
From Coyote to Food: 
 

The Transmergent Materiality Embedded in Southwestern Pueblo Literature 
 

by 
 

Paris Masek 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A Dissertation Presented in Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree 

Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Approved April 2019 by the 
Graduate Supervisory Committee: 

 
Simon J. Ortiz, Chair 

James Blasingame 
Ron Broglio 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY 
 

May 2019  



  ii 

ABSTRACT 

 
The coyote of the natural world is an anthropomorphic figure that occupies many 

places within Southwestern Pueblo cultures in oral traditions as well as the natural 

environs. The modern-day coyote is a marginalized occupant of Southwestern milieu 

portrayed as an iconic character found in cartooned animations or conceptualized as a 

shadowed symbol of a doglike creature howling in front of a rising full moon. Coyote is 

also a label given to a person who transports undocumented immigrants across the United 

States–Mexico border. This wild dog is known as coyote, Coyote, Canis latrans, tsócki 

(Keresan for coyote), trickster, Wylie Coyote, and coywolf. When the biology, history, 

accounts, myths, and cultural constructs are placed together within the spectrum of 

coyote names or descriptions, a transmergent materiality emerges at the center of those 

contributing factors. Coyote is many things. It is constantly adapting to the environment 

in which it has survived for millions of years. The Southwest landscape was first 

occupied by rudimentary components of life evolving into a place first populated by 

animals, followed by humans. To a great extent, the continued existence of both animals 

and humans relies on their ability to obtain food and find a suitable niche in which to live. 

This dissertation unpacks how the coyote that is embedded in American Pueblo literature 

and culture depicts a transmergent materiality representing the constantly changing 

human–animal interface as it interprets the likewise transformative state of food systems 

in the American Southwest in the present day. 
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PREFACE 

It is basic and straight forward: food sustains life. Modernized, current-day 

humanity complicates itself by ascribing so much importance on ancillary tangents and 

trivial minutia that it dilutes our perceptiveness of basic essences. This creates a 

disconnect from the nature from which humanness evolved. Human cognition becomes 

quickly enamored with the aesthetic value of an object, event, living being, or a 

landscape upon first impression. It is an easy, quick way to access then appreciate, react 

then understand, the meaning of such observations or events. A rock thrown on the 

surface of a pond skips until its weight exceeds the force with which it was thrown, 

seeming to float across the water’s liquidness, striking the surface in an ever-increasing 

pattern before sinking. Concentric waves flow outward from the center-point of where 

the rock contacts the surface. Human cognitive thought processes remain euphoric in 

response to the resultant images produced by the task performed, most likely leading to a 

search for another rock to skip across the water. How often does the person skipping the 

rock contemplate how the rock came into being, located at that very moment along the 

pond’s shore? How did the pond fill with water? What kind of creatures live in the water? 

On the shore? How are those objects identified? What is their significance? A typical 

response in today’s world would be to video the process and post it in on social media for 

friends to share in the moment. Little time is given to the contemplational significance of 

the event, the location where it occurred, or the other creatures and objects that 

collectively produced the video image. The video memorializing the rock skipping over 

the pond becomes a more recognizable fact than the natural, physical components 

centered in their existence. 
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There are many stories, true and fictional, that correlate to the rock-skipping event 

that this dissertation will use to demonstrate the materiality of the food system embedded 

in coyote’s essence. These will be illustrated in Southwestern Pueblo literature stories 

and culture. As Indigenous Americans have been treated by Euro-colonials, so has the 

coyote population been likewise affected by humans. There is also a parallel dynamic in 

how the production and consumption of food in colonial-based North American culture 

has been dramatically altered by the ever-changing practice of agriculture in Westernized 

societies. In contemporary Westernized cultures, the default reaction is a subjective focus 

on the rock-thrown moment to make an aesthetic video versus an objective contemplation 

of the rock’s geological significance and etiology. When a coyote runs across a freeway 

in front of oncoming traffic, little consideration is given by the human drivers beyond 

trying to avoid hitting the creature while cursing at the “beast” that is now impeding the 

smooth flow of mechanized transportation. When the coyote encounter has passed, little 

thought is given as to how such a wild animal exists, how it has survived and even 

flourished in a modern world. In a daily routine, considerations given to food choices by 

humans are mainly based on convenience and the rapidity with which food can be 

obtained. Where the food comes from or the nutritional value of a particular choice for 

any given meal is rarely considered. Little time and effort are allotted for taking the time 

to purchase raw product, to prepare it, or to take the extra time to just consume a meal 

while not performing other tasks. Cultures not permeated by Westernization strive to 

maintain their connectivity with the natural world as well as to how and where their daily, 

life-sustaining food comes. Americans of the present day are not maintaining that 

connectivity. Just as colonial Americans marginalized Indigenous Peoples, it has likewise 



  viii 

transformed the critical value of its food system. It is from the center of this dynamic that 

the coyote speaks. 

The works, thoughts and insights of Simon J. Ortiz and Leslie Marmon Silko are 

the foundation upon which this literary exploration of coyote/people/food triad is based. 

Ortiz and Silko respectively belong to the Acoma and Laguna Pueblos. The Pueblo 

people have lived in this region for over a thousand years but not nearly as long as the 

coyote at its ancestors. The essence emanating from the literary works of Ortiz and Silko 

is a derivative of their respective societies long-standing coexistence with the natural 

landscape, with all the fractional minutia collectively found in the highlands of New 

Mexico. How this is observed, perceived, contemplated, and defined becomes food 

thought. 

The following chapters will identify the terms and theories that will be applied to 

this interdisciplinary analysis. Pertinent aspects taken from coyote biology, animal 

studies, and evolutionary and post-humanism fields of study will be included in that 

analysis. Significant works of Charles Darwin, Francis Crick, Edward Wilson, Neil 

Shubin, Lynn Margulis, and Jane Bennett will be used. Darwin’s basic theories on natural 

selection—and how the science in his decision-making processes contained gaps that 

were filled with calculated assumptions to formulate his theories—will be incorporated 

into this chapter’s discussion. Crick’s and Wilson’s works are used to support the 

transference of scientific concepts to human and animal life-forms. Neil Shubin’s 

breakthrough research provides a plausible answer to the “missing link” in animal-to-

human evolution. Next, Margulis’ and Bennett’s thing theories help tie scientific 

concepts to the social and cultural aspects of being human and being coyote in the same 
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moment. The last portion of this chapter will take note of how the characteristics of the 

biological coyote begin to merge with the social-political impact of his presence in the 

public eye. Coyotes: Biology, Behavior, and Management, edited by Marc Bekoff, is a 

seminal work on the flesh-and-blood animal that helps to quantify the biological coyote. 

There is relatively little published work on Canis latrans in comparison to the higher 

profile A-list predators in North American. The predominant American culture considers 

the coyote as a pest that should be eradicated or controlled, just as Indigenous people 

were relocated to tribal lands by American colonists as a method of removing them or 

isolating them from the cultural core of the nation. Collectively engaging the science and 

biology of coyote formulates a unique analytical lens through which to observe the nature 

of animals embodied in Southwestern Pueblo literature. 

This discussion will use the works of Indigenous poet and scholar Simon J. Ortiz. 

Ortiz is from the Acoma Pueblo in Northwestern New Mexico. In Ortiz’s writing and in 

his public or private presentations or conversations, he uses his native dialect of Keresan 

mixed with English. His work centers his place on the landscape of Indigenous lands, 

culture, and community. Ortiz predominantly uses the word hano when referring to the 

Acoma people; for coyote, he replies first with “tsócki” followed immediately in English 

“coyote.” The people, animals, and objects that occupy Ortiz’s literary work similarly 

have layered significance in name and meaning, either by being obviously declared or by 

being alluded to through different cultural perspectives. The complexity engrained in 

Ortiz, expressed in his literature, can be seen as a mimicry of the contextual coyote’s 

presence inside his work and the animal outside in its natural environment. Both the hano 

and tsócki have lived on Acoma lands for centuries, begging the question, is Ortiz’s 
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knowledge learned or inherited from the elemental components of place? Direct 

quotations from his works and from interviews conducted with Ortiz will be analyzed as 

to their place in the literary world and how that correlates to the coyote/people/food 

model of the dissertation. 

The works of Laguna author Leslie Marmon Silko’s are discussed—her iconic 

novel Gardens in the Dunes, other published works, and a personal interview. The 

Acoma and Laguna Pueblos, respectively, are two areas immediately adjacent to each 

other in New Mexico. They are two of the nineteen Pueblos that are considered 

descendants of the Chacoan civilization of the ninth through the thirteenth centuries. 

These two cultures have lived in the relatively same location for over one thousand years. 

Gardens in the Dunes is set in the Southwest desert and centers on Indigenous belief 

systems, the importance of food to Indigenous culture, and the key significance that place 

has for Pueblo people. Gardens in the Dunes is consumed with the importance of place 

and culture along with the people who occupy those spaces. Silko’s focus is not so much 

directly tied to Canis latrans, but her use of animal types plays a significant and repeated 

role in the novel. The power and importance of animals can be taken from an interview 

with her in 2011: “Justice and tolerance for bees and rattlesnakes is inseparable from 

justice and tolerance for human beings. They teach me a lot of new ways of thinking, so I 

always include the small creatures in my work whether it is writing or painting.” 

Gardens in the Dunes also places great importance on the ability to grow endemic 

food, especially for those who live close to the land. The roles that the Indigenous 

characters, animals, place and food have in Gardens tie them together an inseparable 
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manner. The themes expressed by Silko correlate to those of Ortiz and advance the 

connectivity of the coyote/people/food model. 

A transmergent materiality of the wild dog, coyote, Coyote, Canis latrans, tsócki 

(Keresan for coyote), trickster, Wylie Coyote, and coywolf takes place inside the 

literature of Ortiz and Silko. The biological coyote has expanded its range since the 

arrival of European colonists in the Americas. He is a model for survival and, as observed 

by Indigenous Pueblo peoples, has become part of their selves in their stories and cultural 

belief systems. As the colonists invaded the Southwest, most of their major 

confrontations were rooted in access to food. The Spanish colonials first contacted the 

Acoma people in 1599 after the Acoma people declined to provide the Spaniards with 

food. The following day, the Spanish attacked the Pueblo, killing eight hundred men, 

women, and children and enslaving them another five hundred. The invaders then 

proceeded to cut off one foot from any living Acoma men under the age of twenty-five. It 

was the lack of access to food that initiated the attack. Much of the reason that the hano 

inhabited Acoma for such a long time was that the water access and the milder climate 

(Ortiz, Interview) for growing food were hard to find in the desert Southwest. The lessons 

learned from the coyotes, from the people of Acoma and Laguna Pueblos, of the critical 

value of having access to food resources are applicable to the current-day dilemma of 

food deserts.  

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) defines a food desert as an 

area “vapid of fresh fruit, vegetables, and other healthful whole foods” and states that 

food deserts are “usually found in impoverished areas.” This is largely due to a lack of 

grocery stores, farmers’ markets, and healthy food providers. Large areas of South 
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Phoenix have been identified as food deserts by the USDA, which, historically, has not 

been the case for that area. The Hohokam culture (450 CE to 1450 CE) lived along the 

banks of the river known today as the Salt River, located in Phoenix, Arizona. The 

Hohokam built an extensive canal system to grow food for the people living in Pueblo 

Grande. They became efficient in using the controlled waters of the river to irrigate their 

vast agriculture operations within the harsh environmental conditions of the Sonoran 

Desert. As the Hohokam culture declined, many of the canals remained. During 

colonization by American settlers during the middle 1800s, John W. “Jack” Swilling, 

considered to be one of the founders of Phoenix, started the Swilling Irrigation and Canal 

Company. Many of the Hohokam main canals were used by Swilling to run water to local 

farms. Agriculture played a prominent role in the South Phoenix area until the middle 

1900s, when encroaching urbanization slowly took over local farming operations. Still, in 

2018, many irrigation systems run through the area despite little being used for 

agricultural purposes. The decline of farming in the area and the massive construction of 

housing eventually resulted in a dearth of fresh food, with the “food desert” label soon to 

be applied.  

To better understand the food-access issues in the South Mountain Village and to 

make a concerted effort to address those issues, in 2016, Green on Purpose (GP) started a 

food-hub operation based in South Phoenix. Once food hubs were identified, agriculture 

outreach programs were initiated to engage community members to eat local and eat 

healthy, with the goal of improving their quality of life. The first plan was to hold 

horticulture, nutritional, and food-preparation programs for adults. After several 

information-gathering meetings were held, it became apparent that the most significant 
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issue was not just having limited access to fresh food but the lack in interest in the food 

items and the knowledge of how to prepare that food once obtained. The outside view 

was that there was a lack of fresh food items in the area, but the inside perspective held 

that there was a lack of knowledge about what fresh food was available for consumption 

and how to prepare those items in an appealing manner. Another pushback from the 

initial phase of Green on Purpose’s plan was the lack of interest from adult members of 

the community to participate in agriculture and nutritional programs. Since several 

schools were in the immediate area, the decision was made to engage some of the 

students’ classes in similar educational programs. This approach was productive in 

getting students involved and, subsequently, in gaining the interest from the student’s 

parents, who had been sending inquiries on how to receive the local products and how to 

become involved in these educational processes.  

Another approach to get the community engaged has been to cultivate indigenous 

plants and trees and forage for local indigenous plants and trees that have edible parts. 

Green on Purpose has created a small demonstration farm, which is located in the South 

Phoenix Village on Cody Drive. The crooked path that Cody Drive follows is on an 

actual Hohokam canal (designated as Hohokam Canal Number 7 in archaeological 

records) and was part of the Swilling Irrigation system. The site is also built on top of a 

Hohokam outlying village designated as Pueblo Viejo. Two Hohokam artifacts, a stone 

matate and a knife, have been recovered during planting and have been identified by a 

local archaeologist. The property is surrounded by numerous indigenous honey mesquite 

trees. The matate was a tool used for grinding grains, including mesquite beans, into 
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flour. The knife would have been used by the Hohokam culture in food preparation and 

other agriculture purposes.  

The soil possesses ancient knowledge, and its infinitesimal components are part of 

the soil profile. Its elemental qualities possess an encoded memory still inhabiting the 

soil, just as the coyote still roams the Western landscape. By using the Indigenous 

knowledge present in the location, Green on Purpose promotes obtaining an ever-

expanding knowledge base of how to grow, process, and prepare indigenous plants and 

trees as food and for medicinal purposes. Green on Purpose will continue to operate its 

food hub located in South Phoenix, supporting small-scale farming by providing much-

needed infrastructure to local agriculture producers, the indicative footprints of the 

transmergent coyote’s presence in the moment. 
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CHAPTER 1 

MATERIALISM AND THE COYOTE 

Before Darwin, before humans existed, before animals, the planet was populated 

by cellular organisms, basic assemblages of subatomic matter, molecules, organelles, and 

elemental components. Things changed; life’s building blocks continually interacted, 

forming new conglomerations of parts eventually giving rise to higher life-forms as 

animals and, eventually, humans. Things changed again. Civilizations evolved, becoming 

more technologically advanced and socially developed. Humanity began to distance itself 

from the natural world, creating an existence increasingly centered on the human and 

physical aspects of culture. With every generational step in human evolution, there 

seemed to be an increasing dependence on scientific discoveries, technological advances, 

structured governments and social institutions. Having access to these discoveries 

allowed humans to find more palatable ways to exist—depending on the creations of the 

modern world versus depending on raw nature for their basic needs. An ever-increasing 

loss of direct connectivity and cognitive considerations to the natural world creates a lack 

of comprehension as to its critical significance. This study of the multifaceted coyote 

embedded in Pueblo literature as a material representation of food systems works as a 

constantly emerging (transmergent) parallel phenomena of the digression between nature 

and modern-day culture. Looking at the evolution of life, coyote will be examined first 

from scientific and societal lenses to see the similarities as well as the disconnects that 

are present. One guiding force should be used in working with all the following 

discussions: the prevailing details are transmergent, constantly fluid in how they function, 

provide meaning, and present themselves over time. 
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Human life in the twenty-first century makes up a very small percentage of life-

forms on earth yet significantly impacts all aspects of the earth’s existence. As an 

example, the current-day biomass of the earth is estimated to be 550 Gt C (gigatons of 

carbon). Humans total only 0.06 Gt C (about .01 percent) of that biomass, and wild 

animals total about 0.007 Gt C (about .001 percent) (Bar-On et al). 

While the latest study shows how insignificant humanity is when it comes 

to the carbon in our bodies, it also shows our oversized impact on the rest 

of Earth’s biomass. Humans, along with all of our livestock, outweigh all 

other wild mammals by 20-fold, Pennisi writes. And in the last 10,000 

years, human activity slashed plant biomass by half and reduced wild 

mammals by 85 percent (Bar-On et al). 

The numbers quantifying the relative size of the living biomass of the earth are 

significant, but this is dwarfed by the comparative size of the nonliving portion of the 

earth’s composition. The soil and waters upon which these creatures live constitute 

essential elements that are critical parts of living organisms. Animals and plant materials 

have become almost a shimmering transparency, a vestigial existence no longer having 

primary importance or a fully rooted consciousness in the world of high tech and modern 

scientific theoretical explanations. On a foundational level, there still remains elemental 

physical and physiological connections as to how the coyote/people/nonliving complex 

exist on earth, but, more and more, the extracted value of that knowledge is being 

interpreted through nonliving contexts as scientific and, therefore, varies significantly 

depending on the emphasis of place and perspective. The colonists who infiltrated the 
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Americas subsequently transformed Indigenous peoples who occupied the space prior to 

their arrival making them invisible in the colonist’s social governmental agenda. Cultures 

began to form and governmental structures soon followed, creating further degrees of 

separation between coyote/people and the nonliving complex. This raises 

political and economic questions. Yet scarcely any attention has been paid 

to what I believe is the privileged role of culture in the modern imperial 

experience, and little notice taken of the extraordinary global reach of 

classical nineteenth- and early twentieth century European imperialism 

still casts a considerable shadow over our own times (Said, 5). 

It is a subjective shift away from the object of the natural world, putting the 

emphasis on manmade objects. Modernity builds glass and concrete canyons in 

metropolitan areas, and subdivisions keep popping up on agriculture land in the suburbs. 

It becomes harder to bring into one’s individual analytical process the significance of a 

road-kill coyote laying in a concrete gutter in an urban residential street. 

The biological human often expresses a social political commentary that is 

reactive and mostly devoid of nature’s essence. There are infinite underlying factors 

leading to modernized thought processes versus those rooted in the human/animal/food 

triad. Just because humans live in structures made of steel, glass, and wood does not 

mean they are not centered, not natural beings or not made of elemental earth. The 

political ruminations of Jane Bennet thoughts vacillate between political, cultural, 

biological, and psychological components in how they define the human condition. The 

shadow of nonhuman materiality casts a reflective presence on the human condition 
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I want to highlight what is typically cast in the shadow: the material 

agency or effectivity of non-human or not-so-quite human things … 

Because my hunch is that the image of dead or thoroughly 

instrumentalized matter feeds human hubris and our earth-destroying 

fantasies of conquest and consumption. It does so by preventing us from 

detecting (seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, feeling) a fuller range of the 

non-human powers circulating around within human bodies (Bennet, 5). 

Coyote acts as a referential center point to this coyote/people/element interpretive 

model. Coyote’s materiality is a referential anchor from which stories, analyses, biology, 

myths, misconceptions, and cultural perspectives can be measured. What takes 

precedence in contemporary society is that humanness is the most prevalent first choice 

when discussing interactions with other life-forms and the natural landscape. Why? As 

European colonists treated Indigenous peoples of the Americas, so the coyote is 

myopically viewed by contemporary society as a dangerous pest and detrimental to the 

economic production of livestock. Why are the functional benefits of coyote’s place 

within the ecosystem or coyote’s longevity of existence demised or negated to its 

humanized connotation? 

A great body of research (Dunlap, Ellins, Gill, Morey et al, Mecham, Samuels, 

Windberg et al, Young et al) on Canis latrans tends to first examine the biological as 

well as the social characteristics of coyote and then transitions the applicability as to how 

that data and those theories can be applied to the management of coyotes to minimize 

their impact on human populations, domestic animals, and livestock. Coyotes Biology, 

Behavior, and Management is considered one of the seminal scientific works on coyote. 
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Ronald Nowak states in the introductory chapter that there is very little research done on 

the Canis species compared to other North American wildlife for two reasons: 1) they 

“are predators and therefore rarer than their prey species” and 2) paleontological research 

“suffers from ‘numerous missing’ links in attempting to trace its development and assess 

the relationships among its various species.” Scientific studies usually attract additional 

in-depth scrutiny for the two above-mentioned reasons versus accepting this lack of data 

due to unconnectable paleontological records and coyote’s narrow niche as a predator in 

the food chain. 

As a geographer, Don Gill surveyed the Los Angeles Basin area from 1961 to 

1965 regarding the significance of interaction between human populations and 

indigenous coyote populations. His work had a definite scientific base while interjecting 

a relatively new concept for the time by designated his research as “cultural animal 

geography” that uses parts of “animal geography which accumulate, analyze, and 

systematize data relevant to the interactions of animals and human culture.” (69) Gill’s 

tone has a sterile, scientific presentation, but it becomes hard to mistake the personal 

narrative in how he contextualizes his evaluations and conclusions. 

The Los Angeles urban complex is a sprawling superimposition of man’s 

technology upon an extremely varied physical landscape. During the past 

few decades, most of the natural environment with this area has been 

modified to an extraordinary extent. A paradox exists within this 

framework of urban man’s handicraft however. While man has become 

the dominant force by substituting his works for those resulting from 



  6 

biophysical processes, much of the wild landscape remains, intact to a 

degree that “civilized” man seldom suspects. (70) 

Gill further describes the Los Angeles Basin as having a “bulldozer topography” 

upon which the coyote survives and thrives as an “important predator” on many 

“diminishing islands of wild landscape” within the city. This type of human invasion of 

the coyote’s territory has repeated itself throughout the Southwest region since the 

Western Expansion starting in the mid 1800s and in other larger metropolitan areas, such 

as Phoenix, San Francisco, and San Diego, and also in lesser-sized urban areas. And it 

still continues today with urban sprawl pushing further into the surrounding natural 

landscape. 

Nowak and Gill both agree that Canis latrans has been able to not just survive but 

to flourish in light of these constant and continued transformations to its habitat. The 

coyote’s relatively “smaller [body] size, and capability to utilize small prey and 

vegetation more efficiently, may help the coyote to survive periods of adverse 

conditions” (Nowak, 5). Gill is more specific, but his observations match up well to those 

of Nowak. Gill observes that coyotes are able to expand their food base by eating from 

“orange, avocado or palm orchards stripping fruit … off the trees but also eating 

watermelon, cantaloupe, celery, grapes, and dates” from farms and truck gardens. He 

states that they also have been observed consuming small domestic animals and 

scavenging from trash cans when other food sources are scarce” (77). Henry Hilton adds 

that the coyote is “an extremely versatile scavenger and predator … [and] the 

opportunistic character [of] coyote feeding is likely the most responsible for its great 

success in face of habitat manipulation and destruction by man” (222). Population 
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centers, metropolitan sprawl, and expanding urbanization in the Eastern United States are 

considerably less than found in the more open areas of the Western United States. Yet, 

the arid environment, low annual rainfall, and lack of large river systems proportionally 

limit the availability of coyote’s naturally occurring food sources (Novak 3–16). The 

following chapters will build the case that Southwestern Indigenous inhabitants, 

specifically the Pueblo peoples, were in most aspects of their lives fully entwined in the 

natural world to which the coyote was prominent fixture—of the Southwestern landscape, 

as a character in Pueblo stories, in Pueblo familial names, in ceremonial rituals, and 

radiating outward into the surrounding hegemonic ether. 

The paleontological history indicates that Canids evolved along two main 

branches, one being massive-sized creatures, such as bears, and the second being smaller 

creatures that exhibited “specialized … skeletal characteristics.” Canis latrans are the 

most significant members of that second genus (Nowak, 4); also belonging in that 

classification are wolves, foxes and jackals. Novak states that it is likely that Canis 

populations evolved due to the high number of prey animals being available in the 

prehistoric world. While many unknowns or facts that have yet to be discovered, proven 

or refuted, it is interesting to consider the what “facts” and “reality” are concerning the 

coyote within the greater context of science and, specifically, on anthropological and 

evolutionary levels. So often in the pursuit of understanding, a singular, absolute answer 

is sought. A preponderance of credence is given to a “singular understanding,” which is a 

Westernized cultural belief of being an “acceptable” solution, and, therefore, it moves 

toward becoming a “fact” at the expense of alternative explanations. As an example, 

Westernized medicine. for the most part. is considered a science. so why is the term “the 
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practice of medicine” used? It becomes much more reassuring when a critical factor 

concerning a person’s well-being and longevity is affected by a “science” and not a 

“practice.” That is how the Westernized mind works, as it places science as being an 

absolute truth. Such a belief system, kept in place over time, provides an ease and 

comfort that, when facing a life-threating disease, a physician will be able to accurately 

identify a malady and then cure an individual of that malady. How many times have 

reports been made that a doctor was unable to accurately diagnose what was wrong with 

a patient or declare that the condition was untreatable? Yet the prevailing belief is that 

Western Medicine can cure what ails the population—except when it does not. The 

methodologies used by anthropologists and evolutionary scientists to parlay how the 

modern day-coyote arrived in the twenty-first century are critical to this discussion and 

conclusions have been made despite “numerous missing links in attempting to trace its 

development.” The insinuation is that there are little-known or totally unseen factors that 

could supply answers as to what these missing links are and that they will not always 

come from scientific sources. 

Gill’s use of alternative language in his coyote population summary suggests that 

significant contributions can come from differing observational platforms and still remain 

valid in the field of study for which they were created. Paralleling that assumption are the 

gaps between cultures, humans and animals, and language, and how objects are identified 

and then defined. Subjective invalidation caused by having a disparate belief system 

dictated by individual or cultural norms creates wider ideological, scientific, and cultural 

divisions. Westernized humans tend to elevate their importance to the earth but with a 

more recent bent of not being part of nature but separate from it. Noted physician and 



  9 

cellular biologist Lewis Thomas sees the human connection to nature captured at a 

microscopic level: 

[It is not] a new thing for man to invent an existence that he imagines to be 

above the rest of life; this has been his most consistent intellectual exertion 

down the millennia. As illusion, it has never worked out to his satisfaction 

in the past, any more than it does today. Man is embedded in nature 

(Thomas, 3). 

Humankind has debated the origin of life for centuries. Evolutionary theory has 

long been cast as being faulty, missing scientifically based evidence connecting four-

legged, earthbound animals and the two-legged, walking-upright humanoids. What the 

passage of time has proven over the years is that with each subsequent generation comes 

new answers. Historic events that were once considered absolute factual records of events 

change with newly discovered artifacts or theoretical principles. In putting together these 

interpretations of new definitions, accepted theories, public opinion, governmental 

oversight, and even literary trends that present significantly different conclusions and 

findings that were previously assumed to be facts, still, truths remain forever 

undiscovered due to the missing links which Nowak referred to. Gill’s alternative 

language parlays the essence of coyote in its biological existence at that specific place 

and time as it moves across the “bulldozer topography” of Los Angeles. This manner of 

thought begins to shorten the bridge between human and animal beings, indicating more 

connectivity than marked separation. 

Much of the discord between colonizing European immigrants and the Indigenous 

People who inhabited the Americas for thousands of years appeared as a clash of 
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differing belief systems and cultural differences, and how each valued the natural world 

and how they each interacted with nature. Donald Fixico (Shawnee, Sac and Fox, 

Muscogee Creek, Seminole) sees the roots of division still present, yet changing with 

time, in contemporary American society: 

Hence, there is a fundamental difference of perception between Indians 

and white Americans. They understand things differently and accept truth 

and facts differently. Whereas the Indian mind is more accepting of the 

truth and facts, the Western linear mind must pursue empirical evidence to 

prove something is true so that it can become factual in a scientific sense 

(9). 

The embodied coyote, in nature, in stories, in caricature, and in science, functions 

as a material center that illustrates how humans, animal, and food are more closely 

connected than separate. As European settlers advanced across North America, 

Indigenous people’s culture and way of life dramatically changed. Indigenous tribes 

became acculturated and were expected to assimilate to the ways of the European 

immigrants as European settlers took over Indigenous lands, fought those who resisted 

against their intentions, moved or relocated tribes onto reservations, and extracted natural 

resources from their traditional lands and their relocated tribal territories. “What if one 

became animal or plant through literature, which certainly does not mean literarily? Is it 

not first through voice that one becomes animal? Literature is an assemblage … Writing 

has nothing to do with signifying. It has to do with surveying, mapping, even realms that 

are yet to come” (Deluze et al, 4–5). Neil Shubin is credited with discovering the missing 

paleontological link as to how aquatic life evolved into terrestrial life as the precursor to 
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humanoid existence: the so called “missing link.” The findings of his work were a 

scientific affirmation that the skeletal structures present in the fossilized remains of 

Tikaalk roseae, estimated to be from 375 million years BCE, provide physical evidence 

that such a transformation now has credence versus being an unproven hypothesis. 

Do the facts of our ancient history mean that humans are not special or 

unique among living creatures? Of course not. In fact, knowing something 

about the deep origins of humanity only adds to the remarkable fact of our 

existence: all of our extraordinary capabilities arose from basic 

components that evolved in ancient fish and other creatures. From 

common parts came a very unique construction. We are not separate from 

the rest of the living world, we are part of it down to our bones and, as we 

shall see shortly, even our genes (42). 

Living life-forms have evolved from basic elements into simple cellular 

organisms that became systematically organized as animals and then, eventually, as 

human beings. This all occurred on earth’s natural and geophysical landscape. It was at 

this juncture when humans began evolving into higher-functioning organisms under the 

influences of biological and environmental factors. Classification and identification of 

organisms into a biological nomenclature was the methodology developed by Carolus 

Linnaeus during the 1700s. His systematic approach was intended to provide a static 

structure as to how living plants and animals would be identified for scientific purposes. 

This is a valuable tool for biological studies that place nature into precise “families” and 

“proper names” for classification purposes. Linnaeus’ categorical intentions likewise 

iconically represent the Westernized arrogance of humanity, creating a scientific bias 
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toward humanness while minimalizing the nonhuman, natural roots of the organism. This 

could be an active attempt to minimize nonhumanity or just unconscious act of following 

scientific protocol to gain a precise reference system of life-forms. That didactic creates 

doubt as to why such precision is required when examining nature and its creatures.  

The need to use Linnaeus’ methodology to classify life-forms raises some 

interesting questions, why being the most prominent. Is the application of scientific labels 

some written requirement? Or a law that must be followed? “The language of man speaks 

in words. Man, therefore, communicates his own mental being (insofar as it is 

communicable) by naming all other things. But do we know any other languages that 

name things? It should not be accepted that we know no languages other than those of 

man (Benjamin, 110). 

Looking closer at Linnaean nomenclature suggests the animal’s essential nature as 

being distinctly separate and, therefore, of less purpose than the human name arbitrarily 

ascribed to the creature. An ancient four-legged deer-like animal’s fossilized remains 

were discovered in Egypt by anthropologist Dr. Ellen Miller. In her assessment, she felt 

the large lips present in the fossil reminded her of Mick Jagger of Rolling Stones fame 

and thus the scientific label of Jaggermeryx naid was assigned. Ablerus longfellowi is a 

chalcid wasp named after Henry Wadsworth Longfellow. 

Linnaeus was curious about the entire natural world and wanted to map the whole 

of nature. In his Species Plantarum published in 1753, Linnaeus attempted to name and 

describe all known plants, calling each kind a species and assigning to each a two-part 

Greek or Latin name consisting of the genus (group) name followed by the species name 

(Desmond, 19). Scientific precision is applied with a humanistic twist, but how is that 
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more indicative of the natural composition or niche that organism occupies? In fact, many 

genus and species names are derivatives extracted from the scientific history 

demonstrating the imprecisions created by the narrowed scope of Linnaeus nomenclature. 

His naming methodology does accurately label Canids for purely scientific purposes, but 

the accuracy of that label becomes increasingly modified by the polymorphic material 

reality of Canis latrans. Encapsulated within the precise classification of each living 

organism are billions of years transformational processes funneled into two Latin words. 

Physical characteristics are the primary identification methods used in the Linnaeus 

system that significantly discounts the contributory value delivered by alternative 

methods of identification. The discussion herein greatly expands those discussions of 

how the interactive processes with all Southwestern coyotes are a materialistic 

representation of the procurement and importance of food to those that inhabitant of the 

region. “The recovery of the people is tied to the recovery of food, since food itself is 

medicine—not only for the body but also for the soul and for the spiritual connection to 

history, ancestors and the land” (LaDuke, 22). 

As coyote has moved across the landscape of time, it constantly recreates a 

lineage of transmergence by reinventing itself into emerging, new worlds as something 

new, yet remaining a product of all of its pasts, an icon of the known, unknown, or yet to 

be discovered. Scientists, from molecular biologists to barbershop philosophers, all have 

valid interpretations as to what constitutes a coyote; wolves, jackals, coyotes, foxes, and 

domestic dogs all belong in the Canid family. In Latin, Canis latrans means “barking 

dog.” In nonscientific terms, it refers to a type of wolf or wild dog indigenous to North 

America whose original home range was the Southwest and Western Plains of the United 
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States. Canids are characterized as predatory carnivores, traveling and hunting in packs. 

Derived from Aztec dialect and expressed in current day Spanish, its label is cóyotl, 

which translates as “trickster.” Modern-day society has given the label Coyote to a person 

who guides illegal immigrants across the Mexico–US Border. These primary labels give 

a quick, abbreviated identity to coyote. Spiraling outward from the center point of basic 

coyote identity comes a constantly emerging set of variables that collectively serve as a 

materialistic representation of the interactive moments with coyote. From this 

intersection come answers but also perspective alternatives. A look a coyote’s life will 

help illustrate this contention from the contributions coming from various sources. 

Shubin writes that 

knowing something about the deep origins of humanity only adds to the 

remarkable fact of existence: all of our extraordinary capabilities arose 

from basic components that evolved in ancient fish and other creatures. 

From common parts came a very unique construction. We are not separate 

from the rest of the living world; we are part of it down to our bones 

and … even our genes” (43). 

“The earth is not one element among others but rather brings together all the 

elements within a single embrace while using one or another of them to deterritorialize 

territory” (Deleuse et al, 135). 

It is through the process of what Charles Darwin called natural selection through 

which the coyote reached his current-day status. It interesting to note here that Darwin is 

considered by many sources as being the scientist that discovered evolutionary theory. 

Despite having been given that label, Darwin almost never uses the term evolution in his 
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The Origin of the Species and The Decent of Man, instead, using the term natural 

selection. It is important to remain cognizant of the multiplicity of meanings and 

definitions, not just as they pertain to coyote but to key terms that transverse scientific 

and social modalities.  

The transmergent point materializes in the form of the coyote that has roamed the 

American Southwest landscape long before human life-forms emerged. Current-day 

Pueblo Cultures are the Indigenous humans in the region. The Southwest is patchwork of 

harsh desert environments, rugged mountain ranges, large metropolitan areas, and 

expansive agricultural settings. The Southwest is where repeated waves of colonization 

from different Indigenous groups and Spanish, Mexican, and then American cultures 

constantly merged together the same human influences into the natural landscape. As 

Westernized cultures have progressed, they are unmistakably moving toward a deeper 

immersion into the technological scope of influences. The predominant essence derived 

from virtual reality, social media a computerized application that replicates then 

supplants a human-to-natural world connection, all moving toward an increasingly 

nonhuman perspective.  

Over the landscape of the twentieth century there have been many technological 

and scientific advancements. These advents led to many life-changing and far-reaching 

dynamics, such as the harnessing of nuclear energy for power generation as well as the 

development, assembly, then deployment of weapons of mass destruction. The invention 

and refinement of computerized systems subsequently led to humans walking and driving 

on the surface of Earth’s moon. As culture continually progresses in modernized ways, 

humans are creating barriers between themselves and the natural world, relying more on 
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technological expertise The American Southwest is a representative model of this 

dynamic. Much of the initial research, equipment testing, and mining of nuclear matter 

was located in the desert wildness of this region. The Southwest is the coyote’s home 

range and also the homeland of Indigenous Pueblo peoples. As people who live their 

lives close to the earth, they feel a special kinship with the animals that live likewise. 

They respect coyotes for their adaptiveness, their cunning, and their ability to survive 

while at the mercy of the harsh environment, just as they must earn their own living in a 

constant battle with the forces of nature. These are traits to be honored in agricultural 

America, where many of the values of the Old West that led to the successful settling of 

the new frontier still prevail. To these pioneers, coyotes are also competitors in a war of 

attrition, destabilizing elements in the tenuous balance that sustains everyday life in 

colonized America. As remnants of the Old West fade into oblivion, who will outlast 

whom, rancher or coyote? Day by day, small farms and ranches buckle under economic 

pressures, becoming steadily less profitable as technology and urbanization encroach on 

their land. As coyotes and other vermin peck away at what little profit is left to be earned, 

it looks like the coyotes are winning. In Antelope Valley, housing developments and 

apartment complexes are gradually replacing alfalfa farms, and the tentacles of all aspects 

of suburban life are stretching unabated into the surrounding desert. But the coyotes 

remain.  

The coyote represents what Francis Crick labels as being “some sort of force, or 

some directing spirit.” The resultant sum of the Canis latrans presence in biological 

studies, Pueblo stories, and Western lore is formulated by stepping back, way back in 

time. Before Darwin, before humanoid life-forms existed, there were only animals. And 
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before that point in time, the natural landscape was populated by cellular organisms 

comprised of elements that were an assemblage of atomic, even subatomic, components. 

Fast forward some four billion years, past the dawn of humans, past the observations of 

Darwin, to when animals have become almost a shimmering transparency, a vestigial 

existence no longer having primary importance or a rooted consciousness, smaller 

constituencies for the Einsteins of the world to contemplate. Yet, depending on the 

emphasis of place and perspective, there seems to still remain connections of varying 

degrees. 

A common thread taken from Indigenous beliefs is that when an individual dies 

he or she returns to the earth as part of its elemental composition. Looking at the 

materiality of the coyote through the culture lens of Pueblo Culture, the human link 

between these elemental components and their own existence can be noted. Furthering 

the mysterious nature of the coyote are numerous stereotypes, stories, misunderstandings, 

and even culturally based, nonscientific perceptions making Canis latrans a true enigma. 

The discussion in the following chapters will focus in the values extracted from various 

interpretations of the biological animal, not the scientific precision deemed critical by 

contemporary culture. It will then take the material representation of the coyote into a 

larger discussion concerning the critical place that food takes in a cultural context of the 

Southwest. This perspective will be taken from Indigenous Pueblo literature and culture 

beliefs to support that connection.  
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CHAPTER 2 

STORIES OF A MATERIAL NATURE 

There is one thing for certain, as far as certainty can be an absolute value, is that 

there is not much rainfall in the American Southwest. That statement, as soon as it 

becomes a written expression of one’s mind, is deeply telling in this study on many levels 

yet becomes very problematic to a society as a whole at the same time. It can be stated 

that “the annual rainfall for the Western Central Region of New Mexico is less than ten 

inches.” Someone will inevitably respond with something to that comment, “what about 

the drought in ’27 or all the rain in ’94?” To which one could ask, “is that 927 CE or 

1927?” It boils down to what a person instantly recalls from their cognitive memory 

based on their specific perspective of the subject matter being discussed. A third person 

overhears this conversation and states that, “the climate here is ideal.” In moving beyond 

and individual observation and reaction toward a much larger dynamic as to the 

connections between the region’s climatic conditions and how that relates to the 

Indigenous people in this area. The first person to respond had narrowed their thoughts to 

the subset of just the rainfall; the second person understood it in a completely different 

way. Rainfall and climatic conditions represent small constituents of the complexity 

found within the distinct specialties of archaeology, ethnohistory, oral narratives, and 

contemporary literary writings as they strive to supply an expanded understanding of the 

transformations that have occurred through time for the Ácoma and Laguna people of the 

Southwest. Each specialized area has typically studied these transformations in relative 

isolation from the other allied fields. These separations are becoming less prominent 

moving toward more cooperative and interdisciplinary approaches over the last ten to 
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fifteen years. There are difficulties that still keep this process from being problem free. 

Indian Nation sovereignty, culturally sensitive materials, diametric lifestyles and belief 

systems are but just a few of the reasons that can impede this interactive process from 

being fully implemented. This chapter desires to contribute as much as possible to the 

improving the understanding of transformations that have occurred since ancient 

ancestors of the Ácoma and Laguna cultures inhabited Chaco Canyon. 

Since the arrival of the Spanish in Mexico and the Southwestern United States, 

the effects of colonialism have created a great chasm between Indigenous and Anglo 

American cultures. Native American scholar Vine Deloria, Jr. sees that such a gap exists, 

“because people [Non-Indigenous, Anglo colonizers] can see right through us, it becomes 

impossible to tell the truth from fiction or fact from mythology. Experts paint us as they 

would like us to be. Often, we paint ourselves as we wish we were or as we might have 

been” (1, Deloria). The truth/fiction and fact/myth interfaces expand this gap even further 

when trying combine Anglo Science with Indigenous narratives in a cohesive manner. In 

a preliminary survey of the archaeological studies of Southwestern Pueblos there are 

either direct or implied suggestions (Colwell-Chanthaphonh & Ferguson, Lekson, Lekson 

& Cameron) that there is a need of obtaining direct input from the Pueblo communities 

themselves to provide a more comprehensive knowledge of their past and how that 

equates to their present lifestyles. The intention of this chapter is to follow these 

suggestions by comparing the oral narratives, critical essays, and fictional writing from 

members of the Ácoma and Laguna people to the pertinent anthropological and 

archaeological theories and findings. This process will further examine the role of how 

human memory functions as a vehicle that not only carries this Pueblo knowledge from 
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the past to the present but acts as an additional confirmatory fact as to the validity of the 

truth/fiction and fact/myth interface.  

Donald Fixico (Shawnee, Sac and Fox, Muscogee Creek, Seminole) is a Regents 

Professor of History at Arizona State University whose work focuses on Indigenous 

Americans, oral history and the Western United States,  

The lives of American Indians are more complex than most people would 

believe. Theirs is a dual identity of living as Indians and functioning in the 

mainstream society. It is a living a balanced life as much as possible in 

two realities that host different sets of values and possess a different ethos 

(226).  

The complexity to which Fixico refers to can be seen as balancing the constituents 

of this study in hopes of getting a unified outcome from the intersection of Westernized 

science, American history, Pueblo oral narrative, and Ácoma/Laguna fiction. The oldest, 

maintained accounting of the past for this region most certainly is that of Indigenous oral 

traditions. Quantifying the validity of the stories being told, tracing from what culture 

they originated, or even the precise point in time as to when they were first told can be 

problematic challenge leading to a wide spectrum of differing degrees from historical 

“facts” myths told in cultural oral stories. From an Indigenous perspective these 

quantitative assessments are unimportant; the essence of the story gives it the credibility 

needed to be a primary descriptor of past events. Thinking abstractly, a specific story that 

has been handed down from generation to generation is considered by Indigenous people 

to possess all the credibility needed to be considered as accurate. What would be required 

by the Western trained archaeologists to corroborate the story is corresponding physical 
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artifacts that support the story’s premise, from which cultural isolate did the story come 

from, and in which period of the Pecos Classification did it originate. Even by possessing 

certain markers of reality within the story, by modern day standards it main lacks 

credence comes from it being oral versus being a preserved written document.  

 In looking at the literature that pertains to Ácoma and Laguna and comparing that 

to other Indigenous groups in the United States, there has been relatively minor interest in 

these two Pueblos for both society in general and specifically in the scope of a 

Southwestern archaeological knowledge base. Seasonal tourism and the tribal casino 

beckon to those traveling by on Interstate 40. The iconic locations of Chaco Canyon and 

Mesa Verde have drawn a great deal of the attention from the archaeological and 

anthropological community. This is despite of the significant global focus that has been 

placed on other higher profile Indigenous peoples of the world as well as in the United 

States. A prominent American archaeologist Stephen K. Lekson states as much. 

Surely, global goals are unsuited for the Southwest—a small and 

insignificant bit of the great large world? Most readers, whether 

archaeologies or innocent civilians, probably share a view of the 

Southwest as neither a mover nor shaker in world events. Rather, they see 

an isolate, a backwater, an island of serenity amid the tumult and clatter of 

captains and kings (5–6). 

The fact that ancient histories of Roman, Greek, and Egyptian civilizations 

perceptibly become more readily acceptable due to the physical capture of their cultures 

in written forms or inscribed on structures that still exist in modern times. Most 

Indigenous peoples that inhabited the Eastern half of the United States were removed 
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from their native lands with their cultures becoming effectively absorbed by the 

colonizing effects of acculturation and assimilation by the time became Western 

expansion started in the early 1800s. That process, as well as the cultural observations of 

the Eastern Indigenous cultures in colonial records began the acculturated In the 

Southwest, the comparatively isolation of the Indigenous groups in what was to become 

the United States was the well-preserved condition of their respective architecture and 

artifacts made the area a very attractive laboratory for Western scientists to study 

humanity. At the same time, the orality of their cultural history was suspect due to it 

being unwritten and in parable-like stories or myths populated by talking animals and 

flying figures. That intense interest began to wane as cultural significance of the region 

became buried under an escalating quest for natural resources and land. The Southwest 

began to take on a “rank and file” type of significance compounded by the prolific 

colonial erasure of an Indigenous American presence in U.S. History. American history 

books have a propensity of focusing on such events as the Puritans landing a Plymouth 

Rock, the Revolutionary War, the Industrial Revolution, and World War II. The 

prominence of these eras is to a great extent comes from their heightened value derived 

from their traumatic impact, economic significance, or a place of permanence established 

over time. The Pueblo Revolt, the Massacre at Wounded Knee, the Trail of Tears, and the 

American Indian Boarding School system are events of similar magnitude to Indigenous 

Americans but have been minimized or absent from U.S. History classes. Ácoma Pueblo 

is longest continually inhabited location in America in fact it was named the twenty-

eighth (there are twenty-nine in all of the United States) National Trust for Historic 

Preservation site in 2007 and is the only Native American site on that listing (Acoma Sky 
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City, NTHP). An iconic location that has such that historical significance it would be 

logical to assume that this fact would have such a place of significance as Plymouth Rock 

or who Geronimo was. The revelation that Ácoma is relatively unknown for those who 

live outside of New Mexico is indicative that this is a valid assumption. 

The two individuals that studied the Ácoma and Laguna area over many years and 

were to a large degree accepted by those Pueblos cultures (not always the case between 

Indigenous societies and Western scientists) were the archaeologists Alfred E. Dittert and 

Florence Hawley Ellis. These pueblos are two of the current nineteen Pueblos that are 

still inhabited in New Mexico and along with twelve Hopi towns in Arizona. They are 

adjacent to one another and about sixty miles Northwest of Albuquerque (see Map 1). 

Map 1 
Southwern Pueblo Locations 

 
Modern tribes, pueblos, and nations. 1, Hopi; 2, Zuni 

3, Acoma and Laguna; 4, Rio Grande Pueblos.  
(A History of the Ancient Southwest, Lekson 2008) 

 
Outside of their location and the fact that they are a Native American Tribe, they are 

relatively unknown entities outside of New Mexico. Dr. Dittert studied the Ácoma-
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Laguna area (which Dittert refers to as the Acoma Cultural Provence) extensively during 

his lifetime. In the conclusion of his dissertation, Dittert states: 

Some research, which is properly included under ethnology, has been 

accomplished in an attempt to work from the present to the past. 

Interviews, volunteered accounts, and minor participation in Acoma 

activities are the sources of this knowledge. Here again, we have had to 

stop short of the goal, and many questions about the material types remain 

unanswered (573). 

But just as the Ácoma-Laguna cultures themselves are relatively unknown to 

American mainstream society, so Dittert sees a gap that exists between pure archaeology 

and ethnographic investigations by noting the need for connectivity between the two 

entities. He uses himself as an example in that he initiated the process in his 

archaeological study but was unable to go as far as deemed necessary to maximize its 

value: 

For an investigator concerned primarily with material objects, studies of 

the interconnections between material and other aspects of culture have 

been neglected. The relationship of archaeological data to cultural reality 

remains one of the most important fields to be exploited. Also, this is the 

most profitable way to provide a time depth studies of cultural change 

(573). 

He understood the importance of relating the cultural significance has in 

interpreting the inanimate objects and architecture of the specific area and time period. 

Dittert stated that his initial interest in working in the Ácoma area was it “has remained a 
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tierra incognita surrounded by partially worked districts” (Dittert, 2); a relatively 

unexplored land and little studied culture. The statements of Florence Hawley Ellis who 

also conducted a great deal of research in the Ácoma-Laguna area coincides quite well 

the above assessment of Dittert, “Laguna [Pueblo located within Ácoma Cultural 

Provence, Map 2], although one of the most acculturated and largest of the pueblos of 

New Mexico, has been one of the least known, both as history and in social organization” 

(325, Ellis).  

Map 2   
          Chaco Culture Locations 

 
        Dittert Dissertation, Alfred E. Dittert (1959) 

Comparatively speaking, the scientific and historic focus on the Ácoma-Laguna 

locations and cultures are small when compared to other Indigenous groups throughout 

the United States such as the Navajo, Lakota, Seminole, and Apache groups. By the 

taking this comparison a step further, in the Indigenous history/knowledge base of 

American culture as a whole, acknowledgement and understanding of an Ácoma and 

Laguna existence can be seen as miniscule at best. There are several roads or directions 

of thought that lead away from this intersection that contribute to the connectivity being 

Note: For a point of reference, the city of 
Grants on the map is approximately 80 
miles northeast of Albuquerque. The red 
line approximates the Burlington 
Northern–Santa Fe rail line that runs 
roughly parallel to the old US Route 66.  
Route 66 has since been replaced by 
Interstate 40 since this map was made. 
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sought from this investigation. The agreement between archaeology and ethnology, 

science and the social studies, Indigenous and American cultures, reality and myth have 

not always been as cohesive enough to the extent that one side of each dichotomy 

significantly contributes to a better understanding of a mutual objective of the other. The 

work of Scott G. Ortman on conceptual or cognitive metaphor is a confirmatory of the 

processes that Colwell-Chanthaphonh, Dittert, Ferguson, and Lekson have suggested to 

close this gap. “The ability to decipher conceptual metaphors in prehistoric material 

culture opens up many new avenues for research, including the worldview in cultural 

evolution, and the discovery of continuities between archaeological cultures and historic 

ethnolinguistic groups” (613).  

Moving one step beyond where Ortman and the others have suggested by 

expanding upon their persuasive arguments to obtain better “agreement.” This will be 

accomplished by looking at how, in a cognitive moment, memory becomes engaged as 

the creative and/or authorial seed that as produced the oral and written narratives of 

Indigenous, and most specifically, Ácoma and Laguna cultures. Lekson and Cameron 

encapsulate the key significance of this type of investigative process in that the past 

continues to manifests itself in contemporary Pueblo cultures. “Ancient Pueblo places—

buildings and villages archaeologically abandoned—continue to influence the lives of 

Pueblo peoples” (184). Colwell-Chanthaphonh has had a long-term acquaintance with 

Tessie Naranjo from the Santa Clara Pueblo in New Mexico. Naranjo holds a PhD degree 

in sociology, is well known for her artistry as a Pueblo potter, and was the chairperson of 

the first advisory committee concerning the formation of the Native American Graves 

Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). She is familiar with the scientific and 
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conceptual perspectives of Westernized America and can look at them from both an 

Anglo and Pueblo perspective.  

Ancestral villages also have a life, Tessie said. They are parts of a process 

of change. “They live cyclically too—they accepted birth, they accepted 

maturity, they accepted death. A whole human cycle is a part of that.” 

Ruins then, are not something to be preserved forever, as many 

archaeologists seem to hope, but need to breath and expire like all living 

things. When Tessie visits ancient places, she brings an offering to greet 

the spirits that she believes still reside there. At these sites she prays, and 

thanks them for welcoming her. By symbolically feeding her ancestors, 

Tessie feels that the wall between the past and present fade and a bridge 

forms between “what happened before and who we are today.” This 

experience is part of her belief that nothing in the universe completely 

expires. Life is only transformed (Colwell-Chanthaphonh, Social Thought 

158–9). 

It is to the knowledge base provided by Indigenous, Southwestern narratives and 

interpretive, anthropological observations that I plan to add additional layers of 

understanding as to what is provided in the literary works of Simon J. Ortiz (Ácoma) and 

Leslie Marmon Silko (Laguna). 

Dittert asserts that his work from the present toward the past. The process itself 

parallels some of the similar cooperative processes proposed by Colwell-Chanthaphonh 

and Ferguson in 2006 going be proposed. After reading the reference material, listening 

to recorded oral histories and traditions, then conducting interviews with current Ortiz, an 
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Acoma leader, and Silko, it becomes obvious that there are point of contact with past 

symbols or customs that are also present in the contemporary scientific and Pueblo 

narratives. In the moment that these points of contact are present supports Dittert’s 

evaluation that there is movement backwards from the “present to the past.” The results 

of this work are confirmed by Colwell-Chanthaphonh and Ferguson:  

This research, based on a three-year collaborative ethnohistory project, 

argues for resolution to the "contested past" by incorporating a perspective 

of multivocality, which will enable the creation of alternative histories that 

do not eschew scientific principles while respecting native values of 

history.  

As a referential direction which to head toward the ethnographic works of Leslie 

P. White who conducted his studies of Ácoma in the early 1900s and published his 

findings in the Forty-seventh Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology printed 

in 1929-30. Simon J. Ortiz states that White’s work offers the most accurate information 

from his perspective in the proper handling of Ácoma oral traditions outside of those that 

are practiced in ceremonies and other oral formats specific to Acoma. There are three 

other significant early works that also cover this time period but are less comprehensive 

in how they handle the ethnological material and therefore will be used sparingly in this 

study: Schat-Chen (1917) by John M. Gunn, Keresan Texts, Volume 1 (1928) by Franz 

Boas (Note: Volume II is written in a phonetic form of the Osan language with Volume I 

being the translation), and Origin Myth of Acoma and Other Records (1942) by Mathew 

W. Stirling. The only Western historian of note that focuses in any detail on the Ácoma 
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and Laguna cultures is Ward Alan Minge; his works can be found in the text Acoma, 

Pueblo in the Sky published in 1976. 

From an archaeological and anthropological standpoint, the further back into 

times past that a study encompasses, the less artifacts will be present and in varying 

degrees of decomposition. Making any exact determination of what culture and 

architecture existed at the time period being examined and how that influenced 

subsequent cultures will be speculative and influenced by the different schools of 

interpretive theory of the individual or group of investigators involved. This is where the 

role of cognitive metaphor and memory comes into play so as to make a more cohesive 

connection between the archaeology, anthropology, and ethnography to the stories, oral 

as well as written narratives, and the literature of Ácoma and Laguna. 

Leslie Marmon Silko uses pictures of physical objects as expressed metaphors in 

a good deal of her written works. Silko is Laguna. She writes poetry, novels, and 

commentary that are steeped in her Laguna heritage and the cultures of the American 

Southwest. As noted earlier, Laguna is most likely the most acculturated of all the 

Pueblos to Anglo-American way of life. Most contemporary Pueblos cultures are to a 

great extent revolve around traditional spiritual beliefs and the introduced Catholic 

religion. Laguna, in contrast, is a unique blend of Pueblo traditional beliefs and a 

significant Protestant-White presence starting as marked by the arrival of Walter Gunn 

Marmon (1868), Robert Gunn Marmon (1872), and George Pratt. These men brought 

their Protestant beliefs and soon began to intermarry with the Laguna people (328 Ellis). 

Robert Gunn Marmon is the great grandfather of Leslie Marmon Silko and Walter Gunn 

Marmon is in her great uncle. 
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Her most recent work of is a memoir entitled The Turquoise Ledge. The 

connectivity of memory to a Laguna consciousness is initiated by Silko at the beginning 

of the book.  

A great deal of what I call “memories” are bits and pieces I  recall vividly; 

but the process we call “memory,” even recent memory, involves 

imagination. Fortunately my subconscious remembers everything I need. 

Whatever I can’t recall, later comes back to me as I write fiction. I make 

myself a fictional character so I can write about myself (1). 

By her own statements and the fact that she is a descended from lineage of ancient 

Pueblo ancestors, Silko creative work can thus be viewed as a type of cognitive 

archaeology. Ortman discusses the arguments of Merlin Donald in that: 

The central issue for cognitive archaeology is exactly how symbolic 

artifacts store memory, and exactly what it is that they “store.” On the 

basis of ethnographic studies, he suggests that, rather than storing 

information in the strict logical form of a  computer, artifacts encode 

cultural knowledge in a fuzzy or analogical way (614).  

The “fuzzy or analogical way” is an extremely good definition as to what I see as 

the written product of the Pueblo creative memory found in Silko’s as well as Ortiz’s 

writing. Ortiz sees the validity of these connections, “They say the time of cold and snow 

is the time for stories. And, yes I’m sure, it must be true for poetry too. It has to be true. It 

has to be” (Memory, 1).  

The published dust jacket of The Turquoise Ledge does not contain the image of 

the snake but the alternative cover (shown here and which was Silko’s first choice, see 
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Figure 1A) does have the shadowed picture of a snake. It becomes very apparent after 

reading Ledge that she is both fascinated not just with the animal but what it represents to 

her as a human, an Indigenous person, and the creature itself. She devotes an entire 

section of this memoir to rattlesnakes, which when considering the breadth of topics she 

covers in this writing is very indicative of the snake’s importance. She recalls that in her 

youth and early adulthood, that she still harbored a great deal of consternation over when 

“I was seven years old and still under the influence of my father the snake-killer, when I 

shot and killed a yearling rattler with my single shot .22 rifle” (83).  

 

Figure 1 - Leslie Marmon Silko Images 
 

 
A. Dust Jacket, Silko Memoir, 2010 B. Rock Art, Rio Grande Region, New Mexico, thirteenth-to-
fourteenth-century period, Schaafsma C. Hand drawn images by Ácoma individuals, early twentieth 
century, Leslie D. Typical rock art images of the Rio Grande Region in the twelfth-to-fourteenth-century 
period, Schaafsma. 
 

The writing is most certainly taken from her personal as well as her Laguna 

memory in how they cognitively manifest themselves in Silko’s contemporary writing. 

She is telling a story to her readers just as she had been told Laguna stories and legends 

by her “Grandma Lillie,” “Aunt Alice” or “Great Grandma A’mooh.” Those stories had 
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been handed down to these elders of Silko from their own Pueblo ancestors. It is apparent 

from her writing style that those accounts now being written by her are mixture of 

contemporary cultural perspectives, Pueblo history in the operative control of the 

previous storyteller. In The Turquoise Ledge, Silko then quickly recalls an instance where 

a rattlesnake became entangled in some nylon bird-netting she had in her yard where she 

currently lives near Tucson. Despite being very aware of the ramifications of being close 

to let alone considering handling the rattlesnake, Silko felt somehow compelled to help. 

“The sun was rising and in only a few hours the trapped snake would die from the heat. I 

had to save his life but I didn’t know how I going to do it because I was alone and the 

nearest neighbor a half mile away” (85). Silko eventually frees the rattler by cutting away 

the nylon threads that held “the big diamondback” who when freed “glided gracefully 

away and I felt blessed” (86). In the following chapters of the “Rattlesnake” section, 

Silko talks of the beauty of these desert reptiles and the desert world in which they live. 

In fact one rattler that is raised from a yearling while living in her house becomes named 

“Evo Atrox”, roughly translated from Latin as “evolved evil.”  

The sentiments and thoughts expressed by Silko toward these reptilian creatures 

seems to operate outside of what could be considered as acceptable behavior to modern 

day American norms. Finding a sense of need to save a rattlesnake whose bite can cause 

a person great pain and the remote possibly of death. Seeing beauty and getting a sense of 

blessing from a serpent like creature that Westernized religions typically associate with 

evil and temptations of the devil. The Westernized lens that would apply such unilateral 

evaluations of the actions and belief systems exemplified in Silko’s writing do not 

account for her Pueblo or Laguna perspective. This is a representative microcosm of what 
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can be left out or misunderstood when the other allied areas that impact one another are 

not used to their fullest extent. This will become clearer as the backward progression of 

contact points continues.  

It took Silko over eight years to write Almanac of the Dead. To a great extent it 

incorporates the oral traditions and cultural histories of the Pueblo and Mayan cultures of 

the Southwestern United States and Mexico into a philosophical commentary as to the 

effects that Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo-American colonialism has had on the 

Indigenous people of this region. The main character of the novel, Sterling, is a mixed-

race Laguna man who has been asked to supervise a Hollywood film crew that is working 

on the Laguna reservation. The film crew takes some footage of a stone snake that is 

considered to have great spiritual significance, causing Sterling to “banished” from the 

tribe. The two stone idols referred to are spiritual representations that were taken from the 

Laguna lands and are now kept in an East Coast archaeological museum.  

The stone figures had been stolen eighty years before. Yet at Laguna, 

people remembered the crime as though it had just been committed. But 

the incident involving the Hollywood film crew and the shrine of the stone 

snake was no crime; it had been the result of a simple mistake; a small 

understanding; a total accident. The stone figures had been given to the 

people by the kachina spirits at the beginning of the fifth world, present 

time. Although faceless and without limbs, the “little grandparents” had 

each worn a necklace of tiny white shell and turquoise beads. Old as the 

earth herself, the small stone figures had accompanied the people on their 

vast journey from the North (31). 
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Once the presence of the stone snake was known by the public facilitated by the 

crew’s film of the stone reptile, it soon “disappeared.” Stolen and having left on its own 

was unimportant to the Laguna Tribal Council; the snake was gone and Sterling was 

accordingly “banished” as he had failed as the keeper of that scared icon. 

There are a good deal of Laguna, Pueblo, and ancient ancestor memories 

embedded in Silko’s text. The people who populated the modern-day locations of Ácoma 

and Laguna Pueblos most likely migrated from Chaco Canyon, Mesa Verde, and other 

locations in the Four Corners region of the Southwest (Ellis, Dittert, Lekson, Lekson and 

Cameron). This began occurring in the middle 1100s CE until about the middle of the 

1300s CE. In an interview I conducted with a Ácoma elder, I was told that the migration 

away from Chaco Canyon was a result of the elders that possessed the “younger 

generations” were using the powerful knowledge they had been taught by their elders; a 

power of such magnitude being able to control the weather. This abuse of the scared 

power was leading to fighting and malcontent among those who occupied this place. In 

order to end this strife, the elders decided to no longer pass along this knowledge to 

future generations. This in turn caused the most of the people to leave the Chaco area 

(Anonymous, Ácoma elder). The creative text of Silko can been seen as using 

information taken from the oral narratives of the Ácoma/Laguna people. It also roughly 

correlates to ethnohistorical theories taken from the “outside” archaeologists.  

It is my impression that, from modern Pueblo perspectives, what happened 

at Chaco and in the Four Corners was not right for Pueblo people—that’s 

one reason for the “abandonment.” Pueblo left to start anew. Bad things 

happened at Chaco in particular. People learned from those errors and 
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thenceforth conducted their lives differently. Lekson supports this theory 

in a quote from “An Ácoma man:” I think that they were so “in tune” with 

the natural forces that they were able to control these forces. And 

sometimes it’s been said that this [control] could be abused by people; and 

that perhaps there were decisions mad in the past not to continue this 

accumulation of knowledge, of control of the natural forces (199). 

There can also be associated with this time period of a dramatic change in 

climatic conditions in the Four Corners region. Terry L. Jones, et al, sees that there is 

considerable merit in considering the connectivity between the “paleoenvironmental and 

cultural sequences” of this area. Jones and his fellow authors studied climatic conditions 

in several areas of the Prehistoric Southwest and the Native American cultures living in 

that area. They noted there were extremely notable climatic conditions in this already arid 

region: severe droughts in “1020–1070, 1197–1217, and 1249–1365” punctuated by 

“increased summer temperatures that peaked 1150” CE (142). Chaco period is commonly 

thought of in anthropological “time” as ending in 1150 CE. The conclusions that Jones et 

al came to was: 

We suggest that the categorical rejection of environment as a potential 

cause of cultural change will lead to unsuccessful if not naïve 

characterizations of prehistoric human behavior. This is not to say that 

other factors do not play pivotal roles, but we suggest that the linkages 

between physical/biotic environment and human subsistence and 

settlement are sufficiently tight to warrant serious consideration of 
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environmental change as a potentially important factor in explanations of 

cultural change (137–8).  

For me the most salient “factor” in comparing the science of Jones and others, the 

story told by the Ácoma elder, and the novel as seen as being derived from Silko’s 

Pueblo memory are the complimenting nature of the “explanations.” After the 

significantly traumatic events that occur in the body of the novel, not too unlike the “real 

history” of the United States, the stone snake reappears at Laguna and Sterling is allowed 

back into his Pueblo community. “What had been so remarkable about the return of the 

giant snake had been how close the giant snake was to the mountains of tailings” (760-1). 

As with the stone snake, this passage adds to the iconic realities she sees as existing in the 

Pueblo world; the fact that there is uranium mining waste, and ground water 

contamination, that has been just left on Laguna land. 

Starting in 1966 the American Tobacco Company and the Duke Power Company 

began donating $50,000 per year to a group of seven states, two of which were Arizona 

and New Mexico, under the direction of Doris Duke to collect Native American Oral 

Histories. Within that collection are a series of interviews conducted at the Ácoma and 

Laguna Pueblos. Two of those ethnographic studies were done with a then young Ácoma 

man, Simon J. Ortiz, and a Laguna elder, Mrs. Walter G. Marmon (Molly), the great aunt 

of Leslie Marmon Silko. At the time of the interview, Molly Marmon was over 100 years 

old. She was telling a story about “the legendary trip from the north” in the context of the 

transcribed interview. There is a good deal of either intentionally deleted word and 

phrases or the transcriber was unable to understand/hear that portion of the recording. 
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Let me think of it … (    ) that means soft arroyo … (    ) they went that far 

and then they turned it back and  (     ) was not for them you know, here … 

beautiful lake, they came back and they tried to get the help of the 

Acoma’s you know … for a location and one or two of the people who 

came … went to Acoma … they said that, their pueblos and situations was 

just full of snakes … and they were in fact those places you know … at 

one point here, on the ay, they call it by the name, snake …  (    )  there is 

a rock projection, they call it snake … snake rock, (    ) is snake and it is 

sort of a great rock, it doesn’t sit flat, it has sort of a cave like, not too 

high, but just, where the snakes just infested that place (Mrs. W. G. 

Marmon 21). 

The story being told by Mrs. Marmon represents a reality based in oral tradition 

and given in the present as an oral history.  Considered by a vast majority of those in 

academic circle, Jan Vansina is considered to be a preeminent authority on the subject of 

oral tradition. One critical point the Vansina makes is the distinction between oral 

tradition and oral history. An oral history is one that is an individual account given by a 

person that has a direct connection to the subject matter of which they are telling. Oral 

tradition is an accounting that has been handed down from previous generations where 

the subject matter is not always derived from direct personal knowledge; this could be a 

family story, spiritual myth, or teaching parable offered to younger generations. 

Collectively oral traditions and histories, for the sake of this discussion, have been thusly 

as labeled oral narratives. The application of all the definitions listed immediately above 

to Mrs. Marmon story works separately and collectively in the spheres of oral tradition 
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and history. This is another contact point of the dual reality found in putting together 

Western scientific theories and Pueblo narratives. Vansina finds great value in using oral 

traditions and also prods the reader of his work to find the “incredible wealth and 

versatility” that oral narratives provide.  

This is not all that can be said about the phenomenon of oral tradition; I do 

not claim it to be complete. I believe that the incredible wealth and 

versatility of traditions are still not fully realized by social scientists, 

psychologists, or students of the humanities. May this contribution help to 

spread more awareness of how intricate, how rich, how revealing these 

messages from the forebears really are! (201). 

Ácoma and Laguna Pueblos belong to a Keresan linguistic speaking people of 

New Mexico; they also referred to as Western Keresan versus the Eastern Keresan 

Pueblos which are located in the Rio Grande Valley itself (see Map 1). The oral traditions 

of both cultures are well documented in anthropological materials written by Ellis, 

Stirling, and White. In reading and studying of those materials, certain aspects of what is 

told in the above stories by Silko and her great aunt are also spoken of not only in the 

paraphrased telling of the tradition or “myth’ but in the ethnographic observations made 

by these Anglo-American “outsiders.” Most of the earlier ethnographic material (Boas, 

Stirling, and White) does not distinguish between Acoma and Laguna cultures as being 

separate entities. It is not until the published works of Dittert and Ellis in the middle of 

the 20th Century that the distinct separation between the two Pueblos is noted. For the 

purposes of this paper while at the same time taking the risk of over simplifying the 

differences, I will accept, from a Westernized perspective, the spiritual myths of the two 
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Pueblos are very close to being the same. Most of the differences arise from the family 

stories and teaching parables of Ácoma and Laguna as well as the interpretive theories or 

accounts of these scientists.  

The figure of the snake is not found too much in the spiritual myths but is referred 

to being contained as a spiritually significant object as well as in family stories. White 

states that “their origin-migration myth says they come from the north” (24). Later in his 

report, White describes how a kiva is adorned for communal curing ceremony and uses a 

hand-drawn picture of such a wall painting (See Fig 1C). “They set up their altars. They 

paint the walls of their chambers with picture of bears, eagles, mountain lions, snakes, 

and, perhaps, some katsina or koshare” (117). The prayers offered during the ceremony 

by the ceremonial leaders are “offered to almost all of the supernaturals, such as the sun, 

the earth, etc., but chiefly to the animal medicine men: the bear, mountain lion, badger, 

eagle, and snake. They ask these spirits to help them” (119). White tells of three parable-

like or family stories about snakes entitled “Three Snake Tales from Acomita” (Acomita 

is a small town at Acoma that was historically seasonally occupied). The first tale states 

that a Mexican working in the area destroyed a snake nest “killing the little snakes and 

crushing the eggs. This he did in spite of the warnings of the Indians.” The snake exacts it 

revenge “when the snake had found the guilty one he crawled swiftly up the Mexican’s 

body and wrapped himself firmly around his throat. The Mexican screamed for help and 

tried to free himself, but the snake held on, tightening his grip. At last the Mexican 

dropped, strangled to death.” White adds two footnotes of importance: that the revengeful 

serpent “was a ‘kind of dark snake with red on its sides’” (The importance of the snake’s 

description will follow in the next section) and that this story came “from an eyewitness” 
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(189). The two other tales give similar accounts as to the cause and effects of mistreating 

snakes. This retrospective look at the snakes from Acoma and Laguna stories along with 

a translated version of the ceremonial significance of snakes provides a “fuzzy or 

analogical way” of combining together the Multivocality of which Colwell-

Chanthaphonh and Ferguson purposed and by using Ortman’s cognitive metaphors in that 

process as well. 

Unlike the Western world in which they now exist, the Ácoma and Laguna culture 

is to a historical and actual extent an “oral society.” Their Keresan language is now in 

peril of being lost as a byproduct of colonized acculturation and assimilation into 

American mainstream society. There is only a phonetic way that Keresan can be written 

which leads to pronounced translation difficulties. The language is not taught in public 

schools as tribal law (Ácoma) states that it is the family’s responsibility to teach the 

language therefore the federal government excludes it from the curriculum. Not until the 

arrival of the Spanish in the late sixteenth century was there any “written” chronicles of 

their Pueblo cultures; their knowledge base and the recording of their history was 

contained in their spoken language, architecture, and art. What the Western world calls a 

“history” and that is usually in a written format is for Pueblo people a story that has been 

passed down from generation to generation. The subject matter or these stories contains 

family stories, spiritual beliefs, and moralistic tales. Lekson states as much in that 

“Native stories tell of an eventful past, a past with history” (A History 200). When the 

Chaco system began to fall apart, several groups migrated to the Southeast at inhabited 

what is now the modern-day Pueblos. It is here that Lekson and Cameron that there was a 

need for the “new arrivals’ to bind together as a transformed and emerging culture. The 
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tenets of kachina ceremonialism acted in that capacity “to integrate [together these] 

schism-prone villages” (185) that eventually become the modern-day Pueblos. E. Charles 

Adams states that “the evidence for the presences of katsinas invariably lies with the 

iconic similarities between modern Pueblo k´atsina iconography and archaeological 

ones” (37).  

Kachina iconography can be seen as a representative center at the intersection 

derived from the contact points herein defined. Polly Schaafsma opens in text on 

Southwestern rock art with the following summary. 

These images pecked into rock or painted on stone are a valuable 

component of archaeological record—graphic images that often derive 

from various aspects of prehistoric cosmologies and mythic systems. 

Some prehistoric ideologies of the Southwest have been carried into the 

ethnographic present by the modern descendants of the prehistoric 

peoples, but other such systems, with the exception of what can be learned 

from visual imagery of petroglyphs and rock paintings, have been almost 

totally lost. Rock art, then, is an important means of reaching some 

understanding of the scared dimension and certain related practices of the 

prehistoric period (1). 

The contribution of the oral narratives and the cognizant use of memories of 

cultural and spiritual beliefs helps to create or fill in what Schaafsma sees as being lost. 

Left on rocks in the area of the Rio Grande Valley in New Mexico as if to 

somehow write down what is being spoken of in the Pueblo oral narratives, are many 

images left by the groups of people as they migrated away from the Four Corners area of 
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the Southwest. What better way to mark that territory in which is to be considered as 

home than by decorating the land with the icons of the society in which you live? Put that 

impetus together with the importance of creating a sense of place by adorning it with 

your spiritual icons and there is a very strong correlation to the subject matter of this rock 

art. From Figure 1D it can be seen some of repeated images that were inscribed on the 

rocks near the Western Pueblos. Figure 1B shows the obvious image of a snake. White 

and Schaafsma note that these representations of snakes are typically dark or black in 

color and often have a red stripe near the head of the reptile; the Acoma individual that 

gave the “snake tale” to Leslie White also noted this coloration pattern. The snake 

etchings as shown in Figure 1D are common throughout the Rio Grande area of New 

Mexico where rock art is found.  

The iconic and metaphorical values that have been noted in this discussion are 

just one lineage of memories that are found in contemporary Pueblos that constantly 

move from the past to the present; there are many more as well. The points of 

explanatory contact have been noted in the fiction of Leslie Marmon Silko on to the oral 

traditions of her immediate ancestors then beyond that to the spiritual artwork used in 

ceremonies, and ultimately found in the prehistoric “art” of the immediate region 

surrounding Ácoma and Laguna. In reading a story based on such themes, it would not 

take much prodding to be convinced, even if it was a piece of fiction, that the work was 

solidly based on a truth seen by the author. Westernized culture is slow to accept Pueblo 

oral traditions and cultural theories based in nonscientific venues to which the specialties 

of archaeology and anthropology belong; those contentions are based in a historic reality. 

The contemporary Ácoma and Laguna people are a product of two ancestral entities; their 
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ancient Indigenous ancestors and the colonial forces that have encroached into the culture 

in recent times. Anyone who wants to understand a distinctive culture that all of its 

constituents must be accounted for and studied; to exclude any aspect of that quest for 

knowledge would not be following good scientific methodology. The fiction of Silko, the 

words of Molly Marmon, the ancient Pueblo rock carvings have as much value as any 

other archaeological artifact or anthropological theory, if not more. The points of contact 

that can and have been given by the living Ácoma and Laguna people define the 

intersection of Pueblo narratives and Westernized anthropology; their memory of the past 

that is living in the present is invaluable.  
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CHAPTER 3 

A VOICE CRYING IN THE WILDERNESS, LISTEN TO COYOTE 

What is art? No matter if it is painting, a play or a poem, they are all, albeit in 

different forms, internal perspectives that have been given a voice that utters an 

externalized expression of definitive meaning. A work of performance art consisting of a 

man and a coyote coexisting inside of a cage, a living portrait of contradictory and 

representative views depicting what the artist sees as an American condition. A dusty 

book of poetry taken from a shelf, an assemblage of reflections removed from a greater 

body of language are transformed in a sensual collective of words. Classical art has 

historically been expressed as an oil portrait of a monarch and his family or chiseled 

piece of stone depicting the humanistic form of a Greek god. The progression of human 

culture from prehistoric times until the modern day have greatly transformed not only 

spectrum of artistic methodologies used but an ever-increasing sense of what humans can 

derive from a better understanding of their essential connectivity to, versus the degrees of 

separation from, animals. This essence expressed in a Westernized piece of performance 

art and the poetry of a Native American poet are affirmations that their artistic voices 

emanate outward from a common center place as an affirmation of the human-animal 

dynamic. These voices form a complex dimensionality that at times are problematic, yet 

still contribute, to the importance of finding the bridge that connects human and animal 

life-forms. 

In a bacteriology lab there is a term that is used when a bacteria culture has too 

many colonies to be effectively counted—TNT—too numerous to count. The multiplicity 

of spheres or bodies of ideas and rationale used to define the connectivity between art, 
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human, and animal life is TNT. A construction of that bridge is not just formed by the 

confluence of the three terms themselves but it is sheer number of contributory 

definitions and related bodies that lead up to those conglomerations being encapsulated in 

the single words of a language. Each concept, physical location, cultural practice, or a 

living being is made up of a dynamic grouping of smaller bodies to form ever-increasing 

larger bodies: a fluid being created by the infinite number of distinct bodies but also from 

the systemic functions between each smaller body and the body as a whole. Jean-Luc 

Nancy states the reasoning behind building and defining dimensionally complex terms in 

our minds:“We need a corpus: a simple nomenclature of bodies, of the places of the 

body, of its entry ways, a recitation enunciated from no-where, and not even enunciated, 

but announced, recorded, and repeated, as if one said: foot belly mouth, nail, wound, 

beating, sperm, breast, tattoo, eating, nerve, touching, knee, fatigue (The Birth 190). No 

matter how it is spoken, described, or defined in the following discussions the 

signification of, and the designated titles thusly assigned to, a body and a corpus must be 

given a semantic value so that their essence can at least be known and hopefully better 

understood in the greater context of a universal landscape. 

Jacob von Uexküll had many titles but is known globally for his theories and 

ruminations on the perceptual environments in which animals and humans exist: 

The term Umwelt itself is an interesting word. It is an artificial word 

coined in 1800 in German. During its history the semantic content of that 

word as well as the concepts it designates have changed. In modern 

German, Uexküll’s concept of Umwelt has diminished and the word now 

designates environment in a very broad sense (Sutrop 448). 
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Uexküll sees that Umwelt lies in an exclusive, internalized world contained within 

each animal’s body and how the “centered” structural apparatus of that animal perceives 

and reacts to the surrounding externalized environment. As a biologist first, Uexküll’s 

observations and subsequent reflections had far reaching implications into philosophical 

interpretations of life as well as the milieu of society and culture that are populated by 

putting those distinct bodies of life into contact with each other. The epicenters of 

Uexküll’s implications are most profound when considering the effects and affects upon 

the worlds of the animals and humans. It is vital to gaining knowledge on this concept 

that infinite complexity exists at the that human or animal interface yet in the same 

moment being aware that complete knowledge is not possible. Awareness that this 

dichotomy is always present in this discussion is captured by Uexküll, “where the term 

Umwelt was not a single term for designating the world but a part of a complicated 

system for describing the relations between a living being and its worlds” (Sutrop 448). 

The use of an Umweltian lens to look at the human-animal dynamic is from the 

position each body’s internally centered perspective as it senses then reacts to the outside 

world. An artistic lens looks inward at the collective, herein referred to as a corpus, at the 

centered structures of each body as they interact as a whole. Some of these internal 

structures protrude beyond the exterior of that body either into the void outside, the 

surface of other bodies, or as a permanent connection to other bodies. The center contains 

the core values of each body but in cases of contact and connectivity to other bodies, 

some of the radii form a conduit of their own existence to exterior bodies and beyond 

transforming not only themselves but also all of the separate bodies with which they are 

now in contact. These bodies can be bacteria cells, skin, scabs, saliva, coyote feces, stone 
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fetishes, traditional stories, family memories, stereotype, and so on; TNT. Making such 

observations is not too unlike looking at the images of electrons (a small body) through a 

scanning electron microscope and considering how they interact from say an atom of salt 

(a bigger body) that is present in the urine stream (bigger yet) coming from the kidney 

(even bigger) of say a mouse (a really big body, maybe even a corpus) in the grain bin of 

a barn (a corpus). The value of such a digression is that it allows a person to understand 

complexity arising from centers of the human, animal, performance art, and Pueblo 

poetry bodies within the vehicle herein referred to as the coyote corpus. This smaller to 

bigger, human to animal, thing to object and beyond to subjective insight is done at the 

risk of not gaining a higher level of knowledge by looking just at the whole corpus if the 

observer does not remain engaged with its constituent bodies. “If the signifier [corpus] 

denotes nothing other than circular resorption, would this mean that it renders its 

signification equal to the totality of sense, and turns it, in the process, into vanishing 

signification?” (Nancy, 194) Not everything will be defined, not all relationships will be 

understood; but endowed knowledge can be derived from observing and ruminating upon 

the externalized actions of the bigger bodies while remaining cognizant of the myriad of 

separate yet related bodies that make up this corpus. 

In May of 1974, German artist Joseph Beuys presented a performance art work 

entitled “I Like American and America Likes Me” where over a three days period he 

spent a total of eight hours in caged off section of the René Block Gallery in New York 

City with a coyote. When Beuys was inside the cage with the coyote, he at times is 

wrapped in a thick felt blanket through which he holds, at various angles and heights, a 

wooden staff or cane. In other instances, he is clothed in street attire, wearing a fedora, a 
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triangle hanging from a lanyard around his neck, and the same cane. Beuys states that 

during his time in the cage he also “introduced … to the coyote: felt, walking stick, 

gloves, flashlight, and Wall Street Journal … [to which] the coyote responded coyote-

style with his gesture of possession. One by one as they were presented he pissed on the 

slowly and deliberately” (Tisdall 228). 

Figure 2 - Joseph Beuys’ Images 

 

Beuys goes on to recall that they coyote paid special attention to the piles of Wall 

Street Journals by “clawing at them, chewing them, dragging them across the space, 

pissing and shitting on them. And every so often, with uncanny wolf rhythm, he would 

circle back to his mute felt-swathed companion” (232). During the time that Beuys 

occupied the space with the coyote, he did not speak at all while the public, that was 

allowed to view the performance from the other side of the caged partition, had no such 

restrictions. Beuys recalled that the coyote seemed oblivious to those who came to 

observe the coyote but was very interactive with Beuys himself. The coyote was either 

engaged directly with Beuys or ignoring him by starring out the window at the New York 

City skyline, sleeping, or otherwise passively occupied with the objects in the caged area.  

Some of the major bodies that are present in Beuys art have pronounced 

significance in how they give a voice the human-to-animal and hegemonic American-to-
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Native American cultures connections. “Voice isn’t a performance, it’s something else, 

something that comes about prior to the distinction between an available language and 

the spoke performance of a word … before the whole language then” (Nancy, Multiple 

39). The muteness of Beuys still has a voice. Beuys interactions with the coyote were 

planned prior to entering the caged space. Once he had revealed those planed actions in 

his interactive segments with the creature, it is a responding action to the coyote based on 

how the animal reacted to the “before voice” either of his overt human condition (when 

clothed in his everyday garb) or the less human/objectified presence (of when he cloaked 

inside the felt). Caroline Tisdale indicates that the center or “essence of Beuys’ work in 

all its different forms is the articulation of the energies that flow through history, human 

endeavor, natural form, material and language. It is probably true that there is no single 

language that can express the many levels of consciousness through which it is possible 

to perceive the totality of phenomena and entities (228). The “energies” of which Tisdale 

mentions note the voice of Beuys’ interactions with the coyote. His artistic utterances 

note the presence of the connections that he sees existing between the human and the 

animal elements. The biological and cultural aspects of Beuys “performance” are fluid 

representations of the overall corpus while noting the connectivity moving back and forth 

on the bridge that spans the external space between human, animal, and cultural bodies. 

The presentation itself and the dialog that Beuys uses afterwards to describe his art gives 

the coyote corpus a voice in hopes that humans can at least start to understand if not 

know the significance of the animal in the world. “The first of those voices is the voice of 

the subject. It states, in the imperturbable tome that you recognized, that being and truth 

consist in the supporting their own internal contradictions” (Nancy, Multiple 44). Beuys’ 
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voice extends through the human and animal bodies and into the cultural milieu. This 

extension or bridge provides a more informed knowledge that there is a pronounced 

separation between the Eurocentric and Indigenous peoples of American but also that 

there is radius extending outward from the center point of the coyote’s corpus that begins 

to extend over that gap despite a difference in the language between human and animal, 

Native and hegemonic America. Walter Benjamin postulates 

the language of man speaks in words. Man therefore communicates his 

own mental being (insofar as it is communicable) by naming all other 

things. But do we know any other languages that name things? It should 

not be accepted that we know no languages other than those of man (110).  

Within the context of Beuys’ performance piece, he did not speak and the coyote cannot 

vocalize a human language but there was some type of expression that was 

comprehended between the human and the animal that Beuys was able to get a sense of 

its presence. “The truth of this answer is shown in knowledge and perhaps also in art” 

(Benjamin, 110). What is voiced must be given a name so that the recognition of the 

subject can be sensed in the intricacy of meaning, the parallel understanding as expressed 

in the objects and action in Beuys’ artistic language. Beuys states in “The Aspect of 

Freedom is Beginning to Appear” that “only now has man achieved the level of 

consciousness at which it is possible for him to bring the sense of freedom back to 

animals too. He can bring the idea of freedom back to the coyote, for instance, and this is 

itself a step in evolution … so that this concept of freedom actually transforms the 

structure and organization of society (232). Beuys’ art contributes to this transformative 

process in the voice of his art with not only the coyote’s physical presence in the work 
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itself but the representative corpus that “appears” as it builds connections outward from 

its center to the surrounding bodies of the human, animal, traditional Indigenity, and 

American culture. “This is where the figure of the coyote appears, respected and 

venerated by the Red Man, despised and persecuted by the White Man: a polarity and a 

gulf” (Tisdall, 228).  

One of the radii that extends outward from the center of the coyote corpus that 

now bridges some of the gap between human and animal bodies now comes in contact 

with the exterior skin of the hegemonic American and Native American bodily forms. Art 

is what Beuys uses to raise “the level of consciousness” needed by society to become 

enlightened as to the connective functionality that is omnipresent but typically excluded 

by European and Eurocentric American cultures. The coyote with all of its connotative 

powers is at the same time a center and a corpus. The coyote along with the owl and the 

crow are animals whose names, symbolism, and definitions represent a significant 

historically gap between mainstream American culture and traditional Native American 

beliefs. In hegemonic American stereotypes, the coyote is typically associated as living in 

the Southwestern United States its head pointed toward the sky as it utters a lonely howl 

at the full moon overhead. The biology of the coyote is such that individual members of a 

pack work together to gather food and protect themselves from potential predators 

(humans being about the only apex predator left to the coyote). The howling of coyotes is 

their method of communicating with the pack to attract and locate food, locate the main 

pack body and sexual attraction, as well as a warning system; a voice if you will. Outside 

of naming sports teams or a figure that adorns high priced light switch plate covers, 

mainstream culture in the Southwest thinks no more of the coyote than a threat to kill 
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their cat or some creature that knocks over their trashcans at night. That mode of 

understanding keeps past beliefs, true or not, still in place but disconnected with the 

present with the passage of years and the transformations that occur during that time 

span.  

The history of ideas should never be continuous; it should be wary of 

resemblances, but also of descents or filiations; it should be content to 

mark the thresholds through which an idea passes, the journeys it takes 

that change its nature or object. Yet the objective relationships between 

animals have been applied to certain subjective relations between man and 

animal, from the standpoint of a collective imagination or a faculty of 

social understanding (Deleuze et al, 235). 

Ácoma Pueblo is located in the northwest portion of New Mexico and has been 

the sole location for the Ácoma culture since for the last one thousand years. Just as 

Joseph Beuys’ art provides a Eurocentric yet knowing lens, so does the poetry and 

thoughts of Ácoma poet Simon J. Ortiz embody a Native America sense of the coyote’s 

voice uttered in his “artful language.” Ortiz was interviewed to get his reactions to and 

knowledge of the coyote from a Ácoma point of view. Ortiz prefaces his answers with the 

caveat that when he responds to complex questions, he prefers to first answer in Keresan 

to make sure that his translation into English is as accurate as possible. He states there are 

many words and constructions of his language that are not translatable; words, even 

entire concepts, not present in both languages forcing him to create interpretative words 

or phrases to fill that void. Keres is one the seven sub-dialects of the Keresan language so 

even his specific language is not only unique and distinctly separate from the English 
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language but to other Keresan and other Indigenous languages in America.  

His first reaction to the coyote corpus inquiry was a broad smile and several 

chuckles as he thought about the question, then Ortiz utters his Keresan think-speak 

answer audibly to the interviewer followed by a short pause, then he asks, “how is coyote 

doing these days, I wonder where coyote is going?” The numerous bodies created by the 

rhetorical questions of Ortiz become answers while at the same time creating additional 

questions as to what it means to be human, and animal, and Ácoma. “How is coyote 

doing these days” denotes the physical action of the coyote as a timeless action as it 

moves across the earth’s landscape. “I wonder where coyote is going?” puts the coyote’s 

representative presence as being in a state of passage from the past to the present as it 

heads off in the direction of the future. In Acoma culture, Ortiz believes that the coyote is 

not a god or a katsina but he does possess the power to give knowledge. In voice of Ortiz 

and at the same time of the coyote the characteristic action that embodies the coyote 

figure in the stories in which he appears, the memories of Simon J. Ortiz, and the living 

form in nature are neither human or animal but take on the role of a trickster, as transient 

force passing through interior bodies into the exterior world. The voice of the coyote 

comes not from the narrative or title of the story, it comes from the interactive role he 

occupies with the other characters and places in which the story unfolds. Beuys’ coyote 

does not speak but he too has an interactive voice that prompts the human in Beuys to 

physically respond to the animal. The trickster coyote is able to be a center, an internal 

connective structure, as well as being a corpus. Adding an Umweltian form of complexity 

to the multifarious coyote of both Beuys and Ortiz is manifested by a, “process of 

mimesis [that] brings nature and culture together in its net, by means of analogies of 



  54 

proportion in which the series and their terms, and above all the animals occupying a 

middle position, assure cycles of conversion nature-culture-nature: archetypes as 

“analogical representations” (Deleuze, 236). 

The beginning of the poem written by Ortiz entitled “The Creation, According to 

Coyote” opens with the following stanzas: 

First of all, it’s all true.” 
Coyote, he says this, this way, 
humble yourself, monitoring and meaning 
what he says. 

 
You were born when you came  
from that body, the earth; 
your black head burst from granite, 
The ashes cooling, 

 
until it began to rain. 
It turned muddy then, 
and then green and brown things 
came without legs. 

 
They looked strange. 
Everything was strange. 
(Ortiz ,Woven Stone 41) 
 

In this poetic body, Ortiz puts together the tenants of human representation, 

animal attributes, and Pueblo tradition as told in the continually transformed bodies of 

oral tradition, cultural myth, and free-form poetry; a doubled down, anthropomorphic 

trifecta of spiritual, animal, and objective significance. The voice that Ortiz sees the 

coyote having is uttered by “the persona of the poet and then the poet himself as it speaks 

to the conceit of the coyote which is understood within the Acoma tradition” (Interview, 

April 2012). For the Eurocentric body, the use of such language would be very “strange” 

as they would most likely fail to comprehend that “it’s all true.” It would be 
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counterintuitive from the outside world of an Eurocentric human to “humble yourself, 

monitoring and meaning” at the suggestion of “speaking animal.” The last stanzas of the 

poem’s opening give the reader a sense, again not human or animal but as a unified life-

form, that they should believe that human life evolved from the earth as a primordial 

organism made up of “green and brown things…without legs.” This juxtapositional 

reference as to the basis of human life found in the creationist theories based in the 

religious beliefs of Early American colonists is challenged in Ortiz’s poem, spoken by an 

animal, and written by a Native American. In “the conceit of the coyote”, Ortiz feels “that 

the coyote invokes or provokes a combination of respect and sort of a b. s. preview” 

(Interview, April 2012). “You were born when you came from that body, the earth,” is 

the voice of the coyote with his human “conceit” asking anyone that will listen to his 

voice that “it’s all true.” The coyote’s multiplicity represented at the center of Ortiz’s 

thoughts, in Native American tradition, in the biology of the coyote, speaks in a similar 

voice to the one spoken in performance art of Beuys helping to better define yet still not 

fully comprehend the corpus of the coyote. 

There are definite biological differences between animals and humans. In the 

contemporary milieu of the United States there is no biological difference between 

humans that are Native Americans and those of European descent yet there is most 

certainly cultural differences. Ortiz sees a joke and a truth in listening to the voice of the 

coyote as formed in the language of art, oral tradition and story, “The coyote is usually 

spoken of in jest, kind of in a joking around way, yet some take it very seriously when 

they ask what clan are you of or do you not have one and are Coyote clan” (Interview). 

The body of the clan as engaged with the voice of the coyote asks the question where do 
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you come from and where are you going, but more importantly, what are you? He wants 

the reader, he wants mankind to realize the importance of respecting and having 

knowledge of the connection running from the center of the coyote corpus to earth and 

the animals from which they emerged as a human form, the poem concludes with: 

And then the people were wondering  
what was above. 
They had heard rumors. 

 
But, you know, Coyote, 
he was mainly bragging 
when he said (I think), 
“My brothers, the twins then said,  
‘Let’s lead these poor creatures 
and save them.’” 

 
And later on, they came to light 
after many exciting and colorful and tragic things 
of adventure 
and this is the life, all these, all these. 

 
My uncle told me all this, that time. 
Coyote told me too, but you know 
how he is, always talking to the gods 
the mountains, the stone all around. 
(Woven Stone 41-2) 

 

It is difficult to tell if these words are the truth or just an oral story; it is hard to 

tell if it is the voice of the coyote or the uncle or the poet in the language of the “creation 

story according to the coyote.” No matter the voice, no matter the language, the poet 

wants the “the twins” [the Twin War Gods of Ácoma oral tradition, (White)] and the 

coyote to “lead these poor creatures and save them.” The creatures are nondescript yet 

they need to be led into to the light to better understand the complex dimensionality that 

is “life, all these, all these.”  
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The becoming-animal of the human being is real, even if the animal the 

human being becomes is not; and the becoming-other of the animal is real, 

even if that something other it becomes is not. This is the point to clarify: 

that a becoming lacks a subject distinct from itself; but also that it has no 

term, since its term in turn exists only as taken up in another becoming of 

which it is the subject, and which coexists, forms a block, with the first 

(Deleuze et al, 238). 

The “creature”, the many voices of the coyote, the “becoming-animal of the 

human” is neither a distinctly an animal or a human body but now has become “a block”; 

not too unlike the coyote corpus. This block constantly transforms itself as the bridges 

that connect its internal bodies to one another sense an exterior world in a constant state 

of flux, at least according the voice of the coyote, but that could be BS as well. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FOR WHOM DOES THE COYOTE SPEAK? 

Greetings from the high deserts of the Southwest; traditional home of the Acoma 

people and me, coyote. In the Westernized world it is considered as fact, possibly an 

assumption, that the coyote who inhabits the American Southwest is incapable of having 

a human voice, spoken in the English language. In the same breath, take under 

consideration that the world used to be flat and there was no particle smaller than an 

atom. As scientists working at the CERN collider wait for confirmation of the theory 

from that infinitely tiny bits of matter physically can be in two places and the same 

moment, ships have long ago ceased to fall earth’s edge. This following discussion will 

examine how the application of traditional Westernized literary theories to critical 

analyze Indigenous American Literature is problematic on many levels. By looking at the 

transformative and fluid contextualizations endemic in Indigenous cultures and how those 

are entwined with the coyote’s biological existence forms a more appropriate analytical 

lens. Words such as language, voice, and translation will be used in the following 

discussion but note that this is not a linguistic analysis. The hope is to create a multivocal 

language of literary interpretation formed by the juxtapositions that take place between 

Western and Indigenous cultures along with human and animal identities by their 

embodiment in commonality and discord. The body within the body, the animal that is 
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human are ingrained elements found in the literature and person of Acoma poet Simon 

Ortiz. Simply spoken, coyote does have a voice and can speak English. 

In Keresan, and more specifically the Acoma dialect of Keres, the animal is 

known tsócki is not just the name for a coyote. Depending on the speaker, the context in 

which the animal is spoken of, and the meaning that is to given to the audience that will 

hear each specific version of story from which it came it can also be a fox or wolf. Using 

a Westernized approach, the name or title “coyOte” [sic] has evolved from the Nahuatl 

word cóyotl in to the Mexican Spanish “coyote” to simply coyote in present day English. 

Its scientific name, Canis latrans, means “barking dog” in Latin. There are nineteen 

recognized subspecies and the animal has been referred to as the American jackal or 

prairie wolf. It has been speculated in scientific circles that the modern-day coyote 

evolved from the Paleocene period or about 65 million years ago. The coyote that exists 

in 2019 has many physical similarities to the contemporary Canidae family of this 

prehistoric time period. The coyote is the only species of Canidae in the Americas whose 

population numbers have increased in size since the arrival of white man in the fifteenth 

century and continue to do so. A notable exception to that rule is the domestic dog: a 

product of the man-made, structural world—an animal derivative of human culture—but 

most certainly not an organic product of natural processes.  

There are numerous levels of understanding at work in the ideologies of scientific 

jargon and assemblages of transformation that have and are still occurring as to the 

significance in title of coyote: the right word for coyote, the precise meaning of a name, a 

complete understanding of life as being human, animal or cognizant of just existing. 

Eurocentric American society has considered the coyote a pest since their arrival in North 
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America trying to eradicate the population up until current times. The “nature of the 

beast” is that coyote adapted to living on the fringes of civilization constantly 

transforming itself to the evolving landscape of colonial, industrial, modern, then 

technology based American society. The justification for the treatment of the coyote was 

based on the scientific and social facts that this mammal was savage and needed to be 

removed to a place and state that would negate the ill effects it would potentially, real or 

imagined, have on American society and infrastructure. The parallels between the how 

the Eurocentrically based culture handled coyote populations and Indigenous Americans 

is not difficult to note. As the white colonialist expanded Westward, the need for land and 

resources became imperiled by the presence of Red man living on the land as was coyote. 

They became threat to American way of life and the solution was to move them onto 

reservations typically distant from population centers to solve the “Indian problem.” They 

were Indians or savages to the Western world, not Acoma, Dine, or Pima. The coyote so 

too is named as the “barking dog” or formally Canis latrans, wild by nature, and living 

on the edge if not outside of the acceptable norms of American main stream culture and 

therefore a threat that needs to eliminated.  

In Keresan language the word for coyote is tsócki and for Simon Ortiz the word is 

not literally translatable into English. Tsócki, the physical, living animal can be many 

different species as labeled by scientific nomenclature. How the coyote is embodied in 

Keresan speech and stories is contextual. It is defined by the setting, intentions, and 

actions of the animal as engaged in conversation or for the purposes of the story, the 

storyteller, or even who the audience is to which the story is being told. The 

anthropomorphic coyote that is present in Acoma oral traditions, as with other Indigenous 
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peoples, adds even more layers of complexity to the Western science/Indigenous belief 

dichotomy by giving a human voice to an animal figure. Tyler Hamilton made the 

following observations on what he refers to as the “horizon of animal life … present in 

Pueblo cultures (Acoma is one of nineteen Pueblos in the Southwest). “It was natural to 

order the cosmos by analogy with the immediate vision: the earth, the sky, the plants, and 

the animals” (ix). Hamilton stipulates that in the sphere of all Pueblo creatures’ existence, 

human and animal, “there is a continuum of spirit and lore which extends to all who 

breathe Pueblo (xi). 

The beginning of the poem written by Ortiz entitled “The Creation, According to 

Coyote” opens with the following stanzas: 

“First of all, it’s all true.” 
Coyote, he says this, this way, 
humble yourself, monitoring and meaning 
what he says. 
 
You were born when you came  
from that body, the earth; 
your black head burst from granite, 
The ashes cooling, 
 
until it began to rain. 
It turned muddy then, 
and then green and brown things 
came without legs. 
 
They looked strange. 
Everything was strange. 
(Woven, 41) 
 

In this poetic body, Ortiz puts together the tenants of human representation, 

animal attributes, and Pueblo tradition as told in the continually transformed bodies of 

oral tradition, cultural myth, and free-form poetry; a doubled down, anthropomorphic 
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trifecta of spiritual, animal, and objective significance. When asked how Ortiz views his 

voice and that of the coyote, he responds that “the persona of the poet and then the poet 

himself speaks as to the conceit of the coyote which is understood within the Acoma 

tradition” (Interview 2011). For the Eurocentric body, the use of such language would be 

very “strange” as they would most likely fail to comprehend that “it’s all true.” It would 

be counterintuitive from the outside world of a Eurocentric human to “humble yourself, 

monitoring and meaning” at the suggestion of “speaking animal.” The last stanzas of the 

poem’s opening give the reader a sense, again not human or animal, but as a unified life-

form, that they should believe that human life evolved from the earth as a primordial 

organism made up of “green and brown things … without legs.” This juxtapositional 

reference as to the basis of human life found in the creationist theories based in the 

religious beliefs of Early American colonists is challenged in Ortiz’s poem, spoken by an 

animal, and written by an Indigenous person. In “the conceit of the coyote”, Ortiz feels 

“that the coyote invokes or provokes a combination of respect and sort of a b. s. preview” 

(Interview). “You were born when you came from that body, the earth,” is the voice of 

the coyote with his human “conceit” asking anyone that will listen to his voice that “it’s 

all true.” The coyote’s multivocality speaks not just as a product of Ortiz’s human 

thoughts, his voice in Acoma oral tradition, and expression of his own survivance but 

how those representative words, spoken in many languages, represent the constant 

transformative processes that occur in Indigenous American Literature. 

The following is a streamlined encapsulation of evolutionary theory. Also 

ascribed to this accounting that it follows the basic tenets of Western scientific thought in 

that the elements that make up humans, animals, rocks, and water are factual proof that 
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the creative moments occurred followed by the evolutionary process explains life as it is 

known today. Random elements combined to form complex groupings that were in turn 

transformed into basic organisms and physical objects. Then, as products of the 

environment, animal life eventually came into existence through constant 

transformational processes that in due course gave rise to human life that exists today on 

the planet earth. The philosophical ruminations of Deleuze and Guattari give a unique 

forward back perspective to this line of thinking, “What if one became animal or plant 

through literature, which certainly does not mean literarily? Is it not first through voice 

that one becomes animal” (4)? Pueblo intellectual Tessie Naranjo was interviewed by 

anthropologist Chip Colwell-Chanthaphonh. Her Puebloan lens, her cultural perspective 

views natural world through the lens of a cognizant being, neither animal or human, just a 

life force: 

So, you think about the clouds if they have life: what does it mean? How 

do you have a relationship with the clouds if you assign life to them? How 

do you have a relationship with the trees if they have life? How do you 

have a relationship with other living things, like the animals and the 

insects? “Ancestral villages also have a life,” Tessie said. “They are part 

of a process, of change. They live cyclically too—they accepted birth, they 

accepted maturity, they accepted death. A whole human cycle is a part of 

that.” Ruins then, are not something to be preserved forever, as many 

archaeologists seem to hope, but need to breathe and expire like all living 

things (Portraits 158). 
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The belief system that Ortiz expresses in “The Creation According to Coyote” 

represents the present moment as but a place on the path of the past as it constantly 

moves toward the future. Petuuche Gilbert, Ortiz’s brother, states that he and the Acoma 

people do not believe in the words abandonment and ruins. The Western world with the 

roots firmly planted in values derived from proven facts ascribe their beliefs as absolute 

truths to which any objects or ideologies at the edge of those truths is of marginalized or 

negated value. For Ortiz and Gilbert, the words that are more fitting, at least in the 

English language, for abandonment would be transformed and for ruins is an object that 

has returned to an elemental form and will be given another meaning, another life in the 

future. 

The operational of value of the coyote as a literary analytical tool can be observed 

at the confluence of philosophical theory, evolutionary biology, and Indigenous beliefs 

systems. The comparatively well-defined limits of Postcolonial theory and the 

Westernized roots of deconstruction cannot accurately account for the cultural differences 

and the constantly changing voice that arises from the Indigenous American Literature. 

Paula Gunn Allen defines this disconnect as the American myth about myths or 

expressed in the orality of Indigenous culture:  

Metamyth is the belief that there is such a thing as a determinable fact, 

natural … explanation, reality that can be determined outside the human 

agency of discovery, fact-finding, and determination. That such an attitude 

itself is more in the nature of belief than of reality is attested by physicists, 

psychoanalysts, visionary mystics, pets and artists and by the human 

experience of thousands of years and thousands of cultures (3). 
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As an Indigenous person, Allen voice is as a product of elemental evolution that 

has risen from the ashes of a previous time to which the coyote is a critical part. His voice 

comes from the myths, oral traditions, and Literature of Indigenous Americans. As 

Ortiz’s poem language states “First of all, it’s all true” that you as a person, a human, 

“were born when you came from that body, the earth.” Still the academy persists on the 

fundamental practice of analyzing Native American literature with Westernized rooted 

tools. With a coyote-like understanding for the survival and continuance in changing 

times, Terry Eagleton states in Beyond Theory for the need of something new. The 

“fundamentalism” to which Eagleton refers is traditional forms of literary theory lumped 

into the one term. 

There is a paradox here, however. Fundamentalism is a kind of 

necrophilia, in love with the dead letter of a text. It treats the world as 

though they were things, as weighty and untenable as a brass candlestick. 

Yet it wants to freeze certain meanings for all eternity—and meaning itself 

is not material. The ideal situation for the fundamentalist would thus be to 

have meanings but not written language—for writing is perishable, 

corporeal, and easily contaminated. It is a lowly vehicle for such hallowed 

truths (207). 

Eagleton’s insinuates that there is a reliance on written text that “freezes” 

meaning in an archaic manner found in the “dead letter of the text.” He is suggesting that 

there could be better approaches outside traditionally accepted analyzing methods. 

Greater, and more absolute value contained in stories and myths would truly incorporate 

the impact of cultural disparity and natural influences into that analysis versus isolating 
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the process in hegemonic silos of exclusion that leave those factors out of the discussion; 

a form of analytical imperialism. 

All cultures tend to make representations of foreign cultures the better to 

master or in some way control them. Yet not all cultures make 

representations of foreign cultures and in fact master and control them. 

This is the distinction, I believe, of modern Western cultures. It requires 

the study of Western knowledge or representations of the non-European 

world to be study of both those representations and the political power 

they express (100). 

The impact of Edward Said remarks to how European settlers and now current 

day Westernized society in the United States has and still separates itself from the 

Indigenous people of North America. A similar hegemonic divide exists between the 

mechanized and humane bias between humans and animals that live in the wild. As 

Donna Haraway deconstructs the cognitive processes present as Jacques Derrida and his 

cat look at one another. She observes that he speaks for the cat as well as himself without 

possibly having a true understanding of the animal sitting before him. Haraway views 

Derrida’s vision and subsequent reactions as seeing but not fully integrated with the 

animal sitting before him on an animal level but from an external objectiveness. Haraway 

sees the importance of noting the differences present in that process while at the same 

time having doubts as to absolute viability in that Derrida does not have an animal mind 

set. “Rejecting the facile and basically imperialist, if well-intentioned, move real animals 

and write about them but never meet their gaze, and the other set from those from those 

who engage animals only as literary and mythological figures (21). The center point of 
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Said and Haraway, as well as the interpreted thoughts of Derrida, illustrate the gaps 

between the colonized infused Westernized society and those that were handed down in 

the Indigenous cultures of America, the truths found in science and myth, the separation 

of humans from animals, especially coyote, and nature. Somewhere in the materiality of 

coyote there exists yet another missing link to be found in the truths found within myths. 

One of the more prominent reason that Indigenous stories and cultural constructs 

have become written is that the oral context in which they were meant to exist is eroding 

away. Indigenous languages from which it was meant to survive is not being handed 

down to younger generations as acculturated learning systems. Western society preserves, 

passes along its culture in written forms so that it somehow creates credence from the 

permanence derived of a penned record. In a similar manner, the poem by Ortiz entitled 

“The Boy and Coyote” (Woven Stone, 124) exemplifies the inseparable nature of the 

elemental values of the human and animal in the language of his poetry. Quantified in the 

silenced margin and complicated by the lack of the correct analytical tools to which 

Eagleton refers is this need for something new. This is especially true for Indigenous 

Literatures as inferred in Ortiz’s poetic caused by what Homi Bhabha refers to “the 

profound differences in beliefs systems, insight and understanding are extremely difficult 

to fathom by traditional Westernized methodologies to acquire or accumulate “additional 

cultural knowledge.” That knowledge hidden behind “the momentous, if momentary, 

extinction of the recognizable object of that culture in the disturbed artifice of its 

signification, at the edge of experience” (179–180). In “The Boy” and the multivocality 

of Ortiz’s voice, he makes the following observation, “You can see the rippled sand 

rifts/shallow inches below the surface.” Ortiz states than when he writes down his 



  68 

thoughts, he is not cognizant that he is acting in the capacity of a poet, an Acoma person, 

as a human, or just a person. He is writing in the moment that is here for that brief 

imaginary time but that will soon return to an elemental form to give rise to some future 

existence. The observations voiced as to what the image is of the rifts of sand just below 

the water’s surface could be that of Ortiz or the coyote or another, living entity. The roles 

are interchangeable and indistinguishable but they speak a common language of 

expression. Two stanzas later Ortiz continues: “I find Coyote’s footprints/Coyote, he’s 

always somewhere before you/he knows you’ll come along soon.” At what moment in 

Ortiz’s life did the creative impetus from which these thoughts come? Was that memory, 

was that concept from a story told by his father or the recollection of the time he spent 

near the river in McCartys? Was the memory a transformation of past ideas, a reflection 

on the present moment, or even changed from an hour before they were written with the 

demise of one thought giving rise to another? Was it human, animal, or …? 

Ideas are always reusable, because they have been usable before, but in the 

most varied of actual modes. For, on the one hand, the relationships 

between animals are the object not only of science but also of dreams, 

symbolism, art and poetry, practice and practical use. And on the other 

hand, the relationships between animals are bound up with the relations 

between man and animal, man and woman, man and child, man and the 

elements, man and the physical and microphysical universe (Deleuze et al, 

235). 

Coyote is watching, he is listening, he is a pest, and keeps on being recreated over and 

over, for millions of years. From the edges of Interstate 40, at the base of Mount Taylor 
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next to the now frozen walls of volcanic ash, on the high deserts of New Mexico and the 

traditional lands of the Acoma people comes now as in the past the voice of me, Coyote, 

spoken in the human language of Simon Ortiz. 
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CHAPTER 5 

EVOLUTION GARDENS 

The modern-day reality of the physical and conceptual ownership of Indigenous 

lands has very little, if any, resemblance to what existed prior to the European 

colonization of the Americas. What survives in current-day America can be seen in the 

written thoughts of Gerald Vizenor: 

Native American Indian histories and literatures, oral and written, are 

imagined from “wisps of narratives.” These narrative wisps, wrote Jean-

François Lyotard, “are stories that one tells, that one hears, that one acts 

out; the people does not exist as a subject but as a mass of millions of 

insignificant and serious little stories that sometimes let themselves be 

collected together to constitute big stories and sometimes disperse into 

digressive elements.” 

Indigenous Americans are considered to be the original human inhabitants of North 

America. Working with that hypothesis, one could stipulate that their oral histories would 

have evolved from their interactions with these lands and their linked ecosystems. Be it 

further assumed that the seeds of modern-day Indigenous literature are a product of an 

evolving synthesis of oral histories, cultural interactions, and the individual perspectives 

of each Native American author. Confirmation that such a confluence of concepts exists 

can be found in the multifaceted components of Leslie Marmon Silko’s Gardens in the 

Dunes. The book is a unique blend of derived fiction extracted from fractions of 

Indigenous history and culture affected by colonial processes that have occurred in the 

United States, South America, and Europe. This interactive, literary process it then 
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wrapped inside a blanket of evolutionary processes, both biological and cultural. The end 

product is a fictional work that reads like write-up of a concluded experiment whereas the 

novel raises as many questions as it does answers as to the conditional viability of 

Indigenous cultures up to and beyond the historical conclusion of the book. Gardens in 

the Dunes is as pleasurable as it is disturbing in the fictional lives of Indigo and Sister 

Salt in their early 1900s existence in colonial America.  

Silko has placed her key characters and iconic symbolism in her fictional gardens. 

The gardens in the novel pivot around those located near the dunes along the Colorado 

River. By the descriptive qualities that Silko gives this garden, it is both Eden-like and a 

working metaphor for the beating heart of the San Lizard people. This duality 

demonstrates the antithetical separation of colonial Christian beliefs in creationist 

theories being compared to the paganistic virtues found in Indigenous creation myths. 

“Grandma Fleet told them [Indigo and Sister Salt] the old gardens had always been there. 

The old time people found the gardens already growing, planted by the Sand Lizard, a 

relative of Grandfather Snake, who invited his niece to settle there and cultivate her 

seeds” (Silko, Gardens 16). The Sand Lizard, related to Grandfather Snake, and the 

animals that “cultivated” the land eventually became the Sand Lizard people. The 

evolutionary symbolism is profound; a legless snake that is related to the four-legged 

lizard that gives rise to a two-legged San Lizard people. This scene is also seen through 

the following paraphrase of Genesis 2:16–17: 

God told Adam that he was free to eat from every tree in the garden, 

except the tree of knowledge of good and evil. God said that he would die 

if he ate the fruit. [We don’t know what kind of fruit this tree had. Milton 
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introduced the idea that it was an apple.] Later, Eve was deceived by Satan 

speaking through a serpent and ate the fruit. She then took the fruit to 

Adam and he ate it knowing he was doing the wrong thing. Because they 

disobeyed what God had explicitly told them and chose to believe Satan, 

they began to experience spiritual death, and soon, physical death. God 

expelled them from the garden. Adam and Eve had sinned by placing their 

desires above what God had told them and, through this act, sin entered 

the world. No longer would it be easy to harvest fruit. Thorns and weeds 

would make planting and harvesting hard labor. Men would have to work 

to eat. Women would give birth in pain. Animals would become 

dangerous and carnivorous. 

Comparing the assertions made in the creation story in the book of Genesis from 

the Old Testament to those of Silko’s Sand Lizard Eden makes the impact of her ironic 

symbolism that much more convincing. The snake in Silko’s garden represents the birth 

of a people, not Satan temping the spirit of his own creation to follow a holy directive. 

The garden is a place of refuge and sustenance, not a privileged impoundment of virtue 

from which you could be forever banished. The people who work hard and bear children 

will be able to appreciate the bounty of life by taking care of and living within their 

“home” garden. But as history has proven, nothing remains the same. 

Silko carries the Sand Lizard garden allegory to another ancient garden, the 

ancient Hanging Gardens of Babylon. The contrasts illustrated between the Garden of 

Eden and the Sand Lizard garden demonstrate the invisible vision the Christian-based 

beliefs of the colonial culture had when it attempted to look at and understand Indigenous 
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people in the Americas. The blind colonizers placed their own gardens on what they 

thought were just “dunes in the desert” without knowing what Indigenous foundations lay 

just under the surface of the sand. The Hanging Gardens were built in the desert not too 

far from the birthplace of Christ. Babylon was next to the Euphrates, a major river 

flowing through a desolate land yet still producing ornamental vegetation as well as 

edible crops. The water was provided not from a spring, as was Silko's Sand Lizard 

garden, but by two huge human-driven pumps that lifted water from the Euphrates. Even 

though the exact location of Babylon has been known by all since 600 BCE, it was not 

discovered until it was excavated in 1899 that there were underground rooms in the 

gardens. Due to struggles between the warring nations of the Middle East, Babylon had 

several different ruling cultures that occupied the domain until sometime after 500 CE 

when it was abandoned, crumbling into the desert sand. Ancient historians believe that 

Nebuchadnezzar II initially built the Hanging Gardens in honor of his marriage to 

beautiful wife, Amytis, in an attempt to quell her homesickness for her native lands in 

Media. It was an arranged marriage, done to combine the empires of Babylonia and 

Media. Before the life of Christ, cultures, such the Babylonian, of that era would be 

predominantly ruled by paganistic beliefs. Also, it can be stipulated that the Christian 

Europeans who colonized North America considered the Native Americans cultures that 

they encountered to be “pagan savages.” Using these assumptions, Silko could very well 

have used a formula in her putting together the concept of the Sand Lizard garden as 

vehicle in which to didactically place a Babylonia/Eden-like garden in the midst of two 

opposing cultures that have their own distinct belief concepts as to their spirituality and 

cultural integrity. 
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Indigo is a child of the dunes, of the Sand Lizard people. She is at an age of 

beginning to have a cognizant appreciation of the calamity going on around her as well as 

sometimes reverting to a childlike interpretation of such events. Silko continually puts 

Indigo’s character into the swirling vortex of Indigenous assimilation as the US Army 

and the colonial settlers push deeper into the lands and culture of the tribes that line the 

lower Colorado River in Arizona. By placing Indigo into these predicaments, Silko gives 

the reader both an intended solution along with a confirmative example as to the direction 

she would like her audience to take. The literal translation of the word indigo is a color 

between blue and violet on the color spectrum. It is also defined as a tropical plant belong 

to the pea family, which was widely cultivated in the past as a source of dark-blue dye. 

The name is also similar to the word Indian or Indigenous. Silko’s Indigo is in between 

being a child and an adult. She has a strong sense of the value of seeds and what they 

become when planted in hospitable places, such as peas planted in a garden. The old 

ways of the Sand Lizard culture fade, and yet, some of the traditional ways with the 

evolving future in the new acculturated world in America remain. Along her journey 

away from and then back to the Sand Lizard garden, Indigo picks up to traveling 

companions: a small monkey and a brilliantly colored parrot. The monkey, named 

Linnaeus, is a key metaphor that accompanies Indigo through her individual evolutionary 

journey. Linnaeus is named after the famed botanist Carl Linnaeus and not accidentally 

so. Carl Linnaeus is considered the father of scientific nomenclature and, more 

specifically, of naming botanical specimens in his cornerstone work Philosophia 

Botanica. Charles Darwin, who formulated the theory of evolution, repeatedly sites 

Linnaeus’ scientific work on animal classification in On the Origin of Species as well as 
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his classification of man with “A bond, deeper than mere resemblance, would dictate that 

Homo sapiens shares Darwinian ‘community of descent’ with apes.” 

Expressions such as the famous one by Linnaeus … that the characters do 

not make the genus but that the genus gives the characters, seem to imply 

that some deeper bond is included in our classification than mere 

resemblance. I believe that this is the case and that community of descent 

is the bond (Weissman, 1286). 

Indigo learns most, if not all, of her Sand Lizard legacy from her symbolically 

named Grandmother Fleet. Her mother, named just Mama, joins up with the Messiah 

Wovoka and all the others from the collective tribes of the area that join him in the Ghost 

Dance, and she is never heard from again for a remainder of the novel. Indigo strives to 

return to the Sand Lizard garden and find her Sister Salt, not unlike the salt of the earth. 

As Indigo is trapped for a while in a colonized white world, she visits other gardens that 

have many allied characteristics to her own Sand Lizard garden. It is the ongoing spiritual 

communication and the childhood teachings of Grandma Fleet that continually keep 

Indigo grounded in her traditional lands and culture as she absorbs the onslaught of 

colonial impositions along the way. It is also the continued mention of Linnaeus that 

reminds the reader of the metamorphic changes that occur to Indigo as she changes from 

a little knowing child with good basic instincts into a worldly conscious Sand Lizard 

woman who is completely cognizant of the changing culture in which she lives. 

After a series of cataclysmic events, Indigo ends up as the conscripted child of 

failing botanist Edward Palmer and his socialite yet well-grounded wife Hattie Abbott. 

As Edward, Hattie, and Indigo travel first to upstate New York, then England, and finally 
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Italy, they encounter other gardens in each of those locations. The pseudo family arrives 

in New York to stay with Hattie’s parents. There is a beautiful and mature English garden 

in the grounds surrounding the house of Edwards sister, Susan, who lives next to the 

Abbott’s. Susan’s garden is in the processes of being torn up to be replaced by an in 

vogue, Italian garden, seemingly at the whim of Susan, as if there was no good reason to 

make such a change. “Susan did not want her guests to see the same plants as the year 

before; she relished the challenge of creating starling effects with bedding plants and 

even shrubs and vines selected for their particular shade of blue” (Silko, Gardens 163). 

Even the gullible Edward understands that when the beautiful, mature garden is replaced, 

Susan will not every see the new garden in its full splendor in her lifetime. The 

predominant color in the garden is blue, very close to the color of indigo. Indigo herself 

wants to learn all of the names of the plant and to collect seeds to plant in the Sand Lizard 

garden when she returns to Arizona. Indigo observes Susan, who is married to Colin, 

having a sex with her Scottish gardener, “No wonder Susan wanted the English garden 

with all the shady shrubs and groves of sheltering trees where two lovers might hide” 

(Silko, Gardens 193). Her understanding grows as to what is the truth of the matter by 

understanding what is occurring to and in the garden and what is truly happening to her 

Sand Lizard people and their natural world. The old is being replaced by the new for no 

good reason other than social change. There is an illicit affair, a symbolic rape that has 

occurred between the rulers of this garden, the mother country and its colonies, but, most 

importantly, between the colonizers and the colonized. No wonder God banned mankind 

from the Garden of Eden. 
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As the traveling family arrives in England at the home of Hattie’s Aunt Bronwyn, 

Indigo encounters a fully mature but somewhat wild English garden. Indigo recalls the 

words and practices of her Grandmother Fleet as she gathers both actual and symbolic 

seeds of “other” cultures that she will eventually plant and nurture in the Sand Lizard 

garden. With this Indigenous voice always just beneath her conscious mind, Indigo goes 

about collecting “seeds” from each garden that she visits; she learns both their common 

and scientific names, draws pictures of them, and makes scientific-like observations that 

have a cultural connection to the garden from which they came. As the sun symbolically 

sets on the imperialistic nature of the British Empire, so does the penetrating ability of a 

colonial light to part the leaves of truly natural vegetation. 

The late afternoon light scarcely penetrated the wild grove that shaded the 

back wall of the west garden. Fortunately the renovators of long ago did 

not tear down the old raised beds shaped in circles and rectangles—they 

merely buried them under topsoil. When Aunt Bronwyn began the garden 

restoration, workmen discovered the intricate river-pebble borders and 

carefully unearthed and repaired them (Silko, Gardens 245). 

With all of the connectivity are pertinent correlations; the fictional representations 

of what is happening not only become manifested in the evolution of Indigo’s character 

but are constantly reaffirmed in the reader's mind. Grandma Fleet cared for and cultivated 

her seeds from the Sand Lizard garden, as did the elder and wiser colonist, Aunt 

Bronwyn. Such a garden is therefore a viable place in which to live and raise a family, 

even a culture. It is not a place from which a person or culture should be banished from 

for “eating the fruit from the tree of knowledge of good and evil, to be expelled from the 
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garden to then experience spiritual death, and soon physical death.” Indigo’s character, 

one derived from having found her Sand Lizard knowledge of good and evil, becomes 

that of a gardener of life, not that of a misguided Christian belief. 

As the novel concludes, it is very obvious that the Sand Lizard garden is not a 

paradise or Eden but a garden unique to the nature of Indigenous people who live there, 

not unlike the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. Indigo has evolved from an unknowing child 

into a new, culturally aware Sand Lizard woman, one who understands the deep and true 

nature of Sand Lizard ways, has a great appreciation of the land and its nurturing 

abilities, and fully comprehends what it takes to exist in a culture that has drastically 

changed from its interactions with the outside world. Indigo returns to the Sand Lizard 

garden, the garden in the dunes of the Colorado River, where she shares her experiences 

and knowledge with Sister Salt, little grandfather, and the twins, the lessons she has 

learned from life and from the words of her ancestors. Someone had killed Grandfather 

snake and chopped down the apricot trees that bordered Grandma Fleet’s grave. They 

buried Grandfather Snake’s bones among the drying apricot wood in the sands of the 

dunes just next to Grandma Fleet. It is their newfound spiritual power evolved from the 

knowledge of good and evil that allows them not to be banished and left to die, but to live 

and flourish in the garden in the dune next to the flowing river. 

They sat so quietly the twins and the little grandfather dozed off; 

something terrible struck there, but whatever or whoever, it was gone 

now; Sister Salt could feel the change. Early the other morning when she 

came alone to wash at the spring, a big rattlesnake was drinking at the 

pool. The snake dipped her mouth daintily into the water, and her throat 
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moved with such delicacy as she swallowed. She stopped drinking briefly 

to look at Sister, then turned back to the water; then she gracefully turned 

from the pool across the white sand to a nook of bright shade. Old Snake’s 

beautiful daughter moved back home (Silko, Gardens). 
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CHAPTER 6 

FOOD’S BODY: COYOTE’S TRANSMERGENCE MATERIALIZED 

Survival, or as Gerald Vizenor contextualizes it, survivance, represents the 

centered place occupied by coyote. The truth embedded in his Acoma heritage that has 

occupied the Southwest with his ancestors for centuries is expressed in Ortiz’s poem 

“First of all, it’s all true, Coyote, he says.” The idea of finding facts contained in poetic 

verse, of deriving scientific credence extracted from the natural recollections of a 

acculturated, non-technical source, seems “strange” when viewed through a Westernized 

lens. It should not. As Steven Lekson viewed the meanings derived from the material 

remains of Chaco Culture and, therefore, the Acoma culture of Simon Ortiz, there “are 

there no coincidences.”  

Much of the language around food democracy is coming from people who 

feel left out by the dominant food system. These can be people for whom a 

good, affordable grocery store is too many bus stops away, or, in rural 

areas, a long hitchhike away. Food democracy is also especially relevant 

to those who imagine smaller scale, neighborhood-based food production 

and processing, or worker and cooperatively owned food enterprises; in 

other words, places where the work, the people, and the community come 

first. These are natural desires in the face of a food system that places 

market exigencies and corporate bottom lines ahead of human need 

(Winne).  

At the center of Winne’s statement comes an elemental essence that cries out that food 

access is just as much marginalized in contemporary culture. Puebloans have seen how 
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the coyote has thrived since the late fifteenth century in the harshness of the desert 

Southwest. 

Map 3 - Canis latrans North American Range: Prehistoric Until Current Day  

 

 

The materialization of tsócki has been outlined in the preceding discussions in 

detail. Canis latrans acts not just as a protagonist in Pueblo stories but as a coinhabitant 

of the Southwestern natural landscape. It is, at times, considered to be a menace to urban 

civilization and a predator to livestock, and it yet can be a scavenger eating out of 

trashcans to survive. In differing mimetic forms, stereotypes, stories, and scientific 

bodies, the transmergent character the coyote embodies is an absolute representation of 

where and how it lives. This animal is place. Two items all living animals require to 

survive are food and water—not just water by itself but water necessary to grow food, be 
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it on a cellular level, systematic, or for a complete organism. The coyote flourished for 

thousands of years before human life, but since that time, humans have intruded onto and 

into their habitat. Survivance of life-forms has always been tied to the organism’s ability 

to find sources of food. “Unlike many things we consume, food is unique in its 

irreducible materiality: without it, we die” (Mikulak, 4). The first human populations on 

the North American continent are Indigenous people. This work focuses on the Pueblo 

cultures of Acoma and Laguna and their prehistoric existence of Chaco Culture through 

to the modern day. It should apparent from the preceding evidence that these Puebloan 

cultures, in beliefs systems, cultural practices, literature (both spoken and written), and 

where they have historically lived, do not see themselves as separable from nature. 

Coyote, in all its various forms, is centered in those places as well.  

Enrique Salmón’s work focuses on the ethnobotany, agriculture, nutrition, and 

traditional ecological knowledge of the Greater Southwest. As is coyote, as are the 

Pueblo People, such cultures are entwined with the natural landscape and foods native to 

that region. Salmón has a good understanding of the physical nature of the area, its 

anthropological history, and the cultural knowledge that is saved and passed down from 

one generation to the next in Pueblo communities. The validity of this knowledge base is 

contained in the oral and traditional stories of Southwestern Indigenous cultures. To a 

great extent, the food thoughts expressed in these oralities are materialized truths 

expressed within the fluidity of the constant transformations present when spoken. A 

cultural science, food-system knowledge, and tribal history are all coming from, by 

Westernized standards, the unreliable truths of an unwritten tale. Westernized 

interpretations key off of the idea that coyote is a trickster, or comedic foil, for the role he 
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plays within the context of Indigenous orality and stories. While being in these roles as 

anthropomorphic characters, they become discounted because science and civilized 

cultures construe that their creation is not being possible and, therefore, not real. The 

action or story becomes framed more as fantasy than as possessing truths when the 

coyote or other animal characters assume the roles of protagonists. The scientific works 

of Colwell-Chanthaphonh and Ferguson stipulate that there are truths contained in 

Puebloan orality. But, as for the Indigenous coyote, the Westernized lens fails to see the 

natural truths that Ortiz and Silko do. The oral story is correctable as it marches through 

time. Science typically remains static in its written theoretical silos until proven wrong or 

modified by new research or discoveries. “Communal storytelling has a way of correcting 

itself. The corrections are not seeking absolute truth, but communal truth” (Salmón, 9). 

Coyote stories are still told, listened to, and modified in Indigenous worlds, but the 

delivered message is not always heard. This blindness spills over into how we look at 

food in the hubris of our colonized Westernized ways of living in a fast-paced society of 

modernization and technology more concerned with getting quickly to and from work 

and grabbing a burger on the way home to save time. Highways in our large metropolitan 

areas are lined with billboards and, to a great extent, advertising fast food establishments 

as low-cost and quick ways of getting food. Those billboard images can be construed as 

telling a story that is hard to accept as truth. Directly beneath these signs in Central 

Phoenix are communities that have poor food access and food security issues previously 

labeled as food deserts.  

Food deserts are defined as parts of the country vapid of fresh fruit, 

vegetables, and other healthful whole foods, usually found in 
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impoverished areas. This is largely due to a lack of grocery stores, 

farmers’ markets, and healthy food providers. This has become a big 

problem because while food deserts are often short on whole food 

providers, especially fresh fruits and vegetables, instead, they are heavy on 

local quickie marts that provide a wealth of processed, sugar, and fat laden 

foods that are known contributors to our nation’s obesity epidemic (Food 

Security). 

The labels assigned to these areas, where obtaining fresh, locally produced 

produce as well as other food products is very fluid, tend to change with the social-

political landscape that is currently in place for the time and region. The terms used to 

define the lack of access to food are valid; it is just the application of the title that 

changes. Over 550,000 people in Arizona have food-security issues. Certain areas in 

metropolitan Phoenix that have social-economical barriers to fresh food have close to 50 

percent of households likewise affected. Many of the solutions that have been 

implemented to relieve these barriers are simple to deliver the fresh food products into 

those areas or to distribute food via a food-bank system. Gary Paul Nabhan is an 

ethnobotanist who has specialized “primarily on the interaction of biodiversity and 

cultural diversity of the arid binational Southwest. He is considered a pioneer in the local 

food movement and to the heirloom seed saving movement.” 

We have become a nation of food worriers more than food savorers. We 

fatalistically concede that we hardly know anything about who grew our 

food and how, but we are fixated on whether today’s fare is more 

nutritious or less so, more tasty or more toxic, higher in fiber, folic acid, 
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fat, and antioxidants or less so. As conscientious consumers, we are told 

that we should be preoccupied with issues regarding the chemical 

composition, the days since initial packaging, and the densities of insect 

parts and fecal coliform in the grains ground down to make our daily 

bread. Nonetheless, we don’t much fathom from whom or from whence 

they came (27).  

The myopic vision to which Nabhan refers has the same biosemiotics markers 

seen by the Eurocentric Westerner’s vision of food. He sees the place that coyote and 

other characters portray in Indigenous stories but does not have the knowledge to move 

beyond that exterior surface. The symbols of the food desert abound on the billboards 

posted along the edge of the highway or in internet pop-up advertisements for fast food, 

but their significance is as invisible as the Indigenous people living on a reservation or as 

a dead coyote laying alongside the road. “Eating connects us to plants, and animals, 

landscapes, histories, gendered politics, memories, pleasure, and pain” (Mikulak, 4). If a 

person does not know where their food comes from, how it arrived on their dinner plate, 

or its origins, they may not see the problem and become disconnected from nature and 

their food. 

The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) has designated a food desert in South 

Central Phoenix, Arizona. The Pueblo Viejo Fields Project (PVFP) was developed to 

engage community members in all aspects of their food systems so that they can better 

understand how the food system works, where their food comes from, and how to be 

more comfortable with eating beneficial foods on a regular basis. The process will allow 

individuals to experience firsthand how seeds germinate and then becoming sprouts and 
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turning into plants with edible components, which can be prepared in an enticing manner 

and consumed so as to eventually improve one’s vigor and health. 

The process of learning how the food is grown, harvested, transported, prepared 

and served is the intent of the Pueblo Viejo Fields Project. This will be accomplished by 

teaching hands-on agricultural practices, providing access to good nutritional habits, 

teaching how to safely handle raw foods, modeling food preparation methods, and 

exposing community members “other” foods outside of the usual cultural context. On a 

weekly basis, individuals will begin their journey following the seed to the stomach. 

Culturally iconic food items (Latin American), such as peppers and squash, will be 

cultivated along with nontraditional crops, such as beets and fennel, that have been 

proven to grow well at this location. Soil preparation, seed selection, planting methods, 

water requirements, plant nutrition, and pest control will constitute the lessons in first 

phase of the program. Participants will go physically through the process to obtain 

firsthand food knowledge. Groups of participants will be coupled with subject-matter 

experts during each phase of the growth, harvest, and food preparation periods. Once 

seeds are planted and growing, participants will become versed in the nutritional value of 

what is being grown, the plants’ historical uses, and proper handling as well as optimum 

methods for harvesting. Once harvesttime arrives, the skills acquired during the grow-out 

phase will be put into practice by harvesting, processing and cooking the produce. A 

culminating event with local community members will be held by inviting the friends and 

families of those working in the program. The project participants will demonstrate their 

knowledge gained from what they have grown, preparing the meal themselves so others 

can experience the vitality of fresh, locally grown food. The idea is to have participants 
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become food aficionados, first to members of their own family’s and then to pass that 

food knowledge onto other members of the community. This program seeks to expand 

the scope of food knowledge by bringing food skills to the community directly. 

The small demonstration farm where the project is being held is constructed on 

top of an what is known as the Pueblo Viejo Village that was part of the Hohokam 

culture (200 to 1400 CE) centered at Pueblo Grande in current-day Phoenix, Arizona. 

The Hohokam were diligent farmers who built an extensive canal system to supply their 

population with water and irrigation for their cultivated crops in the arid desert along the 

Salt River (Crown). The South Phoenix area was also an agricultural community during 

the colonial period from the 1700s to the early 1900s. In 1867, retired cavalryman Jack 

Swilling immigrated to the Arizona Territory and formed the Swilling Irrigation and 

Canal Company. Swilling built a new canal irrigation system utilizing the ancient 

Hohokam canals. Since the early 1900s, the City of Phoenix has grown in population and 

through urban expansion. Thorough the gentrification process and the subsequent decline 

in property values that followed, what was once a rich agricultural area up until about the 

1940s is now a USDA-designated food desert and low-income housing. South Phoenix 

was not incorporated into the City of Phoenix until 1960, when the urban population 

grew and pushed agriculture out into more rural areas. As agriculture operations moved 

further away from the city center, people began to lose close contact with farms and 

ranches. With that loss of direct access to farms, the knowledge of where food came from 

and how it was grown eroded. In the Phoenix area in 2019, over 80 percent of fresh 

produce is imported from Mexico, whereas, in the early 1900s, all agricultural products 

were grown in the Arizona Territory.  
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Nabhan’s thoughts funnel the components of this work, coyote’s transmergent 

materiality, and the current state of food systems into a stream of consciousness that 

confirms the critical importance of food to everyone’s survival.  

The real bottleneck to the revival of native, locally grown foods is a 

cultural—or more precisely, a spiritual—dilemma. If we no longer believe 

that the earth is scared, or that we are blessed by the bounty around us, or 

that we have caretaking responsibility given to us by the Creator—

Yahweh, Earth Maker, Gaia, Tata Dios, Cave Bear, Raven, or whatever 

you care to call him or her—then it does not really matter to most folks 

how much ecological and cultural damage is done by the way we eat. It 

does not matter whether we ever participate in the butchering of our meat, 

the harvesting and grinding of our grain, the foraging and drying of our 

herbs. Until we stop craving to be somewhere else and someone else other 

than animals whose very cells are constituted from the place on earth we 

love the most, then there is little reason to care about the fate of native 

foods, family farms, or healthy landscapes and communities (304).  

Coyote is hoping to be watched once more. Tsócki truly asks that those looking 
back into its piercing stare will see not just the object animal but the elemental nature that 
lives within.  
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“First of all, it’s all true.” 
Coyote, he says this, this way, 

humble yourself, monitoring and meaning 
what he says. 

 
You were born when you came 

from that body, the earth. 
 

 

 

Image 3 - Coyote’s Stare 
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