
My Father Was Toltec and Selected Poems: A
Poetic Journey of Identity and Remembrance

My Father Was Toltec and Selected Poems by Natalio Hernandez is a
profoundly moving and insightful collection that explores the complexities of
identity, family relationships, loss, grief, and the enduring power of cultural
traditions. Through the lens of his own Toltec heritage, Hernandez weaves
a rich tapestry of poetry that resonates with both personal and universal
truths.
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In this comprehensive article, we will delve into the depth and diversity of
Hernandez's celebrated work, unpacking the key themes, examining the
unique poetic techniques, and exploring the cultural and personal
influences that shaped his remarkable body of writing.

Themes of Identity and Heritage
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At the heart of My Father Was Toltec lies the exploration of identity and
Hernandez's deep connection to his Toltec heritage. Through evocative
imagery and heartfelt reflections, his poems celebrate the richness of
indigenous culture while also confronting the challenges of living in a
modern, often-alienating society.

In "Snake Tongue," for instance, Hernandez writes:

I am a snake tongue Forked and deadly I speak in whispers And my words
are poison

This striking metaphor captures the duality of identity, the power of words,
and the complexities of bridging different worlds.

Family Relationships and Loss

Throughout the collection, Hernandez explores the profound impact of
family relationships, particularly the bond between father and son. In the
title poem, "My Father Was Toltec," he paints a vivid portrait of his father, a
man of strength, wisdom, and unwavering love.

However, the collection also grapples with the pain of loss and the
complexities of grief. In "Rattlesnake," Hernandez writes:

I have come to bury my father In the belly of the rattlesnake He was a man
of few words And his silence was deafening

Through these poignant lines, Hernandez captures the raw emotion and
the haunting echoes of a father's absence.

Nature Imagery and Spiritual Symbolism



Hernandez's poetry is deeply rooted in the natural world, drawing on vivid
imagery and ancient symbols to convey profound truths. In "Coyolxauhqui,"
the Aztec goddess of the moon, emerges as a powerful embodiment of
strength and resilience.

Similarly, in "Popocatepetl," Hernandez evokes the grandeur of the iconic
Mexican volcano to reflect on the cycles of life and the enduring presence
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of the ancestors.

Poetic Techniques and Style

Hernandez's poetry is characterized by a distinct blend of traditional and
contemporary techniques. He employs free verse, allowing for a fluid and
conversational style, while also incorporating elements of Native American
oral storytelling.

Metaphor and symbolism are central to his work, creating a rich tapestry of
imagery that invites the reader to engage on multiple levels. In "The House
of My Father," Hernandez writes:

The house of my father Is a house of dreams Where the walls are made of
memories And the roof is made of stars

Through this evocative language, Hernandez transforms the physical space
of a house into a sacred and metaphorical realm.

Cultural Influence and Recognition

My Father Was Toltec and Selected Poems has gained widespread critical
acclaim and recognition. It has been awarded numerous prestigious literary
awards, including the American Book Award and the Western States Book
Award.

Hernandez's work has also played a significant role in raising awareness of
Native American culture and promoting cross-cultural understanding.
Through his poetry, he has inspired and empowered future generations of
Native American writers and artists.



My Father Was Toltec and Selected Poems is a masterful work that offers a
profound exploration of identity, family, loss, and the enduring power of
cultural traditions. Through his unique poetic voice, Natalio Hernandez
invites readers to engage with the complexities of the human experience,
bridging the boundaries between personal and universal truths.

Whether you are a seasoned poetry enthusiast or a newcomer to the
genre, My Father Was Toltec and Selected Poems is a must-read collection
that will resonate deeply and linger in your memory long after the final page
is turned.
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