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naming, such identifying, occurs in the poetry of Native American women.
One example is these lines from Luci Tapahonso, title unknown:

Iam, I am
In wisdom [ walk
In beauty may I walk (Allen xi)

Paula Gunn Allen, author of The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in
Native American Works, reiterates her own identity when she says of Tapahonso,
“As she read, my heart was lifted . . . . I am Laguna, woman of the lake” (xi).
For another example, these lines from Della Frank’s “T’aa Dine Nishli” an-
nounce the author’s identity:

I am that which is: A Navajo Person.

This feeling is around, above, and below me . . .
I am the Beauty Way stories

From long ago . . . (Index)

For many women, that emphasis of identity is drawn from the moon, prob-
ably, aside from Mother Farth, the most common of the female imagery found
in western and non-western stories. Joy Harjo shows this in lines from her
« »

September Moon™:

Look,

We are alive. The woman of the moon looking
at us, and we looking at her, acknowledging
each other. (Index)

For most people, identity is solidified through association: to a tribe, to a
family, to a job, or, for many Native American women, to a celestial con-
tinuum.

“In the beginning was thought,” writes Allen in The Sacred Hoop, “and
her name was woman.”

The Mother, the Grandmother, recognized from earliest times into the
present among those peoples of the Americas who kept to the eldest tra-
ditions, is celebrated in social structures, architecture, law, custom, and
the oral tradition. . . . She is the Old Woman who tends the fires of life.
She is the Old Spider Woman who weaves us together in a fabric of
interconnection. (11)
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In a way, she is Astarte, Isis, Inanna, Nut, Au Set—the various names from
various cultures, including Egyptian, Sumerian, and the Canaanites, who first
worshipped the goddess before patriarchy was established (Stone 9). The ear-
liest discovered figurines are of females, leading to the conclusion that female
worship preceded male worship (12). But once patriarchy takes root, includ-
ing in present-day America, women are subjected to subtler forms of passing
on their private heritage. The Delphic Oracle of Hera is abandoned in Greece
in favor of the Orthodox Church. Native American tradition today is no
exception. Because of relocation, even within family units, Native American
women have had to find an outlet for the electricity of their beliefs. They
write. They maintain the ancestral Mother/Grandmother reverence in their
works. Not only does this reinforce their identities in a dominant culture
suspect of their race and religion; it also protects the female, her knowledge,
her exclusivity.

Contrary to Genesis, Allen says, “Thought Woman finished everything,
thoughts, and the names of things . . . . And then our mothers, Uretsete and
Naotsete said they would make names . . . " Thus they did” (13). This comes
from Laguna Pueblo tradition in which strong matriarchal societal patterns
existed. This same idea reappears in the poem “Kopistaya” (A Gathering of

Spirits) by Allen:

We are the women of daylight; of clocks and steel
foundrys, of drugstores and streetlights,

—of superhighways that slice our days . . . .

Even so, the spirit voices are singing,

... still they weave dreams upon our

shadowed skulls . . . .

Let’s go then, Lets find them. (Green 33)

It seems patriarchy stepped between the old ways and the new: the need to
work in White America, follow White time. But the words reconnect the
threads woven in the past to the present. Grandmother Spider is still busy.

Nora Naranjo-Morse continues the feeling in “When Mud Woman
Begins”:

Electricity
surging upward
as I mix

this mud

like my mother
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as her mother did . . .
Folding into this earth
a decision of

joyful play . . .
Creating spirits
calling invitations

of celebration.

‘What occurs

in completed form,
bright,

and bold,

is motion

from our mother’s skin. (Index)

Allen explains in 7he Sacred Hoop that several Native American traditions
begin with the creation of the world by a mother/grandmother. For example,
Thought Woman is more than a fertility symbol, she is creativity and naming
is the creative process in action. The Hopi genetrix, Hard Beings Woman,
“gives the most articulate rendering of the difference between simple fertility
cultism and the creative prowess” (14). Hard Beings Woman is of the earth
but owns the moon and stars; furthermore, she does not give birth to humans
but “breathes life into male and female effigies” (14). Her story is similar to
that of the Iroquois’ Sky Woman and the Seneca’s Sky Woman (14-15), and
she is “Central to Keres theology [in that] the basic idea of the Creatrix [is]
She Who Thinks rather than She Who Bears” (15). In many nations, in-
cluding the Cherokee, even the sun is considered female (19). The Hopi see
Spider Woman as the grandmother of the sun who “sang the people into this

.. world” (19). It is clear that many Native American tribes have a strong
ancestral respect for the female in a variety of ways. This respect is one of the
first to materialize in their poetry.

One of the most clearly representative, symbolic poems of the fertility/
creativity coexistence in the female was composed by Carol Lee Sanchez who
incorporates in her poem “the Song the Dance the Poem” images of the breathe
of life as a creative force, in this case, for poetry:

i toil in the field
syllable into line
through the breath
the breathing is

difficule
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the birthing.

i dreamed of you mamma

far away, talking hours

into the night.

the breathing was difficult . . .

life is the breathing/breathing life . . .
trace the roots from the branches
from the leaves

each word floats  caught

suspended in time

will reveal energy connected ancestors
moved through each syllable selected
more living breath through the line. (Allen 181- 83)

Clearly Sanchez ties the birthing process to breathing to creativity to ancestry.
She “breathes” her poem into being, connecting this energy to both her mother
and her ancestors. Her poem, additionally, is a form of “[singing] the people
[for Sanchez it is her ancestors] into this . . . world,” as Allen writes of the
Hopi Creatrix Spider Woman (19).

The mother/daughter relationship is of equal importance, particularly
because Native American women often see themselves as daughters of the
Mother earth and respect the connection of female lineage, whether super-
natural in origin or determined through bloodlines. In “Ode to a Drunk
Woman,” Nia Francisco makes this clear:

dear lady earth

with

swollen lips

your beauty

comes and goes . . . .

dear lady

with “roma” delusions

my ancestors beaded inside you
you are my mother

mother see us

we are sober but drunk

with pain

as your children we'll stay . . . .

dear lady drunk



Penumbra

we are together again
unalike

and we love you still

as our mother clan. (Index)

It is important to note in this poem that “dear lady earth” is both a reference
to Gia as well as a real woman, drunk. Francisco draws an extremely close
parallel between the two, letting each stand as a symbol of the other.

The Earth Mother is drunk with the pain of being shamed, as are the
“real” women who act as daughters. Francisco references “we remain like
you, mother . . .. /... the shadows/of distant clouds/ hiding our tired faces .
..”(Index). Both the supernatural familial ties as well as physiological blood
ties are represented in Francisco’s work, and there is a tie within a tie: the
supernatural and the blood spring from the same “relative” source. This is an
essential motif that permeates Native American women’s literature, its perme-
ation undoubtedly spelling out its importance.

Interconnectedness is a substantial theme in Native American writing.
Native American women, however, seem to carry more inherently the ties
among women, related or not. In Harjo’s “September Moon” (above), for
example, it is a woman friend who calls the speaker from across the country
advising her to look at the moon that night. In Allen’s poem “Kopistaya” (A
Gathering of Spirits), she writes of herself and the working women “of day-
light” who all hear “the spirit voices” and she advises “Let’s go and find them”
(Green 33). Linda Hogan, in “The Women Speaking,” expresses this univer-
sality of womanhood, drawing into her vision a global gathering of all women.
As Allen writes, "The women are speaking, for in [Hogan’s] work women
signify what is connected” (170).

And the Russian women in blue towns
are speaking.

The flower-dressed women of Indian
women in orange tents, dark women
of the Americas

who sit beside fires,

have studied the palms of their hands
and walk toward one another.

At night there are reflections of skin
filled with muscle, lung,

nerve, that flash of dark and light skin,

shadows we love that belong to us all.
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Daughters, the women are speaking,.

They arrive . ... (Allen 171-72)

Hogan universalizes her personal experience as a Native American woman,
bringing somewhat subdued but ever-present Native themes into a poem about
all women, to all women, for all women.

Also somewhat universal with a strong undercurrent of the Native Ameri-
can spirituality is “Morning: The World in the Lake” by Hogan. Allen ex-
plains in 7he Sacred Hoop that there is also a strong connection between women
and water. In many early myths-such as that of Hard Beings Woman, who is
a sea goddess as well as the Mistress of all hard substances including the moon
and sun-the union of woman and water is that which often brought forth
humans (14). These lines from Hogan illustrate both Native American spiri-
tuality as well as “daughters all of us™

And then it rises, the blackbird

above the world’s geography of light and dark
and we are there, living

in that revealed sliver of red

living in the black

something of feathers,

daughters all of us, . . . . (Allen 163)

Hogan goes on with the all-important reference to mothers: “daughters all of
us,/who would sleep . . . /alongside our mothers. . .” (163).

Native American women, within their poetry, seem to be redefining or
emphasizing a social system that could easily be as forgotten as some of their
cultural norms and languages already have been. It is a system that is chal-
lenged by western culture in which they must live. And yet, there are strong
remnants of their Native cultures and beliefs retained through the passage of
stories and spirituality from one generation to the next. As Joy Harjo in
“Remember” writes:

Remember the sky that you were born under,
know each of the star’s stories.
Remember the moon, know who she is. . . . (Witalec 216)

By remembering and energizing the past, they are coming out of the shadows
and are embarking on a new beginning. And in the beginning, there was The
Word . . .
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