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A Zuni Corridor of memory

Whenever I visit the 
Grand Canyon I am 
always impressed 

with an array of metaphors.  The 
vertical-ness of the canyon, the 
sense of being in a womb, the 
gradations of temperatures and life 
forms, and the ascension into the 
world we live in today. Think of 
the Grand Canyon and images that 

probably come to mind are of river 
rapids, dramatic rim-to-rim vistas, 
and a paradise for desert wildlife.  
But to the Zuni people or A:shiwi 
as we call ourselves, the Grand 
Canyon is not only a magnificent 
natural resource, it is essential 
to our culture and an integral 
connected piece within a complex 
cultural landscape extending 
into what are now four states and 
Central America.
  
The Grand Canyon or 
Chimik’yana’kya is a place of 
emergence where ancestral Zunis 
spent time adjusting to the surface 
world after emerging from a place 
beneath the canyon.  After some 
time at the canyon our people 
began a search for the middle 
place, which we eventually found 
near our present day Zuni village 

in Western New 
Mexico.  If you 
followed the Little 
Colorado River 
upstream from its 
confluence at the 
larger Colorado 
River you would 
eventually find 
yourself precisely 
at modern day Zuni.  
From a bird’s eye 
view this tributary to the 
Colorado River and others 
can essentially be seen as 
converging paths that trace our 
movement and history to and 
from the canyon. Of course the 
migration from the Grand Canyon 
to Zuni took a very long time 
and during this great movement 
groups of Zuni journeyed the 
Colorado River’s tributaries to 
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occupy Mesa Verde, Canyon de 
Chelly, Chaco Canyon and other 
well known prehistoric puebloan 
sites in the four corners region 
before returning to the main group 
of Zuni at the middle place.  These 
ancient villages along with their 
associated shrines and monuments 
were blessed by our ancestors and 
consequently remain consecrated 
ground, forever in the thoughts and 
prayers of our people.

Today about ten thousand Zuni 
make a living as farmers, artists, 
teachers, and technicians who 
are continually adjusting and 
innovating lifestyles within our 
local economy and by necessity the 
global economy and its complex of 
influences.  While Zuni is probably 
best known for producing intricate 
silver and turquoise jewelry, pottery, 
and stone carvings we are now 
extending our creative, intellectual 
and economic reach to embrace 
new opportunities in electronic 
media, healthcare, museum 
collections, and real estate to name 
only a few areas of interest. Within 
this modern world we still continue 
long established customs and rituals 
that reference our emergence at the 
Grand Canyon, our time spent there, 
and ascension from the canyon in 
search of the middle place.  Stories 
of erupting volcanoes, earthquakes, 
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and creatures no longer seen in this 
region attest to the strength and 
continuity of our oral history.  

Zuni is an isolated language and 
unrelated to any other language 
in the world and it is also one of 
the requisites to understanding the 
cultural formula that contains Zuni 
knowledge of the universe and 
cosmological processes.  But don’t 
expect an answer from a Zuni about 
the meaning of life or how to find 
one’s self.  Zuni are very protective 
of cultural knowledge and most 
will not attempt to explain the Zuni 
world and its intricacies to the 
outside public.  Yet considering the 
threats to Zuni cultural resources 
within the Grand Canyon and 
across the Colorado Plateau it is 
vital to inform the outside public 
that to the Zuni this land, its waters, 
and even the ancient dwellings are 
sacred life sustaining forces.

After experiencing thousands of 
seasons on the Colorado Plateau 
and passing those experiences 
on to generation after generation 
of Zuni it makes sense that we 
continue to see the Grand Canyon 
as not simply a physical entity 
but as a cultural landscape.  And 
while a Zuni may not always be 
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at the canyon to represent a Zuni 
perspective, I hope all visitors to 
the Colorado River will pause and 
appreciate how practically every 
experience on the river, including 
seeing rainbows arching across 
the river have been and always 
will be part of the continuous Zuni 
experience.
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