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The Few Fewsloetter

Un purposes ere Lo facilitats the eXcuange of
nformetion amcng those teaching American Iedian
iteratures and to gromote appreciation of the

{ accomplishsenis of dmericar Indiaps.
present we are concenirating oz providinag
sce to thoss teaching, or about to teach
Literetures who bave problesms in plan
reee, devising clsssroocs procedures, and ia
saticg suitable texts,
Wa wish the Hewalettsr to be available fres
to all who cen bemefit [rom it, Aayone wishing

to receaive coplee regularly (we publish twice
a year, sprimg aand fall) should write to ths
editor, Department of Emglish, Coluabis University,

Mow York, N.Y. 10027.
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Announcements: 1977 MLA Meetings

At the Chicego mestinge next December thers will
be & special sessiorn chaired by Professor LaVoane
Buoff to review syllabi and bibliographies of
contemporary Native American litsrstures to arrive
at & suggested syllabus and a relatively brief,
ennotated bibliography for gensral use. Those
wishing te participate ahould contact Professeor
Ruoff, Dept. of Englisk, Univ. of Illinois, Chi-
eago Circle, Box 4348, Chicego, Ill., 60680, and
should gend her suggestioms for hibliogrephiee
and ayllabi.




P re bas sgreed to chair a special
sesoly ars Yi4 om ¥Uses of the Media
in Tens! stive Azericem Oral Tradition." Thowe

intercstsd zhould econtact Prof. Evers at the Usdv.
of umm' ﬂi}; 8:5?210

Anyome interested im participating in or
chairing a special session om either “Problems of
Translation im Indisn Literatures" or "Imstituticomal
Obstacles to Development of Mative Aserican 4
Currieulum,” topice suggested at the New York
meotimg, should write at once to Ms. Dexter Fiszbher,
MLA, 62 Pifth Ave, New York, N. Y. 1001l.
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Oetober 20-22 at the Rocky Mountein MLA meeting
there will be another symposium in Amer. Indian
lLiterature. Papers (5-7 ppe) may treal contemporary
or traditiomel literature , deal with individual
authors or gemeral topiocs, but focus will be oa
Trickster tales. Send proposal and pppers to Prof.
Joe DeFlyer, Box 608, Buglish Dept, McMurray
00110‘0. Abillnl, no?%os -= bafore Leri.l _1—2-

@

The MLA Commission on Minority Groups will sponsor
& Summer Senminar on ‘tlative American Literatures
Criticism and Curriculum! at Northern Ardzona Univer-
sity, 27 June to 8 July, 1977. 25 participamts, teachers,
writers, publishers, from the Southwest will discuse
ways of creating and improvimg courses ia Native Ameri-
can literature., The seminar will be cunducted by Terry
Wilson, John louillard, and Larry svers, with Paula Gunn
Allen and Dexter Fisher as resource people. For more in=-
formationand applications write Ms. Dexter Fisker, Modern
Language Assoc, 62 Fifth Ave, New York, NY 10011, Deadline
for receipt of applicatioms im April 8, 1977.
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Indian Literature and Critical Responsibility

More and more literary critics are discovering
that their most challenging calls are coming from
across cultural bcundaries and American critics are
realizing that the cultural boundaries within the
geogra.hical confines of the United States can
mark ¢iterary terrains that reguire added critical
equipment and revised critical attitudes. Bernth
Lindfors has described the attitude that should
characterize a cross-cultural critic who must
recognize personal limitations, fortify himself
or herself with every scrap of cultural information
available and then inch warily but i 2 instively
into the g.(l} 1% 4z adviece .4t griticg e
Hannya K fe:n licornturs de nell ts hyed. Todzy's

n writess wré C.J?C__;ﬁ_ coiticy to
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prcbe “c ke cultural {oundstions for a develol.ing

It is an exciting task but it is also
a sensitive one because wost of these writers have
estzblished and depend on an especially close
relation between the writer, the work, and the
traditional community -- a relation that determines
the contextual semantics of the work and therefore
shapes the author's options regarding text structure.
Comments like Leslie Silko's "I grew up at Laguna
Fueblo. . . «This ulace that I am from is every-
thing I am as a writer and human being"(2), il-
lustrate a writer's perceptions of her artistic
debt to the traditional communlty. Then we have
the challenging statements by N. 3cott Momaday, who
speaks of aspects of the traditional ;ore of his
reoulu as being'in a sense defﬁnhvl._ of the tribal
mind,' andé of his neticn that Literature is "tke
end _:cduct oi" the evu;uu;onb_; _rocess, and tke
so-called oral traditiom ia primarily a stage within
that process, a stage that is indispensible and
perhaps original as well"(3).




If Momaday's and Silko's statements have any
theoretical significance at all, they must be ex-
arined in relation tc the work of other writers,
and to do that we need conceptual tools and critical
vocabulary for discussing just how it is that one's
local tradition, seen as somehow definitive of
the tribal mind, provides a set of optional
approaches to form and content that a writer can
em;loy to develop the tradition's dynamic potential.
One conwenient way into the text is to group authors
according tc the way they utilize a particular
tradition to develop structurally active or sig-
nificant elements of a text. But before I describe
thie approach, I want to clarify what I mean when
I refer to the '"traditiomal."

somaday's assertion that certain symbclic events
are 'definitive of the tribal mind" is one that I
take seriocusly. 1 assume an identifiable process
of cultural adaptation that members of amny culture
both consistently participate in and criticize,
s0 that what is definitive does not become deter-
ministic. The process is the historical develop-
ment whereby social structures and values pro-
gressively define the semantic features of certain
basic cudtural and linguistic categoriesl The
semantic ambit of these categories is articulated
through basic symbols that function to structure
many forms of cultural expression. We can illustrate
with the well-known exam;.le of the way that sim-
ilarity of structure in relationship among family
members, the body volitic, and the cosmic community
of animate and inamimate beings is expressed in
many tribes through the use of the circle as multi-
vocal symbol expressing unity in diversity. When
people know the vital link between the symbols and
gocial realities, they are prodded to critical
thought about society and the discrepancies between
the ideals toward which the syn:bols noint and the
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rarlitics of the hisztorical sizuaiacn. n traditiocnal
societies of sll kinds we find that the link between
symbol and situation is dramatized in oral liter-
ature, which has always had an important part to play

in shaping the way people view the nature of their
ithin th context of

acital, people sxanmine the

{@'n nisterical dev
a stooy o an orgl history ¥ -
dynenics of tne struggie hetuesn cilan
change~oriented social forces. The link between basic
symbols and the social realities they refer to rewmains
dynamic as long as the symbel is not cut off from
its own results and prevented from evoking thoughtse
of yet unrealized possibilities. The traditional
role of the artist in tribal societies has been to
keep alive thepeoule's perceptions of the link be-
tween basic symbols and social yrocesses. It is &
role that many Native american writers continue to
assume and that non~Indians writing about Indians
often try to emulate. In this paper, therefore,
itpadition' does not refer to a static body of his-
1 facts but to a symbolic »rocess of comparing

11y conditioned notion of what ought to

i Thie rocess .rovides the contextual
litereture anc
rexts. I !
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forms and ada ting them to exploy some cf the structural
characteristics of the oral traditiocn within a written
mode. This is ¢ifficult to do well, because oral narr=
ative experience is multisensory and dependent on a
specific context. The most guccessful example is
lomaday's legend collection, The way to Rainy Mountain.,
By using three narrative voices, the mythic, the his-
torical, and the personal, he can show something of

the dynamics of audience varticipation in an oral
literary context. Features of the mythic recital

trigger bistorical and personal associations for a




listener who emerges from the recitel with a richer
knowledge of who he or she is in relation to the coa-
munity and its accumulative self-articulation through
the story-telling process that links perscnal response
to comiunal images.

Jerome Rothenberg has also tried to capture the
multisensory impact of oral poetry through translations
which are not merely translations. Rothenbverg says of
his method: "Since tribal poetry was almost always part
of a larger situation (i.e., was truly intermedial,
there was no more reason to present words alone &s in-
depcndent structures than the ritual events, say, Or
pictographs arising from the same source. Where _.ossible,
in fact, one might present or translate all elements
connected with the total 'poem.'" (4) If we accept the
validity of what Rothenberg has tried tc do, then
evaluating how well he succeeded requires relating his
commentaries on the original context of the poems to
his "re-creaticns'" in order to determine whether or not
his reworking .resents what he calls the Htotal poem,”
or whether it removes the poem from any sossible relation
to an existing Hative american tradition.

irother controversial artist who attempts to adapt
oral forms in Hyemoyohsts Storm. The controversy Oover
Storm's work dramatizes how strong the tie between the
oral forms and the original social context continues to
be. (5) Storm tried to reinterpret that bond zand in the
process he obscured specific tribal references. The
response of some Cheyenne people (as well as critics
like Rupert Costo) chows that one cannot so reinterpret
with impunity. Storm assumed the story~teller's pre-
rogative to adapt to an audience, and he expanded the
social context of his work to include a world-wide
audience. He adapts some Cheyenne stories and he writes
new stories based on oral forms. In order to evoke
the sense of verformance he has used such stylistic
devices as capitalized letters to indicate the story~
teller's inflections. Storm's example is instructive
both in its faiiures amd in its successeB.




The second use of tradition differentiates more
sharply between oral and written literary forms in that
it uses a form distinctively part of the written trad-
ition, the ncvel. It uses an Indian setting and Indian
chsrzccters. 5Dut it deoes not use Indian esthetic anc
pailosophic traditicns to shape the novei's basic styucturc.
The text conveyss only those levels of meaning that are
familiar te g none-Inliian sudience or that can be ex-
piained tarough descriptive data incurporTated int> the
novel. The yroblems of the method are many. There is
risk of either an overlcad of descriptive material or
superficial coverage of differences between Indian
culture ané other cuktures. 4 frequent flaw in these
novels is inadequate character motivaticn. Cne early
work that dewonstrates the azproach and deserves
attention is Adolf Bandelier's The Delight Hakers.
Bandelier succeeds better than most with the delicate
task of incorgorating ethnographic exslanations for
plot action. Many popular novels that non-Indians have
written about Indians are less successful

“he third use of tradition shows advption ef llative
fanpicen cotego ies to define the nalure of the ctyle
crl the sharacier moitivatiuvn. ‘The autior taps the
unique stylistic resources of a tribal language to
create an English style with powers of expression that
are dependent upon the tribal language. Dmerson
Blackhorse liitchell's sutebliograghical novel liracle
Bill derives most ofits impact from the fact that tae
tnelish style is created by the dialect of those for
whom Navaho is a first language. A sensitive artist
like liitchell can show that the English language is
puch more flexible than any Znglish speakers believe.

To bring character motivation into line with an
integral worldview is to show something of the indiv-
idual's vital links with his culture. All writers try
to show these links, but only a few succeed well enough
to merit attention to their means. A work that depends
on theauthor's perception of differences between the
characters' motivational matrix and the readers' is
Frank Water's The Man Who Killed the Deer. Water's
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Native American writings stem from his preoccupation
with the way that a culture can affect personal freedom,
and in criticizing hie work we need to remember his
effort to understand relatiocns between culture and
personality.

The fourth structursl use of tradition is the most
important and the most deserving of attention. It
employs the traditional as a substratum or as an infra-
strcuture: the story being told can only be grasped fully
in terme of its likeness to or difference from some
underlying structure of action. The underlying structure
refers to formalized traditional patterns and expec=-
tations that are generally celebrated through ritual and
festivity. An author can forge a theme by establishing
a dialectical relation between the change-resistant and
change-oriented elements of the actual society he is
describing. Time, place, and character .unfold in a
modern setting informed by the traditional in such a
way that the relation between old and new is the or-
ganizing center of the work. Images can activate
parallel images from the past, thereby making the past
a living prsence in the contemporary consciousness.
Traditional oral narratives, song, and prayers can be
used to present an emctional structure derived from
a particular way of life. As the novelist gives ex-
pression to the contemporary meaning of these emotional
structures he varallels the role of the ancient story-
teller who tells the people who they are. Perhaps the
best example of a novelist who consciously assumes this
role and uses the conventions I've described is N.

Scott Momaday. As mest readers .perceive cni most

critics explain, his nevel is informed by the cultural
weanings surrounding the Night Chant, from which the
title, louse Made of Dawn, is taken. Momaday manipu=-
lates the various levels of meaning by three narrative
voices, the mythic, historical, and personal. ‘e can
study the evoluticn of tae principle of narratien by
comparing his Way te Rainy MHountain, which is erganized
so that the three voices graduully come together in the
course of a symbolic ,ersomal jcurney, which also informs
the novel. But in the novel the jprinciple of narration
results in greater complexity. Juxtaposition of expressions




of eack voice is a major device of the movel (just as

4t wes is the legend collectios), but im the movel each
voice must be intricately interwoved with the others to
develop the plot. The personal voice ia presented through
theprotagonist Abel. The historicel voice narrates
events in the lives of Abel‘'s grandfather and the village
priest, while the mythic is preseated through descriptions
of the rituals and the meaning of the land. Through

this structure Momaday can invelve all of his characters
in patierns of movement toward understeanding, regen-
eration, and reintegration. vhe result is a novel re-
markable for the _ercepiive depth of its statecents on
vhat it means to be a wember of an integral, conservative
culture in 2 world that threatens all such cultures.

It is cagy to see how lomaday's works employ narrative
techniques that related to southvestern mythologies and
cultures, but it is more difficult to see similar patteras
in James Weich's novel, winter in the Blood, which at
first reading seems to be structurally independent of
its ethno-historicsl foundations. Yet Welch effects
transformation of thematic structures and images that
derive from Blackfest culture. Cme thematic atructre
involves the levels of meaning that the Blackfeet assign
the notion of distance, In every integral culture thsre
are activities that express something of the culture'’s
fundamental meaning and unqiueness. Images from ifelch's
poems and from his novel indicate that he uses the
Blackfeet race over the hills to the hunt as such an
emblematic activity. The hunt brought back what the
pacple needsd. -It was a journmey that made distance
meaningful. COnce such cultural overtones are nerceived,
it becomes clear that in the course of his novel ‘/elch
has effected a transformaticn from a negative distance
that kept the hero from self-knowledge to a positive,
creative distance that could be a meansfor the hero to
ralate to self, mature, and society. ielch's use of
cultural-semantic features enables him to show that while
the world remains cockeyed and greedy, there are possi-
bilities of growth within the traditional way of life.
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hnd it i» importeat to recogaise that the possibilities
are 1i.:d Lo o traditicss ;.artimi:ar.utiw. The
particules snd unique features of eac b traditics exist
beceuss of tae a unique bistory, and the eritic must be
specific about muny suthor's references to tte sources of
strength in each tredition.

The four a ;roaches outlined bere are a means of
generating questicns that lead a readsr to the specilic
textual qualiities thcot result from the way the real world
affects intrinsic asgactﬁ of & text. DNative American
writers have opesed discourse tc new possibilities of
neaning. By czemining the inaginative possibilities
present in each writer's approach to the traditional,
the c**aiw can work hand in hand with the creative writer
i direction defiped by traditionm
past &s the soluticn to

avoid theg Lam tetlico To

o~ * .-.._.( J\l.-.é’lrf"‘;ﬁﬂ # o
cos e 1; ko to static categcrics that
seem to characterize liative aner ican literature. They must
try to usderstand how each really good work of this literature
botk fulfills ard transcends a growing, developing tradition.
In ite fulfillment the work relatss directly to a specific

sudience and its struggle. In its transcendence thm work
tecomes universal in its imilications.. The best examples
¢f local literaturs become world literaturs.

Notea
1) Bernth Lindfors, "Critical Approaches to Folklore in
Afric Literature,' african Folidlore {(Garden City: "oub?p~
duy, 1372), p. 224. tz;gc:¢1e Silko, "Notes by ﬁol~r baters,"
Man %o .'.wna El_ai._n Clouds (New York: Random House, 107 ,) -;.‘..‘"f;.
3Y W. Soott Momaday, "The Man Nade of Words,' I.Jﬁnﬂ Voices:

The First uonvqcatlon oi American Indian Jcholars (San Fran-
cisco: “ne Indiam Historiam iress, 1970).(4) Jercme Roth=
enberg, Shaking the Pumpkin (Gardem City: Doubleday,1972),

p. xxii. (5) The argument over the relative merits of

aojcn Arrows was ublixhed in Wassaja, the newspaper

shed by the hser‘ﬂ-- Indian Historieal Associatlion,

hatl™

pri;-nay 1974 and i August 197%, Vine Deloria reviswad the

e 4 ™ h,‘l..-.,1 T4 apde ~ pur "Ql“. —_—— Loy B |
ir Nstural Histcry c©l:96, nc. V<.
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* EZleine Jahnper, lLincola.Neb.
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"e pe to continu ?hiF klnd of report, We welcome

citatione anycne plus brief conmments

ke those below, ffer significantly,
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Curtie, Natelie, ed. The Indians' Book (New York:
8). A reprint, physically strong and inex-
book cr;blnally published in 1907 and
that era. Covers few tribes
« Legends and stories used a
XTE includes Indian art work.
Curtis' trans.ati.ps are madly Victcoriam, but she inc
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8 and deserves a warm walcom
Lheodore Clinton, New York Ci

We hope in the next issue to begin lie:inga of
rosle ard magazines publishing material by Native
ican Writerz. Some of these have in? locael or
regional circulation, soc we will be grateful if you
-an send us any information om such .ublications,
including names, editora, place of -ublicatiom, and
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