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ABSTRACT
Whirling Darkness: WITCHERY’S ASCENT IN
THE WRITINGS OF LESLIE MARMON SILKO

Kristin Monahan, B.A. The University of Iowa

Apocalyptic imagery spirals throughout Leslie Marmon Silko’s
works. The destruction of individuals, cultures, and eventually
the Earth are purported by the grand plan of witchery. Evil has
existed among Native American’s in the form of witchery since
time began. Its forces reside within all things. Yet with the
tools provided by the spirits, namely the oral tradition and
ceremonies, witchery can be controlled: the stories explain its
origin and its power, showing how witchery has been overcome in
the past, while the ceremonies provide a means of healing those
who have been afflicted. By maintaining connections to the
universe, past, and community, a powerful bond is created which
blocks the effects of witchery. But even one individual, one
action can destroy this link and allow witchery to infest the
tribe.

After centuries of existence under a foreign culture, Native
Americans have grown away from their heritage. As the stories of
the past fade with timé, the ancestor and spirit worlds are
forgotten. Silko’s works detail the effects of this collapsed
ciréle and, in effect, foretell the inevitable end to humanity’s
actions.

Witchery’s destruction evolves throughout Silko’s works. It
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strikes first at the center of tribe, the individual, then
gradually pervades through the community itself. It eventually
infests all aspects of life, even the land itself by way of the
atomic bomb. This time not only humanity is threatened, but the
Earth risks annihilation. Yet humanity will not have a chance to
destroy it. While they have doomed themselves by their actions,
the Earth still maintains ultimate power over its creations. 1In
order to save herself from the cataclysm which witchery has
mapped out for the world, the Earth provides an apocalyptic
ending to humanity and the fifth world.

Though Silko’s works involve specific Native American
tradition, her message is relevant to all cultures. In their
search for identity, her characters struggle to recall their
ancient traditions, to reconnect themselves with nature, their
ancestors, and their community. This is also the plight of the
modern individual who has been alienated from nature through
technology, separated from the past through a search for
adventure or wealth, and isolated from a community by the
confining walls of cities. Progress offers greed in the place of
spiritual and social wholeness. Humanity destroys itself by

integrating witchery’s destructive end to their story.

iv



Table of Contents

Introduction 1

Chapter One . 29
PIECES OF DESTRUCTION:
SILKO’S SHORT WORKS

Chapter Two 62
PATTERNS IN THE ROCK:
THE GLOBAL NUCLEAR THREAT
IN CEREMONY

Chapter Three 86
PROPHETIC VISIONS REVEALED:
APOCALYPTIC IMAGERY IN
ALMANAC OF THE DEAD

Conclusion 127



INTRODUCTION



As a child, Leslie Marmon Silko stumbled upon a book of
Norse mythology. Fascinated by the Scandinavian tales, she came
across a chapter entitled "Twilight of the gods." She
discovered, much to her horror, that for the Scandinavians
eventually all things would end. Not only humanity, but the gods
and all life would perish as well: "It was tragic for me,
because at Laguna, we believe that those times did not truly end,
but that things only change, and so I was quite horrified to read
that for some other people in this other place, that there was
this twilight of the gods" (Silko, gtd. in Seyersted, "Two" 27).
Though of mixed heritagé, Laguna Pueblo, Mexican, and White,
Silko grew up believing that oral tradition, as a "living
presence" (Seyersted, Leslie 43), preserves all things;
therefore the stories survive. And while perhaps shocked by the
prospect of total devastation as a child, Silko has changed her
world view somewhat.

The possibility of total destruction has become a reality in
Silko’s lifetime. The natural cycle of death and regeneration
has shifted due to the increasing dehumanization brought on by
modern industrial societies, as well as the overreaching nuclear
holocaust capabilities which threaten all life. People have
turned against one another, severing ties to nature, community,
and the past in the process; and they now threaten to destroy the
world. Although some of Silko’s early poetry and her first novel
Ceremony offer the possibility of renewal, the annihilation of .

humanity has become an unavoidable reality by the end of Almanac
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of the Dead. Yet because of her Native American tradition, Silko

knows that the Earth and her spirits will survive. Silko traces,
through her works, how humanity dooms itself by becoming a part
of the evil, referred to by Silko as witchery, which ultimately
works for the destruction of the world. 1In effect, Silko
prophesies an inescapable apocalypse for humanity.

In order to understand the eventual decay and destruction of
the human race, it is necessary to return to humanity’s origin.
After emerging into the present world through a hole in the
Earth, the Laguna Pueblo Indians are given both positive and
negative qualities, according to Per Seyersted (Leslie 32). This
concept is not limited to the Laguna Pueblos; Joseph Campbell
remarks that the "World Navel" is the source of all life, and it
"yields the world’s plenitude of both good and evil" (Hero 44).
Universally each person is created with the capacity for both
good and evil. Conseqﬁently, there arises a constant struggle
between these forces within each person. This personal struggle
is only a part of a much larger, ancient conflict of force and
counterforce. In either instance, global or individual, the
battle cannot be won alone.

Silko explains in an interview, after Ceremony had been
written, that instead of referring to good or evil, she adheres
to an old way of viewing the world, by way of force and
counterforce:

I've tried to go beyond any specific kind of Laguna

witchery or Navajo witchery, and to begin to see



witchery as a metaphor for the destroyers, or the
counterforce, that force which counters vitality and
birth. The counterforce is destruction and death. I
tried to get away from talking about good and evil, and
to return to an old, old, old way of looking at the
world that I think is valid--the idea of balance, that
the world was created with these opposing forces.
(Silko, gtd. in Swan, "Healing" 314)
These two forces at work in the world are engaged in a constant
struggle to overcome the other and thereby rule the world. A
balance between these opposing forces is necessary for the world
to function: too much force and there will be neither death nor
regeneration; too much counterforce and all life will stagnate,
eventually ending in a final cataclysm with no hope of renewal.
This terminology of force and counterforce disregards any
specific culture or race. Evil is not inherent in one race or
culture; Silko writes,’"that’s too simplistic, mind-less ...
they [those controlled by witchery--Destroyers] try to encourage
people to blame just certain groups, to focus in on just certain
people and blame them for everything. Then you can’t see what
the counter people or the counter forces are really doing" (gtd.
in Evers and Carr 32). Silko explains that the counterforce
manifests itself in the world through witchery; and not only
witchery’s effects, but also its beginnings are universal. Those
who advance the negative forces at work are referred to as the

Destroyers, and they include members of all cultures.



B. A. St. Andrews defines witchery as "fragmentation,
illness, and evil" (87). A witch has been split in two--
fragmented--possessing two souls and two hearts for falsehoods.
Illness is often associated with acts of witchery, especially
among the Navajo and Eskimo. All actions have symbolic meanings,
either good or evil. When an evil act is performed, evil
overcomes good within a person, and the individual becomes
possessed by witchery, which results in illness. Witchery among
Native Americans is used only for evil and destructive purposes,
to gain control over individuals and eventually the world. Among
the Navajo there are several distinct forms of witchcraft that
are never lumped together under a general term. And each tribe
has different definitions of witchery. Though Silko writes
primarily about the Navajo and Pueblo people, she also applies
the beliefs of other tribal cultures to her works to place
witchery on a global scale. Therefore, I will be referring to
all destructive acts as witchery.!

Per Seyersted writes, the old stories of witchcraft come
about "when the Pueblos deviate from the old ways, it
[witchcraft] manifests itself through the misuse of power..."
(Leslie 21). Humans are constantly seduced by witchery.
Witchery tempts people to abandon their ancient traditions, to
sever the ties to nature and to the past; it offers them power
to control and destroy. In one sense the influence of white
culture has caused this split between the ancient and modern

ways.? The Europeans create an image for themselves with the



destructive power they use to conquer the Americas. The new
technology and world vision the whites offer the Natives changes
their way of life forever. Silko explains that this is all a
part of witchery’s grand plan to destroy the world; the whites
are simply the soldiers who carry out witchery’s strategy. And
the Native Americans themselves are the cause of the ensuing
disaster, for they are viewed as the creators of the white race.
Whites are a result of Indian destruction; ultimately the
"destructive spiritual force com[es] out of their own Pueblo
existence" (Seyersted, Leslie 21).

Her fictitious story entitled "Long Time Ago," describes how
one witch molds the white race into the ultimate destructive
weapon (see Appendix A, page one). Whites, as a race, are
created by Native American sorcerers to assist them in witchery’s
plan of global destruction. The invasion of the Americas by the
Europeans is regarded by the Natives as an attempt to engulf
Native People, to manipulate them into joining the counterforce,
thus upsetting the balance of the world.

It is witchery whiéh causes some Natives to abandon their
heritage in favor of following the negative aspects of the white
way of life. Silko is not suggesting that all whites are evil,
but their radically different lifestyle disrupts the web of life
Native Americans have created for themselves. Witchery makes the
Native Americans believe that the whites are to blame for the
evils of modern civilization, but Silko’s works demonstrate that

the problem is much more complex. The medicine man, Bentonie, in
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Ceremony, warns against'blaming the whites for personal failure:
"That is the trickery of witchcraft .... They want us to believe
all evil resides with white people. Then we will look no further
to see what is really happening. They want us to separate
ourselves from white people, to be ignorant and helpless as we
watch our own destruction" (Ceremony 132). Native Americans have
the power together to fight the witchery, but they have become
paralysed by its lies. Silko’s perception of evil goes beyond
any human boundaries. While she guards against categorizing all
whites as evil, she does generalize them in her works, because of
their historical impact, as the oppressor and ultimate vehicle of
Native American annihilation.

The Native American perception is that the whites are the
Destroyers who seek to stifle all life, severing humanity’s 1link
with nature,lthe past, and communities. Without those
connections, people turn to external stimulants, such as alcohol,
and to violence to fill the gap left within them; they begin to
use witchery’s tools and inevitably, sometimes inadvertently,
further the grand design of the Destroyers. Eventually all
humans will be pawns in their plan and turn on each other in a
final dooming act. Witchery goes beyond any traditional act of
witchcraft used to harm any one person or group. It is a
destructive force that manipulates people to achieve global
control.

In a more generallsense, the people must struggle against

alienation from and suffocation by a technological civilization.



As Ambrose Lucero puts it, the struggle is against American
civilization, not the American people (3). Silko is not blaming
white people for the existing atrocities; rather, she is warning
that all people are threatened by the separation from nature and
each other sustained in the modern world.

Even though Silko warns against blanket stereotypes, she
does use the white race as her model for the destructive force.
Human weakness--their inability to counter witchery--causes the
balance finally to be tipped in favor of the counterforce,
causing the world to spiral towards decay. Native peoples have
been corrupted culturally and spiritually. There are no new
ceremonies or stories to counter the new evils brought by the
Europeans. Consequentiy, the Natives give up their traditional
beliefs for corrupt white inventions and technology. 1In this way
they slowly separate themselves from the Earth and community.
Modern society’s preoccupation with industrialization and
capitalism alienates and dehumanizes people. At the same time
the individual is more highly regarded than the community, and
self-advancement is preferred to community success. This system
also promotes the Earth to be used solely in terms of human
benefit. Thus, the Natives begin to allow the desecration of
their sacred lands for profit with the discovery of gold and
uranium. As a result, they destroy themselves because of the
loss of their bond to the Earth; alcohol and drugs cannot replace
spiritual harmony. The Natives are spiritually deadening

themselves in this way, removing themselves from their past and



the stories which define identity. Without stories, the people
forget their ancestors and the importance of the Earth and
ultimately threaten their own survival.

The land is perhaps the most important element of life among
the Native Americans. Silko associates herself first with a
place: "I aﬁ of mixed breed ancestry, but what I know is Laguna"
(qtd. in Velei 106). Her heritage emerges from the land and the
stories which are immersed in geography. In the Laguna Pueblo
creation myth the people move through four underground worlds and
eventually out into the fifth, or present world. They actually
emerge--are born--out of the Earth through a hole, the Shipap.
In this way, the Earth is seen as the ultimate life-giver and is
therefore considered a sacred entity: "the land and the People
are the same .... The earth is the source and the being of the
People, and the People are equally the being of the earth. The
land is not really the place, separate from ourselves ... rather
... it is being" (Allen 7). The people recognize that the Earth
is not only essential to the identity of the people, but is also
necessary for survival; the Earth sustains life providing food,
water, shelter, and spiritual wholeness. Without the land, the
people would be physically and spiritually helpless.
Conéequently, the land becomes a part of their religion, their
art, and especially their myths.

The Earth is alive, growing and changing like all 1life
forms: "Throughout all Indian America, the universe, this world,

our present Earth, always has been regarded as a living entity"
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(Waters, Mexico 95). So it follows that all earthly objects also
contain a life-force; when the people desecrate any one part, a
mountain or plant, they adversely affect the whole. Desecration
of the land, therefore, results in desecration of humanity. 1In
Silko’s writings, humanity has severed its ties to the Earth, and
both sides suffer from this break. While it appears that the
Earth and the people are equally doomed--the people will starve
as the Earth becomes dormant--the Earth will renew itself through
a natural cycle of death and regeneration. Humans will find
their fate tied to their actions, and the catastrophe they create
will be irreversible for them.

The European arrival introduces a new way of looking at the
world. Western preoccupation with utilitarianism and conquest
enables humans simply to use the land, taking from it what is
valuable. They have no link to their environment, no stories
that bridge gaps of linear time or connect them to a past and
sense of place. The whites do not know where they belong in the
universe because they are not rooted in the Earth. They believe
they inherit ownership of the land after conquering and dividing
the Americas, but the land is a part of the Natives, and the two
can never be forcibly separated. As Matthias Schubnell writes,

The land, from a tribal point of view, is the common
denominator of a community’s mythical and historical
past as well as its present and future. The oral
traditions of Indian peoples teach that the land is the

place of tribal origin. And the respective
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geographical features--mountains, caves, or lakes--are
worshipped as sacred shrines. The awareness of the
presence of pfevious generations in the soil has also
been a strong motive behind the resistance to
relinquishing homelands. (Momaday 65)

For many Indian tribes the land and the stories are inextricably
bonded.

The land becomes an inherent part of the myths, for myths
emerge out of it: '"the stories are so much a part of these
places that it is almost impossible for future generations to
lose the stories because there are so many imposing geological
elements" (Silko, gqtd. in Fiedler 69). Native American culture
is immersed in mythology. Every aspect of their lives is in some
way related and explainéd through their myths. The people must
understand the world around them if they are to survive; and
myths form personal and tribal identities by providing a greater
understanding of nature. In a general sense, myths explain
unnatural phenomena. They make nature familiar, less
threatening. Myths also collapse time: "A unified perception of
the cosmos is attained through the unification of all time, the
timelessness of myth that patterns and structures the events of
the novel into a cycle both ancient and modern, into a process of
knowledge and significant experiences" (Sands 4). This fluidity
of time allows contemporary peoples to identify with past
generations, creating a timeless bond. All things on Earth are

considered alive; and all life must be treated as sacred.
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Without knowledge of the spirits at work in the universe through
myths, humans would view the world as a dead thing, to be abused
and destroyed without consequence.

Myths reveal humanity’s place in the universe and therefore
create identity. A common ancestry--common myths--helps unite
communities as well. Through a common heritage, tribal memories
come together as one. One "recognizes in the myth his ([one’s])
own features and experience, the life and appearance of his
ancestors, and the facés of the gods who rule his universe, and
he feels that the myth has put him in intimate contact with the
ultimate powers which shape all of life" (Slotkin 7).

Similarly, Silko points out that "The Origin story functions
basically as a maker of our identity--with the story we know who
we are" (gtd. in Fiedler 57). Silko parallels stories to maps in
her essay "Language and Literature" (in Fiedler 64). Words and
stories are the building blocks of a community, and they locate
the people in time and space. With the stories, each generation
can trace all things back to their ancestors; this way nothing
is lost within the oral tradition. Language erases the
boundaries of time, diétance, and culture, allowing people to be
a part of the past.

Modern Native Americans can experience the universe just as
their ancestors did through memory and imagination: "By
cultivating active memories, particularly of the old stories,
individuals give their own lives definition and, at the same

time, forestall the witchery which is advanced, if not generated,
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through forgetfulness" (Scarberry 19). And rituals (ceremonies,
storytelling) become the method for conjuring up the past in the
present; by performing rituals, characters can reconnect
themselves with ancestral memories: "Linear time--beginning,
middle, end--dissolves into a cycle of recapitulation and
repetition" (Bell 49).

In a culture which relies on oral tradition, "A word is
intrinsically powerful. If you believe in the power of words,
you can bring about physical change in the universe" (Momaday,
gtd. in Woodard 86). N; Scott Momaday explains that "A story
does not have to be told to exist" (gtd. in Woodard 120); once a
myth has been played out, it exists. Stories do not require
active listeners. Words and stories have the power to transcend
time, rather to flow as time does, mixing the past, present, and
future. The importance of memory is linked to the significance
of words; they also have the power to create and destroy.
Therefore, storytelling is at the heart of Native American
culture because the word is sacred: "all words create meaning;
if the words are used without thought, they create chaos" (Buller
167).

The stories are within every individual. Thoughts develop
into stories which, once spoken, have the power to create or
deétroy. Thought-Woman, from Laguna mythology, creates the
universe witﬁ her thoughts: "whatever she thinks about appears.
/ ... as she named them [her thoughts] they appeared" (Ceremony

1) . As she voices a thought, through names, the object
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materializes. Similarly, this power can be used to destroy.
Words and stories can be manipulated by witchery and can change
the outcome of a story. Silko’s poem "Ceremony" explains that
the stories are kept in the belly; as the stories are at the
center of one’s identity, they are placed in the center of one’s
body. The pregnant male storyteller in "Ceremony" describes the
stories within him as "life" for the people and stresses that
stories "aren’t just entertainment. / Don’t be fooled. / They are
all we have, you see, / all we have to fight off / illness and
death" (Ceremony 2). As a result, witchery attempts to
disembowel the people, to rip their defenses from their bellies.
Silko carries this image throughout her works, emphasizing that
witchery strikes always at the center of an individual,
community, or race.

Stories are essential for a person to create an identity:
"that’s how you know you belong, if the stories incorporate you
into them .... In a sense, you are told who you are, or you know
who you are by the stories that are told about you" (Silko, qtd.
in Ruppert 54). Stories link contemporary people to their
ancestors, bonding them as they enter the future. In this way,
there can be no future without a past. Ancestors are continually
present when ‘stories afe told. Silko writes that they "give us
their gifts which are these stories, and that through the stories
... there was é belief that it all came back very immediately ...
in the stories everything was held together, regardless of time"

(Silko, gtd. in Seyersted, "Two" 28). Stories allow generation



14
after generation to remember the ways of their ancestors, to see
how they conquered hardships. By remembering events, the
ancestors themselves are remembered. Individuals will never die
as long as their stories are preserved. These ancestral spirits
protect the living; they are always with the tribe. Without a
community, the individual suffers from isolation from the land,
her past, and her future. Joseph Campbell stresses the need for
connections:

Society was there before you, it is there after you are
gone, and you are a member of it. The myths that 1link
you to your social group, the tribal myths, affirm that
you are an organ of the larger organism. Society
itself is an organ of a larger organism, which is the
landscape, the world in which the tribe moves. (Power
72)

As long as these cbnnections are maintained, ancestral power
will not diminish with time, but flow back and forth, giving
modern Indians the strength to face new problems. Carol Mitchell
comments on this idea in reference to Ceremony: "Not only is
Tayo cured by the old stories and changing ceremonies, but the
form of the novel may bring a new storytelling tradition into the
Indian tradition that will help to cure some of the hopelessness
and despair of the contemporary Indian who is caught between two
ways of life" (28). An individual requires the support of the
community and the guidance of the ancient stories to be healed.

And, for example, Tayo’s ceremony now becomes myth from which
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future generations can conquer new evils. Tribal members will
know that they are not alone but, instead, have an ancient
history to draw upon: "through stories from each other we can
feel that we are not alone, that we are not the first and the
last to confront losses such as these" (Silko, gtd. in Wright
68) .

Only by knowing all experiences are universal, that no one
person or group is aloné, will the battle against witchery be
controlled. By keeping in touch with one’s ancestors through
stories, rituals, and ceremonies, each generation sees that it
faces similar hardships. O0ld stories teach survival: "The old
stories contain the truth, the old verities about universal
emotions and experiences ... there are no boundaries, in the
sense that life is repetition..." (Seyersted, Leslie 33).

Stories and traditions must remain with the people because they
are the base of a culture and even foretell the future due to the
circular nature of time: "Inherent in this belief is the feeling
that one does not recover or get well by one’s self, but it is
together that we look after each other and take care of each
other" (Silko, gtd. in Fiedler 59).

Silko does reveal ways in which witchery’s pattern of
destruction éan be fought. By drawing on past tribal experiences
to modernize the ceremonies and rituals, new forms of evil are
countered. Tribal traditions and stories provide a unified base;
they allow individuals to discover their identity through a

common heritage and connection to the land. This "insure[s]
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survival" (Seyersted, Leslie 33).

Silko’s short story, "Humaweepi, the Warrior Priest," tells
that the old ways can be maintained even in a modern world.
Humaweepi discovers his place within the tribe and in relation to
the planet by embarking on a ritualistic journey, just as Tayo
does in Ceremony. Humaweepi’s link with nature and with his
ancestors has become rare in modern society, something the other
children have forgotten in the white schools. But by learning
how to "derive strength" (Silko, gtd. in Rosen 163) from his
culture, Humaweepi allows his unconscious ancestral knowledge to
guide him through life. Everyone possesses ancient knowledge,
one must only discover how to listen to their voices in order to
be reconnected to the traditions.

While Humaweepi maintains the tribal tradition, insuring
cultural survival through storytelling, the two brothers in "aA
Man to Send Rain Clouds" demonstrate the power of rituals in
action. The old ways can reverse the effects of evil. Leon and
Ken tie a feather in the dead man’s hair and paint his face with
the sacred four colors, throwing corn meal into the air to offer
food and respect to the Winds (Ruoff 4). Because they prepare
the body properly for burial, the two men feel certain that the
old man will return, as is the custom, in the form of rain clouds
to end the drought.® By reenacting, reliving the old ways, they
feel assured that rain will come, just as Fly and Hummingbird are
successful in gaining Corn Mother’s favor and reversing the

drought in the myth "One Time." The white influence can be
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fought, as these stories illustrate, by building on the strengths
of the traditions and roots which create a culture (Seyersted,
Leslie 25). But these two stories are rare in Silko’s writings.
While revealing ways in which witchery can be fought, she also
recognizes the impossibility of reversing witchery’s growing
power.

Silko explains in an interview that there are no new myths
being created (Fisher 23). Laguna mythology has already been
established, explaining origin and the universe. Stories, on the
other hand, are constantly being created as a means of dealing
with daily life. 1In a sense the two, myth and stories, are
ultimately linked; the stories lead back to and are created out
of the myths. For example, there are many contemporary
renditions of the myths. All of Silko’s work involves the
combination of mythical stories with modern ones. These mythical
stories are continually replayed in modern settings and come
alive by virtue of the storyteller’s imagination: "Ancient
characters enter into the modern world and revitalize it as they
have always done, insuring the continual re-creation of life"
(Sands 3). Contemporary Indians are sometimes lost in the modern
world, not quite understanding where tradition fits in. Silko’s
characters explore and attempt to resolve this conflict, thus
giving contemporary Indians a model, a new story they can apply
to their own lives. The stories reconnect people to their
ancestors and their ancient histories. In this way, they are

once again integrated with the land, their origin: "there are
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actually, no beginnings and no endings in the world’s time, only
an endless flow out of the eternity of the past and into the
eternity of the future" (Bell 57).

Contemporary stories constantly interact with myths.
Stories in this way insure that the myths will not be forgotten.
Silko’s stories work like ceremonies, to heal by connecting the
present with the past. And her creation of new stories, like
Tayo’s in Ceremony, work as new ceremonies to face new evils:
"Silko is pushing agaiﬁst this evil and ancient wind with the
only weapon that can possibly maintain life, the story" (Lucero
9). The myths cannot change, cannot counter new technologies,
but the stories can evolve to unite generations regardless of
changing circumstance. Dexter Fisher comments on the importance
of allowing the stories within an oral tradition to evolve:

To study American Indian literature is to study the
power of language to shape one’s perception of human
experience. The word has power because it is the
vehicle of the imagination and the means of clarifying
relationships between individuals and their landscapes,
communities,‘visions .... Language is the means by
which one ’‘knows’ the universe and shares that
knowledge with the community. (5)

Europeans leave their myths in Europe when they travel to
the new world. As a result, they must create a new mythology
formed out of their experiences in America. The whites abandon

their lands and ancestors; thus, the myths which explained and
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united Europe become meaningless in the new world. Unable to
survive the harsh wilderness and unfamiliar culture of the
Americas alone, they create new myths based on violence: "The
first colonists saw in America an opportunity to regenerate their
futures, their spirits, and the power of their church and nation;
but the means to that regeneration through violence became the
structuring metaphor of the American experience" (Slotkin 5).
Their new mythology in America is generated from adventurers,
Indian wars, or hunts, from those "who killed and were killed
until they had mastered the wilderness" (Slotkin 4). Europeans
have uprooted themselves by abandoning their homelands. Without
a sense of place, they can have no regard for nature or the
sacredness of all things. Once they leave their families and
communities, Europeans become individuals seeking only personal
gain. As their greed grows in the new world, they turn against
each other, further isolating themselves. There is no longer a
common heritage for them in the Americas, but an individual one
based on personal merits.

Growing secularization also dismantles Christianity; the
old religions lose their grip in the new world as individualism
and utilitarianism replace spirituality. The Christian God has
no place in the wilderness of the Americas and among the
destructiveness of the explorers. Without anyone to share their
hardships, without familiar lands or peoples, with no god to
protect them, the Europeans turn to external stimuli to £fill the

emptiness. Alcohol and drugs replace spirituality, and they learn
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to steal what they need culturally from others. They begin
abusing the land, as well as themselves, for nothing has
spiritual significance. Motivated purely by greed, they pollute
the air and water, and extract natural resources from the Earth
for profit. Their internal decadence is reflected in their
creation of nations buiit on injustices and genocide.

By systematically acculturating the Native Americans, the
Europeans begin to believe that they fulfill their newly created
myths as victors. Believing their way to be the only and right
way, the whites dismantle cultures and kill those who protest.
Silko shows in her works that their methods have succeeded, that
the Natives in turn have become Destroyers as well. They have
abandoned their heritage and beliefs for white technology and
monetary gain. But Silko also explains that these ways cannot
endure. Humanity is only destroying itself through its greed,
and the Earth and her spirits will eventually reclaim what they
have created, ending human arrogance and witchery for all time.

Silko develops this prophecy through her writings, subtly
warning that there will be retribution for humanity’s actions.
Silko’s apocélyptic vision involves all of modern civilization.
She cautions that if witchery continues on its present course,
humanity will perish. The cultural and spiritual corruption eats
away at the inner spirit of humanity; this decay leads to
outward manifestations of that emptiness. Nature has been
desecrated, mutilated in an ugly display of unabated consumption.

Silko forebodes that abandoning one’s distinctive heritage equals
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annihilation, for without a past, there can be no future. Thus,
it follows that because Europeans no longer have a hold on the
past through stories, there can be no future for them: "The
stories are not just entertainment, they are the heritage of a
people, they .validate the traditions of the cultures, they make
the past come alive in the present, and they reassure that the
past will continue into the future" (Mitchell 28).

Oon a larger scale, Silko’s works seem to evolve into the
prediction of inevitable doom. In her early works, Silko still
implies that the story of destruction can be changed, that with
reform, humanity will survive. But her most recent work, Almanac
of the Dead, offers little hope. Her short works introduce
witchery as a force whiqh threatens individuals and communities.
Witchery attains global significance in Ceremony. Here Silko
introduces the threat of human annihilation by means of nuclear
destruction, yet still indicates that this force can be stopped.
But, with Almanac, Silko foretells that humanity is doomed. The
natural cycle of the Earth is drawing to a close because of
humanity’s destructiveness; and while the Earth itself will
emerge from this death into a new cycle of regeneration, humanity
will not.

Silko uses several prophecies to predict the end of the
world. One such myth is that of the Hopi. The Hopi Creation
myth explains, as do those of many other Native American tribes,
that the people travel fhrough three worlds (most other Pueblo

tribes believe in four) beneath the Earth before emerging into
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the present, surface world: the people "had lived in three
previous worlds which were successively destroyed when mankind
ceased to follow the plan of all Creation, depending instead upon
materialistic desires and technical inventions. Yet there was
always a small minority. who adhered to the divine plan, and
escaped to the next world" (Waters, Mountain 119). Massau (also
written Masau’u), the Hopi god of death, is the ruler of the
surface world, and only with his permission can the people
inhabit this fourth world. Massau invites the people from the
lower world to live with him under the condition that they live a
simplistic life as he does. The people’s new home, the Four
Corners area, is nothing but a "harsh desert heartland ([where]
they would have to depend upon nature for their simple
livelihood, and so maintain the Creator’s divine pattern of life
instead of becoming profane and materialistic" (Mountain 119).
When the people accept Massau’s offer, they accept a life without
much comfort, and they gain the assurance that their life will be
free from temptations as witchery will be destroyed.

The Hopi believe that sorcerers created themselves in a
previous world, introducing conflict (Courlander 19). As a
result, the Hopi people move through the underworlds and out onto
the surface to escape evil. When Grandmother Spider leads the
people to the fourth world, she takes only the faithful with her
(20). Yet one woman sorcerer secretly accompanies them. Once
discovered, the others must allow her to remain in the fourth

world because '"she has already contaminated the place by her
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presence. Good and evil are everywhere. From the beginning to
the end of time good and evil must struggle against each other"
(Courlander 29).

All tribes then separate from the Four Corners area, except
for the Hopi, after emergence. The sorcerer accompanies the
white people 'south, indreasing their power. The other tribes
know that "they [the whites] will grow strong. They will learn
evil as well as good, and they will have secrets that are not
known to us. Therefore, whenever we meet with the Bahanas
[whites] let us listen with caution to what they say. Let us
stand apart from their ways" (31). The other tribes know that
the white race will be a threat to their way of life.

Grandmother Spider warns the people not to forget where they have
come from or their gods, for "Only those who forget why they came
to this world will lose their way. They will disappear in the
wilderness and be forgotten" (Courlander 33). Only the faithful
will survive the regeneration process; the evil must eventually
be sifted out of the world. Yet the continual infestation of
each successive world by witchery dictates that only the total
annihilation of the human race can completely eradicate
corruption and destruction.

The Hopi emergence into the present world relies on a cycle
of destruction and renewal brought about solely by human
behavior. As time progresses and the Destroyers’ influence grows
stronger, many forget the promise they first made to Massau

(Tyler 38). They are no longer willing to uphold that contract
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and believe Massau’s powers to be no match for technology. Each
time the Hopi move to a new world, they take what Waters refers
to as "a new step of human consciousness" (Mountain 120). Implied
here is the belief that humanity will continue advancing until
they reach a pure level. But even one counter productive
individual can spread the seeds of witchery, and the battle seems
impossible while destructive forces continue to gain power,
rather than fo lose it, with each new world.

The Hopi Prophecy blends with their creation story. The
Hopi are given three stone tablets, which define the sacred
lands, as they emerged from the Third World. Massau also gives
the people a fourth tablet, marked by a missing corner. This
tablet remains with the Fire Clan, while the corner is given to
the Hopi’s elder brother, Pahana (Waters, Mountain 121). A
description of this stone tablet reveals, among other things, a
snake "which represents the guarding of this life and land. As
long as we remain fast and adhere to the teachings of the tablet
the Snake will hold back the punishment that will take place in
case we let go of this stone map" (Tyler 42). The legend tells
of the return of Pahana who will be identified by the missing
corner of the tablet he carries and by his ability to interpret
its meaning (44). He will come when the people have been
corrupted and separated from each other, to unite them and save
the faithful from materialistic greed. The Hostiles, a group of
Hopis against assimilating the white culture, believe that "the

purifier will come upon this land if we make a mistake in
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following this new pattern of the White man’s way of life," but
if the people remain faithful to the way of life Massau taught
them, they will not be harmed (46). Pahana’s appearance will
mark the end of this world; and the faithful will unite at the
place of their origin,Athe Four Corners region, to be taken to
the next world. No one knows if this Savior will be White,
Indian, or Massau himself, but he promises to divide the riches
of the world equally among all peoples (45).

The Prophecy told by Massau is also inscribed on the stone
tablet, telling of "an eventual apocalypse and purification day
when the lost brother returns..." (Tyler 40), marking the end of
the fourth world. Waters sees this not as an end, but as a
regeneration. Pahana will create a new era with the faithful in
the fifth world, "leading to everlasting life, in which all
people will have one religion, one tongue, and share everything
equally”" (Waters, Mountain 133). The traditional people, the
Hostiles, believe Massau has given the people this stone tablet
to remind those who stray from the proper path: "’/When this
story is forgotten, something disastrous will happen.’ Perhaps
the stars will fall down into the ocean, and the ocean will
become o0il. Then the sun will set fire to it, and the
conflagration will consume everyone. Perhaps there will be an
earthquake that will kill everyone" (Tyler 41). This prophecy is
not intended to create a utopia for the faithful, but to remind
the people of their origin. And if there are no faithful

followers remaining when the brother returns, the whole world
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will be destroyed.

While the Hopi Prdphecy appears to be similar to Silko’s
writing, she is not offering another chance as Massau does.
Silko’s message from the Pahana will be nothing less than an
apocalyptic one. The people have been given several chances to
overcome witchery, as is illustrated by the different worlds.

But the destructive forces within all people have not died, in
fact they seem to emerge stronger with each renewal. Humans are
equipped with tools to fight evil--the ceremonies, traditions,
the stories, even the spirits and ancestors intervene
occasionally to assist them--but inevitably they are too weak.
Witchery strikes at the memories, causing people to forget; they
forget the traditions which hold communities together, allow the
ceremonies to stagnate, and erase the stories--therefore severing
connections to nature, ancestors, and ultimately the future. The
Destroyers have taken control of all humans, not just whites,
making them pawns in global destruction. With the Hopi Prophecy
in mind, Frank Waters writes,
The Indians, first seeing in us their lost white
brothers who would establish the universal pattern of
Creation, had‘then projected on us the causes of our
mutual failure. We in turn projected on them our own
fears of the mysterious spirit-of-place of the new
continent and of the inimical forces of nature within
us. So it was that we both, the red and white,

projected upon each other the repressed dark shadow of
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our dual nature, bringing forth the tragedy of America.

(gtd. in Lincoln 222)
Each race harbors negative forces, which when brought together,
will destroy each other. Left to their own devices, the people
would ultimately destroy each other, but Mother Earth cannot wait
for that to éccur. The destruction and death humanity has caused
all over the world will be sent back upon them. Her wrath will
engulf the human race for the last time; the Earth will be
rejuvenated, plants and animals restored, but humanity will not

be offered another chance.



CHAPTER ONE

Pieces of Destruction:
SILKO’S SHORT WORKS



Leslie Silko’s apocalyptic prophecy is introduced subtly
throughout her early poetry and short stories. These ideas will
gradually build in her first novel, Ceremony, and become the main
thrust of Almanac of the Dead. But even her early vision reveals
a world spiraling towards decay. The "balance" has been upset.
Silko portrays a disconnected human race in her short pieces
contained mainly within the autobiographical work, Storyteller.
Witchery has taught humanity to separate itself from the Earth,
to use the world; the inevitable eco-disaster is coupled with a
break from the spirit and ancestral world. Because the Earth
exists only for monetary value now with the European influence,
the spirits who create and inhabit it are forgotten. The old
ways slowly fade out; memories of ancestors and of survival
methods presérved throughout time by the oral tradition are lost.
This cultural death turns people against each other and the Earth
in their individual struggle for personal gain and ultimately
causes the death of humanity.

Silko introduces witchery as the main cause of cultural
disintegration in her short stories and poetry. Witchery has
always existed as an equal force to the positive force, as
discussed in the introduction, and its effects can be traced to
virtually all aspects of Native American life. While there are
many individual witches performing heinous crimes, witchery has
now become omnipotent and globally destructive. Humans cannot
escape this bower, and life becomes a constant struggle against

it. Now that witchery dominates human life, the balance is
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upset. The results of this disequilibrium are detailed
throughout Silko’s works. And eventually, she prophesies, the
counterforce will triumph and Mother Earth, in her rage, will
strike back against this destructive nature.

"Prophecy of 01d Woman Mountain," an early work published
April 1974, has been itself a prophecy for Silko’s future
writings. Silko foretells in four short stanzas what she will
later detail in Ceremony and through some 750 pages in Almanac of
the Dead--the decline of humanity. The witchery begins in
"Prophecy," as in other stories, when the people begin to forget,
and memories are replaced with white names and images. Absence
of memory is evident by the use of the past tense in this poem:

"When the names of the winds / were forgotten" (Journal of Ethnic

Studies 70). The people have long since forgotten the life-
giving winds! and their own origin--their link to the Earth; the
consequence is a stream of destruction conjured up by natural
forces to annihilate humanity. Forgetting is the ultimate work
of evil in a tribal society which relies on oral tradition to
carry on the tribal rituals and memories. "[A]lien [white]
names" (Journal 70) take the place of traditional ones as
witchery systematically assimilates peoples in its attempt to
deconstruct cultures.

"Prophecy" continues, detailing the emergence of dark winds
from the south which spread destruction. The persona of
"Prophecy" refers to 0ld Woman Mountain as South Sky Mountain.

Edith Swan in a later essay on Ceremony, places Mount Tautyuma to
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the south, on the Navajo Reservation, and links it to the origin
of the southern storm clouds ("Laguna" 234). The life-giving
rain clouds, described by Swan, have been transformed in this
poem by Mother Earth into terrible forces of destruction. The
Earth is conjuring all her natural forces together to rid the
surface world of humans; "[A]nd gray boulders roll dead tongues
/ to the sea" (Journal 70): the "tongues" of the Native
languages which preserve Native traditions are forgotten, dead.
Subsequently, the Earth will repossess them as they are then
returned to the sea--their origin.?

The Earth makes "no mistakes" with humanity this time as she
did with their creation. The people drain the life from the
planet, the "blood from the Earth" (Journal 70). The scars 01ld
Woman Mountain bears from the people’s stripping her of resources
and killing her wildlife will not heal without death. Joseph
Campbell writes, "Only birth can conquer death ... [one must be]
dismembered totally, and then reborn" (Hero 16-17). The Earth
has been sucked dry of life by those she created, and now she
takes that life back in order to preserve her own. In this poem
only the peréona remembers the mountain’s name and is aware of
the prophecy. 1In light of Frank Water’s essay on the Hopi
Prophecy, this one devout person in the poem will be saved
because she has remembered, thus insuring that the human race
will continue with her into the next world (Mountain 120). Yet
another reading would suggest that the Earth has been destroyed,

or is being destroyed, and that this is a chronicle of the
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events, past or present, as preserved by a story. Only the story
survives the Earth’s wrath. Even though humanity will be
destroyed, their storieé will echo on through the power of oral
tradition; <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>