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Srarlf‘bn;ercd ojo by Isaae Romero. (Courtesy La
Fonda Shop)
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Huichol ojo tipped with wax and cotton. White,
bluck and red

e DIOS

By Evelyn Ely, with I[Nustrations by
Phytiis Hughes

In Spanish they are called ofos de dios, which tran-
slates as eves of god. They are most often referred to
as ojos, (oh'-hos), and are especially popular in New
Mexico now, although they are not native to the area
nor were they common there until quite recently.

They arc usually simple square- or diamond-shuped
objects made of crossed sticks wound with yarn, and
with the brilliant new dyes they arc often very color-
ful. They can be seen everywhere - over the mantels of
Southwestern-style fireplaces or hanging from pigas
ar other types of rool beams, adorning the walls of
offices und shops or, in muniature, in the passenger
compai timents of automobiles and trucks. They also
are used extensively as Christuas lree ornaments.

Visitars to New Mexico und the Southwest beconwe
aware ol ojoy almost from the moment they arrive.
Muscum ol New Mexico attendants say they are ques-
tioned constantly zbout ojos—what they are, where
they came from, what they are used for, and how to
make them, Because they possess almost infinite possi-
bilitics for decoration they have captured the im-
agination of amateur and professional craftsman atike.

It is casy to find the inspiration for New Mexico's
contemporary ojos in the ritual objects made by some
fndian groups of north-central Mexice. But then the
problem becomes knotticr, for we do not know if the
aju was conceived of independently by these Indians
(the evidence seems to indicate otherwise } or whether
the idea wus transmitted to them by other peoples.
Certainly the ull-seeing eye, with some nuange of
meaning but in remarkably similar form, is a recur-
rent theme throughout the world. The literature on
this subject is not well organized, but there is more
than enough evidence to show that the eye us a
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Eevption symbol of Ra, the sun god

magicu-religious symbol has been used for thousands
ol years.,

The sacred eye of Ra, the Egyptian sun god, is
familizr to most of us, as typitied in the drawing
shown here. And in the Bible, the eye symbolizes the
omniscience of God; because of the many scriptural
references to the eye of Gud it has conie Lo represent
the all-knowing and ever-present deily.

In symbolic art the eye is the emblem of wutch-
fulness and therefore of divine power. In eurly Christ-
ian works the eye stood for the Providence which
sees all things. In Renaissance iconography the all-
seeing eye is the attribute of justice and the symbol
of vigilance.

Apotropaic eyes, those designed to turn aside evii,
are found on archaic Greck vases, and were some-
times painted on the prows of their ships.

The symbolic eye s used {requently in our own
culture. Take, for example, the Great Seal of the

United States of’ America, as seen on the reverse side
of a dollar bill: Among the symbols is an unlinished
pyramid and abuove it an eye inside o trigngle, repre-
senting the eternal eyve of God.

Occasionally a symbolic eye is found carved on
early American gravestones.

Devices involving the supernatural eye are also
found in aboriginal Austradia, in Irelund, Scandinavia,
Tibet and Thailand, among other places. But the con-
teniporary New Mcexico ojo can be traced directly o
the Indians of north-central Mexico, notably the
Huichiol (Wee-chohl) tribé and nearby groups.

Ojos have no place in Spanish-Celonial tradition;
they weie relatively unknown in New Mexico until
the 1950s. I that decade artists and collectors fe-
turned with them {rom Mexico and their appearance
in exhibits attructed the attention of crattsmen, de-
corators, hobbyists and gift dealers. Even ecarlier, in
1935, the ethnologist Robert M. Zingg brought back a
collection of Huichol ceremonial art, including many
god's eyes, which is now at the Laboratory of Anthro-
pology in Santa Fe. Zingg's studies among the ffuf-
choles was sponsored in part by the Laboratory.

The god cyes of the Huicholes were first reported
on by the ethnologist Casl Lumholtz, who studied
these Indians around the turn of the century in their
homeland in the states of Jalisco, Nayarit and Zaca-
tecas. He alse mentioned the presence of various
forms of vjos among the neighboring Cora, Tepehuane
and Tarahumara Indians, adding that the ritual ob-
jeets have o wide distribution along the western coast
of North America.

Among the Huicholes the god’s eye is a benevolent
instrument. 10 brings divine attention to the success-
ful performance of specific tasks, as webl as a general
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Detail vof Greal Seal, from
U.S. currency

blessing. Lumholty writes:

A symbolic object ol deep interest iy the
god’s eye (stkuli). 10 s made by interweaving
a small cross of bamboo sticks with variously
colored crewel or twine i the torm ol a square
set diaponaily, like an ace of diamonds. The
idea 15 that the eye of the god may rest on the
supplicant and keep him inhealth and life. (Un-
kneown Mexico, Vol 2, pp. 209-210)

Asan example Bumboltz cites the case of a woman
about Lo start a weaving project. She might atiach a
god’s cye to u small picce of textile fabric asan offer-
ing to a deity. This would indicate a prayer had been
made that the god would look atter her and lelp hey
i carrying out her purpose_Or an eye might be attuch-
ed to a small piege of embroidered cloth and thus ex-
press the prayer that the scamstress be successiul in
lesirning (o embroider.

Zingy describes the October Ceremony ol the Firsi
Fruitg (alse called the Feast of the Green Squashes),
held especially for the childien, who are dressed in
their best finery:

Around the dittde heads o children new,
haud-woven ribbons are tied. Into these ribbony
gt cuach side of the head at least one shaman’s
plume snd one “god-eye™ iy stuck. The plumes
murk the children as engaged on sacred busi-

ness, the “god-eye™ serving as the special sym-
bol of fong life and good health for children.
During the ceremaony, the mystic relationship be-
tween the god’s eyes, children and the green squashes
15 symbolically expressed on the altar by ojos which
dupticwie those on the heads of the children whom
the shaman holds up to the view of the Sun-Father.
Zingg writes of the “complicated and beautiful
symbolism™ of ohjects relerred 1o by Lumholtz as
god-eyes und which the Huicholes call “‘tsikuli. the
male  squash blossom. This {ovely litde diamond
shaped weaving over a cruciform stick can properly
be described as o "pod-eye” ™
Zingy verified Lumboltz” statement from o Hui-
chol informant that “the prayer expressed by this
symbolic object is that the eye of the pod may rest
upon the supphicant.” The god’s eye s thus the spe-
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Top: Fighe-sided Haichaol front sitield
(Nealika) afer, dark bronenr and whire.
Bottow: Cora [ndian twelve-sided
Jrone shicld  ojo, red, wiite and
broven with bine-gluss center,




Huichol shaman's plume, red, white, blue and bluck

cial symbol ol the children it saleguards thew lives,
heafth and well-being and is oftered on the prayes
arrows i all the ceremonies For the growing child.

[hrese airows are comstdered as o hind of messen-
ger to e pods. A small eye s attached 1o the shalt
and the arrow is then stuck in the roof of a house ar
ptaced in o special shrine. Or the father o a newborn
buby might huyg eyes on votive acrows and take them
to the caves of the birth goddess where they would
be offered in pasyment for sucred water tzken from
the cave and used in a special ritual.

Among the Turahumara Indisns of north-central
Mexico, Lumholtz says, the ojo was sometimes attach-
ed to u long bumboo stick which the shaman waved
back and forth to ward ofl disease. The Tepehuanes
used the ojo i the medicine lodge, suspended from
the arms of a cross. The Cora used it as a prayer ior
health and Nfe, but the efficacy of the plea was
lost if the person for whom it was intended was not
sitting next to the shamar who made it

Pretistorically, Lunmiholtz reports the presence of
ojos in Perovian burials, where they were placed on
the false heads-of mummy bandles, Lo serve as cyes.

fa 1919 the archaeologists Kidder and Guernsey re-
corded the presence ol an ojo-like object among wrti-
Ficts taken from an Anasazi chitV dwelfing in novih-
castern Arizona, dating from U500 (o 1300 AD. The
ofo was about three inches across the points und made
ot plant (iber rather than theead or yarn.

Almost identical objecis were reported simong the
Navujo, iflustrated in the Franciscan Fathers™ £ hino-
logic Dictionary of the Navajo Language (pape 495).
These are described as owl bugaboos, which formerly
were used 1o Tnghten misbehaving chitdren into move
trzcluble ways, if they didn’t behave, the children
were told, the owl would carry theny sway.

This is by to means a comprehensive survey of the
god-eye in the Western Hemisphere, but it indicates
that the ojo bas been present in North wnd Soulh
America since prelistoric times. Hs function in pre-
history cunmot be guessed at, but among surviving
ethnic groups it hus ranged from o disciplinary role
wilh the Navajos to u benevalent child-symbol anong
the Huicholes and rom there 1o 0 sometines co-
mercial, always decorative usage in the United States.
But nat, perthaps, purely decorative: no amount of
emburrassed Taughter con conceal that s owners con-
sider the ojo “u good-luck chiarm™ Tor the home and
ils oceupanis.
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Hivdchol shanan’s arrows, red, white,
hrovwn end Black
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Left: Twralwnara good:health charnm
(wishina or tey'ike). Right: Australian
totentic symbaol

Among certain tribes of aborigines in central and
northern Australia, sacred objects are found which
represent the totems of the clans performing a cer-
tain ceremony. These waninga, as they are called,
consist of vertical supports with one or two trinsverse
bars. {See illustration above) The twine, or winding
material, may be made of human hair with white
down attached to form definite patterns. These are
widely distributed in central Australia, the Northers
Territory, and the Kimberleys. They may be carricd
in the haad, set in the ground, or worn on the head.

in Ireland, square-shaped objects are called St
Brigid's Crosses, On St Brigid’s Lve, the last day of
Junuary, the children gather rushes, and the family
gets together and makes crosses of various patterns.
These are hung over doors and beds, to bring good
luck, or to protect the house and livestock from
harm. (See Hlustration on next page}

In Scondinavia, a hanging “crown,” used a8 a
Christmas decoration, is miade of a number of tittle
squares which have been woven of straw. Sometimes
they are made in the more contmon four-sided shape;,
at other times they are made into a six-sided form
by using three sticks in place of wo for the

i
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foundation.

In Tibet, the yarn-stick Tigures form a part of o
complicated device used as a ghost trap, or mbos,
according to the Field Museum of Natural History.

The trap in the photograph is 185 ¢ high. In
pre-communist Umes it was used in curing illnesses
whicl were “believed to be caused by an errant unhap-
py ghost which had entered the patient's body.” A
[ or monk was calied upon to perlorm a ritual to
entice the ghost or spigit to leave its abode and enter
the trap, which was then carried 1o u crossroad and
ahandoned. Hopetully. the ghost was by then so en-
tangled that it was unable to find its way back 1o the
sick person. When the mbos was placed st the cross.
roadd, stall quantities of at least tive kinds of food--
barley, fsarrba, tea, butter and dried meat were left
on the ground within the share,

The traps could be sssembled only by wizards,
monks or umas, who followed directions found in a
special ook of instructions.

From this same part of the world come other re-
ports of these yarnsstick tigures or thread crosses, as
they also are calied. One of these accounts contains
numerous photographs of the crosses in actual use,
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Top: St. Brigid’'s cross, freland. Bottom: Tibetan
ghost trap (Photo courtesy Field Muscum of
Natural History)
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This is “Das Fadenkreuz, Scin Zweck Und Seine
Bedeutung (The Thread-cross, s Purpose and lis
Meuning)” by Hans L. KausfTmann which appeared in
Erhnologica, a German publication.

It Thaijland the yarn-and-stick thread crosses are
placed on graves Lo serve as ladders which help the
dead reach heaven. Asis shown in the drawing, sutne-
times a very eluborate arrangement of 19 crosses is sus-
pended from a pole which i then placed on the grave.
The c:’usscs.(us they would look if faid out vna lal
surface) are attached to each other in such o way that
they form i free-hanging pattern when hung from a
bamboo pole. This is acconmpiished by using several
different sizes ol crosses hung trom the center cross,
which is larger than the others.

In Lavs, thread-cross cubes are tormed by using
six crosses, cach about (hree inches in size, tied to-
gether at the corners. These are hung on ghost altars
placed oo graves,

In Burma, it is customary lor the relatives ol the
dead to build a small death house Tor the soul, thus
making it immortal. Memorial posts are decorated
with thread crosses, and horizontal bamboo rings in

dinunishing sizes are hung with these crosses which
must be made with unbroken lengths of thread.

Also 1 Laos, Buddhist spinning flags or banners
are mude by hanging twenty or so thread crosses
vertically ona pole, each thread cross slightly smaller
than the one above it

To the serious reseurcher the present study raises
Lir muore questions than it answers. 1t is intriguing
st such remarkably simitar symbolic objects appear
i sumany cultures so widely separated in space and
time. To those who believe that, generally, o thing is
invented only once and is spread by people-to-people
encountens, the ojo bespeaks a vast and wacient globul
communication, To those who think thatif something
cant be invented once it can be invented agam, the
god’s eye supgests itsell s heing one of the most bas-
i ol wrehetypal symbuols,

In any event, the vjo de dios represents a cere-
monial object which originated unknown centuries
aga and which has become secularized inits adoption
by a new and highly sophisticated culture.

Thai thread crosses




Huichol ojos. Top: red and whire; boriom: red i
and blue fanitine dves)
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feft: Contemporary ojo by Clay Duchanan, displuyed in
New Mexico Capitol, Sunta e Right: Contemporary

ofjo by Alice Parrotl.
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make
an
Ojo

By Evelyn Ely, with IHustrations by
Phyltis Huglies

The basic technique used in making an ojo is
quite simple, and there are no rules regarding size,
color or shape.

Winding muaterists may be yarn of different
weights and textures, twine or natural fibers, The
two cross-members upon which the winding is done
may be dowels, square sticks, bamboo or reed sticks,
twigs or cruciform branches. If thick heavy sticks
are used it is helpful 1o cut @ groove in one or both
sticks where they cross and glue them together there.
Smaller sticks may be fastened together, crossed, by
winding with the yarn {wice, starting from the back,

left over right (A) then right over left (C) to form a
double X (Diagram 1).
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The hands of craftsman Betrs Towlouse
demonsirate winding of three-diniension-
al ojo. {Sce Variation 1 in text)




As shown in Diagram 2, wind yarn completely
around A, Turn frame one guarter-turn clockwise
and wind over rop of arm and around B again turn
frame one quarter-turn clockwise and over and
around C: turn frame as before and wind over and
around D). Continue until ojo is complete.

If other colors are to be introduced, tuck tip of
second color of yarn at back of A, wind clockwise
once around frame as before, winding in end of first
yarn at back-as A is reached again.

Two interesting variations may be obtained by
using different procedures in the winding.

{1) The winding is done in the usual manner
but the frame is turned over after several
rounds and the winding continued. If this
procedure is repeated several times, a three-
dimensional appearance will result.

{2} For an ojo with a smooth appearance on
both sides, wind sticks A B,.C, and D as in
Diagram 2. Then turn the frame over and

wind the four sticks in sequence, Turn the
{rame, and wind the four sticks in sequence,
Continue until ojo is finished.

In order to make a diamond-shaped ojo, use one
long uand one short stick tied together at the center
point. Use any of the winding procedures described
above, but each time one of the long arms is reached,
it should be wrapped twice before proceding to the
short arm.

Ojos may be made with as many different colors
as desired. The easiest way to change from one color
to another is to tie the new cotor to the previous one,
keeping the knot on the back side.

An eight-sided ojo may be made by using four
sticks asin photobelow. Thiy is x kind used in other
types of Huichol symbolic objects. Although more
complicated to make, it is stunning when finished.

The ojo has many decorative possibilities and ity
use is limited only by the imagination of the
crattsman,

Hlustration depicts two-color, three-
dinensional arrangement; photo is of
an octagonal feathered ofo by Vigils
of Tesugue Pucblo



Top: Blue and white ojo with orange
border by Mary Bushner, displaved in
New Mexico Capitol. Botton lefi: M-
Jaceted contemporary ofo from Chimeayo,
New Mexico. Bottom right: Ojo-stvied
carring of gold wire. (Courtesy Chiameleon
Shop)




N

Museusn ol New Mexico
P.O. Box 2087
Santa Fe, New Mexico B7501



