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STUDY GUIDE FOR CEREMONY
By LESLIE MARMON SILKO

BEFORE YOU BEGIN READING:
CEREMONYIS STRUCTURED QUITE DIFFERENTLY THAN MOST NOVELS, THEREFORE,
UNDERSTANDING THE AUTHOR’S PURPOSE MIGHT BE USEFUL TO HELP READERS
REDUCE POTENTIAL CONFUSION. THE AUTHOR IS PRESENTING A MODERN NOVEL
ABOUT THE NATIVE AMERICAN EXPERIENCE AND TELLING A STORY IN THE NATIVE
AMERICAN MYTHOLOGICAL TRADITION. THESE TWO PURPOSES ARE INTERWOVEN
THROUGHOUT THE NOVEL. IN THE MODERN STORYLINE THERE ARE NO NUMBERED
CHAPTER DIVISIONS, BUT RATHER, SECTIONS DESIGNATED BY DEEP INDENTS OF THE
FIRST LINE. THE MYTHS OR SPIRITUAL STORIES ARE INSERTED AS CENTERED TEXT AND
HAVE A POETIC QUALITY. THIS STRUCTURE ARTFULLY PAINTS A PICTURE OF THE
PURPOSELESS AND SICKNESS OF NATIVE AMERICAN LIFE IN MODERNITY WITH A WASH OF
SPIRITUAL HOPE.

AS SCHOLARS OF MYTH, YOU KNOW MANY OLDER CULTURES INTEGRATED THE
SPIRITUAL WITH DAILY LIFE IN WAYS RARELY PRACTICED IN MODERNITY. WHAT MIGHT
BE PERCEIVED AS DISCONNECTED AND ILLOGICAL TO THE AVERAGE READER, SHOULD
MAKE SENSE TO YOU THROUGH THE LENS OF WORLD MYTHOLOGY. BY INSERTING “OLD
STORIES” INTO THE NARRATIVE, THE AUTHOR PROVIDES A SHARP CONTRAST TO THE
DEGRADATION OF N.A. LIFE AND A CLEAR CASE FOR REVIVAL OF TRADITIONS AS A CURE
FOR CULTURAL AND INDIVIDUAL DETERIORATION.

CHARACTERS:
TAYO- A NATIVE AMERICAN MAN WHO RETURNS HOME TO HIS LAGUNA PUEBLO
RESERVATION AFTER SERVING AS A SOLDIER IN WWII.
GRANDMA, AUNTIE AND ROBERT, ROCKY - THE MOST STABLE MEMBERS OF TAYO’S FAMILY
LAURA-TAYO’S MOTHER, THE FAMILY OUTCAST WHO “SLEEPS AROUND” (TAYO’S FATHER WAS
AN

UNKNOWN MEXICAN MAN.)
JOSIAH- TAYO’S CHILDLESS UNCLE WHO HAS A RELATIONSHIP WITH THE MYSTERIOUS WOMAN,
THE “NIGHT SWAN.”
“OLD KU’ OOSH”~ A LAGUNA MEDICINE MAN WHO SENDS TAYO TO BETONIE FOR HELP.
HARLEY AND LEROY-TAYO’S LAGUNA WAR BUDDIES WHO ARE MOSTLY FRIENDLY TOWARD
TAYO.
PINKIE AND EMO-TAYO’S LAGUNA WAR BUDDIES WHO ARE HOSTILE TO TAYO.
BETONIE- A NAVAJO MEDICINE MAN WHO CONDUCTS THE CEREMONY THAT FORMS THE HEART
OF

THE NOVEL.
SHUSH- BETONIE’S MUTE ASSISTANT
TS’EH- THE MYSTERIOUS YOUNG WOMAN WHO HELPS TAYO ON SEPARATE OCCASIONS.

THEMES AND IDEAS:

e GOOD V. EVIL WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF NATIVE AMERICAN LIFE.
0 HOW ARE GOOD AND EVIL REPRESENTED IN THE STORY?
0 HOW DOES EVIL FUNCTION?
O  WHY IS EVIL POWERFUL IN THE MODERN WORLD? THINK ABOUT THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
HUMANS AND THE NATURAL WORLD.

THE ISSUES AND CHALLENGES OF MIXED BLOODLINES.

N.A. TRADITIONAL CONCEPT OF INTEGRATED SELF: BODY + SOUL + MIND .
POWER AND PURPOSE OF SPIRIT APPLIED TO MODERN LIFE.

NECESSARY FLEXIBILITY OF TRADITION IN ORDER TO PERSIST.

ROLE OF WOMEN/ FEMININE POWERS IN NATIVE AMERICAN CULTURE




GUIDE TO:
PRAYERS AND TRADITIONAL STORIES

THOUGHT WOMAN, THE POWER OF THE STORIES;
SUNRISE (PP. 1-4)

REED WOMAN GOES “BELOW” AFTER BEING
NEGLECTED BY CORN WOMAN (PP.13-14)

THE SCALP SOCIETY (PP. 37-38)

PEOPLE LEARN TRICKS FROM PA’CAYA’NYI THE
CK’0’YO MEDICINE MAN AND NEGLECT CORN
ALTARS’ NAU'TS’ITY’]l TAKES AWAY THE PLANTS
AND RAINCLOUDS. (PP.46-49; 53-54)

LAGUNA WWII “HEROES” (PP.57-59)

HUMMINGBIRD AND FLY GO “BELOW” TO BRING
MOTHER NAU’TS’ITY’I BACK (PP. 71-72; CONTINUES
ON PPS. 82; 105-106; 113; 151; 180.)

SHUSH’S STORY (PP. 128-130.)
ORIGINS OF WITCHERY (PP. 132-138.)

YOUNG MAN CAPTURED BY COYOTE-THE PROTOTYPE
FOR TAYO’S CEREMONY (PP.139-141; 153;
RESOLUTION ON 258.)

SCRIPT FOR TAYO’S CEREMONY (PP. 142-144.)
HEALING BEGINS (P. 153.)

THE SUN GOES TO FIND HIS CHILDREN THE
RAINCLOUDS WHO HAVE BEEN CAPTURED BY
KAUP’A’TA THE CK’O’YO MAGICIAN IN HIS HOUSE IN
THE ZUNI MOUNTAINS (PP.170-176.)

TRADITIONAL PRAYERS:
e KA’T’SINA SINGING TO SUNRISE (P. 182.)
e HUNTER’S PRAYER (P. 206.)

ARROWBOY CATCHES SIGHT OF A CK’0O’YOU
WITCHMAN CHANGING INTO A WOLF (P. 247.)

HUMMINGBIRD AND FLY BRING MOTHER
NAU’TS’ITY’I BACK TO EARTH (PP. 255-256.)
SONG TO AMOO’OOH (P.257.)

“WHIRLING DARKNESS” OF WITCHERY DYING OUT
AND THEN SUNRISE (PP, 260-262.)

PROSE STORYLINE

TAYO ON A DESERT RANCH REMEMBERS
ROCKY’S DEATH IN THE JUNGLE DURING
WWII. TAYO CURSED THE JUNGLE RAIN,
AND NOW THERE HAS BEEN A DROUGHT IN
THE DESERT FOR SEVERAL YEARS. (PP. 5-
12;14)

HARLEY COMES BY AND TAYO GOES WITH
HIM TO FIND A BAR; TAYO HAS MEMORIES
OF A MENTAL HOSPITAL AND MEETING
OLD KU’OOSH AFTER RETURNING FROM
THE WAR. (PP. 14-37.)

TAYO REMEMBERS: DRINKING WITH EMO,
HARLEY AND OTHER VETERANS, MORE ON
ROCKY’S DEATH, THE ENLISTMENT AND
HOW HE AND ROCKY WERE DIFFERENT.
(PP.64-71;73.)

BEFORE THE WAR, UNCLE JOSIAH
OBTAINS A STURDY BREED OF CATTLE
CAPABLE OF SURVIVING THE DROUGHT.
JOSIAH AND “NIGHT SWAN.” (PP. 93-105)

TAYO PRAYS FOR RAIN; TAYO AND THE
‘NIGHT SWAN.” (PP.93-105.)

TAYO’S MEMORIES ARE UNBEARABLE. HE
IS TAKEN TO BETONIE WHO PERFORMS A
CEREMONY FOR HIM, AND DISCUSSES THE
NECESSARY NATURE OF CEREMONIES.
BETONIE EXPLAINS HOW TAYO’S
CEREMONY IS UNFINISHED (PP.107-152)

TAYO STARTS DRINKING AGAIN (PP. 153-
169)

TAYO TRACKS JOSIAH’S LOST CATTLE
HERD WITH THE HELP OF STARS, TS’EH, A
MOUNTAIN LION AND A HUNTER. (PP. 169-
213.)

TAYO RETURNS THE CATTLE TO THE
RANCH, RETURNS TO THE DESERT AND
FINDS TS’EH WHO WARNS HIM ABOUT EMO
AND THE OTHERS. (PP.214-235)

TAYO FLEES AND ACCIDENTALLY
STUMBLES ONTO THE URANIUM MINES AT
CEBOLLETA. HE HIDES AND WITNESSES
EMO AND PINKY TORTURING HARLEY TO
DEATH, BUT FEELS DRIVEN TO COMPLETE
THE CEREMONY. (PP. 235-254.)

TAYO IS WELCOMED HOME BY OLD
KU’OOSH. PINKY DIES AND EMO LEAVES
FOR CALIFORNIA. (PP. 256-260)



