LESLIE MARMON SILKO [b. 1948]

Language and Literature
from a Pueblo Indian
Perspective

Born in 1948 and raised in the Laguna Pueblo near Albuquerque, New
Mexico, Leslie Marmon Silko is a poet, fiction writer, and essayist
whose work focuses on Native American culture and its relationship to
white American culture. Her fiction and poetry draw on the oral tradi-
tions of the Laguna. She is best known for her first novel, Ceremony
(1977), and for her novel about the impact of the European conquest
on Native Americans, Almanac of the Dead (1991). Her latest novel is
Gardens in the Dunes (1999). )

“Language and Literature from a Pueblo Indian Perspective” is not
fiction, but it is about storytelling. Although Silko doesn’t address this
question explicitly, think about what it might mean to a working novel-
ist to come from a culture with this kind of storytelling tradition.

Where 1 come from, the words that are most highly valued are those
which are spoken from the heart, unpremeditated and unrehearsed.
Among the Pueblo people, a written speech or statement is highly sus-
pect because the true feelings of the speaker remain hidden as he reads
words that are detached from the occasion and the audience. I have in-
tentionally not written a formal paper to read to this session because of
this and because I want you to hear and to experience English in a non-
traditional structure, a structure that follows patterns from the oral tra-
dition. For those of you accustomed to a structure that moves from
point A to point B to point C, this presentation may be somewhat diffi-

This “essay” is an edited transcript of an oral presentation. The “author” deliber-
ately did not read from a prepared paper so that the audience could experience
firsthand one dimension of the oral tradition —nonlinear structure. Her remarks
were intended to be heard, not read. [Silko’s note.]
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cult to follow because the structure of Pueblo expression resembles
something like a spider’s web—with many little threads radiating from a
center, criss-crossing each other. As with the web, the structure will
emerge as it is made and you must simply listen and trust, as the Pueblo
people do, that meaning will be made.

I suppose the task that I have today is a formidable one because basi-
cally I come here to ask you, at least fora while, to set aside a number of
basic approaches that you have been using and probably will continue to
use in approaching the study of English or the study of Janguage; first of
all, T come to ask you to see language from the Pueblo perspective,
which is a perspective that is very much concerned with including the
whole of creation and the whole of history and time. And so we very sel-
dom talk about breaking language down into words. As I will continue
to relate to you, even the use of a specific language is less important
than the one thing—which is the “telling,” or the storytelling. And so, as
Simon Ortiz has written, if you approach a Pueblo person and want to
talk words or, worse than that, to break down an individual word into its
components, ofttimes you will just get a blank stare, because we don’t
think of words as being isolated from the speaker, which, of course, is
one clement of the oral tradition. Moreover, we don't think of words as
being alone: words are always with other words, and the other words are
almost always in a story of some sort.

Today I have brought a number of examples of stories in English be-
cause T would like to get around to the question that has been raised, or
the topic that has come along here, which is what changes we Pueblo
writers might make with English as a language for literature. But at the
same time I would like to explain the importance of storytelling and how
it relates to a Pueblo theory of language.

So first T would like to go back to the Pueblo Creation story. The rea-
son I go back to that story is because it is an all-inclusive story of cre-
ation and how life began. Tséitsinako, Thought Woman, by thinking of
her sisters, and together with her sisters, thought of everything which is,
and this world was created. And the belief was that everything in this
world was a part of the original creation, and that the people at home re-
alized that far away there were others—other human beings. There is
even a section of the story which is a prophesy—which describes the
origin of the European race, the African, and also remembers the Asian
origins.

Starting out with this story, with this attitude which includes all
things, I would like to point out that the reason the people are more con-
cerned with story and communication and less with a particular lan-
guage is in part an outgrowth of the area [pointing to a map] where we
find ourselves. Among the twenty Pueblos there are at least six distinct

79

~




sILKO/Language and Literature

languages, and possibly seven. Some of the linguists argue—and I don’t
set myself up to be a linguist at all—about the number of distinct lan-
guages. But certainly Zuni is all alone, and Hopi is all alone, and from
mesa to mesa there are subtle differences in language —very great dif-
ferences. I think that this might be the reason that what particular lan-
guage was being used wasn't as important as what a speaker was trying
to say. And this, I think, is reflected and stems or grows out of a
particular view of the story—that is, that language is story. At Laguna
many words have stories which make them. So when one is telling a
story, and one is using words to tell the story, each word that one is
speaking has a story of its own too. Often the speakers or tellers go into
the stories of the words they are using to tell one story so that you get
stories within stories, so to speak. This structure becomes very apparent
in the storytelling, and what I would like to show you later on by reading
some pieces that T brought is that this structure also informs the writing
and the stories which are currently coming from Pueblo people. I think
what is essential is this sense of story, and story within story, and the
idea that one story is only the beginning of many stories, and the sense
that stories never truly end. I would like to propose that these views of
structure and the dynamics of storytelling are some of the contributions
which Native American cultures bring to the English language or at least
to literature in the English language. ,

First of all, a lot of people think of storytelling as something that is
done at bedtime—that it is something that is done for small children.
When I use the term storytelling, I include a far wider range of telling ac-
tivity. I also do not limit storytelling to simply old stories, but to again go
back to the original view of creation, which sees that it is all part of a
whole; we do not differentiate or fragment stories and experiences. In
the beginning, Tséitsinako, Thought Woman, thought of all these things,
and all of these things are held together as one holds many things to-
gether in a single thought.

So in the telling (and today you will hear a few of the dimensions of
this telling) first of all, as was pointed out earlier, the storytelling always
includes the audience and the listeners, and, in fact, a great deal of the
story is believed to be inside the listener, and the storyteller’s role is to
draw the story out of the listeners. This kind of shared experience grows
out of a strong community base. The storytelling goes on and continues
from generation to generation.

The Origin story functions basically as a maker of our identity—with
the story we know who we are. We are the Lagunas. This is where we
came from. We came this way. We came by this place. And so from the
time you are very young, you hear these stories, so that-when you go out
into the wider world, when one asks who you are, or where are you
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from, you immediately know: we are the people who came down from
the north. We are the people of these stories. It continues down into
clans so that you are not just talking about Laguna Pueblo people, you
are talking about your own clan. Within the clans there are stories which
identify the clan.

In the Creation story, Antelope says that he will help knock a hole in
the earth so that the people can come up, out into the next world.
Antelope tries and tries, and he uses his hooves and is unable to break
through; and it is then that Badger says, “Let me help you.” And Badger
very patiently uses his claws and digs a way through, bringing the people
into the world. When the Badger clan people think of themselves, or
when the Antelope people think of themselves, it is as people who are of
this story, and this is our place, and we fit into the very beginning when
the people first came, before we began our journey south.

So you can move, then, from the idea of one’s identity as a tribal per-
son into clan identity. Then we begin to get to the extended family, and
this is where we begin to get a kind of story coming into play which
some people might see as a different kind of story, though Pueblo people
do not. Anthropologists and ethnologists have, for a long time, differen-
tiated the types of oral language they find in the Pueblos. They tended to
rule out all but the old and sacred and traditional stories and were not
interested in family stories and the family’s account of itself. But these
family stories are just as important as the other stories—the older sto-
ries. These family stories are given equal recognition. There is no defi-
nite, pre-set pattern for the way one will hear the stories of one’s own
family, but it is a very critical part of one’s childhood, and it continues on
throughout one’s life. You will hear stories of importance to the family—
sometimes wonderful stories—stories about the time a maternal uncle
got the biggest deer that was ever seen and brought back from the moun-
tains. And so one’s sense of who the family is, and who you are, will then
extend from that—“I am from the family of my uncle who brought in
this wonderful deer, and it was a wonderful hunt” —so you have this sort
of building or sense of identity.

There are also other stories, stories about the time when another
uncle, perhaps, did something that wasn't really acceptable. In other
words, this process of keeping track, of telling, is an all-inclusive process
which begins to create a total picture. So it is very important that you
know all of the stories—both positive and not so positive——about one’s
own family. The reason that it is very important to keep track of all the
stories in one’s own family is because you are liable to hear a story from
somebody else who is perhaps an enemy of the family, and you are liable
to hear a version which has been changed, a version which makes your
family sound disreputable — something that will taint the honor of the
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family. But if you have already heard the story, you know your family’s
version of what really happened that night, so when somebody else is
mentioning it, you will have a version of the story to counterbalance it.
Fven when there is no way around it—old Uncle Pete did a terrible
thing— by knowing the stories that come out of other families, by keep-
ing very close watch, listening constantly to learn the stories about other
families, one is in a sense able to deal with terrible sorts of things that
might happen within one’s own family. When a member of one’s own
family does something that cannot be excused, one always knows stories
about similar things which happened in other families. And it is not
done maliciously. I think it is very important to realize this. Keeping
track of all the stories within the community gives a certain distance, a
useful perspective which brings incidents down to a level we can deal
with. If others have done it before, it cannot be so terrible. If others have
endured, so can we.

The stories are always bringing us together, keeping this whole to-
gether, keeping this family together, keeping this clan together. “Don’t go
away, don't isolate yourself, but come here, because we have all had
these kinds of experiences” —this is what the people are saying to you
when they tell you these other stories. And so there is this constant
pulling together to resist what seems to me to be a basic part of human
nature: when some violent emotional experience takes place, people get
the urge to run off and hide or separate themselves from others. And of
course, if we do that, we are not only talking about endangering the
group, we are also talking about the individual or the individual family
never being able to recover or to survive. Inherent in this belief is the
feeling that one does not recover or get well by one’s self, but it is to-
gether that we look after each other and take care of each other.

In the storytelling, then, we see this process of bringing people to-
gether, and it works not only on the family level, but also on the level of
the individual. Of course, the whole Pueblo concept of the individual is a
little bit different from the usual Western concept of the individual. But
one of the beauties of the storytelling is that when something happens to
an individual, many people will come to you and take you aside, or
maybe a couple of people will come and talk to you. These are occasions
of storytelling. These occasions of storytelling are continuous; they are a
way of life.

Storytelling lics at the heart of the Pueblo people, and so when some-
one comes in and says, “When did they tell the stories, or what time of
day does the storytelling take place?” that is a ridiculous question. The
storytelling goes on constantly—as some old grandmother puts on the
shoes of a little child and tells the child the story of a little girl who didn't
wear her shoes. At the same time somebody comes into the house for
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coffee to talk with an adolescent boy who has just been into a lot of trou-
ble, to reassure him that ke got into that kind of trouble, or somebody
else’s son got into that kind of trouble too. You have this constant ongo-
ing process, working on many different levels.

One of the stories I like to bring up about helping the individual in cri-
sis is a recent story, and I want to remind you that we make no distinc-
tions between the stories—whether they are history, whether they are
fact, whether they are gossip—these distinctions are not useful when we
are talking about this particular experience with language. Anyway,
there was a young man who, when he came back from the war in Viet-
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nam, had saved up his Army pay and bought a beautiful red Volkswagen .

Beetle. He was very proud of it, and one night drove up to a place right
across the reservation line. It is a very notorious place for many reasons,

but one of the more notorious things about the place is a deep arroyo be- -

hind the place. This is the King’s Bar. So he ran in to pick up a cold six-
pack to take home, but he didn’t put on his emergency brake. And his
little red Volkswagen rolled back into the arroyo and was all smashed
up. He felt very bad about it, but within a few days everybody had come
to him and told him stories about other people who had lost cars to that
arroyo. And probably the story that made him feel the best was about
the time that George Day's station wagon, with his ‘mother-in-law and
kids in the back, rolled into that arroyo. So everybody was saying, “Well,
at least your mother-in-law and kids weren't in the car when it rolled in,”
and you can't argue with that kind of story. He felt better then because
he wasn't alone anymore. He and his smashed-up Volkswagen were now
joined with all the other stories of cars that fell into that arroyo.

Again there is a very beautiful little story. It comes from far out of
the past. It is a story that is sometimes told to people who suffer great
family or personal loss. I would like to read that story to you now, and
while T am reading it to you, try to listen on a couple of levels at once. 1
want you to listen to the usage of English. I came from a family which
has been doing something that isn’t exactly standard English for a while.
I come from a family which, basically, is intent on getting the stories
told; and we will get those stories told, and language will work for us. It
is imperative to tell and not to worry over a specific language. The im-
perative is the telling. This is an old story from Aunt Suzie. She is one of
the first generations of persons at Laguna who began experimenting
with our notion of English—who began working to make English speak
for us— that is, to speak from the heart. As I read the story to you, you
will hear some words that came from Carlisle. She was taken from
Laguna, New Mexico, on a train when she was a little girl, and she spent
six years at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, in an Indian school, which was like
being sent to prison. But listen and you will hear the Carlisle influence.
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This is a story that is sometimes given to you when there has been a-
great loss.

This took place partly in old Acoma and Laguna. Waithia was a little girl
living in Acoma. One day she said, “Mother, I would like to have some
yastoah to eat.” Yastoah is the hardened crust of corn meal mush that
curls up. The very name yastoah means sort of “curled up,” you know,
dried, just as mush dries on top. She said, “I would like to have some yas-
toah,” and her mother said, “My dear little girl, I can't make you any yas-
toah because we haven't any wood, but if you will go down off the mesa,
down below, and pick up some pieces of wood, bring them home and I
will make you some yastoah.” So Waithia was glad and ran down the pre-
cipitous cliff of the mesa. Down below, just as her mother told her, there
were pieces of wood, some curled, some crooked in shape, that she was to
pick up and take home. She found just such wood as these. .

She went home and she had them in a little wickerlike bag. First she
called to her mother as she got home and said, “Mother, upstairs.” The
Pueblo people always called “upstairs” because long ago their homes
were two or three stories, and that was their entrance, from the top. She
said, “Naya, deeni! Mother, upstairs!” And her mother came. The little girl
said, “T have brought the wood you wanted me to bring.” She opened her
little wicker basket and laid them out and they were snakes. They were
snakes instead of the crooked pieces of wood, and her mother said, “Oh,
my dear child. You have brought snakes instead.” She says, “Go take
them back and put them back just where you got them.” The little girl ran
down the mesa again. Down below to the flats. And she put those snakes
back just where she got them. They were snakes instead, and she was very
much hurt about this, and she said, “I am not going home. I am going
away to the beautiful lake place and drown myself in that lake, Kawaik
bunyanah, to the west. I will go there and drown myself.”

So she started off, and as she came by the Enchanted Mesa, Kétsima,
she met an old man, very aged, and he saw her running, and he said, “My
dear child, where are you going?” She said, “T am going to Kawaik and
jump into the lake there.” “Why?” “Well, because,” she says, “my mother
didn’t want to make any yastoah.” And the old man said, “Oh, no, you
must not go my child. Come with me and I will take you home.” He tried
to catch her, but she was very light and skipped along, and every time he
would try to grab her she would skip faster away from him.

So he was coming home with some wood on his back, strapped to his
back and tied with yucca. He just let that strap go and let the wood fall.
He went as fast as he could up the cliff to the little girl's home. When
he got to the place where she lived, he called to her mother, “Deeni!
Upstairs!” “Come on up.” And he says, “I can't. 1 just came to bring you a
message. Your little daughter is running away. She is going to Kawaik to
drown herself in the lake there.” “Oh, my dear little girl!” the mother said.
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So she busied herself around and made her the yastoah she loved so
much. Corn mush, curled at the top. She must have found enough wood
to boil the corn meal and make the yastoah.

And while the mush was cooling, she got the little girl's clothing, she
got the little dress and all her other garments, little buckskin moccasins
that she had, and put them in a bundle, too— probably a yucca bag. And
she started down as fast as she could on the east side of Acoma. There
used to be a trail there, you know. It’s gone now. But it was accessible in
those days. And she followed, and she saw her way at a distance—saw
the daughter — she kept calling: “Tsumatusu, my daughter, come back. 1
have got your yastoah for you.” But the little girl did not turn. She kept on
ahead, and she cried. And what she cried is the song: “My mother, my
mother, she didn't want me to have any yastoah. So now I am going to go
away and drown myself.” Her mother heard her cry and said, “My little
daughter, come back here.” “No,” and she kept a distance away from her.

And they came nearer and nearer to the lake that was here. And she
could see her daughter now, very plain. “Come back, my daughter, I have
your yastoah.” And no, she kept on, and finally she reached the lake, and
she stood on the edge. She tied a little feather in her hair, which is tradi-
tional: in death they tie this little feather on the head. She carried a little
feather, the girl did, and she tied it in her hair with a little piece of string,
right on top of her head she put the feather. Just about as her mother was
to reach her, she jumped into the lake. The little feather was whirling
around and around in the depths below.

Of course the mother was very sad. She went, grieved, back to Acoma
and climbed her mesa home, and the little clothing, the little moccasins
she brought, and the yastoah. She stood on the edge of the mesa and scat-
tered them out. She scattered them to the east and west, to the north and
to the south—in all directions and where every one of the little clothing
and the little moccasins and shawls and yastoah [fell], all of them turned
into butterflies, all colors of butterflies! And today they say that Acoma
has more beautiful butterflies: red ones, white ones, blue ones, yellow
ones. They came from this little girl's clothing. [Copyright © 1981 by
L. M. Silko in Storyteller, a Richard Seaver Book.] '

Now that is a story that anthropologists would consider to be a very

old story. The version I have given you is just as Aunt Suzie tells it. You
can occasionally hear some English she picked up at Carlisle—words
like “precipitous.” You will also notice that there is a great deal of repeti-
tion, and a little reminder about yastoah and how it was made. There is
a remark about the cliff trail at Acoma—that it was once there, but is
there no longer. This story may be told at a time of sadness or loss, but
within this story many other elements are brought together. Things are
not separated out and put into separate categories; all things are brought
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together. So that the reminder about the yastoah is valuable information
that is repeated, a recipe, if you will. The information about the old trail
at Acoma reveals that stories are, in a sense, maps, since even to this day
there is little information or material about trails that is passed around
with writing. In the structure of this story the repetitions are, of course,
designed to help you be able to remember. It is repeated again and again,
and then it moves on. There is a very definite pattern that you will hear
in these pieces. . . .

As the old people say, “If you can remember the stories, you will be all
right. Just remember the stories.” And, of course, usually when they say
that to you, when you are young, you wonder what in the world they
mean. But when I returned — I had been away from Laguna Pueblo for a
couple of years, well more than a couple of years after college and so
forth—I returned to Laguna and I went to Laguna-Acoma high school to
visit an English class, and I was wondering how the telling was continu-
ing, because Laguna Pueblo, as the anthropologists have said, is one of
the more acculturated pueblos. So I walked into this high school English
class and there they were sitting, these very beautiful Laguna and Acoma
kids. But I knew that out in their lockers they had cassette tape record-
ers, and I knew that at home they had stereos, and they were listening to
Kiss and Led Zeppelin and all those other things. I was almost afraid,
but I had to ask—1I had with me a book of short fiction (it's called The
Man 1o Send Rain Clouds [New York: Viking Press, 1974]), and among
the stories of other Native American writers, it has stories that I have
written and Simon Ortiz has written. And there is one particular story in
the book about the killing of a state policeman in New Mexico by three
Acoma Pueblo men. It was an act that was committed in the early fifties.
1 was afraid to ask, but I had to. I looked at the class and I said, “How
many of you heard this story before you read it in the book?” And I was
prepared to hear this crushing truth that indeed the anthropologists
were right about the old traditions dying out. But it was amazing, you
know, almost all but one or two students raised their hands. They had
heard that story, just as Simon and T had heard it, when we were young.
That was my first indication that storytelling continues on. About half of
them had heard it in English, about half of them had heard it in Laguna.
1 think again, getting back to one of the original statements, that if you
begin to look at the core of the importance of the language and how it
fits in with the culture, it is the story and the feeling of the story which
matters more than what language it's told in.

One of the other advantages that we have enjoyed is that we have al-
ways been able to stay with the land. The stories cannot be separated
from geographical locations, from actual physical places within the
land. We were not relocated like so many Native American groups who

86




siLKO/Language and Literature

were torn away from our ancestral land. And the stories are so much a
part of these places that it is almost impossible for future generations to
lose the stories because there are so many imposing geological elements.
Just as Houston Baker was speaking about the mesas— there are such
gigantic boulders —you cannot live in that land without asking or look-
ing or noticing a boulder or rock. And there’s always a story. There’s al-
ways at least one story connected with those places. . ..

Dennis Brutus talked about the “yet unborn” as well as “those from
the past,” and how we are still all in this place, and language —the story-
telling—is our entryway of passing or being with them, of being to-
gether again. When Aunt Suzie told her stories, she would tell a younger
child to go open the door so that our esteemed predecessors may bring
in their gifts to us. “They are out there,” Aunt Suzie would say. “Let them
come in. They're here, they're here with us within the stories.”

I last visited her about four months ago. She is 106, and so if you walk
into the room and try to ask her how many years she was at Carlisle
Indian School —a direct question —she says she doesn’t remember. But
if you just let her speak her mind, everything that she says is very clear.
And while I was there, she said, “Well, I'll be leaving here soon. I think I'll
be leaving here, next week, and I will be going over to the Cliff House.”
She said, “It’s going to be real good to get back over there.” I was listen-
ing, and I was thinking of her house at Paguate, at Paguate village,
which is north of Laguna. And she continued on, “Well” (and she gave

her Indian name) “my mother’s sister will be there. She has been living .

there. She will be there and we will be over there, and I will get a chance
to write down these stories I've been telling you.” And it wasn't until she
said it was her mother’s sister who would be there that I realized she

20

wasn't talking about dying or death at all. She was talking about “going -

over there,” and she meant it as a journey, a journey that perhaps we can
only begin to understand through an appreciation for the boundless ca-
pacity of language which, through storytelling, brings us together, de-
spite great distances between cultures, despite great distances in time.

[1979]
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