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    The rainbow raised up with me.




    Through the middle of broad fields,




    The rainbow returned with me.




    To where my house is visible,




    The rainbow returned to me.




    —Navajo
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  taste me,




  I am the wind




  touch me,




  I am the lean gray deer




  running on the edge of the rainbow.




  —Leslie Marmon Silko




  This collection of contemporary poetry written by American Indians is an attempt to introduce both Indian and non-Indian readers to the various worlds of immediately felt experience which we may have been unaware of or which we may have lost sight of in our haste to be done with the present moment and to move on to the next. The poems in this book, most published here for the first time, represent a collective voice, a voice that articulates a belief in the value of the past as that which has the ability to shape the present and to decide the future. But a poem is, to begin with, a very individualistic thing, and the reader will find that the works in this book also represent single voices, some of them even unique, that employ a wide variety of styles and tones.




  My criteria for selection have been simple. If the reader listens carefully, can he or she hear, clearly and directly, the voice of the poet? If the reader is open to new and even strange worlds, does the poem bring one’s feelings and emotions into play as well as one’s intellect? While I prefer to think of American Indian literature as an integral part of literature in general, I recognize in these poems a pervasive feeling for the spiritual that resides in the palpable; a common feeling for the land, the climate, the specific place infuses this poetry with a transcendence that comes only from an artist’s complete involvement in the direct imaginative response. The poets represented here offer us the sounds and shapes of a particular locale, whether it be the starkly beautiful mesas of the Southwest or the harsh details of an urban bar, and they draw from this sense of place, from this traditional sense of belonging, a feeling for something that goes beyond both individual time and individual space.




  Crucial to this transcendent notion seems to be the general assumption in these poems that memory and past experience are somehow holy, sacred, to be handled with care. Regardless of the nature of the action in the past, it is treated as an essential part of the struggle to give meaning to the present and to create hope for the future. Whether it be the advice given long ago by an older member of the family or the memory of a violent and near-fatal confrontation between a Native American and an Anglo outside a saloon, the real value of the event seems to be inherent in its being remembered in the present. The sense of history is a profound one in these poems.




  Important, too, is the assumption made in many of these poems that one function of today’s Native American poet is carefully to present the violent reality without losing sight of the peaceful ideal. If the essential legacy passed on to Native Americans is an organic or symbiotic view of existence, then one must define oneself in terms of one’s relationship to those other things in nature, both animate and inanimate. This self-definition, conducted as it is within the structure of such a worldview, necessarily entails a ritualistic approach, which often leads to violent confrontation with the majority. There are numerous examples of this confrontation in this collection, but what seems to me to be more revealing is the large number of poems that have a yea-saying tone in the midst of violences; poems that exhibit a certainty on the part of the poet about who he or she is, that stand as a testament to the value of a strong sense of self in a world that is given to fragmentation, doubt, and violence.




  The twenty-one poets included in this collection represent tribal affiliations from various parts of the country: Laguna Pueblo, Colville, Sioux, Coeur d’Alene, Makah, Quapaw, Cherokee, Cheyenne, Osage, Chippewa, Pawnee/Oto, Santo Domingo Pueblo, Oneida, Nez Percé, Seneca/Seminole, Mohawk, Yaqui, Choctaw, Mesquaki, and Blackfeet. These seven women and fourteen men offer lyrical answers to the question an Indian leader once asked of a now obscure president of the United States: What visions are offered that will cause today’s children to want tomorrow to come? In the case of some of these poets the visions are drawn from a deeply emotional response to their natural surroundings. For others the images are created out of a context that is almost wholly the work of the fictive imagination. In both instances, however, the picture we get is one of possibility, of something bound to be better because it couldn’t get much worse, of an awareness of history that reveals a condition of harmony and individual dignity that once obtained and that may now have a chance to exist again. In some of these poems the chance appears to be a slim one, but it appears, and the vision is invariably worth contemplating.
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