The Story Began Long Ago . . .

This is the world in which I move uninvited, profane on a sacred land,
neither me nor mine, but me nonetheless. The story began long ago . . . it
is old. Older than my body, my mother’s, my grandmother’s. As old as my
me, Old Spontaneous me, the world. For years we have been passing it on,
so that our daughters and granddaughters may continue to pass it on. So
that it may become larger than its proper measure, always larger than its
own in-significance. The story never really begins nor ends, even though
there is a beginning and an end to every story, just as there is a beginning
and an end to every teller. One can date it back to the immemorial days
when a group of mighty men attributed to itself a central, dominating
position vis-a-vis other groups; overvalued its particularities and achieve-
ments; adopted a projective attitude toward those it classified among the
out-groups; and wrapped itself up in its own thinking, interpreting the
out-group through the in-group mode of reasoning while claiming to speak
the minds of both the in-group and the out-group.

In a remote village, people have decided to get together to discuss
certain matters of capital importance to the well-being of their community.
A meeting is thus fixed for a definite date at the marketplace at nightfall.
On the day and at the time agreed, each member eats, washes her/himself,
and arrives only when s/he is ready. Things proceed smoothly as usual,
and the discussion does not have to begin at a precise time, since it does
not break in on daily village life but slips naturally into it. A mother
continues to bathe her child amidst the group; two men g0 on playing a
game they have started; a woman finishes braiding another woman'’s hair.
These activities do not prevent their listening or intervening when neces-
sary. Never does one open the discussion by coming right to the heart of
the matter. For the heart of the matter is always somewhere else than
where it is supposed to be. To allow it to emerge, people approach it
indirectly by postponing until it matures, by letting it come when it is
ready to come. There is no catching, no pushing, no directing, no breaking
through, no need for a linear progression which gives the comforting
illusion that one knows where one goes. Time and space are not something
entirely exterior to oneself, something that one has, keeps, saves, wastes,
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or loses. Thus, even though one meets t0 discuss, for example, the prob-
lem of survival with this year's crops, one begins to speak of so-and-s0
who has left his wife, children, family, and village in search of a job in the
city and has not given any news since then, or of the neighbor’s goats
which have eaten so-and-so’s millet. The conversation moves from the
difficulties caused by rural depopulation to the need to construct goat
pens, then wanders in old sayings and remembrances of events that
occurred long ago . . . A man starts singing softly and playing his lute.
Murmurs, laughter, and snatches of conversation mingle under the moon-
light. Some women drowse on a mat they have spread on the ground and
wake up when they are spoken to. The discussion lingers on late into the
night. By the end of the meeting, everyone has spoken. The chief of the
village does not “have the floor” for himself, nor does he talk more than
anyone else. He is there to listen, o absorb, and to ascertain at the close
what everybody has already felt or grown to feel during the session.

The story never stops beginning Of ending. 1t appears headless and
bottomless for it is built on differences. Its (in)finitude subverts every
notion of completeness and its frame remains a non-totalizable one. The
differences it brings about are differences not only in structure, in the play
of structures and of surfaces, but also in timbre and in silence. We—you
and me, she and he, we and they—we differ in the content of the words, in
the construction and weaving of sentences but most of ali, 1 feel, in the
choice and mixing of utterances, the ethos, the tones, the paces, the cuts,
the pauses. The story circulates like a gift; an empty gift which anybody
can lay claim to by filling it to taste, yet can never truly possess. A gift built
on multiplicity. One that stays inexhaustible within its own limits. Its
departures and arrivals. Its quietness.

Its quietness. As our elder Lao Tzu used to say, knowing ignorance is
strength, ignoring knowledge is sickness; if one is sick of sickness, then
one is no longer sick. For a variation, I would say knowledge for knowl-
edge’s sake is sickness. Let her who is sick with sickness pass on the story,
a gift unasked for like a huge bag of moonlight. Now stars shine white ona
black on a colored sky.




“Reassemblage. From silences fo si-
lences, the fragile essence of each frag-
ment sparks across the screen, subsides,
and takes flight. Almost there half
named” (Stills from R)

Grandma’s

See all things howscever they flourish
Return to the root from which they grew
This return to the root is called Quietness

—Lao Tzu, Tao-te-ching, 16 (ir. A. Waley)

Truth and fact: story and history

Let me tell you a story. For all I have is a story. Story passed on from
generation to generation, named Joy. Told for the joy it gives the storyteller
and the listener. Joy inherent in the process of storytelling. Whoever
understands it also understands that a story, as distressing as it can be in
its joy, never takes anything away from anybody. Its name, remember, is
Joy. Its double, Woe Morrow Show.

Let the one who is diseuse, one who is mother who waits nine days and nine
nights be found. Restore memory. Let the one who is diseuse, one who is
daughter restore spring with her each appearance from beneath the earth.
The ink spills thickest before it runs dry before it stops writing at all.
(Theresa Hak Kyung Cha)!

Something must be said. Must be said that has not been and has been said
before. “It will take a long time, but the story must be told. There must not
be any lies” (Leslie Marmon Silko). It will take a long time for living cannot
be told, not merely told: living is not livable. Understanding, however, is
creating, and living, such an immense gift that thousands of people benefit
from each past or present life being lived. The story depends upon every
one of us to come into being. It needs us all, needs our remembering,
understanding, and creating what we have heard together to keep on
coming into being. The story of a people. Of us, peoples. Story, history,
literature (or religion, philosophy, natural science, ethics}—all in one. They
call it the tool of primitive man, the simplest vehicle of truth. When history
separated itself from story, it started indulging in accumulation and facts.
Or it thought it could. It thought it could build up to History because the
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Past, unrelated to the Present and the Future, is lying there in its entirety,
waiting to be revealed and related. The act of revealing bears in itself a
magical (not factual) quality—inherited undoubtedly from “primitive”
storytelling—for the Past perceived as such is a well-organized past whose
organization is already given. Managing to identify with History, history
(with a small letter h) thus manages to oppose the factual to the fictional
(turning a blind eye to the “magicality” of its claims); the story-writer—the
historian--to the story-teller. As long as the transformation, manipula-
tions, or redistributions inherent in the collecting of events are overlooked,
the division continues its course, as sure of its itinerary as it certainly
dreams to be. Story-writing becomes history-writing, and history quickly
sets itself apart, consigning story to the realm of tale, legend, myth, fiction,
literature. Then, since fictional and factual have come to a point where they
mutually exclude each other, fiction, not infrequently, means lies, and fact,
truth. DID IT REALLY HAPPEN? IS IT A TRUE STORY?

I don’t want to listen to any more of your stories [Maxine Hong Kingston
screamed at her champion-story-talker mother]; they have no logic. They
scramble me up. You lie with stories. You won't tell me a story and then say,
“This is & true story,” or “This is just a story.” | can't tell the difference. I
don’t even know what your real names are. | can’t tell what's real and what
you made up.?

Which truth? the question unavoidably arises. The story has been defined
as “a free narration, not necessarily factual but truthful in character. . . . [It]
gives us human nature in its bold outlines; history, in its individual de-
tails.”® Truth. Not one but two: truth and fact, just like in the old times
when queens were born and kings were made in Egypt. (Queens and
princesses were then “Royal Mothers” from birth, whereas the king wore
the crown of high priest and did not receive the Horus-name until his
coronation.) Poetry, Aristotle said, is truer than history. Storytelling as
literature (narrative poetry) must then be truer than history. If we rely on
history to tell us what happened at a specific time and place, we can rely on
the story to tell us not only what might have happened, but also what is
happening at an unspecified time and place. No wonder that in old tales
storytellers are very often women, witches, and prophets. The African
griot and griotte are well known for being poet, storyteller, historian,
musician, and magician—all at once. But why truth at all? Why this battle
for truth and on behalf of truth? I do not remember having asked grand
mother once whether the story she was telling me was true or not. Neither
do I recall her asking me whether the story I was reading her was true or
not. We knew we could make each other cry, laugh, or fear, but we never
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thought of saying to each other, “This is just a story.” A story is a story.
There was no need for clarification—a need many adults considered “nat-
ural” or imperative among children—for there was no such thing as “a
blind acceptance of the story as literally true.” Perhaps the story has
become just a story when I have become adept at consuming truth as fact.
Imagination is thus equated with falsification, and 1 am made to believe
that if, accordingly, I am not told or do not establish in so many words
what is true and what is false, I or the listener may no longer be able to
differentiate fancy from fact (sic). Literature and history once were/still are
stories: this does not necessarily mean that the space they form is un-
differentiated, but that this space can articulate on a different set of princi-
ples, one which may be said to stand outside the hierarchical realm of facts.
On the one hand, each society has its own politics of truth; on the other
hand, being truthful is being in the in-between of all regimes of truth.
OQutside specific time, outside specialized space: “Truth embraces with it all
other abstentions other than itself” (T. Hak Kyung Cha).

Keepers and transmitters

Trath is when it is itself no longer. Diseuse, Thought-Woman, Spider-
Woman, griotte, storytalker, fortune-teller, witch. If you have the patience
to listen, she will take delight in relating it to you. An entire history, an
entire vision of the world, a lifetime story. Mother always has a mother.
And Great Mothers are recalled as the goddesses of all waters, the sources
of diseases and of healing, the protectresses of women and of childbearing.
To listen carefully is to preserve. But to preserve is to burn, for understand-
Ing means creating.

Let the one who is diseuse, Diseuse de bonne aventure. Let her call forth.
Let her break open the spell cast upon time upon time again and again. (T.
Hak Kyung Cha)?

The world’s earliest archives or libraries were the memories of women.
Patiently transmitted from mouth to ear, body to body, hand to hand. In
the process of storytelling, speaking and listening refer to realities that do
nrot involve just the imagination. The speech is seen, heard, smelled,
tasted, and touched. It destroys, brings into life, nurtures. Every woman
partakes in the chain of guardianship and of transmission. In Africa it is
said that every griotte who dies is a whole library that burns down (a
“library in which the archives are not classified but are completely in-
ventoried” [A. Hampate Ba]). Phrases like “J sucked it at my mother’s
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breast” or “I have it from Our Mother” to express what has been passed
down by the elders are common in this part of the world. Tell me and let
me tell my hearers what I have heard from you who heard it from your
mother and your grandmother, so that what is said may be guarded and
unfailingly transmitted to the women of tomorrow, who will be our chil-
dren and the children of our children. These are the opening lines she used
to chant before embarking on a story. I owe that to you, her and her, who
owe it to her, her and her. I memorize, recognize, and name my source(s),
not to validate my voice through the voice of an authority (for we, women,
have little authority in the History of Literature, and wise women never
draw their powers from authority), but to evoke her and sing. The bond
between women and word. Among women themselves. To produce their
full effect, words must, indeed, be chanted rhythmically, in cadences, off
cadences.

My great-grandmama told my grandmama the part she lived through that
my grandmama didn't live through and my grandmama told my mama what
they both lived through and my mama told me what they all lived through
and we were supposed to pass it down like that from generation to genera-
tion so we’d never forget. Even thou§h they’d burned everything to play like
it didn’t ever happen. (Gayl Jones)

In this chain and continuum, I am but one link. The story is me, neither me
nor mine. It does not really belong to me, and while I feel greatly responsi-
ble for it, I also enjoy the irresponsibility of the pleasure obtained through
the process of transferring. Pleasure in the copy, pleasure in the reproduc-
tion. No repetition can ever be identical, but my story carries with it their
stories, their history, and our story repeats itself endlessly despite our
persistence in denying it. I don’t believe it. That story could not happen today.
Then someday our children will speak about us here present, about those
days when things like that could happen . . . :

It was like I didn’t know how much was me and Mutt and how much was
Great Gram and Corregidora-~like Mama when she had started talking like
Great Gram. But was what Corregidora had done to her, to them, any worse
than what Mutt had done to me, than what we had done to each other, than
what Mama had done to Daddy, or what he had done to her in return. . . .
(Gayl Jones)®

Upon seeing her you know how it was for her. You know how it might have
been. You recline, you lapse, you fall, you see before you what you have
seen before. Repeated, without your even knowing it. It is you standin§
there. It is you waiting outside in the summer day. (T. Hak Kyung Cha)

Every ‘gesture, every word involves our past, present, and future. The
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body never stops accumulating, and years and years have gone by mine
without my being able to stop them, stop it. My sympathies and grudges
appear at the same time familiar and unfamiliar to me; 1 dwell in them,
they dwell in me, and we dwell in each other, more as guest than as
owner. My story, no doubt, is me, but it is also, no doubt, older than me.
Younger than me, older than the humanized. Unmeasurable, uncontain-
able, so immense that it exceeds all attempts at humanizing. But humaniz-
ing we do, and also overdo, for the vision of a story that has no end—no
end, no middle, no beginning; no start, no stop, no progression; neither
backward nor forward, only a stream that flows into another stream, an
open sea—is the vision of a madwoman. “The unleashed tides of mute-
ness,” as Clarice Lispector puts jt. We fear heights, we fear the headless,
the bottomless, the boundless. And we are in terror of letting ourselves be
engulfed by the depths of muteness. This is why we keep on doing
violence to words: to tame and cook the wild-raw, to adopt the ver-
tiginously infinite. Truth does not make sense; it exceeds meaning and
exceeds measure. It exceeds all regimes of truth. So, when we insist on
telling over and over again, we insist on repetition in re-creation (and vice
versa). On distributing the story into smaller proportions that will corre-
spond to the capacity of absorption of our mouths, the capacity of vision of
our eyes, and the capacity of bearing of our bodies. Each story is at once a
fragment and a whole; a whole within a whole. And the same story has
always been changing, for things which do not shift and grow cannot
continue to circulate. Dead. Dead times, dead words, dead tongues. Not to
repeat in oplivion.

Sediment. Turned stone. Let the one who is diseuse dust breathe away the
distance of the well. Let the one who is diseuse again sit upon the stone nine
dayssand nine nights. thus. Making stand again, Eleusis. (T. Hak Kyung
Cha)

Storytelling in the “civilized” context

The simplest vehicle of truth, the story Is also said to be “a phase of
communication,” “the natural form for revealing life.” Its fascination may
be explained by its power both to give a vividly felt insight into the life of
other people and to revive or keep alive the forgotten, dead-ended, turned-
into-stone parts of ourselves. To the wo/man of the West who spends time
recording and arranging the “data” concerning storytelling as well as “the
many rules and taboos connected with it,” this tool of primitive wo/man
has provided primitive peoples with opportunities “to train their speech,
formulate opinions, and express themselves” (Anna Birgitta Rooth). It
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