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N. Scott Momadag (Kiowa)
The Man Made of Words

[ want to try to put several different ideas together this morning. And in the
process, I hope to indicate something about the nature of the relationship
between language and experience. It seems to me that in a certain sense we
are all made of words; that our most essential being consists in language. It
is the element in which we think and dream and act, in which we live our =
daily lives. There is no way in which we can exist apart from the morality
of a verbal dimension. i

In one of the discussions yesterday the question “What is an American ]
Indian?” was raised. 3

The answer of course is that an Indian is an idea which a given man |
has of himself. And it is a moral idea, for it accounts for the way in which
he reacts to other men and to the world in general. And that idea, in order
to be realized completely, has to be expressed. -3

I want to say some things then about this moral and verbal dimension =
in which we live. I want to say something about such things as ecology an
storytelling and the imagination. Let me tell you a story:

One night a strange thing happened. | had written the greater pan of
The Way to Rainy Mountain—all of it, in fact, except the epilogue. I had set -
down the last of the old Kiowa tales, and I had composed both the histofi=
cal and the autobiographical commentaries for it. I had the sense of being
out of breath, of having said what it was in me to say on that subject. The
manuscript lay before me in the bright light. Small, to be sure, but complete,
or nearly so. I had written the second of the two poems in which that book
is framed. I had uttered the last word, as it were. And yet a whole, penulti-
mate piece was missing. I began once again to write. Y

During the first hours after midnight on the morning of November 13,
1833, it seemed that the world was coming to an end. Suddenly the stillness of {
the night was broken; there were brilliant flashes of light in the sky, light of
such intensity that people were awakened by it. With the speed and density of &
a driving rain, stars were falling in the universe. Some were brighter than
Venus; one was said to be as large as the moon. I went on to say that that eventy .'-:‘"'
the falling of the stars on North America, that explosion of meteors which o0& =
curred 137 years ago, is among the earliest entries in the Kiowa calendars. 0
deeply impressed upon the imagination of the Kiowas is that old phenomenof =
that it is remembered still; it has become a part of the racial memory. f

“The living memory,” 1 wrote, “and the verbal tradition which traﬂ_’;s-"
scends it, were brought together for me once and for all in the person © ;‘
Ko-sahn.” It seemed eminently right for me to deal, after all, with that old
woman. Ko-sahn is among the most venerable people I have ever knowik
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she spoke and sang to me one summer afternoon in Oklahoma. It was like
a dream. When 1 was born she was already old; she was a grown woman
when my grandparents came into the world. She sat perfectly still, folded
over on herself. It did not seem possible that so many years—a century of
years—could be so compacted and distilled. Her voice shuddered, but it did
not fail. Her songs were sad. An old whimsy, a delight in language and in
remembrance, shone in her one good eye. She conjured up the past, imag-
ining perfectly the long continuity of her being. She imagined the lovely
young girl, wild and vital, she had been. She imagined the Sun Dance:

There was an old, old woman. She had something on her back. The
boys went out to see. The old woman had a bag full of earth on her back.
It was a certain kind of sandy earth. That is what they must have in the
lodge. The dancers must dance upon the sandy earth. The old woman held
a digging tool in her hand. She turned towards the south and pointed with
her lips. It was like a kiss, and she began to sing:

We have brought the earth.
Now it is time to play.

As old as 1 am, 1 still have the feeling of play. That was the beginning
of the Sun Dance.

By this time I was back into the book, caught up completely in the act
of writing. I had projected myself—imagined myself—out of the room and
out of time. I was there with Ko-sahn in the Oklahoma July. We laughed eas-
ily together; 1 felt that 1 had known her all of my life—all of hers. I did not
want to let her go. But I had come to the end. I set down, almost grudg-
ingly, the last sentences:

It was—all of this and more—a quest, a going forth upon the way of
Rainy Mountain. Probably Ko-sahn too is dead now. At times, in the quiet
of evening, 1 think she must have wondered, dreaming, who she was. Was
she become in her sleep that old purveyor of the sacred earth, perhaps, that
ancient one who, old as she was, still had the feeling of play? And in her
mind, at times, did she see the falling stars?

For some time I sat looking down at these words on the page, trying to
deal with the emptiness that had come about inside of me. The words did
not seem real. 1 could scarcely believe that they made sense, that they had
anything whatsoever to do with meaning. In desperation almost, I went
back over the final paragraphs, backwards and forwards, hurriedly. My eyes
fell upon the name Ko-sahn. And all at once everything seemed suddenly
to refer to that name. The name seemed to humanize the whole complex-
ity of language. All at once, absolutely, I had the sense of the magic of words
and of names. Ko-sahn, I said, and I said again KO-SAHN.

Then it was that that ancient, one-eyed woman Ko-sahn stepped out of
the language and stood before me on the page. I was amazed. Yet it seemed
entirely appropriate that this should happen.
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“1 was just now writing about you,” I replied, stammering. “I thought— .ﬁr'_;
forgive me-—I thought that perhaps you were . . . that you had . . ." S

“No,” she said. And she cackled, I thought. And she went on. “You have
imagined me well, and so I am. You have imagined that I dream, and so |
do. I have seen the falling stars.” fi

“But all of this, this imagining,” I protested, “this has taken place—is
taking place in my mind. You are not actually here, not here in this room.”
It occurred to me that [ was being extremely rude, but I could not help my-
self. She seemed to understand. :

“Be careful of your pronouncements, grandson,” she answered. “You
imagine that [ am here in this room, do you not? That is worth something.
You see, I have existence, whole being, in your imagination. It is but one
kind of being, to be sure, but it is perhaps the best of all kinds. If I am not
here in this room, grandson, then surely neither are you.” :

“I think I see what you mean,” [ said meekly. I felt justly rebuked. “Tell
me, grandmother, how old are you?” 5

“l do not know,” she replied. “There are times when I think that [ am
the oldest woman on earth. You know, the Kiowas came into the world
through a hollow log. In my mind’s eye I have seen them emerge, one by
one, from the mouth of the log. I have seen them so clearly, how they were
dressed, how delighted they were to see the world around them. I must have
been there. And I must have taken part in that old migration of the Kiowas

from the Yellowstone to the Southern Plains, near the Big Horn River, and [

have seen the red cliffs of Palo Duro Canyon. I was with those who were |
camped in the Wichita Mountains when the stars fell.” '

“You are indeed very old,” I said, “and you have seen many things.”

“Yes, 1 imagine that I have,” she replied. Then she turned slowly
around, nodding once, and receded into the language I had made. And then
1 imagined I was alone in the room.

Once in his life a man ought to concentrate his mind upon the re-
membered earth, I believe. He ought to give himself up to a particular land-
scape in his experience, to look at it from as many angles as he can, to won-
der about it, to dwell upon it. He ought to imagine that he touches it with
his hands at every season and listens to the sounds that are made upon it.
He ought to imagine the creatures that are there and all the faintest motions
in the wind. He ought to recollect the glare of noon and all the colors of the - :
dawn and dusk.

The Wichita Mountains rise out of the Southern Plains in a long crooked
line that runs from east to west. The mountains are made of red earth, and
of rock that is neither red nor blue but some very rare admixture of the two
like the feathers of certain birds. They are not so high and mighty as the
mountains of the Far West, and they bear a different relationship to the land
around them. One does not imagine that they are distinctive in themselves,
or indeed that they exist apart from the plain in any sense. If you try to think
of them in the abstract they lose the look of mountains. They are preemi-
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nently in an expression of the larger landscape, more perfectly organic than
one can easily imagine. To behold these mountains from the plain is one
thing; to see the plain from the mountains is something else. I have stood
on the top of Mt. Scott and seen the earth below, bending out into the whole
circle of the sky. The wind runs always close upon the slopes, and there are
times when you can hear the rush of it like water in the ravines.

Here is the hub of an old commerce. A hundred years ago the Kiowas _
and Comanches journeyed ourward from the Wichitas in every direction,
seeking after mischief and medicine, horses and hostages. Sometimes they
went away for years, but they always returned, for the land had got hold of
them. It is a consecrated place, and even now there is something of the
wilderness about it. There is a game preserve in the hills. Animals graze
away in the open meadows or, closer by, keep to the shadows of the groves:
antelope and deer, longhorn and buffalo. It was here, the Kiowas say, that
the first buffalo came into the world.

The yellow grassy knoll that is called Rainy Mountain lies a short dis-
tance to the north and west. There, on the west side, is the ruin of an old
school where my grandmother went as a wild young girl in blanket and
braids to learn of numbers and of names in English. And there she is buried.

Most is your name the name of
this dark stone,

Deranged in death, the mind to
be inheres

Forever in the nominal unknown,

Who listens here and now to
hear your name,

The early sun, red as a hunter’s
moon,

Runs in the plain. The mountain
burns and shines;

And silence is the long approach
of noon

Upon the shadow that your name
defines—

And death this cold, black
density of stone.

I'am interested in the way that 2 man looks at a given landscape and
takes possession of it in his blood and brain. For this happens, I am certain,
in the ordinary motion of life. None of us lives apart from the land entirely;
such an isolation is unimaginable. We have sooner or later to come to terms
with the world around us—and I mean especially the physical world; not
only as it is revealed to us immediately through our senses, but also as it is
perceived more truly in the long turn of seasons and of years. And we must
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come to moral terms. There is no alternative, | believe, if we are to realize
and maintain our humanity; for our humanity must consist in part in the eth-
ical as well as the practical ideal of preservation. And particularly here and
now is that true. We Americans need now more than ever before—and in-
deed more than we know—to imagine who and what we are with respect -
to the earth and sky. I am talking about an act of the imagination essentially, :
and the concept of an American land ethic. N

It is no doubt more difficult to imagine in 1970 the landscape of Amer.
ica as it was in, say, 1900. Our whole experience as a nation in this century :
has been a repudiation of the pastoral ideal which informs so much of the
art and literature of the nineteenth century. One effect of the Technological
Revolution has been to uproot us from the soil. We have become disori-
ented, I believe; we have suffered a kind of psychic dislocation of ourselves
in time and space. We may be perfectly sure of where we are in relation to
the supermarket and the next coffee break, but I doubt that any of us knows
where he is in relation to the stars and to the solstices. Our sense of the nat-
ural order has become dull and unreliable. Like the wilderness itself, our o
sphere of instinct has diminished in proportion as we have failed to imag- -
ine truly what it is. And yet I believe that it is possible to formulate an eth-
ical idea of the land—a notion of what it is and must be in our daily lives— =
and | believe moreover that it is absolutely necessary to do so. 3

It would seem on the surface of things that a land ethic is something
that is alien to, or at least dormant in, most Americans. Most of us in gen-
eral have developed an attitude of indifference toward the land. In terms of 3
my own experience, it is difficult to see how such an attitude could ever
have come about. '

Ko-sahn could remember where my grandmother was born. “It was just
there,” she said, pointing to a tree, and the tree was like a hundred others
that grew up in the broad depression of the Washita River. I could see noth-
ing to indicate that anyone had ever been there, spoken so much as a word,
or touched the tips of his fingers to the tree. But in her memory Ko-sahn
could see the child. I think she must have remembered my grandmother's
voice, for she seemed for a long moment to listen and to hear. There was 2
still, heavy heat upon that place; I had the sense that ghosts were gathering
there.

And in the racial memory, Ko-sahn had seen the falling stars. For her
there was no distinction between the individual and the racial experience,
even as there was none between the mythical and the historical. Both were
realized for her in the one memory, and that was of the land. This landscape,
in which she had lived for a hundred years, was the common denominator
of everything that she knew and would ever know—and her knowledge
was profound. Her roots ran deep into the earth, and from those depths she =
drew strength enough to hold still against all the forces of chance and dis-
order. And she drew strength enough to hold still against all the forces of
change and disorder. And she drew therefrom the sustenance of meaning
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and of mystery as well. The falling stars were not for Ko-sahn an isolated or
accidental phenomenon. She had a great personal investment in that awful
commotion of light in the night sky. For it remained to be imagined. She
must at last deal with it in words; she must appropriate it to her under-
standing of the whole universe. And, again, when she spoke of the Sun
Dance, it was an essential expression of her relationship to the life of the
earth and to the sun and moon.

In Ko-sahn and in her people we have always had the example of a
deep, ethical regard for the land. We had better learn from it. Surely that
ethic is merely latent in ourselves. It must now be activated, 1 believe. We
Americans must come again to a moral comprehension of the earth and air.
We must live according to the principle of a land ethic. The alternative is
that we shall not live at all.

Ecology is perhaps the most important subject of cur time. I can't think
of an issue in which the Indian has more authority or a greater stake. If there
is one thing which truly distinguishes him, it is surely his regard of and for
the natural world.

But let me get back to the matter of storytelling.

I must have taken part in that old migration of the Kiowas from the Yel-
lowstone to the Southern Plains, for I have seen antelope bounding in the
tall grass near the Big Horn River, and I have seen the ghost forests in the
Black Hills. Once 1 saw the red cliffs of Palo Duro Canyon. 1 was with those
who were camped in the Wichita Mountains when the stars fell. “You are
very old,” I said, “and you have seen many things.” “Yes, I imagine that 1
have,” she replied. Then she turned slowly around, nodding once, and re-
ceded into the language 1 had made. And then I imagined that I was alone
in the room.

Who is the storyteller? Of whom is the story told? What is there in the
darkness to imagine into being? What is there to dream and to relate? What
happens when I or anyone exerts the force of language upon the unknown?

These are the questions which interest me most.

If there is any absolute assumption in back of my thoughts tonight, it is
this: We are what we imagine. Our very existence consists in our imagina-
tion of ourselves. Our best destiny is to imagine, at least, completely, who
and what, and that we are. The greatest tragedy that can befall us is to go
unimagined. :

Writing is recorded speech. In order to consider seriously the meaning
of language and of literature, we must consider first the meaning of the oral
tradition.

By way of suggesting one or two definitions which may be useful to us,
let me pose a few basic questions and tentative answers:

(1) What is the oral tradition?

The oral tradition is that process by which the myths, legends, tales, and
lore of a people are formulated, communicated, and preserved in language
by word of mouth, as opposed to writing. Or, it is a collection of such things.
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(2) With reference to the matter of oral tradition, what is the relation-
ship berween art and reality?

In the context of these remarks, the matter of oral tradition suggests cer-
tain particularities of art and reality. Art, for example . . . involves an oral di-
mension which is based markedly upon such considerations as memoriza-
tion, intonation, inflection, precision of statement, brevity, rhythm, pace,
and dramatic effect. Moreover, myth, legend, and lore, according to our de-
finitions of these terms, imply a separate and distinct order of reality. We are
concerned here not so much with an accurate representation of actuality,
but with the realization of the imaginative experience.

(3) How are we to conceive of language? What are words?

For our purposes, words are audible sounds, invented by man to com-
municate his thoughts and feelings. Each word has a conceptual content,
however slight; and each word communicates associations of feeling. Lan-
guage is the means by which words proceed to the formulation of meaning
and emotional effect.

(4) What is the nature of storytelling? What are the purposes and pos-
sibilities of that act?

Storytelling is imaginative and creative in nature. It is an act by which
man strives to realize his capacity for wonder, meaning and delight. It is also
a process in which man invests and preserves himself in the context of ideas.
Man tells stories in order to understand his experience, whatever it may be.
The possibilities of storytelling are precisely those of understanding the hu-
man experience.

(5) What is the relationship between what a man is and what he says—
or between what he is, and what he thinks he is?

This relationship is both tenuous and complicated. Generally speaking,
man has consummate being in language, and there only. The state of hu-
man being is an idea, an idea which man has of himself. Only when he is
embodied in an idea, and the idea is realized in language, can man take pos-
session of himself. In our particular frame of reference, this is to say that
man achieves the fullest realization of his humanity in such an art and prod-
uct of the imagination as literature—and here 1 use the term “literature” in
its broadest sense. This is admittedly a moral view of the question, but lit-
erature is itself a moral view, and it is a view of morality. _

Now let us return to the falling stars. And let me apply a new angle of
vision to that event—Ilet me proceed this time from a slightly different point
of view:

In this winter of 1833 the Kiowas were camped on Elm Fork, a branch
of the Red River west of the Wichita Mountains. In the preceding summer
they had suffered a massacre at the hands of the Osages, and Tai-me, the
sacred Sun Dance Doll and most powerful medicine of the tribe, had been
stolen. At no time in the history of their migration from the north, and in the
evolution of their plains culture, had the Kiowas been more vulnerable to
despair. The loss of Tai-me was a deep psychological wound. In the early
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cold of November 13 there occurred over North America an explosion of
meteors. The Kiowas were awakened by the sterile light of falling stars, and
they ran out into the false day and were terrified.

The year the stars fell is, as I have said, among the earliest entries in the
Kiowa calendars, and it is permanent in the Kiowa mind. There was sym-
bolic meaning in that November sky. With the coming of natural dawn there
began a new and darker age for the Kiowa people; the last culture to evolve
on this continent began to decline. Within four years of the falling stars the
Kiowas signed their first treaty with the government; within twenty, four ma-
jor epidemics of smallpox and Asiatic cholera destroyed more than half their
number; and within scarcely more than a generation their horses were taken
from them and the herds of buffalo were slaughtered and left to waste upon
the plains.

Do you see what happens when the imagination is superimposed upon
the historical event? It becomes a story. The whole piece becomes more
deeply invested with meaning. The terrified Kiowas, when they had re-
gained possession of themselves, did indeed imagine that the falling stars
were symbolic of their being and their destiny. They accounted for them-
selves with reference to that awful memory. They appropriated it, recreated
it, fashioned it into an image of themselves—imagined it.

Only by means of that act could they bear what happened to them
thereafter. No defeat, no humiliation, no suffering was beyond their power
to endure, for none of it was meaningless. They could say to themselves,
“yes, it was all meant to be in its turn. The order of the world was broken,
it was clear. Even the stars were shaken loose in the night sky.” The imagi-
nation of meaning was not much, perhaps, but it was all they had, and it
was enough to sustain them.

One of my very favorite writers, Isak Dinesen, said this: “All sorrows
can be borne if you put them into a story or tell a story about them.”

Some three or four years ago, 1 became interested in the matter of “oral
tradition” as that term is used to designate a rich body of preliterate story-
telling in and among the indigenous cultures of North America. Specifically,
I began to wonder about the way in which myths, legends, and lore evolve
into that mature condition of expression which we call “literature.” For in-
deed literature is, | believe, the end-product of an evolutionary process, a
stage that is indispensable and perhaps original as well.

I set out to find a traditional material that should be at once oral only,
unified and broadly representative of cultural values. And in this undertak-
ing, I had a certain advantage, because I am myself an American Indian, and
I have lived many years of my life on the Indian reservations of the south-
west. From the time I was first able to comprehend and express myself in
language, 1 heard the stories of the Kiowas, those “coming out” people of
the Southern Plains from whom I am descended.

Three hundred years ago the Kiowa lived in the mountains of what is
now western Montana, near the headwaters of the Yellowstone River. Near
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the end of the seventeenth century they began a long migration to the south
and east. They passed along the present border between Montana and
Wyoming to the Black Hills and proceeded southward along the eastern
slopes of the Rockies to the Wichita Mountains in the Southern Plains
(Southwestern Oklahoma).

I mention this old journey of the Kiowas because it is in a sense defin-
itive of the tribal mind; it is essential to the way in which the Kiowas think
of themselves as a people. The migration was carried on over a course of
many generations and many hundreds of miles. When it began, the Kiowas
were a desperate and divided people, given up wholly to a day-by-day
struggle for survival. When it ended, they were a race of centaurs, a lordly
society of warriors and buffalo hunters. Along the way they had acquired
horses, a knowledge and possession of the open land, and a sense of des-
tiny. In alliance with the Comanches, they ruled the Southern Plains for a
hundred years.

That migration—and the new golden age to which it led—is closely re-
flected in Kiowa legend and lore. Several years ago I retraced the route of
that migration, and when I came to the end, I interviewed a number of
Kiowa elders and obtained from them a remarkable body of history and
learning, fact and fiction—all of it in the oral tradition and all of it valuable
in its own right and for its own sake.

I compiled a small number of translations from the Kiowa, arranged in-
sofar as it was possible to indicate the chronological and geographical pro-
gression of the migration itself. This collection (and it was nothing more than
a collection at first) was published under the title 7he Journey of Tai-me in
a fine edition limited to 100 hand printed copies.

This original collection has just been re-issued, together with illustra-
tions and a commentary, in a trade edition entitled The Way to Rainy Moun-
tain. The principle of narration which informs this latter work is in a sense
elaborate and experimental, and I should like to say one or two things about
it. Then, if I may, I should like to illustrate the way in which the principle
works, by reading briefly from the text. And finally, I should like to com-
ment in some detail upon one of the tales in particular.

There are three distinct narrative voices in The Way to Rainy Moun-
tain—the mythical, the historical, and the immediate. Each of the transla-
tions is followed by two kinds of commentary; the first is documentary and
the second is privately reminiscent. Together, they serve, hopefully, to vali-
date the oral tradition to an extent that might not otherwise be possible. The
commentaries are meant to provide a context in which the elements of oral
tradition might transcend the categorical limits of prehistory, anonymity, and
archaeology in the narrow sense.

All of this is to say that I believe there is a way (first) in which the ele-
ments of oral tradition can be shown, dramatically, to exist within the frame-
work of a literary continuance, a deeper and more vital context of language
and meaning than that which is generally taken into account; and (secondly)
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in which those elements can be located, with some precision on an evolu-
tionary scale.

The device of the journey is peculiarly appropriate to such a principle
of narration as this. And The Way to Rainy Mountain is a whole journey, in-
tricate with notion and meaning; and it is made with the whole memory,
that experience of the mind which is legendary as well as historical, per-
sonal as well as culwural.

Without further qualification, let me turn to the text itself.

The Kiowa tales which are contained in The Way to Rainy Mountain
constitute a kind of literary chronicle. In a sense they are the milestones of
that old migration in which the Kiowas journeyed from the Yellowstone to
the Washita. They recorded a transformation of the tribal mind, as it en-
counters for the first time the landscape of the Great Plains; they evoke the
sense of search and discovery. Many of the tales are very old, and they have
not until now been set down in writing. Among them there is one that stands
out in my mind. When I was a child, my father told me the story of the ar-
rowmaker, and he told it to me many times, for I fell in love with it. I have
no memory that is older than that of hearing it. This is the way it goes:

If an arrow is well made, it will have tooth marks upon it. That is how
you know. The Kiowas made fine arrows and straightened them in their
teeth. Then they drew them to the bow to see that they were straight. Once
there was a man and his wife. They were alone at night in their tipi. By the
light of a fire the man was making arrows. After a while he caught sight of
something. There was a small opening in the tipi where two hides had been
sewn together. Someone was there on the outside, looking in. The man
went on with his work, but he said to his wife, “Someone is standing out-
side. Do not be afraid. Let us talk easily, as of ordinary things.” He took up
an arrow and straightened it in his teeth; then, as it was right for him to do,
he drew it to the bow and took aim, first in this direction and then in that.
And all the while he was talking, as if to his wife. But this is how he spoke:
‘T know that you are there on the outside, for I can feel your eyes upon me.
If you are a Kiowa, you will understand what I am saying, and you will
speak your name.” But there was no answer, and the man went on in the
same way, pointing the arrow all around. At last his aim fell upon the place
where his enemy stood, and he let go of the string. The arrow went straight
to the enemy’s heart.

Heretofore the story of the arrowmaker has been the private possession
of a very few, a tenuous link in that most ancient chain of language which
we call the oral tradition; tenuous because the tradition itself is so; for as
many times as the story has been told, it was always but one generation re-
moved from extinction. But it was held dear, too, on that same account. That
is to say, it has been neither more nor less durable than the human voice,
and neither more nor less concerned to express the meaning of the human
condition. And this brings us to the heart of the matter at hand: The story
of the arrowmaker is also a link between language and literature. It is a
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remarkable act of the mind, a realization of words and the world that is al-
together simple and direct, yet nonetheless rare and profound, and it illus-
trates more clearly than anything else in my own experience, at least, some-
thing of the essential character of the imagination—and in particular of that
personification which in this instance emerges from it: the man made of
words.

It is a fine story, whole, intricately beautiful, precisely realized. It is
worth thinking about, for it yields something of value; indeed, it is full of
provocation, rich with suggestion and consequent meaning. There is often
an inherent danger that we might impose too much of ourselves upon it. It
is informed by an integrity that bears examination easily and well, and in
the process it seems to appropriate our own reality and experience.

It is significant that the story of the arrowmaker returns in a special way
upon itself. It is about language, after all, and it is therefore part and parcel
of its own subject; virtually, there is no difference between the telling and
that which is told. The point of the story lies, not so much in what the ar-
rowmaker does, but in what he says—and indeed that he says it. The prin-
cipal fact is that he speaks, and in so doing he places his very life in the bal-
ance. It is this aspect of the story which interests me most, for it is here that
the language becomes most conscious of itself; we are close to the origin
and object of literature, | believe; our sense of the verbal dimension is very
keen, and we are aware of something in the nature of language that is at
once perilous and compelling. “If you are a Kiowa, you will understand
what I am saying, and you will speak your name.” Everything is ventured in
this simple declaration, which is also a question and a plea. The conditional
element with which it begins is remarkably tentative and pathetic; precisely
at this moment is the arrowmaker realized completely, and his reality con-
sists in language, and it is poor and precarious. And all of this occurs to him
as surely as it does to us. Implicit in that simple occurrence is all of his de-
finition and his destiny, and all of ours. He ventures to speak because he
must; language is the repository of his whole knowledge and experience,
and it represents the only chance he has for survival. Instinctively, and with
great care, he deals in the most honest and basic way with words. “Let us
talk easily, as of ordinary things,” he says. And of the ominous unknown he
asks only the utterance of a name, only the most nominal sign that he is un-
derstood, that his words are returned to him on the sheer edge of meaning.
But there is no answer, and the arrowmaker knows at once what he has not
known before; that his enemy is, and that he has gained an advantage over
him. This he knows certainly, and the certainty itself is his advantage, and
it is crucial; he makes the most of it. The venture is complete and irrevoca-
ble, and it ends in success. The story is meaningful. It is so primarily be-
cause it is composed of language, and it is in the nature of language in turn
that it proceeds to the formulation of meaning. Moreover, the story of the
arrowmaker, as opposed to other stories in general, centers upon this pro-
cession of words toward meaning. It seems in fact to turn upon the very idea
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that language involves the elements of risk and responsibility; and in this it
seeks to confirm itself. In a word, it seems to say, everything is a risk. That
may be true, and it may also be that the whole of literature rests upon that
truth.

The arrowmaker is preeminently the man made of words. He has con-
summate being in language; it is the world of his origin and of his poster-
ity, and there is no other. But it is a world of definite reality and of infinite
possibility. I have come to believe that there is a sense in which the arrow-
maker has more nearly perfect being than have other men, by and large, as
he imagines himself, whole and vital, going on into the unknown darkness
and beyond. And this last aspect of his being is primordial and profound.

And vet the story has it that he is cautious and alone, and we are given
to understand that his peril is great and immediate, and that he confronts it
in the only way he can. 1 have no doubt that this is true, and I believe that
there are implications which point directly to the determination of our liter-
ary experience and which must not be lost upon us. A final word, then, on
an essential irony which marks this story and gives peculiar substance to the
man made of words. The storyteller is nameless and unlettered. From one
point of view we know very little about him, except that he is somehow
translated for us in the person of an arrowmaker. But, from another, that is
all we need to know. He tells us of his life in language, and of the awful risk
involved. It must occur to us that he is one with the arrowmaker and that
he has survived, by word of mouth, beyond other men. We said a moment
ago that, for the arrowmaker, language represented the only chance of sur-
vival. It is worth considering that he survives in our own time, and that he
has survived over a period of untold generations.
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