
TRADITION

When the Dineh, the Earth People, emerged Into this world, they were 

taught by the Holy People the right way to conduct the many acts of their 

everyday living, how to gain a livelihood, how to build a hogan, and the 

myriad activities of their lives; and above all, how to adapt to their 

environment for good or evil through the harmonious use of ceremonlalis. 

Springing from the Creation Story in which the development of man is estab** 

llshed, the legends contain the origins of the oeremonies, the answers to 

fundamental questions, and the reasons for the many taboos. There seems 

to be ro clearly defined Supreme Being in Navaho thought, however thereis 

the knowledge that through ceremonial rituals certain of the Tel (the Holy 

Ones) can be encouraged to assist with supernatural powers. It is the 

Tei who regulate whether good or evil comes to the Dineh, but not all tthe 

Tel are good, so there is constant supplication to win favor of the good 

|Tei, and to override the influences of the evil.

Misfortune, accident and illness are caused by disharmony, either direct 

or through social controls known as witchcraft, and every effort is made 

to overcome these, and to propitiate and create perfect harmony with the 

good. This is accomplished through the complex and intricate patterns of 

ceremonialism. Performed by the esoterlo medicine men who have the 

knowledge an’ the influence, these ceremonials are the embodiment of 

natural consequences and abstract symbolism, expressed through song, through 

the dry paintings (sand paintings) and through the correct use of cere­

monial objects and substances.

When a patient is uncertain in determining which ceremony is necessary 

to produce the required healing, there are diagnosticians who perform t$is 

service. These are the hand tremblers, the star gazers, and the listeners 

krho consult the patient and through thler ability, determine the course

to follow.



When it has been decided which ceremony is to be given, the medicine

man who knows that particular ceremony is summoned and preparations are

set in motion. Tfeer^sa^e/more than fifty_jie.remonies, or chants, of

varying range and complexity, eming from the Creation Storjr,

all leading, to the restoration of harmony. Everything must be done in 
so '¡T

the prescribed way as told in the legends. is the spiritual,
(_ w. iTu/»

emotional, psychological and physical needs that are treated to attain A
this desired harmony and consequently healing.

The most revered ceremony, a relatively simple one, is the Blessing

Way, the Hozho.1 i, the center of Navaho religion, in which Changing Woman

plays a predominant part. This does not require the elaborite ritual of

most of the others, and may be performed by ary one who knows it. As

its name implies, it is an act of balance, a blessing for a person, a place,

or an act, such as the commencing of a new blanket, and it comes from

Changing Woman, regenerator of life, the everlasting one.
Q'Wt/U-'-j

4rs=a.:^±aag-1iet~gf smaller rites, such as the puberty ceremony, 

the initiation ceremony, the marriage ceremony, and numerous others,, The 

great ceremonials, the Mountain Chant or the Night Chant, with their 

variations, are less frequently given. TlhwTF are very nns+iy pf-Pa^-rc; 

and^requixe . much prnpmtn-Hrm o thnnn ■ ■ w www < n gj A p d a J~3 Hind

nighfe-S*.-While o-thers-'are-thre'e“ crr "five 'day-ceremonies. While the first 

days of these chants usually concern only the patient and family, it is 

on the last day that great numbers of Navaho come from far and near to 

watch the final night and partake of its benefits. During these large 

ceremonials, sand paintings are executed within the/spedaily buiii,_hogai>> 

for the rituals. Directed by the medicine mqn, his helpers create the 

proper design by sprinkling sand of different colors through the fingers 

onto a base of neutral colored sand spread over the hogan floor. Com­

menced in the morning, it is Completed in mid-afternoon when the patient 

is brought in and placed upon it, while the medicine man takes sand from



and sprayed them with the herb mixture. The Reciever's party

also prepared a pot drum. The Stick Receiver was now in complete

charge of the ceremony. We did not stay beyond this point at this

particular ceremony, but we knew that there would be a rest period

and the eating of a meal.
s toward evening

When the ritual resumed the Reciever selecte< an unmarried 
J2 *

girl to be the custodian of the Stick, and following her, both partiies

movei to the dance ground where, as at the first site, the First Four

Songs -w*n?e sung over the pot drum as it mt tapped. Following this

the people group' themselves around the drummer, and with a swaying 
ijA*.

motion sting a great variety of songs. wiBtl Hori~o with girl«

. ¿£ach girl tddt cho^se^a man, and standing behind

him,move? him in a circle several times, then reversing the motion.

If a man wishes to be released he must pay ihsxgixi his partner be- 
-fkU

fore she will let him go. a vory simple dance^ iftagCh con­

tinues throughout the night. Toward dawn, the Receiver again takes 

the £tick and standing in the midst of the cirlce awaits the daylight, 

when he takes it inside his hogan while both iafaMqg join to feed the 

entire assembly which may have grown large during the night.
Ihe following morning, relatives and friends of the Re­

ceiver bring small gifts of tobacco, food, money, cloth and other 

items heaping them on a blanket laid out for the purpose just inside 

the hogan. The members of the patient's group gather outside to

serenade the Reciever. The leader once more sing's the Four Songs 

at the entrance while the drum is- beaten, then other songs continue.-. 

The Receiver «throws the gifts out of the smAkehoe in the roof, re­

gardless of who may catch them. This is the onljr Navaho ceremony 

where an exchange of gifts takes place. It is considered symbolic 

of appreciation that the earth’s kHHXiy productivity has been restored



and sprayed them with the herb mixture. The Receiver’s party also 

prepared a pot drum. The Stick Receiver was now in complete charge 

of the ceremony. We did not stay fceyond this point at this par» 

tloular oeremony, but we knew that there would be a rest period and 

the eating of a meal.

When the ritual is resumed toward evening, the Receiver selects an

unmarried girl to be the custodian of the stick, and following her, both

parties move the dance ground where, as at the first site, the First

Four Songs are sung over the pot drum as it is tapped. Following this

the people group themselves around the driunmer, and with a swaying motion

sing a great variety of songs. The dancing commences as each girl

chooses a man, and standing behind him, moves him in a circle several

times, then reverses motion. If a man wishes to be released, he must

pay his partner before she will let him go. Much ammusement is derived

from this phase of the dance. Toward dawn, the Receiver again takes

the stick and standing in the midst of the circle awaits the daylight,

when he takes it Inoldfi his hogan while both groups J.oln to feed the 
« J

entire assembly which may have grown large 'uring the night.

The following morning, relatives and friends of the Receiver bring 

small gifts of tobacco, food, money, cloth, and other items, heaping 

them on a blanket lal^out for the purpose just lnsode the hogan. The 

members of the patient's group gather outside to serenade the Receiver. 

The leader once more sings the Four Songs as the entrance while the drum 

is beaten, then other songs continue. The Rereiver throws the gifts 

out of the smoke hole in the roof of the hogan, regardless of who may 

catch them. This is the only Mavaho ceremony where an exchange of gifts 

takes place. It is considered symbolic of appreciation that the earth’s 

Jmrantytlvity has been restored.
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In addition to the blessing of every new hogan, this ceremony is also 

conducted whenever a new building is completed on the reservation. At 
the time of the opening of the large new school at Crown Point, I went 

over for the occasion. There were many visitors, both white and Navaho 
gathering for the dedication ceremonies ana there was much preparation 
of food.

As the scheduled hour approached, the school children marched into the 

new building, joining the visitors to form a large semi-circle just inside 

the western door of the main entrance hall. Tnen as rugs were placed on 

tne floor, cne medicine man (Manuelito Bega/) ana three singers took 

tneir places on tne rugs, tne ceremonial basket containing sacrea corn 

poiien ana a special pouch holding stones from the four scared muntains, 
was placed before them^as their chanting began. There are no special 
features to tnis ceremony, only the reverent, simple prayers of benedic­

tion for the use of the building and the blessing of those who partake in 
its purpose.

_ An­in ise-st ceremonies one must leave by the eastern <?^i£ (if there jfes 
one any other direction^ At this ceremony, Herbert Blatchford was

present, and when it was over, I saw Herbert-step quickly behind the 
a e uot tC

chanters to lock the western door^ Tnen all went out uO uhe cuur cyard 
-/■Ju ¿OTn & JlfUs*'
wnere cnairs arm benches nad placed for tne dedication ceremony to be A
conducted oy tne scnool officials. Tne scnooi baud played, the cniidren 

took their places, parents ana visitors iouna tneirs, ana tne usual 
ceremony lor sucn occasions took place.

When this was over, tne Navano lingered to talk ueiore going to nave
tneir least. it was here tnat^watcnea women making fry oread m tne

imost enormou^s skillets I nave ever seen. A spirit oi gaylty was present

with everyone naving a wonuenul time, **> c^njL^Jr 
jjyjXtte) OAraij v flj «J-Uavj ,



THE BLESSING WAT.

In addition to the blessing of every new hogan, this ceremony Is also 

conducted whenever a new building Is completed on the reservation. At 

the time of the opening of the large new school at Crown Point, I went 

over for the ocoaslon. There were many visitors, both white and Navaho 

gathering for the dedication ceremonies, and there was much preparation 

of,food.

As the scheduled hour approached, the school children marched Into the 

new building, Joining the visitors to form a large sftmfclelrole Just inside 

the western door of the main entrance hall. Then rugs were placed on 

the floor, the medicine man (Manuelito Begay) and three singers tocK their 

places on the rugs, the oeremonial basket vantalnlng saered corn pollen 

and a special pouch holding stones from the Four Sanred Mountains, was 

placed before them, and their chanting began. There are no special 

features to this ceremony, only the revereht, simple prayers of benedic­

tion for the use of the building and the blessing of those who partake 

In Its purpose.

In all oeremonies one must leave by the eastern exit ( should there be 

one in any other direction)« At this ceremony, Herbert Blatchford was 

present, and t£hen It was finished, I saw Herbert step quickly behind the 

chanters to lock the western door so that no one could use it. Then 

all went out to the courtyard through the door to the East where chairs 

and benches had been placed for the dedication ceremony to be conducted 

by the school officials. The school band played, the children took 

their places, parents and visitors found theirs, and the usual oeremony 

for such pccaslons took place.

When this was over, the Navaho lingered to talk before going to have

their feast. It was here that we watched women making fry bread in the

most enormous skillets I have ever seen. A spirit of gayity was present
with everyone having a wonderful time, as great quantities of fry bread 
melted away and gallons of coffee disappeared.



soft greyOgreen sage-brush took their places. We put up our tent on 
the outskirts of the activity, Timothy helping us eagerly. He was full 
of excitement for he had never seen a Fire Dance. We spent the after­
noon watching all the preparations for the day and night to follow.
Hear us was a huge shelter, newly constructed, where busy cooks were 
already preparing food for the entire assembly. Here we learned that 
the patient giving the ceremony and his family furnish food for all who 
come. It is customary, however, for visitors to contribute by bringing 

flour, sugar or coffee, and we were most courteously thanked for our 
donations. We watched the butchering of sheep and goats, saw huge 
kettles being prepared for cooking mutton and goat meat, saw specially 
oonstruoted stone and mud ovens where women were baking great quantities 
of bread. We saw men hauling water, men hauling wood, not only for the 

cooking fires, but for the ceremonial fires during the night to follow.
We watched the making of a great wood pile near the ceremonial hogan.
It seemed Aavgghenough to last a whole community for an entire winter, 
yet it was completely consumed the following night. As we came near 
the hogan we heard the voices of the singers as they performed the eighth 
day rituals. We were afraid we might displease our host if we approached 

so we listened from afar. It never occured to us that we might have 
asked to see the ceremony, and that possibly we might have been invited 

to watch.
As evening came, a crowd gathered, standing is a circle to watch 

rehersals for the dance to be performed the following night. This lasted 
for some time, then there was a sllenoe as a man stepped out into the 

oenter near the firelight. In his high pitched voice, which carried 

easily for considerable distance, he spoke long and earnestly, then sud­
denly we heard two familiar words, wWashingdonw and"Rooseveltw. We 

had forgotten that it was eleotlon dayj it was



soft grey-green sagebrush took their places. We put up our tent on 

the outskirts of the activity, Timothy helping us eagerly. He was 

full of excitement for he had never seen a Fire ^knce. We spent the 

afternoon watching all the preparations for the day and night to fol­

low. Near us was a huge shelter, newly constructed, where busy cooks 

were already preparing food for the entire assembly. Here we learned 

that the patient giving the ceremony, furnish««- food for all who come.

It is customary, however, for visitors to feaip by bringing flour, sugar, 

or coffee, and we were most courteously thanked for our donations. We 

watched the butchering of sheep and goats, saw huge kettles being pre­

pared for cooking mutton and goat meat, saw specially constructed stone 

and mud ovens where women were baking great quantities of bread, -^imirii 

mblUiiR in twwffBgg rryi»g--wJUim«Bas=mmE£a=ea.cL- -Wfe- saw

men hauling water, men hauling wood, not only for the cooking fires, 

but for the ceremonial fires during the night to follow. We watched 

the making of a great wood pile near the ceremonial liogan^ It seemed 

enough to last a whole community for an entire winter, yet It was com­

pletely consumed the following night. As we came near the hogan we
+ M- ](«v

heard^voices of^singers as they performed the eightA. day rituals. We

were afraid we might displease our host ®f we approached so we listened

from afar. It never occured to us that we might have asked to see
the ceremony, ¿Uac'I waxX*-« td lvts-icA*. .

As evening came, a crowd gathered, standing is a circle to watch 
■+» -U. pxApyyU****' '

rehersals nf pnr+ af the dances Sor the" following night. This lasted 

for some time, then there was a silence as a man stepped out into the 

center near the firelight. In his high pitched voice, which carried 

easily for considerable distance, he spoke long and earnestly In—3"fjbqiI 

o^'N3ra«o, then suddenly we heard two familiar words, "Washingdon" 

and "Roosevelt”. We had forgotten that it was election day- it was



When it has been decided which ceremony is to be given, the 

medicine man who knows that ^articular eeremony is summoned and pre­

parations sre set in motion. Steming from the Creation Story, more 

than fifty ceremonies, or chants, of varying range and complexity all 

lead to the restoration of harmony. Everything must be done in the 

prescribed way as told in the legends. So it is the spiritual, 

emotional, psychological and physical needs, and in this order, that 

are treated to attain Jthls desired harmony and consequently healing.

The most revered ceremony, a relatively simple one, is the Blessing

Way, the Hozhojl. the center of Navaho religion, in which (hanging Woman

plays a predominend part. This dones not require the elaborite rltuaal 
|

of most of the others, and may be performed by any ope who knows it. As 

its name implies, it is an act of balance, a blessing for a person, a 

place, or an act, such as the commencing of a new blanket, and it comes 

from Changing Woman, regenerator of life, the everlasting one. f

Many smaller rites such as the puberty ceremony, the Initiation cere­

mony, the marriage ceremony, and mmerous others are conducted frequently. 

The great oeremonllas such as the Mountain Chant or the Night Chant', with 

their variations, are less frequently given. As these particular cere­

monies are of nine days and nights duration, they are very costly affairs 

requiring much preparation; but others are of shorter duration. While 

the first days of these long chants usually concern only the patient and 

family, it is on the last niyhthat great lumbers of people come from 

far and near to watch the final nightand partake of its benefits.

During these large ceremonials, sand paintings are'executed within the 

hogan specially built for the rituals. Xlrected by the medicine man, 

his helpers create the proper design by trickling sand of different colors 

through the fingers onto a base of neutral colored sand spread over the 

hogan floor. Commenced in the morhlng, it is completed in mid-afternoon 

when the patient is brought in and placed upon it, while the medicine man

takes sand from
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