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This thesis is a collection of twenty visual poems and a poetics statement that comments on 

LandBack, biodiversity, and conservation. The visual poems draw maps of occupied Indigenous 

territories in tribal languages and draw the bodies of animals on definition examples to create the 

body of the poems. The poems rely on the images of the animals and mapped territories to create 

poems which that these animals and territories as sacred. This creative writing is influenced by 

the Yoeme bwikam, the NDN Collective, The Red Nation, Jessica Mehta, Layli Long Soldier, 

and our non-human relatives with whom we share the land. 
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Poetics Statement 

Bwai (pronounced bawey) is the Yoeme (my Native lineage) word translating to land, 

referring to dirt and soil. There is no Yoeme word for map or the act of cartographic 

representation, or at least there is no word or words I have found with this meaning. Mapping 

may well be a product of a different culture and historical time. When thinking about how to 

describe what these poems are, what they are about, and what they do, I envision these poems as 

a remapping of land and territory.   

I titled my thesis bwai in Yoeme because Yoeme is the language spoken by the Yoemem 

(also called Yaqui) predating the usage of Spanish or English that resulted from settler 

colonialism. I am interested as an artist in how working in different languages might affect the 

ways I and others think. Experiences with language are not a monolith even among speakers of 

the same languages. How do I think differently about the word bwai rather than the word land? I 

have my unique associations regarding the words bwai and land that may not be shared by 

others, associations with concepts like Indigenous Landback (also called land reclamation or 

repatriation), the need for sustainability within farming, agriculture, and development practices, 

to live in reciprocity with the land and our non-human relatives with whom we share the land.  

The word bwai reminds me of bwikam. Bwikam are songs performed to celebrate 

religious rituals, songs like “Kooni Mahai” (Crow is Afraid) and “Yoyo Vaikumarewi” 

(Enchanted Enchanted Dragonfly). I associate bwai with songs, animals, poetry, lyrics, and 

music. Like many, I grew up as a city-Native, detribalized due to colonialism. Detribalization 

refers to the colonial process that forces tribal people to abandon their cultural customs and adopt 

colonial ways of living resulting in the erasure of tribal organizations. I did not hear these songs 

growing up in cities and suburbs, and so I also associate bwai with loss and ache. 



The first poem in this book is “The ʔísil Map of San Bernardino.” I started with San 

Bernardino in California because it is where I started, where I was born, and where I first lived. 

Before it was San Bernardino, the ʔívilũqaletem had their names in ʔívilũʔat (Ivilyuat) for the 

area. I have not yet found these names, but my search continues. Due to settler colonialism, the 

names of many places were changed to Spanish or English. 

While researching ʔívilũʔat I found the word ʔísil which translates as coyote. I thought of 

the poem “The Chaffinch Map of Scotland” by Edwin Morgan, a visual poem in the shape of a 

map comprised of the word chaffinch (a common name for a type of bird). Similarly, to how The 

Red Deal written by The Red Nation is adapted from The Green New Deal introduced by 

Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez of New York and Senator Edward J. Markey of 

Massachusetts, “The ʔísil Map of San Bernardino” and the other map poems in my thesis are my 

adaptation of Morgan’s poem. Regarding the usage of Indigenous Nations over tribes, some 

people might dislike the use of nations. I use it in my thesis to reflect the movement for 

Indigenous Nation sovereignty like within The Red Nation. 

In the article “Chaffinch Map of Scotland” for Big Think, Frank Jacobs describes 

Morgan’s poem as a “multilayered combination of poetry, cartography, ornithology, linguistics, 

and maybe just a hint of Scottish nationalism.” Jacobs also speculates another interpretation of 

the poem could contain “maybe a deeply ironical mocking” of Scottish nationalism. Morgan uses 

different Scottish words and places them on the map in relation to their use in regional dialects. 

In comparison to Morgan’s poem my thesis is perhaps a less ironic, more sincere, and more 

multilayered combination of poetry, cartography, linguistics, ecology, racial justice, 

conservation, biodiversity, and LandBack. 



 I used common names for animals in English when mapping different cities in the 

United States. English is my first language fluency, and it is the language in which I have been 

formally trained as a poet. It is also the language used by many people living in the territories 

being mapped. However, it is not the first language spoken in these territories. The relationships 

of Native people with English are complicated and result from language discrimination and 

erasure. This discriminatory relationship is shared by many people living in territories with 

histories of colonialism. Others and I have experienced linguistic discrimination living in the 

United States in the cities that are mapped in my thesis. I decided to use Indigenous languages 

from these territories as another layer handwritten over the maps typed in English to combat 

linguistic discrimination and the erasure of Indigenous languages.  

In many Native cultures, our relatives extend beyond members of our family. Our 

relatives do not need to be human. Our non-human relatives are the plants and animals with 

whom we share the land. Even objects within nature like water, the land, and the sky could be 

considered our relatives. I remembered the coyotes I used to see in my neighborhood--in the 

street, and in our driveway--which was common like brewing coffee in the morning or seeing 

birds in feeders. I was reminded of the legends I have heard where Coyote is the elder brother of 

the first people, how Coyote plays a role in different creation stories, and of the woi (Yoeme bow 

leaders, spiritual leaders, and stewards of the land named after coyotes) while making the “The 

ʔísil Map of San Bernardino.”  

I could not also help but associate my thesis with the way Indigenous people have been 

underrepresented and marginalized within the process of cartographic representation. A resource 

I used while writing this book is the Native Land Digital website (https://native-land.ca/). The 

mission of the Native Land Digital is “to map Indigenous lands in a way that changes, 



challenges, and improves the way people see the history of their countries and peoples.” I found 

the Native Land Digital site a useful resource for my thesis. The Native Land Digital shows that 

San Bernardino for example includes territory originally lived on by the ʔívilũqaletem, Kizh 

(pronounced Keech), Tongva, Maarenga’yam, and Yuhaviatam. These tribal names have been 

changed, renamed in Spanish exonyms when tribal languages were outlawed, and still identified 

by the United States and California government as Cahuilla, Gabrieleno (named after the Spanish 

Mission San Gabriel Arcángel built on Kizh and Tongva land), and Serrano (Spanish translating 

to Highlander in English).  

In Jessica Mehta’s poem “RED /ACTED,” she uses erasure of the English language along 

with the image of her great-great-uncle. The form is a visual antipode, a form Mehta created in 

2015, and the poem is intended to be read word-by-word forward and backward. Inspired by 

Mehta’s combination of visual art with redaction in an antipode, I created visual poems in the 

shape of animals using erasure of the English language. 

I used the Free Dictionary by Farlex website (https://www.thefreedictionary.com) to 

create three paged poems then drew an animal illustration on each page over the text. I entered 

the English common name for the different animals into the search box. The website search 

results provide me with different dictionary definitions from different sources, always in the 

same order. I elected to use multiple definitions from different sources for each animal. This 

source provided me with roughly a full page of text (the length of the results does vary; some 

definitions are longer in character count than others) I could then draw on for erasure.  

As for why three pages. I decided I wanted the number of pages to be the same for each 

animal. I did not want three pages for “Coyote,” six for “Snake,” or a thousand for “Cricket.” I 

was worried audiences would interpret page length to think that one animal was more important 



than another which is something I wanted to avoid. I could have done more than three pages per 

animal, but since I was doing ten different animals (one animal for each place) I wanted to keep 

the number to something manageable. Having three pages for each animal provided me with 

page space to create different illustrations and combinations of illustrations.  

The poems are titled after animals. My thesis explores human relationships with nature 

and other species. We have been less than generous to many of our non-human relatives, much 

of this relationship is determined by colonial behavior. Regarding sustainability in materials, I 

used the materials I already had available. Not the most sustainable materials considering the 

environmental impact of the paper and marker industry, but I was able to avoid producing more 

waste that comes with buying new recycled paper and markers.  

These poems present an interesting question regarding how to read them. Adhering to the 

order of words in other English books the poems could be read first from left to right, then top to 

bottom. So that “Coyote” for an example could read as the following: 

Coyote 

 

Hunt  

Moon curser, 

Forrest fires 

One  

And 

 



Live 

Food 

Found as far 

Roaming 

Legends 

Having 

Fur 

Often for days 

Who 

Coyote from 

Coyote 

Roaming the deserts 

 

Destroy 

Reduced 

Predators 

Larger than  

In the  



Length 

Inhabit open 

Carrion 

Native western 

Animal  

Similarly, to Mehta’s “RED /ACTED,” these poems are visual antipodes and are intended 

to be read word-by-word forward and backward. So “Coyote” could also be read as the 

following: 

Coyote 

 

Animal 

Western Native 

Carrion 

Open inhabit 

Length 

The in 

Than larger 



Predators 

Reduced 

Destroy 

 

    Deserts the roaming 

Coyote 

From coyote 

Who 

Days for often 

Fur 

Having 

Legends 

Roaming 

Far as found 

Food 

Live 



 

And 

One 

Fires forrest 

Curser moon 

Hunt 

Similarly, to the visual poems using text printed on sheet metal in the shape of star quilts 

from “Responsibilities and Obligations: Understanding Mitákuye Oyásʼiŋ” curated by 

Clementine Bordeaux, Mary V. Bordeaux, and Layli Long Soldier, the thesis presents readers 

with the opportunity to make their version of the poem by reading the words in a different order. 

The form has visual material, the illustrations, the text within the illustrations, and the text 

outside of the illustrations are visual elements of each page. The form suggests to the viewer 

there is a relationship between the text and the illustrations, and that also suggests to the viewer 

they have a role in the creation and interpretation of this relationship.  

These poems present opportunities for creative expansion moving forward. It would 

make sense moving forward with these poems to translate them into different tribal languages. I 

also think there is the option to create an interactive version of the poem where readers can 

choose the order of words themselves on an interactive website version where readers could 

rearrange the word placement.  



In Johanna Drucker’s essay “The Virtual Codex from Page Space to E-space” published 

in A Companion to Digital Literary Studies, when considering the conventional formatting of 

books, Drucker writes, “the familiarity of conventions causes them to become invisible, and their 

origin within activity even more so” (226). Drucker is aware that the formatting of books has 

historical origins. The graphical elements: the format, spacing, layout, and design, are all choices 

which comprise the page space and suggest how page space should be read or interacted with. 

These elements “are not arbitrary or decorative but serve as functional cognitive guides” (226). 

The elements of a book are functional or utilitarian. In my thesis, the elements embody my 

decision meant to influence how the reader will identify the object, interpret the purpose of the 

thesis, and interpret how to interact with the art. 

Regarding the maps within the book as objects, and thinking of bias in maps, I am 

reminded of when Drucker’s writes that “the familiarity of conventions causes them to become 

invisible, and their origin within activity even more so” (226). I worry the conventionality of 

maps conceals their bias and causes their bias to become invisible. In my thesis, the maps present 

me with the question of how can that territory be returned. 

Thinking about the graphic elements of these poems and how they suggest readers should 

interact with them, makes me think about how these pieces could be interactive in ways that 

contribute to material sustainability efforts. Monetization of the book could go towards land 

taxes, where Indigenous Nations are paid for lands stolen (Though in my view paying money 

does not mean land should not be returned). Monetization could be donated to organizations 

fundraising to repatriate land after purchase. In addition to donating funds from the monetization 

of the book to LandBack or conservation organizations, I am also interested in how the 

exhibition of these poems could create opportunities for the reader to engage in an act of 



community and sustainability as part of the performance of the work. For example, what if there 

was a sculpture of a carp (from the “Carp” poem) at the LA River where people could fill the 

sculpture up with plastic packaging.  

While the practice of land acknowledgments has had an impact on my thesis, it has also 

been influenced by the LandBack efforts of Indigenous rights activists and organizations. The 

LANDBACK movement by the NDN Collective and The Red Deal by The Red Nation both 

influence my thesis. The political argument that the only justice for stolen land is returning land 

informs my art.  

The Indigenous Action podcast and The Red Nation have been instructive when 

speculating what Native liberation from colonialism speculatively might look like. The pilot 

episode of the Indigenous Action podcast “Acknowledge This!” has been influential on how I 

view land acknowledgments given at universities. The hosts Bonn, Anthony, Klee, and the 

guests Amrah Salomón J, Alex Soto, and Chizhi Jack point out that these acknowledgments 

often take the form of tokenizing gestures and do not do anything materially to benefit 

Indigenous communities and sovereignty.  

To put a fine point on it, I believe that it is hypocritical to acknowledge that land and 

territory have been stolen from Indigenous people without committing to material efforts to 

return that land and territory to Indigenous people. These efforts consist of the actions of the 

organizations above. They include mutual aid, petitions, events, fundraisers, and campaigns 

meant to return governance of territory and sovereignty to Indigenous communities.  

Throughout my time as a graduate student in the Master of Fine Arts in Creative Writing 

and Poetics at the University of Washington Bothell, I have been involved in writing and giving 



land acknowledgments for different literary events and artist talks. I have done these 

acknowledgments for Clamor the university literary and arts journal website and events, for the 

MFA literary events series Gamut, and the MFA program artists talks and reading From the 

Convergence Zone. I want the people listening to my acknowledgments at these events to 

support the material and political conditions of Indigenous communities. Therefore, I have 

compiled a list of different Native justice organizations to share during these acknowledgments. 

It is hard to say what Indigenous liberation from colonialism might speculatively look 

like because it is something that I have never experienced. Let me speculate, perhaps this would 

resemble something like rights reformation in Bolivian politics under the leadership of former 

President Juan Evo Morales Ayma. Morales is Indigenous Amayan, and his presidency led to 

positions in Congress for Indigenous groups and federal recognition for Indigenous Nations. 

However, he resigned and was temporarily exiled following political unrest and an illegal 

military coup that resulted from his attempt to end presidential term limits. I am unsure about the 

limitations to reformation in democratic countries like Bolivia and the United States where the 

construction of political and government systems has been historically designed to erase 

Indigenous communities. 

There is a precedent for Indigenous land reclamation in the US. Kanaka Maoli, Native 

Hawaiians formed organizations like Aboriginal Lands of Hawaiian Ancestry (ALOHA) and 

Protect Kaho’olawe ‘Ohana to fight the US for sovereignty. US occupation turned the island of 

Kaho’olawe (a local fishing, cultural, and sacred site) into a bombing practice range. Protesters 

faced criminalization (including arrests, and jail time) for decades from the US while occupying 

Kaho’olawe. Protesters halted the bombing in 1990 and reclaimed the island for restoration in 



1994. The island is closed to the public and there are restoration volunteer opportunities with the 

Kaho’olawe Island Reserve Commission (KIRC). The restoration efforts are still ongoing.  

In “How Returning Lands to Native Tribes Is Helping Protect Nature” published by Yale 

Environment 360, Jim Robbins writes, “The use of Indigenous management styles that evolved 

over many centuries of cultures immersed in nature — formally called Traditional Ecological 

Knowledge (TEK) — is increasingly seen by conservationists as synergistic with the global 

campaign to protect biodiversity and to manage nature in a way that hedges against climate 

change.” In Seattle, the Sacred Spaces non-profit is raising funds to buy property (named the 

Heron’s Nest), which will be repatriated the Duwamish Tribe. The Heron’s Nest restoration 

efforts are still ongoing and there are restoration volunteer opportunities. 

I am interested in how the book as a form of art can be viewed historically in relation to 

colonialism. The Yoemem did not use written books before colonization. The language was 

spoken and not written. The Yoemem have oral storytelling praxis and a form of pre-colonial art 

in Yoeme culture featuring storytelling and poetry is the bwikam. The lyrics are poetic and often 

tell stories about people or animals as sacred figures.  

In “Knotations on a Quipo” (found in Threads Talks Series by Steve Clay and Kyle 

Schlesinger) by Cecilia Vicuña, she writes “Pizzaro [the chief of the Spanish invaders in Peru] 

presented Atahualpa [the Inca ruler] with a book, and Atahualpa looked at it. He had never seen 

such a thing. And Pizzaro, through interpreters, said, ‘Here is the Voice of God’: a Bible. So 

Atahualpa picked it up put it to his ear, and he said, ‘There is nothing to be heard,’ and threw it 

to the floor. That sealed his destiny. Soon after that, he was captured and killed. That is the story 

of the arrival of the book in our lands.” In her essay, Vicuña places the book as a form in a 



relationship historically to colonialism in Peru before expanding on her relationship to the quipo, 

which are recording devices consisting of knotted textile cords in varying lengths. 

I am not making a case for a value judgment against books as a form. I cannot, nor do I 

desire to deny the historical, spiritual, and cultural significance of literature and written language. 

However, I think there is a valid argument to be made those forms like bwikam and quipo 

(Vicuña notes quipo originates around the same time as writing began and may even predate the 

written form in the fourth millennium BC or five thousand years ago) are also formats of 

historical, spiritual, and cultural significance, forms of spiritual instruments, and forms with 

spiritual utility. 

My thesis work is connected to the land since the text is inspired by LandBack work. 

While working on my thesis I have been in lock-down in Seattle because of the pandemic. I have 

been unable to travel, unable to go to these places in California. There are hand-drawn or hand-

written elements to these pieces and there is a perceptible softening and thickening of the lines 

from the pressure of my hand, but I still worry about the ways this work might be disconnected 

from the land itself and disconnected from Indigenous communities. I think further expansions of 

this work should be focused on furthering these connections. Sculptures, where the audience 

would have to visit the land to engage with the art, would further the connection to the land. 

Translations would further connect the thesis to the Indigenous languages used and be inclusive 

to speakers of those languages.  

While working on my thesis, I saw a children’s show City of Ghosts on Netflix. The 

episode titled “Tovaangar” featured the Tongva language and showed a map of Tovaangar, what 

the Tongva people call Los Angeles. The map of Tovaangar reminded me of “The Poetics of 

Mapping Diaspora, Navigating Culture, and Being From” essay by Craig Santos Perez. Perez 



writes “in the preface to my first book of poems, published by Tinfish Press in 2008, I wrote: On 

some maps, Guam doesn’t exist; I point to an empty space in the Pacific and say, ‘I’m from 

here.’ On some maps, Guam is a small, unnamed island; I say, ‘I’m from this unnamed place.’” 

This bias within cartographic representation explored in Perez’s work, reminds me of my 

inability to find the name for San Bernardino in ʔívilũʔat and how I am unable to map San 

Bernardino the way Tovaangar has been mapped in Tongva.  

In her “Jordan Peterson's Ideology | Philosophy Tube” video essay on YouTube, Abigail 

Thorn says “There is a word for this, a word for when there are notes not being played, whose 

absence is assumed to be natural, and which helps construct a political community through 

subjectification. And the word is ideology.” Rather than framed as the result of racist and 

genocidal policies, the colonial ideology assumes the occupation of Indigenous territories to be 

natural when it is the slow-moving genocide that continues in the present. 

The places mapped in this work are drawn because I have a connection to each place, and 

they are presented in chronological order regarding my relationship to them. The places mapped 

in my thesis are where I am from, where I have lived. Lands with which I am in the process of 

being from. Another opportunity for expanding on the creative work in my thesis involves 

researching the local histories of these territories to find ways to remap these histories. 

 I came to Washington from California to get my MFA at the University of Washington, 

Bothell. The campus is built on ancestral lands stolen from the Sts’ahpabš, a tribe of an estimated 

80 to 200 people which no longer exists. They were relocated to the Tulalip and Suquamish 

reservations during the mid-1800s and living descendants are enrolled in other tribes. 



I currently reside in the occupied Dxʷdəwʔabš (pronounced doodewabsh in Lushootseed) 

territory of Seattle (named after Suq’ʷabš and Dxʷdəwʔabš Chief Siʔaɫ, pronounced see-oth.). 

Seattle is developed on wetlands, and multiple species of salmon depend on the river systems. 

Sʔuladxʷ is the Dxʷləšucid (Snohomish Lushootseed) word translating to salmon. Snohomish 

territory is generally considered to be North of Seattle, but many Snohomish people (part of the 

Tulalip Tribes of Washington) live in the city. The contamination of the industrial waterfronts 

with toxic pollution is a problem for residents and our marine life relatives. According to The 

Red Deal by The Red Nation, LandBack is a solution to this problem since Indigenous Nations 

would have sovereignty over industrialization to protect the water, marine life relatives, and 

biodiversity.  
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