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Publisher’s Note

Rendering poetry in a digital format presents several challenges, just as its many forms continue to challenge the conventions of print. In print, however, a poem takes place within the static confines of a page, hewing as close as possible to the poet’s intent, whether it’s Walt Whitman’s lines stretching to the margin like Route 66, or Robert Creeley’s lines descending the page like a string tie. The printed poem has a physical shape, one defined by the negative space that surrounds it—a space that is crafted by the broken lines of the poem. The line, as vital a formal and critical component of the form of a poem as metaphor, creates rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, tension, and so on.

Reading poetry on a small device will not always deliver line breaks as the poet intended—with the pressure the horizontal line brings to a poem, rather than the completion of the grammatical unit. The line, intended as a formal and critical component of the form of the poem, has been corrupted by breaking it where it was not meant to break, interrupting a number of important elements of the poetic structure—rhythm, timing, proportion, drama, meaning, and so on. It’s a little like a tightrope walker running out of rope before reaching the other side.

There are limits to what can be done with long lines on digital screens. At some point, a line must break. If it has to break more than once or twice, it is no longer a poetic line, with the integrity that lineation demands. On smaller devices with enlarged type, a line break may not appear where its author intended, interrupting the unit of the line and its importance in the poem’s structure.

We attempt to accommodate long lines with a hanging indent—similar in fashion to the way Whitman’s lines were treated in books whose margins could not honor his discursive length. On your screen, a long line will break according to the space available, with the remainder of the line wrapping at an indent. This allows readers to retain control over the appearance of text on any device, while also indicating where the author intended the line to break.

This may not be a perfect solution, as some readers initially may be confused. We have to accept, however, that we are creating poetry e-books in a world that is imperfect for them—and we understand that to some degree the line may be compromised. Despite this, we’ve attempted to protect the integrity of the line, thus allowing readers of poetry to travel fully stocked with the poetry that needs to be with them.

—Harper Perennial





[image: image]





Dedication

For Jacqueline







Contents

Cover

Title Page

Publisher’s Note

Dedication

Preface



The Original Storyteller

On Dreaming

Centaur

To Hold the Sun

The Scop

The Spiritual Gravity of Place

The Realization of Nothing

Guests

The Moonlight Passage

The Speech

To Mrs. Charles T. Bucket of Greenfield, Massachusetts

The Visitors

The Capture

The Close

The Dark Amusement of Bears

The Shadow of a Name

Landscape with Clouds

The Birthright

A Mantra

Observations

Ownership

Song of the Journey

Configurations of a Timeless Kind

Beat the Drum Slowly

Dreaming Bear Speaks

Merger

Time and Essence

Chivalry

The Night Dance

A Spell for Setting Out

An Act of Mercy

The Woman Who Held Sway

To Speak of Nothing

The Mask

The Hollow Log

In the Telling

The Woman at the Glass Door

On the Imagination

Passage

The Shield That Came Home

The Zebra Report

The Marrowbone Manuscript

A Profound Evasion

Witches

The Ice Woman

The Visions of Stone Carrier

Pai-mahtone

The Shape Shifter

Belief

On Horseback He Sings

The Instrument

Alexander and Bucephalus

The Poet’s Muse

The Hat

The Shout

The Meadow

The Octopus Dreaming

Arfig the Witch

The Explorer

Prints

A Dream of Becoming Old

A Stroke upon the Earth

Miss O’Keeffe of Abiquiu

The Whisperer

The Death of Beauty

Transparency

Shadow

Prayer to the Sun

Banter

The Breath of the Infinite

Through a Lens of Cold

The Green Stick

The Ghost of Adam Meagre

Confusion

The Intruder

To a Child This Gift

The Tyranny of Time

Blood Memory

Imposture

Handprints

The Portrait of Spencer Kohl

Crows

The Burning

A Stone for Singing

One Hunter

The Efficacy of Prayer

The Ultimate Dream

A Moral Equation in Art

Forewarned

Madness

Facets of Discourse

Sunrise

The Wall

A Woman’s Voice

The Child’s Discovery

The Griever

The Whirlwind

The Reading

The Piano Teacher

World Renewal



End Note


About the Author

Also by N. Scott Momaday

Copyright

About the Publisher







Preface

According to the late writer and scientist Lewis Thomas, language was invented by children who came together thousands of years ago and played all day long. At the end of that day, we had language. This seems to me quite a plausible theory, and I have seen the validation of it in my own children.

Language is magical. Nothing in our world has been so instrumental in determining the history of our species. When we speak or read or write we are transformed into an intelligence made of words. It is our human being. We became human when we acquired language.

Language and the imagination work hand in hand, and together they enable us to reveal us to ourselves in story. That is indeed a magical process, and it is the foundation of art and literature.

We imagine and we dream, and we translate our dreams into language. This book is an enactment of that creative process. It is a celebration of words for their own sake.

N. Scott Momaday
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The Original Storyteller

I could tell you a story.

I could tell you a story without words.

I could look you a story in the eyes.

You would understand the story,

Or you would feel more than understand the story.

It would be the story of my life.

It would be a story within a story.

The story would contain only interesting things.

It would not be less than a whole story.

You would hear the story in my silence.

The story would make you laugh and cry.

Well then, I would tell you a story.







On Dreaming

From this reality my words become,

And I am left to calculate the sum

Of meaning. Rather would I gather dreams

And find in dreaming more than meaning seems.







Centaur

The boy caught sight of the animal as it grazed in a cover of grasses. It was a bright morning in the story of time. It might have been yesterday or thousands of years ago. The boy caught his breath. Never had he seen, or even dreamed, of such a creature. Latent, it seemed a work of art, a statue or a painting on a cave wall, perhaps. It was equal to the far reach of the boy’s wonder. The boy shouted in pure delight, and the animal erupted in motion. It ran at great speed, and the strength that informed its whole body was under perfect control. Light rippled on its flanks, its blue-black hooves struck like rapid drumbeats on the earth, and its chiseled head lunged like the point of a spear into the crystal air. Tears came to the boy’s eyes, and in his mind there came a conviction that he could barely express: We belong to each other, this creature and I.







To Hold the Sun

An old man of no use walked in the plain. He was lost in his mind. He caught a splinter of the sun and held it in his hands. He had forgotten, but at that moment he remembered, who he was.







The Scop

My imagination turns upon words. I am certain that I was there in the forest when a storyteller recited Beowulf to a gathering of villagers in Anglo-Saxon England, common folk for whom such a performance was magical. And I have heard the thunder of King Lear’s voice on the boards of the Globe Theatre in Elizabethan London. I was spellbound. Emily Dickinson read to me a poem she had written about crickets in which she realized a precision of statement that defies description. Czeslaw Milosz read his magnificent “Esse” to an audience in Ohio. I was there. I know these voices as well as I know my own, for I have heard them in my dreams. Dreams are the language of the imagination, and words are the conceptual symbols of our dreams. The scop, the actor, the writer, the storyteller draw with words. All of human history and all that can be dreamed of the future is contained in such drawings. I hear ancient voices striving for meaning and art, and I see crude and beautiful images on the walls of caves. Deo gratias.
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