INTRODUCTION

BY TONY COHAN

A glass pitcher, a wicker basket, a tunic of coarse cotton cloth. . ..
Their beauty is inseparable from their function. . . . Handicrafts

belong to a world existing before the separation of the useful

and the beautiful.

—OCTAVIO PAZ, Seeing and Using: Art and Craftsmanship

Every July, indigenous groups from throughout the state descend upon the Mexican =~ orrosirs Stacks of colerful
textiles showcase the rich
city of Oaxaca for the weeklong folkloric festival of Guelaguetza, charging the textures and vibrant patterns

characteristic of Mexican

streets with festive energy Sixteen distinct Indian dialects spice the air, Spanish is a fabrios

second language if spoken at all. The beautiful woven garments the women wear are
encoded with art and meanings going back thousands of vears. A queen is chosen—
not the most conventionally beautiful but the one who most artfully represents her
village and its traditional dress and speech. It’s a soul-stirring experience to hear
these women speak with pride and force of their origins, their traditions, the value
they place on their customs and arts, and to see them parade through the streets

in their stunning costumes.

At the womnen’s weaving cooperative Sna Jolobil, in'the southern Mexican town
of San Cristébal de las Casas, 2 Mayan woman, dressed in skirt and blouse typical
of her village of San Andrés Larrainzar, runs a credit card through a machine.
Addressing the customer in Spanish, she folds the beautiful black wool jacket,
woven in another nearby village, and hands it to the buyer. The transaction complete,
the woman resumes speaking in her native Mayan tongue to her colleague, a woman
weaving on a backstrap loom in the manner used for centuries.

At a gala opening at Oaxaca’s Museo de Arte Contemporaneo, upper-class
Mexican women, dressed proudly in exquisite rebozos (shawls) and huipiles (tunics)

woven by indigenous women, sip mezcal and chat with students, curators, and



»
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artists from Mexico City, New York, and Berlin. In the city's thronged markets and
surrounding communities and villages, traditional artisans, wearing the very same
clothes as the women at the museum, bring ancient weaving traditions forward into
the new century, braving the onslaught of machine-made goods.

In Los Angeles, artists adotn their mid-century modern home with Mexican
shawls from their collection, lending warmth to a cool, contemporary ambience.
Across the country in a New York City boutique, a customer examines a handwoven
Mexican cloth dyed a subtle red from the cochineal insect thar feeds on the nopal
cacti, imagining it as a table runner on her dining room table or perhaps as a hanging
on her bedroom wall.

Handicrafts have not died out in our postindustrial age. Indeed they not only
survive but flourish. Artifacts made by local artisans worldwide fill contemporary
emporia alongside the latest syathetics and industrial products. Handmade
furniture, baskets, pottery, and textiles decorate modern homes and offices. Travelers
scour local markets in remote lands for the inspiration that only an object made
by hand can provide.

The more technology invades our lives with impersonal, colotless, and “branded”
objects, the more value we find in a beautiful handwoven textile, In ways we can't
always describe, we mourn the loss of beauty and sensuousness in a merely functional

world. Finding a lovely woven cloth in a Mexican market or in a shop in one’s own
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land, selecting and purchasing it, blending it into one’s environment as function or
as decoration, bring aesthetics back into our lives—color, pattern, texture. Time
slows down, if only for a moment, releasing us from our harried, hurried days; for
it takes a long time to weave, and the result is something that only time can deliver,
Woven objects also connect us to our own vanished histories; after all, who among
us can’t trace our origins back to ancestors who wove? .

For many historical and cultural reasons, Mexico is one of the few remaining
countries that still produces a wide variety of handmade textiles. The role of woven
cloth in Mexico, strong since long before the arrival of the Spandards, evolved in
rich combination with European techniques for four centuries. Today, weaving
survives in old and new forms, using both traditional natural dyes from indigo, sea
snails, mosses, and tree bark, and modern synthetic threads and techniques.

Until the last century, Mexican women wove garments for themselves and their
families. Nowadays, they make textiles to sell on the open market. While the
contemporary world is coming to regard handmade objects as a way to connect
with deeper values, Mexico’s textile artisans on their end are adapting to the tastes
and needs of their new customers. The women of Guelaguetza are proud of their
weaving arts and would like to maintain them, For both maker and buyer, the
purchase of a woven rebozo or sarape sustains and advances a living culture.

Mezxican Texrﬂes—fascinatmg, informed, and wise—celebrates, in photos and text,
a rich and enduring tradition. It also brings Mexican textiles into the arena of
contemporary life, offering us a way to participate in a culture in which beauty and
function still coexist.

INTROQDUCTION

OPPOSITE, LEFT Working on

a backstrap foom, this weaver
wears a blue and black striped
rebozo shawl characteristic

of reboazos woven in the state

of Michoacan,

OPTOSITE, RIGHT
Lightweight blankets, woven
in graded stripes of color
reflect the styie perfected in
vintage Saltillo sarapes.

sELOW Woven into the cushion
cover are geometric designs
inspired by ancient Zapotec
patterns. A Guatemalan textile
covers the bed,



" A fun read, well supported
by extensive research.”
—Los Angeles Times
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" Cochineal on Tréal '

FaMoUS FOR ITS FLOWERING ORANGE
trees and filthy streets, Seville had been Spain’s
official transatlantic port since 1503. By decree,
all New World voyages started and ended at the
city, and all American commodities—including
cochineal—were unloaded and registered there.

That the Spanish Crown desired an official port was not sur-
prising, for centralization made it easier for royal officials to reg-
ulate and tax the American trade. Seville, however, was an
unlikely center of oceangoing commerce. Twenty leagues inland
from the Mediterranean, it was centered on the muddy, shallow
Guadalquivir, a river notorious for its sandbars. Yet Seville, for all
its navigational failings, offered a number of significant advan-
tages not found in other ports with deeper harbors and better
access to the Atlantic. Not only was it well protected from
pirates, but its location in the grain-rich region of Andalusia
made it ideal for provisioning ships, and it boasted some of the
most sophisticated markets in all Spain.
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SEVEN

,ngaciw

AMmonNg THE EUROPEANS WHO SAW
cochineal as an object of desire was Philip 1I,
Charles Vs son and heir. Cochineal, for Philip,
meant money in the bank—and money was

- 4 something that Philip, like his father before
him, desperately needed.

Quiet and conscientious, Philip had come to the throne in
the shadow of his father’s financial disgrace. Although Charles
had managed to conceal the extent of his debts for decades,
toward the end of his reign his income was mortgaged away a
year in advance, and he was regularly confiscating private silver
remittances from the New World in order to pay his debts. He
ostensibly paid for the silver with government bonds, but his vast
military expenditures, financed by bankers’ loans that ran to mil-
lions of ducats every year, ultimately proved more than his
empire could bear. In 1552, when Charles suffered a crushing
defeat at the hands of the Protestant princes of Germany, his
bankers began to call in their loans. Hard-pressed, Charles

==
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