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How to Tame a Wild Tongue

eons until the white laws and commerce and customs will rot in

the deserts they’ve created, lie bleached. Humildes yet proud,

quietos yet wild, nosotros los mexz’canos-C.hicanos vslf)lll)l walk EZ
the crumbling ashes as we go about our bus'mess. Stu b(‘)f-? fhat
severing, impenetrable as stone, yet possc,:ssmg a mallea .1 ity that
renders us unbreakable, we, the mestizas and mestizos,

remain.

Tlilli, Tlapalli

The Path of the Red and Black Ink

“Out of poverty, poetry;
out of suffering, song.”
—a Mexican saying

When I was seven, eight, nine, fifteen, sixteen years old, I
would read in bed with a flashlight under the covers, hiding
my self-imposed insomnia from my mother. 1 preferred the
world of the imagination to the death of sleep. My sister,
Hilda, who slept in the same bed with me, would threaten
to tell my mother unless I told her a story.

I was familiar with cuentos—my grandmother told stories
like the one about her getting on top of the roof while down
below rabid coyotes were ravaging the place and wanting to
get at her. My father told stories about a phantom giant dog
that appeared out of nowhere and sped along the side of the
pickup no matter how fast he was driving.

Nudge a Mexican and she or he will break out with a story.
So, huddling under the covers, I made up stories for my
sister night after night. After a while she wanted two stories
per night. I learned to give her installments, building up
the suspense with convoluted complications until the story
climaxed several nights later. It must have been then that
I decided to put stories on paper. It must have been then
that working with images and writing became connected
to night.
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Invoking Art

In the ethno-poetics and perfofmancc of the shaman, my
people, the Indians, did not split the artistic from the functional,
the sacred from the secular, art from everyday life. The religious,

social and aesthetic purposes of art were all intertwined. Before »

the Conquest, poets gathered to play music, dance, sing and read
poetry in open-air places around the Xochicuabuitl, el Arbol
Florido, Tree-in-Flower. (The Coaxibuitl ot morning glory is
called the snake plant and its seeds, known as ololiubqui, are hal-
lucinogenic.!) The ability of story (prose and poetry) to trans-
form the storyteller and the listener into something or someone
else is shamanistic. The writer, as shape-changer, is a nabual, a
shaman.

In looking at this book that I'm almost finished writing, I see
a mosaic pattern (Aztec-like) emerging, a weaving pattern, thin
here, thick there. I see a preoccupation with the deep structure,
the underlying structure, with the gesso underpainting that is red
earth, black earth. I can see the deep structure, the scaffolding.
If I can get the bone structure right, then putting flesh on it pro-
ceeds without too many hitches. The problem is that the bones
often do not exist prior to the flesh, but are shaped after a vague
and broad shadow of its form is discerned or uncovered during
beginning, middle and final stages of the writing. Numerous
overlays of paint, rough surfaces, smooth surfaces make me real-
ize I am preoccupied with texture as well. Too, I see the barely
contained color threatening to spill over the boundaries of the
object it represents and into other “objects” and over the borders
of the frame. I see a hybridization of metaphor, different species
of ideas popping up here, popping up there, full of variations
and seeming contradictions, though I believe in an ordered,
structured universe where all phenomena are interrelated and
imbued with spirit. This almost finished product seems an assem-
blage, a montage, a beaded work with several leitmotifs and with
a central core, now appearing, now disappearing in a crazy
dance. The whole thing has had a mind of its own, escaping me

and insisting on putting together the pieces of its own puzzle

with minimal direction from my will. It is a rebellious, willful
entity, a precocious girl-child forced to grow up too quickly,
rough, unyielding, with pieces of feather sticking out here and
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there, fur, twigs, clay. My child, but not for much longer. This
female being is angry, sad, joyful, is Coatlicue, dove, horse, ser-
pent, cactus. Though it is a flawed thing—a clumsy, complex
groping blind thing—for me it is alive, infused with spirit. 1 talk’
to it; it talks to me.

I make my offerings of incense and cracked corn, light my
candle. In my head I sometimes will say a prayer—an affirmation
and a voicing of intent. Then I run water, wash the dishes or my
underthings, take a bath, or mop the kitchen floor. This “induc-
tion” period sometimes takes a few minutes, sometimes hours.
But always I go against a resistance. Something in me does not
want to do this writing. Yet once I'm immersed in it, I can g0

fifteen to seventeen hours in one sitting and I don’t want to
leave it..

‘ My “stories” are acts encapsulated in time, “enacted” every
time they are spoken aloud or read silently. I like to think of
them as performances and not as inert and “dead” objects (as the
aesthetics of Western culture think of art works). Instead, the
work has an identity; it is a “who” or a “what” and contain; the
presences of persons, that is, incarnations of gods or ancestors or
natural and cosmic powers. The work manifests the same needs
as a person, it needs to be “fed,” la tengo que baniar y vestir.

When invoked in rite, the object/event is “pres‘ent”; that is
enacted,” it is both a physical thing and the power that infuses it:
It is metaphysical in that it “spins its energies between gods and
.humans” and its task is to move the gods. This type of work ded-
icates itself to managing the universe and its energies. I'm not
sure what it is when it is at rest (not in performance). It may or
may not be a “work” then. A mask may only have the power of
presence duriqg a ritual dance and the rest of the time it may
merely be a “thing.” Some works exist forever invoked, always in
performance. I'm thinking of totem poles, cave paintings.
Invoked art is communal and speaks of everyday life. It is dedi-
cated to the validation of humans; that is, it makes people hope-
ful, happy, secure, and it can have negative effects as. well, which
propel one towards a search for validation.2

The aesthetic of virtuosity, art typical of Western European
cultures, attempts to manage the energies of its own internal Sys-
tem such as conflicts, harmonies, resolutions and balances. It
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bears the presences of qualities and internal meanings. It is ded-
icated to the validation of itself. Its task is to move humans by
means of achieving mastery in content, technique, feeling.
Western art is always whole and always “in power.” It is individ-
ual (not communal). It is “psychological” in that it spins its ener-
gies between itself and its witness.3 ;

Western cultures behave differently toward works of art than
do tribal cultures. The “sacrifices” Western cultures make are in
housing their art works in the best structures designed by the
best architects; and in servicing them with insurance, guards to
protect them, conservators to maintain them, specialists to
mount and display them, and the educated and upper classes to
“view” them. Tribal cultures keep art works in honored and
sacred places in the home and elsewhere. They attend them by
making sacrifices of blood (goat or chicken), libations of wine.
They bathe, feed, and clothe them. The works are treated not
just as objects, but also as persons. The “witness”is a participant
in the enactment of the work in a ritual, and not a member of the
privileged classes.4

Ethnocentrism is the tyranny of Western aesthetics. An
Indian mask in an American museum is transposed into an alien
aesthetic system where what is missing is the presence of power
invoked through performance ritual. It has become a conquered
thing, a dead “thing” separated from nature and, therefore, its
power.

Modern Western painters have “borrowed,” copied, or other-

wise extrapolated the art of tribal cultures and called it cubism, '

surrealism, symbolism. The music, the beat of the drum, the
Blacks’ jive talk. All taken over. Whites, along with a good numi-
ber of our own people, have cut themselves off from their spiri-
tual roots, and they take our spiritual art objects in an uncon-
scious attempt to get them back. If they’re going to do it, I'd like
them to be aware of what they are doing and to go about doing
it the right way. Let’s all stop importing Greek myths and the
Western Cartesian split point of view and root ourselves in the
mythological soil and soul of this continent. White America has
only attended to the body of the earth in order to exploit it, never
“to succor it or to be nurtured in it. Instead of surreptitiously rip-
ping off the vital energy of people of color and putting it to com-
mercial use, whites could allow themselves to share and
exchange and learn from us in a respectful way. By taking up
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curanderismo, Santeria, shamanism, Taoism, Zen and otherwise
delving into the spiritual life and ceremonies of multi-colored
people, Anglos would perhaps lose the white sterility they have
in their kitchens, bathrooms, hospitals, mortuaries and missile
bases. Though in the conscious mind, black and dark may be
associated with death, evil and destruction, in the subconscious
mind and in our dreams, white is associated with disease death
and hopelessness. Let us hope that the left hand, that o,f dark-
ness, of femaleness, of “primitiveness,” can divert the indifferent
right-handed, “rational” suicidal drive that, unchecked could,
blow us into acid rain in a fraction of a millisecond. ’

Ni cuicani: ], the Singer

For the ancient Aztecs, tlilli, tlapalli, la tinta negra y roja
de sus codices (the black and red ink painted on codices) were
the colors symbolizing escritura y sabiduria (writing and wis-
dom).> They believed that through metaphor and symbol, by
means of poetry and truth, communication with the Divine could
be attained, and topan (that which is above—the gods and spirit
world) could be bridged with mictidn (that which is below—the
underworld and the region of the dead).

Poet: she pours water from the mouth of the pump, lowers
the handle then lifts it, lowers, lifts. Her hands begin to feel
the pull from the entrails, the live animal resisting. A sigh
rises up from the depths, the handle becomes a wild thing in
her hands, the cold sweet water gushes out, splashing her
face, the shock of nightlight filling the bucket.

An image is a bridge between evoked emotion and conscious
knowledge; words are the cables that hold up the bridge. Images
are more direct, more immediate than words, and closer to the
unconscious. Picture language precedes thinking in words; the
metaphorical mind precedes analytical consciousness. ’

The Shamanic State

When I create stories in my head, that is, allow the voices
and scenes to be projected in the inner screen of my mind, I
“trafnce.”l used to think I was going crazy or that I was having h,al-
lucinations. But now I realize it is my job, my calling, to traffic in
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images. Some of these film-like narratives I write down; most are
lost, forgotten. When I don’t write the images down for several
- days or weeks or months, I get physically ill. Because writing
invokes images from my unconscious, and because some of the
images are residues of trauma which I then have to reconstruct,
1 sometimes get sick when I do write. I can’t stomach it, become
nauseous, or burn with fever, worsen. But, in reconstructing the
traumas behind the images, I make “sense” of them, and once
they have “meaning” they are changed, transformed. It is then
that writing heals me, brings me great joy.

To facilitate the “movies” with soundtracks, I need to be
alone, or in a sensory-deprived state. I plug up my ears with
wax, put on my black cloth eye-shades, lie horizontal and unmov-
ing, in a state between sleeping and waking, mind and body
locked into my fantasy. I am held prisoner by it. My body is expe-
. riencing events. In the beginning it is like being in a movie the-

ater, as pure spectator. Gradually I become so engrossed with

the activities, the conversations, that I become a participant in
the drama. I have to struggle to “disengage” or escape from my
“animated story;” I have to get some sleep so I can write tomor-
row. Yet I am gripped by a story which won’t let me go. OQutside
the frame, 1 am film director, screenwriter, camera operator.
Inside the frame, I am the actors—male and female—I am desert
sand, mountain, I am dog, mosquito. I can sustain a four- to six-
hour “movie.” Once I am up, I can sustain several “shorts” of any-
where between five and thirty minutes. Usually these “narra-

_tives” are the offspring of stories acted out in my head during
periods of sensory deprivation.

My “awakened dreams” are about shifts. Thought shifts, real-
ity shifts, gender shifts: one person metamorphoses into another
in a world where people fly through the air, heal from mortal
wounds. Iam playing with my Self, I am playing with the world’s
soul, I am the dialogue between my Self and el espiritu del
mundo. 1 change myself, I change the world.

Sometimes I put the imagination to a more rare use. I
choose words, images, and body sensations and animate them to
impress them on my consciousness, thereby making changes in
my belief system and reprogramming my consciousness. This
involves looking my inner demons in the face, then deciding
which I want in my psyche. Those I don’t want, I starve; I feed
them no words, no images, no feelings. I spend no time with
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Fhem, share not my home with them. Neglected, they leave. This
- is harder to do than to merely generate “stories.” I can only sus-
tain this activity for a few minutes,

I 'write the myths in me, the myths I am, the myths I want to
become. The word, the image and the feeling have a palpable
energy, a kind of power. -Con imdgenes domo mi miedo, cruzo
los abismos que tengo por dentro. Con Dbalabras me bago
Diedra, pdjaro, puente de serpientes arrastrando a ras del suelo
todo lo que soy, todo lo que algtin dia seré.

Los que estan mirando (leyendo),

los que cuentan (o refieren lo que leen).

Los que vuelven ruidosamente las bojas de los codices.
Los que tienen en su poder

la tinta negra y roja (la sabiduria)

y lo pintado,

ellos nos llevan, nos guian,

nos dicen el camino,é

Writing Is A Sensuous Act

Tallo mi cuerpo como si estuviera lavando un trapo. Toco
las saltadas venas de mis manos, mis chichis adormecidas
como pdjaras al anochecer. Estoy encorvada sobre la cama.
Las imdgenes aletean alrededor de mi cama como murciéla-
gos, la sdbana como que tuviese alas. El ruido de los trenes
subterrdneos en mi sentido como conchas. Parece que las pare-
des del cuarto se me arriman cada vez mds cerquita.

Picking out images from my soul’s eye, fishing for the right
words to recreate the images. Words are blades of grass pushing
past the obstacles, sprouting on the page; the spirit of the words
moving in the body is as concrete as flesh and as palpable; the
hunger to create is as substantial as fingers and hand.

I look at my fingers, see plumes growing there. From the
fingers, my feathers, black and red ink drips across the page.
Escribo con la tinta de mi sangre. ] write in red. Ink. Intimately
knowing the smooth touch of paper, its speechlessness before I
spill myself on the insides of trees. Daily, I battle the silence and




94
Tlilli, Tlapalli / The Path of the Red and Black Ink

the red. Daily, I take my throat in my hands and squeeze until the
cries pour out, my larynx and soul sore from the constant
struggle.

Something To Do With the Dark

Quien canta, sus males espanta.
—un dicho

The toad comes out of its hiding place inside the lobes of my
brain. It’s going to happen again. The ghost of the toad that
betrayed me—I hold it in my hand. The toad is sipping the
strength from my veins, it is sucking my pale heart. I'am a dried
serpent skin, wind scuttling me across the hard ground, pieces of
me scattered over the countryside. And there in the dark I meet
the crippled spider crawling in the gutter, the day-old newspaper
fluttering in the dirty rain water.

Musa bruja, venga. Ciibrese
con una sdbana y espahte mis demonios que a rempujones y
a cachetadas me roban la pluma me rompen el suefio. Musa,
Jmisericordial

Oigame, musa bruja. ;Por qué
buye uste’ en mi cara? Su grito me desarrolla de mi caracola,
me sacude el alma. Vieja, quitese de aqui con sus alas de
navaja. Ya no me despedaze mi cara. Vaya con sus pinche ufias
que me desgarran de los ofos basta los talones. Vdyese a la
tiznada. Que no me coman, le digo, Que no me coman sus
nueve dedos canibales. ,
Hija negra de la noche, car-
nala, ;Por qué wme sacas las tripas, por qué cardas mis
entrarias? Este bilvanando palabras con tripas me estd matan-
do. Jija de la noche jvete a la chingada!

Writing produces anxiety. Looking inside myself and my
experience, looking at my conflicts, engenders anxiety in me.
Being a writer feels very much like being a Chicana, or being
queer—a lot of squirming, coming up against all sorts of walls.
Or its opposite: nothing defined or definite, a boundless, floating
state of limbo where I kick my heels, brood, percolate, hibernate
and wait for something to happen.
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Living in a state of psychic unrest, in a Borderland, is what
makes poets write and artists create. It is like a cactus needle
embedded in the flesh. It worries itself deeper and deeper, and
I keep aggravating it by poking at it. When it begins to fester I
have to do something to put an end to the aggravation and to fig-
ure out why I have it. I get deep down into the place where it’s

rooted in my skin and pluck away at it, playing it like a musical

instrument—the fingers pressing, making the pain worse before
it can get better. Then out it comes. No more discomfort, no
more ambivalence. Until another needle pierces the skin. That’s
what writing is for me, an endless cycle of making it worse, mak-

ing it better, but always making meaning out of the experlence
whatever it may be.

My flowers shall not cease to 11ve

my songs shall never end:

I, a singer, intone them;

they become scattered, they are spread about.
—Cantares mexicanos

To write, to be a writer, I have to trust and believe in myself
as a speaker, as a voice for the images. I have to believe that I can
communicate with images and words and that I can do it well. A
lack of belief in my creative self is a lack of belief in my total self

and vice versa—I cannot separate my writing from any part of my
life, It is all one.

When I write it feels like I’'m carving bone. It feels like I'm
creating my own face, my own heart—a Nahuatl concept. My
soul makes itself through the creative act. It is constantly remak-
ing and giving birth to itself through my body. It is this learning
to live with la Coatlicue that transforms living in the Borderlands
from a nightmare into a numinous experience. It is always a
path/state to something else.

In Xochilt in Cuicatl?

She writes while other people,
sleep. Something is trying to come out. She fights the words,
pushes them down, down, a2 woman with morning sickness in
the middle of the night. How much easier it would be to carry a
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baby for nine months and then expel it permanently. These con-
tinuous multiple pregnancies are going to kill her. She is the bat-
tlefield for the pitched fight between the inner image and the
words trying to recreate it. La musa bruja has no manners.
Doesn’t she know, nights are for sleeping?

She is getting too close to the
mouth of the abyss. She is teetering on the edge, trying to bal-
ance while she makes up her mind whether to jump in or to find
a safer way down. That’s why she makes herself sick—to post-
pone having to jump blindfolded into the abyss of her own being
and there in the depths confront her face, the face underneath
the mask.

To be a mouth—the cost is too
high—her whole life enslaved to that devouring mouth. Todo
Dbasaba por esa boca, el viento, el fuego, los mares y la Tierra.
Her body, a crossroads, a fragile bridge, cannot support the tons
of cargo passing through it. She wants to install “stop” and “go”
signal lights, instigate a curfew, police Poetry. But something
wants to come out,

Blocks (Coatlicue states) are related to my cultural identity.
The painful periods of confusion that I suffer from are sympto-
matic of a larger creative process: cultural shifts. The stress of liv-
ing with cultural ambiguity both compels me to write and blocks
me. It isn’t until I'm almost at the end of the blocked state that I
remember and recognize it for what it is. As soon as this hap-
pens, the piercing light of awareness melts the block and I accept
the deep and the darkness and I hear one of my voices saying, “I
am tired of fighting. I surrender. I give up, let go, let the walls
fall. On this night of the hearing of faults, Tlazolteotl, diosa de
la cara negra, let fall the cockroaches that live in my hair, the
rats that nestle in my skull. Gouge out my lame eyes, rout my
demon from its nocturnal cave. Set torch to the tiger that stalks
me. Loosen the dead faces gnawing my cheekbones. I am tired
of resisting. I surrender. I give up, let go, let the walls fall.”

And in descending to the depths I realize that down is up,
and I rise up from and into the deep. And once again I recognize
that the internal tension of oppositions can propel (f it doesn’t
tear apart) the mestiza writer out of the metate where she is
being ground with corn and water, eject her out as nabual, an
agent of transformation, able to modify and shape primordial
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energy and therefore able to change herself and others into
turkey, coyote, tree, or human.

I sit here before my computer, Amiguita, my altar on top of
the monitor with the Virgen de Coatlalopeub candle and copal
incense burning. My companion, a wooden serpent staff with
feathers, is to my right while I ponder the ways metaphor and
symbol concretize the spirit and etherealize the body. The
Writing is my whole life, it is my obsession. This vampire which
is my talent does not suffer other suitors.8 Daily I court it, offer
my neck to its teeth. This is the sacrifice that the act of creation
requires, a blood sacrifice. For only through the body, through
the pulling of flesh, can the human soul be transformed. And for
images, words, stories to have this transformative power, they
must arise from the human body—flesh and bone—and from the
Earth’s body—stone, sky, liquid, soil. This work, these images,
Piercing tongue or ear lobes with cactus needle, are my offer-
ngs, are my Aztecan blood sacrifices.




