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THE ART OF THINKING WITH A GOOD HEART

You have to remain careful, thinking all of your life.

—Gabriela

You have to want to learn weaving. You have to think that the work you are doing was done by Takutsi Nakawe [Grandmother Goddess of Growth and Creation]. You have to ask for these thoughts.

—Yolanda

You also have to think this way. Even though you do not know our gods, you are recording our thoughts. That’s how one should think. One understands very easily if she thinks as we do. The Sun as it passes hears, it hears our memory, it hears us, and we learn that which the women know.

—Andrea
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INTRODUCTION

Spinning the Thread

[The loom] is life. When I want to weave and I tie the loom up above [to a tree], it is also tied up to the sky, my life. When you are weaving and happy, you are talking to the sky. Up above, the sky hears you and always helps you. I tie my life like this so that I may continue living another year. In this way, I am always following my life.

—Gabriela

FOR CENTURIES, HUICHOL Indian women of western Mexico, or Wixárika, as they prefer to call themselves, have been weaving textiles on backstrap looms. They weave within the context of family traditions passed down since pre-Columbian times from mother to daughter and from grandmother to granddaughter. A women-centered activity practiced by most females in Huichol society, backstrap loom weaving is much more than just an art form: it is part of a woman’s identity (figure 1). A woman’s weavings reflect the changes and transformations she undergoes as she follows her life’s path, and her rites of passage from childhood to adolescence and marriage are marked by her abilities as a weaver. As wife and mother, she is the provider of woven items for her family until she is physically no longer able to weave. But never idle for long, she then takes up spinning to help the younger women in the family carry on the weaving tradition. A woman’s life is so integrally tied to her identity as a weaver that she carries her loom to her grave, where it is buried with her.

Weaving allows a woman to generate economic resources for herself and her family, and as a consequence she is able to increase her power in decision making within the family. By learning to be a master weaver, she elevates her status in both the family and the community, and at the same time develops her knowledge and experience of the physical and metaphysical worlds. Weaving is also a way in which a Huichol woman practices her religion. Some women are both weavers (a role for which no specific term seems to exist; being a weaver is part of being a Huichol woman) and shamans, mara’akate (mara’akame, sing.), and they draw from both areas of expertise in their weavings, as well as in the healing and divining arts.

[image: image]

Figure 1. A woman in her rancho weaving bags on a backstrap loom. Photograph by Stacy B. Schaefer.

Unfortunately, little is known about Huichol women—about their lives, values, beliefs, and the power and influence they have in their families and communities. Most investigators studying Huichol culture have been men, and since Huichol men have traditionally been more accessible and open to conversing with outsiders than the women, their consultants have also been men. This was even the case for the few female anthropologists who worked among the Huichols (the plural form of Huichol) in the 1960s and early 1970s, most prominently the late Barbara G. Myerhoff and Marina Anguiano. Working with male consultants, both women made important contributions to the ethnographic record: Myerhoff (1974, 1975, 1978a, 1978b) with her documentation and sociological analysis of the peyote pilgrimage, and Anguiano (1974, 1976, 1996) with her accounts of M+ki Kwewixa, the ceremony to see the dead to the other world, and Tatei Neixa, the harvest drum ceremony.1

The first scholar to make inroads into understanding the lives of Huichol women was Susana Eger Valadez (Eger 1978), whose pioneering essay on Huichol women’s art helped lay the foundation for my own research. Eger Valadez’s guidance and generosity made it possible for me to enter the world of Huichol women; years of forging friendships and building trust followed. In this book, I hope to bring Huichol women into visibility by focusing on the medium of loom weaving. I present a descriptive ethnography of Huichol women’s lives as weavers in chapters organized in interconnected sections that discuss gender roles, the life cycle, economics, religion, and cosmology. Since Huichol communities in the Sierra Madre Occidental have maintained a large degree of isolation and autonomy compared to many other indigenous communities in Mexico, I initially approached Huichols as a “typical” small-scale traditional society. Having observed the changing cultural landscape of Mexico over the last 30 years, however, I now have come to see Huichols also as participants in the globalization process as it has progressed in Mexico and around the world, particularly the economic and cultural transformations that accompany this phenomenon and the resounding impact it has had in so many aspects of Huichols’ lives.

Fieldwork Experience and Methodology

My fieldwork centers on the Huichol community of San Andrés Cohamiata, known in the Huichol language as Tateikie. San Andrés is located in the Sierra Madre Occidental in the state of Jalisco (figure 2). I have worked in this community since 1977, when two women—Susana Eger Valadez, director of the Centro Huichol in Huejuquilla el Alto, Jalisco, and Mexican anthropologist Marina Anguiano—facilitated my introduction to Huichol culture. In the late 1970s outsiders were still rare in this community, but an increasing number of foreigners have been arriving in San Andrés in the last four decades. Even today, entering this community and being accepted as anything other than a tourist or outsider is no easy task. Depending upon the prevailing climate, Huichol attitudes toward outsiders range from friendly to indifferent to hostile.2 I have seen Huichol government authorities apply some of the same punitive treatment to foreign men and women as they would to their own community members; the most extreme measures in these cases are imprisonment in the local jail or banishment from the community.
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Figure 2. Map of Huichol region. Cartography by Tony Burton/Geo-Mexico.

My field research on weaving has spanned nearly two decades, beginning with two years of fieldwork from September 1985 to September 1987. This was followed by six months in 1988, six months from 1989 to 1990, and an average of one to two months every year since then. At first, I was a curiosity in San Andrés: on the whole, there is no social place in the Huichol community for a single woman of reproductive age unless she lives among family. This holds especially true for single foreign women. Many Huichols find the idea of a young woman who travels alone, is not married, and does not have children to be unusual, to say the least. Fortunately, I was able to meet Huichol women and develop close relationships with them and their families and become part of their social network with the help of Susana Eger Valadez.

When I began my weaving research in 1985, Susana and her husband, Mariano Valadez, a Huichol from the community of Santa Catarina, had recently established the Huichol Center for Cultural Survival and the Arts in Santiago Ixcuintla, Nayarit. The Center served as my base, helping me get my bearings and providing some basic orientation to Huichol Culture.3 Over the years, the Center has been a meeting place for the multitude of Huichols who leave the Sierra to work as seasonal laborers in the tobacco fields in the vicinity of Santiago Ixcuintla, Nayarit. The Center provides medical, legal, and economic aid to migrant Huichols, while at the same time working to preserve and promote Huichol traditions, including the arts. It is a resource center for traditional designs, with a library and a stock of art supplies, and a working field laboratory. Here, with the help of Mariano Valadez and another Huichol man, Apolonio Carrillo de la Cruz, I began to learn the basics of the Huichol language. At the Center, and in the true spirit of academic cooperation and collaboration, Susana shared her research and knowledge of Huichol culture and introduced me to her Huichol friends and family. This study would not have been possible without her generosity and openness, and it builds on her years of research on Huichol women and the role the arts play in their lives.

My desire to learn backstrap loom weaving in the manner that Huichol women themselves learn the art was a crucial element in my fieldwork, allowing me to become intimately involved with women and their families. I developed working relationships with various weavers who visited the Center, and from them I learned the basics of spinning and weaving. Although most Huichol women weave, some are more proficient than others, and some are more knowledgeable of the ideology surrounding weaving. Gabriela and Angélica, two of the women I met at the Center, were excellent weavers and local “experts” in Huichol traditions and lore; they and the women in their families became my main consultants. When I visited them in their Sierra rancho homes, I was able to observe weaving in its traditional context and participate as well in the daily activities surrounding weaving and the woman’s domain.

I do not pretend that everything I describe in this study is true for all Huichol women. What I present is “local knowledge,” knowledge that the women in these two families have shared with me about weaving, and what I have learned from my weaving experiences with them.

Over time, I developed a degree of cultural fluency and was able to come closer than most outsiders to bridging the differences between cultures. I was also able to discover threads of meaning, some distinct to Huichol culture and others common to both Huichol culture and my own. During my fieldwork I always arrived alone in San Andrés, and I lived with several Huichol families. This placed me in a unique situation, providing the opportunity to become a part of the families and the dynamics in the ranchos (figure 3). When not involved in weaving or weaving-related research, I helped with daily chores and activities—gathering water, cooking meals, playing with children, helping collect wild fruits and vegetables, and so on. At night, I slept with the children in one of the houses in the rancho. On nights before ceremonies I sometimes slept outside near the fire in the rancho’s patio with the women, who woke often to stir the pots of nawa, the ritual native maize beer that is commonly known as tejüino (from a Nahuatl term) in mestizo areas of Mexico. On many occasions, I accompanied family members on pilgrimages to sacred sites and to temple and community ceremonies.
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Figure 3a. Huichol rancho. Photograph by Stacy B. Schaefer.

The process of becoming a weaver opened up an important means of communication for me with the women and girls in the ranchos. Through learning to weave, I was undergoing a kind of initiation into the women’s realm of Huichol culture. Huichols began to look on me differently, pleased that I had come to learn something they considered very valuable for women to know. I became even more integrated into Angélica’s family and the San Andrés community when I became godmother to one of her youngest daughters, and later godmother to several other Huichol children. With these kinship ties, and with my role defined as “Angélica’s weaving apprentice” and Gabriela’s friend, I had the opportunity over the years to experience daily and ritual life with their families. Participating in their ceremonies in the rancho, the temple, and the community made it possible to learn more about Huichol religion and world view, including the religious aspects of weaving.
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Figure 3b. Huichol country in the Sierra Madre Occidental. Photograph by James A. Bauml.

When I lived among the women weavers in Angélica’s family, the Aguilars, I conducted extensive interviews with Angélica and her mother, Nicolasa. In Gabriela’s family, the Carrillos, I interviewed Gabriela, her mother, Andrea, and her sisters Yolanda and Martina. Nicolasa and Andrea, the older women in the two families, spoke little Spanish, so my interviews with them were conducted with the assistance of one of their children. Nicolasa chose her son, Emilio, to serve as translator, and I confirmed the information from these interviews in later conversations with Nicolasa and her daughters. Andrea selected Gabriela and Yolanda to translate for her. After my interview sessions with Andrea, I spent several months with Yolanda, transcribing and translating word for word her mother’s conversations with me.

In these interviews I learned all I could about the multidimensional aspects of the spindle, the loom, and the art of weaving. Susana introduced me to a method she had used for years in her own research, which greatly facilitated my interviews: I asked my consultants to make felt-tip pen drawings based on particular themes. The drawings served as focal points that the women themselves had created to express their thoughts and ideas about the topic. I also established a weaving project based on Susana’s design project for Huichol embroidery and beadwork. I brought weaving supplies from the city and coast to the ranchos and, with the help of my women friends and consultants, contracted work to various women from all over the San Andrés area. Developing and documenting a woven design archive gave even greater depth to my study of the art of weaving and the symbolic repertoire of women weavers.

Since weaving has such a strong presence in the lives of many Huichol women and their families, I approach the entire complex of weaving as the kind of cultural system proposed by Clifford Geertz (1983:99)—in this case, one that relates directly to female gender roles and the manner in which they are bound into the social, economic, religious, and cosmological fabric of Huichol society. In chapter 7, I follow the interpretive perspective of Ortner and Whitefield (1981), viewing the construction of a weaving as reflective of the construction of gender and meaning in Huichol culture. Based on the many philosophical conversations I have had with my weaver friends on the symbolic nature of weaving, I present an analysis of the backstrap loom as a key symbol (as discussed by Ortner 1973) that is filled with mythology, metaphors, and vibrant imagery that transmit information about the biological, social, and symbolic roles of women. Growth, generation and regeneration, productivity, and the ability to give life are defining themes in the weaving complex, in the actual lives of women, and in the ideology that surrounds them as females.

Drawing on the more recent writings of Ortner (1996), in particular her call for a theory of practice from a feminist perspective, I touch on the ways in which Huichol women are not only molded by the structures society builds around them, but also are cognizant players who actively engage, strategize, and negotiate their world. Chapter 5 addresses these dynamics in the economics of weaving, and chapter 6 describes the path a woman may choose to become a master weaver. In chapter 8 I examine the common parallels and tensions between the genders in relation to power and authority, and the incongruities that exist between the cultural ideals expressed in Huichol myths and beliefs and the realities of actual social life and the contemporary changes affecting women and men.

But let me address for a moment the spiritual nature of weaving and of becoming a master weaver. I was so intrigued by this aspect of the weaving complex that I decided to pursue this dimension of the women’s world myself. When I asked Angélica and Gabriela to make copies of the kinds of offerings a woman creates in completing this endeavor, they explained that if I really wanted to learn I must do this myself, and that if I did, they would help me. Under the guidance of Angélica’s mother, Nicolasa, I pursued this religious path and completed my weaving vows in 1990; my experiences in becoming a master weaver are described in chapter 6. As it turned out, following this path opened still another door into the Huichol women’s world, as I became aware that some women who are weavers are also shamans. After completing my apprenticeship, I learned that three of the women in Angélica’s and Gabriela’s families are practicing shamans, and two are learning to be shamans. I met various other women weavers who are shamans, as well, and every year I learn more about shamanism from my weaver friends. Since my research is qualitative and revolves around the women of just two Huichol families, it is difficult to determine how common it is among Huichols for women to be weavers as well as shamans. For me, at any rate, the experience and knowledge that accompany these two areas of specialization overlap profoundly. They are the subject of this book.
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CHAPTER 1

Origins of Flesh and Fabric

THE HUICHOL ARE a distinct indigenous people who inhabit a remote part of the Sierra Madre Occidental in western Mexico. They were given the name “Huichol” by early Spanish chroniclers in colonial times, but my friends, when asked, told me they refer to themselves as Wixárika, or simply téwi. Nonetheless, outside of the Sierras most people know them as Huichols or Huicholes (Spanish).

Living in a remote area of the Sierra Madre, Huichols have maintained lifeways deeply rooted in pre-Hispanic traditions and beliefs. Ethnohistorian Allen Franz (1996) has proposed that at the time of Spanish contact the Huichol were not as culturally distinct as they appear to be today and that they shared many of the cultural features of the indigenous people in the region called by various scholars El Gran Nayar. Once the Spaniards laid claim to Nueva España, and then incorporated Nueva Galícia, home to the numerous Western Sierra Indian groups, into their colonial empire, many Huichols persisted as a separate ethnic identity not because of isolation, but rather in defiant response to prevailing political and religious pressures to succumb to the dominant Hispanic world.

Little is known of Huichol origins. Huichols themselves refer to their creation stories as their “histories.” These histories, passed down in the spoken word from generation to generation, describe how the world came into being and how the first man and woman came to inhabit the earth. In the beginning Takutsi, Our Great Grandmother, created the world. With her staff of power she made the rivers, and with her spindle she made the world turn. She created life. The first people she created did not please her. She tried four times and then, still not happy with her creations, brought about a great flood. The only ones to survive were Watákame and his black female dog, called Yukawima in one version of the myth (Fikes 1985:217) and Xutúri’iwiékame in another (Furst 1993:319). When they reached land, Watákame discovered that his little she-dog companion would secretly shed her dog skin, revealing a pretty young woman underneath. So desirous was he to have a female companion and mate that when she went to the arroyo to draw water he burned her dog skin in the fire to make sure that she could no longer transform into her dog form. Yukawima came running, crying in anguish, with only her gourd bowl to cover her. Together, Watákame and Yukawima produced the teuteri (téwi, sing.), “the people.”

Westerners looking for explanations for the origins of teuteri turn to archaeological excavations in the general vicinity, as well as historical linguistics, ethnohistorical documents, and Huichol oral traditions. Ethnohistorical documents and the extensive familiarity Huichols have of the eastern desert countryside, particularly the road to their sacred peyote desert, Wirikuta, point to their possible origins as desert hunters and gatherers related to Chichimec culture. Some scholars propose that, if this were indeed the case, desert-dwelling ancestors of the Huichol could have been Guachichiles who migrated from the San Luis Potosí region just before or shortly after the arrival of the Spaniards (Diguet 1899; Furst 1972, 1996; Furst and Myerhoff 1966; Grady and Furst 2011; Jiménez Moreno 1943; Myerhoff 1974; Sauer 1948:14).

Huichol have a legend about Maxa Kwaxi, also known as Grandfather Deer Tail, whom they esteem as their divine ancestor who came from Wirikuta bringing the sacred peyote and its teachings to the Sierra. The French scholar Leon Diguet (1899, 1907) was the first to record a version of this legend. Diguet proposed that Maxa Kwaxi (Majakuajey, as he spelled it) was a historical person who, accompanied by a small band of followers, reached the Sierra and established himself as a leader among the inhabitants of what is today the Huichol region.

If the legend of Maxa Kwaxi is the account of an actual historical migration from the peyote desert to the Sierra, the question yet to be answered is this: Who were the indigenous people already living in the Sierra at the time of Maxa Kwaxi’s arrival? Huichols speak of the hewixi, the ancient people, and occasionally discover some of their tools, which they may reuse for their own purposes (Weigand 1970). Material remains dating to pre-Columbian times, as well as early Spanish chronicles, indicate that numerous groups lived in the region, some of which may have been linked to more stratified indigenous societies (characterized by circular ceremonial structures) that participated in long-distance trade along major west Mexican trade networks (Weigand 1975, 1981, 1985, 2000). Some scholars postulate that Huichols have a long history of occupation in the Sierra and that their ancestors were closely related culturally to neighboring Indian groups. In this case, the pilgrimages contemporary Huichols make to sacred places outside their Sierra homeland—to areas such as the coast and the desert—may, in fact, trace the commercial trade routes that were utilized during pre-Columbian times (Weigand 1981, 1985).1

Some linguists suggest that in the past the Huichol language, which is part of the Utonahuan (Uto-Aztecan) language family, was most closely related to Guachichil (Campbell 1979; Furst 1996; Kroeber 1934; Miller 1983; Sauer 1934). Because there are no living Guachichil speakers, it is not possible to verify this theory. It is known, however, that the Huichol and Cora languages are the most closely related of all the indigenous languages still spoken in the Sierra. Preuss and Lumholtz reported cultural and linguistic similarities between the two groups in the late 1800s, as did Hinton and Grimes in the 1950s and 1960s. Differences between Huichol and Cora cultures became much more pronounced during the period of Spanish colonial rule, resulting from the differential acculturation of the two groups (Vogt 1955; Weigand 1981). Such cultural differences, however, appear to be more superficial than previously thought. Long-term ethnographic work among the Cora of Santa Teresa, Nayarit, by Philip E. Coyle (1997, 1998, 2001) and research among the Cora of the Mesa del Nayar, Nayarit, by Adriana Guzmán Vázquez (1997, 2000) reveal that beneath the surface, differences of contemporary Cora secular and religious life, many similarities with Huichol cultural beliefs and practices do exist. Both groups make annual pilgrimages to some of the same sacred places in Nayarit in order to retrace part of their sacred cosmography and leave offerings in prayer to their gods. The Cora also once traveled to the sacred peyote desert in San Luis Potosí, but nowadays they no longer make this arduous trek. There are also similarities in the Cora and Huichol myths about Venus, the morning star.

The Spaniards did not penetrate the Huichol-Cora area, El Gran Nayar, until the 1720s, and under the domination of the Indian ruler known as Tonati, or El Rey Nayar, the Sierra Indians of El Gran Nayar fiercely resisted Spanish encroachment. The Spaniards, for their part, concentrated their efforts on conquering the mineral-rich territory below the Sierra in Zacatecas, an area populated by desert-dwelling Indian groups commonly known as Chichimecs. The Chichimecs fought back, seriously threatening the Crown’s control over the Zacatecas mines. Trying a new strategy, the Spaniards made the area of Colotlán, between Chichimec territory and El Gran Nayar, a frontier in which Indians, including Huichols from the Colotlán area, protected Spanish interests. In return, the indigenous frontiersmen were granted special privileges and a large degree of autonomy (Velázquez 1961). But this was a gradual arrangement and came at great cost to the indigenous peoples in the region. Catholic missionaries were sent in the 1600s from the Franciscan Convent of San Francisco de Zacatecas to penetrate the Sierra Madres mountains to the west where missionaries, Spanish families, and Tlaxcalan Indians from central Mexico were settled into Indian pueblos along the frontier lands of Tlatenango and Colotlán. The Indians in the region lived in dispersed ranchos throughout the countryside, but the Spaniards strategically burned the ranchos in order to resettle the local indigenous inhabitants into pueblos. Missionaries first set up their base of operations there, from which they would travel deeper into the interior of the Sierra attempting to create more indigenous pueblos to convert the indigenous people to Christianity and place them under the servitude of the Spanish Crown through religion, tribute, and labor (Blosser 2005:17–19).

Early Spanish documents from the region dating from the 1600s to the 1740s provide a glimpse into the cultural practices of the indigenous people in these pueblos, including Huichols, and make several references to women. Although these narratives are cast in the shadow of inquisitional proceedings, several reports discuss indigenous women who were diviners, using peyote for purposes of divination and healing (Blosser 2005:26–48). Another report from 1740 described how the women cared for hunted deer in the harvest ceremony clandestinely practiced in one of the pueblos (Blosser 2005:49–61). These traditions persevered despite the efforts of missionaries during the Spanish Colonial Period to eradicate them.

Huichols living deeper within El Gran Nayar, around the Chapalagana River—where today the communities of San Andrés Cohamiata (or Tateikie, in the Huichol language), Santa Catarina Cuexcomatitán (T+apurie), and San Sebastián Teponahuaxtlán (Waut+a) are situated—experienced minimal Spanish control. It has been proposed that the Huichols from this region took advantage of their conterminous position between the two opposing forces, the Spanish Crown and the reign of El Rey Nayar (Neurath 1998:59). Once the Spaniards did penetrate El Gran Nayar, Huichols did not experience Spanish domination as strongly as the Coras, who were subjected to harsher missionary practices.

Although a definite Spanish presence was established, Huichols in the vicinity of the Chapalagana River were never really conquered. The Crown’s policy was one of pacification rather than conquest, accompanied by the establishment of Franciscan missions. Attempts to convert Huichols to the Roman Catholic faith were facilitated by Tlaxcalan allies who had been resettled to the Sierra from central Mexico by the Spaniards and who brought their own syncretic orientation and interpretation of Spanish colonial life (see Lockhart 1992:244). Huichol communities were reorganized around maintaining and caring for their patron saints, which is why major Huichol ceremonial centers bear Spanish and Nahuatl names: San Andrés Cohamiata, Santa Catarina Cuexcomatitán, San Miguel Huaixtita, and San Sebastián Teponahuaxtlán, for example. As elsewhere, the government imposed by the Franciscans combined political and religious affairs. Huichol were allowed to have their own form of government, the cargo system, based on the cofradías, or lay brotherhoods, that originated in rural and some urban areas of Spain (Nalle 1992:158–161; Rojas 1992, 1993; Velázquez. 1961).

Despite Franciscan efforts to indoctrinate the local inhabitants—a mission lasting no more than 100 years—Huichol religious beliefs and practices remained strong, especially after the missionaries’ exodus from the Sierra after Mexico’s independence from Spain. Some rustic Catholic churches still stand in the ceremonial centers. The one in the Sierra community of San Andrés Cohamiata is used primarily for the change of governing officials in January and during religious observances revolving around Lent and Holy Week. No priest is allowed to reside in the community, but the relatively nearby Santa Clara mission, over an hour away on foot, has existed since the 1950s. Over the decades, Franciscan nuns have established a presence in a settlement near the San Andrés ceremonial center. In 1996 the nuns moved to the Santa Clara mission because of growing antagonism and factionalism among Huichols in the community, but by 1997 they had returned to San Andrés and were making greater efforts to integrate native ceremonialism into their Catholic doctrine and missionary efforts. Although some Huichols want the nuns to stay in the community because of friendships and because they provide medicines and medical and dental care, others would rather expel all missionaries from their homelands.

Huichols have modified, integrated, and adapted Catholic architectural structures into something very much of their own making. The old Franciscan church is one such example. Huichols have designated the center of the dirt floor as the sacred hole to the gods, and it is here that most of the cattle are sacrificed during community ceremonies, so that the animals’ blood can feed the deities below. The main plaza of the ceremonial center also reflects this syncretism. There are two xirikite, or god houses (xiriki, sing.), one for the divine governor, called the tatuwani, and the other for the old creator goddess, Takutsi Nakawe.

Throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, Franciscan influence has come and gone in waves. Evangelical missionaries from the United States, who have made inroads into small local communities and ranchos in recent years, may be much more threatening to traditional Huichol religious traditions and cultural identity. A small, yet growing, portion of the Huichol population is converting to Protestantism; the more traditional Huichols call the converts “Aleluyas.” Huichol evangelicals can be found in Tepic and surrounding areas, including small communities on the Nayarit side of the Sierra. Near San Andrés there is an enclave of Huichol “Aleluyas” in the community of Chaláte. Mormons have also begun to befriend Huichols and have provided building materials and supplies in the temple district of Las Guayabas and in the San Andrés area.2

In addition to the desire of religious groups from the outside to “save Huichol souls,” major challenges Huichols face in maintaining their cultural integrity are a shortage of land coupled with an increasing population. Arriving at an accurate population count is extremely difficult, the more so because many Huichols are migratory, but there is no question that their numbers are growing. The greatest concentration of Huichols live in rural Jalisco, with some in rural Nayarit and others in or around urban centers such as Guadalajara, Tepic, Zacatecas, and Mexico City. A growing number of Huichols live in the United States, working as laborers in agricultural and ranching activities as well as service industries. Some are legally documented and a small number are legal residents of the United States, but a far greater number are not. The national government census of Mexico indicates the presumable national total of Huichols as 36,000 in 1990, 45,500 in 2000, and 47,700 in 2010 as reported by INEGI Principales resultados del Censo de Poblacion y Vivienda Nayarit (2010:46). For the 2010 census, Huichol speakers age three years and above were counted. The Comisión Nacional Para el Desarrollo de Los Pueblos Indígenas (CDI), the more recent incarnation of the Mexian government’s Instituto Nacional Indigenista (INI), in its report Acciones de Gobierno para el Desarrollo Integral de los Pueblos Indígenas Informe 2011 indicates that the Huichol population totals 59,820, with 8,791 of this number four years old or younger (CDI 2011:411).3

Land and Settlement Patterns

The Huichol Sierra homelands are situated in an area generally extending from 21°30' to 22°35' north latitude and 104°20' to 105° west longitude, a region encompassing the southern part of the Sierra Madre Occidental in the states of northern Jalisco, eastern Nayarit, southern Durango, and Zacatecas. The mountains that make up the Sierra were formed in the Tertiary period by outpouring lava flows from active volcanoes. The Huichol Sierra, some of the most rugged terrain in the mountain chain, consist of a series of high mesas, sheer cliffs, and deep river valleys ranging in elevation from approximately 2,000 feet at the major streambeds to over 6,000 feet at the mesa tops. The extreme geography of the Sierra has served, until recently, as a natural barrier insulating Huichols from the outside world. This is now changing, however. Several rough dirt roads in the Cora and Huichol zones were built in the 1960s and 1970s by the federal government. Used regularly by private logging companies, neighboring mestizos, mestizos from the cities, foreign travelers, and the increasing number of indigenous people who own or have access to vehicles, these roads are being widened and extended. They are now mostly paved and support more intensive movement of people and commerce. Dirt airstrips have also been cleared near various communities. These were at first used primarily by the Instituto Nacional Indígenista (INI), the federal governmental agency of Indian affairs. By the mid-1970s commercial flights, mainly from Tepic, Nayarit, had begun operating to these Sierra communities on a regular basis, and more recently these airstrips have served a growing number of airplanes and helicopters, some of which make more than one flight daily to Sierra communities. For a while many Huichols in San Andrés relied on airplanes for long-distance transportation, but prohibitively high airfare prices and fewer available flights now limit the number of Huichol passengers and the frequency of their trips by air. Presently, the common mode of transportation out of the Huichol Sierra is the regular community bus service established by regional and federal governments. Bus routes take riders from San Andrés west to the neighboring Huichol community of San Miguel Huaixtita, or to Jesús Maria and down to Ruíz on the Nayarit coast, and north to Huejuquilla El Alto from where there are connecting bus routes to Pueblo Nuevo, San Sebastián, and Tuxpan de Bolaños. For the more prosperous Huichols, pickup trucks have superceded past modes of transportation such as fine horses and mules and on foot.

The vegetation in the Huichol Sierra varies from one ecological zone to the next. On the mesa tops it includes forests of oak and pine with Arctostaphylos (manzanita), Clethra, Váccinium, and Befaria. The predominant pines are Pinus teocote and P. lumholtzii, and the most common oaks are Quercus viminea and Q. resinosa. Along the margins of the barranca Arbutus (madrone), Juniperus (juniper), and Prunus (chokecherry) grow. Lower in the barrancas is subtropical scrub vegetation, followed at the lowest elevations by thorn forests that include Acácia, Ficus (fig), Lysiloma, Ceiba, Bombax, Bursera, Opuntia (prickly pear), and Agave (century plant). The herbaceous vegetation comprises grasses and geophytes (plants with fleshy underground water-storage organs) (Bauml 1989, 1994).

Divided by the Chapalagana River into eastern and western sections, the Huichol Sierra has four community districts. East of the Chapalagana River, in the state of Jalisco, lie the community districts of Santa Catarina Cuexcomatitán and San Sebastián Teponahuaxtlán, along with the annexed Tuxpan de Bolaños. To the west of the Rio Chapalagana, also in Jalisco, is the ceremonial center of San Andrés Cohamiata. Included in the jurisdiction of San Andrés are San Miguel Huaixtita, Jalisco, Banco de Calitique, which lies in the state of Durango, and other smaller communities, some of which are located along the border of Jalisco and the state of Zacatecas. Farther west in the state of Nayarit is the Huichol community district of Guadalupe Ocotán, as well as other smaller communities. Here, Huichols may also reside in mixed communities along with Cora Indians and sometimes mestizos, as in the community of Jesus María. Each community district is made up of dispersed ranchos of extended families located throughout the Sierra countryside. Huichol land is recognized by both the Indians and the government as communal Indian land, but much of it is distributed among families who officially solicited the governing authorities for the right to settle and work a particular piece of the land. As long as the rancho land is occupied and worked, the family can remain indefinitely, and many ranchos have been passed on to succeeding generations (see Liffman 1995, 1996, 2000, 2011 on Huichol land tenure and territoriality).

[image: image]

Figure 4. Huichol women from the 1890s. Photograph by Carl Lumholtz. Courtesy of the Department of Library Services, American Museum of Natural History, Neg. 43787 (CL2272).

Each rancho is affiliated with one or more of the various temple groups in the vicinity, and each temple district is linked to a ceremonial center where the community’s governing officials reside. For most Huichols, these centers serve as seasonal meeting places for political and ceremonial activities rather than as permanent residences. An elementary school with a bilingual Huichol supervisor and teachers, which also serves as a boarding school for students whose families live in distant ranchos, was established in San Andrés Cohamiata by the INI and the Secretaría de Education Pública (SEP) in the 1960s. Around the same time, the INI built a medical clinic on the outskirts of the center. It is usually staffed by a Huichol nurse, a resident medical student—usually from the Universidad de Guadalajara or the Universidad Autónoma de Guadalajara—completing his or her year of social service, and a medical doctor employed by Desarrollo Integral de la Familia (DIF), who oversees numerous clinics that serve the surrounding indigenous population.4 The regional division of the Mexican government’s Secretaría de Salud, located in Colotlán, Jalisco, regulates medicines for the clinic, and for laboratory analysis, x-rays, and surgery, Huichols are directed to hospitals in the Cora community of Jesus María, the mestizo town of Colotlán, or the Hospital Civil in Guadalajara. The nurse in the clinic in San Andrés Cohamiata, who has held this position for several decades, has family ties to the community. In addition to assisting the doctor in the clinic, she is also responsible for keeping the clinic running even when the doctor and medical intern are away, which can occur quite frequently and for prolonged periods of time. Both the school and the clinic have been important additions to the community.

In the last 25 years, San Andrés has increasingly become a commercial center, especially during the dry season, when access by way of the dirt airstrip and road are possible and there is a greater influx of people and goods from the outside. More Huichols are building houses here, establishing small stores, and acquiring pick-up trucks to transport people, goods, and livestock. The development program Solidaridad, sponsored by the administration of Mexico’s past president, Carlos Salinas de Gotari, aided Huichols in San Andrés Cohamiata via several projects. One of these, providing assistance to build houses from fired brick, was available only to Huichols who wanted to build in the ceremonial center. This incentive for Huichols to settle in San Andrés proper increased the community’s population density, and more public works projects are now underway to improve the infrastructure of this old ceremonial center and support its growing number of residents. One such project, a new underground piping system that draws from a cleaner, more abundant water supply below the mesa, was completed near the end of the 1990s. Secular nonprofit organizations such as the Asociación Jalisciense de Apoyo a Grupos Indígenas (AJAGI) have been working with Huichol communities to educate them about environmental concerns related to outside influences, Huichol land and political rights, and self-sustaining land management practices.5 Huichols themselves have formed a united front, Unión de Comunidades Indígenas Huicholas of Jalisco, which usually meets monthly to address matters of importance that affect them all.

The physical and social character of the area, as well as the material culture of Huichols from San Andrés Cohamiata, has changed dramatically from the 1890s when Carl Lumholtz first described the community (figure 4). One major element in the Huichols cultural traditions of San Andrés that he documented extensively, however, has remained vibrant and fluid over time: the rich weaving legacy that continues to be passed from one generation of women to the next.

Origins of Fabric

Andrea once explained to me, “Takutsi put all of her thoughts, her knowledge, into the spindle. Spinning is like remembering that which happened before—the history, the customs. With the spindle, all of this knowledge revolves around the world. When Takutsi spun, she spun her thoughts in order to make designs for people, in order that they may live, so that they may have life.”

Little is known about weaving traditions in pre-Columbian west Mexico. To date, we have only a few surviving fragments of ancient indigenous textiles from the dry caves of Durango, slightly to the north of the present Huichol area. These textiles appear to be representative of those produced for the entire region. They show that a degree of technical competence had been achieved in pre-Hispanic times, and they provide intriguing evidence that the two-stick backstrap loom for double-cloth weaves was fully understood and developed (Weigand and García de Weigand 1977:294).

In colonial times, several clergymen briefly mentioned indigenous weavings from the Huichol area. One Franciscan account notes the use of woven textiles in mortuary practices:

They have certain little thatched straw houses in the most concealed places of the Sierra, filled with many shields, arrows, and urns, and inhabited as it appears by no one . . . [Inside the largest house] is a seat in which is seated a figure in this form: a complete corpse not lacking a single bone, curiously wrapped in pieces of wool cloth decorated with various colored feathers. The bones were positioned against each other in such a way that only the flesh and nerves were lacking. (Santoscoy 1899:XLIX; translation by the author)

A 1784 account makes special mention of the clothing worn by Indians residing in the Huichol communities of San Andrés Cohamiata, Santa Catarina Cuexcomatitán, and San Sebastián Teponahuaxtlán, who maintained more traditional attire:

Their dress conforms to that it is said to have been prevalent at the time of heathenism because they wear cotones [tops] woven out of ixtle [maguey fiber] and wool, calzon [short pants] of untreated leather, an ordinary straw hat, which is worn by married men. Those who are not [married], wear their hair loose . . . Around their necks and ankles are many chokers of shell and adornments of many colors. The single women wear loose cotones, elaborately decorated[,] and a refajo (gathered knee-length skirt)[,] leaving most of their chest bare. Married women, to the contrary, cover [their chests] a little more[,] and the feet, and do not wear decorated cotones. (Velázquez 1961; translation by the author)

From these accounts we know that agave and native cotton fibers were some of the earliest materials utilized by Huichols in weaving cloth. With the introduction of sheep by Spaniards, however, wool began to replace the materials previously employed, soon becoming a prized commodity (Velázquez 1961).

New dyes were also introduced and incorporated into the weaving. Adopting wool required no major changes in the backstrap loom, but the new wool and dye materials supplemented Huichol weaving traditions, and woven materials increased in range and diversity (Weigand and García de Weigand 1977:294). In the Sierra, sheepherding was an important activity even in times of war, including the War of Independence (1810–1821), the Mexican Revolution (1910–1920), and the Cristero Revolt (1926–1935), when the area was relatively isolated from the outside world. With a steady supply of wool, the weaving of woolen blankets, clothing, and accessories advanced in technological development. Though the number of textiles manufacture increased, they continued to be made only for regional and native consumption (Weigand and García de Weigand 1977:294).

By the 1890s, commercial textiles from mestizo centers became popular among the Huichol. Machine-made cotton muslin was incorporated into the clothing, along with cross-stitch embroidery. Lumholtz was quite taken with the striking appearance of Huichols in their elaborately decorated dress:

The women wear short skirts and tunics of cotton cloth, sometimes nicely embroidered. The clothing of the men . . . consists mainly of a shirt made from coarse cotton cloth or woven from wool, and often decorated with embroidery. Over the shoulders is worn a small shawl or neckerchief of cotton cloth, richly embroidered with a wide band of red flannel . . . The shirt is held tight around the waist by a long girdle artistically woven in wool or cotton . . . Very striking in the costume of the men are the pouches woven of either wool or cotton in as great a variety of designs as the girdles. Two or three such bags generally hang from the shoulder, and one, which is never missing, is suspended in front of and below the girdle. (Lumholtz 1902:3–5)

With the introduction of commercial cotton muslin, the emphasis in weaving shifted from woven clothing and blankets to wool belts, bag straps, and bags. Consequently, the backstrap loom became smaller (Weigand and García de Weigand 1977:294–95). Huichol weaving reached its peak of excellence at this time. Work previously spent in making plain-cloth weave for larger textiles was invested in finer weaving, double weave, and the elaboration of decorative motifs on smaller articles. The woven pieces collected by Lumholtz, and his 1904 treatise on Huichol “decorative arts,” attest to the beauty and high technical competence Huichol weavers had achieved by the turn of the last century. This weaving tradition continued throughout the twentieth century, as documented by the collections made by visitors such as Zingg and Cordry in the 1930s, Furst in the 1960s, and by Collings, Negrín, Eger Valadez, and Schaefer in the 1970s to 1990s.6

The more traditional materials previously employed in weaving, however, continue to have special significance for the Huichol. Perhaps the best example of this can be seen in the miniature woven attire worn by a carved figure collected by Lumholtz. Lumholtz identities the figure as a representation of Takutsi Nakawe, the Grandmother Goddess of Growth and Germination, and the creator of the world (figure 5).

The image is dressed in a skirt and no less than two tunics, in accordance with the present custom of the Huichol women, who wear as many tunics as they can afford, one over the other. The skirt consists of a piece of textile ixtle (ma-i’ra) [sic] sparsely interwoven in transverse stripes with red and black yarn. This covers the body, having been tied around the waist so that the stripes run longitudinally. Both tunics are of the shape of the tunic of to-day [sic], but made of material of ancient pattern . . . [T]he tunic next to the body is a piece torn from an old garment . . . [I]t is woven in an ancient design . . . intended to represent the honeycomb tripe of the deer. Three small wads of a material called in Mexican Spanish pochote are fastened to it . . . Pochote is the wool of the seed-pods [sic] of a tree of the same name, a kind of silk-cotton tree of the genus Bombax. The wads, which resemble those of cotton-wool, are symbolic of clouds. The upper tunic is made from ixtle (ma-i’ra sikuliai’ya) [sic]. Wads of black and white wool (pochote), and ravellings of red flannel, are interwoven in parallel rows with the textile. The black wool is symbolic of black clouds, the white of white clouds, and the red of red clouds of the evening sky. (Lumholtz 1900:44–45)
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Figure 5. Grandmother Growth and her attributes. Carved figure collected by Carl Lumholtz, ca. 1890–1898. From the Anthropology Collections, American Museum of Natural History, #65-1554, 65-1558, 65-1562. Photograph courtesy of the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco.

This figure of Takutsi Nakawe wears two decorated weaving battens inserted into her dress. Lumholtz (1900:50) describes the battens as representative of the water serpents known as Hai’ku (sic) and Kopi’rka (sic). In Huichol mythology, Takutsi was the first to learn to spin and weave. When she spun thread, she created life in the world. By watching spiders make their webs, she learned to weave.7 The prime role of Takutsi as the great creator goddess, as well as a spinner and weaver, is a telling example of how deeply embedded the tradition of weaving is within female gender roles and conceptions of feminine principles in the Huichol world.
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CHAPTER 2

Two Families of Women and Their Weaving Ways

We came from the sky, you see. In ancient times the sky grew this [vine], it came from there . . . our heart came from there, our heart and the life we have . . . it lives in our thoughts, because we came from there . . . Before (in ancient times), when we were growing and we still were not many people, a woman [Takutsi Nakawe], grew this [vine] in the sky for us, and it fell from the sky to our land and that’s how we grew, so we would not die, so we would grow well. That’s why this came to us . . . The woman knew everything when the land was young . . . and she thought up everything so we wouldn’t die.

—Gabriela

THE WOMEN OF whom I write continue to be my teachers, friends, and family. Opening their lives to me, they have taught me about Huichol women, weaving, and shamanism (figure 6). Out of respect for their privacy, I have changed their real names.

The Carrillo Family

The Carrillo family is most closely related to the families of the temple district of Las Guayabas. When I first began visiting the family, the center of Las Guayabas was active only during ceremonies; otherwise, the complex of temple and god houses remained largely deserted. The Carrillo’s main homestead is one of the scattered ranchos in the western, subtropical barranca below the precipitous cliffs of the San Andrés mesa. The rugged terrain is dotted with banana, mango, plum, and other trees and lies a short distance from the Chapalagana River. The steep footpath to San Andrés is well traveled by human traffic and the occasional donkey laden with local wild and domesticated foods destined for sale in San Andrés. In the dry season, caravans of pack animals travel down from the mesa with loads of commercial goods and supplies for ranchos as distant as San Miguel Huaixtita, on the next tall mesa top on the other side of the barranca. The Carrillo family also has close ties with the San Andrés—Las Pitayas temple district. One of the women in the family lives with her husband, children, and other relatives in a small rancho near the town of San Andrés, and another has a rancho toward the southern end of the lushly vegetated mesa. Members of the Carrillo family are continually involved in fulfilling religious cargo responsibilities chosen for them by the dreams of the wise old shamans, the kawiterutsixi.
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Figure 6a

Figure 6. Kinship diagrams of the women in my two weaving families, and examples of each family’s weavings: (a) the Carillo family; (b) the Aguilar family
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Figure 6b

Gabriela

Gabriela was the first Huichol woman I met during my initial visit to San Andrés Cohamiata in 1977. She was then about 15 or 16 years old and worked with Susana Eger Valadez at her home near the northeastern water hole on the outskirts of the ceremonial center. During that visit Gabriela and I had several opportunities to talk; she was especially curious about me because I had come alone and was only several years older than she. When I returned in 1985 to conduct my weaving research, we were reacquainted at Susana and Mariano Valadez’s Center for Huichol Cultural Survival in Santiago Ixcuintla. We immediately picked up where we had left off eight years before and began a friendship and working relationship that continues today.

In 1985 Gabriela was single, twice divorced, with a six-year-old daughter from her second marriage. She had recently undergone an operation for a ruptured hernia in Guadalajara and was recovering at the home of her older sister, Martina, near the center of San Andrés. There, she watched over her sister’s animals and house and worked on embroidered bags for her family and for sale outside of the Sierra. She was not able to resume weaving until she had fully recovered from her surgery, but she did show me how to weave a particular design for the narrow carrying strap (k+tsiuri wiwieri) that is attached to a bag (k+tsiuri).

During my research on weaving in San Andrés, I visited and sometimes stayed with Gabriela, first at her sister Martina’s house and later at her own house, built nearby with the help of her family. Gabriela and I talked about many things in addition to weaving: she confided some of her hopes, dreams, fears, and experiences, and I shared information about my life, culture, and experiences living in Mexico. I found the way she expressed
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