure resembles a truncated cone. 
The second and third figurines from the Maxwell collection 
are also naturalistic in proportion with no projecting 
parts (Figure 19). Although distinguished by the bright 
colors with which they are painted, they are similar to 
the cowboy figurines at the Museum of Northern Arizona. 
Both have spherical heads, painted hair and eyes, and 
a modeled nose and cheeks. The neck is cylindrical.
The torso is painted with clothing. The shoulders slope 
to the modeled arms held at the side of the figures. 
Forearms and hands rest in the hip area. The figures 
taper at their hips, then form widely bowed legs. The 
legs are flattened as though to represent chaps as riding 
apparel. Each leg terminates in a boot shape.
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Figure 18. Unfired clay figurine, gray. —  
Museum, Albuquerque, New Mexico

Maxwell
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Figure 19. Unfired, painted "cowboy" figurines on
horseback. —  Maxwell Museum, Albuquerque, 
New Mexico.
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In summarizing the formal characteristics of the 

anthropomorphic clay figurines and the clay bust, we find 
that they share a few formal and technical character
istics. They are small in size, unfired, have some form 
of modeled head, and modeled arms or some protuberance 
indicating arms. The greatest variation in form occurs 
in the depiction of sexual characteristics and the 
depiction of facial features.



CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSIONS

We now return to the concerns of this paper 
listed in the statement of purpose.

It was a primary goal to gain a cultural and 
stylistic perspective on the two clay figurines recovered 
during the excavation of Tse-Ta’a in Canyon de Chelly.
An effort was made to determine whether these two 
figurines are of Navajo origin. The materials associ
ated with the figurines are clearly identifiable as 
Navajo utility wares. We also note that the use of clay 
by the Navajo for secular and ceremonial purposes is 
well documented. In Haury's (1976a) opinion, the 
figurines have stylistic affinities with known Navajo 
anthropomorphic representations. Therefore, the figurines 
are clearly Navajo.

The author searched the relevant literature and 
communicated with institutions around the country for 
other examples of Navajo anthropomorphic clay figurines.
The resulting body of well-documented figurines is ten 
figurines in various institutions and 14 in the literature.

69
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This body of 24 Navajo figurines is not extensive but 
it does confirm the presence of Navajo clay figurines 
since 1923 when they were first reported by Fewkes.

The formal complex of the Navajo can be estab
lished only at the most general levels. Line, elongation 
and containment of protruding elements combine to create 
a tension between rectilinear and curvilinear forms.
The forms are distributed in either radially or axially 
symmetrical compositions. It is true that the Tse-Ta’a 
and other studied figurines fit these categories. Since 
such characteristics are found throughout other cultures, 
however, this information is not greatly significant.
We were also interested in the possibility of defining a 
typology for Navajo clay figurines. After studying the 
24 figurines., the features which characterize the 
majority of them are simple forms, round heads with neck 
and shoulders, and arms which are either stubby protuber
ances or modeled close to the body. The only clear 
distinction to be made is between those figurines with 
a round terminus (see Figure 6) and those which terminate 
in legs (see Figure 3). Within the two categories of 
terminus types the figurines vary widely (see Figures 13, 
15y and 18). There are several possible explanations 
for the variation in form. The makers of the figurines 
would each have his own idiosyncracies. The figurines
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quite likely were created for several very/dissimilar 
functions. Figurines referred to as toys (Fewkes 1923, 
Bullen 19*17) often fall into the round terminus category. 
However, Ward, Abbink and Stein (1977) cast doubts on 
the "figurines as toys" theory. Clay figurines ending 
in legs resemble the Navajo wooden anthropomorphic 
figurines which have a ceremonial function (Kelly 1972, 
Lang and Walters 1972, Gill 197*0 • The presence of a 
seed-filled jar with the excavated Tse-Ta'a figurines 
also suggests a ceremonial use, perhaps as a fertility 
fetish. This resembles the Hop! practice of making wood 
tihu figurines for women desiring children (Kelly 1972). 
Clearly, this discussion remains speculative rather than 
conclusive.

The formal relationship of Navajo clay figurines 
to both prehistoric and historic southwestern clay 
figurines is vague. The only characteristic which all 
figurines share is their small size, usually under five 
inches. Navajo and prehistoric figurines share frontal 
orientation, emphasized nasal ridge, and minimal repre
sentation of arms. Navajo and historic southwestern clay 
figurines share frontal orientation, minimal representa
tion of arms and facial features, and disproportionately
small heads.
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At this point we are confronted with vague and 

negative conclusions. The formal relationship of Navajo 
anthropomorphic clay figurines is vague at best. We 
can only guess at the influence the function has upon the 
figurines’ form. We do know that the figurines fall 
into two general types based upon their terminus and 
that the figurines fit very generally into the character
istics of Navajo art. We can only conclude with confi
dence that the Navajo do indeed make anthropomorphic 
clay figurines. Their function and typology are still 
not definable..
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