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The Healing Arts:  Navajo Words and Images 
 

In 2001 Ann and Tony Gengarelly visited the Navajo Nation in Arizona to 
teach a week-long, poetry/art/bookmaking workshop at The Little Singer 
Community School.  Elders and their children participated.  Thus began a 
relationship with the Navajo people (Dine) of the Bird Springs Chapter near Leupp, 
AZ, that has continued to the present day, including more workshops and 
expanding connections within the Dine community.   Ann is a poet-teacher with 
over twenty-five years of working with children and adults in various educational 
settings. Tony is a Professor of Art History and Museum Studies at Massachusetts 
College of Liberal Arts. 

The tradition of poetry and art is deeply rooted in Navajo culture.  Poetry is 
sung during Navajo rituals where art is expressed as sand painting.  The painted 
sand images create a spiritual map as well as a space for healing. The chanter’s 
words summon the holy yei (from the earth’s center) for spiritual renewal: the 
reestablishment of Hozhone (harmony with all living creatures and the natural 
world) for the one sung over (the “patient”).  Spiritual healing through the arts is 
essential to Navajo culture. 

Navajo life is diverse in many ways, but cultural traditions are still practiced 
with strong family (clan) ties and association with an agricultural, sheep-herding 
economy.  Navajo arts such as weaving depend on wool, much of it from local 
sheep.  Indigenous plants supply vegetable dies for the yarn.  Clans are headed by 
women who are also the weavers.  Grandmother matriarchs teach weaving skills 
to their daughters and granddaughters.  Navajos are known for fine tapestry 
weaving.  Their rugs are works of art and usually hung on the wall.  Weaving 
patterns are colorful and varied with symbols related to the landscape and Dine 
cultural practices. 

 
 
 



The Navajo people have a strong connection to the earth.  It is their 
mother, as the sky is their father.  The earth and sky spirits (the holy yei) teach 
and heal through stories and ceremonies that are filled with poetry and art.  The 
breach in history and culture (the soul wound) experienced by the Dine has 
separated many of them from their former connection to the land.  Many reside 
in tract housing and live or work at a distance from their Navajo homeland.  Many 
Navajo families are divided and have experienced various levels of dysfunction.  

Taught by Ann, the poetry has revealed a well-spring of grief for the loss of 
family and the land.  In the safe environment of poetry writing the participants 
have given voice to an inner calling for traditional healing and connection.  From 
poems of praise for mothers, fathers, grandparents to heart wrenching 
descriptions of loss and pleas for connection, these poems touch the Navajo 
culture’s emotional core—its traditions, daily rituals and ceremonies—in a highly 
personal and communally significant way.   

Taught by Tony, the art is compelling and at times remarkably expressive as 
it illustrates the words and surrounds the poetry with symbolic design reminiscent 
of Navajo rugs and sand paintings.  Fabricated by the students, the books record 
their creative moments.  The art and books on display are facsimiles (artful 
combinations of copied material) that resemble originals no longer available.   

At the conclusion of each session the participants create a sacred circle for 
sharing, and often tears accompany spoken words as the group holds a healing 
space for the reader.  This poetry sharing has been profound and moving as well 
as lasting in the memories of all those who have participated, including staff from 
the school and visitors from the University of Northern Arizona and as far away as 
Australia and Vermont. 

 
 



I wish to thank Miriam Dror and Etta Shirley who, with determination and 
skillful management, have made our experience at Little Singer School possible.  
Our heartfelt connection to Paul Joe and his family has been an important 
touchstone for our work.  We also are grateful for the assistance and 
encouragement of many teachers and staff at Little Singer School, especially 
Sharon Watson, Anita Ryan, Varian Begay, and Daniel Ashkie. 
 
Tony Gengarelly, Ph.D. 
Professor, Art History and Museum Studies 
Fine and Performing Arts Department 





















Shima 
 
You gave me life on this earth 
I remember you were happy 
Always laughing and always joking  
 
Shima 
 
You were always teaching 
How to cook 
How to weave traditional rugs 
How to sew pretty blankets square to square. 
 
You taught me life is hard. 
You told me many stories 
Summer stories and winter stories of our people 
A long time ago. 
 
I love you Shima. 
Shima you were my strength 
We traveled many miles together. 
 
I miss you Shima 
It is lonely without you 
It hurts me because you are gone 
I miss being with you Shima. 
 
Mary Morris, FACE* parent, 2012 
 



My Mom 
 
You gave me ideas 
I never knew before— 
Hair buns worn for certain ceremonies, 
Navajo jewelry made of turquoise and silver 
That shines like hundreds of stars. 
 
You gave me kindness. 
When I was fifteen I remember the Navajo dress 
You made me, taking fourteen days  
That seemed as long as windy days. 
You talked to me in a voice as gentle 
As a bird’s song. 
 

La Tanya Lee, FACE* parent, 2012 

 

 






















































