HEARTBEAT OF THE MOTHER

By Follows The Bear

Deep within, we all bear the memory of a time before our birth.  There within the womb of our mother, in that most sacred of places warm and safe, we hear our first sound.  Constant and sure our mother’s heartbeat tells of the loving and nurturing spirit of which we are all a part.  The Earth Mother also has a heartbeat a sound that reminds us of the earliest days of our existence, the Drum.

In times past, drums controlled armies; and the number of drums captured judged victories.  Music, from classical masterpieces to modern rock, revolve around the sure, steady beat of the drum.  Drums inspire patriotism, draw forth emotion and rouse people to action.  It is a simple matter to define what a drum is as an object.  Open any dictionary and you will find it described as a hollow cylinder with membrane stretched tightly over the ends and played by beating with the hands or sticks.  However, to go beyond the definition and to find the true spirit of the drum, one must look beyond the physical.

Nature, the Earth Mother, provides the materials for the drum.  Trees, the oldest living beings, contain fire that can be called forth to keep us warm.  They yield to us their leaves and bark for medicines, their bodies for shelters and the hoop-like frame of the drum.  It is usual for drum frames to be circular which remind us that life, too, is a circle and that each ending is also a new beginning.  The wood used to craft the drum may be selected for a variety of reasons.  Cedar is sacred to the coastal people of the Northwest, and may be chosen for its aromatic qualities.  Other people may use Pine, for its ease of crafting or Oak for its strength and inner beauty.  Often the selection of the wood is a deeply personal matter for the Drum-maker.

Raw, untanned hides give the drum its voice.  Buffalo speaks deeply and with thunder, Elk’s voice is more mellow, but strong; while Deer lends a lighter, ringing sound.  The rawhide is soaked in water until pliable, often mixed with purifying sage.  The circle of singers who will sit at the drum may participate in its construction, rubbing sacred Tobacco into the hide as they work.  None of the hide is wasted; what is not used for the drumheads is cut into laces to stretch and secure the hide to the frame.  Prayers and songs are lifted up honoring the beings that gave of themselves so that the drum might be.  Items of personal medicine may be placed within the drum to strengthen the bond between itself and the people.  Finally after drying for several days, the time comes to awaken the spirit within and give voice to the drum.

As part of the awakening ceremony, the Drum may be named.  These names may reflect the Tribe or Nation of the Keeper’s people, such as Cowlitz Thunder.  Some will be named for beliefs of ideals, like the inter-tribal drum One People, One Voice.  Other names are known to the Great Spirit, who reveals them in images in the materials used in construction.  What some might see as imperfections in the wood or hide impart the name to those who can see and understand the symbols.  Tobacco, a sacred plant, will be offered with prayers, and the Drum’s voice will be heard for the first time.  All songs are prayers and are carried to the Creator with the steady beat of the drum.  Within the beat is a message, a call, and those fortunate to hear and understand that call are drawn to the Drum.  Some will come seeking healing or enlightenment, some to satisfy idle curiosity; others come with a dim memory they cannot quite recall.  Infants, instinctively, begin to dance.  Are they remembering the sound of their mother’s heart?  Toddlers sleep soundly beside a thundering drum.  What are they dreaming?  Elders, often infirm, join the dances with canes, crutches even wheelchairs to share in the joy of the song.  What are they hearing in the Drum’s voice?  Do they sense that, soon, they may return to the Earth Mother’s womb?  Is there something familiar and comforting in the Drum’s voice?

After the awakening, the Drum stays in the home of the Keeper; often in its own room.  Though beautifully crafted and aesthetically appealing the Drum is not furniture.  Rather it is a living being, honored and respected as a revered Elder and may be passed through generations of a single family.

Today, the world can be harsh and impersonal.  People long for the security and safety of that sacred place to which none can return.  In our subconscious, buried deep, is a yearning to again hear the reassuring sound of our mother’s heart.  Born of Nature, built with love and honor and imbued with the power of the Great Spirit the drum can fulfill this yearning.  The loving memory of our mother’s womb remains deep within us all.  As a reminder of this sacred place the Creator has given us the Drum; the Mother’s Heartbeat.

Listen closely, can you hear it?
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