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134 Conversations with Leslie Marmon Silko

number three on the college best-seller list. The number f(?ur book wa;* g‘he :
Autobiography of Malcolm X, and it had Spike Lee’s movie to thank.' ht;
number two book was Cormac McCarthy’s Afl t.h‘e Pretty Horses, Wh}tzb Iz;s
a prestigious hook prize to thank for much publicity. The number DneCi o}(:
was Norman MacLean’s A River Runs Through It, Whlch of course had the
hit movie to thank. So Almanac of the Dead made' itto Ehe number thrfee
position despite or maybe because of the reviews it received, and despite or
because of its enemies who rallied Almanac’s fierce defffnders.‘
As for the outcries against Almanac’s portrayal of white society as at-
tracted to and arcused by violence, 1 think the spectacle of Desert Stgrm, a
giant nation attacking a tiny nation, and then the madness and genocide that
devour Serbia and Bosnia easily rebut the charges tha}t Almanac portrays
white society too violently. Yugoslavia was really quite well off, a counniy
that was in the “first world.” Now look. They have bombed themselves clear
int > “third world.” -
mllo):f;ii}gtlgisert Storm, the U.S. was swept by excitement and _fesnv;g Sgen—
erated by the bombing of Iraq. Peopie in th_e U.S. loved the no.tmn ofth. cie-
tanks burying Iraqui troops alive. Nothing in Almanan? apprommates e de
pravity of the white men leading the U.S. today_f; nothing in Alman;zc -ri‘; .
the “lynch mob”™ mentality of the mling-class int the U.S. todajy. 1 .?clfst 11
writing Almanac a few weeks before Operatzlon Desert Stprm, 1 could te
that Bush, and.the other white men and toadies to the ‘whn;e Men, were
aroused and were determined to do some killing, so I included references to
Desert Storm veterans in Almange anyway. And 1 was .correc.t.
A hundred or even fifty years from now, Almanac V\j‘lﬂ be Juc.igcd to be tco
mild, too soft on Western European culture’s compulsion for violence.

Notes
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‘ : i i : 207-10. .
Dead,” Blue Mesa Review 4 (Spring 1992): 2 0. .
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From Speaking of the Short Story: Interviews with Contemporary
Writers, edited by Farhat Iftekhraruddin, Mary Rohrberger, and Mau-
rice Lee (Jackson, Mississippi: University Press of Mississippi, 1997),
pp. 237-47. Reprinted by permission.

Boos: Do vou consider yourself primarily a writer of stories or a novelist?

Silko: I've never tried to categorize what I do according to generic lablels.
Fm a writer, and 1 love language and story. T started out loving stories that
were told fo me. Growing up at Laguna Pueblo, one is immersed in storytell.
ing, because the Laguna people did not use written language to keep track of
history and philosophy and other aspects of their Hveg,

Imagine an entire culture that is passed down for thousands and thousands
of years through the spoken word and narrative, so the whole of expericnce
is put info narrative fortm—this is how the people know who they are as a
people, and how individuals learn who they are. They hear stories about “the
family,” about grandma and grandpa and others.

When 1 started out at the University of New Mexico, I took a folklore
class, and began to think about the differences between the story that’s told
and the literary short story. I started writing the “literary” short story, and
tried to write it as closely as I could according to the “classical” rules which
seemed to manifest themselves in my reading. I wanted to show that I could
do it, But I've turned away from this since and haven’t really written a short
story in the usual sense since 1981. From 1981 to 1989, T worked on Almanac
of the Dead, and so 1 don’t think of myself as a short story writer. Yet stories
are at the basis of everything I do, even non-fiction, because a lot of non-
fiction reminiscences or memories come to me in the form of narrative, since
that’s the way people at home organize all experience and information, -

I'found the rules of the “classical” short story confining. I think you can
see why the post-modernist narrative and the contemporary short story went
off In another direction. They’re trying to escape the strictures of the formal
story form,

I've now tasted the freedom one has with a novel, so I wonder if 'l turn
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136 Conversations with Leslie Marmon Silko

back to more structured forms. I've written one short story, " ‘Personal Prop-
erty,” which I'm going to read tonight, and which purpose.iy breal::s some of
the rules of the classical short story. Maybe I'm not done with making trouble
with the short story form!

Boos: How are your poems related to your stories?

Silko: For me a poem is a very mysterious event . - - my poems came to
me mysteriously. I started out to write a narrative, ﬁctu')n or noln‘—ﬁcnon, and
something would happen so that the story would organize itself in the form
of a narrative poem rather than a short story. N

In fact, that happened with “A Story from Bear Country, in S'tonfrellen I
intended to make a note about a conversation I had had w‘nh Benjgrmn Bar-
ney, a Navajo friend, about the different ways our respective N&VB.:]O and
Pueblo cultures viewed bears. I started a narrative of our c'oflverstlon, l?ut
something shified abruptly, and before I knew it, [ was writing s_omeﬂung .
that looked more like a poem. At the very end of that poem a voice comes in
and says “Whose voice is this? You may wonder, fc_;r after al%,you were he.re
alone, but you have been listening to me for some time now.” That voice is
the seductive voice of the bears. Benjamin Barney and I had been chsc-:ussm_g
the notion that if humans venture too close to the bear peo,ple and their terri-
tory, the people are somehow seduced or encha-nted. .They re not mauled or
killed, but they are seduced and taken away to live with the bears forever.

So I don’t have control [over whether my tale becomes a tale or a poent].
I'set out to narrate something—either something which ac.tuaiiy happer.led 0;‘
a story I was told—and after I begin the piece sorts 1ts.elf mto whether it will
be a poem or a short story. I find a mixing of Ehe. two in Sacred Water, a
piece that I wrote a couple of years ago—a wantmg to have the two t.o—

gether—so that there’s really no distinet genre. This Stor){ also contam-ed a
bit of “nonfiction.” I wanted to blend fiction and non-fiction together in one

ice. . _
ﬂaf;jti":n‘l’ 21ever far away from oral narrative, storytelling and n'arratzon, and
the use of narrative to order experience. The people at ‘home bejheve that
there is one big story going on and made up of many htt‘Ee stories, and thﬁH
story goes on and on. The stories are alive and they outlive us, and stor;{te -
ers are only caretakers of the story. Storytellers can be an()’nymous. Their
names don’t matter because the stories live on. I think that’s wha,t people
mean when they say that there are no new stories under the sun. It’s trne—the
old stories live on, but with new caretakers.
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Boos: You present yourself as a narrative writer, but it struck me as I read
Storyteller that you also think visually. How do you decide where to put the
words on the page?

Siflko: I'm a very aural person. On the other hand, my father was a photog-
rapher, and when I was a child, I would go in the darkroom, sit quietly on the
stool, and watch as the images of the photographs would develop. As I've
wrilten in Storyteller, there was this old Hopi basket full of snapshots. One
of us kids would pull a photograph and say, “Grandma, who’s this?” or
“what’s this?” A photograph would be tied to narration. And when ] was a
child walking in the countryside, I'd see a certain sandstone formation of a
certain shape, or a certain mesa, and someone would say, “Look, see that hilt
over there? Well, let me te]l you...”

Through the years I've done a lot of thinking about the similarities and
differences between the “literary” story and the story that’s told. I began to
realize that landscape could not be separated from narration and storytelling.
One of the features of the written or old-fashioned short story was the careful,
detailed description of its setting. By contrast, in Laguna oral stories, tellers

and audience shared the same assumptions, a collective knowledge of the
terrain and landscape which didn’t need to be retold. That's why something
an anthropologist or folklorist has collected may seem sparser than a literary
short story; sometimes the oral short story can seem “too sparse.” I realized
that all communities have shared knowledge, and that the “literary” short
story resulted when all over Europe—and all over the world—human popula-

tions started to move. People didn’t have thig comnon shared ground any-
more.

Boos: Storyteller seemed to evoke a whole context related to your deep
kinship with your family. Even the shapes of the stories seemed to arise from
your identification with those telling the storjes.

Silke: Right. One of the reasons that Storyteller contains photographs was
my desire to convey that kinship and the whole context or field on which
these episodes of my writing occurred. The photographs include not only
those of my family, but of the old folks in the village and places in the
village. I started to think of translation [from Laguna]. I realized that if one
Just works with the word on the page or the word in the air, something’s left
out. That’s why I insisted on having photographs in Storyteller. T wanted to
give the reader a sense of place, because here place is a character. For exam-
ple, in the title story, “Storyteller,” the main character is the weather and the
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free, frozen land itself. Or in the story I'm going to read tonight, “é’rwate
Property,” the community itself is a character—m-alt}}?u_gh places an tcorm}rxu
nities are not ordinarily characters in the “classical htc?ary shprt story.
felt a need to add in these other [visual] cemponeqts whl.ch befo;e were
supposed to be extraneous to the parrative, but which existed at Laguna
Pueblo as visual cues—a mountain or a tree or a photograph.

Boos: When you advise your creative writini s_tude:ts, what suggestions
ive about choosing topics or about technique? ‘
dOSyi;)l!(I{f Uesual}y I tell them just to think about a goqd stor.y, not t(; ;hmkt -
consciously about topic or theme. I tell them that ﬂ'}ﬂlr StDi"iGS shou ;:n;n a
something that they don’t know, something mYStCI'IOl.lS. It’s better }1;10 o.[Ei )
know too much, but to have just the bare bones of an idea, and let the writing
3 nlightenment for them. ‘
beIaoiizr{l:ZZ;?i‘\:VeHg, you can tell me the idea for the stor-y, so why can t 3};011
write it down?” There's a large difference between speakl-ng and wmm;g. u
when I'm writing, it’s as patural to me as if I were sPt?aking, though the et
results are different. The most difficult element of writing to teach thf studen
is that ease—writing as if you were talking to yoursg’z]f or t(? the wall. ;
Students are trawmatized by the writing process. 1 ve noticed -thct;;&um& 21_
zation begins right from the first grade, Usually ‘kjds withstand it ti f?%i?e
the seventh or eighth grade, and then they experience a real terror o A ai e
and scolding. People who can talk, who can tfaii you thmg?, freez_e w fnt v
sit down in front of a blank piece and a pencil. It shouldn’t be dlfﬁc(lil ; tot .
make the transition from speaking to writing, and I blame the United State
educational system for the fact that it is.

Boos: Though you speak of an oral narrati\ie tradition, you aiso.r.emarfo&

that vou speak and write differently. W}?lat’s different about the writing p
why do you value that?
eSsﬁ‘jﬁ)li());()ln;vizionszmusihat Iwasn’tas gooda s_torytelier as the storyteilf:rs
at home, for the people at home are so good at this. An oral performance Lze
just that, so I needed to go off in a room by myself to evoke that saﬁle sen.d
of wholeness and excitement and perfection that I seemed to hear all aroun
i ir performances]. .

m‘l[;i‘:lgghie;g writing I'm alone. When I'm speaking to an audience, by
contrast, I'm very sensitive to what people want from me or ex,pect erm n:e,
whether the audience are becoming restless or whatever, and I'm anxxo;:s c;
please and to serve, putting the comfort of others ahead of my own, When

bt b et S e
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write I'm alone with the vojces . . - with the people in my memory. Some of
the voices that I'm alone with might even be those of people still living, so
that Y could go and talk 1o them outside that door, but when I'm alone in the
room writing, a connection with the older voices occurs, which cannot hap-
pen for me when I'm storytelling.

Boos: Writing jsn’t Just inscription of stories, then, but something that
requires solitude as well?

Silko: Being alone allows me to hear those voices, I think it's aloneness
to be able to hear Aunt Sosie’s voice, for example. If T were in a room with
her I would only listen, not write or speak, but solitude enables me to hear
{and transcribe] her very distinctive voice. 1 think it was meant to be distine-
tive so that I could never forget it,

I've thought a lot about this distinction between oral narration and writing, .

spond to each other, and be grounded in the present. As I said, 'm not as
good at that, but I learned that it’s also dangerous to go into the room alone
and hear the voices alone, Fecause those voices from spirit beings who have
real presence . | | and bring dangers . . . There’s a real danger of being
seduced by them, of wanting to join them and remain with them. I’m forty-
six, and things are becoming clearer to me, things that before I had only
heard about and hadn’t experienced, so I couldn’t judge.

But now I'm beginning to understand. Old Aunt Susie used to say that
when she and her siblings were children, her grandmother started storytelling
by bidding the youngest child to go open the door "'s0 that our esteemed
ancestors may bring in their gifts for us.” But when we tell the stories of
those past folks telling stories, they are actually here again in the room. It’s
therefore dangerous for a storyteller to write in a room alone without others,
because those old ancestors are really coming in.

In writing Almanac of the Dead, 1 was forced to listen <+« I'was visited by
SO many aocestors . . . it was very hard. It changed me as a human being, |
came to love solitude almost too much, and it was very frightening,

Boos: Don’t you ever fear that the presences of the dead might view criti-
cally something you wrote?

Sitko: No, I've never been afraid. I know the voices of the storytellers, and
Lknow that if you tel] their truth and don’t try to be self-serving, they aren’t

dangerous—in fact, they bring great protective power-—grear protective
power,
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i rather than self-serving?
B'OGS: HOW dolly(())unfn n?:]th‘:S ?;liv?cfself-serving is to use a male prgtatio—
i Sﬂk"f P n I wrote two stillborn versions of Ceremony now in e
ms{f ock Cg’g”:; );t Yale—though I suspect that the rest of the university
1[1113: llf:\l:lhoi};ht% was the Anti-Christ, so maybe they’_rebnot th?t:a&; "
Eog)t;edf If anyone is interested, they can read the t,“i?siSi;Oii pare—ead
about sixty pages long—that lead up to Ceremony. - porm s oo
im ¢ but before | sold them to Yale University o
Sud'} ; gﬂﬂ‘l ier:;lz;t they’re not really “stillborns™ at all, but a necessary p
agam'a'nd e el. This gave me new confidence in the process of writing,
e no?fteliq should understand that even those things that we throw
@%}flﬁiﬁﬂfg f:re r;ecessary to get us to where we want to be. The first two
in s

stillborns had female protagonists.

Boos: Why would changing to a male protagonist have enabled you to

1£? . .
tragtq;lfnd\?)}zzftehe characters were females, | identified too closely with them
ilko: ‘

’ 't do. It’s not
d wouldn’t et them do things that I hadn’t done or wouldn ; f:lsohi o
2 c?;o identify too closely with [one’s own characters’]’. All t i Ofpcpem_
g(I)'lo 1 was‘very young; I started writing the “stillborn™ versions
when : |

mony when 1 was twenty-three.

i ?

Boos: Did you start to write short stories befere yi)lu published poems’
You published the poems of Laguna Woman quite e;;lley.oems vere casior 0
Silko: T wrote stories before I wrote poems, but pﬂ T e

hat was because in writing stories | found myself to nneees
e OUt: y haracter. Even though I wanted [her} to be a separate character, ;
Eh}? nguzdzr’ E’:i)c .When on the third draft of Ceremony, 1 created Tayo, an

she] w .

- the Second World War and the Korean War were d

~ have the final word in practical matters. This is a simplification

. own ali the property, children belong to their mother’s clan,

- dane business»wquanels, problems—are handled by women.
" deity is the main deity, and in the Kiva ceremonies

Forence Boog / 1994 141

tracted me right away as a Jittle girl, more than the easier parts of life,

Also, the Lagung people lived in a matriarchy,
more afraid of what wo
less powerfu] than their

and in a matriarchy one js
men may say and think about oneself. Children fee]
mothers, and men seemed more interesting to them

e in they didn’t
realize the women’s power, and so they left them ajone. They stopped more
of the things that men did traditionally than those that women did. So you
see the men were more broken apart by the invasion. The government impris-
oned men for practicing the Pueblo religion. Then of course War came, and

, but women
and all the mun-
The female

Boos: On the other hand, I've heard the theory that because the Yuro-

i i nist.
i d by working with a male protggo ‘ o
I WﬁlS o ilrib; ];fx[ftriar};hy the young man symbolizes purity and _\fir‘g;;ntf; asati;e .
alsi: tsli)e mtellectual, the sterile, and the orderly. The female principle
chaotic, the creative, the fertile, the powerful.

‘ American fegal System was so patriarchal, it destroyed certain aspects of
Indian life that favored or protected women (by enforcing ninetecmh-century
laws, for example, which gave a married Woman'’s property to her husband).

1f so, tmposition of foreign laws sometimes diminished women’s an
£

thority,
Sitko: Well, we’re only seei

Boos: Ceremony struck me as a book about the bonds betwee}u 1;16;1(};;?;3!
: : ¢
deepogoncis Why would it be liberating for you to deal with male
: : imself 7 .
: ery of a man’s sense of himse o ki
dng'tlilj)fe\(;\?}fenﬁ was a little girl, I hung around adultsi ;v;a:s a\l::g}sl e
l ’ 0 - 0
ith the other kids, but like
idn’t go off and play with ¢ ! . "

WIer sgf:p on a%iuits 1 come from a culture in which men and women _
eave .

tant, they left behind the authority of women,.
~ Yeti's true that women are sometimes disadvantaged, A lot of tribal coun-
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oils were established which didn’t give women the right to vote, even thou gh
tribal organization was matriarchal. But that’s a superficial level of damage.
when you think that if the Conquistadors had really understood how impot-
tant women were, they might have tried to [undermine their power}. Patriar-
chal attitudes have touched the Pueblo people only in a superficial way.

Boos: Does your identification with Tayo perhaps suggest that an author
should try to identify with someone of the opposite seX as & way of moving
towards a full presentation of reality?

Silko: Totally. When I was growing up, for a long time I felt that I was
“just me.” That was casy o be in a matriarchal culture, where women have
access to the wide world. Women are everywhere and men are everywhere
women are. There isn’t this awful segregation that you find even now in the

Anglo-American world . ..

Boos: In university life!
Silko: Yes, in university life. In the Pueblo, women crack dirty jokes to

men who aren’t their husbands or close relatives. There’s a lot of banter, and

a real feeling of equality and strength within the community. There weren’t
places where a little girl was told, “Oh, you can’t go there!,” or things of

which a little boy was told, “Qh, you shouldn’t do that!” 1 wasn’t told that
because I was a little girl, 1 had to dress or act a certain way. So for a long

time, although 1 didn’t think 1 was really a boy, Tkindof ...

Boos: . . . didn’t learn not to identify with men.
Silko: Yes, I didn’t learn not 10 identify with men. I had a horse and was

kind of a tomboy, and T was glad of it. Although T was intensely attracted to
men and males, I saw that as a part of being interested in them and watching

their activities.

[ finished writing Ceremony in 1977, w
rect for a woman novelist to write from a man’s poin
America was still so new that feminists wanted women to write of their own
experiences, not those of men. Perhaps too, because my name is Leslie,
which is kind of androgynous, they may not have realized that I was a woman
author. For awhile 1 didn’t hear anything from the feminists. T felt [ was
punished for using a male protagonist, but that was the only way I could

write.

hen it was still not politically cor-
¢ of view. Feminism in

Boos: I'd like to ask you about some of your fellow contemporary Women
writers who have written novels about their own cultures—Michelle Cliff,

Florence Boos / 1994
1

Toni i i i
porarl;/lgvrgxson, an-ci M&x;ne Hong Kingston among them. Are there conter
men writers whose works you’ve r .
. ead a great deal, o i
you believe resemble yours in any way? : orwhese

Silke: i ison’ -

y M::)' O;I course Toni Morrison’s work has been important to me, and 1]
o 1{1:: _ogg Kmkgston. Both women have encouraged me to believe tt
e right track, and that we share somethi i .
. § something—that it’ : :
P g 8 not so lonel
ere are other women and other people thinking and writing about the
same sorts of things. o

" Boos: i
With?::s It seemec% o me thaft you porirayed discrimination profoundly frc
o ,Ino‘tk preaching about it, but analyzing its different layers and guises
Might I ask you to comment on contemporary Native American political
issues and conflicts? P
N ?}:lk:}:o 11(111 'tei[ym'j w.%(ljat’s happening in terms of history. The largest cit
rld is Mexico City, and officials don’t really k i i
The uncounted ones are the Indi i A huge. s chan
‘ e the Indios, the Indian people. A huge, h
is on the horizon, indeed it’ N, e e chane
o ndeed it’s already underway—and there’s nothing you ¢
thrA c:;lu};le months ago at sundown, a freight train came up from Nogales
o E;}g ucson, covered,.crawling with humaun beings. People were sitting
o ;f peopl§ were hranging on the side-—and so the great return to Aztla
o ich the Ch}c'ano people tatk about is coming to pass in a big way. The
- pati;;ta upr%smg on January 1, 1994, was one of the most important sign
M%i i((): Dv;hgtt;f t% cgm;.SAfter that, small demonstrations were held all ove
ud the United States and Canada, showin idari '

. , g the solidarity of Nativ
American peoplle thronghout the Americas. We sense that the rising on Jan
ary first was a sign of this awakening. |
i Th.e most IHlpOI’EEfl’l[ thing right now which people must watch out for is
jingoism an‘d i?ystenzil about immigrants and immigration. {The U.S. gover
1;;ex:'tl]lllsé)mld.mg an iron curtain, a steel wall—Rudolfo Ortiz calls it the |
b nr_tl ddS urtain——but it’s ugly. They’re trying to seal off Mexico from the
. ]—i e. tates.-But {th-os.e they are sealing off] are Indians, Native America
[-h erican Indians, original possessors of this continent, and {those who hs:
: e ] want to‘create a hysteria here so that it will justify U.S. troops ope:.n'r

re and shooting and killing. The future could be a horrendous blood bath
and upheaval not seen since the Civil War,

Right now the border patrol stops [Indian] people. I've been stopped thr

or four times and have had dogs put on me. . |
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Beoos: Oh!?

Sitko: This happened to me on my way from Albuquerque to Tucson.
Many peopdle in the rest of the United States don’t understand that the U.S,
government is destroying the civil rights of all citizens living near the border.
Something terrible is developing, and it’s being sold to the American people,
or shoved down their throats through this hysteria over imrmigrants and the
fear that their jobs will be taken. But I see a frightening collision on the
horizon! "1l tell you something—the powers that be, those greedy corrupt
white men like Rostenkowski and all those criminals in the United States
Congress—itheir time is running out very soon! The forces from the south
have spiritual power and legitimacy that’1l blast those thicves and murderers
right out of Washington, D.C.

Boos: Are there particular Native American groups that you see working
effectively against government wrongs?

Silko: Ah, ah, this change that’s coming will not have leaders. People wili
wake up and know in their hearts that it’s beginning, It’s already happening
across the United States. The change isn’t just limited to Native Americans.
It can come to Anglo-Americans, Chicanos, African-Americans as well.
Every day people wake up to the inhumanity and violence this government
perpetrates on ifs own citizens, and on citizens all over the world. That's why
the change will not be stopped, for it will be a change of consciousness, a
change of heart.

We don’t need leaders. They can’t stop [this revolution.] They can shoot
some, they can kill some-—like they have already—but this is a change that
rises out of the earth’s very being-—a Hurricane Andrew, a Hurricane Hugo,
an earthquake of consciousness. This earth itself is rebelling against what’s
been done to it in the name of greed and capitalism. No, there are no groups
which bring change. They aren’t needed. This change that’s coming is much
deeper and much larger. Thiok of it as a natural force-—human beings massed
into a natural force like a hurricane or a tidal wave. It will happen when the
people come from the South, and when the people here [in the North and
Midwest] understand. :

One morning people will just wake up, and we’ll all be different. That’s
why the greedy powerful white men will not be able to stop what happens,
because there will be nothing to grab onto. There are no Martin Lother Kings
to shoot, so the FBI can give up on that!

There’s no one that can stop us, because {the return to Aztlan] will be a
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change inside of you! It will happen without your knowing it. And this won’t
happen becaunse someone preached at you, threatened
gun to your head. No, you’ll wake up
dreams!

you with prison, put a
[yourself]. It will come to you through

. Boos: No Martin Luther King will have help
what about Leslic Marmon Silko? How do
this movement?

Silko: Just by telling people—“Look, this is happening!” As T tried to
make clear in Almanac of the Dead, you don’t have to do anything, for the
great change is already happening. But you maybe mi ght want to bf; aware of
what was coming, and you might want to think about the future choices that

}3;?1'1 might have to make. Though as I said, in your heart, you will already
oW,

ed bring about change, but
you see yourself contributing fo

Boos: Amen, and thank you.



