
I t a i  Je f f r i e s and Morgan
Thomas spoke w i th M ic k
Rose ,  who was featu red
i n the 20 19 documenta ry
“There ’ s  Hea r t Here . ”  Our
conversa t i on focused on
the i nhe rent f l u i d i ty of
both gender and s to ry ,
and the impor tance of
cons i de r i ng and s tay i ng

t rue to th i s  f l u i d i ty
w i th i n ou r commun i t i e s ,
s to ry-sha r i ng p rac t i ces ,
and hea l t hca re cente r s .
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Morgan :  M ic k ,  th i s  conversa t i on g rew out of ta l k i ng w i th you about you r
exper i ence of see i ng you r se l f  on pos te r s fo r “There ’ s  Hea r t Here . ”  I  wonder
i f  you wou ld ta l k  a l i t t l e b i t  about what tha t exper i ence—see i ng a p iece of
you r s to ry f rom 20 19 cont i nue to be sha red today—has been l i ke fo r you .

Mick :  I t ' s  an i n te res t i ng fee l i ng ,  because I  fee l  rea l l y  p roud of be i ng a pa r t
o f tha t p ro jec t .  And I  know tha t every day i t  makes a d i f fe rence .  I
r ece i ved a DM recent l y f rom one of ou r canoe fam i l y k i ddos who saw a
pos te r o f me i n the i r  schoo l  l a s t week ,  and they were l i ke ,  My aunt i e ’ s
Two Sp i r i t !  They were so sweet and so l ov i ng and exc i ted about i t .  And I
d i dn ' t  resha re i t  on my I n s tag ram .  I t  j u s t fe l t  we i rd to do tha t .  

When we f i lmed the documenta ry I  was f i e r ce l y advocat i ng fo r my pa r tne r
i n the i r  jou rney th rough t rans fo rmat i on of se l f  and body .  And be i ng i n tha t
space so much w i th anothe r per son ,  I  l o s t s i gh t o f myse l f  and how I  was
fee l i ng i n my body .  I t  was a b i g l e s son i n cont i nu i ng to a lways g round and
not i ce you r own fee l i ngs as you ' re advocat i ng fo r othe r peop le .  As peop le
tha t wor k i n pub l i c  hea l t h o r soc i a l  wor k ,  se rv i ng commun i ty and human i ty ,
s tay i ng g rounded i n ou r se l ves i s  the on ly way we can do i t .  We have to
ca r ry ou r who leness fo rward i n to the work .

S i nce 20 19 ,  I ’ ve gone th rough th i s  b i g jou rney of so f ten i ng .  I ’ ve come to
unders tand tha t my advocacy has a lways been rea l l y f i e r ce ,  because I ' ve
a lways been i n th i s  s t rugg l e o f oppos i t i on w i th i n sys tems ,  hav i ng to push
fo rward th rough them . I ’m as k i ng myse l f ,  What does i t  mean as I  t r ans i t i on
out o f tha t phase of my l i f e? Because i t  se rved me , and i t  se rved the
peop le a round me , and i t  se rved my commun i ty .  A lo t o f th i ngs sh i f ted and
changed because of my ab i l i t y to ho l d s t rength and f i e r ceness ,  bu t i t ' s
t ime to move d i f fe ren t l y now .  Over the pas t coup le yea r s ,  I ’ ve rea l l y  t r i ed
to ca l l  i n  so f t bounda r i e s .  Not so f t as i n i n f l ex i b l e .  Sof t as i n how I
commun i ca te them . How I  s i t  w i th them fo r myse l f ,  unders tand i ng what I
need to say and how to say i t  w i th i n ten t i on and k i ndness .  Because i n a l l
o f  the f i e r ceness i n my pas t ,  I  took on so much energy ,  and then I  d i dn ' t
have a way to move tha t energy th rough my body .  Now , I 'm t ry i ng to
move and re l eased tha t energy us i ng d i f fe ren t I nd i genous somat i c
techn i ques .



I  was i n such a b i g t rans i t i on du r i ng the documenta ry .  I  was even g row ing
my ha i r ,  wh i ch i s  huge—we have so many s to r i e s a round ou r ha i r  and what
i t  means .  Grow ing out my ha i r  came to me i n ce remony ,  and I  knew i t
needed to happen .  I  was t rans i t i on i ng how I  fe l t  about myse l f  and about
my gender and about my body and how I  was be i ng perce i ved i n the wor l d
and how I  was p resent i ng myse l f  i n the wor l d .  I  was t ry i ng to come back
to myse l f ,  and I  was so uncomfor tab l e i n my own sk i n tha t l ook i ng a t
myse l f  i n the v ideo and i n the p i c tu res I  j u s t fee l  a d i s connect .  I  can ' t— I
phys i ca l l y  can ' t  l ook a t i t .

I t a i :  I 'm rea l i z i ng tha t pa r t o f the reason I 'm here i s  tha t I  needed to hea r
M ic k .  There ' s  so much tha t you sha red tha t resonated ,  th i ngs I  haven ' t
been ab le to a r t i cu l a te yet .  Around sof ten i ng— i t ' s  l i k e when you ' re a lways
a hammer ,  you r e l bow g ives out .  Two Sp i r i t  peop le tend to be very
empath i c ,  tend to be fo l k s who can sha re s to ry and he l p peop le move
th rough th i ngs .  That ' s  been a ro l e we ’ve had s i nce t ime immemor i a l .  And
we ' re rea l l y  good at i t .  And i t  requ i res show ing up w i th rawness and
adapt i ng to what s to ry needs to be to l d ,  and I  can do tha t .  Whatever the
space i s ,  I  can do i t .  Of ten ,  i t  i nvo l ves te l l i ng vu l ne rab l e p ieces of my own
sto ry tha t I  can sha re i n tha t moment because I 'm mak i ng a connect i on to
the peop le I 'm ta l k i ng to .

Bu t l a te r I  don ' t  th i n k o f myse l f  i n the same way tha t I  was a t tha t
moment ,  so by the t ime I  see a v ideo tha t ' s  been on YouTube fo r a yea r ,
I 'm so fa r apa r t f rom tha t per son .  I t ’ s  s im i l a r  to the dysphor i a I  fee l  when I
l ook a t ch i l dhood photos .  I  have a rea l l y  ha rd t ime w i th those .  My mom has
l ea rned not to pu l l  t hem out .  And I  have a very s im i l a r  reac t i on to some of
the s tu f f  tha t gets put up on l i ne and jus t s tays the re fo rever ,  as i f  tha t
s to ry i s  s tuc k i n t ime .  I  fee l  rea l l y  l im i ted by i t .

Even the Sassy Sassa f ras s to ry we sha re i n ou r ch i l d ren ’ s  book— I had a
young person come up to me a few months ago at an event and say ,  Th i s
book changed my l i f e .  They were rea l l y  emot iona l ,  and I  fe l t  pa i n .  Because



the re ' s  so much I  want to sha re w i th them beyond tha t s to ry .  And I 'm
happy the s to ry resonated fo r them , but I  don ' t  know how to ce leb ra te
tha t ,  because on tha t day I  was ba re l y su rv i v i ng myse l f .

I t  makes me th i n k about how t rad i t i ona l  s to ry te l l i ng i s  rea l l y  dynam ic .  I ' ve
hea rd t rad i t i ona l  s to ry te l l e r s te l l  t he exac t same s to ry ,  bu t I ' ve never
hea rd i t  the same way tw i ce ,  because they ' re a lways h i t t i ng on d i f fe ren t
pa r t s ,  b r i ng i ng out what needs to be sha red i n tha t moment .

Mick :  I  want to see
s to r i e s tha t cont i nue
to un fo l d .  We do tha t
i n ou r re l a t i onsh i p s—
we ' re cons tan t l y
chang i ng and touch i ng
i n w i th peop le .  And we
sha re th i ngs on l i ne i n
tha t way .  L i ke ,  I
s topped pos t i ng to my
ma in page of
I n s tag ram .  I  j u s t pos t
everyth i ng i n s to r i e s ,
because everyth i ng I
exper i ence i s
tempora ry .  My anger
and f rus t ra t i on i s
tempora ry ,  my love ,
i t ' s  a l l  i n  f l ow and f l u x
and i n fo rmed by
everyth i ng a round me .
I  w a n t  t o  h e a r  s t o r i e s  t h a t  c h a n g e  a n d  f l o w  l i k e  l i f e  d o e s .

MICK ROSE



Morgan :  We haven ' t  spoken super d i rec t l y about gender f l u i d i ty and gender
i den t i ty .  I n  hea l t hca re set t i ngs and commun i ty set t i ngs ,  se t t l e r  cu l t u ra l
na r ra t i ves of gender of ten l im i t  those s to r i e s to e i t he r t rans i t i on i ng f rom
one th i ng to anothe r th i ng ,  i n wh i ch case you have an endpo i n t ,  o r f i nd i ng
the “ r i gh t ”  gender i dent i ty and know ing tha t you ' re go i ng to have tha t
i den t i ty fo rever .  I 'm cu r i ous i f  you wou ld want to speak to the ways those
na r ra t i ves m igh t fee l  l im i t i ng to you and how you th i n k about you r own
gender f l u i d i ty and i dent i ty .  I  know m ine changes a l l  t he t ime .

Mick :  I  was ju s t ta l k i ng to someone who sa i d ,  I  w i sh I  was a shapesh i f te r
and tha t my body changed accord i ng to my gender—for the day or the
moment o r how I  was fee l i ng .  And I  j u s t thought tha t wou ld be so
i nc red ib l e .

Pa r t  o f me w i shes I  cou l d
un l oc k more teach i ngs and
s to r i e s o f my t rans
ances to r s ,  so tha t I  cou l d
be at home i n my body .  So
I  cou l d not a l l ow peop le ’ s
pe rcept i ons and the way
I 'm t rea ted by peop le I
don ' t  know , o r peop le I  do
know , to i n f l uence how I
fee l  about myse l f .
Somet imes I  wonder i f  tha t
i n f l uence i s  pa r t o f how I
fee l  about my gender and
pa r t o f my des i re fo r
gender -a f f i rm i ng su rge ry .
Bu t then the re ' s  a l so such
joy when I  th i n k about
gender -a f f i rm i ng su rge ry .

MICK ROSE



I ' ve not i ced as I ' ve got ten o l de r tha t I  embody a l o t o f my emot iona l  and
sp i r i t ua l  p rocess i ng .  I t  f i r s t  comes th rough my body .  When I 'm rea l l y
s t ressed ,  I  have b ig hea l t h th i ngs tha t come up .  Las t yea r ,  I  had some
ter r i b l e b l eed i ng i n my ute rus .  The f i r s t  gyneco log i s t  sa i d r i gh t away ,
be fo re we even got to know each othe r ,  My recommendat i on i s  a
hys te rec tomy , and tha t j u s t sha t te red me .  I  was comp le te l y th rown .  I  was
l i ke ,  How can you ta l k  to me i n th i s  i n sens i t i ve way ,  as an I nd i genous
person who has exper i enced a l l  o f th i s  ha rm and t rauma ,  whose fam i l y has
exper i enced the t rauma of s te r i l i z a t i on? They d idn ' t  l i s ten to the fac t tha t
I  was very s t ressed and tha t I  know my body we l l .  So I  went to many
d i f fe ren t gyneco log i s t s un t i l  I  found one tha t was non b i na ry and
unders tood me .  We exp lo red togethe r ,  as k i ng :  I s  i t  i nev i t ab l e fo r me to
have a hys te rec tomy? Are the re othe r i n te rvent i ons tha t don ' t  i nc l ude
hormones? Because I  a l so d idn ' t  want to ta ke hormones .  I n  tha t exp lo ra t i on ,
I  s ta r ted to rea l l y  th i n k about my gender ,  and I  rea l i zed tha t I ' ve a lways
been d i s connected f rom my womb space .  Because of the pa i n tha t I
exper i ence .  And I ' ve a lways been d i s connected f rom my ches t .  So I  as ked ,
what ' s  go i ng on the re? And I  p rayed .  I  knew I  d i dn ’ t  want to remove my
ute rus i f  I  d i dn ' t  have to .  That ' s  a huge su rge ry .  And i n a l l  o f tha t ,  th i n k i ng
about the d i s connect i on to a l l  o f the p ieces tha t make peop le tha t don ' t
know me ident i fy me as fema le ,  o r as a woman ,  o r as sexy ,  o r whatever ,  I
dec i ded tha t I  wanted to get top su rge ry .

And i t  fe l t  rea l l y  good .  And I  was l i ke ,  Why d idn ' t  I  th i n k o f i t  befo re? I
t h i n k i n the pas t ,  I ’ d  thought of p l a s t i c  su rge ry as va i n ,  as p resc r i b i ng to
wh i teness ,  want i ng a body tha t i s  l i k e a wh i te body or a Eu ropean body .
And tha t ' s  not anyth i ng tha t I  was i n te res ted i n .  Bu t I  a lways wanted to
change someth i ng ,  and I  d i d tha t w i th exerc i se and c l o th i ng .  Bu t none of
those th i ngs rea l l y  f i t  un t i l  I  rea l i zed I  wanted top su rge ry .  That rea l i z a t i on
about gender was wrapped up i n a b i g hea l t h sca re .



I t a i :  You sa i d i t  a l l  and enough .  My body responds very s im i l a r l y .  My cancer
comes back every t ime I  get too s t ressed ,  so I  have to be v i g i l a n t and
m ind fu l  o r my body jus t tu rns aga i n s t me .  I n  tha t sense ,  my body i s  a
teacher .  My gender i s  a teacher .  Somedays ,  she makes me fee l  exc i ted
about th i ngs ,  and some days she w ipes me out ,  and othe r days she smacks
me down .  I ’m a lways t ry i ng to keep up w i th he r .  Somet imes I  s t rugg l e w i th
the f ram ing of dysphor i a ,  because the way I  th i n k about i t ,  I  have soc i a l
and cu l t u ra l  dysphor i a .  Because of those th i ngs ,  I  have body dysphor i a .  I
have ch i l dhood dysphor i a ,  I  am seek i ng a t rachea l  shave ,  a med i ca l
ope ra t i on tha t I  don ' t  know how to access yet ,  and I  don ' t  know i f  I  wou l d
want tha t i f  I  l i ved i n a p reco lon i a l  soc ie ty ,  and I ' l l  never know .  That
ques t i on doesn ' t  even fee l  p roduc t i ve fo r me , because we a re i n wh i te
cu l t u re ,  co l on i a l  cu l t u re ,  and we have to f i nd ways to l i ve i n s i de of ou r
bod ies he re .  Ra fae l /a Luna P i zano ta l k s about ou r bod ies as l and and
te r r i to ry .  How do we c reate sovere i gn ty a round tha t i f  we fee l  l i k e we ' re
a l i en v i s i to r s to tha t te r r i to ry .

The on ly p l ace I ' ve found where I  can c rea te enough space to fee l
comfor tab l e embrac i ng the f l u c tua t i ons i n my gender ,  and jus t the sadness
o r the joy or whatever she g i ves me any g i ven day ,  i s  th rough
re l a t i onsh i p s w i th othe r most l y I nd i genous queer fo l k s ,  a few queer B I POC
fo l k s ,  bu t most l y I nd i genous queer fo l k s who have seen me show up i n a l l
k i nds of ways .  They ’ve seen me tea r everyth i ng out o f my k i t chen and
rebu i l d  and do a l l  t he p l umb i ng— I ta i  showed up l i ke a butch handyperson
today .  And the next day ,  they ’ re danc i ng w i th me i n fou r - i nch p i n k hee l s  a t
an I nd i g i queer dance pa r ty .  I t  fee l s  rea l l y  na tu ra l  w i t h those fo l k s .  I n  those
moments I  s top th i n k i ng about the way I  show up .  I 'm not s t ress i ng out
about whethe r I  shou l d wear th i s  to tha t p l ace .  I  can ju s t move .



Mick :  I  l ove what you sa i d about soc i a l  and cu l t u ra l  dysphor i a c rea t i ng body
dysphor i a .  That ’ s  exac t l y how I  fee l .  And i f  we ' re ta l k i ng about gender
exp ress i on ,  I nd i genous peop le a re f l y .  We have long ha i r ,  we have long
ea r r i ngs ,  we wear l o t s o f b r i gh t co lo r s .  That i s  j u s t how we are .  I t  doesn ' t
mat te r what gender .  A l l  genders a re exp ress i ve i n how we show up and
present ou r se l ves and adorn ou r se l ves .  A f r i end the othe r day put out th i s
a r t  co l l age of he r se l f  tha t was so beaut i f u l .  The t i t l e was “Be i ng Ex t ra as a
Sp i r i t ua l  P rac t i ce . ”  And I  was l i ke ,  Yes .  That ' s  how I  fee l  i n my gender .
Because i n tha t adorn i ng of myse l f ,  pu t t i ng on a fun out f i t ,  I 'm l ov i ng
myse l f  j u s t as I  am .



Beadwork: I  started to bead as I  traveled. I t  was an art form I could do whi le in

transit  on a plane, train,  or bus. I  traveled extensively for eight years and in that

t ime beaded many f igures of our queer and trans deit ies as I  imagine them. The

beaded pieces always had the night sky represented by the black shiny bugle

beads. The f igure here has a crown of earth/mountains and a colorful  face. I ’ve

imagined what i t  would be l ike to exist with markings and colors as the animals

do. How would we look as humans? How would we look as Two

Spir i t/Indigiqueer people? How would we be dist inguished in our form as ones

who hold so many intersections and divinity?

Watercolor:  For years I  have been praying and creating art where I  cal l  in my

Trans Ancestors,  asking for their  guidance, for their  names, for their  stor ies.  I

started using watercolor when I  was in university from 1998-2002. I  used to

paint the bricks and hi l ls of my homelands, which I  found meditat ive. I  would go

home and take photos, then paint the various scenes. I  used to play in the old

bui ldings and structures of my ancestors,  where most people come to play

tourist and learn a very western narrat ive, complete with dioramas and fake pre-

recorded ceremonies. My brother and I  would take a picnic and play in those

bui ldings, sometimes sitt ing up there al l  day, pretending we l ived there. I  have

been searching for a connection to queer and trans ancestors s ince a chi ld.  One

late night at the studio paint ing the "ruins" I  started imagining my ancestors in

those places. I  thought they would have the night sky for hair ,  crowns made of

stardust,  and be adorned with turquoise. This watercolor has been with me

since. This f igure watches over me, or I  them, looking for guidance.

We’wha: During the pandemic, I  was searching for places to go for rest .  Simple

places where I  could meditate and pray for my trans ancestors to share their

knowledge with me. To ensure I  was fol lowing a good path that was worthy of

sacrif ice and love in this t ime of human or more than human form. There are very

few pictures of Queer/Trans Indigenous ancestors.  The l i fe of We'wha, Zuni

Llamana, is powerful ,  beautiful ,  inspir ing, and devastat ing. We'wha held so many

gifts for her people, and as I  learned more about her l i fe,  I  felt  a connection to

her story. Though I  am not Zuni,  I  feel a deep love for We'wha and was cal led to

create a col lage during my retreat.  In this way, she is honored for the incredible

person she was and looked at as an ancestor,  guiding our path from the stars.
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