BASKET DESIGNS OF THE POMO INDIANS!
By S. A. BARRETT

The following is a preliminary account of the basket designs of
the Pomo Indians of California and is intended to show only the
more important features of the subject. It is based chiefly on in
vestigations carried on during 19o4 for the Department of An-
thropology of the University of California. Among the seven dia-
lects of the Pomo linguistic stock there are but three, the Northern,
Central, and Eastern, all in central Mendocino and central Lake
counties, that are now spoken by any considerable number of Indians,
and with the people in this particular region the art of basket mak-
ing is, at present, on the whole more highly perfected than with the
people of the remaining Pomo area. Consequently it is chiefly
from the people of these three dialectic groups that information
concerning basketry was obtained.

In technique Pomo basketry shows great variety. Of coiling
there are two forms: single-rod and three-rod foundation. Of
twining there are, exclusive of those used for border finish only,
five forms: plain-twined, diagonal-twined, lattice-twined, three-
strand twined, and three-strand braided. Of these twined weaves
the first three are in common use, the fourth is rarely used as the
weave of an entire basket, and the fifth is very rarely so used.
The lattice-twined weave seems to be confined entirely to the Pomo
and adjacent Indians of other linguistic stocks but of similar cul-
ture. The following fact concerning manipulation is noteworthy : As
one looks at the outer surface of the bottom of a basket, coiling
always progresses in a counterclockwise direction, twining always
in a clockwise direction.

In form also a very great diversity is shown, there being all
shapes from cylindrical, through globose and conical, to the flat

1Read at the meeting of the American Anthropological Association, Berkeley, Cali-
fornia, August 3I.
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plate-form. To these should be added a special form, the elliptical
or canoe-shaped, which it would seem is more rarely found elsewhere.

One of the most striking features of Pomo basketry, and the one
which has been perhaps the most noticed by collectors, is the feather
decoration, which finds its highest development with the Pomo.
The variously colored feathers of different species of birds may be
woven into the basket at intervals, thus allowing the pattern which
is worked out in the fiber of the basket to show among them; or
the entire surface of the basket may be so thickly covered with
feathers as to entirely hide the fiber of the basket, in which case
some simple pattern is worked out by the use of differently colored
feathers. Similar to feather decoration is decoration with beads;
but both may be regarded as only auxiliary ornamentation and
usually secondary to the patterns which are produced by the use of
fibers of different colors. Of these patterns some are simple, some
complex ; but all are composed of simple design elements, each with
its special name.

In dealing with these design names a sharp distinction must be
made between the design element as a simple elemental figure, and
the pattern as a whole, the complex figure composed sometimes of
a single repeated element, but as often of two or more elements in
combination. In the three Pomo dialects under consideration there
have been found in all twenty-nine names which are applied to
design elements and may therefore be called elemental names.
Eighteen of these are names of animate objects or parts of animate
objects, as follows : deer hip or deer back, deer teeth, deer elbow,
ant, striped water-snake, grasshopper elbow, turtle neck, quail
plume, bear foot or track, bat wing, man, crow foot or track, goose
excrement, turtle foot, fish rib, crab claw, star-fish, and mosquito.
Of the remaining eleven, three are plant names — acorn head (cup),
wild “potato” forehead, and pine tree; and four are names of
natural or artificial objects — arrowhead, string, star and cross, the
last having its origin in and taking its name from the cross?® intro-
duced by Roman Catholic missionaries. Three are names of more

1 The name commonly given to the cross by the Indians is £arus, evidently derived
from the Spanish c»zz. The design itself was not known to the Indians before the com-
ing of the missionaries.
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or less geometric figures occurring in nature — spot and two forms
of zigzag, to which may be added a fourth, the finishing design.

Some of the design elements bearing these names are of rare
occurrence, and about fourteen constitute the bulk of the designs to
be found in any ordinary collection of Pomo baskets. Two at least
of the elemental names given are used only by the people speaking
one of the three dialects, different names being applied to the same
design elements by the people speaking the other dialects.

Some examples of these commonly occurring design elements are
given in plate xxx1x,! where seven of the most frequently occurring
animal designs are shown. The central circle in figure 1 shows the
deer-hip or deer-back design ; the three upper bands in figure 2
show the deer-teeth design ; and the two bands of very small square
figures in figure 3, and also the lowest band in figure 4, show the
ant design. In figure 3 also the four dark bands running around
the middle of the basket are striped water-snakes, while in figure 4
the two bands of acute-angled triangles, the triangles in each band
being separated by a white zigzag, show the design called grass-
hopper elbow. The large figures on the side of the basket shown
in figure 5 are the turtle-neck design ; and the lowest band of figure
6 shows the quail-plume design, the plumes in this case being ar-
ranged in pairs with a narrow dark line separating the individual
plumes.

From these examples it will be evident that, although design
elements are given names of special signification, as of animals,
birds, and so on, they are in most cases not realistic. They are not
intended by the Indians to be so; nor on the other hand have they
any religious significance. They are primarily decorative and seem
to have been named from some real or fancied likeness to the objects
bearing the same names.

These designs bearing elemental names may be modified in size,
form, and otherwise, and these modifications are not only recognized
by the Indians, but qualifying terms indicative of them are used in

1The baskets shown in figures 2, 3, 4, and 6 of plate XXXIX and figure 3 of plate XL
are in the collections of the Museum of the Department of Anthropology of the University
of California. Those shown in figures I and 5 of plate XXXIX and figures I, 2, and
4 of plate XL form part of a collection made by the writer and now the property of the
Kénigliches Museum fiir Vélkerkunde of Berlin.



