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LOOKING FORWARD:
SWAIA’s Indian Market and the History of the 
Wheelwright Museum of the American Indian
By Andrea R. Hanley (Navajo)
Courtesy photos

Plaza entry, 2021
Photograph courtesy of the 
Wheelwright Museum
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L AST YEAR,  the Southwestern 
Association for Indian Arts (SWAIA) 
announced that the annual Indian 
Market, the largest and most important 
Native arts market in the United 

States, would be postponed until 2021 due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Seeing great Native 
American artists and art heroes is such an 
important aspect of Indian Market, and it was 
greatly missed last year. 

We at the Wheelwright Museum of the 
American Indian are so pleased to see that Indian 
Market is once again thriving, and the artists and 
management are more innovative, focused, self-
reliant, and nimble than ever before. We are all 
very excited for new and familiar visitors to come 
to Santa Fe, to see new artworks, artists, friends, 
family, and community, and to share camaraderie, 
conversations, and experiences of a lifetime. 

Make sure to stop by the Wheelwright Museum 
during this year’s Indian Market. Here you’ll find 
empowering exhibitions of Native American 
artistic excellence, culturally relevant programs 
that enable artists to explore ongoing cultural 
issues, and displays that help visitors understand 
and acknowledge Native culture, creativity, and 
self-determination. Contemporary Native artists 
are offered the opportunity to share works that 
reflect their vastly different worldviews with our 
national and international visitors as well as the 
New Mexican and regional community.

HISTORY OF THE  
WHEELWRIGHT MUSEUM

Located on Museum Hill, the Wheelwright 
Museum is the oldest nonprofit museum in Santa 
Fe, founded in 1937 by Mary Cabot Wheelwright. 
Born into a wealthy Boston family, Wheelwright 
traveled widely and had a lifelong interest in 
the study of religions. Her collaborator in the 
establishment of the Wheelwright Museum was 
Hastiin Klah, an esteemed and influential Navajo 
singer or “medicine man.” 

Klah was born in 1867, during a period when 
most Diné people were held as prisoners of war 
by the United States government. Wheelwright 
and Klah were introduced in 1921 by Arthur and 
Frances Newcomb, who lived on the Navajo Nation 
operating a trading post near Klah’s home about 
50 miles north of Gallup, New Mexico. By 1921, 
Klah had witnessed decades of relentless efforts 
by the United States government and missionaries 
to assimilate the Diné people into mainstream 

society. Children were removed from their homes and 
placed in boarding schools where they were punished 
for speaking their own language and forced to adopt 
Christianity. To Klah, the future of traditional Diné 
religious practice appeared bleak, and the opportunity 
to collaborate with a sympathetic outsider such as 
Wheelwright was appealing and necessary.

Wheelwright and Klah sensed mutual trust and 
quickly became close friends. It was not long before 
they determined to create a permanent record of Klah’s 
and other singers’ knowledge, and in this effort, they 
were joined by Frances (“Franc”) Newcomb. Klah 
dictated and Wheelwright recorded the Diné Creation 
Story and other important narratives that form the basis 
of Diné religion.

By the early 1930s, it was clear to Wheelwright and 
Klah that a museum would be necessary to realize their 
goals. It could not be simply a repository for sound 
recordings, manuscripts, paintings, and sandpainting 
tapestries. It had to offer the public an opportunity to 
sense the beauty, dignity, and profound logic of Diné 
religion. Their chosen architect, William Penhallow 
Henderson, based his design on the hooghan, the 
traditional Diné home and the setting for Diné 
ceremonies. Klah blessed the ground on which the 
museum is built, but, sadly, passed away just before 
it was completed. The singer Big Man conducted a 
traditional Diné house blessing in November 1937, 
and many of Klah’s relatives attended. The museum’s 
earliest names were the Navajo House of Prayer and 
House of Navajo Religion, but soon after opening to the 
public its name officially became the Museum of Navajo 
Ceremonial Art.

In the 1960s and 1970s, the Navajo Nation exerted 
its sovereignty through a number of sweeping 
changes, including the establishment of its own 
community college system. Diné singers founded the 
Navajo Medicine Men’s Association. The teachings 
of traditional Diné religion enjoyed a revival, and its 
practitioners began to express their concerns about 
the teaching of Diné religion by anyone other than 
Navajos. In 1977, the museum’s board of trustees 
acknowledged the wisdom and authority of the Navajo 
Medicine Men’s Association by voting to repatriate 
several Navajo medicine bundles and other items to 
the Diné people, which are now maintained at the Ned 
A. Hatathli Cultural Center Museum at Diné College 
in Tsaile, Arizona. 

In addition, the museum donated 80 oil-on-canvas 
copies of sand paintings based on Franc Newcomb’s 
paintings on paper that the museum had used to 
present shows on different branches of Diné religion. 
With the repatriation of 1977, the museum changed its 
name to the Wheelwright Museum of the American 
Indian. Although it is no longer actively involved in the 
study of Diné religion, the museum maintains growing, 
world-renowned collections that document Navajo 

  The museum under construction, 
1937. Photograph courtesy of the 
Wheelwright Museum

We are all very excited for new and familiar 
visitors to come to Santa Fe, to see new 
artworks, artists, friends, family, and 
community, and to share camaraderie, 
conversations, and experiences of a lifetime. 
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art and culture from 1850 to the present, as well as an 
extensive collection of Southwestern Native American art. 
It also presents changing exhibitions on traditional and 
contemporary Native American arts.

SHONTO BEGAY
We at the Wheelwright Museum are honored to support 
the work of long-time Indian Market Diné artist Shonto 
Begay. We encourage guests to visit our museum to see his 
extraordinary retrospective and the other exhibitions that 
we have on display. Shonto Begay: Eyes of the World shows 
through October 3, 2021, and features more than 40 works. 
Autobiographical in nature, Begay’s work visually narrates 
his connection to the landscape, personal histories, and 
Navajo cosmology. His art practice narrates his life through 
a beautiful existence referencing both challenging, complex 
experiences and everyday life as a modern Diné man. 

 Begay’s work evokes a sense of world mapping for the 
Diné people, tracing their creation steps through the Long 
Walk and back home again into the present. His work is 
diverse and complex, portraying the sacred mountains 
of his childhood, the beauty of the world into which he 
was born, reminiscent scenes of reservation life, and his 
Diné spiritual journeys. Begay also portrays his personal 
experiences with forced subjugation in government-
sponsored boarding schools, environmental degradation 
of Diné lands, and bilateral Native existence challenges 
for those living in both Flagstaff and the Navajo Nation 
reservation. Begay’s voice resonates throughout the 
Wheelwright’s Klah Gallery.

Beauty radiates within me
There is beauty before me
There is beauty behind me
There is beauty below me
There is beauty above me
There is beauty all around me
There is beauty again
There is beauty again
There is beauty again
There is beauty again

Excerpt from “The Beauty Way” prayer

Many Navajo (Diné) artists integrate their creative 
endeavors into their everyday lives, and art is a way of 
living in harmony with the world around them. Hózho is 
a Diné word that speaks to the idea of living in beauty, 
balance, and well-being. They believe that a life well lived 
is one that is lived in beauty. An important Diné prayer 
called “The Beauty Way” reflects this sentiment and 
speaks to the work in this exhibition. 

Begay grew up as one of 16 children and was raised 
in the Kletha Valley in Shonto, Arizona, on the Navajo 
Nation, or Dinétah (among the people). His mother was 
a textile weaver and his father was a traditional medicine 
man. Through the Diné clan system, a foundation for 
family and community relationships, Begay is of the 
Bitter Water clan born for the Salt clan. Like many 
Diné boys, Begay cared for his family’s sheep. Although 
his given name is Wilson, Begay was inspired by some 
Italian Renaissance painters whose surnames indicated 

Shonto Begay,  b. 1954 
(Navajo)
Promise of the Coming Storm, 
2018
Acrylic on canvas
Courtesy of the artist
Photography by Addison Doty
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Top:
The Ride, 2008
Acrylic on canvas
Courtesy of Graff and 
Falkenburg Collection
Photography by Addison Doty

where they were born, and uses the name of his 
birthplace, Shonto.

Begay began painting in 1983 and explains that his 
paintings use a style of mark-making he calls “visual 
chants.” Each brushstroke in his work serves as a 
rhythm of time passed in song, prayer, and beauty 
shared. Says Begay, “The first lines that spiraled out 
of my young hands were the lines of colored earth 
depicting ancient healing designs of ceremonies, as an 
assistant to the medicine men. All the lines drawn since 
are done with reverence and of conscience mind, heart, 
and eyes. Now years have passed, and I am still sitting 
in meditation drumming my canvas, telling my stories, 
and sharing the beauty.” 

Shonto is a storyteller with a wonderfully rich and 
frequently lighthearted Diné perspective. His strong 
support of environmental issues not only shows 
through his paintings, but in his works as an author, 
poet, and illustrator, and through his leadership in 
community projects like youth murals and painting 
workshops. His work has been exhibited at the Museum 
of Northern Arizona in Flagstaff; the Arizona State 
Museum at the University of Arizona in Tucson; the 
Utah Museum of Fine Arts in Salt Lake City; and the 
Phoenix Art Museum, to name a few. His work is part 
of the collections of the Wheelwright Museum of the 
American Indian, Santa Fe, New Mexico; the Booth 
Western Art Museum in Cartersville, Georgia; the 
Heard Museum in Phoenix, Arizona; the Institute of 
American Indian Arts, Museum of Contemporary 
Native Arts in Santa Fe, New Mexico; the James 
Museum of Western and Wildlife Art in St. Petersburg, 
Florida; and the National Museum of the American 
Indian at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, 
D.C. He received an Associate of Fine Arts at the 
Institute of American Indian Arts and a Bachelor of Arts 
from California College of Arts. He worked for longer 
than a decade in the 1980s as a National Park Service 
ranger at Grand Teton National Park in Wyoming and 
the Navajo National Monument in Arizona. 

The Wheelwright Museum of the American Indian 
is located at 704 Camino Lejo in Santa Fe. Please stop 
by our annual benefit event featuring extraordinary 
Native American contemporary and traditional art 
on August 18 – 20. See our website for details on 
exhibitions and public programs during SWAIA’s Indian 
Market at wheelwright.org. Entry to the museum is free 
August 19 – 21.  

Andrea R. Hanley (Navajo) serves as the chief curator 
of the Wheelwright Museum of the American Indian 
and sits on the SWAIA Indian Market board of directors.

Bottom:
Museum aerial view, 
2019
Photograph by  
Leroy Grafe




