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The Healing Arts: Navajo Words and Images

In 2001 Ann and Tony Gengarelly visited the Navajo Nation in Arizona to
teach a week-long, poetry/art/bookmaking workshop at The Little Singer
Community School. Elders and their children participated. Thus began a
relationship with the Navajo people (Dine) of the Bird Springs Chapter near Leupp,
AZ, that has continued to the present day, including more workshops and
expanding connections within the Dine community. Ann is a poet-teacher with
over twenty-five years of working with children and adults in various educational
settings. Tony is a Professor of Art History and Museum Studies at Massachusetts
College of Liberal Arts.

The tradition of poetry and art is deeply rooted in Navajo culture. Poetry is
sung during Navajo rituals where art is expressed as sand painting. The painted
sand images create a spiritual map as well as a space for healing. The chanter’s
words summon the holy yei (from the earth’s center) for spiritual renewal: the
reestablishment of Hozhone (harmony with all living creatures and the natural
world) for the one sung over (the “patient”). Spiritual healing through the arts is
essential to Navajo culture.

Navajo life is diverse in many ways, but cultural traditions are still practiced
with strong family (clan) ties and association with an agricultural, sheep-herding
economy. Navajo arts such as weaving depend on wool, much of it from local
sheep. Indigenous plants supply vegetable dies for the yarn. Clans are headed by
women who are also the weavers. Grandmother matriarchs teach weaving skills
to their daughters and granddaughters. Navajos are known for fine tapestry
weaving. Their rugs are works of art and usually hung on the wall. Weaving
patterns are colorful and varied with symbols related to the landscape and Dine
cultural practices.



The Navajo people have a strong connection to the earth. Itis their
mother, as the sky is their father. The earth and sky spirits (the holy yei) teach
and heal through stories and ceremonies that are filled with poetry and art. The
breach in history and culture (the soul wound) experienced by the Dine has
separated many of them from their former connection to the land. Many reside
in tract housing and live or work at a distance from their Navajo homeland. Many
Navajo families are divided and have experienced various levels of dysfunction.

Taught by Ann, the poetry has revealed a well-spring of grief for the loss of
family and the land. In the safe environment of poetry writing the participants
have given voice to an inner calling for traditional healing and connection. From
poems of praise for mothers, fathers, grandparents to heart wrenching
descriptions of loss and pleas for connection, these poems touch the Navajo
culture’s emotional core—its traditions, daily rituals and ceremonies—in a highly
personal and communally significant way.

Taught by Tony, the art is compelling and at times remarkably expressive as
it illustrates the words and surrounds the poetry with symbolic design reminiscent
of Navajo rugs and sand paintings. Fabricated by the students, the books record
their creative moments. The art and books on display are facsimiles (artful
combinations of copied material) that resemble originals no longer available.

At the conclusion of each session the participants create a sacred circle for
sharing, and often tears accompany spoken words as the group holds a healing
space for the reader. This poetry sharing has been profound and moving as well
as lasting in the memories of all those who have participated, including staff from
the school and visitors from the University of Northern Arizona and as far away as
Australia and Vermont.



| wish to thank Miriam Dror and Etta Shirley who, with determination and
skillful management, have made our experience at Little Singer School possible.
Our heartfelt connection to Paul Joe and his family has been an important
touchstone for our work. We also are grateful for the assistance and
encouragement of many teachers and staff at Little Singer School, especially
Sharon Watson, Anita Ryan, Varian Begay, and Daniel Ashkie.

Tony Gengarelly, Ph.D.
Professor, Art History and Museum Studies
Fine and Performing Arts Department
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Colored pencil on paper

Digital reproduction
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Digital reproduction
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Don’t Let Them Define You

Don't let them define you .
All the anger and hurts inflicted
Upon you as a child.

Don't let them define you
‘The bad choices of the absent
Father or mother.

Don't let them define you
‘The chemical demon continuously
Knocking and knocking wanting a way in.

Don't let them define you
‘The inner heartaches and feelings of lost.

Don't let them define you
The judgments and pointed
Fingers of blame.

Don't let them define you
For you are the only person that knows
Your love, your strength, your compassion,

Your wisdom and your beauty.

Don't let them define you
You are a child of God,

A precious holy being placed here on earth purposely
To pass on your wisdom.

Don't let them define you.
Sharon Watson, FACE* teacher, 2012
*Family and Child Education program

Searching

As he flies through the village with eyes wide open
Testing and seeing the problems
Seeing if his people are believing in themselves,

Two different people are the same person with two cultures.

Being confused is all they can do

Like a string pulled tight it breaks apart:

People respecting each other

Caring for one another with their hearts and souls;
Another culture with violence pounding fear

Into our people’s minds.

Teri Wagoner, Jr. high school, 2001
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For you are the only person that knows
Your love, your strength, your compassion,
Your wisdom and your beauty.

Don't let them define you
You are a child of God,
A precious holy being placed here on earth purposely
To pass on your wisdom.
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O Mother

I remember your light skin outside in the garden working

Daughter

Always keeping me busy

[ remember the teaching you passed down to me
Now [ can pass on to my kids

Always smiling, laughing, talking, very smart
Shy when you first meet her
Daughter who is very loving, very helpful, understanding

I remember the love you have shown me

_ Who keeps me on my feet
I remember how your face would light up any room

A daughter keeps me strong, happy

I remember the day you left me She’s very outgoing

I remember the deep pain in my heart and tears Winnifred, my daughter always

Fallingdown like a waterfall Wants to be with me.

T I give love back to her
I remember you always but the pain will be there

Our love goes back and forth

Like the yarn that goes back and forth

In a weaving.

I remeémber your big smile, soft hands, light brown hair

O mother I will remember you.
My daughter, everything you do
Raquel Natoni, FACE* parent, 2011

Reminds me of my grandmother
nd Child Education program

Winnifred, you pass on memories to me
Precious memories.

Alvita Yazzie, FACE* parent, 2012
*Family and Child Education program

- Alvita Yazzie and Ann Gengarelly, 2012
Raquel Natoni, 2011




Shima
You gave me life on this earth

1 remember you were happy
Always laughing and always joking

Shima

You were always teaching

How to cook

How to weave traditional rugs

How 1o sew pretty blankets square to square,

You taught me life is hard.
You told me many stories
Summer stories and winter stories of our people
A long time ago.

1love you Shima.
Shima you were my strength
We traveled many miles together.

1 miss you Shima
It is lonely without you

It hurts me because you are gone
1 miss being with you Shima.

Mary Morris, FACE* parent, 2012
*Family and Child Education program
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My Mom

You gave me ideas
I never knew before—
Hair buns worn for certain ceremonies,
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Shima

You gave me life on this earth
| remember you were happy
Always laughing and always joking

Shima

You were always teaching

How to cook

How to weave traditional rugs

How to sew pretty blankets square to square.

You taught me life is hard.

You told me many stories

Summer stories and winter stories of our people
A long time ago.

I love you Shima.
Shima you were my strength
We traveled many miles together.

I miss you Shima

It is lonely without you

It hurts me because you are gone
I miss being with you Shima.

Mary Morris, FACE* parent, 2012



My Mom

You gave me ideas

I never knew before—

Hair buns worn for certain ceremonies,
Navajo jewelry made of turquoise and silver
That shines like hundreds of stars.

You gave me kindness.

When | was fifteen | remember the Navajo dress
You made me, taking fourteen days

That seemed as long as windy days.

You talked to me in a voice as gentle

As a bird’s song.

La Tanya Lee, FACE* parent, 2012
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Dgital reproduction
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Digital reproduction
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Spiritual People

Spiritual people, we are here waiting for your prayers
Spiritual people, we're above you like an eagle that soars
Spiritual people, learn your ancestors’ ways

Remember those ways.

Spiritual people, be prepared

Know your culture, your language.

Spiritual people, be strong, be patient, be wise.
Spiritual people, they’re waiting for our prayers.

Starsky Wagner, FACE* parent, 2012
*Family and Child Education program

Starsky Wagner, 2012
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Fathers are like oak trees

The older we get the stronger they become.
Our children are our leaves,

Blossoming in the wild winds

Becoming our shade from the heated sun.
There are not enough fathers

Who can say they are as strong as an oak tree.
My children are my leaves

The more I have, the safer
And happier I become.

David Escarpita, FACE* parent, 2012
*Family and Child Education program

David Escarpita, 2012

Father

My father, you did not teach me my culture.

My father, I never got to know you.

My father, you never tried to communicate with me.
My father, you never left room in your heart for me.
My father, I feel scared, angry, betrayed and lost.
Father, I never got to call you “Daddy”

My father, though you left me with nothing,

I survived.

Lou Johnson, bi-lingual teacher, 2001

Lou Johnson, 2001




When my grandmother comes through the door

It closes quietly.

Itis whispered shut by the breath of god

Who acts as a doorman for one of his good
And faithful servants,

My Children
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When my grandmother comes through the door

It closes quietly.
It is whispered shut by the breath of god

Who acts as a doorman for one of his good

And faithful servants.

When my brother and I go out the door,

It closes like a clap of thunder.
We are always in a hurry to be somewhere.

Jacob C., 5/6th grade, 2011




My Children

They remind me of BUTTERFLIES. ..

The colors, shapes, how fast they learn.

How they start to fly and flutter their wings.

How beautiful they are when they are out and blooming.

How they spread their wings and show their colors,
I AM SO PROUD

How beautiful my children are.

Roberta Martinez, FACE* parent, 2011
*Family and Child Education program

Display of Poetry and Art, 2011
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My elderly grandma you're the:
My clderly grandma you Fun
‘Through my heart likea

Of waves running through
You and my spirit run freeas

Having the wind flying
My elderly grandma
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My Quiet Walk Through the Forest

As I'look at the blue cold river rushing
Through the tall green forest,

As I feel the cool spring breeze push
Against my face,

As I walk with my thin moccasins,

I walk on top of hard sharp rocks,

I try to find my way through the forest
Heading back to my village.

As I am walking I hear birds singing . _—

For the beginning of spring,

As I walkI see a fawn eating.

I respect her, leave her alone,
Because to respect Mother Earth
You must respect all living things.

Ozzy Shirley, 5th grade, 2001



I Forgive You

I forgive you grandma that you weren't here

When I was born.

Struggling every day of my life,

I wish you were here to teach me our culture and language.

They say, I've never seen you,
But when I sleep I dream the most beautiful dreams.
I see your beautiful black hair,

Long, never ending, hanging down your back.

My dad would tell me how everyone
Came together like a flock of birds
Staying close to one another.

Now you have passed, you left all your precious treasures
All the way down to teaching.

You left your rug loom, hoping it will be useful again

For your next generation.

I feel like a different person, but deep inside
Of me, I'm a part of you!

Teri Wagoner, Jr. high school, 2001

\
Teri Wagoner, 2001

My elderly grandma you run
Through my heart like a crash ‘
Of waves running through the ocean.
You and my spirit run free as a horse =
Galloping in the ocean sea bank 4
Having the wind flying through your
My elderly grandma you taught me
How to be strong and to have my
Be free like an eagle crying for free
My elderly grandma you make r
Made of wool sheared from yi

My elderly grandma you tz

You are gone, I will pass the
You taught me to my siste
To show your spirit still

Kevina Chato, Flagstaff High



Paul Joe:
Icons for Healing

wl Joe is & medicine man artist who worked
a¢ a facilities maintenance technician at Little
Singer School. Ann and Tony finst met him

in March 2001 and subsequ

ntly have become close
friends with Paul Joe and his family

Paul foc's art is a special blend of naturalistic forms
and spiritual symbolism. His pictures are set in the
natural world of Dinetah (“the land of The People”).
Traditi

al homesteads and landscapes charged with
brilliant stars

sets are the spiritual backdrop
for his figures of sacred animals
and birds. holy men and wom
en who represent the spiritual
powers of the earth. Paul Joc's
pictures are meant 10 be icons
for healing They communi
cate energy. Invite reflection
and represent connection with
the living earth; with all the life
on, above and under its natural
beauty

Paul Joe's art has been a focus
of contemplation and inspira.
tion for many of Ann's poetry
classes on the Navajo Nation
and for her classes in Vermont
His work cantinues to be a
source of learning about Navajo
folkways and healing practices
at both ends of the continent

Paul Joe (Navajo Healing Artist"), Star Gazer
202
Acrylic on canvas board
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The healing intent of the artit is also present. The sacred animal and brllant sky cnnect the viewer the spiritel

power of the natural world. In this way, the beautiful and tranquil scene becomes a sacred space for healing.




Paul Joe:
Icons for Healing

aul Joe is a medicine man artist who worked
as a facilities maintenance technician at Little
Singer School. Ann and Tony first met him

in March 2001 and subsequently have become close
friends with Paul Joe and his family.
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Paul Joe’s art is a special blend of naturalistic forms
and spiritual symbolism. His pictures are set in the
natural world of Dinetah (“the land of The People”).
Traditional homesteads and landscapes charged with
brilliant stars and pulsating sun-
sets are the spiritual backdrop
for his figures of sacred animals
and birds, holy men and wom-
en who represent the spiritual
powers of the earth. Paul Joe's
pictures are meant to be icons
for healing. They communi-
cate energy, invite reflection
and represent connection with
the living earth; with all the life
on, above and under its natural
beauty.
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Paul Joe, The Calling of the Yei-bi-Chei, 2001, watercolor on paper

Paul Joe’s art has been a focus
of contemplation and inspira-
tion for many of Ann’s poetry
classes on the Navajo Nation
and for her classes in Vermont.
His work continues to be a
source of learning about Navajo
folkways and healing practices
at both ends of the continent.

AN L3

Paul Joe, Star Gazer, 2012, acrylic on canvas board
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Paul Joe, The Medicine Man, 2001-2005,
ink and watercolor on paper
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Paul Joe, Colling the Ye-bi-chei

2001
Watercolor on paper
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e conchvaon. (from: P Joe: Mediine Man ArTaL” Fol 21 Messenger
2000




Paul Joe, Calling the Yei-bi-chei
2001
Watercolor on paper

This early watercolor features what appears to be a group of masked figures in
the midst of multicolored birds. Paul gently told us that the masked figures are
yei-bi-chei, men who take on the power of the holy yei, the Navajo tutelary

deities These vei-bi-chei are also dancers and part of a Night Way ceremony.

Colors of the World

ed by Paul Joe's
[ Paul Joe

Colors of the life can be seen from ever
Direction.

From the colors of the people

And the colors from the birds.

Colors can be seen from anywhere

From the colors of paint and brushes,

Feathers and blankets.

Oh so much comfort

From the eyes that help see

There are red, blue and black,

Orange and yellow colors
Everywhere.

Colors of rattles shaking with sound,

Colors are everywhere.

Colors of the world.

Treshawn Wagoner, 5/6th grade, 2011




Colors of the World

Colors of the life can be seen from every
Direction.

From the colors of the people

And the colors from the birds
Colors can be seen from anywhere
From the colors of paint and brushes.
Feathers and blankets.
Oh so much comfort
From the eyes that help see
There are red, blue and black,
Orange and yellow colors

! Everywhere

Colors of rattles shaking with sound,

Colors are everywhere.

Colors of the world

Treshawn Waganer, 5/6th grade. 2011

Paul Joe, Western Horizon
ca. 2001-2005
Colored pencil on paper

Paul Joe, Unfinished Weaving
Paul Joe's colored pencil drawing Western Horizon " fcﬂum;::‘m.n oy
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Paul Joe, The Medicine Man
ca. 2001-2005
Ink and watercolor on paper

This medicine man portrait places a fierce, mask-like head in the midst of sacred
birds and animals. The oval in the center frames tepees that serve as gathering
places for the rituals of the Native American Church. The NAC is a religious
movement embracing many Native American traditions as well as those of other
faiths such as Christianity. The tobacco pipe and drum displayed here represent
aspects of the church’s peyote ceremony, where ritual smoking and rhythmic
music are present. (From “Paul Joe: Medicine Man Artist,” Folk Art Messenger,
2011)

The Warrior

(inspired by Paul Joe’s Medicine Man)

A man was sad because his son was acting like
The white people.

The man didn't like it. The boy had white
Friends and went to school.

The man got mad. He put on his warrior clothes.
He got his friends. He was gatheringa lot of men to
Fight

The whites.

The man asks them to leave. The whites refuse.
He pays them a lot of gold to make them leave.

He goes to the court for business.
He says he wants no war.

The whites leave the village.

The man was happy. The village
Was back to normal.

The children play their native games.

Ryan, 5/6th grade, 2011



Paul Joe’s Painting
(Nurturing the Night Way, ca. 2001-2005)

The sky is many colors

Like the morning

Of a peyote meeting.

The snow is as beautiful

As a polar bear slowly walking
Across the icy land.

My dad is standing around a fire
Inside a Hogan,

Warm and comfortable,

Happy that he is home.

Tyronne, 5/6™ grade, 2011
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