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¥With this issue the HJ{SA*-;;; of the Associatiom for the
Study of American Indian Literatures takes on am added title,
Studies American Indian Literatures. Like cur format, our
purpose %Enlns unchanged, As the gany plmrals in our masthead
indicate, we hope to serve all interested (in vhatever
fashiona) in American Indiam Literatures of the past and of
the present. We shall continue to emphasize reviews (both of
current literary works and of critvical scholarship) and
bibliographical information. A& this issue demcnstrates,
however, we are expanding the range of our coverage as well
as its vclume. Given this growth ana the prospect of continued
expansion, 1t has seemed advisable to establian an editorial
board, and the distinguished acnolare and writers wno have com—
sented to serve are liated belowlpif).

Even with SAIL above,the Newasletter is not subsidized by
any group, institution, Or prograd. .38 eXpenses are met
entirely oy money sent in by subscribers. This zeans we are
20or but independent; independence enables us to treat fairly
and equalily all regioms, tribes, group crograms. The
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Simon J. Ortiz. A Good Jourmey. Berkeley: Turtle Island for
Ketzabaulcoytl Historical Soc, 1977 -- Buena Vista day,
CA 94708. Illus Aaron Yava. pp. 165. FB 36.95

Host readsrs of this Newsletter are probably already fam-
1liar with Simon Ortiz's poems. Qoing for the Rain was
published by Harper and Row, and his joema keep turning up
in good places. BPut thiz does not sake it any easier to
review them. Rumors and instant admiration are a great die-
advantage in such a small new group as the people "studying"
(not just "reading" or "hearing") Aserican Indian liter-
ature. The year after some bocks are published they are
already the subject of MLA seminars =-- &8 if they were
Moby-Dick. Other authors, like Eyemeychste Storm, get
attecked by a few authorities for misrepresenting tribal
ceremonies snd cosmology, cad their nemes beccme almost un-
mentionable. The smaller znd pewer the herd, poesibly the
pore esasily panicked. 50 I would like to speak, even if
briefly, with all the balance and candor that I can. For
much as I like Ortiz's poems, their weaknessesm seem to ased
mention too.

The strengths are a kind of old-fashioned sweetness and
decency and goodoasas expressed sometimes in a fresh, boyish
voice, sometimes in energetic outrage. At other moments,
even in the sams poem, he can be wonderfully witty, aimple,
and sly -- following both his dog Rex and his traditionsal
teachers coyote and crow. At still other moments, be shows
s sense of history which is unique in modern writers, &
clear consequence of his Indian-ness. He is trying to lo-
cate bimself in ancient America, and locate his bhistory in
himself, his childrem, amd his peorle in a way that is very
exciting mnd asz exemplary as it is rare.
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Eis right and hi= need for these reflections msem to come
from his being a moderz Indian. His ancestors acet con-
3ciocusly knowing mbout Siberia and land bridges, he still
sogumes a racial uncomscicus. He wants to feel hin way
ipt re-histery —- and be familiar with it as "just a
‘*oup_e million years ago."

wWith coyote he has been op familiar terms all his life,
for as he seys in the title of one of his coyote posas,
"like myaelf, the sourcs theoe narratives is my home.
Sometimecs my father tells them, scmetimes my mother,
scmetizes even the storyteller himeelf tells thes." (That,

af
cf

of courass, is a "title” oaly becauss it is printed in
big type; cld stories don really bhave titles; they
bave beginnings.) Amd be uses coyote superbly:

"are you @y friend?"” asked Coycte.
"One can't be too chcospy,” said Crow.

Or the story old "goats™ tell
"brought/ a whesl barrcw that
to bis auntie be liked and he
wkeel was missing."

Indead, Ortiz can be close

cf a time when coyote

was missing oaly oms wheel/
had & story/ for why the

10 many birds and animsls,

noting relatiopships other poets might discerd as trite or

sentimental.

writing "For Our

Brothers: Blue Jay, Gold

Finch, Flicker, Squirrel,” he cen curse their deaths from
epesding care "because Gold Finch, goddamait,/ the same
thicg is baprening to us " ind though it may be only anm
Indian who feels close wncugh to & Gold Finch to sey this
the "us" includess everycase.

5c I hope I've explainad why I think Ortiz is so good.
But can also be mawkishly sentimental. Several of the
posme about or addressed to his children seem sugary-pious.
why rriot two thousand copies (the size of this edition)
of one's family prayeps? Is the poet advertising himmslf
or his children? 1Is the snswer to Peopls magazine's
celebrity sugarplums tc be this "Morning Preyer and Advice
for a Rainbowdaughter™:

leare how to make good bread, being careful and patisnt

in everything you do, feeling your making, being gentle
with the kneading and savoring the reault;. +7

Just as bad, or worse, there are sometimes lomg stretchsm
of very flat language, where the whole effort to write im
ap available, common idiom becomes salf-defeating. The
last poem in the book, ™I Tell You Now," is mddresaed to an
Ieleta woman he saw alkimg in front of a ntore im Al-
buguerque, the point being that be wisbes not to oe special
but to address and listen to couragecus ordinary Indians.
But I doubt if it succeeds.

¢




J American poctry =

with its conotent use of perscnal experience, its prossy-
materr-of-factness interrupted by perscmally fousd symbols --
has so far sustained Ortir very wall. Perbaps it has been
even more important to him than bis Acoms traditions and
legenas, 3But I wonder bow Bu. b longer it will merve. Some
sodera autcbiographical poetry im just stupid. It assusmes
that sanything ism interesting just pecause it happened to
& poet and that a poet's or writer's reactions tc sverything
Are, per se, worth writing about., This is no more true
than assuming that every Isleta woman walging with chiléren
is autcmatically a hercic Erands er. Here the poet's
egolsm and the bathos of socialist realism are oddly related.

Bui & joet as witty and sromising as COrtiz, with as much
true "pressnce” will surely find the poetic to carry his
a lot further. This is only one Good Journey.

Robert F. Sayre University of Icwa
. . . . .

Simon Ortic. Going for the Rain. Wew Iatk. Harper and How.
1676. pp. 112. HB $6.95. FB 2.95

Batter thanm any contemporary poet, Simon Ortie quietly
conveys a sense of living in the american landscepe as
bigh edventure. His America is & dasgercus world, threatening
to the identity of any man, of whole cultures. Travelling
through truck gardens wheres "tne lettuce grows im such
sterile limes,” through cities where apartments need five
locks, witneesing to the depair of the Indian alcoholic,
Ortiz knows how essy it is to feel all spirit has been
leached out of the _and and ita pecple. But Ortiz alasc
gpeaks of an equally real America, 6till god-hauuted and
tlessad, still riech with 1ife, the country & man may re-
discover if he has the strength and the old stories to
help hi=m survive,

Going for the Rain is a journey im seerck of repewal,
The section titleswset forth its stages: Preparationm,
Leaving, Returning, The Eein Falls. Preparation means a
man considerimg "all that is epecisl and importamt to
bim, his home, bis children, his lsaguage, the self that
he is." Ortiz opens with a terse, brilliant poem recoumting
the Keres emergence story, the Acoms prototype for all
Journeys, the story of new-formed innocent creatures
paseinog in confusion through successive worlds:

d later on, they came to light

after many exciting and colosful

and tragic things of adventwure;

and this is the life, all these, oll these. . .

4 note of doubt, important to the whole bock, is _ightly
sounded here. Coyote is telling the story, and he is
"b.s.~-ing probably." Are we centimental fools to believe
old storiea? Fizally, Ortis decides he doss believe, and
the whole "Freparation" sequemcs sets forth things he must
bave faith im if he is to survive a journey awey from his
own center, The poems speak of reverence for life, as he
remembers his fatber recuimg “tiny alive mice" from a
furrow, of semse of eelf, ma he iastructs his owm children,
pointing cut their

place on the esrth

by old watercourses, im wind,

where your motber walked,

whore ber mother walked,
of faith in the guod persistemce of living things, as he
aweikena to find a pup be thought might die "yappimg like
the originel life/ a whole mystery crying’/ for sustemasce.”

Y12




T ﬂerl!’:'ﬂc:- A man lezves because “thare are th
be must gc inroughk before he can brimg back what be seeks,
before he pan return to himsslf.” Likas Hleks, Ortiz knowas
untested imncepace can degenerate imto static ignorasce;
to submit himself to eXperisace may be to reaffirm eld
volues, Bake them mors meaningful. Oprtis Bust maka his
own jourmey threugh Americe, a¢t cut im his O¥D persom the
story of emerge2cs, for that etory is mot sosething that
happened only im = foseil past, As.these poems prove, it
is mlways happenisng,

The knowledge Ortiz wins is mized. There are light-
Roarted aceounts of lore learned apd people =met, like the
Eavajo who cautions against whistling in "the derk horry
bear pight," for mhe-besar de that to attract mates. But
Crtiz also recounts darker nighte in Gellup bars, im airportas,
in George Wallace country. These josas of "loat 1ifs"
are moving in their restraint, Ortiz mever descenda into
Rilitent indictments of Amerika-spolled-with-a-k, alvays
eccepting reoponsibility for his owm copditien: "deopair
is a miserable exeuss/ for smptinses. . ,»

Even here, there are affirmations. Ortiz discovera
native Americen culture is far from dying; "You meet
Indians everywhore" is his proudest and most repeated
line, and the poema mbound with encountera with wvital
Indian people, who, like the Yapping pup, endurs and
flourish. So doea Ortis. Ee is saved by the things that
always save Coyote, his favorite image for himzelf -- sheer
persistence, humor, a long memory for his people's atories,

2 deep connectiocm with the Batural world. On his way to be

arraigned in court, he cluteches a randoa pebble, and realizeas
it is & fragment

of the carth center

and I know that it is

ay redempticm. . .

The final poems are affirmations bora of hard exper-
iokce am well ag faith. They are about = returs to Acona,
to the center of himesl?, but thars is B> =mmg finality
about them, Wwhea Ortiz Bays im the last lime of the book
"it doesn't end,” he @eane not only all life, but his own
growing, @is ongoing Journey after rain. Going for the Rain
bas the enduring atreagth and relevance of the oid Etories;
this fine book is the old stocy of emsrgence, nsver finished,
elways haproning.
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