
ON THE COVER

The Healers by Helen Hardin

Portions of the following are based on an interview with Alex-
ander Anthony on October 16, 2018.

The cover image for this special issue of American Psy-
chologist was selected to reflect the potential for healing
from trauma. According to Tewa Pueblo legend, bears have
healing powers and are considered medicine men. The late
Helen Hardin, a Santa Clara Pueblo artist, etched the curved
bears standing on triangular pedestals.

Tewa refers to linguistically related Native American peoples
living in seven distinct communities, or pueblos. The Tewa-
speaking Pueblo peoples live—as they have since aboriginal
times—in the southwestern United States. The Santa Clara Pueblo
located adjacent to the Rio Grande River in New Mexico shares
many cultural features with other Southwest Pueblos that derive
from the pre-Pueblo cultures known as Anasazi.

Helen Hardin (1943–1984) drew the three arched bears in the
cover etching, which she named The Healers, to include the heart
line, which represents the breath of life. The line goes from the
mouth to the heart, bringing life to the whole body. It is not
uncommon to see the heart line applied to deer, but Hardin, like
Native American potter Tony Da and others before her, used it to
give the furry bears even more power.

According to Alexander Anthony, an expert in Native Ameri-
can art, Hardin—who was given the name Tsa-Sah-Wee-Eh (“Lit-
tle Standing Spruce”) shortly after birth—is considered one of the
more fascinating, complex, and engaging figures in the Native
American art world. The daughter of well-known Santa Clara
Pueblo painter Pablita Valarde, Hardin is second in a series of four
generations of female artists (a painting by Hardin’s daughter
Margarete Bagshaw can be seen on the cover of the January 2007
issue of American Psychologist). Helen Hardin’s relationship with
her mother was not an easy one: Pablita was addicted to both
painting and alcohol. She spent many hours sitting at the kitchen
table, consumed with her painting and ignoring her daughter
Helen.

Young Helen’s life was further complicated by being the
daughter of a mixed marriage: Her father, Herbert Hardin, was a
White civil servant. In addition, the Pueblo, concerned that she
might paint sacred images, barred Helen from dancing in tribal
ceremonies. Because Helen was denied access to private tribal
rituals, she painted her Native spiritual world from her imagina-
tion. Despite her strong sense of self, she struggled with her White
and Native American selves. She grew up and briefly attended
college in the Anglo world of Albuquerque. However, in the
summers her mother took her to stay in the Santa Clara pueblo
with her extended family. Helen’s art, comprising traditional

shapes and designs in highly individualized, abstract, contempo-
rary compositions, reflects this conflict. Her work became a bridge
between the modern and traditional worlds, while her break with
traditionalism encouraged other painters.

Helen Hardin showed early artistic talent, but she fought it. She
wanted nothing to do with art. When she finally gave in to her
need to paint, her mother criticized her work and attempted to
keep it from being exhibited. The ups and downs of the relation-
ship between Helen and her mother lasted most of her life but
improved before Helen’s death at age 42.

In 1968, Herbert Hardin arranged for a one-person show of his
daughter’s work in Guatemala. He was surprised to sell 27 of her
paintings. Soon after, she won first prize for innovation at the
Inter-Tribal Indian Ceremonial in Gallup, New Mexico, but it was
when her work appeared on the cover and in the main article of
New Mexico Magazine in 1970 that her celebrity status in the art
world was established.

In an artist profile on the Adobe Gallery website, Anthony
described the evolution of her work in this way: “Hardin’s dis-
tinctive and compelling style became more fully realized in the
1970s, with a series of paintings of Katsina figures. These and her
later works are immensely complex works of art that have been
displayed in museums around the world. Much of her work is
concerned with the intellectual and physical struggle of her very
existence—the struggle of woman versus man, patron versus
artist, Indian versus Anglo, tradition versus progression. Her art is
complex and beautiful, at once forward-thinking and rooted in
ancient tradition” (Anthony, n.d., para. 2).

Hardin created a series of three etchings (Changing Woman,
Medicine Woman, and Listening Woman) that has been described
as an autobiography of the last 3 years of her life. According to her
biographer, Hardin was completing the drawing of Medicine
Woman when she was diagnosed with breast cancer in 1981, from
which she died 3 years later. At the time she painted this prescient
work, “she said ‘It was almost as if I needed that person, that
healing spirit’” (Scott, 1989, p. 143).
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