California State University, San Bernardino

CSUSB ScholarWorks

Theses Digitization Project John M. Pfau Library

1993

Contemporary American Indian storyteller, N. Scott Momaday:
Rhetorical tradition and renewal

Cheryl Laverne Elsmore

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/etd-project

6‘ Part of the Race, Ethnicity and Post-Colonial Studies Commons

Recommended Citation

Elsmore, Cheryl Laverne, "Contemporary American Indian storyteller, N. Scott Momaday: Rhetorical
tradition and renewal" (1993). Theses Digitization Project. 629.
https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/etd-project/629

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the John M. Pfau Library at CSUSB ScholarWorks. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Theses Digitization Project by an authorized administrator of CSUSB ScholarWorks.
For more information, please contact scholarworks@csusb.edu.


https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/
https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/etd-project
https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/library
https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/etd-project?utm_source=scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu%2Fetd-project%2F629&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/566?utm_source=scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu%2Fetd-project%2F629&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu/etd-project/629?utm_source=scholarworks.lib.csusb.edu%2Fetd-project%2F629&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:scholarworks@csusb.edu

CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN INDIAN STORYTELLER
'N. SCOTT MOMADAY:

RHETORICAL TRADITION AND RENEWAL

AvThesis.
Presentedvto the
Facuity of
FFCalifornia State_University,

San Bernardino

-
in-Partial‘Fulfillment_
~of the‘Requirements»fqr the Degree
- Master of Arfs'
| in

English Compositon

by
Cheryl Laverne Elsmore

September 1993



'”:QVQCONTEMPORARY AMERICAN INDIAN STORYTELLER
N, scorr MOMADAY.;,w

RHETORICAL TRADITION AND RENEWAL o

n‘*A'Theeis“ 4E”'
tf Presented to the f'
| Faculty of
* Callfornla State Unlver51ty;‘ ’=t>7”

"~*f San Bernardlno fﬂ'

'.HBY”#
'? Cheryl Laverne Elsmore
September, 1993 vft'

-Appreyed,byr¢

~~ Sandra Kamusikiri

- Jennifer Randisi




ABSTRACT
Oral tradltlons, whlch can be deflned as rhetorxcalt
methods of verbal communlcatlon 1ntended to transmlt essentlal‘

1cultural values to the next generatlon, are as. v1tal a part of

fﬁthe 11ves of many Natlve Amerlcans today as they have been for,""

centur1es.> Some cr1t1cs feel that one essent1a1 1ngred1ent of
these tradltlons is the performance d1mensxon, the rhetorlcalf
'ldlchotomy of storyteller/audlence cannot be repllcated by the
author/reader relatlonshrp X However, a new generatlon of
yNatlve Amerlcan storytellers has’ evolved in the recent past”'
awho seek to modlfy thls storytelllng experlence and present it
,1n ‘a European llterary form. .N. Scott Momaday is one of thls
{:new generatlon, and has been con81dered by some to be a brldge )
lbetween the oral and wrltten tradltlons o |
| Thls study proposes that there are essentlal elements of
foral tradltlons that can surv1ve and even thrlve 1n a llteraryf
fform. The performance dlmen51on is only one part of the
,whole, and oral tradltlons exlst beyond the storytelllng

event.y‘Indlan authors, and N Scott Momaday in partlcular,'

i,ylncorporate elements of these tradltlons in thelr works by

"Tu51ng rhetor1ca1 technlques in a unlquely Natlve Amerlcannway

,Thus they use the medlum of prlnt to transmlt oral values to

tlthe next generatlon of Natlve Amerlcans and other readers who_
"ispend the tlme to seek to understand cultures that are

*dlfferent from thelr own
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,I'NTROI:)UCTZ_[ON _
Imaglne with me: }, |
It 1s n1ght The flre is burning brlghtly : The shadows
;frOm its burnlng dance'on the walls-of~the ceremonial lodge
- the door opens and the participants file in. They‘have-
‘ undergone a ceremonial clean51ng and have fasted to prepare
nthemselves for thls 1mportant occasion. -The storyteller-
enters.- After a long 511ence, the storyteller opens thet
'session with aiformaldword such as "Dypaloh * and begins to
»'tell her story As she narrates, her voice changes for
‘every character and for every-occaSLOn Sometimes it is
'harsh;.sometlmes it is gentle and~caressing; sometimes it is
smocking and sarcastic.-nShe repeatssherSelf'often; her‘storyv
‘goes‘around in circieS'and,has many symbois, Butvas'she
: speaks, the audiencebis not confused, nor are‘they quiet-
the llsteners respond to the storyteller’s every mood swing,
"to her every voice change. One responds even moreso than
vthe others. the speclal respondent who makes sure that
’everythlng is 901ng accordlng to the way it should and that
'bevery response is approprlate. .The audience laughs
together; they feel strong emotions together; they SEE the
:storyrtogether. When it isbfinished andathe storyteller

,vcloses withianother formal wOrd; Such'as ”QtSedaha,"'the..



audience has been entertained and taught. They feel a unity
within themselves as a tribe and a renewed appreciation for

the culture and heritage that is theirs.



' CHAPTER ONE

The foregoing scene is répresenfative‘of_a storytelling
e?ent in,American Indién‘oral traditions. Many variations
of the occasion could e#ist because oral fraditiohs are
living entities and their stories change and.grow with each
‘telling. However, stories told in the»Nétive American oral
traditions have several‘common charécteristics, and one of
the two major purposes of this study is to examine the idea
of storytelling in Nétive American oral traditions to find
- these common chéracteristics. The other main pﬁrpose is to
éxamine_the prose of one majok Native American author, N.
Scdtt Momaday, to see if his wofks contain these essential

elements.

ORALITY VERSUS LITERACY

| Native American stories usually fall into two
categories: mjth and tale. The scene described above would
prbbably occééion the tellihg of a myth, which is a sacréd'
‘story that might}deal with-the creation of the people or
other sacrdsanc£ events} Tales ﬁsually deal with more
'commonievents and seldom require the ceremonial trappings
that are associated with the telling of myths. With a
vtelling_of either, however, two ingredients are essential:
a storyteller and an audience. The oral traditioﬁ can be
defined as a rhetorical method of verbal communication

»intended to transmit didacfically essential cultural values

3



;‘to the next generatlon‘wlthin'a cultural'group Even»though
uWestern soc1ety sprlngs from a r1ch oral tradltlon,
';centurles of llteracy, or communlcatlon through wrltten
'means, have changed and modlfled the th1nk1ng of members of
_thls populace.‘ Therefore, as members of a 11terate soclety
‘examlne thls deflnltlon, they perhaps feel uncomfortable .
with the word verbal - A member of a soclety that has relled
‘Ljexten51vely on wrltten words for centurles has dlfflculty
b"understandlng how a person from a prlmary oral soclety-—one
‘w1th no wrltten words (Ong 11)—-transm1ts knowledge from one
generatlon to another w1thout wr1t1ng anythlng down. 'dAs>
fErlc Havelock says, "We lack a model for 1t in our own
"consc1ousness" (66) therate soc1et1es have sometimes
looked down upon those socletles w1thout wrltten language as
isbelng 1nferlor However, although thls phenomenon of a
prlmary oral culture is an a11en concept to the literate
fworld, 11terate peoples‘must,notvforget that language itself
is primarily oral» AcCordingrto'Walter-Ong,
thousands-~perhaps tens of thousands——of languages exist,
:and most of them have‘not been wrltten down;_ Of those that j”
haye’been‘transcribed,.only'abfractionshave'produced a
a}literature (7). ’Oral‘traditionsbserve to perpetuate and
enlarge the rich and yaried“cultures of those societies :

without written'literaturesQ' ’ Because of~the primacy of

~ the spoken word the 1mportance of the role oral tradltlon

' plays 1n many socletles today must be examlned especlally

4



in those societies native to thebhmericas. For the purpose
of thls paper, the terms "Natlve Amerlcan" and "Amerlcan
fIndlan“ w111 be used 1nterchangeab1y, even though the term
"American Indian” usually refers ethnlcally to those
jcultures 1nd1genous to the contiguous United States and the
term "Natlve”Amerlcan" usually refers polltlcally to those
-groups residing in both hemispheres_ofvthe’Americas. The
'oral traditionS'that are present’in these societies are so
strong that they lnform, or imbue with spec1al qualities,
the llves of those members of soc1ety who are touched by
1‘,them ’ Even 1f those 1nd1v1duals become llterate and come to
_rely somewhat on the written word in many areas of thelr
llves,-the 1nf1uence of theﬂoral tradltlons is still alive
and is an 1mportant llnk to promotlng anc1ent cultural
values | Because of the scarclty or absence of wrltten ‘
material to promote cultural unity, the spoken word is nuch
more 1mportant_and flllS a more essential and functlonal
:role inja society that has its_roots in the'orai‘tradition.
Therefore,‘Havelock pointS'out;'stories told in the oral
traditiOn are‘often artistic creations,vbut their main
»functlon is to preserve the tradltlon of the group (81)
This idea of communal purpose lles at the heart of the oral
~trad1tlon.. Any other idea is subordinate.

Even though oral tradltlons ex1st 1n all soc1et1es,
"they are a v1ta1 tool used to preserve the culture of a

‘non-literate people‘(a society‘with no written_language).



) Paula.Gunn Allenﬂfeels it serves as a-binding force ‘to hold
'_trlbes together. "the oral tradltlon has prevented the
_ complete destructlon of the web the ultlmate dlsruptlon of'
' tr1ba1 ways” (The Sacred Hoop 45) Slmon.Ort;z_also e
expresses this feellng:’
~what it means to me and to other people who havev
‘grown up in that tradition is that whole process,;
that whole process which involves a 11festy1e. o e e
The importance really of the oral tradition is the
importance of what your phllosophy is, in terms of
your 1dent1ty . (Colte111 104)
The hlstory of oral tradltlons cannot be accurately
traced because the spoken word ls evanescent and becomes

gnon-exlstent even as: 1t occurs,»so some of the hlstory of

-‘;Qoral tradltlons has been lost 1n prehlstory : However, ever

’151nce people began to wrlte, they have attempted to use thlS'

‘_ method of communlcatlon as one way to preserve storles from
d thelr oral tradltlons Because of these attempts, we have
‘the Illad and the Odyssey by Homer. therate_ ‘
'anthropologlsts,_from m1581onar1es to academlcally tralned
vprofeSSLOnals, have also attempted to preserve the storles
of non-llterate storytellers These anthropologlsts have
been 1nvaluable throughout the world because they recorded
j*istorles that could have been lost forever. As they |
' documented the oral tradltlons of the Natlve Amerlcans,
.however, they encountered cultures that were ‘not as
‘endangered:as»theypassumed;h

The essential oral traditions of the American Indian



have been around for mlllennla. :As:N}:ScotttMomaday writesd

.,ln "The Natlve Volce'"

‘~The tradltlon has evolved over a very long and

-~ unrecorded period of time in numerous remote and

.complex languages, and it reflects a soc1al and

~cultural diversity that is redoubtable. . . . It

- extends from prehlstorlc times to the present, and

‘it is the very 1ntegr1ty of Amerlcan 11terature.

< e ite (6 15). . :
As hlstorlans and anthropologlsts recorded as many storles
as they could from oral tradltlons so that they would not be'
~ lost, older members of the trlbe, who knew the re5111ency of
these storles, looked on 1n amazement.. Ellzabeth Cook
'_notes, Amldst the flurry of act1v1ty to preserve the dylngn‘
: culture, old trlbesmen smile and say, ’The wh1te man is .
trylng to save somethlng wh1ch cannot be destroyed’"‘
("Propu151ves in Natlve Amerlcan L1terature" 272) ... The orals
tradltlons of Amerlcan Indlans are "achronologlcal and RS

'ahlstorlcal" (Allen, The Sacred Hoop 100) and transcend the

bounds of time.

f_ EVENT OR ARTIFACT’ ‘

| A new generatlon of" storytellers hasbevolved in the
very recent past (especlally con51der1ng that Amerlcan
Indlan oral tradltlons are probably more than 30, 000 years‘
old) who seek to modlfy thls storytelllng experlence and

: present 1t in- a llterary form They attempt to adapt the

storyteller/audlence relatlonshlp 1nto a wrlter/reader'



dialectic.f Many cr1t1cs feel that the 1ntegr1ty of the oral
tradltlon cannot surv1ve such a metamorph051s They feel
-that the performance dlmen51on 1s an essentlal 1ngred1ent
bh whlle those who seek to modlfy the tradltlon feel it is a_
very 1mportant but non—essentlal lngredlent that can be
modlfled by the occa51on.- |

N. Scott Momaday is onevof’this.new Qeneration-of
-storytellers. He con51ders hlmself a storyteller in an
_.Amerlcan Indlan oral tradltlon and has sa1d so many tlmes.
One of the most p01nted references occurs when an
1nterv1ewer, Dagmar Weller,'asks h1m 1f he is a storyteller
and Momaday answers,pﬁ!es, absolutely ‘Iou ve got it. “You
have deflned me" (126). »Momaday 15'making no idle claim
hhere because one of the deflnltlons he, hlmself has glven
‘of a storytellerpis "the 11v1ng brldge between ‘the human and
lthe‘divineﬁb("To Save a Great Vlslon" 32) ' So, an
.examination into the 1ssue of the pOSSLbllltY of Amerlcan
Indlan oral tradltlons even surv1v1ng a change into llterary_f
: forms requires a survey 1nto Momaday s works to see if his
lassertlon of belng a storyteller‘;n the oral;tradltion,is
valid. | v_‘ | |

Several ethnologlsts and translators have produced
v‘tekts of oral performances; and some have tr1ed by
llngenlous methods to recreate the feellng of event by‘
varlous prlntlng procedures and by notlng the audlence s

responserto,the;storyteller s.narratlve (Bierhorst, The Red

b



Swan; Tedlock, Finding the Center). Others argue that any
attempt to rec:eate‘the oral’performance is unsatisfactory

because the event must be viewed holistically with no one

~element (including the text of the stoTy) dominating the

“others (Georges 316-17). AnY'attempt to reprint the text
alone is futile because "every fullnesJ . . . entails its

inevitable emptiness, presence its inevitable absence

(Krupat, The Voice'in the Margin 26). Supporting this,
Barre Toelken notes that Yellowman;‘a»Navajo storyteller,{‘
feels ﬁhat stories (especially Coyote stories) are "not
narratives (in our sense of the term) but [are] dramatic
preSentationS‘pefformed within cerféin-éﬂltufal,contexts for
moral and philosophiCAI reasons" (83).
':Another reason why many feel thaf oral traditions are
events, not texts, is the vital need for an audience to
complete the éxperiéntial pérformance event. Toelken notes

that an audience adds a special aspect to the stories that

is not evident when the storyteller is speaking for a tape
recdrding., Tales told without an audience are "lacking in
the special intonations, changes in speed, pacing and
dramatic pauses" (80) that are found when a performance is
given before an audience. Also, several critics have noted
the importance of a special respondent who corrects the
storyteller if needed, fills in any gaps that are created,
and at times even speaks more than the actual storyteller

(Sherzer 152; Tedlock, "Toward an Oral Poetics" 516). The



lrole of the rest‘of'the audience ls essentialwalso;
Sometimes they share in the event in more . part1c1patory ways
_such as underg01ng a ritual clean51ng as part of the
-occa51on (Ruoff. "The Surv1val of Tradltlon" 276) . In fact,
vlf the audience does not respond the story does not
contlnue (Krupat "The Dlaloglc of Sllko 'S Stogyteller" 62)

The storyteller does not g1ve an extraordlnary amount
of detall because 1t is v1tal that the audlence, as |
‘part1c1pants in the event, use the1r lmaglnatlons to
_v15ua11ze the partlculars of‘the story (Llncoln 49). The't
' audlence s 1mag1natlons are part of the actlve forCe that
-',creates the storytelllng event Dennls Tedlock tells of an
'lexperlence that lllustrates the storyteller s concern that
the llstener be 1nvolved in the creatlve process.. Tedlock
was maklng a recordlng of a Zun1 storyteller and in the
middle of the narratlve, the man turned to Tedlock-and
, asked "when I tell ‘a story, do you see 1t or do you Just
wr1te 1t’down°" ("Toward an Oral Poetlcs" 515) The
-’storyteller d1d not want to. tell the story to someone who
twas not involved 1mag1nat1ve1y‘1n the whole‘process.

Wlthln oral tradltlons, fluldlty and change are very
;femuch in ev1dence and are two of the most common
:vcharacterlstlcs of oral tradltlons.v Telllng a story is a
unlque act and never happens the same way tw1ce (Woodard 12;
Georges 319) In fact one ethnologlst notes that he heardv”

a storyteller tell the same story six tlmes and each ver510n

10



was;unique;vuarratives‘improve~§nd:dhahge 6ver time (Roemer,
"Native Americéh”Oral Narrativés: Context and Continuity"
48) . John Bierhéfstvfelétéé a'convefsation with a
storyteller in which the'storyﬁeller asserts, "they don’t
all tell the séme story. Here’s one way I heard it"i(ggg ’
Red SWan 42). This characteristic‘fluidify,is one of thé
majpr reasons why the oral tradition can be carried on in
many different‘fqrms_and can adjusﬁ'to the situation in
which it,finds itself: ;it [is] possible for oral
traditions toichangekandvthriQe, while maintaining
continuity with the old ways——often amidst outside threats
of cultural genocide and assimilakion" (Scarberry—Garcia,

Landmarks of Healing 110). This ability to adapt to any

Situation includesvadapting from oral to written modes of
communication. Or, as Andrew Wiget asserts, "Changé is a
part of the dynamic of oral tradition . . . the advent of
writing suppiemeﬁted, but did not supplant, the oral

culture"” (Native American Literature 43). After describing

how Pueblo Indians recycle their old pots into new ones,
Susan Scarberry-Garcia observes that:

contemporary Native American storytellers . . .
incorporate the beauty, design and vitality of old
stories into new work. This is one cultural

- adaptation that helps ensure that surviving stories
from oral tradition remain viable for generations to
come. . . . (Landmarks of Healing 71)

Even though it may seem hierarchial, some critics

speculate that written literature is "the final product of

11



anievolutiOnary processﬁ (Trout 36), and’an oral ‘tradition
1s the foundatlon of thls process theraturev"carr[les] on
the oral tradition at many levels, furtherlng and nourlshlng
it and belng furthered ‘and nourlshed by 1t" (Allen, The

Sacred Hoop 79). Ev;dence of this is glven by ortiz, a

o noted Acoma wrlter. He says that he ls not concerned ‘with

.prlnted symbols on a page when he wrltes, but, 1nstead
"aware of ._}'3 the ba51c elements of language",("The Story
;Never Ends" 216) In thls manner, he feels that the prlnted
.rword is a contlnuatlon of the spoken word But Ortlz also
hfeels that such changes—-not only in the 11terary realm of
‘Natlve Amerlcan 11fe, but 1n many other areas as
1we11——represent not a benevolent and 1nev1tab1e chaln of
,events but 1nstead are a protest by Natlve Amerlcans agalnst
-rule by lnvadlng cultures. Natlve Amerlcans have "taken thell
1anguages [both wrltten and spoken] of the colonlallsts and
used them for thelr own purposes" ("Towards a Natlonal
'Indlan L1terature" 10) They have reSLSted forced
colonlzatlon by maintaining the1r own 11festy1es whlle
1ncorporat1ng the languages of the1r colonlzers.

o In protest adaptatlon,vor the result of an 1nev1tab1e
:process, modern Natlve Amerlcan novellsts form a unlque
group because they "1nterpolat[e] and translate thelr
communltles for another culture" (Dorrls 154) By d01ng
.thls, the Natlve Amerlcan author "stands w1th one foot in

each of the two 11terary traditions" (Buller 174).

T



Some Cfitics monder if’oral.traditions-can"snrvive this
translation ~ How can a genre that relles so much on
performance and the use of oral rather than- wrltten
expre551on be translated into llterary form’ Elalne Jahner
‘suggests that the 1dea of the story 1s the essent1a1
element and the form the storyvtakes ls‘secondary to this'
basic concept ‘In'fact‘ she suggests that.new forms are
necessary to the preservatlon of oral traditions. -The new
lforms.that perpetuate oral tradlt;ons‘in‘written form
"fashion structures'that relate as intlmately to the life of
" the modern American Indian community as theboral forms have
: related to the contlnulng 11fe of the communlty" ("A
Cr1t1ca1 Approach to Amerlcan Indlan therature" 218).

| Another reason why oral tradltlons can adapt to written
form is a comb;natlon of.reader—response 11terary theory and
the manner 1n wh1ch Native Amerlcans compose llteratures
In reader—response crltlclsm, "The convergence of text and
reader brings the 11terary work into exlstence" (Iser 50)
Th;s allows the reader to become the audlence, as it were,
fandicreates a quasi—performance_in which the reader becomes
part of the event that isvcreated by the‘author (Bauman |
113’. Diane Niatum, a Native Amerlcan poet says, "I’'ve
tried to create these storles in such a way that the reader
has a lot of space to work .. u51ngv[hls_or her]
lmaglnatlon on an equal bas;s. - « . The artist . ; . sets

the groundwork.,’The_piece is finished by the reader"

13



("c;osing¥£héjci£c1e"'2oq)u ‘Thehreader uses'his,or her B
'imagination to flnish the story7and thus becomes’a
partlclpant in the event (Ramsey 187) Accordlng to
Momaday, thls use of the- lmaglnatlon can. "brldge the gap .
i e therature, art is a brldge to.essence" (Woodard~106)
Momaday, h1mself has been called a hrldge and a great_l
'force between oral and wrltten tradltlons (Brumble,

_Amerlcan'Indlan Autoblographv 177). Jahner says Momaday'’s

literary Journey "ex1sts ln some 1ntermed1ate p051tlon
between the oral and the wrltten tradltlons. VIts’W-
eplstemolog;cal foundat;ons (1ts'1dea) are.firmlvaithing
,p; ._the.oraldtraditions _Its particular‘realization is ln
vthe-written mode”'("Metalanguages"‘166) 1 ﬁomaday has done
jthls by involving the reader in the text. 7In his novel The
v.v y To Rainy Mountaln (even though some would argue that

_ thlS work is not a novel, it has been labeled so by some,
1nclud1ng Ellzabeth Cook—Lynn,hwho argues that 1t is the
most Indian of hlS novels ("As a Dakota Woman" 66) . He
leaves gaps for the reader to flll in. For example, the
number four, symbollc of the four dlrectlons among other
‘v,thlngs, is very lmportant to most Native Amerlcans and holds

-mythlcal and spec;al 51gn1f1cance 1n varlous cultures. The
1* Way to Ralny Mountaln ls d1v1ded 1nto three sectlons. "The
FFSettlng Out " "The Golng On,f and "The 01051ng In.f ‘Three _‘
‘types of narratlon occur on every double—page spread.‘

1egendary,;hlstorlcal,aand-personal,g,Even'though this seems
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'1ncongruous w1th the 1dea of four belng a sacred number for R

“kAmerlcan Indlans, Klmberly Blaeser suggests that the reader

ils actually the fourth part of the work and thus becomes a :
part1c1pant 1n creatlng the actual 11terary event..'She_
suggests that Momaday wants the reader to complete the work ff

k'by "breaklng through the boxed—ln categorles, lmaglnlng
udlscourse, uncoverlng connectlons and contradlctlons, and
eflnally, perhaps creatlng meanlng" (41)" Thls 1dea'can'be
"substantlated by examlnlng ‘most readers' coples ‘of The Wag o
tg Rainy Mountain. Most;books are»heav11yfannotated and are
a silent testimoniai of the involvement‘Of»the reader.

' Perhaps these annotatlons can be consldered the fourth part

”.‘of the work Other crltlcs have suggested that the e1u51ve

t‘dfourth part is actually the Klowa oral tradltlon because the'
"trlbal experlence . e 1s,the,£oundat1on of@thesbook"_‘
(Oandasan 66) . Stllltothers haye‘posited~the idea‘that the:_
Iblank spaces form:a Visual rourth‘part‘ksuggesting silence &
as a part of the oral tradltlon (Jaskosk1 70) ‘And st111
others suggest the 111ustrat10ns by N. Scott Momaday s

ifather, Al form the fourth part, a v1sual dlmen51on.k
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CHAPTER TWO

CHARACTERISTICS OF ORAL TRADITIONS

As we examine the question of how.oral traditions can be
preserved in written form, we must remember that oral
traditions as'a whole are different from a storytelling
event in an oral tradition Performance is just one element
~in the whole body of oral traditions because they exist
beyond performance. A storytelling event cannot be
translated completely into print form because it is holistic
and many essential elements cannot p0551bly surv1ve
transmittal. However, other elements of oral traditions
(examined in detailjlater in this study) canmsurvive and
even thrive in:thevprinted form. Some critics do not agreem
with this assessment,fbelievingvoral traditions themselves
cannot be effectively transmitted in printed form because
the traditions do not fit into an "Anglo—European" model
(Kroeber; "Technology and Tribal Narrative" 20). However, I
disagree. Many elements of oral traditions can be Written
and used to preserve their essence. Many'characteristics,
of oral traditions can survive the metamorphoses into print
form: the attempts of oral traditions to promote harmony in
the world, the belief of most Native Americans that words
create reality, the usefulness of tradition as. a teaching
tool the special sense of place ‘inherent in Native American

writing, the sacred nature of most of the writing, the
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’attempt to_preSerQe unity’in‘the tribe as it exists tbday'as
well as to preserve £he traditibns‘thgt form part of its

~ heritage, ahd the at;émpt to create self-awareness,
partially by attempting‘to nnderstand'human experienée.
These characteristics exist ianral traditions, independent
of performance, and the storyteller éan transmit thésé
‘values by using Native American rhetorical techniques of
repeﬁition, circulérify, ambiguity, silence, symbolism, and
a unique cdncept of time.  Thesé rhetorical méthods involve
the reader in the text énd create a quasi-performance from
the literary experience. This study wiil‘examine each of
these charactefistids and rhetorical devices in Native
American literatures and will demonstfate that Momaday'’s

wdfks contain these essential elements of oral traditionms.

PROMOTE ’HA‘RM.ONY

| The storyteller,,whether‘Momaday or an other modern
Nativé Americah writer, provides the connective link between
oral traditions and the-writteh page because he or she fills
an important position in both the‘Native American world and
the Western world. (By Western'world," I mean‘the dominant
culture that has as its base the litefary traditions of
Europe and the United States). The~Nati§e American
storyteller fqrmé this link by embodying the ancient values
of oral tréditions in a printed form. By doing this, the

storyteller perfbrms a unique role as both a teacher‘and
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oonveyor of ancient‘valnes and myths (Cousineau 206). 1In '
fact, theystoryteller brings an element-into.the life of‘the
tribe that the Navajo call hozho, "the intellectual notlon |
of order, the emotional state of happiness, the physical
state of health/ the moral condition,of good,‘and the
aesthetic dimension of harmony" (Witherspoon 8). The
storyteller brlngs harmony, one of the essentlal elements in
oral tradltlons, to the tribe or natlon. |

Harmony with the world and within oneself is a central
goal of oral traditions (Jahner, "A Critioal Approach to
American Indian Literature"; Ruoff; "The Survival‘ofb
Tradition: American Indian Oral and ﬁritten Narratlves")
"because, as‘Moﬁaday says, fThe.whole worldyiew of the Indian
is predicted upon the prineiple of harmony in the unlverse"
("The Magic of Words" l80). As Allen asserts in "The Sacred
Hoop: A Contemporary Perspective,“ "The tribes
seek——through song, ceremony,.legend, sacred stories
(myths); and tales . . . to bring the isolated private self
into‘harmony‘and balance with . . . reality" (4). Instead
of‘giving a list of behaviors that are‘appropriate (such as
a book of etiquette in the Western world), the sacred story
tells of a hero who aots appropriately; The child
yidentifies withAthe hero.bothnempathetioally and
metaphoriCally and learns‘whatnis acoepted‘and erpected.

Thls sense of harmony counts all thlngs of equal value

and blends them to form an 1ntegral whole (Allen, "The
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lsacred Hoop" 5). "One exiSts'cooperétivelylahd coequally .

.ﬁith sll creatéd things"” (Woodard'19d),_ Pérhaps this is the

idea Mémadajvis”exPressing in ﬁouse_Made 6f Dawn with the
race of’thesdeéd;ﬂ Early{in the hdﬁel,'Abel tries to
‘eradicate evil in the person of the albino, but, as he more
» cleariy understands the purpose of.the race of the dead, he
realizes that "Evil was" (96). Francisco comes to this
knowledge earlier. When he is working inlﬁhe fields, he
knows evil is there, but he accepts itséﬁd only feels "a
dull,kintrinsic sadnessﬁ:(64).

Moﬁaday's works contain a_msvement from disharmony to_
harmony}somevcritics‘consider it to be one of his main
themes (Zachau 43).vaoth Momaday novels A House Msde of

Dawn and The Way to Rainy Mountain can be seen as a an

individual’s movement from fragmentation to unity of

identity, thus creéting harmony from disharmony. 1In The Way

to Rainy Mountain} Momaday journeys to wholeness and harmony
as he accepts and ﬁnderstands the role of his perssnal
history and his people’s past in the workings of his present
,life. As he understands this influence;'the clearv;
boundaries between the legendary,vhistsrical,and personal
sestiohs of his book beéoﬁe franslucent and finally merge
~into an integratéd whole. In the beginnihg‘qf the nsvel, old
'Kiowa legends form the first portion of'the triad,bbdt by
the'tiﬁe the novel ends:thellegendary pdttion‘sonsists of

storiés, such as the buried Indian woman, that come from
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Momaday s own llfe. In House Made of Dawn, Abel finds peace

and purpose by embrac1ng the harmony that is offered in the
‘ tradltlonal,way of life. Both Works-present‘oral tradltlons'
and all'that they entail as;bringing harmony'and'holistic ”

healthvto:life.

SHOW APPROPRIATE BEHAVIOR

Another essentlal element of oral tradltlons that ls
- connected to this 1dea of harmony is the idea of
approprlateness. Thlngs should be done w1th decorum,lln the-
correct manner. The words used should f1t the need that -
nexlsts (Jahner,l"Introductlon.‘ Amerlcan Indlan erters and
.the Tyranny of Expectatlons" 343) Not only should words be
approprlate, but deeds should also be in harmony w1th the
51tuatlon : Momaday demonstrates the 1dea of approprlateness
in a parable about a NavaJo who loses his Job and has a hard
tlme feedlng hls famlly of several chlldren His w;fevls.
veven expectlng another chlld A frlend,not;ceS‘his plight_hl
and asks him why he does.not~hunt‘the deerythat‘are invthe
nearby hills to provide meat,for:hiSiloyed‘ones; The‘answervh"
‘the man gives illustrates this ideahof appropriateness:‘"No,
it is approprlate that I should take 11fe Just now when I
am expectlng the glft of 11fe" (TNat;ve_Amer;can-Attltudes
_to the Env1ronment" 82) The man,feels he~needshto dodwhatf:~:

is proper and correct.



“FOS'JLZ'ER UNDERSTANDING AND_ REsPEc'r BETWEEN GENE‘RATVZA[ONS‘ NOW
LIVING L

o Another_essential element of oral traditions is the
d’duty of the storyteller to seek to brlng harmony to a trlbev

by fostering understandlng and respect between the

generatlons that are now 11v1ng Walter Ong tells us that

an oral soclety respects those "w1se old men and ‘women who -
.»,\
spec1allze in preservzng knowledge" (41). The Natlve

: Amerlcan storyteller 1s an 1ntegral part of the communlty
S _
and receives due respect as the "keeper of the sacred word

bundle" (Llncoln 44) and as such prov1des a bond between the

‘old and the young that is sometlmesflacklng in soc1et1es

_thatmdo notvhave the same'veneration for elderly‘wisdom.

Joseph Epes Brown observes 1n See1n__W1thwa Natlve‘E,e.
in trlbal soc1et1es the elders ‘of experlence serve as
repositories for the oral lore of the people. Living
oral traditions give the elders of the society a

~ position of respect and importance among their
people. Further, since oral tradition also speaks
even to the youngest in the group, it creates bridges
'of understandlng between the ' generations. . . . (34)

This sense of communlty is heightened in a storytelling

'event when the ceremonial act brings people together and’
oral tradltlons brlng un1ty (Llncoln 223; Woodard 43)
_through the "ultlmate act of sharing"” (Coltelli 2).

Some cr1t1cs have expressed the opinion that Momaday s
House Made of Dawn does not demonstrate thls sense of unity
~ because Abel s problems stem from a lack of communal sense.

Lawrence Evers suggests that Abel kills the albino and goes
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1a£tef”Martinéz iﬁ isdlétioh but_latér réaiizes that the true
way ﬁb,deallwiﬁh evil lies inbthejcommuhél race»of the dead .
_(?Wofdsvand Piacef 309),. Kroeber asserts that'Abel nevef
poSsesses_thi$ sense of'commuhity becanse'"neither Abel nor
- Momaday poSSesses‘écéess to a éommun51 éxistence'that'would -
permit efficacious cﬁltural impbsition of a symbolic order"
("Technology and Tribal NarratiVé" 21); I believe fhat Abel

- does have loss of community‘sense earlief‘in his life, but
he’achieVés integration as he gtows to accept his place in
the communal scheme of things. Evidence of this lack of
¢ommuhity‘can be seen when:he kills the eaéle;_ In his
community,‘thé eagle is caﬁght and'kept in Semi—domesticatedv
captivity}by a secret society of medicine men and is
connected with raihmaking. Even though we are not told
exactly why Abel kills the eagle or the exact symboiic
meaning of the bif&, we feel that Abél éhould have known the
‘meaning and preserved the éagle’s life for the good of the
tribe. ' Later, inxLostngeles, Abél is reminded of this
‘ fsense‘of commhnity_when’Ben‘Benally remembers: "you were
iittle, where you wefe’aﬁd had to be" (143).  As Ben shares
his remembrances ofvhis Navajo ﬁast'with Abel, these
memories helﬁ‘prepare}Abel to return to his own reservation.
As the novel ends, not only is Abel participating in ritual

" events, but he?is-also running in a communal race, evidence

of his acCeptahce'of community life and his blace in it.

22



FORMvA BRIDGE;BETWEENbANCIENT;CUSTOMS AND LIVlNG GENERATIONS

‘Another“characteriStic of oral traditions that is
exempllfled in Momaday s wrltlngs is the ab111ty of the
vstoryteller to form a brldge between the ancient customs and
the 11v1ng~generatlons. Through the storyteller, the tribe
learns of ancient customs that are in practice now and will
be‘when the_listeners"children are grown. The storyteller
expresses the "communal soul" (Ong 46) . This'continuity.and
feeling of'community give the members of the tribe a great
- feeling of'securlty and acceptance as they feel a "sense of
belonglng to a chain connectlng them with the1r trlbal past
and future" (Schubnell 51)

Being a storyteller is a great privilege in the eyes of
- most Native American peoples. Storytellers'often see
themselves as "keepers of»the sacred word bnndle" (Lincoln
8) and feel that they reflect storiesbthat have already been
told, thus becoming the conveyors or conduits of the "words
~which have already created avStory",(Buller 167). The
storyteller doeS'not'feel,reduced'because he or she is a
"transmitter rather than an originator" (Woodard 206).
Instead, each'storyteller'has;the honor of helping to convey
- the culture of tbe group to the next generation, and that
privilege "is mhat'ennobles,him" (Woodard 206).

Vine Deloria, Jr., says that contemporary Native
" American novels, especially when they narrate the past,

"invoke the feeling of former days of communal integrity and
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'commonvfate" (53),'and the feeling that the novel creates
helps to sustain Native Americans through times of
suppression by thevdominant’culture (Scholer 138; Zachrau
49) . "When all else is taken or giyen away, tribal peoples
still remeﬁber and'imagine"’(Lincoln 115). Oral traditions
provide a resistance to assimilation (Ortiz, "ToWard a
National Indian Literature" lO); "Through story culture is
made possible" (Kroeber, "Deconstructionist Criticism and
American Indian Literature" 87).

Momaday calls this sense of the past a "racial memory"
("Man Made of ﬁords" 166) and considers it‘one of the major
themes of his works.p In fact, when asked if he imagines
speakingaas‘his ancestors did,:he replies, "I sometimes

Himagine that I am my ancestors" (Woodard 112). For that
reasoh, stories that happenedvhuhdredsvof‘years ago to
ancestors long dead can live in‘racialrmemory. In his
autobiography, The Names, Momaday uses the presentutense to
speak of scenes that his ahcestor, Charles Scott, could have
seen as he commanded his troops as a general in the

'Revolutionary War. 1In The Way to Rainy Mountain, Ko—Sahn

remembers the stars falling even though she was not born
yet, and Momaday remembers vividly the time his grandfather
Mammedaty was given a beautiful black horse at a giveaway,

even though Mammedaty died before Momaday was born. He
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deflnes this racial memory as "respect for the understandlng‘
of one’s herltage - It reaches back to the dawn of
time" ("Native American Attitudes to the Environment" 83).

In ThebAncient Child, Momaday expresses the idea that

racial memory is a powerful force. Locke Setman, the -
protagonist of the novei,»has}been raised away from his
people, and the only recollection he retains is "a sediment
in his memory,rtne memory‘of words his father had spoken
long ago—--the stories his father had told him" (51). fhis
memory is enough to Sustain him until he is able to return

to tribal ways and fulfill his destiny. In The Way to Rainy

Mountain, Momaday’s desire is to see the landscape that his
grandmother, Aho, saw "more perfectly in the mind’s eye" (7)
that starts him on his journey, and tradition or legend is

~ one of the three voices that guide him to his journey’s end.

In House‘Made‘of Dawn, Abel’s return to traditional ways‘isv
exempllfled by Benally s singing of "The nght Chant," and

the 1nclu51on of phrases from that sacred song and ceremony
as Abel later runs 1n-the»racevoftthe dead eventually brings

him to a realization of who he is.

GIVE A FEELIﬁG OF SELF-WORTH

As one participates as a storyteller'in an oral
tradition and helps perpetuate the culture of the tribe,‘he
or she receives an added benefit from this essential

characteristic—-—a feeling of his or her own self-worth and

© 25



5self—identity'(zachrau 43; Schubne11'61). Becausevthej~
sstorles told in any oral tradltlon prov;de a chaln to

anthulty through rac1a1 memory, '"One can c1rc1e back

‘ 1mag1nat1vely to one’s orlglns One can actuallze those

or1g1ns through storytelllng"‘(Woodard 48) " A.respon51ve‘

’-;reader can actually see thls happenlng in Momaday S Journey

in The Wav to Ralnv Mountaln. The focus of the work is not

: nostalgla, as Kenneth Flelds suggests ("More Than Language_
bMeans" 5), but rather a creatlon of a sense of self by use

bof oral tradltlons As the Journey progresses, the personal

.'”v01ce "undergoes a gradual Shlft away from an essentlally

‘gseparate sense of self and landscape to an 1ntegrated
whlstorlcal awareness of the trad1t10na1 rec1proc1ty between‘7
"humanlty and env1ronment" (Papovxch '"Journey 1nto the

“Wllderness., Amerlcan L1terature and The Way to Ralny ,

o Mountaln" 121) Momaday S 1mag1natlon is changlng,'and

’because~"an Indlan is an 1dea a man has of hlmself"‘("Man

'Made of Words"'162), Momaday uses oral tradltlons to enlarge'
‘nhls 1maglnatlon, flnd a self—ldentlty, and create harmony
::w1th1n ‘himself. Thls Journey is hlsb"search for 1nd1v1dual
'1dent1ty 1n ancestral tradltlon and the natural world"h”
"1(Papov1ch :"Landscape, Tradltlon, and Identlty in The Way to

Rainy Mountaln" 13)

In House Made of Dawn, ‘some dlsplaced Natlve Amerlcans.

‘3‘do not have thlS sense of self Because one of Tosamah s

sermons 1n House Made of Dawn 1s almost 1dent1ca1 to the



Introduction of‘The'Wavbto Rainv Mountain, the preacher has

‘fr been called Momaday s v01ce in the novel but on closer

examlnatlon, only a caricature of the VLSlonary narrator of

The Way to Ralnv_Mountaln emerges. Tosamah speaks lofty

words in the sermon, but aﬂcontrary»sentiment is expressed
 when his flock prepares tovleave; and he admonishes them,
"Good nlght, and get yours" (91) According to Vernon E.
Lattln, Tosamah is a rellglous trickster because he both
crltlclzes and supports the ways of the dominant culture; he
_befriends'dislocated Native Americans and at the.same time
»isftheir enemy. He is "perhaps Momaday,without,the
experience‘of Rainy Mountain“’(lzs). Another displaced
4 Native American, Ben Benally, sings the song that atarts
,Abel on the way‘to recovery, but Ben does not allow his own.
experiences with oral.traditions to provide a healing potion
for hiS'soul He lies to hlmself about being able to be |
happy 1n Los Angeles and belng able to "flnd some place w1thl
a prlvate bathroom ;‘. . easy" (162), when, actually, the
memorles of home keep 1ntrud1ng lnto hls llfe. Ahel is the
~only one of the three who seems to approach a sense of self
and‘wholeness_byjreturning to traditional values (Hirsch
5320)

ThlS added beneflt of oral tradltlons, the finding of

‘oneself is also shown in The Anc1ent Chlld as Set galns a
final acceptance of who he is. vHevstruggles w1th\the

connections he feels to his heritage and especially to the
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legend of the boy whoabecomesxa bear. Onlyiwhen'he>realizes
he is that boy does he achieve peace and.harmony in his

life.

HELP TO UNDERSTAND THE HUMAN EXPERIENCE

Another essential charaeteristic of qral traditions,
and an extension of self—aWareness for the storYteller, is a
questhfor an understanding of the human experience. A
storyteller in Native Ameriéan oral traditions attempts to
achieve harmony by trying to understand why things happen in
the world. 1In oral traditions, stories "stay close to the
human lifeworid“ (Ong 42), or, as. Gerald Vizenor says, "You
can t understand the world w1thout telling a story"
, (Coltelll 156) . ‘Thlngs happen in the world that cannot be
easily understood; the storyteller tells. about these events,
and hls or her prlnclpal aim is to glve a human meaning to
‘[those] events" (Kroeber, "Technolegy and Tribal Narrative"
31). Or, as Momaday says, "All things can be accepted, if
not understood, if you put them into a story" (Woodard 15).
For example, Anna Lee Walters tells a story of a young boy
named Natanii whose father is kllled by soldiers while he ls
‘trylng to protect h1s famlly Natanii’s grandfather "gave
Natanii much in the endless stories he told" (86), and
eventually Natanii is able to accept that his father dies to
protect his family. »Without stories,’such acceptance wouid

have been harder because the stories show the boy that his
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father”loves him enough to’give his life for‘him, just as
the heroces in Navajo lééend_love fheir people enbugh to die-
~for them. His father becomes a hero in his eyes and is
plaéed“on a pér with the ancient heroes of old. Even though
the boy ié ldnely, hé’understands thaﬁ his father’s death is
right, proper, and part of the Navajo way.

One critic proposes that Moﬁaday does not follow the
oral tradition in ﬁousé‘Made of Dawn because the novel dbes
not seek to understand the human experience; Roger
- Dickinson-Brown asserts that Momaday sets forth the problem
of the displaced Native American but does not provide clues
for the reader to understand or cépé with the situation
v(32). However, Francisco’s deathbed»stories provide
traditional means for solving iife’s problems, and Abel’s
dawn run symbolizes his applying at least one of the
practiées of the ancient ways to try to cope with his own

life.

 DEMONSTRATE THE IMPORTANCE OF NATURE

Another>véryvimportan£ eleﬁenf pf‘oral traditions is the
way storytellers can help audiences ﬁnderstand the world
and find harmony within themseives by achieving a harmony
with hature. In fact, Allen’has called this'reverence for
the land "the hallmark of American Indian consciousness and

of tribal literature" (The Sacred Hoop 89), and Galen Buller

suggests that Indian Literatures "cannot be defined apart
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'-from:the-land"‘(169) . Thls reverence, or "a sense of
"?place," as it is sometlmes called is often found 1n authorsnn
7who are not Natlve Amerlcan (Tuan 11) However, Jarold

Ramsey-explalns-1n-Read1ng the-Flre:f Essays in the

‘<‘Trad1tlonal Indlan L1teratures of the Far West, the sense of
place found 1n Natlve Amerlcan Cultures is dlfferent from
‘1the 1deas the Western world 1nher1ted from Romantlclsm. t?It_'

"1s altogether sterner, more pragmatlc as to ecologlcal

’g'nece551t1es, and more caught up in narratlve" (188) ' He

suggests that actual geography is so 1mportant to Natlve
Amerlcan narratlve that we should consult a map 1f we ' are
f-flgnorant of the phy51cal landscape mentloned in a story
:Robert Nelson proposes that the phys1cal landscape and the }
1protagonlst s relatlonshlp to 1t prov1de an "antldote to
allenatlon and 1ts consequences" (5) . As the hero beglns to,'
‘relate to the landscape, he or she experlences ‘an |
"1ntr1n51cally heallng relatlonshlp" (5) between the self
B and the land | |
| | However, even though the actual phy51cal landscape is
“very 1mportant the landscape wrltten and spoken of by
’;Natlve Amerlcan storytellers 1s not entlrely phys;cal-—lt is
1also cultural and splrltual Culturally, Evers ‘reminds us;
that, generally, when Amerlcan Indlans view the landscape,
ithey do not see desert or a reglon peopled only by anlmals,
) 1nstead the world they v1ew 1s "created by the 1mag1nat1ve

1y'1nteractlon of soc1et1es of men and partlcular geographles"‘
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(”Words and Place: a Reading of House Made of Dawn" 298).
br, as Allen asserts,:ﬁWe are the land . . . the land and
#the'peopleiare'the»same?'(Thetsacredlﬂoop l13). When
‘Momaday journeys into the landscapeito find his roots in The
;Waj‘tO'Raing Mountain, he doesanot go to escape the
’vpressures of c1v1llzatlon 11ke Thoreau does in Walden; he
goes seeklng his people, and he flnds them (Papov1ch

"Landscape, Tradition, and Identity in The Way to Rainy

‘Mountain" 14). One way he does this is by relating the
story of Devil’s TOwer; ‘The landmark is there, but the
51gn1f1cance is rooted in the legend of the boy turning into
a bear——a myth fllled w1th-people who give meaning to
landscape. | |

The spiritual reverence‘that"many Native Americans have
for their land encompasses the phy51cal and cultural aspects
and makes Native American theratures——whether oral or
wrltten——most d;stlnctlve. Abel s "separation from the land
leads to disease——spiritual,illness; alienation, and
vuncertainIY" in Honse Made of Dawn (Nelson 35). When Abel
returns tovthe land,.it has the power to heal him. Other
_instances demonstrate that spiritnal‘reverenCe for nature
can be seen as a therapeutic device to heal the spirit of
the individnal. As,we read The Delicacy and Strength of
Lace, a collection of lettersvwritten by Leslie Marmon‘silko
(Laguna);and James Wright, we see Silko;s emotional turmoil

as she recovers from a divorce and child—custody battle
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changevto a more?calmvand.peaceful feeling as she describes
various natural occurrences such as sunsets or rattlesnakes _
or owls perched on cactlb For example, in the 1etter dated'
’August 21, 1979,.she‘beg1ns by mentioning how alone she

. feels,_hut,.bysthe’end»of the letter,ashe is talking about
‘the crazf antics of a roadrunnér.(76).v"The_readerrfeelss
‘that mriting-about these»elements'of'herlphySical'landscape[
serveS’as a'healing potiotho-Silko's soul. ‘Stories frOm:
oral tradltlons, especlally those that deal w1th nature,

‘also have that same healing effect.‘ Says Scarberry-Garcla

'in_Landmarks'of Healing; A Study of House Made of Dawn,
nsacreﬂ stories . ;';’have a heallng dimension because they
symbolically internalize images of the'land‘within the
_listeners"'(7). - ,'Theﬁactualpphysical-landscape'does not
fhevenvhaveﬂto eristbinlexactly‘thetform'presented by the
wstoryteller_in'order to;bevreVerenced,w'For'example,

: Vizenor,‘in an lnterView wlthLJoseph ﬁruchac in Survival

This Wav. ‘Interviews w1th Natlve Amerlcan Poets, talks of

kplace as an "oral tradltlonal place".(290) Because this
splrltual idea of place cannot be transformed by seasonal
flux or human alteratlons, it is more permanent than an N
actual geographical entlty. :

‘Well knownband wellfdocumented is that N. Scott

Momaday?s workspshow a'special,reverence‘for-the land. One

- oft-quoted and almost spiritual statement from The Way to

Rainy‘Mountain serves as an illustrative:example:
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Once in his life a man ought to concentrate his mind
~upon the remembered earth, I believe.  He ought to
" give himself up to a partlcular landscape in his
experience, to look at it from as many angles as he
© can, to wonder about 1t to dwell upon it. . .
- (83) : B
Momaday places superlative importance on landscape. Nature
is not something that exists apart from a person, but it is
"an element in which he exists" ("Native’Ameriean Attitudes
to the Environment" 84). A human being does not have a true
identity apart from the land. 1In fact, the land is alive
and actually has an origin and'destiny‘that are intertwined
with an individual’s own. Momaday speaks of a storyteller
whom he heard and asserts that "her voice proceeded from the
land itself" ("A First American Views His Land" 17). That

is the voice Momaday attempts to convey in his own works.

A reader cannot study his works without a noticing

Momaday s reverencevfor the land.‘ House Made of Dawn, for
example, has.been classified as "not a short novel about
Abel, but a'longlétose:poem about«the/earth"L(Oleson 60) .
This statement is true for many reasons. When Abel returns
from the war, his grandfather goes to meet him. Aas
Francisco travels, he sees many things from nature: a snare
to catch birdé, the river, the fields. Abel sees nething.
Later, when Abel begins to see the land, he starts to be
healed. For instance, when Abel‘lies ingpain in Los Angeles
after he'has‘been beaten by,Martinei, the images he calls

forth—--such as the angle of geese (also a subject of a poem
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‘by Momaday)——are of the land and of the anlmals in the land
‘These 1mages glve hlm power ‘to endure and go on. Contrasted,
"to Abel’ s_rlch images of the,land is Benally s statement;
i"There’s nothing there, YOu know,’justJthe,land, and the
land is empty and dead" (164). Benally hashioSt-the feeling
for the land that Abel seeks;“One reason Abel has a strong
-feeling for the land is because Francisco teaches Abel and
vidal a reverence for the land in their‘younger yearsu, As
soon as the two boys are old enough, he takes them into the
land and teaches_them its'secretsf but\even‘as he teaches,
the boys already know "not thejnames or the strict position
of the sun . e hut the larger motiongand:meaning‘of the
great organic calendar itselfh~(178). Their love for the
,land‘is in their bones. Whenothe,time comes, Abei can
return home because he has this inbred "land vision"
(Lattin, "The Quest for Mythic Vision" 638).

The‘love for the land’is also in Set’s consciousness in

The Anclent Ch11d but is burled deeper than 1n Abel’ S.

However, as Set walks by the river close to hlS ancestral
home,»he feels an awareness: that will grow to a more |
reverent feeling for thevland‘as the novel progresses,
“"There in the wild growth and the soft glowing of the earth,
in the muddy water at his feet, was something profoundly |
original. He could not put'hiS’finger‘on‘it, but it was
there" (64). 'Grey»helps'set awahen hiwself‘to a sense of

place. She tells him to feel the earth, become a part of
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it, "sSing to the earth; it does'ybu good" (275) . A graphic
vpassage in the book describes a visign'that an old man,
Worcester Meat, has just before his_death.’ His vivid view
of hature ﬂelps:him be ;sérene and refreshed in.his soul"”
(301). These instances and many‘others demonstrate
Mom#daj's‘chéracteré’ déép and abiding reverence fér the

land.

ILLUSTRATE THE SACRED NATURE OF STORYTELLING

Another characteristic of oral traditions is,thé sacred
nature of storytelling or the storyteller’s role. The
storyteller brings harmony into the lives of her or his
listeners by unlocking the sécred aspect of the land aleng
with providing them a 1ink.with other supernatural powers
that inform every aspect of their lives. This spiritual
'aspect is important to most Native Americans because their
religions are practical and "permeate éven [their] most
casual‘and personal attitudes"” (Momaday, "I Am Alive" 23).
‘Traditional oral literatures are not even considered to
exist apart from religion. 1In fact, some consider the
storyteller also to be a seer or prophet who "reveals what
is hidden through divine inspiration and communication with
the spirits" (Finnegan 207). This intervention is needed
because even though spirituality is very much a part of the
lifestyles of many‘Native Americans, some actual ritual

practices are more removed from everyday life and
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experlence, so the more accesszble storles prov;ded by the
storyteller form "a basis of entry 1nto the more . obscure'
ritual tradition" (Allen, "Whose Dream is ThlS, Anyway"
‘120).» These more sacred storles and myths, oftentlmesi
dealing with creation, "put people in touch with powers
heyond themselves" (Lincoln 222). A sacred story can also
help:people‘relate to "something happening in [their] own
live[s] .« . [since it] gives perspective on what’s

‘happening to [them]" (Campbell, The Power of Myth 2) It

consists of a "special languagc-'.-“f . . that is beautifully
old fashioned" (Toelken 79) and is used in these creation
myths to "set a frame around‘a [story] . . . to remove it
from ordlnary llfe and language" (Finnegan 110). When
language is used this way, Momaday points out that "the oral
‘tradltlon achleves a remarkable stablllty, an authorlty not
unllke that of Scrlpture ("The Native V01ce" 8) These
~myths serve as the "recreation and reestabllshment of an
.1nd1v1dual s sense of harmony w1th his or her society and
culture" (Jahner, "A Crltlcal Approach to American Indian
Literature" 214). |

In his fiction, Momaday "retells portions of his
people’s sacred stories and finds his place in them"
(Scarberry—Garcia; "Beneath the Stars" 97). 1In The Way to
Rainy Mountain Momaday,usesvmyth as one of the three major
components of his book. His identity as a Kiowa is defined

by the content of these sacred stories: Klowas are a small
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,trlbe because a pregnant woman got stuck in the log when
they were emerging from the underworld dogs are a v1ta1
part of Kiowa llfe and choose to help the people, the Sun 1S
a dlstant relatlve,vsplders are wise and revered as
grandmothers. These and many other sacred . myths lnform
Momaday’s work and help him deflne hlmself by use of sacred
:storles. He is Klowa and these sacred storles help h1m
‘understand what belng Klowa entalls. One of Momaday s own
personal memorles shows hls reverence for the sacred aspects,
of llfe He v1s1ts the Tal-me bundle as a boy and ‘remembers
that he felt "a great hollness all about in the room" (37).
vThe sacred storles about the Tal—me became a part of hlS own’
:llfe, and the myths about the Tal—Me bundle are valldated in

hlS own eyes by this experlence

In House Made of Dawn,-Momaday’s theme_is'one of
alienation‘andcdespair when Abel is cutloff fromfhis people
»and“almost killed in Los Angeles, but‘he-findsvsalvation in
‘the sacred songs and ceremonles of hls people (Cederstrom
v298) and returns to the reservatlon.‘ Accordlng to Blaine
‘Kerr, Abel 1s»"seek1ng tovmake the modern Anglo novel a

_vehlcle for a sacred text" (172), and he succeeds (179).
{ Abel flnds both the technology of the Western world and
Chrlstlan bellefs unsatlsfactory and turns to his Natlve
- beliefs to find salvatlon (McAllxster's ideas of Abel

» “flndlng Chrlstlan salvatlon in hlS artlcle "Incarnate Grace

and the Paths of Salvatlon in House Made of Dawn"'to the
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contrerY); In'feet,'Abel could be considered a me&icineiman
- who is realizing end understahding“his'giftfincrementally-
throughout the novel. ’First, he sees the vision of the
'eeagle and the sneke, identifyihg him as setvapart;‘because;
Vhe has seen this vision, he is asked to go en the eagle hunt
but haé too much compassienifer the eagle to bear seeing'the
eagle live hef life in captivity. He is sidetracked fromvhis‘
pursuit ef the holy ways in the war but returns to perform
~his first duty as a medieine man: the healing of Angela
Grace St.‘dohn.' He further‘realizee’his calling when he
kills the albino; he is holy and must eradicate evil. He
deviates from his path towards beeoming a medicine man
somewhet when he is in Los Angeles but is femihded of who he
is by Benally’s singing of the Hight‘Chant,'and se_he
returns home and possibly takes up his-grandfathef’s duties
as a healer and‘medicine‘man.’This is one reading of the
novel that fits with the idea of salvatioh coming from
understanding and embracing the sacred aspects of life.

In The Ancient Child, Grey, the medicine woman, uses

sacred means inherited from her great-grandmother to call
Set'to her and to his destiny Like Abel in House Made of
Dawn, Grey does ‘not grow to her full stature all at once.
She must act out her childhood by 1mag1n1ng a relationship
with Billy the Kid and actlng erratically-—like riding naked
(except for a turtle mask) through the town. When the time

comes, she, like Abel, realizes she is a medicine woman and
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assumes her holy duties; Without her, Set would not be able
- to effect the transformation that occurs at the end of the
novel. It is she who calls over the miles to Set'’s spirit
when he is_ 51ck and unable to ‘cope with the grow;ng
v.dawareness that is his when he opens the medicine bundle and
finds_"the whole skin of a bear cub, 1nc1ud1ng the head and
.feet"'(242) along w1th other bear—related 1tems, she gives
Set strength'whenvhe_returns to,hls anc1ent home to be
healed; her lore helps him decide to fulfill his destiny and
become a bear. Her affinity with the sanctity of life helps

- mold him into a person who can accept his final destiny.

INSTRUCT IN SOCIAL MORES

Myths, or sacred stories,‘are“only'one of the two
divisions of‘Native American Literatures. Some stories,
known as tales, are more secular and are toldrprimarily to
instruct in sociai mores. Stories can teach also Kative_
Americans their adtuai history. Bierhorst observes in his

introduction to In the Trail of the Wind that American

Indian history comes mainly from the writings of historians
and anthropologists, "But it can also be traced to a
surprising degree in the so—called oral literature——the
songs, chants, and speeches—-of'the‘people themselves" (11).
One instance that illustrates‘this point involved Joseph
ﬁruchac when he was asked to testifyvin a court trial

deaiing with the question of'the'residency of the Abenakis
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1Ind1an3'in the’state of Vermont.. Speaking as a storyteller
in the oral tradltlon, he told the story of the creation of
‘Lake Champlaln to 111ustrate the hlstorlcal fact of the
‘presence of the Abenakls 1n the state for generatlons
»(Bruchac, Storytelllng and Natlve Amerlcan Writing" 1)‘

- Even though storles are often told that seem to deal
w1th etlologlcal or hlstorlcal matters, oftentlmes Indlans‘v
w1ll not see thls aspect For many Natlve Amerlcans,‘
'Bruchac s story would not be about how Lake Champlain was
created but 1nstead about what lessons were to be learned
from the experlences of the hero A storyteller functlons
in thls case not as an hlstorlan, as the story would seem to
_dlctate, but 1nstead as a teacher or 1nstructor, and members
.of the audlence are "entertalned whlle learnlng thelr |
v culture s crafts,'skllls, and means of surv1val" (Lincoln
l223) Many storles are such as why 1t snows or . how Lake
7Champla1n came to be are seemlngly etlologlcal but the
lactual purpose of the story 1s to teach a moral lesson. For_~
example, one t1me Barre Toelkln had the opportunlty to hear
a storyteller weave an elaborate story about why it snows in
ﬁMontezuma Canyon. A young member of a v151t1ng famlly who
went to an Western—run boardlng school llstened respectfully«
and then offered the observatlon that it also snowed in
}Bannlng. The storyteller felt that ‘the boy mlssed the p01nt
(sarcastlcally, the storyteller attrlbutes thls answer to

' the bad 1nfluence of hls out51de schoollng) The story was
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not about the origin of snow at all but was rather about how
the hero of the story showed a "properly rec1procal
relationship between hlmself and nature" (72); - How the hero

acted was‘more important that what actually happened.

”_Sometimes in Native American stories, the hero acts in a

:soc1ally inappropriate manner—-this happens very often in
the Trickster_tales‘(usually-invevery story). Even then a

| moral lesson is realized because the audience,laughs and
‘comments, "I‘d neyer do a thing like thatl" (Toelken‘80)
'Soc1ally appropriate behavior is learned through an 1nverted
and ‘comic role-model The primacy of the moral lesson over
the structural aspects of the story is also 111ustrated when
‘Ioelken observes a Navajo audlence listening to a Coyote
'tale. The audience does not react strongly when the
structural elimax‘occurs-—insteadieveryone reaets strongly
when a'moral point is made. When Toelken asked a
storyteller why he told stories, he answered "If my
children hear the stories, they will grow up‘to be'good

people, if they don t hear them, they w111 turn out to be

 bad" (80)

Momaday comments that "when the 1mag1nation is
superimposed upon the historical event . .« . it becomes a
"story".("Man Made of Words" 169) | ‘An example of this is |
ugiven by Fred Eggan in "From History to Myth: FA Hopi
. Example." Ten Hopis-go to a Calvary fort and are given

supplies. On the way home they are ambushed.by Navajos;
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four are killed and’five wounded' "Later, the scene of the
v‘ battle becomes ‘the boundary llne between ‘the two Natlons.

*The same set of c1rcumstances is told about thlrty years

- later, but 1t has become a story rather than a telllng of anfh"

,event. Superlmposedvln the story ‘are dldactlc messages ‘to
the next generatlon._ In the new story, 1nstead of ten Hop1
}men who go to: the fort unaware of the danger of NavaJo .
vambush two men plan the Journey as a means of sacrlflclng

thelr llves to lmpress women and ga1n 1mmorta11ty by hav1ng

”’thelr skulls mark the boundary between the two trlbes. The

.two men are surprlsed because others de01de to go w1th them,
‘but they st111 determlne to contlnue w1th thelr plan. A

' young boy dec1des to go on the tr1p even though hlS father.:,

warns him not to and the boy sees a v1sxon of an eagle that ;v~-'

Vturns 1nto a buzzard The boy does place hls -arrows by hls
ifeet in the true Hop1 manner, so he 1s not kllled in the
ambush but 1nstead recelves many wounds. He is brave and
ncontlnues on even though he is in great paln.‘ He is hungry i
land wants to k111 a rabblt for food but he is remlnded that
fhe is of the" Rabblt Clan and cannot klll rabblts., Later on,
that rabb1t saves hls 11fe and the llves of hlS companlons
by runnlng back and forth over their tracks so the NavaJos

, cannot find them.‘ The boy is mlraculously healed and

*'becomes a great hero Thus-an hlstorlcal*event becomes a

story, teachlng lessons of proprlety and tr1bal custom.

‘We see an example of this when- Franclsco tells the story
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of his bear hhnt‘in House Made of Dawn. In the story,'héb
does all things in thé tradition of his people, and his
telling téachés the proper way to hunt a bear: you visit
the Ancient OheS'fitst; you do not disturb the sacred quiet
of night; you treat the beanflesh‘correcﬁly after the kill;
you rub flesh into the nostrils of an untried horse to make
him unafraid; you sit motionless when you enter the village
and the women beat the bear with rods. By doing all these
things,'jou‘gain stature because‘you have done all things

correctly.

CREATE REALITY THROUGH THE USE OF WORDS

Most Native Americans feel that words create reality, and
the manifestation of that belief is a major characteristic
of American Indian oral traditions.  When Toelken asks a
Navajo storyteller why he télls stories to adults, the
answer is, "Through the stories everything is made possible”
(80). Perhaps the idea of words cfeating rather than
reflecting reality is one of the hardest concepts for the
Western mind to.grasp, but to Native Americans, "A word has
power in and of itself. It comes from nothing into sound
and meaning; it gives origin to all things" (Way 33). oOr,
as Momaday says of someone who utters a formulaic chant,
"Because he believeé in it and because words are what they
are, it is true. It is true" (Woodard 86). "To use language

is literally to create" (Coltelli 2). Ortiz suggests that
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v without the Indian‘telief ih the efficacy and.potency'of the
, word;,thej would not even exist as a peopled("Towards" 11).
«Perhaps.thevolosestxthing that the‘Western world has to this
tconceptzis the Chriétian belief that'prayar.oan‘chapge
'things,‘but, even then, theFChristian'putsjher or his belief
in God aa the agent of change, notvia;tho spoken word.

Most Native'Americans tend to useiwordsvrewerently
because, if they are used without considered‘thought, they
create chaos‘(ﬁullér«167).,‘ Amerioan‘indians-are more
concerned with-4What'utteranoes may do. We [those of a
Western mind—set], to the_contrary, focus on what utterances
may mean“’(Kroebar, "Deconstructionist Criticism and
dAmerlcan Indlan therature" 81). For that reason Natlve
: Americans tend not to use words thoughtlessly.‘ We can
‘ohserva this reverence for the spoken word in-Momaday’s

works. For example, in House Made of Dawn, Tosamah says of

“his grandmother’s words, “They came from nothing into sound
and»being o« o And she never threw words away" (89). He
reiterates the 1dea that words should be used sparingly when,
he speaks of the Gospel of John In,thls sermon, Tosamah
asserts that John sa1d "In the beglnnlng was the Word" and

‘ should have stopped‘there. By addlng words to an already
adequata phrase, the Western man "adds and divides and
multiplies the Word. And in all of this he subtracts the
Truth" (87). | | -

Words also have the power to destroy‘as well as to heal.
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Again in'House Made‘of_Dawn, at his trial, _Abel.feels that
White men are desﬁroying‘himbwith words, and héudoesn’t:éven
understand what the_words meén’(95). ‘Hevdoes npt mean here
that they are taking away{his’freedom or‘chéngiﬁg hié life
as he knows it; he méans they are literaliy destroying him.
'But even as words destroy him, they also heal him. When
’ Bénally sings fhé?Nighf'Chant:,' | |
” No longer*sore, méY\I'walk.: 

Happilf méy I walk

.Iﬁ beauty ittis fihished, (134)
‘these words are not wiéhésfthat’aen hasifdrjgbél; they are
evocations 6f the actual e&ents,f BedéuSe‘Ben'saysvfhem,
they are happening.  The wérdsftﬁat_are spbken at Abel’s
trial aré}logidal but are fixed énd do n§t go befohd
themselves. The wofdsﬁof:the{ﬁight‘Chaht.holdbpdwgr‘*tq
COnfrontjthé,terh,‘toicrea£¢, aﬁd‘£§.h¢§1" (ﬁaniek 28).1 

A pért of the idea pf'erds having power is the

' importanée Nati?étAméﬁiéansbpﬁ£>On ﬁaméé;"A persoh can keep
his or her name,orFQiﬁé'it'aﬁéy if sﬁé of,he‘wishéé. Until
reéently,”the ﬁames §£ the déad@wefe not'eveﬁ mentionea

among the Kiowa because the dead took their'names_with them

(The Way to Rainy Mountain 33). Momaday tells of a story of
a boy who came into camproge'night and charmed everyone

there, but he did nbt'SPeakutheir language. He had no name.
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'The next mornlngdhe was gone,vand the elders of the v111age
declded that he must have been a bear or a dog because he i
: had no name. "When you bestow a name upon someone or |
_hsomethlng you at the same tlme 1nvest 1t w1th belng"'abt v
-;(Co;telll 92), The_boy,had_notabeenvnamedyasoihebdld‘not"
“exist. One of-the'most'beautiful'paSSages in Momaday’s
autoblography The Names 1s hlS account of Pohd-lohk g1v1ng
p»Momaday the name Tsoal—talee,'or "Rock—tree Boy." The '
»account is fllled w1th the feellng of sacredness and wonder.
With this nameh Momaday is artlculated w1th1n‘h;5‘culture.

The'power'of»languagebis'illustrated in The Wav'tO‘Rain?

| ‘Mountaln by the story that is told of the tw1ns of the sun.f‘

_They are kldnaped and taken to a cave where glants try to.'v

nvvklll them by 11ght1ng a fire and caus;ng the smoke to

‘basphyxlate them.‘vThe grandmother outsmarts the.glants
beCause‘she‘teaches;the twins the word “thain;mom" (32),
 which keeps3the”smokevabove-their,eyes..When'the‘giants'seet"
d that;the:twins”hauejthe powerdothhe'word, they are afraid
‘something bad will h.appen‘ to them so g_hey let ,.v_the'm go.
The most‘graphic example‘of‘the'power of‘lanéuage torbe_ :

. found in Momaday s works is Abel s 1nart1cu1at1on at the

‘beglnnlng of House Made of Dawn , He.cannot speak perhaps
he is not created yet At the end of the novel “he st111
“idoes not speak°v"he had no volce"‘(191), but hope exlsts

:because he at least has "the words of a song 'And he went:‘
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ruhnihg on the rise of the-song"x(19l).; Because thatnsong
is rising and it has a voice, we have hope that Abel w111
obtain a voice also |

This belief in the power of words explains why
storytellers are held in such high regard among many Native
Americans' The symbolic landscape that is so very important
vto Native American rituals and religion is only created
through the shared words of the storyteller.‘ "Without them
there would be no community" (Evers,f"Words and Place" 300)?
Because words create reality, when storytellers perform a -

story, they‘are not telling about an event that happened in

‘fthe past or merely speaking of reality, they are actually

'creating an event or creating reality at the time of the
performance. Linda Hogan says that a capable
storyteller/singer, "is able to 1nten51fy and channel this
energy which derives from words. »Sound, rhythm imagery,
~and symbolic action all combine SO_that the language . .
 create[s] stability and_equilibrium" (104).

| ‘Because a'storyteller creates an event,'some say the
storyteller in Native American oral traditions is truly an
artist,‘"worthy of critical attention as such" (Bauman 9),
but others say that even though some creatiVity is achieved,
"the 1nd1v1dual 519nature is always getting rubbed out in
the process of generative transmission" (Goody 27) . Because
of this controversy, much speculation exists about‘how the

storyteller actually remembers and recreates the stories he
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or she tells. Some say extensive @emorizationbisvused
(Fihhegan‘SG), hutvothers say-storytellers remember the
basic ideas of the stories andhthen'tell them in their own
style (Tedlock, "Toward en Oral Poetics* 507). Some believe
‘that‘interchengeabie_formulas‘are learned that are used in
appropriatevplaoes (Ong 34, 35), while others argue that the
storyteller is "not [a] taiking digital computer, programmed
to'retrieve stored formules in the right order" (Tedlock;
"Toward an Orai Poetics 507) . Those eritics who assert that
the»storyteller is more‘creative describe the storytelling
processes as "1mag1nat1ve and creatlve in nature. It is'ani
act by which man strives to reallze his capacity for wonder,
- meaning and delight" (Momaday, "Man Made of Words"’168).

One wéy to find a common ground between,these two schools of
thought is to acknowledge thet storytelling‘in oral
traditions has some un1versal characterlstlcs that make it a
_ spec1f1c medium, just as storytelllng in the short story
btradltlon has some general characterlstlcs. What an
'1nd1v1dua1 storyteller does w1th1n the medlum can lead to

- mediocrity or genlus dependlng on the sk111 and 1mag1natlon

of the artlst
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| CHAPTER THREE .

RHETORICAL DEVICES USED IN ORAL TRADITIONS

When a storyteller creates an event he or she uses:'
»rhetorlcal dev1ces to unlte the story, the teller, and the
‘ audlence.i Some of these dev1ces have a counterpart in the
'iWestern tradltlon but are used in a unlquely Indlan way, and
.some are exclu51ve to Natlve Amerlcan oral storytelllng |
’Oexperlences.‘ Some fam111ar dev1ces that are used |
‘dlfferently 1n the oral tradltlon are symbols,vrepetltlon,
kand amblgulty, whlle some concepts ‘that are more unfamlllar

to Western readers are the use of s;lence, c1rcu1ar1ty, and

o sacred tlme. Modern Natlve Amerlcan textual storytellers

boften use these dev1ces to attempt to make the reader a part
'of thelr storytelllng audlence and to dlspel the 1solatlon
‘caused by the phy51cal separatlon of the reader from the

| writer, a. natural result of the physical solltude that |
_occurs. when an 1nd1v1dual reader plcks up a book and starts

to read 1n 1solatlon

SYMBOLS | ‘
: The storyteller makes exten51ve use of symbols to try to“r
-11nvade the 1solatlon of the reader, but these symbols ‘are N
not used 1n the same- way as they are. 1n Western cultures.
_Many Westerners con51der the use of symbols as only a
‘vfrhetorlcal dev1ce because that is the way they ‘have been

:taught to view the world but symbols tend to "make up man’s -
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reality" (Feldman 20) 1n‘the cultures of many Native
Americans. Allen;says "symbols are‘reality,,not
’psychologicalf.dr'imagined:reality . . . but that reality

| where . . . sound'and sense are oneﬁ ("The:SaCred'Hoop: A
COntemporary Perspective" 17). Symbols‘arevintrinSic'to
most Native Americans’_liVes;.yKenneth Lincoln quotes Lame
Deer, the Lakotavmedicineiman‘and\Trickster,‘as:saying,-"Wev
Indians live in a‘WOrld of symbolsvand-imagestwhere-the o
spiritual and the commonplace are one. To you symbols are
just words,;‘..: to us they are part of ourselves" (52).
From:these observations; a reader can beeled to believe that
-many Native Americans collectively understand the symbols
that are inherentito their‘cultures.y Westerners,ﬁon the
other hand, do not have the'same‘unified'cultural hase, and,
to most of them, symbols‘have>a,multiplicity of meanings.
This can,‘however, be'a'positiye aspectlbecause the
-pmultiplicity of choices'for a symbol.can:involye the reader
more-intimately in the‘text ‘For example, if ‘a reader has
only one cultural root for the sun, then he or she
_automatically knows what is meant when ‘the sun is mentioned
'symbolically in a story This can lead to cultural unity
“but does not 1nvolve much searching for meaning -On the
other hand if the .sun has many meanings in a culture, the
reader is forced to search for the exact meaning the author
1ntends-in this spec1f1c case. In eitherrinstance,bsymbols

actively involve the reader in the text. 'As‘Rodney Simard
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: observes,?if a symbol refers to sOmething the reader

‘ understands, the reader uses his or her,imagination to make
the;connection and thus becomes ectively involved in the
text. No longer is-the author esking readers to believe the
text, but 1nstead the author is "countlng on them to believe
the1r own 1mag1natlons" (49).

| Howard Mer1d1th is one critic who believes Momaday
involves thehreader-in e symbolic,text,- He says that
Momaday’s work is highly symbolic and "provoke[s] the
readers’ reflections end thus renew[s] their own freedom"
(407). Kroeber also believes Momadey'uses symbols, but he
considers that use of symbols "bothersome“ ("Technology"
’18). He c1tes the symbol of the ‘Albino as an example of
this annoyance because he:says that the Albino is
"symbolically overdetermined" (19). He considers the idea
that the Albino represents the White man'in Abel a foregone :
conclusion. Because Kroeber rejects any other erplanation,'
khis ideas become too‘rigid and lead to oversimplification of
Abel’S'problem. It is not a "glven" that the Alblno |
‘represents the Whlte man,’conszderlng the hlgh number of
Albinos at the Jlmlnez pueblo (Watklns), Fragua s phy51ca1
'condltlon could Just be a natural occurrence, he could also
represent evil or many other thlngs. The idea of the albino
‘representlng evil has substantlatlon in the novel itself.
Fragua seems to be the personlflcatlon of evil in the field

when Franclsco acknowledges’that "evil had long since found
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him out and knew who he was" (64), Abel also feels that he

is k1111ng a snake, the representatlon of ev1l when he ij:}f

kills Fragua (94) If thls 1nterpretat10n 1s adopted the ‘
novel receives an entlrely dlfferent slant. Thls symbol 1sh
famblguous rather than "overly determlned"xand is open to
ymany 1nterpretatlons.:The reader is actlvely 1nvolved as he
or she determlnes the exact meanlng the author encodes.

“ An example of the multlple meanlngs of symbols is- found:
in the varlous meanlngs dlfferent crltlcs ‘and scholars f1nd

“in House Made of Dawn. to Berner in "Trylng to Be Round:

7Three Amerlcan Indlan Novels," House ‘Made of Dawn is trylng,gs"

bto conform to the sacred number of four by use of n‘v
quadrlpartlte symbollsm (341), to Allen, Abel is trylng to
understand hlS role as a "medlclne person" ("Tradltlon and
‘Contlnulty in the Imaglnatlon" 571) v Whatever the o
1nterpretatlon of the symbol one has to agree that trylng

*to 1nterpret symbols 1nvolves the reader in the narratlon

" and helps to create the audlence 1nvolvement that is neededu

-ito make the reader a part of the storyteller s audlence.
'Thls 1s p0551b1e because symbols help the reader v1sua11ze'
what is belng dlscussed by connectlng the subJect to an H
experlence famlllar to the reader 'Then the reader can
"1maglne a sensory 1mage, 1nvolv1ng hlm or her in the worldf“

of the prose" (Slmard 84)

52



':REPETITIONi

| Both Western and Natlve Amerlcan storytellers use forms‘
| of repetltlon to empha51ze key 1deas and themes in thelr
‘inarratlves. However, exact repetltlon of key words is so
very common to oral tradltlons that it is con51dered the
yardst;ck by which oral can»defln;tlvely be distinguished

' from written literatnre" (Finnegan 128); And, while some
critics also con51der redundancy, or exce551ve wordlness, to
be a characterlstlc of oral tradltlon (Ong 39—40), other
critics of Native American Literatures dlfferentiate between
repetition and redundancy; calling’the former a central
:characteristic of»Incian Literatures'and the latter a
central,Western‘technique (Ramsey 187). ‘Storytellers use
repetltlon in Natlve myths and tales for many purposes, such
as to "emphasize important 1nformatlon, to bulld suspense,
to give the llsteners the feellng that they know more than
the characters . . . to create a trance effect to add
multlple meanlng to a story, and to achieve a structural
sense of harmony and balance" (Roemer, "Natlve American Oral
Narratives" 48) One noted Natlve American author and
cr1t1c conSLders repetltlon as serv1ng the same functlon in
Natlve Amerlcan.theratures as the chorus does in Greek
drama. Both are‘nsed»ﬁto reinforcelthe theme and to focus
hthe participant’s attentionhon centrallconCerns; while
‘intensifyingftheir involvement with theaenactment"‘(Allen,

"The Sacred Hoop:’lAeCOntemporarnyerspeCtive" 11). In the
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'same article, Allen also innts out that repetition is not

used té;help storytellers remember the story because the

~ preliterate mind is adept at memorization, but rather:
Repetition has an entrancing effect. . . . It is
hypnotic, and a hypnotic state of consciousness is
the aim of the ceremony. . . . The distractions of

- ordinary life must be put to rest and emotions
redirected and integrated into a ceremonial context,
so that the greater awareness can come into full
consciousness and functioning. . . . (11)

~ Repetition also intensifies the power of language to create

reality. As Momaday expresses it, "if something is

repeated, its powe? is more greatly realized. And language

is powerful" (Wdodard'143).

In House Made of Dawn, the lﬁstvparagraph serves as ah
example of repetition. Derivatives of "runﬁvappear more
than a dozen times, "giving the sense'oi an endless drum
~ beat" (Oleson 77). This repetition pfoduces é sense of
eternity'and.ritual_father than avfeeling of isolated
experience. ‘Répetitign is also found in Benally's_Night'
Chant. The first'eight lines start with the words "Hbuse
‘made of dawn“; lines fifteen through»nineteen have "Restore
- my" as the initial ﬁexf; of the last sixteenflines,;nine',
begin wifh thé word'ﬁﬁappilfﬁ (134). fhese incantofy'ahdv
‘ritualistic éxpressiahé,give.tpé’dhant a hypn¢tic feeling
and set it apart from normal discourse. _Readers feél these
words are sacred énd poﬁerfUil o o

In chapter.seﬁenteen of The Ancient Child, Momaday makes

use of the interesting phrases "Never had she to quest after
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visions" (76);fandd"thereihadvheen a shot" (80);‘ The first
~ phrase, or derivatives of 1t , is used three times, and the
t last time,'it occurs Just after the first time "there was av
‘ shot" 1S‘used. The coupling of the two phrases gives. the
reader the feeling that Momaday is’ "handing off" the
'_repetition sequence to a new drummer. The second phrase is
then used six times. Perhaps the only reason Momaday
repeats the first phrase so-many times is that he wants to
be sure the reader knows that Grey is a Qisionary‘woman.
This in itself is aniintegral’component of the story, but
the‘repetition also heightens'the snspense of the reader.

‘He or she asks, "Why is it,so’importantbthat we know that
Grey is a visionary woman?" The second phrase, "there was a
shot, " heightensbthe’suspenSe.evenmmore; ‘We know there is a
shot, but the drama of the occasion-is‘madexmore'intense by
'the repetition. The,suspense heightens as the reader asks,
"When will,that person be shot.and get it over with?2" The_
.‘repetition in this chapter heightens the suspense and
fengages the interest of the reader.

Momaday uses repetition in‘Still another way in his
works. He repeats the same story many times. He has said,
"Because I’m writing hasically one story, I carry it on from
book to book" (Woodard 133). Anmexample’of‘this is his
story of the boy who becomes a bear. It is iound in all
four of his major works and is also a short.story in the

summer 1980 volume of Four Winds. The account in The Names
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comes as his grandmother is- v1s1ted by Pohd-lohk as the f
'”anclent man 1svon hls.way to-glve-Momaday a name. Pohd—lohk
_does not‘tell her‘of his errand‘vbut-she"remembers the story

‘and knows why he 1s goxng to see the boy. She is glad that l

" her son took the baby to the mountaln because "by means of

the chlld the memory of Tsoa1 should be remembered in the
blood of the comlng—out people"'(55) : In"hls other works,f
‘Momaday strives to do Just th1s L

The next two accounts are found 1n The Way to Ralny
'Mountaln as part of the lntroductlon and in House Made of o
»ZDawn as part of Tosamah s sermon.. One word is added in Way |
’Tthat is not found in the other two verslons.v Before the boy
turns 1nto a bear,'"Dlrectly" 1s added BecauSe one'of the -
meanlngs of d1rectly is “lnstantly, rlght away,“ th1s word
'»glves a feellng of 1mmed1acy to the narratlve.~ Even-though -
the wordlng 1s ‘51m11ar in both ver51ons,.when one takes the
‘ ‘bear story 1n the context of the whole work the |
."lntroductlon to The Way to Ralny Mountaln seems more honest
 and sincere. The persona of the narrator 1n the work seems
- to be engaged 1n an earnest personal search for personal'
1dent1ty and worth by examlnlng hls relatlonshlp to oral
'tradltlons..Tosamah on the other hand ’narrates essentlally :
the same story, but 1t does not have the same 1mpact on the

.'reader because the narrator seems to 1ack 1ntegr1ty The o
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i, etory'does not seem to‘carry.the same‘weight when the reader
remembers that Tosamah‘is also the same person who ends his
‘sermons with tGood night - . . and get yours" (91).

The next two verSLons have many more actual wordlng h
narlatlons. The flrst one was prlnted in Four Winds as
"TSoai and the Shield Maker" (34—43) The story is an
ampllfled version of the more abbrev1ated form found 1n the
prev1ous three versions. Momaday attempts to make the
 reader actuallyleee the klowa people as they were when the

‘myth occurred:. fWedare a handsome people, they eaid, and

vtheyvlaughed"v(35)u We are also told more of the feelings
of the sisters: "their faces were drawn and terrible with
fright. In their'eYes was‘a certain disbelief" (35). After
the boy turns into a hear, he is seen by the people.
‘Sometimes hunterswteii of bears who walk on two legs or are
more friendly‘and'leSS afraid than other bears. A hoy'comes
into the village without language and the people wonder if
it is the bear-boy. A new'oharacter is mentioned in this
rendition: Koi—ehmﬁtoya, an old woman-who sees the children
leave and cuts off her;fingers in grief for them. The etory
is made to7seem‘more truthfui hylthe mentioniof |
~ K01—ehm-toya s grandson, who becomes a maker of shlelds that
bear the 1mages of claws and other powerful lmages._.In hls
old age, he dreams of the chlldren sklpplng and playlng as
they enter the woods . |

The story grows in The Ancient Child. 1In it the myth is
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brought to the modern day as Set, -an artlst who was brought
up in the Western world reallzes hls destlny and becomes
: the boy who turns 1nto a bear ‘ By Juxtap051ng the telllng
of the myth w1th everyday events ‘in the 11ves of the pj’ |
characters, Momaday sends the message that the myths are not
dead° extraordlnary thlngs also happen today Myth and ‘the |
power of the word st111 exlst and can transform llves now as‘
easily as they did hundreds of years ago. Grey is
K01—ehm—toya, the old woman of the Kiowa myth In ancient
times, the Klowa needed kin in the sky as they passed
Devil’s Tower, and when thlS was glven to them K01—ehm—toya
was there,‘many Native Amerlcans need to believe in the
power of the word and 1f they belleve Set’s story they w111
'obtaln;that bellef from thls(new rendition of the myth, and

Koi—ehm—toya is there still.

AMBIGUITY

Other readings of‘thefbear myth.contained in The Ancient
“gg;;g could ‘be conSLdered valld like many other storles in
Natlve Amerlcan theratures, it is amblguous Now,
amblgulty, like repetltlon and symbollsm, is not a concept |
'that is allen to the Western mind. Itlls the writer’s duty,
no matter what his or her culture,'to "eXtend the'beauty and
mystery of life into’the imaginationS‘of.his readers"

(Scarberry—Garcia, Landmarks‘of Healing 114), and Walter

Benjamin says that a good storyteller keeps a story free
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from 1nterpretat1on‘asbhe‘ornshe tells 1t S0 that 1t is left
up to the reader to‘"lnterpret thlngs the way he understands
them" (89) ' This concept is greatly expanded in Natlve |
Amerlcan theratures, partlally because of the general
Indlan bellef that inherent mystery is found in all
creation. Momaday~says that»he enjoysvstories fromithekoral
tradition precisely because;all the answers are not known:
"The more I understand about storytelling, the more I
realize that there is’alwaYSya part of the’story which
leaves us wondering ahout this or that" (Weiler 118).  He.
says that he has looked at the story of the arrowmaker who
confounds his enemy by the power of language many tlmes and
;Stlll he "doesn’t understand [the] story in all 1ts-
vdlmen51ons" (Woodard 115) . In this story, a man and his
‘w1fe are 51tt1ng alone in their t1p1 and the man is maklng
arrows by the l;ght of the‘flre. He,seeSysomeone through a
small opening in the tipi,where two hides are stitched
together. He speaks to his wife in the Klowa language and a
tells her not to be afraid. As the Klowa artlsan
stralghtens an arrow in his teeth, he speaks calmly as lfbhe
were speaklng to his w1fegf He says, 1 know that you are
there on the out51de, for I can feel your eyes upon me. If
you are a Kiowa, you w111 understand what I am saylng, and
'you will speak your name* (The Way to Ralny Mountaln 46)
The man outside does not speak, so, after>the_arrowmaker

points his arrow all around as if he is checking its

59



construction; he shoots the arrow right into his enemy’s:
heart. If readers see the arrow as a metaphor for language,
B this story ViVidly illustrates ‘the idea of language being
penetrating and potent for both creation,and destruction.
‘As well as the ambiguityiof'the story‘because Momaday admits
that he still spends‘time‘wondering‘what the enemy was doing
outside the tent. This question'and others like it engage
‘the reader’s imagination. If Momaday can still wonder about
details of a story, readers can also use their imaginations
and thus "become_participants . . .vgiVing the experience a
. far greater impact"’(Simard 84). ‘ | |
’when'you look at’the.stories that oral storytellers
dtell you find manyvunansﬁeredvguestions. For example,ba‘
Nez Perce story reported by Karl Kroeber in Traditional

- Literatures of the American Indians tells of a maiden who

~goes into the woods on a vision_quest and ends up being
killed by her‘fiancee. He hides the arrow in a willow and
‘now the willow is red because of her blood This story has
vunanswered questions}i One could try to answer these
questions by'studying the anthropological evidence or by
speculating on various unique customs, but the answer could
also be found in the Simple fact that the story was meant to
be puzzling. Ambiguity may have been the pOint of the'd
story, just as theu“presentation of mySterious motive has
"long been recognized as a legitimate prerogative for artists

in our own literary tradition" (Kroeber, Traditional
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L1teratures of the Amerlcan Indlan 17). Perhaps the

p,Vlntended effect of the story is to "compel the_. . .‘

audlence to confront dark mysterles of the human heart"
(Kroeber,'"The Art of Tradltlonal Amerlcan Indlan Narratlon"
;17).> S : ,v _ | S _ 1, :
Momaday s amblgulty Isvpurposeful in hlS llterary works.V
When Kope mah, the old medlclne woman 1n The Anclent Chlld
is about to dle,;she speaks of death as a rlddle and says,
"It was approprlate that there should remain a rlddle at the
center It was her due, in the turnlng‘of a hundred years
she had earned a rlddle" (21) The 1mp11cat10n here is that
-the old woman knows that. amblgulty 1s beneflclal to the
' human soul and ls perhaps an - essent1a1 element of the human
condltlon. She is pleased that she, who - knows SO many
thlngs w1th certalnty, is. allowed to have a mystery ‘as llfe
draws to a close.‘l‘di‘ vv |

Momaday s House Made of Dawn must be conSIdered an

amblguous novel It has been spoken of as a Chrlstlan _
' morallty play (McAlllster,'"Incarnate Grace and the Paths of]

: Salvatlon in House Made of Dawn), a commentary on futlllty

(Velle, Four Amerlcan therary Masters), and a cultural

expose of Native Amerlcans (Watklns, In Tlme and Place)

Maybe Abel d1es, and maybe he doesn t, maybe the Alblno 1s o
'ev11 and maybe he is the Whlte man 1n Abel"maybe Father
ﬁ01gu1n really sees (what’),'and maybe he doesn t°»maybe the

’_amblgulty is a symptom of Momaday s "own dllemma of belng an
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educated Indian‘lnamodernihmerica"’(Larson 93), and maybe it
is a cry for the contlnuatlon of the oral tradltlon Such
questlons lnvolve the reader 1n the text because, as the
reader trles satlsfactorlly to answer these questlons on an
individual basis, the storles come allve as her or his
imagination becomes actively involved. Storytellers.in"k
Native American oral traditions have‘been using the same

: techniques'of~imaginatiyely involving their audiences for
millennia because theybcreateha bond between the artist and

thenaudience.

. CIRCULARITY

One rhetorlcal dev1ce that is not as common to Western
bllterature is c1rcular1ty ‘Western narratlve is often
linear——it takes a storyllne and follows 1t through the
r151ng actlon to- the cllmax, falllng actlon, and resolutlon.
Apparently, this has not always been the case, because, 1f
we date Western llterature from the eplc poems of Homer, we

"flnd that the Illad follows a pattern that is more

plcaresque-—as f1ts the oral tradltlon from whence it came.
Even though the epic poem is not requlred to follow the plot
line of a novel,_ many 51m11ar1t1es emerge between the
"roots" of Western 11terature and oral tradltlons ihe'
ll;gg 1s arranged 1n’boxes w1th1n boxes,‘acc0rd1ng to-theme.
In fact, Ong observes, "If we take the cllmactlc llnear plot

- as the paradlgm of plot, the eplc has no plot" (144) _ This
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ancient pattern is similar to the circularity of Indian
Literatures tqday. As Allen asserts in "thse Dream is
This, Anyway," "Traditional tribal narratives possess a
circular structure. They incorporate event within event,
piling meaning upon meaning in an accretive form that
finally results in a story" (99). This accretion of events
is likened by Charles Woodard to a journéy that must be
circular to be completé: "No version of the essential
journey is complete until the return 15 made. Often the
return is physical . . . but the return is as importantly
spiritually, and can be aédomplished through the oral
tradition" (48). Niantum aiso mentions that many Native
Americansvbelieve in the closing of a circle. He feels that
Indian stories leave some room for the imagination, but only
enough that the imagination can fill. He says that the
artist (the writer) "sets the groundwork. ‘The art piece is
finished by the reader. The circle is closed with the
imagination of the reader. It has to be both of them
working on the art object for it to become a whole"
("Closing the Circle" 200). Niantum believes that
contemporary art, as opposed to Native American art, is too
fragmented; the areas,left_for the imagination are too big
to be filled inxby thé'obéervér. Only when the artist and
the audience work together are the aims of the oral
tradition met. Completibn and closure are found in the

"closing of the circle" ("Closing the Circle" 201).
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‘The circularity'of MomadaY’slﬂguge_gggg;gi_ggwg has been
" noted by several crltlcs, but they 1nterpret the clrcularlty‘d
in dlfferent ways.; Charles Larson sees this c1rcular1ty as
"a trap because there is no way out" (92),‘and Theklai
Zachrau agrees by presentlng the c1rcu1ar1ty as a "c1rcular '
entrapment excludlng the dlmen51on of the future” (55)
hOthers see the c1rcular1ty as be1ng a property of Natlve
,aAmerlcan thought that 1s made ev1dent in the novel ‘Barbara
‘Strelke asserts,‘"The four part.structure of the novel formsa
a circular unit; ‘The_image‘oftthelcircle ... is recurrent
in Indlan thought and artd‘(349j R. S. Sharma percelves N
y Momaday s use of c1rcu1ar1ty as an p051t1ve 51gn.."there 1s;x
no termlnatlon, each end1ng is a. new kind of beglnnlng"
(71). One th1ng 1s certaln- the novel ends where it
begins——WLth Abel runnlng‘thetrace of the dead into the
dawn; Crltlcs such as Larson and Zachrau,'who see thls as a
negatlve occurrence, ev1dently have their thoughts rooted in
'vthe Western way of seelng thlngs'm151nce Abel has not
progressed from where he started ‘he is 1n a trap with no:
outlet° or, in llterary terms, the conflict has no |
resolutlon 1n»the novel HoweVer, crltlcs such as Strelke
‘and Sharma recognlze that thls novel cannot be evaluated in
strlctly Western ways of thlnklng The p051t1ve aspects of
c1rcu1ar1ty that are 1nherent 1n Indlan worldv1ews must be
con51dered. According to Allen, Natlve American novels are

not'located'on specific time lines,_but instead are "t1ed to
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a partlcular point of view——that of the trlbe s tradltlon,"
and to a spec1f1c 1dea——that of the r1tua1 tradltlon" (fThe
Sacred Hoop: A}COntempprarylPerspectiVef:7), Native
American thought is most_eften cyelical and in a state of
vtransformation, and ;thatvprocess entails the ritual cycle™
("Whose Dream is fhis,rAnyway" 929). va;readers can
comprehend this 1dea, they can perhaps use their
1maglnatlons to make the connection between the cyclical
nature of ritual and the 1dea that Sharma expresses' the‘
novel "does not offer us a plot‘but only fragments of a
vision" (72). If the reader can entertain the thought that
this novel is a record of“a vision and not a conventional -
Western novel eontaining the traditional elements, then the
end of House Made of Dawn can be seen as the beglnnlng of a
new cycle of Abel’s life rather than the ending of a story.
Because the circularity is cpmplete, balance and harmony are

achieved.

SILENCE

In addition to being cequrtable withvcircularity, most
Native AmericanSaarewalso'eemfortable with the idea of
silenee in their narratives. Westerners tend to fill in the
silence (or the non-text space) with words. Once when
Momaday was teaching, he told his‘students that he was going
to tell them a story and then said nothing for two minutes.

The students were very uncomfortable with this. Momaday
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says that the students "wanted sounds. HThey‘wanted me to
talk, shout, sing. . . . Anything to break the silence"
(Woodard 1b9). 'Momadaj felt this was sad because the
‘students were net able to appreciate~the_restorative and

" creative properties of silence...On the othet hand, as
Charles Eastman, a Native American novellst, says, to
Native Americans, 511ence is "the absolute pose or balance
of body, mind, and spirit" (qtd. in Murray.359). Momaday
has said thatb"silence is'bowefful In the Indian world a
word is spoken . . . not agalnst but within the 511ence"
("The ‘Native Voice" 7).

Thevlrrltathn-that Westerners feel when‘confronted with
the Indian idea ofbsilencevis illustrated'in ﬁeuse Made of
Qggg in the exehange between Angela and Abel after he
finishes.chopping wood for her. She wants to bargain witha
him about the wages owed him, so she asks'questiens; Abel
stands mute. "She was full‘of irritatidn. She knew only-
how to persist,'but she had.already:begun to sense that it
was of no use; and that‘made her-seethe"-(35). When Abel is
'inarticulate, the problem is not in the silence, for that
"was the older and better part of custom" (57), but rather
in the fact ‘that he has no voice. Silence is an 1ntegra1
part ofvo;al traditionsfj Ihrough hiS;charaeters, Momaday
expresses the belief'thati"The;silence between‘wordsnis as
~ full of meaning—fandvas_sacred-—as‘theﬁwords.themselves are"

(Buller 168).
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In both The Wav To Ralnv Mountaln and The Ancient

Chlld Momaday lncorporates 51lence lnto the prlnted texts'
dby use of large portlons of blank space, much as Dennls
Tedlock attempts in hls artlstlc and sympathetlc translatlon
vof Zun1 texts | Both recognlze s;lence as a maJor rhetorlcal
dev1ce of Natlve Amerlcan storytellers and try to convey the
.'pauses of the storyteller through typography and pr1nt1ng
:_technlques. Tedlock however, uses des1gn ‘more exten51vely
than Momaday Along w1th other 1nnovat1ve technlques,
'-Tedlock uses cap1ta1 letters to 1ndlcate stress and
crescendo, dashes to 1nd1cate vowels that are held longer
than normal and llne breaks ‘to 1nd1cate 51lence (Flndlng
_1the Center, xxlfxx1v).’ Bothvrecognlsevthe importance of
:»using print'to'attempt to‘éive thewreader,the feeling of

silence in the:traditions of storytellers.

SACRED TIME
Be51des 51lence and c1rcular1ty,'one other concept

lnherent in Natlve Amerlcan storytelllng ls a unique concept
of time. For many_Natlve Amerlcan storytellers, time is not
a straight”line,’as itsusuallyvis to the Western mind |
| fnstead ~as one of Joseph Bruchac s elders told hlm,»"Thlnk
dof yourself v.‘--as r1d1ng backwards on a,horse | What you
see7is the”past'.hr [whlch 1s] always part of the present"'
("Storytelllng and Native Amerlcan Wr1t1n9"140) 'Some

Natlve Amerlcan languages do not even have a past or a
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future tense, but only have present tense verbs (Ruppert
211). Tlme is cycllcal and always ex1sts rather than be1ng
sequentlal with a past and future. Bruchac expresses this
idea: "Tlme in the western senseﬂwas,not a'majOr factor in
Native American lives 500 years ago" ("Storytelling and
Native American Writing" 39), then he‘shares a poenvtelling
of how Mink stole Time but found out that;Time really owned
him. Now Mink sits,
with three big keys
around his neck. Each day he uses them
to wind up Time
which owns us all now , -
the way we once owned the Sun. . . . (38-39).
' Storytellers try to steal back-a’Natiye.American'notion ofv
time by telling of the "processes which are’of eternal
‘happening",(Brown 28). 'ThrOugh.participating in
storytelling experience, the participantsvcan "project
[them]selves out of the confinement of time" (Woodard 197)
" In The Names, Momaday tells us, "Notzons of the past and
future are ‘essentially notions of the present" (97), and
this pro;ectlon out of the conflnement of tlme is ev1dent in
The Anc1ent Child. For one thlng, the Bllly the K1d
storles happen for Grey in the present even though Billy

the Kid has been dead for over a hundred years according to '

a llnearland progressive reckoning of the time continuum.
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Also, Koi-ehm—-toya (Grey) lives still as she did when the
sisters were taken into the sky by the tree. The past and
future are embodied in the present. |

Even though the actual détes,given in House Madé of
Dawn range from July 20, 1945, until February 28, 1952, the
time frame of the book is much larger. Events happen from
-Abel’s boyhood (and actually much eariier’than that) until
the present. Ironically, when Father Olguin exclaims after
Abel brings Francisco’s body to him, "Do you know what>time
it is2?” (190), Abel knows. It is?february 28 and he leaves
the Priest to participafe in é :uﬁ that happens in November

and early spring. He has learnedvabdut sacred time.
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| 'cONcLUSION |

The oral tradltlon 1s a compllcated and fasclnatlng
subJect, and Momaday's storles fit perfectly 1nto the
tradition. Is thls a consclouS<effort on Momaday s part?
Perhaps the answer to thls questlon 11es in a. statement made
by David Brumble after he had made an exten51ve study of . R
-,Natlve Amerlcan autoblography to better understand Momaday s
autobrograph;cal ‘works. Brumble states,ﬁ"vaas rlght in
asSumianthat readinggind;an:autoblographies had;prepared’me
to understand Momaday‘ I was wrong in assumlng that Momaday_

had read ‘them" (Amerlcan Indian Autoblography 17). Momaday

is a storyteller 1n the oral tradltlon, not because he
consc10usly tr1es to be one, but because the oral tradition
is in hls blood and in his heart. HlS works contaln v1tal
h elements of the oral tradltlon. they seek to achleve harmony
and balance, they express ‘the bellef that words create
reallty, they are used to teach essentlal values to the next‘y
generatlon, they extol the 1mportance of a sense of place,‘
they express the 1mportance of the sacred nature of things;
they attempt to promote unlty 1n‘cu1tures as they exists
today as~wellvas'to preserve”traditionsythat‘form a vital
’ﬂlink to tribalvheritages;”they create a sense of
'self—awareness