
 

 

“May we remember that holiness exists in the ordinary 

elements of our lives.”  

-Luci Tapahanso 

This line comes from Tapahanso’s poetry collection A Radiant Curve, which was 

included in an exhibit at the UT Poetry Center in the Perry-Castañeda Library. 

The exhibit was presented in honor of Navajo poet and community leader Rex 

Lee Jim’s visit to campus on March 30, 2017.   

It featured the work of 21 Diné/Navajo poets and poets from other Southwest 

tribes. Some of the featured writers include Tapahonso and Laura Tohe, the first 

and second poets laureate of the Navajo Nation (respectively), Pulitzer Prize 

nominees Wendy Rose and Margo Tamez, and American Book Award winners 

Sherwin Bitsui and Joy Harjo. The exhibit was on view March 6 through May 26. 

This document includes the text from exhibit plaques that corresponded to book 

selections. A bibliography of all titles is available.  

 

Exhibit curated by Gina Bastone,  

Humanities Librarian for English Literature and Women’s & Gender Studies 

Special thanks to Anthony Webster, Professor of Anthropology; Luis Cárcamo-Huechante, 

Director of Native American and Indigenous Studies; James Cox, Professor of English; and 

Pauline Strong, Professor of Anthropology, for their contributions to this display. Additional 

thanks to Alicia Ramirez and Mitch Cota. 
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Sherwin Bitsui is originally from 

White Cone, Arizona, on the 

Navajo Reservation. He holds an 

A.F.A. from the Institute of 

American Indian Arts Creative 

Writing Program and now serves 

on the faculty there. Flood Song won 

the American Book Award and the 

PEN Open Book Award. 

 

The luminous wander cornfields without husbands; 

their wooden faces splinter the owl’s nest; 

their tongues scraped bone smooth with cartilage, 

speak the gray language of black stones. 
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Sherwin Bitsui, Diné/Navajo 

Flood Song 

Nia Francisco was born in Fort 

Defiance, Arizona. She attended 

the Institute of American Indian 

Arts and the Navajo Community 

College, where she published her 

first poem. Her work appeared in 

the anthology The South Corner of 

Time. Blue Horses for Navajo Women is 

her first book. 

“My Liquid Seed” 

I bundle you 

just to keep the white man’s statistics 

 and keep Native American Indian’s 

 infant mortality rate low 

    I am sorry  

 your grandfather’s knowledge 

 is not experience any more 

Page 21 

 

Nia Francisco, Diné/Navajo 

Blue Horses for Navajo Women 



 

 

 

Rutherford Ashley was raised in 

the Window Rock area on the 

Navajo Nation. He studied 

English at Arizona State 

University. He is also a journalist 

(writing under the name “Ford 

Ashley”) and wrote and narrated 

the documentary film Within the 

Circle. 

“Shade of Red” 

love, he wore your lipstick 

only a tart would smile so lovingly 

red lips, shiny black hair 

he was all flowers for you 

female rays of sun 

kissed his face 

and glossy eyes 

cooled by the evening scene 

Page 310 

Gloria J. Emerson is a visual artist, 

poet, and educator. She worked at 

the Institute of American Indian 

Arts and the Southwestern 

Association of Indian Arts. She was 

the artist-in-residence at the School 

of American Research, and in 2003, 

she was appointed to the New 

Mexico State Arts Commission. 

“Table Mesa, N.M.” 

That logic fell and fell 

as numbers at first, 

which ionized into particles, at first, 

and atomized into energy; 

and ignited the fire, 

and changed the pathways 

of certain stars… 

star chants, at last! 

Pages 27-29 

 

Gloria Emerson, Diné/Navajo 

At the Hems of the Lowest Clouds 

 

 

Rutherford Ashley, Diné/Navajo 

Heart Vision 2000 



   

 

 

Hershman R. John grew up on the 

Navajo reservation in Sand Springs, 

Arizona. He received his B.A. and 

M.F.A. from Arizona State 

University, and now teaches at 

Phoenix College. His work has 

been published in several 

anthologies. I Swallow Turquoise for 

Courage is his first book.  

“My Feminist Grandmother” 

Grandma owns all the land, cows, corn. 

Her words are final; we listen. 

Arguments end. And the word 

Feminist does not exist. 

… 

But, she does love my tales 

Of Amazons, warrior women. 

She replies, they’re just like Navajos. 

Pages 32-33 

 

Hershman R. John, Diné/Navajo 

I Swallow Turquoise for Courage 

Esther G. Belin grew up in Los 

Angeles. She graduated from UC 

Berkeley and the Institute of 

American Indian Arts. Her work 

has appeared in several anthologies. 

From the Belly of my Beauty is her first 

book.  

“Dry Spell” 

It’s like the time 

feeling really 

playing with the real 

like you really know 

diamonds are beautiful even if you don’t own one.  

Page 49 

 

 

Esther G. Belin, Diné/Navajo 

From the Belly of My Beauty 

 



 

  

 

 
Blue Horses Rush In 

Luci Tapahonso, Diné/Navajo 

 Luci Tapahonso was the first poet laureate of the Navajo Nation. She 

is professor emeritus of creative writing at the University of New 

Mexico, where she received her undergraduate degree. She is the 

author of three children’s books and five books of poetry. In 2006, 

she won the Lifetime Achievement award from the Native Writers 

Circle of the Americas. 

“It Was” 

There is no symmetry here though the deer 

are lying down now in the hushed mountainside. 

There is no symmetry in the glorious disarray of distant stars.  

… 

Tell me. 

Tell me now.  

What good are words that wither 

in the clean, silver slants of moonlight? 

Page 34  

 



Luci Tapahonso, Diné/Navajo 

 

“A Breeze Swept Through” 

She is born of damp mist and early sun. 

She is born again  woman of dawn. 

She is born knowing the warm smoothness of rock. 

She is born knowing her own morning strength. 

Page 2 

 

A Radiant Curve 

 

 

A Breeze Swept Through 

 

“A Blessing” 

May we remember that holiness exists in the ordinary elements of our lives.  

Page 45 

 

Luci Tapahonso, Diné/Navajo 

 

“Long Ago” 

Long ago, the Holy People made the cradleboard, 

saying, “By this rainbow, we shall return. 

Lie upon your mother, the earth. 

The cross board is your father, the sun.” 

They covered us in blankets of yellow, blue, white, and black clouds. 

Sheet lightning and lightning bolts crossed over. 

Now our parents carry us. Rainbows watch us. 

Sacred clouds and lightning bolts hold us.  

Page 53 

  



  

 

 

Orlando White is from Tólíkan, Arizona, and holds a B.F.A. from the 

Institute of American Indian Arts and an M.F.A. from Brown 

University. His poems have appeared in several literary reviews and 

magazines, including Oregon Literary Review, Ploughshares, and 26 

Magazine. He lives in Santa Fe, New Mexico.   

 

“Ats’íísts’in” 
 

… This is not the end of language. 
 
When it was alive it had a ribcage; 
 
each rib taken out by small pincers 
 
…   Language, a complete structure 
 
within the white coffin of paper. If you shake it 
 
and listen, it will move, rattle like bones on the page.  
 

Page 22 
 

Orlando White, Diné/Navajo 

 

Bone Light 

 



“EMPTY SET” 

But a writer corrects what it hears, forgets 

in there where  ink absorbs paper, evolves 

into written fungic. A spore of alphabet cannot 

be sterilized with revision;  so one creates 

a circumference        around the letter 

to entrap, to press    its outbreak of silence. 

Page 60 

 

 

LETTERRS 

 

Orlando White, Diné/Navajo 

 



  

 

 

Margo Tamez was born in Austin, 

Texas and grew up in San Antonio. 

She is of Lipan, Jumano Apache, 

and Spanish Land Grant ancestry. 

She holds an M.F.A. from Arizona 

State University. Raven Eye, which 

was nominated for the Pulitzer 

Prize, is her third volume of poetry.  

“Addiction to the Dead” 

They wrestle me    I wrestle back    kicking their spines 

Splitting their black seeds with my knife     the little 

Black letters ejaculate from 

Their splintered and crushed chaff 

My uterus stops    the surging jolt of you    kicking 

You will not miscarry 

Not one more 

Not ever again 

Page 30 

 

Margo Tamez, Lipan & Jumano Apache 

Raven Eye 

Blackhorse Mitchell was born near 

Shiprock, New Mexico. He 

attended the Institute of American 

Indian Arts and Fort Lewis 

College. Miracle Hill is his memoir.  

“The Drifting Lonely Seed” 

      Gentle, weightless, tantalizing. 

I blew you out through barricaded window; 

       You pranced, circled round me, 

Sharing with me your airy freedom. 

Prologue 

Blackhorse Mitchell, Diné/Navajo 

Miracle Hill: The Story of a Navajo Boy 

 

 



 

  

 

 

 

Norla Chee has a master’s degree in 

creative writing from Northern 

Arizona University, and Cedar 

Smoke on Abalone Mountain is her 

first book. Chee lives on the 

Navajo reservation in New Mexico. 

She runs her own business making 

and selling contemporary and 

traditional Native American 

clothes. 

“Art and Healing” 

In May when days are dry 

the thumpthumpthump of a new loom 

is a mother’s Song of Spring 

humming under the shade ― 

And from this loom healing forms the pulse. 

Page 23 
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Norla Chee, Diné/Navajo & Oneida Iroquois 

Cedar Smoke on Abalone Mountain 

Shonto Begay is a well-known 

Diné/Navajo artist, and his 

paintings are included in permanent 

museum collections. His work has 

been featured in several children’s 

picture books, including Ma’ii and 

Cousin Horned Toad, which won the 

Arizona Author Award in 1993. 

His book Navajo Visions and Voices 

Across the Mesa includes his 

paintings and original poetry. 

“Navajo Power Plant” 

Navajo power plant and the powerful healing plant, 

they share the same plateau. 

One gives us strength and wisdom here and now ― 

one gives power to strangers somewhere over the horizon ― 

Page 34 

 

Shonto Begay, Diné/Navajo 

Visions and Voices Across the Mesa 

 



  

 

Ofelia Zepeda is a member of the 

Tohono O’odham tribe of Arizona. She 

was raised in Stanfield, Arizona, near 

the Tohono O’odham reservation. She 

holds a master’s degree and PhD in 

linguistics from the University of 

Arizona, and she wrote the first 

grammar of the Tohono O’odham 

language. She is a professor at the 

University of Arizona, Tucson. In 

addition to teaching linguistics courses, 

she teaches creative writing for native 

speakers of Southwestern indigenous 

languages. 

“Ocean Power” 
 

Men who had never seen the ocean 
it was hard not to have the fear that sits in the pit of the stomach. 
Why did they bring us this way? 
Other times we crossed on the desert floor. 
That land of hot dry air 
where the sky ends at the mountains. 
That land that we know.  

Page 83 

Ofelia Zepeda, Tohono O’odham 

Ocean Power: Poems from the Desert 

 



“Female Rain” 
 

Female Rain 
 Dancing from the south 
       cloudy cool and gray 
   pregnant with rainchild 
 
At dawn she gives birth to a gentle mist 
 flowers bow with wet sustenance 
  luminescence all around 

 

 

TSÉYI’ Deep in the Rock 

 

 

Laura Tohe, Diné/Navajo 

“Male Rain” 
 

Male Rain 
 He comes riding a dark horse 
       angry     malevolent   cold 
 
 bringing floods and heavy winds 
Warrior rain     having a 49 night 
     then rides away leaving 
 his enemy behind 

Pages 26-27 

 

Laura Tohe grew up near the Chuska Mountains on the eastern 

border of the Diné/Navajo homeland in New Mexico. She teaches 

at Arizona State University, and in 2015, she was named the second 

poet laureate of the Navajo Nation. 



  
 

 

“Joe Babes” 

Joe Babes sat quietly 

in the back of classrooms 

even when they knew the answers, 

were described as shy, dumb, angry, or on drugs 

by the teachers.  

… 

 

Joe Babes  

were the ones who left the reservations 

for the cities, for the schools, for the jobs. 

We were the Joe Babes 

    All of us.  

Pages 8-9 

 

No Parole Today 

Laura Tohe, Diné/Navajo 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

 

Della Frank is a Diné/Navajo 

writer and educator from Aneth, 

Utah. She holds an undergraduate 

degree and master’s degree from 

the University of New Mexico, and 

a master’s degree from Western 

New Mexico University. Storm 

Pattern is her first book.  

Della Frank and Roberta D. Joe, Diné/Navajo 

Storm Pattern: Poems from Two Navajo Women 

Roberta D. Joe is a Diné/Navajo 

artist. She has a bachelor’s degree 

from Dartmount College and law 

degree from the University of New 

Mexico. She lives in Sante Fe, 

where she writes, paints, weaves, 

and practices law.  

“Sunset Woman’s Ivy League Escape” 
 

Her eyes saw no orange horizon fire in the saturated days. 
She saw Summer, an evaporating mist without shape. 
She could not see The West. 
 
She figured it this way: 
New England  
is no place 
for a hitch-hiking Sunset Woman. 

Page 32 
 
 

 

“This Walk of Hers…” 
 

Her walk is more like a slither 
 
You know   The way a snake crawls 
It crawls slowly and with purpose  
… 
I do not have time to slither 
You know 
 
She slithers 
Out the door 
  But slowly 
You know 
 

Pages 11-12 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  

How We Became Human 

 

Joy Harjo was born in Tulsa, Oklahoma, and she is a citizen of the 

Mvskoke (Muscogee) Nation. She has written several books, including 

seven volumes of poetry, a young adult novel, a memoir, and an 

illustrated children’s book. Harjo is also a musician and has released five 

albums. She lives in Albuquerque, New Mexico. 

 

“The Creation Story” 

I am ashamed 

I never had the words 

to carry a friend from her death 

to the stars 

correctly. 

Or the words to keep 

my people safe 

from drought 

or gunshot.  

Page 91 

 

Joy Harjo, Mvskoke 

A Map to the Next World 

 

“Emergence” 

I remember when there was no urge 

to cut the land or each other into pieces,  

when we knew how to think 

in beautiful. 

Page 29 

 



  

Woven Stone 

 

Simon J. Ortiz grew up near Albuquerque, New Mexico. He attended Fort 

Lewis College and the University of New Mexico, and he earned an M.F.A. 

from the University of Iowa. Ortiz is a documentary filmmaker and writes 

poetry, fiction, and non-fiction. He has published several books and now lives 

in Deetseyamah, New Mexico. 

 

“The Wisconsin Horse” 

The clamor wants to escape 

its barriers. 

I want it to escape. 

I have no defenses. 

I should be an eager Christian 

hungry for salvation, 

or at the very least accept smugness 

bound tightly in plastic. 

Page 93-94 

 

Simon J. Ortiz, Acoma Pueblo 

After and Before the Lightning 

 

 

“Field of Scars” 

Old scar tissue does not heal 

as readily as scar-free tissue. 

Scars upon scars. Indian lives 

are like that. Breaks 

upon breaks.  

  Skin, hearts, bones. 

We endure nevertheless. 

We thrive nevertheless. 

Page 17 



  

Itch Like Crazy 

 

“Joseph” 

Do you see her? That woman 

seated between shovel and pick, 

her eyes brown as October buckeye, 

her hair a mass of tangled peat? Look close 

and pull aside the old burnished doe hide; 

see her memories and dreams. 

Page 53 

 

Wendy Rose, Hopi & Miwok 

Wendy Rose grew up in the Bay Area in California, and her tribal affiliations 

are Hopi and Miwok. She is the author of several volumes of poetry, including 

the Pulitzer-nominated Lost Copper, and she has a PhD in anthropology from 

UC Berkeley. She now lives in Coarsegold, California, and she and her 

husband run a store in Fresno that specializes in science fiction, fantasy, and 

Japanese merchandise. 

 



  

Bone Dance 

 

“Truganinny” 

Please 

take my body 

to the source of night, 

to the great black desert 

where Dreaming was born. 

Put me under the bulk 

of a mountain 

or in  

the distant sea. 

Put me where 

they will not 

find me. 

Page 55 

 

Wendy Rose, Hopi & Miwok 



 
Natalie Diaz, Mojave and Pima 

When My Brother Was an Aztec 

 

 

“If Eve Side-Stealer 

& Mary Busted-Chest 

Ruled the World” 

What if Eve was an Indian 

& Adam was never kneaded 

from the earth, Eve was Earth 

& ribs were her idea all along? 

Page 25 

Natalie Diaz grew up in the Fort Mohave 

Indian Village in California. She played 

professional basketball in Europe and 

Asia for several years, and then earned an 

M.F.A. at Old Dominion University. She 

currently lives in Mohave Valley, 

Arizona, where she directs a language 

revitalization project with Mojave elders.  

Rex Lee Jim, Diné/Navajo 
 

 

 

Rex Lee Jim is a poet, playwright, blessingway practitioner, and 

Diné/Navajo community leader. He is the former Vice President of the 

Navajo Nation and received his Bachelor's degree from Princeton 

University. He is the author of three volumes of poetry in the Navajo 

language, and he encourages the increased use and teaching of Navajo.  

Rex Lee Jim will visit the UT Poetry Center on Thursday, March 30 

for a public reading at 4:00 p.m. 


