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Welcome to the second in our monthly 

series, Get to Know! Here, we’ll turn the 

spotlight on contemporary Black and Brown 

poets and writers, with the goal of 

amplifying under-represented voices in 

literature. These writers’ books are currently 

available in the Women Writing for (a) 

Change library. 
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“You cannot get away from the fact that 

language is communal. As you make it, it’s 

carrying your body somewhere. It’s carrying 

your body to another body, to a group of 

bodies, or to your own body at another time, 

when suddenly your body is engaged in 

some way, some physical way,” writes 

Natalie Diaz. 

 

To read Diaz is to ask, “What is the body?” 

To experience the physicality of words, and 

question our embodiment of them; how far 

does the body reach? To what does touch 

connect us? Diaz is Mojave and an enrolled 

member of the Gila River Indian Tribe. In 

addition to being a poet, essayist and linguist 

(she has worked to learn and revitalize the 

Mojave language), she has traveled Europe 

and Asia as a professional basketball player. 

As the dedication of her most recent book, 

Postcolonial Love Poem (Graywolf Press, 

2020) explains, she writes “toward our many 

bodies of flesh, language, land and water.” 

 

This book indeed is an expression of love. 

For rivers, for ancestors, for lovers—and 

often, it’s hard to tell the difference. We find 

ourselves asking, “Where is the line between 

beloveds? (And, is there one?)” These 

thoughts are sometimes explored in what 

might feel like miniature lyric essays of 

intertwining thoughts. In “The First Water Is 

the Body,” Diaz writes: 

 

“In Mojave thinking, body and land are the 

same. The words are separated only by the 

letters ‘ii and ‘a: ‘iimat for body, ‘amat for 

land. In conversation, we often use the 

shortened form for each: mat-. Unless you 

know the context of a conversation, you 

might not know if we are speaking about our 

body or our land. You might not know 

which has been injured, which is 

remembering, which is alive, which was 

dreamed, which needs care. You might not 

know we mean both. 

 

If I say, My river is disappearing, do I also 

mean, My people are 

disappearing?”         Of course, central to 

http://www.nataliegermainediaz.com/


any exploration of body and love is the self. 

The same poem states: “I carry a river. It is 

who I am: ‘Aha Makav. This is not 

metaphor.” Or, put another way, in “exhibits 

from The American Water Museum,”: “I am 

fluent in water. Water is fluent in my 

body— / it spoke my body into existence.” 

 

In an interview with the Sycamore Review, 

Diaz elaborates on how the self fits into her 

work: 

 

“Autonomy is something I’m really in deep 

inquiry about. What does it mean? For me, 

pleasure is a big part of autonomy. The 

autonomy of pleasure has been denied to 

most women, but definitely women of color, 

queer women, queer people, any of us who 

have been othered in any way, whether it’s 

class or gender, nationhood—we have been 

denied pleasure, and it’s been dictated for 

us. You’re okay to be the object of 

somebody else’s pleasure, but what does it 

mean for me to be a queer Indigenous Latinx 

woman and say I want and I desire?” 

 

Diaz does not shy away from pleasure in the 

context of queer love. The speaker of the 

opening title poem muses, “Your hips are 

quartz-light and dangerous, / two rose-

horned rams ascending a soft desert wash / 

before the November sky untethers a 

hundred-year flood— / the desert returned 

suddenly to its ancient sea.” Still, her 

subjects are broad. In the same interview, 

Diaz asks, “How can I treat every body like 

the body of the beloved? That is something 

that began towards the end of writing When 

My Brother Was An Aztec and it’s the main 

core of Post-Colonial Love Poem. It’s the 

idea of saying that love is not at all what we 

thought it was, the way touch is not at all 

what we thought it was. They’re simply our 

ways of moving around one another and 

knowing who we are in relation to one 

another.”  

 

This searching for a way to love is felt 

throughout Diaz’s work. In her first poetry 

collection, When My Brother Was an Aztec 

(Copper Canyon Press, 2012), the poems’ 

speaker paints her drug-addicted brother as a 

sort of surreal, magical realistic entity, 

possibly as a means of approaching with 

love that which can be difficult to love. In 

“No More Cake Here,” the speaker recounts 

the (imagined? dreamt?) commemoration of 

her brother after his death: 

 

Two mutants came to the door. / One looked 

almost human. They wanted / to know if my 

brother had willed them the pots / and pans 

and spoons stacked in his basement 

bedroom. / They said they missed my 

brother’s cooking and did we / have any 

cake. No more cake here, I told them. / Well, 

what’s in the piñata? they asked. I told them 

/ God was and they ran into the desert, 

barefoot. / I gave Dad his slice and put 

Mom’s in the freezer. / I brought up the pots 

and pans and spoons / (really, my brother 

was a horrible cook), banged them / together 

like a New Year’s Day celebration. 

 

But by reading Diaz, we know that asking, 

“How might I love you?” doesn’t just mean 

“you.” The question is really, “How might I 

love you, we, us, them, me?” In other words: 

“How might I love?”  

 

***** 

 

Natalie Diaz earned a BA and MFA at Old 

Dominion University. Born and raised in the 

Fort Mojave Indian Village in Needles, 

California, she is a Chancellor of the 

Academy of American Poets, a 2018 

MacArthur Foundation Fellow, a Lannan 

Literary Fellow, and a Native Arts Council 

Foundation Artist Fellow, among many 

others. She teachers at Arizona State 

University. 

https://sycamorereview.com/2019/05/28/natalie-diaz/


 

More information can be found here: 

www.nataliegermainediaz.com 

 

Envelopes of Air: A epistolary poetry 

project in collaboration with Ada Limón 

 

New Yorker Podcast: Natalie and Ada 

discuss the above project with host Kevin 

Young 

 

American Arithmetic: A short film featuring 

a poem by Natalie  

 

Natalie discusses her book, Postcolonial 

Love Poem 

 

 

http://www.nataliegermainediaz.com/
https://www.newyorker.com/books/poems/envelopes-of-air-ada-limon-and-natalie-diaz-forge-a-bond-amid-the-shifting-landscape-of-contemporary-america
https://www.newyorker.com/podcast/poetry/ada-limon-and-natalie-diaz-discuss-envelopes-of-air
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bx41ehf1aoM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fP-Cq8MXBDI&t=2s

