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Sarah Hunter (1883-1967), Jar-shaped Basket, 1910. Willow, bulrush; coiled (3 rods), 4 15/16 in x 7 5/16 in/12.5 cm x 18.5 cm. Open

access image from Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland, Ohio, USA.

Art of the Interwoven

Byron Breedlove

In an article from the Gilcrease Museum web-
site, anthropologist Jason Baird Jackson notes,
“From the enormous diversity of American Indian
peoples, speaking thousands of different languages
and possessing distinct cultural traditions, inhab-
iting a great variety of natural settings, flowed a
remarkable number of different basketry forms
and techniques.” The Panamint Shoshone Tribe, to-
day identified as the Timbisha Shoshone Tribe, “is
historically known for some of the finest, tightly-
coiled Native basketry on the continent,” according
to the Portland Art Museum.
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Appearing on this month’s cover is a jar-shaped
basket created by Sara Hunter, who belonged to the
Panamint Shoshone Tribe and was, according to the
Cleveland Museum of Art, the last American Indian
basket weaver to live in the Saline Valley on the edge
of what is now Death Valley National Park in Califor-
nia. Eva Slater, an art historian and artist, notes in her
book Panamint Shoshone Basketry, that “Sarah Hunter
lived most of her life in the isolation of Hunter Can-
yon, the largest and most ancient of three camps in
the valley.”

The Panamint Shoshones, a small branch of the
Shoshone, have inhabited the Death Valley area for
perhaps a thousand years and for centuries before
Europeans ventured into the area. The US National
Park service notes, “They hunted and followed sea-
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sonal migrations for harvesting of pinyon pine nuts
and mesquite beans with their families. To them, the
land provided everything they needed and many ar-
eas were, and are, considered to be sacred places.”

Initially, the Panamint created baskets for utilitar-
ian purposes such as transporting and storing food,
water, and possessions or for trapping birds and
small game. Later, as settlers, silver miners, and oth-
ers moved into the region, the Portland Art Museum
explains that “the fine quality of Panamint baskets
created a collectors’” market, which lasted well into
the mid-twentieth century. For Panamint and other
American Indian weavers, adapting utilitarian bas-
kets to saleable ones preserved Native basket-making
techniques and provided much needed income for
many families still trying to live a traditional life.”

Slater writes that in the 1930s, Hunter “became
known for her large oval vessels with zoomorphic
design elements scattered playfully over the basket
surface in petroglyph fashion revealing a relationship
to Maggie Juaquin of Darwin, who was her sister.”
Hunter, along with other basket makers in that re-
gion, would have gathered and prepared plants such
as bulrush, bunchgrass, devil’s claw sumac, willow,
and yucca for making baskets. The Cleveland Mu-
seum of Art, where this basket may be viewed, notes
that “If stages of the process are not done properly
and at the right time, color will be uneven and stitch-
es will twist and split.”

The Cleveland Museum of Art recounts that
“Hunter’s basketry is noted for geometricized motifs
reminiscent of the animals depicted in petroglyphs on
canyon walls in the Death Valley region. Here they
include pronghorn mountain sheep, deer, and birds,
along with humans, all created in light-brown bul-
rush against a honey-colored willow ground.” Ani-
mals adapted to living in this harsh ecosystem, like
the plants found there, would have been essential re-
sources for the Panamint tribe.

Living in proximity with nature also potentially
increases human exposure to pathogens that could
cause infection. In Death Valley, for example, zoo-
notic pathogens such as hantaviruses carried by ro-
dents pose health threats to humans. The harsh, arid
climate of this region confers, for now, protection
from some vectorborne illnesses. The first recorded
human-to-human transmission of plague in the Unit-
ed States was in San Francisco, California, in 1900.
After fleas infected sylvatic rodents with plague, the
disease spread across California, eventually reaching
the Death Valley region. Western blacklegged ticks
(Ixodes pacificus) that can transmit Lyme disease have
been found in this region. Environmental changes
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and human encroachment may increase the preva-
lence of vectorborne diseases in Death Valley and
similar areas.

Perhaps this jar-shaped basket showing the inter-
connection of animals, humans, and the environment
in Death Valley and, created from weaving together
various plants found in that harsh environment, may
serve as a metaphor for One Health. One Health, as
explained by the One Health High-Level Expert Pan-
el, is globally recognized as “an integrated, unifying
approach that aims to sustainably balance and opti-
mize the health of people, animals, and ecosystems. It
recognizes the health of humans, domestic and wild
animals, plants, and the wider environment (includ-
ing ecosystems) are closely linked and interdepen-
dent.” One Health is often described by words such
as “integrated,” “intertwined,” and “interwoven.”
From her work as basket maker and her knowledge
of the land and its resources, Hunter would have in-
trinsically understood that underlying unity.
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