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Résumé
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Abstract
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the points of intersection — the transitional and the marginal — which leads to a consideration of the parameters of a world
created in the likeness of spiderwoman rather than in the image of God the father.

Citer ce document / Cite this document :

Cousineau Diane. Leslie Silko’s Ceremony: the Spiderweb as Text. In: Revue Française d'Etudes Américaines, N°43, février

1990. Mutants et chimères. pp. 19-31;

doi : https://doi.org/10.3406/rfea.1990.1383

https://www.persee.fr/doc/rfea_0397-7870_1990_num_43_1_1383

Fichier pdf généré le 10/04/2018

https://www.persee.fr
https://www.persee.fr/collection/rfea
https://www.persee.fr/collection/rfea
https://www.persee.fr/doc/rfea_0397-7870_1990_num_43_1_1383
https://www.persee.fr/doc/rfea_0397-7870_1990_num_43_1_1383
https://www.persee.fr/doc/rfea_0397-7870_1990_num_43_1_1383
https://www.persee.fr/authority/271240
https://doi.org/10.3406/rfea.1990.1383
https://www.persee.fr/doc/rfea_0397-7870_1990_num_43_1_1383


Leslie Silko's Ceremony 

the Spiderweb as Text 

BY 

Diane COUSINEAU * 

Leslie Silko is an American Indian, born and raised on the Laguna 
Pueblo Reservation where she currently lives with her husband and 
family. She is not, however, a full-blooded Indian, but of mixed racial 
origin, a fact which has important implications for her novel and 
makes it particularly appropriate to the subject of hybridization. In 
its valorization of mixed blood, racial impurity, the marginal and 
transitional, Ceremony firmly rejects all notions of hierarchy and 
dualistic opposition. It also raises provocative questions about the 
relation between poetry and prose, fiction and myth, and finally, the 
oral and written traditions. 

Ceremony opens with a poem that recounts the ancient Pueblo 
myth of the beginning of things : 

Ts'its'tsi'nako, Thought-Woman, 
is sitting in her room 

and whatever she thinks about 
appears. 

She thought of her sisters, 
Nau'ts'ity'i and I'tcts'ity'i, 

and together they created the Universe 
this world 

and the four worlds below. 
Thought-Woman, the spider, 

named things and 
as she named them 

they appeared. 
She is sitting in her room 
thinking of a story now 
I'm telling you the story 

she is thinking. 

* University of Delaware. 
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20 DIANE COUSINEAU 

The novel begins with the assertion of the identity of the original 
act of creation and all subsequent acts of story telling. The emphasis 
on the ritualistic aspect of storytelling which Silko invokes here is 
intrinsic to the oral tradition of literature, but I want to underline 
that the image of the spider weaving its design is a visual image that 
immediately establishes a metaphorical relation between web and 
written text and so insists on the ritualistic nature of the latter. 
Thus on one level, the distinction between the oral and written begins 
to break down, and certainly the force of Ceremony emerges from 
Silko's bringing together the distant strands of native American 

on language and sophisticated literary techniques. 

The spider web is a particularly suggestive metaphor for 
texts in general and Silko's novel in particular. As a structure 

whose design is already inscribed before its becoming, yet which can 
only come into existence in time, the web figures forth the divided 
and paradoxical experience of reading : the text as something that 
is already there behind us, yet still before us as something to be 
created. The image of the web neatly holds up other related questions. 
Does, for example, the moment of departure, the hub of the web, 
from which the lines of the text radiate, posit a central structure 
which becomes accessible to the reader in the course of reading, 
or do the multiple strands and crisscrossings deny the very notion 
of a unified discourse ? Is the act of reading a means of exercizing 
one's freedom and creativity which finally leads to liberating oneself 
from the confines of the text ? Or does one inevitably become 

and entrapped by the very web of meaning he constructs ? That 
such metafictional questions are not alien to Silko's novel will 
become obvious as we go along; for the moment, let me just note 
that the hero's central awareness is of being in a design that « was 
still growing but long ago had circled him » {Ceremony 126). 

I leave these questions to pick up other threads of the web — 
those lines that radiate outward and encircle at the same time that 
they go forward, a figure which embodies the tension between 

and spatial form (the synchronie and diachronic) which one 
finds in all narrative. In Silko this tension is crucial structurally, as 
well as thematically, since she attempts to expand the novel into a 
form in which myth and fiction, poetry and prose, the oral and 
written traditions are suspended in a space that knows nothing of 
hierarchical opposition and which calls into question the very notion 
of bounded space and with it, transgression. The web dramatically 
places before us the contrast between Western conceptions of time 
and space and the American Indian's view of the world. For the 

N° 43 - février 1990 



LESLIE MARMON SILKO'S « CEREMONY » 21 

Indian, space is not linear, but spherical and multidimensional, and 
time is cyclical rather than sequential. Paula Gunn Allen, a specialist 
in Native American literature, traces out some of the implications 
of this difference : 

The circular concept requires all "points" that make up the 
sphere of being to have a significant identity and function, 
while the linear model assumes that some "points" are more 
significant than others. In the one, significance is a necessary 
factor of being in itself, whereas in the other, significance is 
a function of placement on an absolute scale that is fixed in 
time and space. (Allen 59) 

The spiderweb is an emphatically nonhierarchical form. What is 
crucial to the structure are the points of insertion where lines of 
difference come together, those moments of transition (as opposed 
to acts of transgression) where everything hangs in the balance. 

Take, for instance, the example of poetry and prose. In Ceremony, 
the prose narrative is interrupted intermittently with poems which 
are, for the most part, retellings of Indian myth. The eye is drawn 
in vertically to the center of the page in a movement of contraction 
which counters the linear movement of the narrative. The privileged 
status of poetry as conveyor of meaning is immediately felt, and the 
time of fiction cedes to mythic time, the timeless pattern of the time 
immemorial stories. Existing in an autonomous space, the poems 
achieve a self-sufficiency which is reinforced by the lack of transitions 
between the poetry and what comes before and after. We might say 
that Silko has succeeded in giving to fiction the spatial form, the 
vertical dimension, it craves; while the prose narrative presents the 
story of Tayo; a half-breed returned from the second world war 
broken and distraught, and recounts his struggle for a means of 
renewal, the poems offer stories of the land laid bare by drought, 
of clouds imprisoned and the terrible need for rain. With childlike 
simplicity, the poems tell, for example, of the flight of hummingbird 
and green fly to the world below where they seek help from Spider- 
woman, the mother of all creation. But such quests are never easy, 
to quote an oft-repeated refrain of the novel, and Spiderwoman will 
send them first to old Buzzard to ask him to purify the town. He, 
however, will do nothing until an offering of tobacco is made, so 
back go hummingbird and fly to Spiderwoman to get advice. « Go to 
caterpillar », she tells them, and the story goes on and on. It is never 
easy, and so the tale comes to us not all at once but in poetic 
fragments that are interspersed throughout the narrative. Matters 
are further complicated by the fact that this story will be interrupted 
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by other stories (for example, the story of coyote man, of bear child, 
and of Gambler who deceives the people with witchery), also 

in poetic form, so the principal story is even longer and more 
dispersed in its telling. One story gives rise to other stories, and 
each story must be told if one is to understand the timeless pattern 
of ceremony and ritual. Stories are inevitably embedded in other 
stories in the Indian consciousness, and so there is never any question 
of direct linear movement. The reader must hold a multitude of 
unfinished stories in his mind, some told in prose, some in poetic 
form, stories of ancient myth and of the contemporary world. The 
endings, like the beginnings are not of particular importance. In 
talking about Pueblo forms of storytelling, Silko stresses that one 
can never begin at the beginning or bring any one story to a necessary 
conclusion, for each story is only the beginning of many stories. It is 
rather as the Hopis say, « Well, it has gone this far for a while » 
(«A Pueblo Indian Perspective » 64). 

Rather than on beginnings or endings, the focus is on the 
of patterns or, as Silko puts it, « the dynamic of bringing things 

together » through telling (« Perpective » 64). In the novel, such 
moments occur when the timeless world of ceremony and myth 
touch the story of Tayo and his struggle to understand his mixed 
blood heritage. As we read along, we see Tayo as coyote man who 
has been possessed by an alien beast in his encounter with the white 
man's war and civilization, and who must be purified and restored 
to health if he is to escape madness and the self-destructive behaviour 
of other returning veterans. However, he is also the bear child who 
must be called back home with extreme care and delicacy. Finally, 
he, like hummingbird and fly, is the means by which his people find 
wholeness and renewal. 

In her mixing of poetry and prose, Silko would seem to have 
achieved the perfect balance of mythic and fictive elements. Yet 
one might not feel completely comfortable with this assertion, for 
do not poetry and myth emerge as the ascendant poles of the 

? Are we not left with the sense of the privileged status of myth 
and poetry as conveyors of meaning, as the repository of timeless 
truths ? And are not the worlds of fiction and myth finally 

? Frank Kermode, for one, would insist on the crucial difference 
between the two. In The Sense of an Ending, he writes : 

Myth operates within the diagrams of ritual, which presupposes 
total and adequate explanations of things as they are and were; 
it is a sequence of radically unchangeable gestures... Myths are 
the agents of stability, fictions the agents of change. Myths call for 
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absolute, fictions for conditional assent. Myths make sense in 
terms of a lost order of time ...fictions, if successful, make 
sense of the here and now. (39). 

Kermode's words suggest that any attempt to reduce fiction to mythic 
patterns belies the very nature of fiction. How then can Tayo's 
assimilation into the pattern of myth satisfy the desires provoked 
by fiction, especially contemporary fiction ? 

The answer is that things are even more complicated than I 
have hinted. Although almost all of the poems are of mythic and 
legendary material, one poem is immediately striking in its deviation 
from this pattern. This poem is the Indian veteran's ritual telling 
of the good old times in Oakland and San Diego when his army 
uniform brought him the total sense — and the illusion — of 

to the white man's universe : success with white women and 
the glory of fighting for the best army in the world. They repeated 
these stories, the narrator tells us, « like long medicine chants » 
(Ceremony 43), and this direct comparison, as well as the poetic form 
in which this contemporary story is rendered, insists on the ritual 
aspect of this telling and also implies that all stories are equal in 
their aspiration toward mythic status. All contain elements of ritual 
magic, and present fabrications are not to be taken any less seriously 
than the ancient myths. All stories have equal value even if 

insist on hierarchical distinctions between the two. Silko is 
adamant on this point in her general remarks about the Pueblo oral 
tradition. 

Ethnologists, she tells us, 

« differentiated the types of oral language they find in Pueblos. 
They tended to rule out all but the old and sacred and 
traditional stories and were not interested in family stories 
and the family's account of itself. But these are just as 

as the other stories — the older stories and are given 
equal recognition.» («Perspective» 58). 

Again later, she reiterates, « I want to remind you that we make 
no distinctions between the stories — whether they are history, 
whether they are fact, whether they are gossip — these distinctions 
are not useful when we are talking about this particular experience 
with language » (« Perspective » 60). 

If all stories are equal, then the hierarchical opposition between 
myth and fiction breaks down, and this is what we see happening 
in Ceremony. Tayo will enact a ceremony long inscribed in ancient 
Indian tradition, but he must transfigure the ceremony if it is to 
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be sucessfully brought to completion in the present. As the old 
man knows, the rituals must oe subject to change or else the 

traditions will die and witchery will win. Tayo must find his own way 
in his own time, and, in the final and most crucial stage of the 
ceremony, he is without guide or pre-existent design. The spiderweb, 
those interlacing lines of past and present, is not without danger; 
the threat of entrapment in old, rigid forms is as real as the danger 
of the loss of the old stories and traditions through forgetting. This 
recognition reflects the Indian's deep sense of the universe as a 
living, growing, moving entity. Never static, its promise of continual 
creation and evolution affirms the individual's power, through his 
own movement, to bring about change. 

The emphasis on time, on the need for growth and change, redresses 
the balance between the prose and poetry, fiction and myth. The 
prose in the novel is in no way subordinated to the poetry. As forceful 
as the poems are in their promise of eternal return, they do not 
overpower the intensity or particularity of Tayo's ordeal in time 
present. This is in part due to Silko's skilled use of the internal 
monologue which brings us with painful intimacy into the fractured 
and guilt-ridden consciousness of the main character. There is no 
doubt that Silko has mastered the techniques of modernism : the 
psychological penetration associated with Joyce, Faulkner and Woolf 
as well as their experimentation with the handling of lived rather 
than chronological time, narrative discontinuity and shifts in voice. 
It would be a mistake, however, to situate the novel only in this 
modernist context. 

The blurring of temporal boundaries, for example, may be a 
technique, but it is also a means for embodying the distinctive 

sense of language and the world that Indians enjoy. Achronology is 
natural to the Indian writer, as Paula Gunn Allen points out, because 

events are structured in a way that emphasizes the motion 
inherent in the interplay of person and event... the protagonist 
wanders through a series of events that might have happened 
years before or that might not have happened to him or her 
personally, but that nevertheless have immediate bearing on 
the situation and the protagonist's understanding of it. 

(Allen 148) 

Allen further points out that for the Indian, chronological time is a 
reflection of the white man's culture and his creation of industrial 
time, the time of production, profit and loss, and, even more 

the time of colonialization and death. In contrast, an Indian's 
sense of time is seasonal, cyclical or simply suspended in space. An 
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Indian can easily hold many different stories in mind at the same 
time : stories of rituals, of the land, of his people; stories of an 
individual and of the contemporary world. We might perhaps say 
that the experience of reading Ceremony raises us to the level of 
Pueblo consciousness. 

The division of poetry and prose in the novel is further diminished 
by the colloquial form of many of the poems and the careful attention 
to sound and image in the prose. Furthermore, sections of the prose 
narrative achieve the same kind of autonomy that the poems have : 
a new story will suddenly begin without transition and sometimes 
without identification of speaker of subjects with the effect that the 
story itself, rather than an individual, is in the forefront. 

This emphasis on stories and their telling brings us directly to the 
concerns of contemporary critical theory. The innumerable references 
to words and story in the novel suggest the self-consciousness of 
postmodernism, but again the context is wider. The Pueblo perspective 
is grounded in the Indian's acute sensitivity to the world as story, as 
continuously shifting patterns which must be attended to and 

His immediate experience also tells him that language is already 
story. As Leslie Silko puts it : 

At Laguna, many words have stories which make them. So 
when one is telling a story and one is using words to tell the 
story, each word that one is speaking has a story of its own too. 
Often the speakers or tellers go into the stories of the words 
they are using to tell one story so that you get stories within 
stories, so to speak («Perspective» 56). 

The embedding I mentioned before is thus intrinsic to the Indian 
experience of language. The meaning of each word exists only in 
relation to other words. Its signification is not immediately present 
but before and behind it in stories that give rise to still other stories. 
We are not far here from the infinite play of signification and deferral 
of meaning dear to post-structuralist thought, each sign a trace of 
that which it is not. From the Indian perspective, we might simply 
say, language is fragile, which means the world is fragile because 
the world, as the original creation story underlines, is thought, or to 
complete the circle, language. In Ceremony Ku-oosh, the medicine 
man, tries to communicate this awareness of fragility to Tayo : 

'But you know, grandson, this world is fragile. » The word he 
chose to express « fragile » was filled with the intricacies of a 
continuing process, and with a strength inherent in spider webs 
woven across paths through sand hills where early in the 
morning the sun becomes entangled in each filament of web. 
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It took a long time to explain the fragility and intricacy because 
no word exists alone, and the reason for choosing each word 
had to be explained with a story about why it must be said this 
certain way. That was the responsibility that went with being 
human, old Ku'oosh said, the story behind each word must 
be told so there could be no mistake in the meaning of what 
had been said; and this demanded great patience and love. 

(35-36) 

Up until the last sentence, with its insistence on an absolute hub of 
meaning, one feels how closely Native American and postmodern 
perceptions approach each other. In oral cultures, the sense of the 
fragility, the tenuous quality of words is crucial. Words are elusive, 
but for that very reason, they are all the more precious. They are 
invisible and therefore magical. The central insight of post-structur- 
talist thought is the rejection of the privileged claim of the spoken 
word as an absolute and fixed presence, the word as the embodiment 
of logocentric truth; but these assumptions about spoken discourse 
cannot necessarily be attributed to oral cultures themselves. The 
fundamental awareness of the Indian is that in the beginning is 
the word, but although the words are identical, this awareness is not 
the same as that found in the fourth Gospel where the power of 
the word is assimilated into the principle of meaning as unity and 
truth. From the Indian perspective, John immediately betrays his 
most important insight. This point is dramatically made by another 
Native American, Scott Momaday, in his novel House Made of Dawn. 
John, he tells us 

had to lay a scheme about the Word. He could find no 
in the simple fact that the word was. He had to account 

for it — not in terms of that sudden and profound insight 
which must have devastated him at once... not in terms of his 
imagination but only in terms of his prejudice. (81) 

John's mistake, according to Momaday, is that he could not let the 
truth alone : « He tried to make it bigger and better than it was 
and instead only demeaned and encumbered it. Made it soft and 
big with fat» (77). 

In contrast, the Indian recognizes that the power of words is 
inextricable from their fragility. Again, the image of the spiderweb 
in its combination of delicacy and strength perfectly embodies this 
realization. In Ceremony, there is no doubt that the strength of 
words, their elemental quality, equals that of the material world. 
Tayo feels « the story taking form in bone and muscle » (226). Words 
pour out of mouths « as if they had substance, pebbles and stone 
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extending to hold the corporal up, to keep his knees from buckling, 
to keep his hands from letting go of the blanket » (12). Words have 
the strength of the mineral, organic and cosmic world. There are 
no limits to the power of stories. II you know the proper story, 
you can even get to the moon, Tayo had believed, when he was a 
child. It just « depended on whether you knew the story of how 
others before you had gone. » (19). 

With this image of the spiderweb as climbing structure, I will 
leave the question of the text as spiderweb to take up the question 
of spiderweb as text, or in other words, to ask, what might a world 
be like that was formed in the image of Spiderwoman rather than 
God the father. Let me say immediately that these speculations are 
in no way an attempt to represent the world view of Pueblo Indians, 
but simply to trace out some implications of this specific novel and 
its use of the spiderwoman creation myth. At the same time I will 
again remind you that Silko is not a purebred Indian but a mixture 
of Indian, Mexican and white ancestry. And as she herself puts it, 

I suppose at the core of my writing is the attempt to identify 
what it is to be a half-breed or mixed blooded person, what 
it is to grow up neither white nor fully traditional Indian. 
It is for this reason that I hesitate to say that I am 

of Indian poets or Indian people or even Laguna people. 
I am only one human being, one Laguna woman. 

(Silko, The Next Word 173). 

According to the creation story with which we began, Spiderwoman's 
first act is to imagine two sisters, an expansive circle, a community 
which would then think into existence the universe whose continuous 
story it would tell. Creation does not begin, as in Genesis, with the 
division of all things into a hierarchical order, the establishment of 
boundaries and a firm line of linear descent. Spiderwoman brings 
into existence an ever expanding structure whose intricacy denies 
the dualism of hierarchical opposition. Her web stretches from heaven 
to earth, establishing connection, métonymie relationships, rather 
than opposition between the two... Thus, if her people look upwards 
to the holy mountain, they also look down at their feet for evidence 
of her power. There is an especially charming moment in the novel 
when the distinction between sacred and profane space collapses 
in the most delightful manner. Sun man, concerned about the 
disappearance of the rainclouds, goes out looking for his grandmother : 

There, in a sandy place by a blue flower vine, 
Spiderwoman was waiting for him. 

« Grandson, » she said. 
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« I hear your voice, » he answered 
« but where are you ? 

« Down here, by your feet. » 
He looked down at the ground and saw a little hole. (173) 

Unlike God the Father, Spiderwoman does not found a world on 
the principle of hierarchical order and immediately establish the 
firm lines of law and transgression. The emphasis on linearity in 
Biblical narfative and its rigorous chronology is, as Mieke Bal 
reminds us in her book on women in the Old Testament, a way of 
instilling in human consciousness the necessity of staying on the 
straight and narrow path and the great cost of deviating from it (47). 
On the other hand, the structure of Ceremony, like the web, suggests 
that transition, rather than transgression, is the crucial matter. 
« Don't be so quick to call something good or bad, » Old Betonie tells 
Tayo. « There are balances and harmonies always shifting, always 
necessary to maintain... It is a matter of transition, you see; the 
changing, the becoming must be cared for closely. You would do as 
much for the seedlings as they become plants in the field » (130). 
People make terrible mistakes; they fall into temptation, but these 
acts do not isolate them. The responsibility for failure is assumed 
by the community, out of the knowledge that each person must be 
guided with great care during these moments of transition, like the 
boy who walks in bear country and must be called back softly (170). 
A sensitivity to the extreme delicacy demanded at such instants is 
engraved deeply into Indian consciousness : 

They couldn't just grab the child 
They couldn't simply take him back 

because he would be in between forever 
and probably he would die. (130) 

And so when Tayo's mother runs off with a white man and has an 
illegitimate child, it is the responsibility of her sister to bring her 
back, and her failure to do so brings humiliation on all the people : 
« what happened to the girl did not happen to her alone, it happened 
to all of them» (69). 

From this perspective, the Christian myth, with its emphasis on 
each person standing alone before Jesus Christ who would save only 
the individual soul, is dangerously disorienting, for it reverses the 
entire balance of the Indian world in its attempt to « crush the single 
clan name » (68). The interweaving of individual and communal 

is so ingrained that the Indian's encounter with the 
ethic of white society leaves him severely dislocated. This 
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is why Tayo cannot believe the doctors when they try to convince 
him that he will never get better unless he stops using words like 
we and us. He knows that they are wrong, that his sickness is part 
of something larger « and his cure would be found only in something 
great and inclusive of everything » (128). Thus the Indian's inability 
to separate actions from the larger patterns of the world heightens, 
rather than diminishes the sense of individual responsibility, for, as 
Tayo knows, « it took only one person to tear away the delicate 
strands of the web, spilling the rays of sun into the stand and the 
fragile world would be injured » (38). 

A final point remains to be made about the contours of Spider- 
woman's world. While the notion of transition rather than 

prevails, the full impact of evil is in no way diminished in the 
novel. The powers of witchery spin out their threads with as much 
tenacity and force as the more benevolent powers, and their stories 
are easily as compelling. One of the strengths of the novel it its 
staunch recognition of the power of evil. It also assumes, however, 
the insanity of any attempt to relegate questions of good and evil 
to patterns of dualistic opposition. For the Indian to see white man 
as the vicious other who stole his land and continually flaunts this 
fact in his face, to believe that all evil resides with the white race 
is to ensnarl the Indian in a net that will destroy him. Even if he 
has to confront the desecration of the land each day as he looks out 
on the steel and chrome, on the plastic and neon that are the white 
man's pride, he must not identify evil with the coming of the white 
race, for that will prevent him from looking within himself and seeing 
what is really happening. Besides, as Old Betonie tells Tayo, we, 
that is, Indian witchery, invented white people. In other words, on 
one level, the other is inescapably a reflection of the self. There is 
a marvelous poem in which Silko recounts the gathering of the 
council of witches where each tries do outdo the others in the 

of new evils. Thus one witch sets in motion the story of the 
white people, and even though the others are not so sure they want 
it to continue, they cannot call the story back : 

So the other witches said 
« Okay you win; you take the prize, 

but what you said just now — 
it isn't so funny 

It doesn't sound so good. 
We are doing okay without it 

we can get along without that kind of thing. 
Take it back 

Call that story back.» (138) 
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For the Indian to assume that all evil resides within the white 
man is to be entrapped in a lie in the same way that the white man 
is bound up in the lie that he owns the stolen land. What the Indian 
must recognize is that the designs of witchery have become so 
monstrous that unless new ceremonies can be created which will 
draw on the power of all races, there is no hope. The ceremonies 
of witchery are malignant inversions of the ceremonies of creation 
and purification, and they have already reached unprecedented heights 
in the monstrous pattern formed by the beautiful rocks taken from 
Indian land, a design whose destructive capacities are so staggering 
that, in an ironic reversal, all human beings have once again been 
united in a single clan : in « a circle of death that devoured people 
in cities twelve thousand miles away, victims who had never... seen 
the delicate colors of the rocks wich boiled up the slaughter » (246). 
The reference, of course, is to the atomic bomb explosion which 
brings together the métonymie possibilities of the spiderweb with 
horrific force. It is the ironic and malignant inversion of Tayo's 
awareness of all people as originally belonging to one clan, the 

which paralyzes him during the war and leads him to see his 
Uncle Josiah's face amidst the Japanese enemy. The hallucination 
is not, as the doctors think, a sign of his disintegration, but a 
reflection of his realization that long ago Indians and Asians were 
one people. Tayo's mixed blood and his marginal status as a half 
breed, make him especially vulnerable to pain and loss, but they 
also allow him the possibility of enacting a ceremony of sufficient 
power to counter the malevolent designs of witchery. 

Tayo's final trial suggest the vision of unmitigated power that evil 
assumes in the novel. Having realized that he is absolutely alone, 
that his former friends are in fact his greatest enemies and are 
about to turn him over to the officials, he runs away and hides in 
the rocks. In order to make him appear, the others light a ceremonial 
fire, a malignant inversion of the rites of purification, and begin to 
torture the one among them responsible for his escape. He watches 
in agony, feeling that « he would rather die » than not intervene (252). 
On the verge of rushing out, however, he realizes that to give in to 
that benevolent impulse would be to make of himself a victim and 
give the story set in motion by witchery its desired end. He would 
kill the brute responsible, but he would also put an end to his 
own life. So he resists. In this scene there seems to me an implicit 
rejection of the notion of self-sacrifice or of martyrdom, a denial of 
any idea of good redeeming evil that is intrinsic to the Christian 
tradition. There is an unflinching recognition of the evil in the world 
that is here to stay, even if outwitted for the moment, and the terrible 
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cost of living with it. The power of evil is staggering and continuous; 
it can be curtailed but not obliterated. In this relentless vision, evil 
is not repressed in the same way that the fact of death is not 
repressed : « Death isn't much, » Tseh tells Tayo as she initiates him 
into her ceremonies, « sometimes they don't make it. That's all. It 
isn't very far away » (229). Evil and death are fully admitted into 
Indian consciousness; both are part of the métonymie web. 

All there is for Tayo is to live through the agony of the ceremony 
and thwart, at least, temporarily, « witchery's final ceremonial sand- 
painting » (246). His only relief is to have seen the pattern: «the 
way all the stories fit together — the old stories, the war stories, 
their stories — to become the story that was still being told. He was 
not crazy; he nad never been crazy. He had only seen and heard the 
world as it always was : no boundaries, only transition through all 
distances and time » (246). 
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