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FOREWORD


TRINITY


by Natalie Diaz



What does it mean, say the words, that the earth is beautiful? And what shall I do about it? What is the gift that I should bring to the world? What is the life that I should live?




These are the questions Mary Oliver asks in her essay “Flow,” and they feel, as many of her poems and essays do, close to what I was taught about my relationship, as a Mojave and Akimel O’otham woman, to my Mojave desert and Colorado River. We consider each an autonomous living body, having been created by gods or powerful beings and events, as well as themselves existing as creators of the human and nonhuman bodies which become our experience of living. I have always believed that the similarities in which our bodies occur—how the great lime and emerald palm fronds in Hawaii, like my own lungs, rise and fall in a music of wind and exhalation, or how the mesquite trees on my reservation at Fort Mojave taught my people to tap root along the shore of our river or in the sloughs, slaking themselves where water is abundant—are not accidental but are an important relationship of the imagination as well as survival. It isn’t so crazy to believe that this knowledgeable world imagined us itself, from its own values of life. We young human beings learn from this ancestor how to bloom into our existence, in constellation with and alongside the nonhuman beings of the world. Of consequence to one another.


In Mojave, or Makav, our words for body and land are bound together—land is ‘amat, and body is ‘iimat. We care for one as we care for the other, which unfolds a complex and rigorously generous relationship between the I of the human body and the bodies of other nonhuman, living beings; and the collective We who the I becomes through intentional practices and rituals of sensuality. The We is not only what makes the world but who we each are, as autonomous and individual, in the world, alongside one another. Each relies on the presence and devotion of the other. I am of consequence to You, We are of consequence to all life.


Oliver says as much and more eloquently in her description of the protective yet fragile shell or home of the ice-cream-worm. She says of this “fortification”: it is “the sand and of it, yet separate from it.” Of being the word that becomes the portal through which she invites us into intimate relationship with what is not often thought of as our body and instead is considered a boundary of our body; the gift of being in the world while also being inseparable from the world. She offers to us that there is living, and all the structures and tasks that make a human life successful, and there is also the wildness of life, within us and outside of us, in constant constellation and blur, at once patterned and also mysterious—these poems and prose pieces gift us the world as an accumulation of our experiences—what we know—and also propel us toward another depth of our human experience; those things which we do not yet know about the world, and consequently, about ourselves.


It is not only a matter of observation or description. Oliver writes, And that is just the point: how the world, moist and bountiful, calls to each of us to make a new and serious response. Hers is a purposeful language, one that looks not just with attention but with sensual intention, and though awestruck, seeks to hold, even briefly, the unknowns of the energies that make any life. Little alleluias, she called her writings. Not meant to define but to praise, to rejoice in the maker and what has been made, to dare be heard as a whisper or a shout in this immense world. Oliver’s call to make a new and serious response resounds with the June Jordan’s belief that, Poetry means taking control of the / language of your life. In Oliver’s poems, seeing is also feeling and both become an overwhelm for which language is a slight anodyne or ease.


Alongside framing a poetics of wonder and wander, the writings across this trinity of works give us glimpses into how the world taught Oliver to love, a generosity revealed in what has sometimes been seen as lack. I’m speaking now about her practices of solitude and even loneliness. Rather than resulting in a distant or detached existence, her lifelong solitary practices, which were also her practices of witnessing the natural world and creating poetry, became the practices that connected her to a community of readers and writers and through which she herself was witnessed, by them, as someone who loved and was loved. She tells us of the childhood “houses” she built to be alone in, made of a cowl, or a dream, or a palace of grass, and describes them as a symptom of not being social. Yet in these early structures was where her sensual imagination was shaped, where, perhaps, she became the blue comma herself—as when she writes, off to my woods, my ponds, my sun-filled harbor, no more than a blue comma on the map of the world but, to me, the emblem of everything. These writings too become the small but powerful shifts in time and pace that we need to truly recognize and then appreciate what it means to be alive, to be struck by the life coursing through us the way it courses within our earth—in rivers and light through the leaves, as jellyfish carried or thrashed by a current, through waves of grass and seas murmuring or crashing our ears, even the sting of salt and dune sand and the rush of sun or stars in our eyes. Perhaps those small houses she built were less like protective shields or limits and more like the portals through which she began to hear and construct the devotional language which became the poetics of how we might love our mysterious, wild, and unknown world enough to protect it.


I’ll leave you with a moment of love that might have been learned in those small houses as well as they were learned on the oceans, dunes, and shores. Oliver is speaking of her lover, Molly. She is upstairs, and Molly is downstairs, and for the first time in her life, she hears Molly whistle. It is so unexpected that Oliver hollers down to be sure it is Molly whistling and not a visitor in the house. Molly’s reply is that, yes, it is she who is whistling, a thing she had done a long time ago and has in that moment learned that she continues to do well. At this point in the poem, Oliver writes of her beloved, I know her so well, I think. I thought. Elbow and ankle. Mood and desire. Anguish and frolic. Anger too. And the devotions. And for all that, do we even begin to know each other? Who is this I’ve been living with for thirty years? Or for an entire life, we might say. What can any of us make of our momentary intimate lives in such an immense world, with equally immense unknowns, mysteries as great as death or the whale, as deep as love or the ocean, as sad and beautiful as a jellyfish torn and glistening in a small fortress of shore rock? This world in which we are of consequence, shaped as violently and tenderly as we also shape it. Marked by and marking. Though we might not always, or ever, know what it means, we can’t deny: the earth, the earth is beautiful. How lucky to be in it.


Natalie Diaz was born on the Fort Mojave Indian Village in Needles, California, on the banks of the Colorado River. She is Mojave and an enrolled member of the Gila River Indian Tribe (Akimel O’odham). Diaz is the author of Postcolonial Love Poem, winner of the Pulitzer Prize in Poetry, finalist for the National Book Award, Forward Prize in Poetry, and Los Angeles Times Book Prize, and winner of a Publishing Triangle Award. Her first book, When My Brother Was an Aztec, won an American Book Award. She is a MacArthur Foundation Fellow, a Lannan Literary Foundation Fellow, a Native Arts and Culture Foundation Fellow, and a former Princeton University Hodder Fellow.


Diaz was awarded the Princeton Holmes National Poetry Prize and is a member of the Board of Trustees for the United States Artists, where she is an alumnus of the Ford Fellowship. She is founding director of the Center for Imagination in the Borderlands and the Maxine and Jonathan Marshall Chair in Modern and Contemporary Poetry at Arizona State University, where she is a professor in the English MFA program. In 2021, Diaz was elected a chancellor of the Academy of American Poets and was a finalist for the Neustadt International Prize for Literature. She resides in Phoenix, Arizona, but is currently living in Brooklyn as a Mellon Foundation Research Residency Fellowship and a Senior Fellow at the New School Institute on Race, Power, and Political Economy.













THE LEAF AND THE CLOUD


A POEM


2000




We have seen that when the earth had to be prepared for the habitation of man, a veil, as it were, of intermediate being was spread between him and its darkness, in which were joined, in a subdued measure, the stability and insensibility of the earth, and the passion and perishing of mankind.


But the heavens, also, had to be prepared for his habitation.


Between their burning light,—their deep vacuity, and man, as between the earth’s gloom of iron substance, and man, a veil had to be spread of intermediate being;—which should appease the unendurable glory to the level of human feebleness, and sign the changeless motion of the heavens with a semblance of human vicissitude.


Between the earth and man arose the leaf. Between the heaven and man came the cloud. His life being partly as the falling leaf, and partly as the flying vapour.


—John Ruskin


From Modern Painters, vol. V, part VII, ch. 1
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Flare


1.




Welcome to the silly, comforting poem.







It is not the sunrise,


which is a red rinse,


which is flaring all over the eastern sky;







it is not the rain falling out of the purse of God;







it is not the blue helmet of the sky afterward,







or the trees, or the beetle burrowing into the earth;







it is not the mockingbird who, in his own cadence,


will go on sizzling and clapping


from the branches of the catalpa that are thick with blossoms,


  that are billowing and shining,


    that are shaking in the wind.





2.


You still recall, sometimes, the old barn on your great-grandfather’s farm, a place you visited once, and went into, all alone, while the grownups sat and talked in the house.


It was empty, or almost. Wisps of hay covered the floor, and some wasps sang at the windows, and maybe there was a strange fluttering bird high above, disturbed, hoo-ing a little and staring down from a messy ledge with wild, binocular eyes.


Mostly, though, it smelled of milk, and the patience of animals; the give-offs of the body were still in the air, a vague ammonia, not unpleasant.


Mostly, though, it was restful and secret, the roof high up and arched, the boards unpainted and plain.


You could have stayed there forever, a small child in a corner, on the last raft of hay, dazzled by so much space that seemed empty, but wasn’t.


Then—you still remember—you felt the rap of hunger—it was noon—and you turned from that twilight dream and hurried back to the house, where the table was set, where an uncle patted you on the shoulder for welcome, and there was your place at the table.


3.




Nothing lasts.


There is a graveyard where everything I am talking about is,


now.







I stood there once, on the green grass, scattering flowers.





4.




Nothing is so delicate or so finely hinged as the wings


of the green moth


against the lantern


against its heat


against the beak of the crow


in the early morning.







Yet the moth has trim, and feistiness, and not a drop 
of self-pity.







Not in this world.





5.




My mother


was the blue wisteria,


my mother


was the mossy stream out behind the house,


my mother, alas, alas,


did not always love her life,


heavier than iron it was


as she carried it in her arms, from room to room,


oh, unforgettable!







I bury her


in a box


in the earth


and turn away.


My father


was a demon of frustrated dreams,


was a breaker of trust,


was a poor, thin boy with bad luck.


He followed God, there being no one else


he could talk to;


he swaggered before God, there being no one else


who would listen.


Listen,


this was his life.


I bury it in the earth.


I sweep the closets.


I leave the house.





6.




I mention them now,


I will not mention them again.







It is not lack of love


nor lack of sorrow.


But the iron thing they carried, I will not carry.







I give them—one, two, three, four—the kiss of courtesy,
 of sweet thanks,


of anger, of good luck in the deep earth.


May they sleep well. May they soften.







But I will not give them the kiss of complicity.


I will not give them the responsibility for my life.





7.




Did you know that the ant has a tongue


with which to gather in all that it can


of sweetness?







Did you know that?





8.




The poem is not the world.


It isn’t even the first page of the world.







But the poem wants to flower, like a flower.


It knows that much.







It wants to open itself,


like the door of a little temple,


so that you might step inside and be cooled and refreshed,


and less yourself than part of everything.





9.




The voice of the child crying out of the mouth of the
 grown woman


is a misery and a disappointment.


The voice of the child howling out of the tall, bearded,
 muscular man


is a misery, and a terror.





10.




Therefore, tell me:


what will engage you?


What will open the dark fields of your mind,


  like a lover


    at first touching?





11.




Anyway,


there was no barn.


No child in the barn.







No uncle no table no kitchen.







Only a long lovely field full of bobolinks.





12.




When loneliness comes stalking, go into the fields, consider


the orderliness of the world. Notice


something you have never noticed before,







like the tambourine sound of the snow-cricket


whose pale green body is no longer than your thumb.







Stare hard at the hummingbird, in the summer rain,


shaking the water-sparks from its wings.







Let grief be your sister, she will whether or no.


Rise up from the stump of sorrow, and be green also,
 like the diligent leaves.







A lifetime isn’t long enough for the beauty of this world


and the responsibilities of your life.







Scatter your flowers over the graves, and walk away.


Be good-natured and untidy in your exuberance.







In the glare of your mind, be modest.


And beholden to what is tactile, and thrilling.







Live with the beetle, and the wind.







This is the dark bread of the poem.


This is the dark and nourishing bread of the poem.


















Work


1.




I am a woman sixty years old and of no special courage.


Everyday—a little conversation with God, or his envoy
 the tall pine, or the grass-swimming cricket.


Everyday—I study the difference between water and stone.


Everyday—I stare at the world; I push the grass aside
 and stare at the world.







The spring pickerel in the burn and shine of the tight-
 packed water;


the sweetness of the child on the shore; also, its
 radiant temper;


the snail climbing the morning glories, carrying
 his heavy wheel;


the green throats of the lilies turning from the wind.


This is the world.







Comes the hunter under the red leaves;


come the hounds, on their stubbies;


like wind they pour through the grass,


like wind they pour up the hill;


like wind they twist and swirl in the long grass.







Everyday—I have work to do:


I feel my body rising through the water


not much more than a leaf;


and I feel like the child, crazed by beauty


or filled to bursting with woe;


and I am the snail in the universe of the leaves


trudging upward;


and I am the pale lily who believes in God,


though she has no word for it,







and I am the hunter, and I am the hounds,


and I am the fox, and I am the weeds of the field,


and I am the tunnel and the coolness under the earth,


and I am the pawprint in the dust,


I am the dusty toad who looks up unblinking


and sees (do you also see them?) the white clouds


in their blind, round-shouldered haste;







  I am a woman sixty years old, and glory is my work.





2.




The dreamy heads of the grass in early summer.


In midsummer: thick and heavy.


Sparrows swing on them, they bend down.


When the sparrow sings, its whole body trembles.







Later, the pollen shakes free.


Races this way and that way,


like a mist full of life, which it is.


We stand at the edge of the field, sneezing.


We praise God, or Nature, according to our determinations.







Then the grass curls or breaks, or we cut it.


What does it matter?


Do you think the grass is growing so wild and thick
 for its own life?


Do you think the cutting is the ending, and not, also,
 a beginning?


This is the world.







The pink globes of the peonies


open under the sun’s early-morning hands.







The vine of the honeysuckle


perks upward—


the fine-hold of its design


did not need to be so wonderful, did it?


but is.







This is the world.







The bat squeaks.


The bat leans down out of dark July


with his elf’s face.







The twenty-winged cloud of yellow butterflies


floats into the field.


The mustard-heads bend under their soft weight.







This is the world.





3.




Would it be better to sit in silence?


To think everything, to feel everything, to say nothing?


This is the way of the orange gourd.


This is the habit of the rock in the river, over which
 the water pours all night and all day.


But the nature of man is not the nature of silence.


Words are the thunders of the mind.


Words are the refinement of the flesh.


Words are the responses to the thousand curvaceous moments—


  we just manage it—


  sweet and electric, words flow from the brain


  and out the gate of the mouth.







We make books of them, out of hesitations and grammar.


We are slow, and choosy.


This is the world.





4.




All day I have been pining for the past.


That’s when the big dog, Luke, breathed at my side.


Then she dashed away then she returned


in and out of the swales, in and out of the creeks,


her dark eyes snapping.


Then she broke, slowly,


in the rising arc of a fever.







And now she’s nothing


except for mornings when I take a handful of words


and throw them into the air


so that she dashes up again out of the darkness,







like this—







this is the world.





5.




The green pea


climbs the stake


on her sugary muscles.







The rosy comma of the radish


fattens in the soil.







Farmers call to the white oxen, together they pull the plow.


Girls sigh upward against the bodies of young men.


The century plant opens at last in the frail moonlight.





6.




And how shall we speak of love


except in the splurge of roses, and the long body
 of the river


shining in its silk and froth;







and what could be more wonderful


than the agility and the reaching of the fingers of Hannah,


who is only seven days old;







and what could be more comforting than to fold grief


like a blanket—


to fold anger like a blanket,


with neat corners—


to put them into a box of words?





7.




It may be the rock in the field is also a song.


And it may be the ears of corn swelling under their
 green sleeves


are also songs.


And it may be the river glancing and leaning against
 the dark stone is also a deliberate music.







So I will write my poem, but I will leave room for the world.


I will write my poem tenderly and simply, but


    I will leave room for the wind combing the grass,


for the feather falling out of the grouse’s fan-tail,
 and fluttering down, like a song.







And I will sing for the bones of my wrists,
 supple and exemplary.


And the narrow paths of my brain, its lightnings and issues,
 its flags, its ideas.


And the mystery of the number 3.







I will sing for the iron doors of the prison,


and for the broken doors of the poor,


and for the sorrow of the rich, who are mistaken and lonely,







and I will sing for the white dog forever tied up in the orchard,


and I will sing for the morning sun and its panels
 of pink and green on the quiet water,


and for the loons passing over the house.







I will sing for the spirit of Luke.


I will sing for the ghost of Shelley.


I will sing for the Jains and their careful brooms.







I will sing for the salt and the pepper in their little towers
 on the clean table.


I will sing for the rabbit that has crossed our yard
 in the moonlight,


stopping twice to stamp the cold ground
 with his narrow foot.







I will sing for the two coyotes who came at me with their strong teeth


and then, at the last moment, began to smile.







I will sing for the veil that never lifts.


I will sing for the veil that begins, once in a lifetime,
 maybe, to lift.


I will sing for the rent in the veil.


I will sing for what is in front of the veil, the
 floating light.


I will sing for what is behind the veil—light,
 light, and more light.







This is the world, and this is the work of the world.
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