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PREFACE

But a tale is only a tale after all, isn't it?
from A Beggar in Jerusalem by Elie Weisel

Folklorist Linda Degh writes that
the impulse to tell a story and the need
to listen to it have made narrative the natural
companion of man throughout the history of
civilization. (53)

Although often thought of as an activity primarily for
children's entertainment or education, or as an activity in
which only traditional oral societies engage, all people,
even adults in technologically advanced, literate societies,
participate in storytelling events. Just as Southwestern
BAmerican Indian families spend distinct periods of time
telling tales in the winter, average Americans spend much of
their time telling stories in order to contribute their '"two
cents worth"--to provide commentary on--already ongoing
conversations. Moreover, storytelling has varied functions:
it may entertain, transmit knowledge, explain the
unexplainable, teach a lesson. This activity is universal,
pertinent to people of all cultures, ages, and classes;
storytelling is a record of varied peoples' perceptions of
the human experience. ;

This thesis is about storytelling. More specifically,
it is about three gifted storytellers, Toni Morrison, Leslie
Marmon Silko, and Maxine Hong Kingston, who write stories
about storytelling. Because storytelling is both so
perﬁasive and so crucial to the act of novel writing itself,
that these authors would address storytelling as a theme in
their works should not be surprising.

The inspiration for this project came from Dr. Bella
Zweig of the Humanities Department at the University of
Arizona; I cannot extend her enough thanks. Her class
provided me with the ideas behind this thesis; therefore,

she deserves an especially prominent acknowledgment. Were it



not for Dr. Zweig, I might never have discovered the beauty
of these writers and never have known that "the story must
be told."

Beyond this obvious debt, I am sincerely grateful to
several other university professors. I would like to say
thank you to my thesis committee: Dr. Martha Brunson, many
thanks for your help, encouragement and inspiration during
my three-year stint at SWT; Dr. June Hankins, Dr. Ramona
Ford and again Dr. Brunson, thank you for serving on my
committee, for I could not have put the inspiration to paper
without you. I would like to thank University of Arizona's
premier folklorist Dr. Barbara Babcock for showing me that
one can successfully meld the disciplines of anthropology
and English, and also thank University of Arizona professor
Dr. Inga Kohn for constant encouragement during my
undergraduate career. Finally, a thank you to SWTSU
professor Dr. Susan Day. For allowing me to "schmooze" in
your office and listening objectively--sometimes--to my
concerns, complaints, and successes, I am sincerely
grateful.

My friends as well deserve (more than) a note of
thanks: Teresa Angulo (my empathetic procrastination
partner), Kristen Ballard (who always listened without
complaint and showed me the beauties of word processing),
and Mark Davison (yes, I'm working on my "book"). Lastly,
many "muchas gracias" to Loretta Kneupper, the person who
has seen me through academic crises and successes longer
than anyone, excluding my parents. )

Which brings me to my final acknowledgment. The most
heart-felt thanks go to my parents, Joel and Kay Goldman,
who let this bounce-back-baby come home, spend their money
on tuition, earn a second degree and write this paper. They
have endured both my tears and triumphs. Most importantly,
however, they read me stories from day one, thereby allowing
me to make connections between the stories I know, the
stories I read and the one that I have written. The story
that follows is for them.
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CHAPTER ONE

From Traditional Storytelling to Metanarration:
Background on Words and Writers

Stories, folk ballads, jokes, and proverbs are all
forms of oral literature. As folklore scholar Aléh Dundes
points out, "the term 'oral literature' contains a paradox.
If literature must be written, how then can one speak of
oral (as opposed to written) literature?" (117). However,
such a distinction is an ethnocentric, judgmental view
(Dundes, Finnegan). Just because a text is not written down,
does not mean that it cannot be classified as literature.
Such an attitude toward the act of oral telling represents
the notion that people who do not engage in the process of
writiﬁg are somehow less complex, less intelligent than we
are, and therefore cannot produce any art that might be
considered "lite;ature." However, oral stories, in fact,
are just as complex as their literary counterparts (Dundes,
Polanyi "Literary'", Tannen). Moreover, the term literature

now refers to "imaginative compositions," a phrase I might
recast as verbal texts--to distinguish them from musical or
artistic compositions--which are printed or oral, and may be
rendered in verse, prose, or dramatic form ("Literature"
Dictionary of Modern Critical Terms).

Of all the types of oral literature mentioned above,
stories are probably the most common. First of all, they

occur in ritualized as well as everyday contexts, and
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second, folk-stories have been analyzed and classified to a
greater degree than other folk literatures. While oral
literature is classified into groups such as riddles,
proverbs, children's games, stories, folk baliads and
poetry, folk stories fall into several categories
themselves. These classifications, then, are akin to the
genre divisions of written literature. Although the
divisions vary from folklorist to folkiorist,‘traditionél
divisions are as follows: myth, folktale, legend (Dundes
117, Degh 59).

Myths refer to sacred stories; such stories are passed
down orally, accepted as truth, and used to explain "how
Earth and man came to be in their present state" (Dundes
117). Dundes extends this definition to say that myths
occur in a time of "pre-creation" rather than human
historical time (Dundes 117-18), but I would modify this
statement and contend that they relate events that occur
during creation. Legends, in contrast, are not sacred,
although they are generally accepted as truth. As they
usually are told, the storyteller knows a person who knows
another person, who knows the person the story is about
(Dundes 118); for example, the storyteller might say, "My
coworker's cousin knows the girl who . . . and she [meaning
the coworker] told me that . . . ." Legends may, like
myths, still discuss the supernatural and, consequently,
relate events that seem unbelievable, but they still take
place, no matter how long ago, within human historical time
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(Dundes 118). The story about George Washington choppipg
down the cherry tree as well as some of the King Arthur
stories are examples. Finally, folktales are completely
fictitious stories relating the adventures of real or
magical characters "who work for their own ends" (Dundes
118). The only problem with this classification is that it
omits most oral stories. Most people tell everyday,
conversational stories, relating personal events (Polanyi
"Literary"” 155). These stories may seem mundane, but
studies since the early 1960's have shown that everyday
conversations follow literary/conversational structural
patterns, have complex functions, and contain as much poetic
langgage and as many literary devices as written or
traditional oral literature.

Oral literature is as complex as written literature,
is cafegoriied as written literature is, uses poetic devices
similar to those found in written literature, and, f‘would
~argue, has functions similar to those of written
literature. Dundes contends that

Oral literature can educate, amuse, promote
group solidarity, provide a sénctioned vehicle
for group protest, or serve as a means of escape
from reality. . . . [Moreover] oral literature
not only transmits, maintains, and strengthens
acceptable behavioral norms, but it also
provides an institutionalized outlet for escapes
from those norms. . . . [Finally] it provides an
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impersonal, guilt-free acceptable mode of

communication capable of carrying discussions of

anxiety-ridden topics. (126)
All these functions can be said to apply to written
literature as well; throughout literary history, writings
have taught readers, provoked readers, acted as sécial or
moral criticisms or encouragements, and, of course,
entertained readers. Oral literature, however, does differ
from its literary cousin in its form and abstract content.

Because oral literature is just that, oral, "narrative

genres float in an unlimited number of variants around a
limited number of plots" (Degh 59). Thus basic plot_
outlines may remain static, while details of a given story
are fluid and variable. Additionally, research demonstrates
that "oral epics were not memorized but reconstructed at
each telling through the imposition of formulaic phrases on
the skeleton of a familiar plot" (Tannen 1). Oral
literature, then, is dynamic, a living entity. This quality
contrasts with static quality of written literature, a genre
of liﬁerature that does not grow. Although readers may
experience a new interpretation with each time re-reading of
a written work, that change occurs inside the readers' head,
not on the page; thus meaning may change but the story
itself does not. Oral literature, in contrast, is
transformed by both the teller and the people hearing the
story; when one experiences oral literature, both the
meaning and the story changes during the telling.
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The themes or the subcontent of oral and written
literature differ as well. In analysis of a written work, it

is "assumed that the expressions contain meaning in

themselves," rather than that the expressions are a
convenient tool to signal already shared social meaning"
(Tannen 2). This fact reminds us that oral literature, or
the act of engaging in an oral performance, is a cultural
and social event. All groups--whether ethnic, job related,
age-grades or another--possess bodies of oral knowledge, and
all groups transmit, or pass down, that knowledge.
Therefore, rather than making a personal point about the
universe, people engaged in an oral telling session make
points about the cultural environment that they inhabit.
Additional}y, when one reads a text, one interacts with the
author's words on the page, rather than with the author
personally. Oral storytelling events, in contrast, involve
at least two people, and the reader/listener interacts with
the teller's words, voice and emotions. Scholar Michael T.
Marsden artfully delineates these differences between
writers and storytellers: "The popular storyteller is more
like the anonymous folk artist than the contemporary writer
of 'literature' who mails off his interpretation of life to
the world from the confines of a hidden study" (152,
emphasis mine).

Since ancient times, though, authors have included
oral storytelling within their individualized

"interpretation[s] of life" (Marsden 152). The frame story

5



is a device in which a narrator tells a story within a
story. Also called "narrative embedding," this technique of
"placing tales within tales within tales” (Babcock 71) is a
cross~cultural literary genre. The Homeric epic The
Odyssey, while not distinctly a frame story because the poem
does not close with a return to the muse, does open with the
narrative frame "Sing in me, Muse, and through me tell the
story / of that man . . ." (I. 1-2). The jataka is an
Indian frame story; it is a collection of more than 500
Indian folktales embedded within lessons about Buddhist
ethics. The Thousand and One Nights is a frame story as
well; Scheherazade escapes death by telling an unfinished
story to her husband, the king, every night. Similarly,
Bocaccio's Decameron and Chaucer's Canterbury Tales are
stories about other characters and the stories they tell;
several short, separate stories are told within the whole
context of the framing stories, the story about fleeing the
Black Plague in the Decameron and the story of a religious

pilgrimage in Canterbury Tales.

Because frame stories (stories about storytelling)
implicitly call "attention to the act of narrating,"”
folklore scholar Barbara Babcock argues that a "frame tale

is the essence of metanarration” (71-2). Yet I would
suggest that a distinction needs to be made between literary
devices that draw the reader's/listener's attention to the
storytelling event, and actual comments which overtly refer
to the storytelling event. Such a distinction, then, would
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differentiate between writers such as Chaucer, Boccacio and
Homer and writers who make specific comments about the
storytelling process or the stories they are telling. For
instance, when-Elig Weisel writes that "tales, like people,
all have the same beginning” (211), he is making a direct
comment about storytelling to the reader. This idea, voiced
from the narrator, is directly stated; in the frame stories,
ideas about storytelling must be inferred from the simple
fact that frame tales are stories about stories. Similarly,
to refer to an author discussed in this text, Silko informs
the reader of the f;ct that "stories . . . [are] all we have
to fight off/ illness and death" (2). It is not necessary
to uncover this idea in the text; it is not a deeply buried
theme. Instead of leaving the reader to decipher the
writer's ideas about storytelling, storytellers tell the
audience (listener and/or reader) their opinions on or
insights into this topic.

The three writers discussed in this thesis, Toni
Morrison, Leslie Marmon Silko, and Maxine Hong Kingston, all
explore and comment on the storytelling phenomenon. Each of
these authors, in addition to telling the primary story of
the protagonist and the characters that surround him or her,
tells additional stories. These multiple tellings may be
achieved either through storytelling by main characters or
others, narrative voices in addition to the chief narrator
of the novel, or, finally, through retellings or rewritings
of myth and/or folklore. In essence, storytelling is both a
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goal of each author--novelists are usually, by definition
storytellers--and a theme of the books. To return to
Babcock's argument, these women are all metanarrative
writers. While all the works are metanarrative,
Morrison's Song of Solomon and Beloved lack explicit, overt
comments about storytelling. The other two books discussed,

Silko's Ceremony and Kingston's Woman Warrior, contain overt

metanarrative comments by authors/ narrators.

Not only do these writers engage in metanarrative
storytelling, but they also engage the reader in the
storytelling which takes place both as the novel and within
the novel. Thus, the authors have succeeded in capturing
that most elusive factor of a storytelling event, the actual
performance. Impossible to reproduce in a written context,
and even still not completely captured on tape and film,
these three women, nevertheless, have left out information,
carefully crafted dialogue, fractured the narrative
structure and commented on the action, all in order to make
the reading an aural--almost social--experience. Novelist
and historian Elie Weisel writes that a story "belongs as
much to the listener as the teller" (107), and Kingston,
Morrison and Silko have evidenced that fact.

Aside from this connection in theme, these three
writers have two other threads linking them together: they
are all women and each is a member of a minority group.
Thus, each writer has had her authorial voice repressed as a
result of gender and background. Toni Morrison, an Afro-
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American writer, was born Chloe Anthony Wofford in 1931 in
the small mid-western town of Lorain, Ohio (Denard 319).
Both sets of grandparents were sharecroppers, and, in the
early 1900s, her parents left the economic and social
oppression of the south for Ohio (Denard 319). Her parents'
experiences in the South led her to cultivate "a strong
distrust of whites and an understanding that the only
tangible or emotional aid on which she could depend would
come from her)own community”" (Denard 319). Counteracting
this negative feeling, though, was Lorain's size and multi-
ethnic composition; her hometown impressed upon her the
importance of community--a common theme of her novels--as
well as "the integrity of cultural difference" (Denard
321). Yet Morrison's most striking influence, in light of
the ideas to be addressed here, was her family's means of
instilling in the children a sense of cultural history. Her
parents and grandparents
provided Morrison with a two generational
sense of African RAmerican history and a rich
involvement with and respect for their ethnic
heritage. Her growing years were filled with
the jokes, lore, music, language, and myths of
African American culture. Her mother sang to the
children, her father told them folktales, and
‘they both told "thrillingly terrifying" ghost
stories. (Denard 320)
Morrison not only is well versed in the stories of her
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heritage, but also is knowledgeable about the western
literary tradition. Encouraged by her parents, as a young
girl Morrison read works by Austen, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky
(Denard 320). She majored in English and minored in
classics at Howard University; later she earned her master's
degree in English at Cornell (Denard 321). In 1970, fifteen
years after receiving her master's degree, she published her
first novel, The Bluest Eye. Clearly, then, Morrison lived a
story-saturated life, thus providing her with the cultural
and literary information that informs her stories. But I
would argue that the most important consequence of this
influence is not Morrison's knowlgdge of stories, but rather
her understanding of their function and importance in
society. In an early interview, Morrison lucidly explains
the significance of telling stories:.

People crave narration. Magazines only sell

because they have stories in them, not because
somebody wants to read those ads. . . . People
want to hear a story. . . . That's the way they
learn ,things. That's the way human beings
organize their human knowledge-~-[through] fairy
tales, myths. All narration. ("Seams" 58,
Morrison's emphasis)

Leslie Marmon Silko grew up in 0ld Laguna, a Keres
speaking community which is one of the many groups
collectively called the Rio Grande Pueblos (Seyersted 13).
Born in 1948 of mixed Anglo, Mexican and Laguna ancestry,
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Silko did not feel completely excluded from the Indian
population, but instead considered herself a marginal member
of the community. Living in a home below the pueblo and
near the river she "always thought there was something
symbolic about that [where we lived], sort of putting us on
the fringe of things" (Silko qtd. in Seyersted 13); this
feeling echoes her protagonist's emotions in her novel
Ceremony. And just as Morrison's relatives imbued her with
the belief that stories are important, Silko's great-
grandmother Marie and her grandfather's sister-in-law Susie
influenced Silko in the same manner. Marie was a full
blooded Native American who, in addition to teaching her
some Keres (Seyersted 13), told the young Silko about
"stories she remembered hearing when she was a girl"

(Storyteller 210). Likewise, according to Silko's 1981

collage of fiction, poetry, autobiography and photography

titled Storyteller, Susie was a member of "the last

generation here at Laguna,/ that passed down an entire
culture/ by word of mouth”" (4,6).

Silko, like Morrison, read avidly as a child
(Seyersted 14). Sshe earned a bachelor's degree in English;
in 1969 Silko entered a program designed to encourage Native
Americans to become lawyers, but soon left to pursue her
writing and teaching career (Seyersted 14). One need only to
skim through the pages of Ceremony, or her other major work,

Storyteller, to see the literary and cultural influences of

her Laguna ancestry. Moreover, in her work she emphasizes
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the connection between stories, myth, history, and the

present. In an interview with Kim Bérnes she explains that

storytelling

[is not] sitting down and telling a once

upon a time kind of story. I mean [storytelling
is] a whole way of seeing yourself, the people
around you, your life, the place of your life in
the bigger context, . . . in terms of what has
gone on before, what's happened to other people.
So it's a whole way of being. . . . (86)

For Silko, storytelling provides the dynamic
connection between one's present time world and the past; it
is a means of existence. The storytellers then, expose
realities and truths. For Kingston, though, storytelling is
more closely relatedAﬁo memory than to a way of life, and in
a contrast to memory, her storytellers may be telling
fictions rather than truths (Kingston "Eccentric" 179,
Kingston "Story" 4). Both Morrison and Silko incorporate
memories of stories in their writings, but Kingston bases
much of her writing on her memories of actual experiences.

Born in California in 1940, Kingston, in her young
life, parallels the childhood of Morrison and Silko. An
avid reader living in Stockton, California (Medoff 251),
she, like the other authors before her, was aware of
cultural differences and "conflicting cultural allegiances"
(Currier 235). Kingston earned an A.B. from Berkeley,
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taught English at both the college and high school level,
and then moved to Hawaii, "the place her ancestors . . . had
hacked sugarcane farms out of wilderness"™ in 1967 (Currier
235). After the success of her 1976 novel The Woman
Warrior, she decided to make writing a full-time career.
Kingston's inspiration and sources for her books are
the stories she heard from both her family members and the
Stockton Chinatown community (Currier 235). One of her main
concerns is not only to give a voice to her experiences but
also to articulate the voices of Chinese women and all
Chinese immigrants to BAmerica (Medoff 252). Therefore, when
Kingston writes she gives voice to a community as well as to
individuals. Moreover, Kingston believes that her
connection with community is what allows her to write as she
does, and she comments that she shares this understanding of
the importance of community with both Silko and Morrison:
I . . . feel an affinity [with Silko and
Morrison] not only because I love them as people
but because we seem to write alike. . . . We
care about stories about people, and also that
magical real place that we are all visiting.
Toni [Morrison's] and Leslie [Silko's] and my
aliveness must come from our senses of a
connection with people who have a community and

a tribe. (Kingston "Eccentric" 184).
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While much of the significance of storytelling to
these three authors can be determined by looking at their
background, an analysis of selected major works will further
illustrate their dedication to and interest in the roles,
function and importance of storytelling. Each chapter of
textual analyis is divided into two sections. The first
part analyz;s the relationship of inter- and intratextual
storytelling to the novel's themes; the second section
explores the connections between narrative structure,
textual content and the author's own oral-traditional
heritage. Chapter two discusses Morrison's 1977 novel Song

of Solomon, a work in which the storytelling, performed

mainly by the novel's characters, is the means by which the
male protagonist discovers his sense of self. Chapters -
three and four explore Morrison's Beloved (1987) and Silko's
Ceremony (1977), respectively. In these two novels,
storytelling expands from being a means to finding an
identity, to acting as a therapy, a cure for diseased souls.
These chapters also discuss the fact that these two novels
place a strong burden on the reader to participate in the
storytelling event. Chapter five, an analysis of Kingston's
The Woman Warrior (1976), examines the relationship between
story and history, words and language, marking a progression
from more literal works to more abstract and philosophical

ones. Finally, chapter six concludes with a discussion of
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the implications of this theme, postulating reasons for why
storytelling is a prominent theme in the work of late

twentieth-century women writers.
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CHAPTER TWO

Toni Morrison's Song of Solomon:
Listening to the Stories of Others to Find the Story of Self

1

I
The Search for Self and Community

In Song of Solomon, Toni Morrison opens not with the story
of the main character, but with two other stories about
people whose lives/parallel the protagonist's story:
The North Carolina Mutual Life Insurance Agent
promised to fly from Mercy to the other side of
Lake Superior at three o'clock. Two days before
the event was to take place he tacked a note on
the door of his little yellow house:
At 3:00 P.M. on Wednesday the 18th of
February, 1931, I [Robert Smith] will take off
from Mercy and fly away on my own wings. . . .
(Song 3)
Morrison notes that "this declarative sentence is designed
to mock a journalistic style; . . . it could be the opening
of an item in a small town newspaper" ("Unspeakable" 27).
Thus, what could be the beginning--and end--of one story,
the life and death of Robert Smith, poses as the beginning
of another story, the story of the novel's protagonist
Milkman Dead. Actually, a third story surrounds the birth of
the protagonist, the story behind Pilate's "Sugarman" song.
These three stories, all introduced within the book's
opening pages, foreshadow or suggest themes of the novel.

16



From these opening tales, we learn of the importance of
flight, of home and community, of names and identity; and
not until after this brief suggestion of ideas to come in
the novel does Morrison begin the story of Milkman Dead.
Morrison describes Milkman's birth and then recounts
Milkman's childhood. Interspersed among the discussions of
Milkman's life, are the stories of his f;ther, his mother,
and the family names, including his own. These first
stories are told by the narrator to the reader, while other
stories are told by characters to other characters. For
instance, while giving background information about Ruth
Foster Dead, Milkman's mother, Morrison describes the fact
that Ruth finds solace in nursing her elementary-school-age
son. She then recounts the episode in which Freddie, the
janitor, discovers Ruth and devises the nickname "Milkman"
for her youngest child (Song 14-15). After this story, the
narration switches to Milkman's father's point of view,
Macon Dead II, and we read Macon's reflections on his name:
Surely, he thought, he and his sister [Pilate]
had some ancestor, . . . , who had a name that
was real. A name given to him at birth with
love and seriousness. A name that was not a
joke, nor a disguise, nor a brand name. But who
this lithe young man was, and where his cane
stalk legs carried him from or to, could never

be known. No. (Song 17-18).
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This passage shows that Macon wants to know his "real" name,
not the name an intoxicated civil worker assigned his father
Jake (Milkman's grandfather), because knowing his real name
will cement his identity and re-establish a sense of place
he has no longer. Macon has lost his sense of place: his
African roots have been obliterated by the actions of the
civil servant, and he has been exiled by his local

"one

community. The townspeople do not view Macon Dead as
of them." His car, which might have been an object of
admiration, is renamed "Macon Dead's hearse" (32); likewise,
he raised two college educated daughters in a town where few
men, let alone their female counterparts, attended college.

Mrs. Bains, Guitar's mother, succinctly expresses the

townspeople's general feelings toward Macon Dead: "'A nigger

in business is a terrible thing to see'" (Song 22).

Returning to the quotation about naming, we see that the

A ”

final word in the passage, "no," carries a significant
irony. Milkman's name, while originating as a derogatory
nickname by the janitor, suggests growth and life
continuance; moreover, the image of Ruth nursing Milkman
also suggests a drawing out, "his lips were pulling from her
a thread of light" (Song 13). Thus, a parallel exists
between this drawing out of light and Milkman's subsequent
drawing out the threads of his past. Although Macon

believes that his ancestral name "could never be known," the

son he tried to abort discovers the Dead family history when
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trying to establish his own singular sense of place and
identity.

At age fifty-two, Macon decides that "maybe it was
time to tell" his twelve—fear—old son about his past (Song
51). This decision seems to indicate that Macon is finally
assuming a parenting role: he takes responsibility for
teaching his soon-to-be-adult son what being a member of the
Macon Dead family means. After Macon talks to Milkman about
his father's farm, Morrison provides the reader with
pertinent narration:

Macon paused and let the smile come on. He had
not said any of this for years. Had not even
reminisced much about it recently. When he was
first married he used to talk about Lincoln's
Heaven to Ruth. . . . when he was just starting
out buying houses, he would lounge around the
barbershop and swap stories with the men there.
But for years he hadn't had that kind of time or
interest. (Song 51-2)
This quotation shows that Macon Dead unconsciously realizes
the importance of "swap[ping] stories" and now must
transmit this information to 'his son. But because he still
cannot admit publicly that these stories are of any use, he
finds it impossible to transmit this information to his son
in any meaningful manner. Therefore, Macon fails to fulfill
his parental storytelling role. Moreover, these comments
reflect his surname, "ﬁead," for by refusing to find the
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"time or interest" to tell family stories Macon refuses to
keep the family history, his thread to the past, alive.
Macon interrupts his storytelling in order to tell
his son that he must start learning the family business.
However, he resumes his storytelling role after Milkman
strikes his father, an action prompted by Maéon's striking
Ruth. Macon explains the relationship Ruth had with her
father, and tells Milkman that this relationship is a just
cause for his abuse of his wife. Ironically, despite being
privy to personal information about his family, Milkman
still remains distant: "part of his [Milkman's] sympathy
came from the fact that he himself was not involved or in
any way threatened by the stranger's story" (Song 75). This
story, however, is being told not by a "stranger" but by
Milkman's father; moreover, Milkman is involved in this
story, for it is the story of his parents' relationship and,
therefore, part of his own story/identity. After the
conversation with his father, Milkman learns his mother's
story. But neither does this story, like his father's,
reinforce Milkman's sense of self. Milkman believes that
"all he knew in the world about the world was what other
people had told him. He/felt like a garbage pail for the
actions and hatreds of other people. He himself did nothing"
(Song 120). While much of what people know in the world is
what other people tell them--a way in which culture and
knowledge are shared--Ruth's and Macon's attempts at
storytelling fail Milkman and serve only themselves and,
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ultimately, the reader. Joseph Skerret echoes this point:
"Milkman's parents cannot provide him with the key to
understanding and identity. To each of them, he is an
extension of . . . [themselves] not really an independent
person at all" (194). Even Ruth realizes this phenomenon
when she visits Pilate about Hagar's attempts to murder
Milkman: "Her son had never been a person to her, a separate
real person. He had always been a passion" (Song 131).

Thus, for Milkman to discover himself, he will need to
fashion his own story out of the stories other people have
given him. Since his parents clearly cannot perform this
function, another person must, and that person is Pilate,
his aunt. Skerret observes that only for Pilate
"storytelling is not self- dramatization, self-
justification, or ego action" (195). Despite Macon's belief
that "Pilate can't teach you a thing you can use in this
world" (Song 55), Pilate will teach Milkman more than Macon
will or can. The reader, interestingly, is already informed
of this fact by a line of Morrison's narration, "[Guitar]
would take him to the woman who would have as much to do
with his future as she had his past" (Song 35). Milkman's
visits to Pilate's house, made at the coming-of-age of
twelve, mark the beginnings of his separation from his
parents, and consequently the beginning of his journey to
adulthood.

Pilate is a character Paula Rabinowitz calls "a

magical woman," one who '"posses[es] qualities which places
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[her] outside of mundane social relations™ (32).
Pilate's house has no electricity or running water, she eats
when she is hungry rather than three times a day, and she is
a biological mystery: she lacks a navel. Moreover, she is
the family's storyteller:‘she knows portions of the family
history, traditional lore and folk medicine--knowledge which
enabled Milkman to be born, and she captivates the people to
whom she talks. Her personality contrasts directly with that
of her brother Macon, who is obsessed with achieving the
symbols of the upper-middle-class white world. He owns
houses and property; he drives his green Packard into
wealthy white neighborhoods; he believes that he won his
wife by the "magic" of his two rental property keys (Song
23). Pilate, then, possesses the power, the knowledge and
the skill to take on the role of cultural historian. Her
being historian/storyteller provides two types of
information. First she provides the boys with socializing
information, what they need to know in order to function in
a community. To begin with, she teaches Milkman (and
Guitar) that the greeting "hi" is fit only for "pigs and
sheep” (Song 37). Next, she instructs them on how to make
the perfect soft boiled egg, making sure they know that "the
water and the egg have to meet each other on a kind of
equal standing" (Song 39), this statement foreshadowing
Milkman's later understanding that people must "meet each
other on a[n] equal standing." Later we learn that she had
"sung him songs, fed him bananas and corn bread and,
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hot nut soup" (Song 211). This information simultaneously
/strengthens his identity and sense of community. Songs are
cultural artifacts of a group; most likely, Pilate taught
Milkman blues or spirituals that he would not otherwise hear
in his sterile, money-oriented environment. Likewise, the
foods Pilate exposes Milkman to are ethnic foods. Bananas
and corn bread are southern foods, while nut soup is a dish
African slaves brought to America. These lessons are
cultural stories themselves. The second type of information
Pilate provides is background about Milkman's family. We
learn that Macon Dead II saved his sister's life and that
their father was shot off a fence on the family farm in
Montour county (Song 42). Pilate's storytelling transfixes
the boys: "The boys watched, afraid to say anything lest
they ruin the next part of her story, and afraid to remain
silent lest she not go on with its telling" (Song 43). This
story, like Macon's storytelling episodes, is interrupted;
however, this interruption is unimportant because Milkman
has found the source that will lead him to his identity énd
ultimate salvation.

About halfway through the novel, Macon decides to tell
Milkman the remaining information about his family
background. He relates a story explaining that he and
Pilate saw their father killed, stayed with Circe at a
white family's home, ran away, and shot their father's
murderer. Additionally, they found several green sacks
containing what Macon believed was gold nuggets. Finally,
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when he is done, he concludes that Pilate has the gold in a
green tarpaulin in her home. He then orders his son to "get
the gold" (Song 173). Milkman, believing that the gold will
bring him freédom and self-dependence, decides to ask Guitar
to help him steal it.
Command. That was what he wanted. . . . He
just wanted to beat a path away from his
parents' past which was also their present and
which was threatening to become his present as
well. . . . this latest Jack and the Beanstalk
bid for freedom, even though it had been handed
to him by his father--assigned almost--stood
some chance of success. (Song 180-1)
Ironically, while the quest for the gold leads Milkman away
from his parents' immediate past, the quest will take him
closer to his father's past than he ever has been before.
This escape, however, is not immediate. The police stop
Guitar and Milkman and detain them, after discovering that
the green sack contains human bones. In order for Guitar
and Milkman to be released from jail, Pilate must tell a
story and create a new reality for the police. 8She performs
an "Aunt Jemima act" (Song 211), using language to convince
the police that the reality--that the two men were
attempting to steal gold--is not true reality. This
manipulation of language is similar to the way Corinthians,
Milkman's sister, creates the story that she is an
"amanuensis" (Song 188) rather than a maid. Yet, the
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difference lies in the fact that Corinthians's story, like
Ruth's and Macon's before, is self-serving; she has created
this fiction in order to spare herself shame in front of her
parents. Pilate created her fiction selflessly--although
one could argue that, of course, she wanted the bones
returned-- humiliating herself in order to help her
"brother" Milkman (Song 43).

After the botched burglary, the novel begins part
two. One critic notes that the two parts of the novel
actually reflect two different types of stories. The first

" meaning his

part describes Milkman's "private story,
"relationships with his family, his best friend Guitar, and
his cousin Hagar" (Wegs 216). Part two, then, describes his
public story, his history, the struggle to "find a sense of
community with his people" (Wegs 217). Milkman embarks on
this journey at age thirty-two, conscious only that he is
searching for the gold rather than searaching for an
identity. Although he has a vague sense that his quest for
the gold will allow him to realize his dream of flight, the
ultimate confirmation of his fully realized identity, but
Milkman does not know that finding his roots will be the key
to his flying ability. Morrison reveals the connection
between £light, identity and Milkman's decision to find the
gold by himself in the following passage:

This one time he wanted to go solo. Into the

air, away from real 1life, he felt free, but on

the ground, when he talked to Guitar just before
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he left, the wings of all those other people's

nightmares flapped in his face and constrained

him. (Ssong 222)
This desire to fly has been with Milkman since childhood.
As a young boy, Milkman "knelt in his room at the window
sill and wondered again why he had to stay level/on the
ground” (Song 10). Flight in the novel is associated with
freedom and independence. When Milkman leaves Southside to
find the gold, he takes the first step toward shedding
dependence on his parents and on his Northern, selfish way
of life; this journey will provide an opportunity to fly
away. It is, however, only a first step. Milkman is not
yet a completely realized person; his experiences in the
South are what ultimately allow him to fly. The scene with
the peacock strengthens the importance of the flying motif.
While observing a male peacock on the roof of a defunct
Buick dealership, Milkman asks Guitar why the bird "'can't
fly no better than a chicken?'" Guitar replies, "'Too much
tail. All that jewelry weighs it down. Like vanity. Can't
nobody f£ly with all that shit. Wanna fly, you got to give
up the shit that weighs you down" (Song 179). Critic
Jagueline De Weever suggests flight is impossible for
Milkman until he has shed "his psychic¢ baggage™ (139),
meaning his psychological confusions and delusions about who
he is and how he relates to his family and communi£y. This
interpretation appears valid in light of Robert Smith's
"flight" from Mercy hospital and, consequently, the Seven
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Days, the group responsible for avenging murders of black
citizens by murdering whites. The pressure of being a Days
member weighed Smith down psychologically; as a result, he
could not fly, and so he died instead of sailing off into
the sky. Milkman must shed not only his "psychological
baggage," but also, as Guitar notes, his vanity. By losing
his vanity of being a man in relation to women, his vanity
of being an educated Northerner, and his vanity of
considering himself the most important person in his world,
Milkman will discover his self and regain a new sense of
place.

Milkman's arrival in Danville, a tiny Pennsylvania
town which contrasts sharply with Milkman's urban hometown
Southside, demonstrates that he is, indeed, "weighed down"
(Song 179) with vanity. He arrives in Danville wearing a
"beige three piece suit, his button down light blue shirt
and black string tie, and his beautiful Florsheim shoes"
(Song 228). All of these clothes are symbols of the middle
class, urban society that he has left; he must exchange them
for an existence more similar to his aunt's. 1In addition,
he must begin to find his social niche, the psycho-social
sense of place that his parents lack in the Southside
community. Milkman's re-integration with his past begins
when he meets Reverend Cooper:

"I know your people!"

27



Milkman smiled and let his shoulders slump a
little. It was a good feeling to come into a
strange town and find a stranger who knew your
people. . . . it meant: links. (Song 231)
Reverend Cooper proceeds to tell Milkman the story "that
he'd heard many times before but only half listened to"
(Song 233). The townspeople, as well, £ill in or repeat
vari;us versions of the tale of Milkman's grandfather. As
the townspeople learn about the fate of the son (Macon Dead
II) of their local hero, Jake (Macon Dead I), Milkman
realizes that "his grandfather Jake, a prosperous farmer, is
venerated for the same qualities his father, a prosperous
landlord, is resented for" (Blake 81). Jake had "come out
of nowhere, . . . broke as a convict, . . . and in one year
he'd leased ten acres, the next ten more. Sixteen years
later he had one of the best farms in Montour county” (Song
237). Similarly, Macon begins with "only two keys in his
pocket" (Song 22) and becomes one of the wealthiest real
estate entrepreneurs of Southside. The difference between
the two men, however, lies not so much in their parallel
life stories, but in their feelings of security in each of
their life-stories. The original Macon Dead, Jake, had a
stroqg sense of place, fit neatly into the community, and
never forgot his poor-slave origins. Macon Dead II, on the
other hand, is dissatisfied with his name, his wife, his
family. He lacks the personal security of his father, and
acquires things out of greed, rather than as proof that a
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black man can succeed in the white world.

Milkman's encounter with Circe, the midwife who
brought both Pilate and Macon into the world, provides him
with enough information to head for Virginia. He arrives in
Shalimar, clearly an outsider who insults the local men not
only by stating that he needed to buy a new car if his old
one could not be fixed, but also by neglecting to "say his
name" or ask the men about theirs (Song 269). Although
Milkman has found the place of his roots, he does not yet
belong in the community; he must undergo several tests in
order to solidify his place in the town. First he fights
with the younger men, settling questions about North/South
and White/Black differences in male sexuality and strength.
After the fight, the elder males ask Milkman to join them on
a hunt, a classic rite-of-passage ritual. The hunt is
Milkman's opportunity to lose fully the bourgeois vanity of
his urban life and rely on and rediscover

what he was born with, or had learned to use,
endurance. Eyes, ears, nose, taste, touch--
and some other sense that he knew he did not
have: an ability to separate out, of all the
things there were to sense, the one that life
itself might depend on. (Song 281)
This process, learning these survival skills, brings Milkman
closer to finding his identity and re-establishing a sense
of place within a community. Morrison writes that Milkman
"didn't feel close to them [the people of Shalimar], Put he
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did feel connected, as though there was some cord or pulse
or information he shared. Back home he had never felt that

way. (Song 296). Milkman at this point is near the
end of his quest for identity and will achieve what his
father, mother, sisters, and best friend can never
accomplish., Class separated the Foster-Dead family from the
Southside community; revenge separated Guitar from the
townspeople. The hunt allows Milkman to integrate with the
Shalimar community by forcing him to shed his urban baggage
and presumptions. Morrison suggests that he has

"

accomplished this goal after the hunt when she writes, "a
peacock soared away" (Song 286). Milkman, unlike his friend-
turned-enemy Guitar, will be able to fly. Although not
apparent at first, Milkman and Guitar share similar life
stories; both act not of their own accord, but as the result
of other people's actions, Guitar in reaction to white-on-
black violence, Milkman in response to his father. In this
sense, Guitar, as Milkman does, lives up to his name; he is
not a person of action, he is an instrument to be played
upon. Interestingly Guitar, despite his despising Macon,
also has much in common with Macon Dead (Mason 572); each is
"infected by a nearly single-mindedly rigid pursuit of.
property and revenge” (Mason 572). Although these two goals
are different, the motivations to achieve these goals are
the same: both motivations come from the white world, not
from personal desires. Thus while eventually Milkman's

quest for the gold becomes second in importance to his
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search for an identity, and he will, like the peacock, be
able to soar away, Guitar, like Milkman's father, will
remain locked to the ground.

Slowly, Milkman begins to piece the bits of his story
together. He listens, not just hears, the folk song that
the children of Shalimar sing, and he recognizes it as a
variation of the "old blues song Pilate sang all the time"
(Song 303). Unable to write down the words, he memorizes
the song--as his ancestors would have done--realizing that
it reveals part of his cultural heritage. The song, a
variation of a common black folktale about flying slaves
returning to Africa (Blake 77), tells the story of a local
folk hero, Solomon, who fathered inordinate numbers of
children, abandoned his wife Ryna and the only child named
in the song, Jake, in order to fly home. Milkman, with
information from Susan Byrd, learns that Jake, one of the
flying Africans, is his grandfather, that he was left to be
raised by Heddy, and that he ran off with an Indian woman
named Singing Bird. Knowing this, Milkman discovers that he
too can fly.

Milkman returns to Southside intending to tell Pilate
his newly found information about their history, but she
confronts him and locks him in the basement as punishment
for being responsible fo} the death of her granddaughter,
Hagar. Not until now does Milkman realize the consequences
of his relatives' magical abilities. His grandfather "left
everybody down on the ground"” (Song 332) just as Milkman
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left Hagar, his sisters and his parents (Awkward 495).
Milkman, however, negotiates his release by telling Pilate
that she had been "carryin' Papa," her father, (Song 337) in
the green bag; he then takes Pilate on a trip back to
Shalimar .to bury her father. The pair bury the bones, and
Guitar, éonvinced that Milkman found the gold and kept it
for himself, misses Milkman and shoots Pilate. Confronted
with both Hagar's death and the death of the woman who
started him on his quest for self-identity and fulfillment,
Milkman concludes that "a human life is precious. You
shouldn't go off and leave it" (Song 209, Wegs 219). He
also learns that he has a responsibility to carry on the
flying African tradition; he needs to continue ‘telling the
story, or, in this case, continue singing the song. The
dying Pilate asks Milkman to sing for her, and, despite the
fact that "he knew no songs," he chants "'Sugargirl don't
leave me here/Cotton balls to choke me'" (Song 340). A bird
flies off with Pilate's name-box-earring reinforcing the
idea that Milkman's family could fly. Armed with this
natural sign, Milkman, faced with the threat of being killed
by Guitar, chooses to leap into the gulch, not knowing
whether he can fly or not. This leap is his most unselfish
act in the novel (De Weever 144); he places the importance
of tradition in front of himself. Performing this act of
selflessness proves that he has won the battle between

himself and Guitar, a battle necessary to win if he is to
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complete his mythic journey as the hero (Harris 75). Now
that Milkman has completed his quest for self knowledge and
community, he no longer needs to rely on Pilate to guide
him. In the end, Milkman is "as brigﬁt as a lodestar"
(Song 341), the star like the North star that provides
guidance and direction, thus proving that he is now his own
guide and, having lost his peacock tail feathers, he can

finally "surrender to the air, and ride it" (Song 341).

Storytelling, Narrative Siiucture and Oral Tradition
A Fusion of Varied Forms and Fictions

As the above discussion notes, several stories
contribute to both the themes and to the telling of the
entire work Song of Solomon. The story is a classical
story in that it closely follows traditional archetypél
monomyth structures (Awkward, Harris): the hero embarks on a
journey, undergoes several trials and tests, matures
emotionally, and (usually) returns home. Before beginning
the story of the novel's protagonist, however, the novel
opens with introductions to the story of Robert Smith, and
to the story of Sugarman/Solomon, one of the fabled flying
Africans. Neither of these introductory stories is
finished, however; they are interrupted by a physical break
in the narrative which finally introduces the story of
Milkman Dead, and, as superfluous as they might seem, each
of these separate stories is related thematically to
Milkman's story. Thus, one could argue that Morrison
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provides thematic commentary on her whole novel through the
comments made in the individual storytelling episodes. Yet,
Morrison's structuring of both the novel's storytelling
events and the story of the whole novel not only comment on
the storytelling themes, but explore, and at times
reproduce, the nature of storytelling as well.

The first story about the protagonist is told not as
the story of Milkman, but rather as the story of the son of
Ruth Foster Dead and Macon Dead. As readers, we do not know
the protagonist's name, neither first nor last, until
Morrison begins telling Macon Dead II's story. Macon's
story moves from past to present to past, circles around the
plot, and must be stopped and started three times in the
novel before it is finished. Moreover, not only one person
tells his story; the narrator reports it and Macon relates
it through memory. This remembering is presented to the
reader rather than to any particular character. Macon's
story begins in a timeless period; it is told through
narration each time the reader reads the novel:

Macon Dead never knew how it came about--how his
only son acquifed the nickname that stuck in
spite of his own refusal to use it or
acknowledge it. (Song 15)
Morrison presents this information to the reader in a
temporal vacuum. A reader could be presented with this
information at any time after a mention of Milkman's birth.
The same physical break in the text that separates Robert
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Smith's story from Milkman's story separates Milkman's story
from Macon's. The double-spacing of the text suggests that
the brief story that is to follow could just as well have
been the beginning of the novel. Macon then reminisces
about early married years with his wife; next, after a brief
interruption in present time telling the reader that Macon
is walking to work, he remembers the story of how Pilate got
her name. He moves to Milkman's birth. This story complete,
we return to the present story, Macon's walk to work. Once
at work the reader learns that Macon\is going to evict the
Bains family, but once he has completed that chore, he
begins reminiscing once more. Here the narrator intrudes
giving the reader information about the relationship of his
wife with her father and even gives the reader privileged
information about the late Dr. Foster's thoughts. This
narrative explication complete, the present story continues
and the chapter ends in present-reader time.

Clearly then, many voices, in various temporal modes,
engage in the storytelling role. But not all these voices
tell their stories in the same manner, and the way in which
they tell their stories determines whether or not the
storytellers are effective. As pointed out in the earlier
discussion, the motivations for telling stories can effect
their efficacy; for instance, Macon and Ruth tell their
stories only to justify their own behaviors, while Pilate
selflessly tells stories in order to benefit the listener.
Moreover, not only does the motivation for telling determine
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whether or not the storytellers are effective, but how the
stories are told effects their power as well.

In Telling the American Story, Livia Polanyi contends

that "in recounting a story, a teller describes events which
took place in one specific past time world in order to make
some sort of point about the world which teller and story
recipients share” (16, author's emphasis). Moreover, the
storyteller is responsible for "making the relevance of the
telling clear" (Polanyi 21). This relevance is iﬁdicated by
linguistic and textual clues. 1If storytellers do not engage
in these activities, their stories will not be effective.
For example, when Macon and Ruth give their parallel
stories, each explaining why their marriage has failed, they
tell Milkman the story without giving the story any
relevance. Macon even states, "'Nothing I'm about to say is
by way of apology or excuse. It's just information'" (Song
70). Besides the fact that Macon tells the story more for
his own benefit than for the benefit of his son, this lack
of relevancy is another reason why the story seems to be a
"stranger's" (Song 75). Alsco, after Macon relates his
"information," Guitar tries to empathize with Milkman's
distress at Macon's violence by telling a story about
killing a doe (Song 86). Guitar, too, fails to provide any
context for his story. While he begins with the phrases
"'Just listen, Milkman. Listen to me'" (85), thus alerting

Milkman to the fact that a story will be told, he fails to
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make his point clear to his friend. Guitar tries to
explain, but Milkman is unable to use the story.
"So I know how you felt when you saw your
father hit your mother. 1It's like that doe. A
man shouldn't do that. . . . "
Milkman nodded his head, but it was clear to
Guitar that nothing he had said had made any
difference. (Song 86)
Similarly, when Milkman follows Ruth to the cemetery only
discover that she has been visiting her father's grave, she
begins her explanation "in the middle of a sentence" (Song
123), rather than with the verbal cues that introduce the
oral telling of any story. Thus, Milkman does not know why
he is hearing the story he is hearing, and, consequently,
cannot benefit from it.

The next major storytelling event in the novel is a
story Pilate tells Ruth, not Milkman. Ruth confronts Pilate
about Hagar's attempts to murder her only son, and then
Pilate tells the story of her childhood to Ruth. The
structure of this story is unusual in that Pilate, herself,
does not tell Ruth all of her childhood story directly.
Instead of Pilate's entire life story being represented by
dialogue, as it logically should occur since the narrator is
recounting Pilate's telling of the story to Ruth, the
narration changes to third person. The narration does not
read, for instance, that Pilate said "I leapt,”" or "I saw";
rather, instead of using quotation marks, the text reads
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" "pPilate leaped" or "Pilate saw" (emphasis mine, Song 142-3).
Thus, the "I" of the story has disappeared. This
information about Pilate's past, then, in actuality benefits
only the reader, instead of the character to whom it is
directed. No longer does the narrator relate the story to
the reader, but the narrator becomes the story's
éfﬁryteller. In fact, the story and the chapter close with
the narrator reporting that "Pilate was making [her life
story] deliberately long to keep Ruth's mind off Hagar"
(Song 152), a point which makes the reader fully aware of
the importance and reason behind the story.

Morrison employs a similar narrative strategy with a
story that Macon tells. He begins

"A long time ago, I told you about when I was a
boy on the farm. About Pilate and me. About my
father getting killed. I never finished the
story: I never told you all of it. The part I
left out about me and Pilate. I tried to keep
you away from her and said she was a snake. Now
I'm going to tell you why." (Song 166)

The story that Macon tells parallels Pilate's story in
structure; beginning with an active dialogue, Macon talking
to his son, the story changes to a third person narrative.
At this point, the reader loses sight of the fact that
Milkman is the recipient of this story until Macon closes
his tale. After describing the death of his father to the
argument over the dead man's gold, Macon finally directs a
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statement to his son: "'She took it Macon [Milkman]. After
all that, she took the gold'" (Song 173). By switching back
and forth between these different types of narrative
tellings, the reader can participate in, rather than.
observe, the story; "I have to provide the places and

' writes Morrison

spaces so the reader can participatet'
("Rootedness" 341). Morrison elaborates this point further:
into these [interpretive] spaces should
fall the ruminations of the reader and his or
her invented or recollected or misunderstood
knowingness. The reader as narrator asks the
questions. ("Unspeakable" 29)
Thus because the reader must fill in the gaps left open by
Morrison, the reader creates the story by completing it. 1In
Morrison's work, the reader's background knowledge answers
some of the questions about character's motives,
personalities and actions; as in a conversation, room is
left for the one not telling the story to participate. The
reader hears rather than views/reads the story:
to have the reader feel the narrator
without identifying the narrator . . . is what's
important. What is left out is as important as
what is there. To construct the dialogue so that
it is heard. So that there are no adverbs.
'he said menacingly.' The menace should be in
the sentence. ("Rootedness" 341, author's
emphasis)
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Any number of examples from Morrison's text support
her ¢laim to construct aurally perceived dialogue. For
instance, when Ruth tells Macon her story about taking
communion at Anna Djvorak's wedding, Macon's angry words to
his wife capture his disgust and contempt for her.

"You didn't know that only Catholics take

communion in a Catholic church?"

"No, Macon. How would I know?"

"You see them put up their own school, keep

their kids out of public schools, and you still

think their religious stuff is open to anybody

who wants to drop in?"

"Communion is communion."

"You're a silly woman." (Song 66)
Morrison's dialogue captures all of Macon's incredulity and
disdain. His opening statement "'You didn't know'" is
obviously a sarcastic comment. Moreover, Morrison makes
Ruth‘her timid self by answering "'How would I know"
(emphasis mine) rather than "I didn't know." The phrase "I
didn't know" would have been a defense of her action; she
took communion out of ignorance. Instead, Ruth reinforces
her lack of confidence by using the conditional "would" in
her reply. Macon's answer to her is in an interrogative
tone. The rhythm and structure of his question "you see

them do 'x', do 'y' and then you still think 'z

'" reminds

one of an interrogation. Finally, Macon concludes his
barrage by the succinct statement "You're a silly woman."
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The sentence, subject, linking verb, adjective plus noun is
simple direct and, for that very reason, biting.

A second example of Morrison's aural dialogue occurs
when Milkman asks Guitar to help him steal the gold from
Pilate.

"What's the split?" [said Guitar]
"Three ways"

"Your papa know that?"

"Not yet. He thinks it's two ways."
"When you gonna tell him?"

"Afterwards."

"When do we get it?"

"Whenever we want to."

Guitar spread his palm. "My man." Milkman

slapped his hand. "Legal tender. Legal tender.

I love it. Sounds like a virgin bride."

(Song 175)
This conversation follows an overall rhythmic pattern of
call and response. Guitar asks the questions and Milkman
answers them. Critic Joyce Wegs notes that this same
structure can be seen/heard in the scene in which Reba and
Pilate console Hagar about her abandonment by Milkman
(215). This call response pattern creates a miniature blues
song (Wegs 215) about two men striking a deal and sharing
stolen goods. The importance of this aural dialogue goes
beyond the effect it has on the reader. Morrison points out
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that while the blues used to be a "healing"™ art form
specifically for Black people as a distinct cultural group,
this art form is now in the public domain. Thus Blacks
need the novel to function as the blues, ("Rootedness" 340)
and, I would suggest, as other orally transmitted texts used
to function for an ethnic group. The novel will become,
then, a place where a cultural group can express common
concerns, individual problems, and the corresponding hope
and despair (Morrison "Rootedness" 340; Wegs 212).
Therefore, when Morrison creates an aural text, she creates
text that has "the ability to be [and function as] both
print and oral literature" ("Rootedness" 341). Oral
literature, whether étories, songs, myths or herbal lore,
had the function of establishing and solidifying group
identity, and Morrison succeeds in having her novel function
in such a way. X
The blues song that provides the key to Milkman's
identity is a variation of a popular Negro folktale that
originated during slave times (Blake 77). Several
variations of the folktale exist, but the basic plot of each
story is the same: An especially cruel overseer is abusing
slaves on an extremgly hot day. In response, one of the
slaves whispers magic African words, and that slave rises
above the fields to return to Africa (Hamilton 166, Georgia

WPA Drums and Shadows). The adoption/adaptation of this

particular folktale, combined with her distinctly aural
text, suggests that Morrison has accomplished her goal to
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write literature that may "be both print and oral
literature”" ("Rootedness™ 341). Milkman's ancestral
history has become part of the oral tradition of the
townspeople of Shalimar; one critic states that his history
has been "mythologized" (Harris 71). Therefore, the novel

Song of Solomon, which is essentially the story of Milkman's

family history, becomes an orally transmitted "family
legend” (De Weever 143), a legend which is part of the

larger corpus of black tradition. Thus Song of Sclomon

moves beyond being a container for Black folklore and
instead becomes a type of Black folklore itselt.

The novel, while becoming Black folklore, also
includes othe; references to the Western oral tradition.
Part II opens with the lines "When Hansel and Gretel stood
in the forest and saw- the house in the clearing before them,
the little hairs at the nape of their necks must have
shivered" (Song 219). This allusion is important both
structurally and thematically to the novel. The smell of
ginger is linked in the novel to Pilate, the wildness of
Southside and the Circe the midwife's overgrown farm, and
Susan Byrd's home (Song 339, 241, 324); the scent also
refers to Africa (Song 185), and the spice itself is used in
folk healing. Thus the fact that Circe's house is the
gingerbread house suggests that Milkman is close to finding
his roots; he is moving closer to a place that is

traditional rather than modern, rural rather than urban.
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Structurally, the fairy tale parallels Milkman's search for
the gold (De Weever 141). Milkman finds Circe's house in
the woods believing that she knows where he can find the
gold, an object to satiate his selfish hunger for ownership
(De Weever 141), just as Hansel and Gretel enter the
gingerbread house in order to find food to satiate their
hunger.

The Hansel and Gretel image is not the only reference
to fairy tales found in the novel. Critic Jaqueline De
Weever discovers references to Rumpelstiltskin, and Jack and
the Beanstalk, and she sees an inverted parallel of a Hans
Christian Andersen story in Morrison's work (134, 138,
140). The flight imagery, particularly Robert Smith's leap
from Mercy Hospital, alludes to the Icarus myth. Moreover,
there are various references to the Homeric oral tradition.
The midwife Circe clearly refers to the Greek enchantress
who changed humans into animals. Furthermore, the battle
with the men of Shalimar echoes Odysseus' battle with the
men who, while courting Penelope, have overtaken the Great

Hall. Also, The Odyssey is the "song" of Odysseus (Book I,

lines 1-15), just as both the novel and the folksong Song
of Solomon is the song of Milkman. Finally, a Biblical oral
tradition exists within Morrison's work, as evidenced by the
names of Pilate, Ruth, Corinthians, and Solomon. This
profusion of the Western folk tradition further reinforces

the storytelling theme of the novel; the readers receive
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stories beyond the scope of the novel. Even though- this
novel is about Black characters, and refers to Black
folklore, the work transcends this ethnic label. 1In the
discussion of Beloved to follow, we shall see how Morrison
has created a text more about history than myth, more about
healing oneself than about finding oneself. While in Song
of Solomon Morrison has written a song with whiqh all
readers/listeners can identify, in Beloved she retells a

history which only a few can share.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Storytelling Role in Morrison's Beloved:
Telling and Listening to Heal Oneself

I
Talking as History and Therapy
Morrison's fifth novel Beloved, like Song of Solomon,
is a story based on the interweaving of the stories of the

novel's main characters. But in Song of Solomon, the

reader accompanies Milkman on his identity quest, piecing
together Milkman's story as he pieces it together himself.
In Beloved, however, the reader must piece together the
story of the ghostly figure--the title character--that
haunts 124, as well as the life-stories of the novel's main
characters; neither Morrison's characters nor her narrator
tells the reader a complete story. Also, while Song of
Solomon's narrative diverges at times from a standard
linear format when various characters tell their respective
stories, the framing storyline essentially remains linear.
Morrison's technique in Beloved, however, is strikingly
different. ©She pastes together fragments of stories,
poetry and stream~-of-consciousness narrative to tell both a
familial and a historical tale. But despite these
differences in structure, many of the basic themes of the
novel are identical. Morrison stresses the idea of
community, identity and individuality. All the characters,
but the three main female characters in particular, work to
re-establish their own identities in terms of themselves
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and their relationship to their neighboring community and
the larger white-dominated world. Yet in Beloved, Morrison
moves beyond the simple storytélling theme, and explores
the implications of storytelling, language, speech and
writing.

As in Song of Solomon, Morrison opens Beloved with a
stateﬁent that captures--although the reader may not be
aware of this fact--much of the significance of the novel
and offers clues to the novel's present-time plot: "124 was
spiteful. Full of a baby's venom" (Beloved 3). Morrison
comments that beginning the novel with the numbers serves
two purposes. First, the numbers give the house where most
of the primary actions occur "an identity"; second, because
the numbers are numerals rather than the words, they force
the reader to hear/speak them rather than read them
("Unspeakable"” 31). This hearing contributes to the
orality of the novel, thus making the reader an active
participant in the storytelling. The numbers themselves
are significant as well. Sethe had four children; four men
came to take them away (Beloved 148). Baby Suggs had eight
children, one times two times four. Also, when the numbers
are added together, they form the number seven, a cycle of
creation and completion (Samuels 136). No completion
exists in this novel, however, a contrast to Milkman's
completed quest. But while the stories of Sethe, Denver,
Baby Suggs, and Paul D are, for the most part, completed,
Beloved's story remains enigmatic; and the true task of the
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novel, telling the story of slavery, is never really
finished.

We do not learn, until the third page of the novel,
why 124 was spiteful. One single line, "a house palsied by
the baby's fury at having its own throat cut" (Beloved 5),
begins to answer the reader's questions about the opening
line. Yet the story behind Beloved unfolds slowly, in
small pieces, and deciphering her story becomes a principal
event of the novel. Whether Beloved is the ghost of
Sethe's dead daughter or a woman haunted by slavery is
ambiguous; Morrison provides textual information to support
both contentions. The most obvious support for believing
that Beloved truly is the ghost-daughter Beloved is that
Beloved's response to Paul D's query "'What might your name
be?'" is "'Beloved.'" Furthermore, she does not have a
last name (Beloved 52); this fact suggests that, as a
ghost, she uses the only words on the gravestone which
Sethe erected for her babi girl to identify herself. Paul D
arrives at 124 in 1873; Sethe attempted to murder her
children in 1855 (Finney 23). Beloved is described as
being "about nineteen or twenty" (55), the age Sethe's
daughter would have been had she been alive. Moreover, she
displays the characteristics of a baby. Her sleeping
patterns resemble an infant's; her skin lacks lines of work
or age (52-53). Beloved is also incontinent (Beloved 54),
another feature that links her physically to Sethe's
child. Aside from these physical clues, other events
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suggest that Beloved is the ghost child. The family dog,
Here Boy, runs away at Beloved's arrival; this action
relates to the fact that he refused to enter the house
after the dead baby's spirit, like a poltergeist, had
thrown him against the house walls (Beloved 55,12).
Morrison even uses ghostly terms to write about Beloved;
she, "like/a familiar . . . hovered" around Sethe (Beloved
57). Finally, Sethe compares her need to rush to the
outhouse with an uncontrollable ﬂrge to urinate, at the
moment Sethe, Paul D, and Denver first encounter Beloved,
with the "flooding when Denver was born" (Beloved 51); this
striking image further suggests that Beloved may be her
child. Although Sethe associates this flood with the time
Denver was born rather than when Beloved was born, the
image still connects Beloved to a birth. - -

Critic Elizabeth B. House, on the other hand, creates
a strong argument against Beloved's being Sethe's daughter.
Looking at Beloved's stream-of-consciousness dialogue near
the close of Part 11, she uncovers various references to a
journey on a slave ship. Citing such lines such as "there
will never be a time when I am not crouching," "The men
without skin," "those able to die are in a pile . . . they
fall into the sea" (210, 211), she constructs a convincing
argument that Beloved is a young woman brought to America
on a slave ship and finds community with Sethe's family
(House 17). Her strongest point, though, lies not in this
narration, but in an interpretation of the novel's opening
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quotation prefacing the novel itself: "I will call them my
people,/which were not my people;/and her beloved,/which
was not beloved./Romans 9:25" (Beloved frontispiece). House
suggests that the last two lines of the biblical gquotation
are meant to be taken literally: "the mysterious girl is
not really Sethe's murdered daughter returned from the
grave; she is 'called' Beloved, but she is not Sethe's
child" (22).

I would argue, in agreement with critic Susan Bowers,
that Beloved is both ghost and former slave girl. She

writes Beloved is much more than Sethe's resurrected
daughter. ©She is the embodiment of the collective pain and
rage of the millions of slaves who died on the Middle
Passage and suffered the tortures of slavery" (Bowers 66).
Additionally, by being both ghost and a people's
collective unconscious, Beloved becomes Sethe's rage
incarnate as well. The horrors of slavery were what
prompted the newly free Sethe to murder her children;
therefore, the dead, young Beloved, as well as Beloved the
child, is the product of that institution.

Although identity is a theme of the novel, the
importance of Beloved lies not so much in who she is, but
in what she does. Beloved triggers Sethe's remembering her
"unspeakable" past (Beloved 58) and re-activates her
storytelling, which, until Beloved's arrival, had been
limited to "short replies or rambling incomplete reveries"

(Beloved 58). This reaction is important because only
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through the remembering will the wounds of slavery begin to
heal, a process that both Sethe and Paul D must undergo.
One story is told prior to the re-incarnation of
Beloved, a partial telling of Denver's birth and Sethe's
journey across the Ohio river. Sethe tells this story
before either Paul D's or Beloved's arrival possibly
because it is the most positive story she has to relate;
the story of Denver's birth demonstrates true compassion
and humanity, by both blacks and whites. The complete
story, though, is not revealed until after Beloved arrives,
and then it is told in two parts (77-85, 90-94). The first
story is one that Denver herself remembers Sethe telling
and relates to the reader rather than tells herself.
Easily she [Denver] stepped into the told story
that léf before her eyes on the path she
followed away from the window. There was only
one door to the house and to get to it from the
back you had to walk all the way around to the
front of 124, past the storeroom . . . on
around to the porch. And to get to the part of
the story she liked best, she had to start way
back: hear the birds in the thick woods, the
crunch of leaves underfoot; see her mother
making her way up into the hills where no

houses were likely to be. (Beloved 29)
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This passage demonstrates what Sethe begins to explain
after Denver concludes her telling/remembering. The
narration above implies that Denver must experience part of
Sethe's reality before she can enter into the the story;

"

she must "hear" the birds and the leaves and "see" Sethe
walking. Thus to ensure that this particular tale is told,
Denver must, in Sethe's words "bump into a rememory that
belongs to somebody else"” (Beloved 36), namely the rememory
of her mother. When the story is continued, Denver again
begins to relive her mother's experience. "Denver began to
see what she was saying and not just hear it. . . . Denver
was seeing now and feeling it--through Beloved. Feeling how
it must have felt to her mother" (Beloved 77). At this
stage Denver has begun to internalize these past events,
and she attempts to re-create history even though it was
"something only Sethe knew" (Beloved 78).

Just as Denver attempts "to feel” her mother's
stories, Sethe herself must begin to experience her own
memories as she talks to Beloved; if she does not
experience the stories, they will die. Even though Sethe
never enjoyed talking about the past, "she found herself
wanting to, liking it. Perhaps it was Beloved's distance
from the events itself, or her thirst for hearing it--in
any case it was an unexpected pleasure" (Beloved 580). But

" brings back painful memories.

this "unexpected pleasure
While relating information about her mother, Sethe begins
"remembering something she had forgotten she knew" (Beloved
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61). She goes back into her oral history, the only type of
history to which slaves had access, and\remembers what Nan,
the one-armed slave woman who nursed all the plantation
children, told her about her mother.
What Nan told her she had forgotten, aloﬁg with
the language she spoke it in. The same
language her ma'am spoke, and which would never
come back. But the message--that was and had
been there all along. . . . "Telling you. I am
telling you, small girl Setﬁe," and she did
that. . . . "she threw them all away but you.
Telling you. I am telling you small girl
Sethe."” (Beloved 62)
The repetition of the phrase "telling fgu" suggests that,
to Nan, the telling was more important than the
information. The story had to be told rather than written
down or remembered. Through this particular telling Nan
suggests the greater significance that only through telling
will the history and the horror of the Black experience
stay alive. Also, this passage suggests a striking
parallel between Sethe and her mother. Both women killed
their children as reactions against slavery, and, we
discover later in the passage, that Sethe was the only
child her mother named. Therefore, both mothers use
naming, or the lack thereof, to connect or disconnect their

children to other people in the world.
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. Morrison uses naming," writes Brian Finney,
"as the epitome of the continuing and haunting presence of
the past" (27), and names, as in Song of Solomon, have
several functions in Beloved. The slavery legacy can be
traced by many of the slaves' names. The most obvious
"haunting presence of the past" is Beloved, the visitor to
124. As Sethe's ghost-daughter she is the "crawling
already?" baby girl (Beloved 93) who remains nameless save
for the adjective which adorns her gravestone. If she is a
young woman kept imprisoned by her owner, the name becomes
an irony; she is one who was "beloved in the dark and bitch
in the light" (Beloved 241). Paul D Garner possesses
neither a unique first name nor a unique last name; he
shares the name "Paul" with other Sweet Home men. Even
though Garner "call[s] his own niggers men" (Beloved 11),
they have been reduced to objects of ownership. Like the
name of Jake (Macon Dead I), the Pauls' names have been
assigned by the dominant culture, thus symbolizing their
status as slaves. Similarly, Mr. Garner calls Baby Suggs
"Jenny," rather than calling her the name by which other
people know her, because that name is on her "sales ticket"
(Beloved 142). On a different level, names reflect other

\

themes and character traits. Denver, named for the young
white girl who saved both Sethe's and Denver's life,
suggests a concrete place, which contrasts with the liminal
space in which she was born, the Ohio river. Two other
Sweet Home men, Sixo and Halle, also possess significant

54



names. Sixo's name suggests that he is slave number 60;
such a name objectifies him and takes away his identity.
Halle is etymologically related to the Hebrew "hallel"
(Webster's New International Dictionary of the English
Language, 1922), which means praise or praying. This
definition possibly associates Halle with his dedication
to Baby Suggs to buy her out of slavery; he is, therefore,
one to be praised. Furthermore, as stated earlier, Sethe
is the only child named by her mother. Going back to thé
Biblical tradition, we find that Seth is the child born to
Adam and Eve after the murder of Abel; thus both Seth and
Sethe are survivors of familial homicide. Finally,
according to critic Susan Bowers, Sethe "may be an allusion
to Lethe, the spring of forgetfulness in Greek myth" (63).
This symbolism clearly relates to Sethe's desire not to
remember her painful past, and thus her reluctance to tell
her story.

Sethe's story of her experiences at Sweet Home, told
in several parts, reflects, among others, the themes of
ownership and identity. Of her entire slave experience,
Sethe's experiences with Schoolteacher and his nephews are
the most significant. Early in the novel Sethe describes
the boys' taking of her milk and her subsequent abuse by
schoolteacher:

", those boys came and took my milk.
Held me down and took it. I told Mrs. Garner on
em. . . . Them boys found out I told on em.

55



Schoolteacher made me open up my back, and
when it closed it made a tree. It grows there
still. (Beloved 16-17)
Morrison does not reveal the setting for Sethe's abuse--
Schoolteacher's whipping her across her back--until nearly
fifty pages later; through Sethe's and Paul D's dialogue,
we learn that Halle, emotionally ﬁroken down and physically
paralyzed, was in the barn watching Schoolteacher's nephews
steal Sethe's milk. Finally, Morrison provides another
reference to this event couched within narration about
Sethe's memory:
She shook her head from side to side, resigned
to her rebellious brain. Why was there nothing
it refused? No misery [was]. . . too rotten to -
accept. . . . I am full God damn it of two boys
with mossy teeth, one sucking on my breast the
other holding me down, their book-reading
teacher watching and writing it up. . . . I
can't go back and add more. (Beloved 70)
This passage demonstrates that although Sethe herself is
‘reluctant to remember her past, her mind will "refuse" no
memory, no matter how "rotten." Clearly then, Morrison is
suggesting that memory, and the horrible experiences stored
within it, serves a purpose. Like a victim suffering from
trauma, Sethe, as well as Paul D, has refused to recall her
past. However, Paul D's arrival, augmented by Beloved's
appearance shortly afterwards, forces these memories to the
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surface. He makes Sethe undergo a long form of therapy,
and until Sethe begins her remembering reverie in Part two,
the whole story of Sethe's abuse is not fleshed out:
Bit a piece of my tongue off when they opened
my back. It was hanging by a shred. I didn't
mean to. Clamped down on it, it come right off.
I thought Good God, I'm going to eat myself
up. (Beloved 202)

As critics Anne E. Goldman and Brian Finney point
out, language, primarily its fack, its destruction and its
use by the white slave owners, is what ultimately takes
power over the slaves (Goldman 323, Finney 23). Sethe is
punished for telling Mrs. Garner about her abuse, thus
emphasizing the fact that slaves are "not to speak" but be
spoken to (Goldman 323). Because language is what allows
one to be recognized as an individual by other people, when
Sethe bites her tongue, the instrument of human speech, she
loses the last piece of freedom that slavery had left her
(Goldman 322). Even more important, I believe, she loses
command over the skill that separates her, as well as all
human beings, from animals. This loss becomes more
significant when one remembers that Sethe made the ink for
Schoolteacher's book (Beloved 37) so that his students
could "put her human characteristics on the left; her
animal ones on the right" (Beloved 193) and that Paul D,
after learning of her children's murder by her own hand,
says "You got two feet, Sethe, not four" (Beloved 165).
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Another example of this loss of verbal freedom occurs when
Sethe remembers what happened to Sixo after Schoolteacher
accuses him of stealing a shoat (Finney 27). Schoolteacher
contends that Sixo has étolen the shoat while Sixo calls it
"improving your [Schoolteacher's] property" (Beloved 190).
Morrison herself, through the role of narrator, comments on
this tyranny of language when she writes "Clever, but
schoolteacher beat him anyway to show them that definitions
" belonged to the definers--not the defined" (Beloved 190).
The next portion of Sethe's story is told through
Denver to Beloved; at this point we learn of Sethe's escape
to Ohio, Denver's birth and their arrival at Baby Suggs'
home. This story tells us that
Sethe had twenty-eight days--the travel of one
whole moon--of unslaved life. . . . Days of
healing, ease and real-talk. Days of company:
All taught her how it felt to wake up at
dawn and decide what to do with the day.
Bit by bit, at 124 and in the Clearing, along
with the others, she claimed herself. Freeing
herself was one thing; claiming ownership was
another. (Beloved 95, author's emphasis)
This passage shows Sethe attempting to own herself, and as
a result, establish her identity. Sethe's time of freedom
points both to her rebirth as a free person and to her
death, assuming the role of murderer. Thus Sethe's freedom
ends with her murdering her children, not only because she

58



is taken to jail, but also because this act signals that
she is still owned by the memories and after-effects of
slavery. The twenty-eight days, the time of a woman's
menstrual cycle, suggests an entire life cycle, the
opportunity for new life and creation and then death, or
the loss of the potential life. The blood that is shed at
the end of this cycle foreshadows the blood of her
children.

Additionally, Sethe is taking charge of her self and
creating her own identity, for she has lost her self in
several ways. First, she was a slave; therefore, instead
of working to sustain her own life, she worked to sustain
the lives of others. Moreover, she has lost the self of
personal, individual motherhood; she gives birth to
children not so that she can rear a family that will
continue her history but so that hef owners could gain more
property (Goldman 318). Yet, Sethe has also lost her sense
of self in that she no longer can fulfill the mother role.
Love is an emotion of caring and protecti;n that has
boundaries; passion, however, suggests a love without
boundaries and without reason. Paul D's observation that
Sethe's maternal love is "too thick" (Beloved 103), or

passionate, leads one to compare her with Song of Solomon's -

Ruth Foster Dead. Ruth Dead knelt down and prayed for her
son twice a day; her son "had always been a passion" (Song
126, 131). sSimilarly, ©Sethe's children become passion;;
her emotional scarring is so great that she ignores, or
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loses, reason to protect her children. Ironically, before
. he even knows that Sethe has murdered her children, Paul D
recognizes the danger of Sethe's passion for her children:
Risky . . . very risky. For a used to be slavei
woman to love anything that much was dangerous,
especially if it was her children she had
settled on to love. The best thing, he knew,
was to love just a little bit; everything just
a little bit, so when they broke its back, or
shoved it in a croaker sack, well maybe you'd
have a little love left over for the next one.
(Beloved 45)
Sethe's decision to kill her children is, like Ruth's
nursing Milkman, a selfish act that goes beyond the
boundaries of maternal love. That she denies her children
their own sense of identity by never allowing them to make
their own choice as to whether or not they wanted to be
slaves is ironic. Sethe's decision to "put . . . [her]
babies in a safe place" (Beloved 164) removes her
children's right to make their own decision about the fate
of their lives, just as the slave-owners had taken away her
rights.

The next section of Sethe's story recounts the slave
catcher's arrival at 124 and Sethe's murder of her
children. The story begins with the phrase "when the four
horsemen came”" (Beloved 148) signifying the "four horsemen
of the apocalypse" (Bowers 68). Sethe's action separates
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her from the community, thus severing her from the very
people who helped her survive. Morrison writes that when
the sheriff carried Sethe away, people thought that
"probably" her head was "too high" and her back "too
straight” (Beloved 152). Because of Sethe's pride, then,
the townspeople do not mourn the loss of one of their
citizens. Morrison writes:
Some cape of sound would have quickly been
wrapped around her, like arms to hold and
steady her on her way. As it was, they waited
till the cart turned about, headed west to
town. And then no words. Humming. No words
at all. (Beloved 152)
I would argue that the fact that the citizens of the town
engaged solely in "humming” rather than singing a song such
as a spiritual has a significance other than Sethe's
separation from the community. Once again, language has
affected Sethe's status. First, Lilian éarner hummed while
working with Baby Suggs; thus humming can be associated
with slave life (Beloved 141). Also, by not singing,
talking, or verbally mourning the event that has just taken
place, the townspeople are not acknowledging Sethe's
actions. By using words, the "throng . . of black faces"
(Beloved 152) would have memorialized Sethe's behavior.
Sethe's murder and jailing could have become part of the
oral history of the town; a new story may have been

produced to link her with the other slaves who had been
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memorialized in that manner. Instead, the averbal humming
acknowledges the event rather than mythologizes it.

This scene ends with Baby Suggs left staring after
her daughter-in-law while a young boy holds up a pair of
shoes for her to repair "by Wednesday" (Beloved 153). The
community ostracism faced by Sethe has a precedent in her
mother-in~-law. Baby Suggs' story, a see-saw life of
alternate joy and despair, ends with a loss of identity and
community. Baby Suggs, after leaving slavery and getting
established by the Bodwins, begins to preach in the
clearing. She makes this decision after concluding that
since slavery had "'busted her legs, back, head, eyes,
hands, kidneys, womb, and tongue,' she had nothing left to
make a living with but her heart . . . " (Beloved 87).
These decisions and subsequent actions relate Baby Suggs to
Pilate, who, after leaving the island on the Virginia
coast, evaluated her life with important questions (Song
149). Pilate possesses an "alien's compassion for troubled
people” and "a deep concern for and about human
relationships" (Song 150). Similarly, "Baby Suggs, holy,
loved, cautioned, fed, chastised and soothed” the many
visitors to 124 (Beloved 87).‘Besides this spiritual level,
the two women heal on physical levels as well. Pilate is a
repository of herbal lore, and Baby Suggs nurses Sethe and
Denver back to health. Finally, food is important to both
characters. Pilate never converses with anyone without
offering that person food; Baby Suggs kept "two pots" on
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her stove (Song 150, Beloved 87). Ironically, the communal
celebratory feast beginning with Stamp Paid's blackberries
is the eveqt that excludes Baby Suggs from the community:
Baby Suggs' three (maybe four) pies grew to
ten (maybe twelve). Sethe's two hens became
five turkeys. The one block of ice brought all
the way from Cincinnati . . . became a
wagonload of icecakes for a washtub full of
strawberry shrug. 124, rocking with laughter,
goodwill, and food for ninety, made them angry.
(Beloved 137)
This feast, on the one hand, reflects Baby Suggs' desire to
share, just as she shares her self during her services in
the clearing. The other_function of this feast is to
integrate the new arrivals, Sethe and Denver, into the
community (Samuels 119). The feast, however, has the
opposite effect. 1In the end, the townspeople think that
Baby Suggs is showing off, rather than sharing; their
jealousy becomes anger (Beloved 136), and the townspeople
consequently ignore and exile the 124 household.
Morrison continues her description of the post-feast
reactions with the following:
Loaves and fishes were His powers--they
did not belong to an ex-slave who had probably
never carried one hundred pounds to the scale,
or picked okra with 'a baby on her back.
(Beloved 137)
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This statement is clearly an allusion to Jesus' creating a
feast from five loaves of bread and two fishes (Matthew
14:17, Samuels 119). Ironically, though, in the Biblical
story, the masses consider the creator of the food a
saviour, while the townspeople look down upon Baby Suggs.
The last line of the quotation also suggests that because
Baby Suggs did not "carry one hundred pounds to the scale,”
the community does not believe that she has suffered enough
to deserve this power. Finally, the townspeople begin to
"whisper" or, in other words, tell stories, about the
faﬁily at 124. The community "Whispered to each other in
the yards about fat rats, doom and uncalled-for-pride"
(Beloved 137). As stated earlier, Sethe's pride after the
murders prevents the community from rallying around her,
and possibly around Baby Suggs. As much as Baby Suggs
resembles Pilate, Baby Suggs' isolation from the community
ironically links her to Macon Dead, one who was ostracized
by his community for having material goods and being
prideful.

While Morrison's allusion to Jesus' creating more
food from bread and fish is obvious, the celebration at 124
subtly alludes to another New Testament feast scene: the
Last Supper. During the Last Supper, Jesus foretells that
one of his disciples will betray him. One day after the
party, Baby Suggs senses ‘that some evil event lurks in the

near future:
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Suddenly, behind the disapproving odor,
way way back behind it, she smelled another
thing. Dark and coming. Something she
couldn't get at because the other odor hid it.

She squeezed her eyes tight to see what it
was but all she could make out was high topped
shoes she didn't like the look of.

Thwarted yet wondering, she chopped away
with the hoe. What could it be? This dark and
coming thing. (Beloved 138-9).

I suggest that Baby Suggs makes two predictions in this
passage. The smell of the "thing. Dark and coming” is the
arrival of the slave catcher and, consequently, Sethe's
murdering her children. This event is the only event that
can "hurt her now" (Beloved 139), for as she thinks later
in the passage, she is beyond being concerned about tHe
fate of her children. Baby Suggs' second foreseeing, the -

"high topped shoes," would be the arrival of the
ghost/slave girl, Beloved. While Morrison makes no
specific reference to these shoes, the reader knows that
Sethe, after her feet were damaged by her escape, wore only
men's shoes, and that Paul D "wondered at the newness of
[Beloved's] shoes" (Beloved 53). Additionally, when
Denver, Sethe, and Paul D return from the carnival and
first encounter Beloved, they notice that she is well
dressed; therefore, that Beloved would be wearing men's

lace~up shoes, as Sethe must wear, is unlikely.
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Seeing Beloved as a "dark thing” connects Beloved to
the realm of evil. Critic Brian Finney points out that
Part II "is the bleakest part of the book, symbolized by

the winter they all endure," and it is also the part in
which Beloved becomes more demanding, impatient, and
sinister (31); however, Morrison foreshadows this bleakness
with an event in Part I. Early in the narrative, we are
led to believe, that Beloved chokes Sethe while the pair,
plus Denver, are in the clearing; this act suggests that
Beloved might be a malevolent force. Combined with
Beloved's increase in malevolence in Part II, though, are a
series of rememberings by Sethe. Sethe experiences a
remembering reverie between the time she leaves work and
returns home; she also relatgs a stream-of-consciousness
memory about her motivations for killing Beloved (206-
204). Morrison then presents parallel stories by Denver
and Beloved, and then finally a dialogue between Beloved
and Sethe. The middle section of the novel ends with Paul
D's story and brings the reader back to present time with a
dialogue between Paul D and Stamp Paid.

Morrison begins Part Three by describing a happy
relationship between Sethe and Beloved, but this
relationship soon becomes unbalanced. "At first they

' writes Morrison, but this play is not the

played together,'
balanced give-and~take of a stable friendship (Beloved
240). Beloved becomes demanding and selfish; as Morrison

writes, "Anything she wanted she got, and when Sethe ran
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out of the things to give her, Beloved invented desire"
(Beloved 240). Although it may appear that by indulging
Beloved Sethe is trying to compensate for her previous
unmotherly action, the murder, Sethe never gets to fulfill
the mother role. Because at one point Denver cannot tell
the difference between the two women (Beloved 241), it
soon becomes clear that Sethe has taken on the role of
abused younger sibling rather than over-indulgent mother:
Then the mood changed and the arguments
began. \Slowly at first. A complaint from
Beloved, an apology‘from Sethe. A reduction of
pleasure at some special effort the older woman
made. . . . [Beloved] took the best of
everything--first. The best chair, the biggest
piece, the prettiest plate, the brightest
ribbon for her hair, and the more she took, the
more Sethe began to talk, explain, describe how
much she suffered, been through, for her
children, . . . . None of which made the
impression it was supposed to. (Beloved 241,
emphasis mine)
As Beloved develops a "basket fat stomach," Denver realigzes
that instead of "protecting Beloved from Sethe" she must
now start "protecting her mother from Beloved" (Beloved
243). She has lived such an isolated life, however, that
Denver does not know from whom she can ask help. Standing
on the porch of 124, a place that until the murders had
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been an isolated, unreal Eden, she wavers at the thought of
seeking help "out there [where there] were whitepeople"
(Beloved 244). Baby Suggs' voice then comes to Denver:
"You mean I never told you nothing about
Carolina? About your Daddy? You don't remember
nothing about how come I walk the way I do and
about your mother's feet, not to speak of her
back? I never told you ali that? Is that why
you can't walk down the steps? My Jesus My."
Then what do I do?
"Know it, and go on out the yard. Go on."
It came back. (Beloved 244-5, second
ellipsis the author's)
Baby Suggs' dialogue reinforces the idea that the stories
heal and act as agenfé of salvation. While the assertion
that "Denver is the redemptive figure in this novel”
(Bowers 69) is true, before Denver can act as a redemptive
agent she has to muster the courage "to leave the yard;
step off the edge of the world" (Beloved 243). Until the
power of remembered stories "comes back" to her, she finds
asking for assistance an impossible task.

Once Denver steps outside, the neighbors begin to
assist Sethe. Although at first their assistance is marked
simply by donations of food, the reunification of the 124
family with the community completes itself with the
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exorcism of Beloved. Ella, the woman who took care of
slaves who had just crossed the ri?er, believes that Sethe
"was prideful [and] misdirected" but she decides to help
Sethe because she "didn't like the idea of past errors
taking possession of the present"” (Beloved 256). This
statement as well reflects the idea that storytelling is
healing. Sethe's silences seem to have contributed to the
backlash from Sethe's ghost-daughter, for not telling the
story allowed the ghost's rage to fester. Morrison is
recreating a slave narrative so that the modern Black
community may identify with this experience and
subsequently learn from it once the experience is
recontextualized as knowledge (Bowers 75). Similarly, once
Sethe begins telling her tale, explaining to her own
community why she attempted to kill her children, her
personal story may be transformed into knowledge which will
become part of the community's collective identity. While
one would never want to forget past errors, if "past errors
take possession of the present,"/a phenomenon Ella
considers dangerous (Beloved 256), then the life of the
modern generation will be dominated rather than enlightened
by those errors. All of history, not just its "errors,"
must be transformed into something useful--agents of
healing, remembrance, prevention or understanding.
Therefore, once Beloved has been exorcised from the house,

Sethe must begin to share her story.
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After Beloved disappears, Paul D returns to 124. The
present time narrative here is interrupted and Morrison
recounts an abbreviated version of Paul D's story. This
recounting begins Paul D's final remembering; he realizes
that Sethe "is a friend of . . . [his] mind"” (Beloved
272). This statement suggests that Paul D can share his
past with Sethe, thus unlocking the rusty tobacco tin in
which he stores his memories (Beloved 72-3), and not lose
his integrity. Their shared experiences allow them to
exchanged stories on an equal basis; the horrors that they
both endured preclude either storyteller from being shamed
by the other. Armed with this knowledge, Paul D concludes
that "he wants to put his story next to hers" (Beloved
273), but Sethe, by this time, has given up on life as Baby
Suggs did before her. After discovering Sethe lying sick
and exhausted in her mother-in-law's bed, Paul D determines
that, since she has fought so hard and so long to establish
her sense of self, he will not allow her to die without a
concrete sense of self. Paul D tells Sethe "'You your own
best thing, Sethe. You are'" (Beloved 273), in an attempt
to convince her of her own self worth. The present time
story, nonetheless, ends not with Sethe being convinced
that she is her "own best thing" but with her responding to
Paul D with the question "'Me? Me?'" (Beloved 273). Thus,
Morrison leaves the ending of the story incomplete.

Clearly if Sethe is questioning Paul D's assertion that her
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self is more important than anybody else's, the stories
have not finished their healing function; however, since
Paul D decides to "put his story next to" Sethe's (Beloved
273), the healing méy have yet to take place.

The last pages of the novel contain the words and
thoughts of an unnamed narrator. This narrator relates
observations and commentary about Sethe's, Paul D's, and
Beloved's present-time experiences. For instance, the

reader learns that the townspeople forgot her
[Beloved] like a bad dream. After they made up their
tales, shaped and decorated them, those that saw her that
day on the porch quickly and deliberately forgot her"
(Beloved 274), just as Sethe and Paul D "forgot" their
stories of slave life. From this narration, we know that
Beloved has become a story in her own right; Sethe's
experiences with her ghost-child are now part of the
folklore of the town. However, even though the townspeople
have "shaped and decorated" their tales, whether Sethe and
Paul D's story shall ever be told again is unclear, for
sandwiched between the narrator's commentary are the

following three statements.

It was not a story to pass on
It was not a story to pass on.

This is not a story to pass on. (Beloved 274)
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Morrison's use of the non-referenced pronouns "it" and
"this" make her concluding chorus unclear. As readers, we
do not know whether the story of Sethe and Beloved and Paul
D was the story not to be "passed on" or whether the whole
story of slavery was not meant to be passed on. Although
repetition of stories can lead to banality and
meaninglessness, if a story is told only once, that story
will be limited in its effects. First, it will affect only
the people who hear it that one time. Secondly, it will
never evolve into a culturally relevant piece of
literature because a story must be retold in order to gain
and maintain cultural or historical significance.
Morrison, by creating/telling a portion of the slavery
legacy has made a culturally and historically significant
piece of literature; therefore, that Morrison would state
that this story was not to be retold seems ironic.
Alternatively, one could argue that the key word in
these three statements is the verb "was," meaning that
while years ago the slavery legacy "was not a story to pass
on" or, rather, retell, now it is one to pass on or to
retell. Moreover, critic Karla F.C. Holloway contends that
Morrison's phrase "to pass on" is the colloguial expression
for "to die." Therefore, Morrison is noting that it was
not a story to die (Holloway 517, my emphasis); in
contrast, it is a story to live. Finally, perhaps this
story (either the slavery story or Sethe's story) is one on
which a person should not pass. In other words, nobody can
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afford to ignore, pass over, deny this story. In light of
these possible interpretations, however, I would contend
that this chorus is polysemous. Rather than containing one
meaning or another, the concluding sentences contain all
these meanings, just as the ghost Beloved simultaneously
represents Sethe's dead daughter, a young slave girl and a
collective memory. Yet the most important aspect of
Morrison's conclusion is that it marks the end of her
writing/telling the story, leaving us, the readers,
recipients of the story. As recipients of this tale, we
now have the power to become storytellers and determine for

ourselves whether the story should be told or not.

II -
Story Structure, Folklore and Myth

As we can see, Morrison puts a great deal of
responsibility on the reader in her Pulitzer prize-winning
novel. The reader is forced to sort out the fractured
storyline of Beloved--a structure which sharply contrasts

with the linear, or spiral, structure of Song of Solomon--

and the reader is left with the burden of deciding whgther
or not to become a storyteller. But Morrison recognizes
the fact that)the overali narrative and the narratives of
the individual characters are fractured, and she
effectively links this fact to one of the story's themes.
Morrison, as chief storyteller of the novel,

describes the stories as fragments rather than as wholes;
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each story segment, while understandable as an individual
element, is not completely functional until it becomes a
whole, completed story. Denver "swallowed twice to prepare
for the telling, to construct out of the strings she had
heard all her life a net to hold Beloved" (Beloved 76).
Morrison's use of the strings and net imagery suggests that
once the whole story of Sethe's and Paul D's experience in
slavery is told it will heal them, while portions of the
story cannot. Strings can strangle; like rope, they can be
used to hang or kill someone. A net, on the other hand, is
used to catch or cradle a person; nets can provide
protection. Perhaps, then, once the story cycle is
complete, the stories themselves will provide a cradle for
the experiences of future Afro-American generations. These
stories act simultaneously as warnings never to forget as
well as memorials to the age of slavery, much in the same
way that post-holocaust writers try to memorialize that
instance of racial oppression (Bowers 6l1). Therefore, the
complete stories will be an instrument of protection--both
\against forgetting or "disremembering" this age in history
and against the recurrence of such an event--rather than an
instrument of pain. Continuing with the net imagery, we
can observe that nets gather and hold groups of things
together. The stories of a common past, then, provide
bonding for a community, a common ground upon which diverse

people and experiences can connect.

74



During the same storytelling event, Morrison depicts
the small pieces of information that Denver knows as the
dead component parts of a living being. According to the
narrétor, Denver, while talking to Beloved, begins "giving
blood to the scraps [of the stories] her mother and
grandmother told her--and a heartbeat." (Beloved 78). What
is important about this quotation is that the life or
"heartbeat" comes from Denver's telling the stories to
Beloved; as information stored in her mind, the stories
have no life. Thus, these "scraps" are similar to the
memories that Paul D has preserved and stored "in that
tobacco tin buried in his chest where a red heart used to
be. Its 1id rusted shut" (Beloved 72-3). Both the scraps
and Paul D's memories have become mummified artifacts. 1In
an oral culture, stories/memories die if no one tells
them. Thus these preserved, untold stories can be said to
have no life, and can give no life to others, an idea that
Silko emphasizes in her novel Ceremony. As long as the

stories remain "strings, scraps” or stored in an old
"tobacco tin," they cannot bond the community, provide
solidarity, teach the young, or perform any of the
functions in the social group that stories are meant to
perform.

The overall structure of the work reinforces thematic
ideas as well. The fact that the novel is divided into
three parts echoes the trio of women who dominate the

novel. Moreover, it reflects the holy trinity, Father, Son
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and Holy Ghost, having as its fictional parallel, the
mother, daughter, and ghost--either Beloved or the
collective being of dead slaves. Sue Park reminds readers
that a tombstone motif separates the portions of the novel,
and argues that the black and white grave designs reflect
"the grim reality of existence under slavery . . . " (3).
Furthermore, she points out, "the three books, despite
their differences in length, begin identically with the
numeral 'l124' followed by the verb 'was'" (3): "124 was
spiteful,” "124 was loud,"” and "124 was quiet" (Beloved
3,169,239). Each of these phrases alerts the reader,
albeit perhaps unknowingly, to the action to come in each
portion of the novel. Additionally, to expand on this
discussion of the gravestones, I would like to suggest that
each individual grave design also reflects the content
behind it. The first grave design is a frowning skull with
wings. The skull's frowning seems to reinforce the idea of
"spite;" the wings suggest flight, perhaps Beloved's
supernatural flight to 124. The motif emBellishing section
three is also a skull with wings; however, in this case,
the skull is smiling. Perhaps this motif reflects a finally
contented Beloved, who returns to her place beyond earthly
reality. The motif decorating part two shows a head,
decidedly not skull-like, surrounded by spirals and two pin-
wheelesque flowers enclosed by circles. This image
suggests "the chains of memory that tie Sethe to things too
horrible to remember and yet impossible to forget "
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(Park 5). Moreover, the absence of wings reinforces the
idea that Beloved is inhabiting the 124 home. Finally,
because the black and white lines contrast so stérkly here,
as a result of the image's line design, fhe middle
gravestone may reflect the fact that this section is, as
argued in the previous section, the most grim section of
the novel.

If the narrative structure of Beloved contrasts
sharply with Song of Solomon, so too does the presence (or
absence) of folklore. Unlike the tapestry of literary and
mythic allusions that enrich the storyline of Song of
Solomon, few references to specific oral traditions exist
in this novel. One can find the Biblical tradition in
several areas of the novel: the characters' names, the
allusion to the Last Supper, the four slave catchers.
Sethe's name, as mentioned earlier, may be rooted in
Greek. However, the Southern Afro;American folk tradition
is loaded with ghost tales (Puckett, Georgia WPA Drums and
Shadows) and Morrison's use of a ghost as a character
should not be surprising for she is describing a culture
whose older members thought that "'As fuh ghoses, ain't uh
got tuh belieb in um?"” (Drums and Shadows 2). Morrison's
ghost does not seem to reflect any particular tale
described by ethnographic informants. Certain behaviors of
Beloved do reflect typical southern ghost story patterns,
however. For instance, ghosts will avenge their creators
(Puckett 122), a trait that Beloved certainly plays out.
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Moreover, ghosts experience hunger, wear clothes, and
"'looks an do's jes' lak the [original living] man
hisse'f'" (Puckett 102,99,101). Again, Beloved's voracious
appetite for sugar, her passion for fancy clothing, and
baby-soft, unwrinkled skin all echo, if not parallel, the
characteristics listed above.

Thus, whether the specific story of Beloved is part
of the African American oral history is unclear. Yet,
that the story is based on the true story of American slave
Margaret Garner is clear. Critic Marion Tangum believes
that her research indicates that, at least during
Morrison's adult life, there was never a time during which
Morrison was not aware of the Margaret Garner story
(Tangum, personal interview). Morrison does, however,
admit that she was reminded of the story after working on a

project entitled The Black Book (Samuels 95). The Black

Book, a collection of Afro-American history, culture, and

folk-knowledge, includes a newspaper clipping relating the
following story:
when the officers and the slave hunters
came to the house in which they were concealed,
she caught a shovel and struck two of her
children on the head, and then took a knife and
cut the throat of the third, and tried to kill
the other,-- . . . she was unwilling to have

them suffer as she had done. (Harris 10)
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Yet whether or not the Beloved/Margaret Garner story
has entered the realm of Afro-American folklore, critic
Karla F.C. Holloway explicitly states that "myth dominates
the text" (516). Holloway, in this statement, is referring
to myth as a timeless, historical-become-literary event,
rather than a specific mythical allusion(s). Morrison's
work then is a mythic synecdoche. By telling Margaret
Garner's story, Morrison rewrites the history of slavery
from a woman's perspective. By telling Beloved's story,
she turns the historical event, slavery, into a literary
one. But by telling one in order to tell the other,
Morrison has done her best to ensure that the story will be
told. History may be forgotten, and literary texts maf be
buried in the coffin of a canon. But as we have discovered
here, and will discover in the discussion of Silko's novel
Ceremony, myth, a literary event that receives its life

through telling, never dies.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Telling, Listening, Experiencing and Telling Again:
The Healing Story in Leslie Marmon Silko's Ceremony

Becoming One With Wirds and and the Land

In Ceremony, Leslie Marmon Silko addresses many of the
themes that appear in Morrison's novels. Both authors write
of characters who, in varying degrees, have been affected
negatively by the dominant community and must reintegrate
with their communities and reestablish their identities.
Both authors suggest, through their narratives, that
storytelling is the means by which characters may empower
themselves to rediscover community and identity. Yet the
relationship between the themes of community and identity,
and storytelling theme, separates these two authors. In
Morrison's novels, the power of storytelling is understood
by recognizing the importance of the characters' achievement
of community and identity. But in Silko's novel, a
metanarrative and multi-narrative work, the narrative
structure and story/ies focus on the power of storytelling
itself, a focus which in turn reflects her themes.

Two voices, those of Silko and a traditional tribal
figure I would suggest is Betonie, frame the present-time
story. ©Silko's voice is the first frame; in the opening of

the novel, she introduces herself as a storyteller:
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Ts'its'tsi'nako, Thought Woman
is sitting in her room
and whatever she thinks about
appears

She is siéting in her room

thinking of a story now

I'm telling you the story

she is thinking
(Ceremony 1, my ellipsis)

The last two lines of this passage, "I'm telling you the
story/ she is thinking," indicate to the reader that Silko
is acknowledging the fact that she, not the unnamed third-
person narrator who relates most of the primary text of the
novel, is telling the story. The question raised when
reading this passage, however, is "which story?" Silko
tells the story about Betonie's healing story which is the
story/ceremony which Tayo undergoes. Silko tells some minor
stories. Finally, Silko also tells a mythic story, the
story of the exorcism of the world witchery, a mythic story
which has as its parallel the curing of Tayo. Essentially,
Silko's voice--as well as Betonie's--frames the entire
novel; Silko, then, has a double storytelling role: she
tells the story Ceremony and retells, within her novel,
ancient Laguna pueblo myths and other stories.

In addition to telling Tayo's story, Silko acts as the
medium for a mythic voice as well. While at first appearing
to be interruptions of the plot, these mythic tales reflect
the action and themes of the main story (Hoilman 56). In

the first part of the novel, for example, we learn that the
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Laguna reservation is experiencing a drought. We also learn
that Tayo blames himself for this drought because he cursed
the jungle rain which prevegted his cousin Rocky's wounas
from healing (Ceremony 11). Next, Silko informs the reader
that Corn Woman, who worked all day in the hot fields,
scolded her sister Iktoa'ak'o'ya-Reed Woman for spending
"all day long/sitting in the river/splashing down/ the
summer rain" (Ceremony 13). Reed Woman becomes angry at her
sister, returns to the "original place/ down below," and
causes a drought (Ceremony 13-14). Clearly, then, this myth -
relates to the drought image. While the Corn Woman myth
helps explain the imbalance in the native community (Gross
91), other myths are concerned with how to rectify the
"disorder" in the native community (Gross_91); the
Pa'caya'nyi myth is one such example. According the myth,
the people become entranced by a witch named Pa'caya'nyi,
and, as a result, ignore the corn altar. Angered by this
neglect, the mother, like Reed-Woman, takes away the rain
thus preventing all growth; this early portion of the myth
echoes the discontent of the veterans, a symptom of
"disorder™ as well as the drought (Ceremony 46-49).
Throughout the remainder of the myth, Hummingbird and Fly
try to convince Corn Mother to send the rain. Her
appeasement, a long, involved process, is recounted in eight
separate episodes within Silko's novel (53-54, 71-2, 82, 105-
6, 113, 151-2, 180, 255-56). Each of these separate
episodes, nevertheless, parallels Tayo's individual
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experience as he undergoes the healing ceremony that Betonie
conducts.

The second framing voice in the novel is, I would
suggest, Betonie. These two framing voices, then, allow one
to view the novel as several concentric circles. Betonie,
like Silko, has multiple roles in the novel. Because he
directs the healing ceremony/story that Tayo must
experience, he is present in the beginning of the
ceremony/novel/story; a mythic--but not mythical-- figure,
he exists/talks before Silko tells the story of Tayo's
cure. In order to direct Tayo's healing, however, he must

be a part of Tayo's present-time story as well.

Ceremony

I will tell you something about stories
[he said]
They aren't just entertainment.
Don't be fooled
They are all we have, you see,
all we have to fight off
illness and death.

He rubbed his belly
I keep them here
[he said]

Here put your hand on it
See it is moving.
There is life here

for the people.

And in the belly of this story

the rituals and the ceremony
are still growing

(Ceremony 2, my ellipsis)
The passage above is an excerpt from the second preface of
the novel; at this point, Silko's voice has disappeared and

a narrator relates Betonie's thoughts and speech. Betonie
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first tells the reader that the stories combat "illness and
death," or what the reader will later come to see as
witchery. 1In addition, stories are kept in his "belly," and
"in the belly of this story/the rituals and the ceremony/are
still growing.”" This image of being pregnant with story and
of stories being new life suggests that stories are iiving
entities which are recreated or born anew with every
telling. Moreover, it suggests that stories evolve and
grow, and the information the stories contain, namely
rituals and ceremonies, grows and evolves with the stories
as well. This poetic passage, then, essentially restates
what Betonie tells Tayo in the present time tale:
"The people nowadays have an idea about the
ceremonies. They think the ceremonies must be
performed exactly as they have always been done.
But long ago when the people were given
the ceremonies, the changing began. . . . You
see, in many ways, the ceremonies have always
been changing."
", only this growth keeps the ceremonies
strong."

"She taught me this above all else: things
which don't shift and grow are dead things.
They are the things the witchery people want.
Witchery works to scare people, to make them
fear growth. But it has always been necessary,
and more than ever now, it is. Otherwise we
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won't make it. We won't survive." (Ceremony
126)

Both Betonie's preface and his comments above provide an
overarching theme for the novel: for the people to survive,
all things must evolve. The stories/ceremonies must grow
and change and, in order for this change to occur, the
people--the mediums through which the stories/ceremonies are
enacted--must evolve as well. Silko herself reiterates this
idea in an interview: "I was always given to feel [that]

. you should know the stories just as they are in the
BAE [Bureau of American Ethnology]. I won't do that
the things in the BAE sort of looked dead and alien"
("Running on the Edge of the Rainbow" 6). In this comment,
Silko explains that once oral stories are written down, they
stagnate, thus becomimg "dead and alien." -She continues by
commenting that she "couldn't do anything with" these dead
stories ("Rainbow" 6). While Silko in this context is
probably referring to her use of the stories within her
literary works, she could be referring to the stories’
uselessness to the Laguna people. If a story has been
frozen in time by writing, it may not meet the needs of the
contemporary Laguna people; Silko considers these stories
artificially preserved (Silko "Interview" 89). Or even if
the core of the story is still relevant to the community, if
the story is written down, preserving it through writing
will prevent the story from evolving to meet the future
needs of the pueblo.
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The scene in which Tayo remembers carrying Rocky
through the jungle is the first time within the primary text
that Silko reminds the reader of the power of storytelling:
Tayo talked to the corporal almost
incessantly. . . . He made a story for all of
them, a story to give them strength. The words
of the story poured out of his mouth as if they
had substance, pebbles and stone extending to
hold the corporal up . . . ." (Ceremony 12)
Storytelling is empowering; it provides "strength" and a
support structure. The image of the support structure and
the implication that stories have physical mass is
significant. Stories, especially myths, create a framework
for people's lives. They explain why things are the way
they are, and, for that reason, provide order and strength
for the life of a people. While Tayo is in the veterans'
hospital, he cannot tell stories. This inability to tell
stories is a symptom of his own personal and cultural
disorder. While the doctor questions Tayo, Tayo relates
the following third person comments:

"He [meaning Tayo himself] can't talk to you.

He is invisible. His words are formed with an

invisible tongue, they have no sound."”

He [Tayo] reached into his mouth and felt his
own tongue; it was dry and dead, the carcass of

a tiny rodent. (Ceremony 15).
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Not only does Tayo believe himself to be invisible, but
Tayo's tongue, "dry and dead," reflects the image of. the
drought- stricken Laguna landscape. Therefore, just as the
reservation land can neither create nor sustain life--plant,
animal, human--Tayo can neither create nor sustain speech or
stories. Furthermore, the image of the "carcass of a tiny
rodent," the desiccated animal rather than the living whole,
reflects both Silko's and Betonie's ideas about the nature
of stories. Silko believes that recorded, unchanging,
stories are dead, and Betonie believes that if stories do
not change the people will die. Thus Tayo, while ill and
unable to tell stories, is, metaphorically, as dead as his
physically dead cousin Rocky.

Stories provide a sense of order for times of
disorder. Since‘ﬁocky's death is a sign of disorder within
the family's life-plan for\Rocky, Tayo's adopted family uses
stories to try to maintain the illusion that Rocky is still
alive:

They [Auntie, Grandma] all mourned Rocky that
way, by slipping, lapsing into the plans he had
for.college and for his football career. It
didn't take Tayo long to see the accident of
time and space: Rocky was the one who was alive,
buying Grandma her heater with the round dial on
the front; Rocky was there in the college game

scores on the sports page of the Albuguerque

Journal. It was him, Tayo, who had died, but
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somehow there had been a mistake with the

corpses, and somehow his was still unburied.

(Ceremony 28)
When a family wants to create the illusion that a black-
sheep-family-member is no longer living, the family members
cease to speak about that particular person. The reverse is
also true. Memories, or unverbalized recollections of some
person or event have little life-giving function; however,
verbalized memories do. Thus, to maintain the illusion
that Rocky, the favored child, rather than the fatherless
Tayo, still lives, Auntie and Grandma create stories about
Rocky. These stories, though, do not help Tayo reorganize
his world. Just as in Song of Solomon, both effective and
ineffective storytellers exist in the novel, and fhese
different types of storytellers have varied effects on the
protagonists. In order to cure himself, then, Tayo must
seek out the effective storytellers and avoid the others.

Auntie, Harley, Leroy and Emo are Ceremony's

ineffective storytellers. As mentioned above, Auntie uses
storytelling to counter Tayo's healing. She tells, or does
not fell, stories in order to protect the family name. She
says, "'Your uncle and grandma don't know this story. I
couldn't tell them because it would hurt them so much'";
she continues, "'Poor old Grandma. It would hurt her so
much if she ever heard this story'" (Ceremony 70-71).
Auntie then begins to tell Tayo that, before he was born,
his mother returned one morning, walking along the river
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"completely naked except for her high-heel shoes" (Ceremony
70). This story is meant to help Tayo "understand" (70) why
Auntie considers her sister to be such a great disgrace to
the family; however, it only succeeds in confusing and
hurting Tayo. As Tayo already knows of some of his
mother's exploits, there was no need for Auntie to tell him
this particular story. In this scene, Auntie uses
storytelling to recover or maintain an illusion that she has
control over the uncontrollable. Auntie could not prevent
Rocky's death; therefore, she reincarnates him through
storytelling. Similarly, Auntie had no control over her
sister who became lost in Anglo ways; thus Auntie must tell
judgmental stories about her sister to reinforce her sense
of family power, and ultimately, maintain control over Tayo.
Interestingly, Auntie comments that the story about Josiah's
affair with Night Swan "'doesn't bother me'" (Ceremony 88).
She continues, in an echo of her comments above, that the
rumor about the affair, however, "hurts old grandma so much"
(Ceremony 88). These statements are ironic because BAuntie
is the family member who worries about the stories;
"Grandma," in contrast, "didn't care what anyone said" about
either Tayo's mother or Josiah's affair (Ceremony 89). In
fact, Grandma often tried to tell "better" stories about the
people who were gossiping about her family (Ceremony 89).
Auntie, then, uses storytelling to her own personal
advantage, while Grandma, accepts stories for what they
are. Instead of trying to overcome the gossip, Grandma
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simply plays the gossip game.

While Auntie and Grandma use storytelling to benefit
only themselves, Harley, Leroy, and Emo use stories to
benefit neither themselves nor the listeners. Harley, Leroy
and Emo tell their war stories in the bars, but with the
exception of other veterans or women, few people listen to
their stories. Moreover, even those who hear the stories
are unlikely to benefit from the telling because the stories
are old and tired; even Helen Jean "knew all the stories"
(Ceremony 165, my emphasis). Silko writes:

Here they were, trying to bring back that old
feeling, that feeling they belonged to America
the way they felt during the war. . . . They
repeated stories about good times in Oakland and
San Diego; they repeated them like long medicine
chants, the beer bottleés pounding on the counter
tops like drums. BAnother round and Harley tells
his story about two blondes in bed with him.
(Ceremony 43)
Like Auntie and Grandma who keep Rocky alive by
storytelling, Emo, Leroy and Harley keep their roles as
accepted citizens alive by telling their war stories to
anyone who will listen. Silko's comparison of the war
stories to medicine chants suggests that Tayo's fellow
soldiers use the stories to help them heal their war wounds;
however, all their tales about women accepting them, U.S.
c¢itizens praising them, and the government viewing Indians
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as valuable citizens simply serve to create the illusion of
a sense of community and self-worth. Tayo's friends believe
that storytelling will enable them to recover the "feeling
they belonged to BAmerica" (43), but this belief is only
illusory. Only Tayo understands that "it was white people
who gave them that feeling and white people who took it
away" (Ceremony 43). Additionally, Silko's use of the phrase
"they repeated stories," rather than 'they told' or 'retold
stories' reinforces the idea that these stories are worn-out
and unfunctional. To repeat is to duplicate, while to re-
tell a story is a dynamic, creative process. Neither the
stories nor the tellers have changed since the war, and this
stagnant state is a condition that Betonie argues is a
deadly one.

The Pa'caya'nyi myth reinforces the idea that the war
veterans' behavior has reached a stagnation point; the
vignette suggests that through the witchery of alcohol, the
veterans have been fooled into believing they are still war
heroes. As the people become entranced by a witch named
Pa'caya'nyi, they ignore the corn altar. Tﬁerefore the
mother, Nau'ts'ity'i, angered by this neglect, declares that
"'if they [the people] like that magic so much/ let them
live off it'" (Ceremony 48-9). Afterwards, the mother takes
the plants, the grass, the rainclouds, and prevents the
birth of baby animals. Critic¢ Dennis Hoilman contends that
this myth reinforces the drought motif, and I do not
disagree. I do, however, believe that his analysis is
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incomplete. I suggest that this myth reflects the
consequences of the Indian veterans' alcohol abuse. The
ancient Laguna people "thought this [Pa'caya'nyil]
magic/could give life . . ." (48), just as Emo, Harley,
Leroy and Tayo believe that the alcohol can give them the
life they lost after the war. 1In response to the Ck'o'yo
magic, the mother takes away vegetation, rainclouds, and the
birth of new animals; in essence, she takes away all
potential for growth. Similarly, alcohol has taken Emo's,
Harley's and Leroy's lives; they are emotionally dead,
stagnant, and cannot create new stories. All these men are
liminal characters, exigting neither within the Native
American community nor within the dominant community; they
exist between two concrete worlds and cannot evolve.
Therefore, if the veterans are to reintegrate into their
community they must begin to grow, and this growth can begin
only with renewed, rather than repeated, storytelling.

Tayo attempts to use storytelling to reverse his
friends' self-destructive convictions. But even within the
ritualized storytelling context, Harley, Emo, and Leroy
refuse to accept the following story that Tayo tells:

[Now that the war is over,] "that man at the
store waits on you last, makes you wait until
all the white people bought what they wanted.
And the white lady at the bus depot, she's real

careful now not to touch your hand when she
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counts out your change. You watch it slide
across the counter at you, and you know.
Goddamn it! You stupid sonofabitches You know!"
Tayo got quiet. He looked across at Emo,
and he saw how much Emo hated him. (Ceremony
42)
Emo hates Tayo because Tayo's story takes away "the good
times" (Ceremony 42) the veterans are trying to recover
through the witchery of alcohol. Emo, though, is more than
a victim of the witchery; he is an "agent of witchery"
(Gross 94) that has a mythic origin.

Betonie tells Tayo that a "Long time ago/in the
beginning” a group of witches gathered to have a "witches'
conference" (Ceremony 132-3). They begin having a contest
"in dark things" when a foreign witch supersedes the powers

of the other witches (Ceremony 133).

"What I have is a story."

At first they all laughed
but this witch said
Okay
go ahead
laugh if you want to
but as I tell the story
it will begin to happen
(Ceremony 135)

This passage is significant in several ways. First, it
demonstrates the creative and evolutionary power of the

storytelling act. Silko writes that "as I [the witch] tell
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the story/it will begin to happen"; clearly this statement
means that the world will change or evolve in the form of
the reality of the story. Such creative power also reflects
the ideas presented in the framing stories of the novel:
that Thought-Woman creates when she thinks and that stories
are, like unborn children, stored in one's belly (Ceremony 1l-
2). The story that this witch recounts tells of the white
man's taking of the Indians' land, the decimation of Indian
populations by disease, and the destruction of Indian land
by the atomic bomb (Hoilman 63); moreover, certain
references in this mythic story suggest that Emo has become
a participant in the witchery. The witch states that the
white people "will carry objects/which can shoot death/
faster than the eye can see" (Ceremony 136). Likewise, Emo
"had liked what they [the army] showed him: big mortar
shells that blew tanks and big trucks to pieces" (Ceremony
62). Also, the alien witch states that this killing will
provide "corpses" for the witches' survival (Ceremony 136).
This statement about the dead bodies, too, reflects Emo's

condition: Emo grew from each killing. Emo fed off
each man he killed, and the higher the rank of the dead man,
the higher it made Emo" (Ceremony 61). Finally, that Silko
renders one of Emo's stories in verse form, the same form

used for the mythical tales, further reinforces the idea

that Emo is a witch agent (Gross 94).
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We went into this bar on 4th Ave., see,
me and O'Shay, this c¢razy Irishman.
We had a few drinks, then I saw
these two white women
sitting all alone.
Next day my buddy
was dying to know
I told him
"Well, I scored
all right."
(Ceremony 57-9, my ellipsis)
In order to be cured, Tayo must overcome the effects
of the world witchery; more specifically, however, Tayo must
escape from Emo, a present-time incarnation of the mythic
witchery. To do so, Tayo must engage in a combination of
ancient stories and actions as well as non-traditional
ones. Moreover, he must recall the stories Josiah told him
and experience the ceremony that Betonie will foretell.
Elaine Jahner writes that Josiah "knew how to make the right
stories relate to the right points in the ongoing movement
of 1life" (243), and Tayo must re-assimilate that same
knowledge. He must understand that myth, words, life, and
land connect, and this understanding will allow him to see
how he, himself, fits into a universal, that is mythic,
scheme.
when he and Rocky had c¢limbed Bone Mesa,
he felt that the sky was near and that he
could have touched it. . . . Distances and days
existed in themselves then; they all had a

story. They were not barriers. If a person
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wanted to get to the moon, there was a way;
it depended on whether you knew the story of

how others before you had gone. (Ceremony 19)
The quotation above suggests that objects ("days"), '
abstractions ("distances"), and processes ("a way" "to get
to the moon") all have stories. Thus, stories are paths to
self discovery, for not only are they a path to knowledge,
but they are the more important path to experience. Tayo,
however, in his unwell state, believes that the "distances
and days" are "barriers." He cannot perceive the world
within its mythical, timeless, yet still evolving framework
(Jahner 241). Trapped in the bounded time of the war and
Emo's stories, Tayo remains unable to recover a complete
sense of self.

Tayo's entrapment within artificial European time
forces him to see the world in a rigid, regulated manner.
This particular world v¥ew, then, deprives him of the
ability to use stories effectively. We can see this
deprivation at work in the following examples. Josiah tells
Tayo two stories that are designed to guide the behavior of
the Laguna people. However, while stationed in the
Philippines, Tayo's actions do not conform to teachings set
out in the stories:

Josiah had told him about the spring while they
waited for the water barrels to £fill.

"You see,”"” . ... "there are some things worth
more than money." He pointed his chin at the
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springs and at the narrow canyon. "This is

where we come from, see. This sand, this stone,

these trees, the vines, all the wildflowers.

" This earth keeps us going." (Ceremony 45)

Despite having been told that the earth and the rain
sustains the Laguna people, Tayo "damned the rain" (Ceremony
12) because the constant dampness prevented Rocky's wounds
from healing. Elaine Jahner contends that Tayo's cursing of
the rain demonstrates that he fails to realize that his
words, like Thought Woman's, will result in a created event
(241); I, however, disagree. The fact that Tayo blames
himself for the drought at Laguna pueblo (Ceremony 14, 39)
suggests not that he has forgotten the story related above,
but that he has instead forgotten Josiah's lesson about
moderation. Tayo, as the result of his illness, no longer
remembers that "Nothing was all good or all bad either; it
all depended" (Ceremony 1l1). Josiah's lesson suggests that
absolutes are worthless. Moreover, this concept reinforces
the theme that there can be no absolutes in either stories
or ceremonies, for if absolutes are present, the stories
will not grow and then they shall die.

In the second story, Josiah tells the young Tayo that
the people have always protected the green bottle fly
because Fly asked the Mother of the people to return the
rain (Ceremony 10l1). He tells Tayo, too, that the next time

he thinks about killing flies he should "'just remember the
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story'"” (Ceremony 102). Silko immediately contrasts this
advice from Josiah with the following information:
But in the jungle he had not been able to endure
the flies that had crawled over Rocky; they had
enraged him. He had cursed their sticky feet
and wet mouths, and when he could reach them he
had smashed them between his hands. (Ceremony
102)
Again, I would suggest that the story quoted above shows
the absurdity of absolutes. More specifically, these two
mini-stories about stories demonstrate that stories function
primarily for the world in which they were created;
therefore, they must be adapted or interpreted differently
for different worlds. We read that Betonie tells Tayo that
", after the white people came, elements in this world
began to shift; and it became necessary to create new
ceremonies'" (Ceremony 126); in other words, once an
environment has changed, the stories/ceremonies must change
to retain their effectiveness. Thus because Tayo is
fighting in an area geographically the opposite of the one
which created the original Laguna stories, he needs to be
able to adapt the old stories to his new context. But, as
the war is an aspect of the witchery, he kills the flies and
curses the rain instead of being able to "transform the

story to fit the locale" (Zweig, personal interview).

The witchery is only partly responsible for Tayo's
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illness; the other cause behind Tayo's sickness is his lost
sense of identity. Tayo is not only of mixed white and
Laguna aqcestry, a biological outsider to the Laguna
community, but he is also a familial and cultural outsider.
Auntie never allowed Rocky to call Tayo "brother", and she
ensured that he saw just enough of the family activities to
make him "feel excluded, to be aware of the distance between
them" (Ceremony 65, 67). Although Allen contends that in
addition to this familial exclusion "Tayo was not taught
Laguna traditions and did not share the arcane knowledge of
his Laguna people" (Allen 140), Josiah has taught him
stories and other cultural information. These lessons,
present in Tayo's mind, have just been rendered inactive,
smothered by Tayo's coptamination with the white world.
Ironically, Rocky and Auntie, both full blooded Lagunas,
have become voluntary cultural outsiders (Allen 141). Rocky
and Auntie are similar to Leroy, Emo and Harley in that both
the family and the veterans try to capture what they see as
benefits of the white world. However, while the three
veterans try to recapture their past by telling stories in
the bars on Route 66, Rocky and Auntie work actively to
change theirvlife story. "He [Rocky] was an A-student and
all-state in football and track. He had to win; he said he
was always going to win. . . . Rocky deliberately avoided
the old-time ways" (Ceremony 51). Similarly, Auntie,
through her "new struggle'" with Tayo's illness, wants to
prove that "above all else, she was a good Christian woman,"
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_(Ceremony 30), not that she was a good Laguna woman, or,
simply, a good woman.

Tayo's isolation, however, is not simply an isolation
from the words, i.e. mythology and knowledge, of the Laguna
community. Being a cultural outsider has separated him from
the land (Allen 119), which is, itself, a manifestation of
Laguna stories and words.

The spider came out first. . . . He
remembered stories about her. . . .
Dragonflies came and hovered over the pool.
. . There were stories about the dragonflies
too. He turned. Everywhere he looked, he saw a
world made of stories, the long ago, time
immemorial stories, as Grandma called them. It
was a world alive, always changing and moving;
and if you knew where to look, you could see it,
sometimes almost imperceptible, like the motion
of the stars across the sky. (Ceremony 95-96,
my emphasis)
Since the world is a manifestation of stories, it is, as
suggested earlier, the physical manifestation of the words
of Thought-Woman, otherwise known as the spider, or Spider
Woman. It follows logically, then, that if the world is
alive and changing then the stories must be alive and
changing as well. Moreover, as humans are part of the
world, they too are part of the changing stories. While
Native American author and critic Paula Gunn Allen contends
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that Tayo heals himself by realizing that he is part of the
"ancient unity of person, ceremony, and land" (119, my
emphasis), I would argue that Tayo's healing_arises from his
acting out and experiencing this realization. He must
participate and become one with the story/ceremony outlined
by Betonie, which will eventually reconnect him with the
land.

To complete the ceremony, Tayo must participate in two
types of ceremonies: traditional curing rites and
contemporary ones. The dual nature of his cure parallels the
synchronization of the mythic story with Tayo's present-time
life-story. Betonie and his helper utilize prayer-sticks,
sand paintings, ritual chants and the scalp ceremony (all
traditional healing activities) to begin Tayo's cure. To
complete the ceremony, however, Tayo must find "the cattle..

,and the stars, the mountain and the woman" (Ceremony
167). Although Betonie, a medicine man, outlines Tayo's
healing process involving these four elements, women are the
primary agents of his healing. This fact, though, should
not be surprising when one remembers that "it is
specifically against Anglo men that Tayo must struggle to
reclaim the cattle . . . and it is specifically against
Indian men that he must struggle to keep himself out of the
circle of [Anglo and self] hate" (Bremer 31, author's
emphasis).

First of all, Grandma starts Tayo on his healing
journey. She tells Auntie: "'That boy needs a medicine
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man'" (Ceremony 33). When Auntie objects on the basis that
"It [the gossip about the family] will start all over
again,”" Grandma tells Auntie to "'Let them talk if they want
to. Why do you care what they say?" (Ceremony 33).

Grandma's response is further proof that although -she seems
to be a character who has turned her back on Tayo and
tradition--she constantly mourns Rocky and goes to church
every Sunday--she knows that traditional storytelling is
useful and valuable. Also, even before Grandma informs
Auntie of her conclusions, Grandma "begins Tayo's ceremonial
healing™ (Bremer 33). While Tayo is lying on the bed,
Grandma "held his head in her lap and she cried with him,
saying 'A'moo’'oh, a'moo'ohh' over and over again" (Ceremony
33). The word a'moo'ohh is a Laguna term of endearment for

young children (Bremer 33, Storyteller 34), thus aflowing

Tayo to experience an expression of love. This emotion is
one which he has been denied, as evidenced by Auntie's and
his mother's rejection of him; however, love is a counter-
agent to the witchery (hate incarnate) and, as a result, a
key to Tayo's healing. Finally, Grandma's cry invokes a
mythic aspect of Tayo's curing, for "no [Laguna] word exists
alone . . . [there is a] story behind each word" (Ceremony
35). Once she utters this Laguna word, then she brings
storytelling back into Tayo's stofyless world.

While Grandma initiates Tayo's healing, three other
women are primary factors in Tayo's healing. According to
Paula Rabinowitz, Tayo encounters three "magical women,"
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“"through either story, sex or dream” (32), on his healing
quest. These women are Betonie's grandmother (Descheeny's
lover), Ts'eh, and Night Swan. Tayo's first encounter with
one of these women occurs before his illness. He meets
Night Swan after praying for rain, one year before the war.
Because of a thunderstorm, Josiah cannot see Night Swan; he
sends Tayo, instead, to see her.
The whole room [Night Swan's] pulsed with
feeling, the feeling flowing with the music and
the breeze from the curtains, feeling colored by
the blue flowers painted in a border around the
walls. . . . she was like the rain and the wind;
age had no relation to her. (Ceremony 98)
Night Swan is associated with the color blue; in addition to

' she possesses a blue door, a blue

the "blue flowers,'
kimono, blue slippers, and blue sheets. This motif, the
color of the southwestern sky, reflects her own timelessness
as well as the power of elements associated with the sky
such as the sun and the rain. Additionally, her room
"pulsed with feeling" suggesting that she is some aspect of
a life-giving force. All of these associations relate her
to the mythic realm; she is an integral part of the global
story/ceremony in hhich Tayo, albeit unknowingly, is taking
part.

Night Swan gives herself sexually in order to induct
him into the story/ceremony. '"She moved under him, her

rhythm merging into the sound of the wind shaking the
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rafters and the sound of the rain in the tree" (Ceremony
99). The phrases "her rhythm merging into the sound of the
wind. . . and the sound of the rain" show Night Swan
becoming one with the Earth, the physical manifestation of
the stories, and Tayo becoming one with her; therefgre, this
sexual initiation reconnects Tayo with the land. I would
argue that his experience reinforces the idea that
ultimately it is with the Laguna landscape with which Tayo
must find community and a mental sense of place, and this
reunion with the land is what will allow him to find

community with the Laguna people. Appropriately, then,

Night Swan also explains to him the nature and importance of
change, an intrinsic trait of the land.

", . most people are afraid of change. They
think that if their children have the same color
of skin, the same color of eyes, that nothing is
changing.”" She laughed softly. "They are

fools. "

"You don't have to understand what is
happening. But remember this day. You will
recognize it later. You are part of it now."
(Ceremony 100)

Night Swan is deeply connected to the Earth; for instance,
when she moved to Cubero she made sure to settle in an area
where she could view the rain-cloud gathering mountain Tse-
pi'na (Ceremony 87). Therefore, that she would understand
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the importance of change and evolution is logical. Night
Swan's comments foreshadow Betonie's iecture about changing
stories, hint at Tayo's role in the mythic story, and imply
that "the ones who look different" (Ceremony 100) are
important agents of change, and therefore, important agents
of sustaining life (Jahner 243). Moreover, her comments
take on a more universal meaning. Not only do they relate
to Tayo's specific story, but they again indicate that only
through change do "the prototypical myths remain a vital
part of human life" (Jahner 243).

Betonie's grandmother, the "remarkable Mexican with
green eyes" (Ceremony 119), is the second healing woman whom
Tayo encounters. She has many similarities to Night Swan,
including her eyes, the color blue, her power over men, and
her social status. Night Swan's room is saturated with
blue; Betonie's grandmother has a blue lace shawl (Ceremony
147). Night Swan is said to have "eyes like a cat," while
the eyes of Betonie's grandmother "had a peculiar night
shine of a wolf or a bobcat" (Ceremony 87,147). Night Swan
mesmerized, or possibly killed, a man with her dancing;
Betonie's grandmother stared at her captors "until they were
afraid to look at her" (Ceremony 85, 147). Finally, both
women are outsiders to the Indian community and invite
hostility from the Indian women. However, while Night Swan
brings Tayo into the ceremony/story, Betonie's grandmother,
together with Descheeny, "plotted the course of the

ceremony” to counteract the witchery (Ceremony 151). This
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act suggests that she is a more mythical character than
Night Swan, for she, like Thought-Woman, is an agent of
creation.

The most mythical woman that Tayo encounters, however,
is Ts'eh, "the woman" that Betonie said would help Tayo find
the cattle. Like Night Swan and Betonie's grandmother she
has "ocher eyes" (Ceremony 177); also, she is either a
Mexican or of mixed ancestry as Silko describes her skin as
"light brown" (177). Unlike the other two women, Ts'eh has
a Pueblo Indian mythical counterpart: "Yellow Woman" (Gross
91, Zweig personal communication). According to Native
American 1itérary critic Paula Gunn Allen, Yellow Woman
stories "highlight her alienation from the people: . . . she
is in some way atypical, maybe . . one who is known for a
particular talent" (227). Ts'eh lives on an isolated area
of Mount Taylor; she also is skilled with healing herbs and
possesses some metaphysical powers. When Tayo first arrives
she comments "Somebody sent you" (Ceremony 176), obviously
knowing that Tayo's arrival is mythic and not accidental, an
action that links her to another mythical female, Thought
Woman.

While at Ts'eh's house, Tayo, as he does with Night
Swan, re-associates with the land. Ts'eh, like Night Swan
before her, gives herself sexually to Tayo; these actions
parallel Sweet's behavior in Morrison's Song of Solomon.
Again, Silko uses nature imagery to illustrate Tayo's sexual
experience:

106



He . . . felt the warmth close around him like
river sand, softly giving way under foot, then
¢losing firmly around his ankle in cloudy warm
water. . . . it was the edge of a steep
riverbank crumbling under the downpour until
suddenly it all broke loose and collapsed into
itself. (Ceremony 181)
The specific images of "river sand," cloudy water," and
"downpour" (Ceremony 181) are especially important. They
possess life-giving potential, and contrast with the drought
imagery which pervades the first half of the novel. Tayo
also finds Betonie's stars while staying with Ts'eh. Once
Tayo finds these stars, he "loses his mechanical time sense"
(Allen 152), and, in addition, his "mechanical" spatial
sense. The placemenf of stars in the sky can signal the
seasons, thus making them elements of time; however, they
also provide directional markers. Therefore, Tayo's
reliance on these cosmic space/time points of orientation
marks his integration into a mythic space/time reality.
Although part of Tayo's healing involves his reuniting
with the land, and as a result connection with the Laguna
people, Tayo must also regain the ability to comprehend "the
importance of the conjunction of the right place and the
right time" (Jahner 243). This comprehension allows him to
combat the witchery:
He turned. The moon was rising above the last
mesa he had crossed from the east. A transition
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was about to be completed: the sun was crossing
the zenith to a winter place in the sky, a place
where prayers of long winter nights would call
out the long summer days of new growth. But
there were others who would be working this
night, . . . His protection was there in the
sky, in the position of the sun, in the pattern
of the stars. he had only to complete this
night, to keep the story out of reach for a few
more hours, and their witchery would turn, upon
itself, upon them. (Ceremony 247)
Here, Tayo is seeing the "conjunction" (Jahner 243) of time
and place. Just as Betonie's stars are simultaneously time
and place markers, Silko omits a distinction between time
and space markers in the above narration. Although the sun
was moving to "a winter place in the sky," this event marks
a specific seasonal-celestial time. This time is especially
dangerous for Tayo because it is a liminal point of time. It
is a time of "transition" from summer into winter; it is the
transition time of the ceremony, meaning neither before nor
after the ceremony. Moreover, he is in the place of the
witches (Ceremony 243)--beings neither human nor animal--
rather than on the mountain. But here Tayo relies on the
ancient, timeless markers of the stars and sun. They guide
him through space, as directional markers, and through time,
as he journeys from night to dawn; his reliance on these
mythical agents enables him to survive this dangerous,
liminal period.
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After finding the cattle, Tayo experiences a third
part of his healing; he recognizes‘another unbounded sense,
the emotion of love (Jahner 244-45):

The mountain outdistanced their [the witches']
destruction, just as love had outdistanced
death. The mountain could not be lost because
it was in their bones; Josiah and Rocky were not
far away. They were close; they had always been
close. And he loved them as he had always loved
them, the feeling pulsing over him as strong as
it had ever been. . . . nothing was lost as long
as the love remained. (Ceremony 219-20)

This passage demonstrates Tayo's realization that, despite
having been denied love from member of his family, he still
feels love for them. Yet were it not for Ts'eh, Tayo would
never have been able to acknowledge this emotion:
She [Ts'eh] was with him again, a heartbeat
unbroken where time subsided into dawn, and the
sunset gave way to the stars, wheeling across
the night. The breaking and c¢rushing were gone,
and the love pushed inside his chest, and when
he cried now, it was because she loved him so
much. (Ceremony 227)

At this point, it appears that Tayo has completed the
ceremony. He has found the spotted cattle, he has found the
woman; he has discovered love, lost his sense of bounded
time and space, and re-united with the Earth. Despite the
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presence of all these positive factors, however, the
ceremony is not complete. Not only did Tayo need to be
cured, but the world needed to be cured as well: "it is time
for the witchery to be undone" writes Paula Gunn Allen
(152). Ts'eh tells Tayo that "'The end of the story; they
[the destroyers] want to change it. They want it to end
here, the way all their stories end, encircling slowly to
choke the life away'" (Ceremony 232). To combat the
witchery, then, Tayo must face one last encounter with Emo
and his destructive accomplices, before the ceremony can
close.

Ironically, Tayo first believes that without his war
friends "he didn't have a chance of completing the ceremony"”
(Ceremony 241). Shortly afterwards, though, he realizes
that "they were not his friends" (Ceremony 242). Next he
understands the witches' complete plan, prompted by his
recognizing the uranium mine outside Cebolleta. The climax
of the story, however, occurs while Tayo watches Eﬁo abuse
Harley:

Harley had failed them [the witches], and all
that had been intended for Tayo had now turned
on Harley. There was no way the destroyers
could lose: either way they had a victim and a
corpse.

He [Tayo] visualized the contours of Emo's

skull; the GI haircut exposed thin bone at the
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temples, bone that would flex slightly before
it gave way under the thrust of the steel edge.
(Ceremony 252)
Strengthened by love and the power gained by existing in a
mythic rather than bounded reality, Tayo resists the
temptation to succumb to the witchery:
It had been a close call. The witchery had
almost jammed the screwdriver into Emo's skull
the way the witchery had wanted, . . . . Their
deadly ritual for the autumn solstice would have
been completed by him. He would have been
another victim. . . . (Ceremony 253)

Tayo's release from Emo's power is paralleled not by
the conclusion of the Pa'caya'nyi myth--and the purification
of the town by Hummingbird and Fly--but rather by the
conclusion of a myth about a man who, through witchery, has
been transformed into a coyote. Silko relates this myth in
three places in the novel (139-41, 153, 258), concluding
with the lines "Every evil/which entangled him / was cut/ to
pieces" (Ceremony 258). This verse, while indicating Tayo's
freedom from the witchery, also seems to parallel the fact
that Harley and Leroy were killed in a car wreck, crushed by
their pick-up truck, a fact that Silko relates in the very
next paragraph. Because this allusion to the coyote-witchery
myth does not occur until after Tayo tells his story to the

tribal elders, the placement of this mythic fragment
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suggests that Tayo's ceremony did not end when he left the
scene of Harley's killing. Instead, the ceremony concludes
with Tayo relating his experience to the elder men of the
tribe. By telling the story of his experience, Tayo, rather

than being simply a participant in a story, becomes "

a
storyteller, a guardian of tradition" (Gross 96).

The final three scenes of the novel close each of the
story-units of the text. The primary text ends with Tayo
talking to Auntie and Grandma; Auntie tells Tayo that Emo
killed Pinkie and left for California. Grandma closes the
scene with the statement "'It seems like I élready heard
these stories before. . . only thing is, the names have
changed'" (Ceremony 260, ellipsis the author's). Grandma's
statement closes the evolving stories theme. That Grandma
did not know the traditiénal myth of which Tayo became a
modern part is highly unlikely. Therefore, the story of Tayo
and the demise of his friends, the witchery agents, remind
her of the story of Hummingbird and Fly.

The verses following Grandma's comments close the "he
said™ and "she said" prefaces to the novel. Betonie, or
some other tribal leader, finishes the global mythic aspect
of the novel with this final poetic passage. The prefaces
tell the reader that stories are kept in "his belly," but at
the end of the work, we learn that "its witchery/has

returned/ into i;s belly" (Ceremony 2, 261). The witchery

is "dead for now."
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Finally, on the last page of the novel, Silko's voice
returns with the words "sunrise,/accept this
offering,/Sunrise” (Ceremony 262). We learn, from the the
primary text, that "the Dawn people began and ended all
their words with 'sunrise'" (Silko Ceremony 182, my
emphasis). Therefore, these lines bring closure to the
novel as a whole, even though Silko opens only the primary
present time text with the word "Sunrise" (4), rather than
the complete written work itself. Moreover, the sunrise,
part of the eternal cycle of night and day, suggests that
the stories will continue. Even though the dawn represents
the death of the witchery, an ending, it is also a
beginning; the story will be carried out, only, as Grandma
reminds us, it will have new names. Left with this image of
cycles and rebirth perhaps the reader, through experiencing
Silko's narrative, will perceive that the words on the page
are living and will remember Betonie's comments that within

the stories "there is life here/ for the people" (2).

Meta- and Multiniirative Fiction:
Myth and the Storytelling Event
Clearly some of Silko's thematic concerns include the
preservation and evolution of stories, the ability of
stories to empower people and groups, and the creative force
of narrative. Yet after examining the threefold conclusion
of Ceremony, we can see that Silko's main concern is the

primacy of the storytelling act itself. Tayo becomes a
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storyteller, Betonie tells the reader that the story of the

witchery "is dead for now," and Silko concludes the novel--
that is her story--with the word "sunrise" (Ceremony 257,
261, 262). Thus, Silko makes storytelling a primary theme
of her novel not only by addressing this theme, but by
making the characters' storytelling reflect "standard"
storytelling structures. 1In addition, the work is multi-
narrative. Aside from being steeped in Pueblo Indian
mythology, Ceremony includes stories other than Tayo's
mythic/present-time tale. Because these other stories seem
to have little relation to the present time story, the
reader becomes a story creator in making a connection
between the miscellaneous vignettes and the mythic retelling
in which Silko is engaged.

We can see the primacy of storytelling by looking at
two examples of conversational storytelling. Storytellers,
whether conversational or professional/traditional, always
signal their listeners that they are going to be beginning a

story. This signalling, called "keying," may be done by

verbal or linguistic clues (Bauman 15); the cliched "once

J

beginning is one such example of these signals.

upon a time
Tayo, who unlike his friends knows how to tell stories
properly, attempts to use the veterans' ritualized drinking
stories in order to counteract his friends' false sense of
community.

"Come on Tayo! They didn't keep you on latrine

duty the whole war, did they? You talk now!"
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[Tayo begins to talk] "One time there were these

Indiang, see. They put on uniforms, cut their

hair. They went off to a big war. They had a
good time too. Bars served them booze, old white
ladies on the street smiled at them. At
Indians, remember that, because that's what they
all were. Indians. . . . . They were
MacArthur's boy's; white whores took their money
same as anyone. . . . Tayo stopped. He realized
the others weren't laughing and talking any
more. . . . Harley yelled, "Hey Mannie!" to the
bartender. "Plug in the jukebox for us!" But
Tayo yelled, "No! No. I didn't finish the story
yet. See these dumb Indians thought these good

times would last. (Silko 41-2, my emphasis)

The statement "You talk now," invites Tayo to begin a story,
and Tayo announces his story with the sentence "One time
there were these Indians, see," a variation of the "once
upon a time" introductory phrase. Tayo then relates his
story, and after being interrupted by Harley's request to
hear the jukebox, states that he "didn't finish the story
yet." He marks the close of the story with a statement
which resembles a moral; one can almost hear Tayo saying
"and the moral of the story is that 'these dumb Indians
thought these good times would last.'" These particular
sentences all demonstrate the primacy of the storytelling
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event; more importantly, however, they also show Tayo
contextualizing, within the veterans' drink/talk rituals,
his attempts to force his comrades into self-awareness about
their true mental and social state. Despite Tayo's sincerest
efforts, though, his story does not change his companions'
misconceptions.

For a §tory to be effective the teller must, as we saw
in the discussion of Morrison's Song of Solomon, make "the
relevance of the telling clear”™ to the listener (Polanyi
Telling 21). Thus, for a storyteller simply to "key" the
telling of a story--that is, alert the intended audience
that one is about to tell a story--is not all that is
required for the story to take effect. Perhaps if Tayo had
explicitly explained his reasons for telling his
folklorized recounting of the American Indian veteran
experience, his companions--except perhaps the witch Emo--
would have accepted the story. Even so, sometimes
indicating the importance of the story is not enough to make
the passage affect the listener, as evidenced by the
following passage:

"Nobody will ever tell you this," . . . [Auntie]
said, "but you must hear it so you will
understand why things are this way." She was
referring to the distance she kept between him

[Tayo] and herself.
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"I'm only telling you this because she

was your mother, and you have to understand."

(Ceremony 70)
This dialogue occurs immediately before Auntie tells her
young nephew about the morning his mother walked home
naked. Auntie's introduction to this story demonstrates her
concern that Tayo "understand" why she is relating this
tale; she wants Tayo to comprehend the reason behind their
strained relationship. But even though Auntie fulfills all
the requirements of the storyteller's role--she keys her
performance and she informs the listener as to why she is
giving the performance--her story still fails to make Tayo
understand why their relationship is strained. For a story
"to work," as it were, the teller must relate the story for
the benefit of the listener, not himself. BAuntie's story
fails because she tells it for her own benefit rather than
for the benefit of her nephew.

Just as the signals from the characters constantly
remind of the reader of the primacy of the storytelling
event, Silko does not allow the reader to forget that he is
reading a story which is being told. In three places in the
text, Silko, as authorial voice, comments on the action of
the story. Aside from Silko's framing the novel with the
"sunrise" invocations, her voice appears three times within
the primary text. She makes comments to the reader/audience
during two episodes of the Pa'caya'nyi myth (Gross 93);
these comments inform the reader that the process of
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appeasing the corn mother "wasn't easy" and was
"complicated" (Ceremony 113, 180). These two episodes are
metanarrative devices (Babcock 67); although they do not
specifically comment on the storytelling act itself, they
bring attention to the storytelling event by commenting on
the content of the story. Silko's voice also appears when
Tayo visits Betonie. After reading about Shush, Betonie's
helper, Silko includes a "Note on Bear People and Witches"
in the middle of the primary, present-time text (131). This
detached discussion reads like an Indian's response to an
anthropologist's question and provides the reader with
information about Laguna witch mythology. Without this
note, one not well-versed in Pueblo mythology might assume
that Shush, because he has undergone an animal
transformation, is a witch. To prevent such a misreading,
Silko points out the difference between Shush's experience
and that of a witch transformation by stating that witches
wear "the skins of dead animals" (Ceremony 131, Parsons 66)
while bear people "do not wear bear skins" (Ceremony 131).
Once again, Silko makes the reader conscious of the fact
that he is participating in a (actually more than one)
storytelling event.

From the discussion in part one of this chapter, it is
obvious that Laguna mythology and folklore are integral
parts of the text. As seen earlier, Silko's primary, most
symbolic, myth is that of the Pa'caya'nyi witchery and
Hummingbird and Fly's attempts to combat it; this story,
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combined with the story of the man who was turned into a
coyote, reflects Tayo's spiritual journey. But critic
Dennis R. Hoilman points out that another myth parallels
Tayo's journey: the Keresan ﬁyth of "The Witches and Arrow
Youth” (57). Unlike the Pa'caya'nyi myth, Silko retells

only a fragment of the Arrow Boy story:

Arrowboy got up after she left.
He followed her into the hills
up where the caves were
The others were waiting.
They held the hoop
and danced around the fire
four times
The witchman stepped through the hoop
he called out that he would be a wolf.
His head and upper body became hairy like a wolf
But his lower body was still human.
"Something is wrong," he said.
"Ck'o'yo magic won't work
if something is watching us." (Ceremony 247)
The passage above retells the start of the the traditional
myth. Arrow boy's wife, a witch, attends a witches'
meeting, only to be followed by her husband. The witches
cannot work their evil magic with Arrow-Youth present, and
and he falls under their spell (Boas 130). 1In the remaining
portion of the tale, 0Old Woman Squirrel and 0Old Woman Spider
assist Arrow Boy, allowing him to reverse the magic and take
revenge on his wife by killing her (Boas 130-40). Clearly,
this myth reflects Tayo's experienbes. Emo parallels the
Arrow Boy's witch-woman wife, and Ts'eh and Night Swan have
counterparts in 0ld Woman Squirrel, and 0ld Woman Spider.
The myth above, the Pa'caya'nyi story, and the opening

creation tale, a somewhat modernized and edited version of

119



the original Keresan story (see Boas 1-9) are all overt
references to Laguna mythology. 8Silko also more subtly
alludes to various other elements of Pueblo myth and
metaphysics. For instance, Tayo is a mythical character;
however, the Laguna story about his flying with an eagle to
meet Spider Woman (Boas 146-7, 267) seems to have little
relation to the actions undertaken by the novel's main
character. Although Tayo may not match up to his mythical
counterpart, the character of Ts'eh Montano definitely
represents the mythical figure of Yellow Woman, and her
companion, the hunter, clearly represents the mountain lion
Pueblo spirit. As discussed earlier, Ts'eh's personality
reflects the standard Yellow Woman character type, but the
colors that surround her, blue and yellow, also reinforce
this connection to Yellow Woman and the hunter both. Ts'eh
has a blue silk shawl, and blue morning glories grow outside
her home (Ceremony 234, 183), but the dominant color which
surrounds her is a yellow or orange. An apricot tree stands
near her home, and "orange sunflowers were still blooming
among dry corn stalks" (Ceremony 183). Ethnologist Elsie
Clews Parsons notes that "the supernatural pair of male and
female is associated with color-turquoise and yellow" (Vol.
1, 102), clearly linking Ts'eh and the hunter to these
mythical beings. Moreover, Ts'eh's last name, "Montano," a
variation of the Spanish montana, meaning mountain, combined

with the fact that she lives on Mount Taylor, suggest that
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she is a mountain spirit (Hoilman 61) because Pueblo Spirit
Chiefs dwell in mountains (Parsons vol. 1, 172). Finally,
Silko describes the hunter as wearing a hat that "looked
like mountain-lion skin" (Ceremony 207). The mountain lion
is a "patron of the hunt society" as well as being
associated with the North (the direction of Mount Taylor)
and the color yellow (Parsons vol. 1, 188, 186).

Two other elements of Tayo's ceremony need to be
examined: Betonie's stars--also significant because they,
like Morrison's grave-markers, are the only visual art in
the book--and the time during which the ceremony takes
place, the winter solstice. Probably, Betonie wants Tayo to
find the Pleiades. First of all Silko, in a mythic
interpolation (Ceremony 170-176), retells the story of the
Gambler. In the myth, Sun Youth must guess what the Gambler
has hidden in a container and, instructed by Spider Woman he
learns that the Gambler has captured the Pleiades and Orion
and stored these stars in his home (see Boas 76-82, 253-
54). Aside from the fact that Silko includes this myth that
specifically mentions these constellations, the Pleiades and
Orion "are the two constellations known best to the Pueblos.
They time night ceremonies" (Parsons vol. 1, 182); they are
also important markers for some Pueblo initiation ceremonies
(Parsons Vol. 2, 612-13). Both of these significances
relate to Tayo's experiences. He completed the most

difficult part of the ceremony at night, as evidenced by his
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seeing the stars (Ceremony 247) and his becoming storyteller
at the ceremony's close reflects an initiation theme.
Although Parson's discussion of winter solstice ceremonies
appears to indicate that no obvious connection exists
between the timing of Tayo's ceremony and Pueblo calendar
rituals, there may be a less obvious connection. In Apache
tradition, stories are told only during the winter season
("Ba'Ts'Oosee" 14) and Silko points out that during the
winter solstice Laguna people gather together for four days
and nights to retell the story of the emergence ("Interview"
85). The destruction of the world wide witchery, as
described in the novel, could parallel the emergence story,
for while the emergence tale is about creation, Silko's and
Tayo's story is about the similar process of rebirth. A
less abstract connection is that Tayo tells his story to the
elders after he survives the test of the winter solstice.
Perhaps, then, Tayo could not have assumed his role as
storyteller, telling a story of rebirth, during another time
of the year.

Silko's novel, like Song of Solomon, contains a
wealth of traditional folklore and myth and has multiple
storytellers. But in contrast to Morrison, Silko includes
two stories which are neither mythic allusion nor comments
on the storytelling act, and are only tangentially related
to the overall text. These stories, though, create a
storyteller outside of the novel: the reader. The first
substory describes the squalor and despair of the alcohélic,
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homeless Indians. After this description, though, an
unnamed narrator tells the story through the voice of a
young boy. We learn that he lives with his prostitute
mother in a Gallup slum, moves to the arroyo, and then is
abandoned by his mother (Ceremony 111-113). This may be
Tayo's story, or it may be allegorical; neither the boy nor
the mother is named. The other mini-story is the story of
Helen Jean. We learn that she left Towac pueblo to earn
money so she could send it home to "Emma or the girls"”
(Ceremony 162). But as Silko writes, "It didn't work out”
(Ceremony 162). 1Instead of working as a secretary at the
local movie theatre, Helen Jean is, contrary to what she
imagined, hired as a maid.

Both of these stories appear to be unnecessary
diversions from the main plot, Tayo's story. Yet each of
these vignettes demonstrate the consequences of abandoning
Pueblo life, thus abandoning the landscape, for a white
existence in the city of Gallup. The young boy, his mother
and Helen Jean, I would argue, are all victims of the
witchery, and these two mini-stories reinforce not Tayo's
story, but rather Silko's story of the conquering of the
witchery. This uncontextualized illustration of the
pervasive nature of the witchery invites or even forces the
reader to both interpret on a broader than scale than is
required to see the link between the myths and Tayo's

present time story. While the myths require the reader to
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recognize similarities in plot and action and then make
inferences about theme, these other stories require one to
make a connection on the basis of theme only. Therefore,
readers must try to connect these isolated vignettes to the
novel as a whole, thus becoming, at least for that moment,
storytellers in their own right.

Silko's stories, then, have three functions: they cure
Tayo, they rid the world of witchery, and they enable the
reader to become actively involved in the story. Tayo lives
the story to prevent the destroyers from "chang[ing]" '"the
end of the story" (Ceremony 231); therefore, experiencing
the story ensures that the story will be told/experienced as
it is supposed to exist. 1In the next chapter, however, we
will see how Kingston relives and rewrites the stories of
her past not to maintain them for the future, but to alter

the past and provide a new script for the future.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Maxine Hong Kingston's The Woman Warrior:
Storytelling by the Self to Create the Self

I
Rewriting Stories to Rewrite Identities

At first, Maxine Hong Kingston's novel The Woman

Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts seems not to

relate to either Morrison's work or Silko's. To begin with,
Kingston uses--for the most part--a first person, "1",
narrator. This structure, then, further separates

Kingston's novel from Song of Solomon, Beloved and

Ceremony. The first three novels discussed are works of
fiction, works created by interweaving myth, allegory, oral
tradition, and the authors' imaginations. In contrast,
Kingston's novel is autobiographical. This fact is even
evident from the subtitle of the book, Memoirs of a Girlhood
Among Ghosts (my emphasis). Despite this difference in
genre, however, the themes Morrison and Silko address can be
found in Kingston's work as well. While exploring the
meaning of identity and community for a marginal character,
in this case Kingston herself, Kingston also examines,
analyzes and comments on the nature of the means by which
her identity and community is created, the act of
storytelling itself. Yet she moves one step beyond Morrison
and Silko in the way in which the stories are told both by
the protagonist and author. Morrison tells the story of
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Milkman listening to other people's stories and becoming
part of a story; Morrison tells the universal story of
slavery as Sethe slowly and somewhat reluctantly becomes her
own storyteller. Silko tells Thought Woman's story, which
is the story of Tayo listening to stories, telling stories,
experiencing a mythic story and being transformed into a
teller of ancient tales. Kingston, however, does not
evolve into a storyteller; she, as protagonist, is a

storyteller who "talk[s]-story”" (Woman 24) from the

beginning of the work.
Kingston's achieves her goal to discover a sense of
self is achieved, 1like the male protégonists in Ceremony

and Song of Solomon do, by finding a sense of community as

well as a personal identity. As a Chinese-American, she
must determine "What is Chinese tradition and what is the
movies?" (Woman 6). While Milkman Dead and Tayo are busy
rediscovering their roots, Kingston must sort out the
cultural elements which make up her being. Kingston
contends that her parents "stuff our [her siblings and her
own] heads" with Chinese stories to the point that she

cannot live an "American-normal” life (Woman 102).

Reflective of Milkman's feeling "like a garbage pail" for
other people's emotions--and stories-- (Song 120) and Tayo's
memories '"tangled up like colored threads" (Ceremony 6),
Kingston cannot make sense of the stories her mother and
others have told her. Therefore, not only must she sort out
the elements of her Chinese-American heritage, but she must
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determine how to relate to that heritage and how that

heritage relates to her.
The myths that nourish the imagination and the
spirit also relegate women to an inferior
position; and the community, instead of
suffusing them [the women] with warmth,
suffocates them, limits them to a role of
serving men, and hinders their growth. (Rabine
478)

Because her Chinese background is emotionally and
mentally stifling, Kingston must retell and rewrite her
mental store of stories to make them apply to her culturally
mixed identity. Ironically, the mythical/historical
knowledge which enables Milkman Dead and Tayo to re-
establish their respective identities provides a stumbling»
block for this female protagonist/author. Woman Warrior's
protagonist, then, resembles Morrison's Sethe more than the
male protagonists in either Song of Solomon or Ceremony, for
these two women characters must overcome stifling
mythologies (stories) about their respective identities.
Sethe must convince herself that she is her own "best thing"
(Beloved 273), despite Schoolteacher’'s writings to the
contrary; Kingston must convince herself that, even though
her grandfather believes that "feeding girls is feeding

' she is "worthy of eating the food" (Woman 54,

cowbirds,'
62). Thus, Kingston creates five stories (the five sections
of the novel) in order to forge an identity; her actions as
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literary storyteller allow her to compare herself to various
images of Chinese women. In the end, Kingston must
simultaneously redefine herself as a Chinese-American and as
a Chinese-American woman.

Unlike the previously examined authors who begin their
work with a narrative story (Morrison), or a framing device
(8ilko), Kingston begins her 1976 novel with an immediately
recognizable, dynamic, storytelling event:

' my mother said,

"'You must not tell anyone,
"what I am about to tell you. In China your
father had a sister who killed herself. She
jumped into the family well. We say that your
father has all brothers because it is as if she
had never been born." (Woman 3)
Kingston's mother then tells her daughter that this aunt,
the "No Name Woman," of the chapter title, becomes pregnant
out of wedlock, so provoking the wrath of the villagers that
they raid the house. After the aunt "gave birth in the
pigsty," she drowns herself and the baby in the family water

well (Woman 5). This story and the mother's introduction to

the story suggest that storytelling is used to order both
reality and behavior. Kingston even comments that this
story is "a story to grow up on. . . . [a means to]

establish realities" (Woman 5). First of all, Kingston's

mother, who we later come to know as Brave Orchid, uses this
gender specific story--no reason exists in Brave Orchid's
mind to tell this story to a male--to set rules to govern
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her daughter's behavior: "Now that you [Maxine] have started
to menstruate, what happened to her could happen to you"

(Woman 5). But not only is she attempting to govern her

daughter's behavior, she is trying to maintain the "reality"
that this aunt never existed. The family tells other people
that the father "has all brothers" in order to negate the
presence of a family member they wish to forget, an action
which is the inverse of Auntie's and Grandma's storytelling
designed to recreate the presence of Rocky. After concluding
this story, Brave Orchid repeats the following: "Don't let
your father 'know that I told you" (Woman 5). Not telling
the story of the unfortunate aunt, or telling only "the
useful parts" (Woman 6) with instructions to the listener
not to tell the story, is another way to keep the aunt in
the r;alm of the unborn. Despite Brave Orchid's warning
not to tell the story of her dead aunt, however, Kingston
tells her aunt's story to the reader. This telling allows
the aunt to return to the 1an§ of the living. Kingston's
retelling, though, is not the story her mother told her;
rather it is her transformation of her mother's story.
Kingston, through the voice of her young girl
narrator, transforms her aunt from a moral parable into a
personality (Smith 155). Just as Denver, while talking to
Beloved, brings her mother's stories to life, our narrator
fleshes out her mother's story, giving the aunt feelings,

emotions and motivations. We learn that even though "a
woman who tended her appearance reaped a reputation for
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eccentricity," Kingston imagines that her aunt "combed

individuality into her bob" (Woman 10). Moreover, she was

an individual with personal desires and complaints:
Such commonplace loveliness, however, was not
enough for my aunt. She dreamed of a lover for
the fifteen days of New Year's. She plied her
secret comb. And sure enough she cursed the
year, the family, the village and herself"
(Woman 11).
These elaborations give the "No Name" aunt an identity other
than that of "Ghost! Dead Ghost!" (Woman 16). But not only
does Kingston elaborate on her personality, she also
recreates a scenario that may have lead to her aunt's
demise.
My aunt could not have been the lone romantic
who gave everything up for sex. Women in the
old China did not choose. Some man had
commanded her to lie with him and be his secret
evil. (Woman 7)
By making the aunt victim to the stranger's orders, Kingston
places the blame of her aunt's situation on the cultural
mores of China rather than on the aunt herself. Yet, this
hypothesis does not satisfy the narrator's questions about
the aunt's motivations. Perhaps, she hypothesizes, this
aunt ignored China's stringent moral codes altogether and

was "a wild woman, [who] kept rollicking company" (Woman 9).
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Kingston eventually negates this theory though, and
concludes her transformation of the story by depicting the
aunt not so much as a victim of her sex, but as a woman
avenging herself against the family and town that turned
against her.

Kingston writes that "she was a spite suicide,

drowning herself in the drinking water" (Woman 19).

Kingston's label for her death, "a spite suicide," as
opposed to her mother's comments that she simply drowned
herself, give the "nonexistent" aunt the power of revenge.
According to Kingston, Chinese families did not let unwante&
family members leave; instead they, "hung on to the
offenders and fed them leftovers" at an "outcast table"
(Woman 8). This separation, echoing Auntie's behavior to
Tayo in Silko's Ceremony, clearly demonstrates the fact that
she was no longer part of the family community. Yet this
female figure does not really let herself "be forgotten as

if . . . [she] had never been born" (Woman 5). Because

ghosts of suicides are prominent and often malevolent
(Dennys 74), drowning herself in the family well has more
consequences than simply poisoning the family's water
supply.
The Chinese are always very frightened of the
drowned one, whose weeping ghost, wet hair
hanging and skin bloated, waits silently by the

water to pull down a substitute. (Woman 19)
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No Name Woman has contaminated both the water and the
community; her suicide is an act of revenge. She will
forever remain a ghostly presence, a haunting reminder to
the community which tried to erase her very existence.

Kingston's revisioning of her aunt's story, though, is
not so much to give voice to another person's experiences,
as to solidify her own sense of identity (Juhasz 178).
Although her mother intended the story to be advice, a
lesson for becoming an adult, the mother's version of the
story is not effective. Like Silko's character's who must
change and adapt their stories so that they meet the
changing needs of a person or community, Kingston must adapt
her mother's story to help herself. "Unless I see her life

branching into mine, she gives me no ancestral help" (Woman

10). By fleshing out the story of her suicidal aunt,
Kingston has created a model of a Chinese female,

specifically her "forerunner" (Woman 9), against whom she

can test out identities.

Paradoxically, Kingston's opening chapter, in direct
contrast to that chapter's name, names her dead aunt.
Although her aunt lacks a Chinese or American full name, the
fact that Kingston has labeled her "No Name Woman" provides
her with an appellation and an identity; she is a woman who,
through her family's manipulation of her life-story, has
lost her name. David Leiwei Li even contends that her lack
of a name "impart[s] a collective identity to the aunt who
has now joined the forces of the rejected women and has
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become a type and a sign" (503). While one could argue that
her "becoming a type" is negative because it denies the
aunt's individuality and selfhood, becoming a "collective
identity" demonstrates her power. Just as the ghost-woman
Beloved represents the "sixty million and more" (Beloved,
frontispiece) who died in slavery, No Name Woman symbolizes
the Chinese women who, under pressure from a patriarchal
society, were forced to kill themselves and/or their female
babies.

The other, named, characters in Kingston's
mythologized autobiographical novel possess significant
names as well. In traditional Chinese naming practices,
names have three functions. They may signal a wish or
desire, help bring a certain attribute to that person, or
describe the gender of the child (Li 501). Female names, in
particular, often express the woman's femininity, rather
than her individuality (Li 501). The mythical women, Fa Mu
Lan and Ts'ai Yen, are the only characters who possess
Chinese names, instead of translations of those names. Li
suggests that because the translation of Fa Mu Lan is
"sylvan Orchid," and one translation of Ts'ai Yen is "Well
Wrought Jade," two expressions that suggest beauty and
adornment rather than strength and intelligence, Kingston
purposely chose to leave the mythical women's names
transliterations (501). "By rendering Fa Mu Lan and Ts'ai
Yen in sound symbols and by emptying the semantic content
the characters originally have," he writes, "Kingston has
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discarded the patriarchal reinforcement of woman as

sexual /aesthetic object and material commodity” (Li 501).
By manipulating these words, labels for an identity,
Kingston alters the reader's perceptions of that identity.
Thus, even though the personality of the character may not
actually have changed, Kingston, through the power of her
written storytelling, can recast entire i&entities for
posterity.

Not only does Kingston reshape identities, but in her
revisioning of herself through her revisioning/rewriting of
her mother's stories, she recasts traditional myths. Her
work, like Silko's, includes allusions to the ancient
Chinese oral tradition. The second chapter, "White Tigers,"
retells the story of Fa Mu Lan. Kingston introduces her
telling of this story with the statement "When we Chinese
girls listened to the adults talk-story, we(iearned that we
failed if we grew up to be but wives or slaves.”" She

immediately counters this prophecy with the comment '"We

could be heroines, swordswomen" (Woman 23). Her second

statement contains an implied "but" and suggests that the
tradition that women were useless unless they were "wives or
slaves" is not true. Perhaps, then, this tradition is only
what Kingston calls it, "talk-story" (23), for not only does
her mother tell her the story about the woman who "invented
white crane boxing," but her mother also tells her "the
chant of Fa Mu Lan," the woman warrior. The mother's tales,
then, do not provide a stable framework from which Kingston
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can build her identity; her stories alternate between
portraying negative figures such as the deceased aunt and
positive ones such as the warrior woman. Faced with these
contradictory tales, Kingston rewrites the stories by
writing herself into them, thus telling her own tale.

Based on a Chinese folk ballad dating back to the
fifth century, the original ancient Fa Mu Lan tale tells the
story of a young woman who replaces her elderly father
during wartime, returns home a triumphant soldier, and then
"shed[s] her armor only to put on her old dress" (Li 505).
But while the themes of the original folktale are "vengeance
and filial piety" (Blinde 67), Kingston's transformation of
the myth focuses on the individual training and motivations
of the heroine, thereby making her development into a
heroine, a process which benefits hers, more important than
her actions as a warrior, which are actions performed for
the benefit of other people.

The child warrior begins her training by becoming one
with nature. Granted, her training could be viewed
negatively because women are often associated with nature--
reproduction and arationality--in contrast to the men who
are associated with culture--production and rationality
(Ortner). Fa Mu Lan's training however, gives her physical
skills beyond normal human abilities and, eventually,
provides her with a mental skills as well. We read that

the narrator
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learned to move my fingers, hands, feet,
head, and entire body in circles. . . . After
six years the deer let me run beside them. I
could jump twenty feet into the air from a
standstill, leaping like a monkey over the hut.
And that she
learned to make . . . her mind large, as
the universe is large, so that there is room for

paradoxes. (Woman 28)

These passages show the young warrior transcending her
stereotypical role as woman. The circle, although a
decidedly feminine shape, also symbolizes timelessness and
power. Thus the young warrior enters a mythic realm of
time, space and energy. Her ability to run with deer and
jump like monkeys contrasts sharply with the image of
fragile Chinese women hobbling on bound feet. But the
warrior's mental development is even more striking. She
comprehends paradoxes--perhaps a metaphor for the
conflicting female and conflicting Chinese/American images
with which she is bombarded. After completing a survival
test, Fa Mu Lan begins training in "dragon ways" (Woman 34),
philosophical, metaphysical training. But not until she
"could point at the sky and make a sword appear, a silver
bolt in the sunlight, and control its slashing with . ; .
[her] mind" is Fa Mu Lan ready to return home to fight for
her village (Woman 39, my emphasis), thus demonstrating the
primary importance of mental strength over physical prowess.
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Although Fa Mu Lan's training has isolated her from
her family and village, she does not reunite with either
community as the woman Fa Mu Lan. She is welcomed, as

~

Sidonie Smith points out, as "a son" (158, Woman 40) rather

than as a long lost daughter returned. Moreover, the fact

that her parents "carve revenge" on her back (Woman 41)

suggests that she has become a metaphor for revenge rather
than the agent of it. Kingston appears to rewrite the myth
from a feminist perspective: Fa Mu Lan asks her husband to
join her in battle, she fights through her pregnancy and

carries the nursing child with her. In the end, though, she
returns home not a war hero but "a legend about . . . [her]

perfect filiality" (Woman 54, my emphasis). Instead of

talking-stories about her extraordinary training and battle
record, the villagers will remember and talk about her
fulfilled duties to home and family.
Within this expanded myth, though, is a brief story
telling of "the real female avengers" (Smith 158):
When I [Fa Mu Lan] broke down the door, I found
women, cowering whimpering women. . . . These
women would not be good for anything.
Later, it would be said, they turned into the
band of swordswomen who were a mercenary army.
They did not wear men's clothes like me, but
rode as women in red and black dresses. They
bought up girl babies so that many poor families
welcomed their visitations. When slave girls
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and daughters-in-law ran away, people would say
they joined these witch amazons. They killed
men and boys. I never myself encountered such
women and could not vouch for theif reality.

(Woman 53)

Two significant themes can be found in this passage. First
of all, Kingston transforms the "cowering whimpering.

not good for anything" women into powerful warriors. This
transformation is more significant than the transformation
of the Fa Mu Lan myth. Here the women fight as women, in

' and they avenge themselves by

"red and black dresses,’
killing "men and boys" against the men who enforced and will
be enforcing China's misogynist cultural norms (Smith 159).
The other idea present in the above quotation is a
comment on the nature of Kingston's transformation of this
story. Two\phrases, "it would be said" and "I could not

vouch for their reality,” point to the primacy of this event
as myth or story. Here Kingston draws the reader's
attention to the fact that she is recasting a tale, a story
that is "said," a story that may or may not be true.
Therefore these comments guide the reader through Kingston's
literary stew of myth, history and autobiography, providing
information that Kingston's mother did not proviae when she
talked-story to her daughter. Kingston's frustration at her
mother's refusal to differentiate between fact and fiction
can be seen in the following: "'You won't tell me a story

and then say "this is a true story," or, "This is just a
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story." I can't tell the difference'" (Woman 235).
Kingston's authorial voice, however, ensures that the reader
knows that the tale interpolated into the Fa Mu Lan
retelling, and the majority of her tellings, is "just a
story" and provides evidence, or lack thereof, to determine
the truthfulness of the tale.

Near the end of her version of the Fa Mu Lan myth,
Kingston compares her life to that of the woman warrior's.
Her comparison of actual life events to imaginary constructs
is the means by which she shapes her identity. Compared to
Fa Mu Lan, Kingston believes her "American life" to be a

"disappointment" (Woman 54). In contrast to the woman

warrior who challenges out-loud, orally, the enemy baron

before beheading him (Woman 51-2), when the present time

protagonist must fight her American battles, her power to
verbally alter her reality fails her. Wanting to tell a
boss who sold "nigger yellow”" paint that she finds that word
offensive, she responds not with an angry shout of protest,
but in a "small-person's voice that makes no impact" (Woman
57). Likewise, faced with typing invitations to a restaurant
known for racist policies, her anger is "whispered [her]

voice unreliable" (Woman 58). Kingston's loss of voice, at

this point, seems to render her as powerless as the victim
No Name Woman. But just as No Name Woman regained her power
by becoming a haunting presence at the well, Kingston

regains her voice as well. ©Not only does Kingston recover
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her ability to speak, but she also develops her ability to
write and rewrite the problematic stories. Finally, instead
of comparing herself unfavorably to the mythical woman
warrior, she understands how she can use the Chinese legend

so that it no longer "tasks" her (Woman 62). By rewriting

the myth, she makes a place for it within her American life
(Frye 296).

The swordswoman and I are not so dissimilar. May
my people understand the resemblance soon so
that that I can return to them. What we have in
common is the words at our backs. The idioms for
revenge are "report a crime" and "report to five
families." The reporting is the vengeance--no
the beheading, not the gutting, but the words.
(Woman 63).

We can see that Kingston understands her own role as
warrior; substituting pen, or voice, for a sword, she tears
down the stories that have smothered her. She achieves her
vengeance not by actively protesting against words she

cannot accept, but instead by "reporting,"

writing and -
telling about those words and stories.

After relating the stories of Fa Mu Lan and No Name
Woman, stories which are "antithetical opposites of
poténtial female identity," Kingston relates stories about
these women's real life counterparts, Brave Orchid and Moon
Orchid (Chua 49). Her mother, a naming paradox because

bravery is a masculine trait while orchids are obviously
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fragile and feminine (Li 502) is labeled "Shaman" according

to the chapter title. Kingston, however, focuses more on her
mother's storytelling ability than on her mother's implied-

magical, healing properties.

Brave Orchid's story like Fa Mu Lan's, is one of
independence and personal strength. After waiting several
years for her husband to send for her to come to America,
Brave Orchid enrolls in medical school. Kingston comments
on the nature of her decision in an allusion to Virginia
Woolf's A _Room of One's Own. "Not many women," she writes,
"got to live out the daydream of women--to have a room, even
a section of a room, that only gets messed up when she
messes it up herself" (Woman 73). By secretly studying, she
becomes known as a "brilliant, . . . natural scholar who

could glance at a book and know it" (Woman 75). Although

her great intelligence appears to parallel the young
warrior's mental power, her identity as a "natural scholar"
is a story. The fictive nature of her scholarly brilliance
perhaps accounts for her response to her own daughter's
receiving "straight A's" at school; instead of commending
her,‘she replies, "'Let me tell you a true story about a

girl who saved her village'" (Woman 54). Brave Orchid's most

famous trait, however, is her power to exorcise ghosts, the
activity in which Kingston, by writing this novel, is
engaged.

When a ghost invades the women's dormitory, most of
the women assuage their fears "with science'"; after all,
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these students "were new women, scientists who changed the
rituals" (Woman 77, 88). Brave Orchid, in contrast, told

"stories as factual as bats into the listening night" (Woman

77) in order to alleviate her fears. She tells.stories to
the Boulder ghost that visits her in the ghost room. She
tells the ghost that it "made a mistake haunting a medical
school” and , "instructs it," another form of telling, that

she will cook it for breakfast (Woman 82-3). After talking-

story to the ghost, she tells the other female students that
a full-grown Sitting Ghost loomed up to
the ceiling and pounced on top of me. Mounds of
hair hid its claws and teeth. No true head, no
eyes, no face, so low in its level of
incarnation that it did not have the shape of a
recognizable animal. It knocked me down and
began to strangle me. . . . I would have cut it
up, but--a Sitting Ghost mutation--it had an
extra arm that wrested my hand away from the

knife. (Woman 85).

Brave Orchid's narration of her nocturnal experiences is her
"story" (Woman 84), her version of the many ghost stories
the other women tell. Eventually the tale she tells the
women, which differs from the previous narration describing
her interaction with the ghost, convinces them to fight the
ghost. Just as her daughter has been convinced, through
talk-story, that she can be a warrior, Brave Orchid's
classmates are convinced that they can be "hero[es] in a
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ghost story" themselves (Woman 87). The subsequent actions
of the young women, then, attest to Brave Orchid's narrative
and rhetorical power.

Kingston finishes describing her mother's pre-America
life story by describing her experiences as a doctor in the
Chinese villages. Like the amazon women of the addendum to
the Fa Mu Lan myth, Brave Orchid wears "a silk robe and
western shoes with big heels" (Woman 90). Kingston explains
that she continued to fight ghosts (98) and "was midwife to
whatever spewed forth" (Woman 100). But the woman who was a

"Shaman" has "fallen [since] coming to America" (Woman 90).

At the end of the medicine woman tale, Kingston tells the
reader "the 'truth'--her [Kingston's] actual memories of her
mother, a laundress in America"” (Juhasz 180), memories which
contrast strongly with her life as a venerated village
doctor.

The "true" section of the chapter shows Brave Orchid

unsuccessfully fighting "Urban Renewal Ghosts, work[ing]

her life away," and washing other people's clothes when in

China she "never even had to hang up . . [her] own clothes™

(Woman 122-3). Brave Orchid is no longer a real life image
of Fa Mu Lan; instead she has become a ghost to her own
daughter (Smith 163): "My mother would sometimes be a large
animal, barely real in the dark; then she would become a
mother again" (Woman 118). Brave Orchid does, however,
continue to tell stories, but, as we learn later in the
novel, the stories are not functional, not connected. The
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mother fells her daughter that people have monkey feasts
when they have much money, but does not tell her daughter
why (Woman 107); she tells a tale about encountering "sSit
Dom Kuei" ghosts on a bridge, but fails to translate the
words her daughter cannot understand. The family performs
traditions without explaining why they need to be performed.
Instead of receiving useful information, Kingston is fed
fragments of cultural and historical knowledge. As Kingston
writes
I don't see how they [the Chinese] kept up a
continuous culture for five thousand years.
Maybe they didn't; maybe everyone makes it up as
they go along. If we had to depend on being
told, we'd have no religion, no babies, no
menstruation (sex, of course, unspeakable), no
death. (Woman 216).

Her mother's stories may be "always timely" (Woman 113), but

they are not useful. Unable to make sense of either her
mother's stories or the overheard fragments of the Chinese
oral tradition, Kingston suggests that perhaps all the
stories are fictitious stories. Her mother's talk clouds
or creates reality instead of clarifying it.

Kingston turns from fewriting her perceptions of her
mother to indirectly rewriting scripts for herself. 1If
Brave Orchid's story is a real-life manifestation of Fa Mu
Lan's, then Moon Orchid's story is the real life parallel to
No Name Woman's. The chapters "Shaman" and "White Tigers"
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show woman as hero, while the chapters "No Name Woman" and
"At the Western Palace" show woman as victim. Yet although
Kingston's revision of her deceased aunt's tale essentially
brings ﬁer back to life, the story of Kingston's other Aunt,
Moon Orchid, writes her into the past.

Continuing the series of contrasts that she has been
making throughout the first two chapters, Kingston describes
Moon Orchid and Brave Orchid as distinct polarities. Brave
Orchid is a woman of action and speech. For example, she
used the money her husband sent to China for funds to attend
medical school; her ability to talk story is a "great power
. (Woman 24). Moon Orchid, in contrast, simply lived an elite
Chinese woman's life while waiting for her husband to send
for her. Moreover, she does not use speech as a means of
constructing her own reality and determining her destiny.
Even though she wanted to emigrate to America, Moon Orchid
"never told . . . [her husband] that she wanted to come to
the United States. She waited for him to suggest it "

(Woman 144). These differences in their personalities are

also evident in their names. While both possess the name of
a fragile, tropical flower, the modifiers in front of this
word clearly have opposite significances. Brave Orchid
retains aspects of her femininity, but still manages to
exorcise ghosts, heal the sick and, in Fa Mu Lan style,
"plots to avenge her sister against Moon Orchid's husband

and his second wife" (Rabine 485). Moon Orchid's name, on

145



the other hand, suggests that she is weak, dependent, and
not a complete self. Just as the moon cannot be seen
without the light of the sun, Moon Orchid cannot create her
own existence from within. 8She is dependent on her husband
to provide her with an identity. Smith elaborates on the

moon metaphor by explaining that Moon Orchid is "a
decorative satellite that revolves around and takes its
definition from another body, the absent husband" (164).
Finally, Critic David Li reminds us that the moon, or luna,
is associated with being insane; he postulates that Moon
Orchid's name foreshadows her final mental condition (502).

Once Moon Orchid arrives in California, Brave‘brchid
attempts to teach her how to perform household chores and
work in the laundry, but Moon Orchid never learns to "work
any faster than she did on the first day" (Woman 162). But
this deficiency in her physical and mechanical capabilities
is not as important as her verbal deficiencies:

"Oh, she's going to school now. She's
choosing a plain blue dress. She's picking up
her comb and brush and shoes, and she's going to
lock herself up in the bathroom. They dress in
bathrooms here." She pressed her ear against
the door. "sShe's brushing her teeth. Now she's
coming out of the bathroom. She's wearing the

blue dress and white sweater. . . . Today she's

taking her green book and her blue book. And
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tablets and pencils. Do you take a dictionary?"
Moon Orchid asked.
"She's driving me nuts!" the children told

each other in English. (Woman 163-4)
Moon Orchid's mindless descriptions of her niece's and
nephew's actions demonstrate that she does not know how to
use language, or storytelling, to empower herself. Instead
of observing the behavior of her relatives and analyzing or
commenting on it, she simply repeats the behaviors as she
sees them. Moon Orchid's speech, then, does not provide her
with any true knowledge or understanding of these unfamiliar
Western behaviors. BAble to state only facts in a completely
passionless tone, Moon Orchid clearly does not have the
ability to use language to move people to action. Her lack
of verbal skills, then, renders Brave Orchid's determination
to make Moon Orchid take back her husband absurd.

On their way to Los Angeles, Brave Orchid tells an
allegorical tale about the Empress of the East, '"good and
kind and full of light," who comes to free the Emperor from
the Empress of the West (Woman 166). Brave Orchid believes
Moon Orchid to be the Empress of the East, but what she
fails to understand is that this story is culturally bound
to the Orient. The concepts that it embodies do not apply
to life in the United States (Smith 166), just as Josiah's
lesson about the rain does not apply to Tayo's experience in
the Philippines. The husband, a wealthy brain surgeon,
rejects Moon Orchid and makes the obvious comment that she
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"'ecan't talk'"™ to Americans let alone to himself. More

importantly, though, he states that the rest of the family

\J

had become "'people in a book . . . [he] read a long time

ago'" (Woman 178, 179). His final words demonstrate the

fact that Brave Orchid and Moon Orchid had been living an
outdated story. As Smith writes: "The husband has turned
the two sisters into characters from a book read long ago, a
devastating recapitulation of their efforts to turn him into
the fictional Emperor" (166).

After the humiliating episode with her estranged
husband, Moon Orchid becomes ‘insane:

Brave Orchid saw that all variety had gone
from her sister. She was indeed mad. "The
difference between mad people and sane people,"
Brave Orchid explained to the children, "is that
sane people have variety when they talk-story.
Mad people have only one story that they talk

over and over." (Woman 184).

The statement '"Mad people have only one story that they talk
over and over," is especially pertinent. 1If storytelling is
to be functional, it must be dynamic, and storytelling
cannot be dynamic if the person who tells the stories does
not grow and change as well. That the aunt possesses "only
one story" suggests that she has died or stagnated, much
like Tayo's soldier-friends in Ceremony. Earlier, Moon
Orchid encloses herself in a dark house (Woman 183), an

action similar to burying herself in a coffin (Smith 165).
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Moon Orchid develops "a new story" (Woman 185) eventually,
but her role as mother to the wards of the mental
institution fails to preserve her and she dies.

In the next chapter, "A Song for a Barbarian Reed
Pipe," the narrator/Kingston informs the reader that she,
herself, did not hear the long, involved story of Moon
Orchid's trip to Los Angeles: "What my brother actually said
was, 'I drove Mom and Second Aunt to Los Angeles to see
Aunt's husband who's got the other wife" (Woman 189).
Moreover, contrary to the opening lines of this final
chapter, not even her brother told her about this trip. Not
until eighteen lines later do we learn how the narrator

". one of my sisters

learned of her aunt's experience:
told me what he'd [her brother] told her" (Woman 190).

These comments make the reader aware that the last chapter
may have been fiction, and reinforce the fact that the
reader has been listening to an subjective storyteller in
the chapter "At the Western Palace." 1In the first two
chapters, we know who is telling and who originally told,
the stories: the young Kingston and her mother,
respectively. At the end of the chapter "Shaman," we learn
that her mother "has given . . . [her] pictures to dfeam,"
painted stories of her life before California. But in the
chapter about Moon Orchid, Kingston never informs the reader
who told the present-time storyteller the story. At this
point in the book, it becomes clear that Kingston is aware

of the power, or danger (Smith 167) inherent in receiving,
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then altering and embellishing stories.
His [my brother's] version of the story may be
better because of its bareness, not twisted into
designs. The hearer can take it away without
taking up much room. Long ago in China, knot-
makers tied string into buttons and frogs and
rope into bell pulls. There was one knot so
complicated that it blinded the knot-maker.
Finally an emperor outlawed this cruel knot, and
the nobles could not order it anymore. If I
had lived in China, I would have been an ocutlaw

knot-maker. (Woman 190).

The "knots" described in this brief tale are metaphors for
Kingston's stories. Thus, the story above suggests that
embellishments, or "twist[s]" to use Kingston's word,
clearly have dangerous consequences; the knot-maker was
blinded as a result of complicating his knot. Kingston's
comment that if she were in China she would be "an outlaw

' lets the reader know that her embellishment of

knot-maker,'
her stories may be dangerous. Armed with this clue to her
identity, then, Kingston begins to ask questions and offer
possible answers about her childhood experiences.

The final third of the book is where Kingston's
graéplings with her many identities--Chinese, female,
American--are the most striking; it is where she, finally,
tells her own story (Ling 159, Chua 50). After her

introductory allegory about the knot-maker, Kingston tells
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the reader that her mother "pushed my [her] tongue up and
sliced the frenum. Or maybe she snipped it with a pair of
nail scissors" (Woman 190). This image echoes the image of
Sethe biting her tongue while being whipped by Schoolteacher
as well as Tayo's dessicated, useless tongue (Beloved 202,
Ceremony 15). But just as Kingston experienced Moon
Orchid's emParrassing reunion with her husband second-hand,
Kingston remembers not the actual event but "only her
[mother] telling . . [her] about it"™ (Woman 190). Like the
story of Kingston's drowned aunt, this story then, rather
than its experience, becomes part of the narrator’'s memory
and, Smith argues, part of her history (168).

When questioned about her reasons for cutting the
narrator’'s tongue, her mother answers that it was so that

¥

Kingston "'would not be tongue-tied'" (Woman 190). 1In spite

"

of her mother's intentions, however, Kingston has "a

terrible time talking” (Woman 191):

My silence was thickest--total--during the three
years that I covered my school paintings with
black paint. I painted layers of black over
houses and flowers and suns. . . . I was making
a stage curtain, and it was the moment before
the curtain parted or rose. . . . I spread them
[the pictures] out (so black and full of
possibilities) and pretended the curtains were
swinging open, flying up,one after another,
sunlight underneath, mighty operas. (Woman 192)
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One critic argues that the painted-over pictures symbolize
the smothering of Kingston's imagination resulting from her
inability to speak (Cheung 166). While I do not disagree
with this interpretation, I would like to offer and
additional one. I would suggest that the black paint may
represent the layers of stories, the cultural baggage, that
shadow Kingston's life and, consequently, prevent her from
acting out the "mighty operas" or scripts, which she would
like to write for herself.

Not only could Kingston not speak, obviously an
impediment to her discovery of self, but she could not
understand one of her new American labels:

I could not understand "I." The Chinese I has
seven strokes, intricacies. How could the
American "I" assuredly wearing a hat like the
Chinese, have only three strokes, the middle so
straight. Was it out of politeness that this
writer left off strokes the way a Chinese has to
write her own name small and crooked? No it was
not politeness; "I" is a capital and "you" is
lower case. (Woman 193).
David Li notes that "the Confucian stress on the communal
worth of self" combined with a "resistance to categorical
schemes" precludes the development of an "'I' concept in
Chinese culture" (504, emphasis mine). This inability to

"I"

name a singular , however, is generally non-western, not
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just Confucian. Milkman and Tayo and even Sethe--despite
her having to realize that she was "her own best thing"--
cement their identities through a connection with community.
Such a "communal worth of self" (Li 504) contrasts with the
American world-view of the rugged individual. Therefore,
Kingston's struggie to assert the American half of her
Chinese-American heritage is compounded by her Chinese, that
is ethnic minority--world view. Moreover, a conflict exists

"I"

between the Chinese female and the American "I"™ (Li
504). Kingston writes that the word for the Chinese female
"I" is "slave" (Woman 56), while obviously the American "I"
stands for the entire complex of a person's identity. These
three conflicting 1labels contribute to Kingston's self-
identity confusion. How can she simultaneously be "a slave"
and self "assured"? How can one "I" be "intricate," the
other simple? These questions articulate the complexity of
a Chinese-American identity, and parallel an ambiguity
inherent in her Chinese background: "For . . . [Kingston]
the maddening paradox is that the same culture that has
produced the No-Name Woman and Moon Orchid has also produced
Fa Mu Lan and Brave Orchid" (Kim 203).

Once Kingston finds her voice, she explores "her
childhood confusion about speechlessness”" (Smith 168). This
exploration, however, comes in the form of bullying another
Chinese American girl, one who will not talk even while
attending Chinese school. Wearing a "China doll haircut,"

"pastels," and possessing "Pink and white. . . baby soft"
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skin (Woman 201, 205, 204), this girl is a young version of

Moon brchid, passive and voiceless, an example of personhood
that Kingston finds unacceptable:
“"Talk," I said. "Are you going to talk?" . . .
I looked right at her. "I know you talk," I
said. "I've heard you." Her eyebrows flew up.
Something in those black eyes was startled, and
I pursued it. . . . ", . . You don't see I'm
trying to help you out do you? Do you want to be
like this, dumb (do you know what dumb means?),
your whole life? . . . What are you going to do
for a living? . . . If you don't talk, you can't
have a personality. You'll have no personality
and no hair. You've got to let people know you
have a personality and a brain." (Woman 205,206~
7,210)
Here Kingston is using her voice to threaten and to mold
another person's sense of self, instead of using it to
reconstruct her own sense of self. Ironically, using or
misusing speech in this manner is precisely what Kingston
disliked about her mother's storytelling (Rabine 491). The
depressing scene concludes with Kingston hitting the young
girl, a displacement of Kingston's own anger. Neither No
Name Woman nor Brave Orchid had "a personality" as a result
of their voicelessness, and the fact Kingston did not know
English, a type of voicelessness, suggested that she lacked

154



a "brain.” Thus when Kingston performs the physical assault
upon her classmate, she is "strik[ing] violently at her own
failure to take a voice and at . . . her mother's prior‘
narratives of female voiceléssness" (169). Kingston's
attempts to force the girl to speak fail, just as Brave
Orchid's plans for Moon Orchid do. Kingston becomes not a
heroine, but ill, not speaking for another eighteen months

(Woman 211-12).

"Without a voice," writes Cheng Lok Chua, Kingston
"risks being forced into the mold of the victimized No Name
Woman or Moon Orchid" (51). Kingston's animation of that
fear comes in the guise of the retarded man who sits on his
boxes of pornography, and who Kingston believes is the
person her family has chosen to be her husband (Chua 51).
Kingston describes this man as a "monster" (Woman 228), a
description reminiscent of Brave Orchid's description of the
Sitting Ghost. Kingston uses her voice to exorcise this
particular ghost (Chua 52) and asserts that, despite her
mother's prophecy, she will not allow her mother to "turn me
into a slave or a wife" (Woman 234).

After telling her mother to "tell that hulk, that
gorilla-ape, to go away," Kingston concludes her outburst
with her final frustrations about her mother's storytelling:

"Aand I don't want to listen to anymore of your
stories; they have no logic. They scramble me
up. You lie with stories. You won't tell me a
true story and then say 'This is a true story,'
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or, 'This is 5ust a story.' I can't tell the
difference. I don't even know what your real
names are. I can't tell what's real and what you
make up. Ha! You can't stop me from talking.
You tried to cut off my tongue, but it didn't
work." (Woman 235)

Kingston's middle statement, "I don't even know what
your real names are," symbolizes her overall frustrations
with her mother's storytelling. If she cannot determine what
is "real" and what is "ma[d]e up" about her parents, then
Kingston cannot be expected to sort out truths and untruths
about the (other) fictions her parents tell. Ironically,
Kingston's mother answers her daughter'é uninterrupted
tirade by commen?ing that her daughter is stupid because she
"can't tell the difference" between the "real" and the
"mald]e up," when it is Brave Orchid's failing to clarify
truth and fiction that render her daughter unable to make
this distinction. Furthermore, Brave Orchid's statements
provide no real answers for Kingston because, as a person
who is neither Chinese nor American, Kingston lacks the
cultural background to separate, analyze and use her
mother's stories in order to help herself forge an
identity. As Margaret Miller writes:

how can the immigrant child be expected to
[separate "real"” from "made up'"] when the

cultural context in which everyone agrees about
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what is true, what is false, is gone? Her
[Kingston's] understanding of Chinese culture
comes in scraps that she must piece together;
her mother doesn't help her with the process
because for her, raised in China, there are no
gaps. (25)
Kingston, then, is forced to embellish and expand upon the
stories she hears from her mother (Miller 25), making her
own judgments about what might be true and what might be
false. Thus she is forced to ground her cultural and
personal identity on her own, and truly fabricates her own
distinct sense of self. When this task becomes
overpowering, however, she must leave the source of her
confusion and retreat to a place where there are "no ghosts"

(Woman 237):

I had to leave home in order to see the world
logically, logic the new way of/seeing. I
learned to think that mysteries are for
explanation. I enjoy the simplicity. . . . Give
me plastics, periodical tables, TV dinners with
vegetables no more complex than diced peas and

carrots. (Woman 237)

Her escape, however is only illusory. Kingston's mother

leaves her with the name "Ho Chi Kuei," a name for which
Kingston cannot find a precise definition, leaving one more

mystery without an "explanation." For some questions of
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identity, no concrete answers exist: " I continue to sort
out what's just my childhood, just my imagination, just my
family, just the movies, just living” (Woman 239).
Kingston, then, unlike Milkman or Tayo never finds a "home,'
a sense of community. Forever a liminal character,
Kingston's sense of éelf is defined by constant flux and her
constant shaping, that is rewriting, of that flux.
Kingston's final story is a partial transformation of
a story told to her by her mother and a traditional Chinese
folktale, as Kingston explains the transformation, "The
beginning is hers [her mother's], the ending, mine" (Woman

240). The first of story, the "beginning," shows Kingston's
grandmother insisting that the entire family attend the
theatre, even though leaving the house would leave their
home vulnerable to attack by bandits. Bandits attack the
theatre, however, but as the entire family returned safely
to unransacked homes, the grandmother becomes convinced that
the "family was immune to harm as long as they [it] went to
plays" (Woman 241). This story suggests that stories (plays
are presentations of stories), contrary to what Kingston has
come to conclude, provide protection. To make this story
effective, then, Kingston adds her embellishments to the
tale.

"I like to think," she begins, "that at some of those
performances they heard the songs of Ts'ai Yen, a poetess
born in A.D. 175" (Woman 241). We learn that Ts'ai Yen,

kidnapped by a barbaric tribe, gave birth to two children
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who "did not speak Chinese" but only uttered "senseless

singsong words" (Woman 242). One night Ts'ai Yen hears

flutes and begins to sing "about China and her family there"

(Woman 242). Surprisingly "the barbarians understood their

' and she is ransomed back to her

[her] sadness and anger,'
homeland. Ts'ai Yen may be either Brave Orchid (Smith 172)
or, like the knot maker mentioned earlier in the story, a
metaphor for Kingston herself. Smith contends that this
last story is Brave Orchid's story because, like Ts'ai Yen,
she was a hostage in a barbarian land (America) and her
children could not speak (172). Other critics (Li, Bremer,
Miller) argue that Kingston is Ts'ai Yen. "The poet in
exile is no longer alienated," and moreover, "the ethnicity
that once seemed a handicap is now her strength" (Li 511). I
however, would argue that who Ts'ai Yen represents is not
important. Rather, the fact that she uses poetrf-—art and
stories--to make the "barbarians" understand and empathize
with her confusion is the important point. This fact
reaffirms, for both Kingston and the reader, that words have
the power to effect change. In the end, Kingston never
defines herself in terms of a community, never defines her
role as a Chinese American woman; instead, she defines
herself in terms of her role as creator. Even though
Kingston has been "talking-story" throughout the entire
novel, not until she comes to this final realization about
the power of words can she confirm the following assertion:

". . . I also talk-story" (Woman 240).
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Narrative Structure aié the Oral Tradition:
Restructuring the Self
As suggested above, each of the chapters of The Woman

Warrior presents a working through, a rewritten model, of
identities for Kingston to reflect on. Each chapter, then,
does not always relate to the stories told before or after
it. They are separated by time, space, content and narrator
as the lines between fiction, autobiography ("truth") and
myth (a "fiction" generally accepted as "true" at one time)
begin to blur. Unlike Song of Solomon, whose narrative
structure is predominantly linear, and Ceremony, whose
narrative structure is primarily spiral, the narrative
structure of Kingston's novel is collage-like. The pastiche
of stories echoes the fragmepted mixture of tellings by i
Sethe, Paul D, Denver, Beloved, and Morrison herself in
Beloved. Rabine contends that Kingston's narrative
structure, and one could include Beloved's as well, is
nonlinear and noncircular because men tend to embark on
quests for home and community, thus giving them a specific
poidt at which to end their story, but women, because of .
their gender, have been denied a home or community to which
to return (477). Critic Patricia Lin Blinde, however,
offers a different but compatible explanation:

| It is as if the richness of a bicultural life

experience cannot be contained within the limits

of literary dictates and that a "spill-over"
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from one form to another is the only,justice
that can be done in the rendition of such a
life. (53)

I would contend that both of these critics are
correct. Essentially, Kingston's work is in narrative flux
because her identity is in flux. The community which would
ordinarily provide the base for establishing selfhood does
not exist for this protagonist/ author/ narrator; she is
simul taneously subject to often conflicting American and

-Chinese influences and is a fully integrated member of
neither community. Therefore, reiterating the thematic
discussion above, we £ind that

. . Kingston is unable to come to terms with
anything as rigidly defined as "self." Her
inability results in a work that reports
"reality" at its most real--namely the
unstructured flow of events, thoughts, places,
and people without the constraints of time,
place or other predetermined concepts. (Blinde
61)

Kingston's struggle to define the self, then, is
simultaneously the cause and the result of her text. Her
narrative is in flux because her identity is in flux; yet,
that flux, at the same time, is her identity. Blinde argues
that ‘this structure is "fundamentally Chinese" or Taoist
(62). David Teh-wei Wang confirms this contention in the
article "Storytelling in Chinese Fiction":
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Although at a very fundamental level, narrative

in both China and and the west is

rendered in a

successive order, classical Chinese fiction has

constantly avoided foregrounding events as

sequential units, preferring instead to place

nearly equal emphasis on the overlapping of

events and on non-events alongside of events,

thereby reflecting the simultaneous existence of

all things in time. (141)

Clearly then, Kingston's narrative structure not only has

roots in her struggle for an identity; her personal

struggle as well as the Chinese oral tradition are obviously

sources for the narrative.

Aside from this philosophical connection to her ethnic

heritage, Kingston pays homage to Chinese culture through

the stories she retells in the novel. Kingston's references

to post-birth ceremonies, ghosts, and dragons

mountains (Woman 48, 18, 34) are all examples

tradition and folklore (Dennys 13, 71-79,108).

prominent myths of the novel, Fa Mu Lan's and
are integral parts of Chinese folklore. Yet,

tells the reader which parts of the Ts'ai Yen

t

in the
of Chinese

The two
Ts'ai Yen's,
while Kingston

myth are hers

and which are the original, that is her mother's, we do not

know this information in the Fa Mu Lan myth.

Li points out

that Kingston's embellishments are significant; the
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original is a fifth century ballad that is only sixty-two
lines long, composed of 6 lines per stanza (506).
Therefore, not only has Kingston altered the content, but
she has altered the folktale's structure (506), that aspect
of literature which provides or affects meaning as much .as
the content. Furthermore, he adds, Kingston revisions this
myth with American as well as feminist embellishments,
turning the story of the woman warrior into a "Western pop
hero" which "signals the victory of good over evil, justice
over injustice and feminists over chauvinists" (507). This
rewriting, then shows that Kingston, if not able to settle
her identity, can alter texts to fit her cultural and
temporal surroundings. Her stories, 1like the song "Eighteen
Stanzas for a Barbarian Reed Pipe," have "translated well"

(Woman 243).
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CHAPTER SIX

Oral/Literary Storytelling: Final Observations

The connection between storytelling and literature, as
we have seen, goes back to ancient times. Certain types of
literature are stories; authors from Europe to the Orient
have written stories about people telling stories, and now,
in contemporary modern fiction, writers are exploring the
very nature of the storytelling act itself. Furthermore,
stories may take several forms. Aside from the classical
divisions into myth, folktale, and legend, stories may take
the forms of gossip, family histories, personal memories and
recollections, lies, or creative texts based on a kernel of
truth. Each of these types of stories is a valid form, and
each author discussed in this paper explores one or more of
those forms. Also, storytelling, the process, has as many
functions as stories, the product, have forms--
entertainment, teaching, the transmission of culture,
reinforcing group unity, healing, a means of making a
connection with the experiences of someone other than
oneself. For Silko, Morrison and Kingston, too,
storytelling has multiple functions. As we saw in the four
novels discussed here, people may engage in storytelling to
exact control over their lives or another person's, to work
through a tragedy, to clarify confusing issues; likewise,
people may listen to stories in order to exert control over
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a life, to work through tragedy, to clarify a confusing
issue. Storytelling and story-listening are means to an end
(or ends) rather than ends in themselves. Their main
function is to empower the teller/listener to effect change.
The main characters of both Ceremony and Song of
Solomon, Tayo and Milkman respectively, listened to--and in
Tayo's case told--stories in order to recreate an identity
fractured by influences from a foreign, European-American
world. Each character needed to rediscover and or reconnect
with some aspect of his heritage: Milkman learned his family
history; fayo reunited with the land. These events, too,
occurred through the use of storytelling. Also, both men
engage in quests. Milkman sets out to find the gold and
ends up finding himself, while Tayo sets out to find the
cattle and becomes one with the story and the myth. These
two works also contain multiple stories. Morrison deftly
integrates various aspects of the western oral tradition
into her novel; her sometimes deeply buried allusions, or

' include references to the Bible, Greek

"sub-stories,'
mythology and Black folklore. 8Silko includes Pueblo Indian
mythology in her works, setting these myths apart in order
to reinforce the novel's themes. Finally, both authors
strive to capture the oral nature of storytelling. Morrison
integrates call-response patterning in her dialogue, an
attempt to reproduce the rhythm of Afro-American speech.
Likewise, Silko visually alters the text, in order to

ensure that the reader recognizes certain passages as
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separate stories that are being told. Despite these
similarities, however, one key difference remains between
these two novels: the emphasis placed by the author on the
storytelling event. In Song of Solomon, the reader must
determine whether storytelling is important by looking at
the position storytelling, as an activity, has in the
novel. Because it is the most frequent action in which the
characters take part, it is easy to recognize storytelling
as an important activity. The words and dialogue in
Ceremony, however, draw the reader's attention directly to
the storytelling event. Silko overtly tells the reader that
she is about to tell a story, and then tells the reader why
stories are important.

Beloved and The Woman Warrior are not as strongly

parallel as Ceremony and Song of Solomon. Aside from the
obvious fact that these two novels have female protagonists--
in contrast to Ceremony or Song of Solomon--the two books
contain similarities in structure and the author's treatment
of the storytelling event, similarities that separate them
from Ceremony and Song of Solomon. Sethe tells stories to
heal herself; the traumas of slavery have scarred her
emotionally, and storytelling is one way by which she
recovers. Additionally, Morrison's authorial voice has
Sethe, as well as Denver and Beloved, tell stories in order
to write a history that has been ignored. Kingston tells
and retells stories in order to sort out her (her mother's)
Chinese past, a history which prevents her from living

166



effectively in America, a symbol of the future. Although
not traumatized by the past as Sethe is, Kingston's
narrator, like Sethe, is haunted by the past. The Chinese
stories and cultural baggage she carries in her mind are
substantial ghosts; they possess as much mental presence as
Sethe's ghost has physical presence. Both of these ghosts
oppress their respective haunted characters. As Sethe bows
to Beloved's demands, she becomes ill, unable to think for
herself,and cannot recogﬂize her own self worth. Kingston's
story-ghosts, the tales and proverbs her family told as
truth, prevent her from establishing an identity, and on a
larger scale prevent her from distinguishing between truth
and fiction. Chinese women are to be passive, dependent,
and quiet, but this culturally determined norm conflicts
with Kingston's American environment. While Sethe, with
help from the community, had to fight off physically the
ghost-child Beloved, Kingston must sort out her ghosts, put
them in their proper place and context, so that she can use
them to write a new cultural script for the future.

In addition to sharing the theme of establishing self
and the motif of haunting or past ghosts motif, Beloved and
The Woﬁan Warrior share similarities in structure. Both
storylines are convoluted, inverted, distinctly nonlinear
and non-chronological; this narrative structure is often
considered to be, by the French feminist literary theorists,

distinctly female writing. Beloved, a collection of
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flashbacks, present-time narration and authorial commentary,
is«pieced together more thematically than chronologically--
perhaps reflecting the image of the patchwork guilt which

comforts Baby Suggs on her deathbed. The Woman Warrior is

not so much a collage as a blurring; no temporal framework
exists within the text. When reading Beloved, one knows, or
a least learns further in the book, that all the events
mentioned in the novel actually occurred at some point; in
contrast, whether Kingston is reciting fiction, history, or
myth is usually left unclear, unless she takes time to tell
the reader this information. Morrison's female protagonist
slides in and out of memory and the present--what we
generally regard as truth, but Kingston's protagonist slides
in and out of the present, memory, fiction and legend,
without telling readers where they are--thus altering one's
perception of truth. Both of these narrative structures,
then, place a burden on readers. While reading these works,
the reader becomes more than an interpreter; instead, one
must shape the stories, uncover the overarching story--
provided there is one--and determine which narratives are
fictional stories and which are not. 1In these two works
especially, and in Silko's novel to a lesser degree, the
reader’'s mind writes the tale while it is being read. If
Morrison's ﬁeloved is structurally a patchwork quilt, then
Kingston's novel is a play on the now-cliched Zen riddle,
"If nobody hears or sees (in other words, perceives in some
tangible way) a tree falling in the forest, did the tree
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actqally fall?" We perceive Kingston's stories, but neither
we nor the author/narrator is convinced of their actuality;
the Zen riddle trusts perception as a vehicle for truth, but
Kingston's novel does not permit us to do so.

' These differences among the novels' storytelling
structures in relation to the gender of the protagonist
suggest that the fact that these three writers are a double
minority--they are members of various ethnic groups and are
women--is important. In his seminal article "The Narrative
Turn in Recent Minority Fiction," Jay Clayton argues that
the reason for this recent focus on narrative and
storytelling in contemporary ethnic minority fiction is a
political one (Clayton 379). More specificail&, storytelling
and stories "help people to escape disciplinary cont;ol"
(381) by preserving knowledge in a memory, a form that
cannot easily be taken over by the dominant group. Finally,
he contends, because storytelling often involves cultural,
localized, or personal information--Milkman's family
history, for example, or Silko's Laguna mythology--such a
theme is appropriate in this multi-cultural as opposed to
melting-pot world (383). In other words, stories that carry
meaning for all people or contain what some scholars call

A

"universal truths," such as Joseph Campbell's conception of
the monomyth, are outdated (Clayton 383). With the
exception of his final point, I have to agree with Clayton's
contentions. He does, however, omit a discussion of one

important point. ©Of all the works Clayton cites as examples
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of minority fiction with an emphasis on the power of
storytelling, only six are by minority men; the majority of
the writers he mentions are women, including Kingston,
Morrison and Silko. But Clayton never does discuss possible
reasons for this representation.

I would hypothesize that the fact that these women are
double minorities factors in their use of the storytelling
motif. In traditional, that is oral, societies, women may or
may not have been, or currently be, excluded from formal
ritualized storytelling; this phenomenon varies cross-
culturally. Casual speech by women, though, at least in
America, has been dismissed. Men may visit the corner store

to "catch up on the news," while women are known to sit on

the porch and "gossip." Incorporating female storytelling
into a literary work, then, empowers women and credits
their speech. Moreover, women have been continually excluded
from the realm of writing, the realm of permanent self
expression--as opposed to the ephemeral oral expressions--
and this exclusionary theme is present in many writings by
women. Therefore, since women's communication has been
primarily limited to oral forms, it is completely logical
that women writers would want to acknowledge, even glorify,
that fact by including various types of storytelling in
their novels. Finally, with the exception of Beloved, all
the books were published within one year of each other in
the mid 1970s, an era during which women in general, not

only women writers, were raising their voices and demanding
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to be heard. Thus, to return to Clayton's political
analysis, these works maf represent the author's desires not
only to acknowledge verbal oral power, but also to demand
that this power be recognized by others.

In a broader interpretation, though, perhaps this new
emphasis on storytelling is a reaction against or a
reflection of our isolation in a technologically advanced
world. Contemporary people receive stories indirectly. We
either read them in newspapers or see them on television.
Moreover, time and space impede the communication of
personal stories; like Tayo in his spiritually unwell state,
we perceive the "distances" and the "days" to be
"barrier[s]" (Ceremony 19). We greet each other with an
impersonal "How are you?" when we really do not want to know
the story behind that person's day. Additionally, we now
communicate through secondary mediums, such as telephones,
fax machines or electronic mail. To communicate through
the mediums mentioned above is an individual, isolating,
personally deadening event; in contrast, participating in a
storytelling exchange is an intimate social happening. One
person must tell the story, and another must be present to
listen. These three writers, then, may be moving beyond the
realm of feminist political or ethnic commentary to offer us
another message entirely. Perhaps they are reminding us that
Betonie is right: within the stories

There is life here
for the people.
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