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MISSION INDIAN BASKETRY DESIGNS 
BY . L. KROEBER. 

l ' niver ity of California 

Vi itor to a mu eum are often impre ed by th deo-r e to which 
ba ketry loom up among the xhibit illu trating the lif of the Indian 
of alifornia and many other primitive peopl . Tot only ar ba ket 
r latively more important owing to the want of many implement of 
furnitur and uten il to which " 'e are accu tomecl but they are ab o­
lutely mor numerou , vari cl, and howy than among our elve.. In 
many a e it i the Yery lack of dev lopment of oth r art that ha. led 
to the pecial development of ba ket making. Among the 'alifornia 
tribe th be t of mechanical energy and ing nuity wa exer i eel in thi. 
one branch of manual dexterity. It i not that the Indian po e eel ome 
my teriou faculty ome inborn gift through which he could urpa u ; 
but that he manufactur o few oth r thino- that he i abl or om­
pelled to devote a di proportionate amount of hi ._ intere t in thi pecial 
direction. There i little doubt that civilized p opl , if they took up the 
matter eriou ly would outdi tance the . avag at hi "n game, in 
l>a ket making as in other un lertakings. Yet, when it come. to the 
a ·tual fact , ba ket · are a comparative ide-i . ue to u , notably in com­
pari on with th r textile product. e. p cially cloth. Th result i. that 
ba ket rnakin°· remain a ort f , tarve l tepchilcl f civi li zation, where­
a · it i the favorite on of many . avage culture . . 

Thi growth of ba. k try at the expen e of oth r art. i particularly 
exemplified in aboriginal Am ri a by the tribe of 'alifornia and the 
nearby regiow. The e people have alway. been reckoned among the 
mo. t l ackwarcl of American Indian in the general level of their attain­
m nt · but ther i al o a unanimity of agreement that their ba ket. 
excel tho e of mo t other tribe , in fact are probably preemin nt on the 
continent, if not in the world. Livino- ntirely in th ton Age tage 
the alifornia Indian knew nothing of ve el of metal. Th majority 
of them were io-norant of pottery making; and their wood working "·a o 
little developed that had they uddenly decid d to replace ome of their 
ba k t by uten il of wood, they would have been very hard put to it to 
produce even partially ad quate implement . People who build their 
hou e of thatch, lab of bark, or dirt thrown ver a framework of . ticks, 
and who navi 0·ate on raft. of ru h in teacl f in timb red boat , have 
obviou .. ly left t h ir carpent ring in tinct undeveloped. It i. a curiou. 
commentary on th mechanical limitation of th ::se trib . that in . pite of 
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the perfection of their hand ,voven textile. they hav been content 
to refrain from making the nrxt . tep in th natural evolution of th 
indu try, namely, to weave on a loom and thu produce impl fabric . 

It i perhap ignificant in th i onn ction that their ba k try art 
i wh lly in t he hand of women, who ~p nd a great part of their live. 
probably an av rag of everal hour a day, in thi occupation. They 

m better able than men to provid the t acly patience which i call 1 
for. The work never becom . quite automatic- in the makino· of a really 
good ba ket the attention can not wholly wander from the work in hand, 
ev n if th weaver ha. many years of experience. At th . ame time there 
i no heavy . train on the attention, and no concentration of nergy i. 
call d for. These requi ite . . eem to he bett r , ati fi ed by the feminine 
t mperament. vV have then thi uriou. . ituation: the g neral in­
du trial backwardne. of the alifornia I ndian i exemplified by their 
leaving th mo t important of their inclu. trie. to their women ; but th 
women have . o far advanced thi inclu. try, that th men have no han 1 
in the peak of attainment of th native culture on it material . id . 

\Vith the art of ba ketry in uch flouri . hino- condition in thi. region, 
it wa inevitable that the imagination of the rnore gifted in lividual 
should be stimulat cl and new invent ion made. As t he native popula­
t ion i. cut up into a 0Teat number of local oToup. - more than a hundred 
tribe or lingui tic uni tR have be n reco0·nizecl in alifornia- it might 
further be exp cted that newly devi eel method would oft n pring up 
independently in eparate localit ie , and that the final outcom would be 
a number of di t inct art in variou , part of thr area. Thi~ i exactly 
what ha happen l. Neighboring tril e~, it is true, have often borrowed 
a new m thod of manufacture or a new . tyle of decoration from th 
group that originated it; but on th wholr, intr rtrihal communication in 
aboriginal 'alifornia had a limited rano-e and . uch pread of new idea 
remained re t rict cl. Th con equ nee i~ that we encountrr about half 
a dozen quite liver · ba ketry art in California; in ad liti n, anyone 
who e intere t lea l him to clo er tu ly i u ually abl to 1 arn to di tin­
gui h th particular ·tyl of many in°·1 tribe . 

Among the c independent tyl on of the mo t di tinctive i that 
evolv cl by the l\1i . ion Indian , a the · are generally call cl , t h group 
that inhabit the coast and mountain region. of South rn aliforn ia from 
Lo Angele t , an Diego. 1 T'hey derive l th ir name from having b en 

1 ;abrielino a nd Feinan<leiio; i\loun tain, Pass, a nd DC'f;ert ahui lla; .Juanefio; 
LuiRriio; 'upcfio; Northern and South<'rn Diegurfio; and som e of the Serrano. 
The Di rµ; uefio m·r of Y11ma n . toC'k, a l I 1 hr o thers, 'hoshonrn n o r l to-,\ 11 ! Pc-an. T lw 
warp o f I h C humash iR ('lORely affiliated l 11t not ic.l en iiC"al. 
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brought more or le thorouo·hly under the influ nc of th Franci can 
mi .. ionarie during the la t third of the eighteenth and the fir t third of 
the nineteenth centtuy. Their ba ketry i not as fine in textur a that 
made by ome other California Indian ; but they did, and do, good, even 
work when they wi h to, and e-vin e a peculiar originality and boldne 
in decoration that make their ware of intere t. Thi ba ketry may 
accordingly be de cribed a reduced to the minimum on the technical 
ide, but quite pecially elaborated alono· certain ornamental line ; a 

quality that ha often commended it to arti t and collector . 
That a people hould kimp technical a pect while evidently eager 

to develop the ae thetic one , may eem unusual. Yet it must be noted 
that while the Mi ion Indian women do ome poor work, their effort 
on the whole are not directed o much to avoiding labor by fudging the 
manipulation, a to implification of proce~ . In other word , they seek a 
maximum of effect with a minimum of mean ; and thi in it elf argue a 
con iderable accompli hment. Even if one aims at nothing more than a 
tolerable product, it take ome kill to achieve this with the mechanic 
of the work cut to the bone; an l the be t Mi ion ware i much more 
than tol rable. 

Thi limitation of mean in l\Ii ion ba .. ketry come out in the matter 
of weave . Thi i a complicated ubject when followed out in detail ; 
but it may be ummarized by tating that the world over there are three 
principal type of ba ket weaving. The fir t , which includes checker 
work, wicker work, and twilling, i e "'entially a cloth weave made free 
hand in coar e material . The ba i of it i the imple in-and-out weave. 
That i to ay, a ingle cro trand at a time i work d over and under 
the longitudinal one . The econd type i twining, which occurs in 
many varietie , all of which have in common the fact that two or mor 
cro trand are introduced at the ame time. Thi involve th fact 
that be ide being worked in and out among the longitudinal element , 
they mu t al o be twined among each other; whence the name. The 
third proce i that knmvn a coi"ling, and, a ha often been pointed out, 
i in trict ac uracy a proce of "'ewing rather than of weaving. The 
foundation element are wrapped or la hed together, and thi can be 
clone only with the aid of an awl or needle. There i no . et of parallel 
warps to erve as a ba i , but the foundation trand or rod coil in a 
continuou piral. 

ow of the e three proce e , the fir t and simple t or in and out 
weave, wa not u ed at all in Mi ion Indian basketry. This i the more 
remarkable becau e thi weave i particularly rapid and ati factory 
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where mat rial of th typ of can or bamboo are available, and , outh­
ern alifornia i a country in which cane i native. The econd, or t~Yined 
proce , wa. known to the l\Ii ~ion Indian but remained vcr_v much 
tunt d Their twined ba ket. . erYecl nly the mo. t ordinary dome. tic 

uses, and were coar e, irregularly . paced in op n \\·ork, and und corated. 
,Yhile " . acknowled 0·e their exi tencr in pa ing. \,·e may eliminate them 
from further con idcration here. The coiling proce .. wa thu the only 
one of much con equenc in thi. art and it i ~ io-nificant that whcrca. 
coiling can be executed in a vari ty of way , a on a foundat ion of one 
rod, hYo rn l , thr e rod. , rod. and plint et ., th l\I i ion tribe. re­
. tricted them. ek e , deliberately a it were, to only one variety: 
namely, a multiple foundation con. i ting of a 1 undle f gra ... tem. . In 
thi ol technique they worked a variet)' of form. and achie,·ed ,·aried 
pattern eff cts . 

The limitation of material i no le . remarkable . There are e, · ral 
dozen plant growing in , outhern 'alifornia abundantly enough to have' 
been available a ba. ket material , and ome of the e, uch as yucca anct 
willo,Y, were actually u eel in ba. ket by tril e of other regions. Yet 
practically all ::\Ii '- ion ba ketry i. made in three material:-; only : a 
particular . pecie of oTa. s erving a foundation , and either sulllac or a 
ru h a wrapping. L 

E ,·en in the matter of form. ther i a grrater re tricti n than i~ 
cu tomary among the neighboring aborigine. . 'ertain types f ba. ket. 
were made very\Yhere in t he California area C'xcept by the ::\Ii . ion 
tribe. . We can account f r their ab ence here by clefi n ite cau. C\ . , ome 
centurie ago, the art of pottery making crept into . outhern 'aliforn ia 
from rizona and N ew 1\foxico, " ·here it had flourishrcl among the 'liff­
D,Yell r. a ncl Pueblo. fo r thou. an l. of year.. Being rather . cttl 1 in 
their habit. of life, the outhern 'alifornians " ·ere ablr to utilizr cla)· 
ve. el: to an extent which woulct have been impo sible- on a count of 
breakage- among a nomadic people. Their co king uten, iL werr thrrr­
fore made of pottery, r ncl ring it unn ce .. ary for them to rnanufacturr 
t he , ·atertight ba k t in which the ot her alifornia Indians clicl thrir 
cooking hy rnran. of hot . tone . Then, a. pecial bur len ba:ket, a clrc'p. 
conical affair , -haped to . ling on the back, "uch ar-; thr other tribrs usrcl 
for carr)·ing loa l , ,Ya. di. pensecl with b eau .. ' th :outhrrn C'alifornian:-­
had eYolve 1 the carrying net . This was a ort of . mall hammock, tllC' 
end, connected by a rope or band pas. ing OYer the for('heacl, ,Yhilc' the' 

1Epica111pes rige11s: Rhus lriloba/a; .f1111c11s sp. 



~II IO •. I~TDIA BA KETRJT DE I GN' 7 

bao- of the net pa ed around the houlder and hung over the back. I nto 
thi n ta comparatively hallow ba ket , or at lea t a flat-bottomed on , 
could be t without pilling. In thi way the peak d burden ba ket 
of the other tribe wa eliminated. 

,vh n no"· we con ider the effect of the t chnical limi tation on t h 
ornamentation , we find it re ult apparent in three direction . 

Fir t, th im·ariable coili1w on a bundle of gra t em. produce. a 
certain thickne of textur . Through the fact that it mu t be a bundle, 
the o-roup of t em cannot w 11 reduce belo,Y a certa in diameter, ay a 
ixth of an inch. Thi mean that th wrapping -titch which are ewn 

around and through th bundl mu t a l o b of con iderable length, and 
t nd naturally to be of ome breadth. , mall, d licat e de ign could con-
equently b work cl only with difficulty: they would q uickly r<'veal 

them elve a inadequate in effect. The Mi ion tribe therefore took 
the other tack frankly m ad m o t of their de ign. la ro-e and heavy, a nd 
develope l a good deal of feeling for the impre ion which can be obtained 
by pattern of block or gro ma e in tead of dep nding on intricac>· 
of arrano·em nt of mall element. . 

econdly, the coar e titche ... could carcely be ma de to look a even 
a fine one . Thi circum. tance cult ivated in the mind of the " ·eavcr a 
di reo-ard for . harp edge and nicety of pattern. he must often have 
had difficulty in bringing out t h two ide of a de ign element cxactl>· 
even , e pecially "hen he wa carry ing it around the curvature of the 
ve el. The outcome wa , in ome ca e , an indifference to exact balance; 
wherea more da ring worker met the ituation by pluno-ing deliberately 
into de ign which avoid symmetry . Thi. i a rather rare condition in 
ba. ketry , and mu t b looked upon a. one of the alient trait. of the 
pattern lecoration of :J\h ion war . 

In the third place, the col r cheme ,Yas affec ted by the nature of 
on of t he ba ket material to which the outhern alif rnia Indian 
,Yomen had become add icted. The JuncuR rush which is one of th two 
materials howing on ba ket surface. , com . in a great variety of color., 
from a cream \Yhit to a dark brown, wit h intermediate hade. of vellow, 
reddi h , olive, and gray. In fact. t he t m. Yary o much that con. idcr­
able care i required if it i. de ired to giYe a ba ... k t a background of 
uniform color. H ere again th re ar t"·o avenue ... op n , and both wer<' 
follo\\· d . One wa. to be di criminating, and to match a clo ely aR 
po ible the ... t em. that \\'ere worked into one 1 a ket . The oth r wa to 
renounce the attempt at uniformity and openly triYe for a patchy color 
effect. A great many :\Ii .ion basket. arc mottled almo ... t like a mackerel 
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kin, and the effect i ~ li tinctly plea ino-. In ome caf-e the pattern i 
empha iznl 1 y ... hadino- the background in contra t with it. If the pat­
tern i dark the . titche~ and th hacko-round imme liately in contact 
with it are carried ut in ... pecialh· light hade. of the ru h, a~ if to relieYe 
the de io·n. 

Then, thi:-- Yariabl ru~h which ma le lye. practically unn ce ary­
the nly color artificially produced in ::\Ii ion ware i. black- t imulate l 
the color ima ination a uch. The r ult i that, although ::\Ii . . ion 
cle~ign are ba ically built up of impl and often crude lerncnL they 
are in many ca e. \Yorked out in two color . T here i an illwninating 
contra ... t on thi point with tribe that employ other materials an l tech­
niqu ~. The war of the Pomo region for in~ tanc i far mor d Ii ately 
made, and the de io-n Ii hter and more intricate· but the patt rn i 
alway of one color only, either red alone or black. I n hort, the Pomo 
"·eaYer uppre eel whateYer impul th y may have had in the direction 
of color elaboration and pecialized in the deYelopment f form ; where­
a. th ::\Ii ion Indian "·ere o·enerally content to compo their pattern 
"·ithout much complexity of de io-n, but to add to their liYeline . ... by 
Yariet)· of color. 

Like many primitive p opl th e I ndian w re Yery littl in lined 
to turn their ba ket pattern into pictw·e . The decoration remain 
g om tri and can nearly alway be analyzed into funclam ntal element 
of triano-le. , quadrilateral or bar~. It i true that ba ... ketry, like cloth, 
do . not lend it. elf readily to free-flo"·ino- line and cmTe : but that 
uch ffect are not impo. ible i ho"·n by th "·are produced in ome 

part of the world and occa.ionally by the ::\Ii ion I ndian them elve . 
n the whole, howe-ver we can commend th ae thetic fe lino- which led 

the weaYern to aYoicl uch attempt · which from th Ycry nature of the 
t chnique can neYer b pr emin ntly u ce ... ful a. picture . and \Yhich 
u. ually lo. e in clecoratiYe effect t n time a much a th y gain in rcali tic 
r pre entatiY n .., . ::\Io ... t of the fen· ::\Ii ion de io-n that can be recog­
nized a ... b ino- picture of omethino--rattle._ nakc , bird ... , human being , 
or ,the like-occur in comparatiYely modern piec mad after the weav-
r. cli...,cO"\·ered that many white people take more intere t in e-ven a poor 

pictw·e than in a beautiful eometri de ign that carrie no meanino- to 
them. 

\\re are o accu tomed to think of the I ndian a back"·ard and child­
like that it i a gr a temptation to f el pl a eel, a it were m·er hi 
failw·e . The more crudely he doe a thing, the more typical i i likely 
to eem to u and the more ea er n'e are to ize upon it. f cour thi 



crudity of his i, e:::pecially empha,ized when he anemp s to imitate our­
seh-e, . I n thi-.. matter of <le-,ign5 the Indian quite crenerally knew hi, 
limitations. and. left to him,elf. at lea, t in many tribe,. did not attempt 
to decora e by picnu-e;;;_ re,e1Ting the,e for his reli~ous communications. 
He had howeYer. like all human bein~ a s n,e for the beautiiul: and 
dumb though he micrht be in expre, -ing thi, in words. he ins inctiYely 
knew he difference between an object hanng aesthetic Yalue and one 
lackincr it. 

\\e muq remember too that. owincr to the Yery poYerty of his life a~ 
compared with our5. the I ndian wa- consen-atiYe. so ha when a ~Yen 
style had once grown up it tended to flourish ior centurie,. This perma­
nence \\Ould --ooner or later make it probable that e,-en in ::mall com­
munities artistically ruted indindual:: would be born who "ould add 
their con ribution of quality or t alent to the preYailincr -:ryle. They 
would thus set up a -rnndard of attainment which would -,erYe a, a 
model and could be pretty succe--:fully imitated by he ma~s of weaYers 
who se o work with le,-: creati,-e imagina ion but with much rnllino-­
ne.:s to do heir be-t. To eYery Indian !ITOup. howeyer small. ar con­
sequently represents a truly national radi ion. The bes ha many 
preceding generations ha,-e had to offer has crone into it. T ·- is why 
-uch art,. whether they manifest them:::eh-es in ba-::ketry or pottery or 
beadwork or can·incr. almo'-t inYariably po.::-:e ... , a crenuine ae-thetic 
merit no matter how limited they may be. Tho,e among o eh·es "ho 
po, -es- ar i.stic impres-ionability find little difficulty in enterincr int 
the spirit of , uch primi i--e art, . Possibly sometimes we are e,·en more 
keenly ali,-e to their ,-alues than the natiYes them,elYe, . n the ther 
hand the ciYilized person "ho prefer.: he chilcli, h and halting effort-- a,.. 
pictw·e makincr in I ndian extile:S or beadwork. is characterizing him,eli 
as lackincr in feelincr for the be, that na iYe art really ha, o offer. Ht­
i-- crratifyincr a :Superficial or --ens:> ional ta, e which i:=: not arti.s+ic a all. 

n the whole the -:\Ii,-=ion ril e--. like many other Indian--. are suffi­
ciently imbued with ieelincr ior their own ae,thetic product-- to adhere 
ra her firmly o he tribal :Hyles. The disturbincr effec oi trade influence, 
is perceptible in thi::, w-are. but ha, not yet cut Yery deeply. In some 
re::,pects it has eYen proYed -:timulatine:. The ba,ke s wi h mot le 
surf ace or 5ubtle color effects find a readie1 -:ale than tho-:e of a sP,-erer 
color -:cheme. T he result i:=: that proportionally more of them are beincr 
made. and bolder effec -= beincr carried out on hem than formerly. I i-­
true that here are fewer ~Ii.ssion I ndians than there used to be. ~Iany 
of the younger genera ion ha,·e crone to school. and the mode or life is 
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each year coming to conform a little mor to our own. Therr can tliu.' 
be little doubt that ultimately thi art will die out. It i. far fr m dead, 
how vcr · an l n many of th little re. ervation that Rtud 'outhrrn 

aliforn ia it i ' not only the old but al o the middle aged women t hat . till 
pro luce fine ba, k<.>t . Even a returned hool girl, innocent though he 
may b of u ch m atter when fir t coming home, i lik ly to take up the 
indu. try a a mean of providino· her elf with pin money, a. oon a he 
di. cover that if he can turn out competent "·are in her idle momrnt. , it 
will 1 ring a . ati. factory price at the trader ' or from the tourist. In 
thi. way, whil civilization i on the on hand tending to de. tr y the 
integrity of thi. ba ketry art, it i on t he oth r helping to keep it alive 
and i PYen . timulating it ton w developments. 
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Figure 1--:12 

The cro (fio-s. 1- ) i a nat ive de io-n, a hown by it fundamental form: four 
block urrounding a rectangular pace, a in figs . 1, 3, 4. 

n elongated checkerboard arrangement occur in band (fig. 9), ma e (figs. 
10-12), and related rectangular forms (fig . 13-16) . 

'pright rectangle flanked by ro-w of rio-ht-angled triano-le are characteri tic 
(fig . 17-19) . 

An erect diamond with little light window-like . pace in it is hown imple in 
fig. 20, elaborated in 21-22, distorted in 23-24. 

irnple diamond are frequent, both in pattern and tanding free (fig . 25-33). 
Tote the characteri tic a ymrnetrie and irreo-ularitie in fig . 27-29. 

One of the mo t typical l\li. ion ba~ket de~ign i a Y or pair of preading horns 
which are used free, in pattern repetition, and to elaborate other de igns. Fig . 31 to 
50 all contain thi motive recurring through a. erie~ of de ign of the greate t variety. 
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Figure. 1--:!2 



Figure 43- 4 

Fig . 45-47 are notable a. three Yariants on the identical basket, 45 being stand­
ard and 47 the extreme of asymmetrical implification . 

D e ign deliberately thrown out of balance appear in fig . 57-7 . The 
a ymmetry may be barely di cernible, a in 66, 67, 6 ; prominent but yet uper­
impo ed on an underlying. ymmetry, a. in 65, 73; or fundamental , a in 60, 62, 76. 

Fig. 64, repre enting a church, is a modern variant of the old native pattern 
"een in 52 and 53. ee Plate I , fig. 1. 

Triangles a re the ba i of design. 79- 4. Fig, . 1 and 2 evince a plea. ing imagi­
nation. 
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Figures 48, 49, 75, 77, 7 , 4 

The e six figures illustrate some of the more complex ha ket pattern element 
Figs. 48 and 49 are built on the V or " preading horns" concept, highly elaborated 
but never thelesssubstantiallyregular. Fig. 75i a teppattern,simple inmotive, but 
tantalizingly irregular even within the two and a half repetitions shown. Fig . 77 
and 7 are masterpieces of decorative invent ion repaying the mo t careful a nalysis . 
It hould be remembered that designs like these are not out lined in advance but 
slowly evolved a the ha. ket i built up"vard. On a mall cale, t he aesthetic process i 
similar to t hat operative in a richly decorated mediaeval Cathedral growing through 
everal generations without an architect's plan. 
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Figure. 4 , 49, 75, 77, 7 , -! 



Fig ure ~. 

F igure 6 

Fig. :'5. T he ent ire d esign o n a Ant basket, unus tw. l in it:-. :-,emi-realis m , ,Y<'I 
hand! cl \\·it h d efini te decorative feeling. 

Fig. 8G. D e. igm; 1 ' a nd :3 a rc h ere sho,,·n a: t h y actua lly a ppea r on t hC' inner 
s urface of a s ha llow baskC't. Th0 elements o cur at unevc-n dis ta nr0s; t hey a re in­
trnducecl 5 a nd :3 times resp c-t ivcly, ins tead of-l a nd -1 : nncl 0 1w of them i:-, worke I 
both ,Yi t h a nd wi thout ron tain0d co lo r . 



Plate I. 
Patt rn anangement. on flat and -hallo\\- ~lission baskets- banded, radiating, 

spirally diagonal and rro .. ino- or zio-zag. In fio-. 3 the element are unevenly spared ; 
in -! they are irregular; 3 and 5 sho\\- varying shade. in different part . 



Plate II. 
In deep ba kets the design element tend to run gro er than in flat ones: com­

pare e pecially 1, 2, 3 with Plate I. The de ign in 4 i aved from eras nes by the 
way its tints lide ubtly from light to dark. 



1 

2 

Plate ITT. 
Fig. 1 • hows in de ta il the cha racteri. t ir pa ttern mottling, a nd fi g. 2 ty pical 

irregularitie. in repetition of the c! E\ ign motive. 
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