Native American Pigments

When I taught sixth graders about paint, I always used Native-Americans as examples. Three things are needed to make any paint: A pigment, a binder and a vehicle. 

Pigment (the colored stuff in paint)

from rocks and plants: artists learned to gather a variety of things which had color in them to crush or grind into a powder.

Binder (something “sticky” to hold the pigment together)

various substances would be utilized: cactus juice, animal milk, egg yoke, blood, urine, etc.

Vehicle (added to the paint to make it flow)

this could be as simple as adding water to allow the artist to apply the paint to a surface, the vehicle would later dry leaving the colored stuff (pigment) behind.

Animal hides were a common canvas upon which these pigments were applied. Unless one wanted the hide rock hard (as in a shield) the hide must be softened or tanned. Brain tanning is still used by artists today who wish to make their creations as authentic as possible. Many items at the Santa Fe Indian Market were brain dyed and painted with natural pigments.

Traditions, like the natural sources of pigments have been lost and are now having to be rediscovered. I’m handing out a list of many of the sources of these colors.

Color was also utilized as a dye in other items, especially in quillwork. Native artists were very resourceful in making a wide variety of pigments from nature. After European contact, native artists quickly switched to commercial pigments and dyes. Adaptation is a hallmark of native artisans. 

The Sioux explained the origin of quillwork by the legend of “double woman”, who came in a dream to some women as a twin to teach her the use of quills. Quillwork societies were formed and met at regular intervals to exhibit and talk about how they created their work. Designs for quillwork came in dreams and was not to be copied.

Dye colors for quills were obtained by boiling roots and berries. When the color was satisfactory, the quills were dried. Quills were softened in water again just prior to use and held in the mouth to remain moist till needed. Saliva contains some special property which makes the quills more pliable.

The quills were removed from the mouth as needed. Quills were often flattened by drawing them between the fingernails or teeth. It is suggested that modern quill artists keep their quills soft wrapped in a damp paper towel.

A mordant is a substance used to set dyes on fabrics by forming an insoluble compound with the dye. Mordant is a transparent coating applied to hides after paint is applied.

Sizing is used on fibers in order to curb their tendency to absorb liquids by capillary action. Often made from scrapings of boiled Beaver tail or even the juice of a cactus. Helps preserve the color and give a gloss to the design.

Creasing Stick is often used to mark the outlines of a design prior to paint. 

Parfleche (storage or carrying case) usually made in pairs. These were quite waterproof, even in the hardest rains, and often highly decorated.

Tools for painting were quite basic. Porous bone brushes, small hollowed stone or turtle shell for mixing, willow branch for a straight edge, pointed stick for sharp lines, and of course the fingers.

Brain Tanning: every animal has just enough brains to tan it’s hide. The brains are boiled and rubbed into the hide to soften it.

Types of quillwork: Wrapping, Plaiting or Braiding, Sewing and Weaving.

Quill Flattener was a special tool made from a smooth flat bone used to flatten quills.

Beadwork: As smaller and smaller trade beads were introduced (1840 – 1870) native artists quickly adapted. Beads often replaced quills or were combined with quillwork in many designs.

Traditional Ink Recipe 
Take a quantity of albumen [egg white] and mix thoroughly with the soot. Then add honey and mix into a smooth paste. The ink is then ready to use. 

Hopi Black Ritual Ink 
A lump of Yellow Ochre / Gum from the Pinyon pine 

3 cups of black Sunflower seeds (the little ones) 

3 Tablespoons ground Native Alum 

Rock Allum: The first edition of the Encyclopedia Britannica (vol 1, 1769) describes alum as ‘a peculiar kind of salt’, sometimes found pure but often having to be separated from the stone or earth in which it occurs.
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