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INTRODUCTION 

This study stems from my desire to understand how ana ,iny native 

arts change when they are commercialized, and to observe what it means 

to produce crafts for the tourist market. As a graduate student in 

anthropology, I was fortunate to spend the last four months of 1978 in 

Santo Tomas Jalieza, Oaxaca, a village which has had a reputation for 

the weaving of fine textiles for at least eighty years. Since 1940, 

the weavers of this village have been increasingly involved in pro

duction of their traditional textiles for the tourist market. This 

reorientation in production has gone hand in nand with several changes 

in the internal structure and function of weaving within the village, 

and thus is a part of a continuing process of social change. 

Weaving is linked with society in a variety of ways. I am 

attempting to study these kinds of influences on the arts: nistorical, 

technical and aesthetic, and social. 

Historically, the state of Oaxaca has long been known for its 

production of various handicrafts. This tradition can be traced to 

the prehispanic period, when Oaxacan textiles formed part of the Aztec 

tribute system. During the Spanish colonial period, the tribute system 

was converted by the Spaniards to their own ends. At the same time, 

several significant changes shaped textile production until the 

present day. Notable among these was the introduction of Spanish 

textile technology. The Spaniards also attempted to control tex' 
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and dye production, but they did not work as diligently to convert 

Indians to the use of Spanish clothing styles. 

Taylor (1972) has shown the factors in the colon'iai .Tistcry o- ia^<aca 

which contribute to the retention of a distinctive textile industry. 

Most significantly, peasants largely retained control of their land, 

maintaining substantial local autonomy. Thus they did not, for the j 

time being, become rural proletarians. Berry (1969) and Waterbury ^ 

(.1975) have also stated that local autonomy remained high into the j 

nineteenth century. Such autonomy is reflected in the retention of | 

local costume and language, which have, in effect, served as boundary 

markers between communities. It is only during the twentieth century 

i! 

that these markers are becoming less important. li 

Since the middle of the twentieth century weaving in Oaxaca, and 

particularly in Santo Tom^s, has become increasingly subject to the 

influence of the international tourist market. As Gracurn (1969, 1976, 

1978) and Dawson, Fredrickson and Graburn (1974) have noted, weaving 

has been subject to acculturative pressures which can be seen to ^"ollow 

regular patterns, similar to those in other cases of art reorientation. 

In the nineteenth century, artists and others in an increasingly 

standardized Europe and America discovered the arts of colonizalized 

peoples. The "primitive" arts of these peoples were collected, often 

as souvenirs, with little thought to the cultural contexts from which 

they sprung. These exotic or "folk" arts are a "those remnants of 

local tradition that have broad appeal, that represent the contiPiUing 

traditions of handmade things, and that are not ofi^icially part of 
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the art establishment or the avant-garde" (Graburn 1976:3--). They 

undergo several different types of alterations, usually having to do 

with their commercialization and transfer from tne use of the pro

ducing society to the uses of a different consumer society. The 

processes of change in an acculturating art act Doth on those procucts 

that are still directed toward their own society, and on those directed 

toward new consumers. Among these changes are: (1) the adoption of 

technologically more developed material culture or primary materials; 

(2) competition of locally made products with more cheaply-produced 

manufactured items; (3) the influence of foreign art traditions, as 

in the Indian adoption of some elements from Spanish costume as parts 

of their own "ethnic" costume; (4) introduction of new forms of art, 

which may involve new materials, new tools, and even new symbols. 

Along with these changes affecting crafts go larger cultural changes 

which may include greater literacy, increased travel, growing secularism, 

and the lapse of traditional practices such as dances and the weaving 

of traditional costume [Graburn 1976:10-12). 

. Key factors in the persistence of a traditional crafts industry 

are: "(1) continuing demand for the items; (2) availability of tradi

tional raw materials; (3) time to work, and lack of competing attractions; 

(4) knowledge of the skills and aesthetics of the arts; (5) rewards 

and prestige from the peer group, and (6) the role of the items in 

supporting the belief systems and ritual or gift-exchange systems" 

(Graburn 1976:13). In the case of tourist art, as in Santo 'cmas' 

production, several of these factors are no longer present, 'cmasmos 
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no longer wear their traditional costume. They are losing their 

Indian language. Many of them are persons who would probably not nave 

taken up weaving under traditional conditions. Production for tourists I 

has led them increasingly to use materials which are processed in non-

traditional ways, and to becom.e increasingly responsive to consumer 

demand for articles which consumers find attractive and useful in 

terms of their own culture. While Tomasinos do innovate to a certain 

degree, outsiders have become increasingly influential. As Graburn 

notes, there have been trends towards "changes in size, simplification, 

standardization, naturalism, novelty, and archaism," and to cheap, 

portable, and understandable items (1976:15). 

Besides these obvious factors, the art of a traditional culture 

may come to represent largely what the receiving consumer thinks is 

true of the producing people, rather than what is truly typical in their 

culture COraburn 1975:16-30). Grayburn goes on to say: 

There is an increasing tendency among the artists 
to speak only to the consumer a-nd to remove those 
elements of style or content which are contradictory, 
puzzling, or offensive to the unknown buyer.... 
In the headlong rush to please the tourists and 
the tastemakers the artisan finds himself in 
danger of surrendering control of his product. 
Where this has occurred, it is no longer 'rns_ art, 
it is ours (Graburn 1976:32; emphasis in the original). 

Along with externally motivated changes in the aesthetic content 

of a folk art, acculturation may also take place in the form of wide

spread changes in the social relations of production; these, in turn, 

influence the artistic product. Littlefield summarizes some of tne 

more important tendencies. The general Mesoamerican pattern has 
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included: "(.1) simple commodity production by domestic units using 

family labour; (2) the combination of craft activity with (and often 

its accommodation to) subsistence agriculture; (3) community spe

cialization in particular crafts; and (4) the distribution of craft 

products through local or regional systems of periodic markets" 

(1979:471, suirmarizing several sources). 

There is much local variation, but, as Littlefield notes, there 

is a tendency for subsistence agriculturalists to see their lands become 

subject to the control of a few individuals, and for the land base to 

become less and less adequate, so that many villagers must turn in

creasingly to other forms of production to maintain their livelihood 

(Littlefield 1979:479-481). Often the market undergoes cnanges affecting 

the mode of production in a specific crafts industry. A decline in 

production for native use may coincide with an increase in outside 

demand. Marketing may move from a situation in which few middlemen 

are involved to an increasingly complex system involving more ana 

more middlemen. Crafts may suffer a loss of craftsmanship as they 

become industrialized. The market tends to become concentrated in 

fewer and fewer hands. At the same time that capital is attracted 

by large profits, "improved technology is inhibited by the fact that 

in many cases it is precisely the hand-made nature of the article 

which attracts the affluent buyer" (Littlefield 1979:481-182). 

One way in which a commercializing folk art is organized for 

production is often by the use of a putting-out or piecework system. 

Another trend noted by Littlefield, as well as by Graburn, is a growing 



identification with the definitions of art in the dominant society: 

"This does not necessarily mean that all Mexican 
artisans are doomed to perpetual poverty. Some of 
their products will be redefined as 'arts' rather 
than 'crafts'; the artisans will become 'artists', 
1 OS ting their anonymity and becoming producers of 
objects sought after by aficionados, collectors, and 
investors. This process, however, can absorb no 
more than a small fraction of the numbers currently 
employed in craft production" (Littlefield, 485-486). 

The anonymity, as Graburn points out, is more in the perception of the 

dominant than the subordinate society (1976:24-27). 

Weaving at Santo Tomas is subject to many of the trends noted 

above. In some aspects, especially in the manner in which merchant 

control has been applied, it also appears to exhibit certain differences 

I hope to describe many of the changes through which Santo Tomas 

weaving has been adapted to changing market conditions, in the light of 

general theory as outlined here. My intention in describing its 

technical aspects is to present them in an ethnographic context, an 

approach which has not been attempted by most other investigators. 

On the other hand, I have JT£ wish to encourage the copying of 

specific motifs for sale by weavers or industrialists in the developed 

countries. Though many of these designs are widespread in Mesoamerica, 

they represent a part of the cultural heritage and the economic base of 

the people who make them, and they should be respected as such. I 

hope, rather,that the information presented here will benefit scholars 

and that it may ultimately serve to benefit the people of Santo Tom^s. 



Methodology of the Study 

The study presented here was conducted in large part by tne estao-

lished anthropological technique of particioant observation. I lived 

in Santo Tomas for four months, talked to Tomasinos, attended some of 

their celebrations and some of their meetings, and spent Fridays at 

the weavers' plaza. In the initial phases of the study I conducted a 

census, recording primarily the names of family members and ascertaining 

which members of a given household were able to weave. This census 

included nearly every household in the village. 

I also selected twenty-four individuals whose ages ranged from 

sixteen to the mid-fifties, and solicited their responses to a question

naire about weaving. These persons who were given the questionnaire 

included both males and females, cooperative members or non-members. 

The information requested included data about the names, ages, and 

classification of the designs. I also obtained the educational and 

linguistic background of the informants involved. 

The information on historical and technical aspects of weaving 

was largely gathered through informal and structured interviews, 

supplemented with extensive library research. I did learn something 

of the processes of weaving by doing some weaving myself, but this 

source of information was constrained by Tomasinos' reluctance to 

share technical information about weaving with outsiders. 

Almost none of the information I was able to gather would nave 

been available to me without the courtesy, helpfulness, and patience 

of many Tomasinos. As a group and as individuals tney have earned 

my great affection, admiration and respect. 



CHAPTER I 

THE PUEBLO 

The weaving center, Santo Tom^s Jalieza, is a small Zapotec pueblo, 

located a short distance north ofOcotl^nin the southern arm of the 

Valley of Oaxaca. Nestled near the foothills of the mountains that 

surround the valley, the town has approximately 640 inhabitants. Santo 

Tomas serves as the head town of the municipio, the "county-level" 

administrative unit. Other towns in the municioio are San Pedro 

Guegorexe, Santo Domingo Jalieza, and Santa Cecilia Jalieza. "he latter 

two towns are located in the hills bordering the eastern or Tlacolula 

arm of the Valley (See Map 1). 

The pueblo's lands are located largely in the high alluvium and 

piedmont zones, close to the mountains. The tillable soils appear to 

be of the piedmont-bedrock and alkaline alluvium-sand types, as des

cribed by Kirkby (1973:11-12, Fig. 5). The piedmont slopes roughly 

north and east to the feet of the mountains. Relatively flat and there

fore more desirable farmlands stretch south and west below the village, 

toward the Oaxaca-Ocotlan highway. There are one or two small streams 

near the pueblo, but they are not perennial and are not used for 

irrigation to any extent. 

Water is the critical resource for farming in the pueblo. Santo 

Tom^s has a temperate climate, but rainfall is often scarce and much 

of the town lands are on the mountainside. There is no perennial 
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Map 1. Towns in the Valley of Oaxaca 

* 1. Santo Tom^s Jalieza 

* 2. San Baltasar Chichicapa 

* 3. San Lorenzo Zimatl^n (Cimatl^n) 

4. San Pedro Guegorexe 

5. Santo Domingo Jalieza 

6. Santa Cecilia Jalieza 

* 7. San Martifi Tilcajete 

8. San Juan Chilateca 

* 9. Santo Domingo Octlan 

*10. Santa Catarina Minas 

n . Santa Cruz Mixtepec (formerly Santa Cruz Iztepec) 

*12. Zaachila 

*13. Antequera 

*T4. San Miguel Tialixtac 

15. San Sebastian Teitipac (Teticpac) 

*16. San Juan Teitipac (Teticpac) 

17. Macuilxochitl 

*18. Teotitlan del Valle 

*19. Tlacolula 

20. Mitla 

21. Santo Domingo del Valle (Dfaz Ordaz) 

Note: Underscored towns are known to have had weaving during the 
colonial period. Starred towns were cabeceras de doctrina. The 
dotted line shows the Rio Atoyac and its tributaries. [ATter 
Taylor 1972:24-25.) 
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stream to provide water for irrigation. Only a few families currently 

own pumps that they use for irrigation. 

Within the last generation the appearance of the pueblo has changed 

considerably, as villagers abandoned their homes of bamboo and thatched 

roofs for newer structures of adobe, often with roofs of tile, brick, 

or other material. There are only a few refrigerators in town, two 

of them in stores. Most families still use wood for their cooking 

fires, rather than owning bottled gasoline stoves. Only one or two 

households have any sewage disposal more elaborate than a privy or a 

waste area. At least five or six families have televisions, however, 

and radios are common. 

The public buildings of the village include the municipio or 

municipal building, a school of three classrooms, a bath house which 

was non-functional in 1978, and a community center built by the govern

ment agency, D.I.F., the Desarrollo Integral de la Familia, or family 

development organization. This center includes a classroom, a dis

pensary, and a kitchen. The government has provided assistance for 

the construction of these buildings, as well as for the shelter under 

which members of the local weavers' solidary group display their 

textiles for sale on Fridays, the day that tourists often come to tne 

village. 

Santo Tomas also has a potable water system, and in 1979 the well 

which supplies the pueblo was scheduled to be enlarged. Before that, 

not all parts of the town were served by the system. Electric lights 

have been available for several years, though not all households 

have them. 
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Health services available to villagers include the clinic run 

locally by the promotora, a development worker for O.I.F., and clinics 

or doctors in nearby towns such as San Juan Chilateca, San Antonino 

Ocotl^n, and OcotUn itself. There is a government hospital in Oaxaca, 

as well as private institutions. Tomasinos still employ curanderas 

for many ailments, and sometimes go to men who specialize in massage 

for the treatment of sprains or broken bones. More villagers, however, 

are beginning to seek doctors for the treatment of long-term illnesses, 

and to go to hospitals for childbirth. 

The most prominent building in the town is the church, which is 

said to have been completed in 1711. Some ruins of what may have once 

been a convent are still partially standing north of the church. Santo 

Tom^s was once a Dominican doctrina, or a headquarters for the religious 

instruction of towns, but this office was moved in the eighteenth 

century to San Martin Tilcajete, and the parish at Santo Tom^s was put 

under the direction of the secular clergy. As is the case in many 

Valley towns today, the parish priest resides not in Santo Tom^s, but 

in San Martin, the parroquia or parish seat. The priest comes to 

Santo Tom^s infrequently, usually to say Mass on the more important 

festival days. The most important of these, and the one which is 

celebrated most elaborately in the village, is the annual titular 

festival of Santo Tom^s, which ^uns from December 21 to December 27. 

The overall impression of this village is one of m.oderate pro-

gressivism. Santo Tom^s has attracted government services, and has 

many government visitors. Its citizens appear to be ready to adopt 

new technologies. They would welcome tractor plowing of their lands, 
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for example—if they had the money, or if the government would send 

tractors. Tomasinos have, within roughly the last generation, made 

extensive adaptations in their town's principal export product, textiles 

In the last generation, textiles have become increasingly important 

in the town's economy. Of the 630 to 640 individuals in the village, 

roughly 290, or 45.5%,are under the age of 20. This large number of 

young people indicates economic trouble ahead for the village. There 

is simply not enough land. The market for weaving is not infinitely 

expandable, and nearly all households in the village have members who 

are weavers. There are few alternative occupations currently available 

within the village. The prediction can be made that more and more 

young people will be migrating to Mexico City, to Oaxaca, and other 

population centers, taking with them skills that could be used in 

the village. Of some 114 households, 20 are known to have members 

residing elsewhere, either permanently or temporarily. 

Though endogamy prevails in village marriages, some 19, or 16%, of 

the households are known to have a member who has come from outside 

the village in the last two to three generations. At least part of 

this marriage pattern is attributable to increasingly easy communica

tion with other regions. One of the major highways between Oaxaca 

City and the Pacific coast passes through Santo Tom^s lands one 

kilometer west of the village site. 

The village has also seen changes in its patterns of education, 

literacy and language. Santo Tom^s has a primary school with six 

grades; the last two grades were added in 1968. Before that most 

persons received two to four years schooling, witn males averaging 
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more than females. Some ten or twelve families now send children who 

have completed primary school to Ocotlan for three more years of 

secondary training. Both a preparatory and a vocational or agricultural 

school are available in Ocotlan. Despite the fact that the vocational-

agricultural school is tuition-free, most of the students from Santo 

Tomds attend the preparatory school. Completion of the secondary course 

is now becoming necessary, as a matter of national policy, if a citizen 

wishes to obtain a job. 

In addition, at least five or six children of the village have 

gone to Oaxaca for education beyond the secondary level. For example, 

one young woman has studied administration, one family has sent two 

girls to nurses' training and has one son in medical residency, and two 

other families' sons are teachers. At least two other students from 

the village are pursuing advanced education as well. These persons 

will probably not return permanently to their pueblo. 

The literacy rate for the town as a whole is estimated at approxi

mately 88% for persons above the age of ten, though actual functional 

literacy is probably significantly lower. In 1978 the town was plan

ning to start literacy classes for those under fifty who could not 

read or write. General literacy among the population of Oaxaca as 

a whole is estimated at about 41.98%, and for Ocotlan for 46.89% 

(Nolasco 1978:552-553). 

Santo Tomasinos' idioma or Indian language, among those who still 

speak it,is Zapotec. Spanish has made great inroads since the 1940's; 

in general, even older persons are bilingual, though they may be less 

fluent in Spanish than younger Tomasinos. Several people in their 
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thirties or forties reported that they used Zapotec most often among 

friends, for such purposes as telling jokes. Spanish, however, is now 

the lingua franca. Some informants noted that a sort of dividing line 

existed—those above thirty could speak and understand Zapotec, but 

those below thirty might be able to understand it, but often could not 

speak it with any ease. This loss of idioma was often attributed to 

the presence of the school teacher, the Maestra Debora, who began 

teaching at Santo Tom^s in 1942. She lived in the village for some 

twenty-six years, until her retirement. She demanded that children 

use Spanish in the school; though some children were shy about speaking 

Spanish, the training was effective. 

Landholding is a key factor in Santo Tombs' economic life. In 

general, Tomasinos do not have adequate access to land, particularly 

to first-class land. As their population increases, this problem 

will become more acute. While a detailed breakdown of land ownership 

is not yet available, some of the following data will be indicative. 

Among nineteen of twenty-four households which were interviewed in 

some depth, the average landholding is roughly 2.2 hectares, often 

reckoned in almudes, the amount of maize that will be required to sow 

a given area. In 1978, a list was made in Santo Tom^s of thirty-five 

landholders who wished to be included in a proposed government sub

soil revitalization or deep-plowing program. This list probably 

includes those individuals with the more potentially productive lands, 

which are flatter and can be more easily plowed by tractor. While not 

a complete listing of all villagers' lands, it is indicative--of the 

thirty-five landholdings, the largest is 5 hectares, and the average 
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is 2.84. Most of these holdings are also in more than one olot, Santo 

Tomas, then, is subject to the same problems of land fragmentation 

found elsewhere in Oaxaca. 

Besides farming, some Tomasinos raise oxen, pigs, goats and a 

limited number of sheep. Some men hire themselves out as wage laborers, 

and some are bricklayers. For women, and an increasing number of men, 

weaving is the primary non-agricultural or household occupation. 

Weaving is practiced more or less actively in all but three or four 

percent of all households. The average number of weavers per house

hold is 2.55. There appears to be a decrease in the age at which a 

weaver passes from the beginner to the productive-weaver status over 

the last thirty years. 

While some traditional items, such as belts, are still sold 

through various Indian markets in the Oaxaca Valley, and through special 

orders from individual patrons, the vast bulk of Santo Tom^s textiles 

now go to the non-Indian market. This is largely composed of tourists. 

This reorientation toward a different consuming group has been 

accompanied by great changes in the materials which Santo Tomasinos 

employ in weaving, in their aesthetic traditions connected with weaving, 

and in the ways in which weaving is integrated into their social and 

economic lives. The number of products woven has been increased. 

Outside agencies, particularly those of the Mexican government, have 

intervened to aid Santo Tomas. Economic patterns, particularly in 

the sales networks open to the villagers, have changed drastically. 

The following discussion will describe these changes, within the 

context of historical and accul turative change in texti-e production in 

Oaxaca. 



CHAPTER 11 

TEXTILE HISTORY IN MESOAMERICA, IN OAXACA, 

AND THEIR RELATION TO SANTO TOMAS 

The Prehispanic Period 

The Oaxaca Valley is one of the longest-settled areas of Meso

america. High cultures had developed there by some 200 years before 

the Christian era. Although other areas of the valley--particularly 

the northern Etla arm, the eastern Tlacolula arm, and the central 

area around Monte Alb^n--have received extensive archaeological study, 

the Zimatl^n or southern arm is relatively unknown. 

In 1977, an archaeological survey of the Santo Tomds Jalieza area 

was conducted under the direction of Stephan Kowaleski. Kowaleski 

concludes, from the results of surface collection, that the mountain 

area between Santo Tom^s, San Pedro, and Santo Domingo has been occupied 

for some 2,200 to 2,350 years, and that at various times this settlement 

has been extensive. During the late classic period, around 700 A.D., 

a large community located on the mountain north and east of Santo Tomds 

may have been comparable in size to the one at Monte Alban. Kowaleski 

suggests that Santo Tom^s, San Pedro and Santo Domingo were once con

stituents of the great community on the mountain, which could have 

served as an administrative and commercial center for a populous 

Zimatl^n valley. After the fall of Monte Alban, around 700 to 300 

A.D., this Zimatl^n city could have taken over the ^unctions of trade 

T 7 
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and interchange between different parts of the valley (Kowaleski 1977; 

Marcus 1980). A corroboration of this function may be found in the 

existence of a foot path through the mountains, now little used, 

between Santo Tomas, Santo Domingo and Santa Cecilia. Tomasinos call 

this "Camino a Tlacolula"; they say that the path was more heavily 

used until transportation via Oaxaca was improved. 

From the Geographical Relations for Oaxaca, written in 1580 but 

surveying the native situation just prior to the Conquest, it appears 

that the area of Santo Tomas belonged to a larger state of Chichicapa 

(See Map 2). This geographic unit was Zapotec and had been engaged in 

war with the Mixtecs. Chichicapa was a center for religious worship of 

the god Pichanagobeche, a god of health and healing. This deity was 

worshipped in part, through his female consort Pichanato or Mohuichana. 

This intercessor goddess was associated with cotton and weaving 

(Spindola 1905:117; Whitecotton 1977:164). 

In Oaxaca, generally, prehispanic society was stratified, with two 

endogamous classes, consisting of rulers and nobles, and commoners and 

slaves. Nobles commonly made alliances through intermarrying with the 

nobles of other communities. Rulers and nobles were named for the 

day of their birth, reckoned from the ritual 260-day calendar (Marcus 

1980:50-51). 

Textiles and Costume 

Although no textiles h.ave been excavated in the immediate vicinity 

of Santo Tomas, finds in other areas of Oaxaca and Mexico include 

several techniques similar to those now employed in the village. King 

reports a discovery of several textile fragments from northern Oaxaca 
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Map 2. Some Political and Ecclesiastical 

Jurisdictions in the Oaxaca Valley 

s 

V, 
'lA 

k 

Zimatlan (Cimatl^n); after 1707 this included 
Santo Tom^s Jalieza (the small area) 

Cuatro Villas (the Marquesado del Valle) 

Chichicapa 

Cabecera de Doctrina 

1. San Martin Tilcajete 
2. Zimatlan Cimatl^n 
3. Santa Catarina Minas (includes Chichicapa) 
4. Ocotlln 
5. Teitipac (Tectipac) 
6. Tlacolula 
7. Mitla 
8. Antequera (Oaxaca City) 
(After Gerhard 1972:21) 

9. Zaachila 
10. Zagache 
11. Cuilapan 
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which include warp-float patterning and double-cloth (1972). Double-

cloth has also been reported from several areas (Mastache 1971:48-49, 

95, pi. VI). The loom commonly used in prehispanic Mesoamerica was 

the backstrap loom, the telar de cintura (Cordry and Cordry 1968:32). 

Pre-Cortesian costume has been described in its splendor in many 

publications (Cordry and Cordry 1968, Momprad^ and Gutierrez 1976; 

Westheim et al. 1948). A brief account translated by Heyden notes 

salient features of costume in Oaxaca, as evidenced by archaeological 

and prehistoric documents. 

In this highly stratified society, clothing had joint functions. 

Not only did it protect and adorn the wearer's body, but "dress, insig- : 
* 

nia, body and facial painting, and colors indicated a person's age, 

rank, single or married status, political association, place of resi-
* 

dence, and occupation" (Heyden 1972:3). One's ethnic group, dedication gi 
t, 

to a particular god, and valor could also be indicated. g 
r 

Men's clothing included a maxtlatl or breechcloth and a til ma or 

tilmatli, a rectangular cloth mantle tied around the shoulders. There 

were also a short curved cape and a xicolli, a type of fringed tunic 

with or without sleeves. A long tunic, sandals, and jewelry would 

also be worn. 

Sumptuary laws permitted only the ruling class to use the til ma, 

clothing with rabbit fur, brocaded, embroidered or painted cloth, the 

use of feathers, and other finery. Cotton cloth was restricted to 

the nobility, which probably indicates its rarity. The macehuales or 

commoners were allowed to wear only clothing of ixtle or henegu^n, 

a hard fiber. Nobles' headdresses were elaborate, however, and 
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indicated social, religious, or military standing, along with other 

information (Heyden 1972:8-12; Westheim 1948:2564-2566). Priests 

wore a highly ritual costume, which included a feathered headdress, 

a staff or torch, and a bag of incense. Warriors who performed well 

in battle were entitled to fine mantles, jewels, and quilted cotton 

armor. Body and facial painting were also practiced by the military 

and religious orders (Heyden 1972:12-20). 

Women's costume included enredo or wrap-around skirt, held in 

place by a faja or belt. The chest and shoulders were covered, when 

necessary, with a huipil or blouse-tunic made of two or three rectangles 

of cloth joined at the long sides. Sandals and a quechquemitl or : 

poncho-like shawl sewn from two rectangles of cloth were used. The 

quechquemitl apparently existed in both a larger curved and a smaller, 

straight version. The straight quechequemitl indicated its wearer's î  

rank, place of birth, and civil status (Heyden 1972:22-28). By the y 

twentieth century, however, the quechquemitl was not normally worn in 

Oaxaca (Cordry and Cordry 1968:12). Several of the Relaciones Geo-

grgficas for the Valley of Oaxaca, including the one for Chichicapa, 

give details about costume (Spfndola 1905:118, 124, 146). 

In the prehispanic period, cotton was often imported from the 

hotter coastal regions. The cochineal insect which produced the 

famous red dye was present in Oaxaca, as was that shellfish which 

produced the Tyrian purple called caracdl. Cochineal dye apparently 

was used as an item of tribute paid to the Aztecs CDahlgren de Jordan 

1961:389-391). The tribute in woven cloth which the Aztecs received 

was also rich [Cordry and Cordry 1968:9; Momprade and Gutierrez 1975: 
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15-19). When the Spaniards conquered Oaxaca they found a rich taxtile 

tradition. They exploited this tradition in some ways and seem to have 

neglected it in others. 

The Colonial Period 

The arrival of the Spaniards in Oaxaca set in motion profound 

changes in Indian life. The invaders imposed a new political order, 

a new religion, and the new administrative structures linked to these 

institutions. They sought to reorient Indian production so that its 

benefits would accrue to the colonists and to the Crown. They converted J 

the earlier Indian tribute system to their own use, particularly for J 
m 

the production of textiles. They introduced the European foot loom, 

several new fibers, and increased the production of cochineal dye. * 
> 

It was on the basis of this dye industry that Oaxaca emerged as a true 
i 

provincial capital in New Spain. % 
u 

At the same time, many of the Indian modes of production appear ^ 

to have survived; in part, because they were similar to the cottage 

industries of Spain, and in part, because the natives managed to 

retain a certain degree of autonomy. They did this by retaining 

possession of their lands. 

While there is no conclusive evidence that Santo Tom^s Jalieza 

specialized in weaving during the colonial period, several facts about 

the administrative history and landholding patterns of the region 

suggest that weaving for export could have been practiced there, "he 

parts of Oaxacan history that pertain to Santo Tom^s and its environs, 

with the few historic mentions of the pueblo, will be outlined below. 
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They will be placed in the context of landholding in Oaxaca during this 

period, as it may have affected textile production in small villages. 

Political and Ecclesiastical Jurisdictions Governing Santo Tom^s 

After the Oaxaca Valley submitted peacefully to Pedro de Alvarado 

in 1519, Santo Tomas continued to be under the political jurisdiction 

of Chichicapa. The village was on the northern borders of this far-

flung district. The pueblo is mentioned as being a subject town of 

Chichicapa in the Suma de Visitas of about 1548 (Paso y Troncoso 1905: 

1-314), and in the Relation Georgr^fica for Chichicapa (Spfndola 1905: c 

IV:115). : 

The head town of this district was San Baltasar Chichicapan, -

located in the mountains dividing the Tlacolula and Zimatlan arms of 

the Valley. Chichicapa was one of the districts initially claimed by 

Cortes, but it was stripped from his holdings and reverted to the ^ 

Crown in 1531 or 1532. 

Chichicapa was sufficiently important to receive a local judge 

and magistrate in the 1530s. In late 1599 it became a district called 

an alcaldfa mayor, ruled by a deputy governor. At this time the dis

trict of Teticpac [now Teitipac), in the Tlacolula arm, was joined to 

Chichicapa (Gerhard 1972:72). Chichicapa's importance increased during 

the latter part of the sixteenth century, when mineral deposits were 

discovered in the vicinity. Mines were opened there in 1599. Minerals 

extracted included gold, silver, and copper. Ocotlan and Teticpac, 

were among the communities supplying labor for the mines—often tnrough 

the repartimiento system (Gerhard 1972:72; Taylor 1972:21, 28, 112, 
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114-115). 

In the eighteenth, century Chichicapa underwent further jurisdiction

al changes. During the late sixteenth or early seventeenth century 

the nearby district of Zimatlan (Cimatlan) was enlarged, and between 

1676 and 1687 it was combined with Chichicapa. Zimatlan became the 

head town. Still later, in a major colonial reorganization of 1787, 

Zimatlan and Chichicapa were; moved to intendancy of Oaxaca. This juris

diction is roughly the equivalent of a modern Mexican state (Gerhard 

1972:72). The ecclesiastical and political history of Santo Tomas > 

overlap during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, with 

consequences which, may be of importance in a history of weaving. 

The Spanish colonization of Mexico was also a Roman Catholic 

colonization. In Oaxaca church and state jurisdictions had overlapping 

boundaries, which probably reinforced Spanish control. 

apparently belonged to the district before the Conquest. The head town 

had been a center for the cult of the god Pichanagobeche and the 

goddess Nohuichana before the Spaniards arrived (Spindola 1905:IV, 115, 

117). 

A small convent of the Dominicans, the largest order in Oaxaca, 

was founded at Chichicapa in 1557. Sometime before 1646, this parish 

was divided between two cabeceras de doctrina or doctrinas (parish 

head towns). These were Santa Catarina Minas and Santo Tomas Jalieza 

(Gerhard 1972:50). 

The Dominican, Francisco de Burgoa, wrote around 1670 that 

conditions in the mines of Chichicapa were so harsh that many people 

< 

9 

i 

The Relacion Geografica for Chichicapa indicates that Santo Tomas h 
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were dying and that the town and mission were disintegrating. The friars 

at Chichicapa obtained permission from the Viceroy to move the doctrina 

to Santo Tomas, although the pueblo was small and relatively poor. 

The town welcomed the missionaries with great ceremony and, despite its 

poverty, the priests were able to work actively there (Burgoa 1934: 

52-54). 

This account fits with a date of 1711 given in Santo Tom^s for the 

completion of the church building. If so, that completion may postdate 

the end of the pueblo's status as a Dominican doctrina. This seat was > 

Transportation and Markets 

In addition to using many political and administrative patterns, the 

Spaniards inherited and built upon a pre-existing system of communica

tions and routes for transporting goods. Communications within and 

beyond the Valley region relied on human or mule power. The Spaniards 

expanded upon the previous road system, ordering mule trails cleared 

from Antequera (Oaxaca City) into the Sierra and coastal regions in 

the 1570's. The main roads led north through the Mixteca Alta to 

Puebla, and southeast to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, and then on to 

Guatemala. The roads were largely confined, however, to those areas 

moved to San Martfn Tilcajete in 1707, and the church at Santo Tom^s j 

was placed under the care of the secular clergy rather than the Domini- I 

cans. San Martin, in its turn, was subject to the religious center at t 

Zimatlan. Zimatlan was secularized in 1753 (Gerhard 1972: 40, 48, 72- ^ 

73; Taylor 1972:165). Teticpac, in contrast, remained under Dominican 
9 

u 
control until after Independence (Gerhard 1972:73). ^ 
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which were important to the export economy (Taylor 1976:74). 

For the Santo Tomasino who wished to buy or sell goods, several 

regional markets were available. Ocotlan, which even then was a 

regional center, had one, as did San Juan Chilateca (Taylor 1972: 

81, 99). In addition, the Relacion for Chichicapa describes a market 

in that town in which the people "lack nothing, because everything 

on earth in which one can trade or maintain intercourse is gathered 

there" (Spfndola 1905:IV, 119: translation mine). 

Physical Environment, Landholding and Land Utilization i 
c 

The physical environment of the Oaxaca Valley was a major factor J 
M-

P> 

in the development of landholding patterns, both Indian and Spanish. 

In the colonial era the slightly differing amounts of rainfall within « 
w 
V 

the Valley permitted different land utilization and led to the develop-

each of the three arms. 

Landholding patterns during the colonial period set the stage for 

historical and cultural developments during each succeeding period. 

Spanish, Church and Indian holdings all played vital parts. 

While Cortes had originally claimed many Valley lands, including 

the districts of Chichicapa and Zimatlan, these lands were stripped 

from his encomienda or royal land grant in 1531 and 1532. The pre-

vailing land tenure pattern in the southern Valley appears to have been 

the retention of lands by Indian pueblos or caciques (hereditary 

nobles], plus some Spanish acquisition of land. The earliest Spanish 

rural estates were ranches for cattle. At first these ranches were 

1̂  

ment of somewhat different cropping and livestock-raising patterns in X 
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concentrated in the southern Zimatlan valley, including the Chichicapa 

area. In general, those in the Tlacolula Valley developed somewhat 

later. 

In Zimatlan, the population was more concentrated and there was 

less unoccupied land for pasture. Spanish ranches were more common 

in the Tlacolula arm, where somewhat drier climatic conditions prevailed, 

and crop-raising tended to be less successful (Taylor 1972:65-121). 

The cattle industry was concentrated in Zimatlan and sheep and goats 

were produced in the Tlacolula arm (pp. 47, 111-121). In the Chichicapa > 
e 

region, between the two Valley arms, sheep and goats predominated j 
(Spfndola 1905:IV, 118-119). T 

The seventeenth century saw the development of the Spanish ^ 
w 

hacienda, which combined farming and ranching, and the labor, a small ^ 

farming estate (Taylor 1972:121-163). While several haciendas were J 

located in the Zimatlan district, none appears to have been situated ^ 

in the immediate vicinity of Santo Tom^s (Taylor 1972:124-125; Hamnet 

1971a:5i-53). 

The Church controlled roughly one-fourth of all productive land 

in the Valley at the end of the colonial period (Taylor 1972:164-194). 

Nevertheless, in contrast to the pattern prevailing elsewhere in 

Mexico, Spanish landholdings in general remained small, were frequently 

debt-ridden, and were often sold. Indians in the Valley fared better 

than those in other areas in being able to retain control of a much 

larger percentage of their lands (pp. 195-202). This was true, perhaps, 

because their numbers declined catastrophically. In Chichicapa 

Indian population fell from some 7600 in 1548, to 2400 in 1623. This 
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number had rebounded only to 4380 in 1800 (Gerhard 1973:73). Slow 

development of Spanish farming combined with a small Indian labor 

supply to encourage the continuation of Indian autonomy. 

In part, the Indians retained their lands by learning to deal 

within the legal and governmental system created by the Spaniards to 

curb the excesses of the encomienda and the repartimiento. The legal 

and governmental processes gave the Indians some protection, though 

they were biased in favor of the Spaniards (Taylor 1972:67-110, 143-

152). In general, 

The Indians of Oaxaca were not an inactive ele- j 
ment in the complex, changing colonial society. I 
Native peasants and communities were important land- ' 
holders throughout the period. They worked the j 
best of the Valley's cropland in the sixteenth ;• 
century and in general were still self-sufficient ^ 
farmers on the eve of the independence movement ^ 
in 1810. Only a handful of communities became 9 
dependent on lands they did not own. Three or J 
four towns relied on Spanish haciendas for their U 
basic needs, and the residents of several others ^ 
sharecropped. The Indian peasant actually had 
more communal and personal land at his disposal 
in the colonial period than he has today, owing 
to the recent growth of Oaxaca's population and 
the limited possibilities for land redistribution 
after the Revolution of 1910 (p. 108). 

Landholding and Specialization in Crafts 

The Indians' specializations in crafts are also closely tied to 

their retention of their lands. Those villages which had sufficient, 

good-quality lands had access to the means for making a living, or 

at least a subsistence, from their crops. With additional resources--

irrigation water, harvestable wood, or land suitable for sheep-raising 

or for a cochineal nopal era (field of prickly pear cactus on which 
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the insect was raised)--a community could supplement its subsistence 

by exporting some form of cash-producing commodity. One of these 

sources of cash was the production of textiles. 

Reorientation of Textile Production 

Spanish rulers continued the pre-Cortesian custom of requiring 

tribute in the form of services, goods or money from their subjects. 

They found a rich tradition of textile production, and continued to 

exploit it: 
> 

The textile industry towards the end of the s 
fifteenth century was one of the most highly 5 
developed and richest in America, especially : 
in Mexico. According to the Codes Mendocino ' 
and the tribute rolls, during the fourteenth 
century, the groups that were subjugated by the * 
Aztec empire paid annual tribute to it of over a * 
million pieces of cloth. This very revealing ^ 
figure shows us that cotton cultivation and ^ 
weaving had reached a very high level of develop- ^ 
ment, probably the highest of all pre-Hispanic [j 
history. K 

During the sixteenth century, it was common for 
the Indian villages to pay their 'encomienda' taxes 
and other levies in differently woven pieces of 
cloth. It was also at this time that the exporation 
of raw cotton to Spain began as well as that of 
dyes, such as cochineal and log wood. Trade in 
cochineal reached an extraordinary volume by 
the end of that century. The Spaniards, for their 
part, introduced into America the foot loom, the 
spinning wheel, certain types of thread and yarn, 
the weaving of sheep's wool and certain articles 
of European wearing apparel (Borbolla 1963:3-9, 
cited in Cordry and Cordry 1968:9). 

The Spaniards profited from the tribute. Cotton cloth could be used 

directly, and they also collected it in the form of blouses, skirt 

lengths, mantillas, sheets, mantles, and other items. At least a 

portion of the textiles given in tribute were exported as early as 
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1531. By 1562, the province of Yucatan was exporting 100,000 cotton 

mantles [called mantas) whose destination was Mexico and Guatemala. 

Each cloth was some fifteen meters long by more than eighty centimeters 

wide; the value in Mexico was nearly double that in the Yucatan (Carillo 

y Gariel 1959:24). The width of thê se textiles indicates that they 

were probably woven on the European foot loom. 

Two Spanish colonial officers persuaded the Indians of the City of 

Mexico to begin a tianguis (market) near the plaza of San Hipolito, 

where their goods would be more accessible to the Spaniards than in 

the older markets of Mexico and Tlatelolco. The richest of the 

merchandise brought to this market included cotton mantles (p. 25, 

quoting Francisco Cervantes de Salazar). Cotton mantles were common 
u 

export items (Hamnet 1971b:l]. Cotton was at first largely imported *" 
9 

from the warmer regions like the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, as the J 

Relaciones Geogr^ficas indicate. There were some exceptions: Mitla, ^ 

in the Tlacolula Valley, was producing cotton in 1580. Later production 

centers included the warmer regions of the Mixteca, as well as the 

Oaxaca Valley [Taylor 1976a:396-413; Paso y Troncoso 1905:17, 103, 122, 

131, 137, 150, 160, 175). Even in the twentieth century a few speci

mens of palo de algoddn, a woody shrub which produces cotton, exist 

in Santo Tom^s. 

As mentioned, several noted wool-weaving centers existed in the 

Tlacolula Valley during the colonial period. Sheep and goat raising 

was linked with the weaving of woolen sarapes at Macuilx6chitl, 

Tlacolula, Mitla, Teotitlan del Valle, and at Santo Domingo del Valle 

[now called Dfaz Ordaz). Inhabitants of Santiago Ixtaltepec and 
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San Lucas Quiavini also raised wool, but these pueblos are not mentioned 

as having weavers [Taylor 1972:103; Whitecotton 1977:134-137). Indians 

also supplied the labor for woolen mills (Dusenberry 1947-48:224-225). 

The Spaniards also encouraged the raising of silk in Oaxaca. 

Though some native forms of silk were found in the region, the major 

industry was founded on imported oriental silkworms and mulberry trees. 

Centered in the Mixteca Alta to the west of the Oaxaca Valley, the 

industry flourished from around 1540 to 1580. Borah attributes its 

decline after 1580 to declining Indian population (i.e., a smaller J 
i» 

labor supply)., the robbing of the Indians' profits by the clergy and i 
m 

secular of f ic ia ls , and competition from the Philippine silk trade 

[Borah 1943:99.-100). 

Around 1560 silk was apparently produced to some extent in the 

Zimatlan valley. Obligatory labor drafts for the growing of this % 

luxury fiber were common. 

...We could present a few examples, like that of 
Zimatlan in Oaxaca. As it was not an encomienda, 
and money being scarce—the cacique gave 209 pesos, 
six tomines and two granos of annual tribute--
the Indians obtained the money from the sale of 
silk, which belonged to them and which they raised 
themselves [Carilloy y Cariel 1959:28: translation 
mine). 

In other words, tribute in cash rather than kind was already being 

accepted so that cash-producing crops or products would be of 

considerable value. The Indians held control of their own lands, 

and sold the products of their land, to a greater extent than they 

sold their labor. This pattern was to characterize the subsequent 

periods of development in Oaxaca. 
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The CQch.ineal Industry 

Cochineal was a classic example of a reoriented, textile-related 

industry. The dye, which comes from a scale insect found on several 

kinds of nopal or Opuntia cactus, was first exported in 1526. It had 

been a major Aztec tribute item, but it appears that the Spanish 

government took little official notice of it until around 1550. 

Cochineal was used in Mexican cloth manufacture in 1544. By 1554 

great quantities of the dye were being exported to Spain. During the 

half century before 1600, the trade expanded rapidly. Between 1580 > 
c 

and 1600 the dye trade was valued at some 550,000 pesos annually i 
IT 

(Lee 1947-48:454-463). It is mentioned in many of the Relaciones, 

including those of Chichicapa, Teotitlan del Valle, Teticpac and ;: 

Tlacolula (Paso y Troncoso 1905:IV, 118, 107, 112, and 146). Later ^ 

the Zimatlan arm of the Valley developed as one of the cochineal centers % 

of Oaxaca (Villasenbr y Sanchez 1952:11 (book 4), 123),one reason 

being that cochineal did not require good farm land (Taylor 1972:94). 

By the mid-eighteenth century cochineal trade was the major industry 

in the state, and the basis of Oaxaca's development as a state (Taylor 

1976:68). Production of cochineal was actively promoted by the Church; 

as Lee says, "the Dominicans were located in those regions best adapted 

to cochineal culture the friars (particularly the Dominicans) also 

offered encouragement and guidance to Indian producers" (1947-48:463). 

In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century the Zimatlan 

valley was a granary for other towns in the mountains whose specializa

tion in cochineal left them with insufficient lands for maize-growing 

[Hamnet 1971a:62]. Control of the dye industry rested primarily in the 

Y 
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hands of the local governors, the alcaldes mayores. who often attempted 

to exploit the Indians (Hamnet 1971b:l-40). Oaxaca may have been 

dedicated, on the whole, more to the production of dye than to the 

production of finished textiles [pp. 3, 16). 

Indians were the principal producers of cochineal, dealing through 

middlemen to sell their cash crop. When the world market for cochineal 

made a sudden change, or when weather or disease brought famine, they 

were forced to cut cochineal production in order to grow maize. 

In the generation before independence, from roughly 1780, the 

hacendados, whose estates were decaying, attempted to obtain labor by 

any means possible. Government reorganization in 1786 forbade the 

repartimiento form of labor draft, while overtaxation, famine and 

disease also combined to cause a gradual decline in the cochineal trade 

and in the haciendas [Hamnet 1971 a:59-76). J 

In addition to the production of fibers and dyes, colonial Oaxaca ^ 

was the center for a small weaving industry. In the eighteenth century 

workers in the obrajes or textile workshops of the city were spinning 

thread of coastal cotton, weaving it, and shipping it to other parts 

of the viceroyalty. Some 800 cotton looms (European foot looms) and 

seven silk looms operated in Oaxaca in 1796. With the coming of 

independence this industry appears to have declined rapidly. There 

were only some fifty looms in Oaxaca in 1828 (Hamnet 1971b:187). 

Interestingly, some of the labor for this industry came from 

outlying Indian communities. Tlacochahuaya men came to the city 

to serve as carpenters and, "according to an 1801 report, thirty 

families from Macuilxochitl resided in Antequera during the post-

K 
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harvest months. The adult men were employed as weavers and carpenters" 

(Taylor 1976b:69, 74). 

It is notable that the weaving industry did not develop more 

fully. Cochineal production must have been more lucrative than weaving. 

The textile industry, in addition, already was more fully developed 

in Puebla. Whatever the details, the general pattern was that of 

exploiting the Indians' products to a greater extent than their labor 

(Waterbury 1975:436-440; Hamnet 1971b). 

Littlefield's model for crafts production predicts increasing 

merchant control of labor and monetary resources. In Oaxaca, the pre

capitalist mode of family production and craft specialization prevailed, 

but the alcaldes mayores prospered as merchants. Technology was improved 

from the standpoint of adding new looms and fibers (See Littlefield 

1979:479-482). 

Textile production and technology were altered in other ways as 

well. European textile technology was grafted onto Mesoamerican tech

nology in two ways; through the obrajes or workshops, and through the 

agency of the missions and monasteries, where rich ecclesiastical 

garments and other cloths were produced (Westheim 1948:2566). It is 

probably not a chance occurrence that of eight centers noted for 

weaving during the Colonial period, at least five were cabeceras de 

doctrina (Taylor 1972:24-25; Villasenor y Sanchez 1952:11, 115. 

See Map ). While Santo Tom^s is not specifically mentioned, it seems 

possible that the village was one where weaving was done for the 

Church. 

> 
e 
c 

9 
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The European pedal or harness loom was not adopted in the village, 

as far as is known. It is significant, however, that the loom used by 

Tomasinos is a hybrid form in which a rigid heddle, a device for 

mechanically lifting and lowering alternate threads in the warp of 

the fabric, is used. Most scholars agree that this heddle was intro

duced to the New World by Europeans [Gayton 1967:144-145; Sturtevant 

1977:326, 338-340). 

In addition, the maniples and stoles worn by Catholic priests when 

saying Mass have an arrangement of design similar to the belts of î  
s 

Santo Tomas. Tomasinos, in the twentieth century, occasionally make J 

stoles for priests. Taken together, these facts suggest that further * 

research may provide further evidence for several hundred years' anti- :. 
LI 

quity of a weaving specialization at Santo Tomas Jalieza. ^ 
a 
c 

Reorientation in Cloth^ing St)^Tes g 

Clothing styles in Mexico, and Oaxaca in particular, may be one 

of the most effective symbols of change during the colonial--or any 

other--period. As is true of landholding and crop production, the 

Spaniards were only partially successful in shaping Indian clothing 

styles more to their own liking. The Indian population took an active 

role in the changes that did take place. 

Spanish and Indian styles blended to create a new mode of dress 

[Anawalt 1977). Though the lack of detailed description (especially 

of belts) is frustrating, enough tantalizing hints are available 

for the researcher to form an idea of the scope of the reorientation. 

The most immediate assimilation to the Spanish model took place 
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where there were more Spaniards present. The following account was 

written by a priest in 1554, relating the conditions around the time 

of the Conquest. 

...as a consequence of this lack of resources, 
the Indian is very frugal in his eating and extremely 
scanty in his dress, because all go barefoot and 
with their bodies exposed. They sleep on the soil 
(floor), and for the majority have a stone, or at 
the most a stick, for their pillow, except for those 
who are in some church town in which the friars 
have put them to covering their bodies and wearing 
shoes, and where they eat and drink and sleep like 
Christians and civilized people and not like brutal 
animals. And commonly those who live far from > 
the congregation [reduced town), in the hills and ^ 
valleys, live like savages.... (Fray Domingo de la i 
Anuncion, quoted by Carillo y Gariel 1959:42. Trans- J 
lation and punctuation mine). T 

Several accounts of male clothing in the first century after the 

Conquest indicate that costume was divided by, and specified for, ^ 

various social ranks. 

...among the Zapotecs, the men of high rank 
used mantles so long that some even dragged the 
ground, for which they can justly be called logados; 
the laboring people, by law, could not wear the 
mantles longer than the knee, and these had to be 
of henequ^n, which is similar to the burlap of 
Castille, and not of cotton (Carillo y Gariel 1959: 
47-48, quoting the Relacidn of an unspecified 
community. Translation and punctuation mine.) 

The noble classes were the first to adopt Spanish dress, a con

siderable change from breechcloths and quilted armor. In Chichicapa, 

for example, the new styles included such elements as shirts, 

saraguelles, and capes. Everyone wore sombreros, especially the 

caciques (hereditary nobles), some of whom went dressed like Spaniards 

[Spfndola 1905:IV, 118). In Teticpac the jubdn (jacket, bodice), 

shirt, xaquete (jacket), shoes, and even the full clothing of 

% 
bi 
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Castille, were the style [Perez de Camora Abarca 1905:IV, 112). 

Similar portraits appear in the relaciones of Teotitlan del Valle, 

Tlacolula, and Mitla [Paso y Troncoso 1905:IV, 106, 146, 149). 

Many of the differences in dress between nobles and commoners 

were based on economics. As a relacion of another Oaxacan group, 

the Cuicatecs, states: "There is no difference between the commoners 

and the nobles, except that each one dresses in conformity with 'the 

means he can attain, and many, because they have nothing, go naked" 

(Carillo y Gariel 1959:47, quoting an unspecified relacion). 

While different communities manifested different rates of change, 

there was a gradual leveling. That the dress of the nobles was being 7 

reoriented first is, of course, indicative that they had more money. * 
u 

They were in more frequent contact with the Spaniards, who probably ^ 
{/• 

saw this contact as a means of controlling the Indians. If they ^ 
bl 

came to dress more like Spaniards, the Indians would then conform K 

more closely to the Spaniards' model of "civilized" persons. From 

the Indians' standpoint, the new dress could show off their elevated 

rank or improved means, and impress both fellow villagers and the 

Spaniards. The difference between cacique and commoner dress could 

also, symbolically, aid in maintaining the old system of social control 

in the villages. 

Women's clothing is of particular interest because it underwent 

less drastic changes than that of the men. 

...in as much as the women used to cover their 
bodies with the skirt and the huipil , substituted 
in some regions by the quechequemitl, therefore 
at the end of the sixteenth century it is a sign 
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that in antiquity the Indian women dressed "as 
they dress at present, although at present--
their dress—is more correct and decent" (Carillo 
y Gariel 1959:46. My translation). 

The fact that women only slowly adopted Spanish styles, and that the 

changes were relatively minor, seems to show that they were in less 

frequent contact with the Spaniards, at least in a context where 

their clothing would enhance or detract from their social standing. 

The changes were largely confined to gathered skirts, more tailored 

blouses in some regions, and the use of wool as a fiber. Some details 

of jewelry and decorative items were also adopted [Cordry and Cordŷ y 

1968:11; Anawalt 1977). 

A slow change in woman's clothing probably served to the advantage 

of the Indians. Much of the materials--perhaps more than for men's 

clothing--continued to be produced at home, where it demanded more J 
X 

outlay in labor than in cash. Through distinctive dress women could ^ 

express, and reinforce, the identity and autonomy of the village. The 

belt, the huipil or the hair dress became a sort of village uniform, 

with only subtle indications of economic or social rank. In a situation 

where endogamy prevailed, distinctive dress may have served to indicate 

the availability (or unavailability) of a woman as a marriage partner, 

particularly when she left her own village to visit a market town. 

In the market a woman selling would, in effect, advertise the special 

product of her village by her dress. A prospective customer might not 

know the name of her village, but he or she would have associated 
the dress with the product. 

As Gibson notes, costume styles dating from before the conquest 
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were preserved in holy day or religious festivals, the religious 

observances being conservative. The cofradias or religious sodalities, 

which probably had specific articles of clothing marking their status, 

gave stability to the society of the villages (1954-55:600-601). 

The Spaniards also used dress to differentiate between women of 

various racial groups. An ordinance of 1582 proclaimed 

That no mestizo, mulatto or negro woman go 
dressed in the habit of an Indian woman; that they 
wear Spanish dress, under penalty of seizure and 
of being given 100 lashes publically in the 
streets, and having to pay 4 reales fine to the > 
alguacil (policeman) who apprehends them. "̂  
This does not include the mestizo, mulatto and j 
negro women married to Indians (Borbolla 1974:167. ff 
My translation). I 

The attempt to maintain the class separation among the races seems ;• 

gradually to have faded. But it went hand-in-hand with allowing *' 
c/| 

Indians to become artisans—to practice weaving, for example--and to Jj 
bJ 

become guild members, while the other racial groups were excluded ^ 

(pp. 135-141). Boundaries of ethic identity were retained to a sig

nificant degree, particularly for women (Graburn 1969, 1976:23-27). 

In summary, Oaxaca emerged from the colonial period with its 

Indian communities still enjoying much internal autonomy, and generally 

having sufficient lands to maintain their status as independent 

producers. Variation in land distribution and in land productivity 

gave rise to different craft specializations, one of the most important 

of which was weaving or the production of dyes. In fact, these 

specialties could be combined. Santo Tom^s weavers, who may have 

begun to weave during the colonial period, did use cochineal ""'or their 

belts, until the twentieth century. 
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Several coincidences point to the possibility that weaving was 

introduced, or reoriented, in Santo Tom^s during the colonial era. 

For instance, Santo Tom^s was for some time a seat of religious 

instruction under the Dominicans. The coincidence of recorded weaving 

villages with Dominican parish head towns indicates that the friars 

were probably instrumental in introducing European elements like the 

foot or pedal loom, and perhaps the European rigid heddle used in the 

backstrap loom of Santo Tomas. Santo Tombs' belts are reminiscent 

in form of the stole or long neck-cloth which forms a part of Roman > 
c 
c 

Catholic priestly vestments. Even today, weavers in the village r» 

occasionally make these stoles by special order. One informant even 
s 

related that belts had been sent to Rome for the Pope. ;• 
But the general pattern of production for outside markets obviously ^ 

goes back to the colonial period, and may be projected beyond that j 
y 

time to the prehispanic era. In each period the Indians adapted some ^ 

part of their life--what they grew or what they wore or made--to 

satisfy the needs and tastes of some group outside their own community. 

This continued during the nineteenth century to some extent. In 

weaving, especially, it is even more obvious during the twentieth 
century. 

In their adoption of European clothing, technology, and fibers, 

and in their increased participation in a system of producing cash 

crops for a market, Indians of the colonial-era Oaxaca Valley 

reoriented their culture in many ways toward a European model. In 

this they seem to have been following patterns that Graburn (1976) 

and Littlefield (1979) would discuss during the twentieth century. 
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Many of these alterations clearly were made for economic reasons. 

The Nineteenth Century 

A major result of the War for Independence in Mexico was its 

effect of slowing the country's economic development, especially in 

regions like Oaxaca. Though fighting in Oaxaca had been centered in 

the Mixteca Alta, unsettled conditions of the war led to the emigration 

of many Spanish landowners and, consequently, the withdrawal of their 

capital. In addition, property rights were often ignored and non-

combatants were often killed. Class antagonisms were exacerbated. 
> 
IX 

Trade with Spain was disrupted, and commerce with other countries c 

was slow to develop. . 

After the war, the growth of new trade ties brought an influx of u 

imported goods, which in some cases competed disastrously with (H 

fledgling Mexican industries, Indians bore the brunt of many of the uj 

economic changes. As colonial legal protections lapsed, and since many 

of the missions had been ruined by the war, they were more subject to 

being exploited, as individual codes of the Republic gave them less 

institutional protection (Griffin 1949:174-187). 

During the first decade of the century, the haciendas continued 

to be plagued with debt, soil exhaustion, and a chronic shortage of 

labor. The Crown had reorganized the political jurisdiction of New 

Spain into intendancies, the rough equivalent of states, in 1786. It 

did away with the positions of alcaldes mayores or governors, who had 

also acted, in Oaxaca, as agents purchasing cochineal. By this 

reorganization many Indians became free agents in deciding whether 
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or not they worked for local landowners. In the period just before 

1810, the hacendados continued to pressure the Indians to supply their 

labor, and secured some backing from the Oaxacan government. Despite 

increased wages, many Indians in the Valley were still not willing to 

work for the haciendas when they could raise their own crops--.maize, 

beans, and cochineal being the principal ones (Hamnet 1971a:62-76). 

In general, Oaxaca's economy failed to develop in exactly the same 

manner as that of other regions of Mexico. The hacienda did not 

flourish in part because the Indian communities had retained their lands, > 
tx 

and in part because the predominant character of Spanish exploitation J 
M 

had been through the appropriation of income from Indian products I 

rather than the use of their labor itself [Taylor 1972:143-163; ' 

Whitecotton 1977:200-209). ^ 

The villagers' response to the lack of economic growth was to \ii 
continue life largely as it had been before. Raising their own sub- ^ 

sistence crops, the people sold any surpluses of cash crops such as 

cochineal to middlemen or through the regional markets. They continued 

to do some work on the haciendas or in the mines. The women assumed 

the duties of the household and child-rearing, and often produced 

export goods such as textiles. These, like other crafts, could be 

produced during periods of liberty from other chores [Rojas Gonzalez 

1949:190; Berry 1969:54-55). 

During the middle of the century, Oaxaca passed through a depressed 

period. Even the cochineal industry largely lapsed after 1850. There 

was a general failure for local capital to be generated. Mining and 

commerce, rather than agriculture, were the primary sources of wealth. 
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and much of the money they generated went to foreign investors, ^ro-

fessionally-educated persons—doctors, lawyers, and so forth--abounded. 

They had much prestige but did little to foster an economic or agri

cultural endeavor [Waterbury 1975:420-422).. 

Communications improved only slowly. While roads inside the 

Valley were reasonably good, communication with other regions was 

difficult (Berry 1969:56-57, 60). Schools were few. Only fifteen or 

twenty pueblos in the Central District of Oaxaca had primary schools 

regulated by the district. Education for the rural populace was 

woefully inadequate (p. 57). 

The Textile Industry During the Nineteenth Century 
3 

At the level of factory industry, Mexican production lost much of y 

its momentum during the War for Independence. Particularly hard-hit ^̂  

were the artisans who worked in the obrajes or textile workshops. J 

Spanish funds and direction were gone, and cheap English textiles 

flooded the market. Spinners and weavers, still working in sweatshop 

conditions and still lacking mechanized equipment, could not compete. 

For instance, the first hydraulic-powered spinning machines were not 

introduced into Puebla factories until 1837. 

Consumers in other parts of the country lacked money to purchase 

clothing, whatever its origin (Novelo 1974; Keremitsis 1973:11). Appar

ently people often did without clothing that could not produced at 

home. Oaxacan peasants could, however, obtain many home-woven textiles 

for their clothing through the regional marketing system. 

Oaxaca was a net importer of manufactured cloth, cotton, laces and 
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muslins. Threads of various kinds came from Puebla CBerry 1969:59). 

Teotitlan del Valle, Tlacolula, and Mitla were still noted weaving 

centers. Teotitlan del Valle was mentioned for its weaving of good-

quality woolen articles, and Tlacolula for its cottons that the Indians 

used for clothing. In the Villa Alta district coarsely-woven articles 

in pita or agave fiber were made. Before independence the eastern 

districts of Choapan and Laatani produced mantas, but by 1830 this 

was much reduced. Tehuantepec was noted for weaving silk cultivated 

in the Isthmus (Lameiras 1973:124-125). Some, but not all, of these > 
IS 
(̂  

centers had been important during the colonial era. Again, Santo x 

Thomas is mentioned, but the pueblo was small and its belts may not 

have been of interest to non-Indian consumers, y 
u 

During the nineteenth century cotton and cochineal were cultivated ^ 

in the Oaxaca Valley, in Miahuatlan, in the Sierra districts, and in J 

Tehuantepec. Cultivation remained at a reduced level because of the ^ 

competition from imported cloth used for clothing. The cochineal trade 

was still active, but to a lesser extent than during the 1700s. It 

had benefited from the supression of the alcaldes mayores in 1787 

(Dahlgren de Jordan 1961:396-397). 

By the 1850s and 1860s, Central Oaxaca was economically depressed; 

capital came largely from outside the state, mining proceded only 

slowly, the cochineal industry continued to decline and social and 

economic conditions became unsettled [Berry 1970:281-282). Von 

Humboldt, who visited the area at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century, noted that Ocotlan was a major cochineal district, saying that 

"Around the town of Oaxaca, and especially near Ocotlan, there are 
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plantations [haciendas) which contained from 50 to 60,000 nopals 

planted in lines like magueys cultivated for pulque. The greatest 

part of the cochineal which is employed in commerce is, however, 

produced in small nopaleries belonging to Indians of extreme poverty." 

He also notes that Sola and Zimatlan had established their grana 

fields on the slopes of the mountains two or three leagues from their 

towns [Von Humboldt 1811:11, 72-73, 77) 

Despite the decline, elsewhere, Ocotlan was still a center of 

production in 1857. Competition with cochineal from Guatemala > 

developed about 1830, and later Algeria and the Canary Islands began 
GP 

producing the dye. This cut further into Oaxaca's commerce (Dahlgren T 

de Jordan 1961:397-98; Berry 1969:58). The dye remained the principal J 
I 

industry of Oaxaca until around 1870. Then the invention of aniline ^ 

or coal-tar dyes and their increasing use in Europe reduced the demand, ^ 

and the price for cochineal fell between 1870 and 1880 to a level that >• 

did not permit the producers to recoup their costs for harvesting. 

After this, cochineal continued to be used locally, surviving in 

Oaxaca until 1910 and in Guatemala until 1920 (Dahlgren de Jordan 1961: 

396, 398; Berry 1969:59 dates this decline from 1850). 

Aniline dyes were introduced to Mexico about 1890 (Johnson 1971: 

163-164) but some use of cochineal continues into the twentieth century 

at weaving centers in the Valley and in the Mixteca. Weavers at 

Teotitlan del Valle still employ it in small quantities, and Parsons 

mentions that it was available at the market in Tlacolula around 1930 

[Johnson 1977:242, citing Parsons 1936:45). A price reported in 1978 

was some 2500 pesos per kilo. It appears to have been used at Santo 
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Tomas as well, perhaps until after the beginning of the twentieth 

century. As Berry states the situation: 

The popular arts of the Valley pueblos are a 
renaissance of ancient arts, occurring only in 
this century. At the middle of the nineteenth 
century, weaving, ceramics, woodcarving, cabinet
work and metallurgy were known, but were only shadows 
of what they had been in the colonial period. There 
was little demand for these manufactures, except to 
satisfy individual necessities—stew-pots for the 
kitchens, mantas [sheets) for the bed, and furniture 
(chests) to store clothing. During the liberal 
government, the leaders of the state continually 
lamented that there were not schools in which the 
Indians could learn to utilize their artistic talent 
in a productive home industry. Therefore, save for 
exceptions, the pueblos were not known, as they are 
today, for the crafts that they produced [1969:57). 5 

m-

m 

The lack of change in Oaxaca's economy was reflected by considerable 

stability in the peasant mode of dress. Men in central Oaxaca wore u 

sombreros with low crowns and wide brims, made of palm or other ĵ, 

material. The man's shift had a low collar and was buttoned with 2 

three or four buttons of bone or shell. The long shirts had sleeves 

with simple cuffs, and the pants were wide through the legs. A red or 

blue belt with sandals with hide soles were also part of the outfit. 
The woman, on the other hand, wore a 

low-cut huipil or blouse with embroidery or open
work and a skirt of thick cloth held up by a belt. 
Some women had the custom of cinching the waist 
strongly with a braguero, a soyate or woven palm 
belt, to avoid the relaxation of the muscles. 
Women went barefoot. On the other hand, when 
they celebrated their religious or pagan festivals, 
they dressed in their typical dress, whose chracteristics 
are known to us because the different Zapotec zones 
still wear them today [Rojas Gonzales 1949:176; trans
lation mine). 
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The Late Nineteenth Century 

Political Boundaries and Landholding 

From Independence to the Reform, political boundaries in Mej<ico 

changed frequently, depending on the prediliction of the government in 

power. In 1858 the state was divided into twenty-five distritos or 

districts. Santo Tom^s belonged to the Zimatlan district. Legally, 

there were no boundaries below the district level, but the old mix of 

political and ecclesiastical divisions remained. The city or township 

was the most important for the individual villager. Church boundaries > 
IS 

were also of importance, however, because only the parish church or l^ 
ir 

parroquia maintained the lists of births, deaths, marriages and con- Z. 

firmations, until this was abolished by the reform laws of 1857. Voting 

in elections was also done in the parish seat, at least until the 

Reform [Berry 1969:52-53; Meyer and Sherman 1979:378). Ethnic and 

linguistic boundaries formed yet another level of links among com.muni-

ties. For example, Orozco y Berra, in classifying the principal dia

lects of Zapotec, follows divisions that predate the twentieth-century 

boundaries of the municipio of Santo Tomls. Santo Tom^s Jalieza and 

San Pedro Guegorexe are grouped under the dialect of San Martin 

Tilcajete, while Santo Cecilia and Santo Domingo fall under that of 

San Juan Tectipac (i.e., Teitipac). These seem to be more closely 

related to parish divisions than to political ones [Orozco y Berra 1864: 

181-183; Gerhard 1972:21). Santo Tomas apparently did not achieve 

its present identity as a municipio until the Constitution of 1917 

mandated such divisions. The municipio is now the basic political 

unit below the state level (Cline 1972:174), 

i' 

u 
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The reform movement of 1856-1867 attempted to encourage land owner

ship among individuals by forcing the sale of Church or corporate civil 

lands. It is often spoken of as the crowning blow to Indians' land, 

which is thought of as being held communally, Berry argues that for 

the central district of Oaxaca, relatively near Santo Tom^s, these 

effects were not as drastic as elsewhere. He points out that the dis

posal of land was minimal. While legislators had intended to re

distribute Church lands, these holdings were largely located in Oaxaca 

City. Many Zapotec communities still owned lands; often these were in > 
IS 

use by the townspeople, or were cultivated for the support of the ^ 
ir 

annual saints'' festivals. Individual Indians in the communities often I 

bought the plots that had formerly been assigned to them by their ^ 

village councils. The reform laws had not been intended to strip ^ 

peasants of their lands, but to split up the common grazing and col

lecting lands. It was not until the Dfaz regime that the lands held 

by villagers as inheritable usufruct rights, lands which could not be 

alienated, were taken away [Berry 1970; Waterbury 1975:423), 

In Oaxaca the haciendas did not become modernized for efficient 

production or acquire sophisticated machinery as did haciendas in other 

areas, particularly Morelos. In tropical areas coffee emerged as a 

cash crop, as cochineal and sugar cane had done in the central dis

tricts. Coffee was not produced in the Valley, where climatic con

ditions were not suitable for its culture (Waterbury 1975:424). 

Transportation system also developed only slowly; the Puebla-

Oaxaca railway was first planned in 1875, but was not completed until 

1892. There were few products, either of agriculture or mines, to 
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transport out of the state. When the railroad did arrive, it promoted 

the mines and stimulated commerce and some small industries (pp. 423-

424). 

The balance of trade for Oaxaca was usually unfavorable. The state 

imported more goods--especially cloth, liquors, and certain types of 

food--than it exported (Berry 1970:281-282, citing the Balanza Mercantil 

del Departamiento de Oaxaca Correspondiente al ano 1841). 

Most exploitation of Indian labor was indirect. That is, the 

products of the people were taken rather than their actual labor, as ^ 

they had been in the colonial period. Commercial agriculture had failed 

to develop on any large scale, so that peasants retained their lands 

Q: 

and sold cash crops or crafts (Waterbury 1975:419-424, 436-437). î  

The communities remained viable as economic units. They were effec-

tively closed, in that they channeled outside ties through a few persons X 
Ui 

who became power brokers. Earlier, in the colonial period, power 

brokers had included merchants, and colonial administrators. With 

independence these ties to the outside were broken to an extent, and 

local autonomy and isolation were reinforced. Ties between different 

villages, such as would be forged by marriage and ritual kinship, were 

apparently weak. Village autonomy was reinforced by the fact that 

statewide some 48.8 percent of the population still spoke an indigenous 

language (pp. 436-438). 

By 1910, in addition, the 224 haciendas in Oaxaca took up only 

8.1 percent of the state's total territory, and comprised 13.8 percent 

of all landholding units. Of the rural population, 14.3 percent 

lived on haciendas. In contrast, in Morelos, where the Revolution 
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was strongly fought, 38.5 percent of the total territory, and 43.9 per

cent of all landholding units, were haciendas, while 23.7 percent of 

the rural population lived on Morelos haciendas (p. 417). In the 

Ocotlan district, which by this time included Santo Tom^s, there were 

some ten haciendas with a total holding of roughly 36,020 square kilo

meters. 

Oaxacan villagers tended to maintain contracts through the market 

system, but in general these were impersonal. Boundary markers such 

as language and dress did not break down until the twentieth century. > 
IS 

For example, of the twenty-seven districts in which Valley Zapotec J 

was spoken, Orozco y Berra started that there was "no pueblo which does » 

not differ a little from the other" (Orozco y Berra 1964:181-183). t: 
\ii 

This pattern remained common; boundary disputes between pueblos occur ^ 

as one pueblo seeks to gain additional lands at the expense of another ^ 

(Dennis 1976), and Tomasinos say that the Zapotec spoken in villages ^ 

as close as San Antonino Castillo Velasco (Ocotlan) differs from their 

own Zapotec. 

Even during the Revolution of 1910, Oaxaca continued to be a 

backwater; many OaxaqueKos sided with the conservative factions, and 

at one point the state of Oaxaca was declared independent of Mexico 

(Waterbury 1975:426-436; Iturribarrfa 1955:340-355). The mode of 

production largely remained a peasant one, "undifferentiated household 

budgetary or consumption-oriented production units exercising effective 

control of the means of production" (Waterbury 1975:436). On the 

whole, Oaxaca and the Santo Tomas area entered the twentieth century 

with many of the same patterns of landholding, village identitv, 
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and clothing that had developed or had been reinforced in the last 400 

years. 

Early Accounts of Santo Tom^s Weaving 

The Late Nineteenth Century -- Exportation to Guatemala 

The first known accounts of Santo Tomas' weaving date it to around 

the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Informants in the village 

say that in "the other century," Santo Tomasinos made pilgrimages to 

the shrine at Esquipulas, in northeastern corner of Guatemala. This 
IS 

is apparently a tradition with some time depth and considerable impor- tc 
a" 
CP 

01 

X 
Ui 

tance in the Oaxaca-Guatemala region (Rojas Gonzalez 1949:194; Smith 

1979). Villagers who took the trip were gone for six months, three to 5 

go there, and three to return. The journey was made in the dry season, ^ 

timed to coincide with the feast of the Black Christ on January 15. 

With them the Santo Tomasinos took their belts, which were preferred 

for wear in Mixco, a Pokomam Maya town in the department of Guatemala, 

now a suburb of Guatemala City. Traders from Oaxaca apparently brought 

them to Mixco as late as the 1930's (Osborne 1935:67, 86; 1965:106, 

152, 228; Morgadanes 1940; O'Neale 1945:68-70, 161). Santo Tomasinos 
2 

no longer make the journey to Esquipalas. 

With regard to the diffusion of technology, one informant in 

Santo Tom^s told me that the looms were not taken into Guatemala, 

though a U.S. student who spend several weeks in Santo Tomas reportedly 

had a book showing women from the village weaving in Guatemala. 

(Delgado's account of belt weaving at Mixco does not mention the rigid 

heddle, though the identical weave is apparently done [Delgado 1963: 
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57-60]). The current prohibition on loom sales may bear on the infor

mation I received. According to one informant, a shop-owner in Oaxaca 

who is a textile connoisseur, Santo Tomis belts were once made for 

consumers throughout the Valley, almost as if the place were a factory. 

There were different design and color combinations for different pueblos. 

The existence of differing styles has been confirmed by weavers in 

Santo Tomans. Unfortunately, examples of old belts for which dates are 

known are rare. Only one specimen, a black-and-cream faja fina or 

fine belt, owned by the Regional Museum of Oaxaca, is reported as being > 

eighty years old. J' 

People in the village say that Santo Tomasinos have woven since I 

before the time of Christ, but I attribute this to their growing knowl- y 

edge of the archaeology of their area (see pp. 11-12). ^ 
01 
c. 
X 
Ui 

undoubtedly from the nineteenth century. The earliest known published •" 

A very few old belts still exist in the village; one or two are 

photograph of Santo Tom^s weaving is found in Frederick Starr's Indians 

of Southern Mexico; an Ethnographic Album (1899:185). In a picture 

of funeral guests in Tlacolula, two of the women are wearing what 

must be Santo Tomas belts. The designs appear to be of the faja 

fina type, the older, more finely woven belt. 

Before the development of an extensive tourist trade, weaving at 

Santo Toma's seems to have remained fairly well fixed within its tradi

tional forms. The basis existed, however, for what would later 

develop into a world-wide distribution of its weavings. The year 

1940 has been selected as marking the transition from traditionally-

oriented weaving to the beginning of the tourist weaving. It is 
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necessary, however, to outline the basis from which this situation 

developed. 

Several factors joined to form the social and economic context of 

weaving prior to 1940. Among these factors were the available modes 

of transportation, the locations of the market outlets, and the producing 

group as a social unit. 

Transportation and Traditional Markets 

The market to which Santo Tomasinos sold was large and wide-spread, 

encompassing many villages in the Valley and beyond. Santo Tomas' 

weaving was commercialized to the extent of having different color 

combinations to suit the tastes of different market areas, and more 

than one grade of belt, priced according to quality. Transfers of 

the belts from Santo Tomasinos to their patrons appear to have taken 

IT 
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01 place in the various market towns of the region, with Oaxaca as the 2 

principal market. Another outlet was probably through itinerant 

vendors [Parsons 1936:41;568-569, chart). 

Tomasinos made the journey to Oaxaca on the unpaved Camino Real 

or Royal Highway. This road, improved as early as 1879, passed through 

Santo Tomas, the pueblo of Coyotepec, the Hacienda del Carmen, and 

the Garita of Xoxocotl^n before entering Oaxaca (Basilic Rojas 1963: 

101). An alternate route passed through Santa Ana Zegache, Zimatlan, 

and Zaachila, entering Oaxaca from the southwest. 

People going to market in Oaxaca would leave Santo Tomas early 

on Friday morning, taking some seven hours to reach the city by foot 

or burro. They passed the night in inns or posadas and attended 
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the market on Saturday morning. Those who had taken belts to sell 

would make their places in the Benito Juarez market at a large pillar 

located in the area where fruit is now sold. Success in selling one's 

belts permitted the villagers to make needed or desired purchases, 

which could include the brown sugar called panela, bread, and other 

items. Their marketing finished, villagers would begin the homeward 

journey on Saturday, often staying overnight at a town along the road 

and reaching Santo Tomas on Sunday afternoon. Reports suggest that 

in the unrest following the revolution, from around 1915 to 1925 the J 
«:: 

presence of thieves in the hills or Cuesta area southeast of Reyes fS" 
ir 
IB. 

Mantecdn made the trip more dangerous. In addition, parts of the road 
5 

were sometimes impassable during the rainy season except by foot. t'. 
u 

Road conditions improved gradually. A carretera de terrazeria or 
0) 

graded road was completed between about 1935 to 1938, and was paved X 
UJ 

sometime between 1952 and 1955. By 1961 all of the road between Oaxaca ^ 

and Miahuatlan to the south was paved. Passenger and cargo service 

by powered vehicle was available along the route as early as 1956 

(Basilic Rojas 1683:103-104). Until the paving of the highway, ox 

teams were used to pull out mired automobiles. 

Besides the Oaxaca market, Santo Tomasinos found outlets in the 

markets of Ocotlan and Tlacolula. In Ocotlan the serranos or mountain 

people--some of them probably from the Mixteca Alta--came to purchase 

belts. The faja fina, the more costly, longer belt, may have been 

distributed through the Ocotlan market. Several places where it 

reportedly is, or was, used are in the Ocotlan district, San Antonino 

Castillo Velasco and Asuncion Ocotlan being places most often mentioned 
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(See Table I, p. 71 ). Tlacolula has apparently long been a distri

bution point,particularly for belts going north and east into the 

Mixe area. In addition. Parsons mentions that belts which must have 

come from Santo Tomcis were popular in Mitla until about 1914. These 

may have been purchased in Tlacolula or in Ocotlan, which were both on 

the Mitleyeno trade network (Parsons 1936:41; 568-569). 

Tourists must have employed non-automobile modes of travel; one 

informant reported that they came on the train, presumably to Ocotlan, 

as early as 1931 or 1932. Tourism apparently began to develop signi- > 
IS 

ficantly in the decade between 1935 and 1948, and the Pan-American |j 

Highway reached Oaxaca City in 1943 (Stolmaker 1976:202; Evelyn I' 

Montgomery, personal communication, 1980). -

Decline in the Use of Traditional Costume ĉ  

The traditional woman's costume at Santo Toma's seems to have been, ^ 

for some time, a variant of the style of San Antonino Ocotlan and other 

towns in the southern Valley. An early form had had a white huipil, 

which had given way to a white blouse. (Later the embroidered blouse 

from San Antonino was adopted.) With this went a woolen cobija de 

enrededora (wrapped skirt) in either black or red (See Johnson 1977 

for a description of this skirt as woven at Mitla). 

Tomasinas wore the faja fina, at least for fiestas; these belts 

were part of the gifts to a bride. Presumably village women also wore 

their fa.ias coloradas, perhaps for everyday, in addition to selling 

them in the Oaxaca markets. By 1925 they had apparently ceased wearing 

cobija and were using the s^bana or skirt of a four- or five-meter 
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commercial cloth, arranged with seven machetes or pleats at the sides. 

One woman in her fifties said that she had never worn the sabana. 

Another informant mentioned that in his grandmother's time all that 

was used was manta, which may have been handwoven with commercial thread. 

Skirts may have been woven in the village at one time. Skirts 

and blouses were later purchased at Ocotlan. Today only two of the 

oldest women in the village use the sabana. 

Many other Valley residents apparently were making the costume 

change at the same general time as Santo Tomasinos. The Cordrys note > 
tx 

that by 1941 many Valley women were using checked cloth in blue and tr 
2 

white or green and white, rather than handwoven skirts that had been 

common even ten years before. Older women were more likely to retain 

the older style (Cordry and Cordry 1968:111). Parsons also noted the 

changing situation at Mitla in the late 1920's; it parallels that ^ 
Ui 

already discussed (Parsons 1936:36-43). In the 1950's the younger ^ 

women and the girls at Santo Tomas had already begun to wear more 

tailored skirts, with blouses. By 1978, polyester dresses, some of 

them home-sewn, were popular; school girls also wore pants, Some women 

still wore a belt of some kind inside their clothing, apparently for 
support. 

Men traditionally wore the loose white manta trousers, or 

calzones, with a white, loose shirt and a red cenidor or sash. In 

1978 a few men over fifty continued with this costume, perhaps sub

stituting a commercially-made shirt. Younger men wore wash-and-wear, 

store-bought pants and shirts. Huaraches were still common among men; 

many women were wearing shoes. 
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It is possible that these clothing changes are linked to the des

truction wrought by an earthquake which struck Oaxaca and the southern 

part of the state on January 13, 1931. The city suffered extensive 

damage. Social and economic life were disrupted, and emigration in

creased (Iturribarrfa 1955:426-427; Waterbury 1975:127). 

A consequence of the disaster may have been the loss of continuity 

in the use of traditional items of clothing. The 1975 earthquake in 

Guatemala, for example, resulted in the sale to outsiders of much hand-

produced clothing as people searched for money with which to survive >• 

(Gary Elbow, personal communication). For some, if not all of the tr 
CP 
IB--

purchasers among the Santo Tomcis patrons, the belts would have been 
s 

luxury items. If money were terribly short, they could make do with C 
u 

an o ld bel t or even a spare piece of s t r i ng . 
e/i 

Susana Drucker's work in Jamiltepec, a town in the Mixtec Coast Jj 
UJ 

of southwestern Oaxaca, is especially relevant to a consideration of ^ 

changes in the Oaxaca Valley. Drucker found that the adoption of 

revestido or western dress was an index of transculturation. Persons 

who became revestido very often began to associate more closely with 

the mestizo or mixed-race, national culture. Among the changes 

associated with becoming revestido were the growing use of Spanish 

rather than Mixtec, the cessation of participation in the religious 

mayordomfa or cargo system, growing attendance at school, more kinds 

of occupations identified as mestizo, and the bettering of one's 

material conditions or economic status. Also linked with changing 

one's dress were greater geographic mobility and increasing marriage 

with mestizos or revestidos. All of these things were linked with 
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a decreasing identity with the Indian group. Mestizo-Indian relations 

were strained, however, and the mestizos retained much control over 

the revestido group (Drucker 1963). 

While Zapotecs in the Oaxaca Valley and other Indian groups may be 

less overtly controlled by mestizos than the Indians of Jamiltepec, 

it does seem that their adoption of clothing more closely resembling 

that of the national group is symptomatic of their entering a period 

of socioeconomic change. At Santo TomSs, the adoption of such clothing 

accompanied these changes. A great reorientation of weaving occurred ^ 
a 

at the same time that Tomasinos were altering their mayordomi^a system J;' 

and their children were learning to speak Spanish as their first ^ 

language. As appears to have been the case at Santo Tomas, these ^ 
I'! 

changes took place largely between 1940 and 1955. f-
c/i 

In general, pre-tourist belts can be said to have been widely ^ 
UJ 

distributed, with shifting distribution patterns as fashions changed K 

in a given area [Parsons 1936:43-46 gives an example of the use of 

Santo Toma's belts at Mitla. When the native market declined, around 

1940 or even earlier, many women in the village ceased weaving, or 

failed to become active. Their labors would not result in dependable 
income. (See Figure 2, page offers evidence corroborating this trend.) It 

shows that the number of women who actually began weaving during the 

decade of the 1940s was roughly one-half the number who reached the 

age at which they would usually have begun learning to do so. At 

this period the normal time seems to have been around nine to fifteen 

years. In addition, the total number of weavers becoming active in 

the decades of 1920 and 1930 was relatively low. In the 1950s, 1960s, 



and 1970s the proportion of younger people learning to weave increased. 

This reflects a growth in the market for textiles they produced). 

In summary, several features of textile production in Oaxaca 

reveal patterns through time. Production of textiles and of textile-

related items such as cochineal have traditionally been oriented toward 

external as well as internal consumption. As Littlefield notes the 

marketing of such specialties has tended toward control by merchants 

(1979). As Graburn suggests, production has tended to be altered in 

directions that the dominant society has found acceptable (1976). ;• 
tr 
f" 

As the next sections will demonstrate, these trends have, if any- (J 
thing, been accelerated during the middle twentieth century 
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CHAPTER III 

SOCIAL ASPECTS OF CHANGE IN SANTO TOMAS WEAVING 

Trends, 1940 to the Present 

The 1940's saw the beginnings of great changes in the social and 

economic organization of Santo Tomis weaving. While many belts had 

long been made for consumption outside the village, international tour

ists now replaced Indians as the primary consumer group. For the pur

poses of the present analysis, I will treat social and economic changes 

as separate from aesthetic changes, reserving the latter for Part III. 

tr 

tr 
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Tourists, Guides and Innovators 5 

Santo Tomas has long been accessible to the roads system of Oaxa- [U 

ca, probably since it was a part of the district of the mining town 

Chichicapa during the 15th and 16th c e n t u r i e s . A new group, tourists, 

first appeared in the village about 1938. By 1941 the first tourist 

guide, Pepe Moreno Innes, had brought clients to the pueblo. Don Pepe 

has m a i n t a i n e d a long a c q u a i n t a n c e s h i p with Santo Tomas and still comes 

to the pueblo on o c c a s i o n . Other guides are also known by their first 

names -- Victor, Manuel, Gabriel, Fernando, and Jacobo. These men who 

come repeatedly become friendly with at least a few of the women, per

haps ordering tortillas from them or remembering a weaver who has made 

a special item before. The guides pick up a certain amount of rela

tively accurate knowledge about the weaving, so that they can explain 

something about the processes to their tourists. They may retain 

general impressions about the old-style work. Don Pepe, for example, 

60 
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commented that he saw the red belts being made when he f i r s t came to 

the v i l l a g e , and lamented that the women no longer spoke Zapotec while 

they waited to make a sale. 

The guides may also have some influence on the course of the 

development of a town. At one time the one-kilometer d i r t road from 

the main highway into the v i l l age was in deplorable state during the 

rainy season. The guides said that they could not get through that 

s t re tch , and the v i l l age contributed toward the cost for having the 

road repaired. 

A key factor in the t ou r i s t business appears to have been the fact 

that the guides at f i r s t came to only one or two houses. Three guides, E 

at least , favored the houses of two weavers, who are consistently men- 5 
c 

tioned among the f i r s t houses where the tour is ts came. As noted, there ^ 

is some disagreem.ent about whether or not "everyone" was weaving, the ''•'' 

more general opinion being that the active weavers were contadas (count- ^ 

ed or very vew). During the 1940's the tou r i s t trade apparently remain

ed small. Tourists did not come regular ly and a day in which four cars 

v is i ted the v i l lage was considered a big day. 

A time during which more outsiders would come to the v i l lage was 

during the f i es ta of Santo Tom^s, the patron, which runs from Decem

ber 21 to 26. This coincides with a period when many people come to 
4 

Oaxaca for the co lor fu l Christmas celebrat ions. 

New Color Combinations 

As ear ly as 1942, a few weavers were beginning to make be l ts , 

probably technica l ly s imi lar to the fajas coloradas, but in new color 
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combinations. (Christensen, personal communication, 1978). By the mid-

1950 's these new color combinations predominated in Santo Tomas weav

ing. Since a few people were weaving at the beginning of the tourist 

trade, their weaving styles seem to have had proportionately more in

fluence on the use of motifs than those of weavers who did not innovate. 

For example, many of the designs now most commonly used on belts appear 

to derive from the faja colorada, perhaps to a greater degree than from 

the faja fina. Color combinations, which before were dictated to some 

extent by the market, are now much more closely tied to demand than to 

tradition. }? 

Though the colors adopted were non-traditional, the designs used £' 

and the way in which they were positioned on the belts remained largely 

the same. Dawson, Fredrickson and Graburn (1974) identify changes in 

A few people innovated the new styles, while others continued to 

make the traditional fajas coloradas or red belts. The identities of 

all the innovators are not known, but among them were the women to 

whose homes the first tourists came. The households of both these 

women were located near the plaza and were consequently easy for visit

ors to find. 

Though no direct evidence is available for the 1950s, the present-

day standing of these families in the village indicates that while they 

were not the richest families, neither were they the poorest. Another 

study, De Walt (1975), found in the case of a central Mexican eiido 

that the persons most apt to adopt new technology for agriculture were 

V 

color and materials as being among the f i r s t to take place in a com- «/» 

mercialized fo lk a r t . uJ 
h-
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neither the most we l l - o f f nor the most des t i t u te , but those who stood to 

gain the most from such a change and who, at the same time, had s u f f i 

c ient capi ta l to take r i s ks . Acheson's work in Michoacan has led him 

to the posi t ion that absence of economic development stems not from 

the concept that a l l must be allowed to share in the l imi ted good of 

the world, but from the fact that one must have su f f i c i en t goods to be 

able to take advantage of perceived opportunity (Acheson, 1972). 

Jopling found hu ip i l weaving at Yalalag to be done by poorer and less 

educated women, while other craf ts specia l t ies were more economically 
tr 

rewarding and conferred more prestige (Jopl ing, 1973:75-95, 108-109). c 
tr-

After the innovators' success, the changed styles were adopted by £' 

other weavers who perceived them as having competitive advantages. In s 

addi t ion, several weavers were active as teachers. These women taught Jjj 

ci 
X 

others outside their own households to weave, whereas traditionally 

they would have taught only their own daughters or other close relatives. [Jj 

It is probable that the women were under pressure to teach their skill 

to fellow villagers, but they may also have benefitted from giving in

structions. Two women who taught one or more other weavers, for example, 

acted as revendors; one of these women was also the first president of 

5 
the weavers' cooperative. 

Figures 1, 2 and 3 give additional support to the hypothesis 

that Tomasinos responded to economic opportunity in beginning to weave. 

Figure 1 presents data for 187 weavers from the village. From 1920 un

til 1940, less than one-half of the individuals who were old enough to 

learn to weave (at that time, around nine to fifteen years), actually 

did learn. Between 1950 and 1960 the proportion of persons learning to 
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Note: The whole area in each column represents those who were old 
enough to learn weaving during the given decade. The shaded area 
is the number who actually began weaving. The tourist trade began 
in the decade 1940-1950. 



o 

1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 

Figure 1. Number of Persons Weaving 
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Note: Each column represents persons old enough to begin weaving 
during a given decade. The shaded area represents those who 
actually began weaving. The tourist trade began in the decade 
1940-1950. 
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Figure 2. Number of Women Weaving 
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Note: The whole area in each column represents the number of men 
old enough to begin weaving during a given decade. The shaded 
area represents those who actually began v/eaving. The cooperative 
was formed during the 1960's. 
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weave increased to almost two-thirds of the potential number, and in 

the 1960s the proportion approached three-fourths. By the 1970s nearly 

a l l persons who were old enough to learn weaving (now around eight 

years) did so. 

Figures 2 and 3 present these data separately for male and fe

male weavers. Figure 3 is also of interest because i t shows that men 

began weaving in signi f icant numbers after the advent of the tourist 

trade. 

The Family Production Unit > j ^ 

I"" 

Traditional craft production in Santo Tomas involved the entire a: 

family. Even before the tourists began to buy Santo Tombs' textiles, -

family members shared various aspects of the work of fiber preparation c* 
!,;.: 

and weaving. ^" 
The teaching of weaving takes place predominantly within the Jj 

Li 

family, and the skills have generally passed from mother to daughter. ^ 

Now they are also taught to sons. One effect of the tourist trade on 

the craft was that a number of women whose mothers did not weave learn

ed to do so from others -- mothers-in-law, sisters, and several women 

of the village who served as teachers. Though some who learned at this 

time were not natives of the village, many of the learners were (see 

Table 1). 

Though the pattern is still for the mother to teach a new weaver, 

a growing number of persons now teach. Wives often teach husbands, 

a non-traditional procedure. Relatives or even neighbors may even 

take over the function. 
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TABLE 1 

LEARNING TO WEAVE 

TEACHER NUMBER OF PERSONS PERCENT 

Mother 64 51.2 

Wife 23 14.2 

Lineal or Aff inal Relative 31 19.1 

Non-Family Member 24 14.8 

Total 162 99.3 

Loom-threading was probably learned after weaving. Children picked 

have learned somewhat later than their modern counterparts, perhaps 

beginning around the age of ten. Several Tomasinos commented that the 

senoras ya grandes (grown women) did much of the weaving. Two factors 

were important: first, girls and boys would be needed to spin, as the 

spinning of thread demands more time than weaving; second, learning 

weavers would have known fewer designs, and would not have produced 

belts with the same technical competence as older women. Even today 

the simplest designs are taught first, and a child's early efforts are 

generally too unevenly woven to sell well -- though this appears to be 

changing under the impact of the tourist trade. 

IS 
•:: 
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up the processes of spinning or weaving from thei r elders. They may Jll 
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Where men and boys had once been productive as spinners, the grad

ual adoption of commercial threads for the tourist items must have 

meant that they had little work of a cash-producing nature. Bertocci 

(1964) reports that by 1964 commercial cotton was used exclusively for 

tourist belts. He apparently did not observe any other form of weaving. 

At any rate, the commercial success of the belts soon provided an in

centive for men to begin weaving. While there is evidence that a few 

men were weaving before 1940, the weight of tradition remained against 

this as long as there was other employment available and low demand for 

belts. 

Sexual Division of Labor 

Women were traditionally the weavers at Santo Tomas. Men tradi

tionally did not weave, but were active as spinners, some even taking 

There are several accounts indicating that a few men were weaving; how

ever, as early as the period around the end of the Revolution one man 

reported that his neighbor, a man, would weave in the early morning, go 

to the hills with his animals during the day, and return to the faja 

in the evening. One woman, who learned to weave about 1926, said that 

a man was one of her teachers. Another man was reputedly the only 

person in town who could "weave the point," which involves the finish

ing touch of finger-weaving or adding decorative threads to the long 

fringe at one end of the belt (see Figure 5a). This specialty is no 

longer performed in the village, and a weaver today would have to go 

to Asuncion Ocotlan to learn how to do it. 
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their spinning to the hills when they went there to herd their animals. x 
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The pattern, however, was for women to be weavers. The exceptions 

seem to indicate that there was no absolute prohibition against men 

weaving, though there may have been shame attached to a man's being 

discovered practicing the craft. A few older men apparently did object 

to weaving per se, saying that the craft was crazy. 

Men and children performed much of the supplementary work of spin

ning, much of which apparently was done by hand until after the coming 

of the tourists, even though thread would have been available commer-

cially. 

Several informants agreed that men only began weaving after the 

sales of mercancfa; it is not known when or why weavers began referring 

tr 
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to their work as mercancia. It is speculated that this occurred when w 
t;. 
iii 

the union began to pick up. From a l l evidence, th is occurred af ter t* 

1965, when the presence of a weaving cooperative in the v i l lage began .̂ ; 
X 
UJ 

to boost sales. Bertocci does not report having seen men weaving ^ 

(1964). 

Several men related that they began to weave at about the time 

they joined the weaving cooperative or union; th is group was f i r s t 

organized formally in 1963 and again in 1968 (see next sect ion). In 

the mid-s ix t ies , men who were weaving often hid the i r work from the i r 

neighbors, ashamed to be caught doing women's work. The rumor would 

make the rounds: "So-and-so is weaving." " Is that certain?" "Yes!" 

Boys probably began learning a f te r the men had established themselves 

as weavers. On the whole, any prohib i t ion against male weaving ap

pears to have broken down in the face of an economic opportunity (see 

Figure 3). 
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Production 

While it is impossible to state precise production figures a given 

woman could probably produce from three to six ordinary belts in a week, 

after the spinning and dyeing were done. Under the traditional system 

belts were probably produced in larger quantities in the month or so 

before important feasts such as that of Santo Tomas, All Souls, Holy 

Week, and patron saints' fiesta in market towns such as Ocotlan and 

Tlacolula. Then the markets would be larger and people from outlying 

districts would be more likely to attend. As an example from the cur- ^ 
I*" 

rent period, one Tomasina sold 19 belts in the October Tlacolula market < 
iZ. 

and received encarqos (orders) for more. A woman with other household 

duties might produce a maximum of 120 to 150 belts in a given year. s 

I do not know d e f i n i t e l y how many towns used the belts as part i 

of the i r costume but i t is unl ikely that Santo Tomas would have been 

producing more than 6,000 to 7,500 belts in a year, the possible number 

i f f i f t y women were weaving at the maximum rate. 

The fac t remains, however, that Tomasinos did produce many. At 

one point , perhaps around 1935 to 1940, one of the more p r o l i f i c 

weavers in town was investigated (apparently by a government l icensing 

author i ty) for the p o s s i b i l i t y that she was running a t a l l e r or work

shop, which would involve the use of mechanical looms. She was not, 

but she could weave at least s ix belts of two varas' length - - a l i t t l e 

under two yards - - in a week. She might even, in an extreme hurry, 

weave as many as ten or twelve ordinary be l ts . (This woman was one or 

those around whom the ear ly t ou r i s t trade was centered.) 

V 
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While the skills of weaving were apparently widespread among the 

women of the village, there is some question as to how many people actu

ally wove. This is true particularly for the period around 1940 when 

the tourist trade was just beginning. Although a few people told me 

that everybody wove, the majority of informants related that few people 

were weaving at this time. I am inclined to believe that while the 

skills may once have been widespread, by the late thirties, they were not 

as widely practiced as before and may have begun to die out. Figure 1 

gives data based on the number of persons who actually started weaving ^ 
iX, 

as opposed to those who could have; the number of weavers is significant- '=-' 
f2" 
C' 

]y lower. With little demand, there had been little activity in weaving. -̂  

Whatever the actual level of production, at least part of it was s; 
c 

achieved through the use of a putting-out system, referred to as "giving P 

to weave." This existed as early as the latter 1920s. Apparently it 

was employed by weavers as a means of making supplemental income. Some

what later, it commonly involved taking an already-threaded loom to the 

weaver's home, and paying a small fee for each piece woven. Those who 

"wove for people" or "wove ajeno" (for strangers) might also weave 

adelantada, apparently on an advance of money. Those who "went to weave 

adelantada" were those who wove belts for Tlacolula and Asuncion. These 

practices reflected poverty, as the weaving ajeno was done by those who 

did not have the puntera or capital to purchase looms, heddles and 

threads. By the early tourist period, there appears to have been a fair

ly small number of people "giving to weave," perhaps as few as three or 

four persons. In some cases people who had recently learned to weave 

wove ajeno, before they acquired their own equipment. 

c/i 

X 
UJ 
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In the face of a growing tourist trade the putting-out system 

was also altered as a significant proportion of those who had been weav

ing for others proceeded to become independent. They would work for the 

maker or owner of a beater or heddle, so that they could earn these rela

tively costly loom parts. At the same time they might also continue to 

weave for others, to earn extra money. Before, those who had "given to 

weave" had undoubtedly been those who had the money to pay others for 

their work. As more weavers earned their puntera, the heads of the 

putting-out system probably began simply to buy finished goods from their 
iz; 

former employees. Villagers confirmed that by 1950 or 1965 the system «:' 

was largely defunct, and that now most persons have the puntera. Another -

woman, who "gave to weave" as late as eight or nine years ago, said that re 
iwi' 

"now there is nobody who wants to weave". j-. 

i< 

c/i Only one woman now regularly weaves ajeno, and two or three some

times do so. The accepted methods of acquiring extra merchandise now are JjJ 

to buy it from someone who comes around looking for a customer, or to 

encargo (place an order with a weaver). Larger scale revendors apparent

ly do both regularly, and smaller-scale revendors more occasionally. 

Timing of Weaving 

Manning Nash (1961) was one of the earliest scholars to associate 

craft production with the agricultural and ceremonial calendar of a vil

lage. His study of potters in Amatenango del Valle, Chiapas, revealed 

that they were more active in production when the work was lighter in the 

fields and before the large feasts. Since Tomasinos' weaving was sold 

in at least the Oaxaca and Talacolula markets, this was probably true at 
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Santo Tomas (see p. 51'). Villagers now say that their months of high

er production are during the off-season in agriculture, and even more 

so in the months when tourism in Oaxaca is greater — July, November, 

December, and during Holy Week. This is a shift toward production in 

tourist seasons. Since the weavers need to sell their goods in order 

to produce more goods, they do not accumulate great stocks of weavings. 

Production is adjusted to the sales already made, as well as to the 

foreseeable market. At some times a fiesta can even interfere with 

weaving — some people were too short of cash, after Todos Santos 1978, 

to buy threads. This was, of course, also a period of harvest, with 

much work in the fields. In addition, little weaving appears to have 

:>-

iT. 

f2:; 
CP 

been done during the patron's festival in late December. The tourist re 

trade, then, has altered peak production times for weaving. ^, 
t -

»-> 
X 
Ui 

Concurrent Changes at Santo Tomas >< 

Other social systems at Santo Tomas appear to have changed at the 

same time as weaving was reoriented. The mayordomfa system began to 

lose force in the decade after 1940. (By this term the Tomasinos ap

pear to mean both the ritual sponsorship and the sponsorships of some 

of the fiestas by various town officials.) The costs for the frequent 

^celebrations, with their feasting and drinking, were sufficiently 

severe that people reportedly sold their lands to outsiders, including 

persons from San Juan or San Jacinto. Then some who were not directly 

involved in the mayordomfa would sell land to help out. 

One man, a wealthy Tomasino who had served two terms as a (state) 

representative or diputado, was by concensus the most influential per

son in the lapse of the mayordomfas. He used repeated persuasion. 
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stressing the costs to individuals, as well as the harmfulness of the 

constant drinking that accompanied the celebrations. Finally, in 

1950, the village president made the decisive gesture of going to the 

cerro.(the hills) on his horse in order to avoid being taken to the 

church door for the beginning of a fiesta, apparently one for which 

he was expected to spend money. This move was criticized, and some 

today may lament the passing of the mayordomfas, but the majority of 

people seem to think that this change had contributed to the economic 

progress of the village. There are, however, still three cargo hold- ^ 

ers in charge of church upkeep, and individuals may sponsor a mass 

with a dinner and band music; the change, in short, has been one of 

1... 

degree. ĵ V; 
UI 

The most elaborate festival now celebrated is the titular festi- h-

val, that of Santo Tomas Apostol. A committee is now selected to take ^: 
x: 

up a cooperation, or collection, from all citizens of the town; Tomas- ^ 

inos who return to the village for the fiesta also donate money toward 

the celebration. Most town functions are similarly funded by coopera

tion or by communal work projects. In addition, there is a prolifera

tion of committees — for the school, the water system, the electric 

lights, and the kindergarden, among others. Many affairs are now de

cided on the basis of their economic as well as their social costs. 

Several physical improvements — lights, a potable water system, 

a new municipal building, a school and a community center, have come 

since 1950. The water system was scheduled to be enlarged in 1979. 

People also say that before the end of the mayordomfas, the town was 
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"pure jacal", or all made of sticks with thatched roofs. Though this 

is not an exaggeration, many adobe houses do date from after 1950. 

Another individual who had great influence during this period was 

the teacher, the Maestra Debora. She came to the pueblo in 1942, and 

lived in the pueblo with her husband for some twenty-six years. She 

demanded that students use Spanish in school rather than Zapotec, and 

is credited with having made the change in the Tomasinos. first language. 

This is backed up by evidence that Zapotec is rapidly waning as a lang

uage for those under 40, and that many over 40 understand it but do not 

speak it predominantly. 
ta;; 

It is notable that several individuals -- a teacher, a politician, £! 
•Ml 

and perhaps some of the early weavers -- have been influential in x 
h 

several key areas of the village life. They have the common charac- ^ 

teristies of having been members of the community or of having cast ^. 

their lot with it for a long time. Being perceived as a community UJ 

helper and spending long periods there are apparently most important 

for anyone who wishes to influence life in Santo Tom^s. 

Krejci (1976), in comparing two villages in the Tlacolula arm of 

the Valley, noted that one village showed many signs of economic de

velopment. A leadership class in this village, ethnically mestizo, 

had developed after the growth of the dairying industry. Members of 

the new class formed social bonds among themselves, and were careful 

to obtain village concensus before initiating extensive development 

projects. By contrast, much of the developmental change in the other 

community, ethnically Zapotec, had come through the agency of a cul

ture broker, a local schoolteacher. This individual had achieved tne 
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building of a larger school, the acquisition of lights, and a potable 

water system, but had failed to achieve concensus for the changes and 

had thereby created factionalism. The changes had been adopted, but 

later abandoned by villagers, who seem not to have perceived electric 

lights and potable water as necessary expenses. Krejci finds that 

efficiency may be a less important cause of integrated change than 

"cohesiveness and organization of leaders." (p. 195). 

What may have happened at Santo Tomas is that change in the sense 

of innovation in weaving styles came in response to a perceived oppor

tunity: in this case the presence of tourists. Key persons in the 

development of weaving were from the village and shared their skills -' 
• • ' 

with other persons. Demand for textiles was increasing, so competi

tion was not as severe. Another key innovator, not a native of Santo 

The promotora, an outsider, was criticized by the local dyer for 

having tried to take over some projects, such as the water system, that 

were properly the business of town officials. 

The teacher, Debora, was successful in her program because, in part, 

she made a commitment to the community by living in it. Don Mel qui-

ades, the cacique who had been elected to the state office, has an out

side voice but maintains his identification as a son of the pueblo. 

Tomasinos had several years in which to accept changes such as the 

cooperative. The fact that membership in this organization remains 

fluid, and that revendors can compete successfully with U , makes it 

possible to avoid some potential conflicts. 

r. 

k^i 

t-i 

Tom^s, also taught persons from outside the village and thus was re- ^ 
X 

sented by at least some other weavers. *̂' h-



81 

"Formation of the Weavers' Cooperative 

By the late 1950's. and early 1960's the tourist facilities in Oax

aca included a number of shops selling to tourists. Visitors still 

came to Santo Tomas, but only occasionally and still to individual 

houses. 

Selling to tourists in the pueblo was appealing to the weavers, 

because they could obtain higher prices there than in Oaxaca. As 

Bertocci described the situation in the early 1960's, women were taking 

small quantities of belts to Oaxaca for sale. In the village, they 

tion and lack of understanding of the worth of their textiles kept 

prices low. Thread quality was also low, with consequent poor quality 

of the finished textiles. A few women acted as revendors (Bertocci 

1964:1). 

The first attempts to organize a cooperative began in the early 

1950's. Bertocci attributes its failure to "mistrust and misunder

standing among women in the town," and that "no concrete steps beyond 

those of persuasion were used," in organizing the weavers (pp. 1-2). 

At least one of the early innovator-teachers encouraged the more 

organized sales efforts, if not a formal group (see above, p. ). 

The weavers were not persuaded by these efforts, for they continued 

"to quarrel over who sold more belts and to turn over their production 

to self-appointed middlemen who bought at low prices and sold at 

high", (Bertocci 1964:2). 

I*" 

would surround tourists, competing for attention and sales. Competi- {C. 

V 

f*i 

>', 

X 
Ui 
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In 1962 the village governing body supported the formation of a 

cooperative, which began with some forty-six members. The organization 

was supposed to fix selling prices, and it had the power to enforce 

sanctions to ensure that women sold only in the display area under the 

big fig tree on the plaza. When a slump occurred in the demand for 

Santo Tomas items, however, the village president did enforce the fix

ing of prices and the cooperative failed. 

In 1963 the cooperative movement received new life. A few Santo 

Tomasinas were selected to attend a homemakers' fair in Mexico City. 
IT. 

Funding which allowed the villagers to produce an adequate supply of «:.; 
t : ' 

articles for sale at the fair came from the National Bank for the Pro- £• 
•H ' 

motion of Cooperatives, the Banco de Fomento Cooperative or BANFOCO. r;: 
'C 

The municipal president backed the women in the formation of ^. 
C/' another cooperative, now cal led the Society of Weavers, the Sociedad. 

This cooperative was supervised by workers. Bertocci presents some Jjj 

evidence that part of th is success involved the centra l izat ion of 

power in one or two fami l ies - - for example, one of the larger-scale 

entrepreneurs act ive at that time became the president of the coopera

t i v e , and another o f f i ce r was the v i l lage president's daughter (p. 5-6). 

One of the BANFOCO workers may have helped the president to secure a 

supply of co lo r - fas t thread; his was the only store in town which sold 

i t , and Sociedad members at the time were the only weavers who used 

such thread, h i l o firme (p. 8-9) . 

I t was apparently at th is time that Tomasinas began to d ivers i fy 

the i r l i ne of products. Whereas one or two sizes of belts had been 

made and had continued from the t rad i t i ona l to the tou r i s t s ty les . 
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shoulder bags were now added to the repertoire. Informants in the 

village say that the model for these bags was brought by a Senora Nancy, 

a bank worker, about 1963. Other outside influence was apparent in the 

availability of loans to cooperative members (p. 6-7, 9). The func

tions of the Sociedad, therefore, included obtaining better prices 

for weavers' goods, educating them to sell in a manner that would be 

more "controlled" or acceptable to tourists, and obtaining funds with 

which they could purchase better-quality materials and produce better-

quality goods. >,. 

In addition, members of the Sociedad were to divide equitably large 

orders coming to the group. 

At this time the Sociedad appears to have represented roughly one-

half of the households in the village, though in a very few cases more 

than one person in a single household belonged. Mothers often sent 

tion's power in decision making. Only a few women participated active

ly in meetings. 

On the other hand were the libres or those who did not belong to 

the group. They were supposedly free agents, who could produce at will 

and sell to whomever they wished. Some 1ibres did not wish to under

take the obligations of producing for the Sociedad needs, and some 

wanted to be able to sell where and when they wished; still others 

did not like the ongoing quarrels within the group. Some members 

dropped out because of quarrels or because, in their opinions, they had 

been treated unjustly. (Bertocci 1964:5-6). 

>: 
UJ 

their younger daughters to the meetings, thus lessening the organiza- .̂ 
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At this point the r ight of the Sociedad to appropriate the public 

plaza for i t s sales was s t i l l in question; the cooperative, with the 

municipal president's backing, apparently resisted the attempts of at 

least two l ibres to place their own stal ls in the sales area (pp. 19-

20). There is no mention that 1ibres could not sell to cooperative 

members, however. 

Pricing of the belts rose under the influence of the cooperative, 

at least for those sales that were made through i t . By 1964, belts 

were sel l ing wholesale at 10 pesos for a large bel t , and 5 pesos for a 

small one. Retail prices were 15 pesos for a large belt and 7.50 pesos er; 
(s; 

for a small (p. 11). Persons who sold 1ibre probably earned less. £; 

Table 2 presents a summary of 1978 prices. 
V 

Important structural characteristics of the cooperative were that ^ 
p»' 

its leadership was made up of women, and that a major re vendor was the c/» 

president of the group. Government workers came to Santo Tomas to ui 

supervise group meetings, especially after conflicts broke out during 

the meetings. The village president also played an important role in 

maintaining group discipline (pp. 16-18). 

Around the end of 1964, the cooperative began to encounter even 

larger problems. The Senora Nancy was murdered in Oaxaca, and her 

direction and aid were lost. The actions of the Sociedad president 

also brought difficulties to its members. The president, one of the 

early large-scale entrepreneurs, apparently obtained a loan for the 

Sociedad. She took charge of distributing the money and collecting 

the woven goods. After accepting the belts and bags, she apparently 

failed to repay the loan, leaving the lender short some tens of 
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thousands of pesos. In addition, she had not given receipts to indivi

dual weavers, and there apparently was some pressure on these women to 

pay back the loans themselves. Judging from the comments of several 

people, this matter may be unresolved to this day. 

The president has since left Santo Tomas to work near the United 

States border, rarely if ever returning to the pueblo. It also appears 

that some of the papers of this early cooperative were destroyed or 

damaged while in her possession, reportedly having gotten wet when her 

roof leaked during the rainy season. 

After 1964 the cooperative appears to have entered another period 

of decline. People again became their own free agents. The group may 

have had one president in the interim.. If it was in truth organized, the 

number of members may have been around twenty-five. Actually, there are ^ 

a-

V' 

at least two opinions as to whether the group was in existence. Y* 
>i 
Ui 

Organization of the Present Cooperative, 1968-1969 '̂ 

In the period 1968-1969 a new cooperative was begun. In 1968, rep

resentatives of the Mexican Secretarfa de Industria y Commercio (Secre

tary of Industry and commerce) came to the village. A general meeting 

was held, and all who wished to organize with the new cooperative were 

able to do so; sixty joined. A new set of by-laws was given this group, 

the Unidn de Artesanos. 

One of the primary tasks for this cooperative was the imposition 

(or reimposition) of order on the selling procedures of the group. The 

practice of mobbing tourists still existed, and of underselling as well. 
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New officials were elected. For the first time men were in the mem

bership, and they quickly took over the positions of leadership in the 

group. 

Meetings, which had been held in private homes before, were moved 

to the municipal building in 1969. This helped to alleviate situations 

in which some members arrived so late that the others had already left, 

and in which members would agree to one course of action, only to change 

their minds later. 

A notable conflict that appears to have recurred during this period 

with it, but also wished to retain their libre status. This group 

attempted several times to get the village president's permission to 

erect their puestos or stalls near those of the unign, or, failing that, 

near the village church, but they were consistently refused. It appears, 

>• 

took place between the uni(5n and a group of persons who wished to sell ?: 

a'.' 

V 

•i. 
X 

as well, that there may have been bad feelings between the leader of ui 

this group and the woman who was the unidn treasurer, who had been the 

president of the first cooperative. 

Another continuing problem, which Bertocci had noted in 1964 (pp. 6-

7) concerned the division of the large orders or pedidos which the uniô n 

received. These bulk orders were quite large, amounting to some 80,000 

pesos in 1968 and 1969 (Santo Tom^s Jalieza,Unidn: 1968-1969). The 

large size of the orders may have pressed some families beyond what they 

could easily produce, as under the rules of the 1969 unidn they were 

obliged to fulfill all orders (Santo Tom^s Jalieza, Unidn de Artesanas 

1969). 
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In addition, the prices of raw materials were rising, a skein or 

madeja of cotton costing 3 pesos. The union raised belt prices to 6 pesos 

(apparently for a small belt), but the price rise led to a decline in 

sales. On the whole, however, the president expressed satisfaction that 

the group had become "more controlled." This means behaving in a manner 

more acceptable to tourists. 

In 1970 the second president of the current unidn took office. A 

new set of laws was also adopted (Santo Tom^s Jalieza, Uniô n de Arte

sanas: 1970). These laws appear to have been provided by the government. 
i»k I 

This president attempted to expand the membershio of the qroup. By * 
cr'' his account, he did so over the objections of some persons who thought -• 

that limiting membership would mean more sales for group members. He did n 

succeed in bringing in some members of the above-mentioned libre faction. ii 

During his presidency the galera or roofed sales gallery on the l3 
xi 

plaza was constructed (see Figure 4 ) . The union and the government }t! 

sharing the costs with DIF, the government agency for Desarrollo Integral 

de la Familia (Integral Family Development). Some persons apparently 

left the organization at this time, because of the added expenses for the 

galera. It was also during this administration that the Fundo Nacional 

Para el Fomento de las Artesanfas, FONART, began to sponsor yearly com

petitions among the weavers (see below, p. 97). The second president 

remained in office for some three years. 

The third president served during 1974 and 1975. During his term 

of office, loans for weavers continued to be given through the unidn. 

During this period, the unidn also briefly had a cgdula, a registration 

with the government which apparently permits a group to do large-scale 
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Figure 4. Sales Networks 

a. Traditional Form, Sale in the Tlacolula Market. 

b. Contemporary Forms, the Plaza and Galera at 

Santo TomSs. 
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selling for export. This permit was eventually discontinued, however, 

because it involved sizeable fees for each member, reportedly as much as 

forty to fifty pesos monthly. In addition, it required complicated book

keeping and frequent reports. 

Difficulties developed with the reporting of income required by the 

c^di/U; some persons may have misrepresented the amount of their sales. 

At any rate, the situation became sufficiently confused that fines were 

levied against the unidn for failure to make reports. In addition, the 

president was accused of mishandling orders or loan funds. The infor

mants' accounts vary. 

The president stepped down from office two months before his term Z^ 

expired. He has, however, remained as a member of the group, and did :;; 

receive expressions of support from some members, although he did not fj, 

defend himself against the charges. Again, a FONART official came to *̂  
•^ * 

Santo Tom^s to oversee the transmission of office. '̂ 

The second president again resumed the office, this time serving 

for two years. He is reputed to have been an effective president, going 

out of his way to explain matters to members and to make contacts that 

would be helpful to the group, including alerting members of upcoming 

expositions to which they might wish to take merchandise. He has also 

since begun a business of dyeing and selling thread to Tomasinos; it is 

possible that his business interests have motivated his interest in the 

unidn. 

The fourth president took office in February 1978 and held it until 

February of 1979. He was not as act-ive in seeking advantages for the 

unidn, in part because he did not consider himself an artesano or 

•-• 
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craftsman, but a campesino. He did not, in fact, formally belong to the 

unidn,, and felt that he had been named its president because his mother, 

who did belong, could not read or write. His sister aided him as best 

she could in the running of the unidn, when he was absent, but felt that 

this situation was not very satisfactory. The current president, who 

took office in 1979, does call himself primarily an artesano. It is not 

known what qualities he brings to the office. 

Effects of the Unidn 

Membership 

As of 1978, the unidn has approximately forty-one members, belonging 

to forty-one families. This is approximately thirty-eight percent of the 

households in the village and its outlying rancho. In other words, the 

unidn actually represents a minority of the households in the village, 

'• * 

\- ; 
I'' 

C/I 
I 

»-. 

x: 
but the numbers of persons living in unidn and 1 ibre households may be '*'' 

more nearly equal. It should be noted however, that members of extended 

families may take advantage of having a near relative who does belong to 

the unidn, selling to or perhaps through that person. 

In comparing the membership lists of 1968 and 1978, some 25 names 

are found to be common. The 1968 membership list contained 60 names; 

in 1978 the membership list was 41. In other words, some forty-two 

percent of the 1968 members were still in the organization ten years 

later. Some have left because they were dissatisfied with the group; 

others have left the pueblo, or have become less active as weavers and 

therefore less able to afford unidn expenses. 
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A few persons have been required to leave the unidn; three brothers 

who refused to accept offices to which they had been elected were ex

cluded in 1977 or early 1978. Generally speaking, any member who leaves 

freely may also return freely. Those who are forced to leave face at 

least a long rehabilitation period, and a substantial enrollment fee, 

before they may become active members again. The deciding factor appears 

to be whether or not they have done anything perceived as harmful to the 

group. 

Another interesting aspect of the present union is that libres are 

permitted to sell to members. This was not permitted by the statutes of 

1968, and several instances lead me to believe that the prohibition still 

has some power. One weaver, for example, avoids the use of a particular 

design that others would recognize as being her specialty, when she sells !̂  
PMht 

to a unidn member. Another woman says that work is "hers," though the *^:\ 
**' • 

piece almost certainly has been purchased from another family. The pro- Ui 
••• 

hibition, therefore, seems to continue to have some moral force, though 

it has in fact been discarded. In effect, the unidn members who buy 

from the libres become small-scale revendors. 

The term union may in itself be misleading. In the sense in which 

it is used in Santo Tomas, the unicfn is not a laborer's organization but 

a solidary group. An original intent of these groups was to enable in

dividual artisans to obtain credit through a group (Novelo 1974:63). At 

present, and after their experience in the 1960's with the defaulted loan, 

Tomasinos do not appear to seek many loans. Informants report that such 

loans are now harder to get. 
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Influence on Attitudes Toward Selling 

An important effect of the unidn has been its enforcement of behavior 

found to be acceptable to tourists. In 1978 the sales at the plaza were 

largely decorous affairs, where calling to and pursuit of patrons was 

minimal. Prices for the majority of items remained stable, at least as 

long as the weaver was under the eagle eyes of her fellows. Small groups 

may have formed around tourists who wandered away from the plaza, but 

the pursuit of a sale on the whole seems far less strenuous than in the 

earlier description (Bertocci 1964:1). 

While the majority of people attending unidn meetings do not appear 

to speak out directly, there is some participation on the part of the 

women. The men in the unidn, however do take the dominant roles. 

Unidn members seem more aware than formerly of the value of their 

merchandise. Many of them calculate the value of their materials as a 

part of the value of their finished product, have some idea of how many 

pieces they can finish within a week's time, seem to feel that their 

time has a value in itself. They speak of their weavings as mercancia 

(merchandise), which term one weaver said coincides with the coming of 

the cooperative. 

The solidarity of the unidn as a group is reinforced by the presence 

of most members at the Friday plazas. The weavers use the relaxation 

enforced by waiting for tourists to visit with their neighbors, perhaps 

to joke, perhaps to weave a little. The conversations break into two or 

three smaller groups, one or two located under the ^a]era and one under 

the higo (fig tree) which shades a corner of the plaza. 

Ui 
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The Role of Men in the Unidn 

Men first became active in the unidn in 1968-1969. While the offi

cers of the earlier group were women, this union's president, and secre

tary were males. The treasurer (the president of the first sociedad) and 

the three vocales, whose job is to arrange for people to prepare the 

plaza on Fridays, were women. Since that time, the tendency appears to 

have continued for men to become more and more active in the leadership 

positions, and particularly those that will require travel and contact 

with officials and others outside the pueblo. As Bossen (1975) has 

stated, this kind of taking-over tends to discourage women from develop

ing their own economic status. 

Figure 3 ). They appear to have taken advantage of an obvious economic 

opportunity, or responded to the increasing demand of a good market. Men 

who devote much of their time to weaving are generally under 45. Some of 

them, but not all, own no land. 

It is also unknown whether the group would now elect a woman to any 

of its top positions, regardless of her capabilities. Of a number of 

women who could probably do the job well, two or three are often gone 

from the pueblo, and two cannot read. Lingering interpersonal conflicts 

may also be a negative factor. 

In addition, Tomasinos seem to believe that women are less capable 

than men. It appears that the unidn was only partially successful in 

encouraging women to develop their organizational abilities. Judging 

from observation of other meetings in the village, it appears that women 

r > ' 

ca:: 

It should also be noted that men began joining the coooerative at K: 

about the same time many of them began to weave, or vice versa (see ^', 

X* 
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do not normally exert a great degree of leadership. In the case of the 

cooperative, holding important officerships would have placed women in 

competition with men. They relinquished power. As far as the textiles 

are concerned, the articles woven by men are, generally, larger than 

those woven by women. These pieces, especially wall hangings 50 cm. 

or more in width, are mainly but not exclusively produced by men. Bossen 

also notes such a trend in Guatemala (1975:596-600). 

In summary, the unidn has been without doubt a financial benefit to 

Santo Tomasinos. Large-scale buyers, called mayoristas, prefer to deal 

with the group, for they can save time by buying from group representa

tives at a fixed price, often agreed upon one visit in advance. 

By grouping the weavers and using their officials as sales agents, 

the organization does become a revendor itself. It is, however, one in 

which the weavers can have a direct influence. 

The fact that many sales in the unidn take place under the scrutiny 

of colleagues probably helps to keep the prices up. There remains, how

ever, competition for sales, and the feeling on the part of some members 

that orders are not evenly distributed. A particular sore point is that 

persons living nearer the entrance to town, i.e. near the plaza, or in 

places where the public address system may be heard more clearly, may 

have the advantage over those living farther away from the central point. 

The unidn has also educated its members in sales techniques accept

able to tourists, rather than the pursuit method they apparently once 

used. 

A phenomenon of interest is that the presence of the unidn does not 

appear, at least superficially, to have split the town along economic 

.at. I 
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lines. This seems to result from several causes: 

1) Sales are still chancy, despite the union's access to mayoristas 

Orders for goods apparently do not come with the frequency they 

once did. 

2) "̂'b'̂ es have access to unidn members as outlets for their goods. 

3) Most importantly, several local people have developed into large-

scale revendors. This tends to counteract much of the differen

tiation the ujri£n_ could cause. The revendors buy at lower prices, 

but they are more secure outlets. They buy from all. 

Influence of FONART and the Concursos 

• mt'i 

Perhaps the most influential government agency in Santo Tombs' weav-

7 t' 
ing has been FONART, the Fundo Nacional para el Fomento de las Artesanias, ^, 

created under the Institute Nacional Indgenista (the National Indian In- ^ 
>i 

stitute) (Novelo 1974:49). This body began, during the administration of îJ 

President Echevarrfa, to take an active role in the promotion of the pop

ular arts, as a part of the more general promotion of tourism. At its 

zenith, FONART had crafts stores in several locations, including Mexico 

City, Oaxaca, Jalapa, Veracruz, Aguascalientes, the State of Guerrero, 

and several frontier towns. FONART bought crafts produced in all parts 

of the country, attempting to by-pass the chain of middlemen and to give 

the artisan a fair price for his or her work. Ryesky (1977:148) notes 

that FONART specifies the sizes for textiles it wishes to buy. It is 

not known if this has been done in Santo Tom^s, but measurements do ap

pear to be standardized. 
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In addition, FONART sponsored numerous concursos (or competitions) 

for artesans, especially for those of Oaxaca. In fact, the initial 

concurso at Santo Tomas was the first competition held in the southern 

part of the Valley. By FONART intention, these competitions have been 

open to all members of the pueblo. The feeling in Santo Tomcis has been 

that only union members could compete. Prizes are given in several 

categories specified by FONART: bags, various sizes of belts, quesque-

mes, rebozos, jorongos (rectangular ponchos), and so on. Some of these 

articles appear to have been "invented" for the concursos; whether the 

models were given by FONART officials or originated among Tomasinos is 

not completely clear. One individual may have invented and have re

ceived recognition, with others imitiating him or her. It seems pro

bable that both factors were involved. In one case, however, that of 

the bedspread or colcha, the order seems to have come from a FONART 
' mr- • 

o f f i c i a l . Whatever the case of indiv idual kinds of items, the net uJ 
• - • 

effect has been a diversification of products (see Table 3). 

The competitions were held from 1971 through 1976 under the spon

sorship of FONART. The Santo Tom^s concursos were originally held in 

July, timed to coincide with the Feast of the Guelaguetza, when many 

tourists come to Oaxaca for the celebrations and regional dances. 

FONART officials came to the pueblo to judge the items, purchasing as 

many as their budget would allow. At first, the group had sufficient 

funds to purchase all the items that had been entered, but later this 

dropped to only those that received prizes. Revendors were to be ex

cluded from competing. In addition, purchasing agents would return 

several times during a year to purchase more items for the stores. 

;•. I 



Table 3 

CONTEMPORARY TEXTILES 

Article Distinguishing Character
istics; Assembly 

Use 

Belts (Fajas de Colores) 

Faja Chica 
Chiquita 

Faja Chica 

Faja Grande 

Faja Colorada 

\lery narrow, some 3 cm. in 
width. Fine thread, perhaps 
silk, used. Rarely woven 

Narrow, around 145-160 cm. 
by 3-5 cm. Made in a 
multitude of colors, in 
cotton or cotton and "wool" 

Size roughly 160 cm. by 11-
12 cm. 21 pairs of thread in 
the design area. Selvage 
designs usually ojitos but may 
be more complex. 

Longer faja, often still 
using wool, based on the 
old cinta and cuache styles. 
Cotton and synthetic may 
also be used. 
Roughly 1.7 meters, or longer, 
by 12 cm. 

For sale 

For sale; the most commonly-woven textile. 
Copied by surrounding pueblos. Children 
generally begin weaving with this piece. 
May also be used in the Oaxaca Valley 
as a strap for the dance coronas. 

Sold to tourists; now less commonly made than 
during the 1950s and 1960s. Some examples 
are found in museums as parts of indigenous 
costume (Museum of Texas Tech University, 
Museum of International Folk Art). 

Sold through regional Indian markets, often 
to itinerant vendors. Some apparently also 
sold to owner of a booth in the Oaxaca market, 
but may be copies. Made by only a few 
weavers. 

'O 
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Article 

Faja de la plaza 

Bags 

Bolsa chica 

Bolsa mediana 

Table 3 (Continued) 

Distinguishing Character
istics; Assembly 

Use 

Made for Asuncion Ocotlan, where it is still 
used. Still an item for encargo or special 
order. Occasionally made for a non-Indian 
collector. Now made by only six to eight 
women; the form reportedly was not woven by 
many people before the advent of the tourist 
trade. 

Generally made with a red 
design and green ojitos. 
Length is specified by patron 
and cost depends on length. 
Made of finer threads. 
Materials can include 
fine cotton, silk, and hand-
spun wool. While fingerweaving 
was once used to finish the 
punta, this skill has been 
lost in the village. Most 
belts have 21 pairs of 
threads in design. 

Approximately 18 cm. (one curata) Sold to tourists. 4 or 5 may be put on loom 
long by 12 wide. Has been (warped) at one time. 
made with a woven handle, but 
increasingly braided yarn is 
used. One strip wide, 21 
design pairs. 

Two strips wide; each strip is 
a little wider than a faja 
grande. Tapadera means a top 
flap. 

Sold to tourists. 
sin tapadera, and 

The design for the bolsa 
apparently _ the bolsa con 

tapadera. were brought in from outside, 
probably by government.agents. The sin 
tapadera form is older. 

o 
o 
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Table 3 (Continued) 

Article Distinguishing Character
istics; Assembly 

Use 

Bolsa Grande 

Hangins 

Tira 
(Wall hanging) 

Tapete Grande 
(Wall hanging) 

Like the bolsa mediana, woven 
in one strip which is cut into 
three pieces and sewn together 
with a woven strap. 

Sold to tourists. Strap designs are increasingly 
simplified (Observed by Bertocci, 1964, and 
apparently only being made by union members 
at that time). 

Roughly 1.5 meters long, by Wall hanging. Sold to tourists. May have 
about 20-30 cm. wide. Generally originated as a center-runner for the table; 
has 21 threads pairs in design; one form was reported by Bertocci (1964:1). 
but requires a larger peine. Woven by both women and men. 
Because of its length and size 
has only 6-7 designs. Orilla 
(selvage) decoration may be 
elaborated. 

Up to 1.5 m. long by about 50 
cm. wide. Design area has 
more than 25 thread pairs. 
Only about 4 designs appear 
in any given textile; only a 
limited number of designs have 
been adapted. Orillas are 
made with belt designs as 
decoration. At least one 
family also weaves smaller 
designs in the central area. 

Sold to tourists. There is a tendency for 
these to be made by men, though a few women 
make them. This item is fairly profitable, 
and number of persons weaving it should increase 
First tapetes were woven about 1965, around 
the time men began weaving. 
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Article 

Other Articles 

Table 3 (Continued) 

Distinguishing Character
istics; Assembly 

Use 

Chaleco 
(or Cotorin 
Jacketl 

Quesquemes 
(Quechquemitl or 
mananitas) 

Jorongo 

Mantelita 
Individual 

Sewing required. Two strips 
of 3.5 m. by 30 cm. sewn 
together. The most compli
cated assembly of any Santo 
Tomas item, this requires a 
collar and pockets. Designs 
generally have 21 threads; 
selvages are plain. 

Made from two strips sewn 
together lengthwise and 
assembled. 21 threads in the 
design. Strips are 70-80 cm. 
long and 18-23 cm. wide, and 
are sewn together. 

A rectangular poncho. Wide 
strips, sewn side to side, 
with a braid used for the 
neck opening. 

A placemat. Made by j o i n i n g 
two f a i r l y wide s t r i p s side 
by s i de , ca. 42-43 cm. by 
30 cm. 

Made for tourists. Reported by Bertocci (1964:1). 
Probably produced more often now. A relatively 
small number of men and women weave chalecos 

Sold to tourists. The form is traditional in 
Mexico, but has not been used as native 
dress in the Valley of Oaxaca for several 
hundred years. 

Sold to tourists. One or two Tomasinas are said 
to have invented this form locally. The dyer 
has recently begun weaving jorongos with no 
designs whatever. Infrequently made. 

The dyer, at least, received the idea from 
a woman who runs a guest hotel in Oaxaca. 
Generally sold, to tourists, in sets of 4. 
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Table 3 (Continued) 

Article Distinguishing Character
istics; Assembly 

Use 

Colcha 

Other Items 

A bedspread. Made of long 
strips sewn side-to-side. 
Size depends on the patron's 
order. 

Dolls, made from leftover 
ends of threads, roud table 
cloths, made of strips woven 
in graduated sizes and sewn 
together; estolas (stoles) 
for the priests' Mass vest
ments. 

Ordered by FONART official for sale in the 
agency's stores. Not made except on order, 
for they are extremely expensive to produce. 
Began being made after 1970; concursos 
apparently were the way in which the colcha 
was introduced (Cf. Ryesky 1977:145-1501^ 

Made for sale; estolas and round tablecloths 
made vary rarely. 

Note: These are arranged by type and then by general frequency of manufacture. 

CD 
CJO 

'\ ti^K^ » • •-» \r 



IC^ 

With the change of national administrations in 1976 the emphasis 

in FONART appeared to change. One former o f f i c i a l in the Oaxaca store 

complained that the agency was being run as a business, rather than a 

promoter of a r t i sanry . The v i l lagers noticed that FONART buyers did 

not come as regu la r ly ; when one did appear during the Fall of 1978 the 

prices he was quoting for t ex t i l es were reportedly too low for the 

Tomasinos to s e l l . A concurso was also held in mid-1979. In addi t ion, 

the agency was apparently buying from competing v i l l ages , which Santo 

Tomasinos did not l i k e . 
€ t 

In 1977 a concurso was held in the village, but this one was spon- -J 

sored by the Museo de Artes y Industrias Populares (Museum of Popular 

Arts and Industries) also located in Mexico city. Reportedly it was 

smaller than the others. No competition took place at Santo Tomas in î 

1978, but reportedly there was one there in 1979. ,-; 

In sum, the effect of this agency appears to have been mixed. It Ĵl 

has helped to introduce several items not generally made by the villa

gers. While this may be debatable from the standpoints of tradition 

and aesthetics, it does bring in extra cash. Generally, these items 

have been larger and, while they require more raw materials, they pro

duce more income. This in turn, has probably encouraged more men to 

weave. The concursos have been welcome as they give more publicity to 

the village, and have allowed some villagers to make contacts with 

persons who could become their patrons. A possible negative effect 

may have been to arouse envy on the part of those who did not compete or 

did not compete successfully. 
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One mistake made by FONART was to invite several villages which 

had begun weaving in competition with Santo Tomas to the early compe

titions. This practice was apparently discontinued when it was real

ized that Tomasinos strongly resented this competition. 

On the whole, however, the assistance of FONART has been greatly 

appreciated by the villagers, and it has helped them to increase their 

income, diversify their production, gain additional publicity, and 

broaden outlets for their weavings. It has encouraged the maintenance 

of high quality standards in their weaving. The presence of the govern

ment as a middleman may have encouraged sales at greater profits to 

artisans. j 

The sharpest criticism that should be made is that this assist- J^ 

ance has not been continued on the same scale. There is some evidence 

FONART has de-emphasized textiles (though it continued in 1978 to stock 

handspun wool thread that some Tomasinos use). The Museum of Popular 

Arts is apparently trying to pick up some of this emphasis; it remains 

to be seen if the government support for weaving will continue. 

Sales Networks 

The Tomasino who wishes to sell something he or she has made has 

a number of potential outlets for sales. For convenience, these are 

divided into categories of sales direct to patrons and of sales to re

vendors, intended for resale. 

Direct Sales 

These sales are those made to the consumer involving personal 

contact, whether made with a tourist in Santo Tom^s, or in some other 

wi 
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place. Union members probably make more direct sales than libres, who 

may not sell at the Friday plazas. "Direct sales" also subsumes some 

of the traditionally-oriented sales made to persons from another vil

lage who have given an encargo (an order for a faja fina). A few sales 

are made to textile connoisseurs, among them persons who have worked 

for FONART (see Figure ̂ j . 

Mixed Direct and Indirect Sales 

One example of this type of sale is carried out in La Labastida, 

a square next to Santo Domingo church in Oaxaca. Three groups of 

women from Santo Tomas go there, daily or several times a week, and 
g 

have regular sales places. They generally se l l to tou r i s t s , and they 

l i ke the locat ion because tour is ts frequent the area. Other towns 

represented on th is square are M i t l a , Teot i t lan del Valle (and per-
/* 

haps others who weave in this style), and one or more of the Trique < 
I - ' 

groups from Southwestern Oaxaca. The weavers from Mitla, at least, 

also have a union which includes those who sell in the square; at 

least one of the Tomasino groups belongs to this organization. A per

mit from the cJ!(OP, a government agency, is necessary to sell in the 

Labastida; there may be a move afoot to displace the sellers here. 

This has been done by the city officials before, when sellers were ex

pelled from the Alameda, a square just off the town center, around 1975. 

The weavers from Santo Tomas sell goods produced by their own 

families; at least two of the teams also do some revending. At least 

one team has bought belts from a woman from one of the competing towns. 

These pieces may be priced lower than those from Santo Tomas. 
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Indirect Sales to Revendors 

These sales are made in a variety of ways. On the local level, one 

Santo Tomasino may sell to another, a small-scale revendor, at a price 

lower than that fixed by the unidn. These sales, I believe, tend to 

occur on a casual level, often when the weaver has made a piece and 

goes out looking for a customer. It is also possible for a person to 

encargo (order) several pieces for resale. The person who buys in this 

fashion is likely a unidn member. 

A weaver may also sell to a shop owner or market stall owner in 
I" ' 

Oaxaca or another place; th is sale may be done by an individual as an :,: 

or ig inal se l le r or as a revendor. The persons who buy at least part B 

of the belts in Tlacolula appear to be revendors, t ravel ing into the ::; 

Mixe area to s e l l . • • 

Two more types of sales to revendors occur. Both types are from ?;! 
< 

the i nd i v idua l , whether in his/her capacity as revendor or not, to > ' 
> > • 

large-scale revendors. The first occurs under the aegis of the unidn. 

The individual may participate in the sale made to the buying agents 

or mayoristas of large companies who visit the village. These agents 

appear to come with definite price limits for their purchases, but 

often do not specify in advance how many items they are willing to buy. 

They may specify what types of items -- such as bags and belts -- they 

do wish. In general they do not appear to specify colors, designs, or 

the like. In addition, the orders may come in the form of advance 

orders or pedidos. These generally come from some outside agency, 

such as an import company. They involve making a specif^ied number of 
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pieces in a speci f ied per iod. Most come to the unidn. By several ac

counts, they are now less common than formerly. 

Another important type of i nd i rec t sale, perhaps the most common, 

is the sale from an indiv idual Tomasino or his family to a local re

vendor. The local revendor may buy from an individual who simply has 

some pieces to s e l l , or they may encargo a speci f ic number of pieces 

to be done for a cer ta in date. 

While some revendors existed loca l l y before the advent of the 

union, i t appears to be closely associated in time with the i r r ise in 

some numbers (Bertocci 1964). They appear to have replaced, at least 

in large par t , other area revendors who came from Mi t la . The major i ty , 

i f not a l l , of the medium and large-scale revendors now operating in 

Santo Tomas are now, or have been, members of the unidn. Some thi r teen 

persons, from about 11.4 percent of the 114 households, are revendors 

on a f a i r l y large scale. This indicates that the gains made by some 

have been s u f f i c i e n t l y large to a t t rac t others. 

At least three of the four largest-scale revendors have been 

travel ing to other areas to s e l l , but most of them have been doing th is 

for ten years or less. I t is now common for a revendor to travel to 

several other Mexican c i t i e s , though only one or two persons may have 

crossed the United States border to s e l l . In add i t ion, several smaller 

scale revendors have begun taking goods to fer ias (craf ts fa i r s ) as do 

the larger-scale revendors. A fe r ia involves exhib i t ion of craf ts for 

sale, and may also have a competition s imi lar to a concurso. This 

form of competition is not t r a d i t i o n a l . 

< 
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Though middlemen of some kind may have had antecedents in pre

h is to ry , the i r ro le is becoming more and more important as Tomasinos 

become more dependent on outside markets for v i t a l supplementary i n 

come. One in te res t ing facet of the sales of Santo Tomas tex t i l es is 

that a f a i r number of smaller-scale revendors or middlemen have develop

ed in the v i l l age i t s e l f . 

The overal l e f fec t of the growth in the number of revendors seems 

to have lessened the importance of the unidn. The group has probably 

provided a springboard for several ind iv idua ls , notably several reven

dors and the dyer. At the same time, the unidn and the revendors have 

provided complementary sales ou t le ts . The revendors have probably 

functioned to keep the unidn from achieving a stranglehold on sales, 

thus reducing i t s power. 

While economic g r a t i f i c a t i o n appears to have taken place (the 

largest-scale revendors have made re la t i ve l y more improvements on thei r 

homes than other persons), i t appears that th is increase has not yet 

altered the overal l cohesiveness of the v i l l age . 

As L i t t l e f i e l d notes, a common trend in c ra f t production has been 

toward increasing merchant control over craf ts production, up to and 

including the formation of workshops using machinery. On the other 

hand, however, simpler forms of production - - and Santo Tom ŝ appears 

to exemplify these forms — have also persisted (1979:485). As time 

goes on, revendor control may in tens i f y . 

The fads of the market keep demand low, and the re la t i ve l y large 

degree of retent ion of local control have also helped to prevent a 

merchant take-over by outside merchants. To the degree that FONART 

,11 
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and other agencies have encouraged local control, they seem to have 

benefitted the pueblo. 

The promotion of weaving at Santo Tomas has undoubtedly been a 

factor in maintaining the degree of cohesion still present in the pue

blo. It is based on a traditional local skill for which some reser

voir of knowledge has existed in the village for at least a century. 

It enables people to stay at home who might otherwise migrate to a 

city in search of scarce jobs for which they have little training. On 

the other hand, as has been pointed out, the market for handicrafts is 

not infinitely expandable. With nearly all households weaving and 

such a large percentage of people already acting as revendors, I sus

pect that the employment granted by weaving has reached its saturation 

point. The quality of weaving has been detrimentally affected; if 

Santo Tomas continues to develop as a factory, this quality will con

tinue to decline. Developing such a weaving industry may keep people 

employed, but this employment is not sufficiently lucrative in a situa

tion of galloping inflation and ever-growing population. Unless steps 

are made to provide more long-term training in various kinds of job 

skills, and unless explosive population growth is checked, continuing 

to promote the craft arts will be little more than a palliative. 

Diffusion of Weaving to Other Pueblos 

As appears to be common among successful handicrafts productions, 

(Graburn 1976), Santo Tomas' weaving has diffused to several neighbor

ing pueblos -- notably San Pedro, Santo Domingo, and San Jacinto 

Chilateca. The means of this diffusion appear to be two or three 

;.J 
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cases where Tomasinos who married into these pueblos took their looms 

with them, and taught others to weave. In another case, one of the 

first women to develop the tourist-oriented colors served as a teacher 

for others, ostensibly her family members, in two pueblos. This ap

parently outraged public opinion. The woman had left the pueblo for 

another reason but stayed away for some six months when her teaching 

became widely known. 

Cooperatives were started in the three "new" pueblos, and con

troversies took place among the citizens of the four pueblos. The 

disagreement with San Jacinto seems to have been particularly strong; 

the two pueblos were called to the Government Palace in Oaxaca to air 

their differences in 1969. Apparently one of the factors in conten

tion was that the people of San Jacinto wished Santo Tomas to recog

nize or respect their recently formed unidn; Santo Tomas refused, as

serting that the weaving was not authentically from San Jacinto. 

Though some people in the other villages are still weaving, their 

numbers have declined and their unions have faded. Tomasinos strongly 

maintain that the work done at these places is of poorer quality, both 

in its design and its materials, than theirs. There is justification 

for this claim at least as far as design is concerned, but some of the 

attitude on the part of Tomasinos stems from the fact that the other 

pueblos appear to be underselling them. In addition, Tomasinos have 

attempted, so far unsuccessfully, to obtain a patente, a kind of copy

right, for their designs. 

An interesting sidelight of this controversy is that Santo Tomas

inos are forbidden to sell their looms to outsiders. The members of 
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the unidn made an accord not to sell the looms (apparently made during 

the 1963-1964 period). The group asked that the whole pueblo be made 

subject to this accord, and this apparently was carried out. The 

heddles in the pueblo were registered. A sub rosa traffic exists, but 

loom sales have at least been discouraged. One woman who was caught 

selling a part of the loom received a fine in the amount of the sale 

($200 pesos), plus $100 pesos. While safeguarding the looms from 

diffusion to adjacent pueblos and from casual buyers, the prohibition 

is having some unfortunate public relations effects for the pueblo. 

At least one area museum has been refused a loom, and a woman seeking ;5 

materials for a crafts museum exhibit in Holland was also unsuccessful 
9 

in purchasing one, despite having a letter from her ambassador. 

At a later meeting of the unidn, this matter was discussed; opinions 

ranged from 1) the loom simply cannot be sold, to 2) perhaps if a per

son presented a letter from the director of the Museum of Popular 

Arts -- who now oversees the concursos and the changing of the 

officers -- it might be possible to sell one. This obviously gives 

an outsider a great deal of control over Tomasinos' work though it 

would also shift any blame from local shoulders in the event of a 

sale. As of the end of 1978 the situation was unresolved. 

This dispute over weaving stronly resembles boundary disputes over 

land outlined by Dennis (1976). In effect, the pueblo had possessed a 

kind of cultural property in its crafts specialization (Graburn 1969, 

1976). When other communities invaded by appropriating over their 

specialty, Tomasinos reacted to defend their territory, much as they 

'A 
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would in a case of land invasion. Weaving is a vital part of the 

village's economy, and it is in the villagers' interest to lessen 

competition. 

This fight against competition, plus the fact that control over 

production has remained largely in the hands of Tomasinos, appears to 

have promoted village unity. As has been shown in this study, and 

as Dennis demonstrates (1976), this pattern of fierce village auto

nomy and identity are of great antiquity in Oaxaca. Autonomy is rein

forced by the closed nature of many Indian communities. These communi-

ties are relatively self-sufficient and endogamous. Their primary ties ' 

with other villages are through the marketing system, or through ver- : 

tical relationships such as with a colonial administrator or a textile r 

buyer. In addition, village boundaries are reinforced by differences 

in language, custom and, until relatively recently, costume (see Water- ,•; 

bury 1975:436-437). «-' 

Production of crafts for a tourist market reinforces this pattern 

of autonomy from other villages and dependence upon vertical ties. 

Villagers wait for purchasing agents to come and buy their textiles. 

When faced with competition they resort to litigation in their attempt 

to preserve the uniqueness of their craft and, in effect, maintain a 

boundary between their community and their competitor. 

In a way, the tourist and the revendor exert new sorts of vertical 

control and enforce a new sort of identity. Graburn (1976:23-32) notes, 

however, that as crafts of a developing area become noted as export 

items, the features selected for presentation to outsiders may cause 

an untrue representation of the cultures of that area. Seen in the 
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context of continuing adaptation for an outside consuming"market, the 

weaving of Santo Tomas is in some danger of being altered beyond the 

bounds of authenticity, especially in its aesthetic aspects. 

It is important to note, however, that Tomasinos appear to want 

to adapt. It may simply be unjust to ask them to remain frozen in any 

one weaving tradition, no matter how attractive. 

.J 



CHAPTER IV 

TRADITIONAL STYLES, MODERN MATERIALS AND TECHNIQUES 

The fo l lowing section w i l l present information on the technical 

t rad i t ions and the aesthetic qua l i t i es of Santo Tomas t e x t i l e s . Though 

a great deal has been al tered and los t over the las t generation, much 

of the t r ad i t i on s t i l l remains. The changes that have been made have 

been s imi lar to changes in t e x t i l e c ra f ts in Oaxaca and elsewhere, but 

at the same time they exh ib i t character is t ics peculiar to weaving, and 

especial ly to weaving at Santo Tomas Jal ieza. 

Tradi t ional Belt Styles 

I f the co l lect ions of several museums accurately re f l ec t Santo 

Tomas'weaving inventory through the las t century, i t may safely be said 

that several d i s t i n c t styles have been produced. The most variance in 

color and in the use of designs seem to occur in older belts though 

few, i f any, dates are known for what appear to be the oldest materials: 

those in the co l lect ions of the National Museum of Anthropology. The 

problems of dating be l t s , and of f ind ing representative col lect ions in 

museums, stem from several sources. To begin w i th , few weavers appar

ently have been accustomed to keeping muestras or samplers, other than 

their own be l ts . Now most of these are gone from the v i l lage - ei ther 

through sale to an outsider or through the customary burial of a woman's 

wedding c lo th ing with her body. I t has been at least a generation since 

Tomasinos wore the i r belts constant ly. 

115 
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Sustained scholarly interest in Mexican folk arts did not blossom 

until after the Revolution of 1910-1920, and by that time many of the 

older textiles were gone. Unlike pottery, textiles succumb readily to 

time, wear and moisture and therefore are less available for preserva

tion. In addition, many museums are able to provide only the date an 

item is acquired by the institution; not its date of production. This 

gives some help, but there is as yet no accurate dating method for 

textiles which are too recent for radiocarbon dating. Therefore, the 

following information may be considered as relative rather than abso

lute. 

Tentative dates may be assigned on the basis of style. Older 

belts are characterized by a greater variety of designs and by a some

what larger range of colors; they were probably intended for customers 

in various regions. By around 1920, two styles appear to have predom

inated (see Murillo 1920:cover, v. 2, and pi. 49). The distinguishing 

marks of the two belt classes are size (length), color, fineness of 

materials, and distribution. 

Present-day villagers believe that one of the belt styles, which 

they call the faja fina (fine belt) or fa.ia de la plaza (belt of the 

plaza), antedates the other, which is called faja colorada (or red 

faja). Table 4 treats significant characteristics of the two. In 

general, the faja fina appears to have been made for special occasions. 

Patrons who ordered the belts from the weavers appear to have specified 

the length of belt they wanted and the quality of the materials used. 

Different colors used in the belt appear to have been fashionable in 

different towns, as indicated in the table. The faja colorada was 



Style 

Older Belts 
(Faja Fina type) 

Table 4 

Traditional Belt Styles 

Distinguishing Characteris- Distribution (Known or Reported); Published Illus-
tics trations 

Colors vary according to 
place for which made. 
Belts long and relatively 
narrow, with large number 
of designs. 
Length 250 cm. or longer. 

Dark red (guinda) with 
lighter central stripe. 
Woven punta. 

May have been made for Cuistla, where the belt re
portedly had a green center; perhaps also for San 
Pedro Mixtepec. Example from Museo Nacional de 
Antropologfa. 

Red or dark red design area. Distribution unknown, but perhaps toward Miahuatlan. 
red, green, and orange or Known examples appear to have been collected"in 
yellow in selvages (closer Santo Tomcis. Examples known from Museo Nacional 
to the cuache than the cinta de Antropologfa. 
style described above). 
May be older than the 
faja de la plaza. 

Black design with red. Distribution not known. One example known from 
magenta, and purple stripes. Museo Nacional de Antropologfa. 

Cochineal and shellfish 
purple may have been used. 

• ^ito # ^ • * -'«* 



Table 4 (Continued) 

Style Distinguishing Character- Distribution (Known or Reported); Published Illus-
isties trations 

Faja Fina or 
Faja de la Plaza 

Red design, with white 
ground, yellow and yellow-
orange selvages, green 
ojitos. Ojitos may also 
be black. 
Length (at least three 
varas (ca. 250 cm.), width 
about 5-6 cm. 
Some examples may have 
had 25 warp pairs in the 
design. 

Black design on white 
background. 

Several schemes, but red or 
dark red predominates, with 
yellow and green. 
Fine weave; many have top 
end or punta finished with 
finger weaving or other de
coration. Design area 
threadings vary. 

Still made. Green ojitos reportedly characteristic 
for Asuncion Ocotlan. Given to the bride as a 
wedding gift, a dote de boda. Worn by "those who 
go to invite people to the fiesta." (Published 
examples: Start 1963, pi. 15; Murillo 1922:pl. 49.) 

Known example, in the Museo Regional de Oaxaca, 
is from San Antonino Ocotlan, and is said to be 
roughly 80 years old. Momprad^ and Gutierrez 
(1976:pl. 28) give a modern red and black example 
as part of San Antonino costume. 

oo 



Table 4 (Continued) 

Style Distinguishing Characteris- Distribution (Known or Reported); Published Illus-
tics trations 

Faja Colorado 

Cinta Dark red or red design area. 
Black ojitos. Selvage 
around ojitos is often 
yellow or yellow-orange; 
outside selvage is red. 
Length 2-3 m.. width 7-12 cm. 
Design and ojitos may be 
wool. 

Sold through the Tlacolula and Oaxaca markets. 
This style may have been distributed primarily 
toward the east, to Mitla and the Mixe area. 

Published illustrations include Murillo, 1922 
(Front cover, vol. II); Start 1963:97; 
Birrell 1959:139; Cordry and Cordry 1968:286-287. 

Cuache 

Danzante, clavel and cadenas 
are frequently used designs. 

one end was traditionally 
woven to be lashed to a 
soyate. 

Red or dark red design area 
Selvage stripes characteris
tically green and yellow, 
with outside stripes of 
red. 
Length 2-3 m width 7-12 cm. 

In effect, 
the person 

this style becomes a souvenir for 
who comes to any market to buy or sell 

Worn by women in San Sebastian Penoles, 
Oaxaca (Mixtec). Examg^les examined at the Museo 
Nacional de Antropologia; Museo Regional de 
Oaxaca; Museum of International Folk Art; Museum 
of Texas Tech University. 

Sold through the Tlacolula and Oaxaca markets. 
This style may have been sold primarily to the 
south and west, into the Mixteca; however, one 
example, however^is known to come from Yalalag 
in the Sierra Juarez. 
Published illustrations: Cordry and Cordry 1968: 
pi. VI, ex. 4, Osborne 1965, endpaper and p. 83; 
Osborne 1935, pi 2 no. 11; Parsons 1936:42. 
Museum of Texas Tech University. 

*JD 
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Table 4 (Continued) 

Style Distinguishing Character
istics 

Distribution (Known or Reported); Published Illus
trations 

Cinta Similar to modern faja 
chica. Used to secure 
coronas of the Plume 
Dancers. Distinctive 
feature is small tassles 
or botoncitos, which at 
one time held medals 

A small belt, used for Plume Dancer's corona. 
Example known from a private collection. Made 
and used in Santo Tomcis, probably before 1900. 

o 
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also made with the purpose of being sold, especially in regional mar

kets. In addition, Tomasinos apparently received their own fajas finas 

as a wedding present. Photographs of the fajas finas may be found in 

Murillo (1922, p. 49, and Start 1963). The largest collection of 

fajas finas may be found in the National Museum of Anthropology, Mexico 

City. Many of these belts are dated in 1961; but this seems to repre

sent a date when the collection was cataloged rather than the year of 

manufacture. This collection also features modern styles of belts, 

made since about 1966. Photographs of the faja fina have been publish

ed by Start (1948), based on collection done by Elsie McDougall, and 

Gerando Murillo (Dr. Atl 1922:11, p. 49). Figure 5 shows 

fajas from museum collections. 

Fajas coloradas are represented in the collections of the Region

al Museum of Oaxaca, Mexico City, and the Museum of International Folk 

Art, Santa Fe. The faja colorada was also made to be sold, especially 

in regional markets. The Museum of Texas Tech University also has 

belts, collected by Donald and Dorthy Cordry in the mid-1960s. These 

appear to have been collected primarily in the Mixteca where fajas 

coloradas predominate. In addition, modern fajas are represented in 

the collections of all four museums. 

Within the category of faja colorada, the belt most commonly 

represented in three museum collections examined, there were two sub

divisions. These were the cinta and the cuache. The cinta is char

acterized by having small designs called ojitos in the selvages. 

Generally, in the faja colorada class, these ojitos are black, against 

a yellow or orange-yellow background. The cuache, in contrast, has 
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Figure 5b. Traditional Belts - Fajas Coloradas 

a. Cinta style. Courtesy of the Museum of International 

Folk Art, Santa Fe, New Mexico. Specimen Number 

M0IFA998. 

b. Cuache style, on a soyate or woven palm belt. 

Courtesy of the Museum of Texas Tech University. 

Provenance Villa Hidalgo Yalalag, 1966 (Cordry 

Collection). Specimen No. 70-634(c), TTU ET-167. 
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simple stripes of red, green, and yellow in the selvages (see Figure 5) 

Both belts earned the name colorada because their center designs were 

red or guinda, dark red. Red predominates in the four museum collections 

examined,- For illustrations, see Murillo 1922:11, pi. 49, Parsons 

1936:42, and Start 1948:98. As noted in the table, these substyles 

had different distributions. I believe that, in very general terms, 

the cinta may have been distributed toward the east and north, while 

the cuache was used more heavily in the Mixteca. Alternatively, per

sons who purchased the faja colorada may have selected the style they 

preferred. Cordry and Cordry (1968:286-287) picture a cinta worn by a 

resident of San Sebastian Penoles, Oaxaca, a Mixtec town, but collect

ed a cuache in the same village during that year (Museum of Texas Tech 

University, item 70-638d). A similar situation also appears to exist 

for Yalalag fajas. 

Materials Used in Weaving and Their Preparation 

\ 

The following discussion focuses primarily upon current weaving 

processes, as much as most of the information for earlier periods is 

based on second-hand accounts. The majority of weaving at Santo Tom^s 

is now done with commercially prepared thread; however, Tomasinos still 

make some textiles in the traditional manner. These traditional tex

tiles reach a small market: Indian consumers in more traditional vil

lages, and a few non-Indians, often museum workers, who value hand 

processes for textile making. A small demand currently exists for the 

creation of textiles to be exhibited in craft fairs throughout the 
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nation. Generally, only a small percentage of Tomasinos make these 

tex t i les , which are more time-consuming and expensive to produce. 

Source of Materials 

The fibers used constitute the major expense in the weaving of 

any textile. The two most common fibers now used by Santo Tomasinos 

are cotton and a synthetic or wool-synthetic mixture. Wool is still 

used, but more often for specifically-commissioned items than for those 

made for everyday sales. Silk and other fibers are rarely used; "silk,' 

in fact, may well be a synthetic such as rayon. See Table 5 for 

costs. 

The traditional belts were generally made of cotton and wool, 

wool being used in the central design areas. Some all-cotton belts 

may have been made traditionally, but they began to predominate when 

weavers began working for the tourist trade. More recently, the avail

ability of a relatively inexpensive synthetic or wool-synthetic mix

ture, plus renewed tourist interest in natural fibers, has brought 

back "wool" as an item for tourist consumption. 

Wool 

Although wool is less prevalent now, people do still weave with it. 

A very few families still own sheep and can shear them as often as 

three times a year. Sheep raising is reported to have been more pre

valent before than at present. Other current wool sources are the 

sheep raisers or wool merchants of Chichicapa and Ejutla, who bring 

wool to the Ocotlan market on Fridays. Santo Tomasinos are only a 

small part of the market for these suppliers, whose major customers 

\ 



Table 5 

Type of Thread 

Cotton (wholesale) 

undyed 

dyed 

Thread Costs 

Unit of Measure 

20 madejas (skeins) 

20 madejas (skeins) 

Cost (Pesos) 

$310 

$380 

Cotton ( r e t a i l ) 

dyed 1 madeja (skein) Aug. 1977 Aug. 1978 Nov. 1978 

$23.50 $23.50- $25.00-
$125.00 $27.00 

Wool ( r e t a i l ) 

Raw, unspun 
(Ocotlan market) 

Spun 
(Chichicapa merchant) 

Spun 
(FONART) 

1 k i l o 

1 k i l o 

1 k i l o 

$30 

$80-90 

$100 

Synthetic "Wool 

For fr inges 
1 k i l o 

1 bal l 

Ca $170 

$15 

r\3 
00 
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are blanket weavers from Santa Ana del Valle and Teotitlan del Valle. 

At least one woman from Chichicapan also spins wool yarn, which she 

sells to Teotitlan weavers in Oaxaca; at least one Santo Tomas family 

buys from her. Yet another source is the Oaxaca FONART store, which 

belongs to the government agency for the promotion of the folk arts. 

All sources sell wool by the kilo. Of all Santo Tomas weavers, 

only some five or ten use wool regularly. They may use it for special 

encargos (orders), or for the Tlacolula market on special feasts, or when 

traders wish wool articles (some synthetic may be creeping in here). 

The lana legitima is also used for the special fajas de la plaza sold 

to patrons in Asuncion Ocotlan. On the whole, cotton or synthetic 

fibers are preferred to wool, which weavers say binds a great deal in 

the heddle. I do not know if the loom has been changed to cause this, 

but suspect that the spinning simply is less tight than formerly. 

A very small proportion of weaving at Santo Tomas is done with 

yarns other than those described above. Particularly for fine weaving, 

sewing thread of mercerized cotton, and even silk thread, may be em

ployed. These threads are also purchased in Oaxaca. One store, the 

Zorro Plateado, has most frequently been mentioned as a source. Silk 

was reportedly more commonly used in the past. 

Cotton 

Trad i t iona l l y Santo Tomasinos used handspun cot ton, obtaining at 

least some of the i r supply from the palo de algoddn, a t a l l bush var

iety of cotton that grew in the v i l l age . Today only a few trees re

main. The var iety at Santo Tom ŝ appears to be a woody plant , some 

seven feet high, with pink flowers and the fami l ia r bo l l s . Cotton 
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was also available in purchased bolitos (balls or mounds) from which 

the seeds had been removed, but which still had to be spun and dyed. 

Tomasinos appear to have been doing some spinning as late as the 1950's. 

Today, the cotton thread Tomasinos use is manufactured in a single 

factory, Hilaturas Roca, located near the city of Puebla. Two suppliers 

in Oaxaca City, Don Jorge Linares, and Don Efr^n, his former employee, 

stock the numbers (diameters) of thread used at Santo Tomls. Don Efr^n 

and Don Jorge furnish both undyed hilasa (thread) and the ready-dyed 

colorfast hilo, which they dye themselves. In addition, these retail 

merchants sell dyes -- either colorfast or non-fast -- to Tomasinos 

who may wish to do their own dyeing. The one Tomasino who has made a 

business of dyeing purchases his thread and dyes from Don Jorge, who 

handles the larger volume of merchandise. 

In addition to the dyeing business at Santo Tom^s, one other store 

in the village handles a small stock of ready-dyed yarn or thread. 

There do not appear to be any merchants in Ocotlan who handle the 

cotton yarns. Ready-dyed thread is now the preferred form, and weavers 

make it a sales point that their pieces are colorfast and will not fade 

(in contrast to those made in competing villages). 

The cotton thread comes in two sizes, which the villagers des

cribe as grueso (thick) and delgado (thin delicate). Grueso thread 

is grouped in twos or threes for design areas of the fabrics. Delgado 

forms the background, the fondo or tela, of each piece, and is used 

for the weft unless the weaver is in a hurry or is making a larger 

piece. Both sizes of thread come from the factory in skeins called 

madejas. In the village, at least, these are now sold by the skein 
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rather than by weight. Weavers f igure the i r needs by the number of 

madejas normally needed to complete a given piece. They comment that 

madejas often vary in the amount of thread they contain, and that they 

seem to be get t ing smaller. 

Synthetic Fibers 

Synthetic yarn, or synthetic-and-wool yarn, is cal led ac r i l an , 

which is probably a t ruer descr ipt ion of i t s content than lana (wool) 

which is often the term used for the sake of t ou r i s t s . Like the wool 

or cotton yarn i t has replaced, acr i lan is used in the design areas of 

the t e x t i l e s . I t s popular i ty appears to be growing. Acri lan comes 

from Oaxaca: a store cal led Lanera Texti1 appears to be the pr incipal 

source. This yarn comes ready-dyed and is sold by the k i l o . I t must 

be re-spun, or p l i ed , in to a two-ply yarn before i t is ready to use. 

Weavers who own a torcedor or spinning wheel w i l l process the yarn with 

that instrum.ent. Those who lack one w i l l use the hand spindle for ply

ing, or w i l l hire the plying done. Two or three people in the v i l lage 

w i l l re-spin yarns fo r a small fee. 

Another synthetic yarn is used for the fringes of the quesquemes, 

the women's poncho. This is a kn i t t i ng yarn and is sold in several 

shops in Oaxaca. 

Dyes and Dyeing 

Dyeing by hand is done only infrequently by most Santo Tomasinos 

today. Weavers save time by buying the i r yarns already dyed with 

co lor - fas t dyes, unless they are preparing homespun yarns for a 
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special order for a fine belt, or unless they have received a special 

order for non-fast colors. Since few persons dye their own yarns reg

ularly, most informants did not give precise details of the processes; 

or, they described it as they remembered it at some time in the past. 

For example, the amounts of the substances used for the dyes were not 

volunteered. There appears to have been much variation in the dye-

stuffs and in the techniques used. In part, this probably stems from 

the fact that informants were often talking about different periods of 

time. In addition, dyeing, like cooking or the use of weaving designs, 

is an area in which there is scope for individualization of methods. 

The descriptive data here are not considered to be definitive, but 

indicative of areas for further research. Where possible, published 

sources have been used to corroborate the information given. 

The probable time sequence for the use of natural and chemical 

dyes falls into three broad phases. In the first phase, before the ! 

1890's, aniline dyes had not been introduced to Mexico. Most dyes I 

were of plant, animal or mineral origin (Johnson 1973:163-164). ? 

In the second phase, from around the 1890's to as late as the mid-

1960's, Tomasinos used both natural and aniline dyes. In the third 

phase, after the mid-1960's, commercial aniline dyes became predominant 

and a dyeing industry was begun in the village. Thus the third phase, 

after the mid-1960's, saw the predominance of commercially-dyed thread 

and the beginning of a dye business in the village. 

Early Phases 

The use of dyes in Santo Tom^s appears to have been largely con

sistent with practices elsewhere in Oaxaca. The state was rich in 

1 
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dye-producing mater ia ls , l i ke cochineal. Other natural coloring agents 

included caracol , a purple derived from a she l l f i sh (purpura patula 

pansa) found along the Mixtec Coast of Oaxaca, indigo for blue, and 

achiote (from Bixa orel lana L) which produces a yellow hue (Johnson / 

1971:163-164), Several v i l lagers s t i l l had some vague knowledge of the 1 

use of cochineal in 1978, though they had not used i t recent ly. / 

Two informants related using espuma del mar a purple dye, probably 

caracol. One woman in her f i f t i e s said that her father had gone to 

the shore to gather the color , apparently in the manner Gerhard re

ports (1962). 

The second phase, in which ani l ine dyes became common, probably 

did not begin un t i l a f te r 1900. Judging from the accounts of a few 

older informants ta lk ing about the i r youth, a reasonable date may be 

around the time of the Revolution of 1910. The commercial dyes used 

more generally in the v i l lage un t i l the mid-1960's produced non-color-

fast t e x t i l e s , but required less preparation time than natural dyes. 

At least as long ago as 1900, d i f fe ren t color schemes appear to 

have been used for d i f f e ren t consumers. The most common s ty le , how

ever, appears to have featured design areas of red or black, with a 

white background, and selvages of e i ther green, yellow and red, or 

black, yellow and red (see Figure 5 ). A description of some of the 

materials used to obtain these colors w i l l be given by color. 

Dark red or wine red, or guinda 

a) The cochineal insect apparently was the t rad i t iona l source for 

this color . The dye was described as a white ^'uzz, goma, that grows 
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on the nopal grande, one of several types of Opuntia cactus (prickly 

pear) growing near the village. The actual source of the dye was the 

scale insect. Coccus cacti, which grows under the fuzz. 

b) A later method, based on the nopal grande, involved the use of 

tunas or fruits from the same nopal. Villagers distinguish between 

this and the nopal whose tunas are eaten as a fruit. 

The tunas are saved for considerable lengths of time after they 

ripen in the late summer or early fall; they probably ferment to some 

degree. The dye process using tunas involves two steps: first, a red 

dye bath with a commercial dye is used, and then the red thread is re-

boiled with the tunas, in an olla (pot) of water. Green limes and 

salt are used as mordants, (Johnson 1977:243 reports the use of limes 

with cochineal). The commercial dye probably reinforces the color and 

light fastness of the dye. 

c) One informant reported espuma or caracol dye as having been 

used for red. It seems more likely that the color obtained was purple 

or magenta (Garcia Valencia 1975:11). 

Bright red 

Early on, congo, a commercial dye, was used to secure red. Since 

Santamaria (1974:287) reports the use of congo for yellow, it was 

probably part of a two-step dyeing process in which the thread was 

first colored yellow and then red. Garcia Valencia (1975:5) reports 

achiote for red as well. 
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Black 

a) In cases where wool was used for the design area of belts, un

dyed black yarn may have been used. 

b) In addition, commercial dye purchased in Oaxaca was employed. 

c) One informant mentioned the use of huisache, which Johnson 

(1977:243) identifies as a shrub of the Mimosa genus. 

Caparrosa or alcaparrosa, copper sulphate (copperas) was used as 

a mordant for black dye. 

Yellow 

Several substances reportedly were used for yellow. Practices 

probably differed according to period and to family. 

a) Most informants said that the vejuco del pirul (Z. dul vas) 

was employed. This is zacatlaxcalli, a parasitic plant (Cuscuta Amer

icana L.)^ which grows entangled in the branches of the pirul tree, 

Schinus Molle (Garcia Valencia 1975:19, 23, Johnson 1971:163). Golden 

yellow came from this dye, which was also prepared by mashing it and 

boiling it with the spun thread. Johnson notes that fresh zacatla

xcalli gives a light yellow, while the substance when dry produces a 

dark yellow (1977:243). 

b) Another informant mentioned the use of tzompantle or campasu-

chil, the marigold or clavel de indias. The marigold is used as a de

coration on the Day of the Dead, November 1 (Santamaria 1974:1098). 

c) Commercial dye was probably also used. 
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Orange-red or orange 

a) Achiote was used for yellow in the village. Achiote is the 

seed of a tree, Bixa orellana L. The dye seeds came from Chiapas and 

were sold by weight in the market at Ocotlan, or by traveling merchants. 

The seeds were pounded or ground and boiled with water. A madeja of 

yarn -- probably more than the modern madeja -- reportedly required 

two or three ounces of seeds to achieve the proper color. (See also 

Johnson 1971:163-164; and Garcia Valencia 1975:5.) 

Green 

a) Green was apparently obtained by using zacatlaxcalli as a 

base color. This was boiled with water, and then a green commercial 

dye was used as a second bath, but was not boiled. Alumbre de castilla, 

one of the compounds of alum, was used as a mordant. 

White 

In older practice, this color was apparently not dyed. Thread 

may have been bleached. 

Methods of Dyeing; Mordants 

yery generally, the method used in dyeing appears to have been to 

wet the yarn, place it in the dye bath, and boil it over the fire so 

that the dye would take evenly. Similar methods are employed by 

natural dyers in the United States today. Mordants -- whether limes, 

salt, or chemicals -- were employed in some cases to achieve the max

imum possible colorfastness. 

Salt was reported as a mordant, but for unspecified dyes. Limes 

are still used for dyeing with nopal fruits. The three classes of 
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alumbre (aluminum potassium sulfate) were reportedly used for dyeing 

yellow, black, and morada (literally, purple, probably dark red). 

For black, caparrosa (copperas) was employed (Cf. Johnson 1977:241-244). 

Agua de lejia or lye water from wood ashes was also prepared as a 

mordant. This was obtained by placing a piece of mat in the bottom 

of an olla with a hole in it, filling the olla with wood ashes and water, 

and draining the water through the ashes, producing a lye solution 

(see Garcfa Valencia 75:15). 

Home Preparation of Commercial Dye 

As late as the early 1960s, weavers were also dyeing their own 

thread with commercially-prepared dyes purchased in Oaxaca. They would 

buy as much dye as needed for two or three madejas, two or three ounces' 

worth. Ten to twenty pesos' worth of dye would prepare $100 worth of 

thread. Roughly one-half ounce of dye, or a teaspoonful, was used for 

a madeja of thread, an ounce serving for two madejas. 

To prepare the commercial dye for cotton thread, the thread was 

boiled in the dye, taken out, and washed. Salt was needed for a mordant. 

Three or four liters of water were required for two to three madejas 

of thread. 

Later Phases of Dyeing 

The third or latest phase of dyeing at Santo Tomas began in the 

mid-1900's and has seen the predominance of commercially dyed thread 

at Santo Tom^s. Colorfast thread appears to have been introduced by 

a government worker, Nancy Audiffred (Bertocci 1964:8-9). The 1970s 

have seen the advent of a small dyeing industry located in Santo ^omas; 
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one man has seized the opportunity to begin dyeing thread and se l l i ng 

i t to his fe l lows. 

Commercial Dyeing 

As indicated above, one individual has taken advantage of an oppor

tun i ty to special ize in providing weavers with ready-dyed thread. This 

specia l izat ion f i t s the prevai l ing pat tern, for people who buy the 

dyer's thread are also l i k e l y to use peines made by others and, i f 

they own a spinning wheel, to have purchased i t from some other person 

rather than to have made i t themselves. 

The dyer is also the man who was the second president of the unidn 

already discussed, in about 1970-73 and 1976-77. Sometime during his 

f i r s t term, he became interested in working with color fast dyes. A 

major impetus for th is decision was the v i s i t of two chemists sent to 

the v i l lage by the Secretary of Industry and Commerce to demonstrate 

the preparation and use of co lor fast dyes. Though the demonstration 

was presented for a l l members of the unidn, only th is man pursued this 

new c ra f t . 

The in tent ion of such a demonstration was probably to show weavers 

a way in which they could improve the i r t e x t i l e s , as color fast threads 

would make them more acceptable to t ou r i s t s . Most weavers, however, 

would have l i t t l e economic reason for doing the i r own dyeing. The 

cost of dyed threads is not so much higher than the cost of undyed 

threads that the extra time and labor for dyeing can be j u s t i f i e d . 

In add i t ion , dyeing with chemical dyes that are color fast requires 

considerable s k i l l , some luck, and a large outlay for equipment and 

supplies. I t is simpler to l e t someone else make these investments. 
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and to buy from that person. The dyer makes a profit, but the indi

vidual weaver saves considerable time and labor. This change in sources 

of materials, or the manner of preparation of prime materials, is 

typical of acculturating craft arts (Dawson, Fredrickson and Graburn 

1974). 

The dyer prepared as thoroughly as possible to begin his new busi

ness. He took notes of the information that the chemists provided. He 

bought some of the equipment needed for preparing the dyes, and ob

tained the dye recipes. He worked with two teachers to learn the craft. 

The first man was the owner of a spinning and dyeing industry in 

Mexico City, who wanted to supply the dyer with thread. They negotiat- \ 

ed, but were unable to reach agreement because the industrial dyer 

could not supply the thread numbers (diameters) preferred in Santo 

Tomas. 

The second teacher, in Oaxaca, gave the Tomasino instructions in 

return for tuition, but did not fully complete his teaching. The dyer 

attempted to work with another man, a worker in the Audiffred shop in 

Oaxaca, but was unable to gather the thousand pesos that this person 

wanted in return for instruction. 

This Tomasino dyer can be classified as an entrepreneur. While 

he maintains full-time residence in the village rather than being a 

traveling merchant for Santo Tombs' textiles, he has taken advantage 

of a small economic niche, one created by the tourist demand for non-

fading colors. He has seized an economic opportunity and is exploit

ing it for personal gain, though he also maintains nis identification 

as a member of the pueblo (Acheson 1972). 
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The personnel active in the dyeing business include the dyer him

self, his teenage son, and an older uncle who works intermittently. 

This man may be paid. The dyer's wife also helps as needed. Like 

weaving, then, this industry is still at the household level and is 

still based on family ties. 

Commercial Dye Technology 

Like his fellow villagers, the dyer purchases his dyes and threads 

from Don Jorge Lineres, the large-scale dealer in Oaxaca. He buys his 

threads in wholesale lots, each package containing twenty madejas 

(forty skeins), in each of the two numbers (diameters) used in the 

village. He also purchases dyes in the same place, having them weigh

ed carefully in lots sufficient to dye one package of thread. Besides 

the colorants, the dye processing involves several strong chemicals. 

The dyer has learned the dangers of such ingredients from exper

ience rather than being trained formally. He has burned his hands 

repeatedly with the chemicals, and his wife has suffered from inhaling 

the vapors of one of the compounds. In short, he is working with an 

inadequate knowledge of the materials, having been shown only the most 

rudimentary precautions like the use of rubber gloves. He is doing 

industrial dyeing with home-dye technology (see Figure 6 ) . 

Equipment Used 

The equipment for the dyeing business includes No. 3 tubs, water 

cans, bamboo sticks for turning the threads in the dye bath, an elec

trical pump inserted in the dyer's well, and firewood. The dyer some

times employs bleach bottles as firewood, either because they give a 
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Figure 6. Thread Preparation. 

a. Plying yarn with tKe torcedor 

b. Dyeing colorfast thread. 
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hot f i r e or - more probably - because he has found that they w i l l 

burn. The pump is one of only a few used by v i l l age rs , and most are 

employed for i r r i g a t i o n . Bott led gasoline, which would produce a 

more contro l led temperature, is not presently sold in Santo Tomas. 

The Dyeing Process 

Generally, the thread to be dyed is washed in detergent and water 

to remove natural wax from the cot ton, and so that the dye w i l l pene

trate the s l igh t l y -we t thread more evenly. A humectant or wetting 

agent is sometimes added to promote even dye penetration. While the 

thread is washed, the dye bath is prepared. Di f ferent colors require 

d i f fe rent chemicals and dyes in the i r preparation. As an example, the 

processes for a blue bath w i l l be described. 

To prepare the dye bath, the dye powder and the chemicals - -

caustic soda, h i d r o s u l f i t o , and su l fu ro , for example - - are added to 

water in a No. 3 tub over an open f i r e , and the mixture is heated unt i l 

steam comes o f f the water. The temperature of the water should be 

control led to fo r ty to f i f t y degrees centigrade, but the dyer is ca l 

culat ing by observation, and th is temperature may easi ly be exceeded. 

For a blue dye, roughly one-half the tota l amount of dye to be 

employed is used in the f i r s t bath. When the bath has heated s u f f i 

c ien t l y , the thread, which has been washed and wrung out, is added. 

So that several skeins may be handled at once without tangl ing, the 

dyer uses several bamboo s t i cks , placing one at each end of a madeja. 

These st icks serve to rotate and to wring the wet thread. 
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For the i n i t i a l dye bath, the thread is put into the bath, 

volved several times with the s t i c ks , and l e f t for twenty minutes. At 

the end of th is time the foam at the top of the water has changed from 

dark to l i g h t blue, ind icat ing that the dye has been exhausted. The 

thread is removed, the second hal f of the dye is added, and the thread 

is returned to the bath and rotated again. During the second half of 

the dyeing process, the thread is l e f t for about one and one-half 

hours. I t is then taken out of the bath and rinsed in clean water 

unt i l the water comes out c lear. I t is then dried slowly. The sun is 

said to set the color of the dyes. A wait of several hours, even over

night, can be required before i t is known whether or not the dye has 

taken strongly and evenly. 

After the thread is dyed, i t is hung on poles in the dyer's house. 

Weavers come to the house to purchase threads, generally buying only 

one or a few madejas at a time. Prices for threads were - is ing rapidly 

in 1978, as the factory in Puebla raised i t s pr ices. The dyer attempt

ed to buy thread d i rec t l y from Puebla, but did not succeed because the 

amount he needed was too small . 

Despite considerable care on his par t , the dyer experiences a 

re la t i ve ly high rate of dye f a i l u r e . Often his colors take unevenly, 

or are not s u f f i c i e n t l y strong. He at t r ibutes some of these fa i lures 

to excessive heat or to a i r e , which in th is case seems to mean wind. 

He says that cold in i t s e l f , without a i r e , does not influence the 

colors adversely. His i n a b i l i t y to control the temperature of his dye 

bath precisely , and his occasional f a i l u re to use a humectant, may be 

the major sources of his problems. 
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Several commonly-used colors require only one dye bath - - blue, 

yellow, brown, and black. Green is also a one-step process, but th is 

color is made rare ly as i t is not much in demand. White thread is 

also colored, or at least bleached. 

Orange, red and guinda (dark, wine red) require two separate dye 

baths. They are dyed f i r s t wi th a l i g h t color , such as yel low, and 

then are over-dyed wi th the darker color. The dyes for these colors 

are dissolved separately from the baths and then added to the cold 

water. Since they are more d i f f i c u l t to obtain, the dyer charges some

what more for madejas of these colors. 

Some hues, such as turquoise and magenta, were formerly used, but 

are seldom employed now. Color-fast dyes for them may be hard to ob

ta in , or they may simply not be popular with tou r i s t s . 

Equipment Used in Thread Preparation and Weaving 

Descriptions of Santo Tomas' weaving equipment are somewhat sketchy 

Limited discussion or i l l u s t r a t i o n s of equipment may be found in John

son (1971, 1977), Cordry and Cordry (1968:138, 240), Gayton (1967:145-

146), Sturtevant (1977:325-328; 338-340), and Garcia Valencia (1975: 

80-81; quoting Johnson 1961; 120). 

Though the fo l lowing attempt at descript ion is by no means per

fec t , i t w i l l seek to approximate more closely the actual practices 

at the v i l l a g e . For the most par t , th is work w i l l describe materials 

as they are used today, rather than giving extensive information on 

past pract ices. 
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In addition to recognizing the fact that Santo Tombs' weaving has " 

been done at a fully commercial level for at least one generation, the 

following aspects should be kept in mind: first, because weaving has 

been commercialized to a great extent, a rigidly set practice of weav

ing has not prevailed; second, since rigid ritual has not been enforced, 

there has been much room for individual variation. Photographs of 

equipment may be found in Figure 7. 

Equipment Used For Fiber Preparation 

1. Carding equipment (escardas) 

The devices known as cards were traditionally used in preparing 

wool for spinning, and were derived from European models (see Figure 

They consist of two flat rectangular boards with wooden handles fasten

ed to the long side of the rectangle. On the inside surface of the 

two boards, placed in opposition, are two sets of metal teeth, set in 

multiple rows. The cards are used to give the wool a final cleaning 

by combing out debris, and to align the fibers of the wool to permit 

them to be more easily spun (see also Johnson 1977:241). Wool is wash

ed and dried, and the majority of thorns and other debris are picked 

out. The cleaned, dry wool is then placed in small handfuls on the 

left card, and the right one pulled across it in an opposing direction, 

to align the fibers. The right hand works most actively in the pro

cess. 

When the wool was deemed to have been carded sufficiently, the 

worker freed the caidel from the card by pushing against it in the 

direction opposite to the one in which it had been carded. This 



147 

\ 



Figure 7. Equipment 

a. Peine and Yu£o for Faja Chica. Rear view, 

showing mayitas of henequen fiber. 

b. Contemporary Peines and Machete for Weaving Wide 

Textiles 

Note: The bottom peine is formed so that two design areas may be 
woven on one textile. 
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produced a small, rectangular roll of combed wool which can be drawn 

and spun into a long thread or yarn. The weaver's skill in carding, 

in part, determines the fineness of the spun yarn and, ultimately, the 

finished cloth. 

Since Tomasinos now use commercially prepared cotton, I did not 

observe the spinning or carding of this fiber, though it persisted 

into the 1950's. Cordry and Cordry (1968:25-27) relate that a common 

method was to pick the fibers free from the seeds and then to use a 

forked stick or lashed set of sticks to beat and fluff it for spinning. 

They do not, however, spedify that this was the method used at Santo 

Tomas. 

2. Spinning Equipment 

The handspindle or malacate 

Women traditionally spun wool and cotton on the handspindle. The 

hand spindle has a round wooden shaft with a painted top and relatively 

flattened bottom, with a flat, round whorl apparently made of wood 

(Garcia Valencia 1975:97, pi. 15, fig. 2; Momprade and Guiterrez 1976: 

138-139; Cordry and Cordry 1968:28, pi. 8c, all publish Santo Tom^s 

spindles or give similar examples). The spindle may be found in two 

sizes. The larger, some 18-20 inches or 40-44 centimeters long, was 

used for wool, and the smaller, around 32 centimeters, was used for 

cotton. 

Men reputedly spun with the larger spindle, spinning i t on the leg 

toward the knee, while women spun by tw i r l i ng the spindle against the i r 

arm, away from the body. Most persons apparently spun on the r igh t i "̂ 

seated. In the spinning I observed, the female informant with the la-ge 
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spindle spun on the r i g h t but tw i r led the spindle between her hands. 

In other words, there probably was a considerable individual var iat ion 

in technique. 

Though some weavers s t i l l spin wool for special orders or encarqos, 

the major i ty of persons who now use the handspindle probably do so to 

ply synthetic yarn for use in t ou r i s t a r t i c l e s . 

In spinning, the weaver may rest the spindle in a pottery bowl. 

The r i gh t hand is held near the top of the spindle, while the l e f t 

holds the yarn l i g h t l y , between thumb and foref inger at roughly the 

point where i t begins to take the twis t of spinning or p ly ing. The 

thread is drawn out to about one or one and one-half meters, and then 

spun more rapid ly to t ighten i t . While commercial cottons used at 

Santo Tomas have the S tw i s t , the handspun there is twisted and S 

p l ied, as is the synthetic "wool". 

When a length of thread is spun, i t is loaded onto the spindle 

and allowed to accumulate on the whorl un t i l i t covers some one-third 

of the spindle shaf t . I t is then wound o f f into ba l l s . The spinner 

may place the malacate between his toes to wind o f f the yarn (see 

Figure 8). 

(b) The Spinning Wheel (torcedor) 

The torcedor or spinning wheel now used by some Tomasino families 

is of the same general style as that employed in the Oaxaca Valley, 

though details may differ. Spinning wheels apparently did not begin 

to become common until around 1960, though they may have been intro

duced well before that. In contrast to other towns in the Valley, 

they seem now to be used at Santo Tomas only for the plying of 
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Figure 8. Thread Preparation, 

a. Carding 

b. Spinning 
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commercial synthetic "wool". It consists of a large wooden wheel with 

a hand crank in the center and a spindle attached to a drive shaft. 

This whole apparatus is attached to a long rectangular bench (Fig

ure 6). The wheel rim is grooved, and a thread passes between the 

wheel and the drive shaft of the spindle. Rotating the wheel drives 

the spindle, forming yarn, or, as used at Santo Tomas, plying single 

yarn into thicker strands to be used in the design areas of the tex

tiles. 

The spinning wheels are handmade, a new one costs approximately 

800 pesos in Ocotlan. One Tomasino began making wheels at a lower 

price in the latter part of 1978, but his first efforts were rather 

rough-looking compared with wheels from other specialists. 

Spinning with the Torcedor 

Weavers distinguish between the making of thread by spinning 

(hilar, to spin) and the plying of thread (torcer, to twist). Plying, 

or joining one or more small-diameter threads to make a larger one, is 

the process commonly done on the spinning wheel. The spinner turns 

the crank with her right hand, setting the spindle in motion. With 

two balls of unplied threads on the ground or in a receptacle, the 

spinner passes the thread being plied over the left hand, between the 

thumb and forefinger, thus forming thread with an S-ply. (The thread 

has a loose Z spin when received.) When enough thread (yarn) has 

accumulated onto the spindle it is wound off into balls for weaving. 

Figure depicts S and Z twist trends. 
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2 plies of S 
twist twisted 
together in 
Z twist 

Figure 9 . S, 2 Twists. This refers 
the direction of the spin in thread. 
(Source: Mastoahe 1971:58-60). 

to 
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The Thread Winder or Skeiner 

This device is used for winding thread (yarns) from the skeins or 

madejas into balls. It is constructed of split bamboo and a length of 

metal reinforcing rod. Two bamboo cross pieces are lashed at right 

angles, and the vertical pieces at angles to these, so that the bottom 

cross pieces of the skeiner form an angle of some 45 degrees with those 

of the top (see Figure 10). To use the skein winder, the weaver places a 

skein of thread over the vertical pieces and pulls on the free end of 

the thread. The winder revolves around the reinforcing rod, allowing 

the thread to be taken off without tangling. Care must be exercised 

to avoid tangling the thread around the stem of the winder, thereby 

immobilizing it and wasting thread. The device, according to Cordry 

and Cordry (1968:31), is European-derived and is more associated with 

the treadle than the backstrap loom (see Figure 10). 

Loom Parts 

The backstrap loom used at Santo Tomas is in some ways typical of 

belt looms in that i t is narrow, and in that a specialized beating de

vice is used. I t is unusual for Mexico and, in fac t , for the New World, 

in that i t has a r i g i d hole-and-slot heddle. (Sturtevant 1977 reports 

the slot-and-hole heddle for f i ve places in Mexico; Johnson 1977 per

sonal communication, reports i t for s i x . ) Sturtevant, having studied 

the d i s t r i bu t ion of th is type of heddle, concludes that i t is probably 

of European o r ig in (1977:328, 340). 

The loom is made up of several par ts , which w i l l be described in 

order as they are arranged from the weaver toward the far end of the 

loom and i t s woven t e x t i l e . Among these parts are the pal i tos or 
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Figure 10. Weaving 

a. Using the Machete, to beat in the weft. Note 

the skein winder in the background. 

b. Passing the Weft. Note the production technique 

textile is used as a measuring device. 
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r o l l i n g st icks (breast beam), the mecapal or backstrap, the peine or 

heddle, the machete or beater, the yugo or end beam, and the mecate, 

the rope which suspends the loom for weaving. Figure 11 depicts the 

loom parts and i t is shown in a photograph in Figure IQ. 

The Mecapal or Backstrap 

The mecapal may be e i ther special ly purchased, may be made by the 

weaver for weaving, or may even be a piece of old woven be l t , often a 

weaver's f i r s t e f f o r t . A long, rectangular piece some three cent i 

meters wide, i t reaches around the weaver's hips and i t s ends are 

looped over the ends of the pa l i tos . The mecapal thus functions as a 

device to fasten warps and maintain tension in weaving. 

The Palitos 

The palitos are two round hardwood sticks, generally at least 25 

centimeters long, and about 2 centimeters in diameter. They are 

usually manufactured within the household. The pata or bottom (foot) 

of the warp is attached to the stick that is nearer the weaver, and 

the other stick is used to roll up the textile as weaving proceeds. 

Palitos come in various widths depending on the textile to be woven, 

though they are always long enough to extend beyond the weaver's body 

so that the mecapal can be attached. 

Today, the ends of the warp threads are simply looped over the 

palito, and are cut to form a bottom fringe when weaving is finished. 

Formerly the palitos were made with small holes drilled through them, 

so that the warp could be lashed onto the palito and weaving could 

begin near the end of the warp. In this manner the weaver produced a 





Figure 11. Parts of the Loom. ( I l l us t ra t ion by Jean Cokendolpher,) 

a. mecapal (backstrap) 

b. palitos (rolling sticks) 

c. woven textile 

d. machete (beater or sword) 

e. peine 

f. yugo, yoke 

g. mecate, rope 

Note- The peine has been shown partially unfilled to enhance the 
charity of tHTIiagram. A weaver normally would select a ^ne 
whose slots corresponded. 
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t e x t i l e that could be easi ly attached to the soyate, the broad woven-

palm bel t used by many Oaxacan women for support (example in Figure 5) 

This older technique produced a be l t with three selvages, rather than 

the two-fr inge and two-selvage sty le now common (see Cuellar 1977:314-

315). 

The Peine or Heddle 

The heddle may be described as a hole-and-slot heddle because i t 

is constructed with a series of st icks in which holes are d r i l l e d , with 

slots between them, through which the warps or lengthwise threads of 

the t e x t i l e are passed (Sturtevant 1977:326). Tomasinos cal l th is 

heddle a peine or comb (the Zapotec word is ga'ap, or ga 'ap i ; the 

Zapotec word for comb is beo_ or veo). I t is made of a series of s p l i t 

bamboo pieces, carr izos, which have small holes or hoyitos d r i l l e d 

through them (see Figure 7 ). The' carrizos are bound together into 

a top and bottom frame, also made of bamboo, and the whole is lashed 

together with nylon l ine of the type used for f ish ing l i ne . The middle 

carrizos are darker, marking the middle of the loom. I x t l e f i be r , 

twisted into a two-ply l i n e , was t r ad i t i ona l l y used to lash the heddle. 

I t has the advantage of being more able to be mended when the heddle 

breaks, but is weaker than the synthetic l i n e . Many weavers s t i l l own 

one or more of these old peines, ind icat ing that the plast ic l ine is 

re la t i ve ly recent. 

The d i s t i nc t i ve feature of the Santo Tomas heddle is a series of 

extra holes, mayitas, formed at the back of the loom with the nylon 

l ine or i x t l e . The mayitas are placed only at the sides of the loom, 

and not in the central design area. Thus th is area is free of the 
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extra mechanical device, and the weaver produces the central designs by 

manipulating the threads with her hands. These mayitas resemble string 

heddle leashes employed on many European-style harness looms, and are 

tied in a similar fashion. In effect, by adding the extra set of slots 

and holes at the back of the peine, Tomasinos have added an extra har

ness to their loom. Thus a more complex weave, such as the warp-face 

fabric that forms the selvages, may be woven without hand mianipulation. 

Santo Tomas' peine may be called elegant in the scientific sense, 

for this relatively simple, lightweight heddle permits the production 

of a complex textile with a minimum of effort. In areas which have 

copied the Santo Tomas belt style, the precise form of heddle has not 

diffused. At Tamazulapan, in the Mixe area, a series of three wooden 

heddles is employed; and at San Agustin Tlacotepec (Mixtec) and at 

Mixco Guatemala (Pokomam Maya), the manipulations are done with heddle 

sticks rather than the compound heddle (Momprade and Guitdrrez 1976: 

201; Pang 1963:51-60; Sturtevant 1977:338; Cuellar 1977:315). The 

peine may be made in the household, but it is more probable that it 

will be purchased. Several men in the village make peines, though one 

man probably makes more than the others. The price depends on the 

size and complexity of the heddle desired. 

The Machete or Beater 

The machete, the sword or beater, is a hardwood batten with a 

handle. Though its dimensions vary depending on the size of textile 

for which it is intended, in general it is some 7-1/2 centimeters 

wide, with a handle approximately 11 centimeters long (see Figure M . 
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The length of the blade varies; the blade in cross-section resembles 

an isosceles tr iangle with s l igh t ly curved long sides. Beaters similar 

to this one are probably most common for the production of narrow tex

t i les such as bel ts. Santo Tomas machete may be dist inct ive in that i t 

slopes backward from the point to the top. Machetes may be manufactur

ed by the weaver or a family member, or they may be purchased from the 

local special ist . This man's prices vary according to the size of the 

machete and the quali ty of wood used in i t . 

The Yugo or Yoke 

The yugo is a home-carved, quadrangular stick of approximately two 

centimeters square (and varying lengths), to which the upper end of 

the warp threads are lashed. It has several shallow, rectangular 

notches into which the warp threads are placed in groups (see Figure 7). 

The yugo forms the top beam of the loom. The unwoven end of the warp 

is attached to it, and in turn it is attached to the mecate. 

The mecate (rope) is generally purchased, and is used to suspend 

the loom for weaving. A special rope designed for backstrap looms is 

available. It is made of twisted ixtle with two small loops that fit 

over the ends of the yugo, to the outside of the lashed-on warp. The 

free end of the mecate is fastened to a pole, tree, or some upright 

support to suspend the loom at the proper angle for weaving. Table 6 

gives costs of loom parts. 



Table 6 

Cost of Loom Parts 

Equipment 

Loom Parts 

Peine (heddle) 

Machete (beater) 

Yugo (yoke) 

Pal i tos 

Mecapal 

Mecate ( 

Warping 

Other 

Cards 

( r o l l i n g 

(backstrc 

[rope) 

board or 

Spinning Wheel 

s t icks) 

ex. 

pole 

Purchased or Made 
in Home 

Most often purchased. 
(Some 7 men in the village 
can make.) Cost depends 
on size. 

May be made in home or 
purchased. Cost depends 
on size, quality of wood. 

Made in home. 

Made in home. 

Made in home or purchased. 

Purchased 

Made in home. 

Purchased 

Purchased 

Size and Cost (Pesos) 

For Faja Chica 
Bolsa 
Tira (22 cm.) 

(30 cm.) 
Tapete grande 

Depends on s ize . 

Length 20 cm. 
30 cm. 
55 cm. 
90 cm. 

Negligible 

Negligible 

$50 
80 

120 
170 
250 

$15-20 
40 
60-70 
70-75 

Up to $20 I f purchased. 

$2.5 - $5 

Wood, nails or spikes. 

$200 

$800 
CT> 
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Preparation of the Loom for Weaving 

The process of setting up the loom for weaving involves several 

exacting steps, which must be performed correctly if weaving is to be 

done correctly. Among these steps are winding the thread into balls 

for the warping of the loom and for the weft, and the setting up of the 

warp and the dressing of the loom. 

An apprentice weaver may wind yarn balls, but the warping process 

is more demanding. The task is often assumed by the mother or assign

ed to one household member with considerable free time -- for instance, 

a teenage girl. Many persons learn to warp the loom after they have 

becomie experienced as weavers. 

Winding of Thread 

The winding of the thread into balls may be done by placing the 

skein on the winder, which revolves as thread is pulled from the skein. 

Unless the person winding proceeds carefully, the thread can slip and 

become entangled in the base of the winder. 

The formation of molotes, or bundles of thread to be used ^or 

weft, also requires some skill. The objective of this step is a com

pact ovoid of thread that will pass easily through the shed and will 

not unwind when it falls to the ground after going through the shed. 

The person doing this task first winds thread around the fingers 

in an oval (not crossed) shape, and then proceeds to wrap the oval in 

a perpendicular direction, very tightly, so that the molote will be 

compact. It is considerably more dense than the butterfly employed 

in Navajo tapestry weaving. 
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some areas and too loosely in others. This must be done to keep all 

warps of even length so that they will not slump or draw up compared 

to other warp threads in the same textile. If a weaver is a little 

short of the proper amount of warp for a whole piece, she will knot 

shorter lengths of thread together. This is considered to be less 

than desirable because the knots can hang in the peine and cause 

problems in weaving. Another method of making up for insufficient 

warp in any given color is the use of sicodelico, a multi-colored 

scheme consisting of stripes of several colors in the design area. 

Threading of the Heddle, or Pasada 

After the warp is prepared, the threads are ready to be passed 

through the peine, establishing the pattern for the weaving. The 

thread is left wrapped on the warping stakes, and the weaver kneels 

or sits beside one stake, with the back of the peine facing toward him. 

As he is ready for each warp end (thread), he cuts or bites the end 

and passes it through the appropriate hole, or slot. Since the peine 

separates the warp into two layers, upper and lower, the weaver usually 

proceeds across the loom from one edge to the other, placing small 

groups of thread, first in the lower and then in the upper part of tne 

peine. These two layers compare with different harnesses on a European 

loom; they serve to open the shed between alternate threads. For 

example, the threads in the upper layer of the warp pass through the 

small holes in the carrizos, and the threads in the lower layer float 

free in the slots. 
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Preparation of the Warp 

This is one of the key steps in weaving. A serious mistake made 

in the levantada or warp preparation can lower the quality of the tex

tile produced or even make it impossible to weave. 

Warping Frame 

The warping frame Tomasinos use consists of nothing more than two 

stakes in the ground, or two long nails pounded into a pole or board. 

The weaver sets up the desired measurements for various types of 

textiles: for instance, for a belt, the strap of a purse, or a wall 

hanging, and will often leave the warping stakes set at that length. 

These stakes are set up in a straight line, and the weaver walks 

or bends back and forth around them while laying the warp. The yarns 

or threads are thus wrapped in a long oval around the stakes. 

No cross is formed in the placement of the warp on the stakes. 

The peine makes this device for separating the alternate threads un

necessary. Another possible area in which the cross is formed, in 

attaching the warp threads to the yugo, the design threads are placed 

on top of the yugo, whereas in the peine they rest along the bottom of 

the slots. The cross is basically a device to keep alternate threads 

separate, and to facilitate the formation of sheds. 

The color pattern selected for the textile is set up as the warp 

is measured out. Usually the colors will be arranged with the thread 

for the designs in the center and the side designs above and below it, 

as shown in the photo in Figure 12. 

When placing the warp around the warping stakes, it is essential 

to maintain an even tension on the thread, not pulling too tight in 
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Figure 12. Loom Preparation, Family Weaving 

a. Threading the Peine. Note the arrangement of warps 

by color on the warping stake. 

b. Weaving. A man and a woman, making wall hangings. 

Note the man's using a chair as a seat, the woman's 

posture is more traditional. 
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The design threads, since they are doubled and pass through the 

slots, may not be cut at the top before they are passed through the 

peine. Threads which pass through the holes, the hoyitas, must naturally 

be cut (see Figure 7). 

After the peine is threaded, and back beam (yugo) of the loom is 

attached. The warp is pulled through the peine, slowly so that it does 

not tangle, and the cut ends knotted and lashed to the yoke. Care must 

be taken to keep all warp threads even, so that they will come out 

evenly and so that even tension may be maintained in weaving. 

After knotting the hilo or warp over the notches in the yoke, the 

weaver uses a short length of cord or rag to lash the warp to the loom. 

Care must be taken so that the warp will not slip while weaving pro

ceeds. Thick threads (design) go over the top of the yoke and thin 

(background) on the bottom. 

The peine is moved up and down the length of the warp so that any 

tangles may be straightened out. Finally, often just before vveaving 

begins, the peine is moved close to the front (foot) end of the warp 

and the end of the warp is over it. The remaining warp is wrapped 

around the peine until the yugo is reached, and the loom is stored until 

ready for weaving. 

The palitos will be inserted when the weaver begins weaving. The 

first pa 1ito goes in the loop left by the uncut warp threads, and weav

ing begins fairly close to this end of the piece. The first passes 

of the belt are done in plain weave, or a simple pattern like nopales, 

so that the proper width may be established and any tangles taken 

care of. After a short length has been woven, the weaver adds the 
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second palito and begins to roll up the woven piece using the second 

palito to the woven fabric. 

The weaver counts out the thread for the levantada in groups of 

two threads, pares. One par is a complete pass around the warping 

stakes. Different textiles require different counts of thread. For 

example, a tira of approximately 30 centimeters' width requires: 

21 pares in the flor (21 pairs (42 single) for the design 

area) 

52 pares in the fondo (52 paired or 104 single threads) 

in the background weave 

8 pares in the orilla (8 pairs or 16 single threads in 

the selvage. 

See Figure 13, Parts of a Santo Tomas Textile. 

Weaving Processes 

The following discussion will deal with weaving as it is now done 

by Santo Tomasinos. Some descriptions of this technique have already 

been published, including those of Atwater (1951:318-320 and 1957:35-

37) Birrell 1959:137-140) and Tidball (1962:18). In these instances, 

the emphasis has been on adapting the technique for handweaving in the 

United States, including converting the weave directions for use on an 

inkle or harness loom. 

Weaving at Santo Tomas involves several technical requirements T'or 

the production of a well-made textile. These include, the proper mani

pulation of the loom, particularly the peine (heddle), so that a good 

shed is formed; passing the weft so that it is neither too loose or 
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Parts of a Santo Tom^s Textile 
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(a) Dibujo 

The central area. The thick warp threads form dibujos (1). 
This piece has twenty-one thread pairs in the design. The background 
area is called the tela or fondo (2), and the small spots in the 
background are bolitos(3). Spacing designs are the nopales (4) and 
the pasados (.5). 

(b) Orilla 

The selvage area. This area is less important, except that 
differences in the orilla are important in distinguishing between 
two old belt styles. The orilla includes the (6) ojito and tne 
(7) mero ojito, a small dot. 
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too tight; and the proper counting of the steps im each design so that 

a given motif is correctly formed. The textile thus produced may be 

called a double cloth, as defined by Emery: 

...two complementary sets of elements having one direction can 
interlace with a single set in the other direction to form a co
herent weave structure in which there is no ground weave that can 
be singled out as such and no one set of elements that is supple
mentary to the others. Instead, two sets of elements play equiva
lent and reciprocal parts on opposite sides of the fabric, and 
the weave can be classified as a double-faced weave with comple
mentary sets of either warp or weft elements. 

In the simplest form of such a weave, both complementary sets 
maintain a 3/1 order of interlacing and form 3-span floats in 
alternate alignment, each on its own face. (Emery 1966:150) 

Essentially, this means that the design appears as a positive image 

against the background on one side of the textile, and as a negative 

image on the other side. 

The technical information for this section was obtained by observ

ing various weavers at work. I made charts of several loom threadings 

for different color combinations. I did not warp a loom by myself, but 

I did receive instruction in weaving and wove part of a belt under 

supervision. I did not obtain extensive instruction because Tomasinos 

are now forbidden to teach their weaving to outsiders, and I did not 

wish to jeopardize my informant or myself. 

Since some brief descriptions of the Santo Tomas technique have 

been published, I was able to use them for comparison in preparing 

the information that follows. 

Loom Manipulation 

Weaving involves opening a shed or space through which the weft 

is passed. The machete and the fingers are used to form the sheds, 

as well as the peine. The peine is manipulated by grasping its top 
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bar in the left hand and raising or depressing it. The right hand holds 

the machete, and the fingers of the left hand are used to pick up or 

to depress the warp threads that will form part of the central design 

and the ojitos. (See the loom diagram. Figure and photos in Figure 

The designs are formed by manipulating the design threads, which 

move freely in the slots of the peine. These threads are raised when 

the heddle is depressed, and lowered when the heddle is raised. The 

threads in the top layer of the peine are raised when the peine is 

raised and lowered when it is depressed. (See Figure 14) 

Formation of Designs 

After beginning with pasados, a weaver may proceed directly to 

form various designs. A practice which is now very common, however, is 

the use of a somewhat more decorative design, the nopal, as a spacer 

before and after designs. The directions that follow are for the for

mation of the nopal design, and represent the practice of one infor

mant. Others' phraseology may differ, and their nopales may have dif

ferent details of form. Though the directions Tomasinos follow are not 

normally written, they are analogous to stitch directions given in 

the United States for knitting and crochet, or for treadling a four-

harness loom. 

Counting Sequences for the Nopal 

Terms: Desde la orilla, from the orilla, means that one begins 

counting from the left-hand part of the center design, next to the 

selvage. Desde la sequnda means from the second design thread from 

the left. Deja or leaven means that a design thread which is brought 
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Figure 14. Weaving, Forming Designs 

a. Counting of Designs. Note the use of fingers 

and machete. 

b. Passing of Weft, Note how the machete is 

turned to make the shed. 
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up by lowering the peine is left up. Aplasta means that the warp in 

question is lowered, and levanta means that the warp is raised. These 

directions are for a textile with 21 pairs of warps in the central de

sign. 

Step 1. The peine is abajo, or in the down shed (the design warps 

are above the background warps). Counting commences: 

"desde la orilla", deja 2, aplasta 1, deja 3, aplasta 1, 

deja 3, aplasta 1, deja 3, aplasta 1, deja 2: leave 2 

threads up, lower 1, leave 3 up, lower 1, leave 3 up, 

lower 1, leave 3 up, lower 1, leave 3 up, lower 1, leave 

2 up. 

The machete is moved into the shed formed by the hand, turned ver

tically to make the shed larger, the weft is passed and tightened, and 

then beaten in with the machete. 

Step 2. The peine is arriba or raised, which brings up the back

ground threads. Desde la orilla, levanta 1, deja 3, 

levanta 1, deja 3, levanta 1, deja 3, levanta 1, deja 3, 

levanta 1, deja 3, levanta 1: Raise 1 thread, leave 3 

down, raise 1 thread, leave 3 down, raise 1, leave 3 

down, raise 1, leave 3 down, raise 1, leave 3 down, 

raise 1. Repeat the sequence of step 1 to pass and 

beat in the weft. 

Step 3. Peine is down. Desde la orilla. aplasta todo, pasa hilo: 

from the orilla, lower each pair of threads and pass the 

weft. 
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Step 4. Peine is up. Desde la sequnda, levanta todo: from the 

second thread from the left, raise every other pair. 

Pass and beat in the weft. 

Step 5. Peine is down. Desde la orilla, aplasta todo y pasa hilo: 

From the orilla, lower each pair of threads and pass the 

weft. (This begins the second half of the pattern.) 

Step 6. Peine is up. Desde la orilla, levanta 1, deja 3, levanta 

1, deja 3, levanta 1, deja 3, levanta 1, deja 3, levanta 

1, deja 3, levanta 1. Pass the weft and beat it in. 

Step 7. Peine is down. Desde la orilla deja 2, aplasta 1, deja 3, 

aplasta 1, deja 3, aplasta 1, deja 3, aplasta 1, deja 3, 

aplasta 1, deja 2. Pass and beat in weft. 

Step 8. Peine is up. Pass and beat in weft. The design is com

plete. 

This nopal results from the manipulations outlined 

above. 

This process is accomplished smoothly. The threads are picked up 

or lowered by passing the left hand into the shed formed by the use of 

the peine. The right hand is used to manipulate the machete. This in

volves: removing it partially from the shed and inserting it in the 

shed formed by the use of the left hand; turning it vertically so that 

the thread may be passed; lowering it; and beating in the weft witn a 

sharp whack. 
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Among the technical aspects of importance in the weaving process 

are: 

1) The peine should be grasped in the center of its top bar, tak

ing care not to put undue pressure on the mayitas, the extra 

heddles at the back. As it is raised or lowered, the peine 

should be moved a short distance back and forth along the warp 

to ensure that all threads in a given shed are raised or low

ered properly. Threads that are not woven into the shed 

properly form saltos or loose threads that trail along but 

are not caught in the weft. This flaw is most common in the 

selvage area, and may be produced by an old and rickety peine 

which allows the shed to be incompletely opened. 

2) The peine should be kept perpendicular to the warp. Failure 

to do so makes tension on the warp uneven, and results in 

a textile that curls or whose edges wave from side to side. 

3) The weft should be passed carefully. Loops should not be 

allowed to form at either selvage. Nor should the weft oull 

the edges in, which indicates that it is too tight. A weav

er controls the weft by placing thumb and forefinger over the 

weft at a point where it passes from the previous shed into 

the current shed. By maintaining even pressure on the weft 

thread, the weaver. 

4) Posture, especially keeping the back straight, is important. 

The weaver who slumps over her work soon tires and has an 

aching back and neck. Women weavers work seated on their 

ankles. Men did not adapt this habit, using a small stool 
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or child's chair, which they tilt backwards (see Figure 1?). 

The weaver's body remains relatively stationary, during weav

ing. 

5) Repairing of errors in weaving may be done by taking out what 

has been woven. A misplaced or broken warp thread must be 

restrung; knots in the warp are avoided when possible because 

they do not pass easily through the peine. A piece in which 

several threads have obviously been taken out of the warp, 

rather than being restrung or re threaded, is the mark of a 

careless weaver. 

In summary, Tomasinos have retained a substantial degree of con

trol over the technical aspects of their art. They have not been forced 

to adopt a new type of loom (though the one they have was introduced 

in the past), and the textiles they produce are, for the present, based 

on the original format of their belts. 

They have, however, made significant changes in adapting their 

work to a tourist market. They had already begun to use com.mercially-

prepared yarns, and this trend has accelerated. They have modified 

the size and, in some cases, the form of their heddle. They produce 

larger textiles than formerly, and assemble them differently. 

The greatest changes in a Santo Tomas weaving have come, as Gra

burn predicts (1976) in subtle alterations in the use of color and 

design. 

Though Tomasinos have traditionally adapted their art to market 

demand, they are now doing so to a much greater degree. The following 

sections will discuss specific ways in which they have cnanged their 

textiles. 
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Combining of Colors 

Tomasinos appear to have d i s t i n c t standards for the ways in which 

colors are to be combined in the t e x t i l e s . Each person appears to have 

a pattern in which he or she thinks of the colors as placed in a tex

t i l e . For example, one weaver w i l l specify the color f i r s t of the de

sign area, then of the background, and then of the o j i tos i f they are 

d i f fe ren t . Another w i l l begin with the background when describing the 

t e x t i l e . 

Weavers appear to know a l l the Spanish terms for color , and sev

eral of the Zapotec color terms may be Spanish loans or modifications 

of the Spanish words into Zapotec phonetic patterns. Weavers have 

probably learned these terms for two reasons - - they have been increas

ing contact with tour is ts since the 1950's, and they may have added 

many colors to the i r t rad i t i ona l schemes. ( I t does appear, that they 

have used red, yel low, orange-yellow, green, black and white in weav

ing for a considerable length of t ime.) 

One of the ea r l i es t tourist-market combinations to be made was 

that using two colors - - at f i r s t blue and white, and red and white - -

a blue or red design area on a white background. Another early non-

t rad i t iona l combination was the p in ta , which involves al ternat ing 

colors such as red and blue, green and brown, or the l i k e , on a l i g h t -

colored background (which is generally white, but may be yel low), ^wo 

similar new combinations, extranjero and color t i g r e , were reportedly 

made, f a i r l y ear ly . Extranjero may have been one of the f i r s t . These 

colors feature a black design, a yellow t e l j . or background area fo -

the designs, and red or orange selvages. 
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By the mid-1950's a popular combination of a black background with 

designs in a br ight color such as magenta (bugambilia) or yel low, and 

white o j i t o s , was made. During the 1970's another b r i l l i a n t scheme 

called sicodel ico emerged. This scheme involves the use of str ipes of 

several colors in the design area. 

In 1978, any color that was salable was acceptable for weaving. 

Some colors were current ly less preferred or harder to obtain: green, 

magenta and turquoise were infrequent ly used. Colors with great pop

u la r i t y were guinda (a dark, blued red) , cream, tan or dark brown, 

gray, and black. These sold well to t ou r i s t s , who found them s t r i k i n g ; 

weavers described them as colores naturales (natural co lors) . Table 7 

gives examples of combinations employed in 1978. 

Tomasinos have always responded in some degree to the demands of 

their patrons by using d i f f e ren t color combinations in d i f fe rent areas. 

They have simply ampl i f ied a pre-exist ing practice for the tour i s t 

trade. 

In general, fewer of the two-color combinations with white back

ground appeared to be used in 1978, and pinta was popular, as were the 

colores naturales. Colores c laros, having a cream, white, or yellow 

background, and colores oscuros, with a brown or black background, were 

also popular. 

Seeking "standards" for what would be acceptable as a color com

binat ion, I made up samples of several colors, in small pieces of 

thread l e f t from woven t e x t i l e s . Some were combinations I knew to be 

currently in use and others were things I thought would be "wrong" 

l ike dark brown and black, and red and green. While some persons did 
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Color Combinations 
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Design Area 

Colores Claros 

Blue or Black 

Colores oscuros 

Black 

Tan, dark brown 

Cream 

Cream 

Background Area 

White 

Selvage Ornament 

Blue or black se l 
vages, black o j i t os 
(A white selvage is 
avoided because i t 
gets d i r t y in weav
ing) 

White or another 
light color 

Pinta 

Blue and green, 
alternate 

Brown and black, 
alternate 

Blue and black, 
alternate 

Sicodelico 

Multicolored 
stripes 

Extranjero Tigre 

Black 

Black 

Colores Naturales 

Black, blue or 
some other dark 
color 

White, occasionally 
ye11ow 

White, occasionally 
yellow 

Frequently yellow, 
also white 

White 

Yellow 

Yellow 

White or a light 
color 

Blue and green 

Black ojitos, brown 
vivitos 

Blue and black 

Stripes of colors 

Red and black 

Orange and black 

Cream 

Cream 

Tan 

Black 

Tan 

Black 

Black 

Tan 
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Table 7 

Color Combinations (continued) 

Design area 

Colores Naturales ( 

Guinda, often 
"wool" 

Gray "wool" 

Gray "wool" 

• 

cont. . ) 

Background Area 

Cream 

Cream 

Black 

Selvage Ornament 

Black 

Black 

Tan 

NOTE: See Figure 15 for examples of some of these color 
combinations. 
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state preferences for certain combinations, two sal ient standards emer

ged from the resul ts summarized in Table V I I . 

1) The color combination should be one that has sold we l l . 

2) The color combination should have su f f i c ien t contrast for 

the design to be seen we l l . For example, weavers consistent

ly rejected a combination of yellow and cream because they 

were "ba j i t o " and " t r i s t e , " or subdued, faded-looking, and 

sad. Red and green were less acceptable than red, green, 

and whi te , which would be used in a p inta. In other words, 

two colors of equal in tens i ty need a th i rd to bring them into 

contrast . 

Standards of Quality 

When asked what qua l i t i es a well-woven piece had, most Tomasinos 

mentioned two or three character is t ics considered most important. The 

one generally mentioned f i r s t was that a t e x t i l e should be maciso. 

This means that i t should be strong and well-beaten, that i t should be 

closely woven enough so that l i g h t does not show through i t . The weft 

should be pulled t i g h t l y enough so that the designs do not spread out 

too much l a t e r a l l y , and the selvages should be s t ra igh t . Colors should 

be well-combined, as mentioned above. F ina l l y , most persons who men

tioned the designs that should be used seemed to feel that the more 

complicated designs were preferable, or at least that a t ex t i l e should 

not a l l be made of the simplest designs. Several decried the increas

ing use of pasados or d iv iders . Add i t iona l l y , the peine should be 

raised and lowered care fu l l y to avoid leaving unwoven warps " f l o a t i n g ' 

in the selvages. 
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Types of A r t i c les Currently Made 

Prior to the t ou r i s t trade Tomasinos were noted for two or three 

types of belts - - fa ja f ina done by encargo or special order, the faja 

colorada sold through the market, and a small c inta used to hold on the 

crowns of dancers in the Dance of the Plume. 

After the tour is ts began coming, the Tomasinos began slowly to 

d ivers i fy the i r reperto i re of goods. By 1964, Bertocci observed bags, 

bel ts, and jackets (chalecos), with occasional table runners, being 

sold. (Bertocci:1964:1) At least some of th is innovation was encour

aged by the government in i t s programs to help cooperatives; Nancy 

Audif fred, who worked with the Bank for the Coment of Cooperatives, is 

said to have introduced co lor fast thread (h i lo firme) during the early 

1960's and the model for the shoulder bag, which has become one of the 

best-sel l ing items woven in Santo Tomas. 

Further innovation by the government has included the ordering of 

mananitas or quesquemes, (the quechquemitl or woman's poncho) and 

colchas or bedspreads, by FONART representatives. The large wall 

hangings or tapetes began about 1965, with the impetus of an order 

from the government. 

While outside influences have c lear ly had an impact on the types 

of a r t i c les produced, Tomasinos themselves have innovated in the use of 

design motifs and ornamentation. For example, one woman began the use 

of designs other than o j i t os in the selvage areas, and a few men have 

adapted the designs (only about f i ve or s ix in to ta l ) from the usual 

count of 21 pairs of thread in the design area to considerably more. 
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New designs are "invented" by individuals in two or three families (and 

rapidly copied by other persons), and members of one family have begun 

elaborating the ornamentation in the tapete's central design area by 

placing small motifs next to the large ones. 

Table 2 provides information on costs to make, and possible 

profits from, given textiles, and Figure 15 shows contemporary articles. 
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Figure 15. Contemporary Textiles 

a. Bags, all-cotton. The middle bag has a strap 

of ojitos. 

b. Belts. 

l i • 

< 
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c. All-woolen -pillof/7, woven for a c r a f t s f a i r , 
using designs frou. a r e in t roduced b e l t . 

d. Tapete grande or I'jall hanging. 
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CHAPTER V 

WEAVING DESIGNS AND THEIR USE 

Most Santo Tomasinos have a design repertoire numbering around 

twenty-five designs, though some weavers employ more. Of these, 

about fifteen or twenty are the most actively used. If older fajas 

finas (fine belts) and fajas coloradas (red belts) available in museum 

collections may be taken as representative, the number of motifs seems 

to have remained relatively stable for at least seventy-five or eighty 

years. Though accurate dates would be difficult if not impossible to 

ascertain, even belts that appear to be very old have many motifs 

similar to those currently in use. The fajas finas feature a greater 

variety of motifs than the fajas coloradas. 

In general, the designs are considered the property of the whole 

village, in the same way that weaving is considered "our work." While 

an individual may consider herself to have invented a certain design, 

and may become angry when someone else copies that design, weavers seem 

to be even more opposed to the appropriation of their designs by 

persons from outside the village. 

Learning to weave involves learning at least a basic set of designs 

by memory. Weavers begin with the simplest motifs, progressing toward 

the more difficult ones. Most learning, after the initial period, is 

done by observation and experimentation. The phrase "omasinos .se 

191 
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is buscando la forma, looking for the form or the manner in which design 

should be made. 

In contrast to Cordry and Cordry's observation that weavers in a 

single village may give the investigator several different names for 

the same design (1968:180), Tomasinos consistently apply the same names, 

or names that are merely variants on the generally applied name. 

Table 8 presents these figures, and thenames they were given by some 

twenty-two informants. 

The only designs for which there is less concensus on the name appear 

to be those which are no longer in common use and, to a degree, those 

which have recently been introduced (See Table 8). Some of this 

uniformity can probably be credited to the small number of designs 

actually available for use, and to their identification as markers of 

the village's weaving. This is particularly true of the danzante, 

which appears in nearly 100 per cent of all textiles. 

Some Tomasinos appear to^divide the designs into two catagories, 

flores and dibujos; the overall generic term is dibujo as well (See 

Table 8). A flor may be distinguished froma dibujo, at least according 

to informants in one family, by whether or not the design is symmetrical 

in its lower and upper halves. That is, the top and the bottom parts 

are the same. A 'flor', in this sense, subsumes several forms that 

might be called geometrical. However, an obviously plant-like form 

like the jarra de flores might also be termed a flor. 

A dibujo, on the other hand, has an obvious top and bottom, and 

is more likely to represent a human or an animal. One apparent reason 

for making this distinction may be seen in modern textiles such as the 
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Table 8 

Contemporary Weaving Designs 

Design Name 
(in the order 
presented to 
informants) 

Danzante 
(dancer) 

Perro 
Cdog) 

Cruz 
(cross) 

Venado 
(deer) 

Jarra de flores 

Attributed Age^ 

Old 

23 

11 

22 

19 

16 
con chuparrosa 
(Jar of flowers 
with hummingbird) 

Granadas con 
estrella 
(Pomegranates 
with stars) 

Luceritos 
(Stars or 
lights) 

Cadena 
(Chain) 

Guajolotes 
(turkeys) 
> 

Aguila 
(eagle) 

Gallo 
(cock) 

15 

22 

20 

10 

5 

2 

New Divided 
Opinion 

1 

13 Yes 

1 

4 

10 

9 Yes 

2 

4 

14 Yes 

19 

22 

Category of Motif ' 

Dibujo Animal Flor 

15 

12 

13 

8 

11 

13 

13 

13 

7 

8 

Other 

1 cosa, monito 
gente, etc. 

8 animal, name, 
cruz, figure 

12 figura, name 
of design, etc. 

14 figura, name 
Testrella con 
granadas) 

animal, figura 
name of motif 

figura, name, 
greca, cosa, 
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Design Name 
(in the order 
presented to 
informants) 

Table 8 ("Continued) 

Attributed Age' 

Old New Divided 
Opinion 

Category of Motif a,b 

Dibujo Animal Flor Other 

Flor de jaca- 19 
losuchil 
(Jacalosuchil 
flower) 

Garza 
(heron) 

Flor de pi?fa 
(pineapple 
flower) 

Carcel 
(jail or net) 

Change 
(monkey) 

A) 

Senoritas con 
canastas de fl< 
(Girls with fli 
baskets) 

Claveles 
(carnations) 

Flor de peine. 
(Flower of the 
comb) 

Jarra con 
granadas 
(Jar with 
pomegranates) 

Conejos con 
guitarras 
(Rabbits with 
guitars) 

Tecolotes 
(owls) 

1 

17 

22 

2 

22 
Dres 
Dwer 

23 

22 

23 

13 

10 

23 

7 

2 

22 

2 

1 

2 

1 

11 Yes 

13 Yes 

17 figura 

13 

11 

14 

12 

10 

12 7 

19 

4 

6 

5 

figura 

figura, name, 
"carcel," etc 

cosa, monito. 
gente 

13 

18 

17 

3 

figura 

figura 

name of 
figure 

figura, 
cosa 

^In the case of a few designs, responses were lacking for one or two 

informants. 

^Two informants reported that there are no classes. 
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bolsa. Designs on the back of this piece must be woven uoside down, 

de cabeza, in order to be positioned correctly on the finished piece. 

Before the development of such tourist textiles, weavers rarely needed 

to be concerned about which end of the design came first. 

Variation in terminology exists among weavers. Some use the term 

animal for a design such as the change (monkey). Repetitive geometrical 

designs like the carcel and and the cadena may also be called grecas; 

this may be a reference to the greca murals in the ruins at Mitla. 

A minority of informants also said that they make no classes. 

Learning of Designs 

Apprentice weavers begin by learning the simplest of designs. The 

ojitos from the old cinta belts, are usually taught first so that the 

learner can become adept at manipulating the peine or heddle. After 

the ojitos, the first design learned is generally the cruz, the cross. 

This motif is the simplest to complete, as the groups of threads that 

must be picked up or lowered are close together. By contrast, the 

jarra de flores or the crown of the danzante are difficult, in that 

each new pass of the weft requires a different and carefully-spaced 

set of threads to be picked up. 

As a learner's skills grow, she will go on to more difficult forms, 

up to the danzante, the most difficult design now made. Learning 

takes as much as two or three years, depending on the child's or adult's 

diligence and application. Weaving belts with eleven, twenty-one, or 

twenty-five thread groups in the design areas are all difi^erent skills, 

and require learning new sets of pattern manipulations. This is even 

more true for the designs in the wall hangings of '"î 'ty centimeters. 
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and few designs have been adapted for those hangings. 

A weaver will learn to make a new design either by having it snown 

to her, or by copying it from another textile, either directly or 

by remembering what she has seen in someone else's work. Since weavers 

do not commonly keep old belts as muestras (samplers), but ratner repeat 

designs they have learned, a design that is not often used tends to be 

forgotten and to die out. This appears to be the case with the clavel, 

which is now rare. 

The lack of the use of muestras stems from several factors. First, 

the belts are made to be worn as well as to be decorative. Second, 

they have long been made for sale, and an unsold belt represents money 

not available for use. Third, the belts have been made, at least occa

sionally, as wedding gifts for women of the village, and they are buried 

with their owners. Last, Santo Tombs' traditions for weaving are not 

written ones. 

Only a very few old belts, and some copies of old belts, are now 

known to exist in the village. Many of these have been reintroduced by 

outsiders. For example, the head of the Museum of Popular Arts and 

Industries brought in one old belt, and a copy of this was made for 

the use of members of the unidn. Two or three other weavers, all '̂ nion 

members, have also made copies and occasionally use the designs from 

them. This particular belt, however, has twenty-five rather than tne 

usual twenty-one thread pairs in its design area. Learning its designs 

by memory entails learning a new set of designs, some of them uncommon. 

Only a few persons have exerted themselves to this end, and opinion 

differs as to whether this belt would require a di r'ferently-sizec hedole. 
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Belts with twenty-five threads are now uncommon, and this type may even 

have been uncommon in its day. 

When asked to do so, weavers will also group designs by age, as to 

whether a design is old or new. Their observations are relatively 

consistent for all ages, and match well with what is actually observable 

from older belts. Innovations may seem to be rare, but three or four 

of the twenty-five or so designs are generally thought to be "new." 

This actually represents a fairly large percentage, around twelve to 

sixteen per cent. Interestingly, all of the "new" forms are animals. 

This may illustrate a general trend toward naturalism, which occurs 

commonly in accul turating arts (Graburn 1976:17). In addition, animal 

designs carry more obvious meaning for tourists, and thus probably add 

to the charm of the textiles. This presents the producing group in a 

positive light (Graburn 1969, 1978). 

Rules or Preferences for the Use of Designs 

In general, there appear to be few prescriptions concerning the use 

of specific designs. Each weaver has preferences, and may make the 

same designs repeatedly in any one type of article, such as a bolsa, 

a tira, or a quesquemes. Some shop owners may specify designs when 

they make a special order with a regular supplier, but in general the 

buyer is more interested in the colors of an article than in what de

signs it carries. Among Tomasinos, the more challenging designs 

appear to enjoy more prestige. The number and frequency of designs 

employed in Tomasinos' belts differ among individuals and througn time. 

After older and newer belts have been examined in some detail it 

appears that several generalizations can be made. 
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First, fewer designs appear to be used today, in a given piece, but 

the total design repertoire has remained fairly stable. Though few 

dates can be determined for older belts, one belt of at least eighty 

years has designs which are still commonly used. (Exact dating of 

textiles is difficult, since wear and frequent washing can make a 

relatively new piece appear much older than a very old piece which 

has never been worn). 

There appears to be considerable variation in the number of designs 

used, and in their relative frequency, over time. In general, the 

faja fina has more designs, partly because it is considerably longer 

than the faja colorada. The older fajas finas examined have more un

familiar designs than the newer ones. Besides having apparently been 

made at different dates, these belts may have been made by different 

individuals, and intended for different client groups, to judge by 

their color schemes (See Figure 5). 

Modern textiles appear to vary less than older belts. This may be 

traced to a possible "founder effect," which may date from the beginning 

of the tourist trade. If only a few persons were engaged in weaving, 

as most informants have indicated, it could be expected that those 

persons who taught the new color combinations to others would have had 

more influence on design than would have normally been their share. Even now 

the number of persons who invent, rather than copy designs, is small. 

An example of a design which appears to be passing is the clavel 

(see Table 9). 

A significant trend, which began some years ago and is now 

accelerating, is a decline in the overall number of designs used in 
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Table 9 

Designs and Their Correlations 

Danzante 

This is an old design, particularly characteristic of 
the faja colorada. It represents a dancer in the 
costume for the Dance of the Plume, which was reportedly 
done at Santo Tomas' titular festival until about 1955. 
There appears to have been a local group of dancers; 
one man was the animating spirit behind the performance 
of the dance. 

The most proiment feature of the dance costume is 
the corona or crown, which is a large circular head
dress constructed of feathers, with mirrors scattered 
on it. The headdress probably has prehispanic origins. 
The dance's being done at Santo Tom^s apparently 
influenced the use of this design. In addition, the 
animator of the dance had the production of coronas 
in his household; this wife still makes them. Santo 
Tom^s belts anchor the coronas, or penachos. 

The Dance of the Plume is commonly done in the 
Oaxaca Valley, and relates the story of the conquest of 
Moctezuma by Cortes. According to Bradomin, the dance 
began at Cuilapan, and later extended to Zaachila, 
Zimatlan and Teotilan del Valle. It was introduced by 
the Dominicans, who apparently built on a prehispanic 
basis (Bradomin 1960:167-172). If the Dominicans 
introduced the dance at Santo Tomas, they may also have 
influenced weaving. 

Venado (Deer) 
A design found in old fajas finas, the deer is grouped 
with a male figure bearing a gun. Obviously, this is a 
reference to hunting. The deer was one of the twenty 
prehispanic day signs, associated with Tlaloc (Hunt 
1977:174-175). 



200 

Perro 

Though opinion among informan 
appear on some old belts. Th 
tion with the Seven Cabrillas 
constellation. The Pleiades 
and this form the tail of Xiu 
as a serpent. In addition to 
the Pleiades marked the end o 
cycle. As such, the constell 
the fidea of ending, death, a 
Pleiades are associated with 
human soul (Beyer, 1908, 1965 

ts was divided, tnis dees 
ere is a possible correla-
, the Pleiades, the cog 
form the eye of the cog, 
coati and Quetzalcoatl, 
these "end" forms, 

f the calendar year or 
ation was associated with 
nd the underworld. The 
a dog, the bearer of tne 
) . 

Garza 
Two persons claim to have invented this design within 
recent years. 

Change 

Tomasinos say this has been recently introduced. 
In Mesoamerican mythology the monkey was an imperrect 
man (Hunt 1977:80), and a day sign in the calendrical 
cycle. 
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This design appears on some old belts; accord^ing -
informants, this particular design is'new. 

c some 

Aguila 
The bird is indigenous, but not particularly noticeable 
on older belts. This is a case in which Old World 
and New World designs converged (Cordry and Cordry 
1968:179-180); the double-headed eagle has also been 
used in the village. 

Jarra o maceta 
de granadas 

Pomegranates were introduced by the Spaniards, and some 
Tomasinos have pomegranate trees in their compounds. 

This is also an old design. Some of the fajas 
finas have elaborate jarras de granadas that may be 
over a meter long. A simpler form generally appears 
on modern belts. 

The jar of flowers is also a very common European 
folk motif, which may be related to the European 
"tree and bird" appearing on many textiles from 
throughout that continent (Pang 1977:397-^02). 

Cordry and Cordry concur that "A great many 
textiles showing European character have for their 
central theme some sort of vase from which spring 
conventionalized flowers" (1968:180). 
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Jarra de flores 
con chuparrosa 

Opinion divided on the age of this design; .iiore inform.ants 
chose "old." The association of the chuparrosa with the 
flowers appears on at least one old belt. 

Pang notes that the bird/tree motif is common m 
Spanish textiles (1977:390; Osborne 1965:111-112). 

Mesoamerican counterparts of this design may have 
existed as well: For example, the Fejervary-Maver Codex 
includes a picture of Xochiquetzal, and a god associated 
with drunkenness and witchcraft, standing beside a 
tree on which sits a hummingbird. The other goddess may 
be Tlazolteotl (Nicholson 1967:404). 

Senoritas con 
canastas o 
chiquihuites 
de flores 

Reputedly this is an old design; female figures do 
appear on older belts. Two informants said that the 
senorita could be la Malinche, who is the female figure 
in the Dance of the Plume. 

A variant on the basket is the yagual. 
Several girls and young women are elected each year 

to carry the yaguales or flower-baskets, or figures of 
the saints, in the ceremonial procession around Santo 
Tomas on three nights of the patron saint's fiesta. 

Tecolotes 

Tomasinos were divided on whether this was new or old; 
slightly more people thought it was old. _The horned 
owl was a celestial bird associated with .ezcatlipoca 
or Tecolotl (Nicholson 1971:408). 
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Guajolotes 
(turkey) 

Opinion varies with the m.ajority considering this a new 
design. It may actually have been part of the faja 
colorada for some time, but conclusive evidence is 
lacking. The design is fairly common in commercial 
belts, and might have been used by a few families wnen 
the tourist trade began. 

Conejito con 
quitarro 

Appears on old belts. Opinion on the n 
tion was divided; the guitar may have b 
introduced. 

The rabbit in Mesoamerican mytholo 
a complex of ideas centering on the moo 
and menses. Rabbits were also linked u 
the god Huitzilopochti1 as the hummingb 
in turn, had same link to the xochitl, 
Xochiquetzal, the goddess of youtnful s 
Both goddesses were linked with flowers 
81-87). 

The rabbit is sometimes used with 
in a floral branch, or holding a floral 
(1977:390) mentions that lions so embel 
common in Spanish embroidery. This may 
"flowery speech" scroll is common in Me 
graphic art. 

ew-old attribu-
een more recently 

gy was 1 inked with 
n, ferti1i ty, 
Itimately with 
ird. The moon, 
flower, and 
exuali ty. 
(runt 1977: 

a tongue ending 
branch; Pang 
1ished are 
relate to the 

soamerican 

Granadas con 
Appears on old textiles; there are variant styles 
Tomasinos favored calling this old by 15-9. 

Granadas were introduced by the Spaniards. estrella, or 
estrella grande Osborne states that the design was also introduced ar,' 

appears on colonial furnishings in Antigua, Guatemala 
(Osborne 1965:107). 
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Luceritos or 
estrellas 

A 
^ 

^ 

Flor de 
jacalosuchil 

This design is old, and appears on old belts, "omasinos 
associate seven luceritos with the seven cabrillas 
the Pleiades. ' 

Stars had many connotations in preriisoani^ 
religion. As Hunt notes: 

"Several constellations recognized in Old 
World astronomy were also known"in Mesoamerica, 
albeit with different mythical names or images 
The cumulation of the Pleiades marked the New Fire 
rituals every fifty-two years" (Hunt 1977:151). 

Attributed to be old; part of this design is like the 
central part of the flor de granada. 

Santamaria identifies the flower as: Plumeria rubra, 
the frangipani (1974:170). 

Flor de pina 
Said to be an old design. The two end designs may be 
used without the central diamond: this variant is 
still called the flor de- pirfa. Interestingly enough, 
the Zapotec glyph for cotton has a three-lobed appear
ance like the ends of this design (Sejourne 1955: 
Figures 3, 4). 

Cruz 
Attributed to be old, and appears on some of the 
older belts. This is the first design learned by many 
weavers. It exists in several variants, which involve 
differences in the central area of the design. 

One or two informants linked this to the Southern 
Cross. 
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Flor de peine 
Said to be an old design, and 
design may have come from the 
or perhaps the faja colorada_. 

A variant is the flor de 
differs in the end design. 

to "copy" a *lower. ^his 
faja chica (little belt), 

peine encuacnada, whicn 

Carcel One of the older designs, which few people now appear 
to use. This design appears on the faja fina. and is 
one of two designs generally called grecas in addition 
to dibujos. 

Cadena 

• d ' A 'd 

5 » 5 ^ . 

Clavel 
eavers, 
t know 

d with 
is 
all it 

An old design, characteristic of the faja colorada. 
Like the carcel this may possibly derived from the' 
Mitla grecas. Like the carcel, it may also possibly 
have been introduced with the European loom. 

An old design, more characteristic of the faja colorada 
Said by Pang (1977:390) to have occurred in Segovia 
and Toledo, Spain, before the conquest. Several w 
usually those with fewer years' experience, did no 
the name for this design. 

The carnation may possibly have been connecte 
clavel de indias or marigold, but Tomasinos use th 
flower for decoration on the Day of the Dead and c 
cemposuchil. 

Burland notes, in speaking of Xochiquetzal as a tart 
of a development sequence of goddesses, that 

"in the later developed aspects of the anima-
arcetype. She (the goddess) appears as the beautiful 
Xochiquetzal, lady of all flowers, and first mother 
of twins. She is characteristically always asso
ciated with yellow and red flowers. The idea of 
fertility and loveliness is also associated with 
a certain fear since she was also an underworld 
goddess whose most lovely flowers, superb mari
golds, came from the land of the dead. She is 
still remembered by the offerings of marigolds 
at the All Souls Eve parties in the graveyards 
of modern Mexico "(Burl and 1967:133). 
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Clavel ^̂  ^^^ connection can be made between the -"ewers 
(continued) colors and the goddess and Tomasinos' belts, it may be' 

most fruitful for further research 

Other designs Less-frequently-used designs include the alacran 
(scorpion), the pave real (peacock), and the ardilla 
(squirrel). 

^^QP^^es Two informants said that the Zapotec word for tnis 
design means "empty space." 

li 
Ojitos The side design for the faja fina, which resembles 

decorations on European ecclesiastical vestments, and 
perhaps stars. Hunt also says, 

"We must remember that the celestial bodies 
were for prehispanic peoples equal not only to 

II eyes, but also to mirrors shining in the sky. 
j*l Eyes and mirrors are always metaphorically 
II equated in prehispanic poetry and myth' (Pp. 
II 146-147). 
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a single textile. Belts and, especially, bolsa straps now feature 

more and more repetition of simple designs like pasados and nopales. 

Bolsa straps with nothing more than ojitos, or even warp stripes, have 

been observed. This apprentice-level work is now more acceptable, as 

weavers increasingly turn out textiles for a tourist, and essentially 

uninformed, market. As Graburn notes, simplication of form and decora

tion commonly occur in acculturating arts, particularly in subtle 

variations not noticeable to an outsider (Graburn 1976:15-17, 23). 

A more radical innovation was made in 1978, when the dyer began 

to produce jorongos or rectangular ponchos with no designs whatsoever, 

though woven on the traditional loom. He indicated that if these 

garments sold, he would continue to make them, traditional or not--and 

he believed that others in Santo Tomas would copy his innovation. 

Possible Symbolism of Designs 

The question of whether symbolic content in Mesoamerican folk arts 

can be traced as far back as prehispanic times, and indeed whether 

there is, properly speaking, any symbolism in Mesoamerican textiles, 

is a much-debated one. Most scholars take the viewpoint that little 

real meaning remains for present-day weavers, who use the designs 

because they find them pleasing, because they are traditional, or 

simply because they sell. 

Though he speaks primarily of the "fine" arts such as sculpture 

and painting, George Kubler represents the no-symbolism extreme of 

this question. He maintains that Mesoamerican symbolic systems were 

extinguished during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Though 
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many native languages survived, Kubler states that they were turned by 

the colonists toward their end of dominating and exploiting the Indian 

peoples. The differences in language served to create barriers between 

the Spanish-speaking upper classes, and the lower classes with their 

indigenous idioms. Under these conditions, Kubler asserts, "all 

symbolic expressions, including those of native origin, eventually 

became reinforcements of the power of the colonial state." As such, 

Mesoamerican art became an extension of European art rather than a 

native survival (Kubler 1961:15), 

Kubler goes on to state, hov/ever, that isolated pieces of an 

indigenous tradition may be repeated as meaningless but pleasurable 

acts,and that some connected portions of behavior continue evolving 

under colonial rule (p. 17). Much of today's "folk" art, however, is 

merely a revival that began as an industrial phenomenon around 1875 

(p, 29). He predicts that the area in which survivals are most likely 

to remain are "nearly all useful and technical, pertaining either to 

language or economic life" (p. 30). 

Cordry and Cordry take a similar but less extreme position. 

They think that most motifs have little meaning for modern weavers. 

They believe that "it is possible that in the sixteenth century 

many designs were changed slightly (enough to make them unrecognizable 

now) to meet the approval of the Spaniards." In some cases, however, 

the designs may "still have a secret significance for the Indian" 

(1968:172, 174). Motifs which were formerly day signs in the calendar 

have probably lost meaning, however (p. 180). 

While Kubler's position is probably correct in that nuch or 
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mos t of the symbolic content of sixteenth-century art has been lost for 

the Indian communities, the Cordrys' less extreme position is more 

attractive. Kubler seems to ignore the importance of language in 

preserving a sense of cultural identity, as well as community solidarity 

and closure in the face of outside pressure. In Oaxaca, language has 

contributed toward doing exactly that. In addition, Oaxacans have 

expressed their community, in part, by using clothing as a sign of 

their belonging. Tomasinos have sought actively to preserve their 

weaving designs as a part of their cultural property, as evidenced by 

their attempts to copyright their designs and their refusal to sell 

their looms to outsiders. In this, they are trying to maintain some 

part of their community boundaries, much as they would defend their 

lands against encroachment (Graburn 1976:26-30; see also Dennis 1976). 

Hunt, on the other hand, argues that some aspects of Mesoamerican 

symbolic systems are still alive, at least in the area of religion. 

Her contention is based on evidence linking symbols in Zinacanteco 

poem, "The Hummingbird," to various aspects of fertility, and to the 

Mesoamerican deity Huitzilopolhtli as manifested in the hummingbird 

(Hunt 1977). Arguments for such survivals as presented by Hunt assume 

the following: 

First, mythic systems of rural areas may reflect older symbol 

systems, which have heretofore been submerged among carriers of the 

urban or dominant culture. Second, the systems still have not ade

quately been studied. Third, the symbolic systems of Spain and 

Mesoamerica were similar in many respects at the time ô " the 

Conquest (Hunt 1977:261-283). 
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Pang (1977) calls for further studies into possible syncretism 

of elements in Spanish and Indian textile design motifs. She suggests 

several possible hypotheses (pp. 392-393): 

First, Mesoamerican textile design is fairly uniform throughout 

the area, with distinctive regional variations. Second, Spanish 

designs before the Conquest were similar enough to have been intro

duced easily into the weaving traditions of sixteenth-century Meso

america, 

Third, Spanish design was more adaptable to the Mesoamerican back-

strap loom than Spanish tailored clothing; therefore, 

it may be that Spanish design entered the long
standing well grounded Mesoamerican weaving tradition 
as an aspect of native costume forms..., that Spanish 
design influence hit hard during the early Colonial 
period, an idea supported by existing uniformity 
of the design repertoire and the presence of suitable 
antecedents in Spain (p. 392). 

Fourth, the reworking of form and emergence of regional styles may 

have taken place during the Indian retrenchment of the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, and the years before independence. 

Fifth, that continuing outside influences entered during the 

nineteenth century as transportation and communications improvea. 

Pang specifically warns against reading symbolism in any glib or facile 

manner (personal communication, 1980). But her work, and Hunt's, 

suggest that further study is needed to clarify the nature of symbol 

systems in Mesoamerica--whether they be living, dead, Spanish, American, 

or even innovative. 

The following is not intended to suggest that weaving at Sant: 

Tomas is a mystic process, a retelling of a creation myth, o^ even 
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some charming animal tale. I do suggest, however, that the selections 

Tomasinos have made from the possible range of weaving designs, tne 

simple fact that some designs have been preferred to others, are 

a valid basis for further study. The discussion and chart which follow 

will focus on possible pre-Hispanic and Hispanic sources of designs 

used by Santo Tomasinos in their weaving. 

Possible Correlations of Santa Tomas Motifs 

The choice of costume elements has served as a way in which to mark 

one's sex, occupation, social rank, religious service, and other facets 

of Mesoamerican social life. Santo Tom^s belts have been part of 

women's wedding gifts. They have been used as ecclesiastical garments, \ 

They have been trade items which have traveled into Guatemala and various 

parts of Oaxaca. They have been carried abroad by tourists, purchasing 

agents, and museum collectors. They have been souvenirs at several \ 

levels, from the belt one buys at the fiesta market in ^lacolula to \ 

the piece acquired in a Lubbock second-hand store (Rena Goss, personal 

communication, 1979). As wedding attire in Asuncidn Ocotlan, the belts 

still enter a ritual context, being presented to the bride by her 

new in-laws. As tourist attire they are undergoing significant changes 

in form, function, and aesthetics. 

Whatever their contexts, however, the belts exemplify several 

choices made by Tomasinos, and express several preferences for design. 

As noted, the villagers apply names to all forms, and use a restricted 

number of designs. 

Interestingly, although animal designs are frequent, only a ''ew 

animals introduced from Europe are used. The horse is strikingly 
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absent, and the bull, another introduction, is also rare. 

The pavo real (peacock) is also rare. The double-headed eagle, 

which appears occasionally, has both Mesoamerican and European 

antecedents. So does the bird-and-tree motif, the jarra de flores con 

chuparrosa (the jar of flowers with a hummingbird). The granadas 

(pomegranates) are European. The danzante reflects the performance of 

a European-derived dance in the village. 

Another popular design, in both old and new textiles, is a star 

motif. Several informants have linked a group of seven stars called 

luceritos to the Seven Cabrillas, the Pleiades. 

In addition, several motifs may ultimately be associated with a 

deity who was the goddess of weaving in preconquest Mesoamerica. In 

central Mexico there was such a deity, called Xochiquetzal. A Zapotecan 

deity, possibly Xochiauetzal's counterpart, was honored in the district 

of Chichicapan to which Santo Tomas belonged when the Spaniards 

arrived. 

In Chichicapa, the principal deity was Pichanagobeche, a god of 

healing. Another figure who served as the intercessor with Pichana

gobeche was the deity Pichanato. These gods received the sacrifices 

of blood drawn from nose, ears and tongue; animals sacrificed to tnem 

included 

dogs and quail and hens and all the animals which 
they used to hunt in the mountains and those whom 
they killed in the war, they sacrified the hearts and 
ate the rest. It was the custom that whatever thing 
was hunted or killed or captured they had to 
sacrifice the hearts to the said idols and eat 
the rest, and that they did not eat until they had 
sacrificed the best part (Spindola 1905:117: rans-
1ation mine). 



CHAPTER VI 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

Graburn's theoretical model for the acculturation of native arts 

in developing countries predicts that several changes will take place 

as the artists turn their production toward a tourist market. Among 

the predicted alterations will be changes in the color, size, form, 

or types of objects produced, and in the materials employed in them. 

A redirected art form will often lose much of its former significance 

for its creators. In effect, it becomes a means by which tney present 

a concept of themselves that is acceptable to outsiders (Graourn, 1969, 

1978). Graburn also discusses means by which artists present a con

cept of themselves that is acceptable to outsiders: 

Thus a Fourth World people's "image" in the eyes of 
the rest of the world is often as strongly influenced 
by their portable arts and crafts as by what they 
actually do in some remote and forgotten homeland 
or reservation.... The commercial arts of these 
small populations may be made for outsiders only,... 
but they carry the message: "We exist; we are 
different; we can do something we are proud of; 
we have something that is uniquely ours." The accom
modation between the demand and the traditional 
features of the culture often produces a narrowing 
or stereotyped notion of what constitutes the 
important parts of their ethnicity--!.e., what 
they have as against what other ethnic groups 
possess (Graburn 1976:26). 

Changes in the roles played by a society's traditional arts are often 

accompanied by changes in the social relations of the production and 

marketing of those arts. 
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This intercessor, Pichanto, was female, the wife or female counter

part of the healer. Other forms of her name include Huecnaana, Pitao 

Cochana, and Nohuichana. As Whitecotton notes, "while the male deity 

was the creator of man and animals, Nohuichana was the goddess o^ 

childbirth and children, the goddess of creation. She also was 

associated with weaving and cotton: on Zapotec urns she is identified 

with the glyph 2J, which is a representative of cotton" (Whitecotton 

1977:164). 

Sejourn^ (1955) associates the goddess 2J with the goddess 

Tlazolteotl, primarily through her iconographic association with 

cotton. Tlazolteotl, the eater of filth, is symbolic of sexual 

license. A more attractive identification would be with Xochiquetzal. 

This goddess seems to have been more firmly associated with wearing, 

at least in central Mexico (Cordry and Cordry 1968:5-6). 

Specific possibilities for reading symbolic references to 

Xochiquetzal into Santo Tom^s weaving are noted in the chart below 

(See the clavel , the conejo, and the flor de pina. In addition, the 

use of the colors red and gold may have links to her worship, and 

several other designs, such as the luceritos, may have correlations 

with prehispanic religious systems. 

While Tomasinos probably make little symbolic association with 

their designs beyond thinking of them as a part of their tradition, 

there are indications that they may be preserving choices made earlier 

when the symbolic content of their weaving was more overt (Hunt 1977: 

257-283). 

Their using more and more animal forms will confuse any remain

ing patterns. 
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As Littlefield demonstrates, such changes will generally be in the 

direction of increased control by merchants, in the growing size and 

complexity of the market in which the goods are sold,in a change in the 

group of consumers to whom production is directed, and in increasing 

redefinition of a small portion of "crafts" production as "arts." 

Littlefield sees the family or pre-capitalist mode of production as 

being increasingly brought under the capitalist or industrial mode 

(1979). 

The theoretical systems of Graburn and Littlefield have been 

applied to several facets of the weaving of Santo Tom^s Jalieza, Oaxaca. 

In addition, twentieth-century developments in this village are viewed 

in the light of important historical trends. Among these are: 

(1) Indigenous peasants in the Valley of Oaxaca have a history 

of specialization in certain crafts, such as weaving. This pattern 

certainly was present in the colonial era and may date to the pre

conquest period. In part, this crafts specialization can be said to 

stem from the variations of climate within the Valley. Additionally, 

specialization stems from the need to have some product through which 

villagers could meet their tribute obligations to the groups which 

dominated them. 

(2) In the Spainish colonial period, Spanish haciendas did not 

develop in the Oaxaca Valley to the extent that they did in other 

areas of Mexico. Indian communities thus retained considerable 

control over their land and, therefore, considerable local autonomy 

(Taylor 1972). They also retained their language, much of their 

native dress, and much community identity. 
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(3) One aspect of Indian autonomy was the Indians produced food 

and cochineal dye on their own lands and sold them to Spanish re

vendors. Therefore, while Indian labor was directly exploited in 

some cases, most exploitation was indirect (Taylor 1972; Waterbury 

1975). 

(4) Indians continued to control their lands and sell their 

crops until the end of the nineteenth century, because Oaxaca's economy 

failed to develop along the lines of large-scale agriculture (Waterbury 

1975). After the decline of the cochineal industry, no significant 

industry began in the Valley until after 1910 (Berry 1969; Waterbury 

1975). In the mid-twentieth century the traditional systems broke 

down, in part because the peasants' land base was no longer adequate. 

Then the tourist trade became a major factor in Oaxaca's economy, 

and this also influenced the production of craft arts. 

Reorientation of Weaving at Santo Tomas Jalieza 

Women of Santo Tom^s traditionally specialized in making finely-

woven women's belts, usually of wool and cotton. Production for local 

use and for export began in Mexico in prehispanic times (Cordry and 

Cordry 1968:5-9; Paso y Troncoso 1905:100-123, 144-154). Like many 

other villages in the central Valley of Oaxaca, Santo Tom^s traded its 

belts through the marketing system of central Oaxaca (Cook and Diskin 

1976). Santo Tom^s belts have been traded to towns in and near the 

Oaxaca Valley and even into Guatemala (Starr 1899: p. 185; Parsons 

1936:41; Cuellar 1977:314-315; Cordry and Cordry 1968:137-138). 

By about 1940 the Indian population of central Oaxaca had begun 

to adopt Western-style clothing (Cordry and Crodry 1968:111), By 



217 

the mid.l950s most Santo Tomasinas were wearing skirts and blouses of 

commercial cloth and their belts had ceased to be part of their outer 

costume. The market for belts outside the village had also declined, 

in part because other villages had copied the Santo TomSs style (Cuellar 

1977:314-315). Thus, there were few sales, prices were low, and few 

women were weaving. 

In 1941, the first tourist guide came to the village. Tourists 

began coming in significant numbers during the 1940s. As roads were 

paved and transportation improved in the Valley, tourism increased 

(Stolmaker 1976:202; Rojas 1962:103-104),so that by 1978 Santo Tomas 

had been visited by many international tourists. 

Probably as late as the 1960s most tourists went to the homes of 

only a few weavers. These women began to make belts in non-traditional 

color combinations; this began as early as the early 1940s (Bodil 

Christensen 1978, personal communication). They taught others how to 

weave with the new colors; this spread rapidly through the village. 

By around 1960, non-traditional color schemes and styles had pre

dominated. 

Tomasinos traditionally made belts in different color combinations 

for different consumers. Although few examples of dated belts have been 

examined, many of the oldest surviving ones have a design area of red, 

dark red, or black, with a white or cream-colored background. Details 

in yellow and green are common. Two styles in color and design appear 

to have existed as early as 1920 (Murillo 1921: pi. 49; Start 1948: 

96-98, pis. XV b, c). Informants in the village distinguish termino

logical ly between these styles. Tourist-influenced color combinations 
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have generally increased the range of colors used. Preferred colors 

have shifted with changes in consumer tastes. At present weavers 

emphasize the popular "natural" colors-black, brown, beige and gray. 

The use of design motifs on the belts has varied relatively 

little over the past eighty years. Some designs may reflect prehispanic 

symbolic usage, some designs are passing from common knowledge and a 

few others, mostly representing animals, are being introduced. On more 

expensive items like wall hangings, some weavers have begun elaborating 

the central design area. On the other hand, many weavers have increased 

their use of dividers or of simple designs once employed only in the 

selvages. These may be made more rapidly, or by a less experienced 

weaver, often a child. Ironically, this loss of design has occurred 

particularly in belts or in purse straps, which are closely related to 

the original belts. 

During 1978 one man began weaving rectangular ponchos or jorongos 

with no designs other than vertical stripes. If they sell, ne will 

continue making them, and his innovation will be copied by other 

villagers who want a salable product they can make quickly. In 

general, the alterations that have been made have been adaptations 

encouraging sales to non-native consumers, as Grayburn (1976) predicts. 

Technical and Aesthetic Changes in Weaving 

In adapting their craft, Tomasinos have continued an earlier trenc 

away from the use of hand-prepared fibers and toward the use of com

mercially-prepared fibers. Some synthetic fibers are now used, 'his 

has included the use of commercial dyes, and one 'omasino who nas 

begun a business of commercial dyeing sells thread to other villagers. 
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A few persons still prepare handspun and hand-dyed materials, but 

in general these articles are used only for special orders. Persons 

who tend to make the special orders are the few Indian villagers wno 

still use traditionally styled belts, and textile conoisseurs, some or 

whom work for the government agency dedicated to promoting the fine 

arts. 

The villagers have also adapted their loom, which is rare in 

indigenous Mexico in that it has a rigid heddle (Sturtevant 1977; 

Johnson 1971:351). The heddle has been enlarged and re-designed so 

that larger textiles may be woven. A weaver may now keep four or 

five different heddles to weave different-sized items. 

In addition, Tomasinos have diversified their weaving repertoire 

to include such non-traditional items as shoulder bags, placemats, 

table runners, jackets, wall hangings, women's ponchos, and even bed

spreads. Four men in the village have bought belt-making machines, 

and they purchase woven belts to sew onto their leather ones. 

While Tomasinos have made some innovations themselves, a signi^'i-

cant proportion of change has been introduced by external persons and 

agencies, particularly those which deal with craft arts. FONART, 

for example, has encouraged the production of non-traditional items 

by ordering them for sale at government crafts stores in principal 

tourist towns (Novelo 1976:72-73; Ryesky 1977:271-279). 

Changes in Social Relationships of Weaving 

In addition to technical and aesthetic changes, the tourist trade 

has prompted changes in social aspects of weaving at Santo Tom^s. 
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Traditionally, women and girls wove and spun. Men and boys assisted 

with the spinning, but males did not normally weave. By the 1940s it 

appears that younger girls were learning to weave, but in fewer numbers 

than would be expected. Older women may have been the more active 

weavers at this time. 

Today, children learn to weave somewhat earlier than their counter

parts of a generation ago. They do not have a high rate of production, 

but do contribute significantly to the numbers of items produced. The 

children tend to make the smaller, simpler items like belts or the 

straps of shoulder bags. Where once a single weaver generally produced 

a product, such as a belt, in its entirety, in pre-tourist weaving, 

several family members may now make the constituent pieces of bags and 

other items, which are then assembled and sewn together. This production 

is more factory-like, and is a direct result of the diversification of 

products brought on by the tourist trade (See Littlefield 1979). 

Significantly, many men have begun weaving since 1965 (See Figure 3) 

Many of these men have entered the weaving production since the advent 

of a stable artist's solidary group, and several men devote more time 

to weaving than to agriculture. Younger men tend to weave the larger 

and more economically rewarding items. Thus, men have tended to dis

place women, to an extent, from a lucrative occupation (Bossen 1975: 

594-598). 

The putting-out system, in which one weaver would thread the loom 

and pay another to weave, has declined. Most weavers now pre-'er to work 

for themselves, receiving higher returns for selling their textiles to 

revendors than for selling their labor. This trend may be transitory. 
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if revendor control continues to grow or if inflation makes the cost of 

materials more and more prohibitive (Littlefield 1979). 

The timing of weaving production shifted away from a orientation to 

important Indian market days. Tomasinos try to weave more during the 

tourist seasons, though in some cases these times of increased demand 

conflict with the Tomasinos' own ceremonial or agricultural seasons. 

After the tourist trade had become established, competing villagers 

often mobbed tourists coming to the village, driving off potential 

customers. Despite the efforts of several villagers, attempts at 

organization were not successful until 1963. Then the Bank for the 

Promotion of Cooperatives sponsored the formation of a weavers' group 

and made loans available to individuals in the group (Bertocci 1964:2-3), 

The initial cooperative was plagued with conflicts, particularly over 

the division of large orders among members, and over the placing of 

villagers' stalls at the sales site on the plaza (Bertocci 1964:17-21). 

After the death of the government worker who aided the cooperative, 

it continued at a reduced level until 1968, when it was again re

constituted. In 1968 and subsequently men have become active in the 

union, as it is known. They now hold all of the most important officer-

ships and take a more active voice in the running of the group. 

Organized as a solidary group (Norelo 1976:47-92; Ryesky 1977: 

148-150), the unidn has succeeded in erecting a sales shelter on the 

village plaza, in giving members better access to large-scale sales to 

international buyers, and in setting prices for some of the textiles, 

particularly belts and shoulder bags. It has reduced overt conflict 

between members at the Friday sales on the town plaza, and has enabled 
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members to sell in a way more acceptable to tourists. On the other hand, 

disagreement persists over access to opportunities to sell. 

The urndri includes members from roughly thirty-eight per cent of all 

the families in the village. Libres or non-members may sell textiles 

to members, but in practice this is not done publically. More sales 

by the unidn appear to be made to large-scale revendors than directly to 

tourists, as evidenced by the small number of tourists who shop at the 

^"^'^"'s Friday plazas. Though the organization has much local autonomy, 

it is still supervised by a government agent. 

Further government involvement in weaving is seen in the annual 

competitions held by government agencies. Prizes are given and purchases 

of textiles are made. In theory the competitions are open to all 

villagers, but in practice only unidn members participate. 

Recognition of individual artists by outsiders increases through 

such competitions. In addition, workers from various government 

agencies have ordered traditionally-styled textiles from a few weavers. 

Both Graburn (.1976:21-30) and Littlefield (1970:487) have cited the 

trend toward the development of an elite market for traditionally-styled 

articles. 

As early as the mid-1960s some women from Santo Tom^s were buying 

up textiles for resale (Bertocci 1964:1-2). Revendors came from 

Mitla to purchase belts, and tourist-oriented stores in Oaxaca also 

bought the textiles. Weavers also continued their traditional practice 

of selling in area markets, particularly Oaxaca and Tlacolula. 

By 1978 the Mitla merchants had reportedly ceased visiting the 

village, and the number of revendors from Santo Tom^s had grown. Men 
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were becoming more active as revendors; at least four persons regularly 

traveled to other parts of Mexico to sell. Three groups of smaller-

scale revendors regularly sold in La Labastida, a prominent square 

in Oaxaca city. 

Within the union, some members made fairly regular purchases from 

libres, in effect becoming small-scale revendors. In addition, the 

majority of the larger-scale revendors were union members. Most 

weavers with textiles to sell appeared to have a regular client but, 

if he or she did not want the items, they would look for another customer 

In general, the sales sytem is now characterized by a variety of 

selling strategies, each depending on the circumstances under which a 

given sale is made. A weaver who fails to make one sale looks else

where. Though the prices paid by revendors are lower than those for 

direct sales, the sales to revendors are more secure. Thus the union 

as an institution has failed to achieve an economic stranglehold on 

textile production. Revendors have developed within the union, com

plementing and competing with it. Government promotion has aided the 

spread of Santo Tomas textiles, but the government may be unable to 

sustain such aid indefinitely. This may remove one sales outlet upon 

which weavers have become dependent. The marketing system has become 

increasingly complex, as Littlefield (1979) predicts. The government 

has, in effect, become a middleman; it has also exerted some control 

toward the production of certain types of textiles. Further, it appears 

that the presence of a government-sponsored organization to encourage 

weaving has been attracting men to enter what was traditionally a r'emale 

craft. 
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Some ten to fifteen years ago several other villages near Santo 

Tomas began to copy its weaving style; in part this occurred when 

Tomasinas married into those villages and taught their families. 

There was considerable bad feeling about this competition, to the extent 

that the unioli took the lead in forbidding the sale of the loom to any 

outsider. This ban, backed by large fines, applies to libres as well. 

It has operated so efficiently that at least one museum has failed to 

obtain a loom for its collections. 

Tomasinos consider their design motifs to be the property of the 

village--though, in fact, some designs are commonly used throughout 

Mesoamerica (Johnson 1976), They have tried, so far unsuccessfully, to 

secure a patente or copyright for the designs. The weavers resent the 

fact that new weavers in other villages have undercut their prices. 

They contend that textiles from the other villages are of second quality. 

Tomasinos have pride in their weaving, which they consider nuestro 

oficio, "our work" or "our skill." It appears to be a symbol of Santo 

Toma's' special identity; such expression of village identity through 

costume or the practice of a craft is traditional in Mexico (Cordry and 

Cordry 1968:5-9). In seeking to preserve the integrity of their 

weaving, Tomasinos are, in effect, consciously seeking to preserve 

some of their tradition in the face of change; on the other hand, 

they are ready to adapt it to please potential customers, because 

they need the cash that selling their art will bring CGraburn 1969, 

1976). 
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Conclusions 

Weaving at Santo Tomas is both typical and not typical in the 

processes of acculturation it has undergone. Its social and aesthetic 

systems, which had been largely unchanged through the nineteenth 

century, are now breaking down under the pressure of population and 

through the vagaries of a tourist market. Based on my observations 

at Santo Tom^s Jalieza, and my reading of other cases presented in the 

literature, I believe that several observations are in order: 

(1) Much weaving in this area was traditionally done for export; 

the tourist trade is simply a later manifestation of older forms of 

the marketing system. Even costume items like belts have been responsive 

for some time to consumer demand, particularly in the colors used in 

them. 

(2) Materials and equipment used in weaving are quickly adapted 

to market demand. If there is sufficient consumer demand for prestige 

articles, hand processing of fibers may survive. In general, however, 

the trend will be toward commercially prepared fibers. 

(3) The preference for certain designs in weaving should be 

investigated further. The aesthetic choices made by weavers can reveal 

valuable information about their cultural patterns, and the field is 

relatively unexplored. 

(4) Inadequate access to other sources of income has tended to 

preserve the practice of weaving as a tourist art. In Santo Tomas, 

as in many other villages of Oaxaca, landholdings are inadequate or 

are unevenly distributed. There are relatively few occupations open 

to those who do not choose to migrate, and there are "̂ew urban centers 
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where new job skills can be learned. 

(5) Government policies have been directed toward keeping craftsmen 

in their traditional homes (Novelo 1976:76-80). It is not clear to 

what extent the government considers this policy a stop-gap measure, 

but it will probably continue while economic conditions make involve

ment with crafts a political expedient. 

(6) Revendors will become active on a large scale as market 

demand increases. If these revendors are local people, they may be 

subject to some social control from their fellow villagers. Nevertheless, 

an expanding system of marketing crafts arts will bring increased 

involvement of revendors and will result in increased merchant control. 

A net effect of the expanding market system is a net decrease in the 

number of direct contacts between the producer and the ultimate con

sumer of a given craft. 

(7) The success or failure of a cooperative, solidary group or 

other organization devoted to selling crafts will depend in part on 

the amounts and kinds of competition provided by other individuals 

or organizations engaged in reselling. 



NOTES 

Drs Scott Cook and Al ice L i t t l e f i e l d are current ly preparing data from 

pro u c t i o n ' ^ • ^ ? ^ ; . ^ l ' ' ' ' ' . 'n' ' ' ' ' ' ' indust r ies, including c'raft ar 

^ r k e " ^ • r S a n ? o t m a ' ^ ] n ^ 9 ; ' " " " ' ' ' ' ^"^ ''^'^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ ^ - ^ 

^ IPH ^?ft '1 ^^^^'J' 't'"^ to have been based on, or to have accompan
ied , other types of exchange. People took fajas or other goods to trade 
for coffee and bananas on the i r journeys. S3Hi~traders from the Sierra 
Juarez, fo r example, carr ied s i l k , trading i t into the coastal regions 
in return fo r brown coyuche cot ton. One informant in Santo Tomas said 
that her grandfather or great-grandfather had gone to the Pacif ic coast 
to dye thread with caracol or shel l f ish-purp le dye; th is practice is 
extant in the Mixteca (Gerhard 1962). The trade was also tended to 
fol low re l ig ious pilgrimages to such places as Juqui la, Huaxolot i t lan, 
and Pinotepa, a l l outside the Valley proper. 

In the more remote areas of Oaxaca, such as the Zapotec Sierra or 
Mixteca A l t a , long-distance trading continues, done by men who d i s t r i 
bute commodities made in one area to others. Commodities include 
^^j^s or be l t s , manta or muslin, and se rv i l l e tas , as well as sa l t , dried 
f i s h , c h i l e , and so f o r t h . 

In the Mixteca Alta in other parts of Oaxaca fa i rs are held on the 
fes t i va ls of cer ta in sa in ts ; Tlacolula 's largest f a i r in the Valley 
f a l l s on i t s patron sa in t ' s day in early October. Fairs function to 
bring people together and d is t r ibu te goods, 

3 
Waterbury and Turkenik l i nk an upswing in the production of embroidered 
blouses at San Antonio to growing tou r i s t trade (1976:221). S imi lar ly , 
Vargas-Baron f inds that changes in the number of persons weaving blankets 
at Diaz Ordaz responded to local regional demand. Unti l about 1930, de
mand for lower-qual i ty blankets was re la t i ve ly high unt i l about 1930. 
This demand declined in the period 1930-1967, and ref lected trends in 
Indian use of the blankets. In 1967 demand for higher-qual i ty blankets 
was r i s i n g as t o u r i s t trade expanded (1968:123-145), 

I I I I I I d 

At Santo Tomas, before about 1950, it was traditional to have a perfor
mance of the Dance of the Plume, a recreation of the conquest of Mexico 
by Cortes. The dance employs very colorful costumes, including great 
circular penachos or headdresses made of feathers -- made in Santo Tomas 
and using a small belt to hold the penacho on the head. Proper perfor
mance of the dance requires the presence of an ensemble of at least 
nine plume dancers, plus a band, Cortes and his lieutenant, a group of 
soldiers, and a young girl, La Malinche. Its performance is physically 
demanding, must consume much practice time, and lasts at least several 
hours in actual performance (see Bradomin 1960:167-172). A jaripeo or 
bull-ride was substituted beginning in about 1955, and the dance has 
not been done in the village since the death of the man who once servec 
as its animating spirit. The cessation of this dance may possibly be 
linked with the waning of the mayordomia system, about 1950, 
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5 5 5 5 53n 
!i^?noo^^^^^^'^^^ ^ somewhat different situation at Mitla, between 1929 

and 1933. Men predominated as weavers there, producing both skirts and 
belts on the backstrap loom. One of the more conservative, outlying 
barrios at Mitla was considered the weaving center. One man had innova
ted by bringing in a foot loom like those used at Teotitlan del Valle; 
in fact, the weaver had learned the craft there and used the patterns of 
Teotitlan in his weaving. Interestingly enough, this innovator lived in 
the barrio that was closest to the tourist-attracting archaeological 
site (Parsons 1936:6-7, 45). It appears that this individual was also 
responding to economic opportunity. 

6 6 6 6 S 
Vargas Baron describes the failure of a government-sponsored cooperative 
at Teotitlan del Valle. She attributes this failure to several factors: 
problems wuth allocations of loans; merchandising problems and competition 
from established businesses and middlemen; and lack of leadership (1968: 
189-199). 

Novelo (1976) discusses at length the role of government agencies in 
promoting craft arts. FONART was the Fideicomiso para el Fomento de las 
Artesanias until 1975. BANFOCO, the Banco de Fomento Cooperative, is 
the overall agency to which FONART belongs. It has been heavily involved 
in such ventures, with mixed success. One of tis major projects has been 
the sponsorship of crafts competitions or concursos in many areas. 

Another agency is currently involved with weaving at Santo Tomas. 
Sra. Maria Teresa de Pomar, head of the National Museum of Popular Arts 
and Industries in Mexico City, has supervised the last two concursos 
and the installation of new union officers. Her museum was begun under 
the National Indianist Institute (INI), in 1951 (pp. 52, 255). 

The dyer and former union president has the right to a stall but rarely 
goes, as his other work demands much of his time. Of the six women who 
go, two are sisters, and the other two teams are, I believe, unrelated 
or related by marriage. All of these three groups contain a unidn member. 

^ ̂  ̂  ̂  ̂ She had not made prior arrangement to talk about the matter; the village 
president was not in the village, and the unidn president did not feel 
free to okay a sale without a general assembly, A quorum was not pre
sent, but the opinion of those members present was apparently against 
selling a loom. 
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acrilgn; synthetic yarn. 

alcalde mayor; under the Spanish system, the alcalde mayor governed 
a town. This office was replaced by that of subdelegate in the 
reorganization of 1786 (Hamnet 1971b:3). Alcaldes mayores 
controlled much of the cochineal trade in colonial Oaxaca, 

alcaldia mayor; district governed by an alcalde mayor. 

algoddn; cotton. 

almud; in the present case the amount of land needed to plant an almud 
of corn or beans: roughly one half an acre (Hamnet 1971b:viiTy7 
A hectare is 2.471 acres. 

artesano; a craftsperson or artisan. 

bolito; the hexagonal pattern formed by the large design warps in the 
background weave of a Santo Tomas textile, 

botoncitos; tassels attached to old belts used for coronas for the 
Dance of Plume. 

cabecera; head town, as of a municipio, A cabecera de doctrina was 
the head town or parish seat in the Spanish religious system, 

de cabeza; head first, 

calzones; loose, white cotton manta trousers, worn by Indian peasant 
men. 

caidel; the carded roll of wool ready to be spun. 

carretera de terrazeria; a graded road. 

cgdula; registration with the Mexican government which permits large-
scale selling or exporting of goods, especially craft arts. 

cenidor; a sash or belt, now worn by some Tomasinas under their 
clothing, apparently for support. 

cobija de enrededora; the wool wraparound skirt. 

cochineal; a scale insect. Coccus cacti, of the order Hemiptera. It 
lives on the nopal (Opuntia) cactus. Its dried body is one cf 
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few naturally-occurring sources of brilliant red dye; this dye 
formed the basis for Oaxacan commerce during the colonial period, 
and had been an important item of tribute before the Conquest. 

colcha; bedspread 

concurso.; an artist's competition. These have been sponsored by the 
Fundo Nacional para el Fomento de las Artesanfas (FONART). 

correqidor; administrator of a colonial territorial division. 

cross; the crossing of the warps in an x fashion to keep the warps 
in proper order. At Santo Tomas, this appears to be accomplished 
by knotting the lower set of threads onto the top of the yugo 
or yoke from which the warp is suspended. 

curandera;^ a native medical specialist, who generally employs herbal 
medicines and magical practices. Some curanderas now use Western 
medicines such as injections as a part of their treatment program. 

delgado; thin; refers to the smaller number or diameter of thread used 
for most weaving at Santo Tomas. 

Desarrollo Integral de la Famjlia (DIF); a government agency concerned 
with the development and modernization of families. 

doctrina; a colonial center for religious instruction, or the center 
[seat) of a parish establishment (Whitecotton 1977:210). 

encargo; as used here, an order from an individual to a weaver. 
Generally employed in speaking of an order for a faja fina, or 
of an order for a number of textiles to be woven. 

encomienda; "the colonial institution of labor exploitation in which 
a Spaniard was granted the use of the labor of Indians as well 
as the obligation for their Christianization and education. 
The abuses of this institution provided a significant tension 
between the Spanish crown and Spanish settlers in Mexico" 
(Cook and Diskin 1976:296).. 

enredo; a wraparound skirt, more generally the older woolen one not 
now used by most women in the Oaxaca Valley. 

faja colorada; the belt with a red or dark red design areas, sold 
through the Oaxaca and Tlacolula markets. At Mitla, manta 
colorada was used for a red-dyed wool skirt-(Johnson 1977:238). 

faja fina; the long, finely woven belt, now made in addition to, 
but~less frequently than the other two styles. Traditionally 
made in different combinations for different consumers. 
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faja de colores; a modern belt, primarily woven for the tourist trade. 

^^^artisans! ^''' "^'"^ generally includes a competition among 

as 
FONART; The Fundo National para el Fomento de las Artesanias which h 

ro S u c t r ^ h ^ T ' ' ' ' ' ^ f ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' 900d prices ^or'th:';'' ' 

N^'ct'arind?g\n?s^^^^ I N I " ' ^ ^ ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' '^^'''^'^ 

^°°^"n?.^^IJ°^''' the European loom, in which alternate threads are 
1 nkPd to nJ'i''' 'J- u'^^^^' ' ' harnesses. These harnesses are 
inked to pedals, which enable the harnesses to be raised and 
owered by the foot This loom is associated with wool weaving 

at Teotitlan del Valle, for example. 

Galera; the roofedsales gallery used by cooperative members at Santo 
lomas, built with partial funding by DIF. 

£rana_; the dried insects used for cochineal dye. 

inJeso_; thick, the larger number of cotton yarn used in Santo Tomgs. 

liacienda; the Spanish land-grant estate which combined farming and 
ranching. 

iliio; a fig tree; in Santo Tom^s the term is generally used by coopera 
tive members to designate their sales area on the plaza, which 
includes a large tree. "Voy al higo" means that "I'm going to 
the plaza to sell." 

hilar; to spin. 

hilasa; commercial, undyed thread. 

hilo; thread or yarn. 

hilo corriente; non color-fast yarn or thread 

hilo firme; colorfast thread or yarn, dyed commercially. 

huipi 1; a woman's blouse or dress, often handwoven, usually made ô " 
two or three widths of cloth sewn together lengthwise and under 
the arms. A pre-hispanic garment. 

idioma or dialecto; native language, in this case Zapotec as opposed 
to Spanish, the national language. 

intendancy; Spanish colonial district roughly equivalent to tne 
modern state. 

jorongo; a rectangular poncho. 
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^^^SanL'^Tom^s"'"'^"^''^ ^ ° ' ' ' '̂ '̂ ^ ' ̂ '̂̂ '̂  '°°^' " ° ^ ̂ ^̂ ^ ̂ ^̂ '̂ ^̂  '' 

Iabpj2; a small Spanish farming estate. 

lana_; wool; also lana legitima. real wool. 

levantada; arranging and preparing the warp threads to be passed 
through the loom. 

machete; the weaving sword, made of wood, used to beat wefts into place 
and to form good weaving shed. 

madeia; the skein of cotton yarn used as a basic unit of sale or of 
measurement. 

madeja_; cont. The madeja is sold in two half-skeins of yarn. 

malacate; the handspindle. 

manli; generally used in the sense of rather coarse, unbleached cotton 
cloth, especially used by Indians for articles of clothing like 
trousers, huipiles, skirts, and the like. Can also mean mantle. 
At Mitla, manta has been the term used for skirts (Johnson 1977: 
238). 

mayoreo; wholesale. 

mayoristas; large-scale buyers from outside the village; often these 
are the representatives of large, international, corporations. 

mecapal; the backstrap. 

mecate; the rope used to attach the loom to a vertical support so that 
weaving can proceed. 

menudeo; wholesale, 

mordant; a chemical used to fix a dye in wool, cotton, or another fiber. 

municipio; the Mexican administrative district below the level of 
state-

nopalera; a field of nopal cactus, planted for the raising of cochineal 
insects. 

obraje; a textile workshop. 

orilla; the selvage area of a textile, 

palitos; hardwood sticks used for the attachment of the waro and :he 
rolling up of the finished textile. 
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palo de algodon; a woody shrub form of cotton; a few specimens stil^ 
grow in Santo Tom^s. 

parroquia; the head parish church; generally the residence of the 
priest. 

patente; a registry of ownership, similar to a copyright, 

Pedido; an order, usually from a dealer, a shop, or a buyer. 

peine; the rigid, slot-and-hole heddle that Santo Tomas weavers use. 

POsada; an overnight resting-place used by peasants from rural areas 
attending the market in Oaxaca. 

puesto; booth, as in the Oaxaca market. 

promotora; a social development worker, sent by the government. 
Generally this person lives in the community to which he or she 
is assigned. 

quesquemes; the quechquemitl or woman's poncho. 

rancho; outlying settlement under the control of a town. 

rebozo; shawl. 

repartimiento; labor draft, "a colonial institution whereby Spaniards 
were given the right to levey the labor of Indians for public 
and private projects. This was abused and finally terminated" 
(Cook and Diskin 1976:297; Taylor 1972:260). 

revestido; literally, re-dressed. A person who abandons markedly 
Indian clothing styles for mestizo; the process is also referred 
to as revestido. 

sabana; a commercial cloth skirt, used in the Oaxaca Valley around 
1940. Made of a length of commercially woven cloth. 

saraguelle; a piece of clothing, probably a jacket. 

shed; the opening in the warps through which the weft is passed. 

tela or fondo; here used as a specialized term for the background 
area of a textile. 

tela; loom; telar de cintura, backstrap loom. 

torcer; to twist. This term is used by Tomasinos to indicate tne 
plying of two strands of yarn, using the torcedor. 

torcedor; spinning-wheel. 
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vocal; an officer of the Santo Tomas cooperative who arranges to have 
the galera area swept before the Friday plazas. 

warp; the lengthwise threads of a textile, 

warp-float (see also double cloth); a technique in which threads in 
rhe warp are raised so that they "float" over a certain number of 
wefts, rather than passing behind them, 

weft; crosswise threads of a textile. 

yugo; yoke. 

xaquete; jacket. 

double cloth; the most important feature of this weave is that "the 
two faces of the weave are of the same structure, but if one 
speaks of a red and white cloth, the part of the weave that is 
red on one side, will be white on the other, and vice versa" 
(Mastache 1971:48-49). 

backstrap loom; a "primitive" type of loom in which the loom is 
attached to the weaver by means of a strap passing around the 
weaver's body. In effect, the weaver serves to maintain tension 
on the loom. 
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