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Shamanic Origin of Poetry: The Deep Magic of Saying

When we go back into the origins of poetry, we discover the deep magic of Saying, of calling into Being through

our careful, musical relationship to language.

When we write with an awareness of these roots, our writing ratchets up many notches.

Some of my resources here are Jerome Rothenberg’s superb collections, Technicians of the Sacred, and Shaking
the Pumpkin Gourd, as well as source texts, Inanna: Queen of Heaven and Earth, by Diane Wolkstein, Samuel
Noah Kramer, and A Book of Women Poets from Antiquity to Now, by Aliki and Willis Barnstone.

The depth and complexity of early poetry is no way “primitive” .... but rather formative. Language, poetry,
culture, and a richly developed sense of the Numinous all grew up together... profound bedfellows that provide
us inspiring and intricate foundations for our explorations into making poems today. Onward!

MAGIC WORDS

In the very earliest time,

when both people and animals lived on earth,

a person could become an animal if he wanted to
and an animal could become a human being.
Sometimes they were people

and sometimes animals

and there was no difference.

All spoke the same language.

That was the time when words were like magic.
The human mind had mysterious powers.

A word spoken by chance

might have strange consequences.

It would suddenly come alive

and what people wanted to happen could happen—
all you had to do was say it. .
Nobody can explain this:

That’s the way it was.
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oday, like every day, we wake up empty and scared,
Don't open the door to the study and begin reading.
Take down the dulcimer.

Let the beauty we love be what we do.
There are hundreds of ways to kneel and kiss the ground
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Q. But which one is the crocodile that bites?
IT A. That is the top one, the one below has no sense.
Lancuace EVENT

Q. What is the wall in front of you?
A. A man that is virile,

All parts of a hut are named, and the names have references Q. And the wall behind you?
to the sexual relations between man and woman. A. A man who is impotent,
Question. What is the doorstep? Q. Then what is this housepost?
Answer. The doorstep is 2 woman. A. A man who rips a girl apart.
Q. And the crossbar over the door, what is that? Q. And that one?
A. The crossbar is a man. A. The striker of the thighs, the crusher of the little ribe
Q. When the door is being put in, what is that? (Africa: Venda)
A. That is when the man comes. Ly EVENTS
Q. And the hingepin on the door?
A. His penis. :
ing for lilies.
Q. What is the ceiling of the hut and the floor beneath? (1) A man and woman looking for :
A. A boy and a girl who are mating, (2) All the people going down to look for lilies,
. And the bundles hanging down above them? : 3
2 The Pﬁhg:“ Eing (3) Mud taken up looking for lilies. o
3 wiks mud.
Q. Then what is the beaten floor? (4) Washing the lilies in the water to remove
A. That is my aunt. (5) Washing themselves off after the mud has got on them.
. Who has been beating the floor then? S .
E.Ahand. e (6) Lilies in a basket. i
" " [
Q. But what is the door? (7) Walking from the lily place “to go look for a dry p
A. The door is the crocodile. to sit down.”
Q. And if the door is closed, what is that? (Australia: Amhem Land)
A. The crocodile stretching out.
Q. What is the door from the outside?
A The iile’s back DeaTH SOoNG
Q. And if that one is closed? by Juana Manwell (Owl Woman)
A. A pregnant woman.
Q. Then what is a door that is open? 4
A. The woman after delivery. In the great night my heart will go'out
Q. What are the two sides of the river? Toward me tbe darkness comes rattling
A. A boy and a girl when they meet. In the great night my heart will go out

(Papago Indian)
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Write a poem using sapphic stanzas. The stanza is made of four
lines, three identical long(ish) lines and a final short one. The long
lines have an alternating pattern of hard and soft (stressed and
unstressed) syllables that looks like this:

-U-u-uu-u-u
where the dash represents a hard syllable and the u a soft one. The

fourth and the final syllables are common u and can be either hard
or soft. ‘ '

The final line looks like this:
-uu-u

You don’t have to establish any sort of pattern in the way you
choose your common syllables.

This stanza, based on the form that the Greek poet Sappho used,
has an interesting transformation into English. Greek prosody
used a quantitative system based on how long the sounds of
syllables are; we use instead an accentual-syllabic system that
counts stressed and unstressed syllables. In English the form
seems to produce a wide variety of effects. Each of the lines of the

poem starts off with an emphasis or a boom, and the way you use
the rest of your syllables can create comic effects or haunting
effects, happy or sad.

William Meredith offers a recent example on a contemporary
theme. He works with surprise and irony in the beginning of
“Effort at Speech”:

Climbing the stairway grey with urban midnight,

Cheerful, venial, ruminating pleasure,

Darkness takes me, an arm around my throat and
Give me your wallet.

Fearing cowardice more than other terrors,

Angry | wrestle with my unseen partner,

Caught in a ritual not of our own making,
panting like spaniels.

The rhythm of the fourth line in a Sapphic poem is hauntingly
beautiful to me. I always hear it as DAH dah dah dah da. A - z



Shaman Song From a Mayan Pyramid
by John Gilgun

The sun, having no say in the matter, plunges

into the jungle.

Heartbeat retreats backward into heartbeat.

Breath retreats backward into breath.

Speech retreats backward into silence.

Silence retreats backward into blackness.

Black hole retreats backward into black hole,

black water into black water, eenote into cenote.

You must become chaos.

The sun, having no alternative, plummets into the jungle—
The blossom retreats backwards nto the bud.

The eye of the scribe retreats backwards into the glyph.

You are retreating into the small soil of your bones.

As the bird retreats into its cry.

As the jungle retreats into its shadow.

As the ants, in their long corridors of Dreamtlight,

retreat backwards into the sun.

The sun, having no choice, vanishes into the jungle.

You, having no choice, vanish into the limestone of

your bones.

You must be born again as chaos

to give birth to a dancing star.

A jaguar is retreating backwards into the Underworld,

into Xibalba, the sun in his jaws, the sun

in his teeth, the sun in his throat, the sun

in his belly, the sun in his ears, the sun

in his balls, the sun in his paws, the sun

in his claws, the sun in his cock, the sun

in his eyes, the sun in his blood, the sun

in his heart, the sun in his sperm.

You must be born again through this.
This. This sacrificial bliss.
This.

John Gilgun teaches at Missouri Western State College.




THE BEAR

In late winter

[ sometimes glimpse bits of steam
coming up from

some fault in the old snow

and bend close and see it is lung-colored
and put down my nosc

and know

the chilly, enduring odor of bear.

2

I'take a wolf’s rib and whittle

it sharp at both ends

and coil it up

and freezc it in blubber and place it out
on the fairway of the bears.

And when it has vanished

I move out on the bear tracks,
roaming in circles

until I come to the first, tentative, dark
splash on the earth.

And [ set out

running, following the splashes

of blood wandering over the world.
At the cut, gashed resting places

I stop and rest,

at the crawl-marks

where he lay out on his belly

to overpass some stretch of bauchy ice
I lie out

dragging myself forward with bear-knives in my fists,

3
On the third day I begin to starve,
at nightfall I bend down as I knew I would
at a turd sopped in blood,
and hesitate, and pick it up,
and thrust it in my mouth, and gnash it down,
and rise

and go on running.
- 4

On the seventh day,
living by now on bear blood alone,

I can see his upturned carcass far out ahead, a scraggled,

steamy hulk,
the heavy fur riffling in the wind.

I come up to him

and stare at the narrow-spaced, petty cyes,
the dismayed .
face laid back on the shoulder, the nostrils
flared, catching

perhaps the first taint of me as he

died.

I hack

a ravine in his thigh, and ear and drink,

and tear him down his whole length

and open him and dlimb in

and close him up after me, against the wind,
and sleep. s

And dream

of lumbering flatfooted

over the tundra,

stabbed twice from within,

splattering a trail behind me,

splattering it out no matter which way I lurch,
no matter which parabola of bear-transcendence,
which dance of solitude I attempt,

which gravity-clutched leap,

which trudge, which groan.

6

Until one day I totter and fall—

fall on this

stomach that has tried so hard to keep up,

to digest the blood as it leaked in,

to break up

and digest the bone itself: and now the breeze
blows over me, blows off

the hideous belches of ill-digested bear blood
and rotted stomach

and the ordinary, wretched odor of bear,

blows across

my sore, lolled tongue a song

or screech, until I think I must rise up
and dance. And I lie still.

7

[ awaken I think. Marshlights

reappear, geese

come trailing again up the flyway.

In her ravine under old snow the dam-bear

lies, licking

lumps of smeared fur

and drizzly eyes into shapes

with her tongue. And one

hairy-soled trudge stuck out before me,

the next groaned out,

the next,

the next,

the rest of my days I spend

wandering: wondering

what, anyway,

was rhatysticli'y infusion, that rank flavor of blood, that poetry
by which I lived?

Galway Kinnell, 1927~



LAST TIME AT THE BUEN

Say coyote and mean surprise.

Say fallen petals and mean the way you look at me.

Say espinaca and mean the color leaves learn at birth.

Say doorway and mean a courtyard from memory.

Say chocolate and mean little Buddha in the mouth.

Say febrero and mean first scent of sweet acacia on the wind.

When we are gone say lemon tree, say new buds, say palm fronds,
And mean that you loved it here.
Say maguey and mean thorny guardians of the heart.

Say mesquite and mean the rattle of later.

Say that twice and mean the rattle heard over long distances of night alone.
Say stars falling, and don’t mean that.

Say fish in the quiet pond and mean early rain.

Say starfish and | can’t tell you what that means.

Say cloud and mean a dream that wakes you.

Say glass table and mean the first step on a journey.
Say tamales and mean Kalamata olives.

Say | will give you what | have brought and mean voice.
Say doorway again and see what it means.

Say look one more time and mean thank you.
~Judyth Hill



