
A:cim O’odham
We the O’odham

The Himdag Ki: and
the O’odham Community



A:cim O’odham





A:cim O’odham
We the O’odham

The Himdag Ki: and the Tohono O’odham 
Community

Stephen Mack



©2018 by the Himdag Ki:

This project was made possible in part by the Institute 
of Museum and Library Services [IMLS grant number 
MN-00-16-0033-16]



Table of Contents

Introduction            1

Chapter 1 - Hemako.    The National Museum of the American Indian   6 
 
Chapter 2 - Go:k.    The Beginnings of a Museum         12

Chapter 3 - Waik.    The Himdag Ki:       20

Chapter 4 - Gi’ik.    Expectations       34

Notes            39

Acknowledgments          43





INTRODUCTION

It’s 107˚ Fahrenheit in the early afternoon on a cloudless June day in the village of Topawa, 
Arizona.  Indian Route 19, a two lane asphalt road, passes through the village.  Approaching 
Topawa from Sells, the fi rst group of buildings encountered is the Baboquivari High School 

with its tall water tower.  There is virtually no traffi c.  A green and white U.S. Border Patrol truck 
drives on by.  Sometimes horses or cattle are standing on or slowly crossing the road, but today 
there are none.  Ahead and to the left, a second water tower rises in the distance.  Here in the 
Sonoran Desert the absence of tall trees means one can see landmarks miles away.  Just past that 
second water tower is the turn to the Tohono O’odham Nation Cultural Center and Museum, or 
the Himdag Ki:.  

Topawa is in the southern part of the main reservation of the Tohono O’odham Nation 
(Tohono O’odham means Desert People).  It is located in the Baboquivari district, a district 
named after the most sacred peak in O’odham Himdag (Culture).  Baboquivari Peak is clearly 
visible in Topawa.  It’s visible in most parts of the sprawling Tohono O’odham Nation; and in 
fact the peak can be seen in parts of Tucson.  As the crow fl ies, Topawa is a little over 20 miles 
from the U.S.-Mexico border and about 60 miles southwest of downtown Tucson.

The speed limit in Topawa is 35 miles per hour, but after the last house the speed limit jumps 
to 55.  Past the second tall water tower, the turnoff to the museum isn’t far off.  A sign with an 
arrow pointing to the left alerts people that this is the turnoff for the Himdag Ki:.  Turning left 
onto a graded dirt road, the barn-red roof of the museum can be seen off to the right, about a 
third of a mile down the road.  The paved parking lot of the museum looks inviting after the short 
drive down the dirt road.  A space is usually easy to fi nd because there are rarely more than four 
or fi ve vehicles in the lot on any given day.  

The engine is turned off.  The roar of the car’s air conditioner stops.  The Waila music on 
the local radio station ceases.  Car doors are opened, and blisteringly dry heat pours into the 
car.  There is something else, though, that impresses even more than the prickly heat:  there is 
no traffi c noise.  None.  The only sounds are bird songs, insects, and the faint ticking of the car’s 
cooling engine. 

A curved cement sidewalk, raised off the ground to allow desert critters to scamper around 
the grounds unimpeded, sweeps towards the front of the museum.  Straight ahead, off in the 
distance, is the Baboquivari Mountain Range.  The glass doors to the museum are opened, and 
the cooled air of the museum invigorates.  (The journey continues in Chapter 3.)
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The purpose of museums has evolved over time.  It’s tempting to think that museums have 
reached their pinnacles of perfection and will remain in an exalted state of perfection for time 
immemorial.  It would be tempting to think that, but it would be wrong.  People and societies 
change.  Expectations change.  Technology changes.  Better to think of museums as the 
products of a continuum of change, as institutions that strive to be better and to better serve their 
communities.

  

Collecting the remains and funerary objects of Native Americans became popular in the 
early nineteenth century.  Later that century, it was perceived that Native culture was on the 
road to extinction.  Indeed, Native populations were in decline throughout the century because 
of war and disease.  And so, in anticipation of the assumed disappearance of Native peoples, 
the everyday objects of American Indians began to fi ll museum shelves.  And as artifacts fi lled 
shelves, the connective tissue linking object with culture was severed.  Input from Native 
Americans was not welcomed.  Culturally sensitive items, even human remains, were put out on 
display for the world to see.  This regrettable state of affairs lasted from the 19th century well 
into the 20th.  Fortunately during the 1970s the importance of curators consulting with Native 
Americans was a concept that started to take hold.  Today in the 21st century it is commonplace 
for curators to collaborate with Native peoples when putting together an exhibition.  

  
  

I write this work as a customer of museums, not a practitioner.  I am an artist and a writer.  
(Full disclosure: some of my paintings were displayed at the Himdag Ki: in 2014.)  My love of 
museums goes back to about the age of seven or eight, when I stood mesmerized in front of a 
mounted ground sloth skeleton at the Museum of Northern Arizona in Flagstaff.  For a few years 
I worked as a volunteer in the paleontology lab at the Science Museum of Minnesota.  Since 
then I have been to many of the world’s great museums, including the Louvre, the Smithsonian, 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Vatican Museum.  Additionally I’ve visited many 
magnifi cent Native American museums and cultural centers, particularly in the American 
southwest.

Chapter One looks at the National Museum of the American Indian (or the NMAI) in 
Washington, DC, and the various reactions the museum inspired when it opened its doors in 
2004.  Particular attention will be paid to the Tohono O’odham’s contribution to the NMAI.  
Chapter Two looks at the beginnings of the Tohono O’odham Cultural Center and Museum, 
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otherwise known as the Himdag Ki:.  We’ll look at how the idea of a museum and cultural 
center came about and evolved.  We also examine the Native American Graves Protection and 
Repatriation Act and its role in the formation of the Tohono O’odham Museum.  Chapter Three 
discusses the Himdag Ki: starting from opening day, then jumping to the present.  We look at 
the Himdag Ki:’s methods of operating and community outreach.  Chapter Four looks at the 
museum’s plans for the future and the hopes of O’odham community members.
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1Hemako

It was an inspiring scene in Washington, D.C. with many thousands of Native Americans 
converging to celebrate the opening of the National Museum of the American Indian.  It was 
a warm day on September 21, 2004, and Native peoples had a great deal to celebrate.  They 

now had their place on the National Mall, on prime real estate close to the Capitol building.  
A contingent of Tohono O’odham made the journey to D.C. to take part in the celebrations.  
Vivian Juan-Saunders, Chairwoman of the Tohono O’odham Nation at that time, marched in the 
parade.  Rhonda Wilson, a Tohono O’odham basketmaker, was there on that opening day.  Nearly 
fourteen years after the event, she recalled that “Vivian Juan-Saunders … actually carried one of 
my baskets in the parade.”  And Ms. Wilson added, “It really was an honor.  I was very grateful 
that … my basket was carried by her.” 1

The Tohono O’odham, or “Desert People,” had another reason to take pride that day.  At 
the National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI), the Tohono O’odham had been selected 
as one of the nations to tell their own story in the exhibit titled “Our Peoples.”  Arizona State 
University assistant professor Myla Vicenti Carpio singled out one panel in particular, the Desert 
Walk for Health 2000, as a particularly good example of illustrating the effects of colonization 
on Native people.2  Among many Native Americans, the Our Peoples display was a resounding 
success. 

Others were more critical.
Much of the criticism was leveled at the NMAI in general, ranging from the placement of 

the gift store to more substantive complaints such as confusing presentations of materials.  Some 
criticism was aimed at the Our Peoples exhibit.  Edward Rothstein of the New York Times set 
up his critique by informing the reader that the Native nations taking part in Our Peoples were 
asked to describe important moments in their history.  The reportage continued as follows:  “the 
Tohono Oodham [sic] in Arizona choose, as their fi rst, ‘Birds teach people to call for rain.’  Their 
last is in the year 2000, a ‘desert walk for health.’ ”3  And so ends the paragraph.  Evidently Mr. 
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Rothstein felt that his point was made and no further words were necessary.
And on its face, it would seem to the unsuspecting reader like the O’odham were not taking 

their project seriously.  Birds teaching people?  How silly!  A leisurely stroll through the desert?  
Who cares?  But a visitor to the NMAI who skimmed the titles and moved on would miss out on 
an opportunity to learn.  (And the New York Times reader basically has no choice but to move on 
with Mr. Rothstein.)

Let’s take a look at the “Birds teach people to call for rain” panel.  It consists of two quotes, 
one by the late Daniel Lopez, the other by Camillus Lopez -- both highly respected members of 
the Tohono O’odham community.  It describes the birth of the Jujkida, or Rain Ceremony.  It 
describes the birds that taught the songs to people to bring down the rains.  And, interestingly, 
it mentions the appearance of the fi rst saguaro cactus.  The last point is interesting because 

This panel was one of several 
shown at the National Museum 
of the American Indian.  This 
photograph was taken when 
the panel was put on temporary 
display in the Changing Gallery 
of the Himdag Ki:.
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it may give us a clue as to just how far back in time the songs originate.  The fi rst saguaro 
cacti appeared in ancient O’odham lands a little over 10,000 years ago, not long after the last 
glacial retreat.4  At that time mastodons, though nearing extinction, were still walking the earth.  
Rains were becoming more sporadic.  The fl ora and fauna was changing.  The junipers were 
disappearing; giant saguaros were taking their place.  The songs calling for rain may have been 
handed down from that prehistoric realm, before the pyramids or even Stonehenge was built.  
Of course this is speculation.  We can never know for certain the time and the circumstances 
of the origin of the Jujkida.  It lies beyond the reach of science, but not beyond the reach of 
the imagination.  And one of the roles of museums is precisely that: to ignite the imagination.  
Museums not only inform but inspire.

As for the notion of birds teaching songs to the O’odham, actually that seems about right, 
given the position of humility the O’odham have in relation to the land and to the animals.  
“Being O’odham, you need to be humble,” Bernard Siquieros once said.5  O’odham do not 
consider themselves superior to animals, to nature.  And bird song inspiring composers is not 
unusual.  Beethoven would certainly have understood our ancient O’odham composer’s creative 
process.

       

The Walk for Health panel was 
shown at the National Museum of 
the American Indian.  The panels 
were later placed on display at the 
Himdag Ki: where this photograph 
was taken.
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The desert walk for health was not, as the New York Times snippet implies, a casual jaunt to 
get the blood circulating, but an arduous 240 mile trek through the Sonoran Desert.  The intent 
was to bring attention to the negative effects processed foods have on the health of the O’odham.  
To read the entire panel can be a heartbreaking experience. 

Looking at the National Museum of the American Museum as a whole, granted, there could 
have been more by way of description.  Some people left confused and a bit overwhelmed, and 
that needed to be addressed.  But the NMAI accomplished what I believe to be an absolutely 
necessary fi rst step: to let Native American representatives tell the stories of their Nations 
without the imposition of Western archaeological and anthropological tradition -- in other 
words, without other people telling their story.  It was a colossal step, the importance of which 
is diffi cult to overestimate.  For the fi rst time, Native Americans spoke with an undiluted voice.  
For the fi rst time, Native Americans had a sense of ownership.  On that warm September day 
in 2004 Native Americans were able to gather en masse and say: We are still here, and now our 
voices are fi nally being heard.  This is what Native peoples were celebrating on that opening day 
years ago.  

The opening of the NMAI coincided almost exactly with the groundbreaking for the Tohono 
O’odham Cultural Center and Museum, or the Himdag Ki: (House of Culture).  The O’odham 
contribution to the Our Peoples exhibit might be considered a dry run for the Himdag Ki:.  The 
audience is much smaller, the setting vastly different, but basically the message is the same:  This 
is who we are.          
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2Go:k

The Tohono O’odham Cultural Center and Museum is often referred to as the Himdag 
Ki:.  Its full name in O’odham is Himdag Ki: Hekĭhu, Hemu, Im B I-Ha’ap (House of 
Culture -- The past, present, and into the future).  It acknowledges the passage of time, 

the temporal aspect of existence.  The effects of time is one of the main reasons a museum exists 
in the fi rst place.  Time erases memory and erodes the physical aspects of culture.  A museum is 
a protective barrier against this decay.  It preserves and protects the solid facts of culture against 
the ravages of time.  Additionally, museums preserve the more ephemeral aspects of culture.

Near the end of the 20th century, the need for a museum on the Tohono O’odham Nation was 
apparent to a number of community members.  As luck would have it, in 1990, an event took 
place that acted as a catalyst for fi nally fl eshing out the idea of an O’odham museum.  

NAGPRA
  

“As a child … our fi eld trips were always to the U of A Museum,” recalled Nina Siquieros.

 Okay, so we see the bones, we saw the skulls and … as a child, to me there was no 
 connection … no relation to me as a child.  It was only later, as an adult, that you wonder,
 Why?  Why did the museum people put those kinds of things on display?  They dug up 
 our ancestors and put them there.1 

In the bad old days of museums, the skeletal remains of Native Americans were commonly 
put out on display for public viewing.  Nina Siquieros’s question “Why?” is a diffi cult one to 
answer.  There would be little if any educational value in such a display.  Whatever the reason, 
during the second half of the 20th century, museums fortunately started to pull skeletal remains 
from display cases.  But although the bones were eventually removed from public view, they 
stayed in collections across the country.   Estimates were that by 1990, collections of Native 
American remains in museums, institutions and even private collections, contained the remains 
of somewhere between 300,000 and 2.5 million individuals.2  

In 1990, the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (commonly referred 
to as NAGPRA) was signed into law.  Objects falling under NAGPRA include funerary and 
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sacred, religious items as well as objects of cultural patrimony.  Basically, NAGPRA requires 
any institution accepting federal funds to inventory their collection and notify the Native peoples 
affi liated with the remains and objects.  NAGPRA provides a process to return the remains and 
objects to Native peoples.  

Initially, the value of the law was questioned by archaeologists and anthropologists.  For 
instance, there was a fear among scientists that objects, cared for under optimal conditions 
for decades, would be returned to Native Americans whose facilities would be ill equipped to 
maintain the proper environment necessary for the well being of the objects.  This fear proved to 
be baseless.  Often, if a Native group lacked the proper facilities, they let the museum hold on to 
objects until they could be successfully repatriated and cared for.3

Nearly 30 years after NAGPRA was passed, the law has proven to be quite popular.  Tensions 
have arisen on occasion, sometimes between scientists and Native peoples, sometimes between 
the Native peoples themselves -- but basically it can be considered a success.4  For the Tohono 
O’odham, it was a crucial ingredient in making the idea of a museum a reality.

   BIRTH OF A MUSEUM
       
To the best of Joseph Joaquin’s memory, the nucleus of an idea for the Tohono O’odham 

museum goes back to the early 1940s.  “They used to have a few little things in the old tribal 
buildings, just mostly baskets and pottery that were put on display” for visitors.

The idea for an actual museum had been talked about for years.  But, Mr. Joaquin said, 
“nobody really moved forward on it, until … the NAGPRA law … came into being.”  He added, 
“that woke up the council.” 5

Objects of Tohono O’odham culture have been leaving the Nation for many decades.  
Museums and private collectors vied for O’odham baskets, pottery and, many years ago, even 
skeletons.  Some of these objects, especially baskets, were made expressly for the tourist 
industry.  Other objects were sacred in nature and should have never have left at all.  With the 
passage of NAGPRA, the Tohono O’odham Nation was faced with a deluge of objects returning 
to the O’odham.

“Because of NAGPRA there was a real need for a repository to house all those things that 
were going to be coming back,” Bernard Siquieros explained.  As it happened, at the time there 
was an infl ux of gaming dollars, and monies from the casinos were being spent on various 
infrastructure projects within the Tohono O’odham Nation.  And so some people asked, Why not 
use some of the money for a museum?  “It’s about time that we maybe set some money aside 
to build a cultural center museum because it’s important to preserve and teach our history and 
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culture to our young people,” Mr. Siquieros recalled the rationalization used at the time.6         
When Bernard Siquieros came on board as the Cultural Center and Museum Project 

Administrator in the summer of 2001, he quickly realized that the fi rst thing they needed to 
do was to fi nd a site for the Cultural Center and Museum.  The criteria had been decided upon 
earlier, criteria which included a site near existing infrastructure.  The one area that fi t all the 
criteria was in Topawa.  But the committee set up to fi nd a site included members that thought 
the museum should be in their district.  The process got very political and then just stalled.  To 
restart the process, it was decided to leave it up to the people as to where to build the museum.  
So a referendum was initiated.  “We took it to the people, and the people said ‘here, this is where 
it’s going to be,’ ” Mr. Siquieros said.7

A workspace was created for the museum staff in Topawa.  Key people had to be hired 
because, Bernard asserted, “I’m not a museum person.  I’m an educator.  I didn’t have a clue 
about museum planning or anything like that.” 8  The key staff was hired (museum administrator 
Veletta Canouts, curator of education Eric Kaldahl, curator of collections Anya Montiel, and 
administrative assistant Alice Sahmie)9, and work was started on a request for proposals for 
architectural design.

After an architect was chosen, a grand 
groundbreaking ceremony took place on 
October 29, 2004.  Mr. Siquieros recalled 
that “we had a big groundbreaking right 
where the patio is right now.” 10  The 
newspaper of the Tohono O’odham 
Nation, The Runner, ran the headline 
“Groundbreaking is fi rst step for raising 
of museum,”  above a color photo of 
some of the participants.11  Among those 
present was the Chairwoman of the Tohono 
O’odham Nation at that time, Vivian Juan-
Saunders.

An architectural fi rm was hired: Durrant Architectural Services, a Chicago conglomerate with 
an offi ce in Tucson.  The lead architect working on the museum was Kurt Ench.  The staff took 
Mr. Ench and his associates all around the Tohono O’odham Nation and talked to them about 
O’odham history and culture.  Mr. Ench even spent a night out at the museum site in his truck 
because he wanted to get a feel of the site.12

Ideas were put on paper, the drawings were circulated, and feedback was obtained.  
Changes were made.  But before the fi nal drawings were completed, requests for proposals 

          Groundbreaking for the Himdag Ki:, 2004.
          Photograph courtesy Bernard Siquieros.
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for construction were sent out.  A contractor was chosen, a contract was signed, and with the 
completed architectural drawings, work commenced.  “It was real exciting because we had come 
so far and so long and fi nally to begin, fi nally seeing heavy equipment clearing the land and 
bringing in dirt,” Mr. Siquieros recalled.13  This was in 2004, the year the National Museum of 
the American Indian in Washington, D.C. was completed.

But before the foundation was even poured, 
a complication arose.  An old giant saguaro was 
inconveniently located.  The saguaro cactus (ha:ṣañ 
in O’odham, Carnegiea gigantea in botanical jargon) 
is of prime importance in O’odham himdag.  Young 
children are taught never to throw stones at a saguaro.  
“The saguaros -- they are Indians too.  You don’t 
EVER throw ANYTHING at them,” scolded an elder 
to a young boy.14  A story about the museum and the 
saguaro has fl oated around for years.  It’s been said 
that the footprint for the Himdag Ki: was actually 
moved to spare the lone saguaro cactus.  Was the 
story true?  “Yeah, that actually happened,” Bernard 
Siquieros said.  One day, as the building was being 
laid out and the footings were about to be cut, the 
contractor informed Mr. Siquieros that the “saguaro 
is right in the way of the roof,” and that “it’s going to 
need to go.”  Many O’odham would not be surprised 
at Mr. Siquieros’s response.  “No,” he replied, “We 
don’t want to remove it.  It’s there, and if we remove 
it, it’s going to die because it’s an old, old guy.  
He’s not going to survive a removal.”  And so the 
saguaro remained exactly where it stands to this day; 
the footprint of the museum and cultural center moved 
instead.  Not far -- just enough to miss the cactus.15     

There were other hitches, and compromises had to be made.  For instance, the wall of the 
Veterans’ Hall was supposed to refl ect the look of the walls of the small Catholic churches 
scattered around the O’odham Nation, or of the old federal government buildings and schools.  
But unfortunately reality set in.  The cost to build the wall as planned was about $480,000.  It 
wasn’t the material that was the problem -- the rocks were inexpensive.  It was the labor.  And 
so it was decided to scrap that idea, but the architect was persistent in his desire to at least 

The Himdag Ki: under construction, August 2005.
Photograph by Stephen Mack.
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symbolize those rock walls he saw in the Nation.  So the slate walls we see today were installed 
instead.  The slate walls look beautiful, pay homage to the stone buildings on the Tohono 
O’odham Nation, and cost a lot less than half a million dollars.16

Another snag was far more consequential, and in this case there was no easy remedy.  One 
day, Bernard received a letter from the head of the construction company.  They needed to meet.  
The Three Gorges Dam in China was being built, and China was buying up massive amounts of 
concrete and steel for the project.  Consequently, the price of these materials was going through 
the roof.  The contract to build the Himdag Ki: had to be renegotiated.  Compromises had to be 
made.  Some of the materials recommended by the architect and the contractor had to be cut 
back.  More painfully, the size of the facility had to be scaled back.  So a 38,000 square foot 
facility was built instead of the 50,000 square foot facility originally envisioned.17

Construction was completed in the summer of 2007.  Museum staff had been hired.  Opening 
Day celebrations were being planned.  But there was one small matter remaining: the museum 
didn’t have anything to display. 

“We didn’t have a collection to put on exhibit,” Mr. Siquieros recalled, “so we had to borrow 
items from A[rizona] S[tate] M[useum] and from the Amerind [Museum].”  The museum staff 
picked objects for potential display; however, it was the O’odham elders who had the fi nal say.  
Bernard continued, “We took fi ve elders, and we brought them into Tucson to look at those 
things that we had decided we wanted to borrow.  And so they basically are the ones that gave us 
the yea or nay on things we had selected.” 18 

Mr. Siquieros recalled the weeks before opening day.  “It was very, very stressful because 
we had set a date on the opening, and we had advertised the opening of this facility,” he 
remembered, “and … there was still a lot of work in the museum portion of this facility that was 
still under construction.”  People worked through the night prior to the opening to set up displays 
and panels.  “But it got done and people were very pleased.” 19      
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The Himdag Ki: under construction.  
Photo courtesy Bernard Siquieros.
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“…Hemu…”



3Waik

OPENING DAY

The fi rst event of the opening ceremony took place at 5:00 A.M.  Starting from the base 
of Waw Giwulk (or Baboquivari Peak), eight runners ran twelve miles to the newly 
completed Himdag Ki:  It was June 15, 2007, and the Himdag Ki: was opening its 

doors for the fi rst time to the people.  The celebrations would last into the evening and the high 
temperature would reach 105°.  But the crisp early morning air was comfortable.  The runners 
were bringing the blessings of I’itoi from Waw Giwulk to the new museum and cultural center.1   

In the distant past, whenever O’odham needed to call members of their village together for 
a meeting, a caller -- someone with a loud voice -- would climb on top of a ramada or other tall 
structure and call out to the community members, inviting them to gather for a meeting.  With 
this tradition in mind, when the runners arrived from Waw Giwulk, the gates to the museum 
opened up, and next to the entrance the caller, Camillus Lopez, started yelling “Ab g o ‘i-wapkĭ.  
Miak k o ñeid mo hascu ‘I-hab cu’ig.”  (Everyone come inside.  Come and see what is here …)2

The massive celebration drew in O’odham from all parts of the Nation and beyond.  The 
museum’s parking lot soon fi lled up, and so people had to park elsewhere in Topawa and shuttle 
buses brought them to the event.  There was food, music, and traditional dancing.  There were 
art demonstrations.  Swarms of people fi lled the galleries and rooms of the brand new Tohono 

Opening day of the Himdag Ki:.
Photo Stephen Mack.
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O’odham Cultural Center and Museum.
There were a few snags.  It was the fi rst scorching hot day of the year, and emergency 

medical technicians were stationed at the museum.  The staff implored people to “Stay hydrated.  
Drink.  Make sure you drink a lot of water.”  Nevertheless, fi ve people had to be sent to the 
hospital.  (All made a full recovery.)  Additionally, at about two in the afternoon there was a 
sudden power outage.  The lights went out.  The air conditioner went out.  “[The staff] all ran 
to the back,” Bernard Siquieros recalled, “We thought something happened in the back.”  But 
everything was fi ne, at least in the back of the museum.  As it turned out, the power outage 
covered the entire Tohono O’odham Nation.  After about an hour, power was fi nally restored.  
Evidently, the electrical outage was caused by the interaction of a transformer and a bird.3

Also that day there was a fl ag ceremony.  The Tohono O’odham Nation is made up of 
eleven districts, each with its own fl ag.  And so twelve fl agpoles stand outside the gate of the 
museum; one for the fl ag of the United States of America and the Tohono O’odham Nation, the 
other eleven for the fl ag of each district.  All the districts sent their representatives, and all the 
representatives raised the fl ags of their districts together.4

  

At the time of this writing, eleven years have passed since that opening day.  There have been 
three additional annual celebrations following the grand opening; however, it was decided that 
there would be no more celebrations until the grand 10th anniversary observance in 2017.5    
      The planning for the 10th anniversary celebration involved extensive input from community 
members and the planning stage took over a year.  The 2017 celebration was a success and soon 
after that, the museum unveiled the new exhibition design of the Main Exhibit Hall, the fi rst 
redesign since the museum’s opening.  

So, at the beginning of its second decade, where is the Himdag Ki: at today in 2018? 
 

Flags of the United States of America, the Tohono 

O’odham Nation, and the districts of the Tohono 

O’odham Nation fl ying on the opening day of the Himdag 

Ki:.  Photo by Stephen Mack.
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INSIDE THE HIMDAG KI:

On a hot summer day, opening the double glass doors of the museum’s Main Entry unleashes 
the invisible force of pressurized air, blowing refrigerated air upon the visitor.  The thirty degree 
drop in temperature, the dimmer light, the dark gray slate fl oors and the precious artwork give a 
sense of a rarefi ed setting.  We are in the lobby of the Himdag Ki:.  It takes a short moment for 
the eyes to adjust to the dimmer light.  Immediately in front of us are outstanding examples of 
O’odham art.  Basketry and hand-made fi gures are placed in display cases here in the middle of 
the lobby known as the Entryway Exhibit.  To the right, the Veterans’ Hall stretches invitingly 
down the length of the museum complex.  However, we’ll be starting off to our left, through the 
doors next to the receptionist’s desk. 

These doors are the entrance to the Main Exhibit Hall, which is the part of the museum that 
people think of when they think of the museum.  It’s where most of the exhibits are.  Basically. 
the Himdag Ki:’s Main Exhibit Hall is one large room with curving walls.  Upon entering, one 
looks around at what is basically the west half of the hall.  Large curved wooden panels obscure 
the eastern half.  Ahead of us, rectangular display cases abut gently curving walls made up 
of hundreds of rectangular wood blocks, light in color, some jutting outward, others sunken 
inward.  These wooden blocks are visual rhymes meant to invoke the texture of an O’odham 
basket.  Gracing the wooden walls are gorgeous color photographs of views taken around the 
Tohono O’odham Nation, clustered in groups and tastefully overlapped.  The fl oors are the same 
dark gray slate that is seen in the lobby and hallway of the museum.  Breaks between the ceiling 
panels reveal glimpses of the support apparatus for the lighting fi xtures.  The lights cast a warm 
glow at strategic points throughout the gallery.  

Actually, there exists a gallery within the gallery.  In the center of the Main Exhibit Hall, 
there are large, curved wooden panels which can be turned on a central axis, creating a separate 
exhibition space within the main hall, a space referred to as the Changing Gallery.  When all 
the panels are turned so that the inner curve is facing the center of the room, the panels form 
a circular structure with an entryway facing the northern wall of the main hall.  This circular 
confi guration is used most often for the changing  exhibits.  At the time of this writing, the 
Changing Gallery is displaying the Tohono O’odham panels that were featured in the Our 
Peoples exhibit at the National Museum of the American Indian on its opening day in 2004.  
But instead of a circular confi guration, the panels are arranged in a variety of angles, allowing 
for easier access from various areas of the Main Exhibit Hall.  The Changing Gallery takes up 
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roughly a quarter of the fl oor space of the Main Exhibit Hall, but this will be the fi nal stop on our 
walk through the hall.   

The overall exhibition space is devoted to four groups of subjects.  The half of the room 
we see at the entrance contains the displays devoted to the fi rst group, “Customs, Heritage 
and Tradition.”  Indeed, the inclination is to move directly forward and take in these exhibits 
fi rst.  However, if one is lucky enough to have a guided tour of the museum, the guide may 
very well make a sharp right, starting instead with the “Community Curation Wall.”  There 
are several reasons for taking this path instead of going in the obvious direction.  For one, if 
the straightforward route is chosen, then the horseshoe pathway leading inexorably to the exit 
may cause the visitor to accidentally pass by the Community Curation Wall.  Also, in Tohono 
O’odham tradition, counter-clockwise is the preferred direction to take.

The Community Curation Wall is set aside for O’odham to express their visions and priorities 
to others in the community. Because of the proximity of the Changing Gallery, the Community 
Curation Wall space is narrow, too narrow for the display of large objects.  So the exhibits are 
confi ned to photos, paintings and smaller objects.  At this time, the wall is devoted to a display 
titled “In Their Own Words: Learning from Elders.”  

We move forward and approach the fi rst of the four main groups.  Titled “Land and 
Leadership,” we learn about the changing forms of governance on O’odham lands.  

The second group is titled “Plants and Food.”  The verbiage on a panel discusses the 
importance of traditional foods, far healthier than the processed foods obtained in supermarkets.  
The point is made that everything needed for survival, nutritional and medicinal, is found out in 
the desert.              

The other portion of the gallery is still mostly hidden from view. Because the Main Exhibit 
Hall is wider than it is deep, the roughly circular Changing Gallery effectively cuts the main hall 
into two parts.  To get to the other part of the main hall, one must walk through a path created 
by the north facing wall of the gallery and the large wooden panels of the Changing Gallery -- 
basically it’s the mirror image of the Community Curation Wall on the opposite side.  And, as 
with the Community Curation Wall, this area is too narrow for the display of objects of art, but is 

The “Language and Education” 
display in the Main Exhibition Hall 
of the Himdag Ki:.  Photo courtesy 
Bernard Siquieros.
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perfect for fl at artwork such as photographs.  And indeed, the wall is now decorated with photos 
taken in Washington, D.C. of the Tohono O’odham delegation that attended the NMAI’s opening.  
These photos act as an introduction to the aforementioned exhibit in the Changing Gallery.

Moving on, we approach the third group, “Language and Education.”  Under these subjects 
we see the subdivisions “Himdag and Language” and “Education through the years.”  Large 
interpretive panels make the case for the importance of teaching and preserving the O’odham 
language.  The history of education is laid out before us, from the ancient oral tradition to 
religious schools to boarding schools.  

The fourth group is the cluster we saw upon entering the Main Exhibit Hall.  “Customs, 
Heritage and Tradition” is further broken down to “Traditional Games,” “O’odham Salt 
Pilgrimage,” and “Sacredness of Place.”  The Salt Pilgrimage especially is an example of the 
revitalization of tradition, one in which the Himdag Ki: played a crucial role.  

The four major groups occupying the four corners of the Main Exhibit Hall differ, but not 
radically so, from the original groupings.  Those initial groupings were (and again, moving in a 
counter-clockwise direction), “The Land”; the second, “Food”; third, “Language”; and fourth, 
“Leadership.” 6  You will note that there is considerable overlap between the original and the 
current Main Exhibit Hall groups.  For instance, “Land” in the original design has now been 
combined with “leadership.”  And “Food” has now been combined with “Plants.”  Bernard, 
talking about the differences between the past and present displays, notes that “we changed it 
over a little bit, but we didn’t change much.”  He elaborated, “we … reduced the texts and … 
added more photographs.” 7

Lastly, we enter the geographic center of the Main Exhibit Hall, that cluster of wooden panels 
that comprise the Changing Gallery.  In the past, exhibits in this gallery have included paintings 
by O’odham artists, and even an exhibition of Waila music-related items.  These exhibits 
changed over about once every six months.  Right now, the panels shown at the NMAI’s “Our 
Peoples” exhibition are on display here in the gallery.  The scattering of objects on display in the 

“Customs, Heritage and Tradition” 
exhibit at the Himdag Ki:.  Photo 
courtesy Bernard Siquieros.
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gallery were not shown in D.C., but are included here to help tell the stories of the panels.    
      The exit leads to the hallway known as Veterans’ Hall.  To the right is the room that was once 
the museum’s Gift Store.  The space has been empty for years.  “I miss that,” Nina Siquieros 
commented, “I think they had beautiful things to sell …” 8  When the museum fi rst opened in 
2007, the Tohono O’odham Community Action (or TOCA) ran the gift store.  Ninety percent of 
the items carried in the gift store were crafts and artwork by O’odham.9  But years ago, TOCA 
left the museum and concentrated their operations in Sells.  Unfortunately, a year or so ago 
TOCA shut down their Sells location, and so now O’odham artisans have less support within the 
Nation’s borders.  The Himdag Ki: is making an effort to rectify this situation.  For instance, on 
September 15, 2018 the museum hosted an art show featuring 43 O’odham artists.  Flyers for the 
event were distributed to museums throughout southern Arizona.  An ad was placed in a Tucson 
weekly.  “We got people here,” Bernard Siquieros said, “we had O’odham and non-O’odham 
visitors.10

The windows of the hallway face the Baboquivari mountains, allowing natural light to enter 
the building.  Along the Veterans’ Hall, photographs, paintings, weapons and souvenirs line 
the south side of the hall.  The wall pays homage to the O’odham who have served in the U. S. 

Veterans’ Hall, looking east.  Photo 
courtesy Bernard Siquieros.

The reading room of the Himdag Ki: 
archives.  Photo by Stephen Mack.
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military, from those serving in the present day all the way back to the fi rst O’odham who served 
in World War I.  Respect is also paid to O’odham warriors who defended their lands in centuries 
past.  

Walking east down the Veterans’ Hall, we encounter the museum’s archives.  In 2010 the 
Venito Garcia Library in Sells moved the archives portion of their collection to the Himdag 
Ki:.  The Himdag Ki: archives is a repository for books, maps, photographs, back issues of 
The Runner, sound recordings and other ephemeral items pertaining to O’odham culture.  Mr. 
Siquieros says that “the idea was to bring all of that information here so we would have a 
clearing house for O’odham history and culture … that we would have a place to house that 
information.” 11    

A little further down is a “display” of worktables and storage spaces.   It’s literally a window 
into the museum’s inner workings.  Evidently the idea was to have museum staff on public 
view, giving people a glance at restoration techniques employed by the museum.  Such a setup 
is immensely popular at the La Brea Tar Pit’s Page Museum.  Interesting objects on worktables 
tantalize the visitor, and one is given a glimpse of the behind-the-scenes environment.

West of the museum complex, in a separate building is the Cultural Center.  In it, rooms are 
set aside for O’odham artists and elders.  The large circular window in the elders’s room with an 
etching of the Man-in-the-Maze is becoming something of a landmark in the Nation.  The room 
itself, with tall ceilings and a fi replace, exudes an air of calm, of serenity.  According to Bernard 
Siquieros, museum planners had this room in mind as a place of refuge for elders, especially 
during events and activities, so “the elders could just come and sit and be comfortable and  
relax.” 12  

Elders’s room.  Photo courtesy Bernard Siquieros.
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COLLECTIONS

How does a museum build its collection?  Who decides what objects to acquire?  What is the 
criteria for choosing an object for acquisition?  And after the museum acquires the object, then 
what?  Who decides if an object it put out on display or back in the collections area?  And how is 
that decision made?  These are questions that can be asked of every museum on earth, and often 
the answers are more or less the same.  But sometimes the answers surprise. 

Donations of artifacts are the foundations of many museum collections.  Museums often lack 
funds to acquire objects.  And yet not all items offered to a museum can be accepted.  When a 
museum acquires an object, it is making a commitment to store and care for that object forever.  
So the question has to be asked:  How useful will the object be to the museum? 13

Bernard Siquieros talked about the Himag Ki:’s methods of acquisition.  “In the beginning, 
we had committees of tribal members that served on the collections committee.”  This committee 
often met monthly.  

 And when they would meet, … our collections curator would bring out these things that 
 needed to be approved as being accepted or not accepted.  And so … there was a rule that
 the committee would look at these, they’d discuss it, they’d say yeah, that’s something 
 that should … be a part of our collection.14 

If an object is accepted, then it’s assigned an accession number and placed in the repository.  
An accession number is a unique designation assigned to an object when it enters a museum’s 
collection.  The Himdag Ki: has software for keeping track of its collections, but the use of 
this software has been uneven over the years.  The new curator of collections, Dedric Lupe, 
is working to bring order to the Himdag Ki:’s collections.  “We need to get caught up,” Mr. 
Siquieros said.15

An object in a museum is stored among many other objects in the repository.  How does 
one decide which objects go out on display?  The answer depends on the themes of the exhibits.  

The collections area.  Photo 
courtesy Bernard Siquieros.
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“Ideally, we get an object that speaks to an exhibit,” Mr. Siquieros says.  “We have an exhibit 
that we feel … this object that we have in our collection would really tell that story.” 16

Some objects require a great deal of thought over whether or not they should be shown to 
the public at all, and sometimes extensive preparations are required before they can be placed 
on exhibit.  One such item is a musket on display in the Veterans’ Hall.  According to oral 
tradition, this musket was used in the killing of an Apache in San Xavier in the 1860s.  Bernard 
Siquieros and a group of Tohono O’odham elders were looking at objects for potential display 
at the Himdag Ki:, and among those objects was the musket.  “They had this long discussion 
on whether or not we should show that, because of how it was used,” Mr. Siquieros recalled.  
“It was used to take another life.”  After much deliberation, it was decided to display the piece.  
“They decided it’s important for our young people to know about that history.  I mean, it’s our 
history,” Mr. Siquieros said.  But before the musket could be put out on public display, it had 
to be cleansed.  Only after the cleansing ceremony was the musket allowed to be placed in 
Veterans’ Hall.17

Some objects never have been, nor ever will be, a part of the Himdag Ki:.  “No, we don’t 
bring human remains here,” Mr. Siquieros said.  “We don’t bring funerary objects here.  They’re 
cared for in a different, special way.”  The Tohono O’odham Cultural Affairs offi ce is responsible 
for taking care of human remains and related objects.18

Committees were prevalent in the museum’s early days.  There was an education committee 
made up of O’odham teachers that would meet and discuss programs and other ways to 
collaborate.  There was a collections committee.  There was even a committee that specialized 
in baskets.  Mr. Siquieros recalled, “Basketmakers … would come and look at baskets that were 
being offered as part of donations.”  These committees lasted until shortly after Veletta Canouts 
departure.  The museum was told to disband the committees.  “So today, whenever we have 
things that we need to make a decision on, whether or not we’re going to accept a donation, it’s 
mainly the O’odham staff.  We’ll meet and look at these things.” 19  Mr. Siquieros added that the 
old committees need to be re-established.  “We need community members, elders, to come and 
… set us straight on certain things.” 20              
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USES

What is the purpose of the Himdag Ki:?  How are the O’odham community members putting 
their museum to use?  As for the fi rst question, perhaps we should let the Himdag Ki: itself 
provide an answer in the form of its mission statement:

 The mission of Himdag Ki: Hekĭhu, Hemu, Im B I-Ha’ap, Tohono O’odham Nation 
 Cultural Center & Museum, is to instill pride by creating a permanent tribal institution
 to protect and preserve O’odham jewed c himdag.  Working with elders, the Cultural
 Center & Museum will promote understanding and respect for O’odham himdag
 through educational programs and public outreach.21  [Emphasis in original]

Talk to O’odham about the role of the Himdag Ki: in their community, and the one word that 
seems to pop up more than any other is education.  It will come as no surprise that Roger Antone, 
Ronald Geronimo, and Bernard Siquieros -- educators all -- emphasize this particular role of the 
museum.  “The museum is a resource for our [Tohono O’odham Community College] students,” 
Ronald Geronimo says.22

For many O’odham, the museum is seen as a way to preserve tradition.  Jose Enriquez is one 
of the elders consulted by the Himdag Ki: for his vast cultural knowledge.  “It is very important,” 
Mr. Enriquez says, “to bring back … our culture of the past and explain to the young people why 
it is important to continue, [to] understand the ways of the O’odham.” 23  The Salt Pilgrimage 
is an example of the Himdag Ki: fulfilling its role in reviving and preserving culture.  The Salt 
Pilgrimage vanished from O’odham culture many years ago.  Recently, though, the tradition 
was revived by Ken Josemaria and others, thanks in part to a document housed in the museum’s 
archives.  Mr. Josemaria, a heavy duty diesel mechanic for the Sells Fire Department, found a 
copy of Jose Lewis’s journal documenting the Salt Pilgrimage in detail.  “He wrote down the 
rules,” Mr. Josemaria said, “and I’ve had to enforce those rules.”  For several years, the grounds 
of the Himdag Ki: was the starting point for the Salt Pilgrimage, as well as the site for both of the 
four day cleansing ceremonies.24  Thus the ancient tradition was revived.

Pottery making is another tradition that’s been on life support for decades.  “There’s hardly 
any more traditional potters,” Kathy Vance said.  “We’ve moved away to metal pots and plastic 
containers and things like that.”  So now she’s in a group dedicated to bringing pottery making 
back to the community.  She and a group of about a dozen community members from Topawa 
gathered at the Himdag Ki: to learn the art of pottery making, including firing.  “This is where 
it started at,” Ms. Vance said.  “We were individuals that kind of  knew about pottery, but really 
never came together as a group until we started meeting over here.  And from there it kind of 
blossomed.” 25 
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Some community members like to take advantage of the museum’s archives extensive 
holdings.  For instance, Richard Pablo spends a great deal of time in the archives, which he 
speaks of with affection intermingled with awe:  “It’s here for those answers that we have 
questions about -- the land, our history that all pertains to ourselves as O’odham people.” 26  

Ronald Geronimo is the director of the Tohono O’odham studies program at the Tohono 
O’odham Community College (TOCC).  He sees the Himdag Ki: not only as a resource for 
TOCC students, but also as a potential partner in collaboration.  “We’re talking about working 
together on trying to train students, or other O’odham speakers, to work on transcribing and 
translating,” Mr. Geronimo says.  Both the Himdag Ki: and the TOCC have materials in their 
archives that need to be transcribed and translated.27 

Some people acknowledge the education and preservation roles that the museum plays, and 
yet see another aspect of the museum -- specifically, the power of the objects in the museum to 
inspire, to provide creative fuel, to move them to a sense of wonder.  “What I like to see are the 
old baskets,” Rhonda Wilson, herself a basketmaker, said, “and I think, Where did you get that?  
What did you see?  What were you dreaming?” 28  And the potter Kathy Vance marvels at the 
pottery on display at the Himdag Ki:.  “They always say a good potter,” she says, “you won’t see  
where the paddle is on the outside and inside.  You won’t be able to see the coils.  So I’m really 
trying to master things like that.”  So she stands in front of the pottery on exhibit, “just taking it 
in, knowing that somebody had done that.  They were good.  They were masters.” 29  
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Curved walkway to the museum.  A cloud-capped Baboquivari Peak can 
be seen in the distance.  Photo courtesy Bernard Siquieros.
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“…Im B I-Ha’ap”



4Gi’ik

Looking into the future is a tricky thing.  On one hand, predictions about the movements 
of celestial bodies can be breathtakingly precise; but on the other hand, predictions about 
human endeavors are pretty much always wrong.  Predictions are one thing -- but hopes 

for the future, however, are another matter.  Many individuals I’ve spoken to tend to be very 
optimistic about the future of the Himdag Ki:.  “I just believe that it will always be,” Rhonda 
Wilson said, “and that it’ll continue to promote and educate about our O’odham himdag.” 1

“Is it always going to be here?” Joseph Joaquin asked, then added, “It’s really up to the 
people.” 2  Mr. Joaquin’s pragmatic note refl ects a reality about the future of museums in general.  
Unless a museum has vast wellsprings of money at their disposal like the J. Paul Getty Museum 
in Los Angeles, funding is always going to be an issue.  Museum offi cials and curators are often 
out at fundraisers, hat in hand, asking the rich and powerful for contributions.

Bernard Siquieros talked about funding the Himdag Ki:.  The museum is now a line item in 
the Tohono O’odham Nation’s budget, meaning that every year the museum staff has to prepare 
and submit a budget.  Several attempts have been made to establish a foundation for the museum, 
“kind of a Friends of the Museum Foundation, that its sole purpose would be to fi nd those extra 
revenues to help us operate.”  Bernard then added ironically, “That never went much further than 
being in a nice report.” 3

  

What can we expect from the Himdag Ki: in the near future?  There is one rather large piece 
of unfi nished business that still needs to be addressed.  Recall that one of the main arguments 
in favor of building a museum in the fi rst place was the repatriation of sacred objects resulting 
from the passing of NAGPRA.  The Arizona State Museum in particular has a massive number 
of items that need to be repatriated.  But, eleven years after the opening ceremonies, the objects 
earmarked for return to the Nation have not come home yet.  The delay seems to be with 
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getting the necessary endorsement from the BIA which, because the Tohono O’odham Nation 
is on federal lands, “the BIA has to be involved in the process of bringing those things home,” 
according to Bernard.  The newly hired administrator is now hard at work pulling everything 
together, getting policies and procedures in place to obtain the necessary endorsement.4

Once the endorsement is obtained, and once agreements are reached with the Arizona 
State Museum and other institutions, then things should start to move very quickly.  During 
Michael Reinschmidt’s administration, more compact shelving units were obtained so that 
now the repository is fully shelved.  For now the shelves sit empty, but that will change.  “The 
Ventana Cave collection alone is going to pretty well fi ll the entire facility,” Bernard Siquieros 
estimated.  So what happens when there isn’t any space left for more acquisitions?  Mr. Siquieros 
explained that the design for the museum “incorporated what they call a knock out wall in both 
the repository and the archives.”  He continued, “When we get to that point where we need more 
space, that wall is built … [so] you can add a space, knock out a wall, and you’ve expanded.  The 
building is designed to allow for easy expansion in those areas.” 5      

  

Basically the situation is this: the future of the museum depends on community support.  The 
future bodes well for the museum as long as they remain receptive to community needs.  Many 
O’odham appreciate the museum’s role in preserving O’odham culture, and are pleased with the 
museum’s community outreach.  But can the outreach include bringing people to the objects, or 
vice versa?

As mentioned earlier, geography is a barrier to access.  For those living in far-fl ung villages 
or even in Tucson, the sheer size of the Tohono O’odham Nation makes access to the museum in 
Topawa onerous at best and near impossible at worst.  What, if anything, can be done about this?  
“So I don’t know, maybe a traveling museum?” Nina Siquieros suggested.6  The idea was echoed 
by Roger Antone.  “I know it could go out to the schools,” he said, “and, you know, sometimes 
schools can’t make it here.” 7

The museum goes to great lengths to operate within the parameters of himdag.  “Everything 
is timing for O’odham,” Rhonda Wilson said.

 It’s like, you can’t have storytelling in the summertime.  So they do it within the seasons 
 that they’re supposed to be done.  And so that’s what I appreciate, is that they know.  
 They know, and they’re respectful.  And they know what they can and cannot do.  And 
 they stay within the boundaries of our himdag and our timelines.8

Nina Siquieros often spoke of connectedness: a connection to community, and a connection 
to “the sacredness and power” of certain objects in the museum.  She says that it wasn’t until 
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her later years that she made those connections on her own.  Her hope is that the museum will 
facilitate this sense of connectedness with young people.  “That connectedness,” Ms. Siquieros 
said, “that’s what’s valuable to me now as an older person.  And hope that younger people will 
recognize that it’s important.  The museum will do it!” 9  

  This receptiveness to community needs gives one optimism for the Himdag Ki:’s future.  
Museums are refl ections of the human spirit.  Natural history museums are an expression of our 
attempts to understand our world and the universe.  Art museums are a window directly into the 
human spirit.  And museums like the Himdag Ki: answer primal questions like who we are and 
where we came from.  

Will the Himdag Ki: still exist hundreds of years in the future?  Thousands?  Why not?  
There is every reason to believe that the Himdag Ki: will exist in one form or another well into 
the distant future.  For as long as O’odham honor their ancestors, as long as O’odham value 
education, and as long as O’odham feel a responsibility to leave something of their culture for 
future generations, the Himdag Ki: will be there.  In short, for as long as there are O’odham, 
there will be a Himdag Ki:.  
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To honor our ancestors is to not forget,

to keep our traditions going,

keep our culture alive,

keep our history,

to know our history.

        Ronald Geronimo
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