HISTORY OF TAPESTRY MAKING IN NEW MEXICO

A continuous thread joins contemporary New Mexico weavers with a past that can be dated back nearly 2500 years when people in this area were making threads of yucca fibers and bison hair. It is interesting to trace this history and development, from prehistoric fragments of amazing intricacy found at burial sites of the Pueblo Indians, to the flourishing art and industry of textiles in New Mexico today. Its course involves three cultures: the Indian, the Hispanic and the "newcomers," who, by the way, are not necessarily Anglo.

The first known weavers in this area were the Pueblo Indians; they were highly skilled and artistic weavers. They were referred to as the Anazazi ("the ancient ones") by the immigrating Athapaskan-speaking Indians from western Canada (the first known "newcomers"). These were the forbearers of the Apache and the Navajo and knew no weaving skills other than basketry. One group of these new immigrants arrived and settled east of the Rockies in the Chama river valley sometime between 1300 and 1500. They were called Navajo, from the word "navaju" meaning "great planted fields."

It is presumed the Navajo learned the art of weaving from the Pueblo Indians before the Spanish arrived and they used (and continue to use) the same primitive upright loom of the Pueblos: the loom that is today more commonly referred to as the Navajo loom. At this time all weaving was done in cotton and other vegetable fibers, and occasionally fur strips or feathers, since wool was unknown to these early weavers until Coronado brought sheep into New Mexico in 1540. Today the majority of tapestry weavers in New Mexico prefer weaving with wool...this most universal and miraculous fiber which has a superior affinity to dyes.

By the 1600s the Spanish (more "newcomers") had set up their comparatively sophisticated treadle looms in Rio Abajo (the area of Albuquerque and farther south) and were turning out bolts of coarse woolen fabric for their needs, while the Pueblo weavers were envied as the most highly skilled weavers of the area. In the 1700s the Saltillo Serape from northern Mexico (woven by Mexican Indians on Spanish treadle looms) became the highly prized trade item. Later, during the early and middle 1800s, the Navajo, who were quick to learn and adapt the designs of the Pueblo blankets and the Saltillo serapes, moved into the top position of most acclaimed weavers. During their imprisonment at Bosque Redondo in the 1860s, the government distributed blankets woven by the Spanish, and thus the influence of Spanish design again made its way into their weavings. At this time these "newcomers," the Spanish, who were now well established on their land grants in New Mexico (still Mexico in those days), were producing many thousands of Rio Grande Blankets as well as cruder weavings, and exporting them not only back to the Mexico south of the Rio Grande, but all the way to California.

The coming of the railroad in 1877 which brought large quantities of machine-woven cloth to the settlers, effected a change in the course of these weaving events. The real need for handwoven goods in the household ceased, and the decline of Spanish weaving began.

The very trains which brought yard goods to the Spanish settlers and caused a decline in their weaving brought tourists to the Southwest who sought out the Indian trading posts that were set up and operated by Anglo entrepreneurs. Thus the new commercially oriented "Navajo Rug" became synonymous with "hand-weaving in the Southwest." Pueblo weaving was nearly unknown, as they wove mainly for their own ceremonial use. The only Rio Grande weaving known commercially was woven and marketed in Chimayo. This outlet was modeled after the Indian trading posts, and even these weavings often contained Indian motifs because this is what the tourists preferred. Rio Grande weaving became less known and recognized except by the more knowledgeable collectors. Spanish wool growing and weaving, which only a century before had been the major industry in Northern New Mexico, virtually disappeared except for that which continued in Chimayo and in some of the more isolated northern villages because there it was a way of life and a real need for the weavings existed.

Another event further weakened the art of both Spanish (Rio Grande) and Navajo weaving at the end of the century, and this was the introduction of the Rambouillet sheep into New Mexico in 1897. Heretofore, the Spanish and Indian weavers had always spun their yarns from the glossy and coarser wool of the Churro sheep, the very same breed brought to the new world by Columbus. The very fine and greasy wool of the Rambouillet is good for industrial use but impossible to hand spin into beautiful lustrous yarns for tapestries. It is interesting to note that today all three cultures cooperate in an active effort to reintroduce the Churro breed into the area for its superior handspinning fleece.

During the 1950s and 60s a handful of even more recent "newcomers" to New Mexico emerged as tapestry weavers. Their weavings were contemporary in design but still greatly influenced by the traditional Rio Grande and Navajo tapestry techniques. Most of these artists handspun their yarns from local wool and dyed with both natural and synthetic dyes, as did their Indian and Hispanic neighbors. During the late 70s and the 80s weavers from all three cultures developed their skills as tapestry artists, and there was a true renaissance in tapestry weaving in New Mexico.

