STITCHES OF MEMORY

LIVING THE PAST AND REMEMBERING THE FUTURE

TELL ME A STORY - A PROLOGUE
The child, wonder upon her brow, asks:

Tell me a story of a time when
the land still spoke freely to us,

of a time when we dwelt upon her.

Tell me a story of the time
when I knew all the creeks and rivers
that crossed upon her splendor,
of a time when the grass sang,

and the wind whispered in my ear.

Ahkku [grandmother] answers:

There is a line in the center back.
It is strong because it needs to be.

Carrying the gakti, the center line is where we start. It is where the gakti begins to take form;
shaping itself into the cloak of ancestors, carried on our backs, covering us in ancestral

wisdom and the safety of knowing,

“I am clothed in and by my ancestors”."!

! This was first published as a poem in Galang 2.



A GENEOLOGY OF BECOMING.

Holding the yellow thread between my hands, I pull it taut. The colour illuminates the path that I
lay down, yellow on red. Stitch by stitch, as the beautiful blend takes shape, a memory grows
—not simply one of tangible certainties. Rather, the memory that inevitably reveals itself comes
across in a harmony of possibilities as colours, meanings, and story slowly [re]forms. From this
nexus of imagined creativities and enacted collectivities, the gakti beneath my hands comes into
its own, taking shape, evolving into a landscape of memory that is both my own, but also

distinctively other.

The gakti is a garment [ but also a landscape] entangled in and with cultural values, meanings,
and concepts that has been collectively developed over a long period of time, and throughout
many generations. Today it is often, perhaps even primarily seen as an important symbol of
individual identity,” an assumption easily explained if considered from a historical perspective:
Though its predecessor, a simple tunic of leather and/or skin, is a garment common to the entire
circumpolar area’, in its later form the gakti took up a skape that visually distinguished it from
surrounding cultures.* As such, the gakti has become unmistakable in its association with the
Sami people. To define the gékti as an ethnic marker alone, would nevertheless diminish its
function because the gakti is also a multi-layered and dynamic creation of imaginations and

ancestral knowledge.

For one, the gakti is a material manifestation of [a] Sdmi world of existence — a silent, but visible
survey of land [Eana], community [siida], and clan [sohka]. Through the cut and adornments, for
instance, the gakti acts to situate its wearer in society, indicating both ‘place of belonging, family
descent, gender, and relationship status’.” For one, the gakti is a legal document, testifying the
wearer’s right to live in and on the clan-based territory of the siida.® Additionally, the gakti is a

materialization of tiida, expressing the complexities of a more spiritual domain.” Indeed, the
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gakti provides a material site for the enactment of yellow and red, performing specific attributes
that are deeply significant: red, for instance, is the colour of creation wherein Sarahkka® reigns as
queen, while yellow is the colour of Beaivas®, the Sun, she who ‘warms and nourishes the
earth’.”® Yellow and red are also the colours that in our muitalusat [stories] paint the Sami

genesis, a knowledge as old as our emergence.

The muitalus of yellow and red is the first story, but perhaps it is also the last. It nevertheless
tells of a beginning, even if it is not the only beginning. As I have heard it told, and as I tell it,
the story of yellow and red narrates the sacrifice of Vaja, the sacred reindeer doe that gave up her
life so that we might live. After all, nothing new can grow into being without the abdication of
the old. In the story then, Vaja’s oblation does not erase her presence in the world. On the
contrary, she transitions; her flesh and bones becoming the source from which the Creator
imagined the living land into being. From the red depth of her blood, springs of rejuvenation was
drawn forth to create the waterways; the lakes, the seas, the rivers, and the streams that still
carries Vaja within because water is always confluent, merging the ‘memory of all substances

that have dissolved within it’**

From the amalgamation of land [flesh] and water [blood] a metamorphose happened, and the one
who creates, Sivdnideaddji, took the two elements to make the soil. From here, They shaped our
Mittarahkuid, the Foremothers that are the first ‘landed’ beings, entities that both are of and
emerge from the land. In the sky above, Beaivas looked upon those that were newly formed.

Arrayed in the splendour of Her yellow light, a deep and abiding love grew.

Like all the stars of the sky, the Sun contains every known element — water included, even if it
takes on the shape of vapor and/or mist. And it is the Sun, after all, ‘which drives the water
cycle’, circulating water between its many stages as liquid, mist, as well as solid state."
Traveling, first as mist, the water from the Sun eventually transposed into water. Beaivas cried
then. And when Her tears fell on the Foremothers that Vaja bore, the first landed ones birthed the

Sami people. In yellow we thus keep the memory of our conception and the knowledge of our

& One of the primary female deities of Sami religion, Sarahkka is the keeper of the fireplace [4rran] and the mother of creation.

° Beaiva$ is considered one of the primary deities of Sami religion, and the entity is named in sources by various names and genders. This is on
account of regional differences in how the Sdmi would practice their religion.
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covenant with the Sun, who is the giver of life. The red similarly carries a memory, albeit of
Vaja, as well as the knowledge that she gave us the land, which thus gave us the ground we were

later consecrated in.

And so, we are of the Sun and the Earth, of yellow and red, seeded by Beaivas and nurtured by
Vaja.

COLLECTIVE MEMORY

Establishing the progenitors of the Sdmi people as female (or female presenting) creates an
interesting, but also correct, understanding of the knowledge surrounding conception: Of old, the
Sami believes that every child begins as female."* Juhksahkka, who is the goddess of the hunt as
well as child birth, counts among her many responsibilities that of intervening when needed to
change the child’s sex to that of male — even if she sometimes decides to leave the transition in
between (and thus there is no gendered pronoun in our language). In the social structure of Sami
society, prior to colonization at least, the female focus in our genealogy is evidenced in old
naming practices, which suggest that there was a relatively strong matrilinearity and
matrilocality. ** This is not an implication of Sapmi being a matriarchal society. On the contrary,
Sapmi was (and in many communities continues to be) bi-lateral, recognizing women, men, and
other gender identities as equal; their dynamics characterized by symmetrical and
complementary domains without adding more or lesser value on account of which gender

performed these roles and tasks."

As to such roles and tasks, the relevance of females in our story of becoming is reflected in the
fact that historically (as well as in present day) it is the women that hold the responsibility of
gaktegoarrun [gakti-making],'® suggesting that women ‘had an important role in maintaining

and governing the judicial system of Sapmi’, including, but not limited to land tenure and
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asserting clan rights.'” After all, even today it is an acknowledged truth that women ‘hdlddasit
bures sohkavuogadaga dieduid’, or best manage and know the system of kin and clan.'® My

memories as they relate to gakti are as such primarily related to the women of my clan.

From my childhood, there is a memory of the gikti, and of yellow and red that resonates strongly
still. My tjidtjie [mother] is dancing, moving between tables. There is colourful fabric gathered
on the table to my right, pattern pieces pinned in place. To the left is tjidtjie’s worktable, a clutter
of colours and objects in chaotic segments. To my eyes, it seems disorganized, but tjidtjie is,
nevertheless, in complete control. From the speakers, the crackle of an old, but well-loved vinyl
fuse with the husky tones of Leonard Cohen’s lyrics that state, ‘first we take Manhattan, then we
take Berlin’. In her hands, she holds ribbons of yellow and red, and to my childish eyes it is
almost as if she’s materializing an observance to the knowledge of our becoming. But then, as
Sami scholar, Gunvor Guttorm reminds us, to duddjot also ‘means using one s hands to control
techniques’ ritual functions’.*® In this place (both in my memory and in this specific and
localized moment in time), my tjidtjie thus becomes the keeper of a collective memory, and it is
through her act of making the gakti, her gdktegoarruma, that she shares this memory with me,
demonstrating ‘the ways objects themselves, as material forms, may signify through a

specifically material semiotics’.*°

No doubt anthropologists would extract this specific practice of memory-keeping, translating it
into the vernacular of their discipline, by primarily focusing on how some objects hold the ability
to recollect social relations and personal associations because they have transcended their
utilitarian purpose. As anthropologist Anette Weiner, in her seminal book on inalienable objects

state:

In societies with complex political hierarchies, precious possessions such as
gold crowns, jewelry, feathered cloaks or fine silks may accumulate historical
significance that make their economic and aesthetic values absolute and
transcendent above all similar things.*'
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In their function as ‘mnemonic tools’, it is expected that certain objects evolve evolution into a
material cultural expression that functions within deeply complex social and cultural relations,
acting as a focus of collective memory, narratives, and constructions of both community and
individual identities.”” But to understand the gakti in this way would, to my understanding at

least, be a disservice.

One of the more persuasive ideas relating to Indigenous ways of being (ontology), knowing
(epistemology), and doing (axiology), is the idea that all dimensions of social life is intertwined.
Consequently, there is a permeable quality to the boundaries between worlds, spheres, and times
(pasts, presents, and futures) within Sami philosophies and ontologies. Though this is an
understanding that may, and do take on many forms, it is also reflected in the common

understanding that both human and non-human entities have agency.

In our language(s], the latter two are distinguished as, luondu, or beings that do not speak (such
as animals) and beings that do not breathe such as javri, a lake, or Eana, the land.”® But regardless
of how we are named, we are all capable of subjective will.** How this philosophy transfers into
materiality, changes the perception of objects. As Sami daiddar [artist] Outi Pieski explains,
objects are ‘our ancestors’, living elders, with both a place and function within the system of
kinship that makes up the world we alle live in [or besides].” The understanding that objects are

eallilan [elders] also have some serious ramifications on how a Sami pedagogy develops.

Typically, in the traditions of Sami childrearing, the younger learn from the elders; seeing, and
then doing. *° This is the way of arbediehtu [shared or inherited knowledge], which is a term

conceptualizing knowledge as

the collective wisdom and skills of the Sami people used to enhance their livelihood
for centuries. It has been passed down from generation to generation both orally and
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through work and practical experience. Through this continuity, the concept of
drbediehtu ties the past, present and future together.””

Amongst the many mechanisms that enact the story of yellow and red, arbediehtu is perhaps one
of the more influential as it facilitates a sharing of knowledge through bodily practice (which we
might term duddjot). Which is why, when years later I stepped into the role of storyteller, my
chosen medium of deliverance was to duddjot. Just like my tjidtjie before me had done, I thus

took up the needle to stitch the memory of yellow and red.

As I work the gakti with my hands [duddjot], creating a cloak of ancestral wisdom and shelter, I
thus embed, but I also unearth because this is where I see and know the lives of my ancestors,
and it is where my descendants will come to see and know me. ‘Mii lea generasuvnnaid mielde
mannan, dego mun muittan hui bures’; ‘what the generations before has lived, I remember it

well’. %

Still, it is important to recognize that ‘/s/hared narratives cannot be assumed, in and of
themselves, to determine [ ...] affiliations, as individual interpretations. Indeed, when individual
interpretations happen, there is a possibility that ‘these narratives muddy the specific possibilities
for the articulation of collectives’.?® But the memory of yellow and red is not simply re-asserted
and narrativized by individuals who integrates their life experiences and/or perspectives into an
evolving story of self. Quite opposite, yellow and red materialize as a collective memory because
it is before, beyond, and after. There is no point of beginning or no point of end, meaning that it
is a story that is the first, but perhaps it is also the last. The story of yellow and red, and the
memory of the event proceeding such a narrative is as such always in motion and it continues to
be re-lived whenever we make the gakti. The géakti then, is a shared site of meaning that provides
the necessary foundation for us to re-remember. ** In this way, the story of yellow and red
becomes ‘the virtual presence of [...] events [...] and memory is the actualization of history in

space as embodied movement’.*" In that sense, it is not as simple as wearing the gakti that
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expresses the ancestral knowledge of our emergence. Rather, such knowledge lies in the making

of the gakti.

Whenever I make a gakti then, I also practice a collective memory and in so doing, I enact a
reality in which the memories of yellow and red are a specific and factual knowledge manifested
in actions and creative practices. As has been articulated by Guttorm, ‘/m]uittan olles rupmasiin.
Dan maid dal oainnan, gavnnan fas rumaslas muittus’ — ‘I remember in my body. What I see, is
preserved as a physical memory’.** This is how, throughout the many generations since our
becoming, ‘/m]attuid diedut oidnojit ja leat vurkejuvvon dala dujiin’, the knowledge of our

ancestors has continued to appear and endure in (and also by) duodji.**

MEMORY AS LITERATURE.
A small note of explanation on the term duodji. Of old, duodji is a land-based:

practice of creation, involving aesthetics, knowledge[s] of materials, place and
season, as well as a Sdmi holistic worldview that touches upon spirituality, ethics and
the interrelational qualities embedded in the multiple world[s] of creation.*

Consequently, the practice of duodji take part in a sophistocated system of knowledge that bases
itself of a historical consiousness of aesthetics [vuogas], ancestral knowledge [arbediehtu],
spirituality [vuoinnalasvuohta], and the interdependence — or balance — of all things [birgejupmi].
Together, all these elemenths form both the philosophies and the ethics implicated in a Sdmi
way of life (which is the combination of our ways of being, knowing, and doing). This system is

embedded in both the practice and the materializations — or objects — of said practice.

As a system of knowledge, duodji becomes a form of literature. Sadly, due to a specific and
strategic process to devalue duodji as an epistemology®’, this is an understanding that often gets
undercommunicated. This should come as no surprise because if we look to the Eurocentric
confederation of imperial justifications and values (which all too often has been celebrated as the

normative by which everything else must be judged), the conceptualization of literature centers
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itself in the written word.*® From the latin term, littera, which means letter, the idea of literature
has thus been allied with the act of writing. This has, in turn, created the common misconception
that literature is books and other works of written words, which asserts a very specific hierarchy
casting the written word as superior to the spoken word — or indeed, any other way of
recordkeeping.’” As Walter Benjamin explains in his seminal essay, the Storyteller; /t/he earliest
symptom of a process whose end is the decline of storytelling is the rise of’ the written word.*®
But how we write — or the perception of how the act of writing is performed — differs in both

ontology and practice (or methodology).

In many Indigenous communities’ literature does exist, however, only it does so in sophisticated
systems of multiplicities where literacy is a word shaded in the pluralities of many possibilities®
— of which duodji is but one example.* In a Sami context then, ‘njalmmalas drbevierut leat
merostallon girjjalasvuohtan’, or ‘oral traditions should be thought of as literature’.** Still, a
story is much more than a singular branch born from the tree of remembrance; it is joined by it’s
siblings, who are muitit, to remember, and muitu, a memory. Derived from a common origin
then, to tell a story is an act of remembrance, rooted in the connections and relations — the
collectivety — within the siida where the story was first conceived of. In this sense, a muitalus
should be considered a factual record, a ‘true-story’ that is opposite to the mainnas, the
‘made-up-story’ of fairy tales and other fictious stories.”” The story of yellow and red, as a
muitalus thus becomes the collective and performative muitu of our creation. *® And as a
collective muitu, the process of its enactment is a collective convergence of knowledge and

material motion — no matter if it is individually performed.* Through this act, the making of the
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gakti also becomes a literary practice, which both imbue and disseminate our history as a people.

Every géakti-maker thus transform into the keeper, but also the scribe of said history.

Keeping the ancestral knowledge from the beginning of our history in my body, I share with my
female kin in a specific and Sami literary tradition through a bodily practice that I pass one with
every gakti that I make, or guide someone else to make. And so, I continue laying down stitches,
sharing the memories and stories of yellow and red — remembering for those that have been,

those that are, and those that have yet to come.



