
Horse gear consists of the various accessories worn by horses during 
riding. Bridles, saddles, saddle bags, saddle blankets, and reins are all 
a part of horse gear also called tack. Native people became experts in 
fabricating horse gear for hunting and for war. Along the way, they 
transformed utilitarian equipment into a unique level of art. New 
ideas in design and ornament circulated through Native trade 
routes from Mexico to the Pacific Northwest. Some Native 
groups acquired Spanish-style gear, or copied it, with 
modification based on local materials and personal taste. 
A lively trade in bridle bits and other metal parts sprang 
up. But for the most part, Native craftsmen made their 
own: saddles, bridles, cinches, whips, and ropes. Blending 
a variety of influences – Spanish saddles, eastern beadwork, 
traditions of family and tribal identity – Native artists created 
a rich new visual art form. 
A warrior and his horse depended upon each other. He would often immortalize a horse 
that had saved his life by carving an image of the horse in the form of a stick that he would 
carry in ceremonial dances. The sticks are three-dimensional portraits of specific, well-loved 
animals.
For some Native peoples, the horse still is an essential part of daily life. For others, the horse 
will always remain an element of Native Peoples identity and their history. The Horse Nation 
continues to inspire and Native artists continue to celebrate the horse in their songs, stories 
and works of art. 

Visit the National Museum 
of the American Indian to 
learn more about the Native 
American celebration of Horses
h t t p : / / w w w. n m a i . s i . e d u /
exhibitions/horsenation/

Activity:
Use the image of the horse to 
create your own horse gear. 
Design a saddle, breast plate, and 
head ornament.
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