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PRONUNCIATION KEY*


1. There are four basic vowels in Navajo:

a as in art

e as in met

i as in sit

o as in note

2. Vowels may be short or long, length being indicated by a doubling of the letter. The quality of the vowel is not affected by length except that long “i” is pronounced as in seen or machine.

3. Vowels may also be nasalized. The nasalized pronunciation is indicated by a hook underneath the affected vowel, as in Mą’ii.

4. A tone marker over a vowel, as in To or dine’é indicates a rise in pitch. Long and short vowels alike can be high tone or low.

5. Navajo has the following diphthongs that require special mention:

ai as in kite

ei as in day

oi as in buoy

6. While many Navajo consonants are unfamiliar, they can be reasonably well approximated by a casual reader. There are two characters in the Navajo alphabet, however, which do not appear in the standard English alphabet. They include the glottal stop (‘), as in Mą’ii or dine’é, and the voiceless glide [ł], as in Niłch’i. The former is pronounced like the break between the two elements of the familiar English expression, “oh, oh.” The latter is pronounced by unvoicing the “1” familiar to speakers of English. Or it can be roughly approximated by pronouncing it as if it were “sh” in a word like push or shoot.

 

* This is a simplified guide for readers of this volume who wish to approximate the Navajo terms used here. For a more detailed guide, see Goosen; Young and Morgan 1943; or Young and Morgan 1980.


INTRODUCTION

This project began as an experiment in text retrieval, since my original intention was to present an English version of the Navajo creation story as evidence of an ongoing pre-Columbian literary tradition in North America. What it has become, however, is an expanded view of poetry and poetics, or an uncertain one. For now I marvel that we have come to take written texts so much for granted. More extravagantly, I question afresh whether we know any more about poetry now than was known at the proverbial dawn of civilization.

I

Back in the early sixties, soon after I began teaching literature to undergraduates, I found myself wondering whether a significant body of preliterate poetry existed. It was a possibility that I had never considered before. I was working then on my dissertation—a detailed study of Renaissance poetics—looking primarily at Sir Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poetry, a work that summarizes the literary theory of that period as well as any document written during the sixteenth century. For all that Sidney had said in behalf of printed literature, he admits that he had once found the lyrics of a particular ballad especially appealing: “I have never heard the old song of Percy and Douglas that I found not my heart moved more than with a trumpet,” he wrote. “And yet it is sung but by some blind crowder, with no rougher voice than rude style; which being eveil apparelled in the dust and cobwebs of that uncivil age, what would it work, trimmed in the georgeous eloquence of Pindar?”

That passage impressed me. I had grown up on the southern edge of Pittsburgh, where at night the sky was red with burning slag. As a child in a working-class neighborhood I had heard memorable stories on front porches and at streetside about life and death in the old country. Immigrants and refugees who had not yet learned to read and write English somehow wanted us young boys to know of earlier times, and in retrospect it seems that they had a way of impressing us. For the memory of their voices and of the things they recited have always lingered with me. During the course of my studies, as I acquired literary experience, I managed to remain more or less aware of an implicit poetic element in the speech of those informal gatherings of young and old. In college and in graduate school, however, it never occurred to me to associate what I had heard from neighbors during the late Depression and the early years of World War II with the poems I was learning to read out of textbooks.

Then, during a casual and quite accidental 1967 visit to an Indian museum at Browning, Montana, I happened upon By Cheyenne Campfires, a volume of Cheyenne narratives compiled by George Bird Grinnell in 1928. While reading it, I suddenly found myself receptive to the possibility of studying oral traditions. My dissertation was completed by then, my degree assured. Why not determine whether a significant corpus of Native American poetry existed? As I was to learn, the serious study of Native American literature had been going on for well over a century, but that fact had been pretty much ignored by mainstream literary critics, at least in the academic realm. Certain biases engendered by the long-standing prominence of print in Old World cultures might have helped to keep such work obscure. And those biases might have been intensified by the more direct forms of racist and pseudo-Darwinian mind-sets. Or vice versa.1 Whatever the reasons, though, nowhere during my formal education had anyone I encountered even hinted that there was such a thing as American Indian poetry; and I suspect that I was typical of students of literature in that regard.2

As an English professor I had been trained to deal with printed material in a fairly well-prescribed way. I learned how to analyze published texts and to examine unpublished manuscripts, how to distinguish folio from quarto sheets, how to reconstruct the process by which a literary work was edited and published in the early days of commercial printing, how to do close and careful reading. Without realizing it, I was being conditioned primarily to see language; and during the early part of my career as a teacher I was conditioning undergraduate students primarily to see it as well. If I heard it at all, I heard it only secondarily, silently re-creating its sound in my mind and occasionally reading it aloud thereafter. Certainly I was not encouraged to think consciously about the relationship between the graphics of print and they dynamics of speech and song. There had been some cursory training in linguistics, of course, but among my colleagues then that was considered a distant adjunct to the real thing, the printed page.3

Perhaps my conditioned bias in favor of print is what made me so naïve, but once I made up my mind to explore Native American material I actually believed that I needed only to identify a tribe somewhere, become acquainted with its language, and then unearth submerged elements of an oral tradition. I could subsequently transcribe and translate a major sample of the tribe’s poetry and present it. Simple!

But an impulse is by no means a workable plan. To begin with, it was not easy to find informants, especially since I was without any of the elaborate preparation that anthropologists acquire. I learned by my own dumb experience that you just don’t drive into an Indian community and ask someone to start reciting something. In the summer of 1969, I traveled to New Mexico and drove quite alone and uninformed up and down the Rio Grande Valley, visiting one Pueblo community after another without so much as consulting an ethnographer. After being turned away at village after village, I finally met Mr. Martin Vigil, who at that time was governor of Tesuque Pueblo, near Santa Fe. When I told him what I had hoped to do, he looked at me incredulously and asked, “Do you have fifty years? Because that’s how much time you will need just at this village.” He knew, of course, how intricate the esoteric oral traditions of the various Keres and Tewa Pueblo communities in the valley were. And, although I did not realize it then, the same could be said of any other Native American culture.

Still, he was willing to tell me a little bit about life at Tesuque and among other groups and tribes in the region, if only to get me to appreciate the magnitude of what might lie ahead for me if I really wanted to learn about Indian poetry. Many of the Pueblo communities observed secret ceremonies in the kivas, which were frequently restricted. Some villages were unwilling to share any material with researchers, while others refused to permit their language to be written down. Bitterness toward whites was stong nearly everywhere. And Pueblo languages varied so much from one village to the next that linguistic communities were too small to permit generalizations about whatever data a researcher might be able to gather. Perhaps it would be better to inquire among the Navajos, he suggested, since theirs was the largest tribe and since they spoke a fairly uniform language from one part of the reservation to another. Also, they were less unwilling to share their traditions with outsiders than the more conservative Pueblo tribes were.

Something like what I wanted to do could be accomplished, then, but not without difficulty—at least for someone like myself, untrained in ethnography and folklore and knowing nothing about field research. So after I retuned I began a tentative investigation by reading printed material entirely new to me. Since its inception well over a century and a half ago, for example, the Bureau of American Ethnology has fostered a great deal of direct research among Indian tribes all over North America and has published numerous transcriptions of prayers, songs, and narratives in its numbered bulletins and reports. Many are straightforward literal translations of what might actually have been poetry of a sort. They were seldom assembled as an exercise in Native American literary history or in primitive poetics, but these volumes at least indicated that Native Americans everywhere on this continent had traditions not generally acknowledged outside such academic disciplines as folklore, ethnography, or linguistics. By reading as much as I could find and absorb, I acquired a sense of how adequate or inadequate most printed versions of Indian “literature” then were.4 And I began to appreciate the range of material that might actually be available, the hurdles translators and interpreters had to overcome, and the implicit assumptions that prevented literary scholars and critics from taking full measure of native poetry.

II

Eventually, though, I had to locate some primary sources, or at least learn enough of a language to evaluate printed material at closer range. So I decided to spend a sabbatical year, 1971–72, at the University of New Mexico, in Albuquerque. Mindful of Governor Vigil’s suggestion, I began studying Navajo, seeking out native speakers and reading what I could find in regional journals and among local archives. I discovered that Washington Matthews (1843–1905) had done pioneering research among the Navajos during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. Among his published work was a volume titled Navaho Legends, which contained, in addition to two shorter narratives, one of the earliest renditions of the Navajo account of the creation and the most comprehensive English text of that particular cycle I had yet found. Even now it may be among the most complete renditions of its kind from any Native American language, and that possibility becomes all the more significant when one realizes that the creation story is an important genre in many preliterate traditions.

The story tells of the emergence of the insect-like Níłch’i dine’é or “air-spirit people” from a primal domain deep within the earth. It describes how they gradually make their way to the surface of the world, where they evolve into nihookáá’ dine’é or “earth surface people” and then into an aggregate of human clans ready to form an intricate society. It may seem to glib to compare this narrative with the Bible, although I am sometimes tempted to do that because I can think of no other analogue to offer someone who knows nothing about tribal poetry. The story resembles the Old Testament in that its origins reach deep into the inscrutable loam of a primeval past. Also, it articulates a distinct sense of the sacred for those who share a familiarity with it. It displays more unity than the Scriptures, however, resembling Hesiod’s Theogeny in that respect, although it seems to draw more eclectically from a wide array of sources. The central theme is the attainment of hózh[image: Image], a fairly untranslatable term which can only be approximated in English by combining words like beauty, balance, and harmony. As the people grow more complex biologically, psychologically, spiritually, and socially, they learn how to mitigate evil with good by developing a relationship with the supernaturals and among themselves. The pivotal element in achieving that intricate set of relationships is the fundamental relationship between male and female, represented first by Áłtsé hastiin or First Man and Áłtsé asdz[image: Image][image: Image] or First Woman, and later by Asdz[image: Image][image: Image] nádleehé or Changing Woman and Jóhonaa’éi the Sun. The inability of the former two to get along causes evil by bringing about the generation of the Naayéé’ or Alien Gods. The union of the latter couple represents the first step leading to the destruction of the evil monsters. But full harmony cannot be established until Changing Woman and the Sun achieve a fully equitable relationship; and not until then does the actual creation of the Navajo people occur. Everything that happens throughout the story relates directly or indirectly to the notion of delicate balance between male and female.5

Representing narrative poetry at its richest, the cycle displays an awareness of human complexity different from anything in our own literature. The emotions it identifies are as intense as those found in Oedipus Rex or Othello, although motives are not as easily identified. Yet somehow the main characters display the kind of distinctiveness associated with a Dickens or a Balzac. While First Man and First Woman start out virtually as abstract prototypes of male and female, we come to recognize in them impulses basic to being a husband and a wife cast into a relationship which at once ties them and repels them. Their first quarrel is both sexual and egocentric; she accuses him of sharing the meat he hunts only in exchange for sex with her. His counter accusation is that he serves her well with no genuine recognition for what he does. It is difficult to think of one particular title in our own tradition where man and woman embroil themselves quite like this in a conflict caused equally by hurt and anger, wounded pride and foolish obstinacy, and tragic blindness combined with comical stubbornness. Their quarrel suggests the sexual urgency of Lysistrata, the ugly fervor of Strindberg’s The Father, and the cloying irony of Shaw’s Candida. Yet there seems to be less self-conscious artistry in the way the incident is told. What divides First Woman and First Man seems both logical and ludicrous. They do not at first contrive to hurt one another, but their mutual anger somehow functions as a destructive consequence of their sexuality. Because of their origin as ears of corn they remain as basic as germinating seeds. But since they acquire distinct personalities of their own, they assume proportions that can easily be associated with the quintessential human spirit. And as they gain experience and wisdom they take on god-like proportions: their intelligence grows with their wisdom, they accumulate power that seems magical, and they finally manifest a grasp of the destiny that lies ahead for the as yet uncreated human race. The whole story, then, occurs in a setting that combines the real and the earthy with the mystical and the cosmic, where spirits and humans interact in a way not duplicated in any one of our own familiar literary works save perhaps those like the Homeric epics or Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Reflected is a poetic intricacy that would certainly surprise many of us, because—or so I suspect—most of us have inherited assumptions that Indians do not have a “high” culture, in spite of the current fashion of our professing sympathy for them.

The Navajo creation story is not an isolated work in a culture with no other poetry. The Navajos have always had a dynamic oral tradition, and it thrives to this day. But in preparing his translation Matthews did not succeed in replicating a poetic idiom appropriate to that tradition. He wrote up his English version in fairly ordinary, discursive prose intended to transmit the story’s content and to convey information about Navajo beliefs. So his text reflects little of the art of preliterate storytelling in any native language. How he acquired his material never became entirely clear to me, and limited to the evidence presently available we may never know exactly what procedure he used in assembling his text. It does seem certain, though, that he gathered material for it piecemeal—perhaps over a span of a dozen years or more—and that the process of acquiring it was slow and difficult. He first arrived at Fort Wingate, New Mexico, in 1880, having already published a monograph on one Indian tribe, the Hidatsa. He remained there until 1884, when he was transferred to Washington, by then having published various articles on Navajo culture and on his experiences among the Navajos. While stationed in Washington, he continued writing about them, making an unspecified number of trips back to the Fort Wingate area, where he remained until shortly after suffering a paralytic stroke in 1902, when he was summoned back to Washington for a medical discharge. Not until after that, it seems, did he begin actually preparing the manuscript for Navaho Legends.6

Thus the work might very well have been assembled primarily from notes originally acquired from informants like Old Torlino, Jake the Silversmith, or Hataalii nez—Navajos whom Matthews got to know during his years of association with the tribe and whom he mentions in his introduction (pp. 50–51). But he could also have worked from memory when he actually prepared the manuscript, and from a sense both of the language and of the overall story that grew familiar to him over the years as he made one foray after another to attend Navajo ceremonies and to compile data in whatever way he could. He speaks in occasional letters of Navajo friends and acquaintances, sometimes with fondness and always with a respect that apparently resulted from his unopinionated, objective observations. He never romanticizes, however, and his painstakingly acquired knowledge of the Navajo language becomes more and more obvious when his notes and letters are read in chronological order. Well before the time he left Fort Wingate at the end of his second tour of duty there, he could very easily have become a fluent conversationalist in that language, possessing a sense of the nuances of its puns and peculiarities, the characteristic style of its songs and prayers, and the subtle features of its storytelling. His published and unpublished writings alike indicate that he had a special gift for observing minute details, while his letters suggest that he also had a good memory. So it is likely indeed that what finally appears in print as “The Navaho Origin Legend” in the 1897 volume represents a retrospective compilation of notes and recollections collated as a unified text and edited intentionally or unintentionally to demonstrate to an English-speaking audience that Navajos did indeed have literary traditions comparable to those of the Greeks.

Nevertheless, his version is not fully representative of the poetic effects intrinsic to Navajo oral recitations. For all his gifts as a translator, Matthews appears to have grown partially deaf before he finished recording everything he eventually transcribed. Yet he was struggling to master a complex tonal, holophrastic language with particles of tense and mode having no precise counterparts in any Indo-European language he knew. Furthermore, he managed to learn Navajo without any of the formal linguistic training he might get today and with none of the convenient equipment now available to anyone wishing to gather linguistic data.

More significantly, though, he was schooled to think of poetry primarily as a printed art, very much the way we are. The assumption that all literature is composed alphabetically on a page is one so fully taken for granted that until recently we have seldom if ever questioned it. For him—as for us today—the long prose passage was a basic typographical unit. Only when a verbal passage is set in some deliberate arrangement of type or handwritten script on a page do we have something that can be called poetry. Conditioned to accept such a tacitly fixed bias, Matthews seems not to have listened to Navajo informants recite narrative as attentively as he might have, at least when gathering the data that he would eventually transform into what was published as “The Navaho Origin Legend.” In this regard he is probably no different from other early ethnographers who translated and transcribed. Ironically, he observed some of the features of poetic performance in what he heard when he listened to the stories: “. . . the original was often embellished with pantomime and vocal modulation which expressed more than the mere words,” he writes in his introduction to Navaho Legends (p. 53). He obviously knew what oral discourse was all about. Likewise, he displayed a poet’s sensitivity when he transcribed and translated passages which he felt could be presented as verse. Consider the text and interlinear translation of a portion of Torlino’s prefatory asseveration which he includes in his notes to that volume (p. 258), or his interlinear transcriptions and translations of some of the songs and prayers associated with the creation cycle (pp. 261–72). When he prints such material he treats it poetically. By contrast, he includes a transcription and an interlinear translation of the opening passage of his version of the origin legend and sets that up as prose, filling each line from margin to margin with no attempt to identify discrete poetic units (pp. 258–61). Somehow he failed to replicate the innately poetic quality of narrative in a final printed text the way he could replicate the poetic quality of a prayer or a song on the printed page. “No letters can express those extemporized onomatopes,” he goes on to say, inadvertently revealing the barrier that literacy seems to have created between speech and the printed word by then.

What he heard his informants recite when he listened to narrative, then, he wrote as prose; or else he composed his final manuscript in prose, seeing no reason to do otherwise. In either case, it makes his version of the creation story seem dense and distinctly unpoetic. Not fully sensitive to the immediate difference between the printed word and the spoken, he assumed that the sound of a narrator’s voice should in all respects be subordinated to print. To prove to members of a highly print-oriented culture that the Navajos did in fact have a “literary” tradition he had to do no more than that, or so it may have seemed to him and his contemporaries. Missing from Matthews’s text, then, is the full effect of repetition as an important stylistic device, just as he failed to preserve other features of oral delivery such as the long pause, the abrupt phrase, the whispered statement, the delicate sense of timing a storyteller brings to an audience to establish a certain intimacy with it.

In short, Matthews divided all texts into prose or poetry, with no “Ossianic” in-betweens, and when he recorded examples of songs and prayers he composed such material on the written page as verse. In one letter he acknowledges and praises the rhythm basic to those kinds of discourse, and the lyrics he transcribed and translated stand today as some of the finest examples of Native American verse we now have. He may very well have been one of the first Euro-Americans to illustrate the poetic technique— common in prayers, chants, and songs of many Indian tribes—that Francis E. Gummere identifies as “incremental repetition” and Nellie Barnes examines in her innovative study of Native American poetics.7 When Matthews listened to a chant or a prayer, he did not hesitate to duplicate its stylistic features by carefully arranging it in printed lines of fixed length enclosed in larger stanzaic units. But whenever he listened to a storyteller recite, he worked in conventional paragraph units, failing to record the more subtle patterns of pitch, stress, and pause. Thus he overlooked the poetic devices employed by storytellers, especially after his hearing began to fail. And because he had such a strong influence on subsequent translators, the understated poetic features of Navajo storytelling style have gone more or less unnoticed until very recently.

Matthews’s “Navaho Origin Legend” remains an imperfect rendering of a Native American poetic narrative for yet another reason. It appears that Matthews arbitrarily deleted passages dealing overtly with sex. The explicit sexuality in other versions I have found suggests that he must have encountered such allusions himself. And wherever such passages occur, they add to the understanding of the delicate balance between male and female intrinsic to the Navajo world view. In Navajo thought, the nature of sexual harmony and the way of achieving and maintaining it are central. Such harmony epitomizes the pattern of hózh[image: Image] manifest everywhere in the universe. It does not just govern male-female relationships; directly or indirectly it is reflected in the harmony of relationships between all sorts of counterparts in the broad cosmic scheme: earth and sky, night and day, mortals and supernaturals, summer and winter. That harmony is also reflected in relationships among humans and animals here on earth, and it predicates the way members of clans and individual families regard each other. Sexuality as it is understood in ideal human behavior among the Navajos reveals why certain events occur as they do in Matthews’s account of the creation. Likewise, when sexual imbalance or aberration occurs, the breakdown of hózh[image: Image] is explained. Thus, explicitly sexual passages remain important.

For example, the quarrel between First Man and First Woman which leads to the temporary separation between men and women acquires an added dimension of understanding from a fragment, found elsewhere, that describes how First Woman created male and female sensuality. She decides to make sex gratifying to both partners so that couples will stay together. Whether or not Matthews even heard such an account of the origin of the penis and the clitoris, he did not include it in his text. Likewise, when Mą’ii the Coyote wins Asdzáni shash nádleehé the Changing Bear Maiden as his wife, he consummates his success by tricking her into having intercourse with him. I learned of the actual seduction in an unpublished version of that episode which Matthews either ignored or never learned.8 In it their sexual relationship is explicitly described, and she receives her evil power from him by permitting him to insert his penis into her.

Sex, in fact, is a very important motif throughout the creation story; but sex is a subject Matthews apparently shunned as much as he possibly could. Therefore, he damaged a lot of what he meant to preserve. Today that lapse may seem flagrant, but Matthews, we must remember, published his work when so-called Victorian taste would scarcely have sanctioned an English version of the Navajo creation story preserving the blunt sexual allusions present in the original. In what he saw fit to put into print, Matthews was overly judicious when measured by standards current now. But he was no more prudish than anyone else writing at that time.

Bowdlerized and unpoetic as it turned out to be, however, his translation relieved me of the nearly impossible task of acquiring a complete version of my own in the field. My impression now is that while the storytelling tradition remains vibrant among the Navajos, less and less of the creation cycle has come to be performed during this century. I doubt if anyone could now recover as much of it as Matthews managed to acquire. I was satisfied enough with the overall accuracy and fullness of his translation to build upon that rather than starting from scratch. Other translations and transcriptions subsequently printed made it possible for me to verify his work and to add missing fragments. And I managed to locate several Navajo informants who agreed to help me by reciting portions which they knew or by sharing interpretations of passages I found obscure. Meanwhile, I studied Navajo to acquire a sense of what a performance might have sounded like originally.

That way I hoped to recast the story in a text that would surpass the limitations of Matthews’s impacted, unrepresentative prose. But as I grew familiar with the language I found the problem a difficult one to solve. Navajo has features that give a storyteller options which either do not exist in English or, if duplicated, sound disconcertingly stilted or artificial. The language is a holophrastic one with an extremely complicated verb system whose intricate morphology contrasts dramatically with the relatively simple forms of English verbs. In effect, a sentence in Navajo is a repetitive syntactic unit with the nouns and certain adjectival and adverbial elements duplicated in the verb part, where they reappear as a string of pronominal particles leading up to an abstract unit of meaning that identifies a category of motion. Navajo is also a language easily given to certain kinds of puns and to what can be loosely identified as assonance, alliteration, and dissonance. So it provides a wide range of possibilities for special effects. Because each oral vowel has a nasalized counterpart, for example, Coyote can be made to sound like he is talking through his nose if his words are grouped in a certain way.9 Complex sentences with strings of recurring relative or subordinate clauses can sound particularly distinctive, since the Navajo particle which introduces them permits a very rigid sort of parallelism resembling the sort of structure we find in the familiar verse about the house that Jack built. The result can be a sentence containing a string of clauses that echo each other in a decidedly chantlike way. These clauses can easily be broken down into individual sentences almost identical to each other. By changing a syllable or two in every line of such a passage, a singer or a storyteller can shift the meaning slightly from sentence to sentence, the result being a semi-repetitive sequence growing progressively into a complete, self-contained statement. Then, by matching such a systematic, sequential passage with one less rigidly constructed, he can simultaneously reiterate what he has already said and create a stark phonemic and syntactical contrast. Sound and word order alter drastically while content is repeated.

For example, consider this short passage from a chantway prayer:10

[image: Image]

The first five lines with their parallel syntax differ sharply from the second five, which display no such parallelism. Yet each set identifies the desired effect of recovery. Notice the orderly progression expressed in the first five lines from feet to legs to body to mind to speech—speech, incidentally, being the highest human faculty in the Navajo hierarchy of such things. Once the voice is “restored,” the patient/speaker is capable of freer, less constrained expression. Thus restoration of the highest human faculty in its proper turn equals full recovery—removal of the “spell.”

This is but one small illustration, of course, and it remains to work out a systematic, comprehensive demonstration of Navajo poetics, which I cannot do here.11 But perhaps the example demonstrates the dynamic sense of balance so prevalent in Navajo poetry but subtly applied so often. For all the contrast between the rigid syntactical structure of the first five lines and the looser structure of the second, the whole passage comes full circle, the speaker demonstrating at the conclusion by his manner of verbal expression what he evidently asks to possess as the statement begins.

What I am trying to demonstrate in that short example is evident in the design of the whole creation story. The cycle opens with a highly patterned description of two rivers crossing at a central point and flowing indefinitely toward each of the four cardinal directions. Soon thereafter the story describes a social conflict, with the original inhabitants of the region where the rivers meet squabbling among themselves and being expelled by the gods. But the text concludes with a more loosely narrated account of disparate bands assembling from various points to live harmoniously together at at highly localized central point. Overall, it is a balanced display of dispersal and reunion, physically as well as spiritually, just as the short illustration above is a balanced, cyclical display of how harmony once lacking is restored. The long narrative is far more complex, of course, but it reflects the same dynamic sense of balanced design evident in the example just given, with style giving way to content. In such a manner throughout the Navajo creation story motion is played off against emotion, comedy gives way to pathos, life is measured against death, and fear is mitigated by reassurance as opposites clash and are reconciled. At the very end the people have regained the trust of the supernaturals by treating each other generously and learning to live in harmony. Every detail reflects that broad rhythm of ebb and flow, and the Navajo language is capable of sustaining such cyclical balance throughout the story and within any digression, right down to individual sentences and portions of sentences whose syntax makes manifest unique orderliness or tricks us with the illusion of contrast. Hearing an oral performance in Navajo must be something like looking at a Navajo rug or a sandpainting, which characterizes the dynamic symmetry of Navajo design so well.12

Once I had acquired such understanding and had assembled the necessary material, I returned home to Pennsylvania to begin experimenting with ways of revising Matthews. In the words of Mary Austin, I hoped to create a Native American text “with its intrinsic values unimpaired” (1931, p. 428). I wanted my English to duplicate the parallel structure of the language a Navajo storyteller employs. I wanted the diction to be characteristically simple without being child-like; too many adaptations from Native American traditions are presented as children’s stories, which is a gross, unfair misrepresentation. I also wanted to feel free to use mildly archaic English terms and phrases to preserve the conservative diction of traditional Navajo stories, but I did not want my version to sound deliberately quaint. I knew that the rhythmic effects of a native performance could not be easily retained without sounding artificial; yet I wanted to preserve something of the steady but leisurely pace of a recitation. Least of all did I want something that looked like prose, where the sound of a human voice was subordinated to the information being conveyed. Somehow I wanted to appeal to a reader’s ear, so to speak, hoping that he or she would imagine hearing the story in some authentic way.

But the sharp contrast between the two languages and the two cultures seemed at first to get in my way. Dennis Tedlock’s translation of ten Zuni narratives (1972a) provided some help. He had worked closely with native informants over a period of years, taping storytelling sessions and then monitoring the recordings carefully with the help of a native speaker. As a result, he concluded that prose so-called “had no real existence outside the written page” (p. xix).13 Thus he sharpened my awareness that the story I wanted to retell grew directly out of the reality of the spoken voice. But he had acquired his material under very different circumstances. It would be impossible for me to duplicate as many of the contours of Navajo speech as he had done with the language of Zuni performers. At best I could work out a modified form of prose that might suggest some of the general features of Navajo storytelling and reflect the narrative’s preliterate origins. But I could not manipulate print the way he had done any more than I could reproduce the features of Navajo syntax in English. Tedlock was recasting stories that he had actually heard in Zuni, first in performance and then over and over again on tape. He could be more certain of his choice of type, his sometimes drastic spacing, and the other radical techniques of employing print so that it obviously became distinct from ordinary prose. Furthermore, the stories he translated were shorter. My impression is that they were also less ceremonially performed than some of the Navajo stories I knew about which belonged to the creation cycle. Except possibly for the last two sections in his volume, the Zuni narratives did not tell of origins in the very distant inoote or long-ago, “when the world was soft” (pp. 221–22). Overall, then, his style did not seem to suit my purpose, which was to present a long, comprehensive story about the beginnings of things with its poetic features distributed more subtly over a greater length.14

Armed with Tedlock’s suggestion that the printed page had to be carefully managed, however, I turned to some resources that were close at hand for the guidelines I was seeking. I knew of a small Seneca reservation in upstate New York, just a few hours from my home. For several years I managed to go there fairly often and listen to speeches, songs, and stories that still circulated in something of a preliterate setting. That way I could test Tedlock’s suggestion that written prose is inaccurate “for representing spoken narrative” because “it rolls on for whole paragraphs at a time without taking a breath: there is no silence in it” (p. xix). I was able to observe firsthand how oral performances made use of the melodic and rhythmic aspects of language. I actually saw that storytellers rely heavily on pitch and cadence. When they repeat sequences their voices are often more markedly measured than print can always allow. I saw, too, a kinesthetic dimension in oral delivery not evident in print, which might include a heavy gesture at one point and motionlessness at another, the deliberate use of eye contact and grinning, mimicking and mime, a hushed whisper or an unexpected shout. I gained a sense that I had never consciously acquired before of how many effective poetic devices can occur in a preliterate performance.

While I had no illusions about reproducing the kinetic activity of a native storyteller in print (to say nothing of re-creating the distinct sound of his voice), at least I could observe that a performance consists of more than words as they are recorded on a page; furthermore, I could make that observation in an unfamiliar setting where certain things were easier to notice. That way I increased my awareness of all that my version of the Navajo creation story would have to represent. Just listening to some of the old timers sing at festivals or tell about their lives helped me to associate the way they talked with features of their culture. When they told traditional stories there was a distinct cadence. As a rule they recited with what I would call a ceremonial voice. Speech was more deliberate. I noticed an added vocal tenseness marked by a slight rise in pitch. One old man held his eyes closed when telling serious stories; but when telling funny ones he would glance mischievously around the room, exaggerating the nervous movement of his eyes.

In addition, I designed and helped to produce a televised oral history in a rural county in Northwest Pennsylvania—a project that took nearly four years while I continued revising the “Navaho Origin Legend” Monitoring over two hundred hours of audio- and video-taped narration and listening to perhaps another two hundred hours of untaped testimony permitted me to observe some of the more subtle features of oral recitation among native speakers of English, too, and to consider how they might be projected onto the printed page. I learned, for example, that many of the people we interviewed enjoyed telling of certain events over and over again, and that without necessarily realizing it, some of them had acquired a certain stylized way of reciting their favorite stories. Sometimes they used recognizable formulaic expressions. Sometimes their bodies moved in a patterned way. One woman would begin to recite in a distinct cadence whenever she repeated something she had narrated before. There was also a man who would pause longer between sentences while retelling a story he had recited earlier. Another woman had a very effective way of softening her voice to tell a favorite anecdote, and the rhythm of her speech became quite pronounced. She also had a habit of crossing her hands in her lap and wrapping the fingers of her left one tightly around the right at high points in her narrative. And when we studied her interview on videotape we discovered that her body movement synchronized closely with the rhythm of her speech. She was an especially good storyteller; whenever she started to talk members of the production crew would gather around to listen. “I don’t know what it is,” observed one of them, “but she really has a way about her.” What “it” was, I now believe, turned out to be a whole set of features being more or less subconsciously orchestrated. All these features, however, are such familiar components of ordinary conversation that we tend to overlook them, just as we can easily overlook some of the poetic features of ordinary prose because they grow familiar. There really was a storytelling class among the people we interviewed, although in our print-oriented culture we have either forgotten how or not yet learned to notice it. And much of what made their delivery effective might be transferred into print by means of carefully arranged stylistic devices just as subtly and just as thoroughly as good storytellers can blend poetic technique into their speech and gestures when they recite.

All of this convinced me that what was needed for my text was a middle course between the prosaic extreme of Matthews’s dense translation and the typographical extreme of Tedlock’s renderings. Paragraphs would have to be short, as a rule, with space separating them as a reminder that, in oral performance, pause is essential to the timing of the speaker. To retain much of the poetry inherent in good oral rendition I worked carefully with the syntax of individual sentences, patterning my prose to reflect the cadence of a well-told anecdote recited in English by someone like the elderly people I had interviewed in Crawford County. I also wanted it to reflect the importance of repetition in Navajo poetry, and I found that certain stylistic features like parallelism were easily transposed. That seemed the best way to impart many of the features of Navajo design—with its characteristic tension, balance, and symmetry—without creating any unseemly distortion of written English. Instead of struggling to re-create all the features of a Navajo performance by one orthographic means or another, I tried to preserve something of the sense of the original by replicating certain elements of the native style in a fairly natural idiomatic written English. Although I had never actually witnessed a performance of the entire cycle, as Matthews apparently had, I could apply what I had perceived in English-speaking storytellers to what I had learned about traditional Navajo storytelling. And I could do so without departing too radically from the conventions of printed prose.

After six years of listening to spoken narrative and revising Matthews, I returned to the Southwest in 1979–80. There I found over three dozen manuscripts deposited at the Museum of Northern Arizona in Flagstaff that confirmed much of what I had come to suppose. Compiled earlier in this century by two outstanding ethnographers, Father Berard Haile and Gladys Reichard, they consisted for the most part of transcriptions in what was then essentially the standard Navajo script along with very literal translations of very old narratives. Some of them contained fragments of the creation cycle that I had encountered nowhere else. Some included variants of episodes I had come to consider standard, while others included elaborate embellishments.15

Both Reichard and Haile knew Navajo well and had gained the confidence of conservative storytellers and medicine men. Apparently they managed to transcribe the Navajo-language versions of sacred performances, perhaps in actual ceremonial settings in some cases. But in transcribing what they recorded, Reichard and Haile had repeated Matthews’s mistake of filling every page with long, dense paragraph-like units that tended to obscure many of the poetic features they might otherwise have preserved. By inspecting those transcriptions I found that there was indeed a poetic style common to Navajo storytelling in general, and that each singer displayed particular stylistic traits unique to himself as well. All of the informants observed certain conventions of syntax, emphasized special details, and relied more or less on a fixed manner of expression at crucial points. But where one used a more formal archaic diction, another would recite in a simpler, more ordinary idiom. Such a difference could be as marked as that which separates Emerson’s prose from Poe’s verse. Still another would perform almost exclusively in dialogue, actually miming the role of certain characters, while yet another narrated discursively. Given the general uniformity of storytelling techniques, there was still plenty of room for an individual performer to assert a distinct artistic identity, just as any good writer should be able to do.

Furthermore, those manuscripts fully demonstrated that the Navajo creation story was not, strictly speaking, a single story anymore than the Bible is. It turns out to be a kind of boundless, sprawling narrative with a life of its own, so to speak, fixed in its actual limits only by what might be recited during a particular performance. From telling to telling it could change depending upon the singer, the audience, the particular storytelling event, and a very complicated set of ceremonial conditions having to do with illness, departure, return, celebration, or any one of a number of other social occasions. Incidents lifted from one telling might be included in another. Discovering “fragment” after “fragment,” I concluded that any written text would have to be arbitrary in its length and in the extent to which dialogue might be included or details added or deleted.16 If what Matthews wrote out was “incomplete,” that was because any particular telling of any particular portion of the story was but a finite manifestation of an entire tradition infinite in the possible ways it could be disclosed. The Navajo creation story was the soul of a distinct Navajo identity that found shape under a particular set of social or ceremonial conditions. It could never be written down in its entirety, just as we could never put the whole story of the Trojan war and its aftermath into a single book, or just as we could never encapsulate the whole Arthurian tradition in one unified, definitive volume or set of volumes.

Suddenly I found myself struggling with the enormity of what I was trying to do. Who was I to decide what to include and what to leave out? I am not even sure I could ever get very many Navajos to agree on a “standard” text. As someone working with print, I would ultimately have to make perfunctory decisions, perhaps according to a set of artistic standards alien to those by which portions of the story are performed. No text could ever fairly represent this fluid, all-encompassing narrative cycle, and unlike a purveyor of an oral tradition, I could never even tell the story a second time. At best a printed work like this one would be to the whole dynamic tradition what a fossilized pawprint would be to some giant prehistoric creature typical of its species and total environment. And as I attempted to complete the project to some degree of satisfaction, I began thinking of the overall implications of just what it was I had been doing. The results, I believe, are worth summarizing.

III

To begin with, no oral tradition should be diminished by referring to it as folk art. To use that label can be condescending and, I believe, inaccurate. By the most cautious means of reckoning such things, the bias of the literate goes back at least as far as the Renaissance; the earliest explorers to the New World apparently brought it with them.17 Yet the capacity of the collective memory among nonliterate peoples to reach far back into the past is greater than the white man ever supposed. Likewise, the capacity for artistic achievement in oral performances among so-called primitive cultures is as great as the artistic capacity we associate with printed poetry. It should go without saying that people who do not read and write what we call poetry are not necessarily unpoetic in the deeper sense of that term. The voice of the storyteller can be every bit as much of an artistic medium as print can be.

Obviously I was not the first to explore poetry in conditions of preliteracy, nor the first to participate in the process of transforming oral narrative into carefully composed print, anymore than was Dennis Tedlock or Washington Matthews. That kind of endeavor has a long history in the New World, beginning with a handful of Spaniards soon after the discovery of America who saw fit for one reason or another to record what native informants were willing to recite to them.18 It has an even longer history in the Old World. It is actually as old as alphabetical technology itself—traceable as far back as the early cuneiform etchings of the Gilgamesh Epic on stone tablets. In fact, the process is really commonplace. For centuries and centuries literate individuals have converted chants, narratives and songs into texts. In some instances the conversions have been highly polished, as with the Iliad and the Odyssey, perhaps, or with Beowulf. In others, there may have been a cycle of repeated redaction, wherein a relatively crude initial transcription was reworked so that it evolved gradually into something finally accepted as literature. I speculate that the various works loosely identified as Arthurian tradition could provide illustrations. So could the entire Faust cycle, where the process actually takes hundreds of years. It could have started with hearsay and unscripted puppet shows or with itinerant dramatic presentations; it could then have progressed through crudely written accounts and the unsophisticated Faustbuch to the brilliant Dr. Faustus we associate with Marlowe; and it could have culminated in the highly polished printed texts of Goethe and Mann. Or maybe it will never “culminate” as long as someone somewhere thinks that the story will bear yet another retelling, not only in print but on film or videotape or on the stage once again. Consider the tradition of Reynard the Fox or the Fables Choisies of La Fontaine traceable back to Aesop and beyond. Chaucer, too, has deep roots in preliterate traditions that actually span many centuries, and to overlook this fact is to ignore a great deal about what poetry actually is and what it means to (and can tell us about) peoples all too easily dismissed as illiterate folk.19

Obviously we could look beyond the European evidence on such movement from oral to literate work. We might speculate, for instance, about the fundamental poetic origins of the Sanskrit texts of what we now call the Mahabharata and the Rāmāyana, about the very first alphabetical renderings of the Old Testament, and about how the Homeric epics actually came to be written down. Similarly, when their backgrounds are examined, works like La Chanson de Roland, La Poema de Mia Cid, Der Nibelunge Not and Volsung Saga, or the various printed versions of the English and Scottish ballads demonstrate that not everything that finds its way into our pantheon of printed works suddenly materializes into manuscript form out of an individual writer’s imagination or a simple, perfunctory decision on the part of a single scribe to write something down and call it a literary masterpiece. The art of poetry has its roots in speech and song, not in print.

But the connection between oral tradition and written texts is complex. If I did not fully appreciate that complexity when I began this work, I came to realize it as I asked various Navajos for help. While most of them cooperated, many were hostile to the idea of having it written down. More than once I was told that if the old culture was indeed dying out the traditional stories should die with it. Some complained that print was an undesirable medium for stories that should properly be recited; words on a page were silent and unalive. Among individuals from various parts of the reservation there was strong disagreement over what might properly belong in a written-out version and what should be omitted. Likewise, I sensed a general inclination to reject any version that did not reflect the authority of appropriate medicine men, especially among traditional Navajos. And often I sensed a general bewilderment that writing something like this narrative down should matter so much in the first place, especially to a non-Navajo.

If I encountered such reactions to the idea of recording something belonging to an oral tradition, others before me who attempted to do that must have as well. Thus the ways in which speech and print intersect can raise vexing issues. What prompts someone to put such a narrative into writing to begin with? Is the transformation a self-consciously artistic attempt or does it merely represent an impulse to record? How much self-expression occurs in what the scribe writes down? What mutations actually take place when a singer or storyteller’s vocal inflections or his physical gestures are replaced with alphabetical symbols? How much of the change is deliberate? To what extent do the social and cultural values of the performer and his audience clash with the assumptions of the scribe and his audience?

I know that many critics would insist that such questions are moot. All that should matter is the text as it has survived in its printed form and a reader’s capacity to appreciate it at face value, whatever that may be. Perhaps so, but only from one established point of view. I have become all too aware of how much the Navajo creation story means to the people whose lives are fixed in the tradition it defines.

I have heard Navajos talk about Asdz[image: Image][image: Image] nádleehé the Changing Woman or Naayéé’ neizghání the Monster Slayer the way some of my neighbors discuss characters in a soap opera. In a session that seemed almost like gossip, I once had a long conversation with a middle-aged Navajo man about the philandering ways of Jóhonaa’éí the Sun that led to a discussion of marital infidelity. His strong views on the subject were forged by his understanding of the narrative. In more than one talk, I found that Navajos who recalled World War II had gained their grasp of Hitler by associating him with the voracious monster Yé’iitsoh. Navajos commonly point to landmarks on the reservation made prominent by episodes in the creation story. This seems especially true of young people, whose enthusiasm for it is as obvious as that of my children for a favorite television show. “There’s the dried-up blood of Big Giant,” I was told more than once by a Navajo who happened to be riding with me on Interstate 40 between Albuquerque and Gallup or along the unimproved road from Pueblo Pintado to Prewitt, New Mexico. Then he or she would gesture toward the black lava deposits scattered among the western foothills of Mount Taylor. Or as the features of the San Francisco Peaks became more distant south of Cameron or Gray Mountain, Arizona, along U.S. Route 89 on the way from Tuba City to Flagstaff, I would be told, “Shash the Bear is up there somewhere. He helped the children of Changing Woman get from California to the reservation.” Especially if they had been away for any length of time, studying or working in a city like Phoenix or Albuquerque, my passengers would shift excitedly in their seats as they spoke of sites important to the story. If Navajos relate to their landscape in a special way it is because one version or another of the creation cycle is immediate and familiar to them, whether they are young or old, modern or traditional.

Under special circumstances, it might even be possible to get an old Navajo—maybe even a medicine man—to talk about the deeply sacred dimensions of the story. Throughout the seventies there was a legal controversy over whether a commercial ski facility on the San Francisco Peaks, or Dook’o’oosłííd, was to be expanded. Like their neighbors, the Hopis, they objected and agreed to testify against the plan. During the litigation process, attorneys gathered depositions from a number of Navajos, who reluctantly referred to the creation story, insisting that certain episodes therein stood as proof that it would be sacrilegious to install an additional ski lift or pave over any ground in the vicinity of the Arizona Snow Bowl.20

Thus, along with an aesthetic application not easily recognized by outsiders, the Navajo creation story has social and religious applications even more difficult for us to apprehend, and its importance transcends the arcane artistic value that an academic literary critic might assign to an established poetic text. Some of the people who finally agreed to cooperate with me did so only because it seemed to them that I might salvage portions in print that would otherwise disappear. That way, they reasoned, the culture was less likely to vanish. To this day the narrative gives individual Navajos an important ethnic identity that elders are anxious to preserve. It defines a meaningful relationship between each member of the community and between the community and the whole surrounding cosmos. Such a relationship is still very real among traditional Navajos, and it is very important. By respecting the full cultural context of a story like this one, we can know more about the people who tell it. We might also reach a fuller understanding of what we call the literary process. And we can learn to consider the relationship between literate cultures and preliterate ones. Isolated from its cultural setting, the text alone may not say in its own behalf all that a reader should know. Or at least that qualification applies to works that can be associated with preliterate origins. We have, after all, no guarantee that the Beowulf manuscript, surviving as it does with manifestly Christian overtones, does not represent something of a denial of an older Germanic religion. How can we be sure that some old Anglo-Saxon storyteller—wary of a scribe’s eagerness to put things in writing—did not choose to hold something back? Nor do we have any assurance that the text records the full range of social functions served by that narrative poem about monster slaying and ring giving. Perhaps somewhere in the process of transforming an oral performance into a written text some Christian scribe might even have bowdlerized Beowulf the way Matthews seems to have bowdlerized the Navajo creation story.

A writer recording a verbal artifact in print for the first time might be the agent of a tyrant knowingly suppressing some essential features of a despised culture. He or she might be a bungler who fails to understand and hence fails to safeguard the spirit of the prototype. He or she might be insensitive to nuances essential to the original. The print technician might be a headstrong proponent of an alien set of aesthetic standards, imposing mutations by reflecting his or her own taste at the expense of what others may like. That individual might be someone too sedentary or too provincial to realize that a particular performance might vary from one region of a linguistic community to another. Yet the result of converting a narrative to print could ultimately become known as a literary classic to generations of readers, indelibly fixed as the way a story was told or sung. In many respects, then, a text is a mute, lifeless artifact—as cold and silent as a statue or, better still, a potsherd.

Although a text cannot always be trusted to speak fully for the culture it purports to represent, however, neither should it be considered exclusively—as the dominant critics of our century have argued—as a self-sufficient artistic unit, divorced from everything else. Nor should it be evaluated exclusively in terms of any reader’s own response. In my research I encountered a direct relationship between the elements of Navajo poetic tradition and the way Navajos conduct their daily lives. The separateness of art that marks our own culture simply does not apply in Navajo culture, and Navajo poetry in particular cannot be isolated from its social context or its moorings in the broader frame of life. Furthermore, art in general is integrated into the Navajo way to an extent that sometimes seems beyond our comprehension. It is no oversimplification to assert that in Navajo society a genuinely poetic recitation must accompany the building of a new house, the treatment of a broken leg or of insomnia, the resolution of a dispute, the unwanted intrusion of a stranger, or the announcement of a pregnancy. Without the appropriate performance, in fact, certain everyday tasks cannot be accomplished.21

To this day, then, the Navajo creation story gives individual Navajos (including many illiterate ones) an important ethnic identity. It defines meaningful relationships among members of the community and between the community and the entire cosmos. Such relationships are still very real among traditional Navajos, and very, very important.22 To try to monitor Navajo poetry without acknowledging the details of its social and cultural matrix is like trying to study law in America without acknowledging the United States Constitution and British constitutional history. Indeed, it would be like trying to study Christianity without knowing the Bible. All of which never should have taken me so by surprise in the first place, any more than I should have been surprised while a graduate student to discover that in studying Dante’s Divina Commedia I had learned a great deal about early Florentine culture, or that I could scarcely overlook the history of the Protestant movement while I was reading Paradise Lost. What does surprise me now, or at least disappoints me a little, is that in this half of the twentieth century we have carried specialization so far.

Somehow we have established an academic system that has encouraged many of us to isolate an individual poem from its fuller context, an object of art from the broader fabric of values and customs that influenced it in one way or another, or a laboratory experiment from its ultimate impact when the theory it generates finds its way to the marketplace. Such a system finally threatens to isolate us from one another. Maybe the isolation has already set in. Maybe that’s why scarcely anybody in literary study noticed the very important discoveries of Franz Boas or Washington Matthews as the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth, or the stimulating ideas of Paul Radin as this century got under way. Perhaps that’s why the poetic traditions of the New World went relatively unexplored in spite of attempts of scholars earlier in the twentieth century to broadcast them. Until very recently, ethnographers have gone their way and we in literary study have gone ours, which helps to explain the fate of all too many texts as they find their solitary way into a cultural vacuum.

Such are some of the conclusions I have reached and the questions I now raise as a result of trying to assemble a suitable English version of the Navajo creation cycle. What began innocently enough as an exercise in reinstating a preliterate narrative in an appropriate printed form turned out to be a broader, more speculative enterprise.

Here is my text in any case, along with a set of endnotes, in which I deal in greater detail with some of the issues just raised, and explore others not mentioned thus far: for instance, the age of the narrative, or its origins. I hope that the story can speak for itself as a worthwhile literary experience, of course. I hope, too, that it indicates a dimension of American poetry not yet fully recognized. For readers in general, I would also hold up this text as an example of what may yet be recovered if oral traditions are taken seriously as a source of poetry by more readers. For students of Native American cultures, I would present it at face value as one more document that may yield additional understanding. To the ethnographer, I would submit it as an added means of exploring another culture: perhaps the poetry of a particular people can serve as a useful supplement to conventional field work and to the analysis of ordinary research data.

But I would also hope that the text addresses a set of issues which transcend any one established academic discipline or any one verbal medium such as print. Given the relationship between Navajo poetry and the wider sectors of Navajo life, I would hope, too, that it introduces readers of poetry to Navajo culture. Better still, it might revive interest in the broad set of relationships that link a particular specimen of poetry with its cultural matrix. It might even stimulate readers to consider the likelihood that print is not poetry but merely one medium for that art. Poetry’s pervasive presence extends well beyond the printed page and serves to manifest the essence of human communities with or without alphabetical systems. What I would ultimately hope for, then, is that humanists and social scientists might be stimulated to work together to explore the implications of such a likelihood.

IV

As for me, I am only beginning to fathom a few of the emerging implications. Take, for example, some basic terms that are familiar but still manage to elude precise, comfortable definition. To start with, there is the word poetry itself. Conventionally, it is understood to mean a certain kind of literature distinct from prose or, say, drama and fiction, even though a given play or novel might be considered poetic. Often poetry denotes lines of print that clearly rhyme, show set patterns of rhythm, or are carefully placed on a page in some distinct, deliberate spatial pattern. And when literary critics and scholars speak strictly of poetry they generally remove it from its social context, isolating it from any possibility that it may function to bond individuals in any kind of community or to achieve some other useful social end. If we could grant that the rhyming jingles and cadenced sales pitches common to radio and television commercials might represent poetry in that conventional sense, we might gain some agreement that in this electronic age it might at least function to promulgate some of the values of commerce. But whether or not we can call such verse poetry is open to question.

Regardless, I would rather use the word as a more widely applied generic term, very much as Aristotle uses it in The Poetics, where he takes it to mean that art form whose principal medium is language. Other critics use the term that way, too, but not consistently; they might very well turn right around and use the same term in the smaller sense when it suits them to do so. But poetry, as I think we should speak of it, might be made to signify more or less what is commonly meant when the term literature is used today.23 To what Aristotle says about poetry being the verbal art, I would add that when I use the term I do not implicitly distinguish between that which is written down or that which is recited or performed. If I wanted to make such a distinction, I would try to forge a more secure definition of the term text, or I would speak explicitly of written poetry or of either performed poetry or spoken poetry. Perhaps we are not too far from the time when we will want to subclassify spoken or performed poetry into two smaller subgroups, distinguishing further between the live performance on the one hand and the electronic performance on the other, familiar to videotapes, films, audiotapes, or discs. I would add, too, that the very existence of performed or written poetry posits the existence of a community including at the very least the poet and his or her immediate audience. In other words, poetry is actually a highly social art, or should be more widely recognized as such by the establishment of literary critics who nowadays sanction “good taste” and fix the boundaries of artistic acceptability. In the broad human scheme, though, poetry exists for those who hear it or read it and not just for its own sake; and it might very well exist to help them attain an important communal sense, consciously or otherwise.

I also now prefer to speak deliberately of something I call narrative, which is a work of poetry either written or performed that has as its chief property a plot. It relates events occurring in a given time sequence suggesting some sort of continuum. In that way narrative is somewhat distinct from, say, drama, which is identifiable by the fact that events are expressed through dialogue. It is also distinct because of the preeminence of someone who knows the story and is obviously telling it. A speaker in a drama may narrate in a given dialogue, but his or her presence as the storytelling agent throughout the work is not ordinarily felt.

The term literature, I now believe, has outlived its usefulness as a broadly applied generic term and ought to be replaced by the word poetry. Too many verbal artifacts already exist by virtue of electronic media for the word to function with very much accuracy anymore. In its conventional application, the term literature limits poetic activity to the medium of print and fails to record the origins of poetry in performance. For some, it may imply an unwarranted aesthetic distinction between what is acceptable as art and what is not. If it is to survive usefully at all, perhaps the term can best serve us by being applied more specifically. At least in my printed version of the Navajo creation story, I would propose that the word literature be understood as that poetry which exists typographically by virtue of its original composition in some written form, by virtue of a deliberate transcription of something originally performed, or by virtue of any other means of storing it alphabetically. In that sense and in that sense alone, my main purpose has become that of transforming a work of Native American poetry fully into a literary text, and of exploring some of the implications that accompany such a process. By doing that, I mean to reassert what a relatively small number of unheeded critics and scholars have been trying to say for quite some time: American poetry is more variegated and has deeper roots than most of us have suspected.24
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One

Of a time long, long ago these things are said.

It is said1 that at Tó bił dahisk’id white arose in the east and was considered day. We now call that spot Place Where the Waters Crossed.

Blue arose in the south. It too was considered day. So the Niłch’i dine’é, who already lived there, moved around.2 We would call them Air-Spirit People in the language spoken today by those who are given the name Bilagáana, which means White Man.

In the west yellow arose and showed that evening had come. Then in the north black arose.3 So the Air-Spirit People lay down and slept.

• • • •

At Tó bił dahisk’id where the streams came together water flowed in all directions. One stream flowed to the east. One stream flowed to the south. One stream flowed to the west. One stream flowed to the north.4

Along three of those streams there were dwelling places. There were dwelling places along the stream that flowed east. There were dwelling places along the stream that flowed south. There were dwelling places along the stream that flowed west. But along the stream that flowed north there were no dwellings.

• • • •

To the east there was a place called D[image: Image][image: Image]. In the language of Bilagáana the White Man that name means food. To the south there was a place called Nahodoolá. It is unknown what that name means. And to the west there was a place called Lók’aatsoh sikaad. In the White Man’s language that name means Standing Reed. Nothing is said about a place to the north.

Also to the east there was a place called Ásaa’łáá’ii, which means One Dish. And also to the south there was a place called Tó hadziłtił, which means A Big Amount of Water Coming Out in the language of Bilagáana. And also to the west there was a place called Dziłłichíí’ bee hooghan. That name means House of Red Mountain. To the north there are no places that have been given names.

Then there was a place called Leeyaa hooghan to the east. In his language the White Man would give it the name Underground House. And there was another place called Chiiłchintah to the south. In the language he speaks Bilagáana would give it the name Among Aromatic Sumac. And there was another place called Tsé łichíí’ bee hooghan to the west. In the language of his people the White Man would give it the name House of Red Rock. We hear of no places with names to the north.

• • • •

In those early times dark ants dwelled there. Red ants dwelled there. Dragonflies dwelled there. Yellow beetles dwelled there.

Hard beetles lived there. Stone-carrier beetles lived there. Black beetles lived there. Coyote-dung beetles lived there.

Bats made their homes there. Whitefaced beetles made their homes there. Locusts made their homes there. White locusts made their homes there.5

Those are the twelve groups who started life there. We call them Niłch’idine’é. In the language of Bilagáana the White Man that name means Air-Spirit People. For they are people unlike the five-fingered earth-surface people who come into the world today, live on the ground for a while, die at a ripe old age, and then leave the world. They are people who travel in the air and fly swiftly like the wind and dwell nowhere else but here.

• • • •

Far to the east there was an ocean. Far to the south there was an ocean. Far to the west there was an ocean. And far to the north there was an ocean.

In the ocean to the east dwelled Tééhoołtsódii, who was chief of the people there. In the White Man’s language he can be called The One That Grabs Things In the Water. In the ocean to the south lived Táłtł’ááh alééh. His name means Blue Heron. In the ocean to the west Ch’ał made his home and was chief of those people. In the language of the White Man he would be called Frog. And in the ocean to the north dwelled li’ni’ jiłgaii. In the White Man’s language that name means Winter Thunder. He was chief among whoever those people were who lived there, it is said.6

Two

It is also said that the Air-Spirit People fought among themselves. And this is how it happened. They committed adultery, one with another.7 Many of the men were to blame, but so were many of the women.

They tried to stop, but they could not help themselves.8

Tééhoołtsó’dii The One That Grabs Things In the Water, who was chief in the east, complained, saying this:

“They must not like it here,” he said.

And Táłtł’ááh álééh the Blue Heron, who was chief in the south, also complained:

“What they do is wrong,” he complained.

Ch’ał the Frog, who was chief in the west, also complained. But he took his complaint directly to the Air-Spirit people, having this to say to them:

“You shall no longer be welcome here where I am chief,” is what he said.

“That is what I think of you.”

And from his home in the north where he was chief, li’ni’ jiłgaii the Winter Thunder spoke to them also.9

“Nor are you welcome here!” he, too, said to them.

“Go away from this land.

“Leave at once!”

• • • •

But the people still could not help it: one with another they continued to commit adultery. And when they did it yet another time and then argued with each other again, Tééhoołsódii The One That Grabs Things In the Water would no longer speak to them. Táłtł’ááh álééh the Blue Heron would no longer speak to them. Likewise Ch’ał the Frog would say nothing to them. And li’ni’ jiłgaii the Winter Thunder refused to say anything.

Four days and four nights passed.

Then the same thing happened. Those who lived in the south repeated their sins: the men with the women and the women with the men. They committed adultery. And again they quarreled afterward.

One woman and one man sought Tééhoołtsodii The One That Grabs Things In the Water in the east to try to straighten things out. But they were driven away. Then they went to Táłtł’ááh álééh the Blue Heron in the south. But they were again driven away. And they looked for Ch’ał the Frog in the west. But they were driven away again. Finally they went to the north to speak with li’ni’ jiłgaii the Winter Thunder. He, too, drove them away, breaking his silence to say this to them:

“None of you shall enter here,” he said to them.

“I do not wish to listen to you.

“Go away, and keep on going!”

• • • •

That night the people held a council at Nahodoolá in the south. But they could not agree on anything. On and on they quarreled, until white arose in the east and it was again day. Tééhoołtsódii The One That Grabs Things In the Water then spoke to them:

“Everywhere in this world you bring disorder,” he said to them.

“So we do not want you here.

“Find some other place to live.”

But the people did not leave right away. For four nights the women talked and squabbled, each blaming the other for what had happened. And for four nights the men squabbled and talked. They, too, blamed one another.

At the end of the fourth night as they were at last about to end their meeting, they all noticed something white in the east. They also saw it in the south. It appeared in the west, too. And in the north it also appeared.

It looked like an endless chain of white mountains. They saw it on all sides. It surrounded them, and they noticed that it was closing in on them rapidly. It was a high, insurmountable wall of water! And it was flowing in on them from all directions, so that they could escape neither to the east nor to the west; neither to the south nor to the north could they escape.

So, having nowhere else to go, they took flight. Into the air they went. Higher and higher they soared, it is said.

Three

It is also said that they circled upward until they reached the smooth, hard shell of the sky overhead.10 When they could go no higher they looked down and saw that water now covered everything. They had nowhere to land either above or below.

Suddenly someone with a blue head appeared and called to them:

“Here,” he called to them.

“Come this way.

“Here to the east there is a hole!”

They found that hole and entered. One by one they filed through to the other side of the sky. And that is how they reached the surface of the second world.

• • • •

The blue-headed creature was a member of the Swallow People. It was they who lived up there.

While the first world had been red, this world was blue. The swallows lived in blue houses, which lay scattered across a broad, blue plain. Each blue house was cone-shaped; each tapered toward the top where there was a blue entry hole.

At first the Swallow People gathered around the newcomers and watched them silently. Nobody from either group said anything to any member of the other. Finally, when darkness came and the exiled Air-Spirit People made camp for the night, the blue swallows left.

In the morning the insect people from the world below decided that someone should explore this new world. So they sent a plain locust and a white locust to the east, instructing them to look for people like themselves.

Two days came and went before the locusts returned. They said that they had traveled for a full day. And as darkness fell they reached what must have been the end of the world. For they came upon the rim of a great cliff that rose out of an abyss whose bottom could not be seen. Both coming and going, they said, they found no people, no plants, no rivers, no mountains. They found nothing but bare, blue, level ground.

Next the two messengers were sent south to explore. Again, two days came and went while they were gone. And they again reported that after traveling for a full day they reached the end of the world. And they reported again that neither in going nor in coming back could they find people or plants, mountains or rivers.

They were then sent to the west. And after that they were sent to the north. Both times they were gone for two days, and they reported each time that they reached the end of the world after traveling for a full day. They also reported that again they could find neither people nor plants and neither mountains nor rivers.
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Shikee’ shaadiliit My feet for me restore.

Shijaad shaadiliit My legs for me restore.
Shats'iis shaadiiit My body for me restore.
Shini’ shdadifiit My mind for me restore.
Shine shaadikit My voice for me restore.

disdzij naalil sh'adilel  This very day your spell for me remove
Naalil sha'anéinla’ Your spell is now removed for me.
Shitsadzhe ts'i'ndinla’  Away from me you have taken it.
Nizhgo nastlfj Far off it is gone.

Hozhogo nadedishddsl  Happily I will recover.
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