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We Are The CAnyon: A hopi perspeCTive

To the Hopi people, the 
Grand Canyon is known 
as Öng’tupqa, or Salt 

Canyon, named after the naturally 
occurring salt deposits found near 
the confluence of the Colorado 
and Little Colorado Rivers. This 
salt has been collected and used 
by Hopi People and their ancestors 
for centuries. The Grand Canyon is 

also described in Hopi traditions as 
“Öngtuvqava Sakwtala”, translated 
as “There in Salt Canyon, there is 
Blue-Green Light”, a metaphor 
for the rich plant life (including 
the associated animals and birds) 
found along the river corridor. 

The Grand Canyon also represents a 
spiritual “emergence” point of Hopi 
ancestors, the Hisat’sinom, (People 
of Long Ago), who were seeking 
a new way of life. Upon their 
emergence, Hopi ancestors were 
greeted by a spiritual deity known 
as Masaaw, who is believed by the 
Hopi to be the original caretaker of 
this new world. Masaaw provided 
the Hopi with the means for survival 
in the dry desert landscape: a gourd 
of water, a planting stick and corn 
seed. He instructed the Hisat’sinom 
to embark on a series of migrations 

across the 
landscape, during 
which they would 
learn the values of 
stewardship.

As part of these 
migrations, the 
Hisat’sinom were 
instructed to leave 
physical signs upon the 
landscape to prove they 
had faithfully followed 
the instructions given to 
them. These signs are what 
archaeologists refer to as artifacts: 
ceramics, lithics, textiles, rock art, 
villages and the burials of Hopi 
ancestors. Many ancestral Hopi 
signs and settlements are found at 
Grand Canyon including Bright 
Angel Pueblo, Wallhalla Glades 
Pueblo, Unkar Delta, and the 
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Nankoweap Granaries. Eventually, 
the Hisat’sinom decided it was 
time to seek out and settle down 
in their spiritual homeland. In 
numerous clan groups, they 
converged from all directions upon 
the Hopi Mesas in northeastern 
Arizona, approximately 100 miles 
east of the Grand Canyon. Thus the 
Hisat’sinom became the modern 
Hopi People.

This of course, is the ultra condensed 
version of Hopi history, and it is not 
possible to explain the multilayered 
concepts of Hopi culture in this 
brief writing. While our spiritual 
connections to the Grand Canyon 
and Colorado River remain strong, 
Hopi People also participate in 
the scientific management of 
the canyons cultural and natural 
resources, which continue to serve 
important roles within modern 
Hopi culture.

H o p i

The Hopi Tribe is now partners 
in the formal decision making 
processes that seek to provide 
meaningful experiences for the 
millions of annual visitors who 
come to experience the vistas, 
trails, plants, animals, and waters 
of the Grand Canyon. Participating 
in the management of these 
resources requires Hopi people to 
enter the depths of the cayon and 
become themselves, scientists and 
researchers, relying on centuries 
old traditional knowledge in the 
process. 

From a modern Hopi perspective, 
we have our own questions about 
how our ancestors survived and 
prospered in this seemingly harsh 
environment. We seek a greater 
understanding of who we are, 
and what lessons we can learn by 
studying our ancestral settlements, 
lifeways and the ecosystems in 
which they occurred. 

In addition to the ancestral Hopi 
sites documented in the Canyon, 
over 100 types of plants and herbs 
used within Hopi Culture have 
been documented. These plants and 
herbs are recorded in four major 
Hopi categories: Medicinal Use, 
Wild and Domesticated Foodstuffs, 
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Utilitarian, and Clan Symbols 
and Religious Uses. Much of the 
traditional knowledge on how to 
utilize these resources was first 
developed by Hopi ancestors who 
once resided within the Canyon.

The science of archaeology states 
that the presence of Hopi ancestors 
within the canyon stretches back 
thousands of years. Yet to most 
Hopi People it is enough to know 
that our ancestors were among the 
first to experience the spirit of the 
canyon and call it home. Because 
of this, the Grand Canyon will 
forever remain an integral part of 
Hopi’tutskwa, the Hopi Cultural 
Landscape.
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