A Historical Study of Native Americans’ Costumes

- Focusing on the Cases of the Navaho and the Seminole -

I. Purpose and Method of This Study

The costume designs and decorations of the
original inhabitants of North America prior to
the arrival of Europeans varied from tribe to
tribe, and their clothing cultures were inherited
from generation to generation. The materials
for their clothes were obtained from various
animals and plants distributed all over the
continent. How, and under what climate, did
Native North Americans’ clothing cultures change
after the colonization of the whites?

From the above-mentioned point of view,
and based on earlier studies and referring to
the materials kept in the National Museum of
Ethnology, this study makes a historical in-
vestigation of the costumes of the Navaho in
the northwest culture area and of the Seminole
in the southeast culture area, focusing on the
materials and designs used for their clothes, as
well as their clothing styles.

I, Historical Background of the Navaho

The Navaho populate the largest Native
American reservation with the largest Indian
population in the United States. Their reser-
vation extends into the northeastern part of the
State of Arizona, the northwestern part of the
State of New Mexico and the southeastern part
of the State of Utah. Their language belongs to
the Athabascan family. It is presumed that
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about 700 years ago, part of the Athabascan
people moved southward from the north-
western part of Canada as their homeland,
and settled down in the place where they
inhabit now. The Navaho people learned
how to weave cloth from the Pueblo and the
Spanish, and established their own culture,
including their own living and clothing styles.

IIl. Changes in the Looms and Fabrics
of the Navaho

1. Influence of the Pueblo Fabrics

First, before discussing the Navaho fabrics,
the influence of the Pueblo. Ebﬂcs is exa-
mined here.

In the early 1600’s, to get rid of being
controlled by the Spanish, the Pueblo people
sought asylum in the Navaho territory. The
Pueblo, who were called “Basket Maker,”
had a technical knowledge of weaving fa-
brics. Since around 700, they had been using
backstrap looms to weave cloth. Around
1100, wide vertical looms also came into use
to weave cloth from cotton and other ve-
getable fibers. In the 1540's when the
Spanish invaded, they brought pedal looms
and sheep. The Pueblo people who sought
asylum in the Navaho territory taught the
Navaho people how to weave cloth, as well
as the skills they had learned from the
Spanish. Thus started the weaving culture



of the Navaho, and it is obvious that two types
of skills—the Pueblo and the Spanish weaving
skills—were mixed at the beginning of their
weaving culture.

2. Succession by the Navaho
The history of the weaving culture of the
Navaho can be divided into the following three
periods.
1) Classical period(1650 - 1865): The period
of self-sufficiency.
2) Transition period(1865 - 1895): The period
of transition toward merchandizing.
3) Rug period(1895 - present): The period of
production of goods for the market.

V. Costume of the Navaho

The history of the costume of the Navaho
can be divided into two periods: (1) the period
of the basic form (up to the mid-18th century),
and (2) the period of transformation from the
basic form(the mid-18th century - the present day).

The costume of the Navaho has changed
under various influences of the changes in their
fabrics. The Navaho were originally a hunting
people, and man wore only a loincloth and
woman wore only a- single piece of cloth
around the waist. Then they came into contact
with other tribes and learned agriculture and
livestock farming. They settled down and
began to make coarse clothes using pieces of
bark or yucca fibers, and wore them.

In the 1600's, when they acquired weaving
skills from the Pueblo people, they began to
wear their own traditional costume. Women
wore blanket dresses, and men covered their
backs with blankets just like mantles. In the
1860's, the US. army begun to force and
confine Indians to the eastern part of New
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Mexico. As a result, the Navaho came into
contact with the wives of the U.S. military
officers, and were interested in their Victo-
rian dresses. When the Navaho returned to
their old homeland after being emancipated
in 1868, white traders introduced various
fabrics such as cotton cloth, corduroy and
velvet. The Navaho people liked expensive,
soft and glossy velvet, and they made their
blouses and many-layered wide skirts using
velvet and cotton cloth, and wore them. No-
wadays, to preserve their declining tradi-
tional costume, the Navaho people wear the
reproductions of their blanket dresses called
“bil,” and the clothes bearing the motifs of
baskets which are often seen in the Navaho
blankets, as well as the clothes composed of
the blouse and the skirt they began to use
after 1800.

V. Historical Background of the Seminole

The Seminole is the descendant of a
member tribe of the Creek Confederacy. In
the middle of the 18th century, to escape
from the invasion of white settlers, they
moved from the State of Georgia to the
State of Florida in the southeastern extre-
mity of the United States.

Vl. Costume of the Seminole

The history of the costume of the Se-
minole can roughly be divided into two
periods: (1) the period of the basic form
prior to the white settlers’ invasion (up to
the mid-18th century), and (1) the period of
transformation from the basic form. The
latter period can further be divided into
three: (1) the period around the Seminole
Wars, (2) the period toward the end of the



19th century, and (3) the present day.

The details of Period Iand Period I up to
the end of the 19th century will concretely be
discussed in the session of reading of papers.
Only the Seminole patchworks are taken up
here as an influence of the culture of the
whites. The Seminole developed their original
clothes decorated with striking geometric patch-
work patterns. With regard to their origin,
various theories have so far been presented. It
was in the days of Seminole Wars that the
clothes decorated with simple patchworks ap-
peared first. In recent years, the Seminole men
came to wear modern clothes. Also, nowadays
very few Seminole women usually wear patch-
work clothes.
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