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Abstract 

This project centers on writers whose poetry and prose experiment with 

history, pushing it to the limits of intelligibility, and toward spiritual 

significance. In the texts examined throughout this piece, there are different ways 

to learn about the past—through research or through direct contact with the 

spirits of the dead—and there are different ways to write about it—poem, 

memoir, novel—but there remains a shared sense that the writing of history is 

not merely an academic pursuit, but a spiritual exercise that accomplishes 

transformative work in the lives of both individuals and communities. 

Chapter One explores H.D.’s synthesis of mysticism and history in her 

novels and memoirs from the 1940s. These texts transform history writing into a 

somersault through past lives and esoteric wisdom toward a new, more peaceful 

future. Chapter Two expands this cyclical movement of history. Like H.D.’s 

mystical somersaults into the past, Leslie Marmon Silko’s revolutionary histories 

make their way toward the future by going backward to the past. Borrowing an 

understanding of time from ancient Mayan almanacs, Silko reconceptualizes 

history as a revolutionary act of storytelling that harnesses the powers of the 

dead to save the living. In Chapter Three, Susan Howe stumbles through history, 
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scrambling events on top of one another without trying to sooth the spirits of the 

dead through calming explanations.  The Conclusion asks what it might mean to 

negate, or un-say history altogether. M. NourbeSe Philip’s historian in Zong! is 

both magician and censor, oscillating between conjuring spirits up and quieting 

them down. This apophatic movement acknowledges both limits and 

possibilities of language to respond to what has been and what is to come. 
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Introduction 
 

 

In the summer of 1920, after the birth of her daughter and the end of 

World War II, the poet H.D. embarked on a trip to Greece with her recent 

acquaintance and future life companion, Bryher (Annie Winnifred Ellerman).  

Relaxing in a hotel room in Corfu, H.D. begins to dance for Bryher, pretending to 

be a tree. Suddenly, something changes. She is no longer pretending. Although 

she knows she is still in the same hotel room, she is simultaneously transported 

to another time and place and into another body. She later recalls the sensations 

of passing into an older life:” I could feel my body bent and stooping, I was not 

so very old but I was old in a traditional sense, I was an old traditional figure 

such as you might see on a temple-frieze or on the edge of a religious painting. 

Whether temple-frieze or primitive Italian painting, this figure was, in some deep 

nature-sense or sequence, religious.”1 She becomes someone else, someone 

                                                        

1 H. D., Majic Ring, ed. Demetres P. Tryphonopoulos (Gainesville: University 
Press of Florida, 2009), 111. 
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ancient and spiritual.2 She feels older, but not in the sense of personal age—it is 

not that this figure is elderly, but that he comes from an old tradition. In this 

religious experience, she is living back into the past and into another life and 

simultaneously remains in her own.  Even as her body stoops, transforming into 

this other person, she is aware enough of herself to feel that she “must explain as 

well as impersonate” this person.3 In spite of the word “impersonate,” she insists 

that this is not play-acting or pretending. “I knew exactly what I was,” she 

claims, “for I was this person.4  She inhabits two times, two places, and two 

people all in the same moment. 

Before she can interpret what is happening any further, she is possessed 

by another spirit, and then another, in a long series that traverses a wide range of 

histories and geographies. She considers the possibility that she may be 

witnessing some of her past lives, surfacing from the layers of her own psyche, 

but considers this explanation unlikely, insisting, “I did not think that these were 

past lives, thrown up on the screen of memory but maybe they were. They were 

                                                        

2 For a discussion of this scene in the context of dance history and theory, see 
Lara Elizabeth Vetter, Modernist Writings and Religio-Scientific Discourse : H.D., 
Loy, and Toomer, 1st ed. (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010). 
3 H. D., Majic Ring, 111. 
4 Ibid. 
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strung together on one thread, that thread myself.”5 The H.D. of a lazy day in 

Corfu is a string, one that spirits from the past can wrap themselves around and 

coexist with for a moment in time—or out of time. “I was ‘possessed’ like 

someone in a Gospel story,” is her best description of what is happening. 6 Yet 

this  “possession” is “the reverse of the ‘possessions’ one had wondered about as 

a child. My possession was, as it were, the reverse of the “devils” of a Puritan 

child’s Sunday-school consciousness. I had not the time nor the will to think of 

them as evil.”7 For H.D., her original notion of possession, inherited from 

Protestant Christianity, is inadequate to describe this experience. She lacks the 

time to condemn such spiritual intruders of everyday life, perhaps because she is 

experiencing temporality in such excess. Something has broken the division 

between past and present, and between herself and the spirits. For years, H.D. 

struggled to tell the story of this encounter, ultimately amassing multiple 

overlapping memoirs and fictions that try to account for the difficulty of 

composing a history of such a timeless, or temporally multiplicitous, mystical 

experience.  

                                                        

5 Ibid., 114. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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This conundrum may not have seemed so foreign to H.D.’s own 

Protestant ancestors, the pietist sect known as the Moravians. As she researches 

their history, H.D. encounters a mysterious spiritual legacy. Fleeing their homes 

in Europe in the eighteenth century, the Moravians “came to America to bring 

the secret from Europe or to keep the secret to themselves;” H.D. is not certain 

which.8 Their secret, according to H.D., involves a spiritual and temporal 

doubling not unlike her own: “It was simply belief in what was said—and, lo, I 

am with you always, even unto the end of the world. You see, those words were taken 

literally.”9 Jesus is not dead and gone—he is here, in their midst, at the center of 

the community. Jesus exists not in past, present, or future, but in an eternal 

always, a time beyond time that nevertheless intervenes directly in the minute 

affairs of the Moravian Church. The secret is a simple one: the past does not stay 

past. 

In Garden in the Dunes, Leslie Marmon Silko’s “gnostic novel,”10 

                                                        

8 H. D., The Gift : The Complete Text, ed. Jane Augustine (Gainesville, Fla.: 
University Press of Florida, 1998), 83–4. 
9 Ibid., 84. 
10 Ellen Arnold, “Listening to the Spirits: An Interview with Leslie Marmon 
Silko,” Studies in American Indian Literatures: The Journal of the Association for the 
Study of American Indian Literatures 10, no. 3 (Fall 1998): 25. 
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protagonist Hattie Abbott Palmer, like H.D, uncovers a secret spiritual legacy. 11  

Frustrated studying a church history that is “obviously incomplete,” she prefers 

to learn about “the Illumined Ones, those to whom Jesus appeared and whom he 

instructed in secrets not revealed to the bishops or cardinals or the pope 

himself.”12 Hattie sees that the official written record does not tell the whole 

story, and this has serious religious ramifications. According to ancient Christian 

apocrypha, Jesus reappeared many times after his death, imparting esoteric 

wisdom to his chosen followers. The Messiah returned not once or twice but 

several times; not the singular encounter with one lone nonconformist, but 

constantly coming back to reveal further truths to his beloved people. Hattie’s 

research convinces her that this is true, and yet she is surprised when her young 

ward, Indigo, one of the last members of the (fictional) Sand Lizard tribe, claims 

to have witnessed Jesus’ return herself. According to Indigo, he appeared one 
                                                        

11 Silko’s knowledge of Gnosticism derives in part from her acquaintance with 
fellow MacArthur Fellow Elaine Pagels. Pagels’ Gnostic Gospels revolutionized 
the study of early Christianity by arguing that the Church Fathers’ rejection of 
gnostic sects may have had less to do with abstract theology and more to do with 
the political implications of a divine gnosis that could come to anyone regardless 
of social position. Elaine H. Pagels, The Gnostic Gospels, 1989 Vintage Books ed. 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1989); Elaine H. Pagels, Beyond Belief : The Secret 
Gospel of Thomas, 1st ed. (New York: Random House, 2003). 
12 Leslie Marmon Silko, Gardens in the Dunes : A Novel (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 1999), 231. 
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night during a ritual dance and was chased away by authorities, just as he was 

after the crucifixion. She reports that “after the soldiers tried to kill Jesus, he left 

that place and returned to his home up in the mountains. He lives there with his 

family, but sometimes the Messiah takes his family great distances to visit other 

believers. […] When the people dance night after night, the Messiah and his 

family come down to join the people.”13 Indigo’s encounter is based on the late 

nineteenth-century Ghost Dance movement. During a solar eclipse on New 

Year’s Day 1889, the Northern Paiute Wovoka (also known as Jack Wilson) went 

into a trance. He reported that he died and went to heaven, where he saw all the 

dead, Indian and white, dancing together. God then taught him the steps to what 

became known as the Ghost Dance. A natural disaster was coming to cleanse the 

earth, but the Messiah’s disciples would be spared and reunited with the dead in 

the next life.14 Following the steps of the dance would save the people from 

destruction. Wovoka preached a ceremony crossing religious boundaries—a 

united brethren, a world unity without war, without genocide. That is the secret 

he came back from death to tell. A secret not so different from the hints of 
                                                        

13 Ibid., 126–7. 
14 For an account of the Ghost Dance movement, see Mark T. (Mark Thomas) 
Hoyer, Dancing Ghosts : Native American and Christian Syncretism in Mary Austin’s 
Work (Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1998), Chapter 1. 
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illumination Hattie glimpses in old parchment sheets. To find their salvation 

from oppressors, the people must follow the steps in the dance through the 

patterns of threads of history. Like H.D., Silko, “describes another dimension 

where universal understanding is possible.”15 Past not far removed, but still 

happening now, somewhere else along the circle. Repeating patterns: the people 

with their revelations, fleeing from authority, teaching outside the law, shifting 

ground. Why wouldn’t spirits keep coming back with so much work unfinished? 

In these encounters, the mystical experience resists simple oppositions between 

past and present, finite and infinite, sacred and secular. This project examines 

moments when these distinctions blur in order to ask how mystical experiences 

of time reconfigure the writing of history. How can language capture encounters 

that occur outside of or within multiple states of time? How do such experiments 

expand our understanding of the spiritual and ethical demands of writing 

history? 

 

                                                        

15 Joy Porter, “History in Gardens in the Dunes,” in Reading Leslie Marmon Silko: 
Critical Perspectives through Gardens in the Dunes, ed. Laura (ed.) Coltelli, 239 pp. 
vols., Learning Resources and Research: Essays and Studies (Learning Resources 
and Research: Essays and Studies): 1 (Pisa, Italy: Edizioni Plus - Pisa UP, 2007), 
58. 
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The Mystic and the Historian 

 

Mystical language brings us to the edges of intelligibility, breaking 

language open and unsaying what it says. Wrestling with the universe in that in-

between space, that movement between assertion and negation, between creation 

and destruction, a stammering, stumbling freefall into the unknown—that is 

where the mystic meets God, and where she tries to take the reader in her 

writing. How do you write a history of such a meeting, an event that breaks the 

finite open to the infinite? Particularly when the only record left of such an event 

is written in language that works only by destroying language itself?  

Michael Sells addresses this issue in his classic study of mystical 

discourse, Mystical Languages of Unsaying. Sells ponders the peculiar demands a 

mystical text makes on its reader, be she reverent disciple or secular researcher: 

“How are we to approach critically a discourse that claims to speak from the 

point where subject and object, self and other, are one? Simply put, does one 

have to be a mystic to understand the transreferentual language of mystical 
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unsaying?”16 Whatever the readers’ own goals, Sells argues that the text’s own 

mandates cannot be easily dismissed. He explains that many mystical authors 

“suggest that the reader cannot understand what is being said unless she 

becomes it.”17 Sells suggests that, in order to come to any kind of productive 

engagement with mystical writings, the historian must become a mystic himself.  

Indeed, according to Michel de Certeau, the historian is in a remarkably 

similar position to the mystic, for both write about an absent, irrecoverable 

subject, and this writing proves a poor substitute for the real thing. Certeau takes 

up this important issue in his classic history of Christian mysticism, The Mystic 

Fable.  For Certeau, a historian of the mystics “repeats their experience in 

studying it: an exercise of absence defines at once the operation by which he 

produces his text and that which constructed theirs. […] He seeks one who has 

vanished, who in turn sought one who had vanished, and so on.”18 Certeau’s key 

term here is absence. It is at the heart of his understanding of both history 

writing and mysticism. For both mystic and historian, “Something has been lost 

                                                        

16 Michael A. Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying (University of Chicago Press, 
1994), 9. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Michel de Certeau, The Mystic Fable, Volume One: The Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries (University of Chicago Press, 1992), 11. 
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that will not return.”19 The mystic’s God departs, leaving her bereft, and the 

historian’s subject is dead and gone—that presence, once lost, is irrecoverable. 

Thus, historiography transforms into “a contemporary form of mourning” that is 

“based on an absence and produces nothing but simulacra, however scientific. It 

offers representation in the place of bereavement.”20 For Certeau, the historian, 

the mystic, and the mourner are all in the same position of trying to make up for 

an absence with a representation of what has been lost.  The historian’s text, as he 

says at the outset of The Mystic Fable, is “exiled, from its subject matter,” 

emerging out of “the malady of bereavement, perhaps akin to the ailment 

melancholia.”21  

Certeau seems to use mourning and melancholia interchangeably 

throughout his discussions of the absences that define mystical historiography. 

By pushing on these eruptions of mourning and melancholia, however, we can 

challenge Certeau’s reduction of history to the unrepresentable absence of the 

lost other. This introduction of melancholy into his discussion opens up the 

space for the past to continue in the present. Eng and Kazajian point out that in 

                                                        

19 Ibid., 10. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid., 1. 
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the Freudian understanding of melancholy, “the past is neither fixed nor 

complete.”22 In contrast to mourning, “in which the past is declared resolved, 

finished, and dead,” melancholia asserts that “the past remains steadfastly alive 

in the present.”23 This “ongoing and open relationship with the past—bringing 

its ghosts and specters, its flaring and fleeting images, into the present. […] 

generates sites for memory and history, for the rewriting of the past as well as 

the reimagining of the future.”24 Melancholic time here creates an open field: it is 

not that the past is done and gone and dead and the moment of loss is foreclosed; 

rather, in melancholic time, the moment of loss is ongoing and the lost object 

continues to be present. This is in stark contrast to Certeau, for whom the past is 

absent and the mystic’s God is absent and thus religious historiography is 

perpetually attempting to compensate for what cannot be recovered. 

While both mystical writing and historical writing negotiate relationships 

with death and loss, Certeau insists that they handle that negotiation differently 

and therefore must take different forms. While “the historian ‘calms’ the dead” 

with reason and explanation “that overcomes their disorder and assures 
                                                        

22 David L. Eng and David Kazanjian, “Introduction: Mourning Remains,” in Loss: 
The Politics of Mourning (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2002), 3. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid., 3–4. 
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permanence,” the mystic stakes his life “on his very relationship with what 

escapes him.”25 For Certeau, the process of writing is the same for both historian 

and mystic, but, surprisingly, he contends that their texts must necessarily differ. 

He dismisses the idea that mystical history’s form might borrow from its subject 

because “this would be little more than seeming similarity or mimicry.”26 

Despite their similar functions, Certeau insists that the mystic’s language ought 

not rub off on the historian; the form of the historical text cannot meaningfully 

participate in the mystical one. By miming the mystic’s form, the historian does 

not actually participate in the content.  

Following Dipesh Chakrabarty’s theorization of subaltern history, 

historian of Christian mysticism Amy Hollywood asks what possibilities are 

opened up by a historiography that embraces “the interpenetration of past and 

present.”27 While Caroline Walker Bynum advises that “we move only 

cautiously to understanding, when the fear that we may appropriate the 'other' 

leads us not so much to writing about ourselves and our fears as to crafting our 

stories with attentive, wondering care,” Hollywood questions the necessity of 
                                                        

25 Certeau, The Mystic Fable, Volume One, 11. 
26 Ibid., 10. 
27 Amy Hollywood, “Gender, Agency, and the Divine in Religious 
Historiography,” The Journal of Religion 84, no. 4 (2004): 527, doi:10.1086/422478. 
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holding the past at arm’s length. 28 For Bynum, her medieval subjects are objects 

of wonder whose singularity is to be marveled upon but never appropriated, 

much more akin to Certeau’s absent past. There is a sharp dividing line between 

past and present, one that Bynum insists the historian cannot cross. Yet 

Hollywood points out that “the tenets of modern historiography crucially limit 

the life worlds and modes of temporality that are available to knowledge.”29 The 

mystic may inhabit a time in which the infinite breaks into the finite and the 

dead are accessible to the living of the sacred past revives through ritual, but the 

modern, secular historian is exiled from that world. Hollywood asks, “How then 

does one engage in an alternative subaltern historiography, one that takes with 

utmost seriousness the ways in which subaltern peoples account for their own 

pasts (and presents)? […] Might there be other emancipatory possibilities in the 

life worlds rendered visible through alternative histories?”30 If there is an 

openness between past and present, history and historian, what new possibilities 

appear? What new futures begin? For the writers considered here, history is a 

                                                        

28 Caroline Walker Bynum, Metamorphosis and Identity (New York: Zone Books, 
2005), 74. 
29 Hollywood, “Gender, Agency, and the Divine in Religious Historiography,” 
521. 
30 Ibid., 521, 527. 
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very real presence and the dead are able to communicate with the living and 

intervene in our present world. Historiography, then, does not simply represent 

something that is gone, it summons up what is already here. 

The relationship between historiography and literary writing has been one 

of both conflict and confluence. Historian Hayden White insists that “what 

distinguishes ‘historical’ from ‘fictional’ stories is first and foremost their content, 

rather than their form. The content of historical stories is real events, events that 

really happened, rather than imaginary events, events invented by the 

narrator.”31 For White, the historian is unique because of the substance rather 

than the structure of her writings. While Certeau sees parallels to the historian’s 

project in other forms of discourse, for White, concerned with literature rather 

than religion, this work is unique. The poet Susan Howe also raises a similar 

question, though with different results.  In a poem from Melville’s Marginalia, 

Howe asks why and how the poet’s writing conflicts with the historian’s (see 

figure 1). The poem draws a sharp contrast between poet and historian. While 

the historian writes about what is real, the poet writes about what is imagined. 

The historian is cool and collected, logical and orderly. The poet follows illogical 
                                                        

31 Hayden V. White, The Content of the Form : Narrative Discourse and Historical 
Representation (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1987), 27. 
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connections between words, borrowing words, stuttering and spluttering out 

impossible statements only with great effort. Her belabored, stammering, 

crowded and obscured lines provoke the stability of historical discourse. This is 

precisely the kind of interaction between history and literature that Dominick 

LaCapra encourages in History, Literature, Critical Theory. LaCapra argues that the 

relationship between the two disciplines ought to be characterized by “a process 

of mutual interrogation, pressure, and provocation.”32 The poet should clash with 

the historian, and it is precisely in this space of reciprocal tension, precisely this 

crumpling of fact through strange associations—the saying and unsaying of real 

events and collected records—that a history can be told. The mutual provocation 

opens an apophatic window onto a past that is never really gone. LaCapra 

acknowledges the mystical implications of this synthesis, arguing that: “This 

quest may take on postsecular or quasi-religious overtones and resonate with 

negative theology.”33 The question remains, what happens when the poet does 

relate real events, when she does encroach upon the domain of the historian and 

does put the events together in the stammering chaos of her own voice? 

                                                        

32 Dominick LaCapra, History, Literature, Critical Theory [electronic Resource] 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2013), 4. 
33 Ibid., 6. 
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Figure 1: Susan Howe, from “Melville’s Marginalia.”  
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This project centers on writers whose poetry and prose experiment with 

history, pushing it to the limits of intelligibility, and toward spiritual 

significance. They produce texts that are difficult to read, and that raise questions 

about history’s power in shaping the future. In the texts examined throughout 

this piece, there are different ways to learn about the past—through research or 

through direct contact with the spirits of the dead—and there are different ways 

to write about it—poem, memoir, novel—but there remains a shared sense that 

the writing of history is not merely an academic pursuit, but a spiritual exercise 

that accomplishes transformative work in the lives of both individuals and 

communities.  

Following a methodology of mystical reading, each chapter’s form draws 

inspiration from its source material. Mystical texts, as we have seen, are 

handbooks that call on readers to participate in the experiences they describe. To 

write a mystical history, then, demands vulnerability to the forms and forces of 

one’s subject. This project’s engagement in experimental, mystical historiography 

is thus twofold. First, I turn to formally experimental historical fiction and verse 

to see what resources these texts offer for writing histories that ethically respond 

to the complexity of their writers’ and subjects’ spiritual experiences. How can 

such works change the methods by which we write histories of mysticism? 
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Second, I ask what kinds of critical responses these texts themselves demand. 

The method of each chapter draws on the methods of the writers examined, 

incorporating layered voices and ghostly presences. Throughout what follows, I 

engage with experimental histories as mystical handbooks leading us through 

the past on the way to the future. 

Chapter One, “Acroamatique Acrobatics: Visionary History in H.D.’s Late 

Prose,” explores H.D.’s synthesis of mysticism and history in her novels and 

memoirs from the 1940s. For H.D., the only way to build a harmonious future is 

to go back to the past and see where it lost its way—where the hidden, gnostic 

plan for peace was deflected. This bright future has always almost been 

happening, with many people across the ages receiving the message and trying 

to bring it to fruition. This is what H.D.’s Moravian researcher, Henry Dohna is 

looking for in her unpublished historical novel The Mystery. His future is in the 

archive: if he can manage to get back to the past, to listen to the ghosts and piece 

together the fragments into some kind of history, then he will be able to move 

forward. Research, however, is not the only way to learn about the past. H.D. 

also explores the role of séances and direct revelations as methods of accessing 

history. Throughout this novel and memoirs such as The Gift, Majic Ring, and The 

Sword Went out to Sea, H.D. explores the synthesis of research and revelation in 
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approaching the past. When considered together, her historical fiction and 

memoirs transform history writing into a somersault through past lives and 

esoteric wisdom toward a new, more peaceful future. The chapter somersaults 

through H.D.’s life and work, examining palimpsests of stories whose repeating 

patterns combine to tell a sweeping spiritual history that moves toward peace. 

Chapter Two, “Round Like a Tortilla: Leslie Marmon Silko’s 

Revolutionary History,” expands this cyclical movement of history. Like H.D.’s 

mystical somersaults into the past, Leslie Marmon Silko’s revolutionary histories 

make their way toward the future by going backward to the past. Silko’s novels, 

Almanac of the Dead and Ceremony conjure up a spiritual world in which stories 

are “alive with the energy words generate.”34 For the Mayan revolutionary 

Angelita La Escapia in Almanac of the Dead and the mixed race World War II 

veteran Tayo in Ceremony, histories unleash the spiritual powers of the gods and 

ancestors into the world. Borrowing an understanding of time from ancient 

Mayan almanacs, Silko reconceptualizes history as a revolutionary act of 

storytelling that harnesses the powers of the dead to save the living. Stories and 

ceremonies collapse the distinction between past and present through their 
                                                        

34 Leslie Marmon Silko, Almanac of the Dead : A Novel (New York: Penguin Books, 
1992), 520. 
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interplay of rupture and repetition. This ceremonial time can then be expanded 

outside of its initial ritual context in order to resignify actions and events in the 

present. History in these novels is thus revolutionary in two senses of the word: 

on the one hand, it is a force that cycles back around, repeating the same patterns 

over again, and on the other hand, it is catalyst for rupture and change, both on 

an individual and global scale. This chapter tangles the threads of the novels 

together to reveal the cyclical ritual that Silko makes of history. 

In Chapter Three, “Stumbling Through History: Susan Howe’s The 

Nonconformist’s Memorial,” the writer turns through history with faltering pivots. 

While H.D. and Silko’s histories return full circle, Howe’s move by stumbling 

over grounds that fall away and hurl the runner into the unknown. They tell 

their history by forcing the reader to consider the incompletenesss of our access 

to the past. The chapter participates in this process, participating in Howe’s 

combination of personal narrative and fragmented collage to tell the history at 

play. History here is mediated by generations of nameless redactors, with 

stammering voices running back and forth between revealing and obscuring a 

history that cannot be fully known. Howe scrambles events on top of one another 

without trying to sooth the spirits of the dead with calming explanations. She 

takes fragments of documents referring to specific people—in the case of The 
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Nonconformist’s Memorial, primarily the biblical Mary Magdalene and Puritan 

Anne Hutchinson—and then she removes the names so that the stories merge. 

This way of doing history collapses difference so that the story of one 

nonconformist becomes just part of one story that repeats over and over again—

the story of religious enthusiasts, who reach for the divine, and stagger back, 

rejected and repelled. The past slips out from underneath you at every turn. This 

destabilization resists any attempt to calm history with explanations. Howe’s 

work thus demands a critical response that stumbles along with it, working 

through fragments and layering voices to participate in the wildness Howe 

draws out of the archive. Her nonconformist stumbles through the incomplete 

records of the past toward, not a full understanding, but a further fracturing.  

The Conclusion, “Footnotes and Footprints,” turns away from the writing 

of history in order to ask what it might mean to negate, or un-say history 

altogether. Apophasis, literally “un-saying or speaking-away,” refers to a mode 

of mystical speech in which every claim requires a correction, which in turn 

requires another correction, ad infinitum.35 Thus the “authentic subject of 

discourse slips continually back beyond each effort to name it or even to deny its 

                                                        

35 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, 2. 
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nameability. The regress is harnessed and becomes the guiding semantic force, 

the dynamis, of a new kind of language.”36 For M. NourbeSe Philip, the history of 

the murders on the slave ship Zong can only be told by un-telling it. Her 

apophatic historian is both magician and censor, oscillating between conjuring 

spirits up and quieting them down. Philip insists that this is a story that cannot 

be told and yet must be told. An ethical imperative to acknowledge history’s 

power as well as its limitations drives the poem. In this apophatic movement, we 

confront our position as storytellers, acknowledging both the limits and 

possibilities of language to respond to what has been and what is to come. 

 

                                                        

36 Ibid. 
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Chapter One 

 

Acroamatique Acrobatics: Visionary History in H. D.’s Late Prose Work 

 

 

 As early as the 1919 manifesto “Notes on Thought and Vision,” H.D. was 

working through the idea that a handful of spiritually attuned people could 

change history: “Two or three people with healthy bodies and the right sort of 

receiving brains, could turn the whole tide of human thought […] Two or three 

people gathered together in the name of truth, beauty, over-mind consciousness 

could bring the whole force of this power back into the world.”1 Her research 

into occult history taught her to see the past as layered with stories of small 

circles of adepts rising up to save the world, then returning to obscurity.2 During 

                                                        

1 H. D., Notes on Thought and Vision & The Wise Sappho (San Francisco: City Lights 
Books, 1982), 27. 
2 On the relationship between occultism and modernism see Devin Johnston, 
Precipitations: Contemporary American Poetry as Occult Practice, 1st edition 
(Middletown, Conn: Wesleyan, 2002); Timothy Materer, Modernist Alchemy : 
Poetry and the Occult (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1995); Alex Owen, 
The Place of Enchantment: British Occultism and the Culture of the Modern (Chicago, 
Ill.: University Of Chicago Press, 2004); Leon Surette, The Birth of Modernism : Ezra 
Pound, T.S. Eliot and the Occult (Montréal ; Buffalo: McGill-Queen’s University 
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World War II, she became convinced that her early Moravian ancestors were just 

such a group, and that she was the heir of their mission for world peace.3  

In her historical fiction and memoirs from the 1940s, H.D. mystically 

accesses the secret history of the Moravian Church to bring hope for the future. 

Through her research into religious history and her spiritualist séances, H.D. 

sought out resources in the past to help her ethically engage with the violence 

                                                        

 

Press, 1993); Leon Surette and Demetres P. Tryphonopoulos, Literary Modernism 
and the Occult Tradition (Orono, Me.: National Poetry Foundation, University of 
Maine, 1996); Helen Sword, Ghostwriting Modernism, 1 edition (Ithaca, N.Y: 
Cornell University Press, 2002). 
3 On the history of the Moravian Church, see Craig D. Atwood, Community of the 
Cross : Moravian Piety in Colonial Bethlehem (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 2004); Craig D. Atwood, Vernon H. (Vernon Hans) 
Nelson, and Peter Vogt, The Distinctiveness of Moravian Culture : Essays and 
Documents in Moravian History in Honor of Vernon H. Nelson on His Seventieth 
Birthday (Nazareth, Pa.: Moravian Historical Society, 2003); Robert Beachy and 
Michele Gillespie, Pious Pursuits : German Moravians in the Atlantic World (New 
York: Berghahn Books, 2007); Katherine M. Faull, Moravian Women’s Memoirs : 
Their Related Lives, 1750-1820, 1st ed. (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 
1997); Aaron Spencer Fogleman, Jesus Is Female : Moravians and the Challenge of 
Radical Religion in Early America (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
2007); Max Kade German-American Research Institute and A. G. (Anthony 
Gregg) Roeber, Ethnographies and Exchanges : Native Americans, Moravians, and 
Catholics in Early North America (University Park, Pa.: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 2008); Seth Moglen, “Excess and Utopia: Meditations on 
Moravian Bethlehem,” History of the Present 2, no. 2 (November 20, 2012): 122–47, 
doi:10.5406/historypresent.2.2.0122. 
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and destruction of World War II and create a more peaceful future. Rewriting 

history was thus both a spiritual and a practical exercise. Adelaide Morris argues 

that H.D.’s writings point the way toward action and engagement in the world. 

In spite of—or because of—their fixation on the ancient and abstruse, they lead 

out onto future. For Morris, the works “instantiate, exercise, and advocate a kind 

of attention that is crucial to the ongoing life of culture. In this sense, they think 

about thinking and they think toward action.”4 The writing, for Morris, offers a 

means not just for thinking about loss, trauma, and violence, but also for 

engaging in ethical action. In her prose work of the 1940s, H.D. advocates a mode 

of historical attention that thinks back through the past to move forward to 

action in the future. The chapter traces the trajectory of H.D.’s somersault back 

through Moravian and occult history on her way forward from the traumas of 

World War II. She combines research and revelation into a historiography of 

acroamatique acrobatics, a spiritual exercise that is ultimately just as much about 

shaping the future as it is about recovering the past. 

 

                                                        

4 Adalaide Kirby Morris, How to Live/what to Do : H.D.’s Cultural Poetics (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 2003), 2. 
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“Mystic Swine” 

 

H.D. was raised in the Moravian Church in Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. In 

1722 a group of radical pietists sought refuge from religious persecution on the 

estate of Count Nicolaus Ludwig von Zinzendorf in Upper Lusatia. They called 

their new community Herrnhut, “The Lord’s Watch,” and under the charismatic 

leadership of Zinzendorf, they thrived, eventually spreading to what is now 

Pennsylvania. The community was conducted based on the General Economy, in 

which all property was held communally, and the choir system, in which the 

nuclear family was abolished in favor of barracks-style housing separated based 

on age, gender, and marital status. Women were allowed to have active 

leadership in the community.5 This position was justified by the church’s belief in 

the femininity of the Holy Spirit and of Jesus, the mother out of whose side 

wound believers were born again. In 1748, Alexander Volck condemned the 

Moravians as “present-day Gnostics” and “mystic swine.”6 While many radical 

pietists sought to separate themselves from the world, the Moravians “embraced 

                                                        

5 On the ministry of Benigna Zinzendorf, the count’s daughter and in H.D.’s story 
the mother of Elizabeth de Watteville, see Fogelman 96-104. 
6 in Fogleman, Jesus Is Female, 85. 
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both radical separatists and the established churches, hoping to find a way to 

unite all of them.”7 They were dedicated to missionizing and to ecumenical work. 

In the American colonies, other European settlers distrusted them due to their 

connections with slave rebellions and the fear that they would be spies during 

the French and Indian War. They distinguished between a visible church ruled 

by dogmas and institutions, and an invisible church comprising all those who 

knew true intimacy with Christ. One way that this intimacy was demonstrated 

was through the requirement that each member of the church compose a 

spiritual autobiography to be read aloud at his or her funeral service.  

H.D. identified the Moravian Church, or United Brethren, as an 

underground gnostic movement that displayed “traces of the still earlier dis-

established “lost” Church of Provence, the Church of Love.”8 The Church of 

Provence refers to the medieval Cathars, who Denis de Rougemont argued were 

gnostic adepts forced to veil their teachings in the love poems of the 

troubadours.9 Encoded in these tales of courtly love were esoteric teachings 

                                                        

7 Ibid., 105. 
8 H. D., “H.D. by Delia Alton,” The Iowa Review 16, no. 3 (October 1, 1986): 202.  
9 Denis de Rougemont, Love in the Western World (Princeton University Press, 
1983), 74–89. 
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passed on secretly—revealed solely to the initiated.10 It was possible to read the 

poem and never guess what it hid: the teachings were available only if you knew 

how to interpret their symbols. Thus, the wisdom could be transmitted across the 

ages, undetected by outsiders. Of course, this secrecy also meant that its history 

could easily be lost. H.D. remains confident, however, that this history will never 

completely vanish. Just because the record no longer remains does not mean that 

the secret church has been snuffed out: “The Hidden Church,” she insists, “can 

never really be destroyed, any more than you can destroy a river that runs 

underground; it occasionally bubbles up and breaks out in some unexpected 

quarter.”11 The Lost Church, then, is not lost because it has been defeated, but 

rather because it has returned to its hidden sources to grow strong once again.12 

                                                        

10 On the history of Catharism, see, Malcolm Barber, The Cathars : Dualist Heretics 
in Languedoc in the High Middle Ages, Second edition. (Harlow, United Kingdom: 
Pearson, 2013); Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, Montaillou : Cathars and Catholics in a 
French Village, 1294-1324 (London: Scolar, 1978); Mark Gregory Pegg, A Most Holy 
War : The Albigensian Crusade and the Battle for Christendom (Oxford ; New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2008). 
11 H. D., The Gift : The Complete Text, ed. Jane Augustine (Gainesville, Fla.: 
University Press of Florida, 1998), 265. 
12 H.D. elaborates on this description of the underground church in her 
unpublished short story, “The Death of Martin Presser”: “we were driven 
underground by the Inquisition; we were reformers, long, long before the 
Reformation. Now and again, we manifested briefly, here or there, like a spring, 
bubbling up unexpectedly free deep underground. What we gathered to us 
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H.D. hoped to unlock the wisdom of this lost past and become one of those 

hidden adepts who could come forward at the crucial moment to save the world 

from atomic war.13 The way toward this future takes her through “the 

palimpsestic layerings of psyche, memory, history, and language.”14  H.D. 

believed that “The promise of that peaceful future was ‘written’ in history for 

those who knew how to read it”—the only trouble was how to gain that 

                                                        

 

underground, is our own affair” H. D., “The Death of Martin Presser” (H.D. 
Papers. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and 
Manuscript Library, Yale University, 1943), 2. The reference to the Reformation 
hearkens back to an old idea that the Moravians were direct spiritual heirs of the 
Hussites, a fourteenth-century reform movement claimed by Protestants as a 
precursor to the Protestant Reformation. 
13 Scholars have noted the influence of H.D.’s research into Moravianism on her 
poetry as well as the more obvious connections to the prose. For considerations 
of Trilogy in light of Moravian rituals and doctrines, see, for example, Tony 
Trigilio, Strange Prophecies Anew : Rereading Apocalypse in Blake, H.D., and Ginsberg 
(Madison [N.J.]: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press ; Associated University 
Presses, 2000) 83-124; Angela DiPace Fritz, Thought and Vision : A Critical Reading 
of H.D.’s Poetry (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1988) 
101-2. 
14 Donna Krolik Hollenberg, “‘The Deeper Unsatisfied War’: Robert Duncan’s 
Poems for H. D,” Paideuma: Studies in American and British Modernist Poetry 35, no. 
1–2 (2006 Spring-Fall 2006): 69. 
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knowledge.15 Reading up on her Moravian background provided one opening, 

but print was not the only medium that could grant access to the secrets of the 

dead. 

 

Speaking with the Dead 

 

In 1943, H.D. joined the Society for Psychical Research in London, where 

she met the medium Arthur Bhaduri. They formed a séance circle that met in 

H.D. and Bryher’s home throughout the war years, reaching out to the past to 

prevent future destruction. H.D. believed the threat of atomic warfare was 

enough to wake the dead. She feels helpless in the face of global violence, but 

holds out the hope that the spirits of the dead harness powers beyond those of 

the living. The spirits choose this crucial time to intervene. She explains, “After 

all, who was I to think I could do anything to stop or stem the dreadful thing that 

loomed heavy in all our minds? That had come, in a sense, with the coming of 

                                                        

15 Brenda Helt, “Reading History in The Gift and Tribute to Freud,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to H. D., ed. Nephie J. Christodoulides and Polina Mackay 
(Cambridge University Press, 2011), 159. 
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the atom-bomb. I had felt that they [the spirits] had come to stop that.”16 In these 

sittings, the dead press to reach out to the living in order to prevent further 

destruction. H.D.’s séances were not primarily the work of a mourner seeking 

solace in the afterlife—her spirits are beings from the past urgently intruding 

into the present to change the future. Occasionally a familiar spirit appears—her 

mother comes at one point, and her father tells her to stop the war—but 

reconnecting with recognizable acquaintances is not the primary purpose of their 

séances. The world of the dead opens up not to rekindle past relationships, but to 

help the living prevent further destruction. 

 Looking back on this period of her life, H.D. reasons that her 

psychological response to this fear of total annihilation was to posit another 

world—an indestructible world—to escape to. This idea is not new to her, but it 

takes on new urgency with the threat of the apocalypse. Her connections to the 

spirit world are not personal—not focused on individual losses and griefs—but 

on a more general idea of that other world and its interactions with this one, of a 

past returning and reversing destruction, flipping the present upside down so 

                                                        

16 H. D., The Sword Went out to Sea : (synthesis of a Dream), by Delia Alton, ed. 
Cynthia Hogue and Julie Vandivere (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 
2007), 34. 
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that, like Dante, they can escape from hell. “Psychologically, any-one can work 

this out,” she reasons, 

Garry [Bryher] and I were not afraid of the atom-bomb for ourselves. 
Having sat up all night through so many raids, we agreed that the bomb 
would be quick, anyway. That was the short view or the selfish view to 
take of it. What of other people? What of the rest of the world? One was 
afraid of the end of the world. It was the end of this world, anyway. There 
must be another world, but where was it? It was there somewhere. I had 
never doubted that. But I had made no real emotional connection with it, 
as my work with Manisi [Bhaduri] had been for the most part, either 
impersonal or literary.17 
 

Living in London—the city under siege, people dying, buildings destroyed every 

day—they have grown accustomed to the imminent reality of death. That is not 

what terrifies them about atomic warfare—indeed, the destruction is so absolute 

that they reason it cannot be any less pleasant than the types of death they face 

every day. Their own deaths only matter in the personal sphere and in the short 

term; H.D.’s real concern is with the universal and the long-term. In the face of 

absolute destruction, her attention turns outward toward the world at large, a 

world she wants to help unite and preserve for the common good.  

As World War II rages on and H.D.’s London neighborhood is destroyed 

by bombs, the séances draw her back through the past to the colonial roots of the 

                                                        

17 H. D., The Sword Went out to Sea, 34. 
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America she grew up in. She imagines that there was a moment in history when 

a more peaceful future was possible. Her imagination is not drawn to classical 

stories, as it was after World War I—she is thinking not of Greece or Egypt or 

Rome, but of the United States. She is captivated by the idea of returning to a 

past when there was hope for a better future: 

I remembered how my mind, after a certain pause of tension and terror, 
had switched, as it were, into another dimension where everything was 
clear, where people moved in the costumes of their period, thought back 
to their old oppressions in Europe and planned a secret powerful 
community that would bring the ancient secrets of Europe and the ancient 
secrets of America into a single union of power and spirit, a united 
brotherhood, a Unitas Fratrum of the whole world. 
This had not worked out, but it might have worked out and it would work 
out, I had thought, if I could follow the clue through the labyrinth of 
associated memories.18 
 

H.D.’s fears for the future provide a gateway to the past, and insight into its 

hidden meanings. She imagines that the ancient secrets of Europe and America 

could come together, that this transatlantic esoteric synthesis could have 

prevented world war. When she is afraid, she loses herself in this fantasy of the 

past, fully knowing that any such brotherhood between European settlers and 

Native Americans broke down, and she is living out the consequences of that 

collapse. But this failure is not inevitable: somewhere in her own psyche exists 
                                                        

18 H. D., The Gift, 214. 
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the key for creating a new world order.  As a poet, she considers herself “a 

spiritual worker in a secular world,”19 the inheritor of vision and wisdom that 

can end violence and renew society. The key to world peace is not out in the 

public sphere, out amongst other people, it is in her own deepest memories: by 

reaching into her mind, she can access the source of the “underground river” and 

help it to bubble up. Through a historiography that combines research into the 

past and direct contact with the spirits, the Lost Church can be found and the 

invisible can come to light.  

 

Varieties of Historical Experience 

 

The Mystery provides H.D.’s most sensitive meditation on the nature of 

history and the importance of returning to the past through both research and 

revelation.20 She describes this movement backward to go forward under the 

                                                        

19 Matte Robinson and Demetres P. Tryphonopoulos, “HERmione and Other 
Prose,” in The Cambridge Companion to H. D., ed. Nephie J. Christodoulides and 
Polina Mackay (Cambridge University Press, 2011), 128. 
20 In The Mystery, H.D. says she wants to “make use” of the notes on Moravianism 
that she compiled during and after writing The Gift (H. D., “H.D. by Delia 
Alton,” 200). She explains: “I had become very devoted to the Zinzendorf legend 
and suddenly one of his grand-daughters, another Elizabeth, steps as it were, out 
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rubric of acroamatique acrobatics. The Mystery thus provides an important though 

neglected model of H.D.’s late poetic, spiritual, and historical practices. Apart 

from Jane Augustine’s introduction to her 2009 edition, The Mystery remains 

largely unexplored by scholars. Barbara Guest dismisses it in her influential 

biography of H. D., briefly noting: “Somehow between 1949 and 1951, H.D. 

found time to write ‘The Mystery,’” a novel “so personal, involuted, concerned 

with people unknown who appear as if from out of ancient walls, that there is no 

way to clarify this tale in a practical way.”21 While Guest is certainly correct that 

The Mystery is an inward-turning novel, it is its very secrecy and particularity 

that make it so important to H.D.’s oeuvre. This narrative displays H.D.’s 

attempt to save the world through an intimate and idiosyncratic synthesis of 

spiritual histories.   

                                                        

 

of history to take the place of the (as yet) vaguely questing Elizabeth Siddall 
Rossetti of my White Rose and the Red. I am delighted with my idea, as much in-
love with my new story as I was in-love with the Rose” (H. D., “H.D. by Delia 
Alton,” 200). Elizabeth de Watteville comes from the connection between 
Elizabeth Siddall Rossetti and H.D.’s Moravian grandmother, Elizabeth Seidel. 
The Mystery takes the insights about Dante and psychic communication from 
Rose and mixes them with the Zinzendorf research and the legend of the Lost 
Church. 
21 Barbara Guest, Herself Defined : The Poet H.D. and Her World, 1st ed. (Garden 
City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1984), 288. 
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The Mystery tells the story of a small group of people searching for the lost 

history that will enable them to prevent war and save the future. The novel, set 

on the eve of the French Revolution, follows the parallel quests of Moravian 

cousins Henry Dohna and Elizabeth de Watteville, and occult adept Louis-

Antoine Saint-Germain as they meet in Prague to uncover the secret history of 

the Lost Church. Henry and Elizabeth search the archives to find patterns in 

Moravian history that can reveal the way to build a new future for their ancestral 

Church. Saint-Germain also finds his way forward by going backward, to the 

pattern of Dante, who flips upside down to escape from hell. Saint-Germain 

describes this living out of gnostic legend as acroamatique acrobatics. This 

concept, implicit in The Gift and developed in The Mystery, becomes a fitting 

characterization of H.D.’s own living and writing in response to World War II. 

Henry Dohna, like H.D., whose initials he shares, is searching for an 

occult secret in the history of the Moravian church. He believes the past holds 

mysteries that can save the world. There is much missing from the official 

documents Henry has access to, but he hopes that somewhere, someone has 

recorded the information that he needs to set his people’s lost Plan for peace into 

motion again. His sole point of access to the past is found in libraries, where he 

tries to read between the lines and spot the patterns of history. “Was it all very 
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simple?” he wonders, “Or were the threads inexorably tangled? Was inexorable 

the word he wanted? There was something inevitable about it, simple yet 

requiring astute attention, like following the intricate pattern of a set dance.”22 He 

begins to detect order in the old stories, but there are so many interconnected 

details that he cannot determine whether what he is looking at is an intentional 

arrangement, or a knot. Is there harmony beneath the apparent chaos, or is the 

pattern fated to be confused and obscured? Like a dancer, Henry must carefully 

observe the patterns because he and everyone around him is in the process of 

enacting them at this very moment. These patterns are not relics of the past 

meant to be passively observed: they continue into the present and must be 

understood in order to be better lived. He is participating in the dance, whether 

he likes it or not; what he wants is to be able to discern its movements and rules, 

and thus direct them toward a peaceful future. 

Because the forms of the set dance repeat over and over, the patterns of 

the past can be the key to understanding the movement of the present. Henry’s 

cousin, Elizabeth de Watteville, sees this in the parallel histories of the pre-

Reformation Lost Church of Bohemia and her own Moravian Church. She insists 
                                                        

22 H. D., The Mystery, ed. Jane Augustine (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 
2009), 10. 
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that recovering histories involves tracing emotional patterns that are more than 

the facts, explaining to Henry: 

I mean, the important thing to us is that our grandfather repeated the 
same pattern […] 
I suppose that’s what I mean when I say we have all the threads—you and 
I together. We have established the facts but there is an emotional clue 
that is more important. When you get that, you have everything. 
The emotions remain the same, though the dates differ.23 
 

In the story of both the Bohemian Church and the Moravian Church, a powerful 

landowner welcomes religious exiles to his realm so that they can found a 

community there. They are different stories, but they are the same story. As H.D. 

explains in The Sword Went Out to Sea, “It was one of those folds or pleats in time, 

but if you understood one fold or pleat, one superimposition, you understood 

another.”24 In her séances, she saw glimpses of her own past lives that she hoped 

would direct her toward the right path in this one. In both The Sword Went Out to 

Sea and The Mystery, the pattern of the relationships is what matters, not the 

details. The bare historical facts are only one thread in the Plan, the emotions 

behind those facts are equally important—these are the qualities that repeat, that 

the interpreter can bring into the present, that reveal the resurfacing of the Lost 

                                                        

23 Ibid., 33–34. 
24 H. D., The Sword Went out to Sea, 91. 
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Church. Historical people and events are not unique or separate, they are part of 

a much larger, much more intricate spiritual whole. 

In The Mystery, H.D. makes it explicit that she is taking lessons from the 

history of Moravian/Iroquois interactions to bear on racism in Europe. If patterns 

of history repeat and emotions endure over time, then these peaceful inclinations 

can repeat as well. She can introduce the step back into the dance. Elizabeth de 

Watteville turns the early Moravians’ peaceful encounters with the Six Nations 

into a pattern for her own peace work in Europe. She realizes that there is an 

emotional clue in her mother, Benigna’s life that can teach her her own life’s 

work to “hold the tribes together.”25 Benigna provides an American pattern of 

unity and peace that Elizabeth wants to bring to Europe to fight racial 

discrimination. Like H.D., she looks to an American past to end violence in 

Europe. Elizabeth sees her mother as an example of inclusion, but it goes both 

ways: it is not only that Benigna brings the Six Nations into the Unitas Fratrum, 

she also brings the Unitas into the Six Nations. The ideal is one of mutually 

joining communities whose members are tied together by the work of spiritually 

enlightened women. This is similar to the pattern of The Gift, in which Hilda tries 

                                                        

25 H. D., The Mystery, 61. 



 

 40 

to recapture Mamalie’s knowledge and Anna von Pahlen’s legacy. A lost history 

of women working for peace—an underground church of love.  

By tapping into her own spiritual gifts, H.D. hopes to write a history that 

will lead to peace. “The Secret,” the crucial chapter to The Gift’s spiritual 

message, describes H.D.’s grandmother, Mamalie’s vision of a ritual unifying the 

United Brethren and Six Nations of the Iroquois to save the world. In the Wunden 

Eiland ritual, Moravian and Iroquois peacemakers led by two women, Anna von 

Pahlen and Morning Star, devote themselves to the synthesis of their ancient 

secrets.26 In this secret meeting, delegates from the Unitas Fratrum and the Six 

Nations pledge themselves in brotherhood, acknowledge their shared spiritual 

power, and work together to stop bloodshed.27 This lost peace, Mamalie reveals 

to the child Hilda, is their spiritual heritage. When H.D. looks back to the past 

from war-torn London, her paradigm for preventing racial violence centers on 

colonial encounters between European settlers and indigenous people. History 

                                                        

26 For a historical reconstruction of the Wunden Eiland ritual, see Chris Gavaler, “I 
Mend a Break in Time: An Historical Reconstruction of H.D.’s Wunden Island 
Ceremony in The Gift and Trilogy,” Sagetrieb 15, no. 1&2 (1996). 

27 In “The Death of Martin Presser,” H.D. characterizes the Moravians as 
transcending all sectarianism: “Protestant intolerance, no less than Papal 
intolerance, had compelled them mystically toward a sublime compromise or a 
sublime blending of the faiths.” H. D., “The Death of Martin Presser,” 1–2. 
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holds the answers, but she is not thinking about the roots of Nazi anti-Semitism, 

she is thinking about American colonial oppression. 

Early American history became central to H.D.’s thought during World 

War II for a number of reasons. Jane Augustine argues that H.D. was drawn to 

the Moravians’ peaceful interactions with Native Americans because they “stand 

directly opposed to the crimes and deceptions practiced on them by typical 

racist, land-grabbing European settlers, the eighteenth-century analogue of 

twentieth-century Nazis.” 28 For H.D., the peace workers of the past hold wisdom 

needed to save the future. Indeed, ghosts come to speak with her during the 

séances she held throughout the 1940s. Her two main spirit guides, Kapauma 

and Zakenuto, were Native Americans who she believed sought her out 

“because she was American, baptized Moravian, and gifted with her maternal 

great-grandmother’s legacy of ‘second sight.’”29 H.D. imagined a special 

connection between herself and these spirits, yet there is no hint in her writings 

that she recognizes that the Iroquois tribes still exist in her present day. By 

resigning Native Americans to a historical or ghostly existence, Renee Bergland 

                                                        

28 Jane Augustine, “Introduction,” in The Gift : The Complete Text (Gainesville, Fla.: 
University Press of Florida, 1998), 19. 
29 Ibid., 18. 
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argues, “white writers effectively remove them from American lands, and place 

them, instead, within the American imagination.”30 In her attempts to write 

against racism and violence in her adopted home of Europe, H.D. perpetuates a 

different logic of exclusion.  

Nevertheless, the prevalence of these figures is in her work is striking.31 

For all of her love of the Greeks and her penchant for transposing her own 

                                                        

30 Renée L. Bergland, The National Uncanny : Indian Ghosts and American Subjects 
(Hanover: Dartmouth College published by University Press of New England, 
2000), 4. 
31 In her supernatural experience in Corfu, H.D. is possessed by a series of 
racialized, exoticized spirits, the first of whom are Native American. A spirit 
takes root in her body, folding her present moment together with a distant past. 
When she realizes she has become a colonial era medicine man, she seems 
surprised to find that the spirit does not conform to her stereotypical images.31 

“It’s a medicine-man,” I said, it’s a North American Indian but he isn’t 
tricked up with feathers and all those leather pouches and decorations, 
you see sometimes in pictures.” I had the vaguest idea of how a medicine-
man should be dressed, but this surely was no striking figure—perhaps he 
was late, perhaps the dull, dim-colored smock he wore was linen, a gift 
from an English settler—not a theft, I thought. There was no suggestion of 
tomahawk and blood-curdling properties, spear and arrows. (H. D., Majic 
Ring, 111.) 

H.D.’s dance is reminiscent of the popular “Tableaux Vivants Indiennes” staged 
by white performers in nineteenth-century London. For discussion of this 
phenomena and its relation to the trope of the Indian spirit guide (another 
parallel to H.D.’s séances), see Bennett, Transatlantic Spiritualism and Nineteenth-
Century American Literature, 108. For a discussion of this scene in the context of 
dance history and theory, see Vetter, Modernist Writings and Religio-Scientific 
Discourse. This possession is the first of a series of spiritual experiences involving 
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relationships into a classical past, when she imagines a paradigm for people 

working together to end violence, a moment when all of history could have 

changed for the better, the place she goes is not her beloved Athens, but 

eighteenth-century America. Recent work on H.D. attentive to issues of race 

tends to focus her constructions of blackness and whiteness, particularly with 

reference to Borderline, a film she starred in opposite Paul Robeson, and “Two 

Americans,” a short story written during the same period, but little attention has 

been paid to her representations of Native Americans.32  The colonial encounter 

between European settlers and indigenous people is her paradigm for 

bloodshed, fear and terror—that is the moment that needs to be stopped and 

undone, that is where her mind goes during the Blitz. Terrified of violence and 

                                                        

 

Native Americans: the Indian spirit guide in her séances, Paxnous and 
Morningstar in the Wunden Eiland ritual in The Gift, and the Six Nations in her 
Moravian fiction, “The Death of Martin Presser” and The Mystery. Native 
Americans are central to H.D.’s thought during World War II, specifically as she 
thinks about the racial violence around her and fantasizes about how it could 
have been stopped.  
32 Renée R. Curry, White Women Writing White : H.D., Elizabeth Bishop, Sylvia Plath, 
and Whiteness (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 2000); Genevieve Abravanel, 
“How to Have Race without a Body: The Mass-Reproduced Voice and Modern 
Identity in H. D.’s ‘Two Americans,’” Mosaic: A Journal for the Interdisciplinary 
Study of Literature 42, no. 2 (June 2009): 37–53; Annette Debo, The American H.D., 1 
edition (Iowa City: University Of Iowa Press, 2012). 
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destruction, she thinks back, dreams of a moment in which people could have 

stopped it: this moment is a heterodox, multicultural ritual led by women. A 

vision of peace that is only accessible through the mutterings of an old woman 

and the dreams of a young girl. Through her research into early interactions 

between the Moravians and the Six Nations in The Gift and The Mystery, she 

envisions a Lost Church transcending racial and cultural boundaries, 

synthesizing wisdom traditions and spiritual insights from across the world in 

order to create peace. Like Henry, she searches through documents, looking for a 

lost history, and like Elizabeth, she traces emotional patterns from the past to a 

course of future action.  

 

Acroamatique Acrobatics 

 

The Moravian cousins in The Mystery mirror one set of H.D.’s experiences 

researching the history of her maternal heritage, while Saint-Germain follows 

another: Like H.D., he is subject to visions and other supernormal experiences. 

He meets the divine in the guise of the everyday and must learn how to receive 

the message, for the sake of his own spiritual wellbeing, and for his work 
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intervening in world affairs. His entrance into a familiar state of supernatural 

perception is marked by the reversal of his surroundings so that the entire world 

is flipped: 

It had happened before, but usually in his own bed. On two or three 
occasions, it had happened on a crowded thoroughfare. He could walk, 
forcing himself past familiar landmarks, but it was like walking backward. 
There was no particular ecstasy, exaltation or grace connected with the 
experiences, nor their opposite. He did not look upon them as warnings 
nor premonitions. He was facing the wrong way. Sometimes, waking with 
the wall on the wrong side of the bed, he would try to hold the sensation, 
hoping to analyse or explain it.33 
 

Supernatural revelation here is marked not by interior exaltation, but by a 

reversal of exterior space: the world is flipped. Saint-Germain recognizes the 

experience, but he does not know what it means. It creates a pattern, like Henry’s 

documents, but just because he knows he is in the dance does not mean that he 

understands it. The revelation is the key to understanding his own history and 

his role in future events. 

Whereas Henry and Elizabeth look for emotional patterns in the written 

archives of their Church, Saint-Germain has been taught that the only way to 

find the truth is through oral transmission: gnostic secrets are only passed down 

directly from the adept to the initiate, so gnostic history cannot be found in 
                                                        

33 H. D., The Mystery, 17. 
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books. The only way, he comes to see, is not to study the legend or set the record 

straight, but to live out the story. For Saint-Germain, “even the oral teaching to 

the privileged and the secret cherishing of the legend is not sufficient;” in order 

to truly be initiated into the teachings, “you must act out the legend for yourself.34 

There is a word for this practice, he remembers: “Acroamatique, it came to him 

suddenly, the awkward word he had been trying to remember. This was 

descriptive of a method or a canon. Superficially, he had translated it, you must 

act out the legend for yourself. 35 The secrets of the legend, the wisdom of the 

ancients, are not there merely to be listened to, this history must be lived. Across 

time, different people enact these same stories, are connected by the same 

emotions—they form an underground church of powerful adepts who could use 

their knowledge to save the world. Acroamatique refers to esoteric knowledge 

orally passed down to chosen disciples, but in Saint-Germain’s mind, it becomes 

something more: it describes a way of living in the world by living out the old 

legends. Beyond passively receiving the teachings, one must enact them. This 

performance is not the same as practicing moral precepts (i.e. do not kill, do not 

steal): knowledge here is framed not as a commandment but as a narrative. The 
                                                        

34 Ibid., 45–46. 
35 Ibid., 49. 
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initiate lives the story. The course of a life is not random or chaotic, rather, it 

follows a pre-established course—the task of the initiate is to discover what the 

legend is. To untangle the threads, to learn the dance, to see the future in the 

past. 

Saint-Germain’s quest to understand his own supernatural revelations 

dovetails with his unearthing of gnostic history. Learning history and learning to 

live in enlightenment are the same task. The acroamatique canon shows him that 

the patterns he is living out have already been scripted. History is “a play or an 

epic. It was already written. The players followed on, from other players. […] It 

was written and easy to understand, but only by those who had had experience 

of it.”36 Like Elizabeth and Henry’s emotional patterns, Saint-Germain’s  

acroamatique legend provides a structuring device for life. It is like a play in 

which the actors change, yet the parts remain the same: the play is performed 

repeatedly by new casts, but it is always the identical script. Simultaneously 

same and different. He is acting out a role that has been played by other actors, 

his life becomes a performance of a received script—it is just another instance of 

                                                        

36 Ibid., 76. 
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this same cyclical story repeating. He understands the script by participating in 

the performance: only once he is in the middle of it, does it begin to make sense.  

The acroamatique key enables him to recognize his supernatural 

experiences of spatial reversal as an important part of living out the legend. 

Saint-Germain realizes that he is repeating the life of Dante, the troubadour, the 

adept. Dante flipped upside down to escape from hell, “after he had reached the 

lowest depth of the Inferno that he retraced his path toward Paradise.” 37  In the 

Divine Comedy, Dante journeys down to hell, where space is reversed, and then 

climbs back up: the way down was ultimately the way up. In order to escape 

hell, he must turn it upside down—that is the only way to Paradise. This journey 

forward “was acrobatic (Was that acroamatique?)” as Dante “escaped from 

Tartarus, by standing on his head.”38 Living out the legend flips Saint-Germain 

upside down and thus the acroamatique becomes acrobatic. The two are part of 

the same experience, part of his role in the play. He is acting out the role that 

Dante played. As he realizes this, the room spins, marking his entrance into 

supernatural revelation: “The scene veered around, acroamatique, was he 

                                                        

37 Ibid., 77. 
38 Ibid. 
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standing on his head?”39 This is the moment of revelation—of going back and 

down only to find that it is also the way out and up. The turn in the dance where 

you have the power to change the pattern. 

 

Histories Outside Time 

 

In telling Saint-Germain’s story, H.D. provides a useful vocabulary for 

understanding the historical dimensions of her own spiritual experiences. In the 

spring of 1920, H.D. traveled with Bryher to Greece, where she underwent a 

series of supernormal events that she struggled to write about for decades to 

come. Ultimately, highlighting what is both acroamatique and acrobatic about 

H.D.’s spirituality enables us to extract an innovative, syncretic, embodied 

historiography from some of her most formally experimental works. It is 

important to consider the personal and large-scale losses that provide the context 

for H.D’s 1920 experiences.40 The war has only just ended and H.D. was reeling 

                                                        

39 Ibid., 81. 
40 Slightly before this, H.D. had the jellyfish/bell jar vision in the Scilly Islands. 
This was the inspiration for “Notes on Thought and Vision,” but it does not seem 
to be one of the cluster of Greek visions that tormented H.D. for decades. That 
vision was quickly written about, while these proved more troubling. 
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from the events of the past five years. She has undergone “a number of severe 

shocks; the news of the death of my father, following the death in action of my 

brother in France, came to me when I was along outside London in the early 

spring of that bad influenza winter of 1919. I myself was waiting for my second 

child—I had lost the first in 1915, from shock and repercussions of wars news 

broken to me in a rather brutal fashion.41 H.D. was coping with the deaths of her 

father, brother, and stillborn child, the breakdown of her marriage, and on top of 

that, a world war and an epidemic. She was pregnant, alone, dangerously ill, and 

in mourning. This series of losses left H.D. open to what she later described as 

both psychological instability and spiritual insight: “This was spring, 1920. This 

spring of 1920 held for me many unresolved terrors, perils, heart-aches, dangers, 

physical as well as spiritual or intellectual. If I had been a little maladjusted or 

even mildly deranged, it would have been no small wonder.”42 Important work 

has been done on the “writing on the wall” vision that H.D. brought into analysis 

with Freud, but less attention has been paid to the other experiences of the trip.43 

                                                        

41 H. D. (Hilda Doolittle), Tribute to Freud : Writing on the Wall : Advent (Boston: D. 
R. Godine, 1974), 58–59. 
42 Ibid., 60. 
43 See, for example, Katherine Arens, “H. D.’s Post-Freudian Cultural Analysis: 
Nike versus Oedipus,” American Imago: Studies in Psychoanalysis and Culture 52, 
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In part, this is because the works in which she tries to write about them have 

remained unpublished until the last decade. More importantly, however, it may 

be that the experience described in “Writing on the Wall” fits very easily into the 

category of visions: she sees mysterious pictures formed by shadows, in an 

experience that could be psychologically explained as a hallucination or 

religiously explained as a vision. The other “supernormal” experiences from the 

trip fall less neatly into established categories. Perhaps this was part of the 

difficulty she faced in writing about them. Helen Sword observes that “although 

H.D. describes her jelly-fish state in ‘Notes on Thought and Vision’ and alludes 

to Peter Van Eck in such autobiographical novels as Palimpsest and Hedylus, 

virtually no reference to these obviously significant and deeply impressive 

episodes finds its way into her poetry of the period in which they occurred, 

except insofar as the poems of the 1920s betray a particularly deep distrust of 

                                                        

 

no. 4 (Winter 1995): 359–404; Dianne Chisholm, H.D.’s Freudian Poetics : 
Psychoanalysis in Translation (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1992); Joseph 
Riddel, “H. D.’s Scene of Writing: Poetry as (and) Analysis,” in American Critics at 
Work: Examinations of Contemporary Literary Theory, ed. Victor A. (ed.) Kramer, xii, 
447 pp. vols. (Troy, NY: Whitston, 1984), 143–75; Joanna Spiro, “Weighed in the 
Balance: H. D.’s Resistance to Freud in ‘Writing on the Wall,’” American Imago: 
Studies in Psychoanalysis and Culture 58, no. 2 (Summer 2001): 597–621. 
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visionary experience.”44 She was granted special revelations and had been trying 

to understand them and tell the story ever since, but it took decades of work and 

experimentation with new spiritual and historical methods. 

Intertwined with H.D.’s quest to end violence through her 1940s séances is 

her attempt to write the story of her trip to Greece in 1920. She investigates 

spiritualist practice both to save the future and to understand her own past. She 

claims that she has been trying to write the story of the experiences from 1920 

ever since they occurred. In the midst of the London Blitz, the stories take on 

greater urgency. In her first private sitting with the medium Arthur Bhaduri 

(called Ben Manisi in the roman á clef), she explains the source of her spiritual and 

creative struggle: “I started to write about a trip I took with a friend after the last 

war. I met a man on the boat on the way to Greece. This man was never really 

seriously in my life and I have not seen him for many years. But there were 

strange repercussions—I had a curious psychic experience in Greece with the 

friend I was with, after this man left us.”45 These “psychic experiences” constitute 

a personal history that she cannot seem to fit into narrative time. In the decades 
                                                        

44 Helen Sword, Engendering Inspiration : Visionary Strategies in Rilke, Lawrence, and 
H.D. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1995) 164. 
45H. D., Majic Ring, ed. Demetres P. Tryphonopoulos (Gainesville: University 
Press of Florida, 2009), 67. 
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following 1920, she turns to different forms of knowledge and interpretation—

occultism, psychoanalysis, spiritualism—in order to try to find a way to think 

about and communicate an experience of time outside of time.46 Something still 

                                                        

46 These experiences do not neatly fit into preexisting categories of religious or 
psychological experience, making them difficult for H.D. herself—and scholars 
after her—to write about. Various terms have been applied to H.D.’s 
communication with and possession by ghosts, spirits, and gods. Some of the 
most common terms are occultism, mysticism, and spiritualism, three 
interrelated categories with important distinctions. Alex Owen notes the critical 
distinction between occultism and mysticism: “Occultism was generally 
understood to refer to the study (or search for) a hidden or veiled reality and the 
arcane secrets of existence. Mysticism, on the other hand, applied more 
specifically to an immediate experience of and oneness with a variously 
conceived divinity, an experience that could be received as a divine gift 
regardless of training or preparation.” Alex Owen, The Place of Enchantment: 
British Occultism and the Culture of the Modern (Chicago, Ill.: University Of 
Chicago Press, 2004) 22. Bridget Bennett defines spiritualism as “a complex and 
sometimes heterodox system of beliefs and practices that have at their center a 
conviction in the proximity of a spirit world to the material world and of the 
possibility of communication through person interactions between the two.” 
Bridget Bennett, Transatlantic Spiritualism and Nineteenth-Century American 
Literature, 1st edition (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007) 5. Helen Sword 
clarifies the distinction between spiritualism and occultism: “Spiritualism is not 
the same as occultism, with which it if often confused; whereas the latter 
promises ancient, esoteric knowledge to a select group of initiates, the former is 
accessible to anyone who can construct a homemade Ouija board or hire a 
storefront medium.” Sword, Ghostwriting Modernism, ix.   Although these are 
useful terms, a detailed anaylsis of H.D.’s religious or supernormal experiences 
makes it clear that there is something here that does not fit into preexisting 
categories. H.D.’s experience requires us to develop a new, idiosyncratic 
vocabulary to discuss them. I would suggest that her own term, acroamatique 
acrobatics, provides the most useful description of her supernormal experiences. 
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grips her about this experience, but she also does not know how to go on, so she 

turns to a new method of communication and knowledge, to the séance table, to 

try to figure it out. The writing of this story, she says, “It is not so much a 

question of laying a ghost, as of recalling a Spirit.”47 She is not looking for a 

peaceful laying to rest of a particular dead person to assuage grief; she is trying 

to access the divine in order to understand her own past and her role in shaping 

the future. 

 In Majic Ring, H.D. uses the insights she has gained at the séance table to 

write the story of Greece in 1920, detailing a series of acroamatique experiences of 

the past that profoundly shaped her own history and her subsequent 

engagements with the past. The first instance of acroamatique acrobatics centers 

on an encounter with a man called Peter van Eck (the real-life Peter Rodeck), in 

whose company H.D. has a vision of dolphins showing the way to Atlantis. van 

Eck later appears ignorant of the sighting and H.D. concludes that the man who 

                                                        

 

For further discussions of H.D.’s spirituality, see Elizabeth Anderson, H.D. and 
Modernist Religious Imagination: Mysticism and Writing (London, UK ; New York, 
NY: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013); Vetter, Modernist Writings and Religio-Scientific 
Discourse. 
47 Ibid., 81. 
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shared her vision was not a mere man, but a divine visitor in the guise of Peter 

van Eck, not a mere man, but “Anax Apollo, Helios, Lord of Magic and Prophecy 

and Music.”48 As she journeys to a land that is suffused for her with a mythic 

past and a gnostic history, the gods of that past return to commune with her. As 

with Saint-Germain’s encounter with the Visitor, when a god comes down to 

earth, he often remains so well concealed that his godhood is almost 

imperceptible. “His disguise was too delicate to be penetrated, though he used 

the time-worn properties of his ancient drama.”49 Apollo is hidden by a disguise, 

almost more ordinary and orderly than usual. Only the spiritually perceptive 

viewer can see who he really is. Just as in H.D.’s meeting with Rodeck on the 

deck of the Borodino, in The Mystery an ordinary person can unwittingly become 

a mouthpiece of a god. A supernatural Visitor appears in the guise of a perfectly 

ordinary person saying ordinary things, but the tuned-in recipient of the 

message has the ability to see what is hidden beneath the words. According to 

Saint-Germain, the ability to distinguish the extraordinary within the ordinary is 

the key to a great spiritual mystery:  

                                                        

48 Ibid., 88. 
49 Ibid., 89. 
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It could happen at any time, with anybody, but unless you were aware of 
its happening, it wasn’t the Visitor. It was never a vision. Checking over it 
and back, maybe many years back, as with the first Saint-Germain in 
Venice, there was never a false step, never an inopportune moment, never 
an appearance that was exaggerated. It was only some small thing that 
related the incident to the Mystery, and that not remembered till long 
after, too late to verify. That is, if you wanted to verify it. You didn’t, as a 
rule, want to verify the Mystery. If it was not true, it was better not to 
know.50 

 

In order to find the highest divine message, Saint-Germain must look not to 

ancient, sacred texts, but to the hidden meanings in the words of ordinary 

people. The Visitor is not an apparition or a mirage, he or she is embodied within 

a particular person, using them momentarily to communicate with a specific 

other person who must pay attention and understand in order to receive the 

message. Only careful scrutiny of the details reveals these visitations as part of 

the greater Mystery. Henry wonders whether the Plan is simple or tangled. The 

same could be said of the visitations—they may be clear messages from another 

being, or they may be confused with a number of other threads, impossible to 

disentangle. 

H.D.’s supernatural experience removes her from ordinary time. She lives 

back to the time of ancient Cretan priests she imagines watching for signs. She 
                                                        

50 H. D., The Mystery, 18–19. 
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exists in their time as she too is seeking an oracle, a holy land, a new place from 

which to reestablish an old religion. There are two kinds of time operating here: 

the fold in time in which H.D. connects with ancient Cretan priests, and the 

mundane time she has been living in.51 This ordinary time can be measured and 

quantified: 

We were nearing the Pillars of Hercules, the Gibraltar to be precise, to be 
in-time and “modern” for the moment. We are in-time, in clock-time that 
is. Have I not just recently climbed those narrow stairs? It was tea-time, I 
have told you, a little while ago, and the passengers must have bundled 
themselves downstairs with their great-coats and their rugs and bags and 
books and papers, to tidy-up for dinner.52 
 

To be modern here is to be in a time measured by the clock and by the patterns of 

the spacing of meals. This mundane, immanent, measurable, quantifiable time is 

different from the time of the Cretan priests—a time beyond clocks and tea—and 

also different from H.D.’s experience of remembering those priests. She lives 

back, time suspended, the quotidian interrupted by a past in which signs are 

read instead of clocks: the journey extends until the sign dictates what the 

destination has always, unknowingly been. There is no schedule to follow, no 

                                                        

51 For a discussion of time in H.D.’s earlier prose, see Bryony Randall, Modernism, 
Daily Time and Everyday Life (Cambridge ; New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007) 124-54. 
52 H. D., Majic Ring, 89. 
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progress to measure toward an endpoint because that purpose will not be known 

until it is achieved. How can you tell a history of a life composed of such 

moments, of the infinite breaking into the finite, of the past being folded together 

with the present? Amy Hollywood argues that there is “a tension between 

traditional conceptions of history in which past, present, and future are 

distinguished from an eternity in which all is presence, to a conception of human 

time as that of a finitude into which the infinite breaks.”53 The mystical 

experience, by challenging secular conceptions of time, demands that we think 

history differently--pleated, tangled, patterned, broken—lived inside the body 

and outside of time. 

H.D.’s break with time enables her to change her relationship to death. 

The vision of Atlantis, the land she sees in the distance, removes the heavy 

weight of death—her own and others’. She begins her journey burdened by the 

many deaths of the past five years, and the dolphin miraculously lifts it. 

“Land,” I said. 
I said, “But I didn’t know we were so near land.” 

                                                        

53 Amy Hollywood, “Love Speaks Here: Michel de Certeau’s Mystic Fable,” 
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That is what I said, and if his words were oracular, so were mine, for he 
and the dolphins had blessed me unaware, and all at once the burden of 
mortality—the albatross—fell off into the sea.54 
 

Having narrowly escaped death months before, having lived through a war that 

destroyed so many family and friends, here in this moment, the terror of death 

leaves. This moment encapsulates Helen Sword’s characterization of H.D. as a 

“cryptopoetic” writer, that is, one who is “obsessed with concealment and 

revelation on the one hand and on the other with the poetics of death.”55 Death 

and revelation are never far from one another for H.D., so it makes sense that she 

travels through communication with spirits of the dead in order to unveil the 

gods. As she receives the blessing, she too becomes an oracle, she becomes the 

priest who can read the signs of the dolphin. They have shown her another 

world: 

But though I was looking at jagged promontories or what appeared more 
like a chain of hilly islands, it did not occur to me that land, if it were to be 
sighted, would be on the other side of the ship. I was looking out to sea 
and we were nearing a coast-line, but obviously land, if land were visible, 
would be on the land side, on the continent-of-Europe side, not this side, 
toward the west.56 

 
                                                        

54 H. D., Majic Ring, 91. 
55 Helen Sword, Ghostwriting Modernism, 1 edition (Ithaca, N.Y: Cornell 
University Press, 2002) 118. 
56 H. D., Majic Ring, 91. 
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This is not ordinary land seen in ordinary time. What she sees is a spatial 

reversal of what is expected. The reversal marks a passage into this spiritual 

consciousness, her own acroamatic acrobatics. It is this new sense of perception 

and orientation of the body in space that opens up a way to the mythic past. She 

becomes one with the god beside her: 

I forgot Mr. van Eck and I did not, after all, turn and meet his eyes, for his 
eyes, it seemed now, were my eyes. I was seeing his vision. What he 
(though I did not of course, realize it) was himself projecting. This was the 
promised land, the islands of the blest, the islands of Atlantis or of the 
Hesperides. We were on a mythical ship, on a mythical voyage of high 
purpose. We were nearing land, we were in sight of the kingdom of 
heaven.57 
 

Here, H.D.’s experience turns mystical in the sense that she unites with a god, 

seeing through his eyes instead of her own. They are no longer separate, she is 

seeing with a different kind of vision, looking at the world from the perspective 

of a god. They have stepped out of clock-time and tea-time. Or perhaps this 

alternate time is always there, running alongside, and it simply requires a god’s 

eyes to see it. She knows that the land she sees is an inaccessible, mythical place 

reserved for the chosen and she realizes that she is not on a modern ship on a 

modern voyage, but on a mythical ship on a mythical voyage: the purpose is not 
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simply a holiday, it has a deeper spiritual significance. The kingdom is near. It is 

not only union with a god, but a new way of interpreting the world as a reliving 

of myth. She sees the pattern that she is in and understands it. She senses herself 

to be part of something higher. She is not just a shattered, frightened failure who 

is going nowhere: she, too, is an oracle, blessed by her chosen deities and gifted 

with an unveiling of their reality. In this first supernormal experience of the 

journey, H.D. is visited by a god, removed from ordinary time and space, and 

gifted with divine sight. Through this, she becomes aware of her role in the 

mythical story she is acting out. This is precisely the pattern H.D. works through 

in the character of Saint-Germain in The Mystery. Just as Saint-Germain needs to 

unite with a medium in order to determine what story he is in and what he must 

do in the future, she needed séances to understand this. The past is a spiritual 

heritage that changes the present and the course of the future, flipping 

backwards, through the legend. 

 

Conclusion 
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For H.D., a life history does not trace a linear path, but rather a spiral, full 

of repetitions and returns. H.D. worries that she has gone too far afield of the 

moments she needs to repeat. There are patterns in life, the pattern of the spiral, 

always moving in one direction to make a similar shape, expanding outward in a 

different way from the rippling circles. 

They say we make the pattern of a spiral of our life, as a shell-fish does. 
We go round and round. Yes, I do think I was getting somewhere, all 
those years, but it may have been rather a large shell for the fish inside it. I 
may have put too much of myself into making a shell that would permit 
me to spiral ahead, without coming back to the exact point I started from, 
when the door shut. Life advances in a spiral, we all know. Maybe, in 
going on, I did once in so often—once in seven years, some say—come to 
the point in the new circle that was just above the one in that “life” or 
spiral, when a door in a crowded room in a Flanders inn slammed shut. I 
would always get so far with everything, then simply leave it and leap 
over an obstacle and begin again.58 
 

She does not want to keep returning to the same point, she wants to be making a 

straight line, but all she succeeds in doing is making a wider spiral. Leaping, 

somersaulting over the obstacle—she begins the pattern anew. 

In The Sword Went Out to Sea, H.D. remembers a conversation with her ex-

husband, Richard Aldington, from before World War I: 

                                                        

58 H. D., The Sword Went out to Sea, 40–41. 
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Now, it all seemed very simple. You went backward to go forward. 
[Aldington] said, “Who wants to understand this fellow, Einstein? But I 
wish I knew a little mathematics.” 
I said, “Then, you do want to understand him.” 
He said, “What happens is, you bang your head on an obstacle, it whizzes 
you backward, you turn a double somersault and when you land on your 
feet, you are going forward.”59 
 

If you want to go forward, you will have to go backward first. Action and 

reaction, cause and effect. It is a very particular sort of progress being made: you 

do not turn backwards when faced with an obstacle. No. The obstacle must be 

confronted head on. When it sends you hurtling back, the only way to land 

facing forward is to carry this propulsion through to its end. If you stopped the 

reversal halfway through, you would have only gone backward. If you see it 

through to its completion, this apparent setback will eventually propel you in the 

direction that you desire.  

Somersaulting: going back into the past until it flips you upside down.  

This is what H.D. does in her late prose work: looking for patterns in old 

documents, finding emotional clues in past lives; trying to regain a lost story, to 

live out whatever legend she’s already enmeshed in. At the writing desk and the 

séance table—a small group of people in the middle of a war, trying to be a force 

                                                        

59 Ibid., 38. 
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for peace. Going back. Finding a way forward. Somersaulting though history and 

out of hell. A Lost Church of acrobats. 
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Chapter Two 

 

Round like a Tortilla: Leslie Marmon Silko’s Revolutionary History 

 

 

 H.D.’s mystical somersaults catapult her through the past toward the 

future; Leslie Marmon Silko’s revolutionary, ceremonial histories make a 

similarly circular journey. Silko’s novels share with H.D.’s an insistence that a 

hidden group of people have been slowly growing, organizing and working 

toward justice.	1 In this case, however, these workers are not powerful gnostic 

adepts, but the poor and marginalized people of the Americas. For H.D., the goal 

is to end all conflict, but for Silko, history catalyzes the overthrow of systems of 

violence and domination.  

 

                                                        

1 Silko is a self-professed enthusiast for H.D’s prose work, if not her poetry. She 
confesses to liking Tribute to Freud “a million times more than I like any of her 
damn poems,” expressing the hope that “some of H.D.’s magical prose” might 
rub off on her own. Kim Barnes, “A Leslie Marmon Silko Interview,” in 
Conversations with Leslie Marmon Silko, ed. Ellen Arnold (Jackson, MS: Univ. Press 
of Mississippi, 2000), 82. 
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Borrowing an understanding of time from ancient Mayan almanacs, Silko 

reconceptualizes history as a revolutionary act of storytelling that harnesses the 

powers of the dead to save the living. In the Mayan cosmologies Silko draws on 

in Almanac of the Dead, the spirits of all the dead and all their days cycle through 

time. Restless ghost cry out for justice, waiting for the day of salvation to be at 

hand, intervening in the lives of the living through stories and ceremonies. 

Silko’s work, particularly her first two novels, Ceremony and Almanac of the Dead, 

turns over questions about recovery and justice, of histories that never die and 

the spirits of the past and the gods of days that sow the seeds of the future. Time 

in these novels is round like a tortilla: yesterday and tomorrow are both here 

now, if only you know where to look for them and how to read the pattern of the 

story. 

Deliverance outside of the law, outside of time. A wisdom that belongs to 

the people, a revelation that bypasses authority. Spirits appearing, intervening in 

the here and now because now is still then and then will already be tomorrow. In 

this nonlinear, spiritual understanding of time, history can be understood as part 

story and part ceremony with the power to shape the changing of days and shift 

the balance of good and evil. By collapsing temporal distinctions, stories and 

ceremonies resignify actions and events in the past, present, and future .  
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This chapter begins with an examination of Ceremony’s ritual temporal 

tangling before turning to Almanac of the Dead’s reworking of time as both the 

spirits of the days and the round space those spirits cycle through. Ceremony 

launches us into “a world made of stories, […] a world alive, always changing 

and moving.”2 Through stories, the past—both in its mythic and mundane 

guises—is present here and now. Ceremony traces the mixed race World War II 

veteran Tayo’s changing attitudes toward time after his return to Laguna Pueblo 

after the war. Initially, he views his tangling of the past and present as 

pathological, but he later comes to see that this is the way that time has always 

worked in ceremony and story-telling. Approaching ordinary time as an 

extension of ceremonial time enables Tayo to reinterpret his experience and 

redirect the future course of his life. Almanac of the Dead builds on Ceremony’s 

theorizations of ceremonial time and storytelling, bringing them into 

conversation with ancient Mayan cosmologies that view time as both a god and a 

space through which the spirits of the dead can move. This multiform 

understanding of time provides the backdrop for Silko’s meditations on history. 

For the Mayan revolutionary Angelita La Escapia in Almanac, histories unleash 
                                                        

2 Leslie Marmon Silko, Ceremony: (Penguin Classics Deluxe Edition) (Penguin, 
2006), 95. 
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the spiritual powers of the gods and ancestors into the world. Repeating the 

stories of what has happened in the past summons the spirits to move through 

time into the present and to work on behalf of the oppressed. Angelita compares 

this view of history to that of Karl Marx, whom she understands as a storyteller 

with the power to work history’s magic to bring about change. Silko’s history is 

thus revolutionary in two senses of the word: on the one hand, it is a force that 

cycles back around, repeating the same patterns over again, and on the other 

hand, it is catalyst for rupture and change, both on an individual and global 

scale.  

 
 

Tangling and Unraveling Time 

 

Ceremony’s theorization of time gradually unfolds, with the reader 

discovering it alongside the protagonist, Tayo. Tayo’s sense of time has been 

troubled since childhood, when he was taught competing doctrines by his family 

at Laguna and his white teachers at school. The disconnect is exacerbated when 

Tayo goes to fight in World War II with his cousin, Rocky. Tayo, a half-white 

half-Laguna orphan, is more drawn to traditional Laguna explanations of the 

world, rooted in storytelling. His cousin Rocky, star football player and model 
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student, believes what he is taught in school and tries to succeed on the white 

people’s standards. When Rocky is killed in action and their uncle dies back at 

home, Tayo’s world unravels. This is particularly true with respect to time. He 

experiences the past simultaneously with the present, with people and places 

weaving in and out of their expected positions. While this state is initially 

constructed as pathological both by the white psychiatrists and Tayo’s family, 

when Tayo integrates his experiences of temporality into traditions of ritual time 

and storytelling, he is able to resignify his own actions into an ongoing ceremony 

that counters destruction. 

Tayo’s healing depends not on his sorting out the past and present into 

their proper places, but on his acceptance of their actual simultaneity. After being 

discharged from the psychiatric ward of the veteran’s hospital, Tayo returns to 

Laguna Pueblo to find himself more isolated from his community than ever. His 

initial sense of pathology stems from his inability to differentiate between the 

past and present; the two snarl together, tying Tayo in knots. Tayo experiences 

the past as “tangled with the present, tangled up like colored threads from old 

Grandma’s wicker sewing basket when he was a child, and he had carried them 

outside to play and they had spilled out of his arms into the summer weeds and 

rolled away in all directions, and then he had hurried to pick them up before 
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Auntie found him.”3 When Tayo returns from the war, all times are intertwined 

in his mind and he cannot separate one out from another. In fact, the past and 

present are so tied together that he cannot explain his own understanding of the 

concept of tangling without recourse to specific past events and webs of 

relationships—he has no way to understand jumbling memories that does not 

already include Grandma’s wicker sewing basket. Here there is no abstract, 

impersonal, ahistorical notion of tying or tangling; words can only be understood 

with reference to specific, embodied memories and to stories of other times. As 

the threads tumble out of the basket, the past spills into the present, knotting 

times together until Tayo cannot distinguish where one begins and another ends. 

Tayo thus attributes his difficulty coping after the war not to the psychological 

disorder with which the white doctors diagnose him, but to a temporal one: 

He could feel it inside his skull—the tension of little threads being pulled 
and how it was with tangled things, things tied together and as he tried to 
pull them apart and rewind them into their places, they snagged and 
tangled even more. So Tayo had to sweat through those nights when 
thoughts became entangled; he had to sweat to think of something that 
wasn’t unraveled or tied in knots to the past—something that existed by 
itself, standing alone like a deer.4 
 

                                                        

3 Silko, Ceremony, 7. 
4 Ibid. 
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It is one thing to intellectually construct the past as part of the present, but it is 

quite another thing to embody it. To live backward into a legend. To stumble 

through the past. To reach a pivot. To hear a ghost. To find your way back 

through a spiral shell. Tayo tries to unwind and separate and untangle the 

threads of different times, but he knows that is not how tangled things work. The 

image of a deer in the present cannot be detached from the deer he and Rocky 

hunted together in the past. He cannot banish the past into place because it is so 

tightly and intricately woven together with the story that is happening now; it is 

part of that unfolding and he carries it with him. He walks around—steps 

uncertain, ground shifting and changing beneath him—with a body full of the 

past, but he does not know how to accept this way of embodying time. The 

connections between past and present are not left behind, the deer does not stay 

isolated on the hill, the threads of yarn continue to spill out from the sewing 

basket.  

In this world of tangled connections, boundaries of time and space cannot 

hold people apart. Waiting for the train to take him back to Laguna after being 

discharged from the veterans hospital, Tayo sees a young Japanese boy turn into 

his dead cousin, Rocky. The vision makes him weep “at how the world had come 

undone, how thousands of miles, high ocean waves and green jungles could not 
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hold people in their place. Years and months had become weak, and people 

could push against them and wander back and forth in time. Maybe it had 

always been this way and he was only seeing it for the first time.”5 For Tayo, not 

only are the past and present are tangled, but the divisions of time and place are 

unraveling more and more every moment. Tangling suggests that nothing is 

separated: the past is here in the present, nothing exists in just one single time 

apart from all of the other times, the then and the now are twisted together. 

Rocky is walking around the circle of time and returning to his cousin. Another 

way of saying this is that the barrier that kept then separate from now has 

unraveled. Whatever temporal order Tayo had thought existed, whatever he 

thought the relationship was between then and now, there and here, turns out 

not to be true. In the Philippine jungle, he sees his uncle Josiah among a group of 

dead Japanese soldiers. Heading home from the hospital, he sees his dead cousin 

Rocky in a young Japanese boy. His family in Laguna is supposed to be separate 

from the United States’ military enemies, but Tayo cannot see it that way. The 

unraveling of temporal barriers leads Tayo to encounter the people he loves and 

                                                        

5 Ibid., 18. 
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has lost in the guise of strangers, traveling outside of their proper times and 

places.  

The temporal dynamic at play here is similar to that of H.D.’s Visitor: 

people are not simply who they are, one life can be permeable to outside forces 

and to other beings. For Saint-Germain, the Visitor can be the most ordinary 

stranger—it is possible for anyone to find himself unwittingly living out patterns 

from deep in the past and participating in a great divine plan. The trick for the 

adept is to recognize such patterns when he sees them, in order to better 

participate in the work. Tayo’s unraveling, in a way, is a loss of pattern: the 

pattern that holds everything together is lost and so the fabric falls apart. The 

patterns and divisions of years and months are not as stable and strong as he 

believed, cannot hold the past at bay. Ghosts from his past reach out, trying to 

return to the present, telling him about the way things have always been. Telling 

him about an always that is not divided into then and now. No strict separation. 

No firm delineation. All of the nows extending back to all of the thens. Never 

standing still and alone like a deer. Always moving and connecting—changing 

and growing. Wandering forward and back in time. Distance does not matter 

either; all of the connections travel with him into every moment, creating every 

moment. A now that is always also all of the thens. Barriers between thens lost. 
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Maybe were never there. That they could have been lost before or regained later 

implies a kind of linear time that is not operative here. If they ever existed, they 

always exist. If they do not exist now, they never did. Tayo’s memories keep 

tangling. For much of the novel, Tayo does not know how to interpret his own 

complicated experience of time, worrying that he has lost his sanity. As Silko 

leads the reader into this unraveling of times and places, she begins to open up 

alternative interpretive possibilities that connect Tayo’s perceived pathology 

with ancient traditions of story and ceremony. 

 

Ceremonial Time 

 

The latter portion of the novel follows Tayo’s quest to make sense of the 

ways that the boundaries of his world have come undone, and to reconfigure 

them to make a new life for himself and his community. The medicine man, 

Betonie, teaches him to integrate his temporal disorientation into the logic of 

ceremonial time. Ceremonies collapse past and present, containing the seeds of 

the every future innovation from their very first performance. By realigning his 

tangled time with ceremonial time, Tayo comes to perceive his experiences of the 
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simultaneity of past and present as empowering rather than pathological. It is 

not only that the past returns to haunt the present, but also that the present was 

already contained in the past. Tayo had thought of his experiences, particularly 

during the war, as a break with Laguna traditions, but Betonie shows him that 

these rituals are strong and flexible enough to contain the complexities of 

modern life. 

In Betonie’s account of ceremonial time, everything always changes even 

as it stays the same. This offers a different explanation of the coexistence of past 

and present than the pathological model with which Tayo has been operating. 

The past resurfaces to change the present, to reveal that it has always been here, 

and that the future and the changing have always been happening even from the 

beginning. According to Betonie, this change is crucial to the ways ceremonies 

work. “The people nowadays have an idea about the ceremonies,” he tells Tayo. 

They think the ceremonies must be performed exactly as they have always 
been done, maybe because one slip-up or mistake and the whole 
ceremony must be stopped and the sand painting destroyed. That much is 
true. They think that if a singer tampers with any part of the ritual, great 
harm can be done, great power unleashed. […] That much can be true 
also. But long ago when the people were given these ceremonies, the 
changing began, if only in the aging of the yellow gourd rattle or the 
shrinking of the skin around the eagle’s claw, if only in the different 
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voices from generation to generation, singing the chants. You see, in many 
ways, the ceremonies have always been changing.6 
 

Attempts to keep the ceremonies exactly as they were or always have been, Betonie 

argues, misunderstand ceremonial time. In the ceremony, the past is happening 

at the same time as now, so each and every different, changing enactment of the 

ceremony is happening at the same time. They are all now. Not then. The people 

cannot go back to “then,” to some static past when the ceremonies were stable 

and pure, because even back then, it was already now. The changing and the 

differences of generations of practice were already present the first time the 

ceremony was performed. In the ancient traditions and the stories of the Laguna 

people, their past has always been changing and growing with them into their 

future. 

Betonie designs a ceremony that integrates Tayo’s vertiginous temporal 

tangling into the old stories of his people in order to help him reimagine his own 

life story and reengage with the world around him. 7 Part of this ritual involves 

                                                        

6 Ibid., 126. 
 7For further reading on the cultural back ground of Tayo’s ceremony, see Robert 
C. Bell, “Circular Design in Ceremony,” in Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony: A 
Casebook, ed. Allan (ed.) Chavkin, xiv, 274 pp. vols., Casebooks in Criticism (CCF) 
(Oxford, England: Oxford UP, 2002), 23–39; Berard Halle, in “The Myth of Red 
Antway, Male Eveilway” as Told by Son of the Late Tall Deshchini Recorded and 
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the story of a boy who wandered away from his people and became a bear. The 

community could not just snatch him back from the bears: they had to call him 

back slowly, to remind him that he is a human. The change from bear to human 

had to be protected to bring the boy safely back to his family. But no one can ever 

fully return to the way things were. The boy comes back, but the person who 

returns is not the same as the one who left. They have to find a way to bring him 

back, but also to make a space for one to return who has been away and been 

changed. Indeed, everyone and everything is changed now--because they are 

part of a community that includes someone who has gone away and come back. 

When Betonie makes a ceremony for Tayo, he connects elements of Tayo’s story 

to the stories that he has received from the past. Tayo realizes that those past 

stories are happening now too. So if the boy can make it back from the bears—is 

making his way back right now and has been back already—then Tayo can too. 

The ceremony proposes an end for his story: he becomes the boy who has gone 

away and been changed and wants to come back, but he must remember that just 

because you can return to your people does not mean that you will be like you 

                                                        

 

Translated by Father Berard Halle (1933-34), ed. Leland Wyman (Santa Fe: Museum 
of Navaho Ceremonial Art, Inc., 1973). 
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were before you left. He will not be just the same as the others, but he can still be 

part of the community once again. He can find his future. His story can become 

that story, and by tangling the two, he and the bear child can find their way back 

home.  

The expansion of ceremonial time out to all time enables Tayo to overturn 

losses and step into his future. Betonie explains that the ceremony does not 

simply end when the sand painting is complete, the prayers are spoken, and 

Tayo has walked through the last hoop. No, he has go out and live the story in 

order for the conclusion of his ceremony to be complete. Living ceremonially 

means that time can now do some tricky things. Or that, it has always been doing 

them. Now that Tayo can see it happening both in the ceremony and in his life, it 

opens up new possibilities for action and new connections with others. In 

ceremonial time, one night’s journey can encompass lifetimes of moments 

accompanied by all he has loved and lost: 

 He knew then why the oldtimers could only speak of yesterday and 
tomorrow in terms of the present moment: the only certainty; and this 
present sense of being was qualified with bare hints of yesterday or 
tomorrow, by saying, “I go up to the mountain yesterday or I go up to the 
mountain tomorrow.” The ck’o’yo Kaup’a’ta somewhere is stacking his 
gambling sticks and waiting for a visitor; Rocky and I are walking across 
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the ridge in the moonlight; Josiah and Robert are waiting for us. This night 
is a single night; and there has never been any other.8 
 

Seeing beyond temporal divisions helps Tayo with his grief. So much has been 

lost—the land has been lost, people he loves have been lost—but here in the 

present—the now that enfolds past and future--everything is happening all at 

once. Stories and histories and personal pasts are all happening now. The land is 

being taken and the land is theirs once more. He knows that the destroyers are 

trying to make the people focus only on the losses so that they do not rebuild 

their lives and subvert oppressive systems.9 Subversion: overturning from 

underneath, revolving and reversing. The ceremony somersaults Tayo through 

the past, and now he is moving in a different kind of time, one where the deep 

and recent past are coming along with him to overturn the theft of life and land. 

He lives in a world rich with meaning and filled with stories, stories that have 

happened and will happen and therefore are unfolding right now in this 

moment. H.D.’s Saint-Germain is living out his legends, and so, in a way, is 
                                                        

8 Silko, Ceremony, 192. 
9 Silko advocates: “subversion rather than straight-out confrontation. I believe in 
the sands of time, so to speak. Especially in American, when you confront the so-
called mainstream, it’s very inefficient, and in every way possible destroys you 
and disarms you.” Ellen L. Arnold, Conversations with Leslie Marmon Silko, 
Literary Conversations Series (LiCo), xvi, 200 pp. (Jackson, MS: UP of 
Mississippi, 2000), 63. 
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Tayo. The difference is that for Tayo, the stories are not repeating in cycles 

according to an existing script, as they are for Saint-Germain, but that they are 

always happening in some other place just out of view. They exist at different 

points along the edges of the circle of the time rather than repeating the pattern 

of the spiral shell. 

The ceremony shows Tayo that all of the stories from the past—whether 

from the deep, time immemorial past or his own childhood—are part of the same 

story. It enables him to view all life as the one story that is still unfolding. He 

weeps with “the relief he felt at finally seeing the pattern, the way all the stories 

fit together—the old stories, the war stories, their stories—to become the story 

that was still being told. He was not crazy, he had never been crazy. He had only 

seen and heard the world as it always was: no boundaries, only transitions 

through all distances and time.”10 Carrying his ceremony back through daily life 

at Laguna, Tayo inhabits a story in that eternal present, the story that 

encompasses all the other stories. According to Silko, this kind of storytelling 

cuts through loss and death: 

through the stories, somehow, even though people may be dead or gone 
or time is gone a long way in the past, that through the storytelling there 

                                                        

10 Silko, Ceremony, 246. 
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was a belief that it all came back very immediately, that it came right back 
in the room with you. And so the storytelling in a sense was an act of… so 
there wasn’t anything lost, nothing was dead, nobody was gone, that in 
the stories everything was held together, regardless of time.11 
 

There are no clear boundaries—between here and there, then and now—only 

shifting balances. Transitions that need to be protected. All of the stories—all 

histories—are integrated into a single story and that story is unfolding—the 

present and the past are part of the story of the future being lived out now. When 

Tayo recognizes the way that time works, he can nudge the story in one direction 

or another, and add a new turn to the dance. Redefining time in terms of ritual 

and story, Ceremony thus lays the groundwork for Almanac of the Dead’s 

revolutionary history. 

 

The Gods of the Long Count 

 

 Almanac of the Dead expands on and complicates Ceremony’s construction 

of time, which forms the backdrop for the novel’s reconceptualization of history 

as a spiritual magic that catalyzes revolution. Drawing on her own spiritual 

encounters as well as research into ancient Mayan cosmology, Silko sets out to 
                                                        

11 Arnold, Conversations with Leslie Marmon Silko, 31. 
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give history a personality. This Mayan conception of time is twofold: first, 

different times are individual gods with specific characters, and second, time is 

the circular space across which these spirits—and those of the dead—cycle. 

While the living remain trapped in their own particular moment, the gods and 

the spirits of the dead have the freedom to range over all times, past, present, 

and future. Because spirits can come and go freely across this time/space, the 

dead can intervene in the present as powerful spiritual forces in the world. It is 

this power that historians and storytellers conjure up in the world, and can use to 

bring about change, ending the rule of one god’s time and ushering in the next 

one on the cycle. 

Like H.D., Silko roots her historical experiments in spiritual experiences. 

Almanac of the Dead, with its sweeping reimagining of the European conquest of 

the Americas and the indigenous people’s past and future uprisings, began as a 

series of visions Silko attributes to the spirits of the dead. In 1980, she began 

receiving “transmissions” of sections of Almanac, through which the spirits 

revealed their interventions in the present. She affirms that her love of stories 

opened up the way for voices from the past to tell her about the future: “I know 

how they got to me: they got to me because of my love for indigenous people, 

through the stories, and my love and connection with this land that they inhabit 
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and range over. These spirits are not limited, and so they can reach you wherever 

you are, if you are open to them, and they must have decided I was one.”12 

Because she made herself available to these voices from the past, they were able 

to reveal the future to her. She explains: “There’s a book I read where it says that 

everything we need to foretell the future is here around us: we just don’t know 

which of the things are the ones that have the information, and so it’s as if, when 

I was working on Almanac that they got through to me.” 13 Like H.D., Silko makes 

herself available to spirits who connect with her across time. They show her the 

seeds in the present that are growing the future. She is able to see it because of 

she has “the ear for the story and the eye for the pattern” that connects her 

people’s past and future.14 Her purpose in writing Almanac was to use the 

information received from the spirits to reconceive history. By writing Almanac, 

she explains, “I was trying to give history a character. It was as if narrative spirits 

                                                        

12 Laura Coltelli, “Almanac: Reading Its Story Maps after Twenty Years: An 
Interview with Leslie Marmon Silko,” in Howling for Justice: New Perspectives on 
Leslie Marmon Silko’s Almanac of the Dead, ed. Rebecca Tillett (Tucson, AZ: U of 
Arizona P, 2014), 208, 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mzh&AN=2014383615&s
ite=ehost-live&scope=site. 
13 Coltelli, “Almanac: Reading Its Story Maps after Twenty Years: An Interview 
with Leslie Marmon Silko,” 208. 
14 Silko, Ceremony, 255. 
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were possessing me, like a spell.” 15  The spirits show her that “time is alive and 

has spirit and being, and the days enter and leave, and epics seek themselves and 

return,” and so the novel they transmit to her will be “about time and old notions 

of history, and about narrative being alive.”16 In Ceremony, stories and ceremonies 

change and grow; in Almanac, they are alive with spirits and personalities. Many 

scholars have noted the importance of history in Silko’s work, particularly 

Almanac of the Dead.17 Rebecca Tillett argues that the central point of Almanac is 

                                                        

15 Linda Niemann, “Narratives of Survival,” in Conversations with Leslie Marmon 
Silko, ed. Ellen L. (ed. and introd.) Arnold, Literary Conversations Series (LiCo) 
(Jackson, MS: UP of Mississippi, 2000), 108. 
16 Ibid. 
17Denise Cummings draws on Paul Carter’s three types of history detailed in The 
Road to Botany Bay, arguing that Ceremony restores voice of the other, Almanac of 
the Dead deconstructs history, and Garden in the Dunes is poetic history. While 
there are certainly differences between these works, the continuities in Silko’s 
historical imagination seem more compelling than their differences.  Denise K. 
Cummings, “‘Settling’ History: Understanding Leslie Marmon Silko’s Ceremony, 
Storyteller, Almanac of The Dead, and Gardens in the Dunes,” Studies in 
American Indian Literatures: The Journal of the Association for the Study of American 
Indian Literatures 12, no. 4 (Winter 2000): 72. For further reading on the centrality 
of history to Silko’s work, see also Ellen L. Arnold, “An Ear for the Story, an Eye 
for the Pattern: Rereading Ceremony,” MFS: Modern Fiction Studies 45, no. 1 
(Spring 1999): 69–92; Sharon P. Holland, “‘If You Know I Have a History, You 
Will Respect Me’: A Perspective on Afro-Native American Literature,” Callaloo: A 
Journal of African American and African Arts and Letters 17, no. 1 (Winter 1994): 
334–50.  
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“the role and power of the imagination within both story and history,”18 while 

David Mogen contends that Almanac depicts “conceptions of time, space and 

causality that question the very models of linear history structuring traditional 

Western treatments of apocalypse and the future.”19 Rejecting linear time, 

Almanac dramatizes the ways that history works when time is understood as 

circular, spatial, and spiritual rather than linear, chronological, and secular. In 

Almanac’s spiritual imagining of time, the history of the conquest of the Americas 

is part of the larger story of the revolution of the spirits of the days. This 

understanding of history enables Silko to reread Marx in a way that redefines 

revolution as both a return and an overturn, led by spirits who roam time 

looking for justice. 

                                                        

18 Rebecca Tillett, “Anamnesiac Mappings: National Histories and Transnational 
Healing in Leslie Marmon Silko’s Almanac of the Dead,” in Transatlantic Voices: 
Interpretations of Native North American Literatures, ed. Elvira (ed. and introd.) 
Pulitano (Lincoln, NE: U of Nebraska P, 2007), 152, 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mzh&AN=2008280105&s
ite=ehost-live&scope=site. 
19 David Mogen, “Native American Visions of Apocalypse: Prophecy and Protest 
in the Fiction of Leslie Marmon Silko and Gerald Vizenor,” in American 
Mythologies: Essays on Contemporary Literature, ed. William (ed. and introd.) 
Blazek and Michael K. (ed. and introd.) Glenday (Liverpool, England: Liverpool 
UP, 2005), 158. 
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Almanac derives its conception of time as both individual spirits and the 

realm those spirits move through from ancient Mayan almanacs. Time for the 

Mayas was not an abstract concept, but a spiritual entity. For Silko the thing that 

intrigued her about the ancient Mayas was “their notion of time; they believed 

that time was a living being that had a personality, a sort of identity. Time was 

alive and might pass but time did not die; moreover, the days and weeks 

eventually would return.”20 For the Mayas, each day was a being with a 

personality who could come and go and would eventually return. In this 

cosmology, nothing is left behind in a linear way. Their elaborate calendars 

combine narratives of mythic history with records of astronomical events, 

thereby “unfolding linear time within recurring cycles of days and years.”21 Silko 

argues that, based on these almanacs, time is best understood as a round space 

where spirits continue to exist in recurring cycles, and nothing is destroyed or 

forgotten. Her description, from a pamphlet distributed with early review copies 

of Almanac is worth quoting at length: 

For the old-time people, time was not a series of ticks of a clock, one 
following the other. For the old-time people time was round – like a 

                                                        

20 Quoted in Ibid., 161. 
21 Arnold, “An Ear for the Story, an Eye for the Pattern: Rereading Ceremony,” 
70. 
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tortilla; time had specified moments and specific locations so that the 
beloved ancestors who had passed on were not annihilated by death, but 
only relocated to the place called Cliff House. At Cliff House, people 
continued as they had always been, although only spirits and not living 
humans can travel freely over this tortilla of time. All times go on existing 
side by side for all eternity. No moment is lost or destroyed. There are no 
future times or past times; there are always all the times, which differ 
slightly, as the locations on the tortilla differ slightly. The past and future 
are the same because they exist only in the ‘present’ of our imaginations. 
We can only think and speak in the present, but as we do it is becoming 
the past which is always present and which always contains the future 
encoded in it. Without clocks or calendars we see only the succession of 
days … but the succession is cyclic … Nothing is lost, left behind, or 
destroyed. It is only changed.22  
 

The dead are not confined to the days they lived on earth—they can range in all 

directions, can intervene in the present, have already been to the future. All times 

are happening now. Or, as the Almanac whose fragments appear throughout the 

novel explains: “Sacred time is always in the Present.”23 Everything happens all 

at once, in different locations across the circle of time. Past, present, and future 

revolve through a space that is round like a tortilla—like something ordinary and 

nourishing and comforting. Not the terror of progress into an ever-expanding 

                                                        

22 quoted in Mogen, “Native American Visions of Apocalypse,” 161. 
23 Leslie Marmon Silko, Almanac of the Dead : A Novel (New York: Penguin Books, 
1992), 136. 
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unknown, where “a step forward meant only going further,”24 not the loss of 

ground beneath you, but a series of turns and returns—each passed day will 

return, it just might take a while. Nothing and no one is lost, they are simply 

waiting for the spirits of each age to cycle through once more. 

The days of Almanac of the Dead are the days of Death-Eye Dog, a 

malevolent spirit whose influence none of the characters can escape. Following 

ancient Mayan cosmology, the days recorded in the novel have their own 

character and personality and the characters come to understand that “The only 

true gods were all the days in the Long Count.”25 For five hundred years—the 

time from the European conquest of the Americas to the writing of Almanac—the 

people have been suffering under the days of Death-Eye Dog—days of 

corruption and depravity all catalogued by the Almanac and passed down 

through generations. Knowing what days they live in brings the people a certain 

kind of power—it keeps them from being caught by surprise because they know 

why things are happening. The Almanac arms the people with their history: 

“They were told the ‘book’ they carried was the ‘book’ of all the days of their 

                                                        

24 Michel de Certeau, The Mystic Fable, Volume One: The Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries (University of Chicago Press, 1992), 289. 
25 Silko, Almanac of the Dead, 257–8. 
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people. These days and years were all alive, and all these days would return 

again. The ‘book’ had to be preserved at all costs.”26 The people must know the 

days that have come because those days will be back again. Days of salvation 

and days of destruction. An individual’s own history may have already 

happened before. Patterns move down the dance and then start anew. The past 

can warn them about the ways of the spirits of each age and ready them for the 

struggles into which they are born: “A human being was born into the days she 

or he must live with until eventually the days themselves would travel on. All 

anyone could do was recognize the traits, the spirits of the days, and take 

precautions.”27 Each spirit, each age is different. The stories of violence that 

permeate the novel are not the stories of isolated depraved individuals, but 

rather a collective portrait of life under the Age of Death-Eye Dog. The homeless 

veteran, Clinton’s radio broadcasts warn that the spirits of all those lost during 

the days of Death-Eye Dog are thirsty for justice: “Because people everywhere 

had forgotten the spirits, the spirits of all their ancestors who had preceded them 

on these vast continents. Yes, the Americas were full of furious, bitter spirits; five 

hundred years of slaughter had left the continents swarming with millions of 
                                                        

26 Ibid., 247. 
27 Ibid., 251. 



 

 90 

spirits that never rested and would never stop until justice had been done.”28 The 

centuries of murder and conquest have not gone away: the spirits are still 

present—brought back by stories of the past, revealing themselves to those who 

listen. History here, as Sharon Holland argues, is “uncontainable and more alive 

than traditional viewpoints” providing “a self-determining factor in a people's 

emancipation.”29 The spirits of the dead come back to incite the living to work 

toward their own liberation. Armed with their history, and with this 

supernatural power to help them, the people can avenge destruction and create a 

new future beyond the reign of Death-Eye Dog.  

 

Reckoning with History 

 

This conception of time both as a round space where spirits wander and 

as a personal entity who controls the lives of the living infuses the novel’s 

revolutionary imagining of history. History, like ceremonial stories, contains 

supernatural power to enact change. The past includes the seeds of the future 

                                                        

28 Ibid., 424. 
29 Holland, “‘If You Know I Have a History, You Will Respect Me’: A Perspective 
on Afro-Native American Literature.” 108. 
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within it. In order to start their revolution, Almanac’s indigenous freedom 

fighters need to harness the energy of the spirits who have suffered and died 

under the days of Death-Eye Dog. The way to do this is through storytelling. 

History thus becomes a ritual, working through repetitions of circular time to 

break out of one era and into something new. 

Almanac’s most sustained meditation on history is the Mayan 

revolutionary Angelita La Escapia’s study of Marxism. With a nod to H.D., Silko 

refers to Almanac of the Dead as her “tribute to Marx.”30 Reappropriating Marx 

into “both tribal Jew and European,”31 Angelita “weaves together a theorization 

of the power of stories as the root of history.”32 When Cuban communists 

introduce Angelita and her comrades to Marx’s work, Angelita finds parallels 

                                                        

30 Arnold, “Listening to the Spirits: An Interview with Leslie Marmon Silko,” 20. 
Freud is also central to the genesis of Almanac: after getting stuck partway 
through writing the novel, Silko stopped and read the complete works of Freud, 
and then was able to continue working. 
31 Deborah Horvitz, “Freud, Marx and Chiapas in Leslie Marmon Silko’s Almanac 
of the Dead,” Studies in American Indian Literatures: The Journal of the Association 
for the Study of American Indian Literatures 10, no. 3 (Fall 1998): 52. 
32 Amanda Walker Johnson, “Silko’s Almanac: Engaging Marx and the Critique of 
Capitalism,” in Howling for Justice: New Perspectives on Leslie Marmon Silko’s 
Almanac of the Dead, ed. Rebecca (ed.) Tillett (Tucson, AZ: U of Arizona P, 2014), 
92, 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mzh&AN=2014383608&s
ite=ehost-live&scope=site. 
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between Marx’s imperative to recall past injustice and her ancestors’ approach to 

the past: 

For hundreds of years white men had been telling the people of the 
Americas to forget the past; but now the white man Marx came along and 
he was telling people to remember. The old-time people had believed the 
same thing: they must reckon with the past because within it lay the seeds 
of the present and future. They must reckon with the past because within 
it lay this present moment and also the future moment.33 
 

Angelita sees the revolutionary power of remembering the stories of the past. 

The past contains the present and future within it—like a seed, a tiny round 

space that seems dead, but is full of life and growth. The revolutionaries must 

turn back if they want to move forward and create a better future. Marx matters 

for Angelita not because he is inventing something new that she can bring to her 

revolution, but because he is remembering—and reminding others of--the old 

ways of the storytellers. 

History for Angelita is just another way of saying “story,” with all the 

significance that attends that term in Silko’s oeuvre. Stories of the ancestors and 

what happened to them have the power to summon spirits and unleash their 

power. This, Angelita believes, is the pathway for the people to seek justice. 

Remembering their history brings them direct aid from their dead, and telling 
                                                        

33 Silko, Almanac of the Dead, 311. 
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the stories mobilizes supernatural power on behalf of the oppressed. All the 

victims of the reign of Death-Eye Dog can work together to move beyond those 

days. Angelita is surprised to find that Marx’s ideas dovetail with her own 

understanding of the power of stories from the past. Marx appreciates history’s 

galvanizing power for the people: 

The stories of the people or their “history” had always been sacred, the 
source of their entire existence. If the people had not retold the stories, or 
if the stories had somehow been lost, then the people were lost; the 
ancestors’ spirits were summoned by the stories. This man Marx had 
understood that the stories or “histories” are sacred; that within “history” 
reside relentless forces, powerful spirits, vengeful, relentlessly seeking 
justice.34 
 

Angelita’s history, then, is not merely history in the sense of the ponderous 

recuperation of minute facts (although she does have plenty of names and dates 

and numbers quantified and documented with precision).35 Storytellers like Marx 

                                                        

34 Ibid., 315. 
35 For further reading on the role of Marx and Marxism in Almanac, see Horvitz, 
“Freud, Marx and Chiapas in Leslie Marmon Silko’s Almanac of the Dead”; 
Johnson, “Silko’s Almanac: Engaging Marx and the Critique of Capitalism”; 
David L. Moore, “Ghost Dancing through History in Silko’s Gardens in the 
Dunes and Almanac of the Dead,” in Reading Leslie Marmon Silko: Critical 
Perspectives through Gardens in the Dunes, ed. Laura Coltelli, 239 pp. vols., 
Learning Resources and Research: Essays and Studies (Learning Resources and 
Research: Essays and Studies): 1 (Pisa, Italy: Edizioni Plus - Pisa UP, 2007), 91–
118, 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mzh&AN=2008300082&s
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tell the story of what happened, not just for its own sake, but in order to make a 

future manifest—this is acroamatique history, unleashing spirits and reliving old 

stories, turning the social order on its head. A story here is told in order to be 

enacted, so the revolutionaries’ secret knowledge of old wounds and uprisings is 

not simply the knowledge of the past, but the prediction of the future. This 

power becomes available each time a history is recounted and grows the more 

people continue to remember it. 

The future for Angelita is a seed held within the past, and one must go 

back to the past in order to watch it grow. History has its own force within the 

world of the living, and Angelita’s ancestors believed that one day, the history of 

conquest would catch up with their oppressors: “No matter what you or anyone 

else did,” they insist, “history would catch up with you; it was inevitable, it was 

relentless. The turning, the changing, were inevitable.” 36 In Angelita’s reading of 

Marx, history is a force outside of any one single person—you might think that 

you can live your life apart from it, but you would be wrong. According to the 

                                                        

 

ite=ehost-live&scope=site; Tamara M. Teale, “The Silko Road from Chiapas or 
Why Native Americans Cannot Be Marxists,” MELUS 23, no. 4 (Winter 1998): 
157–66. 
36 Silko, Almanac of the Dead, 315. 
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old stories, “it was only a matter of time and things European would gradually 

fade from the American continents. History would catch up with the white man 

whether the Indians did anything or not. History was the sacred text. The most 

complete history was the most powerful force.37 The brutal history of the 

Americas catches up with every character in the novel, no matter how they try to 

insulate themselves from the consequences. History never leaves them in peace. 

They are a part of it, whether they like it or not—part of the changing and 

turning and growing. Part of the movement as the gods of the Long Count turn 

round and round on the tortilla of time. This inevitable cycling change echoes 

what Betonie tells Tayo in Ceremony:  “You see, in many ways, the ceremonies 

have always been changing.”38 Change is a part of the ceremony, just as it is a 

part of history. Sameness and converge to make it what it is. Amy Hollywood 

argues that “history is never a fully recuperable presence or materiality, but 

rather is change, rupture, and break (the repetition of the same and hence always 

different.)”39 If history and ritual are the same in this way, are part of the turning 

and growing, breaking and repeating, what might it mean to do history? For 
                                                        

37 Silko, Almanac of the Dead, 315. 
38 Silko, Ceremony, 126. 
39 Amy Hollywood, “Performativity, Citationality, Ritualization,” History of 
Religions 42, no. 2 (November 1, 2002): 107. 
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Angelita, it does not simply mean researching or writing down facts, it means 

learning the dance and living the legend to become part of that changing. The 

changing that means and signifies. The changing that is both history and ritual. 

History catches up with you: it does not remain far off, stuck back in the past, it 

is close at hand, moving on its way to the future. Marx and the old time people 

warn that you think that it will never quite reach you—that history is back there, 

far away, done and gone, but no, it’s coming after you, and one day it will be in 

your time.  

The gods of the Long Count will return. 

 

“A Magical Assembly of Stories” 

 

The stories in Silko’s novels drive revolutions with their ability to 

accelerate the changing and turning of the spirits of time. Repeating and 

breaking the past, stories set spiritual powers loose in the universe. Marx’s 

stories of injustice, for Angelita, have the power to do magic. In Ceremony, a 

witch’s story creates white people out of nothing and leads to centuries of death 

and destruction. In Almanac, the repetition of those same stories can summon up 
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the aid of the spirits of those who have suffered. Storytellers change time for 

their listeners, collapsing the time of the dead with the present, bringing both 

together to work toward a better future for all. 

For Angelita, Marx is not a philosopher or a theorist, but a storyteller 

whose histories summon revolutionary magic. She “imagined Marx as a 

storyteller who worked feverishly to gather together a magical assembly of 

stories to cure the suffering and evils of the world by the retelling of the 

stories.”40 Gathering stories is not merely a way of preserving or remembering 

them; each telling sparks magic. Silko makes this particularly clear in Ceremony, 

when a witch’s story brings evil into the world. In a contest of evil magic, one 

witch comes forward armed with nothing but the story of a new people who will 

come to the Americas and destroy land and people. As the witch tells the story, 

the magic of the narrative begins to make it real: 

Okay 
go ahead 
laugh if you want to 
but as I tell the story 
it will begin to happen. 
 
Set in motion now 
set in motion by our witchery 

                                                        

40 Silko, Almanac of the Dead, 315–16. 
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to work for us. 
 
Caves across the ocean 
in caves of dark hills 
white skin people 
like the belly of a fish 
covered with hair 
 […] 
They will take this world from ocean to ocean 
they will turn on each other 
they will destroy each other 
Up here 
in these hills 
they will find the rocks, 
rocks with veins of green and yellow and black. 
They will lay the final pattern with these rocks 
they will lay it across the world 
and explode everything.41  
 

The witch’s tale has the magic to propel centuries of slaughter and forge atomic 

weaponry. The telling of a story thus has great power to usher in change for 

good or for evil. One story projects destruction out into the future, and another 

can build peaceful change by remembering the past.  

According to Angelita, Marx intuited something important that her people 

already knew: he understood the power of the stories to catalyze change. The 

teller does not make the story up, rather it has its own life and force, and each 

individual teller becomes part of that. The more people who hear and remember 
                                                        

41 Silko, Ceremony, 135–7. 
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the stories, the greater the possibilities for the spirits to work their magic. Marx’s 

insight, however, have their limits for Angelita’s purposes. He tried to gather the 

threads together that could release magic into the world—but he was blinded by 

his culture and never fully realized the power he was working with. He was on 

his way, even doing his own research into indigenous cultures, but he fell short. 

Franklin Rosemont argues that Marx actually did have “a vivid awareness of the 

actuality of indigenous peoples, and perhaps even a glimpse of the then-

undreamed-of possibility that such peoples could make their own contribution to 

the global struggle for human emancipation.”42 Eric Cheyfitz concurs that while 

writing the Ethnological Notebooks, Marx indeed “was thinking of the 

revolutionary potential of indigenous ceremony.”43 In order to fully access this 

potential, however, Silko suggests that Marx would have needed to be aware of 

the revolutionary magic the stories and ceremonies have to offer. This spiritual 

power is crucial to her understanding of history. 

H.D. thought that the threads of history were in her head, accessible 

through séances and psychoanalysis, and it was her duty to do something about 
                                                        

42 Franklin Rosemont, Karl Marx and the Iroquois (Red Balloon Collective, 1992), 11. 
43 Eric Cheyfitz, “Balancing the Earth: Native American Philosophies and the 
Environmental Crisis,” Arizona Quarterly: A Journal of American Literature, Culture, 
and Theory 65, no. 3 (Autumn 2009): 154. 
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them, about the history, in order to save the future. In Silko’s work, however, 

history is its own force that will find its way without—and perhaps in spite of—

human intervention. The people’s history, their stories, bring the dead back from 

the further reaches of the tortilla of time to spur change. Angelita watches this in 

meetings of revolutionaries: 

Marx had understood stories are alive with the energy words generate. 
Word by word, the stories of suffering, injury, and death had transformed 
the present moment, seizing listeners’ or readers’ imaginations so that for 
an instant, they were present and felt the suffering of brothers and sisters 
long past. The words of the stories filled rooms with an immense energy 
that aroused the living with fierce passion and determination for justice.44 
 

The stories take this present moment and change it—if only for a tiny split 

second—into a different kind of time. The past breaks in from across the circle. 

Here, the dead can give their suffering to the living in order to catalyze 

redemptive work. The stories transform the present, so that every time the 

listeners’ attention is seized by the story “they were present.” Who or what is this 

“they?” It could refer to the sufferings, or the long dead brothers and sisters, but 

“they” could also refer to the listeners. It is only when they are seized by the past 

that the listeners are truly present, that they exist in a now as full, complex, and 

temporally porous as it really is. The present is more complicated than just being 
                                                        

44 Silko, Almanac of the Dead, 520. 
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a now that differs from a then: it is a now in which the past and future are 

unfolding together. It is this sort of present—this quality of presence with the 

past, of being filled with the stories and suffering of others—that leads the 

people to action. Living the past for Silko does not mean being stuck in the past 

or disengaged from struggles for justice; rather, it is precisely what motivates 

change. History, the old almanacs insist, has the power and words have the 

energy, to break with the past even as the cycles of the days continue to repeat 

their course. 

 

Revolutionary History 

 

The revolutionary power residing in ceremonial stories has important 

implications for thinking about what history is and what it can do. Relegating 

history to an object of social scientific analysis disavows the spiritual power Silko 

contends resides in narrative. Almanac of the Dead and Ceremony push on this 

issue, turning history into a force that can call out the spirits and drive a 

revolution. In these novels, there is much that history can do—is doing—not 

simply as a tool that can be leveraged to accomplish a task, but rather, as an 
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inescapable force that exists out in the world, changing and shifting all the time. 

Silko argues that if people recognize the presence of the past, then they can help 

it to grow in one direction or another. Ritual stories are not mere entertainment, 

they have a deeper power and purpose. The same can be said about history in 

these novels: it possesses a magic or a spiritual power to set events in motion. It 

is easy for characters like Tayo to lose track of the story, or to think that it is only 

a story, only the past, not relevant today in the modern world, not still being told 

and still working itself out. The past and the stories, Tayo learns by the novel’s 

end, are still with him. Silko warns that there is a great danger that the stories 

will be forgotten and the people will have no way to restore balance—days of 

evil like the Days of Death-Eye Dog will continue unchecked. Destroyers will 

continue to injure the people and keep them powerless, ignorant that their own 

stories unleash power into the world to counter the forces of destruction. The 

stories are their best chance at a good future—one where divisions fall away. 

Ceremony’s opening poem warns the people to hold on to their stories no matter 

what the destroyers do: 

Their evil is mighty 
but it can’t stand up to our stories. 
So they try to destroy the stories 
let the stories be confused or forgotten. 
They would like that 
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They would be happy 
Because we would be defenseless then.45 
 

If the people lose the story, then they are powerless—they will not know what is 

happening or what they can do to stop it. They will have no motivation or 

determination or any way to conceptualize a way out. But a story can provide 

that. A story of a revolution. A story of a god or spirit. Of a change and a return. 

The story is a defense against what wants to destroy the people. Angelita argues 

that the same can be said of the people’s histories. The records in the Almanac 

are not dry documents, but living things with their own spirits. They enjoin the 

people to remember the story of the days that they inhabit now, those that have 

gone before, and those that are on their way in the future. The Almanac offers up 

a fragmented story, a history that cannot be told except through the layering of 

other stories. Silko’s histories invite meditation on the multiplicity and the 

vulnerability of living in a world of stories, stories that the people want to 

remember, that are important, that are shaping the future, that they can use if 

only they can remember them. 

History for Silko enfolds the old-time people’s stories and the modern 

stories of injustice and oppression, two kinds of stories intertwining to grow a 
                                                        

45 Silko, Ceremony, 2. 
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future. The people can reach out for the story whenever they need it as long as 

one person remembers to carry it, as long as the Almanac continues to circulate. 

Like Tayo’s ceremony, history is embodied and grows out into the world. The 

opening poem of Ceremony ties such stories and ceremonies together as a crucial 

source of communal life: 

He rubbed his belly. 
I keep them here 
[he said] 
Here, put your hand on it 
See, it is moving. 
There is life here 
for the people. 
 
And in the belly of this story 
the rituals and the ceremony are still growing.46 
 

Tayo walks through life with a belly full of stories. Limiting stories, stories that 

make him small, that he needs to liberate himself from. But also the expansive, 

all-encompassing stories that he can feed and grow. Stories that he walks around 

carrying inside—like rituals that he steps out into the world with, and each stride 

becomes a new ritual, the flux of the loss and discovery of ground. A repetition 

and a growing and a new creation. A way of being in the world. It is similar 

Howe’s filling up with ghost voices, but also something more. History for Silko is 
                                                        

46 Ibid. 
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a practice of being filled up with the past and taking it with you wherever you go 

next. In as sense, the transformative work of Ceremony comes when Tayo fill his 

belly with new stories. He struggles with nausea at the beginning of the novel, 

and he drinks to fill his belly and quiet it down—he is too full of churning 

stories. (As we shall see in the following chapter, Michel de Certeau claims that 

Jean de Labadie suffers from space like a headache; Tayo suffers from time like a 

stomachache.) Some of those stories need to be replaced because they are 

untrue—such as the story of the white people having the power to separate the 

indigenous people from the land—and some simply need to be incorporated into 

the larger story—like the story of Tayo’s seeing his dead uncle Josiah in the 

jungle. He has little pieces of the stories and they are trying to grow into 

something, and eventually they grow into one story and one ceremony. A 

change, a turn, a return, and an overturning. 

A revolution is a turning; it is that somersault that H.D. makes. Turning as 

overthrow, but also as return, coming back as a way of going forward. The 

revolutionary new future impossible without the past. The story of the present 

and the story of the past all becoming the story of the future. For Silko, that is 

how you get there. The ceremony is a revolution: acting in response to a past to 

make a future. Acting out the story. Living the legend. Reclaiming the past. The 
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desire to change things, to believe that there is something back there that can 

help us out there. Turning and stumbling. A way forward that has never been a 

simple, straight way. Roaming through the circles of time, learning the names of 

the days as they pass by and return, changing and growing as the stories repeat. 

“But,” as Betonie reminds Tayo, “it never has been easy.”47 

                                                        

47 Ibid., 115. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Stumbling through History: Susan Howe’s The Nonconformist’s Memorial 

 

 

While H.D. somersaults through the past into the future, Susan Howe 

turns the gaps and fragments of the archives into a stumbling route through 

history. Prowling among the bookshelves and stumbling upon different volumes 

at random, Howe is pulled by “the spiritual and solitary freedom of an 

inexorable order only chance creates.”1 She creates order by chance—by a kind of 

compulsion to make something out of chaos and absence. To decide that the way 

to encounter the past will be to embrace happenstance, to let the fragments fall 

together and intentionally make something from them. To both collide and 

collude with history, in Marjorie Perloff’s phrase.2 This method makes her 

collage poems look chaotic because their order is not linear order. Or rather, it is 

a different form of linear order from what one might expect of from a library. 

                                                        

1 Susan Howe, Souls of the Labadie Tract (New York: New Directions Publishing, 
2007), 14. 
2 Marjorie Perloff, “‘Collision or Collusion with History’: The Narrative Lyric of 
Susan Howe,” Contemporary Literature 30, no. 4 (Winter 1989): 518. 
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The lines intersect and reverse and repeat. They ask you questions about how 

you might form connections between lost words from found sources. Different 

from what a historian or a librarian might make. No genealogies, no cause and 

effect, no first this then this, no if a then b. Howe leaves that historical logic 

behind, rambling into a forest of books— into a system of organization that she 

did not decide, that is arbitrary and inherited, but for better or worse, this is what 

she is given, so this is what she makes something of. She works within its 

order—in a certain way. It is because of the order of the shelves that one book 

chances to catch your eye on the way to look for another one. The system of the 

library provides an opportunity for the kind of creativity that ruptures the order 

that inspired it. In a way, this process becomes about surrendering to the present 

moment, to the physicality of what you are walking into when you go to pick up 

a book.  

To a sense that books are not dead objects, but that those objects are points 

of access to so many dead people. To an affirmation that that communication 

matters.  In a present moment totally suffused by the past.  

As a person in the here and now, your world is surrounded by multiple 

pasts and these pasts are not neatly and tidily stacked one on top of another in 

chronological order—the words exist simultaneously, overlapping, intersecting, 
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growing into one another and creating this moment, these words and the 

potential for something new.  

In “Turning,” the opening sequence of Susan Howe’s The Nonconformist’s 

Memorial, the nonconformist’s movement becomes a way of moving through 

history. The poem depicts history not as progress but as layering and 

fragmenting and reversing—not being able to determine the order of events or 

the order in which to read the lines. An early section undermines the linear 

movement of history by turning narrative upside down: 

1.  

netherJohn andJohn harbinger  

In Peter she is nameless 
 JlU!q1OU pJ.lONo f1lIU:>y 

headstrong anarchy thoughts 
:Mpauwru JO pulq1 ;;»tJlu!, V 

She was coming to anoint him 
naJJIoJd •  'u01I!q 118 J! -V 

As ifall history were a progress 
W!q lU!OlM 01 JlU!wo:> II!M  

A single thread of narrative 
I1qJlnoq1 ,(q:lJ1!lM  

Actual world nothing ideal 

sgpw-eu '!   ul 
The nets were not tom 

The Gospel did not grasp 

76 

 

Figure 2: Susan Howe, from “Turning.”  
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Not a single thread of narrative but multiple threads woven and tangled—

Arachne’s loom of spider webs, Ariadne’s cord winding through the labyrinth. 

Theory of history haunted by the ghost journey of Mary Magdalene, on her way 

to anoint Christ—her history is not a progress but a turn and a stumble. 

Repetitions of Mary’s running and recognition and reaching out, and Jesus’s 

rebuff. She keeps chasing after him over and over again. Which is the way 

forward and which the way back? How do you keep moving when you have to 

change direction, when you’re losing ground? When you’re left with the actual 

world no ideals remain. When the good news—eu-angelion—isn’t quite good 

enough. When events didn’t occur the way the history said—when Christ 

doesn’t offer miraculous abundance. When visionaries fishing for followers catch 

none. You run through history alone.  Solitary. When the nonconformist speaks, 

“she affirms the stutter in history that cannot be translated.”3 

Howe’s work moves through archival sources in a way that reorients 

history and often disorients readers. Some critics have attempted to clarify the 

                                                        

3 W. Scott Howard, “‘Writing Ghost Writing’: A Discursive Poetics of History: Or, 
Howes ‘Hau’ I N Susan Howe’s ‘A Bibliography of the King’s Book; Or, Eikon 
Basilike’,” Talisman: A Journal of Contemporary Poetry and Poetics 14 (Fall 1995): 
108. 
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difficulties of Howe’s poetry by analyzing it through the lens of visual form4 or 

feminist and poststructuralist theories of language5 or philosophy of history.6 

                                                        

4 Mandy Bloomfield, “‘Aftershock of Iconoclasm’: Ambivalence of the Visual 
Page in Susan Howe’s Eikon Basilike,” Textual Practice 23, no. 3 (June 2009): 417–
37. Craig Douglas Dworkin, Reading the Illegible (Evanston, Ill.: Northwestern 
University Press, 2003). Alan Golding, “‘Drawings with Words’: Susan Howe’s 
Visual Poetics,” in We Who Love to Be Astonished: Experimental Women’s Writing 
and Performance Poetics, ed. Laura (ed. and introd.) Hinton, Cynthia (ed. and 
introd.) Hogue, and Rachel Blau (afterword) DuPlessis, xii, 308 pp. vols., Modern 
and Contemporary Poetics (MCP) (Tuscaloosa, AL: U of Alabama P, 2002), 152–
64. John Harkey, “Lattice-Glyphs: The Intensive ‘Small Poetry’ of Susan Howe’s 
Recent Work,” Arizona Quarterly: A Journal of American Literature, Culture, and 
Theory 69, no. 4 (Winter 2013): 159–200. Marjorie Perloff, “‘The Rattle of Statistical 
Traffic’: Citation and Found Text in Susan Howe’s The Midnight,” Boundary 2: 
An International Journal of Literature and Culture 36, no. 3 (Fall 2009): 205–28. Brian 
Reed, “‘Eden or Ebb of the Sea’: Susan Howe’s Word Squares and Postlinear 
Poetics,” Postmodern Culture: An Electronic Journal of Interdisciplinary Criticism 14, 
no. 2 (January 2004). Andrew Michael Roberts et al., “Space and Pattern in Linear 
and Postlinear Poetry,” European Journal of English Studies 17, no. 1 (April 2013): 
23–40. 
5 For explorations of Howe’s work in relation to poststructuralist and feminist 
theories of language, see Montgomery, The Poetry of Susan Howe, 48-53. W. Scott 
Howard, “‘The Paper Being Still Et with Ink …’: Animality and the Poetics of the 
Gift, or Howe’s Hau in Susan Howe’s A Bibliography of the King’s Book: Or, 
Eikon Basilike,” Imprimatur (University of Luton) 1, no. 2–3 (Spring 1996): 126–41. . 
G. Matthew Jenkins, Poetic Obligation: Ethics in Experimental American Poetry after 
1945, xv, 263 pp. (Iowa City, IA: U of Iowa P, 2008), 157-181. Andrew Christopher 
West, “‘Candles Lighting the Dark’: The Birth-Mark’s Antinomian Method,” 
Textual Practice 27, no. 4 (July 2013): 617–49. 
6 On history in Howe’s work, see Stephen Collis, Through Words of Others: Susan 
Howe and Anarcho-Scholasticism, English Literary Studies: 95, 148 pp. (Victoria, 
BC: Department of English, University of Victoria, 2006). Ming-qian Ma, “Poetry 
as History Revised: Susan Howe’s ‘Scattering as Behavior toward Risk,’” 
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Such explanatory projects, however, have their limits. Howe’s work, rife with 

ambiguities and erasures, seems to call for a different kind of response. Peter 

Nicholls points out that “unlike a writer such as Pound, Howe has no desire to 

send us back to her sources, or, indeed, to encourage us to read them.”7 Her 

source materials do not conceal a hidden truth that a researcher can recover—

they cannot offer answers that will make the poem easier or clearer. In fact, a 

familiarity with the sources only proliferates potential meanings for the reader.  

The anarchy of Howe’s lines and the mystery of their sources produces what 

Rachel Tzvia Black calls “a type of democratization of poetry, with the reader a 

full citizen of the textual terrain, with equal rights and obligations in the making 

of meaning. In fact,” Black contends, “rather than intending to block entry and 

leave the reader without, Howe’s work is at all times engaged in bringing the 

reader more deeply into the text, toward effectuating greater participation on the 

                                                        

 

American Literary History 6, no. 4 (Winter 1994): 716–37. Naylor, “Writing History 
Poetically: Walter Benjamin and Susan Howe.” Nicholls, “Unsettling the 
Wilderness: Susan Howe and American History.” Megan Williams, “Howe Not 
to Erase(her): A Poetics of Posterity in Susan Howe’s Melville’s Marginalia,” 
Contemporary Literature 38, no. 1 (Spring 1997): 106–32.  
7 Peter Nicholls, “Unsettling the Wilderness: Susan Howe and American 
History,” Contemporary Literature 37, no. 4 (Winter 1996): 596. 
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part of the reader in the process of making meaning from a poetic text.”8 The 

reader enters the poem as a labyrinth. Turn where you will, make your choices. 

Weaving through the obscurity into the depths. 

I would like to suggest, following Black, that we take our cue from Howe 

herself and let the words of others grow out of and into one another, let 

ourselves as readers be compelled by the order of chance, write out of the gaps 

and silences in the text, listen to whomever we hear calling out of the words, and 

allow that to have a life-giving effect on the process of our reading. This chapter 

begins with a meditation on Howe’s historical method and the ghostly voices she 

encounters in libraries. Her excursions through history lead into Thoreau’s 

typological sauntering in “Walking” and Jean de Labadie’s falling through the 

future in Michel de Certeau’s The Mystic Fable. The remainder of the chapter 

follows this momentum through The Nonconformist’s Memorial as it turns and 

stumbles through the past, destabilizing and resisting historical discourse. 

Howe’s work demands a critical response that stumbles along with it, thus, this 

chapter concludes by layering and blurring fragments of voices in order to draw 

                                                        

8 Rachel Tzvia Back, Led by Language: The Poetry and Poetics of Susan Howe, 
Modern and Contemporary Poetics (MCP), x, 238 pp. (Tuscaloosa, AL: U of 
Alabama P, 2002), 6. 
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a history out of the poem that maintains the hesitations and ambiguities Howe 

insists lie at the heart of historical writing. 

“Retrospective Excursions” 

  

There is a freedom and wildness in libraries. No one can tell you what to 

find there, or what to do with what happens when you do find something. For 

Howe, the walker who finds her way to the library grows the future in the 

fecundity of the past. Creating a new voice from the echoes of the old. The way 

back can become a path forward. 

Howe claims to write with and for ghosts, and as she reanimates their 

words, they breathe life into hers.9 Walking deeper into the library, with its chaos 

of histories and voices growing into and around each other, becomes the way 

forward to her own future: “In Sterling’s sleeping wilderness I felt the telepathic 

solicitation of innumerable phantoms. The future seemed to lie in this forest of 
                                                        

9 On ghosts in Howe’s work, see Gerald L. Bruns, “Voices of Construction: On 
Susan Howe’s Poetry and Poetics (A Citational Ghost Story),” Contemporary 
Literature 50, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 28–53. David W. Clippinger, “Resurrecting the 
Ghost: H. D., Susan Howe, and the Haven of Poetry,” Sagetrieb: A Journal Devoted 
to Poets in the Imagist/Objectivist Tradition 19, no. 3 (2006): 141–72. Norman 
Finkelstein, “‘Making the Ghost Walk About Again and Again’: History as 
Séance in the Work of Susan Howe,” Lit: Literature Interpretation Theory 20, no. 3 
(September 7, 2009): 215–40. 
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letters, theories, and forgotten actualities.”10 Stacks of books tucked into their 

resting places, waiting to be awakened by a walker passing through. Except 

that—they aren’t just silently waiting—they actively call out to her. Talking in 

their sleep? They hold the future, these lost voices. The way forward is the way 

back. Shelves of books with leaves like trees. The library is a forest of dead 

letters. Walking and being lost and having the light obscured—and over and 

above that, there is a sense that your surroundings have lives of their own. So the 

forest becomes a way of saying that the books are alive—they’re changing and 

growing. The future is here. The ghosts still have a lot to say. 

Howe is not only the medium, finding a way past death, listening, and 

passively allowing the dead to speak—the benevolent receptacle bestowing life 

on the forgotten—she is also a parasite living off of them. This way of writing, 

she admits, “may suggest vampirism because while I like to think I write for the 

dead, I also take my life as a poet from their lips, their vocalisms, their breath.”11 

Vampires are undead beings who feed on the living, and she is a living poet 

feeding her craft on the dead. Texts carry spectral inspirations, they are 

                                                        

10 Howe, Souls of the Labadie Tract, 14. 
11 Ibid., 16. 
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“pneumatic—inhabited by the ghosts of their authors.”12 Books hold spirits, 

breathings—the marks of the patterns of the way the breath goes in and out to 

form the words, the remains of the testimony that someone has been here, 

breathed here, walked here, and now is gone. Her poetry become a kind of 

textual Frankenstein’s creature: she cobbles together bits and pieces from 

different texts (different spirits, if you like) and in the cobbling together, she tries 

to infuse the fragments with life, to make something else that can breathe a new 

breath, distinct from all the lives that went into making it, but impossible 

without them.  

She takes the words of people who were never well known and are now 

long forgotten, and she does the work of remembering; she takes up their words, 

trying, through that, to bring them back to life and make a life for herself. She 

explains: “My retrospective excursions follow the principle that ghosts wrapped 

in appreciative obituaries by committee members, or dedications presented at 

vanished community field meetings, can be reanimated by appropriation.”13 This 

                                                        

12 Bruns, “Voices of Construction,” 28. 
13 Howe, Souls of the Labadie Tract, 15. 
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is a journey that goes in time instead of space.14 She is taking a trip—a walk, a 

saunter—in order to make ghosts come alive.  Norman Finkelstein argues that 

“her work is a latter-day version of spiritualism, and her poems may be read as 

ghostly textual enactments, stagings, literary equivalents of the spiritualist 

practice of the séance.”15 She takes the words in and the words are the ghosts and 

when the words live, the ghosts live. And that is the way that she chooses to 

move forward—by speaking the ghosts to life with her breath. Taking from the 

past and giving it new life. 

 

Walking 

   

Thoreau would chafe against Howe’s insistence on going back into the 

past to create the future. Although both point to the generativity of wild 

excursions, Thoreau’s 1862 essay “Walking” encourages readers to leave the past 

                                                        

14 For considerations of time in Howe’s work, see Katrina Harack, “Representing 
Alterity: The Temporal Aesthetics of Susan Howe and Charles Olson,” Canadian 
Review of American Studies/Revue Canadienne d’Etudes Americaines 43, no. 3 (Winter 
2013): 433–61. Will Montgomery, “‘Lyric for Crossing Over’: Time and Telepathy 
in Susan Howe’s Melville’s Marginalia,” Paragraph: A Journal of Modern Critical 
Theory 27, no. 3 (November 2004): 32–48. 
15 Finkelstein, “‘Making the Ghost Walk About Again and Again,’” 216.  
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behind in order to explore “Nature, for absolute freedom and wildness.”16 

“Walking” exhorts people to stop studying the past and learning people’s 

words—ironic for a Harvard man trained in rhetoric—and venture into the 

outdoors and their own (apparently historyless) selves. His walker is going to 

make a new holy land appear through the act of walking toward it. The future is 

forward—outside, away, due west. Yet for all Thoreau’s attempts to get away 

from the past and make something new, throughout the essay the future is 

backward. It’s the somersault, where you have to see the backward motion 

through to completion before you can ever move forward. 

He rejects walks that go “eastward to realize history and study the works 

of art and literature, retracing the steps of the race,” preferring to “go westward 

as into the future, with a spirit of enterprise and adventure.”17 As the essay goes 

on to delineate Thoreau’s ideal walk and walker, the great irony is that his 

definition of walking presupposes a medieval conception of typological history 

                                                        

16 Henry David Thoreau, “Walking,” The Atlantic, June 1862, 
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/1862/06/walking/304674/. For 
more on Thoreau’s swamps in Howe’s work, see Cecily Parks, “The Secret 
Swamps in Susan Howe’s Secret History of the Dividing Line, Thorow, 
and Personal Narrative,” Isle: Interdisciplinary Studies in Literature and 
Environment 21, no. 2 (Spring 2014): 353–73. 
17 Thoreau, “Walking.” 
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in which the past foreshadows the future and the present relives the past. This 

historical move begins when Thoreau trades the word “walk” for “saunter.” He 

derives “saunterer” from the medieval French Sans Terre (without land) or Sainte 

Terre (holy land). A walker is thus both permanently displaced and on a quest for 

the Holy Land, repeating a journey toward a sacred past. Thoreau’s sauntering, 

although ostensibly directed to the future and the wilderness, has a historical 

logic embedded in it. He wants to walk away from the past and toward the 

future, but the only way he can conceptualize that journey is as a recreation of 

history. Each walk, he claims, “is a sort of crusade, preached by some Peter the 

Hermit in us, to go forth and reconquer this Holy Land from the hands of the 

Infidels.”18 Thoreau’s call to conquer a land he has never been to—and 

specifically to reconquer it—from current inhabitants imagined as heathens 

follows the same historical logic that fueled crusade ideology. Both are 

predicated on typology.  

                                                        

18 Ibid. Peter the Hermit was one of the leaders of an initial (failed) popular 
crusade, who later morphed into a folk hero. On the history of the crusades and 
their legacy in nineteenth century popular culture see Thomas Madden, The 
Concise History of the Crusades, Third Student Edition (Lanham, Maryland: 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2013); Elizabeth Siberry, The New Crusaders : 
Images of the Crusades in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries (Aldershot ; 
Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2000). 
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This view of history began with biblical criticism. Christian theologians 

needed to find a way to integrate the Hebrew scriptures into their own religious 

canon and to make those writings center on Christ. Their solution was to 

interpret the events and symbols in the Hebrew Bible as prefigurations of those 

of their own New Testament. This interpretive move created a world in which 

sacred history was always repeating itself, was always revealing itself. 19 Secretly 

all the separate stories told a single story, if only you knew how to look at it. H. 

D.’s gnostics were not the only ones searching for secrets hidden in plain sight, 

not the first to be living out a legend from old. As soon as Christian theologians 

had gone backward—finding the New Testament in the Old—they realized they 

could use the same method to move forward: their own present became a 

postfiguration of the biblical past. Thus, medieval European Christians came to 

understand themselves as the new Israelites and rightful possessors of Jerusalem 

                                                        

19 Henri de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans ; T&T 
Clark, 1998); Daniel H. Weiss, Art and Crusade in the Age of Saint Louis 
(Cambridge, U.K. ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Alyce A. 
Jordan, Visualizing Kingship in the Windows of the Sainte-Chapelle (Turnhout, 
Belgium: Brepols, 2002); M. Cecilia (Marianne Cecilia) Gaposchkin, The Making of 
Saint Louis [electronic Resource] : Kingship, Sanctity, and Crusade in the Later Middle 
Ages (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008), 111–115; Alastair Minnis, Medieval 
Theory of Authorship: Scholastic Literary Attitudes in the Later Middle Ages 
(University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012). 
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and the Muslim inhabitants of the Levant as—in an excruciating stroke of 

irony—the new pagan idolaters who must be expelled. Like Thoreau, their 

historical logic enabled them to reconquer a land they had never possessed. 

History was repeating itself. They wanted to live the biblical legend out for 

themselves.  

Thoreau, in his turn, wants to live the legend of the Crusaders as he walks 

in the woods around Concord. But what does that legend mean for him? He 

elaborates:  

It is true, we are but faint-hearted crusaders, even the walkers, nowadays, 
who undertake no persevering, never-ending enterprises. Our expeditions 
are but tours, and come round again at evening to the old hearthside from 
which we set out. Half the walk is but retracing our steps. We should go 
forth on the shortest walk, perchance, in the spirit of undying adventure, 
never to return, prepared to send back our embalmed hearts only as relics 
to our desolate kingdoms.20  
 
Thoreau’s vision of a crusader is one who prevails on adventure, prepared 

to sacrifice for a cause and never come back. He expresses nostalgia for the good 

old days of the Middle Ages, for a past properly open-ended and directed to a 

future. Thoreau wants to walk away from the past and toward the future, but the 

only way he can conceptualize that journey forward is as a recreation of the past. 

                                                        

20 Thoreau, “Walking.” 
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His saunterer walks confidently into a history that opens up onto the future, as 

Howe does when she steps into Sterling Library. 

But what happens if you set out on your walk, only to find that the 

ground is not so firm beneath your feet? 

 

Falling 

 

Jean de Labadie. Howe stumbles on his name in a genealogy of Wallace 

Stevens. He was a French Jesuit theologian who converted to Protestantism and 

founded his own pietist sect, the Labadists. In 1684, a group of his followers left 

the Netherlands and settled in Maryland. Like the Moravians, Labadie’s disciples 

believed in the power of inner illumination over institutional authority.21 In The 

Mystic Fable, Certeau characterizes this seventeenth-century mystic as a man who 

created a way of walking out of his constant falling. Certeau illustrates Labadie’s 

spiritual path with a comparison to Donatello’s sculpture of John the Baptist. The 

statue captures “the instant at which movement is a loss of equilibrium. That 
                                                        

21 On the history and beliefs of Jean de Labadie, in addition to Certeau’s account, 
see Trevor J Saxby, The Quest for the New Jerusalem, Jean de Labadie and the 
Labadists, 1610-1744, Archives Internationales D’histoire Des Idées ; 115 
(Dordrecht ; Boston: MNijhoff Publishers, 1987). 
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falling becomes walking if it happens to be the case that a second place exists to 

follow the first, but the artist, by isolating the figure, makes the hypothesis 

uncertain. How can we be sure whether he is falling or walking?”22 To move 

physically or spiritually for Certeau means to lose equilibrium. The statue, 

suspended in time and space, poses the question of whether walking and falling 

can ever be disentangled. Thoreau saunters confidently into the wild, but 

Labadie’s fate is much less certain. The observer can’t determine what that figure 

is doing, can’t be sure whether he walks or falls. 

One ground disappears, no longer supports, crumbles beneath, and a new 

ground miraculously replaces it. Always at the last minute: you can’t see it until 

you’ve stepped on it. You have to start the freefall for it to appear. It does not 

materialize until touched. Perhaps you were not trying to walk or move at all: 

you were trying just to stand still, it is the ground that keeps shifting: “The 

ground is always already spherical and in motion, three- and four-dimensional, a 

solid and a fluid, breathing space linked in time with the sky through rain, rivers, 

sun, roots, leaves, lightning, clouds, as water, atomic energy, and other life forces 

                                                        

22 Michel de Certeau, The Mystic Fable, Volume One: The Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries (University of Chicago Press, 1992), 272. 
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circulating through the system that is the earth.”23 An unpredictable surface to 

traverse at best. Even more so for a wanderer like Labadie. The earth spins and 

his foundations no longer hold. He has no choice. He must walk. No, he must 

fall, that movement is the necessity, the inevitability. The miracle is that he 

walks.  

Labadie falls out of the places that cannot hold him, and that becomes a 
walking. […] each time, miraculously, other places “receive” him, or, 
more precisely, as he constantly repeats, they “preserve” his body from 
falling by “supporting” him. Each of these places provides, at the last 
moment, “another ground,” he says, where normally he could have 
presumed there would be emptiness […]24 

 
The impossible connection of connecting your feet to the ground. It should not 

exist. It cannot be counted on or anticipated. And yet there it is. Only accessible 

through miracle. He is freefalling, and then something catches him. The impact is 

salvation. You have no idea where it came from, how it keeps getting there, and 

yet somehow—illogically, impossibly, yet undeniably—there it is. Firm beneath 

your feet. You should be standing on nothing, there simply shouldn’t be anything 

there. It is impossible. You know it can’t be there. But there it is. And just at that 
                                                        

23 David L. Moore, That Dream Shall Have a Name: Native Americans Rewriting 
America, xviii, 465 pp. (Lincoln, NE: U of Nebraska P, 2013), 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mzh&AN=2014305912&s
ite=ehost-live&scope=site. 27 
24 Ibid.  
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moment when you begin to relax into it, to feel steady and stable—“I’ve finally 

found it! The ground! The ground of the ground! There’s nowhere to go from 

here, no further to fall, no more journey, no more story, I’m done, I’ve had it, I’m 

staying RIGHT HERE”— that is precisely the moment when that ground ceases 

to hold you. And you’re falling yet again.  

Labadie writes as he is losing ground—when where he is has disappeared 

beneath him and he is uncertain where he is going. “It is during the moment in 

which the fall begins (again) and the appearance of ‘another ground’ remains 

improbable that Labadie’s writing proliferates and rushes forward, as if to fill the 

gap between the two with discourse. […].”25 He writes his way toward the next 

miracle, over the next void. His lurching haste calls to mind the stammer of 

Emily Dickinson, which Kathleen Fraser marks as 

the starting and stopping movement of doubt within her line, as well as 
between lines, as we watch each unit lurching forward—both separated 
by a dash and rushing forward through the seeming haste of that dash—to 
the next perception or extension—the argument of parts—one Emily 
hesitant to say—another Emily eagerly rushing in—if stammering—with a 
further ironic shift of view.26 
 

                                                        

25 Ibid. 
26 Kathleen Fraser, “Line. On the Line. Lining Up. Lined With. Between the Lines. 
Bottom Line,” in The Line in Postmodern Poetry, ed. Robert Joseph (ed.) Frank and 
Henry M. (ed.) Sayre (Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1988), 153–4.  
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False starts and stops—not an easy gait or a clear way forward. Running and 

rushing forward. Dash covering the pause. Writing out of the hesitation and the 

haste. Out of the gap between what has already been lost and yet to be found. 

Between the call of different voices. Labadie rushes forward to fill the gap he is 

falling into, and makes that falling into a stumbling walk. Dickinson rushes 

forward and stammers out what she hesitates to say. Remaining inside of the 

gap. Writing there. Gap never filled. Tributes multiply to a stammering, 

stuttering, stumbling history. 

Walking this path never results in a feeling of confidence and stability. 

You never know where you’re going, you can never be sure the ground will meet 

you.  You never achieve equilibrium: “He goes from disequilibrium to 

disequilibrium, from miracle to miracle. The only “natural,” ever imminent 

thing, is the movement of falling.”27 Labadie’s walk trades one imbalance for 

another. He is always on the verge of falling, always losing balance, always 

moving. He never gets to stay put. You can’t stop yourself from falling, you’re 

always and only falling. You can only hope, suspended in midair, that a new 

ground will save you. And that is how we move forward. The walk begins again. 

                                                        

27 Certeau, The Mystic Fable, Volume One, 272. 
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Cathy Caruth suggests that for those of us living after Isaac Newton, all 

movement can be understood as a form of falling: 

For the world of simple motion was ended, once and for all, with the 
discovery, by Newton, of gravitational force, or the revolutionary notion, 
introduced in Newton’s Principia, that objects fall toward each other. 
Newton suggested that the motions of massive bodies separated in space 
could be explained by an attractive force pulling them toward each other. 
It could be said, indeed, that with this assertion, the world of motion 
became, quite literally, a world of falling. I would suggest here that the 
history of philosophy after Newton could be thought of as a series of 
confrontations with the question of how to talk about falling.28 
 

To fall is to fall toward, pulling new grounds toward you as you lurch forward, 

falling body attracting them. Living with gravity means living in a world of 

everything trying to pull together, not pull apart. Hurtling toward what is also 

hurtling toward you. The miracle of the impact your only salvation. Making 

contact. Losing your way. Staggering on. 

“Everybody knows but doesn’t 
how many falls and stumbles 
Oh when when”29 
 

                                                        

28 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience : Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 75. 
29 Howe, The Nonconformist’s Memorial, 18. 
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Nonconformists 

 

Thoreau exhorts his saunterers: “ If you are ready to leave father and 

mother, and brother and sister, and wife and child and friends, and never see 

them again—if you have paid your debts, and made your will, and settled all 

your affairs, and are a free man—then you are ready for a walk.”30 The story of 

enthusiasts and nonconformists like Labadie is the story of people prepared to 

take precisely this kind of walk. Turning away from family and community and 

toward—what? An unsteady future rooted in a sacred past. Reliving the gospels, 

walking in the footsteps of Jesus and his followers. Crossing the sea to find a new 

place to create a holy land and live the old stories. Stories of devotion and love, 

but also rejection and fear. The emotion connects stories of generations of 

devotees, Howe explains: “I think that moment of turning, of hearing, and 

turning, and seeing—there is a space that is the space of Art for some women—in 

that gap—in the space between. That’s where I think Dickinson’s Master Letters 

touch HD’s Trilogy and Tribute to Freud.”31 The gap: the space between one call 

                                                        

30 Thoreau, “Walking.” 
31 Letter to Norman O. Brown, quoted in Montgomery, The Poetry of Susan Howe, 
45. 
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and another. But also the gap in history, the place where the archives are empty 

and no evidence remains: “If you are a woman, archives hold perpetual ironies. 

Because the gaps and silences are where you find yourself.”32 “Turning” pieces 

together fragments of the stories of Mary Magdalene, the first witness to Jesus’s 

resurrection, and Anne Hutchinson, a New England Puritan exiled for her 

antinomian religious teachings.33 Their stories run parallel—pasts and futures 

that hold each other, falling together. The poem dramatizes a way of stumbling 

into the future, of working within and against tradition: the tug of that, the 

process of changing your mind, of losing community, of being rejected by those 

you believe with, a paradigm of stumbling and losing love but somehow never 

losing momentum—turning, deflected, but indefatigable. Finding a new ground, 

running to tell the good news (whatever that may be). Fighting erasure of our 

own and others’ stories, finding that our separate stories may be fragments that 

run parallel, may combine to tell one story: a story of trying to keep moving 

toward a shaky future and trying to love. 

Who knows better than Mary Magdalene? 
                                                        

32 Edward Foster, “An Interview with Susan Howe,” Talisman: A Journal of 
Contemporary Poetry and Poetics 4 (Spring 1990): 28. 
33 See David D. Hall, The Antinomian Controversy, 1636-1638 : A Documentary 
History, 2nd ed. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1990), especially 105-113. 
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Texts are all we have left to access her ghost. The Gospels agree that Mary 

Magdalene was one of the first people to see Jesus’ empty tomb after his 

resurrection. In Matthew and Mark, she is part of a group of women who attend 

his crucifixion and burial, and are the first to meet him after the resurrection.34 

While the synoptic gospels provide snapshots of the miracle, a longer and even 

more cryptic account appears in the book of John. In John 20, Mary Magdalene 

visits Jesus’ tomb on Sunday morning, three days after his crucifixion. When she 

finds his tomb empty, she reports the news to the disciples, Peter and John. They 

return with her to confirm her findings, then walk away bemused. Mary stays 

behind, weeping. Some time afterward, a man appears and asks her why she is 

crying. When she replies that they have taken her teacher’s body away, he calls 

her by her name and she recognizes that man as Jesus. When Mary Magdalene 

recognizes the resurrected Jesus, she reaches out to touch him. He refuses her 

embrace—“Don’t touch me!” (noli me tangere in Church Latin)—and sends her off 

to tell his disciples that he is alive. Mary Magdalene runs away to do his bidding 

and out of our sight.  

                                                        

34 Luke is the outlier, with the first sighting of the resurrected Christ going to the 
walkers on the road to Emmaeus. 
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These are the movements that Howe’s poem meditates on: the double 

movement of being rejected by authority on the one hand, and being sent to 

deliver an important message that she has direct, privileged access to. Mystics 

and antinomians continue this motion: they receive direct revelations from God 

and must share them with those communities. Their communities often reject or 

ignore them, as does God himself. The thirteenth-century Flemish mystic 

Hadewijch, for example, wrote poems we only have because she wrote them 

down for a community she was exiled from. She refers to herself and the sisters 

she writes to as knights errant, dispatched in service their lady, Love:  

You are still young, and you must grow a good deal, and it is much better 
for you, if you wish to walk the way of Love, that you seek difficulty and 
that you suffer fro the honor of Love, rather than wish to feel love. But 
take upon you Love’s interests, as one who wishes to be ever in her noble 
service. Have no care, therefore, for honor or shame, fear neither the 
torments of earth nor those of hell, if by them you could prevail on Love, 
in order to serve this Love worthily.35  
 

Chivalrous servants of Lady Love should not expect an easy life, or expect her to 

give them much consolation for their pains. Indeed, Hadewijch later claims that 

the greatest name for Love is hell: 

As Hell turns everything to ruin, 
                                                        

35 Hadewijch, The Complete Works, trans. Columba Hart, Classics of Western 
Spirituality. (New York: Paulist Press, 1980), 40. 
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In Love nothing else is acquired 
But disquiet without pity; 
Forever to be in unrest, 
Forever assault and new persecution36 
 

Walking the way of divine Love means constantly falling back and forth between 

consolation and desolation. Just as in Mary Magdalene’s cryptic encounter at the 

resurrection, rejection and revelation are inextricably entangled.  

Later interpreters filled in the gaps in Mary Magdalene’s life story.37 In the 

second century, she became a prominent figure in debates about the source of 

authority in the church. In gnostic texts like the Gospel of Mary and the Pistis 

Sophia, these questions were staged as a conflict between Mary, standing for 

“vision, prophecy and spiritual understanding,” and Peter (forerunner to the 

Roman Catholic popes) on the side of “apostolic tradition, hierarchy and 

acquired knowledge.”38 While the Gnostic Christians lost their bid for power in 

the second century, they were not the last to champion Mary Magdalene. Her 

reputation changed dramatically in 591, when Pope Gregory the Great preached 

                                                        

36 Ibid., 356. 
37 Katherine Ludwig Jansen, The Making of the Magdalen: Preaching and Popular 
Devotion in the Later Middle Ages (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
2001). 
38 Ibid., 27. 
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a sermon conflating three separate biblical women into a composite figure that 

the Church accept as a single saint until the 1960s. The first was an unnamed 

woman who snuck into a feast at the house of Simon the Pharisee and anointed 

Jesus’ feet with precious perfume that she washed away with her hair and tears. 

The second was Mary of Bethany, sister of Martha (who famously scolded Mary 

for listening to Jesus’ preaching instead of helping with housework, making the 

pair a symbol of the competing merits of the active versus contemplative life) 

and of Lazarus (whom Jesus raised from the dead shortly before his own death 

and resurrection). Last was Mary Magdalene, who became a follower of Jesus 

after being healed from demon possession. By combining these three women into 

one, Mary Magdalene became the archetypal penitent sinner, contemplative 

mystic, and preacher of the gospel.39 One saint compiled together from fragments 

of multiple stories, found in the gaps in the record. 

 

Turning 

 

                                                        

39 Ibid., chapters 2–4. 
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Howe’s poem centers on the scene when Mary meets Jesus at his tomb 

and turns and runs to tell the other disciples the news. She spins this turn out 

into a meditation on the trajectory of the Magdalene story, which become a way 

of moving through the past—with and against the grain of tradition, colliding 

and colluding with history—to stumble into the future. Howe’s nonconformist 

“brush[es] history against the grain.”40 She relives the story of Mary Magdalene 

(of the resurrection, the discovery that no body is there), but without exactly 

conforming to the pattern: 

The motif of fear is missing 
The motif of searching 
 

Historicity of the scene 
Confused narrative complex41 
 

She is not afraid and she is not looking for him—as if there were a checklist of 

how this story is supposed to go and it does not go that way.  

Details elided, history of the story uncertain. 

The confusion of the text, complication of the narrative, conflict among accounts. 

Is it real or not? Does it have authority to speak for a fact or access a revelation?  
                                                        

40 Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in Illuminations 
(Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1968), 257. 
41 Howe, The Nonconformist’s Memorial, 15. 
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In the Evangelist's mind 

it is I absolutely I 

Word before name 

Resurrection and life are one 

it is I 
without any real subject 

all that I say is I 

A predicate nominative 

not subject the I is 

the bread the light the door 

the way the shepherd the vine 

Stoics Academics Peripatetics 

and liturgical fierce advenity symbol 

Hazard visionary ages foursquare 

She ran forward lO.touch himMaoaster and contess 

Don't cling to mePivot 

Literallv  point around which a body
. Llteral'l stop tOlTching me 

turns 

W, plural are the speaker 

1110 

 

Figure 3: Susan Howe, from “Turning.”  

Peripatetics: wandering philosophers. Walkers and fallers and saunterers. 

Roaming through the wilderness, through the library. 

The hazards that befall the visionary, the enthusiast whose revelations exceed the 

law. Across the ages, the story repeats: uncertain steps and enemies in pursuit. 

The rejection of the community. Risk, threat, trial, boldness. 

Mary Magdalene, first witness to the resurrection, nameless, her presence 

redacted. 

A grieving woman walks to a tomb. The body is gone and the tomb is open.  

Sudden appearance of a stranger.  

He calls her by her name—Mary—and then she recognizes him.  
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The recognition is a leap.  

She rushes to embrace him— 

As she did once before: woman with an alabaster jar, pouring perfume on his 

feet. Washing his feet with her tears and her hair. Forgiven because she loved 

much. Repulsed by the disciples. 

Weeping again, she reaches out, to this same man, to the one she thought was 

dead—a past that was finished—miraculous reappearance where there should be 

nothing—memories evoked by the crowding of the lines—this meeting haunted 

and underscored by that one. 

Mary Magdalene, the mystic, knight errant, pilgrim, crusader, walker—

vacillating from disequilibrium to disequilibrium, ghost breath trying to be 

heard. In Howe’s hands, her story is paradigmatic of a difficulty and 

contradiction that cannot be imagined or away. Her ghost cannot be quieted: 

Scene for what follows 
Do not touch me 
 
It is by chance that she weeps 
Her weeping is not a lament 
 
She has a voice to cry out 
 
No community can accompany her 
No imagination can dream 
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Improbably disciple passages 
Exegetes explain the conflict 
 
Some manuscripts and versions 
 
Her sadness42 
 

Noli me tangere. Clinging and grasping.  

Why does he say don’t touch me?  

She just happens to be weeping—it’s not a formal funeral lament, not a dirge.  

Just tears (of relief or fear or confusion?). 

Who can say what she must feel—who can follow? Who can hear the exact 

quaver in the fragment of that ghost voice? 

She has a vox clamantis, like John the Baptist, nonconformist in the wilderness. 

She is not a mute woman, she has a voice and she uses it. Stammering.  

Exegesis means to interpret a text. You can explain away the problems so 

that it maintains a coherent internal logic. Ex-egesis meant to lead out. An exegete 

is your guide if you want to walk out of the library—if you want to accompany 

her out. (I am trying to explain something about a poem that shows me that I 

can’t explain anything without one ground falling out from under me and a new 

one appearing, without having to keep going backward and gathering fragments 
                                                        

42 Ibid., 15. 
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to make my way forward. John the Baptist, vox clamantis in deserto, the voice of 

one crying in the wilderness, tells us to prepare the way of the Lord, to make 

straight paths for him. But I can’t seem to make a straight way—thinking that if I 

follow each fragment simultaneously through their turns as they wrap around 

each other, maybe I can accompany her through reunion and resurrection and 

what comes after.) 

She’s grieving for him and then he’s back again.  

That makes Mary Magdalene different from the rest of us who have to grieve 

losses who never come back. Or maybe they do but we can’t touch them. Ghostly 

inspirations.  

Don’t cling. 

The enthusiast, running and rushing headlong boldly recklessly to her love. And 

then that awful stop. The rebuke.  

The pivot is a turn in the story where things change direction.  

He: unmoving and unmoved [but not dead].  

She: revolving, turning, orbiting around him.  

Then: All her movement was with respect to him.  

Now: thrown off course, off balance. The disequilibrium as the ground 

disappears. 
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The voice of the poem shifts as the nonconformist is rebuffed and turned away: 

Stop clinging to me 
He hasn’t left the earth 
The recognition scene 
These are thoughts 
This is not intention 
as to the sense of it 
To be a man of Sorrows 
the Person speaking 
For there is no Proverb 
Here is the depth of it43 
 

He’s not gone, he’s not gone. 

Hasn’t left? 

But he did. It’s just that now he’s come back. 

Man of Sorrows 

She is not the only one who suffers. 

Tortured to death by the state. 

D. H. Lawrence imagines Jesus, the Man Who Died, lost between this 

world and the next, disenchanted with his own teachings and unable to respond 

to the continued devotion of his ardent followers: “He went on, on scarred feet, 

neither of this world nor of the next. Neither here nor there, neither seeing nor 

                                                        

43 Ibid., 22. 
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yet sightless, he passed dimly on, away from the city and its precincts, 

wondering why he should be travelling, yet driven by a dim, deep nausea of 

disillusion, and a resolution of which he was not even aware.”44 

Carrying the burden of having to have enough love to go around for everyone. 

And she—passionate enthusiast—wants so much. 

How can we know the intention, what’s behind that rebuke, why he turns away? 

Fragments of thought, but no pithy explanation, no parable, no hidden sense. 

We are the speaker: implicated, complicit, in the rebuke. Stopping her. Rejecting 

the vision. 

And we are the one who tells the story of that rejection. 

Not the story of only one woman. Not just Mary Magdalene. But fragments of 

other histories.  Futures that open out from this story. 

The future of those who are looking and not finding, or finding one thing 

and then discarding it for something else. Reaching out to touch, and the rebuff 

and turning around and running—it’s the turn to tell others about the 

encounter—the turn away from what no longer serves, from the ground that’s 

falling away, toward the new thing. The turn that happens when you go so far in 
                                                        

44 D. H. Lawrence, “The Man Who Died,” in The Virgin and the Gipsy and Other 
Stories, ed. Jeff Wallace (London: Wordsworth Editions, 2004), 176. 
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one direction that you end up coming full circle. Back into the past on the way to 

the future. Neither one place nor another: “Nuances, frontiers, thresholds, edges, 

fuzzinesses, ambiguities, pauses, singularities, margins: these are the spaces 

where her poetry occurs, places that lie between two states. This area between is 

a place of continual flux, a territory unpossessable, overlooked, and 

underappreciated.”45 This is the moment of turning. 

Don’t cling: the order is what it appears to be. It’s not that the there is 

another meaning hidden far below the surface, but that the chaos just goes on 

and on and you never hit bottom. The gap when one ground falls away and the 

next has yet to appear. Trying to fill it with words. To keep the old ground, let 

life go back to how it was. Wanting to stay—not to have to turn in recognition, 

then again in rebuke. She turns and runs, but is it a flight to them or away from 

him? 

 

Stumbling 

 

                                                        

45 Elisabeth W. Joyce, “The Small Space of a Pause” : Susan Howe’s Poetry and the 
Spaces between (Lewisburg [Pa.]: Bucknell University Press, 2010), 18. 
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The story doesn’t end there—the pivot redirects her movement. She 

rushes forward to touch, to witness, to prove. Then turns back to deliver the 

message to the disciples—ground sure again, purpose clear. The imbalance of the 

rebuff propelling her forward, shaking off the difficulty, focusing on the news—

he came back! He isn’t gone! She can’t stay put, she has been sent to tell what she 

saw—like those who have received their private revelations outside the law. A 

first-person voice emerges in the poem, separating itself from the hesitations and 

missteps of the nonconformist: “Rough messenger Trust/ /I studious am / Would 

never have stumbled / on the paved road.”46 First running, and then the stumble, 

a mistake or a misstep—the voice distances from it: “I am not like her, I would 

have been a trustworthy messenger, I would have run all the way without 

growing faint. Would have studied and been careful and delivered the news 

properly.” Is it possible not to stumble over such news? The only one who can be 

trusted with the message is the least sure-footed, the least secure—not even on 

steady footing with the one who sent her. Not taking the paved road, not 

sauntering to Jerusalem, but sprinting there, weeping. The voice continues to call 

out for witnesses even as it distances itself from its addressee: 

                                                        

46 Howe, The Nonconformist’s Memorial, 14. 
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Crying out testimony 
 
Paths of righteousness 
Love may be a stumbling 
 
out on the great meadows 
Prose is unknown 
 
You have your names 
 
I have not read them 
 
Coming from a remote field 
abandoned to me47 
 

The messenger is a witness—cries out like John the Baptist, like Isaiah, to smooth 

the paths and make them straight. To make a path so that he has something to 

walk on—scarred foot still suspended in air. 

Paths that go somewhere.  

“As if all history were a progress.”48   

Righteousness may be a path, but love is a pathless stumbling. A 

wandering.  Peripatetic. Love of the unknown, the nameless, off the beaten track 

in the wilderness. Not the paved road, the straight way of the law, but something 

outside of it. Beyond it. Transfigured, Ecstatic. Like the precipice Jean de Labadie 

                                                        

47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid., 7.  
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teeters on. That movement in which one ground disappears—a community 

rejects, a wanderer flees—and he is propelled forward, then miraculously caught: 

the transformation of the fall into a way of walking. Unsteady movement—

wrenched along by gravity, by the attractive force of the shifting ground, by the 

body’s own disequilibrium. Stumbling.  

2.  

  JO lno ftM. 
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So many stumble 

going out of the world 

Come thenl 

Feet wrapped in hay 

I stray to stray 

her knowledge of Me 
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19.17 And I saw an angelslanding in the sun. 
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Arreption to imagery 

of drift meadow edge 
of the woods here 

Fragility union ofglory 

What is our defense 
Barrier of deafness 

aggravated December 
Snow and white as wool 

bleak bright sea-wind spray 

Who will bear witness 
What is concupiscence 

bare slate-colored cloud 

Translate the secret 
in lair idiom havoc 

What ransom covenant 

John was sent as the stonn 
Word or words together 

Sensible as she was 
Thought has broken down 

Standing in the sun 

speaking to Lazarus 
this name means Twin 

Tell the Corinthians 

17 

 

Figure 4: Susan Howe, from “Turning.”  

Leaving the enclosure—the safety of a roof over your head and ground beneath 

your feet—is a form of transfiguration. 
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So many stumble—we plural will have been the speaker. A history repeats.  

Not the isolated figure—the Mary or the John—but the repetition of the 

movement. Walking out into the story, the wildness of losing and finding a 

place. 

Straying and stumbling for it’s own sake—because that tottering movement is 

love. 

The stumble taking you beyond the world you know, off the ground, 

catapulted forward, freefalling, only to land, to be held, by something you never 

could have anticipated. By a future that’s already been told and a past that won’t 

stay gone. The poem of a history divided and collapsed and suspended between 

times. Caught for an instant—before it changes. 

 

Running 

 
The nonconformist runs back and forth between contradictory extremes. 

She pivots on the axis of “Contempt of the world / and contentedness.”49 

Contemptus mundi: hated by and hatred for the world. The nonconformist 

disdains the world, gives it up, has other sources of consolation. Mary 
                                                        

49 Ibid., 4. 
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Magdalene running after Jesus, Ann Hutchinson exiled, Hadewijch banished but 

still pursuing Lady Love, Thoreau finding a Holy of Holies in the sludge of the 

swamp. Happy to go another way.  

Likenesses and convergences. The lucky coincidence of similarities 

between stories, of the jumbling together of books in the stacks. Allowing for 

these overlaps, points of contact, to be generative spaces. Falling through the 

gaps because that’s where the meaning is. Ghost voices all saying the same thing. 

All caught in the same wilderness. Howe conjures up the precarity of the 

nonconformist’s place in history; her visions as well as our access to the story, are 

fleeting: 

dissenting storms 
A variety of trials 
 
Revelations had had 
and could remember 
 
far away historic fact50 
 

Trials are difficulties—the difficulties, say, of living in the woods, of losing a 

home, of weathering a storm, of walking on scarred feet. Trials are also legal 

proceedings—the ways, say, to determine the orthodoxy or heterodoxy or guilt 

                                                        

50 Ibid. 
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or punishment of a challenge to the established order. Trial by jury or trial by 

fire? Temptation in the desert. Where is the devil prowling? Tests determine the 

legitimacy of a revelation. 51  Memorials to a half-forgotten dream. The historical 

fact is removed, inaccessible, so how are we supposed to remember? Historians 

try to piece together what she actually said. Sometimes when a vision is tried, it 

aligns with the community’s idea of what God might say to them. Other times, 

it’s a trial by fire. 
                                                        

51 In the high Middle Ages, there was an increase in the number of women and 
lay people reporting direct revelations from God. This was seen as a threat to 
ecclesiastical control. Who needs the holy sacraments—and the priest who 
sanctifies them—when the presence of God is already right here? This made 
authorities very nervous. Communities too—the presumption of one person 
setting herself above the rest and claiming to speak for God! And if this voice 
didn’t say quite what people were used to God saying? If the voice made the 
vessel act in any way outside the norm? Well, how are we to know that it belongs 
to God at all? How do we know it isn’t the devil leading us astray? This could be 
a trial like Jesus in the desert, offered everything that could make a person 
content, all worldly happiness—but at a price. He’d have to reject God and turn 
to the devil. Not all invisible voices are as friendly as they seem. And so a 
confessor would be appointed, a priest whose duty was to write down the 
mystic’s revelations and determine whether they came from God or the devil. In 
many cases, these are the only records we have left of a divine encounter. Edited, 
redacted, another step removed from the crying out of the voice of God.  Dyan 
Elliott, Proving Woman : Female Spirituality and Inquisitional Culture in the Later 
Middle Ages (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2004).Catherine M. 
Mooney, ed., Gendered Voices: Medieval Saints and Their Interpreters (University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1999); John Wayland Coakley, Women, Men, and Spiritual 
Power : Female Saints and Their Male Collaborators, Gender, Theory, and Religion. 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2006). 
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The only choice is escape. Flight at dawn. Stumbling away from 

something, from the informers and ejectors. She’s racing through the text. Wild 

birds nesting. Wild nonconformist. Has to flee to the woods. The poem follows 

her faltering footsteps on her escape from persecution: 

dark night stops suddenly 
It is the last time 
 
Run then run run 
 
Often wild ones nest in woods 
Every rational being52  
 

The runner--Mary Magdalene—Ann Hutchinson—“some love-impelled 

figure”—the dark night after the execution or before the trial.53 Running to 

apostles, running from lawmakers. But always on the move. Echoes and 

referents that sound almost familiar, that we might understand—but ultimately 

elude us. Which is perhaps how history works—facts far away, and only the 

feeling is approachable. The work is to live it, to gain some kind of mystical 

access irreducible to fact—half-recognized emotional resonances. The sentiments 

of the rebuffed Magdalene and Hutchinson draw them together as part of one 

story. It’s a palimpsest, stories from across time and layered into a single 
                                                        

52 Howe, The Nonconformist’s Memorial, 4. 
53 Ibid., 25. 
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composite story of a she or an I who is multiple, who is trying to find our way. 

That way, Howe suggests, turns back on itself and negates its own progress: 

Dense in parameter space 
the obscure negative way 
Any trajectory is dense 
outside the threshold 
Turn again and lean against 
Moving away into depths 
of the sea 
Her Love once said in her mind 
Enlightenedly to do54 
 

Cataphatic and apophatic.  

To say and to unsay.  

Outside the threshold: Thoreau’s walker. Leave everything behind. 

Parameters mean that there are boundaries. Boundaries can be transgressed. 

Absolute freedom and wildness. 

Turn back again—this time won’t be met with rebuff. Do cling to me. Knight 

errant returns from her errand, delivers her message. One ground disappeared 

when she was sent out stumbling and running—a new one appears. 

Not dry ground, but the sea. 

                                                        

54 Ibid., 33.  
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According to St. Jerome, the name Mary means “a drop of the sea” or “bitter 

sea.”55 

Stammer and trail off. 

Negative theology works through saying and unsaying.56 Apophasis. The 

way to describe divinity is through making statements and negating them. The 

truth lies somewhere in the space between the statement and the negation. The 

gap. 

Trajectory walking exile running. Turning—the pivot, the clinging—to the 

God of the break, God of the abyss, God of the sea. “For Jonathan and Sarah 

[Edwards] all rivers run into the sea yet the sea is not full, so in general there is 

always progress as in the revolution of a wheel and each soul comes upon the 

call of God in his word. I read words but don’t hear God in them.”57 Souls flow 

into God. Story repeats. History of a revolution. God calls and the soul responds. 
                                                        

55 Jansen, The Making of the Magdalen, 20. 
56 On the relationship of cataphatic (affirmative) and apophatic (negative) 
approaches to God in Christian mysticism see Patricia Z. Beckman and Amy M. 
Hollywood, The Cambridge Companion to Christian Mysticism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2012); Bernard McGinn, The Foundations of 
Mysticism (New York: Crossroad, 1994); Pseudo-Dionysius, Pseudo-Dionysius : The 
Complete Works, ed. Colm Luibhéid and Paul Rorem (New York: Paulist Press, 
1987); Michael A. Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying (University of Chicago 
Press, 1994). 
57 Susan Howe, That This (New Directions Publishing, 2010), 12. 
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But maybe not. Maybe there is no call. Maybe the soul calls out and turns. The 

turning toward and turning away. The return as a repetition, but never quite 

getting back to where you started. The progress of spiral seashells. Circling 

around the unsayable—approach and retreat like the tide. Ebb and flow. River 

heading to the sea. Water falling. The way obscure, but there still is a way. A 

movement. Somewhere to go. For Thoreau, the walker “is no more vagrant than 

the meandering river, which is all the while sedulously seeking the shortest 

course to the sea.”58 A river weaves in and out of dense, hidden spaces. Trying to 

find its way to the depths of the sea. Charting a course. Not a clear way, not a 

straight way. The cutbacks, the negative way, the repeating and recalling and 

recanting way. But a way nonetheless. A way of responding to a call and of 

having a voice to cry out. An obscure way where you don’t hear the voice or the 

only call of God is the noli me tangere. The thirteenth-century Dominican mystic 

Meister Eckhart’s favorite name for God was “groundless ground”—is that 

because he is always falling away and reappearing?59 Drawing in and drawing 

back. Turning and running. Trying to find a way back. 

                                                        

58 Thoreau, “Walking.” 
59 Bernard McGinn, The Mystical Thought of Meister Eckhart : The Man from Whom 
God Hid Nothing, Edward Cadbury Lectures ; 2000-2001 (New York: Crossroad 



 

 152 

 

“Roundabout Ways” 

 

History is a turning. You can tell yourself that it’s a progress. But maybe 

it’s just fragments that parallel a progress without ever touching it. Shattered by 

a past that’s never past. By ghost voices that run with you into the wilderness. 

That have in fact always been with you. That give you your voice. The voice to 

cry out. To keep remembering.  

Fragments as bits of ground with gaps in between. We run from one to the 

next. But we don’t make progress. H.D. flips over and there is a kind of 

certainty—or at least a hope—that there is this predetermined path that she is on, 

if only she can learn how to see it. What the stumbling nonconformist shows us 

is that sometimes history is not a straight line—or even a neat spiral. Sometimes 

it’s not an unbroken trajectory, whatever direction it is. It’s broken. Breaking and 

being replaced by new things. Sometimes we were on our way in one direction 

                                                        

 

Pub, 2001). In Chapter 3, “Eckhart and the Mysticism of the Ground,” McGinn 
argues that Eckhart’s entire oeuvre can be best described as “mysticism of the 
ground.” 
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and something arrests us and we have to turn. Pivot. We’re rebuffed by our love, 

rejected by our community, and we have to go in another direction. Our path 

crumbles beneath our feet, and we make our way through the freefall.  

“The poem, as always, precedes our progress. But perhaps our progress 

made the poem possible, by one of those roundabout ways spawned by the wiles 

of history.”60 

                                                        

60 Certeau, The Mystic Fable, Volume One, 293. 
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Conclusion  

 

Footnotes and Footprints 

 

 

The fourteenth-century Dominican nun Margaret Ebner understood 

silence.1 Over decades of spiritual practice, she experienced it under many 

guises. Sometimes she was silent in response to speech (her own or others’) 

about God: the words elicited an ecstatic state that left her without words. She 

referred to this mystical reverie as “binding silence,” explaining: “When the 

Silence begins in me sometimes it comes with joy and ends in weeping. 

Sometimes it begins with sadness and ceases with joy. The time does not seem 

                                                        

1 For recent work on Ebner, see Patricia Zimmerman Beckman, “The power of 
books and the practice of mysticism in the fourteenth century: Heinrich of 
Nördlingen and Margaret Ebner on Mechthild’s Flowing Light of the Godhead,” 
Church History: Studies in Christianity and Culture 76, no. 1 (2007): 61-83. John 
Wayland Coakley, “Hagiography in Process: Henry of Nördlingen and Margaret 
Ebner,” Women, men, and spiritual power : female saints and their male collaborators, 
Gender, theory, and religion. (New York : Columbia University Press, 2006) 149-
169; Rosemary Drage Hale, “Rocking the cradle: Margaretha Ebner (be)holds the 
divine.,” in Performance and Transformation: New Approaches to Late Medieval 
Spirituality. Ed. Mary A. Suydam and Joanna E. Ziegler. Basingstoke: Macmillan, 
1999, 211-239; Amy Hollywood, “Acute Melancholia,” Harvard Theological Review 
99, no. 4 (2006): 381-406. 
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long to me because I have the sweet grace of the presence of God.”2 Whether in 

joy or in sorrow, the manifestation of God takes her out of time and out of 

language. In other cases, Ebner is silent as a precautionary measure: she wants to 

speak, but she fears that if she says anything, she will be told about Christ’s 

suffering and Passion, the intensity of which would itself deprive her of speech. 

“Sometimes I have no consolation,” she admits of these experiences, “indeed 

sometimes I am inwardly closed and bound just as I am outwardly.”3 She is 

afraid of her own sorrow at mention of Christ’s suffering, so she intentionally 

keeps silent in order to avoid it. Finally, some speech is “neither useful nor 

necessary,” but “repugnant and totally annoying,” so Ebner feels compelled not 

to waste time speaking in this way.4 When friends entreat her to record the story 

of the revelations she has had during these silences, she holds her tongue. What 

would be the use? But when Christ appears in a vision, ordering her to write, she 

cannot refuse. Ebner embodies one of the great difficulties of mystical texts: how 

to speak the unspeakable, and how to bear witness to silence. 

                                                        

2 Margaret Ebner, Margaret Ebner, major works, ed. Leonard Patrick Hindsley, 
Classics of Western spirituality. (New York : Paulist Press, 1993) 117. 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid., 149. 
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The mystics maintain that God is too difficult to talk about, too impossible 

to name, that they must create a new way of speaking in order to explain what 

they cannot explain. This form of writing, apophasis, works by means of 

negation, acts of unsaying that occur in the spaces and silences. Words 

disappear, unravel in the middle and become something else as they fall apart. In 

Zong!, M. NourbeSe Philip applies this technique to the text of Gregson v. Gilbert, 

the course case dealing with insurance claims following the 1781 massacre of 

enslaved Africans onboard the slave ship Zong. While the mystic asserts that God 

is unnamable, what Philip claims is something much more basic and chilling: 

that we are. Human suffering and human cruelty are unspeakable, and yet they 

must be testified to. The truth is locked inside “the many silences within the 

Silence of the text,” so the story “can only be told by not telling.”5 Philip’s ethical 

injunction is to rewrite history in a way that acknowledges these gaps and 

silences. “For the many like me, black and female,” Philip explains, “it is 

imperative that our writing begin to recreate our histories and our myths.”6 Her 

apophatic writing positions the historian as both magician and censor, oscillating 

                                                        

5 Philip,	Zong!,	191. 
6 Marlene	Nourbese	Philip,	A	Genealogy	of	Resistance:	And	Other	Essays	(Mercury	
Press,	1997),	56. 
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between conjuring spirits up and quieting them down. For Certeau, history and 

mysticism both seek to “calm” and quiet the dead. 7  Zong!, however, uses 

apophasis to acknowledge the silences that have already been imposed by 

history as well as the continued sound (if screams do still carry under water) of 

the unquiet dead. The sobs and the seas, cries that mingle with the salt water, 

and cannot be disentangled. Whereas previous chapters have considered the 

alternative ways of moving through history—spiraling, stumbling, 

somersaulting—here I ask what it might mean to negate, or un-say history 

altogether. 

 

Apophatic History 

 

In Zong! as in The Nonconformist’s Memorial, history turns on a pivot. For 

Howe, history is written by the “love-impelled” redactor who compiles and cuts 

it up.8 To redact literally means to lead back. When Philip leads us back into the 

text of Gregson v. Gilbert, she changes and revises it to rip apart its violence and 

                                                        

7 Certeau, The Mystic Fable, Volume One, 11. 
8 Susan	Howe,	The	Nonconformist’s	Memorial:	Poems	(New	Directions	Publishing,	
1993),	25. 
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its cruel logic. To obscure and reveal it. Philip explains that her method depends 

on “the axis on which the text of Zong! turns: censor and magician; the told and 

the untold; the telling and the un-telling of what cannot, yet must, be told.”9 Like 

Howe, there is an imperative to tell and not tell—“I am not afraid to confess it / 

and make you my confessor.”10 We receive hints of a voice who is trying to tell 

the story, to confess to the violence that has been done, but who cannot quite get 

out the words and who even as he confesses and tries to tell the truth, asks that 

the confession be destroyed (see Figure 5). 

 

 

Figure 5: M. NourbeSe Philip, from “Ferrum.” 

 

The redactor tries to repair the text to turn it into something that stands as a 

witness, gives a testimony, to the story that cannot be told. Parts of the story 

                                                        

9 Ibid., 199. 
10 Howe,	The	Nonconformist’s	Memorial,	23. 
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have been told and parts have not. We have records and archives and we have 

silences within those archives—the lack of names, the names that she needs to 

add in as footnotes, as footprints, marking the absence of the names of those who 

were lost, whose screams may still echo in the ocean. It is an apophatic turn then: 

the axis, the pivot. The censor who suppresses and the magician who conjures. 

The censor silences the record, showing its gaps, revealing the silences that have 

been put in place by others, forcing people to fully come to grips with that 

silence and all it means, all it covers up, all it reveals. The magician fills that 

silence—with syllables, with the magic of an incantation that might bring back 

the dead. Or if not bring them back, at least defend them. Acknowledge them. 

How do you leave a footprint in water? How do you fall through it? To stumble 

is different from being pushed. Labadie suffers from space, but he chooses his 

path, the text that he writes with his feet as he stumbles over Europe. But what of 

bound feet that fall through water?  

The language of Zong! resists logic and order in order to bear witness to 

the senseless violence of the massacre. Philip questions whether it is possible—or 

advisable—to make such a history into a logical and easily interpretable 

narrative. She acknowledges that when reading Zong! there is a “movement 

towards trying to ‘make sense’” of the poems, in which she finds herself “trying 
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to find reason in the language that I myself have fractured and fragmented.”11 

Yet she remains “dissatisfied when the poem becomes too comprehensible,” 

preferring when it “escapes the net of complete understanding—where the the 

[sic] poem is shot through with glimmers of meaning.”12 The flickers of 

intelligibility—like sunshine on sea water—never resolve into clarity. The reader 

can try to reorganize those words in order to make them follow logically, but this 

is impossible. The fragments are all we have of the history; what we have is not 

whole but it is as close to wholeness as we will ever get.  It is difficult to read 

without trying to make sense of the words, but Zong! demands that its readers 

make something of the poems irreducible to sense. This is a fall after the fashion 

of Labadie’s: one ground disappears beneath you, but no new ground appears to 

support. What the reader of Zong! stands on is not ground, but rather a meager 

little ship—filled with captured people stolen away, traversing an ocean they 

never asked to cross. The poem leaves the reader out at sea, ejecting her from the 

surety and comfort of a firm intellectual footing. Trying to make a logical 

representation come out of the illogic of the decision to kidnap and murder 

people, Philip argues, is a futile endeavor. Her goal, therefore, is to “to move 
                                                        

11 Philip, Zong!, 192. 
12 Ibid. 
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beyond representation” of this violence.13 How can one tell the stories that have 

been taken? There is an absence there, something missing—someone missing, 

stolen and murdered—a whole history where there is too much violence to 

comprehend. According to Philip, trying to represent such events would add yet 

another layer of violence: 

it would have meant ordering an experience which was disordered (and 
cannot ever be ordered), irrational, illogical and unpredictable; it would 
have meant doing a second violence, this time to the memory of an 
already violent experience. The disorder, illogic, and irrationality of the 
Zong! poems can no more tell the story than the legal report of the Gregson 
v. Gilbert masquerading as order, logic, and rationality. In their very 
disorder and illogic is the not-telling of the story that must be told.14 
 

The key issue here is how it might be possible to give an ethical testimony to 

unethical acts. Philip chooses disorder over tidy representations, but she is quick 

to explain that this cannot tell the story any more than a more traditionally 

ordered account can. One text chooses order and one chaos. Neither is an 

accurate representation. The disorder un-tells the story. It raises questions about 

our access to the past and the words that we use to describe it. The poems do not 

represent the past; they show us in every broken word how they refuse to tell 

what cannot be told. 
                                                        

13 Ibid., 197. 
14 Ibid. 
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This refusal to fill up silences, coupled with the poem’s insistence on 

acknowledging the dead, turns history-writing into an apophatic enterprise. 

Silko’s revolutionary stories enjoin the people to remember the dead and reckon 

with their history. Philip’s imperative in Zong! is similar: “Defend the dead.”15 

The poems become “a wake of sorts, where the spectres of the undead make 

themselves present.”16 The written record provided by Gregson v. Gilbert is 

incomplete, denying the dead their names, so Philip attempts to give them back. 

The “ghostly footnotes” of names that run beneath the main text of the poems 

acknowledge that “someone else was here before” (see Figure 6). 17 They are her 

way of marking and acknowledging who has come before her. She cites ghostly 

steps as a scholar cites texts, each “footnote equals the footprint” of someone 

who died on the Zong.18 Documents cannot tell the whole story of these lost 

footsteps, and so the footnotes acknowledge the limits of recuperation. They also 

resemble a chant, a calling down of the spirits, which provides a different kind of 

acknowledgment and a different kind of reference. The empty space on the page 

is where the spirits are acknowledged--“literally in the margins of the text, a sort 
                                                        

15 Philip, Zong!, 200. 
16 Ibid., 201. 
17 Ibid., 200. 
18 Ibid. 
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of negative space, a space not so much of non-meaning as anti-meaning”—

becomes a site of apophasis.19 According to Michael Sells, apophatic discourse 

 

Figure 6:  M. NourbeSe Philip, from “Os.” 

                                                        

19 Ibid., 201. 
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operates through “a continuing series of retractions, a propositionally unstable 

and dynamic discourse in which no single statement can rest on its own as true 

or false, or even as meaningful.”20 In negative theology, words only have 

meaning in the perpetual oscillation between naming and negation: 

Any saying (even a negative saying) demands a correcting proposition, an 
unsaying. But that correcting proposition which unsays the previous 
proposition is in itself a “saying” that must be “unsaid” in turn. It is in the 
tension between the two propositions that the discourse becomes 
meaningful. That tension is momentary. It must be continually re-earned 
by ever new linguistic acts of unsaying.21 
 

What Zong! accomplishes is a far more radical kind of unsaying and negation. 

The footnote/footprints haunt the margins, an act of naming that negates itself. 

Because the records are so paltry and biased, any proposition that we make 

about the identity of a person onboard the Zong can just as easily be denied as 

asserted, yet the denial slips away again, leaving us without ground to stand on. 

In Philip’s hands, history becomes apophatic. The same linguistic play that Sells 

applies to people talking about the transcendent also applies to talking about the 

past. For Philip, that apophatic move, that alternation between assertion and 

denial, is the ethical way to write the past. It is a form of acknowledgment of 
                                                        

20 Michael A. Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying (University of Chicago Press, 
1994), 3. 
21 Ibid. 
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limits, and it puts the reader into that space between propositions, inhabiting the 

gaps in the archive, with their incompleteness, hiddenness, and secrets.  

 

In Hora Mortis Nostrae 

 

By restricting herself to words contained in the text of Gregson v. Gilbert, 

Philip highlights the ways that the language available to tell histories is 

contingent on but irreducible to historical processes and power relations. The 

very language Philip has to not-tell this story is “already contaminated, possibly 

irrevocably and fatally.” 22 By using it, she puts herself in danger of “being 

contaminated by the prescribed language of the law—by language in fact.”23 The 

words of the poems come from the text of the court case, in a language, English, 

and an institution, law, which are entrenched in violence, domination and 

conquest. It is impossible to remove that history from those words, to purify 

them, make them new, or clean the history off of them. No. The stain of history 

and the taint of violence stay. All she has for this story are the tainted, dirty—and 

in many cases, false—words. Philip “resist[s] the seduction of trying to cleanse it 
                                                        

22 Ibid., 199. 
23 Ibid., 199. 
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through ordering techniques and practices, for the story must tell itself, even if it 

is a partial story; it must be allowed to be and not be. The half-tellings, and un-

tellings force me to enter the zone of contamination to complete it.”24 Words like 

that cannot tell this story: the history exceeds the language of domination. The 

fragments of other languages that float through the poems further highlight the 

limitations of the language of the law to tell the story of the captives.  

In “Sal,” Philip breaks the word “slave” apart to find “salve”s and “ave”s 

and “save”s, holding out the possibility of a language of salvation and 

redemption within the tainted language (see Figures 7 and 8). Within the word 

“slave” Philip locates a breaking in—or a breaking out—of something infinite, 

something that both is and is not bound by time and language. This is the 

language of the Annunciation, the moment when the angel comes down and 

reveals the future—“Ave Maria, gratia plena” [Hail Mary, full of grace].25 But the 

                                                        

24 Ibid. 
25  The prayer modifies the angel Gabriel’s greeting to Mary when he prophesies 
the birth of Jesus to her in the book of Luke. An English translation of the Latin 
Vulgate version of the Annunciation follows: “And in the sixth month, the angel 
Gabriel was sent from God into a city of Galilee, called Nazareth, to a virgin 
espoused to a man whose name was Joseph, of the house of David; and the 
virgin's name was Mary. And the angel being come in, said unto her: Hail, full of 
grace [Ave gratia plena], the Lord is with thee: blessed art thou among women” 
(Luke 1:26-28, Douay-Rheims Version). 
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Ave Maria is not only a prayer about the hopeful greeting that begins the life of a 

savior, it is also a reminder of sin and death--“Sancta Maria, mater Dei, ora pro 

nobis peccatoribus nunc et in hora mortis nostrae” [Holy Mary, mother of God, pray 

 

Figure 7: M. NourbeSe Philip, from “Sal.” 

 



 

 168 

 

Figure 8: M. NourbeSe Philip, from “Sal.”  
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for us sinners now and in the hour of our death].26 Each time the ritual is enacted 

repeats the moment of death. This moment runs through Zong! both in the 

repetitions throughout the poems of  the word “sin,” and in the “ora pro” that is 

never finished (see Figure 8). The request almost made, but cut off. The hour of 

death that came too soon. The ora and ora pro are never completed, but the “we” 

and “us” of nostrae return at the bottom of Figure 8. Salve is cry for help as well as 

an exhortation to be well. Yet this language, drawn out of the English “slave” is 

still the Latin of the church and the Latin of the law both tied up in empire and 

conquest. The marks of history remain. 

The language of loss from the court case—dealing with the loss of money 

and property and the insurances of loss—turns into a fall: the moment of death, 

the time of loss, the loss of life, the time of grief. A woman falls overboard—the 

fragility of that moment—jumping or being thrown—either way an impossible 

situation, between drowning and thirst. Thrown into the water because of thirst, 
                                                        

26 On the development of the cult of the Virgin Mary see, Sarah McNamer, 
Affective Meditation and the Invention of Medieval Compassion (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010); Miri Rubin, Mother of God : A History of 
the Virgin Mary (London ; New York: Allen Lane, 2009); Miri Rubin, Emotion and 
Devotion : The Meaning of Mary in Medieval Religious Cultures (Budapest ; New 
York: Central European University Press, 2009); Rachel Fulton, From Judgment to 
Passion : Devotion to Christ and the Virgin Mary, 800-1200 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2002). 
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but never being able to drink enough. The transformation from “is to was” is the 

hour of our death, the pivot where the present becomes the past, where a life 

turns into a history. The ifá, the divination rite, is transformed into “I fall,” and 

the “ora” of oracle turns into the ora pro nobis of the Ave Maria—predictions of 

the future break into the moment of death. This section begins with divination 

and it ends with a fall. Falling overboard: violence, upheaval, interruption, 

words cut short, lives cut short. The fall of falling in love—the smile shared, the I 

is falling, the I am is also the sum, also a number, gets added up, has a price, no 

longer a human, and then falling, not falling in love with a smile, but falling 

overboard, falling into the hands of murderers (see Figure 9). The esse and the 

sum—to be and I am. The woman who becomes the I am, the name for god in the 

Hebrew Bible, a word that cannot be written, syllables that cannot be 

pronounced anymore—the name such a great secret, too holy to be uttered—

cloaked in reverent silence. The ame, French for soul, an assertion of being, of I 

am, and of what is, the spirit that comes back through divination. A story almost 

seen, but never clearly—ifá, divining fragments and fractions, reflections through 

churned water and tears. Words broken to pieces and reconfigured into 

something else. The voice of the oracle only saying “I fall,” I have lost the ground 

beneath me; it was taken, there is nothing to stand on but water. The hour of our 
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death, hora mortis nostrae, is the hour of falling. Falling through the time of the 

oracle, the time of the ancestors, the time of history. History falling apart to un-

say itself.  

 

Figure 9: M. NourbeSe Philip, from “Sal.”  
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Threads of words come together and disintegrate. Benjamin argues that 

“History breaks down into images, not into stories.”27 In Zong!, Philip breaks 

history into images that disintegrate before becoming fully comprehensible—

images of throwing or falling, the liege lord and the sobbing oba. History also 

breaks down into sounds—into syllables that are no longer held together in the 

words that they were first made up into. The syllables of the history breaking 

apart and then reconfiguring into new words—so the “us” of “justify” in Gregson 

v Gilbert can become the “us” of deus or ius, god or law, or it can just be us, we. 

Sounds reconfiguring into new words, making new sense. Or, as Philip insists, 

not coming together to tell a story—to be forced together into a new order by the 

imagination—but to not-tell a story. To unsay each word not by negation, but by 

breaking it into pieces and reassembling them into an incomplete whole whose 

incompleteness only serves to point to the incompleteness of any written record. 

For H.D., the dead can fill in the gaps through direct revelation, but here, the 

gaps are left—silences intensified—to defend the dead and conjure their spirits. 

 

                                                        

27 Gary Smith, Benjamin--Philosophy, History, Aesthetics (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1989), 67. 



 

 173 

Conclusion 

 

There are moments in history that cannot be placed into traditional 

historical language. They exceed its bounds. They do not work according to 

clock-time or tea-time. There are moments when it is multiple nights at once—

when there is only this one night and there never has been any other, and it 

makes sense that it is only possible to speak in the present tense, not the past or 

the future. And so we tell and un-tell the stories, fracturing, fragmenting, 

layering. Spiraling our way back and forward as the days cycle through. 

Apophasis offers its own kind of turning motion. It is not simply a 

negation of claims, it is another kind of movement, a spiraling that is also a 

groundless stumbling. According to Sells: “In terms of a spatial metaphor, to the 

linear referential motion apophasis adds a circular turning back (epistrophē). The 

combination yields a semiotic spiral motion ever deeper into the pre-referential 

ground (or groundlessness) of the discourse.”28 H.D. somersaults through history 

on her way out of hell toward peace. Silko’s stories and ceremonies summon the 

spirits of the dead to help the living as the gods of each age cycle through. 

                                                        

28 Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, 8–9. 
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Howe’s nonconformist turns and pivots as the ground falls from underneath her. 

Philip spins on the axis of magician and censor, saying and unsaying history. 

Where does it take us, this epistrophē, this spiral through history?  

For H.D., history-writing is part of a process she likens to the growth of 

coral: you spiral through your own difficult past to build your shell, and so does 

everyone else, but in the end, you are all building something together that is part 

of one huge interconnected organism. “In saving oneself,” she explains, “one 

creates a shell, not the isolated, highly individual spiral shell I spoke of, but a 

minute coral-shell, one of a million, or a single wax-cell of the honeycomb.”29 She 

embarks on very personal quest to save herself and learn her own history—to go 

deeper into her past lives and into her visions and her spiritual gift—but the 

important thing that she reminds us of is that that spinning is not simply inward-

turning. It is not a retreat deeper and deeper into the self, away from the outside 

world, rather it is a spiral that moves outward, that expands and grows. It is also 

not that this spiraling creates an ever thicker and more impenetrable wall around 

the self, to isolate it even more from the outside world. As the shell spins out, it 

                                                        

29 H.	D.,	The	Sword	Went	out	to	Sea�:	(synthesis	of	a	Dream),	by	Delia	Alton,	ed.	
Cynthia	Hogue	and	Julie	Vandivere	(Gainesville:	University	Press	of	Florida,	2007),	
67. 
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does not spin into infinity—it meets another shell. It connects. The coral shell 

finds that it never was growing alone and in isolation: it is part of something 

larger than itself, growing in connection with others. We see this same 

movement toward connection with Silko. The cycling of the days connects all 

living things together, all ruled by the same gods circling through and exerting 

their influence. Tayo’s healing makes him realize that in ceremonial time, the 

stories are circling together: he is circling around to return home at the same time 

as the boy who joined the bears long, long ago. Their stories are part of the same 

living, growing, changing entity, like the individual shells of coral. 

Linear movement forward to the future combines with circular movement 

back through the past.  H.D. is on her way forward by somersaulting back, Tayo 

repeats the stories within his ceremony so that he can go out into the unknown 

and find a better end to his story than the one the destroyers want, Angelita 

repeats the stories of the slaughter and conquest of the indigenous people of the 

Americas in order to summon the spirits of the dead to use their magic on the 

side of her revolution, to end the days of Death-Eye Dog.  The nonconformist 

turns and runs and stumbles, telling and obscuring the histories of women 

forgotten by the Christian tradition. She loses ground. She stammers. She is 

silent. When Labadie loses ground, he writes to fill the empty space up, he fills 
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the ground as he loses it. Apophatic history puts us in touch with the silences 

and breaks, with the experiences that cannot be put into language because the 

language is inadequate, tainted by its history. It is a lost ground. Because of this 

history, the language cannot tell the story, and yet, as Margaret Ebner and others 

after her discovered, their stories must yet be told. Spiraling through revisions 

and contradictions, fractured and broken, haunted by the footsteps of those who 

have come before. In apophasis, we turn around, negate, and circle back in order 

to move forward. The rest is silence.
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