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“The artist appeals to that part of our being…which is a gift and not an acquisition and
therefore is more permanently enduring” (Joseph Conrad in Hyde, 1979, p. XI).

Introduction

The artist gives us a gift of her personal images, which can be a bridge to our own personal

experience and a portal to archetypal symbols. Ten years ago, I had an extraordinary

experience of discovering the artistic work of the Southwest artist Helen Hardin. At that

moment, little did I know that her work and her life story would open me to my own

experience in a fuller, and deeper way, but would also help many other women with whom I

have worked discover their own richly layered and complex Motherline stories.

My first glimpse of Helen Hardin’s creative process was through her image Visions of

Heavenly Flight (see Figure1) which I had discovered serendipitously at the Institute of

American Indian Art in Santa Fe, New Mexico. I could not stop looking at this piece and

would come back to it several times in that afternoon. What was my attraction? I had always
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loved the Hopi and Pueblo myth of the eagle as the sacred guardian of the sky, the one who

has direct access to the sun Kachina, universal harmony, and the creator. Through the

feathers of the eagle the desires of the humans reach the ears of the Infinite (Parsons, 1939

& 1994; Spinden, 1976; Tyler, 1964). But this eagle was not a traditional Native American

eagle. Helen’s eagle was more modern, abstract, stark and dramatic. Yet, it still conveyed

the myth of the eagle as the sacred guardian of the sky. With this piece I started to

understand the paradox that each of Helen’s images held. One was simultaneously invited

into a familiar modern world with the abstract design and then into an unfamiliar ancient

world of the Tewa mythos. Her paradox was also one of precisely conveying modern chaos

and an ancient spiritual order with passionate color and composition. With her paradox,

precision and passion, Helen made the ancient Pueblo myth modern (Donohue, 1995).


