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Abstract

Multivocality in Leslie Marmon Silko’s Storyteller

Storyteller is a “strongly polyphonic text” with photographs, traditional stories, gossip

stories, reminiscences, commentaries, and letters in prose and verse. It conveys the voices of

the mythic figures—Coyote, Buffalo, Whirlwind Man, Arrowboy, Spider Woman, and Yellow

Woman on top of the voices of real people Silko remembers. Multivocality in Storyteller reflects

the Pueblo oral tradition, but it also reminds us of “heteroglossia,” a concept of conflicting

voices, meanings, and values found in fiction, which Mikhail Bakhtin formulated. Then, are the

multiple voices in Storyteller equal in value? Is there any normative voice among them that Silko

endorses? This paper discusses these issues by scrutinizing stories in the book and a folktale of

the Zuni, another Pueblo.
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This is the way Aunt Susie told the story.

She had certain phrases, certain distinctive words
she used in her telling.

I write when I still hear

her voice as she tells the story. (7)
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Waithea was a little girl living in Acoma and
one day she said
“Mother, I would like to have

some yashtoah to eat.” (8)
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“Yashtoah” is the hardened crust on corn meal mush
that curls up.

The very name “yashtoah means

it's sort of curled-up, you know, dried,

just as mush dries on top. (8)
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Aunt Susie always spoke the words of the mother Lo her daughter

with great tenderness, with great feeling

as if Aunt Susie herself were the mother

addressing her litile child. 1 remember there was something mournful

in her voice too as she repeated the words of the old man

But when Aunt Susie came to the place
where the little girl’s clothes turned into butterflies
then her voice would change and I could hear the excitement and wonder

and the story wasn’t sad any longer. (15)
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This production of multiple meaning is in keeping
with Pueblo cosmology in general. For the old
people, no one person or thing is better than
another; hierarchies presuming superiority and

inferiority are considered absurd. (133)
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What keeps [Storyteller] from entering the
poststructuralist, postmodernist or schizophrenic
hetroglossic domain is its commitment to the
equivalent of a normative voice. For all the
polyvocal openness of Silko’s work, there is always
the unabashed commitment to Pueblo ways as a
reference point. This may be modified, updated,
playfully construed: but its authority is always to be
reckoned with. . . . Here we find dialogic as
dialectic (not, it seems, the case in Bakhtin!),
meaning as the interaction of any voiced value
whatever and the centered voice of the Pueblo.
(Emphasis added: “The Dialogic of Silko’s
Storyteller” 65)
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Old Skeleton Fixer spoke to bones
Because things don’t die

they fall to pieces maybe,

get scattered or separate,

but Old Badger Man can tell

how they once fit together.

“A’moo’ooh, my dear one

(24345)
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Although Laguna was one of the first
pueblos 1o be visited by Americans, of it there is
little or no ethnographic account—presumedly
because the ethnographers of the Southwest
have felt that because of the late origin of Laguna
(settled, it is said, in 1699) and its continuous
contact with Mexican and American it would
preseni a hybrid and therefore uninteresting
culture. (87)
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At Laguna, to be sure, Zuni strands have been
woven into the Keresan cult, illustrating with
particularly clear cases that inter-pueblo weaving
in myth and ritual that has no doubt been going
on for ages. (91)
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As with any generation

the oral tradition depends upon each person

listening and remembering a portion

and it is together—

all of us remembering what we have heard together—
that creates the whole story
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the long story of the people. (Storyteller 6-7)
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So in the telling . . . the storytelling always
includes the audience, the listeners. In fact, a
great deal of the story is believed to be inside the
listener; the storyteller’s role is 10 draw the story
out of the listeners. (50)
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One thing very contemporary about the story, for
which there are other endings (including a
version told by the same narrator) in which the
boy becomes the founder of the Hunters’ Society,
being as he is an expert of deer who then
sacrifice themselves to him and other hunters, is
the suicidal ending, which is probably no more
than a few generations old as a way of handling
the story. It is related, ultimately, to the rise of
teen suicide at Zuni and on other reservations.
(“Re: Zini story”)
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