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Silko’s Vévé: history and story in Leslie Marmon Silko’s Almanac of the Dead 
  
Leslie Marmon Silko’s novel Almanac of the Dead, released in time for the 
quincentenary of Columbus’s “discovery of America,” makes the claim that “no outsider 
knows where Africa ends or America begins.” One character in this novel, Clinton, a 
descendant of slaves and the first Black Indian, is a homeless warrior, archivist, devotee 
of Ogun, and historian. I interpret his notebooks and radio broadcasts as a deep 
meditation on the entanglement of history and story, slavery and colonization, and 
blackness and indianness.  Silko has argued that her novel is a vévé—“a frame then, or 
sequence like past history/prophecy.” A vévé is a sign drawn during ceremony. 
Interpreted as a vévé, Silko’s novel becomes a spell able to summon the Gods into the 
text, where they mount the author as well as the characters inside. The convening of 
spirits (Gods, stories, and the dead) makes Silko’s almanac more than descriptive data 
and calendar. Clinton uses this spell of history, and his relationship to the Loa Ogun, to 
assemble an army of justice. Clinton argues: “If the people knew their history, they would 
realize they must rise up.” What makes this novel so powerful is Silko’s argument that 
history is simply the most complete collection of stories, and stories are spirits that roam 
the earth.  The act of telling the stories themselves ensures for uprisings, escapes, and 
insurgent moments. The stories work together with the storyteller in a world where truth 
resides in the web of differing versions—Clinton broadcasts these differing versions. 
Reading his notebooks and broadcasts, we are faced with the entanglement of people and 
land—and we are presented with the grand imperative to keep track of every thread, fully 
aware that no outsider knows where it all ends or begins.     
 
 
 


