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Comanche Cape, 

c. 1850 

 

 

 

Object: H. M. Grimmer Inventory #30494. A painted woman’s cape accented with tin cones and 

fringe. Attributed to the Comanche, c. 1850. The cape body is made of single piece of native-

tanned buckskin; 39" long and 29.5" wide.  

 

 

Provenance:   Private collection, NY 

To Brant Mackley of Hershey, PA 

  To H. M. Grimmer of Santa Fe, NM 

 

 

Artistic and Historical Significance: 
By Thomas Cleary 

 

 Comanche painted capes are unique to the Southern Plains. Combined with a skirt, they 

were a principal garment for women. The cape and skirt ensemble was gradually phased out in 

the Southern Plains in the mid-19
th

 century and replaced with three-piece dresses. As a result, 

few Comanche capes survive. Aside from the subject cape (Figure 1), only a handful of other 

examples are known. One example (Fig. 4) came from a private collection in Spain and sold at 

Sotheby’s in 2006; the other two were pieces collected by French explorer Jean Louis Berlandier 

in the 1840s. They now reside in the Smithsonian’s collection in Washington D.C. (Fig. 5) and 

the National Museum of Denmark in Copenhagen. These extant capes are the prized anchors to 

any Plains collection. They demonstrate the proficiency Southern artists had with hide tanning. 

With their painted designs, these capes also have a visceral aesthetic that is equally iconic. 

Many Plains art trends emerged in the Central and Northern Plains and migrated 

southward. Inspiration for the hide woman’s cape came from the ponchos worn in Mexico and 

was perpetuated by the tribes of Mexico, Texas and Arizona, with the most beautiful examples 

emerging from the Southern Plains (Fig. 2). Written accounts from early explorers in the 19th 

century discuss the popularity of a cape and skirt outfit throughout Central Mexico, Texas and 

New Mexico. According to John Ewers, a noted authority in Plains art history, “prehistoric 

woven [garments] of Mexico and the skin poncho of the tribes of the Southern Plains were 

historically related and that the original form was the simple poncho made…to provide a 

covering for the shoulders and breasts.” (Ewers: p.72) The hide cape was, in effect, a Plains 

translation of the woven garments that were in vogue in Mexico. 


