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COLOUR IN CIATIH0 LIFE *7SSF /&

by L.rse Kitty Pride, Summer Institute of lLinguistics, I'exican Rranch.
tr et

There are many remote areas of lexico where as yet
there are no roads - not even those which a Jeep could negotiate -
but just foot-paths, often only wide enough for one person or animal
to pass at a time. One is reminded of the term "Indian file™ as one
sees a family of local Indians pass by one by one. ¥ith over 70
distinct languages and dialects in ‘exico many different tribes are
represented having widely varying languages, customs and dress.
A number of these are scattered throughout the mountainous state of
Oaxaca , situated to the south-west of Mexico City. It is our prive:-

s3lege to live among the Chatino Indians, in the town of Yaitepec,
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which 1s high enough up for one to be glad of & warm cardigan ingtide
the house most of the dgy, though a brilliant sun is usually shining
outside. |

Chatino belongs to the Zapotecar largusge family and
there ' re about 20,000 Chatiros who speak the Yaitepec dialect of this
languagey ani many of them speak no Spanish at all. Their language 1is
tonal so that the four words 'stone', 'flower', 'head' and the abbrev-
fLeted form of the name ''ichael', for insiance, are all spelt ‘cye'
in Yaitepec Chatino, but are easily differentiatei by spesakers of the
language as they are sioken on different tones. To a Chatino this makes
them separate words just as much as if they were spelt differently,
88 they are in English. The intricate Chatiro grammar mekes the lang-
4}uagg a fascinating one to learn and analyse.

The Chatinos love colour, and their clothes reflect
this love, the womens' skirts being the brightest shadea available,

and likewise the mena' shirts. The worens' costume involves one of
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two distinch types of skirt, an apron, an exquisitely embroidered blouse
and the usual provinciai Mexican stolipbf black with a small white
pattern ani long fringes. The men wear a waistelength shirt of a dis-
~tinctive pottern, a black felt hat with LN hatstring ani tqggle, the
usual provincialhﬂexican trousers of coarse, unhbleached cotton which
wrap over in the front and tie at thie hack with strings, and a small,
gaily checked and fringed blanket with a slit in the midile for the
head, usually carried on one shoulder but worm in cooler weaﬁher. These
blankets are bought in the nearest lexican town but are very much part
of the "uniform" . Both men and women carry small bags striped red and
white, or red purple and white = for the uien these take the place of
trouQer rvockets.

~. The Chatino reople of Yaitepee, varticularly in compar-
-1son to other i'exican Iniien tribes, arc not poor people, and many
families also own land down in the "hot country" of the lacific coastal
area, about a day's journey away with a :tule. From there they bring back
raw cotton which the women spin into thread and use for weaving the
small handbags in some cases, also small cloths about a yard squere
and long, wide girdles which are wrarped tightly around the waists of
both men and women. The small clotha arc usei for wrapring tiie local
"staff of life", the flat, pencake-like maize bread called tortillas.
liot all the women are ebie to make these tortilla eloths, but mary do
and enbroider them with speciaisecmetric motifs usuelly in red, green,
mauve and orange, and arranged in rows with a red zig-za& psttern dive
-iding these rows. |

aterial for clothes is bought from a nearby i‘exican

town, and then may be made up by hand, or more usually is taken to one
of the women with treadle sewing rachines who act as the town dress-

-makers. The nens' shirts are often without fastening, but the sleeves
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are rolled up to the clbows and the front two ®orners tied torether.
The shirts mey be white, green, orange, yellow, maroon, brilliant pink
or mauve, sky blue, lime green, gdlmon 1ink, bright turquoise, eto.
Torether with the white trousera, hlack hats and cheoﬁgglanket»s this
makes a gathering of Chatino men a colourful sight. However, thelr
wives are not outshone. The one type of skirt worn by all the "grennies"
and many younger women is ankle length and made of material of a
plain colour, which may be meuve, yellow, pink, rose, turquéise, sky
Wlue, orange or pale green. Thie skirt is in three full tiers with a
frill et the bottom, and & number of tucks at the bottom of each tier.
The apron coversa the whole of the front of the skirt, matohing it in
aﬁyle, but usually made of cheokfgaterial of & contrasting colour.
The other type of akirt is calf;lshth en'l nay be of figured material,
though more often of & plain colour. It is also full and decorated
with braid of a contrasting colour, some of the combinations being
yellow with maroon braid or vice versa, turqoise with yellow or red
traid, rose o salmon pink with green or purple braid, green with
maroon braid or pink with blue braid. This braid is put on according
to a perticular pattern and the inevitsble tucks appear just sbove it.
The underskirta ere of the same materisl as the mens' trousers nnd
made in the sane general pattern as the skirts, but around the hem
ere a marvel of little tucks and points.

In all this riot of colour however, on closer inspecte
wion it 18 perhaps the womens' blouses which exert the greantest atte-
«raction. The yokes of these ar« embroidered in a great variety of
patterns, two tvpes of embroidery stitch being used. The counted thread
work is often one colour throughout (usually red, green, blue or mauve)
with just a contrasting colour used for the crocheted edpging or the

bands
little FAEXE dividing one main motif fror arother. Actually the
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embroidery on the tortilla eloth-s is also counted thre&d work, but these
rnotifs never seem tq he used on blouses or vice versa. These ard%PQmetrio,
ususlly symmetricnl patterns often involving flowers and soretimes birds.
On other blouses oross-atitch i1ia used and elthough these may be of juast
me colour it is far rore common to see each petal of a flower a diff-
-grent colour, with orenge teking » uvrominent places The cross-stitoh
petterns are often much larger and may be flowers or birds, and even
rebbits or deer. Flowers of all kinds are just called"floweYa" and birds
Just "birde" except for the macaw which figures prominently in blouse
patterna. This bird is a great enemy to the Chatinoa, eating the maisze
right off the ocobs in the cornfields at harvest-time, and is endowed by
them with aome kind of supemmatural power. The colours used moat in these
crogs-gtitch patterns are orenge, red, mauve, purple, blue, green,
yellow, and sometimes pink. Brown and black seem never to be used in
embroidery. There are also 1little "fill-in" designs which are used to
fill any tiny space between the motifs where the material mey show through.

When visiting a OChatino home in the late afternoon, the
women are often to be found sitting in the doorway embroidering these
beautiful blouses, or weaving tortilla clotha. These patterms appear
to consgitute the mein expression of indigenous Chatino art, end colour
could perhaps be called the keynote of Chatino life. Their erhroidery
is colourful, their clothes are colourful, and the richness of exprese-

-ion in their speech mekes that varied end colourful tooe.
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