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The Lakota term "Ymnni" (sometimes spelled Yumni) meaning 'twisted,' connects various 
Northern Plains Indians natural phenomena with deeply held spiritual beliefs. This word (and 
concept) encompasses both physical and metaphysical dimensions, linking the natural world of 
spirals, the moth’s cocoon, whirlwinds and dust devils, severe thunders storms, the stars of the 
Great Bear and even the soul's journey along the Milky after death. What is more remarkable, 
the concept of Ymnni and spiritual beliefs inherent with it reflect not only broader Northern 
Plains cosmologies and idea of the universe (and beyond), but have parallels in the realm of 
quantum physics.

Introduction
The American Indian people who created spirals in rock art and hold oral traditions of souls traveling 

to paradise somewhere ‘in space’ accessed via a path and ‘portal’ (usually on or at the end of the Milky 
Way) never heard of Max Planck, Erwin Schrödinger, Werner Heisenberg, Albert Einstein or any other 
theoretical physicists who conceptualized what is known as quantum physics. Yet, there are parallels 
to quantum mechanics/physics within Northern Plains Indians cosmologies, the (unintended and 
unknown) parallels articulated by the Oglala Lakota or Sioux word ymnni, i.e. ‘twisted’.

The word and slight variants can incorporate various other meanings, entities or objects. Like a spiral, 
all may be very convoluted encompassing everything from a moth’s cocoon to a whirlwind, the ‘butterfly 
effect’ the whirlwind can bring, severe super cell thunderstorms capable of producing tornadoes, the 
whirling throughout the night (and four seasons) of the stars of the Big Dipper (Ursa Major), or the 
soul’s journey along the Milky Way to an alternate dimension/reality after death. On a much smaller 
scale, the blue and red ‘spirit lights’ witnessed in the sacred lodge or at a site are said to come from 
another dimension or realm, one that may be connected to this universe or extra dimension by a spiral 
or tunnel, in the quantum realm, a wormhole.
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Spirals, the Moth’s Cocoon, Whirlwinds and Dust Devils, Moths and Butterflies, 
and the ‘Butterfly Effect’
The spiral is a universal symbol in rock art (and other mediums) seen world wide. In rock art, akin 

to a map projection, it is flat or two dimensional, but likely meant to represent three dimensions in 
space, time or another (extra) dimension altogether (Patterson 2023, Mackenzie 1926: 47-138). Unlike 
concentric circles, the spiral has two distinct ends and is either a clockwise (CW) or counter-clockwise 
(CCW) whorl suggesting direction (Figure 1).

In Lakota tradition, the name and personification that connects the spiral with a moth’s cocoon, dust 
devils, great storms, whirling stars, the soul’s journey or extra dimensions is Yum or Ymnni. In its simplest 
context, the word or name Ymnni can be translated as the ‘spiraling whirlwind’ or ‘[something] twisted’. 
Yumni or Yumnwas 1 is considered the son of Tate, the wind, “who established the four directions of the 
world” and cosmic order (Anderson 2001; 97-106, Taylor 1987: 252, Walker, 1917:85). Within the 
context from which power “similar to that of the whirlwind emanates” is the moth’s cocoon. It was “… a 
most mysterious object … because it [through metamorphosis into the moth] had the power to escape 
from an encloser” like the wind which is impossible to confine (Taylor 1987: 252, Wissler, 1905:258). 
Thus, the moth and its cocoon became a symbol of whirlwind power (Figure 2).

The whirlwind the Lakota referred to is not destructive, but rather the long, slender dust devils that 
harmlessly swirl upward on the Plains on a hot clear day. This phenomenon made a great and profound 
impression upon them. It was Yumni who produced the whirlwind manifest by or linked to the cocoon 
and power marked by its spiral-like grooves (Figure 2). The cocoon was said to have great power over 
people and could seemingly produce or cause a state of confusion of the mind by which they lost their 
senses (Taylor 1987: 252, Wisler 1905: 258-59). 2

Tiny Wings and the ‘Butterfly Effect’
There is, however, a much larger effect the small moth (and butterflies) could produce. In Plains 

Indians cosmology, the great winds that arrive with a thunderstorm are said to be caused by the flapping of 
the wings of the great thunderbird living in the (western) mountains (Chamberlain 1890: 51). However, 
according to some of Wissler’s most reliable informants, a much smaller winged creature, i.e. the moth, by 
the beating of its wings, is said to “reproduce the phenomenon of the whirlwind” and that the mysterious 
acts of the moth could be explained “by its rapport with this power” (Taylor 1987: 252).

This whirlwind power was born out of the chaos that Ymnni could also create (see footnote no. 2). 
Scientifically, it is known by chaos theorists as the ‘butterfly effect’.

Born out of chaos like the whirlwind (or Ymnni), the ‘butterfly effect’ describes how small or 
insignificant changes, like a small creature/insect flapping its wings, can have significant ramifications 
later on by causing vortexes, severe weather and tornadoes (Baker 2007: 48-51, Crilly 2007: 104-07). 3

In the Plains Indians traditions and cosmology, this idea was nothing new. On the Great Plains, 
winged insects were/are associated with the Thunderbird and severe thunderstorms capable of producing 
hail and the most fearsome whirlwind vortex, a tornado. To the Northern Cheyenne, it was/is dragon 

1	  The suffix was indicates a lower or lesser wakan but still a part of superior Wakan kin who had no beginning and were 
responsible for creating the universe and man in it (Powers 1977: 54)

2	  Along with confusion, Ymnni can also cause chaos which is further linked to games, chance and love in the form of 
elk power (Brown 1992:7, Wissler 1905: 261-62,267).

3	  New, innovative research has demonstrated that small, winged insects in flight carry electrical charges and may 
contribute to electrical variability in the atmosphere linked to electrical charges (the PG or Potential Gradient). The changes 
in the PG may produce enormous effects on the atmosphere which can, in turn, potentially impact the weather (Hunting et 
al. 2022).
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flies and the butterflies, especially those blue in color, that were able to penetrate as high as where the 
thunderbird dwells just below Wakan Tanka or the highest power. Dragonflies were called tē wō wītŭś 
? or ‘whirlwind’, the butterflies with blue eyes nā' nō mī' hĭs tĭ ĭm or (the) ‘Thunderbird parasite’. Each 
possessed whirlwind power. Swallows, because of the forked tail like the lightning were, along with the 
dragonflies and butterflies, also considered as sacred messengers and helpers to the thunderbird who 
produced the fearsome storms (Bender, 2020a: 269, Brown 1992: 126, Grinnell 1972: 95-96, 111-12; 
Nagy 1994: 17-19; Owusu 1997: 242-243; Taylor 1987: 243, 252).

Super cell Thunderstorms, Tornadoes and Ymnni
Thunderstorms produced by super cell thunderstorms constitute a constant threat in the upper Midwest 

and on the Great Plains of North America. Sometimes said to be caused by the wrath of Thunderbirds 
who bring the great storms and wind, thunderstorms were held in awe by the Indian population because 
of the greatly feared lightning, wind, hail and a likelihood of spawning tornadoes (Bender 2020a: 268-
69, Chamberlain 1890: 54, Mails 1992: 92-93, Taylor 1987: 241). The Lakota name for the Thunderbird, 
wakinyan, with its root word wakin/wakan, reflects His supreme power and is linked to/in the name for 
thunderstorms, wakinyan ukiye, and tornadoes, wičha'woka[tanka]. Both names indicate the connection 
to the above-all-others power Wakan Tanka, i.e. the collective personified in the sun, moon, sky, earth, 
winds, lightning, thunder and other natural phenomena referred to as wakan (Powers 1977: 45-47, 54; 
Walker 1917: 153; White Hat 1999: 209). Within the collective was/is Tate, the four winds who, as 
mentioned, is the father of Yum (Ymnni) the whirlwind (and chaos) although Yum had no birth (Powers 
1977: 73). 4

Ymnni’s whirlwind power can be sensed in one of nature’s great show of strength, the super cell 
thunderstorm. The counter-clockwise rotating super cell thunderstorms often produces severe weather, 
torrential wind-driven rain, hail and are capable of spawning tornadoes. They can be seen for tens if not a 
hundred and more miles away. When mature, the cumulonimbus cloud storm structure is often ‘pinched’ 
in the middle and can have a ‘twisted’ or somewhat three-dimensional, X-shaped appearance (Figures 
3a-d).

The Spiral and the Bear stars
On the larger, more cosmic scale, it is the circumpolar stars rotating counter-clockwise around the 

pole or pole star in the night sky that establish the counter-clockwise rotation of the stars observed in the 
north (or ‘above’) versus the clockwise rotation of the daytime sun in the south. 5 The most well-known of 
these stars are the bear stars of Ursa Major and Minor, i.e. the Great Bear and Little Bear more commonly 
called the Big and Little Dippers in North America (Figure 4a).

Although Ursa Major is not recognized as a bear by the Lakota or Sioux, almost all other Plains and 
eastern Woodland tribes revere the seven stars as such (Bender 2020b: 2627,33-34,51-52). Serving another 
purpose, its rotation was used to tell time at night and, seasonally, when to perform ceremonies such as the 
bear dance (Bender 2020c: 36-37; Nabakov 1967: 24,96). Furthermore, the counter-clockwise rotation of 
the ‘bear stars’ forms a spiral, often seen and/or pictured in many cultures as a swastika (Figure 4b).

One of the ancient Greek’s name for Ursa Major was Helike (from the Greek elix or helix meaning 
curved or spiral) which described its rotation around the pole (Allen 1899:433,438). The whirling 
design of the swastika (Figure 4b) is connected to the helix the Bear scribes in its revolution about the 
pole (Bender: 2017a: 79; Mackenzie 1926:86,91, 95-96). On the Great Plains of North America, the 

4	  The lineage or ranking of the Lakota pantheon can be somewhat complex and is ranked by four levels of either four 
wan or kin with sixteen in total. Above all and combined as one is Wakan Tanka, the creative force of the [Sioux] universe 
(Powers 1977: 46,54; Taylor 1978: 241; Walker 1917: 58).

5	  For anyone facing south, the clockwise rotation of the sun is from left to right or from east to west. Facing north, the 
rotation of the stars is counter-clockwise from right to left (east to west).
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whirlwind seen by the Indians spiraling upward toward the sky was connected with the spiral shape of 
the cocoon and the moth. The moth which emerges from the cocoon was said to receive its whirlwind 
power from the wind (Brown 1992: 7), but wind was said to get its whirlwind or spiral power from the 
spiraling Bear (Brown 1992: 7-8; Mackenzie 1926: 95; Taylor 1987: 251-252; Wissler 1905: 258-259). 
This cocoon/whirlwind/bear association was emphasized by some who wore it as protection (Figure 4c).

Not only do the rotation of the bear stars about the pole establish ‘the above’, it is the northern pivot 
point of the axis mundi, analogous to what Hall (1985: 184-85) describes as an earth navel. Regarded as a 
place of importance in Plains Indians cosmologies, the pivot point is a ‘hole’ in the sky souls and shamans 
access in order to travel to other dimensions such as the land of the dead.

Kapemni, the Above and Below, Vortexes, Bear Stars, Spirit Lights and a Concept 
of Wormholes?
Like the swirling wind on the Great Plains, Kapemni is the vortex that wraps complex Lakota beliefs 

in The One (Wakan Tanka), mankind and the universe.  In the simplest of terms, the Lakota or Sioux 
word Kapemni means ‘twisting’. 6 Viewed from the earth, it is the reflection of the upper and lower worlds 
(Goodman 1992: 31-33). The basic form used to express Kapemni is an X-shape with two triangles with 
touching apexes (Figure 5a).

However, when the basic, two-dimensional form (Figure 5a) is combined with a symbol of two 
concentric circles, the Kapemni becomes three dimensional in form like the whirlwind or a tornado 
which spirals upward (Figure 5b & c). 7

Completing the vortex and intersection of the upper (masculine) and lower (feminine) worlds are 
two more symbols; the circle-in-a-cross (or medicine wheel) and two concentric circles with a dark circle 
at center (Figure 5d & e).

Both symbols embody manifestations of the One, i.e. Wakan Tanka. When the Kapemni (Figure 5d) 
is viewed from above (or from below), the intersection of the two vortexes is visible as a point where the 
four directions (North, South, East, West) intersect. At that point or center (no. 7) between the upper 
and lower worlds is man who, in piety, is one with Wakan Tanka (Figure 5f ).

A critical concept inherent in the diagram (Figure 5f ) is the representation of the three physical 
dimensions of the world/man. The fourth dimension, i.e. time, is an abstraction (Anderson 2001: 243-
48, Bender 2008). Inference is that space and time are not only four dimensional, but that knowledge 
transcending from the Above (and Creator), through immanence, invokes 5th, 6th and nth dimensions of 
space and time (Anderson 2001: 9697,243; Hughson 2024: 226-35; Schlesier 1987: 6-8). Moreover, the 
concept of multiple dimensions and a time before creation or non-existence when only The One existed, i.e. 
the void, chaos or ‘totality before time’, is also a shared tradition (Bender 2008: 205, Schlesier 1987: 91-93).

Also ubiquitous in Native American tradition and cosmologies is the belief in an afterlife existing 
beyond the earth, quite possibly in another dimension or universe (Ashton & Whyte 2001: 148-50). 
The Lakota or Sioux are, of course, no exception. After death, the spirits of all dead humans were/are said 

6	  Within the Lakota (Sicangu) women’s midwife society interpretation of the nature of reality, the general meaning 
of Kapemni, i.e. ‘twisting’, is a variant of ymnni with the prefix Ka indicating an action performed by the action of the wind or 
a whirlwind (Buechel unpublished notes, Goodman 1992: 31; Leola One Feather, personal communication).

7	 The symbol is likely ancient and was widespread across the North American continent. Brinton (1885: 58) 
commented that, “An interesting incident is recorded by Friend John Richardson when on a visit to William Penn, at his 
manor of Pennsburg, in 1701. Penn asked the Indian interpreter to give him some idea of what the native notion of God was. 
The interpreter, at a loss for words, had recourse to picture writing, and describing a number of circles, one inside the other, he 
pointed to the centre of the innermost and smallest one, and there, "placed, as he said, by way of representation, the Great Man." 
The explanation was striking and suggestive, and hints at the meaning of the not infrequent symbol of the concentric circles.” 
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to follow a trail or path to the spirit world. The trail or path begins high up in the sky where the souls of 
the newly deceased follow a straight road to Makoce or ‘the land of the dead’. 8 Beginning the journey, the 
soul first moves south (among the stars) and then, curving under the earth and by following the north-
south aligned stars, returns back toward the north where an old woman (the ‘Blue Woman) waits near 
the entrance to the spirit world (Leola One Feather, personal communication, Rice 1984: 331-32,345; 
Powers 1977: 192). Her abode is said to be (in) the four ‘bowl’ stars of the (counter-clockwise rotating) 
Big Dipper (Figure 5g).

According to the Sicangu (Rosebud) midwife society, the Blue Woman then puts the spirit on the 
soul’s path or Wanagi Ta Canku, i.e. the Milky Way (Figures 5h), the path or road the soul uses to travel 
(south) making the final journey to Wanagi Yata, i.e. ‘the place of spirits’ located ‘somewhere in space’ 
accessed by a ‘portal’ at the southwestern end of the Milky Way (Bender 2022: 33; Goodman 1992: 21-
23; Powers 1977: 53,93). 9

There is, however, a more complex model of the Northern Plains Indian universe or cosmos (and 
beyond). The Lakota concept of the cosmos is that the north-south lines of stars wrap the curved, round 
earth as a path for both recently departed and new born souls on which they travel during their journey 
(either coming or going). The old souls travel south or southwest along the Milky Way. or Wanagi Ta 
Canku, to Wanagi Yata, the ‘place of spirits’. However, new (reincarnated) souls are said to come from 
the north, descending from the stars as meteors in the form of a buffalo calf (Bender 2013:64,67,68&71; 
Bender 2022: 33; Goodman 1992: 23,93,191-92). For the new, reincarnated souls, it is a ‘round trip’ 
completed ‘beneath the earth’ while still somewhere in space (Figure 5i).

Furthermore, it is not only the deceased who journey on the path. Within Plains and Woodland 
Indians beliefs, it is the shaman who, when acting as a psychopomp, had the ability to ascend to the 
‘Above’ and Milky Way through a hole in the sky or portal, the portal said to be sometimes marked by a 
shooting star (Figure 5j). 

Like the Lakota, the neighboring Algonquin-speaking tribes also believe in an ‘under the earth’ abyss 
or mirrored underworld viewed as a reflection of the night sky (Hall 1993: 28-300). It is the same ideal 
as the upper and lower world expressed in/by Kapemni, the upper world rotating counter-clockwise like 
the stars, the lower world rotating clockwise with the sun. Furthermore, at sometime in the remote past, 
this belief of two worlds counter-rotating in opposite directions was manifested in stone.

Located on high hills overlooking an open valley in the Red Wing, Minnesota area were/are a number 
of hollow, beehive-shaped stone cairns approximately 6 to 8 feet (1.8 to 2.4 meters) in height. The cairns 
were built by first placing a wedge stone at the base of the cairn and then spiraling limestone blocks in 
a clockwise direction. At the midpoint as the cairn was being built, the builders switched directions by 
next placing stones in a counterclockwise direction. In the middle of the cairns, an upright Eastern Red 
Cedar (Juniperus virginiana) staff was placed (Bergervoet 2017a: 89,109-10). The red cedar staff was/is 
clearly meant to represent a connection between the above and below as a center, i.e. the axis mundi. The 
cedar, usually depicted in Anishanabe iconography as a branched tree, is a conceptual icon and symbolic 
representation of the cosmic axis or axis mundi in the proto-Algonquin concept of a transcendental four-
tiered, multi-layered universe (Bender 2009:144-48, Bender 2024: 67, Granzber & Steinbring 1994: 51-
52, Grim 1983:78-81, Owusu 1999:194-95, Schlesier 1987: 91, Taylor & Sturtevant 1996:481, Vastokas 
& Vastokas 1973:39, Warren 1984:77). It is usually depicted in Anishanabe iconography as a branched 

8	  Makoce is a Lakota word. Other tribes have their own name depending on the language core, but always meaning 
the same (see Footnote no. 9).

9	  Another Lakota name for place spirits go after death by traveling south on the Milky Way is the ‘land of the pines’ 
(Rice 1994: 345). The Cheyenne had a similar belief on the soul’s journey along the Milky Way. To the Cheyenne, the Milky 
Way is the Seozemeo, ‘the road of the departed’ or ekutsihimiyo, the ‘Hanging Road’, which leads to the land of the dead, i.e. 
Se'han, a dimension or place close to the presence of Maheo (the Creator) himself (Bender 2022: 33, Powell 1969: 441).
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tree, something their Lakota neighbors would have immediately recognized and incorporated into the 
design (Figure 5k).

The overall design of the cairns, reminiscent of Kapemni, is a stone representation of the Northern 
Plains Indian concept of the universe with upper and lower worlds (and a center point with man). The 
cairns were likely constructed as a means for soul travel of the deceased to the spirit world, that place 
‘somewhere in space’ and thought to be another dimension accessed by a portal at the southwest end of 
the Milky Way or in the ‘Above’.

The whole of the picture that emerges is one of a universe incorporating the plane of the earth, the 
starry dome of the sky, cardinal directions with the North-South alignment of special importance, the 
Milky Way and a portal at the southwestern end. The extradimensions and spirit worlds are outside the 
view of all the stars visible from the earth, i.e. the edge of the universe (Figures 5l).

The Cheyenne go one step further in their concept of man interacting with the visible universe, the 
world being the largest element (Hoebel 1960: 83). 10 They hold the belief that, although few in number, 
the Cheyenne have a divinely ‘appointed’ ability to gain or access the sacred/spiritual knowledge necessary 
to maintain the universe (Figure 5k). This is accomplished through ceremony in the sacred lodge, itself a 
representation of the universe (Mails 1991: 104-05: Mails 1992: 97,156; Schlesier 1987: 92-93). There 
(both in the sacred lodge and/or at the edge of the universe), those appointed are capable of performing 
a sort of a cosmic ‘tune-up’ (if necessary). In essence, it is a ‘repair’ job or major ‘overhaul’, the rites or acts 
effective forces ritually performed in order to help prevent (cosmic) discord and assure harmony. This 
they say they do on behalf of all of mankind (Hoebel 1960: 83). 11

The Cheyenne were not alone in their belief of what the sacred lodge represents both on an earthly and 
cosmic scale. The renowned Lakota spiritual leader Frank Fools Crow 12 emphasized that the purification 
lodge was not only an earthly representation of the universe and extra-dimensions, but anchored one 
end of the ‘wormhole’ or tunnel needed for the person within to travel (in full consciousness) to extra 
dimensions (Figure 5m).15

The extra-dimensions include the four corners (outside the universe, but recognized as a part of it) 
where the sacred guardians were placed and, overlooking all, the space/dimension where Wakan-Tanka 
is said to reside. Importantly, the ability to travel outside the universe includes visiting the dimension the 
so-called ‘spirit lights’ are said to come from (Dietrich & Been 2003: 3; Mails 1991: 105-09). 13

10	  The Cheyenne have no great stories or tradition of a boundless universe. Neither do they worry about its creation or 
how the world was made; simply, it is and their responsibility to maintain it.

11	  The knowledge and permission come from the high spirits, the instructors of man who willingly share their 
knowledge with mankind if mankind seeks and listens respectfully.

12	  Frank Fools Crow (ca. 1890-1989) was the last of the Oglala Lakota holymen, traditional elders and medicine 
man who earned his medicine bundle after apprenticing under Stirrup and Spotted Crow, both traditional Lakota medicine 
and holymen who were traditional bundle holders (Leola One Feather, personal communication, Mails 1992: 10,13,64). He 
was a nephew of Black Elk and, like Black Elk, worked to preserve Lakota traditions, including the Sun Dance and yuwipi 
ceremonies. Frank supported Lakota sovereignty and treaty rights, and was a leader of the traditional faction during the armed 
standoff at Wounded Knee in 1973. When in public, he only spoke in his native Lakota language. 15 Frank Fools Crow would 
equate a tunnel with the term ‘hollow bone’ through which Wakan-Tanka and the Helpers communicate and work with man 
(Mails 1991: 30-45).

13	  When traveling to the extra-dimensions outside the edge of the universe, the body of the person within the lodge 
remains as if in a coma or near death and is not to be disturbed. However, the traveler making the extra-dimensional journey 
remains in full consciousness  (Conway 1990: 72-74, Mails 1992:109). Furthermore, Fools Crow remarked that when traveling 
between dimensions, he could exceed the speed of light as the rules of physics governing this dimension are suspended and do 
not apply. Therefore, no longer being in the present or this universe and or reality, the journey took mere seconds as he passed 
the earth, planets, stars and Milky Way (Dietrich & Been 2003: 3, Mails 1990: 108-09). Simply, the spirit is like light and not 
bound to one’s body nor in need of physical nourishment.
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One other important Plains Indian tradition or belief that has an uncanny parallel to extra dimensions 
or multi-verses requiring a connecting tunnel or wormhole is the manifestation of the so-called ‘spirit 
lights’ (Bender 2020b: 5). Spirit lights are the ephemeral red and blue-colored points of light sometimes 
witnessed at sacred sites or in the sweat/purification lodge during ceremony. Appearing out of thin air, 
spirit lights are considered an extra-dimensional manifestation of sacred, sentient beings associated with 
or having an affinity with the stars and extra-dimensions or universes (Mails 1991: 10608; Leola One 
Feather and Ralph Redfox, personal communication). Although they are described as being the same 
color as red and blue stars (Brown 1930: 4), they are not ‘fixed’ in place like the stars in the night sky, 14 but 
are free to move around. The movement is reflected in the Lakota name for the spirit lights, i.e ta’ku shkan-
shkan, the words and meaning/translated as ‘what is moving’ or ‘anything that is moving … in a sacred 
manner’ (Leola One Feather, personal communication). The red lights are said to be messengers from the 
spirit world or an extra-dimension (or perhaps another universe altogether) sent in to communicate with 
human beings or prefer/offer blessings (Leola One Feather and Ralph Redfox, personal communication). 
The blue lights are also seen as spirit helpers and, like the red lights, regarded as (benevolent) protectors 
(Deloria 2005: 11). A huge blue light, however, is none other than Tunkashila (Mails 1992: 106).

The renowned Holyman Frank Fools Crow and the Lakota recognize two other light colors, one 
pure white, the other green (Deloria 2005: 11). The pure white light is WakanTanka himself, the light as 
brilliant as the sun which is his representative on earth. 15 As (Brinton 1885: 58) remarked,

 “As the embodiment of Light, some spoke of the sun as a deity … which they personified, and called the 
Grandfather of all Indian nations …They assigned to fire [as] being a type of the heavenly blaze, the sun. But 
both Sun and Fire were only material emblems of the mystery of Light. This was the “body or fountain of 
deity,” which Brainerd said they described to him in terms that he could not clearly understand; something 
“all light;” a being “in whom the earth, and all things in it, may be seen;” a “great man, clothed with the 
day, yea, with the brightest day, a day of many years, yea, a day of everlasting continuance. From him 
proceeded, in him were, to him returned, all things and the souls of all things … Next in order, or rather, 
parallel with and a part of the worship [veneration] of Light, was that of the Four Cardinal Points, always 
identified with the Four Winds [guardians, spirits or old men] …” (Bender 2023: 12, footnote no. 20).

Grandmother Earth is viewed by the Lakota as a green (spirit) light (Deloria 2005: 11, Mails 1992: 
106). Unlike the red, white or blue lights, the green light does not come from another dimension. In this 
context, the green light may be the only spirit light not associated with an extra-dimension, but rather 
another world, i.e. the lower world beneath the plane of the earth (Figure 5n).

Furthermore, the lights (or spirits) are said to be invited or ‘called’ into the lodge, typically by singing 
certain songs, the singer’s voice carefully controlling the pitch and sound. 16 Moreover, the traditional 

14	 The Northern Plains and Woodland Indians did recognize the movement of certain ‘stars, i.e. the planets, but not as 
points of lights who were benevolent visitors called and/or glimpsed in the purification lodge. Unlike the spirit lights, the only 
planet that had a name was the bright morning or evening ‘star’ Venus. The Dakota name for the morning star is on-pah-OH-
we-CHON-ĥ'pe, i.e. the ‘largest star’ and can be applied to both the morning and evening star (Miller 1997:235, Warcloud 
1971:117). The Lakota name for the morning star is Aŋpo Wićaĥpi, the ‘(at) dawn star’ (Goodman 1992:56, Powers 1977:2, 
White Hat 1999:104). The Blackfoot morning star name was A-pi-su'-ahts, in their creation story the son of the Sun whose 
name meant ‘early riser’ or ‘day star’ (Grinnell 1962:99, Miller 1997:243). It was represented by a cross (Wissler & Duvall 
1995:42). Their name for Venus as the evening star was the ‘lone star’ (Miller 1997:259). The Arapaho name was naʱkoax 
sometimes rendered naga'q meaning ‘a cross’ or ‘morning start (Stewart 1978:161). The Blackfoot are one of the few tribes 
who differentiated between and had names for other planets. Mars was the ‘Big Fire Eater’ or ‘Big Fire Star’ and Jupiter was 
the ‘Young Morning Star’ or ‘Mistake Morning Star’ (Miller 1997:243). Bear in mind that the three planets past Saturn were 
unknown until the invention of the telescope, so are irrelevant in any discussion of identifying what planet could have been a 
candidate when differentiating between the Morning Star (Venus) and Mars or Jupiter (Bender 2020d:6). 

15	 The Holyman Black Elk, the uncle of Frank Fools Crow, associated Wakan-Tanka with Light, using the capital letter 
L (Brown 1953 : 42;  Mails 1992: 106, footnote no. 35).

16	  When questioned, one singer conducting the ceremonies maintained that it was his life-long training and practice 
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belief in/of living and sentient points of light (and a sensed ‘presence’) able to travel extra dimensionally 
(or from a parallel universe) in order to directly communicate with mankind (or their ability to exceed 
the speed of light when traveling between dimensions) requires no rigorous, scientific proof. Within the 
Northern Plains cosmology and belief system, it simply is. 17

The Plains Indian belief of the points of light (or a photon) spontaneously appearing in the darkness 
does, however, have a scientific parallel within theoretical physics and the quantum jump, i.e. the abrupt 
and discrete transition of an electron from one energy level to another within an atom. When an electron 
moves to a lower energy level, it emits a photon of light, carrying away the energy difference. Different 
elements have different quantum levels and energies, hence they will emit photons of light at different 
frequencies and colors, the principle that light-emitting diodes (LED’s) work on (Kakalios 2010: 19-
21,176,207-08).

Both phenomena, i.e. spirit lights or the light emitted from an electron during the quantum jump, are 
seen as pinpoints of light, the major difference being that the spirit lights are spontaneous or sometimes 
‘called’ to appear, move and can linger before fading. It further evokes the larger question of where the 
spirit lights come from, 18 much like the question of where an electron in orbit about an atom’s nucleus 
may be at any given moment in time (i.e. the Heisenberg uncertainty principle). In the property of 
entanglement, the electron may be extra-dimensional or in multi-verses connected to this dimension 
or another universe by a tunnel, the tunnel generally known as a wormhole (Baker 2007: 104-08,112-
15,167,171; Darling 2004: 525; Dietrich & Been 2003; Gribbin 1996: 424-25; Kakalios 2010: 82). 19 No 
explicit claims are made that the spirit lights observed in the darkness of the lodge or at night are, indeed, 
a photon of light emitted by a quantum jump of an electron. However, a juxtaposition of the phenomena 
and Native explanation of where the lights come from or may originate, i.e. an extra-dimensional or 
multi-verse connected to this dimension or universe by a tunnel or wormhole (Mails 1991:103-07), 
makes for a striking comparison and parallel when considering the traditional, spiritual belief of extra-
dimensions versus theoretical scientific principles in the quantum realm of the atomic and sub-atomic 
world of the very small.

There is one other final thought regarding light and color. On an immensely larger stellar scale, the 
red and blue colored spirit lights do have an unintended corollary with red and blue stars. 20 The red 
that drew the lights, mostly by the sound of his voice producing a carefully controlled harmonic or resonant frequency, the 
tonal quality and sequence of the ceremony invoking mythic time and divine knowledge more important than the words of 
the song (Anderson 2001: 34,245-46; Hoebel 1960: 83; Ralph Redfox, personal communication). The Lakota Holyman 
Frank Fools Crow used the sound of a rattle and his song to call the lights into the sacred lodge (Mails  1990: 33,107,112-13).

17	  Regarded as a matter of faith, the author personally knows many people, both Native and non-Native, who claim 
to have seen/witnessed spirit lights either during a sweat/purification lodge ceremony or at a sacred site in the dark of night. 
None of them had anything to gain, except ridicule, for talking of their experience, many times mentioned afterward as an 
off-the-cuff comment or a straight-forward observation for which they had no explanation.

18	  When an atom absorbs a photon and then emits a new one shortly after when the excited electron returns to its 
ground state, the direction in which that photon is emitted is entirely random (Baker 2007: 110-14).

19	 A wormhole is a hypothetical tunnel or short-cut through the space-time continuum that appears in solutions in the 
equations of [Einstein’s] general theory of relativity. As such, a wormhole can connect two ends of a black hole (one end being 
a theoretical white hole) anywhere in the universe with instantaneous travel between the two points, extra-dimensions or, 
more in tune with the Native American concept, not only a different place, but an abstraction of time referred to as ‘mythical 
time’ by the Arapaho (Anderson 2002:243-48) or ‘the totality before time’ by the Cheyenne (Schlesier 1987:91).

20	 In Northern Plains Indian cosmology, stars are looked upon as living, sentient beings able to interact with human 
beings (Murie 1981a: 11,40; Parks 1996: 86-88, Wissler & Duvall 1995: xxvii). The Lakota see far more in the night sky than 
mere, twinkling pin-points of light, the sky virtually alive with wakan in a universe where star spirits and man may live in harmony 
(Bender 2020d: 4, Powers 1977: 55).. 25 Leola One Feather (personal communication) also shared that there is a tradition of an 
affinity with the white lights and the tradition of the White Buffalo Calf Woman, Fallen Woman and Falling Star, all of whom 
came to earth from the stars or are associated with them. The blue lights, in turn, have an affinity with the Blue Woman (Figure 
5g) and the [Mongolian] blue spot at the base of the spine of new born babies who are considered blessed.
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lights are said to be older, the blue lights younger and more energetic (Leola One Feather, personal 
communication). 21 The older, red colored lights can, therefore, be compared to the aging red giant 
M-class stars. The more energetic and younger blue helper lights, in turn, are comparable to the younger, 
hotter and brighter blue or blue/white type O and B class stars. 22 The color of the hottest and brightest 
stars of all, the white stars, is the same as the sun and represents the Light of The One, The Great Man, 
Wakan-Tanka, Maheo, Heisonoonin etc. 23

In this regard (i.e. science vs. Northern Plains Indian cosmology), classification of the scientific 
spectral types is meaningless when/if compared to the incomprehensible abstraction of the spirit of the 
Creator whose love, warmth and light is said to be at the center and present in all of creation. 24 Simply, 
it is something that cannot be measured, in the physical (scientific) sense, by a comparison to other stars, 
their extreme distance, extra-dimensions or parallels to the quantum realm. Like the creation of the world 
or the Creator, it is and beyond question by mere mortals.

Summary
This article is an exploration of the Lakota tradition of (the word) ymnni and parallels between beliefs 

held within the broader Northern Plains Indian cosmologies and the theoretical physics of quantum 
mechanics. Ymnni, which simply translates as ‘twisted’, can be expressed in many forms. It can range from 
the twisted cocoon of the moth to a whirlwind or dust devil, a spiral in rock art, the butterfly effect, a spiraled-
shaped cairn or wormhole (tunnel) connecting other worlds and extra-dimensions or, perhaps, another 
world/universe altogether, e.g. the ‘land of the dead’. This profound (and convoluted) cosmological view, 
one that represents the intimate connection between mankind and all of nature (regardless of size) with 
the universe may not be obvious to or embraced by the western mind. However, it is readily understood 
by the Northern Plains and Woodland Indians of North America whose traditions and beliefs embody 
the connection together with the idea of counter-rotating upper and lower worlds (the ‘above and ‘below’ 
with man in the middle) expressed by Kapemni. Outside these two worlds is the universe and, outside 
the universe, the extra-dimensions which include the four corners where the four benevolent spirits (set 
there by the Creator) reside. Also found within the belief system is the concept or ability of mere man, 
through piety and ceremony, to access these dimensions in spirit/soul form (in full consciousness) for the 
express purpose of seeking blessings or, at times deemed critical, helping to maintain order on a cosmic 
or universal scale. On the highest level of all, above and overlooking all of creation, is the Creator, i.e. the 
universal Light, who sits at center, both within and without, encompassing the worlds of both the micro 

21	 Leola One Feather (personal communication) also shared that there is a tradition of an affinity with the white lights 
and the tradition of the White Buffalo Calf Woman, Fallen Woman and Falling Star, all of whom came to earth from the stars 
or are associated with them. The blue lights, in turn, have an affinity with the Blue Woman (Figure 5g) and the [Mongolian] 
blue spot at the base of the spine of new born babies who are considered blessed.

22	 Stars are classified by the Hertzsprung-Russel diagram and convention of Main Sequence, Dwarf and Giant stars, 
classified as O,B,A,F,G,K,M stars. The O to A class, white to blue stars like Deneb, Rigel, Polaris, Spica, Vega and Sirius are 
the youngest, hottest and brightest. The M class stars such as Betelgeuse, Antares and Arcturus are the older, cooler (helium) 
burning Red Giants nearing the end of their life cycle. The Sun is a medium grade (G2) star in the middle of the Main 
Sequence and its life cycle (Darling 2004: 232-233,419,473; Lafferty & Rowe 1994: 288-289).

23	 Despite it being a mid spectrum G2 class star, the sun and its white light is the brightest of all because of its proximity 
or nearness to the earth when compared to all other stars. Furthermore, because of its brightness, warmth and the good which 
comes from the sun, many felt He (Wakan-Tanka) dwells in the center of it (Mails 1992: 90).

24	 In the religious/spiritual context, center is the ideal where divine transcendence and immanence are one (figures 
5d,e&f ). It is analogous to pantheism or the spirit (of God) being present and the center of all of creation and nature, universal 
in scale, ranging from the smallest to the largest. In the work of Thomas Aquinas, divine transcendence and immanence are 
not opposing concepts but, instead, complementary aspects of God’s relationship to creation. Aquinas argued that God both 
utterly beyond and distinct from all created things, i.e. transcendence, yet intimately present  in every aspect of creation. 
(Hughson 2024:.22635). Among the Sioux Indian people, Black Elk expressed that Wakan-Tanka is at the center of and 
within everything that is (Leming & Page 1998: 42, Niehardt 1932: 43).
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(quantum) and the macro (all of space) at the intersection of divine transcendence and immanence.
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Images

Fig. 1 - A clockwise (CW) spiral 
pecked into andulusite schist 
at the Hensler Petroglyph site 
in southeastern Wisconsin. 
According to Patterson (2023: 
49), the direction going CW 
from outside to inside indicates 
coming-up-from-below, i.e. 
movement in the vertical 
dimension or an extra one. To 
the lower right of the spiral is 
a butterfly-shape atl-atl and 
a quadruped. The atl-atl is a 
diagnostic Archaic-age form 
approximately 5000 years old 
helping to date the spiral form 
(Steinbring 2014: 37). Photo 
courtesy and by permission the 
late Jack Steinbring.

Fig. 2 - Sketches of the moth’s cocoon after 
Mallory (1903) as symbols of whirlwind 
power. In his unpublished field notes, 
Wissler referred to the cocoon power 
and the whirlwind bug being about the 
length of the forefinger and marked by 
peculiar spiral-like grooves (at left). The 
crosshatching on the cocoon sketch (at 
right) symbolizes the spiraling wind or 
whirlwind (Taylor 1987: 252).

Fig. 3a - A counter-clockwise 
(CCW) rotating anvil-
topped, mesocyclone super cell 
thunderstorm. The rotation (left to 
right) can be seen in the ‘pinched’ 
middle of the storm formed by 
the rotating updrafts. This storm 
topped out at approximately 
60,000+ feet (16,764 meters) 
or nearly 12 miles (18.9 km) 
high. Not only do these severe 
storms generate lightning and 
wind, they can spawn tornadoes. 
They are also hail producers with 
some hailstones growing 2 inches 
(5.0 cm) and more in diameter 
and, like lightning, capable of 
great injury and death if struck. 
This storm was approximately 
40 miles (60 km) distant when 
photographed.
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Fig. 3b - The base of a super 
cell thunderstorm going 
“UFO’ clearly showing the 
counterclockwise rotating 
(left to right) bands, shelf 
cloud and gust front (dark 
gray clouds).

Fig. 3c - The lowered base 
and rotating wall cloud 
at the center of the super 
cell from which a tornado 
can form and descend. The 
counter-clockwise rotation/
swirl from left to right is 
clearly visible. The dark, 
greenish sky at left is the 
hail core of the storm.

Fig. 3d - A large tornado 
near Lincoln, Nebraska 
photographed on April 26, 
2024. Note the counter-
clockwise (CCW) spiral 
bands in the funnel as the 
wall cloud rotates CCW 
above it. It is said that the 
Whirlwind dancers create 
not only the whirlwinds, 
but tornadoes (Brown, 
1992: 7). Photo courtesy 
National Weather Service, 
Omaha. 
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Fig. 4a - The counter-clockwise (CCW) rotation of Ursa Major 
or the Big Dipper throughout the long winter night and/or the 
seasons of the year. The positional seasons are spring (top right), 
summer (top left), fall or autumn (bottom left) and winter 
(bottom right). The CCW pinwheel at center represents the 
pole star (at present, Polaris).

Fig. 4b - The swastika-like appearance of the (bear) stars of 
Ursa Major as they spiral counterclockwise around the pole star 
Polaris throughout the night and year.

Fig. 4c - A pictographic 
symbol after Mallory 
(1893) of the cocoon 
and whirlwind bear 
worn as a symbol of 
whirlwind power 
(in order to confuse 
enemies).

Fig. 5a - The central symbol of Kapemni, 
fashioned in a vortex-like shape, 
representing a complex ideal of the sacred 
‘above’ and ‘below’ where “what is on 
earth is in the stars and what is in the 
stars is on the earth” (Goodman 1992: 
31). The Kapemni is also representative 
of “grandfather” (sky) sacred above and 
“grandmother” (earth) sacred below, i.e. 
the masculine and feminine (combined) 
as The One or creator (Goodman 1992: 
32).

Fig. 5b - The two concentric 
circles symbol. In Plains 
Indian beliefs and tradition, 
the symbol represents Wakan 
Tanka as infinite who, like 
the circle, has no beginning 
or end.

Fig. 5c - Through prayer and 
‘sacred talk’, the two mirrored 
worlds (top and bottom cones) 
are formed, and the Kapemni 
(now actually representing the 
sphere of the universe) changes 
shape as all life on earth begins 
(Goodman 1992: 32).

Fig. 5d & 5e - The cross-in-circle motif 
representing the four directions and, at 
right(Figure 5e), concentric circles with dark 
center symbol representing the ideal of center 
or The One (Bender 2008: 204-05; Goodman 
1992:32; Hoebel 1960: 14,41; Taylor & 
Sturtevant 1996: 474,476,481).

Fig. 5f - The sacred Above, Below, North, South, East and West with man (and 
the fire in the tipi) at Center. Center is the (divine) intersection where all seven 
directions encompass The One (Bender 2008: 204, Goodman 1992: 31).The 
visualization also encompasses both the sacred number 4 (in the cardinal or 
solstice directions) and the sacred number 7 in totality. The numbers, design 
and concept are ubiquitous among the northern Plains tribes regardless of 
the language core (Bender 2020; Anderson 2001: 97-99; Hoebel 1960: 86; 
Grinnell 1972: 86,94; Powell 1969: 434-35; Schlesier 1987: 7).
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Fig. 5g - Photo of the Big Dipper 
and bowl stars, the abode of 
the Blue Woman according to 
the Lakota Sicangu midwifes 
(Goodman 1992: 21-23, 
Leola One Feather, personal 
communication).

Fig. 5j - The bright, southern 
end of the Milky Way or 
‘path of spirits’ starting to 
brighten after sunset with the 
constellation of Sagittarius 
or the ‘teapot’(at center), 
the bright planet Jupiter (at 
near center) and a meteor 
or ‘shooting star’ (circled at 
top left). This portion of the 
southwestern night sky (inset 
at lower left) is considered to be 
the entrance to a portal where 
the soul can access the spirit 
world on the journey south (see 
Figures 5h & i, footnote no. 1). 
The red color is due to volcanic 
ash particles ( from a volcano 
erupting in Alaska) suspended 
high in the atmosphere.
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Fig. 5i - Conceptualized image 
of the Plains Indian portal at the 
southwestern end of the Milky Way 
by which to enter the wormhole/
vortex (at left) connecting the Milky 
Way with either the Land of the 
Dead or, for others, the south to 
north stars that wrap the earth. 
The soul of the deceased or person 
symbolically traveling the pathway 
would access the wormhole (at top 
or above) returning to the Blue 
Woman’s Place, i.e. the bowl stars 
of Ursa Major or the Big Dipper in 
the north (Figure 5g) from below. 
On the broader scale, the wormhole 
connects the ‘land of the dead’, i.e. 
a separate universe or dimension, 
for those souls not destined to be 
reincarnated and who are said to 
descend back to earth as a meteor in 
the form of a buffalo calf.

Fig.  5h - Overhead star chart or map of the summer 
and early Fall night sky showing the two branches 
of the Milky Way with the Cygnus Rift dividing 
them. Note the Milky Way northeast/southwest 
orientation and the bright star Deneb which marks 
the ‘tail’ of the swan, i.e. the constellation Cygnus, 
where the Milky Way splits into the two branches. 
One branch is continuous, stretching all the way to 
the constellations of Sagittarius and Scorpius 1 on 
the southwestern horizon while the western branch 
terminates overhead. The Cheyenne call the long 
branch Sexameo which leads to Se’han, ‘the land 
of the dead’ located in space beyond the stars and 
this universe or dimension. The short branch is 
Hexozeemeo, ‘the road of the hanged ones’ ( for people 
who commit suicide or are extremely wicked). Like 
Se’han, it is also located in, as Powell (1969: 86) 
stated, another ‘galaxy’ (Grinnell 1972: 91, Hoebel 
1960: 86). 2 

1	 The red star Antares in the heart of 
Scorpius may have had another role, one related 
to spirits and the transmission of souls. There 
is speculation regarding which star in the south 
was the Pawnee (and Wichita) Spirit or Death 

Star, some thinking it is Antares, others strongly suggesting Canopus. Consensus is that the Pawnee Spirit Star was/is likely 
Canopus. Lankford (2007: 208-210,254), however, suggests that Antares was a ‘spirit star’ though not to the Pawnee or 
Wichita, but rather the eastern Algonquin-speaking people (and extending to the Northern Plains). In the late summer 
through the autumn of the year, it is seen low on the horizon before it sets on the southwest. Its location is key when taken 
together with its proximity to the Milky Way (Figure 5h), the ubiquitous ‘soul path’ for many of the Plains and Woodland 
tribes (Bender 2022). The association makes Antares an ideal candidate for the spirit star (in the south) said to escort souls 
(south) to the land of the dead (Bender 2018: 249,252-253)

2	 Powell was an Episcopal priest and member of the Cheyenne medicine societies. His use of the word galaxy was not 
meant to indicate a galaxy such as the Milky Way or Andromeda Galaxy per se. When he wrote Sweet Medicine in the 1950’s, 
a galaxy was one of the most distant objects known, located far beyond the earth in outer space. Although extra dimensions 
and multi-verses had been conceptualized by theoretical physicists two decades earlier, they were mainly the ‘stuff ’ of science 
fiction and quantum physics, but definitely not a part of mainstream thought. However, the Plains and Woodland Indians had 
formed a cosmological concept of their existence, the Native belief of extra dimensions steeped in tradition, and the sacred, 
not in scientific theory or terms.
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Fig. 5k - The branched (cedar) tree with four levels represents the four 
levels in Ojibway (Algonquin) cosmology (Granzber & Steinbring, 
1994). Note the circle within a circle at top (No. 1), said to represent the 
Great Spirit above all. Of note, the circle motif bears a great resemblance 
to the concentric circle utilized in the Kapemni symbols and conveys the 
same meaning (Figures 5b & e). Circle no. 2 is the sun, the same as the 
cross-in-circle motif in the upper world (Figure 5d) and representing life 
and time. Circle no. 3 is the world of man. The number 4 is Mother Earth 
or lower world. Sketch by permission Jack Steinbring. 

Fig. 5l -. (below) A two-dimensional polar projection of the Northern 
Plains Indians concept of the threedimensional dome of the upper world 
composing the universe or cosmos. Their idea or concept of the vastness 
and extent of the universe can be expressed by the German word gestalt 
in that it is ‘something bigger than the whole’ or entirety of the ‘world’. 
It is a universe represented by an upper or above and lower or below 
worlds. The upper world includes the blue of the sky, the brilliant colors of 
the (curved) rainbow and all the stars visible to the naked eye. The lower 
world, i.e. Grandmother Earth, is the largest element and shaped like the 
back of a great turtle. As one, the two worlds represent the pervading force 

of Wakan (i.e. the Creator), i.e. 
the power of the universe (Hoebel 
1960: 82-83; Powell 1969: 434-
35; Taylor 1987: 241). What 
lies beyond this universe, but not 
directly connected to it, is a separate 
universe or universes, dimension or 
dimensions. At the four ‘corners’ 
or quarters outside the universe 
are the four guardians, spirits or 
old men put there by the Creator 
(Anderson 2001: 97-98; Hoebel 
1960: 83; Mails 1991: 104-09; 
Mails 1992: 90; Schlesier 1987: 
93). Overlooking all and at the 
center is the Creator or One, 
present in every living thing (Ralph 
Redfox, personal communication). 
He, the Creator, is the sum total 
of the overall ‘great mystery’ (and 
knowledge). Whether named The 
One, The Great Man, Wakan 

Tanka, Maheo, Heisonoonin, etc., He is an abstraction, incomprehensible to mere man and who, after creating the world (and 
universe), left the earth long ago retiring to the blue sky or Above where He resides in the very heart of the universe and all of creation 
(Brinton 1885: 58; Hoebel 1960: 83,86; Mails 1991: 106; Powell 1969: 434-35; Schlesier 1987: 5-7).

Fig. 5m - Sketch of the sphere of the three-dimensional medicine or purification 
lodge as a model and representation of the sphere of the universe with the upper 
world of Wakan-Tanka and Tunkashila 1 and lower world of Grandmother 
Earth. The two worlds are separated by the Plane of the Earth (i.e. the place 
where man dwells). Within the walls of the lodge is the portal or entrance to 
other dimensions accessed through song, prayer and ceremony.

1	 Tunkashila is somewhat akin to Jesus as the son of God/Wakan-
Tanka, one in mind and spirit, but individual entities or persons. Like Jesus, 
Tunkashila was/is said to have come to the earth/land long ago and walked 
about among the people teaching them (Mails 1992: 16, footnote no. 2; 
35, footnote no. 6; 37, footnote no. 8). Frank Fools Crow, also a Roman 
Catholic, maintained that “… Wakan-Tanka, Grandfather and Jesus are one 
and the same” (Mails 1992: 171).


