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INTRODUCTION

Yáh’át’ééh!
Shí éí Geraldene Blackgoat yinishyé. Tódích’íi’nii nishlí dóó
Naaneesht’ézhí Táchii’nii bá shíshchíín. Tábaahí éí dashicheii dóó
Dibéliziní éí dashinálí.
My name is Geraldene Blackgoat. I am of the Bitter Water Clan and
born for the Charcoal-Streaked-Red-Running-Into-The-Water Clan.
My maternal grandfather is of the Water’s Edge Clan and my paternal
grandfather is of the Black Sheep Clan.
I am a student at the University of New Mexico School of Architecture
+ Planning pursuing a master of architecture degree. This booklet is
part of my master’s project and has been a topic of interest since I was
a kid. I was born and raised on the Navajo Nation and grew up in a
home provided by the Navajo Housing Authority (NHA).
My family practices traditional Navajo rituals and during my childhood
I recall asking my mother, “Why do we have to go to grandma’s house
for the ceremony? Why can’t we have the ceremony here (at our
NHA house)?” And, she would explain to me that the hogan is where
you’re supposed to have Navajo rituals. Then I asked, “Well why didn’t
NHA build us a hogan?” My mother did not have an answer for me.
Questions like these came up mostly when our family was preparing
food and items used in Navajo rituals – we would prepare and gather
these at our NHA house, load them in the vehicle and take them to my
grandmother’s home where we practiced our rituals in her ceremonial
hogan often overnight.

Today I am less naive and more educated about the process of how
NHA homes on the Navajo Nation come to fruition, however, very
little has changed from when I was a kid. It’s rare that I see an NHA
home that is culturally appropriate for our Navajo people. Currently,
families who do not own nor have access to a hogan are starting to
host Navajo rituals in their NHA-provided homes; I find this to be both
uplifting and unfortunate. It’s uplifting because families are keeping
that part of the Navajo culture alive and are willing to practice rituals
wherever possible. However, it’s unfortunate that these families have
to result to a home that likely neglected spaces relevant to Navajo
ritual practices in the design.
With the help of Navajo medicine men, Navajo families and relevant
literature, I created this booklet to provide awareness on Navajo
rituals spaces. I hope this booklet will fill that piece currently missing
in the design of many Navajo homes. At the very least, I believe this
document will provoke thoughts and conversations on this unique
part of our culture. To architects, planners, contractors, engineers,
developers, and all others who are creating homes, facilities and
communities for Navajo people, please respect this significant part of
the Navajo culture in your work and designs.
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INTRODUCTION
Navajo rituals are ceremonies and prayers that are led by a

knowledgeable medicine man or woman; these rituals are performed
to restore hózhó, balance, back into one’s life due to physical, mental,
spiritual complications and negativity. Navajo ceremonies mostly
consist of chants, songs and prayers lasting for one hour to nine days
and involving elaborate preparation. The chants and prayers depict
the information from Navajo sacred beliefs. There are many variations
in how each Navajo medicine man or woman performs their rituals,
however, there are many spatial commonalities. This document
focuses on those ceremonies commonly held in a hogan. Ceremonies
with large sand paintings and those that are held largely outdoors are
not included.
METHODOLOGY

The development of this booklet involved a lengthy, but very
informative process. I first gained approval from my hometown
chapter, Houck, Arizona, to research in the community and to conduct
household interviews with families currently living in the local NHA
housing developments. When my research protocol was complete,
I received approval from the University of New Mexico Institutional
Review Board (UNM IRB) as a student to move forward with my
research. I was also required to obtain a research permit from the
Navajo Nation Historic Preservation Department. Lastly, I was granted
approval from the Navajo Nation Human Research Review Board
(NNHRRB) for all interviews of Houck community members, Navajo
medicine men/women and personnel at NHA. NNHRRB’s approval
allowed me to begin my research endeavor.
I interviewed three medicine men individually from the southern region
of the Navajo Nation; each medicine man specialized in different
types of rituals ranging from crystal-gazing, prayers and Blessing Way
ceremonies. During the interviews, participants were asked openended questions about how they performed their rituals, the
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spatial aspects of their rituals and where they prefer to host rituals. I
also asked questions related to their experience of hosting rituals in
NHA-provided homes.
I also interviewed four families in Houck who currently live in NHA
homes. All families are Navajo and practice Navajo traditional rituals.
The questions revolved around how and where they host their rituals;
if they hosted them in their NHA home, I gained insight on how the
space affected their rituals – did they have to make room or what
issues did they have. They also gave their input on how to improve
space for rituals in future NHA homes for families.
All interviews were insightful and led me in directions that pushed
me to think beyond my own experiences of practicing Navajo rituals
at my grandmother’s house or even in my mother’s NHA house. It
was helpful to have their participation; it allowed me to get different
perspectives – families practicing rituals and medicine men conducting
rituals.
When I wasn’t traveling back and forth to the Navajo Nation, I was
absorbing information from published literature. Most of the literature
was about the Navajo hogan, Navajo rituals and contemporary Native
American architecture. I also had conversations with architects,
designers, planners, professors and colleagues about culturally
appropriate design of homes and communities on the Navajo
Nation. I attended conferences and presentations focused on Native
American architectural topics and/or cultural issues – all of which were
encouraging and inspiring.
After arriving at a point in which I could begin translating the qualitative
data into something physical, I extracted themes from all the research.
This process evolved into this booklet, which I want to be distributed
for others to see and to use.

USING THIS BOOKLET

The structure of this booklet was inspired by A Pattern Language:
Towns, Buildings, Construction by Christopher Alexander, Sara
Ishikawa, and Murray Silverstein. Although it may not be as intricate as
A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings, Construction, the information
provided is valuable and useful. Inside this booklet are a range of
topics that are organized by scale. In the beginning, the Navajo hogan
is introduced and explained. There is a focus on aspects of the interior
of the hogan and aspects of the exterior space in relation to Navajo
rituals. The content continues to expand in scale with information
about the Navajo homestead which extends beyond the topic of ritual
spaces.
The patterns provided are possibilities and suggestions about how
to better design homes and housing developments for Navajo families
with regard to ritual spaces. There are countless and various ways
the patterns can be perceived and executed, so do not take them as
final or required design solutions – be creative! I encourage you to
research more about Navajo rituals to gain a strong understanding to
provide appropriate designs for Navajo families. Take advantage of the
resources that exist: Navajo family/friends/acquaintances, the internet,
libraries, etc.

How to use this booklet:

Each THEME is listed at the top of the page.
In bold, after the theme is a brief explanation.
QUOTES ABOUT THE THEME are provided; the quotes are extracted

from the household interviews conducted with Navajo Medicine
Men and Navajo Families as well as from Literature; citation for the
literature is provided.
A DESCRIPTION with visuals provide more insight on the theme.
Lastly, the PATTERN, in the form of text, images and/or diagrams, will
be guidance on how you can move forward with implementing the
theme into the design of homes.
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NAVAJO HOGAN
The hogan is the traditional dwelling of the Navajo people. It plays
a powerful role in the culture and worldview of Navajo beliefs
making it a significant part of Navajo rituals.
QUOTES ABOUT THE NAVAJO HOGAN
Navajo Medicine Men

Literature

“[Ceremonies] should be in the hogan… The Holy People told us to
live in the hogan.”

“The hogan is more than a home. It is a representation of the universe.
It is also a sacred place for Navajo ceremonies.”1

“Here at NHA, what they could change at least, if they were smart,
they could be smart enough – they should build a hogan for us to use.”

“Living in hogans is sanctioned by the Emergence and Blessing Way
myths, and hogans play a ceremonial role which cannot be filled by
houses.”2

Navajo Families

“[The hogan] is both a dwelling place or traditional home, and the only
appropriate place within which Navajo ceremonials may be conducted.
According to a variety of origin myths, the hogan was fist conceived,
planned and constructed by specific Holy People... Theoretically a
ceremonial should be carried out only in the traditional, roughly circular
hogan or Navajo house, which has a door opening to the east, the
direction whence comes good...”3

“Those big five-day ceremonies, you need a hogan for those… I think
more access [to hogans]. Those that are very traditional, they would
probably like to have a hogan for themselves, but – some of us that
only use medicine men now and then, we can put up with not having
one.”
“All-night singing [rituals], you have to have it in a hogan.”
“I think it’s just best to have your own hogan.”

1
Rikard, Paul M., Janice. Benthin, Mushkeg Productions, National Film Board of
Canada, and Bullfrog Films. 2005. Aboriginal Architecture, Living Architecture. Oley, PA: Bullfrog
Films distributor.
2
Jett, Stephen C., and Virginia E. Spencer. 1981. Navajo Architecture : Forms, History,
Distributions. Tucson, Ariz.: University of Arizona Press.
3
Wyman, Leland Clifton, David M. Brugge, and Charlotte Johnson. Frisbie. 1982.
Navajo Religion and Culture : Selected Views : Papers in Honor of Leland C. Wyman.Papers
in anthropology / Museum of New Mexico, no. 17; Papers in anthropology (Museum of New
Mexico), no. 17. Santa Fe: Museum of New Mexico Press.
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DESCRIPTION

EAST

When it was common and served as the primary dwelling for the
Navajo people, the hogan served as the home (with all rooms in one),
place of worship and a learning tool. As a one-room dwelling, the
Navajo language and traditions flourished because of the constant
practice and exposure. The hogan is also where families should have
their Navajo rituals because of its connection to the Navajo worldview;
the hogan is in the center of the sacred mountains with a relationship
to each cardinal direction, the seasons, and many more aspects of the
Navajo worldview and philosophy. The philosophy of the hogan, which
encourages individual growth and discipline is the learning tool; this is
found in the actual construction of a hogan as well as living in a hogan.
However, hogans are no longer the primary dwelling for many Navajos
families on the Navajo Nation; they find themselves in NHA or HUD
housing, or manufactured trailer homes.

Typical floor plan of the Navajo hogan, which resembles a circle; it is a oneroom dwelling with a central wood stove and east entrance.

The Navajo worldview that portrays a cosmological relationship of the
universe, sky, earth, worlds, sacred mountains, colors, seasons, life cycles,
and many more.
Photo Credit: Edward T. Babinski
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NAVAJO HOGAN

Navajo hogan built with contemporary materials.

Photo Credit: Alysa Landry, Indian Country Today Media Network

Traditional female log hogan.

Photo Credit: Moxie, Blogger
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PATTERN

Ideal: Provide families with their own ceremonial hogan.
Alternative: Provide a hogan that is apart of the home; maintain its
form, provide aspects of the hogan, or a implement a community
hogan.
Alternative: Maintain the form of the hogan while still providing other
necessary spaces of a home.

Alternative: A house that respects the hogan by maintaining aspects of
it but not necessarily keeping the hogan form.

Ideal: A house with a separate ceremonial hogan for families who
practice Navajo rituals.

Alternative: Provide a hogan that can be shared by the community
within the housing development (see Community Hogan section).
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EAST ENTRANCE
Having an entrance to the east is particularly significant for
Navajo people – it is the connection to the eastern rising sun.
This relationship is an important component of Navajo rituals.
QUOTES ABOUT THE EAST ENTRANCE
Navajo Medicine Men

Literature

“As long as the door is to the east direction… the Holy People are to
the east and the house should be that way too.”

“A hogan has a single entry, which is normally oriented toward
the direction of the first appearance of the rising sun (at the time
of the construction), to catch the blessing of the first rays and to
accommodate the dominance of east in ritual activities; this also puts
the entry away from prevailing southwest winds and accompanying
storms, and from cold north winds of winter.”1

“Everything is rearranged so that we have access to the east. I always
ask my patients, “Where does the sun rise?”
Navajo Families

“...the hogan is directly towards where it should be. Our house, these
ones here, the doors open to the south, you know… everything has to
be toward the sun – where the sun comes up...”
“I wish that all the houses had an east entrance.”

All movement of people or objects is likewise in a ceremonial order
called ‘sunwise,’ that is, from east to south, left to right or from east to
south, to west, to north.”2
The east poles [of the hogan] lean against the frames, spaced far
enough apart for an entrance and facing toward the dawn to receive
the blessing of the day’s first light.”3

“Navajo tradition is always told that our house are supposed to face
the east. The door to the east.”

1
Jett, Stephen C., and Virginia E. Spencer. 1981. Navajo Architecture : Forms, History,
Distributions. Tucson, Ariz.: University of Arizona Press.
2
Wyman, Leland Clifton, David M. Brugge, and Charlotte Johnson. Frisbie. 1982.
Navajo Religion and Culture: Selected Views : Papers in Honor of Leland C. Wyman. Papers
in anthropology / Museum of New Mexico, no. 17; Papers in anthropology (Museum of New
Mexico), no. 17. Santa Fe: Museum of New Mexico Press. http://catalog.hathitrust.org/api/
volumes/oclc/8823586.html.
3
Thybony, Scott. 1998. The Hogan. Tucson, AZ: Southwest Parks and Monuments
Association.

8

DESCRIPTION

All hogans should be built with the entrance to the east because of
what the east signifies. In the Navajo worldview, the rising sun is the
start of the day where one greets the sun with prayer. The east also
represents the term Nitsáhákees – “thinking”, which goes back to
Navajo philosophy of creating a mentally and physically strong person;
when one thinks about the day or life during the early morning, he/she
will work toward accomplishing those thoughts no matter its challenge.
In addition, during Navajo rituals, the rising sun in the east signifies
when chanting, singing and/or praying shall conclude allowing the
medicine man/woman and families to continue on with their day.

Traditional female mud hogan at dawn with its entrance facing the east.
Photo Credit: Flickr
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The east direction varies depending on when a hogan is built; the
entrance is typically determined by where the sun rises at the time of
construction. Shown here are variations of where an entrance can be
directed.

Women dressed in traditional attire praying to the rising sun.
Photo Credit: Facerock Productions
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EAST ENTRANCE
PATTERN

Ideal: The home and ritual space will have a direct and unobstructed
view and access to the east via the main entrance and windows.
Alternative: Consider the east wall to be important; the entrance to the
home does not have to be directly to the east, but one will still be able
to easily access the east. Windows can also be a way to connect the
interior with the morning sunrise.

RITUAL
SPACE
SUNRISE

Alternative: The entry of the home should be to the east while allowing
the morning sun light to enter the ritual space via windows.

RITUAL
SPACE
SUNRISE

Ideal: The entry to the ritual space within the home has a direct entry
to the east.

RITUAL
SPACE
SUNRISE

Alternative: Although the entry does not directly open to the east, the
rising sun can be quickly seen and easily accessed. The east wall has
a relationship with the east.
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INTERIOR SPACE AND LAYOUT
The Navajo home needs to serve multiple purposes. In addition
to daily living needs, one of the most important functions is the
home’s ability to support appropriate space for Navajo rituals.
Depending on the type of ritual, a large amount of space is
needed to host ceremonies and the important elements, as well
as space to host the patient, family and relatives.
QUOTES ABOUT THE INTERIOR SPACE AND LAYOUT
Navajo Medicine Men

Literature

“What [NHA] could do is at least make the living room bigger – the
more people that come to your ceremony, the more people that prays
and smoke and all that, it makes a ceremony so strong.”

“The medicine man sits with his back up against [the west wall], over
to the northwest and then the family members will line all the way to
the door... But when you have a rectangular house and the doorway
comes in from the south, then you face a few problems... we move
furniture around... Usually, during the ceremony, [the medicine man]
will ask you to go out in the morning after waiting all night singing and
greet the sun, go to the east is proper, it’s spatial, the way it should be.
And when they can’t do that... It just gets awkward.”1

“[During certain ceremonies, I sleep] on the floor. The patients sleep
on the floor too.”
Navajo Families

“For ceremonies in a hogan, no, there’s not enough space [in the NHA
home].”
“The kitchen should be bigger and the living room. That’s why it used
to be a bedroom right here [before it was renovated]... See, my living
room is so small. Right here. That’s why I said I want that bedroom
taken out [to make the living room larger].”

“The participants gather inside the ceremonial hogan [during a
Kinaaldá Ceremony]. There the medicine man sings and prays over
the [patient]. The visitors and family often take part in the singing,
which continues throughout the night... Throughout the [Kinaaldá
Ceremony] the [initiate’s] female relatives are busy with food
preparations [in the kitchen]. Food is prepared and served to the
[medicine man], the ldeal Woman, other participants and arriving
guests. The sharing of food, as an expression of generosity and
hospitality, helps assure the ceremony’s success.” 2

1
“Contemporary Issues of the Hooghan.” Interview by Aleksasha Webster. In Dine
Hooghan: Sacred Space or Family Member, by Aleksasha Webster, 174-75. Tempe, AZ: Arizona
State University, 2010.
2
Begay, Shirley M., and Rough Rock Demonstration School, AZ. Navajo Curriculum
Center. 1983. Kinaalda: A Navajo Puberty Ceremony.
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INTERIOR SPACE AND LAYOUT
DESCRIPTION

There are different types of Navajo rituals which may last from a few
hours to nine days. The longer a ceremony lasts, the more it requires
relatives to help with preparation and cooking during the ceremony.
It is not uncommon for the family sleep at the patient’s home. The
medicine man/woman, his/her apprentice or assistant, the patient and
a few of the patient’s family members will sleep in the hogan during
ceremonies that last more than a day. A majority of chanting and
singing during a ceremony will take place from nighttime to dusk.
Today, some families are hosting ceremonies such as the very
elaborate Kinaaldá Ceremony in their NHA homes. Many of the
designs of NHA homes do not give consideration to such rituals. More
and more families are likely to have their Navajo rituals in their NHA
homes in the future.

During a Kinaaldá Ceremony, family members and initiate are sitting on the
ground mixing ingredients for a corn cake. In this hogan, the space is filled
with people and numerous containers, however, the area near the doorway is
generally open.
Photo Credit: Twitter
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In this hogan, a medicine man is blessing the patient with corn pollen. The
patient is seated on a cushion on the ground in the western part of a hogan
while his family member is seated on a sheepskin to the north. The medicine
man’s instruments are laid on a blanket/sheet where he is standing. However,
during a majority of the ceremony, the medicine man will sit to the south of
the patient. There are personal items in the medicine man’s area and more
blankets in the hogan likely because the medicine man and patient will
sleep in there. (From left to right: patient, medicine man and patient’s family
member.)
Photo Credit: The Triple Hood Institute

EAST

TYPICAL HOGAN LAYOUT & CIRCULATION DURING A NAVAJO RITUAL

MEDICINE MAN/WOMAN
MEDICINE MAN/WOMAN’S APPRENTICE, FAMILY
PATIENT
PATIENT’S FAMILY
PROPER CIRCULATION WHEN ENTERING THE HOGAN

HEARTH/FIRE STOVE
MOST FREQUENTLY-USED AREA
DURING NAVAJO RITUALS
COMMON AREA USED DURING NAVAJO RITUALS

10’

4’

9’

7’

3’

6’
4’

2’
2.5’

24’

8’

EAST

8.5’

6’

The spaces dimensioned here are approximations and only cover the
common Navajo rituals that are performed in a hogan (not including
those with large sand paintings). The area most frequently used in
nearly all rituals is that in front of and between the medicine man
and the patient. However, the colored area in the diagram is the area
that is commonly used during Blessing Way ceremonies; this space
hosts the medicine man’s/woman’s instruments, the charcoal/embers,
an area for the patient, where the meal is placed and other tasks
completed during the ritual.

9’

13

INTERIOR SPACE AND LAYOUT
PATTERN

Ideal: A space that emulates the hogan for ritual spaces with a large
kitchen in the home.
Alternative: A flexible space large enough for ritual spaces and can
host relatives.

A sunken floor would allow for a closer connection to the earth while also
providing a designated area for the rituals and seating (when all furniture is
removed from the area).
Photo Credit: Vega Architecture
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Open-floor plan with fixed furniture at the perimeter opens up the living space
that could host Navajo rituals and relatives.
Photo Credit: University of Utah - DesignBuildBLUFF

SKY, FIRE AND EARTH
A connection to the sky and Earth, and having a fire are three
valuable elements to the hogan and Navajo rituals, especially
those rituals that lasting more than one day.
QUOTES ABOUT THE SKY, FIRE AND EARTH
Navajo Medicine Men

Literature

“[The five-night ceremonies] got to be in a hogan [with a] dirt floor.”

“If you go inside the hogan, you’ll see that the hogan has an earthen
floor. The earth floor is the embodiment of Earth Woman. And, you’ll
see that there’s a smoke hole at the apex of the conical roof of the
hogan – that smoke hole is the entryway into the sky realm or Upper
Darkness Man. The wood stove is the manifestation of what the
Navajo call the ‘central fire’ or the ‘fire of life’; it is the access linking
Mother Earth and Father Sky.”1

“But, mostly the part [other medicine men] always say is, ‘you have
to sit [west of the fireplace] because [the fireplace] will always be
guarding you…”
“When the charcoal is ready to be brought in, we use a pan [filled with
sand during a Navajo ritual] and it’s custom [made].”
Navajo Families

“I think what some people do if they have cement floor, they just cover
it with dirt and that’s how they use it for ceremonies… They need
portable floors.”

“In the Navajo culture, everything comes in two – male and female…
we refer to the ground, the dirt as our Mother Earth and the sky as
the Father. The other interpretation is that we’re actually living in the
Earth’s womb; the smoke hole is the umbilical cord to the sun. And, in
the center, you have the hearth, the fire, the life-giver.”2

“I think as long as you have a fireplace or coal in the middle that you
can walk around – I think that’s the most important thing.”`
“If they can’t build us a hogan, they should make a round one in the
front – round, like a hogan would be nice. At least that way people can
have their stove right in the middle for the medicine man.”

1
Brenner, Sheri., Johnson. Dennison, Harry. Walters, Peter. Gold, Sheri Brenner
Productions, and University of California (System). 2001. In Beauty I Walk: The Navajo Way to
Harmony. Berkeley, CA: University of California Extension Center for Media and Independent
Learning.
2
Rikard, Paul M., Janice. Benthin, Mushkeg Productions, National Film Board of Canada, and Bullfrog Films. 2005. Aboriginal Architecture, Living Architecture. Oley, PA: Bullfrog Films
distributor.
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SKY, FIRE AND EARTH
DESCRIPTION

Historically, hogans were built with local materials: wood, vegetation
and mud. However, more recent hogans utilize contemporary
materials, but maintain the form and space of a hogan – the
connection to the sky with an opening surrounding the chimney, a
wood stove and a dirt floor. Each of those have a role in Navajo rituals.

SKY

EARTH

This diagram depicts the symbolism of the hogan in the Navajo worldview and
how it is connected to the ground, fire and sky.

The interior view of a contemporary hogan.
Photo Credit: National Park Trips Media
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The interior view of a corbeled log hogan.
Photo Credit: Matthieu Paley

SKY, FIRE AND EARTH
PATTERN

Ideal: A space for the Navajo rituals that has a view to the sky. Also in
relation to the sky, is the ceiling, so it is important to provide one with
the same or similar materiality and construction.
Alternative: Provide a clerestory or other means of connecting the
ritual space with the sky.

The ceiling in this living space has an exposed wood frame structure.
Photo Credit: Qarmazi

A skylight in the living space will provide the connection to the sky as well as
daylighting.
Photo Credit: Houzz
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SKY, FIRE AND EARTH
DESCRIPTION

The fire and wood stove in the hogan are also significant. In general,
access to a fire is most important during a Navajo ritual. Medicine
men/women prefer to have a small pile of embers between them and
the central fire place in a hogan. If there is not a dirt floor, a metal
container filled with sand is used. When designing, think about the
space where the embers or container can be safely placed.

MEDICINE MAN/WOMAN
AREA IN FRONT OF THE MEDICINE MAN

The location of the wood stove is important for Navajo rituals. It is
preferred that it be placed in front of where the medicine man will be
seated.

18

Shown here is a wood stove with one medicine man’s container that holds
embers during a Navajo ritual. The containers vary in size from 1’ in diameter
to 2’ in diameter.
PATTERN

Ideal: Provide a wood stove that can be easily accessed and is in front
of the medicine man during a Navajo ritual.
Alternative: If a wood stove cannot be provided, ensure there is space
on the exterior for the family to build a fire for a Navajo ritual.

SKY, FIRE AND EARTH
PATTERN

Ideal: Creating a floor that could give direct access to the Earth.
Alternative: An earthen floor and/or floor that will easily hold sand if a
family decides to partially cover their floor with sand during a ritual.

Tile flooring that transitions to wood; both materials would hold sand with
ease of cleaning. The change in materiality can also be a way to differentiate
the ritual space from other spaces within the living space of the home.
Photo Credit: Decorpad

Earthen floors are durable and eco-friendly that would provide a literal
connection to the Earth.
Photo Credit: Natural Living School
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EXTERIOR RITUAL SPACE
Depending on the type of ritual and family preference, various
exterior spaces are needed. These should be adjacent to the
home.
QUOTES ABOUT EXTERIOR RITUAL SPACE

DESCRIPTION

Navajo Medicine Man

When a family has a separate hogan and a house, hosting and
performing rituals are done in an ideal manner. During larger and more
elaborate rituals, such as those lasting multiple days, relatives of the
patient will participate. Many of the relatives travel from other parts of
the reservation or beyond to assist the patient’s family with tasks such
as preparation, cooking and serving of food during the ceremony, and
cleaning at the conclusion of the ceremony.

“This is too small to build a hogan – even like a shack… I don’t want
my people to park along the road because you don’t know who’s
coming through.”
Navajo Families

“No [my yard], it’s not big enough for a hogan.”
“The yards are too small. We need larger ones.”
“I would want... a bigger yard. I would probably build a hogan there.”
Literature

“Hogans – usually of larger-than-average size – are also sometimes
built expressly for Navajo ceremonials...ramadas, tipis and hogans
may be built for or temporarily built for ceremonies. Minor temporary
structures are also built, including sand mounds for sand-paintings...”1
“There must be an unobstructed view to the east from the doorway
[of the hogan], as the beneficial influences of the God of Sunrise are
much appreciated by the devout Navajo.”2

1
Jett, Stephen C., and Virginia E. Spencer. 1981. Navajo Architecture : Forms, History,
Distributions. Tucson, Ariz.: University of Arizona Press.
2
James, George Wharton. 1937. Indian Blankets and Their Makers. New York: Tudor
Pub. Co..
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During the ceremony, relatives who travel far distances will likely
stay the entire duration of the ritual to make sure food is cooked and
served; if the patient has children, relatives also assist with caring
for them. And, if the ritual requires multiple individuals on a task (i.e.
making of Navajo corn cake), relatives will help with that. Lastly, family
members will clean the kitchen, dishes and the hogan. Because of
their assistance during all or part of a ritual, relatives will need an area
to park.
Another component of Navajo rituals is a Chaha’oh, which is a
structure that provides shade for the preparation of the mutton and
shelter for a place to eat. The chaha’oh also hosts other functions that
are related with family functions and not necessarily with rituals.

Numerous family members help with the corn cake, which is cooked
outside during a Kinaaldá Ceremony. The cake is cooked in a hole that is
approximately 4’ in diameter and 1’ deep with a fire built on top that stays lit
all night
Photo Credit: WordPress

The chaha’oh is a shade structure used during the summer for Navajo rituals
and/or family activities.
Photo Credit: The Martha Blog

At another Kinaaldá Ceremony with relatives are assisting with the corn cake
and their vehicles are parked in the family’s homestead.
Photo Credit: MySpace
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EXTERIOR RITUAL SPACE

HORSE
CORRAL

CHAHA’OH

WATER TANK
WELL HOUSE
HOGAN

HOME

50 FT

75 FT

100 FT

125 FT

150 FT

175 FT

200 FT

CHAHA’OH

CORN FIELD

STORAGE

50 FT
25 FT

In Lupton, Arizona, this Navajo homestead is an example of how one family
situated their Home, Hogan and Chaha’oh. When designing Navajo housing
and communities, give attention to the spatial layout and distances between
the parts that make up the homestead.
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In less rural situations, provide additional nearby parking which could
be used by several families in the area when they are hosting rituals.
Also provide individual dwellings with outdoor space which can contain
a chaha’oh.

COMMUNITY HOGAN
Providing a place where Navajo families can host their rituals
is essential. Many families do not have their own hogan or have
access to one.
QUOTES ABOUT A COMMUNITY HOGAN
Navajo Medicine Man
“[A community hogan] would be nice and then maybe a small house with it so
the guests can use it and cook over there.”
Navajo Families
“I think a lot of people would use [a community hogan] around here, but you
don’t see them doing [their rituals] here [in the housing development due to
privacy].”
“I think [a community hogan] would be good. That way the person...can have
their ceremonies.”
“If I have to, yeah, I would probably use [a community hogan].”

Red Water Pond Road residents are building a permanent traditional Navajo
hogan, where the community can gather for neighborhood meetings or
religious ceremonies.
Photo Credit: Ed Williams, Public Health New Mexico

PATTERN

Community hogans could be a way to satisfy the need for a hogan
when a family will not have enough space to build their own. However,
there are concerns about privacy and security, which will need to be
considered during early design phases.
A hogan and chaha’oh were built by Chinle employees to provide a traditional
healing space at the Chinle Comprehensive Health Care Facility in Chinle,
Arizona.
Photo Credit: Brigham and Women’s Hospital
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LIVESTOCK AND CLUSTER-LIVING IN HOMESTEAD
In addition to exterior spaces for a Navajo ritual, there are other
aspects that make up a homestead, which are also valuable to the
Navajo culture.
QUOTES ABOUT LIVESTOCK AND CLUSTER-LIVING IN HOMESTEAD
Navajo Families

“We would like livestock. We want to have livestock, that way if we
have our own livestock, we don’t have to go ask people for sheep and
they charge a lot.”
“[My daughter] built her [house nearby] – then we had our own house
where Son 1 lives then Son 2 built his house next to it. Then he’s trying
to do the same thing for his kids too. He says, ‘It’s better that if you live
in a cluster...that way you can get water and electricity easier.’ If they
build way further out where there’s no water, it’s hard... They’d have to
haul their own water. That’s why he’s telling his kids, ‘Go ahead and
have your home site near so that you can get water and electricity.’”

DESCRIPTION

Most of the Navajo Nation is rural, which allows many families to
have a traditional homestead allowing for a self-sustaining lifestyle.
This includes a separate hogan for ceremonial purposes, livestock,
corral(s), storage, chaha’oh and garden(s). In addition, many rural
homesteads have different family generations living nearby. Having
family nearby has countless advantages and is also part of the Navajo
culture.
Sheep are a valuable commodity to many Navajo families, and during
rituals, families will serve mutton in different dishes in all meals.
It is common for a family to either take from their own herd or to
purchase a sheep to butcher. However, sheep can be very expensive
to purchase, which is why some families prefer to have their own
livestock.

Literature

“Single-individual and nuclear-family residences, as well as larger
homestead-group agglomerations, form homesteads (popularly,
“camps”) consisting of one or more dwellings and, usually, corrals
and other structures. Typically, each homestead group maintains
permanent dwellings at two or more camps, which are occupied in
response to changing seasonal availabilities of, and requirements for,
farmland, pasturage, firewood, and stock water – or, today, wage-work
opportunities, schools and shopping, and the like.”1
“Livestock – especially sheep but also goats, cattle, horse, and burros
– has played a vital role in Navajo subsistence for over two centuries.”2

1
Jett, Stephen C. 1980. “The Navajo Homestead: Situation and Site.” Yearbook of the
Association of Pacific Coast Geographers 42: 101-117.
2
Jett, Stephen C., and Virginia E. Spencer. 1981. Navajo Architecture : Forms, History,
Distributions. Tucson, Ariz.: University of Arizona Press.
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This artistic illustration shows a home (hogan), a shade structure (chaha’oh),
sheep and a sheep corral, which depicts the primary lifestyle of Navajo people
before NHA housing developments.
Photo Credit: unknown

EXTERIOR RITUAL SPACE

A family shearing a sheep; wool collected from the sheep is typically used for
the yarn in woven rugs.
Photo Credit: Mark Henle, The Republic

After butchering a sheep, a group of women prepare parts of the sheep to be
cooked.
Photo Credit: Andi Murphy, Las Cruces Sun-News
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In Sanders, Arizona, this Navajo homestead has a cluster of family homes,
a sheep corral and garden. Home 1 is the main house, Home 2 and Home 3
were originally built as ceremonial hogans, but are now homes. This family
hosts their rituals in the Hogan.
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Explore alternatives to neighborhood layouts in housing developments
that would allow for family members to co-locate, grow a garden,
maintain small herd(s) of livestock and accomodate other aspects that
were described in the previous sections.

CONCLUSION
I hope this document succeeded in providing you with awareness and
education on Navajo ritual spaces and how to create more culturally
responsive homes and housing developments for Navajo families.
Like many other tribes struggling to find that balance of traditional
and contemporary, it’s crucial to Navajo people to create spaces
for rituals that have been passed down from our ancestors. These
spaces should be designed with sensitivity and creativity to allow this
unique part of the Navajo culture to continue to thrive. Take advantage
of opportunities to provide the Navajo people with spaces that can
connect us to a cultural lifestyle that our ancestors lived.
Of course, this document does not address everything about
Navajo rituals and you may still have questions. So, again, please
take advantage of the resources that exist: Navajo family/friends/
acquaintances, the internet and libraries.

Ahèhee’!

27

