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Abstract 

 

Examining the period of Native writing after the passage of the Native American Graves 

and Repatriation Act (1990) alongside the ‘nonhuman turn’ in current critical theory, I 

examine the centrality of nonhuman beings and indigenous object ontologies in fiction 

and poetry by Native writers. My research locates indigenous philosophies of materiality 

deployed in contemporary literary works published since 1990 by Native writers 

including Louise Erdrich, Susan Power, Frances Washburn, Orlando White, Tommy 

Orange, Tommy Pico, and Heid Erdrich. I argue that the period since passage of the 

legislation is defined by calls for repatriation and redress in answer to a long history of 

dispossession and demands a reading of the culturally specific responses and indigenous 

orientations toward the material realities presented in these texts. The indigenous 

ontologies envisioned in these works, while tribally specific, voice a broader concern for 

disrupting the binaries between the human and nonhuman, the object and subject, and the 

discursive and material. While Native American and Indigenous Studies regularly 

articulates the centrality of broad cross-being kinship networks, I work to highlight 

tribally-specific articulations of the expansive kinship networks and responsibilities that 

speak to notions of being. This interdisciplinary project comes out of the sustained 

vibrancy in Native literary criticism and Native American and Indigenous Studies, and, 

even as it builds on the most recent avenues of critical inquiry, it owes much to the calls 

for tribal specificity and a recognition of the centrality of self-determination and 

sovereignty in the past twenty years of NAIS scholarship. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Noose at the Minnesota Historical Society 

This project was inspired by my encounter with an object – a noose. This 

particular noose was used to hang Čhaské, a common name for first-born sons in Dakota 

families.1 Čhaské was one of the 38 Dakota men hanged in the largest mass execution in 

U.S. history in Mankato, Minnesota on December 26, 1862.2 The hanging was neither 

beginning nor end of the U.S.-Dakota war of 1862 or its consequences. The actual 

fighting of the war lasted only six weeks, but its imperatives took root years before the 

fighting began, and the subsequent laws exiling Dakota people from their homelands in 

Minnesota remains on the books to this day.  

My encounter with the noose almost exactly 150 years after the hanging, in 

autumn of 2012, was shocking and filled with an emotional resonance – a mix of anger, 

grief, and helplessness – that stays with me. My encounter with the noose made me think 

about the power, agency, and significance of nonhuman objects in a new way. Six years 

ago, I thought I would write a dissertation about ghosts in Native American literature – 

“The New Native Gothic.” The idea still has merit. But I was haunted, not by something 

as intangible as a ghost, but by a length of rope in a glass box. It struck me that, for the 

way Native American people (along with their relationships to land and cultural objects) 

                                                 
1 The Dakota, Nakota, and Lakota form the three dialects of the people who form the Očeti Šakowin, or 

seven council fires. Throughout this text, I will refer to these people under the umbrella term “Dakota” 

unless the instance calls for more specificity in dialect or band. Historically, the Dakota have been referred 

to as the Sioux or the “The Great Sioux Nation.” This terminology is antiquated and a misnomer. In all 

cases as with this one, I will endeavor to use the names that people prefer to call themselves rather than 

names applied to them from outside groups.  
2 For reliable sources on the U.S.-Dakota War of 1862, please see What Does Justice Look Like? by 

Waziyatawin, Mni Sota Makoce: The Land of the Dakota by Gwen Westerman and Bruce White, and the 

many resources offered by the Minnesota Historical Society at http://www.usdakotawar.org.  

http://www.usdakotawar.org/
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are vanished and erased from the present moment, the assertion of reality, embodiment, 

existence by such objects and bodies (both human and nonhuman) rewrites what it means 

to be haunted. To be haunted is to be habitually visited, which is why the noun “haunt” is 

synonymous with “home” – a frequented place. The inference that a haunting refers only 

to visitations by immaterial or unseen entities, particularly ghosts, is an association that 

begins with Shakespeare.3 Whether such visitations occur between material or immaterial 

objects, haunting happens via recurring visitation – familiarity.  

The day I encountered the noose, I went to the Minnesota History Center for the 

first time to attend a symposium that invited the local Dakota community to hear 

presentations on various issues that had erupted during the sesquicentennial celebration 

of Minnesota statehood just a few years prior in 2008 and the concerns that had arisen in 

anticipation of the Minnesota Historical Society’s (MNHS) ongoing plans to recognize 

the 150th anniversary of the U.S.-Dakota War in the current year. My Dakota language 

instructor at the University of Minnesota, Šišókaduta (Wayne Bendickson), passed out a 

flyer for the symposium in class a few weeks prior, and in a last-minute decision, I 

decided to attend. Šišókaduta served as the moderator for the panel that addressed topics 

important to the Dakota community but geared toward the mixed native and non-native 

audience – just what one would expect. We did have a moment of heightened contention 

early on when a Dakota woman in the audience expressed outrage when the Native 

panelist who worked for the National Parks system suggested that we need to work with 

the government to co-manage sites like the sacred spring, Mni Owe Sni.4 In part, she 

                                                 
3 See “haunt,” OED. 
4 See Bruce White “Park Service to Dakota People: Drop Dead” and “The Cultural and Historical 

Importance of Coldwater Spring and Surrounding Area Comments for the Bureau of Mines-Twin Cities 
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spoke to the man with accusations in Dakhóta language, so not everyone understood the 

bite of her words. The moment stands in my memory as one that challenged the script of 

the day. The auditorium in the education wing at the Minnesota History Center was cool, 

climate controlled, and everything smelled new. The tone heretofore had been one of 

expert presentation followed by open dialogue. The panelists were government officials 

and academics, and the space commanded an expectation of “manners.” But for some in 

the room, the underlying emotion and tension was palpable and would come completely 

unmasked by the end of the day.  

In looking back on this time between the unwieldy celebration/commemoration of 

these monumental anniversaries (Minnesota Statehood, the 1862 war, and resulting 

policies of Dakota extermination and exile in the war’s aftermath), I can see the fits and 

starts that moved Native and non-Native Minnesotans toward truth-telling and reform, 

and I can look around and see the ongoing results of this period of agitation between 

2008 and 2012. For instance, I’ve just received the call for proposals for the fourth annual 

Dakhóta Ómnichiye (Dakota Gathering) at Bdote/Fort Snelling – a poignant, yearly 

embodiment of Dakota return during the first week of May. Relatives travel from across 

the Dakota diaspora to return to this sacred place. As Chris Mato Nunpa puts it in his 

video for the Bdote Memory Map website, the place where the Minnesota and the 

Mississippi rivers meet, and where Fort Snelling was erected in the 1820s, is a place of 

Dakota “genesis and genocide.” The events of the annual Dakhóta Ómnichiye mark the 

same week that the Dakota women, children and elderly who were held at the 

                                                 
Research Center Campus--Draft EIS With an accompanying Affidavit” for context on the Mni Owe Sni 

(Coldwater Spring) debate.  
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concentration camp5 at Fort Snelling after the 1862 war were packed onto steamboats and 

moved to Crow Creek reservation in South Dakota, officially exiled from their Minnesota 

homelands, in 1864. Many initiatives in Minnesota and through MNHS are the results of 

these symposiums, the renewed research and writing projects dedicated to the history of 

this place and its peoples, and the protests from the sesquicentennial years. And yet, Fort 

Snelling still stands, exile remains on the law books, and the noose sits coiled, boxed and 

cataloged in MNHS holdings.  

Šišókaduta’s flyer and the program in my hand said nothing about the viewing of 

the noose, and so when a speaker from the Dakota community started talking about the 

history of the noose and MNHS’s recent admission that it had the noose in its possession, 

it made the moment even more shocking when I realized they were going to bring it out 

on stage for viewing. And not just the noose – other Dakota items and objects from the 

war that had been confiscated or found and kept. Once the objects were wheeled out in 

cases, the Dakota people were invited to come down to pay respects to the items. Šišóka 

lit a bundle of sage and we cleansed ourselves with slow sweeping motions that brought 

the smoke once, twice over the head and smooth down the body. I was not the only one 

with tears in my eyes – many openly wept. We each took a pinch of tobacco, moved 

toward the noose in the case, and slipped the medicine under the edge of the Plexiglas 

box tipped up for access. Every one of us considered snatching the noose. I imagined 

lighting it on fire and burying the ashes. MNHS curators stood nearby. The rope was 

                                                 
5 “concentration camp” is the appropriate terminology for the conditions of imprisonment of Dakota people 

at Bdote/Fort Snelling in 1863. It is the terminology used and accepted after long and careful study of the 

historical record by many scholars as well as the Minnesota Historical Society, the current custodian of Fort 

Snelling and much of the historical record relating to the time of Dakota imprisonment. 

http://www.mnhs.org/fortsnelling/learn/us-dakota-war  

http://www.mnhs.org/fortsnelling/learn/us-dakota-war
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thick and coiled. It looked new and inconspicuous, but it radiated energy within the 

display. What an insane life this object has led, an accumulation of particles twisted 

together to make yarn and twisted together, again and again, looped and wrapped to form 

a lasso to fit over a man’s head. A burden for the Adam’s apple that vibrated with song. 

A knot made to slide, tighten, and strangle before a self-righteous crowd. A frayed end 

made with the employment of a knife in want of a souvenir. A macabre showpiece in the 

private home of a Minnesota settler. A burdensome acquisition stuck in the bureaucracy 

tasked with preserving, resurrecting, producing, and officiating all the old stories, mining 

them for every detail – a practice premised on the strange idea that some things should 

not be allowed to die. One does not need ghosts for the Native American Gothic – one 

need only to look at the thingness of the world for the haunting. The land, the Coldwater 

Creek, the woods below the Fort where strips of red prayer cloth wave, the exploded 

caves and mounds, the river, the beaded dresses, the noose – the material world 

accumulates its own stories and asserts its reality, even if only indirectly. What 

sedimented residue has burrowed into the fibers of the rope? For Dakota people, the 

noose is connected with the death of a human and many say that the object connected to 

the body in death should be treated as the same as the body. What happens when dead 

things aren’t allowed to die? A zombie rope “seethes” in storage at the Minnesota History 

Center.  

I put all of my tobacco in the case with the noose, leaving none for the other 

objects. I walked by and barely registered the ephemera, the weapons, the clothes, and the 

Dakota child’s doll that accompanied the noose on stage. I had considered writing about 

ghosts in contemporary Native American literature, but as I walked out of MNHS that 
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day, I decided to write about objects. I decided to look at the way material objects and 

ideas about material being manifest themselves in Native American literature. Broadly, 

my work seeks to answer a core philosophical question: how are the material world and 

the discursive world entwined? Specifically, I argue that Native American literary writing 

often engages philosophies of material being through tribally-specific ontologies and 

ways of knowing. Native literary writers and Native American and Indigenous Studies 

has long been concerned with issues of self-determination and sovereignty connected to 

geography and land. Orientations toward and relationships with the material world are 

central to these inquiries, and paying attention to the framing of material objects in 

literary texts puts indigenous ontologies in connection with those larger concerns. Native 

literary writers help us to understand objects like the noose from a tribally-specific 

perspective. These renderings help clarify why, for instance, many Dakota people do not 

believe such a thing as the noose should be preserved.  

Leeanne Howe (Choctaw Nation of Oklahoma)  published her book Savage 

Conversations in February 2019. It’s a work that blends and bends the genres of drama 

and poetry as it takes up Mary Todd Lincoln’s involuntary commitment to Bellvue Place 

Sanitarium in 1875 and the doctor’s notation that Todd Lincoln believed herself to be 

tortured by an “Indian” who came into her room at night. In her research on Todd 

Lincoln, Howe came to believe that the first lady was afflicted by Munchausen syndrome 

by proxy after “tracking the various illnesses of the Lincoln’ four children, only one of 

whom survived to full adulthood” (vii). In Howe’s hands, this bit of recorded history 

comes to life in the reader’s imagination (and in the plans for future staged productions) 

whereby the unnamed character, entitled “Savage Indian,” is one of the Dakota 38. The 
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often brutal and erotic interplay between Savage Indian and Mary Todd Lincoln 

heightens the connections Howe makes between the national-colonial project and the 

American domestic.  

Alongside Savage Indian and Mary Todd Lincoln, the work features only one 

additional player: The Rope. In the character notes, Howe describes the rope as “Both a 

man and the image of a hangman’s noose used in the largest mass execution in United 

States history. The Rope eavesdrops on Mary and Savage Indian’s conversations. He 

sometimes twirls around the room like a dancer” (3). Casting the rope as a character in 

the drama offers a new rendering of the sense of aliveness one gets from the noose in 

MNHS holdings. And the story of Howe’s development of The Rope as a character 

speaks to the power of such objects and the way they reappear in imagination and in 

material reality. As Susan Power (Dakota) writes in her introduction to Howe’s book,  

The Rope is a merciless truth-teller The Rope’s appearance in LeAnne’s project 

confirmed for me that this was sacred work. To underscore this conclusion I soon 

learned from LeAnne that the same week The Rope manifested in her text, one of 

the original nooses used in the mass execution of 1862 had been unearthed at Fort 

Snelling in Minnesota. The instrument of Savage Indian’s death had been 

preserved as a curiosity, then was hidden for countless years, only to reemerge as 

LeAnne’s story developed on the page (xi).  

At the end of her introduction, Power directly evokes the generative tension between the 

material and the discursive by noting, “We create the world and unmake it with our 

stories. There are times when only imagination can save us” (xii). Dakota people do not 

have material control over the noose that hanged their relative and, in their view, should 
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be treated in specific ways as a funerary item. However, in Howe’s work, the noose takes 

center stage as it “seethes” in between almost all of the scenes between Savage Indian 

and Mary Todd Lincoln. At times the set direction calls for a single rope or multiple 

ropes to hang over the stage. At other times, the actor playing the rope offers lines. In one 

section, the heading reads, “THE ROPE SEETHES, REMEMBERING THE DAKOTA 

38”:  

 The Rope 

 

 First symptoms: 

Flashes of light,  

A hissing in the ears, like a locomotive 

Rounding a tight curve, 

A violent struggle, faces distorting, 

Eyes bursting livid as the roots of tongues 

Glottal stop the larynges.  

 

They will never sing again.  

 

Earth’s gravity labors on, 

 

Kick, 

Kick, 

Kick, 

Kick, 

 

I am not a judge. (81) 

 

These lines gruesomely recreate the moment of hanging for the Dakota men, bringing in 

the historical detail that the men sang together before the drop. The passage offers the 

rope’s perspective on the moments of interaction between the noose and the bodies of the 

men with the visceral descriptions of their deaths. What does it mean to portray the rope’s 

remembrance of the men? It asserts its independence as an object-being with the final 

note – its non-judgment. And yet the rope becomes a witness in these lines and reports 
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the details with intimate knowledge of the bodily experience of encountering the rope and 

being hanged by it. Howe’s repeated portrayal of the rope’s “seething” speaks to the 

Dakota view of the rope in the museum holdings. It is not a dead thing. Even as MNHS 

continues to work with Dakota people and has incorporated practices to treat such objects 

as agential beings, feeding them with tobacco and cleansing them with smoke to maintain 

them, imagining the rope in the context of Howe’s play offers new possibilities and 

considerations for how we see such material objects.  

An Indigenous Take On the Nonhuman Turn  

The imperatives for centering the nonhuman in a reading of contemporary Native 

American literature are manifold, but I will briefly outline the driving factors behind my 

project beyond its initial inspiration. Native people continue to advocate for their 

presence and vitality in the face of “vanishing” narratives that have somehow survived 

into the 21st century. I would point out that the display of Native American things in 

museums, private collections, and historical societies often serves to confirm Native 

American absence and produce the “vanishing” narrative more often than not. It’s no 

wonder that contemporary literature by Native writers exhibits a concern with material, 

embodied realities. In fact, it’s dangerous to read the cultural, the racial, and the national 

as divorced from material realities, yet the preeminence of Language theories and 

poststructuralism in the latter decades of the 20th century left a widening gap between 

epistemologies and ontologies, even as it worked to disrupt many of the linguistically 

embedded binaries that foster white supremacy. I argue that Native writers have a long 

history of centering materiality, presenting tribally-specific ontologies through 

storytelling, and making relatives of the nonhuman beings of the world, and I maintain 
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that the recent theoretical turn toward the material in critical theory and across many 

academic disciplines invites a reading of the complementary ideas and an interrogation of 

critical differences between these emerging discussions and Native American viewpoints.  

Looking at the big picture, I have three overarching goals for the project as a 

whole. First, my project endeavors to read across Native American cultural materials and 

texts to disrupt the hierarchical boundary between the discursive and material modes. I 

turn to Native languages, stories, and philosophies to highlight indigenous orientations 

toward the material world. Time and again, I find that indigenous ontologies cannot be 

separated from story, language, and philosophy. Instead, ideas are often conceived of as 

tangible, agential things that exert force along with all things made manifest by the 

enlivening force of the universe, depending on how that force is conceived of within 

distinct tribal understandings. Second, I work to elucidate tribally-specific materialisms 

expressed in creative works by Native writers. Although I include texts written by people 

from various tribal backgrounds, including Diné, Kumeyaay, and Cheyenne, I focus 

heavily on Dakota and Ojibwe writers. The concentration allows for greater specificity as 

I connect tribal philosophies, stories, and languages with specific land-bases and material 

exchanges. Third, I join the call for recognition and citation of indigenous ontologies, a 

call that has, in fact, long contributed to the emergence of the theoretical work within the 

various streams that make up the “nonhuman turn.” The acknowledgment that indigenous 

philosophies have played a major role in looking at agency and animacy of the nonhuman 

world, particularly in the fields of anthropology and environmental sciences, among 

others, is long overdue. I join the recent calls for the major figures of Actor-Network 

Theory (ANT), Object-Oriented Ontology, and New Materialisms to attend to this issue 
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of citation and the implications of these theories with regard to race and gender. These 

acknowledgments and the efforts at space-making are essential when so many of these 

projects address issues of climate change and indigenous people are on the front lines of 

taking direct action and offering an alternative model for relating to the world.  

The indigenous ontologies envisioned in Native American literary texts are often 

tribally specific, but together they voice an orientation toward the world that often 

disrupts the binaries between the human and nonhuman, the object and subject, and the 

discursive and material so endemic to Western philosophies and literatures. In recent 

years, critical theory and the social sciences and hard sciences, alike, have rethought 

these binaries as part of a “nonhuman turn.” I see an opportunity to revisit some of the 

Native American literary texts from the late 20th century and trace this material 

orientation through to some of the most recent publications in order to examine how the 

nonhuman turn in critical theory both borrows from and speaks to long-held indigenous 

materialities. I read the texts with an eye toward the ways in which the nonhuman objects 

perform, and in doing so, I argue that each writer depicts the world of things from a 

culturally specific, indigenous object ontology. With a few exceptions, I’ve concentrated 

my focus on Dakota and Ojibwe texts so that I can best offer a tribally-specific reading 

that not only relies on ideas imparted in the novels and poems themselves, but also from 

my own heritage and familiarity with the Great Lakes and Midwest region. As longtime 

neighbors, Ojibwe and Dakota people offer some distinct variations in the conception of 

materiality in their stories, languages, and philosophies, but in so many ways they reveal 

a complementary orientation toward the physical world and ideas about how nonhuman 

beings perform.  
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In recent years, the material turn in philosophy posits that objects, long considered 

inanimate and ever subjected to outside forces, exert a will and agency that has as much 

power to impact the other object-beings in the world as human beings do. Native people 

have long articulated this philosophy in distinct and cultural ways. This philosophical 

turn toward the nonhuman and the perforation of the subject/object divide might at first 

glance appear to challenge the hard-won work of racial and cultural critical theories that 

have long sought to de-objectify human beings. However, as Timothy Morton argues in 

his chapter “They Are Here,” “Thinking antiracism has often proceeded by thinking 

within lines that preestablish thin and rigid boundaries between the human and nonhuman 

realms (subject and object, freedom and unfreedom, and so on). The task has quite rightly 

been to de-objectify, to de-commodify” (167). Morton seeks to change what we mean by 

the word “object,” and he argues that “this procedure provides a firmer logical structure 

for thinking race and antiracism. This is precisely because the lineage that brought us 

slavery and racism is also the lineage that brought us the anthropocentric boundary 

between human and nonhuman. This boundary is predicated in part on another rigid 

distinction between person and thing” (167).  

The opening of this theoretical avenue is, in fact, familiar ground for Indigenous 

Studies, in which a major strategy of decolonization privileges and restores indigenous 

ideas about how we humans are related to the world in ways that decouple opposing 

binaries like subject/object, human/non-human, time/place, and oral/written texts. 

Notably, each of these binaries is predicated on the immaterial/material divide and 

produce a violent script about what matters. It turns out that Native Literature, the realm 

of imagined realities, works to unbound the colonial epistemology of material reality and 
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has a long history of taking up this subject matter (matter as subject). Indigenous people 

have posited a different relationship, indeed a sense of kinship that confers mutual 

responsibility, between human and nonhuman beings from the beginning.  

My research into the area of indigenous ontology in Native American literature 

emerges out of a nexus of concerns that come together at the end of the 20th and the 

beginning of the 21st centuries. As I touched on above, global indigenous movements 

currently lead the way on addressing issues of climate change. For instance, indigenous 

peoples worldwide have engaged in efforts to establish personhood for nonhuman entities 

like rivers, rainforests, mountains, etc.6 The concurrent turn toward the nonhuman in the 

late 20th century poses possibilities for mutual goals to be shared across disciplines, in 

accord with the concerns expressed by and in some cases originating with indigenous 

peoples.  

However, the nonhuman turn, and more specifically the “posthuman turn” with 

which it’s sometimes associated, all-too-often reveals critical differences and departures 

from indigenous ontologies. In the introduction to his 2015 edited volume, The 

Nonhuman Turn, Richard Grusin helps define some of these differences. He starts by 

defining the nonhuman term as “the diverse and baggy set of interrelated critical and 

theoretical methodologies that have coalesced at the beginning of the twenty-first 

century” that includes actor-network theory, affect theory, animal studies, assemblage 

theory, brain sciences, new materialism, new media theory, speculative realism (with 

OOO as a subset of this area), and systems theory (viii-ix). He differentiates the 

                                                 
6 See Elaine C. Hsiao’s “Whanganui River Agreement: Indigenous Rights and Rights of Nature.” 

Environmental Policy and Law, 42.6, 2012. And articles announcing the 2017 case decision declaring 

personhood for the Whanganui River in New Zealand.  
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nonhuman turn from posthumanism by pointing out that “Unlike the posthuman turn with 

which it is often confused, the nonhuman turn does not make a claim about teleology or 

progress in which we begin with the human and see a transformation from the human to 

the posthuman, after or beyond the human” (ix). Scholars working on issues of race, 

ethnicity, and indigeneity have criticized the turn along the same lines. In “Outer Worlds: 

The Persistence of Race in Movement ‘Beyond the Human’,” Zakiyyah Iman Jackson 

asks:  

What and crucially whose conception of humanity are we moving beyond? 

Moreover, what is entailed in the very notion of a beyond? Calls to become ‘post’ 

or move ‘beyond the human’ too often presume that the originary locus of this 

call, its imprimatur, its appeal, requires no further examination or justification but 

mere execution of its rapidly routinizing imperative [and] I want to caution that 

appeals to move ‘beyond the human may actually reintroduce the Eurocentric 

transcendentalism this movement purports to disrupt, particularly with regard to 

historical and ongoing distributive ordering of race – which I argue authorizes and 

conditions appeals to the ‘beyond,’ maybe even overdetermining the ‘beyond’s’ 

appeal. (215) 

Jackson’s concerns have been echoed, particularly by scholars of color, in recent years. I 

would argue that indigenous ontologies that might align with a decentering of the human 

(rather than the suggestion that we can go “beyond”) find the most parity with these turns 

in critical pieces that put race, gender, and sexuality front and center. Jackson argues that 

decentering the human “will require an anamorphic view of humanity, a queering of 

perspective and stance that mutates the racialized terms of Man’s praxis of humanism, if 
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it is to be movement at all” (217). The critical work bringing together questions of 

animacy, materialisms, and ontologies at the intersections of race and sexuality have 

provided some of the most interesting, necessary, and vibrant moves in these so-called 

turns. These recent projects include Mel Chen’s Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial 

Mattering, and Queer Affect; an inquiry that takes “animacy as a central construct” in 

order to “help us theorize current anxieties around the production of humanness in 

contemporary times, particularly with regard to humanity’s partners in definitional crime: 

animality (as its analogue or limit), nationality, race, security, environment, and 

sexuality” (Chen 3). And Sara Ahmed also does the important work of considering the 

effect of “orientations” and “direction” in phenomenology. In Queer Phenomenology, 

Ahmed looks at the ways “Phenomenology helps us to show how race is an effect of 

racialization, and to investigate how the invention of race as if it were ‘in’ bodies shapes 

what bodies ‘can do’” (112). In the last two chapters of my project, I turn to similar 

discussions regarding the body – an area that deserves further attention in Native 

American and Indigenous Studies.  

The nonhuman turn in some ways avoids the teleological issues of posthumanism. 

Richard Grusin points out that “The nonhuman turn...insists (to paraphrase [Bruno] 

Latour) that ‘we have never been human’ but that the human has always coevolved, 

coexisted, or collaborated with the nonhuman – that the human is characterized precisely 

by this indistinction from the nonhuman” (ix-x). Grusin’s conceptualization seems to be 

supporting ideas that indigenous peoples have long articulated in their own philosophies, 

sciences and artistic representations. However, although this formulation of a “baggy set 

of interrelated critical and theoretical methodologies” continues to elide indigenous 
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contributions. This is the other major problem with only taking up the mainstream 

scholarship coming out of these “turns” –many of the major figures see themselves as 

continuing traditions of continental and Western philosophy rather than recognizing that 

their ideas were predicated on the disciplinary shifts in sciences, social sciences, and 

humanities that opened the doors to and broaden encounters with indigenous knowledges, 

especially TEK (traditional ecological knowledge) from the 1980s and onward. Zoe 

Todd’s article, “An Indigenous Feminist’s Take On the Ontological Turn: ‘Ontology’ is 

Just Another Word for Colonialism,” brings the issue of citation and recognition to the 

fore. The article was inspired by her attendance at a talk given by Latour, a French 

philosopher who developed actor-network theory. Todd recounts how she listened to 

Latour speak about the Gaia theory that comes out of ecology and Earth Sciences in order 

to frame “the climate as a matter of ‘common cosmopolitical concern.” As Latour 

continued to talk about Gaia and environmental deterioration in the Arctic, Todd was at 

first surprised and then dismayed as Latour traced these ideas through European 

philosophy (particularly connecting to David Hume) without, as Todd puts it, “credit[ing] 

indigenous thinkers for their millennia of engagement with sentient environments, with 

cosmologies that enmesh people into complex relationships between themselves and all 

relations, and with climates and atmospheres as important points of organization and 

action” (6-7). Of course, Todd goes on to provide the missing citations, and she quips “It 

is easier for Euro-Western people to tangle with a symbolic polar bear on a Greenpeace 

website or in a tweet than it is to acknowledge arctic Indigenous peoples and their 

knowledge systems and legal-political realities” (6). As her title suggests, Todd provides 

a pointed and necessary critique of the ontological turn as a renewal of the colonial 
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project. She concludes her discussion by pointing the reader to a list of indigenous 

scholars and thinkers who articulate many of the indigenous ontologies that predate and, 

indeed, help to inform the recent ontological turn that too often gets categorized as an 

unassisted, progressive step in Western philosophy.  

The genealogy of European and Euro-American philosophies de-centering the 

human does not merely come out of a rereading of Kant; it has been made possible by  

indigenous ideas that have taken hold in multiple disciplines over the past 40 years. And 

yet, the influence of indigenous ideas and the citation of indigenous theorists goes 

unrecognized. Kim TallBear characterizes the situation with an analogy to Nicole 

Kidman’s film, The Others:  

Indigenous people, our movements and our voices are the others it seems the new 

materialists – indeed most of Western thought – cannot fully comprehend as 

living. They may hear us like ghosts go bump in the night. Once forced to see us, 

they may be terrified of the claims we make on their house. The invisibility of our 

ontologies, the very few references to them in their writing, and reference to 

indigenous thought by other theoretical traditions as ‘beliefs’ or artifacts of a 

waning time to be studied but not interacted with as truths about the living world 

– all of this is to deny our vibrancy. It is a denial of ongoing intimate relations 

between indigenous peoples as well as between us and nonhumans in these lands. 

We are the living that the new materialists, like so many Western thinkers before 

them and beside them, refuse to see. (“Beyond the Life/Not-Life Binary” 198).  

My project joins those critiques by pointing out some of the parities and complementary 

ideas between indigenous ontologies and the recent “turns” as defined by Grusin above. 
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That said, my central aim is to foreground the tribally-specific materialities and 

indigenous ontologies in contemporary Native American literature.  

Knowing and Unknowing  

While Native American and Indigenous Studies regularly articulates the centrality 

of broad cross-being kinship networks, I want to highlight a tribally-specific articulation 

of the expansive kinship networks and responsibilities that speak to notions of being. In 

doing so, I will highlight specific moments of compatibility with some of the theories 

coming out of the nonhuman turn, New Materialism, and Object-Oriented Ontology 

(OOO). Here, I turn to specific Dakota examples that rely on my own study of the 

language and understanding of how Dakota ideas of being and relationality get 

formulated in Dakota grammar. Certain Dakota concepts have become well-known and 

oft-cited throughout Indian country and Native Studies, and these Dakota phrases and 

concepts deserve a careful unpacking for how they help us understand indigenous 

materialisms and tease out the linkages between knowing, unknowing, and being. In 

particular, I will look closely at the Dakota concepts of wakȟáŋ and mitákuye owásiŋ, and 

suggest some potential areas of parity between these Dakota terms and central ideas 

coming out of the nonhuman turn. 

Dakota and other Native concepts tend to be presented as religious ideas, but even 

though they may have religious or spiritual implications, this framing tends to turn these 

ideas into museum artifacts, ripe for stereotyping and available for consumption and 

cooptation (and without regard for citation or serious engagement) by non-Dakota or 

Non-Native people. This dissertation is not the appropriate venue to expound upon the 

spiritual implications of these concepts aside from saying that they inherently speak to 
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deeply-held spiritual beliefs. For Dakota people, the material and immaterial (or we 

might say the embodied and the spiritual, or the scientifically knowable and that which 

we must know through speculation) do not tend to be separated into oppositional or 

demarcated fields in the language, and a close look at these concepts suggests the ways in 

which the nonhuman turn begins to understand Dakota philosophy.  

This project seeks to focus on specific indigenous ontologies – ways of being, 

existence, and reality. As I’ve noted above, the focus on materiality and indigenous 

ontologies stems from an imperative to assert Native material presence, self-

determination, and sovereignty in the ongoing circumstances of settler colonialism. And 

yet, to look at these indigenous ontologies as they are expressed in creative writing, 

through my own written analysis, seems to situate this discussion exclusively within the 

realm of epistemology – ways of knowing, understanding, and belief. In this sense, 

ontology and epistemology continue to be positioned as distinct, exclusive, and 

oppositional paradigms. However, epistemology relies on ontological realities. Material 

reality dictates and, indeed, limits what and how we can know and understand the world. 

The beauty of our anatomies, as humans, is that we have a material make-up that gives us 

the capacity to imagine. And this is where I would argue that literature, language, and 

storytelling must join the conversation about how being and knowing work together. We 

dream, fantasize, remember, and envision in ways that suggest the multidimensional 

reality that contemporary physics has begun to understand. In her opening paragraph to 

Meeting the Universe Halfway, physicist Karen Barad writes:  

Matter and meaning are not separate elements. They are inextricably fused 

together, and no event, no matter how energetic, can tear them asunder. [...] 
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Mattering is simultaneously a matter of substance and significance, most 

evidently perhaps when it is the nature of matter that is in question, when the 

smallest parts of matter are found to be capable of exploding deeply entrenched 

ideas and large cities. Perhaps this is why contemporary physics makes the 

inescapable entanglement of matters of being, knowing, and doing, of ontology, 

epistemology, and ethics, of facts and value, so tangible, so poignant.” (3) 

Barad’s work is useful, not only because she asserts the interdependence of knowing and 

being, but because Barad takes a close look at issues of ethics and proposes “an 

epistemological-ontological-ethical framework that provides an understanding of the role 

of human and nonhuman, material and discursive, and natural and cultural factors in 

scientific and other social-material practices” (26). The addition of ethical concerns 

speaks to an acknowledgment of both limitations in knowledge and responsibility. This 

understanding of the world comports with those Dakota concepts I would like to invoke, 

serving as an introduction to the recognition of indigenous materialisms in the 

imaginative work produced by contemporary Native American writers.  

Wakȟáŋ 

The concept of wakȟáŋ has a dual purpose in articulating a Dakota ontology. It 

speaks, on one hand, to a sense of animacy that can describe both human and nonhuman 

beings. On the other hand, it also speaks to the limitations of human knowledge – the 

unknown or unexplainable aspects of being. However, the ways in which the word 

suggests this dual ontology often gets obscured in the way it’s been defined and 

translated, largely, through Western and Christian contexts. The New Lakota Dictionary 

published by the Lakota Language Consortium, provides several definitions of this word 
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that, taken together, help us to understand the many-layered resonances of the term: 1. to 

be endowed with spiritual power, be sacred, holy, spiritual; 2. to be mysterious, 

incomprehensible, magical, mighty; 3. the sacred spiritual power, 4. sacredly, magically, 

spiritually, in a holy manner. The word can work as a stative verb, an adverb, or a noun, 

depending on the surrounding words and context.  

Let’s look closely at the second definition entry above to help tease out a deeper 

understanding of the word to bring some skepticism to bear on the way this important 

concept has been translated since early missionary days. The dictionary provides a 

special usage note under the second definition of wakȟáŋ as a stative verb: “archaic, 

occurs only in some special designation, mainly those dealing with things introduced by 

white people, but also in old myths.” For instance, the NLDO includes the example of 

“máza wakȟáŋ” – a term for a gun, or directly translated in the NLDO as “mysterious or 

magical metal.” However, wakȟáŋ is not only used as an adjective for objects that were 

introduced by Europeans but, as the notation and examples suggest, it’s also used as an 

adjective in this way in very old stories that predate contact. Its use, when applied as a 

stative verb to objects that have a “wakȟáŋ” sense of being, confers the word with a 

unique sense of agency, enlivened spirit, or specialized abilities to the nonhuman or 

human entity it’s paired with. When we read these pairings through its translation as 

“magical” or “spiritual,” we can see how wakȟáŋ has been glossed in a way that often 

perpetuates racist stereotypes of childlike wonder at Europeans’ “advanced” tools; to wit, 

look at the other examples and their translations under the second definition provided in 

the dictionary:  

  šúŋka wakȟáŋ horse (‘mysterious or wonderful dog’),  
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wašíču wakȟáŋ white doctor (‘magical white man’) 

mní wakŋáŋ alcohol (‘mysterious water’) 

Hokšila kiŋ wahíŋkpe waŋ wakȟáŋ čha yuhá. The boy had an arrow 

which was magical.  

The last example is likely a sentence that comes directly quoted from an “old myth.” As 

there are many stories that talk about a special arrow, I cannot be sure which one this 

particular sentence comes from, but sometimes these objects get translated as a “magical 

arrow” or a “medicine arrow,” but the stories include an object that acts in a specialized 

way or performs an extraordinary task – an object vested with its own unique power 

beyond the power given to it by a human drawing it back in a bow. In this example, 

Dakota view of object agency conferred by the word wakȟáŋ emerges. In the other 

examples above, ones that signal the introduction of foreign (European) objects and ways 

of being, I argue that the translations reinforce an ignorant and child-like response... 

“magical white man,” indeed. If we look at the Dakota counterpart to “wašíču wakȟáŋ” 

(“wašíču” being a general term in Dakota for a white person), we see a different gloss on 

the translation, though perhaps still incomplete in understanding. “Wičháša wakȟáŋ,” in 

the NLDO, is translated as “a man endowed with spiritual power.” In addition, the term 

has been translated as “holy man, medicine man, spiritual leader, shaman, traditionalist 

who runs sacred ceremonies.” Is it likely to see this phrase translated or understood in 

conversation as “magical man”? No.  

When thinking about the non-material aspects of the word wakȟáŋ, I prefer a 

translation that favors the metaphysical over the mystical. I do not think that a good 

translation of wakȟáŋ decouples its spiritual implications, but I believe strongly that its 
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philosophical and scientific implications often go unacknowledged and misunderstood 

when filtered through the Western tendency to make spirituality and religion oppositional 

to science. Keep in mind that the first nonnative people to encounter this word and put it 

into alphabetic writing were missionaries who perceived and translated Dakota language 

through a Christian lens. That said, if we look at the earliest Dakota-English dictionary 

produced by the missionary who lived with Dakota people for many years in the mid-19th 

century, Steven Riggs, we find a definition for wakȟáŋ that acknowledges the way the 

word is imperfectly translated and admits that this mistranslation comes out of the 

missionary agenda. I also think that the mistranslation stems from deeply-held cultural 

differences in ontological understandings. The entry reads,  

wa-kaŋ, adj. spiritual, sacred, consecrated; wonderful, incomprehensible; said 

also of women at the menstrual period – mawakaŋ, niwakaŋ, unwakaŋpi. T. Note 

– mysterious: incomprehensible; in a peculiar state, which, from not being 

understood, it is dangerous to meddle with; hence the application of this word to 

women at the menstrual period, and from hence, too, arises the feeling among the 

wilder Indians that if the Bible, the Church, the Missionary, etc., are “wakaŋ,” 

they are to be avoided, or shunned, not as being bad or dangerous, but as wakan. 

The word seems to be the only one suitable for holy, sacred, etc., but the common 

acceptation of it, given above, makes it quite misleading to the heathen. – w.j.c.7 

(507-508) 

                                                 
7 The notation, here, comes from another missionary who worked with Dakota/Lakota people in the mid-

19th century: Reverend W.J. Cleveland.  
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This kind of entry illuminates the enduring interstice between the English/Christian and 

the Dakota, which is not simply a matter of translation but a matter of philosophical 

difference elided by translations that take up the word wakȟáŋ for the purposes of 

assimilation conversion.  

As the note implies, the missionaries were aware that the word wakȟáŋ is not 

understood on a value continuum like good and evil in the Dakota framework; it is 

understood as powerful, agential, and mysterious. In this sense, wakȟáŋ not only resists a 

translation into Christian philosophy, but in fact, it describes a state of being, the state of 

being for everyone and everything, that is specifically un-intelligible. Wakȟáŋ Thaŋka is 

often translated as “God,” but another common translation “the great mystery” – the big 

force that animates being. And, as the definition above suggests, the Dakota view of 

vibrancy and power has particular implications based on gender – another area of Dakota 

philosophy and social structure that missionaries struggled to comprehend and often got 

wrong in their interpretations. I chose this particular entry on wakȟáŋ because the note by 

W.J. Cleveland provides rare insight in its correction of the pervasive assumptions on the 

part of non-Native people and missionaries at the time on Dakota lifeways and concepts 

like wakȟáŋ. The premiere example of such misunderstandings and Cleveland’s 

correction in the note is that of menstruating women being considered “bad or 

dangerous” by their kinspeople during menstruation. Note that these misguided 

interpretations find faulty footing because they are being passed through a Christian lens. 

Steeped in the Western Christian tradition and its stories of Eve’s original sin, early 

missionaries, agents, and anthropologists tended to misread avoidance as a punishment, 
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confirming their own distrust of the menstrual state8. Cleveland’s note stands as an 

instance that works to correct the record by attributing avoidance with a neutral or 

positive valence, refining earlier assumptions about wakȟáŋ and defining a woman’s 

menses as a powerful state. Relatives created distance and practiced avoidance out of 

respect for a powerful state connected to the life-bearing process. The life-bearing 

possibilities signaled by menstruation further underscores the element of vibrancy as a 

cornerstone of the word wakȟáŋ. Along with its allusions to vibrancy, the mysteriousness 

of this animating force connects with recent forays in Western theory, particularly 

theories relating to materiality. Again, for our purposes, the dual aspect of wakȟáŋ, its 

implications of animacy and its conceptualization of unknowability, are the key.  

  Wakȟáŋ, as a Dakota concept, holds parity with a reframing in Western 

continental philosophies that drive the current turn toward the nonhuman. By parity I do 

not meant to suggest a perfect translation of ideas and I maintain continued skepticism as 

I work through this parity. That said, some of the emerging similarities in Dakota 

philosophy and that of the nonhuman turn move toward each other in a compelling way. 

ANT and OOO’s rereading of Immanuel Kant’s “ungraspable noumena or things-in-

themselves” presents an interesting point of connection (Harman 68). These new 

philosophies take up Kant’s argument that, unlike phenomena (the qualities of outside 

objects that “humans are able to encounter, perceive, use or think about”), the “thing-in-

itself” or noumena can “never be experienced directly, since we remain trapped in the 

                                                 
8 For further discussion on the impact of Western and Christian misinterpretations, mistranslations, and 

assimilation practices regarding Native Americans and gender see: The Hidden Half: Studies of Plains 

Indian Women edited by Beatrice Medicine and Patricia Albers, Negotiators of Change: Historical 

Perspectives on Native American Women edited by Nancy Shoemaker, and Gender and Sexuality in 

Indigenous North America 1400-1850 edited by Sandra Slater and Fay A. Yarbrough. 
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conditions of human experience.” In other words, material objects exist beyond that 

which humans can comprehend. The idea that objects “withhold” themselves from human 

understanding – or that some aspect of mysteriousness and sovereignty is inherent in 

being, independent of the human experience, provides a potential for parity with wakȟáŋ. 

Whereas Kant only applied this formula from a human-centered perspective, ANT and 

OOO argue that “Objects withhold themselves not just from human access, but from each 

other as well” (Harman 258). Decentering the human and creating a “flat ontology” 

where humans and other object-beings exist according to the same rules, also seems to 

comport with indigenous understandings.  

However, for a long time, this argument about the “withdrawal” of objects 

seemed totally incompatible with Dakota ontology. In other words, OOO extends this 

idea to the ways everything relates and suggests that beings only relate to each other 

indirectly. As I will discuss in more depth below, relationality and relative-making are 

central to Dakota praxis and inextricable from a Dakota ontology. The withdrawal of the 

object seemed incommensurate with Dakota thought, and so these concepts of 

relationality bear closer inspection. It is enough to say that part of a Dakota ontology 

would include the idea that critical aspects of being are beyond direct human access, and 

that the independent animacy of being seems to live somewhere past this point of 

withdrawal.  

Mitákuye Owás’iŋ 

In the section above, I looked at the idea of unknowing – how independent beings 

or objects (including humans) exhibit an autonomous agency that is predicated on mutual 

inaccessibility or inherent mysteriousness. However, I also noted that the idea of 
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relationality - or more specifically the charge that “all things are related” – is central to 

most indigenous philosophies. So, again taking up the expression in Dakota, how does 

this concept work and what may be some points of parity and points of friction between a 

Dakota concept of relationality and the ideas coming out of the nonhuman turn?  

The term mitákuye owás’iŋ that often gets translated as “all my relatives” or “all 

my relations.” By protocol, this is a phrase that one says at the beginning of an address to 

a crowd. Sometimes one might simply begin an address by saying mitákuyapi (“my 

relatives”), but this carries the same inference as the fuller term. Significantly, the phrase 

is not meant to be understood as a call to one’s blood relatives or even simply to all of the 

human beings in the room. But rather, one is to understand this phrase as initiating a 

dialog with respect to all our relatives - all things and beings in the world. Looking at the 

term owás’iŋ first, the NLDO provides the definition, “every single one, everything, 

everyone, (all of a kind, all as individuals or units).” The use of word owás’iŋ accentuates 

the issue of specified or individuated autonomy and supports the distinctions I made 

earlier when thinking about the mysteriousness (i.e. unknowability/unreachability) of 

being articulated in the word wakȟáŋ. The specificity of addressing “all relations-in-

themselves,” as we might better translate owás’iŋ, gets lost when we gloss this phrase to 

mean “all things are related.”  

The first part of the phrase, mitákuye, translates as “my relative” and mitákuyepi 

as the plural form (my relatives). The root word is takúye (“a relative, kinsman”), which 

is derived from the verb takúya (NLDO). Takúya is categorized as a causative verb – a 

verb that causes or permits something to happen, and this causative nature is figured in 

the -ya stem at the end of the word. Breaking down the word further, the heart of the 



 28 

 

word mitákuye is takú. Takú is a very common word in the language, and it means 

“something, a thing, an object, a matter, an issue, a being, a creature” or “to be what, to 

be something.” In other words, I think of a literal translation of mitákuye as “that 

thing/object/creature which is permitted to matter to me.” Of course, simply saying “my 

relative” is more expedient and sensible in English, but breaking down the word to its 

roots reveals a particular Dakota orientation to the idea of relationality and being a 

relative. The Dakota view of who/what can be a relative is expansive, and the 

performative nature of the phrase mitákuye owás’iŋ underscores the importance of an 

expansive relationality in Dakota ontology.  

What does it mean to be in relationship with all things? It does not mean that we 

have unfettered access to and comprehension of all things. But maintaining relationships 

and making relatives are central to Dakota life. Ella Deloria’s articulation of “the ultimate 

aim of Dakota life” in Speaking of Indians gets cited so often that it becomes a refrain – a 

kind of manifesto taken up and employed in various ways throughout Native literary 

criticism and NAIS, and it’s important to revisit the idea again. She writes,  

One must obey kinship rules; one must be a good relative. No Dakota who has 

participated in that life will dispute that. In the last analysis every other 

consideration was secondary – property, personal ambition, glory, good times, life 

itself. Without that aim and the constant struggle to attain it, the people would no 

longer be Dakotas in truth. They would no longer even be human. To be a good 

Dakota, then, was to be humanized, civilized. And to be civilized was to keep the 

rules imposed by kinship for achieving civility, good manners, and a sense of 

responsibility towards every individual dealt with.  
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With Ella Deloria’s writings, it’s important to keep her rhetorical aim and audience in 

mind and consider that she writes both as an insider, as an Ihaŋktuŋwaŋ Dakota woman, 

as well as someone trained in the discipline of anthropology in the early 20th century. She 

may be speaking to Dakota people to some extent, but she is also speaking of them to a 

largely white audience. Her repeated appeals to the “civility” of Dakota life are telling in 

this regard, but the acknowledgment that Deloria writes with a particular purpose to a 

specific audience and within the context of her own time does not undermine her 

observations. In a way, we might see her writings as translations, and so we must read 

through to reach a more complete understanding from the vantage of our own time.  

 Beyond Deloria’s assertion that being a good relative is central to Dakota life, I 

am interested in the section a few pages later in which she gestures toward the expansive 

way Dakota people view those or that which can be a relative. She enumerates the ways 

in which Dakota people do not only consider biological kin as relatives. This may not 

seem so foreign in today’s contexts, but consider how very different this idea - the 

extension of kinship beyond the immediate line of descent and then beyond the blood tie 

– is from the Western tradition. Later, Deloria extends kinship still further, in a way that 

might particularly appeal to her non-indigenous audience, by noting that, in Dakota 

language, one addresses one’s kin in the same way one addresses god. She observes,  

The Dakota words ‘to address a relative’ and ‘to pray’ are familiar everyday 

words. It was not until a few years ago, when I was listing and defining verb-

stems for linguistic students at Columbia University, that suddenly I realized that 

the two words are not really two; they are one. Wacekiya means both acts. Nor is 

that surprising, come to think of it, for a Dakota did not like to deal with another 
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person without first avowing his own status, as a relative mindful of the duties 

incumbent on him as such, while also reminding the other of his. Wacekiya 

implies that in every meeting of two minds the kinship approach is imperative; it 

is the open-sesame to any sincere exchange of sentiment between man and his 

neighbor or man and his God. [...] It is tantamount to smoking a peace pipe; in 

fact, to smoke ceremonially is to wacekiya.  

Here, in terms that would certainly appeal to a Christian and white audience, Deloria 

reveals the expansive nature of Dakota relationality, which extends not simply to intra-

human concerns but to material and immaterial being(s) as well.  

In sum, the phrase mitákuye owás’iŋ encapsulates key ideas within a Dakota 

ontology, and these ideas compliment some of the theoretical frameworks coming out of 

the nonhuman turn. Mitákuye owás’iŋ supports the idea of non-hierarchical relationships 

between humans and nonhumans – every thing can be addressed as a relative. But the 

concept also speaks to the relationship between the discursive and the material, thinking 

back to the most common articulation of the phrase coming at the beginning of a public 

address. The protocol suggests the idea that our speech and language not only have an 

impact on the humans in the room but can reverberate and impact all beings. As a 

second-language learner, I have heard many admonitions from various teachers that 

Dakota words must be used carefully, deliberately, and with the knowledge that the 

language, itself, is a wakȟáŋ entity. Therefore, since speech has such wide-ranging and 

material consequences, one is urged to approach speech and especially occasions of 

addressing takúye owás’iŋ with care and humility. Finally, the word is meant to remind 

the speaker and any listeners that they are obligated to each other as relatives. Those 
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calling for citation of the influence of indigenous ideas within the nonhuman turn 

recognize how concepts like mitákuye owás’iŋ have long articulated some of the major 

revelations of the recent discussion, and so this project highlights the representation of 

these ideas and other tribally-specific ontologies in Native American literature.  

Indigenous Ontologies in Contemporary Native American Literature 

Considering the concentration on indigenous material realities as conceived of in 

contemporary Native American literature, I decided to look at a selection of texts written 

during what we might come to call the NAGPRA era. Undoubtedly a result of the Indian 

Civil Rights Act of 1968 and subsequent legislation that paved the way for renewed self-

determination, the call for material reparations and repatriation from Native communities 

grew stronger in the latter half of the 20th century. At the same time, the rise of American 

Indian Studies also developed a keen eye toward the material realities of indigenous 

people with tribal sovereignty as a central focus of concern. One quickly finds that 

sovereignty over cultural knowledge, languages, and religions rely upon sovereignty over 

lands, bodies, and material goods - and vice versa. The year 1990 ushered in the adoption 

of federal legislation geared toward addressing Native American material objects and 

bodies, including the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act 

(NAGPRA), the Indian Arts and Crafts Act (IACA), and the Native American Languages 

Act. Writers like Louise Erdrich, Leanne Howe, Susan Power, Sherman Alexie, Linda 

Hogan, Leslie Marmon Silko and many more were already concerned with the nonhuman 

world and imagining the possibilities of material and land repatriation leading up to 

1990’s legislative moves, and Native writers continue to address the material concerns of 

indigenous sovereignty and peoplehood and, significantly, their reliance on nonhuman 
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rights with increasing intensity into the first two decades of the 21st century. And so, I’ve 

chosen a selection of novels and books of poetry within a certain era, after the passage of 

the 1990s legislation.  

So why is a study of indigenous ontologies suited to the area of creative writing 

rather than, say, the social sciences? David Treuer and others have cautioned against 

reading Native American literature as a direct line to Native American culture, and this is 

a valuable admonishment to literary critics and readers at large. The troubled relationship 

between the representation of indigenous life and the lived experiences of indigenous 

peoples precisely why we need to look more closely at the relationship between story and 

materiality - the discursive and the material world. In Object-Oriented Ontology: A New 

Theory of Everything, Graham Harmon quotes Jóse Ortega y Gasset’s early 20th century 

essay on metaphor: “I am not saying that a work of art reveals the secret of life and being 

to us; what I do say is that a work of art affords the peculiar pleasure we call esthetic by 

making it seem that the inwardness of things, their executant reality is open to us” (71). 

Harmon, via Ortega, attempts to explain the role of art in helping us to approach objects 

which are ever “withdrawn” from any total encounter of the “thing-in-itself” or, as they 

say in OOO, the Real Object. Of course, Native culture (any culture that’s taken as a 

relatively stable block) cannot be perfectly delivered via literature or art. However, its 

totality can never be fully or directly accessed in material reality, either. And so, as 

Ortega explains, art offers a way, an opening, for apprehending sensual objects, from the 

complex to the simple, by projecting it in newly constructed art objects. I tend to agree 

with this set of ideas in OOO, that art/aesthetics is the prime vehicle through which to 

approach material reality. In fact, the idea that story, itself, is perhaps the foremost 
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object-being through which one might come to understand being in the world is a central 

idea in Native American literary studies. As Sarah Hunt puts it, “Ontology is, ironically, 

not a word that comes to mind when I think of Indigenous ontologies. What comes to 

mind, instead, are stories. [...] Stories and storytelling are widely acknowledged as 

culturally nuanced ways of knowing, produced within networks of relational meaning-

making” (“Ontologies of Indigeneity: the politics of embodying a concept” 27).  

This project comes out of the increasing vibrancy in Native literary criticism and 

Native American and Indigenous Studies and, even as it builds on the most recent 

avenues of inquiry, it owes much to the calls for tribal specificity and a recognition of the 

centrality of self-determination and sovereignty in the past twenty years of scholarship. 

As James Cox and Daniel Heath Justice explain in their introduction to The Oxford 

Handbook of Indigenous American Literature, calls for tribal specificity and the 

articulation of an American Indian literary nationalism at the turn of the 21st century 

enabled a “shift in critical focus from identity, authenticity, hybridity, and cross-cultural 

mediation to Native intellectual, cultural, political, historical, and tribal national contexts 

from which Indigenous literatures emerge” (1). The intervention of American Indian 

literary nationalism, as it is best articulated Craig Womack’s Red on Red: Native 

American Literary Separatism (1999) and the collaborative American Indian Literary 

Nationalism (2006) written collaboratively by Robert Warrior, Jace Weaver, and Craig 

Womack, calls for readings of literary texts as rooted in the tribal contexts and traditions 

from which they emerge. The shift moved away from reading Native American literature 

through a lens of ethnicity and identity and toward a frame rooted in issues of tribal 

sovereignty and self-determination. I believe the ensuing debates in the field, pitting 
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nationalism against cosmopolitanism, which draws on postmodernist theory and politics 

while centering core issues of identity and ethnicity, only worked to sharpen the field. For 

my purposes, the contribution of American Indian literary nationalism and the calls to 

read the way indigenous texts seek to reaffirm land and treaty rights directly influence my 

own intervention and call to affirm indigenous rights of self-determination regarding 

cultural, historical, and religious objects alongside the critical issues of climate and 

coexistence with material being at large. 

My project takes up the call for tribally-specific readings of Native literature 

while, at the same time, engaging a topic in indigenous ontologies that’s best understood 

within the comparative global conversations regarding climate change, the proliferation 

of digital technologies, and “spatial decolonization.” I see the turn toward issues of 

materiality and indigenous ontology, an extension of concerns over tribal land rights and 

what Mishuana Goeman terms “spatial decolonization,” speaking to recent scholarship 

focused on transnational and global indigeneity. Chadwick Allen coins the term “trans-

indigenous,” an orientation that seeks to read “across, through, and beyond tribally 

specific Indigenous texts and contexts [to] promote the work of denaturalizing the settler 

nation-state as the assumed ground (the only beginning) and implied horizon (the only 

end) for studies of Native American and Indigenous literatures” (“Decolonizing 

Comparison” 378). However, those moving into comparative readings and looking at the 

field of global indigeneity do not propose a break with the core issues of sovereignty and 

self-determination. James Cox and Daniel Heath Justice reference Joseph Bauerkemper’s 

assertion that “The relationship between the national and transnational in Indigenous 

literary studies [...] is dialogic rather than oppositional, lateral rather than hierarchical” 
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(8). And in The World, The Text, and The Indian: Global Dimensions of Native American 

Literature, Scott Lyons pinpoints the 2007 United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples as both a turning point and a critical acknowledgment of the calls for 

sovereignty. He writes,  

Organizing at the international level in established global institutions like the 

United Nations, and employing communication technologies general associated 

with globalization such as the Internet, tribes pursued their local objectives – 

which were, once again, generally nationalist in ambition, as terms like 

sovereignty and self-determination suggest – by speaking and securing 

recognition as global indigenous subjects.  

 What this amounts to is worth reflection: namely, if you think of yourself 

as an indigenous person today, it is not in spite of globalization but rather because 

of it. (3-4) 

Concerns about sovereignty and self-determination are tied to global indigenous concerns 

about the material world - land and water rights, conditions caused by climate change, 

and acting in a good way toward nonhuman relatives have taken center stage. So far, the 

critical literature that pairs the nonhuman turn and takes up the subject of indigenous 

ontologies has come out of this parallel turn toward the “trans-indigenous.”  

Overview 

Each chapter focuses on different texts, and I see each of the texts I address highlighting 

a different indigenous orientation between the discursive and material. For instance, the 

first chapter, “The Business of Elsie’s Business,” looks at Frances Washburn’s 2006 

novel, which threads traditional Dakota stories into a murder mystery set in late-1960s 
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South Dakota. In my reading, I argue that Washburn provides a primer for reading the 

centrality of gendered traditions of material creation in the form of bead and leather work 

in her use of traditional Dakota stories that she embeds in the main text. The role of the 

main character’s artistry in creating leather- and bead-work items connects to a 

community-based restorative justice in the process of material exchange after the legal 

system fails to account for the young Dakota woman’s assault and murder. The second 

chapter traces a select number of objects, including blue beaded dresses, red moccasins, 

and rocks in Susan Power’s, The Grass Dancer. Power’s 1994 novel, composed of 

interwoven stories across generations, hinges upon nonhuman actors in the story that 

make kinship connections across time and space, defying the typical view of such objects 

as stagnant and dependent entities rather than participatory and performative bodies. I 

look especially at Power’s rendering of Dakota blue beaded dresses in both her fiction 

and nonfiction work, and I connect Power’s depictions of such objects with dresses of the 

same description in the holdings of the Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago. In 

the third chapter, I highlight two material assemblages, a robber baron’s mansion and an 

Ojibwe medicine dresses, in Louise Erdrich’s 2001 novel, Four Souls. This chapter 

allows me to delve into the broader historical implications of two very different 

philosophies about the material world as Ojibwe people in the story contend with the 

avaricious machinations of settler-colonial capitalism in the early 20th century.  

The fourth chapter shifts from reading the texts through nonhuman objects toward Native 

writers who direct their readers’ eyes toward the materiality of the book and language 

itself. Addressing the work of two poets, Ojibwe writer Heid E. Erdrich and Diné writer 

Orlando White, I argue that Native writers urge readers to see how stories live in the 
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material world, whether they are carried forward in bodies or books, instead of 

privileging disembodiment of the discursive mode. I connect the materiality of language 

and its associated keepers with the bodies that produce them. Of course, the book and 

body produce each other over and over again. In lieu of a formal conclusion, I offer a 

brief final chapter that opens up possibilities for extending the discussion beyond this 

project. I continue to explore the materiality of the body that arises in the fourth chapter, 

but this time, I look at the way two very recent publications configure the human body as 

it encounters and bleeds into screens, machines, and digital spaces. This turn to digital 

space offers renewed engagement with the way spatiality has been addressed in Native 

American and Indigenous studies with regard to the centrality of land. I read selected 

passages from Tommy Orange’s novel There There (2018) and Tommy Pico’s book-

length poem IRL (2016) to show how contemporary Native writers reframe embodied 

connectivity through digital technologies to maintain and navigate kinship and land ties.  
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CHAPTER ONE: THE BUSINESS OF ELSIE’S BUSINESS  

 Set in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Frances Washburn’s first novel, Elsie’s 

Business (2006), tells the story of a young woman, part Lakota and part African-

American, who is brutally assaulted and raped by three non-Indian teenagers in 

Mobridge, South Dakota, on the edge of the Standing Rock reservation. Since the boys 

die in a mysterious car crash on the same night, the sheriff and hospital personnel 

incinerate the evidence and decline to publicize or prosecute the crime. After all, Sheriff 

Earl Peterson is up for reelection, and the father of two of the rapists, Jack Mason is a 

wealthy rancher with political and social pull who would not be happy to have the 

memory of his sons tarnished. While Elsie Roberts is hospitalized from the damage, “a 

simple fracture of the left tibia, three broken bones in your left hand, a broken left ulna, 

dislocated left shoulder, broken ribs […] broken nose, severe concussion, crushed larynx” 

and more, her sick mother lies in a hospital bed beside her and soon dies of tuberculosis 

(Washburn 26). Since Elsie is left alone in the world with a permanent limp and silenced 

physically as well as legally, the Sheriff finds placement for her as a housekeeper for 

Father Horst in another reservation border town halfway across the state. In the small 

cottage behind the Catholic Church, Elsie secures room and board working for the priest 

as well as cleaning house for a few families in town. Like her mother, who also subsisted 

in domestic service, Elsie soon supplements her income by tanning hides in the 

traditional Lakota way and making beaded leather handiwork items to sell. Despite the 

work and few friendships, the community of Jackson (in Jackson County, South Dakota, 

near to Rosebud and Pine Ridge) proves no safer for Elsie Roberts; the Jackson Sheriff 

finds Elsie lying dead in the snow only a year and a half after the assault in Mobridge. 
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Elsie is murdered by blunt force trauma to the head from “the bar used to prop open the 

lid of the dumpster when several bags of garbage had to be pitched in at the same time” 

(Washburn 166).  

Stories like Elsie’s continue to be all too common in contemporary Native 

American literature. Native literature often depicts and addresses varying modes of 

violence against Native women, which signals a disturbing reality. Statistically, Native 

American women experience a higher rate of rape than the general population – as Louise 

Erdrich pointed out in a 2013 op-ed for  The New York Times, “The Justice Department 

reports that one in three Native women is raped over her lifetime, while other sources 

report that many Native Women are too demoralized to report rape.”  Erdrich, one of the 

most well-known and prolific contemporary Native American writers, wrote the article 

urging congress to pass the reauthorization of the Violence Against Women Act, which in 

part seeks to make a significant change in allowing tribal authorities “to apprehend, 

charge and try rapists – regardless of race.” This shift in legislation has been crucial 

because “More than 80 percent of sex crimes on reservations are committed by non-

Indian men, who are immune from prosecution by tribal courts” (Erdrich). Erdrich has 

engaged these issues throughout her writing career, most recently in The Round House. 

The reauthorization of the Violence Against Women Act passed and, among other 

important changes, enables tribal authorities to prosecute crimes committed by those 

outside of the tribe on reservation land. I would note, however, that the statistically high 

level of violence against Native women does not only include Native women in 
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reservation areas, and as scholarship has ramped up in recent years9, awareness of the 

historic and ongoing violence against Native women has risen but remains a terrifying 

reality. As texts like Elsie’s Business make clear, the issue cannot simply be resolved 

through case-by-case prosectutions or enformement because the systemic violence that 

continues to be perpetrated against Native women harkens to some of the most cherished 

national narratives in settler-colonial states like the US and Canada. These long-told 

national narratives depict Native women as the sexually available means to fulfilling 

colonial conquest and as the means for creating sanctioned heirs to the land. It is no 

wonder, then, that contemporary Native writers continue to address this issue through 

their own narratives. Despite the hope for future justice that these new measures bring, 

the insidious and long history of such abuses (this is, after all, a global phenomenon for 

colonized people everywhere) calls not only for justice beyond the scope of expanded 

jurisdiction but systemic redress and recognition of tribal sovereinty.  

Significantly, Washburn crafts a story that eschews any sense of legal justice and 

spotlights the failures of the United Staes legal system when it comes to crimes against 

Native women. The reader knows that Elsie has been murdered by the first page and is 

soon privy to the details of the rape and assault. The mystery of Elsie’s murder pulls the 

reader through the novel as several suspects appear, none more likely than the absent but 

sinister Jack Mason. However, by the end of the novel, the murder goes unsolved. 

Washburn intentionally denies the ultimate sense of satisfaction that one associates with 

                                                 
9 See for example Sarah Deer, The Beginning and End of Rape: Confronting Sexual Violence in North 

America, University of Minnesota Press, 2015; and Audra Simpson, "The State is a Man: Theresa Spence, 

Loretta Saunders and the Gender of Settler Sovereignty." Theory & Event, vol. 19 no. 4, 2016. Project 

MUSE, muse.jhu.edu/article/633280 
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the murder mystery genre. Instead, she draws on traditional Lakota stories and carefully 

crafted narration in order to involve the reader in the community business and underline 

the implicit failure of kinship responsibilities as traditionally understood. Furthermore, 

the traditional Lakota stories that Washburn imbeds in the narrative function in 

interesting and important ways to Elsie’s side-business – the creation of hand-made and 

aesthetically beautiful items. In her depictions of small-town South Dakota, Washburn 

pays close attention to the work people do and offers portraits of characters ranging from 

farmers and waitresses to politicians and big-time ranchers in the tradition of regional 

writing. However, her depiction of Elsie’s work, and her mother’s before her, has 

important roots in the way Native women have negotiated a changing relationship to 

work due to colonial programs. In looking more closely and literally at Elsie’s business, 

the storytelling framework takes on even greater significance. Elsie’s Business works in 

an unusual way when compared to similar novels by Native American writers as, even in 

the regular depictions of violence, many actively create stories that emphasize Native 

presence and resilience and often seek to countermand the stereotype of the “vanishing 

Indian.10” How, then, do we reconcile a novel built especially on the absence of the main 

Native character and that seems to reaffirm those images we are constantly trying to 

break away from? Elsie’s Business depicts the tragic and violent death of a young Native 

woman and charges the communities both within the novel and reading the novel to take 

                                                 
10 Louise Erdrich, for instance, does this in Four Souls as we see one of her most popular 

characters, Fleur, set out on a path of revenge and a determination to recoup her allotment 

land. Although Fleur meets with unexpected obstacles, she reclaims her land and restores 

herself in important ways by the end of the novel. Likewise, in Susan Power’s The Grass 

Dancer, the many storylines converge to create a sense of restoration and affirmed 

presence at the close of the novel. 
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note, to hear her story, and to bear witness. Washburn effectively centers the 

problematics of indigenous vanishing and the epidemic of murdered and missing 

indigenous women by creating a narrative structure that repositions Elsie Robert’s case 

through a Lakota view of labor, creation, and material redress.  

Narration and Storytelling   

The unusual narration of Elsie’s Business situates the reader as a co-listener and 

in doing so impels a significant sense of kinship responsibility to Elsie and her story. In 

her presentation, Washburn aligns the reader with a particular character who we learn 

about vicariously as the story progresses. The opening line sets the tone: “If you want to 

know more about Elsie’s story than just the official reports you have to ask one of the 

grandfathers, because they know all the old stories as well as the new ones, the latest 

gossip, and sometimes it’s all the same stories happening over and over” (1). Although 

we discern, as the chapter continues, that “you” refers to someone specific, Washburn 

does not initially disclose his identity. The use of second person, then, immediately 

implicates the reader as a listener seeking Elsie’s story. The person addressed as “you” 

turns out to be George Washington (“no relation to the original”), a retired African-

American janitor from Mississippi, who had a liaison with Mrs. Roberts when he came 

north as a migrant field worker one summer, and unbeknownst to him, Elsie was the 

result (Washburn 32). Like the reader, Washington is hearing of Elsie and her business 

for the first time. The narration resists any sense of direct information – all is secondhand 

story and memory. This narrative structure combined with the traditional stories narrated 

within the larger text positions the reader alongside Washington as listeners who seek to 
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determine responsibility for, as one character puts it, “this whole Elsie business” 

(Washburn 204).  

 Questions of justice embedded in the nexus of race, ethnicity, and gender issues 

that simmer in the small mid-western towns in South Dakota inform Elsie’s Business, and 

so the fact that the reader’s view of Elsie’s story is also presented through the lens of her 

African American father offers greater insight and attention to the way race, in particular, 

gets negotiated within the setting of the story. Not only is George Washington an outsider 

in the sense that he’s new to the town and region, but he’s conspicous because he’s a 

black man in a majority white space. Elsie, being of mixed Lakota and African American 

heritage, has been ostracized from both the local white and Native communities, and as 

the reader is aligned with Washington, the reader further comes to understand the bigger 

picture of the crimes at hand in connection with the long looks and cold-shoulder 

reactions that “you”/Washington receive in the town. Washburn’s narrative strategy 

ensures that the lack of recourse for a woman’s brutal rape and then her murder cannot be 

decoupled from the systemic racism that continues to inform the epidemic of violence 

against indigenous women and the United States justice system at large.  

 In the framework provided by Washburn’s use of second person pronouns and 

narration by a limited number of speakers, Elsie’s Business draws on Lakota oral 

tradition for both the form and content of the novel. Washburn has written about the use 

of the oral tradition in Native American literature, and she is critical of the way some 

Native writers use traditional stories and oral storytelling methods without recognizing 

that this can sow confusion and significant misunderstandings for their largely non-
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Native audiences. In particular, she addresses Greg Sarris’s Keeping Slug Woman Alive, 

but notes that “most other writers who have attempted to translate oral tradition into 

literary form have not done much better in accurately recording, translated, and 

explaining stories from oral tradition” (“The Risk of Misunderstanding” 70). She explains 

that the use of such stories and storytelling “is similar to a Hopi pot or a Navajo rug, 

either of which can be interesting, admired for the intrinsic beauty of the object, while at 

the same time, the process of creating these objects and the cultural symbols or colors 

employed may be unknown to the observer. Without additional information and 

explication, a great deal is lost in the translation” (“The Risk of Misunderstanding” 72). I 

would highlight Washburn’s equation of oral stories with cultural objects, here, as I 

would argue, and as Elsie’s Business demonstrates, they are intrinsically connected in the 

perspective of many Native traditions. However, her argument that the reading audience, 

most of whom “are conditioned in the Euroamerican literary tradition […] expect texts to 

provide at least a modicum of explanation within the educational level for which they 

were written” (77) butts up against the fact that “Native American storytellers do not 

usually explain the meaning of the story, particularly when their audience members are 

also members of their own particular tribe or nation, because such an audience would 

understand the particular cultural information embedded within the story. They would be 

able to take that information along with the plot of the story and construct meaning that is 

close to the storyteller’s intent” (“The Risk of Misunderstanding” 79). If we apply 

Washburn’s critique to Elsie’s Business, I would argue that she very intentionally 

demonstrates the telling of traditional Lakota stories and, in her positioning of the 

narration, includes lessons for meaningfully listening to such stories. In many ways, 
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Washburn’s engagement of the oral tradition provides a successful example of how to 

effectively integrate oral tradition into a contemporary novel. That being said, many of 

the connections between the traditional Lakota stories and the way they show up in the 

text (in Elsie’s creative work as well as the retributive appearances of deer), are only 

implied. Most readers, as Washburn would note, may miss these connections that rely on 

deeper knowledge of Lakota culture.  

 By and large, the narrative comes from Oscar DuCharme, a Lakota man living in 

town despite the fact that he “could live in the newest tribal housing project,” and Nancy 

Marks, another Jackson resident and a non-Indian farmer’s wife who befriends Elsie 

(Elsie’s Business 1). A few sections cannot really be attributed to Oscar or Nancy and 

come from a sometimes omniscient narrator who allows the reader to eavesdrop on a few 

important conversations and even see into some of Elsie’s memories. Returning to the 

opening chapter, the narrator’s directions take us to Oscar, “one of the grandfathers” (1). 

The description of Oscar and his home, from the “orange velour” Barcalounger and 

linoleum flooring to the “small television with a coat hanger for an antenna [sitting] on 

top of a larger console television” and coffee on the stove for days, creates a sense of the 

familiar. Such descriptions of loved and lived-in, half-working items like one TV for 

picture and another for sound have become a staple of the reservation setting to the point 

of cliché. To be fair, however, the passage reads as quintessential décor for anyone who 

has spent any time in the Dakotas during the past half-century and engenders a regional 

reading as much as an ethnic one. However, as the novel shows, the region in question 

(reservation border towns in the Dakotas) remains segregated by distinct experiences of 

communities separated by issues of race, ethnicity, nationhood, and even legal 
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jurisdiction. In any case, “you” are invited in and immediately offered sustenance, 

another bit of regional flavor but definitely a recognizable and requisite move for those 

familiar with Lakota customs. The setting established and the purpose of the visit clear, 

Oscar settles “into the orange velour chair, and the springs in the seat relax and cup his 

weight so that he looks like he is wrapped in a moth-eaten trade-blanket,” but instead of 

launching into Elsie’s story, he tells the one about Anukite (3).  

 The story of Anukite and the other traditional Lakota ohuƞkakaƞ (very old stories) 

imparted by Oscar at different points of the novel offer instructions for reading the 

narrative as a whole. As I will look at more closely, they also allude to significant Lakota 

values that elevate women like Elsie, their unique powers of creation, and the ensuing 

obligations of kinship roles. The story of Anukite or the Double Face is also an Inktomi 

story – a story featuring the trickster figure of the Lakota, the spider. Inktomi is a very 

entertaining character, but more often than not, he exhibits the bad behavior that listeners 

should avoid. Thereby, many Inktomi stories work to reinforce social mores and kinship 

rules. The language used to tell this particular story signals one of its connections to the 

story at large:  

All the people were busy going about their business and 

Inktomi had no business to go about. 

Whenever he tried to work with the people, they told him 

To go away and mind his own business. 

But he didn’t have any business to mind. (5) 
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That Inktomi is about to stir up trouble due to his idleness is clear. The repetition of the 

word “business” in this Ohuƞkakaƞ directs the reader to be mindful of representations of 

work and idleness but also to think about the business of community. One possible 

reading pairs Inktomi with Elsie as outcast figures that society ignores at their own risk. 

However, as the story goes on and Inktomi engages others in his mischief, the lesson 

becomes about keeping proper kinship and, significantly, the reinforcing the proper 

behavior for women. Inktomi goes on to encounter Wazi and Wakanka, “the first man and 

first woman,” whom he sees “just sitting there, / not doing anything” (5). As Inktomi 

engages the couple, he’s told to “Go mind your own business.”  To which he replies, “Let 

me help! I can make your business be my business” and “As it happens, my business is 

all caught up. Let me help!” (6). Here, Inktomi approaches proper kinship behavior as he 

offers help. In traditional Lakota society, kinship dictates one’s behavior, and the Lakota 

idea of kinship involves the entire tiyošpaye – the network of relatives that includes 

extended family and in-laws as equal to parents, siblings, grandparents, aunts and uncles, 

and cousins by blood. As Ella Deloria explains in Speaking of Indians:  

First the Dakota11 said, “Be a good relative. That is of paramount importance!” 

And then, “Be related, somehow, to everyone you know; make him important to 

you; he is also a man.” This was done, you remember, by the careful establishing 

of all valid kinship, whether through blood or affinity. But then, seeing that some 

people were still left out, formal relationships with them were manufactured 

                                                 
11 Note that Dakota and Lakota are two dialects of the same language. The people who 

call themselves by these names are related and often referred to collectively as the Sioux. 

However, it is more appropriate to refer to the people as Lakota, Dakota, or with even 

more specificity according to where they’re from because this is their own terminology.  
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through a social kinship system – and ingenious method for including everyone in 

the great Ring of Relatives. 

Then the Dakota said, “Be generous!.” (How unnecessary! Would anyone 

withhold that which is good from his very own?) “Be hospitable!” (Why not? 

Should a man eat while his brother starves?) (Speaking of Indians 49) 

Often, Inktomi figures as a stranger with whom others interact at their peril because he 

does not establish proper kinship ties. Again, Deloria notes, “you simply did not dare 

have dealings with strangers, because you could not be sure of them. They might so 

easily turn out to be the incarnation of Iktomi, the legendary spirit of deceit, ready to play 

a trick on you” (29). However, in this instance, it seems the greater transgressions 

involve, first, the community shutting Inktomi out, and second, Inktomi’s want to involve 

himself in business that isn’t his to get back at those who ignored him. 

While up to this point the Anukite story lets us know that we need to think about 

the business of kinship, I submit that the remainder of the story risks a problematic 

opacity for most readers who aren’t familiar with Lakota traditions. However, if read in 

the proper context, Oscar’s introduction of Anukite or The Double Face woman, provides 

important insight for reading the larger text and especially in situating Elsie as a 

character. As the story continues, Wazi and Wakanka give in and complain to Inktomi 

that, although their daughter Ite has been well-married to Tate (the “Wind God”), she 

remains human as do they, and they were hoping to be gods by now (Washburn 6). In 

complaining to Inktomi, they have invited someone of dubious kinship into their business, 

which gives Inktomi the chance to get retribution for all those who ignored him in the 
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first place by making mischief. He whispers in Ite’s ear at night and convinces her to 

engage Anpetu Wi (the more powerful Sun God) in flirtation. Ite proceeds in carrying out 

the mischief, which seems to be working until Ite makes a move that is a clear violation 

of social and kinship rules. At a public feast, “Boldly, [Ite] walks over and sits down in 

the place reserved for Anpetu Wi’s / wife. Hanhepi Wi [the wife] enters just then, and she 

sees the situation and demands / She demands that something be done” (7). In a terrible 

moment, Anpetu Wi realizes he’s being duped:  

He does not see Inktomi, peeking from the corner. 

Anpetu Wi looks and his eyes are open. 

Anpetu Wi points his finger and half of Ite’s face turns ugly. 

He points again and Ite is banished to the earth and ever afterwards, 

The people will call her 

Anukite 

 

The Double Faced Woman. (7) 

The opening chapter concludes with Oscar offering more coffee, and so the story of the 

Double Face Woman is offered with very little context – it feels like a non-sequiter, 

which leaves the reader with both a sense of freedom in interpretation but also a 

responsibility to decipher the story’s relevance within the context of the larger narrative. 

Since Oscar’s retelling of this ohuƞkakaƞ happens so early in the novel, the reader must 

carry its details the whole way through in order to fully realize its implications.  
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As previously noted, Washburn has argued that one using stories from oral 

tradition should consider the limited knowledge of the audience and avoid 

misunderstandings. The slim context given for Oscar’s telling of this story stems from 

Washington’s misconception (again, aligning him with the reader, especially a non-

Indian reader) that Oscar and Elsie are blood relatives: “Grandfather, I heard that Elsie 

Roberts was your niece” (Washburn 3). Just prior to launching into the Anukite story, 

Oscar explains,  

“You know, it’s the old kinship way of thinking about people. We are all related 

in that way, so Elsie was my niece in that Indian way, but not white man way […] 

How do you feel about that?” He isn’t challenging you; he’s smiling. For one time 

in your life, you feel included. He goes on.  

“See, calling everybody cousin or niece or whatever makes us feel close, 

family, but it also makes it damned hard to find a mate if you have to think of 

everyone you meet as a cousin or a niece or some other family member. Some 

rules must not be broken. Elsie came to be as the result of broken rules, and then 

she broke some herself, and that’s the heartbreak of it all. (4)   

Washburn has Oscar preempt the issue of kinship in the Anukite story with this exchange 

for the benefit of both Washington and the reader. While the passage does its job in 

underscoring the centrality of Lakota kinship understandings, I am not convinced it does 

enough to avoid misunderstandings, especially when the novel portrays such violent 

assaults and, eventually, murder. That kinship rules were broken is clear, but that Elsie 

“broke some herself” comes too close to blaming the victim for comfort, even as it leads 



 51 

 

a tantalizing but inconclusive clue to why she is ultimately murdered. The ending of the 

Anukite story adds to the potential for misreading and blaming the victim. If one doesn’t 

know about the Anukite figure beyond the story relayed in the novel, the story reads only 

as an example of severe punishment for transgressing both female and kinship norms. 

While Oscar’s assessment of the broken kinship rules ring true, the Anukite story works 

in a less apparent but more important way in the novel.  

The Double Face Woman is an interesting and complicated figure in Lakota 

Ohunkakan, a figure that represents an example of both positive and negative feminine 

power. She is sometimes also referred to as Double Woman. In some iterations, the 

Double Face Woman and the Double Woman appear as two different mythological 

beings. In looking at various discussions, including the “Doubleface” stories in Ella 

Deloria’s Dakota Texts, one can see how these two figures get confused. So much of their 

character and their performative associations overlap that if the two figures are in fact 

separate entities, it’s clear that they both relay important lessons for traditional female 

behavior and, most importantly, feminine artistic work. Raymond DeMallie clarifies the 

situation to some extent in his chapter in The Hidden Half, “Male and Female in 

Traditional Lakota Culture.” While men in traditional Lakota culture sought out visions 

and dreams in order to gain insight and the “power to heal, to go to war, and to hunt,” 

Lakota women also gained important visions that imbued them particular power (240). 

Women tended to receive their visions passively, in dreams, and these visions could offer 

a woman healing knowledge, usually connected to the feminine practice of procuring and 

growing specific medicinal plant life. Further, “visions might also provide inspiration and 

power to execute quill or beadwork designs. These designs represent a type of power that 
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was uniquely female, manipulating the power of color as well as form” (DeMallie 240). 

Often, women who exhibited such skill had had a dream of Double Woman and were part 

of the Double Woman dreamer society:  

it was the Double Woman who first taught Lakota women to dye quills and to do 

quillwork […]The Double Woman dreamers sometimes enacted their dream 

publicly. As they walked through the camp flashing mirrors, they caused both 

men and women to fall prostrate and to spit up black earth or plant material. 

While in a trance so induced, a Double Woman dreamer might obtain power to 

make shields and war medicines (Wissler 1912: 94). However, the power of the 

Double Woman was also associated with evil. (DeMallie 241) 

As DeMallie goes on to explain, many of those recording Lakota stories “confused the 

Double Face Woman with the Double woman; the former is described as having two 

faces, one beautiful and one ugly, while the latter is described as two women joined 

together by a rope from which dangles a baby” (245-246). In many cases, The Double 

Face Woman reads as a monster, a malevolent figure who tricks young women. However, 

whether in tandem or in confusion with Double Woman, The Double Face seems also to 

speak to the unique creative powers of women with particular regard to quillwork and 

beadwork. See, for example, “Double-Face Steals a Virgin” in Deloria’s Dakota Texts. 

Here, the Double Face character appears as a male and definitely as a monstrous, 

cannibalistic, creature. However, the girl he tries to deceive is notable as she is “Very 

beautiful and skilled in woman’s arts” (60). The Double Face appears in courtship to the 

girl as a young man “all covered with porcupine work” (61). Later in the story, after the 

girl escapes The Double Face, she finds herself in another predicament as she’s 
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transgressed and stolen an awl, a significant tool for Lakota women in their quillwork, 

and it begins to make her ill (64). By a turn of events she’s cured and returned to her 

village. Clearly, like Double Woman, stories of The Double Face also draw connections 

to women’s artistic work. Indeed, Washburn’s use of the Anukite story at the beginning of  

Elsie’s Business makes the most sense when put in such a context. In this way, the stories 

from oral tradition used in the novel do offer certain warnings, but they are about valuing 

women, especially women who have been gifted and do valued work, rather than policing 

their sexuality or blaming them for the assaults depicted in the story. While the story’s 

message about community and kinship responsibilities come through, their connections 

to Elsie’s stories slowly unfold.  

 In the third chapter of Elsie’s Business, Oscar offers another Ohunkakan, the 

story of Sinte Sapela Win or a Deer Woman story, that builds on the themes of Lakota 

kinship responsibilities and feminine creative work. Double Face, Double Woman, and 

Deer Woman stories are often grouped together as they all offer representations of 

feminine power. The Anukite and Sinte Sapela Win stories, together, provide the cultural 

context by which a listener/reader achieves proper understanding of Elsie’s story. 

Notably, contemporary Native American writers, especially women writers, often feature 

the Deer Woman, an important figure in the oral traditions of multiple tribal nations. 

Annette Van Dyke discusses the appearance of Deer Women in The Grass Dancer by 

Susan Powers and The Antelope Wife by Louise Erdrich. She explains,  

Traditionally, Deer Woman narratives were used to help community members to 

understand the behavior expected of them, particularly through the difficult period 
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of courtship and marriage. Both men and women were not to give way to 

individual passion, but were to establish relationships that would add to the 

stability of the tribe. Men could not afford to be distracted from hunting and 

protecting the community, nor could women afford to have their attention wander 

from activities of sustaining the community. As cultural lessons, the stories 

formed part of the Lakota child’s education and stressed right relationships and 

“the proper forms of expression between fellow beings” (Rice 120). They also 

show that mistakes could “be overcome by resourcefulness” (Rice 126) and that 

the power of Deer Woman could be used for the good of the community. 

(“Encounters with Deer Woman” 168) 

  As in other contemporary novels by Native women, Elsie’s Business features strange 

and sometimes deadly encounters with deer. In the early descriptions of the first assault, 

Elsie “is breathing heavily, her nose, an overripe plum swelling squashy on her face. 

Blood bubbles come from the corner of her mouth with each breath. She is a deer, 

wounded and run to earth, not dead yet, but waiting for the final shot” (12). After being 

beaten, she is taken into the car and further assaulted. Later, “A mile past the river 

heading east,” the boys dispose of Elsie on the side of the road: “Billy and Paul get out of 

the front seat and tug at the heavy inert body while Bobby in the back seat pushes until a 

dark heavy bundle emerges full-grown from the womb of the vehicle, flopping limply 

like a newborn onto the icy ground” (13-14). We learn what happens to the three 

perpetrators after they peel away in the Camaro: “The in the road in front of them is a 

deer, a big deer, antlers branching everywhere, biggest deer they’ve ever seen, and Bobby 

screams and slams on the brakes and that black car slides, but it’s too late” (23). This is a 
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classic scene drawing on the Deer Woman stories where a female Native American 

character is avenged. Washburn’s description of Elsie as reborn even as she is near death 

presents a key moment. In piecing together the aftermath of the assault up to the time of 

her death, the rest of the novel suggests that from this point forward Elsie is aligned with 

these mythical female figures and embodies a sharp censure for the communities that 

overlook and abuse her. 

In one of the later chapters of the novel entitled “Elsie’s Business,” Oscar relays 

the story of the Jackson Sheriff finding Elsie dead in the snow. However, he opens the 

chapter talking about deer season and how “some of the men of the Roberts family and 

few others went a little crazy” (161). He describes a couple of the cases where men seem 

to be fearful and going crazy after deer sightings. The narrator imparts that  

The men who were ambulatory and able went to Oscar for ceremonies, advice, 

and the women walked uneasy, while the white people in town went on about 

their holiday business cheerfully unaware of the crisis brewing in the alternate 

dimension that was the Indian part of Jackson. Christmas came and went and the 

tension still hung over the Indian community, a dark anticipation that spoke to the 

people in dreams, stalked the men in nightmares, and would eventually enable 

Mary Crow Bird to become the best bead worker of them all because she saw the 

deer woman, twenty years later her work displayed in the museum of the 

American Indian Art Institute in Santa Fe, selling for high prices in Taos and 

Phoenix and Tucson. But that was the woman gift, the opposite of what the men 
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endured, the men who had no will to speak out, who couldn’t say no to the deer 

woman. (162) 

In the events leading up to this memorable deer season, we see Elsie not only working as 

a housekeeper but resuming the hide tanning and beadwork she learned from her mother. 

Father Horst has caught her at it before and forbidden her tanning due to the smell, but 

this time she kept the tanning secret inside her small cottage. When the priest discovers 

that she’s at it again, he has her stretchers, tools, and hides destroyed and buried. In 

exasperation, Father Horst thinks, “She was deliberately undermining him. She was 

ungrateful. She was too stupid to remember last year’s experience, but he knew this last 

was not true, but the alternative, that she had done it to defy his authority, to make him 

look foolish, was not something he wanted to accept either” (157). In his guilt over 

destroying her materials, he tries to justify the situation to himself and reveals his 

complete lack of understanding: “Getting deer skins to make up her bead and leatherwork 

projects couldn’t be that important, could it? She didn’t make that much money from it, 

did she? And doing that kind of traditional crafts work wasn’t a cultural imperative, a 

religious conviction, not like keeping the holy days of the church” (157). When Elsie 

learns of the violation, she goes “into an isolated sulk for two weeks” (159). This episode 

followed by Oscar’s memory of that deer season leading up to Elsie’s murder again 

connects the Ohunkakan stories with Elsie and her traditional work in particular.  

Uniquely, Washburn gives us the Deer Woman and Double Face stories through 

Oscar’s telling, so we know that he is reading Elsie’s business through a tribally-specific 

Lakota understanding. While I would argue that the presentation of the Double Face story 
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still risks misinterpretation, Washburn provides a guide in Oscar to link the stories 

together and to contextualize Elsie’s leather and beadwork. Before telling the Deer 

Woman story, Oscar asks Washington, “Remember Anukite, the Double-Face woman, 

who tried to steal Hanhepi Wi’s husband? Well, the Deer Woman is kind of like Anukite” 

(16). Later, the narrator (presumably Oscar) explains, “Men who see the deer woman go 

crazy, but women who see her are rewarded with the ability to make beautiful things – 

maybe beadwork or quillwork. Mary Roberts [Elsie’s mother], they said, had met the 

deer woman, and been gifted” (59). In order to understand the story, a reader must come 

to recognize the linkage between the Ohunkakan stories Oscar imparts at the very 

beginning of the novel and their connection to all of Elsie’s business that follows – 

particularly tracking Elsie’s industry and artwork.  

Assimilation and Gendered Lakota Labor 

 Washburn’s description of the Roberts women and their work illustrates some of 

the key ways Native women have mitigated the colonial “civilizing” prescription that 

systemically enforced Western ideas about gender and work in the effort to subdue and 

assimilate Native people. We see Mary Roberts’ history in one of the few narrations that 

deviates from Oscar’s or Nancy’s storytelling in that it offers more details than one would 

expect them to know. We learn that Mary originally hails from somewhere near Jackson, 

where Elsie ends up, and “She was an only child, her parents and the rest of her family 

dead from influenza, raised at the mission boarding school where she met her husband” 

(Elsie’s Business 31). Her husband goes to war, presumably WWII, and returns changed 

and becomes a drinker. At which point, 
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she started working back there in Jackson, cleaning houses for white people, one 

day a week here, one day a week there, cleaning burnt-on grease off kitchen 

ranges, scrubbing floors, washing clothes and hanging them outside even in the 

winter when they froze stiff as corpses. Then that spring came when her husband 

froze to death, passed out drunk in an alley behind the B and B bar on Main 

Street. She thought he looked just like a pair of those pants that she pried off the 

winter clothesline – empty and frost rimed, a cold sack long ago emptied of his 

soul. Mrs. Roberts just went on working, cleaning houses, and stayed with his 

family. What else was she to do? (32) 

The following summer, Mary has an affair with Washington when he passes through 

town doing seasonal farm work. When Mary’s in-laws realize that she’s pregnant, not 

“just getting fat,” they throw her out, and she “hitchhiked back to the boarding school at 

Marty Mission where the nuns welcomed their prodigal daughter, except they didn’t 

know about the prodigal part until the child was born” (33). In Mobridge, Mary and her 

daughter live in a house donated by “a good Catholic woman,” and two weeks after 

giving birth, Mary returns to housekeeping until she falls ill with tuberculosis (34). By 

this time, Elsie is in her late teens and has dropped out of high school in order to clean 

houses as well. Elsie is walking home from cleaning a house when she’s attacked.  

 As a product of the boarding school era (beginning in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century and ending around 1940), Mary’s work in domestic service draws on 

the shifting economies and social norms ushered in and imposed by a capitalistic settler 

society. Like the Roberts women, Lakota people continue to navigate the differences 
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between the settler-colonial society and their own cultural traditions. The boarding school 

era explicitly attended to assimilating Native people to capitalist modes of industry. As 

Brenda Child explains in Holding Our World Together: Ojibwe Women and the Survival 

of Community, boarding schools developed across the country and instituted the programs 

that Richard Henry Pratt created at the Indian Industrial School at Carlisle in 

Pennsylvania in 1879 (124). Pratt advanced a curriculum that stemmed from “his attitude 

that Indian children needed to learn to adapt to Euro-American civilization at the expense 

of their own culture,” and his method involved a school day spent half in the classroom 

and half in an “outing program” where children were sent out to do manual work. Child 

adds that “Outing students, especially in the summer, worked as farmhands and domestic 

servants” (124). These programs tended to be only somewhat successful in their 

assimilative aims as they prohibited Native ideas of work, languages, and beliefs in 

exchange for capitalism, English, and Christianity, but the policies toward Native people 

and the reservation system they returned to really undermined assimilation in key ways.  

While Native people often resisted the boarding schools and “civilizing” agents or 

else adapted by privileging complementary aspects between the two cultures, it’s 

important to understand that the educational aspects of the “civilizing” program created 

an untenable situation when coupled with racist federal policies that marginalized the 

people it sought to integrate. With this regard, looking at the Spirit Lake Dakota 

community, Patricia Albers shows how federal policies throughout the reservation and 

boarding school eras (and onward, one might argue) “have worked ultimately in the 

interest of non-Indian entrepreneurs and corporations” as “Not only have [Dakota people] 

been alienated from the means to produce their own livelihood, but they have been 
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denied competitive access to the capitalist production process as wage-laborers and 

entrepreneurs” (“Sioux Women in Transition” 181-182). In other words, the boarding 

schools sought to give training that would make Native men, in particular, workers in the 

U.S. capitalist economy, yet the reservation system worked to ensure the poverty that 

continues on many reservations to this day. The General Allotment Act of 1887, an 

assimilative measure that broke up treaty land into specific allotments assigned to 

families by head of household, also impacted the workforce. While the boarding schools 

and reservation authorities continued to train Native men in Western agricultural work, 

these policies made the work nearly impossible. Albers clarifies, “There is no question 

that by the second decade of the twentieth century the practice of agriculture among the 

Devil’s Lake Sioux was rapidly declining. What led to the decline was not a lack of 

initiative but rather a lack of necessary capital” as people could no longer “use their land 

as collateral” in order to secure the necessary “equipment, stock, and seeds” for 

agricultural work (194-195)12. Along the same lines, Nancy Shoemaker emphasizes in the 

introduction to her book, Negotiators of Change: Historical Perspectives on Native 

American Women, “that capitalism did alter women’s and men’s economic roles in 

significant ways, especially in the twentieth century when wage work became the 

primary sources of income for most Indians in the United States […] Most Indian men 

and women entered the workforce as unskilled laborers but for Indian women this meant 

domestic service, consistently the lowest paid and lowest status form of employment” 

(10). Child, Albers, Shoemaker, and others focus specifically on the disenfranchisement 

                                                 
12 Note that the name “Devil’s Lake” is a now defunct place name that has been renamed “Spirit Lake” 

since the publication of Alber’s chapter. “Spirit Lake” provides a closer translation the Dakota name and 

understanding of the place being described by the term.  
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of Native women in the colonization and assimilation processes because, compared to 

their traditional standing, Western conceptions of work created a distinct and new 

imbalance between the genders. This is the context in which we see the Roberts women 

working in the border towns of South Dakota’s reservations.  

For the Dakota and Lakota people, specifically, the division of labor between men 

and women was strict but complementary. Philosophically, men’s work was associated 

with the life-taking activities of hunting and war. Men in elevated positions also held 

highly regarded spiritual and medical knowledge. In a complementary way, women’s 

work was particularly creative and generative, in association with their reproductive 

powers. Shoemaker underscores the point by noting that “In many native origin stories, 

women initiate the creation of life. They give birth to a child (or children), and their body 

becomes the earth from which plants and animals spring. Women gave life, in contrast to 

men, whose primary tasks of hunting and warfare involved taking life” (Negotiators of 

Change 8). In Lakota culture, the women built the home, processed the hides and meats 

generated by the men’s labor, and played distinct roles in harvesting plant foods and 

medicines. Clearly, this depiction of gendered labor demonstrates a co-dependency as 

both genders contributed goods that the other needed to carry out their work. However, 

unlike women in traditional Western and capitalistic traditions of work, Lakota women 

exerted autonomous control over their work and the products that they created and held 

proprietary knowledge in various arenas. That one had independent oversight over one’s 

work did not, however, result in the personal accumulation of wealth and power because 

one’s kinship obligations dictated the distribution of both prized and everyday products. 

As Albers explains,  
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The complementary basis of relationships between the sexes was consistent with a 

wider Sioux ethos, which idealized and dialectically engaged mutually distinct 

moral imperatives. One set of imperatives stipulated that kin, affinial as well as 

consanguinal, should be responsible for each others’ welfare. Not only should 

they be generous with their food and other material possessions, but they should 

also willingly cooperate and be helpful in their day-to-day activities. Another set 

of imperatives, however, stressed the personal integrity (autonomy) of kin. Here 

no one, regardless of sex or age, had the right to forcefully impose their will on 

another. Thus, no person had the right to command or appropriate the possessions 

of another (or the products that someone produces) without that individual’s 

permission, nor did a person have the right to engage others in labor through 

coercion whether physical or verbal. (198) 

This passage holds particularly important perspective given the events in Elsie’s Business 

and the instructive nature of the Ohunkakan stories. Of course, rape, assault, and murder 

are serious transgressions in most cultures and societies. But Elsie’s Business also 

exhibits the deep systemic nature of these violations as they stem from a colonial process 

that erodes original kinship roles and responsibilities. In this case, Elsie is made 

physically and materially powerless and voiceless with the exception of the work she 

insistantly attends to despite sanctioning. Elsie continues the work that connects her with 

the history of potent Lakota female figures.  

 The leather and beadwork in the novel come about, again, in a way consistent 

with the methods Native women chose to adapt to their changing roles. Like many Native 
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women making meager wages as domestic servants, Mary Roberts begins to supplement 

her income by making the kinds of items that were staples of traditional Lakota life and 

selling them as cultural souvenirs to white neighbors and tourists. As the story goes, “It 

began when Elsie was still a baby. One day, a deer hunter, a white man with a red 

complexion and an awkward, shuffling way about him appeared at the little cabin among 

the trees at the edge of town” (Elsie’s Business 59). Assuming “you people” know how to 

tan hides, he asks if Mary will turn them into leather. He explains, “the hides just go to 

waste. I was thinking, that’s a damned shame.” And he asks her about making moccasins; 

“My granddad had a pair of moccasins some squaw – some woman, an Indian woman, 

made to measure. They were soft as gloves and beaded pretty on the toes. He wore them 

until they fell off his feet, but never could get anyone else to make him another pair. So, I 

was thinking, maybe you’d tan the hides and make me a pair of moccasins in trade” (60). 

Mary agrees and tells the man that she knows how to tan hides despite the fact that “she 

didn’t know how, raised as she was at the boarding school, with no access to forbidden 

old ways” (59). She takes the hides and makes various attempts to tan them before having 

to seek out an older Lakota woman “whom she had seen on the streets” to get instructions 

(63). Mary makes moccasins for the man but also creates a beaded bag – “The handbag 

was a simple design, just a bag with a drawstring around the top, but the beauty was in 

the beadwork – rosettes again, but in black and white with just a few dots of turquoise 

beads that stood out against the somber colors like tiny jewels. She believed the man 

would be happy with the moccasins no matter how they looked as long as they were 

comfortable, but the wife must be impressed, for [Mary] had a plan” (64). Soon enough, 
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the bead-worked leather items “became a local phenomenon.” As Elsie grew, she learned 

the process and contributed to the production of beaded items (65).  

The scholarship looking at the changes in Native women’s work under 

colonialism provides similar examples of women finding ways to make traditional 

practices profitable. Patricia Albers summarizes the shift:  

Largely through their own initiative, Sioux women entered into the cash-economy 

(that is, the capitalist sector) by way of petty commodity production. Aside from 

selling some of their garden produce to neighboring Whites, they manufactured a 

wide variety of textile commodities suitable for sale or trade in an off-reservation 

marketplace. In this manufacture, Sioux women not only used traditional 

industrial and decorative skills (e.g., beadwork, quillwork), but they also 

employed such newly learned techniques as quilting, crocheting, and lacemaking. 

With few exceptions, such as the lacemaking enterprise of Sioux and Chippewa 

women in Minnesota (Duncan 1980), petty commodity production offered native 

women meager earnings […] But even though the earnings from petty commodity 

production were small, they did provide Sioux women with an income over which 

they had full control. (“Sioux Women in Transition” 187) 

As we see here and in the novel, Lakota women not only supplemented their limited 

incomes by turning to traditional modes of women’s work as a way to engage in the new 

economy, but in doing this work, they retained some of the autonomy and independence 

that they traditionally held. While Mary’s leather and beadwork clearly manifests itself in 

this way, Elsie’s beadwork becomes increasingly confounding and connected to events 
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that, like her murder, that depends on a close reading of the Lakota stories that Oscar 

imparts and the context of the shifting circumstances in Lakota women’s work in order to 

understand the resolution of the novel.  

Moving Toward Justice: Kinship Responsibility and Ceremony  

 Elsie begins to supplement her income by tanning hides and making decorative 

items in the same way she had done living in Mobridge with her mother. Nancy Marks, 

who is one of the few characters in the novel to truly befriend Elsie, is also the only 

character in the novel that sees Elsie’s business in a responsible and responsive light. At 

one point after Elsie has been moved to Mobridge, Jack Mason makes some inquiries 

about her because rumors about his sons begin to spread. When the Mobridge Sheriff 

questions Nancy about whether Elsie has been talking, she erupts: “No! No, she’s not. 

The Indians in the town act like Elsie doesn’t exist. You’d think they were afraid of her 

or something. Damn it, she’s the wronged person here, and you’d think she led those 

boys into sin and then killed them for it. What the hell is the matter with Mason?” (81). 

Both Oscar and Nancy reflect on the communities’ failures toward Elsie, but Nancy is the 

only character who articulates the damning injustice while Elsie is still alive. When 

Nancy learns that Elsie is making beaded items, she commissions a present for her 

husband, Donald, and asks Elsie to make a pair of moccasins with a shaft of wheat 

beaded on the toes. We learn in Nancy’s narration that, after she suffers a miscarriage 

early in their marriage, Donald sometimes drinks and is gone for days on benders that 

take him onto the reservation where he has affairs with Indian women (41). Nancy 

pretends not to know. Washburn provides no overt evidence that Elsie and Donald have 
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an affair, but by the end of the novel we’re given to believe it’s a strong possibility. 

Elsie’s sexual relationship with another member of Jackson, John Caulfield, is made only 

slightly more explicit. However, the significance of these implied sexual encounters only 

comes to light after all three are dead and the material items found in Elsie’s cottage add 

to the speculation and mysteriousness of Elsie’s life and death.   

 Elsie makes moccasins for Donald, but they don’t feature shafts of wheat. To 

Nancy’s consternation, they feature turtles in the same colors Elsie had painted her pet 

turtles, red and yellow. The moccasins suggest a particular intimacy and stem from a 

scene where Elsie nurses Donald after he gets a concussion working on the farm. 

Significantly, his moccasins are among the items found under Elsie’s bed after her 

murder. Disturbingly, Nancy, the Sheriff, and the county coroner also find a box 

containing the mummified remains of a baby. Along with the fetus, they find “an object 

wrapped in leather formed in the shape of a turtle with beading on it” (173). This is an 

important and recognizable item in Lakota tradition. Ella Deloria includes a scene 

regarding this item in her ethnographic novel Waterlily. Blue Bird gives her baby, 

Waterlily, “the little turtle with its entire back worked in colors to simulate the design on 

a real turtle” to play with (Waterlily 23). Deloria adds, “In a peculiar sense this was 

Waterlily’s very own turtle, for was she herself not inside of it? Somewhere in the 

stuffing of down was a bit of withered navel that fell from her shortly after her birth. 

When she was old enough to wear an elaborately decorated gown, this turtle would be 

attached to the center back of her belt both as an ornament and as a talisman ensuring 

long life to her” (23). The shocked crowd in Elsie’s cottage goes on to find yet another 

small turtle bag, but this one contains no piece of umbilical cord. The suggestion is that 
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Elsie has been pregnant at least once, if not twice, during the time she’s been in Jackson. 

Considering that the second baby never appears nor any explanation of the pregnancies, 

and that neither the communities, Washington, nor the reader can safely identify the 

murderer, these items present yet another mystery on top of mysteries.  

 One must return to the opening Ohunkakan and the scene of Elsie’s rebirth in 

order to see these mysterious items as clues that ultimately designate Elsie and her story 

as another Deer Woman or Double Face narrative meant to teach and reinforce kinship 

responsibility. The move that approximates Elsie’s story to traditional oral stories that 

were meant to entertain but also to inform and reinforce crucial kinship obligations puts 

the onus for understanding the text and why so much goes left unanswered on the reader. 

Elsie appears as the ultimate victim and her silence and absence in the story work to 

make her story the responsibility of others. In the end, Elsie is a woman with not only a 

talent to create unique beaded designs, she also articulates a need to do such work on 

several occasions, and, as we’ve seen, she goes to great lengths to carry out her work to 

the displeasure of those around her. In association with the gifts of Double Woman and 

the Double Face, these figures speak to both women’s creative and procreative power, 

and the revelations after Elsie’s death fit this imagery. At the end of the story, 

Washington, who wants to exhume Elsie’s body and rebury her near his home, does not 

have the funds with which to carry out this one act as her father. Significantly, 

Washington is provided the means to carry out his responsibility after he joins Oscar and 

Oscar’s daughter Irene in a Ghost ceremony, as it’s termed in the novel, where the Lakota 

community comes together, holds a give-away, feasts, and conducts specific prayers. In a 

key exchange, Oscar explains, 
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It’s been just a little over a year since she died, so it’s time to put away mourning 

now and let her go from us. We should have done it back in December, but you 

know, people kind of wanted to forget about Elsie. Until you showed up. You 

need to go. Kind of put her to rest for you.”  

“I don’t understand,” you say. “I thought she wasn’t part of – you know – part of 

everybody else. The Roberts, I mean. Or any of the rest of you folks.”  

“Well, she wasn’t really, but she was everybody’s relative, you know. Besides, 

some of the people are kind of thinking that if they do this ceremony, they’re [sic] 

won’t be any more young men seeing the deer woman. So it’s kind of doubly 

useful.” (Washburn 196).  

 

At the end of the ceremony, Washington is shocked when he’s given a bundle that people 

have lined up in order to fill with money. Washington now has the funds to bring Elsie 

home with him, but he’s surprised to learn that someone else has already footed the bill. 

In the penultimate chapter, Washington finally confronts Jack Mason. In their exchange, 

Mason reveals that he has paid the fees to exhume and transport Elsie’s body. Both this 

exchange and the ceremony suggest some measure of resolution – and one can’t miss that 

it’s the only real resolution in a very mysterious novel. With the mystery of Elsie’s 

murder, the items found in her cottage, and the deaths of the men around her left 

unresolved, the novel leaves the tang of injustice simmering beyond the final pages. 

However, the lesson is clear for those who would listen. Again, the Ohunkakan and their 

lessons about kinship responsibility imbue these scenes with important context. The 

community must recognize and act upon its kinship responsibilities to Elsie. The final 
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words of the novel in untranslated Lakota, “He ha’yela owi’hake,” confirm that Elsie’s 

Business is to be read as another Ohunkakan – they all end that way. 
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CHAPTER TWO: DAKOTA MATERIALITY AND THE BLUE BEADED DRESS 

IN THE GRASS DANCER 

My Encounter with Dress at the Field Museum 

When I visited The Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago in the summer of 

2016, I went to see if it had in its holdings a Dakota dress with a blue beaded yoke 

because Susan Power describes such a dress at the Field in her novel, The Grass Dancer, 

and her non-fiction essay, “Museum Indians.” The journey through the museum to my 

encounter with a number of dresses was circuitous and unfolded over the course of a long 

afternoon. I entered the intimidating edifice of the Field and, with only a passing glimpse 

of Sue the T-rex, the “Fighting African Elephants,” and the towering totem poles from 

British Columbia that stand guard in the central atrium, I was whisked down a set of side 

stairs and then back up, through multiple passageways and one elevator ride, finally 

passing through a vault-like door into the Field Museum’s storage holdings – the archives 

of the Field Museum’s anthropology department. Following Jamie Lewis, a Collections 

Assistant at the museum who had agreed to give my colleague and me the tour, I walked 

through a  darkened warehouse to a door that opened into the American Indian 

collections. The majority of objects in the space are stored in closed shelves that ride on 

long tracks and have to be cranked open one by one until the spaces between long rows 

of shelves opens up and reveals a whole history of things.  

As each section cranked past me, I craned to snap photos of the endless carvings, 

textiles, baskets, weapons, and clothing as these objects came briefly to light before being 

sealed together again. We were trying to find one of two blue beaded dresses in storage, 

but the multitude of things astounded me. I, too, hurried to collect encounters with all 
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these hidden things. Some objects sat openly on shelves while others slept, nestled in 

hand-tailored boxes made of specialized materials, in drawers of their own or in large 

blue boxes with clear labels printed in black marker listing tribe and serial number. I 

wanted to open every blue box labeled “Dakota” to see what was hidden inside. I saw 

drums and arrows and miniature painted tipis lined on shelves. I saw exquisite quillwork 

laid flat in the semi-dark shade of the shelves. I saw masks and prints and a headdress so 

long that the bottom feathers would skim across the ground and kick up two little trails of 

dust when worn, if only it weren’t missing one entire row of feathers – a bird with one 

wing. I looked down the expanse of one of the permanent aisles – the space that remains 

open when all the shelves are closed together to form a giant gray metal box. Noises 

echoed through the space – mechanical noises that were rhythmic and sounded in the 

space like footsteps in an empty room. This room was not empty. It was a strange home 

for a million different things. And it was strange to walk through this space, to climb a 

ladder to look at a beaded dress and to feel the limit of my own gaze as it swept the 

length and breadth of the space and sensed the multitude of items even as they remained 

hidden. 

    

Fig. 1 Shelves and Boxing in the American Indian collections warehouse, Field Museum of 

Natural History, Chicago, 2016 

Fig. 2 Blue Boxing on Storage Shelves in the American Indian collections warehouse, Field 

Museum of Natural History, Chicago, 2016 
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Fig. 3 Hanging Dakota Dress in Storage in the American Indian collections warehouse, Field 

Museum of Natural History, Chicago, 2016 

Fig. 4 Dakota Dress with Blue Beaded Yoke in Storage in the American Indian collections 

warehouse, Field Museum of Natural History, Chicago, 2016 

 

We continued the labyrinthine tour of The Field Museum’s holdings on our way 

out of the storage space. Jamie had warned that some of the archival spaces were 

woefully in need of refurbishing – that whole collections live in precarious spaces and 

await tailor-made blue boxing. We entered an older part of the warehouse – a section that 

lacked climate control and where items lay naked and crowded together on the open 

shelving. The floor was grated so that we could see down into the dark storage room 

below. I had assiduously danced around every subway grate on the city’s sidewalks for 

two weeks, but the open flooring in the warehouse could not be avoided now. Each step 

caused the perforated metal planks to clank against the steel beams as we walked across; 

I became hyper aware of my body, its weight and its movement, and the stygian hollow 

filled with unseen objects below me. I didn’t breathe until I reached the firm concrete 

landing for the stairway that would lead us out.  

Down the staircase and the hallway, around the corner and down again, two 

flights of stairs, and we reemerged through a “staff only” door into the public exhibition 
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for the Northwest Coast and Arctic Peoples. Vignettes of indigenous families, staged to 

display interactions with key items in the Field Museum collections, lit up in their display 

cases as we passed by them, and after a few short turns we entered the Native North 

American Hall - where the item, the blue beaded dress that Susan Power describes in her 

writing - the item I had come to see - might reside. Jamie explained that there were two 

dresses with blue beaded yokes credited to the “Sioux” on display in the hall before 

directing me to one of them.  

The dress hangs on the drooping shoulders of a stuffed mannequin at the back of 

the exhibit with the label “Sioux Woman” in plastic lettering just beyond the tangle of 

buckskin fringe that sweeps unevenly across the floor of the display case.13 I see the 

faceless visages of the lumpen mannequins, their soft hands hanging alongside, and, here, 

the sagging dress against the salmon-colored interior of the display. I took her in, and 

then I turned away. 

 

Fig. 5 Pretty Owl, Dakota Dress with Blue Beaded Yoke, The Field Museum of Natural History, Chicago, 

2016. 

                                                 
13 See Figure 5  
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Susan Power’s The Grass Dancer 

In a style that has become quintessential in Native American literature, Susan 

Power’s 1994 novel, The Grass Dancer, weaves intersecting stories that span generations 

of two primary Dakota families on the Standing Rock reservation from 1864 to 1982. The 

narration oscillates between a handful of chapters told in third-person, especially the first 

and last chapters that bring together a collection of the main players, and a series of 

chapters in first-person that allow the reader more acute access to the underlying 

motivations in the novel’s happenings. Amidst the amalgam of characters, storylines, and 

alternating in points of view, an overarching question emerges. How does one restore 

kinship ties that have been broken? Issues of broken kinship remains a central concern in 

Native American literature, which grapples with the historical and continuing conditions 

of colonialism and settler-colonialism. From war and removal to reservations and 

boarding schools to relocation, Native American people have faced disruptions and 

separations from their homelands, their resources, and their kinship networks in various 

forms over the course of generations. I argue that the nonhuman objects in the novel play 

an essential role in maintaining kinship ties across these ruptures, particularly because 

nonhuman objects move through time and space according to their own makeup and can 

carry information, express their own sense of agency, and manifest connection beyond 

human lifespans. In The Grass Dancer, human and nonhuman beings cross time and 

space in order to restore broken connections and kinship ties, and the primary example of 

this human-nonhuman work rests in the blue beaded dress that ends up on display at The 

Field Museum of Natural History in Chicago.  
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In both the first paragraph of the prologue and again in the novel’s final pages, 

Power gives the reader omniscient access to the dreams (at the start) and visions (at the 

end) of Harley Wind Soldier. In the Prologue, Power opens with a single paragraph from 

Harley’s perspective as he dreams his father and brother. Power writes, “When Harley 

saw his father, Calvin Wind Soldier, and his brother, Duane, in dreams, they were 

wearing crowns of glass. Drops of blood trickled down their foreheads, beaded on their 

black lashes, and slipped into the corners of their mouths. Four weeks before Harley was 

born, his father and his older brother were killed in a car accident” (3). After beginning 

with Harely’s dream, the prologue turns to a description two non-Indians getting drunk at 

a bar on the edge of the Standing Rock reservation in North Dakota and the subsequent 

car crash that killed Harley’s father and brother. In the first chapter, we see Harley as a 

young man wrestling with the “black, empty hole squeezed in his chest between heart and 

lungs” that is the physical and emotional result of the crash. The reader learns later that 

the events leading up to the crash affect all of the main players in the novel. In order to 

unravel the story behind the fatal crash and, thus, behind the “empty box” at the center of 

Harley’s being, Power weaves a tale of generations that includes a key clash between two 

women whose dress-making demonstrates the power of such work to either destroy or 

repair the bonds of kinship.  

In the production of beaded clothing by the characters Lydia Wind Soldier and 

Mercury Thunder, Power articulates fundamental Dakota values with regard to such 

cultural objects and their ability to facilitate, negotiate, and maintain kinship ties. Here, I 

provide a close reading of the remarkable centrality of these cultural objects in The Grass 

Dancer and argue that this thread within the novel insists on a particular reality guided by 
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a Dakota view of the power of production and persistent agency of these objects. I begin 

by looking at two key chapters in the novel that focus on Mercury Thunder: “A Hole in 

the Sheets” and “The Red Moccasins.” “A Hole in the Sheets” illustrates Mercury 

Thunder’s power and, in doing so, provides a primer for how to read the extraordinary, 

some might say “magical,” episodes in the book. “The Red Moccasins” provides an 

explanation for Mercury’s destructive misuse of her hereditary power. In other words, 

these chapters help explain how proper kinship has been transgressed. Next, I look at 

chapters that highlight the blue beaded dress and the story of Lydia Wind Soldier and her 

son Harley. These chapters illustrate the work that the dress does to restore proper 

kinship ties as its featured in the chapters “The Moon Landing” and “The Vision Pit.” 

Finally, I come back to my own encounter with a blue beaded dress at The Field Museum 

– the dress that Susan Power, who was raised in Chicago, describes in both her fiction 

and her nonfiction. The dress performs in extraordinary ways in Power’s imaginative 

rendering, and I argue that the power of the dress that resides in the Field museum, its 

performance under the glass and its continued potential for performing kinship, is no less 

extraordinary. Together, the dress in the Field museum and its representative renderings 

in the works of Susan Power reveal how meaning and materiality are intertwined in the 

Dakota worldview.  

Power’s Dakota Realism “I am not a fairytale”  

 In the first half of The Grass Dancer, the reader is held in suspense. The deaths of 

Calvin and Duane Wind Soldier haunt the text in the background while Power introduces 

a host of supporting characters and, more importantly, instructs the reader in how to 

interpret the moments of extraordinary power and angency exhibited by both human an 
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nonhuman actors that become paramount in the latter half of the novel. She does this by 

introducing a non-Native character, Jeannette MacVay. Jeannette is the ultimate outsider 

and her lack of knowledge about life on the reservation and Dakota culture positions her 

as a foil to Dakota characters whose kinship ties to the reservation and each other run 

deep with specialized knowledge. Although we see Jeannette in various roles (girlfriend, 

student, school teacher, mother) depending on the chapter, Jeannette’s backstory and her 

most significant encounter occur at the exact midpoint of the novel in “A Hole in the 

Sheets.” In this chapter, Jeannette (and, thus, the reader) is made privy to what happens 

between Harley’s mother and father, Lydia and Calvin Wind Soldier, and Mercury 

Thunder – the events that contextualize Harley’s journey throughout the novel.  

“A Hole in the Sheets” highlights the contrasts between a non-Native and a 

Dakota view of reality. The chapter, set in 1961, is narrated by Anna (Mercury) Thunder, 

a character who has been described in previous chapters as a witch, a powerful and 

frightening woman whom her fellow community members avoid. Herod Small War, a 

yuwipi man who works as a male counterpoint to Mercury, deposits the troublesome 

interloper, Jeannette, at Mercury’s doorstep.14 As Jeannette explains, she came to 

Standing Rock Reservation to do field work after having “spent the last four years of 

[her] life at a girls’ college” on the East Coast where she “studied archaeology, and that 

led to anthropology and mythology” (The Grass Dancer 161). The irony in the scene 

heightens as Jeannette reveals her innocent and ignorant exuberance for her field studies: 

                                                 
14 The New Lakota Dictionary defines “yuwípi wičháša” (or yuwípi man) as a “medicine man who practices 

the yuwipi ceremony. The yuwípi ceremony is defined as “a ceremony of binding a medicine man (usually 

performed for purposed of finding lost objects or the cause of sickness, the medicine man is untied by 

spirits).”  
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“I thought this was going to be a thing about death: dead culture, dead language, dead 

God. I came out here to record the funeral, so to speak. Collect data on how a people 

integrate this kind of loss into their souls. And you know what? I found all this activity 

and vitality and living mythology. I feel like I’ve stumbled upon a secret” (162). Power 

imbues the scene with humor as Jeannette describes herself and her purpose for arriving 

on Mercury’s doorstep. She exhibits an obliviousness that’s heightened and contrasted in 

eyes of the powerful, self-assured, and manipulative Mercury. Power’s narrative 

highlights Jeanette’s misinterpretation of Dakota social norms in a disarming, humorous 

way that might work to inform a reader who is similarly positioned, even as the scene 

makes small jabs at the expense of such ignorance.  

As an example of one of her misunderstandings, Jeannette’s explanation for 

coming to Mercury stems from Herod Small War excluding her from certain access. She 

explains that, in her quest for knowledge, she sought out Herod Small War but “was 

barred from his sweat lodge and couldn’t take part in his Yuwipi ceremony because [she] 

was on [her] period” (163). Instead of recognizing the Dakota gender norms and the roles 

played by those with specialized knowledge that inform her exclusion from the 

ceremonies, Jeannette misreads the situation as base sexism. Non-Dakota outsiders have 

historically misread such gendered cultural practices and characterized them in the same 

way – as backward and demeaning toward women.15 In fact, in the Dakota view, women 

do not traditionally take part in sweat ceremonies because these are purifying ceremonies. 

According to Dakota belief, women undergo a natural purification process every month 

                                                 
15 See Patricia Albers and Beatrice Medicine, The Hidden Half, 1983.  
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through their menses, so they do not need an additional ceremony.16 The fact that 

Jeannette is excluded from participation due to menstruation comes from the idea that 

women are particularly powerful during that time of their cycle, and that energy would 

disturb the work of the ceremony. However, Jeannette’s ignorance leads her to ask 

around for a female cultural liaison. It is another twist of humor that people tell her to go 

to Mercury, a person they consider dangerous and transgressive; they’re sending 

Jeannette to a woman who, in their minds, will eat her alive. As Jeannette explains to 

Mercury, “I was told such stories – they were legends really, but alive and moving upon 

this earth. I absorbed the tales, marveled that you were nothing less than Aphrodite, 

Goddess of Desire, with her magic girdle that helped her spell the other deities and mortal 

men. But think how wonderful this is, because you’re not in some book or reclining on 

Mount Olympus. You’re right here in the kitchen, serving me peaches!” (163). And it’s 

this characterization of Mercury, as real in some way but still something of myth, that 

imparts the central lesson of the chapter and a key to reading the novel as a whole.  

Mercury’s internal response to Jeannette’s reverence is laden with the language of 

materiality and, in fact, positions her power as an inheritance she cannot take full 

ownership over:   

I was fifty-one years old, and my face was pleated by early disaster – what people 

so innocently call ‘hard times.’ I was not one to gaze long in the mirror beyond 

                                                 
16 Gendered practices, including the exclusion of women from the sweat ceremony, have long been 

misunderstood in historical literature, and it’s important to note that these gendered practices with regard to 

ceremonies continue to be negotiated and may be treated and experienced in a variety of ways in Dakota 

contexts. A fuller understanding of inípi (the sweat lodge or purification ceremony) as I present it here can 

be found in Remember This! Dakota Decolonization and the Eli Taylor Narratives by Waziyatawin Angela 

Wilson.  
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parting my hair in a straight line, and I knew the tips of my fingers were 

squashed-looking from so many years of beadwork, but my breath was sweet with 

the taste of wild plums and my eyes were black as those cut into gambling dice, 

and if I looked into a man I could lower a line so skillfully it would hook his 

heart. Then I would jerk it right out of his throat. I collected so many I kept 

thinking I would get my fill of them, but I never did.  

Medicine pulsed within me, shot through my veins, and I don’t mean the 

kind a doctor pumps into the body. I didn’t practice good medicine or bad 

medicine, or a weak magic summoned by poems; I simply had potent blood 

inherited from my grandmother’s sister, Red Dress. And there were times when it 

pained me like a fire, or froze me like a rock, and any weaker person would have 

crawled toward death. (The Grass Dancer 164)  

 

Jeannette sees her “medicine” first hand as Mercury orchestrates a damaging love triangle 

that results in the car accident that kills Calvin Wind Soldier and his son Duane.  

In the chapter, Jeanette becomes a witness as Mercury turns her attention toward 

Calvin Wind Soldier, a young married man. Mercury is under the misguided notion that 

she and he should come together based on the unrequited love of their ancestors, Red 

Dress and Ghost Horse. She soon finds her methods for luring Wind Soldier anticipated 

and blocked by Herod Small War, who fashions a protective belt for Calvin to wear. 

Angry at being thwarted, Mercury creates and executes a new plan when she knows most 

of her neighbors would be away from home at the funeral of a prominent community 

member. Again, with Jeannette in the role of anthropology student asking questions, 
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Mercury reports, “I answered plainly, letting her document my activities as if this were 

all a scientific experiment performed in a lab” (181). She explains:  

I managed alone, striding from empty house to empty house, using nothing more 

than a needle, thread, and a small pair of scissors. When my neighbors had left for 

the wake, I went first to Calvin Wind Soldier’s house, entering boldly through the 

front door, which in those days was never locked. I found the bedroom in mere 

seconds and decided that the left side of the bed was his because when my people 

dance as couples around the drum, the men are on the left and the women on the 

right. […] I traced with my small finger a small area on the sheet, a space I 

thought of as the Region of Lust. I crimped the material at its center and, with 

sharp scissors, snipped a piece of the fabric, such a small swatch my little finger 

couldn’t push through the resulting hole.  

Half a mile away, in the bedroom of a clean but flimsy shack, I repeated 

the process, only this time I worked on the right side of the bed, the woman’s 

side, and repaired the tiny hole I’d just made, with the fabric from Calvin’s sheet. 

It was so easy I was almost disappointed. (183-182) 

Mercury’s actions, we see in the last pages of “A Hole in the Sheets,” result in an affair 

between Calvin Wind Soldier and his wife Lydia’s twin sister, Evelyn. The results of the 

affair spiral and create the conditions of broken kinship ties that stretch into the next 

generation – the central conflict that must be resolved in the novel. Jeannette confronts 

Mercury in a key scene after learning that Evelyn is pregnant, and she is shocked to hear 

Mercury admit “that child is my creature” (183). Mercury is likewise a bit shocked by 

Jeannette’s reaction to hearing about her trickery. She’s surprised to discover that “we 
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had traveled only one step. The girl who came to me eager to discover a modern 

mythology had not really believed in it any more than she trusted that Aphrodite would 

show up at our next powwow wearing nothing but a dance shawl and her magic girdle” 

(184). By the end of the chapter, Mercury has enacted a demonstration of her power for 

Jeannette that turns out to be terrifying and dastardly, and it flies in the face of 

Jeannette’s naïve expectations to find either a “dead culture” or a quaint “living 

mythology.”  

 Significantly, Power embeds the “magic” in the chapter in material moments 

from the snake-skin belt that Herod Small War gives to Calvin to protect him to 

Mercury’s cutting and repairing of holes to coerce an affair between Calvin and his sister-

in-law. Mercury’s manipulation of the sheets, her sewing and dealing with fabrics, do not 

have much meaning beyond the idea that this exchange of material somehow has the 

power to set a disastrous affair in motion. However, in the latter half of the novel, Power 

takes us further back into Mercury Thunder’s personal history, and we see how these 

manipulations stem from and echo a moment of deep grief that set Mercury on a path of 

misinterpreting and misusing the creative power that’s a part of her heritage.  

As a chapter, “A Hole in the Sheets” brings together the most important elements 

of the novel, including the constant play between material and immaterial elements and 

how the things one creates in the material world (for instance, textiles) and the way those 

creations work beyond the material form (for instance, texts) have the power to either 

strengthen or destroy that which is most highly regarded in Dakota culture: kinship. In 

order to make these connections clear, Power creates this central chapter with Jeannette 

as co-witness with the reader. In the end, when Jeannette confronts Mercury about Calvin 
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and his sister-in-law’s love child, Mercury “reached out and pinched what little flesh 

remained on her arm. ‘Feel that? Feel me? Remember Pennsylvania and your college in 

the East, and the buses, all the buses you took to get out here?’ She nodded. ‘That is all a 

legend from the past, and here you are where things happen. It is so real now it is a 

nightmare, am I right?’” (184). The adamant insistence on the reality of the events in the 

chapter warns against the tendency to view these moments in Native literature as surreal. 

Instead, the connections that Power makes between the material and immaterial worlds, 

between textile and text, must be accepted as real events to understand the rest of the 

novel. The chapter concludes with Mercury’s ominous line to Jeannette: “I am not a fairy 

tale” (187). This line speaks beyond the page of the novel to put Power’s work in 

conversation with the origins of American literature that created the fairy tale, a 

mythology of the kind Jeannette originally sets out to find, about Native American people 

and their stories. Power takes care to build into her story a lesson on Dakota ontology; the 

extraordinary events in the novel are not to be taken as fantasy or magic, but to be read as 

materially-vested events. Power underlines this idea in interview and in her teaching by 

stressing her rejection of “Magical Realism” as an apt categorization for her novels and 

for similarly extraordinary stories in Native American literature.  

 

When Mercury was Anna: The Tale of the Red Moccasins 

The chapter “Red Moccasins” depicts Mercury Thunder’s life as a young, newly 

married woman in the 1930s and details a time of great loss. At this point, her name is 

Anna and she has a three-year-old son, but she will lose her son to disease and change her 
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name to “Mercury” by the end of the chapter. Told in first-person narrative, Anna 

(Mercury) describes the Depression-era conditions on the reservation:  

We heard that cities as distant as Chicago and New York were sprinkled with 

Plains topsoil. I thought it was fitting somehow. I imagined angry ancestors fed 

up with Removal grabbing fistfuls of parched earth to fling toward Washington, 

making the president choke on dust and ashes. We prayed for rain, and when it 

did not come, when instead we were strangled by consumption, many people said 

the end of the world had come to the Sioux reservation. I was not a doomsday 

disciple, I wouldn’t let the world end while my son Chaske still had so much 

living to do. (The Grass Dancer 220) 

We learn that Anna has been recently widowed; her husband, a German émigré named 

Emery Bauer whom she marries despite the disapproval of both his family and hers, died 

from tuberculosis after refusing to seek care at “the white sanatorium in Rapid City” 

because he knew that should Anna and his son also fall ill, they “would be sent to the 

inferior sanatorium, the one for Sioux, where few patients recovered” (225).  

With the family’s disapproval, the rifts in kinship begin to form early on in 

Anna’s story, but these are made clear when Anna reminisces about her cousin, Joyce, 

who visited and judged Anna’s new home just after the marriage, commenting, “People 

will say you’re greedy...They say you’re marrying him to get things.” Anna’s reflection 

on her new home as she gives Joyce the tour articulates the divide between her own 

Dakota view and Emery’s Euro-American relationship with possessions:  

I felt guilty as we moved through the rooms, the number of my 

possessions suddenly overwhelming me. All my life I had been taught that 
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material goods were dispensable, things to be shared with friends and family. We 

were not supposed to have more than we needed, so there were endless rounds of 

giveaways at our dances, where people unburdened themselves of accumulated 

objects. But Emery was not Sioux, and his affection for me resulted in lavish 

offerings.  

Let them say what they want, I decided. I repeated this aloud to my cousin 

Joyce, who was pinching the ivory-colored velvet fabric of my wedding cap. 

(228)  

From the top soil that’s let loose to the list of possessions - ice skates described in detail 

during Anna and Emery’s first meeting, the wedding trousseau selected from the Sears 

catalogue, the house, and the dress Anna is making for her niece in dark blue trade cloth - 

the chapter teems with material objects and, in the quote above, draws significant 

attention to the cultural beliefs about the way objects, in their value, possession, and 

exchange, lubricate kinship-making very differently in Anna’s  and Emery’s respective 

backgrounds. Emery woos Anna by giving her lots of gifts and their marriage is 

consecrated by the purchase of a home filled with things that advertise and assert their 

good fortune. As Anna reflects above, Dakota kinship is cultivated through the giving-

away of possessions to extended kinship networks outside of one’s own household. And 

although the scene of the house tour between Anna and Joyce hints at a rift in their 

relationship, we also see signs of restoration when, upon Emery’s death, Joyce sends her 

daughter, Bernardine (Dina), to help watch Anna’s son, Chaske, and Anna begins work 

on a new dress for Dina to wear at community dances.  
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However, the story takes a turn when Chaske becomes ill and shows the same 

symptoms that Emery suffered. As he worsens, Joyce appears at Anna’s home asking if 

the new dress for Dina is ready, for they want to attend a community dance that evening. 

Anna explains that she hasn’t been able to complete the dress and asks her cousin to send 

for the doctor. Anna comes to realize that no doctor is coming and has a vision of Joyce 

and Dina going straight to the community hall for the dance without alerting the doctor, 

and Chaske passes away in the night. In the aftermath, when Joyce brings food as an 

offering and protests that she didn’t realize Chaske had been so sick, Anna accuses Joyce 

of malicious intent due to jealousy and reacts by tossing her dresses (“You always wanted 

them. Take them! Take them!”) to her. In grief and anger, Anna retrieves a valued cache 

of red beads that Joyce’s husband had gifted her and begins to bead the moccasins she 

was making to go along with Dina’s new dress:  

It took me three full days to bead the moccasins. I beaded the upper part, the 

sides, the leather tongue, even the soles, using all but a handful of beads. The 

moccasins were pure red. [...] I remember the night I finished beading Dina’s 

moccasins the way I remember stories I have read in books – from a distance, 

from behind a barrier, perhaps a sheet of ice. I folded Dina’s outfit and placed the 

moccasins on top. Then I wrapped the bundle in a pillowcase. I dressed to go 

outdoors, wearing Emery’s work boots, and fastened Chaske’s baby rattle to my 

braid with a leather thong. (234)  

Anna sets out to her cousin’s house, where she telepathically calls for Dina to come 

outside. The young girl does Anna’s bidding, arriving outside and putting on the dress 
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and moccasins in what one might describe as a trance. Anna bids the girl to dance and 

then leaves. Anna, in first-person narration, offers a cold reminiscence of the aftermath:  

No one will ever know how many hours Bernardine danced in the snow. 

She danced herself into another world. Clifford found her the next day about a 

mile from their house, at the edge of a circular track she’d worn through high 

snowdrifts. People said she was frozen to a huckleberry tree, embracing it as if 

she had given up on her powwow steps and commenced waltzing. 

 I heard that Joyce wanted someone to remove the shreds of leather and 

beads, all that remained of Dina’s red moccasins. But the pieces were fused to her 

daughter’s skin. One old woman started to cut them off, slicing into flesh – which 

was the moment Joyce stumbled out of her mind. So they were left on Dina’s feet. 

(235) 

The chapter reveals an unraveling of kinship responsibilities amplified by the 

circulation of material goods within the story. Here, Power traces the origins of Mercury 

Thunder, who seizes upon the hereditary power she’s capable of harnessing in order to 

commit a terrible act of transgression in revenge. She believes she’s following in the 

footsteps of her ancestor, Red Dress, who she knows only by legend as a woman who 

killed U.S. soldiers at the military fort in the mid-nineteenth century. Red Dress is a 

powerful figure whose story we get in her own chapter, “Snakes” – a story that rewrites 

what Mercury has assumed about the power she’s inherited from Red Dress and the value 

of the kinds of revenge she takes on multiple victims throughout the novel, from Dina to 

Lydia Wind Soldier, and more.  
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Significantly, in Red Dress’ story, set in 1864, she acquires two prayer rocks and 

paints them red before her journey from her family’s camp to the Fort. The missionary 

intends to teach her how to write and read. While at the Fort, the rocks exert an influence 

on Red Dress that sees her, one night after the next, approaching different soldiers only to 

find that the stones have moved from her pocket to their hands, which puts them into a 

trance similar to the one she’s experiencing. In this state, each soldier ends up hanging 

himself by the branch of a tree within the Fort. In the lead-up to the first incident, Red 

Dress describes the rocks appearing in her pocket:  

My fingers searched for a sliver of the bitter muskrat root [but] I touched 

something else. Two smooth stones clicking together, released from buckskin 

wrapping. I cupped one in my palm to be certain of the object. Earlier that 

evening, when I left the lodge I shared with my brother, these stones had been 

buried in a shallow hole beneath my pallet. Some hidden force had pushed them 

through the ground, propelled them through the air, and tucked them into my bag, 

where they nested like crimson eggs. 

 The stones move with a purpose, I told the officers. But in my private way, 

which was no warning. (267) 

In the next scene that describes the first incident, Red Dress’s narration switches from 

past tense reflection to present tense, adding to the sense that she, too, is being compelled 

by the stones. She recovers the stones from the hand of the soldier and narrates, “I return 

the stones to my pouch and pluck a strand of hair from my head [...] I tell him what to do. 

I look into his eyes for the first time and see only myself. I have forgotten their color. I 

leave him to his work, stand with my back to the man and the tree” (268). And in the 



 89 

 

aftermath of the first hanging, Red Dress reports, “I do not know whom the stones will 

claim next. They are red eyes that can see everything” (269). Reverend Pyke, who had 

been training Red Dress, enters her lodge after the third death, and shoots both Red Dress 

and her dog. In the rumors that carry forth to her own ancestors, she’s a powerful woman 

who has avenged her people by hanging soldiers. However, by her own narration, Red 

Dress and the soldiers are compelled by the rocks she carries with her.17 

 Red Dress appears to various characters throughout the novel in visions and 

dreams. In several instances, she intervenes in Mercury’s duplicitous schemes against her 

own relatives. And when Charlene, Mercury’s granddaughter, dabbles with her own 

hereditary power for the first time, Red Dress appears to her in the aftermath. She scolds 

her, saying, “You misused the medicine because you have a bad example. If you are 

selfish with it, someday it will be selfish with you. We do not own the power, we aren’t 

supposed to direct it at ourselves. Give it up if you don’t understand my meaning. Put the 

medicine behind you” (299). Time and again, Red Dress intervenes in an attempt to 

correct the ways proper kinship responsibilities have been frayed due to a deep 

misunderstanding of her own story.  

As a young widow who lost her son, Anna’s reaction to loss begins a lifelong 

pattern of acts that are counter to the Dakota mores of good kinship, and she ends up with 

“Nothing.” In the penultimate chapter of the novel, Mercury’s granddaughter, Charlene, 

flees to Chicago and reuniting with the mother and father that Mercury shunned when 

                                                 
17 In Dakota stories and histories, there are stones that behave in similar ways described in the story, in the 

sense that they move on their own, appear to people, and often impart information or facilitate 

communication between absent kin. These are called Iŋyaŋ Škaŋ Škaŋ (moving rocks) or Táku Škaŋ Škaŋ 

(that which moves). See Waziyatawin Angela Wilson’s book Remember This! Dakota Decolonization and 

the Eli Taylor Narratives for further discussion of Táku Škaŋ Škaŋ. 
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Charlene was only a baby. She has driven all of her family members away. An old friend 

encounters her at the rodeo in the final chapter:  

A burrowing owlet no larger than a tennis ball perched on the woman’s 

shoulder, bobbing rhythmically forward and, if startled, plunging its beak in the 

stiff nest of her hair. Mercury never went anywhere without the bird, its delicate 

talons hooked onto her dress, but people could not discover its name. When 

asked, Mercury would say, ‘It’s a sacred,’ or, ‘It doesn’t have a name,’ or simply, 

‘Nothing.’ So her neighbors took to calling the bird ‘Nothing’ behind her back. 

And when they noticed the woman’s flesh collapsing to the bone and her eyes 

sinking into their socket, the people’s fear turned to pity, and they said: ‘Look 

how Mercury Thunder has been left with Nothing.’ (314) 

In the examples of Mercury and Red Dress, Susan Power offers very different stories of 

power, revenge, and kinship understandings. In each case, nonhuman objects play a role 

in carrying out influence that leads to death or, as in the case with Lydia and Calvin’s 

story in “The Hole in the Sheets,” other acts of compulsion that tear the community apart. 

The stories make clear that humans and nonhumans can form mutual partnerships, with 

either the nonhuman or the human compelling the other to exert powerful influence. 

Ultimately, these powerful human-nonhuman relationships can either enhance or destroy 

the fabric of one’s kinship network. As nonhuman actors like the red beaded moccasins 

and the painted stones facilitate the events that trouble the community for generations to 

come, Power also gives an example of the way a nonhuman object, in the form of a blue 

beaded dress, facilitates the restoration of kinship ties.  
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The Blue Beaded Dress in The Grass Dancer 

In The Grass Dancer, Power creates multiple scenes that describe a blue beaded 

dress at the Field Museum. The dress becomes a key player as she interweaves 

generational stories following two central family lines, but the novel begins and ends 

with the perspective of Harley Wind Soldier, a young Dakota man coming of age in the 

1980s at Standing Rock reservation. 

All through his childhood, Harley’s mother, Lydia, refused to speak. The reader 

learns that Lydia’s silence is a self-inflicted penance that stems from trickery perpetrated 

by Mercury Thunder that resulted in Harley’s half-brother, Duane, being born of Lydia’s 

husband, Calvin, and her twin sister, Evelyn. Although Duane comes to live with Lydia 

as her own, she never fully accepts the boy, and when Duane and Calvin die in a car 

crash, Lydia begins her silent vigil in the belief that the final caustic words she spoke to 

the pair caused their deaths. When we meet Harley at 18 years old in the opening chapter, 

he wonders at his mother’s silence and internalizes the breach by imagining a “black, 

empty hole squeezed in his chest between heart and lungs.” The novel proceeds with 

chapters that shift in narrative perspective and in time so that the reader must piece 

together the long, complicated history that caused this “empty hole.” In doing so, the 

novel emphasizes moments from the past where proper kinship is either reinforced or, 

more often than not, transgressed. And this winding path through time and perspective 

leads, of course, back to Harley and Lydia – and, in particular, to a blue beaded dress.  

Power’s novel includes multiple instances where natural and cultural objects like 

rocks, plum seeds, grass, beads, and regalia not only enter the intertwined stories that 
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span over a hundred years but become actors in ways that challenge the binary between 

animate and inanimate. It is the blue beaded dress, however, that becomes the means 

through which Lydia finally communicates with her son in the novel. The blue beaded 

dress first appears in the fourth chapter, titled “Moonwalk,” where a five-year-old Harley 

sits vigil as Margaret Many Wounds, Harley’s grandmother, is dying. The scene of her 

death just happens to coincide with the 1969 moon landing, and the family has rolled the 

television set into the sickroom. As they watch, Margaret bids Harley to sit with her and 

tells him about her grandmother’s dress on display in The Field Museum in Chicago, 

adding, “Someday when you’re grown up, you should liberate my grandmother’s dress” 

(113). She tells Harley that “The background was blue beads, and [my grandmother] 

beaded buffaloes and Dakota warriors on horseback running through the sky, pictures of 

their spirits, because so many of them were dead. She wore it to only the most sacred 

ceremonies, and when she danced at the edge of the dancers’ circle, she said she was 

dancing them back to life” (113).  

In telling the history of the dress to Harley, Margaret highlights two key aspects 

that confer the object with its own power and unique agency: first, the specificity of the 

finished design enables the object to transmit key historical and cultural information, and 

second, the object acts as a meaningful participant in a type of ceremony that revives 

kinship as the woman and the dress dance relatives back to life. As Colette Hyman 

explains in her book, Dakota Women’s Work, objects like the blue beaded dress were 

neither merely serviceable nor exclusively aesthetic objects in the Dakota worldview. 

Rather, these objects emanate from a feminine creative tradition where such work is both 

a product of gendered labor but also an emblem of feminine spiritual power. Hyman 
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highlights the reciprocity between the women and these objects by noting that “women 

brought special gifts and talents that beautified and embellished the lives of all Dakota. 

Because ornately quilled and beaded garments were not worn every day, their appearance 

during community celebrations enhanced those gatherings. The beading and quillwork 

itself, however, enhanced daily life for women creating it,” and Hyman continues, “As 

the wakan [or spiritual force] permeated the environment in which they lived, the 

functional art made by women brought the wakan into the tools and equipment of 

everyday life” (38). Such objects embody multiple and simultaneous fronts of 

relationality. Their designs are symbolic and tell stories in ways that approximate a text; 

their color, symmetry, and beauty designate them as artworks; their use as clothing might 

categorize them as an everyday object or as one that, as in this case, marks special 

occasions and is meant to move in accordance with the wearer’s body and the rhythm of 

the music. In other words, the beaded dress refuses any one-dimensional or static 

categorization. 

This early chapter in The Grass Dancer introduces the blue dress as not simply a 

family heirloom but as an object that plays various roles and makes various appearances 

across time. As previously discussed, it is a dress with specific beaded imagery made by 

Margaret’s grandmother in order to perform a very specific type of dance. As the story 

continues, the dress winds up on display in The Field Museum in Chicago, and in this 

instance, it is an object that needs “liberation.” The idea that the dress does not belong in 

a museum is important to understand. The sentiment does not seem to stem (only) from a 

sense of material inheritance but rather the significant problem that, under glass, the dress 

cannot perform as intended. This is not an object meant to simply be observed, but rather 
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an object whose construction and imagery reconstitute kinship ties in the form of story 

and ceremonial dances that seek to resurrect those who have fallen –significantly, it is an 

object that might perform this work for future generations, independent of its creator.  

To underscore the mobility and agency of the dress across time and space, by the 

end of the chapter, just after Margaret has died, Harley has a vision of his grandmother 

wearing the dress on the moon. In an extraordinary moment, Power gives us a scene that 

frees the dress from the museum. As Margaret dies on earth Harley is viewing the telecast 

of the 1969 moon landing and watches as Margaret appears on the screen in the blue 

beaded dress. In the moon scene, Margaret and the dress perform the all-important 

ceremonial dance. This performance is made all the more significant when, with the 

quivering of Neil Armstrong’s oxygen system, Margaret essentially counts coup on one 

of the most emblematic moments of U.S. imperialism. When we trace the dress through 

the chapter, Power gives us multiple versions of the dress, concluding with a version that 

even defies time and space. The beaded blue dress in Power’s narrative challenges 

normative object ontology by showing the way the object, imbued with the creative 

powers from the woman who stitched the design, performs in old and new ways across 

time and space, reviving kinship ties in more ways than one.  

The blue beaded dress returns at the end of the novel in the chapter “The Vision 

Pit.” It’s 1982 and Herod Small War is organizing “the annual North Dakota Prison 

Rodeo” to be followed by a feast and powwow in the evening. We see Harley, now a 

talented grass dancer, at his low point, “a person of swift gestures and abrupt departures, 

not because he felt he had places to go, but rather because he felt he had circumstances to 
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leave behind. The dark silence that had blossomed inside him as a small child had both 

expanded and compressed, become a leaden weight branching everywhere, even to his 

fingers” (319). While Harley is getting drunk in the bed of a pickup, Lydia is dressing for 

the powwow. Power describes the dress that Lydia dons in great detail, particularly 

noting that Lydia replicated the beaded yoke based on “a faded picture of the dress that 

Lydia’s great-grandmother once wore to important ceremonies and that currently 

languished in Chicago’s Field Museum” (321). The dress in this scene becomes a vehicle 

for communication between mother and son: “Lydia would never use her voice to tell 

Harley what he needed to hear. She would offer a story he could read with his eyes. We 

will dance together, she said to herself. He will finally know me and understand where he 

comes from” (322). Significantly, it is the sense of identity imparted by the long history 

of kinship ties that Lydia feels most anxious to convey, and once again, it is the dress that 

will do this important work in the absence of her voice. Lydia’s confrontation with her 

son when he is at his lowest point provides the climax of the novel, which concludes with 

Harley’s purification and participation in traditional ceremonial rites of passage. Once 

again, the dress performs in a culturally specific way by restoring proper kinship 

networks but in a new time and place. In Susan Power’s The Grass Dancer, we see what 

I consider an indigenous object ontology at work, in this case revealing the agency and 

subjectivity of a particular cultural item: the blue beaded dress.  

The Blue Beaded Dress at The Field Museum 

As I was confronted with the display of one of the blue beaded dresses in the 

Native North American Hall at the Field Museum, I turned away from the glass case and 
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the pitiful mannequin toward Jamie and made a joke: “That’s not what Dakota people 

look like! We’re obviously much taller.” “Is that your background?” Jamie asked me as I 

turned back to the dress. “Yes,” I answered. Damákhota. 

After Jamie left me to explore the rest of the Native North American Hall on my 

own, I performed a quick walk-through and then exited the space. I found a bench in a 

very dark corner in the Webber Gallery, a small hall that housed a model of a cave and 

played a video documenting its discovery and exploration on a loop. I sat quietly in the 

dark corner listening to the soundtrack of water dripping from stalactites and felt an 

unusual exhaustion wash over me. I listened, unsettled, to the looped sounds of water 

dripping in a cave. The display of Native American objects in the adjacent exhibit had 

shocked me. When I ventured back to the Native North American exhibit to reconfirm 

my initial reaction, I saw that the rest of the displays proved as pitiful as the mannequin 

wearing the blue beaded dress. The items in the cases have been improperly stored and 

have been grouped together in outdated anthropological schemes for over 70 years. They 

lacked dates, correct labeling, and any suggestion that they were made with care, 

consideration, and artistry by a specific individual. Painted hides hung on the walls by 

tack nails or lined the bottom of cases with their edges folded underneath to fit. One of 

the most prestigious pieces, another hide painting, was hanging upside down. The glass 

cases for the clothing displays were clouded and suggested moisture issues. Alongside 

the cultural objects sat a diorama of Plains Indians driving bison off a cliff. And just 

down the aisle, in pride of place in the center of the hall, a giant stuffed bison stood. His 

placard read, “In 1889 fewer than 1000 animals remained. The bison that are present 
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today in National Parks and reserves descended from those few.” A stubborn old story 

was on display in the Native North American Hall.  

I approached my visit to Chicago and the Field Museum as a literary scholar. I 

wanted to find and read the dress like I read a text, like I read The Grass Dancer, as an 

object that produces meaning in such a way that material reality recedes and becomes 

secondary to imagined reality. However, the dress and the objects on display in the room 

confronted me with the urgency of their materiality - and my own in relation to them. The 

display underscores the fact that material and the imagined realities are entangled in 

important ways. Having been so confronted by the objects in the Native North American 

Hall, I feel a deep sense of responsibility toward them. The manner in which they are 

displayed must change (in fact the Field Museum is currently working on a complete 

overhaul of the exhibit). My encounter with the blue beaded dress at the Field Museum 

puts me in mind of Malea Powell’s experience in the Field Museum’s sister archive in 

Chicago, The Newbery Library, which she writes about in “Dreaming Charles Eastman: 

Cultural Memory, Autobiography, and Geography in Indigenous Rhetorical Histories.” 

Powell describes her encounter with her ancestor, Charles Eastman, in the archives of the 

Newberry: 

… neither [Eastman’s] letters [held in the Newberry Library] nor the garlic 

gathered by my ancestors are simply available objects; no, they are alive, and 

their harvest requires the appropriate gestures of respect, friendship, honor, and 

goodwill. Just because Eastman’s writings have been made into objects by a story 

told about them in imperial discourse doesn’t mean that we can’t, that I can’t, tell 
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different stories about them, with them, through them – and the fact of empire 

doesn’t relieve me of my human obligation to their continued existence. History 

isn’t a dead and remembered object; it is alive and it speaks to us. We are 

obligated not just to our ancestors out of whose lives we “make” that history but 

also to the places and spaces, and the living things therein, who remember them 

and – through them – remember us. (121-122) 

I continue to feel this sense of obligation and, certainly, the sense of being remembered 

by the objects in the exhibit. Susan Power effectively remembers these relatives, the blue 

beaded dress in particular, in her writing. Her novel reveals the multidimensional 

possibilities of the blue beaded dress and showcases its performative powers inside and 

outside of the museum space.  

As we trace the dress throughout the novel, Power reworks settler time in a 

similar way to Mark Rifkin’s reading of novels like Alexie’s Indian Killer and Silko’s 

Garden in the Dunes in his book entitled Beyond Settler Time. Power not only arranges a 

nonlinear narrative in the ordering of The Grass Dancer’s chapters, but creates a network 

of kinship that’s best understood through the Tiyošpaye’s (extended family’s) continued 

interactions with the blue beaded dress that moves outside the bounds of human-centered 

lifespans. I argue that the novel reveals a Dakota ontology in which the dress lives and 

works trans-generationally. As Rifkin writes in his chapter “Ghost Dancing at Century’s 

End,” “Invoking the Ghost Dance [...] enables Native authors to deviate from settler 

historical emplotments and their associated cartographies, opening room for 

acknowledging Native realities in which the dynamics of settler colonialism exert force 
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but do not define the limits of Indigenous possibility, placemaking, and perception” 

(130). Certainly, settler colonialism is seen “exerting force” on the dress when it becomes 

packaged under plexiglass at the Field Museum. And yet, the dress in Power’s novel 

challenges even the imposed stasis of museum collections.  

 After I’d returned home, I asked Jamie to send me any accession information she 

might find on the D/Lakota dresses with blue beaded yokes in the museum’s holdings. 

She noted that two of the dresses came to the Field Museum via a huge accession from 

Edward E. Ayer around 1894. Ayer is the same collector from whom the Newberry 

Library received much of its earliest archival materials and the reason that the two 

Chicago institutions continue to share a close working relationship. For the items that 

came to the Field Museum from the Ayer collection, very little accession information 

exists. However, the blue beaded dress in Figure 5 was acquired later, and so Jamie sent 

me the accession card (Figures 6 & 7), which she described as “a very detailed 

provenance for the third dress.”  

 

Fig. 6 Accession Card (front) from the Field Museum of Natural History archives for Lakota dress made by 

Pretty Owl 
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Fig. 7 Accession Card (back) from the Field Museum of Natural History archives for Lakota dress made by 

Pretty Owl 

A look at the accession information for this particular dress offers very little 

understanding of either the dress, itself, or the people to whom its related. In fact, the 

accession card reveals both how little is understood about the dress and exposes a non-

Dakota approach to the material world. Concerned with the "fineness" and "rarity" of the 

object, the card’s inscription turns the dress into a showpiece and a commodity. The 

recording also highlights a gender bias toward the famous male leader, Red Cloud 

(Oglala Lakota), who is connected only tangentially to the dress. Per the accession card, 

it is Red Cloud and his son who give the dress its historical relevance and its cultural (and 

material) capital. They are designated as the authorities who offer “all the facts as to its 

history and genuineness” (see Figure 7). However, Red Cloud’s wife, Pretty Owl (Oglala 

Lakota), is a known figure of equal importance for Lakota people, and the card suggests 

she is the artist who made the dress without bothering to name her. One does not need to 

do much more that google Red Cloud to find her name, her photograph, and to learn 
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something of her contributions. However, she remains unnamed in the display of her 

dress, and I await to see whether this will be rectified in the remodel. The accession card 

also speaks to the acquisition and connections of the Euro-American handlers of the 

dress, who both procure the item and transmit its story into the archive. We must read 

between the lines to see that the story of the dress’s acquisition situates it within a passive 

narrative of colonialism ("compelled by stress of circumstances to sell the dress") vs. a 

story of Native American aggression ("noted for his hostility" and “leader of the Fort 

Kearney massacre" etc.). Coupled with the limitations and biases of the accession card, 

the display of the dress, itself, serves as an example of outdated museum practices with 

the antiquated label “Sioux Woman” as the only context for the object. This reveals 

what’s at stake in Susan Power’s references to the dress and what I’ve shown in my 

reading of the dress in the museum and the dress in Power’s writing. Understanding 

Dakota object ontology transforms the way we read the dress and the way it might 

perform for future generations of Dakota people – for Pretty Owl’s ancestors.  

The blue beaded dress, in its multiple iterations, lives in the museum as well as in 

Susan Power’s fiction and nonfiction. Dresses like this also continue to connect Dakota 

kinship, whether from inside the museum space or in private ownership. Objects like 

dresses perform practically and culturally in our everyday lives, so when they stand in 

museum rooms under glass they cease to perform as the same objects in the contexts we 

usually find them. They become, in the sense that Bill Brown defines it, things. In “Thing 

Theory” Brown writes, “We begin to confront the thingness of objects when they stop 

working for us: when the drill breaks, when the car stalls, when the windows get filthy, 

when their flow within the circuits of production and distribution, consumption and 
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exhibition has been arrested however momentarily” (4). Therefore, the setting and 

manner in which one encounters the object can make it into something else, something 

new, even as the material reality of the object stays the same. Brown emphasizes that 

“The story of objects asserting themselves as things, then, is the story of a changed 

relation to a human subject and thus the story of how the thing really names less an object 

than a particular subject-object relation” (4). And these subject-object relationships 

provide important insights into how we construct our ideas of race and identity as much 

as how they help facilitate kinship over the span of space and time. The blue beaded dress 

stands in a natural history museum, which has a long history of problematically 

positioning cultural objects. Museums like the Field in Chicago have a long way to go in 

rethinking their purpose; they must contend with the racist and racialized narratives that 

such intuitions have constructed historically and continue to perpetuate today. When their 

permanent exhibits are comprised of rocks, dinosaurs, stuffed animals (many extinct or 

endangered), and cultural things made exclusively by peoples of color, the racist 

narratives of vanishing and primitivism remain intact no matter how one redecorates or 

recasts the accompanying literature.  

In The Grass Dancer, the dress winds up on display in The Field Museum in 

Chicago, needing “liberation.” This is not an object meant to simply be put on display to 

signal a deadened past. Instead, we are to understand that, under glass, the dress cannot 

perform as intended. When read through Power’s fictional and nonfictional stories, we 

begin to understand the dress as an object whose construction and imagery reconstitute 

kinship ties in its capacity for storytelling and ceremonial performance that work to 

resurrect those who have fallen. It is an object that might perform this work for future 



 103 

 

generations, independent of its creator and for multiple wearers. The dress is also a 

powerful and potentially dangerous object. I like to imagine a small sign posted below 

the dress, written in the Dakota language, that says “break glass in case of emergency.”  

 

Fig. 8 Bison at the Field Museum of Natural History, 2016 

Near the end of my visit to the Field Museum in the summer of 2016, I remember 

that I lingered across from the large display case that holds the stuffed bison. I watched 

families pass quickly through the hall. Very few stopped to look at the objects displayed 

in abjection there. But they all stopped at the bison. This bison makes an appearance in 

Susan Power’s essay, “Museum Indians.” In this short non-fiction work, Power renders 

the blue beaded dress in a way that complements her imaginative liberation of this object 

in The Grass Dancer by highlighting her personal relationship with the dress and 
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thinking about how the dress in this place speaks to her own sense of belonging. She 

writes:  

…we always visit my great-grandmother’s buckskin dress. We mount the stairs 

and walk through the museum’s main hall – past the dinosaur bones all strung 

together, and the stuffed elephants lifting their trunks in a mute trumpet.  

The clothed figures are disconcerting because they have no heads. I think of them 

as dead Indians. We reach the traditional outfits of the Sioux in the Plains Indian 

section, and there is the dress, as magnificent as I remembered. The yoke is 

completely beaded – I know the garment must be heavy to wear. My great-

grandmother used blue beads as a background for the geometrical design [….] 

“I don’t know how this got out of the family,” Mom murmurs. I feel helpless 

beside her, wishing I could reach through the glass to disrobe the headless 

mannequin. (“Museum Indians” 163)  

On the way out of the museum, Power describes how she and her mother would 

sometimes greet the stuffed buffalo down the hall. Her mother would say to him, “I am 

just like you…I don’t belong here either. We should be in the Dakotas, somewhere a little 

bit east of the Missouri River. This crazy city is not a fit home for buffalo or Dakotas” 

(164).   

American Indian Studies has established the centrality of mapping, place, and 

landscape to indigenous worldviews. Paying attention to place in concert with indigenous 

object ontologies helps us to look more closely at the way place and landscape also 

impact the story of the dress (and the dress as story). While Power’s mother expresses a 
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sense of kinship with the buffalo in that “we don’t belong here,” and she geographically 

locates the Yankton Dakota homelands just east of the Missouri river, Power, as a young 

girl in the non-fiction narrative, makes a powerful intervention at the close of the essay. 

She writes:  

I take my mother’s hand to hold her in place. I am a city child, nervous around 

livestock and lonely on the plains. I am afraid of a sky without light pollution – I 

never knew there could be so many stars. I lead my mother from the museum so she 

will forget the sense of loss. From the marble steps we can see Lake Shore Drive spill 

ahead of us, and I sweep my arm to the side as if I were responsible for this view. I 

introduce my mother to the city she gave me. I call her home. (164-5) 

I think there are many ways to read these provocative lines. Just as Margaret Many 

Wounds supplants one of the most recognizable moments of American imperialism when 

she, for all intents and purposes, counts coup on Neil Armstrong in her grandmother’s 

blue beaded dress on the moon, it strikes me that Susan Power does something similar at 

the end of her non-fiction essay as she sweeps her arm in welcome cross Lake Shore 

Drive and suggests new possibilities of presence and belonging that a blue beaded dress 

under smudged museum glass might, at first glance, seem to deny. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 106 

 

CHAPTER THREE: OJIBWE MATERIALITY AND ASSEMBLAGE IN LOUISE 

ERDRICH’S FOUR SOULS 

Introduction  

The novel Four Souls (2001), by Louise Erdrich, calls attention to the 

considerable material interests that shape Native American identity and experience in the 

early 20th century. The opening lines follow the tracks of Fleur Pillager, one of Erdrich’s 

most important and enduring characters, as she walks the muddy and deepened ruts made 

by wagons hauling harvested trees from reservation lands and on to train tracks, the “iron 

road,” that lead to the burgeoning Twin Cities in Minnesota. As Erdrich’s wily narrator, 

Nanapush, tells us, “This was the path she had been looking for, the one she wanted. The 

man who had stolen her trees took this same way. She followed his tracks” (1-2). Erdrich 

tells the first half of Fleur’s story in Tracks (1988). Many of the characters in both Tracks 

and Four Souls reappear or share family connections in Erdrich’s other novels as well, 

and it’s worth noting that certain significant material items transit through various texts in 

the same way. However, even though they can each be read alone, Tracks and Four Souls 

share a more dependent relationship than other works in the Little No Horse series.  

Tracks establishes Fleur’s spiritual and material connection to her ancestral lands 

on a fictional reservation set on the shores of Matchimanito Lake. The novel follows her 

as the central subject of great speculation and mistrust in the community. The gossip and 

speculation surrounding Fleur is based, in part, on her stubborn refusal to assimilate as 

well as the power she develops from her ability to survive and maintain age-old, land-

based spiritual connections. Tracks builds to a grave dénouement with the arrival of 

workmen from the logging company that, without Fleur’s knowledge, purchased the 

rights to her land. Like many Native people at the turn of the 20th century, Fleur’s loss of 
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land through a series of misfortunes and betrayals depicts the calculated pitfalls of the 

allotment system. After another starvation period during the winter of 1918-19, Father 

Damian visits the Pillager cabin, and along with bringing the food commodities that save 

the family, he alerts Nanapush and Fleur to the precarious hold they have on the land: “he 

pulled out the annual fee lists and foreclosure notices sent by the Agent and showed us 

how most families, at the end of this long winter, were behind in what they owed, how 

some had lost their allotments. We traced the list until we found the names we sought – 

Pillager, Kashpaw, Nanapush. All were there, figures and numbers, and all impossible” 

(Tracks 172-3). Even after she and her family raised the money to pay the required taxes 

and fees, the agent announces yet another late fee and, in what can be read as a moment 

of betrayal on one hand and survival on the other, Margaret Kashpaw and her son put all 

of the money toward maintaining Kashpaw lands. Without her knowledge, Fleur’s lands 

go forfeit and get sold to a lumber company. After discovering the loss of her land, in a 

final act of defiance, Fleur rigs the trees to fall in such a way that they crush the loggers’ 

machinery. Despite the possibilities for poetic justice in Fleur’s clever revenge or seeing 

it as a dramatic act of refusal and defiance, Erdrich, through Nanapush’s narration, brings 

the reader back to the reality that Fleur walks away bereft of her ancestral lands and 

diminished in her hereditary power. Four Souls begins where Tracks ends, continuing to 

follow Fleur as the central character.  

In the follow up to the devastating dispossession at the end of Tracks, Four Souls 

renews and intensifies Erdrich’s expression of Ojibwe ontology and the interweaving of 

material and cultural relationships upon which it depends. The long-awaited opening 

action of Four Souls picks up Fleur’s story where Tracks leaves off with a significant 
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attention to materiality. Erdrich not only takes us on both the trees’ and Fleur’s journey to 

the Twin Cities, but she also has us trace the path of various building materials for a great 

mansion on a Mississippi river bluff, set on a “ridge of earth…jutting up over a brief 

network of lakes, flowing streams, rivers, and sloughs” (Four Souls 4). In a close reading 

of the first pages of the novel, Erdrich offers one origin story after another for the 

materials assembled for the mansion of an early 20th century robber baron. However, the 

opening sequence of the novel is best understood comparatively. At the end of the novel, 

Fleur is restored by a dress constructed according to a precise prescription of assembly, a 

dress that performs in multiple and unexpected ways. The easy way to read these 

assemblages would be to unpack an oppositional and comparative view of Erdrich’s 

depiction of the mansion versus the dress as non-native and native materialities. On one 

hand, we have a mansion built by the reaping of natural resources and the cheap labor of 

others; on the other hand, we have a dress constructed strictly of pre-contact, indigenous 

materials according to traditional Ojibwe custom. However, I caution against this. What 

Erdrich does is much more complex and much more important. She aligns the mansion 

and dress in the way they work as assemblages empowered by the verve of the individual 

parts that come together to make up the whole. In doing so, I argue that she more ably 

contrasts the Euro-American and Ojibwe materialisms that inform the large economic, 

political, and social networks at play across the United States between settler-colonial 

and indigenous societies in the early 20th century.  

In the end, one might read Four Souls as another “going home” story in the 

oeuvre of Native American literature, and yet the primacy of cultural materials and the 

processes they enact distinguish what tends to be a narrative steeped in the protagonist’s 
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subjectivity, the internal linkages and the construction of the self. Instead, Erdrich’s 

narrative structure presents Four Souls as inherently concerned with the way the exterior 

material world behaves and performs.18 The assembly of the mansion and the medicine 

dress that book-end the novel reveal a particular world view that dismantles the divide 

between the material and immaterial world. From the mansion to the dress, and from the 

expensive car to linoleum flooring, Erdrich unveils a novel full of things in motion and 

humans and nonhumans bound together. The novel moves toward the hard-won rebirth of 

Fleur’s power, indeed the acquisition of a new soul, but this astounding culmination of 

Fleur’s journey relies on the way Erdrich and her dual narrators, Nanapush and Polly 

Elizabeth, orient the reader toward an Ojibwe sense of materiality and an Ojibwe 

ontology. I start by looking at the historical and theoretical contexts from which a more 

complete understanding of these material assemblages in the novel can emerge, and I 

conclude with a close reading of key passages from Four Souls that articulates a tribally-

specific materialism.  

The Allotment Era and Transcontinental Capitalism 

To appreciate the weight of material interests in these twin novels, one must first 

grasp the significant historical era that they cover. Tracks, set c.1912-1924, and Four 

Souls, set from 1924-1933, depict the turbulence and consequences of what’s been 

termed the “allotment era” in Native American history and the escalation of land loss that 

define the period. In his nonfiction book, Rez Life, David Treuer untangles the 

complexity of contemporary reservation life by highlighting the policies that have shaped 

                                                 
18 For a discussion of “homing” narratives in Native American literature, see John Gamber’s “Native 

American Novels: The Renaissance, the Homing Plot, and Beyond” in The Routledege Companion to 

Native American Literature, ed. Deborah L. Madsen.  
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the relationships of individuals who live on reservations and their trials and tribulations 

within the mix of the tribal, state, and federal governments at play in those spaces. His 

concentration on  the Northern Mid-West and Ojibwe examples, particularly from his 

home reservation at Leech Lake in Northern Minnesota lend an added congruency with 

the setting of Erdrich’s concentration on Ojibwe characters and fictional reservation set 

somewhere in northern Minnesota or across the state border into North Dakota. For 

Native Americans, what has been termed the “allotment era” swung into full force with 

the passage of the 1887 Dawes Act and concluded with Congress’s ultimate rejection of 

the failed policy in 1934.19 The Dawes Act figured as both an assimilation scheme and a 

tactic to free land for white settlement. As Treuer explains, “Section 1 of the Dawes Act 

authorized the president to divide collective tribal lands into individual sections. Each 

head of a household was to be granted a 160-acre parcel if the land was arable or a 320-

acre parcel if the land was suitable only for grazing. Single individuals and orphans were 

granted eighty acres each and all other ‘single individuals’ (minors, not women) were to 

be given forty acres each” (133). Once the reservation holdings were allotted, the excess 

land was opened for non-Native settlement. Treuer points out, “even as early as the 

1890s, large reservations with Indian populations decimated by disease and warfare 

suddenly found their lands gone, and their near neighbors were the people who benefited 

from the dispossession” (Treuer 134).  

Tracks begins a few decades after the passage of the Dawes Act and Four Souls 

concludes in 1933 – just before the passage of the Indian Reorganization Act in 1934 and 

                                                 
19 Note that this moment signals a shift in Indian policy but also that the end of the allotment era did not 

signal an end to U.S. policies that result in Native dispossession.  
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the end of the allotment era. At the core, these companion novels encapsulate this period 

in Native American history and underscore the vast land and material losses that Native 

people suffered due to these policies. Treuer summarizes the scope: “In all, during the 

forty-seven years the Dawes Act was on the books [...] Native Americans lost more than 

90 million acres of tribal lands, about two-thirds of the lands held by Indians when the 

Dawes Act was passed; Indians lost, roughly, land that equals the size of the state of 

California” (134). Notice that Treuer’s accounting, which offers the standard overview of 

the loss during the allotment era, concentrates totally on the issue of land loss. However, 

Erdrich’s novels offer the long view of the era and help the reader understand the 

movement, the reaping, and the re-assemblage of the material world during the allotment 

era from a distinct, Ojibwe understanding. I contend Four Souls, in particular, helps 

contemporary readers grasp the extensive land loss (and, one hopes, make connections 

between the historical imperatives in the texts and the current issues regarding material 

extraction in Indian country) as well as the expanse of material losses and concerns that 

often get overlooked when we focus exclusively on the issue of acreage.  

In illuminating the depth of Native dispossession during the allotment era through 

an Ojibwe lens of material assemblages and animacy, Erdrich connects the monopolistic 

capitalism of the same era with continued settler-colonialism. The figure of John James 

Mauser and his mansion is a not-so-thinly veiled reference to robber barons and lumber 

tycoons of the late 19th and early 20th century, including those who made an indelible 

stamp on Northern mid-west region from which Erdrich hails and of which she writes. 

While the connection of historical figures like James J. Hill and Frederick Weyerhaeuser 

(whose names, I would suggest, combine to influence the moniker of Erdrich’s 
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fictionalized lumber magnate) to the oligopoly and monopolistic capitalism of the era is 

immediately legible, Erdrich’s fictional rendering of these mogals and their properties 

goes beyond criticism of capitalism at its worst. Four Souls emphasizes the reliance of 

these exploitative economic systems on continuous colonization. Perhaps Frederick 

Jackson Turner was right about the United States relying on the perceived “frontier” to 

(re)define nationhood, but if so, he was in error about its closing at the turn of the 20th 

century. As long as Native people maintain any land holding, mineral rights, or bodily-

held and materially-based sovereignty, the potential for further U.S. expansion, 

contestation, and colonization remains intact.  

Erdrich’s creation of a composite character modeled on larger-than-life figures in 

the Midwest during the Gilded Age works to link the colonizing and assimilative policies 

of the same era with the avarice of the period’s global economy and the race to move 

large quantities of raw materials to the U.S. coasts and beyond. Erdrich’s character, John 

J. Mauser not only draws his wealth from the lumber industry but also from his railroad 

enterprise: “He’d acquired a stiff reputation for his handling of the family lumber 

business and the railroad line, which stretched west from its terminus, went on forever, its 

print bold and black as doctor’s stitches on the maps” (Four Souls 35). Most historical 

examinations of, for instance, the race to build the transcontinental railroads in the late 

18th century render the underlying colonialism that cleared the way for the tracks 

completely invisible. Richard White’s comprehensive study in his 2011 publication, 

Railroaded: The Transcontinentals and the Making of Modern America, makes an 

important intervention as White links the race to the Pacific coast with the policies and 

schemes that ran roughshod over treaties and made deep incursions into Indian land. 



 113 

 

White’s project is not focused on Native American issues and entanglements with the 

railroads, but it does a fairer job than most at opening up some of the critical connections 

between the colonial-capitalist apparatus that fixed the land loss wrought from the 

allotment era and cleared a path for settlement and commerce, sea to sea. White’s final 

assessment of the transcontinental rush at the end of his monograph is damning and worth 

highlighting in full for the way he pointedly, if a bit clumsily, highlights the effect of 

these projects for Native nations and peoples:  

In the late nineteenth-century United States, Canada, and Mexico without the 

extensive subsidization of a transcontinental railroad network, there might very 

well have been less waste, less suffering, less environmental degradation, and less 

catastrophic economic bursts in mining, agriculture, and cattle raising. There 

would have been more time for Indians to adjust to a changing world. The 

conditions that twentieth-century Indians faced would have been more like those 

the Navajos faced, with their reservation intact and a functioning economy, rather 

than those that the Lakotas faced, with their reservations subdivided and allotted 

and their attempts to adjust thwarted. There would have been less bloodshed and 

slaughter. There would have been fewer rushes and collapses, fewer booms and 

busts. Much of the disastrous environmental and social history of the Great Plains 

might have been avoided. The issue is not whether railroads should have been 

built. The issue is whether they should have been built when and where they were 

built. And to those questions the answer seems no. Quite literally, if the country 

had not built transcontinental railroads, it might not have needed them until much 
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later, when it could have built them more cheaply, more efficiently, and with 

fewer social and political costs. (517) 

Native people, like any people, adjust to social, environmental, and economic changes 

from generation to generation. Native people in the region had been “adjusting” and co-

creating the so-called modern world even before the railroads arrived. And so, with that 

amendment to some of the problematic positioning in White’s paragraph above, I think 

White’s big-picture assessment does the critical work, which Erdrich is also doing in her 

fiction, of bringing the broad-scale devastation wreaked by settler-colonial dispossession 

and violence into a conversation that has remained stubbornly (and one might suspect, 

purposefully) fixated on economics and acreage. And this is key. Economics remains the 

focus and the tool for justification when it comes to continuing settler-colonial incursion 

into Native American and Aboriginal lands. Anti-colonial arguments about sovereignty 

and self-determination are little understood; indeed, these concepts in both the general 

population, the political field, and the legal realm are concealed within economic fights 

that obscure the ongoing colonial project. Erdrich’s fictional works reveal the underlying 

connections and extensive consequences of the settler-colonial system through their focus 

on material assemblage and human to nonhuman relationships.  

“Willful Subjects” in States of Dispossession 

The sudden and extreme loss of land resulted in vast cultural, economic, and 

environmental changes, and Erdrich’s novels trace these expansive multidimensional 

impacts. In Tracks, the opening descriptions of death caused by waves of disease 

highlight the precarity of the characters, particularly Fleur and the man who adopted her 

after both of their entire families succumbed, Nanapush. Nanapush narrates Fleur’s story 
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in both Tracks and Four Souls alongside a non-Native co-narrator in each novel, Pauline 

Puyat (Sister Leopold) and Polly Elizabeth Gheen, respectively. In both his opening and 

closing narrations, Nanapush centers the pressing issues of allotment and the escalating 

threat of land loss the community suffered in conjunction with the high death rates due to 

illness. Early on in Tracks, Nanapush connects the waves of death and the land loss to the 

growing encroachment of the lumber industry, explaining,  

Every year there are more who come looking for profit, who draw lines across the 

land with their strings and yellow flags. [...] I watched the wagons take the rutted 

turnoff to Matchimanito. Few of them returned, it is true, but those that did were 

enough, loaded high with hard green wood. From where we sit, granddaughter, I 

heard the groan and crack, felt the ground tremble as each tree slammed earth. I 

weakened into an old man as one oak went down, another and another was lost, as 

a gap formed here, a clearing there, and plain daylight entered. (9) 

However, the arch of Nanapush’s views on these incursions shifts from his initial 

passivity, marked by his role as witness, to a shrewd understanding of how he must 

become politically active on the reservation by the end of Tracks. When he grasps the 

reality of the loss of the Pillager allotment land at the end, which coincides with Fleur’s 

decision to send her daughter (Lulu – the granddaughter to whom Nanapush is narrating 

his portion of the story) to boarding school, he makes the decision to participate in the 

reservation politics that he has, heretofore, shunned and refused. In the final pages of 

Tracks, we learn that Nanapush has become tribal chairman – “To become a bureaucrat 

myself was the only way that I could wade through the letters, the reports, the only place 

where I could find a ledge to kneel on, to reach through the loophole and draw you, 
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[Lulu] home..... (225). As we will see, Nanapush’s involvement in agency politics plays a 

significant role in thwarting further land loss in Four Souls. Both Nanapush and Fleur, 

the characters who have most strenuously rejected assimilation, employ new strategies to 

restore and maintain their lands and lifeways within the allotment era. In the ultimate 

resolution of Fleur’s story in Four Souls, Erdrich imagines a path to renewal through the 

assemblage of an Ojibwe medicine dress. The prescription of this assemblage offers a 

return to a distinct Ojibwe ontology. 

 Considering Nanapush’s shift from “old man” witness to political participant 

across these novels provides a key illustration of the agential willfulness of both human 

and other-than-human actors. Nanapush’s early refusal to sign papers and engage in the 

political system imposed on his people through such documents presents one form of 

refusal. Even witnessing is not inactive. But I read a significant shift from the way both 

Nanapush and Fleur refuse to engage the encroaching colonial forces in Tracks versus 

their willful resistance-through-engagement in Four Souls. Here, in thinking of 

Nanapush’s shift to “willfulness,” I am harkening to Sarah Ahmed’s work in Willful 

Subjects, in which she illuminates the way certain people are charged with and punished 

for acts of “willfulness.” Ahmed points out that the socio-political corrections for 

“willfulness” also suggests that acting willfully can be and has been a strategic and 

effective tool for people of color and LBGTQ communities who wish to challenge 

paternalistic state powers. In looking at the monumental loss of treaty-guaranteed lands 

due to allotment policies passed by the United States government, we might wonder how 

such maneuvers could have legal standing. While Ahmed does not address Native 

American issues in her discussion of “willful subjects,” I argue that the legal positioning 
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of Native nations and Native people as wards provides a relevant and necessary example 

for her formulation. In forming treaties with different Native nations, the U.S. entered 

into the tradition of nation-to-nation contracts that would seem acknowledge the 

sovereignty of Native nations. However, as Amy E. Den Oueden and Jean M. O’Brien 

explain in Recognition, Sovereignty Struggles, & Indigenous Rights in the United States, 

“Federally recognized tribes are also referred to as ‘domestic dependent nations,’ 

following the 1831 U.S. Supreme Court decision Cherokee Nation v. Georgia; Chief 

Justice John Marshall coined that term to describe tribal nations as neither nations nor 

states. Marshall’s opinion described the relationship as instead ‘resembl[ing] that of a 

ward to a guardian,’ thereby providing the ‘legally specious, and now largely defunct’ 

concept of guardian/wardship” (14). Native Americans, despite the idea being “largely 

defunct,” are often posed as the willful children in opposition to the paternal state.  

Nanapush and Fleur employ strategic moments of willfulness and strategic 

moments of passive resistance. As I trace the assemblage of other-than-human, material 

entities in Four Souls - their moments of animacy, transformation, and willfulness as well 

as their passivity - the goal is to recognize the parity between the human and non-human 

in the way that animacy and willfulness are not fixed in either category but, from an 

Ojibwe ontology, willfulness is always contingent upon the context of the moment. 

Erdrich’s work provides a means for looking at this larger historical and legal framework 

through which humans and non-humans navigate and act within and against the almost 

incomprehensible and unwieldy assemblage of U.S. law, yet another entity that we 

should refrain from thinking of as non-material.  
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Tracks is one of Erdrich’s novels that shows up most often on college syllabi and 

in high school classrooms because it so vividly depicts the devastation of the allotment-

era policies. After a 25 year “grace period” during which Native people were not allowed 

to sell their apportioned land, individuals and heads of household with allotment holdings 

were suddenly subject to taxes and fees. So, the moment that it became permissible to sell 

the land was also the moment that Native people suddenly owed large fees and taxes that 

many could not afford; this made selling the land the only feasible recourse in many 

cases, and as we see in Tracks, the land was sometimes considered forfeit and sold out 

from under those who could not pay the fees and taxes. Mirroring Fleur’s circumstances 

at the end of Tracks David Treuer explains, “Ninety thousand Native Americans were left 

landless and largely homeless. The problems of this kind of landlessness were felt well 

into the 1970s and are still felt today. During that time, many Indian families were found 

to be living in cars, under porches, and crammed eight and sometimes ten to a room in 

dilapidated shacks across the country” (Rez Life 134). This is precisely where we find 

Fleur at the beginning of Four Souls. In the first pages, Erdrich describes Fleur’s long 

journey with only a small cart to pull a few personal belongings, the most important of 

which are the bones and clan markers of her family. The description underscores their 

homelessness. On the outskirts of the city, Fleur readies herself by further lightening her 

load: “She thought hard. She found a tree and under it she buried the bone and the clan 

markers, tied a red prayer flag to the highest branches, and then slept beneath the tree. 

That was the night she took her mother’s secret name to herself, named her spirit. Four 

Souls, she was called. She would need the name where she was going” (Four Souls 2). 
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She leaves the cart and her families bones, but journies on with her mother’s spirit name 

and a small bundle.  

On Animacy and Assemblage: Ojibwe Ontology in Four Souls 

In Erdrich’s Four Souls cultural materials that become part of distinct 

assemblages retain a sense of their autonomy; no matter the transformation or how far 

flung into the mix of market capitalism they become, they continue to express an agency 

even as they become part of a new entity or assemblage. In Vibrant Matters: A Political 

Ecology of Things, Jane Bennett traces and expands upon Gilles Deleuze and Felix 

Guattari’s definition of “assemblage” in order to tease out how “an understanding of 

agency as a confederation of human and nonhuman elements alter established notions of 

moral responsibility and political accountability.” I think it’s worth quoting Bennett’s 

definition of assemblage in full because it provides an apt description of how Erdrich 

imagines the Mauser mansion in the first pages of Four Souls. She explains,  

Assemblages are ad hoc groupings of diverse elements, of vibrant materials of all 

sorts. Assemblages are living, throbbing confederations that are able to function 

despite the persistent presence of energies that confound them from within. They 

have uneven topographies, because some of the points at which the various affects 

and bodies cross paths are more heavily trafficked than others, and so power is 

not distributed equally across its surface. Assemblages are not governed by any 

central head: no one materiality or type of material has sufficient competence to 

determine consistently the trajectory or impact of the group. […] Each member 

and proto-member of the assemblage has a certain vital force, but there is also an 

effectivity proper to the grouping as such: an agency of the assemblage. And 
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precisely because each member-actant maintains an energetic pulse slightly “off” 

from that of the assemblage, an assemblage is never a stolid block but an open-

ended collective, a “non-totalizable sum.” (23-24) 

The recognition of vibrancy and the decentralized distribution of power offers an 

explanation for the way certain cultural and natural materials, under the auspices of their 

assemblage, perform extraordinary work. One could say that Four Souls opens with a 

Robber Baron building a mansion, but in Erdrich’s telling, the reader cannot help but 

understand the mansion as a “throbbing confederation” of things, an assemblage of 

vibrant bodies enmeshed in a complex nonhuman-human exchange. In Bennett’s 

conception, the acknowledgement of the power and agency of individual parts of the 

assemblage decenters power in the whole, and particularly disrupts the centrality of 

human agency and power among the various actors.  

Theorists like Deleuze and Guitari, whose work Bennett builds on, connect this 

discussion within the recent production of scholarship on materiality. However helpful in 

offering recognizable terminology, these theoretical frameworks do not speak in full to 

the Ojibwe ontological understandings that Erdrich expresses in her fictional work. 

Joining Zoe Todd and Vanessa Watts in their calls for indigenous recognition and 

centering within the nonhuman turn in theory, I argue that a responsible look at 

materialism in Four Souls must point out the ongoing problems that current Western 

theories encounter with regard to indigenous knowledges and must privilege an Ojibwe 

framework as the supportive scaffolding that Erdrich’s assemblages rely on.20 

                                                 
20 See Zoe Todd’s “An Indigenous Feminist's Take On The Ontological Turn: ‘Ontology’ Is Just Another 

Word For Colonialism.” Journal of Historical Sociology, vol. 29, no. 1, 2016, pp. 4–22; and Vanessa 
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As I’ve found to be true in my studies of the Dakota language and contemporary 

Dakota writers, languages often carry the structures that inform and orient our ideas about 

the world, and as I offer a reading of the Ojibwe materialism presented in Four Souls, I 

want to acknowledge that my analysis would be greatly enhanced by knowledge of the 

Ojibwe (Anishinaabe) language. Without being a student of Anishinaabemowin, I am 

relying on the work of respected Ojibwe scholars, language speakers and learners, who 

have articulated an understanding of Ojibwe ontology based in the language that reflects 

the centrality of these concepts of agency and assemblage as they appear in Erdrich’s 

novel. As some scholars pointed out in criticism of Erdrich’s earliest works, Erdrich was 

not an Ojibwe language speaker when she began writing and so her use of Ojibwe 

phrases and the assertion of an Ojibwe worldview in early works came under scrutiny.21 

This critical discussion says more about the complex issues we have face in our 

discussions of race, identity, essentialism, and hybridity in the study of Native American 

literature. In her book Bawaajimo: A Dialect of Dreams in Anishinaabe Language and 

Literature, Margaret Noodin addresses this criticism from many years ago with the 

advantage of looking at the  breadth and growth of Erdrich’s use of Ojibwe language 

across her prolific oeuvre. Noodin offers a broader context for how the Ojibwe language 

and the ideas it shapes have increasingly impacted Erdrich’s writing:  

Erdrich has made Anishinaabemowin a part of her life, and even while writing 

predominantly in English, has taught herself and others the value of gathering the 

                                                 
Watt’s “Indigenous Place‐Thought and Agency amongst Humans and Non‐Humans (First Woman and Sky 

Woman Go on a European Tour!).” Vol. 2, no. 1, 2013, pp. 20–34. 

 
21 See David Treuer’s Native American Fiction and Leslie Marmon Silko’s review of Erdrich’s The Beet 

Queen, entitled, “Here’s An Odd Fact for the Fairy-Tale Shelf.” 
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sounds and meanings of Anishinaabemowin. Erdrich’s knowledge of 

Anishinaabemowin has changed throughout her career. Early works include 

words in the way she knew them at the time – as distant relatives of another 

generation. Her later works show how she got to know that distant generation, 

how she herself became a source of words and ideas for others. Since her writing 

career began, Erdrich has spent considerable time learning vocabulary and 

grammar. [...] By the time she wrote The Last Report in 2001, she had moved 

from knowing the few phrases that appear in the 1984 edition of Jacklight to 

teaching etymology through her characters (48).  

In accordance with earlier critics, Noodin points out that “Language cannot be equated 

with identity,” but she also reflects on the power of language as “an essential part of 

defining a distinct community” (47-48). As I have said above, language reveals an 

underlying structure, or a topography, for the way we conceive of and relate to the 

material world. Here, again, the idea is to study the meeting place of the discursive and 

the material realms. Noodin, a well-respected instructor of Ojibwe language and 

literature, offers an overview of how Erdrich’s work reflects Ojibwe ideas through its 

engagement with the language, and I draw on these observations to suggest that, while 

Jane Bennett’s writing about assemblages and agency help our translation of these ideas 

into English, Noodin’s observations about the Ojibwe language suggest the centrality of 

assemblage in both the language and Ojibwe ontology.  

 Early on in her book, Noodin emphasizes an Ojibwe ontology revealed in the 

grammar of the Anishinaabe language. In the very first pages, she distinguishes different 

philosophies of being when she writes,  
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Some traditions explore the truth of the phrase ‘I think, therefore I am.’ The 

Anishinaabe eschew a single word for think and instead attach endamo to every 

way they can dream of being...gichinendamo (delighted), giiwinaadendamo 

(crazy), and bekaadendamo (at peace) are only a few of the many options, and 

this is only one of several endings to consider, and endings are only one category 

of comparison. Verification of existence is not tied to thought as much to 

connection and direction. (xvi) 

As a verb-based language that is notoriously complex, Anishinaabemowin suggests an 

ontological framework built on animacy and continuous orientation (“connection and 

direction”). Noodin reveals the assembly work involved in speaking Ojibwe when she 

breaks down the mechanics of the language. She begins by explaining that 

“Anishinaabemowin is an agglutinative language...There is a tendency to prefer variety 

over standardization, and there is sometimes great fun to be had by speakers who build 

the longest word possible that can be easily comprehended by others” (10). Agglutinative 

languages produce meaning through composite assemblages of morphemes, and as is the 

case for the Ojibwe language, heavily agglutinative languages often convey the meaning 

of an English sentence in the span of a single assembled word. Noodin later connects the 

agglutinative nature of Anishinaabemowin and the way Erdrich structures her writing 

with the earliest lesson that students of the language learn: “the action is placed in the 

center, the ‘root verbs’ begin to grow, bits of meaning clinging to every edge, telling 

stories within stories. Erdrich’s perhaps unintentional echo of this basic structure is 

evident in all her work and has arguably become the one way to know her writing, it’s 

centrifugal force” (47). Again, Noodin highlights the way that the language, itself, is built 



 124 

 

on careful assemblage with the verb as the cornerstone of the structure, and she connects 

the sense of building and expanding outward to Erdrich’s narrative style. But how can 

this inform a sense of the material realities that Erdrich depicts in Four Souls?  

Noodin points to the way Erdrich shapes identification – positioning characters 

(and I would argue, objects) through both Ojibwe language use and English. Noodin 

asserts, “the Anishinaabe way of attaching information about relationships to the way one 

talks about what is happening could be viewed as a reflection of a verb-centered 

worldview” (52). As an example that I will look at with more detail at the end of this 

chapter, Erdrich imbues a medicine dress with its own will and identity before it even 

comes into being, and she does this (in English) by putting the dress in the subject 

position again and again. To talk about the dress in Ojibwe would involve building the 

sense of the dress’s identity onto the verb it performs toward other objects, and the word 

structure would depend on whether, given the context, the dress or the object it interacts 

with is considered animate or inanimate. Noodin notes that “Other directions of identity 

[beyond gender] are ‘self’ or ‘other’ and ‘animate’ or ‘inanimate’” (53). The Ojibwe 

language encourages fluidity by the way it necessitates specific modes of identification 

that are not inherently fixed in words but rather built on the spot, in the contexts in which 

they arise.  

Both linguists and physicists have asserted that verb-based languages like those in 

the Algonquian family present a worldview that supports the theories of quantum physics 

in comparison to languages that order objects and subjects separately (like English) and 

seem to sway a worldview toward Newtonian constructions. In Anishinaabe Ways of 

Knowing and Being, Lawrence W. Gross delves deeper into this assertion with a close 
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look at the multiple ways Anishinaabemowin informs a quantum view of being. He looks 

particularly at issues of animacy and inanimacy as well as different verb forms that speak 

to positionality, especially the distinction between third- and fourth-person in the Ojibwe 

language. Connecting with what Noodin points out about shifting identity and attention to 

identity above, Gross quotes from David Peat’s Blackfoot Physics: A Journey into the 

Native American Universe: “The world view of Algonquian speakers is of flux and 

change, of objects emerging and folding back into the flux of the world. There is not the 

same sense of fixed identity— even a person’s name will change during their life. They 

believe that objects will vanish into this flux unless renewed by periodic rituals or the 

pipe smoked at sunrise in the sun dance ceremony of the Lakota and Blackfoot” (89). 

Notably, Fleur takes her mother’s name, “Four Souls,” after leaving her land, in 

preparation for the task of revenge she sets out to enact. Nanapush explains the 

significance of Fleur’s name change, and his explanation underscores what Gross notes 

above about shifting identities based on contexts and encounters in Ojibwe language and 

ontology. Nanapush notes, “For the name was something else – it was forceful, it was 

old, and it had its own intentions. In the end, it was even stronger than Fleur. [...] Names 

acquire their own life and drag the person on their own path for their own reasons, which 

we can’t know” (Four Souls 47). And from this idea of flux and the shifting exchanges 

between object-beings and the discursive and the material realms, even relationships 

between names and people, Gross moves into a discussion of the two parts into which 

Ojibwe language gets divided: animate and inanimate.  

Like Noodin does in her book, Gross cautions that these labels can be misleading. 

Again, we run into the potential stereotyping of Native people as characters who 
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commune with grandmother trees like the one depicted in Disney’s Pocahontas, and it’s 

critical to shift this intentionally misunderstood characterization of indigenous ontologies 

by thinking about, for instance, and Ojibwe ontology that’s based in real observations of 

the world and understood through linguistic formations. The distinctions of animacy that 

get built into the language (again with morphemes that subtly change the meaning of the 

word as one builds it) depend on the nature of the object-being, the context in which it 

acts, and the object-being that it acts upon. Animacy shifts. Gross explains:  

The concept of animacy is viewed quite broadly. So, some things have 

animacy that in the Western mind might not have a free will. For example, 

a bucket is animate. So are other things such as drums and pipes. Rocks 

and stones can be animate, depending on the particular rock or stone in 

question. What might be taken to be abstract entities in the West are 

animate in the Anishinaabe mind as well, such as songs and stories. Songs 

and stories have power to influence the world, so they are animate. (90) 

When Gross indicates that “Rocks and stones can be animate,” he later explains that the 

rock’s animacy depends upon whether it’s acting with or toward another object and 

whether that object-being is constructed as animate or inanimate. Erdrich’s Four Souls 

illustrates both the sense of animacy that shifts and continues even as objects are in flux 

and transform in new contexts. As we follow Fleur’s trees, they do not become dead 

things once they’re transformed into ornate banisters for a robber baron’s mansion. They 

do, however, become part of an assemblage, a multitude of things that come together to 

form the Mauser mansion. Erdrich’s description of the house is concerned with the 

process of its formation, the coming-together of autonomous parts to make the whole. I 
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argue that Erdrich’s depiction of the trees and the house (and later the similar attention to 

the construction of medicine dress) emanate from an Ojibwe ontology that allows for a 

complementary understanding of assemblage as its described by Jane Bennet in Vibrant 

Matters.  

Assembling a Mansion  

At the beginning of Four Souls, Fleur pursues the trees and the man who takes 

them pulling a cart filled with the bones of her ancestors – bones uprooted from the 

Pillager land just like the trees. The rattle of the bones calls our attention to the 

materiality of being and links human bodies with the natural materials that have been 

extracted from the same place. As noted above, the land and the allotment policies of the 

assimilation era haunt the text of Tracks up until the end when the crash and boom of 

felled trees punctuate the material reality of land loss, and Four Souls begins and ends 

with an assemblage of materials that, due to or despite their construction, maintain their 

mystery, their agency, and their power.  

Within the first pages, Erdrich builds the great house with a meticulous 

description of the materials’ origins, but first she situates the location of the city and what 

will become John J. Mauser’s mansion upon indigenous land with insistent attention to 

the human materiality, this time in the form of blood: 

During a bright thaw in the moon of little spirit, an Ojibwe woman gave birth on 

the same ground where, much later, the house of John James Mauser was raised. 

The ridge of earth was massive, a fold of land jutting up over a brief network of 

lakes, flowing streams, rivers, and sloughs. That high ground was a favorite spot 

for making camp in those original years before settlement, because the water drew 
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game and from the lookout a person could see waasa, far out, spot weather 

coming or an enemy traveling below. The earth made chokecherries from the 

woman’s blood spilled in the grass. The baby would be given the old name 

Wujiew, Mountain. After a short rest he was tied onto his mother’s back and the 

people moved on, moved on, pushed west. (4-5) 

Given that the Twin Cities area in Minnesota, and the bluffs of St. Paul’s Summit Avenue 

that Erdrich describes here, are firmly within Dakota homelands, the absence of Dakota 

people in the land-memory of the site is confounding and serves as a moment of Dakota 

erasure on Erdrich’s part. Despite this, an Ojibwe woman giving birth at this site, 

especially just before or in the early days of Euro-American settlement, is entirely 

plausible. What would become the metropolitan area of Minneapolis and St. Paul has 

always been a vibrant meeting place, and became an important nexus of trade for many, 

including the Dakota, Ojibwe, and other native nations along with the French (and then 

British and then United States) during the fur trade years. Although I argue that the lack 

of Dakota history at the site is problematic, Erdrich is careful to depict the site as a 

temporary stopping place for this particular Ojibwe woman who gives birth. The absence 

of Indians, in this case we might say the absence of both Dakota people as well as the 

Ojibwe family who stop temporarily, in American literature so often results in ghosts 

who haunt Euro-American settlers. And we have the perfect pieces of the puzzle in this 

scene – the birth, the blood, the “moving on,” the chokecherries, and the mansion – it’s 

on the verge of being Poltergeist. But Erdrich thwarts these expectations of a traditional 

haunting from dispossessed Natives. Haunting is usually the uncanny materialization of 

something immaterial. Here, Erdrich details the place, the landscape, the plants, and the 
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material matter of the human body that remain at the site. Erdrich gives us no ghosts and, 

at first, no settlers to be haunted by the Native peoples passing through, but she 

constructs a haunting by juxtaposing the insistent presence of indigenous material life 

with the ongoing (“moved on, moved on…”) removal of the people.  

As all good storytelling does, Erdrich’s novels help us comprehend the world. 

Even with a historical setting, the world of the novel speaks into the present moment and 

asks us to look and see in ways we haven’t yet. Language can do this – point to the things 

of the world and have us encounter them anew, to orient us toward things and have us 

encounter them at all. At the open, Four Souls follows a woman, Fleur, who is oriented 

away from the land that was sold out from under her as she moves toward her trees and 

the cities to which they’ve journeyed. By viewing her orientation, we see the trees anew. 

We see the train tracks anew. We see the old mansions in St. Paul – the ones visitors like 

me have toured on a Saturday afternoon to look back at a history that’s purportedly 

settled – in a new way. Erdrich’s narration and Fleur’s long approach to the mansion 

unsettles and reorients the reader to see these things anew:  

She looked up into the bank of stone walls, of brick houses and wooden curlicued 

porches that towered farther uphill. In the white distance one mansion shimmered, 

light glancing bold off its blank windowpanes and turrets and painted rails. Fleur 

blinked and passed her hand across her eyes. But then, behind the warm shadow 

of her fingers, she recovered her inner sight and slowly across her face there 

passed a haunted, white, wolf grin (3).  

In the passage above, Fleur seems to regain some of the power she lost along with the 

land dispossession at the end of Tracks. However, in a strange turn, Fleur’s personal 
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sense of embodiment recedes after the first few paragraphs of the chapter the closer she 

gets to the burgeoning settler society in the city: “The people stared through her, as 

though she were invisible until she thought she was, and walked more easily then, just a 

cloud reflected in a stream” (3). And the materials converging to make up the house come 

into sharp focus. What should we make of Fleur’s sudden disappearance? As the passage 

clarifies, this invisibility quickly becomes a boon to Fleur rather than an affront. But 

Fleur does not only become invisible to St. Paul’s citizens, the reader loses sight of her as 

well. The narration turns from an omniscient view of Fleur back to  Nanapush who is 

looking back at a particular time. He reflects, “we guessed that she followed her trees 

and, from that, we grew convinced that she was determined to cut down the man who 

took them. She had lived among those oak and pine trees when their roots grew deep 

beneath her and their leaves thick above. Now he lived among them too, only he lived 

among them cut and dead” (Four Souls 4). In the wording, Mauser becomes a tree to be 

cut down and trees are something to be lived among – whether rooted or worked into a 

banister. This turn in narration signals a shift whereby Erdrich reorients the reader so that 

we cease to view the trees solely through Fleur’s ancestral connection to them and, 

instead, like a camera lens that zooms out to capture an endless horizon, the narration 

captures the great convergence of materials that include the trees in this grand 

assemblage that becomes the Mauser mansion.  

Erdrich begins at the foundation, building the house “brick by brick” and 

foregrounding the material commodities that undergird the building process, accounting 

for the “wheat in a grasshopper year, hauled out green and fermenting to feed the 
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working crews” (5). We get the bird’s-eye-view of stones, like Fleur in the pages before, 

traveling south to arrive at this place:  

The best brownstone came from an island in the deep cold northern lake called 

Gichi gami. The ground of the island had once been covered with mammoth 

basswood that scented the air over the lake, for miles out, with a swimming 

fragrance of such supernal sweet innocence that those first priests who came to 

steal Ojibwe souls, penetrating deeper into the heart of the world, cried out not 

knowing whether God or the devil tempted them. Now the island was stripped of 

trees. The dug quarry ran a quarter mile in length. From below the soil, six-by-

eight blocks were drilled and hand-cut by homesick Italians who first hated the 

state of Michigan and next Wisconsin and felt more lost and alien the farther they 

worked themselves into this country. Every ten hours, night and day, the barge 

arrived for its load and the crane at the water’s edge was set into operation. The 

Italians slept in shifts and were troubled in their dreams, so much so that one night 

they rose together in a storm of beautiful language and walked onto the barge to 

ride along with their own hewn rock toward the farthest shore – forfeiting wages. 

Still, there was more than enough brownstone quarried, cut, hand-finished, 

shipped, and hauled uphill, for the construction of the house to continue. (5)  

Here, Erdrich foregrounds the non-human ahead of the human, in this case the 

brownstone from Lake Superior, and tells its story from natural material to commodity to 

product. And as before, the people in the scenario, the Italian immigrant miners, are 

haunted by the material rather than the immaterial results of their complicity in western 

expansion. Erdrich shifts our attention to the material and environmental consequences, 
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the material transformations, the losses, the grand acquisition of things that, though 

reaped and transformed, do not haunt out of absence but their implacable thingness. 

In light of the fact that Four Souls is a direct continuation of Tracks, a 

continuation of the narrative that Erdrich had envisioned from the beginning, it’s startling 

that when we get to the description of the trees that were reaped from the Pillager land 

the narration becomes distinctly impersonal and almost entirely divorced from the 

interests of the protagonist. The reader must parse out that the trees marked for the house 

are Fleur’s trees as our view of the procurement of the trees pans out to give a bird’s eye 

view of the Indian agent and the lumber interests. The narration insists on treating the 

trees much like the stonework before it, with an assessing distance that reveals the 

multifaceted implications of the tree removal and its transfer/transformation from the 

shores of Matchimanito Lake to the stairwells and window dressings of the J.J. Mauser 

residence:  

And to the north, near yet another lake and to the edge of it, grew oak trees. On 

the whole continent and to each direction these were judged the finest that could 

be obtained. In addition, it proved easy and profitable to deal with the Indian 

agent Tatro, who won a personal commission for discovering that due to a recent 

government decision the land upon which those trees grew was tax forfeit from 

one Indian, just a woman – she could go elsewhere and, anyway, she was a 

troublemaker. There was no problem about moving the lumber crews right in and 

so the cut was accomplished speedily. Half was sold. The other, and the soundest 

of the wood, was processed right at the edge of the city to the specification of the 

architect.  
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 Watching the oak grain emerge in warm swirls of umber, the architect 

thought of several gestures he could make – the sleek entrance, the complicated 

stairwell, the curves. He saw the wood accomplishing a series of glowing 

movements in grand proportions. (Four Souls 6)  

In the next lines, Erdrich makes clear that the trees and one woman’s revenge is the least 

of it and even secondary to the juggernaut of industry going into one modern mansion in 

St. Paul. Although one gets a sense of distance from this all-seeing account of the 

materials, Erdrich makes it clear that indigenous and immigrant labor and the efforts of 

colonization, pervious and ongoing, undergird the procurement and production of the 

house. The litany of materials continues with “a servant [dispatched] to the Indian 

missions to procure fine lace produced by young women whose mothers had once 

worked the quills of porcupines and dyed hairs of moose together into intricate clawed 

flowers and strict emblems before they died of measles, cholera, smallpox, tuberculosis, 

and left their daughters dexterous and lonely to the talents of nuns” (6). This moment sets 

up a comparison that comes back at the end of the novel between the traditions of labor, 

particularly indigenous female labor. Note the capitalistic disconnection between laborer 

and product is tied to the ruptured and disordered relationship between mother and 

daughter. The mothers, their work and knowledge about making things, have been 

supplanted by imposed settler-colonial economic and religious systems. This single 

sentence connects the moving parts of gender, labor, nature, and material production in a 

succinct and devastating snapshot. The overview of materials continues: 

Copper. Miskwaabik. Soapstone. Slate for the roof shingles. A strange, 

tremendous crystal of pyrite traded from a destitute family in the autumn of no 



 134 

 

rice. The walls were raised and fast against them a tawny insulation of woven lake 

reeds was pressed tight and thickened by three layers, and then four, so that no 

stray breeze could enter. The chimneys were constructed of a type of brick 

requiring the addition of blood, and so, baked in the vicinity of a slaughterhouse, 

they would exude when there was a fire lighted a scorched, physical odor. Iron for 

the many skeleton keys the house would take, for the griddles, the handles for the 

mangle, for the locks themselves, the Moorish-inspired turned railings of the 

entrance and the staircase, was mined on the Mesabi Range by Norwegians and 

Sammi so gut-shot with hunger they didn’t care if they were trespassing on 

anybody’s hunting ground or not and just kept on digging deeper, deeper into the 

earth. (6-7) 

Each paragraph leads with the acquisition of fine materials for the mansion in exquisite 

detail so that one can see, feel, and even smell the statement of affluence in the selection 

of things. But the prose here is not merely aesthetic; the indulgence in luxurious products 

as well as luxurious prose is strategically coupled each time with a history of the material 

in a way that intimates the often dirty network of production and the stark environmental 

transformation that results in such an edifice. 

Finally, Erdrich turns fully and directly to the human labor at the site of the house, 

constructing a diagram of the consumptive process in miniature as the workers encounter 

a flock of birds. And the description that began as an extraordinary litany of materials 

transforms, as the materials have transformed, into the cold and well-heeled haunt of the 

American domestic:  



 135 

 

Water from the generous river. Fire trembling in beehive kilns. And sweat, most 

of all sweat from the bodies of men and women made the house. Sweating men 

climbed the hill and set the blocks and beveled the glass and carved the details 

and set down floors of wood, parquet, concrete, and alabaster. Women coughed in 

the dim basements of a fabric warehouse sewing drapes and dishcloths and 

hemming fine linen. One day overhead a flight of sandhill cranes passed low 

enough to shoot and the men on the crew brought down nearly a hundred to pluck 

and roast, eat, digest, and use up making more sweat, laying bricks. A lynx was 

killed near the building site. One claw was set in gold and hung off the watch fob 

of John James Mauser, who presented his wife with a thick spotted muff made to 

the mold of her tender hands. She referred to it ever after as ‘our first housecat,’ 

and meowed at him a little, when they were alone, but she was much too well 

brought up to do more than that and stiffened harder than the iron banisters when 

she was touched. [...] He married Placide for money, maybe worse, and now they 

had this house. (7) 

The scene above, which completes the extended meditation on the material assemblage of 

the mansion and finally makes the turn toward principle human characters, harkens to and 

reframes fundamental motifs of the American literary tradition. The mansion, so often the 

manifestation of the rugged (male) individual who accumulated the wealth and power 

through entrepreneurship and industry, is resituated as the reader follows Fleur’s tracks 

and then the tracks of the stones, the trees, the iron ore, the immigrant workers, and the 

Lynx and the Sandhill Cranes who die by the score. Anyone who has read James 

Fennimore Cooper’s The Pioneers (1823), with its scene of the slaughter of now-extinct 
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Passenger Pigeons by the hundreds, will catch the shadow it casts here. Certainly, 

Erdrich’s contemporary audience will feel a similar sense of outrage and moral 

indignation as Cooper thought to provoke in his own 19th century contemporaries. But 

Erdrich is not worrying over the boundaries of civilization and savagery as Cooper was – 

she’s deliberately dismantling the idea that Mauser’s mansion can be in any way unbound 

from the same material world with which her Ojibwe characters grapple. How are we to 

understand Fleur’s trees now that they’ve become banisters? Have they, like Fleur, lost 

their power? What do we make of the transformation of these materials into the 

assemblage of the grand house? What do we make of what’s left over – the leftover land 

parcels, the blood from the pigs, the Lynx claw dipped in gold? Erdrich provides an 

answer that links the amalgamative nature of story and material life, which connects back 

to the earlier discussion of the assemblage of meaning in Anishinaabe linguistics as a 

model for an Ojibwe ontology.  

The Owl’s Coughball 

At the near-center of the novel, the chapter entitled “Whiskey, Love, Linoleum” 

opens with a central question narrated by Nanapush: “What is the essence, the 

soul?...What is irreducible?” (71). Nanapush’s question about the soul and his answer 

confirms the central themes of materiality/immateriality in the novel, and moreover, the 

suggested answer to these questions turn assumptions about the material/immaterial 

divide on their head. In much of Western, Christian, and post-Cartesian tradition, the soul 

is set apart from the material world; it works in binary opposition to the body. And the 

soul tends to be the singular essence of being, even when it is affected by the materiality 

of the mind or the temptations of the material world. The immateriality of the soul is 
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usually its defining feature. In this tradition, the body and soul work as the ultimate 

pairing to think about the material and immaterial world. And though they influence one 

another, in most theorizations they also figure as stable in their respective materiality or 

immateriality.  

However, through Nanapush’s narration, Erdrich enmeshes the soul with the 

body, the material world with “the story,” in an analogy likened to an owl’s coughball. 

The soul’s irreducibility becomes its defining factor. Instead of its purity, singularity, and 

separation from the material world, the soul, like the story, works as a compression of 

things, a multiplicity, an assemblage, a conglomeration of what’s left over and 

irrevocably responsive to material reality. Just like the assemblage of the house and the 

medicine dress, so too we see the contours of a mutable, agential, assembled or 

assembling soul. In reply to the question about the irreducible soul above, Nanapush 

explains: “I answer, what the owl pukes. That is also the story – what is left after the 

events in all their juices and chaos are reduced to the essence. The story – all that time 

does not digest” (71). “What the owl pukes” gets described in further detail:  

The coughball of an owl is teeth, claws, and nails. An owl tears apart its catch, 

gulps it down whole, and nourishes itself on blood and flesh. The residue, the 

undissolvable, fuses. In the small, light, solid pellet, the frail skull of a finch, 

femur of a mouse, cleft necklace of vertebrae, seed-fine teeth, gray gopher and 

rabbit fur. A perfect compression of being. (71) 

Here, the leftover assemblage of indigestible parts in the owl’s coughball becomes the 

perfect example of how materials work throughout the novel and how the story takes 

shape, too. It also has implications for how we think of the human self, and certainly how 
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we think about Fleur; her loss and accumulation of souls that coincides with her loss and 

accumulation of material things including the trees and her land. In the Mauser mansion, 

Erdrich describes all the materials coming together from all various locations, being 

compressed in the same way as a coughball, stripped of original form, baked in blood, 

planed and polished, mined and melted. Likewise, with the dress Margaret makes for 

Fleur at the end of the novel, the assemblage comes from the distinct processing of 

animal hide, bird bones, quills, and dyes. And, in a subtle but significant way, Nanapush 

directly connects the idea of the irreducible soul/story to the land.  

 Nanapush gives us this analogy of the coughball to orient us toward a proper 

reading of the story and the things that occupy it. This notion of “what’s leftover,” 

applies to the Mauser mansion, the reservation land, Margaret’s dress-making, and Fleur, 

herself. At its core, Four Souls offers an interesting meditation on revenge. How do we 

conceive of the devastating loss of life and land for Ojibwe people? Erdrich sets the novel 

at a period in history that Native people are largely written out of – this isn’t the removal 

era or the treaty era or the Indian wars. The massacres and many of the epidemic seasons 

of disease have passed. Here, Erdrich gives us an intimate portrayal of the immediate 

aftermath – a time when Indians were declared “vanished,” even as anthropologists and 

photographers raced to document the living remains. Meanwhile, as we know, Native 

people adapted and endure, and this is the orientation in which we see Erdrich’s 

characters in Four Souls.  

Assemblage of a Medicine Dress  

Both Fleur and Nanapush, at separate moments, become embroiled in revenge 

plots, with Fleur’s itch for vengeance forming the catalyst for the novel’s central story. 
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Although Fleur arrives in Minneapolis bent on revenge after being tricked out of her land 

title and after Mauser’s men come to reap her trees, a series of shifts and reversals that 

only Erdrich could compose, Fleur stays the knife she holds at Mauser’s throat and 

marries her enemy – the man modeled on the lumber and railway tycoons that ushered in 

a relentless tidal wave of settler colonialism to Minnesota and the Dakotas in the latter 

half of the 19th century.  

 In the chapters that describe Fleur’s time in the Cities, Erdrich calls our attention 

to consumptive appetite of capitalism as Fleur is surrounded by beautiful objects. 

Nanapush reflects on Fleur’s shift from vengeance to marriage:  

[Mauser’s] desire would exhaust her, and the high life temporarily fascinate her 

with its rich swirl of hilarious chimookomaanag doings and foods. She would be 

dazzled more than anything by the mounds of smoked white sturgeon at the party 

given in her honor at their wedding. For many years afterward, she talked of it. 

Platters of the most exquisite fish, dishes large as wagon wheels, piled high. [...] 

They went to places where a thousand pictures were stored on the walls. He fed 

her the flesh of animals she’d never tasted. The meat of fruits she’d never seen. 

(74) 

During this time, Fleur wears beautiful clothing (particularly a custom white suit), drives 

a white Pierce Arrow automobile, and she, herself, begins to take part in the acquisitive 

mode while at the same time numbing herself to it in her escalating consumption of 

alcohol.22 Fleur’s alcohol consumption begins while she’s pregnant and put on bedrest, as 

                                                 
22 Erdrich’s inclusion of the Pierce Arrow has interesting implications as the car was famed as the favorite 

of the Osage people who owned more Pierce Arrow cars than anyone else in the early 20th century after the 

oil boom on their lands.  
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“bearing children was dangerous for Fleur. In order not to let the child out too soon, Fleur 

had to stay still, keep to her bed” and Polly Elizabeth administers whiskey as the 

medicine de jour (75). Fleur’s alcoholism and Nanapush’s ruminations on his own issues 

with alcohol feed a persistent and damaging stereotype that suggests Native American 

people are somehow more susceptible to alcohol addiction than other people or that it 

affects them differently. Erdrich gives voice to this misconception when Mauser 

confesses to Polly Elizabeth that he’s lost his entire fortune and speculates about what 

Fleur will do after he defects to avoid creditors. He says, “She came here to skin me and 

had a very sharp knife to do it with. But the whiskey got her, as it does so many of her 

people. It will waste her in a few years. Already, she’s gotten careless. It won’t be long.” 

He continues, “The stuff is poison to them. It’s their downfall. They’d have beaten us 

back and kept their lands if it wasn’t for the liquor. They can’t help it. One taste, one 

teaspoon of it, and they’re utterly doomed” (128). That these words come from Mauser 

certainly makes them less than credible, and yet this stereotype persists so strongly that to 

offer them without correction in the novel leads many readers, for instance students in 

college classrooms where the novel is assigned, to fall back on one of the few things most 

people “know” about Native people.23 The fact is that alcoholism in particular and 

addiction at large does continue to affect the Native American at higher rates than other 

groups, but this fact does not stem from an innate predisposition. It stems from hundreds 

                                                 
23 In teaching Native American literature, I can affirm that this lack of clarity and troubling perpetuation of 

damaging stereotypes arises from the treatment of this subject in many texts written by Native writers. Is it 

the author’s responsibility to connect the dots for the reader between the weight of the trauma, the mass 

death, and the dispossession with the tendency for people who have been through such hard times to 

grapple with substance abuse? Perhaps not. But the assertion that Fleur’s substance abuse is inherently, 

racially predicated with no direct counterargument must be noted, criticized, and problematized for its 

regularized appearance in the novel and throughout Native American literature.  
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of years of generational trauma. As Mauser absconds with the last of his wealth, Fleur 

and her son return to the reservation. Fleur has her son, the Pierce Arrow (that she and 

her son live in for a time), her white suit, and she returns home just as diminished, 

perhaps even more so, than when she set out to avenge her trees.  

The chapters describing Fleur’s heady rise and fall in the lap of luxury built by 

lumber and railroad interests are paired with chapters that describe Nanapush and 

Margaret’s life back on the reservation. Significantly, Erdrich avoids painting the picture 

of the city/country divide, especially thwarting the perpetual idea of Native spaces like 

reservations exist outside of time. Instead, just as we see further development of the main 

settler-city center in St. Paul, we also see the effects of Indian policy and economic 

development on the reservation. In both Tracks and Four Souls, Nanapush narrates the 

shifting views that accompany the new economy in the Ojibwe community:  

Along with rules, there came another affliction. Acquisition, the priest called it. 

Greed. There was no word in our language to describe this urge to own things we 

didn’t need. Where before we always had a reason for each object we kept, now 

the sole reason was wanting it. People traded away their land for pianos they 

couldn’t play and bought clothing too fancy for their own everyday use. They 

bought spoons made of silver when there wasn’t food, and gilded picture frames 

when they had neither pictures nor walls. A strange frenzy for zhaaginaash stuff 

came over the best of us. Where before we gave our things away and were 

admired for our generosity, now we grew stingy and admired ourselves for what 

we grabbed and held. (Four Souls 76) 
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Again, we see Nanapush characterizing the accumulation of things, in this case 

commodities that carry with them a new orientation toward exchange that differs from 

traditional Ojibwe modes of exchange. But even in this regard, Erdrich takes care to 

complicate this narrative.  

Euro-American trade influences certainly infiltrate the reservation community 

during the allotment period when, as Brenda Child describes in My Grandfather’s 

Knocking Sticks, “the ability of Ojibwe people to control their own movements and ways 

of making a living by harvesting wild rice and other natural resources and gardening, 

trapping, fishing, and hunting were abruptly constrained” (17). Child’s book traces her 

own family history and expands the discussion to the broader Ojibwe experience in the 

Great Lakes region, in large part overlapping the same timeframe as Tracks and Four 

Souls, and so her discussion of early 20th century reservation life in Minnesota provides 

much-needed context for the events and attitudes of Erdrich’s fictional reservation. 

Child’s focus on how Ojibwe people “unceasingly adapted to protect what they valued 

most, and what they valued most usually involved labor,” also gives direct insight into 

the central issues of materiality and economy that speak to Erdrich’s books. Child 

contextualizes Nanapush’s lament, above, writing, “The ‘reservation’ was the aftermath 

of catastrophic dispossession, like a swath of land spared in the wake of a tornado or 

flood, and the place where Ojibwe labor was reorganized and redefined” (3). The 

difficulty and significance of this rapid dispossession and shift in economies and labor 

traditions cannot be overstated, and yet Child, like Erdrich, takes pains to represent the 

way Ojibwe people adapted by acknowledging and sometimes even lamenting change but 

also recognizing how important threads of continuity were maintained: “Some of them 
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overturned long-standing gender roles associated with labor, and others allowed 

traditional forms of work to be reassessed as wage labor. Harvesting wild rice and 

fishing, along with unusually significant responsibilities such as healing and governing 

the community, would never be the same” (4). The restrictions on mobility through land 

loss and accompanying policies that sought to reorder and contain Native peoples hugely 

impacted labor and the traditional organization of the economy, use of resources, and 

flow of trade; it also redefined the idea of “home.” Child explains, “In the early twentieth 

century, Indian families on reservations existed under a cloud of surveillance, especially 

regarding sexuality, marriage, religious belief, ceremonial participation, and labor. The 

family home was a site of inspection. Working the Ojibwe economy was discouraged – 

unless it was adjusted in ways so that it could be managed by the nation-state” (28). As 

we see in both novels, Ojibwe people made calculated moves to either resist or adapt to 

their changing circumstances with varied outcomes. And Erdrich does a masterful job of 

presenting the complexity of the time – a tangled knot from which no one could extricate 

themselves. In other words, she presents us with all the leftovers - an owl’s coughball.  

The mirroring of Fleur’s city odyssey alongside Nanapush’s narration of his and 

Margaret’s domestic home on the reservation defies our expectations of difference-

making and, instead, muddies the waters of both assembled spaces: the Mauser mansion 

on Summit Avenue and the small house on the reservation allotment land. Margaret and 

Nanapush have settled upon the Kashpaw allotment land. One will remember that in the 

run-up to the climactic action in Tracks, Nanapush, Margaret, and her sons worked to 

help Fleur raise the funds needed to pay the tax on her land, but in the end, Margaret and 

her son use the money to pay for the taxes that would secure her own family’s allotment. 
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When we see Nanapush and Margaret at home in Four Souls, Erdrich continues the 

delicious tension that animated their relationship in the prior novel with the added weight 

of the rupture between the Kashpaws (especially Margaret) and Nanapush’s adopted 

daughter, Fleur Pillager. At the heart of this tension is Margaret’s open adaptability 

toward the circumstances in which they find themselves; she grows a garden using 

Western methods and attends Catholic mass every Sunday. Margaret also becomes 

obsessed with installing linoleum flooring and, in fact, sells a portion of her son’s 

allotment in order to cover the dirt floor in their home. Nanapush knows something is 

amiss when he sees “an ox-drawn wagon and three chimookomaanag were making a road 

on Nector’s land...chopping birch down and loading them. Clearing another field just past 

that” (80). He returns home to find a taciturn Margaret measuring the floor and realizes 

that “My sweetheart, my porcupine woman, my prickly dove, had exchanged the real 

ground for the false ground. My Margaret had betrayed us. She had bought her linoleum 

and given away Nector’s earth” (82). Margaret’s acquisition of the linoleum flooring, “A 

false and foolish thing” in Nanapush’s estimation, opens up a space of silence between 

the couple. In contrast to Margaret, both Nanapush and Fleur are the characters that 

repeatedly challenge and resist Western influence, and they are the ones most damaged 

by Euro-American influences and assimilation policies of the time. Erdrich makes these 

tensions most visible by drawing us into the domestic spaces in which love and self are 

negotiated.  

Nanapush begins to doubt Margaret and is soon consumed with jealousy and 

suspicion when a man that Nanapush characterizes as “My life’s enemy, Shesheeb,” 

becomes a near neighbor (99). Nanapush and Shesheeb have a long history, and 
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Nanapush becomes overwhelmed by the need to vanquish his enemy and, in his mind, 

wrest Margaret’s affection back from him. And so, he decides to set a snare in the 

wooded path between their homes that will kill Shesheeb. When Nanapush hears “a high-

pitched and prolonged squeak not unlike the death yell of a rabbit,” he runs to the snare 

expecting to find his enemy and, instead, realizes he’s caught Margaret in the snare. 

Nanapush releases her from the snare in time and accuses Shesheeb of setting it, but 

Margaret is distracted. Margaret has a vision during a near-death experience and she tells 

Nanapush, 

I saw my great-grandmother from the old days. You know the one. They used to 

call the old lady Medicine Dress [...] She wore her dress, the medicine dress that 

she was known for. That dress was powerful. That dress was known for its 

healing powers. And then she told me its secret, which she never told a living 

person. That secret had died with her but she was giving it to me now, she said, in 

order to save my life. Here is what she told me. Nothing upon that dress was ever 

touched by a human, much less a chimookomaan. It was sewn for her by the 

spirits, she said. Then she told me I must sew my own dress, just like it. Since she 

couldn’t get the spirits to do the whole thing, I had to follow the other rules she 

would set out. [...] In this dress, I could heal anyone. I’d see things when I wore 

this dress. I’d know things. Beyond the reach of my mind. (117) 

Ignorant of the fact that the snare was set by Nanapush, the couple rekindles their 

romance, and over the coming months, Margaret carefully collects materials to make a 

traditional dress in the old way. In a key passage, Margaret emphasizes that her vision 

and the creation of the dress does not stem from her own impetus. As she puts it, “The 
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medicine dress wanted me to make it.” Margaret describes the careful acquisition of 

materials she will need to make the dress; she “couldn’t use glass beads to decorate her 

dress, but as in the old days she must use deer clackers, teeth, quills, and the bones of 

small birds” (131). Nanapush describes the dress and her work, “I must admit, she was 

very patient and did a good job on it. The dress was made of moosehide she’d pounded 

and stretched and rubbed to a velvet softness. She’d used raspberry leaf and root dyes to 

color the bird bones, and unlike the harsh, bright glare of the trader’s beads, these soft 

pinks and purples put roses in that woman’s cheeks” (137). Erdrich offers the details of 

the dress’s assembly in rich description that mirrors the account of the Mauser mansion. 

Like the mansion, the narration lists the many independent objects that come together as 

well as the processing and labor that goes into the assemblage.  

Margaret includes conversations she has with the dress as she constructs it. She 

notes, “as I worked on the dress, it seemed to work on me.” Erdrich takes time and care 

in positioning the animacy and agency of the dress as Margaret pieces it together. When 

she discovers that Nanapush was the one who set the snare, the power dynamic in the 

relationship shifts back in her favor. At this point, in a deviation from the usual formula 

where Erdrich switches between the Native (Nanapush) and the non-Native (Polly 

Elizabeth) narrators, Margaret takes over the narration of some of the final chapters and 

so we get a first-person account of the dress-making where Margaret elaborates on the 

special wisdom imparted by the particularly gendered work she’s doing:  

The fool man saved me, or so it seemed, but really, I knew it was the dress 

wanting to be sewed.  
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To sew is to pray. Men don’t understand this. They see the whole but they 

don’t see the stitches. They don’t see the speech for the creator in the work of the 

needle. We mend. We women turn things inside out and set things right. We 

salvage what we can of human garments and piece the rest into blankets. 

Sometimes our stitches stutter and slow. Only a woman’s eyes can tell. Other 

times, the tension in the stitches might be too tight because of tears, but only we 

know what emotion went into the making. Only women can hear the prayer. So 

the medicine dress wanted me to make it. (176) 

Margaret gives a feminine reiteration of Nanapush’s coughball meditation. As Nanapush 

links the irreducible materiality of the soul to story, Margaret links the stitch-work to 

prayer and language in yet another iteration of assemblage that traverses the discursive 

and the material. The idea that the dress wills its own making gets repeated in the passage 

above and several times throughout the last section of the book, which speaks to Ojibwe 

philosophy of nonhuman animacy. However, in this scene and the many other scenes in 

the novel that reflect on the assemblage of multiple materials, the details reflect a co-

creatorship between the woman, her prayers, her tears, and the needle, the stitches, the 

tanned leather, and so on. In many ways, Margaret’s descriptions of assembling the dress 

are as important as the work it does once its finished.  

 At the end of the novel, the dress performs in two important ways. First, it 

facilitates the rejection of yet another land settlement that the government seeks with the 

tribe. When the dress is finished, Nanapush bids Margaret to try it on. However, when 

Margaret begins to dance in the dress, Nanapush, who has gotten into the wine at the 

rectory, is nonplussed – she is not an elegant dancer and messes up the steps. In his 
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inebriation, Nanapush insists that Margaret hand over the dress to him so that he can 

show her how to dance, and a wine-infused odyssey follows his donning of the dress. 

Nanapush’s antics find him back at the rectory’s wine stores hoping for more, but he gets 

caught in the act by a nun who locks him in the wine cellar overnight. Needless to say, he 

awakens hungover in a jail cell still wearing the dress. He realizes that it’s the day of the 

council meeting and the vote over a proposed land settlement that would, again, reduce 

reservation lands. Having no time to return home or exchange clothing, Nanapush is 

forced to attend the meeting and make a political speech in the dress. He turns the 

moment into a rhetorical triumph as he confesses his own foolishness and disrespect of 

his wife’s medicine dress and connects this with the idea that they would be disrespecting 

mother earth by exchanging it for money. Nanapush notes, “When they voted, they 

rejected the land settlement. So the dress worked” (156). Nanapush’s crossdressing frees 

him in certain moments and humbles him in others during his odyssey in the dress. Even 

though his speech is crafted to abate his embarrassment by acknowledging his own 

foibles and using the absurdity (and femininity) of his dress to convince the crowd to vote 

a particular way, one senses a moment of sincerity when he talks about how wearing the 

dress transforms him. He says, “It wasn’t that the dress spoke to me. It was that my ears 

were opened to hear all I missed when I was arrayed like a man” (156). In both this first 

and the second example of the dress’s performative powers at the end of the novel, its 

most important feature seems to be its capacity to enable transformation. 

Of course, the second act of the dress and the final transformation is Fleur’s. After 

returning home and while living in her car with her son, Fleur discovers who holds the 

title to her family’s land, which she wins back in a hand of cards with the help of gifted 
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son. And yet when she returns home to Nanapush, her surrogate father and his wife 

Margaret, depleted. Margaret narrates:  

I knew it all as I looked at her staring at the ground, she in her pristine white 

outfit, she of old will, she with my childhood friend Anaquot’s bold eyes and Four 

Soul’s grin. I knew everything about who she came from and yet who Fleur was 

eluded me as much as it eluded all who felt the air stir and the leaves speak in her 

presence, those who could not look at her directly and yet could not look away 

from her. I had not known until that moment. But I know shame when I see it. 

(201) 

When Fleur returns and Margaret recognizes Fleur’s shame, she puts the dress on her and 

explains that, to go home, Fleur must go out to a rock by Machimanito lake and perform 

a type of ceremony. Margaret tells her, “the sun will bake and burn you and destroy your 

ability to see, but this dress will save your vision so that you’ll be forced to look within. It 

will get worse. Stinging flies will torture your skin and the zagimeg will suck your blood. 

This dress will allow them to bite right through. Then it will heal your wounds so that 

you’ll be fresh for the insects each morning” (205). Margaret leaves Fleur exposed with 

only the dress as cover for four days before visiting her with a little water in the days 

thereafter. Margaret describes the purification that occurs in such ceremonies and 

emphasizes the dress’s role in creating conditions that transform Fleur: “This dress will 

intensify your hunger and allow you the privilege to suffer. This dress will listen to you, 

Four Souls, crying out for kindness and mercy in spite of your terrible will” (205). 

Margaret concludes by saying “Let this dress kill you. Let this dress save you….If you 

make it through the next eight days, I will give you my medicine dress. Not only that, I 
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will give you the name that goes with it. For the dress has its own name, which it told me 

while I was making it” (206). At the end of the novel, the dress and the ceremony restore 

Fleur in a critical way; she is reborn as she is renamed by the dress, and she begins a 

more balanced and restorative era in her life. The dress at the end of Four Souls helps 

Fleur to reestablish the bonds of kinship by helping her come home, reconnect with her 

daughter Lulu, and rejoin Nanapush’s family. The dress at the end of Four Souls cleanses 

and transforms Fleur, reassembled under a new name.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE BOOK AND THE BODY IN THE POETRY OF HEID E. 

ERDRICH AND ORLANDO WHITE 

 

Native American poets have long responded to the myriad technologies that fuel 

the business of representing, collecting, and displaying the bodies of indigenous people. 

Despite the push toward repatriation of Native American bodies and ceremonial and 

funerary objects since the passage of the Native American Graves Protection and 

Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) in 1990, the appetite for collection and display of 

indigenous bodies persists in new and increasingly insidious modes. However, the 

passage of NAGPRA put a spot light on the complex and often-fraught relationship 

indigenous people continue to have with museums and archives, and over the past 30 

years, Native American poets have taken up the issue within the medium that emblemizes 

the archive: the book.  

Poets whose ethnic identities inform their poetry face the particular challenge of 

writing about life without becoming reduced to a body on display. Of course, one 

approach to addressing this danger is to make a book about the body, especially the 

poet’s own body, in such explicit renderings that readers are made aware of their 

voyeurism and made to question their appetite for particular bodies. Another strategy 

involves a directed manipulation of the reader’s body in concert with the book in hand; 

the poet recedes and resists capture by offering a guided tour of the book-as-body, 

heightening the reader’s awareness of their own body and the apparatuses at work within 

these multilayered material encounters. In this strategy, the intimate details of the poet’s 

lived experiences remain speculative, and it’s the shape of the book, the images it evokes, 

and the archives on and off the page that the reader encounters. Recent poetry from Heid 
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E. Erdrich (Ojibwe) and Orlando White (Diné) exemplify this second mode as the poets 

embroil their readers by excavating the book and langauge, itself. Thus, they create a 

collision between the embodied reader and the ways those bodies participate in ongoing 

modes of collection.24 

Throughout this essay, I am conceiving of the terms “books” and “bodies” 

expansively, including not just the books of poetry by Erdrich and White made of paper 

and cardstock and printed with black ink, for instance, and not just the human body or its 

parts. Rather, I intend for the idea of the “book” to carry all its implications as a container 

and as the most common material emblem of an archive. Books embody the idea of 

collections and have long been the material trappings by which we categorize and 

disseminate the world. Likewise, I am often using the idea of the “body” in a way that 

includes but reaches beyond the implied human body. As the physical core or main part 

of any given material thing, bodies can be expansive or microscopic but distinctly 

assertive in space and time. Some bodies are more assertive than others, however. And 

some bodies get erased. Some bodies become disconnected from the idea of a body. I’m 

concerned with the way the materiality of the book recedes into the discursive and how 

some bodies only matter to the extent they are legible.  

 In her 2017 poetry collection, Curator of Ephemera at the New Museum for 

Archaic Media, Heid E. Erdrich invokes the archive in its many forms from the art 

museum to mixtapes and from QR codes that link to video poems (“poemeos”) to the 

collection of DNA samples in the interest of defining race and ancestry. Erdrich creates a 

                                                 
24 Here and throughout, I am using an expansive idea of the book that figures as both a progenitor and a 

stand-in for any archival apparatus outside the human body, which is its own kind of archive.  
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curated museum space that directs the reader toward the organization and context of the 

items on display as much as the art objects themselves. Whether one reads her ekphrastic 

poems referencing visual artworks (real and imagined) beyond the book, poems 

connected to “poemeos” - Erdrich’s term for poems set to video clips - linked by QR 

codes embedded in the pages of the book, mixtape poems that include a soundtrack, or a 

series of poems that trace a path through translations into and out of the Ojibwe language, 

Erdrich heightens poetry’s natural inclination for engaging the readers’ eyes and ears by 

always directing the reader off the page and back. Soon enough, it’s not the poetry that’s 

on display but rather the reader’s embodied interaction with the art spaces shaped by 

language that comes to the fore.  

Orland White’s 2009 book of poetry, Bone Light, achieves the same ends of 

creating an encounter between reader’s body and body of the book but through different 

means. Rather than directing the reader’s eye off the page, he turns the type on the page 

into representations of both the body and the museum object. Letters like i and j become 

characters who fall in love, dance, and die upon the field of the book. The reader is 

exposed to an anthropological excavation of language’s smallest parts. White’s method 

marks a stunning reversal that puts the greatest anthropological tool that’s been applied to 

indigenous peoples and their ancestor’s bones – language and books that house it - under 

the microscope. In White’s 2015 book of poetry, LETTERRS, he expands his treatment of 

the alphabet in its entanglements and disentanglements with the human body. Whereas in 

Bone Light the speaker/reader is framed as archeologist, in LETTERRS, we watch 

language and the phonemes it’s made of develop in utero as if we’re searching for shapes 

on an ultrasound. White illuminates the connections between human and nonhuman 
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(textual) bodies that are mutually constitutive. For White, the book excavates the human 

body as much as the body excavates the book, and we are made to watch the lifespan of 

black marks on a page from birth to the violent end when the letter ‘i’ is beheaded and the 

black dot rolls across the page to punctuate the end of the sentence.  

Poets like Heid E. Erdrich and Orlando White interrogate methods of collection 

and the institutions that have so often put Native identity and bodies in particular on 

display; they heighten our sense of the book as an embodied object that encounters and 

directs the movement of human bodies – the readers’ bodies. In creating an intelligible 

interplay between the book and the body, they disrupt the process of collection and 

display that depends on a stable object/subject binary. Instead, the book and the body 

become two entangled objects encountering and defining one another. In a sleek sleight 

of hand, the book’s primary modes of manufacturing not only knowledge but being 

become the thing on display, and the subjectivity of the poets, themselves, become 

decidedly concealed and impenetrable behind the display. This stance, above anything 

else, signals a resistance to ongoing collection that remains a significant feature of 

contemporary literature by Native American writers. I start by tracing a brief history of 

collecting and displaying the Native body, especially looking at the continued practices 

of collection that significantly inform contemporary Native writing, before taking a close 

look at how Erdrich and White respond to these particular modes by orienting the 

reader’s bodies toward an encounter with the archival processes embedded in the book 

and its progeny.  

Brief overview of the Indian in the archive 
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Responding to the various archival apparatuses that seek to collect them, Native 

writers have a long history of confronting and transforming the white walls of the 

museum and the white fields of the page. Those who colonized North America came 

from places that had circulated descriptions and images of the Indian alongside Native 

American objects for decades, in large part, before ever meeting a Native American 

person in the flesh. Of course, Europeans may have seen enslaved Native people paraded 

through the streets or put on public display, but these encounters were largely understood 

and processed through the proliferation of pamphlets written by Christopher Columbus 

and other early explorers reporting back to their patrons.25 In the European imagination, 

the book and the (figurative) body of the Indian were born at the same time; the 

proliferation of the printing press at the end of the 15th century met with a proliferation of 

observations that defined two continents of peoples in the eyes of those looking West. In 

many ways, Native people were immediately collectible and embroiled in the warp and 

woof of burgeoning imperial economies. To shake this inheritance as the perpetual object 

of collection and the sustained subject of the book from its own origins is a Sisyphean 

endeavor that Native writers in the 21st century continue to push back against because the 

old habit of collecting and displaying Native bodies rages on despite changing tides in 

museum policy, the social sciences, and the book.  

 However, even as we must understand the long history of documentation and 

archival consumption of Indian bodies that commenced alongside contact and 

colonization, we must understand that this positioning comes from the vantage of the 

                                                 
25 See Robert F. Berkhofer’s The White Man’s Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus to 

the Present.  
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colonizer looking west. When we take the vantage of Native American peoples looking 

east, we must recognize the vast array of indigenous documentation and archival methods 

that thrived pre-contact and continue to thrive many centuries later. Archives at large are 

not and have never been foreign to Turtle Island. However, we must acknowledge the 

monumental difference between indigneous and settler-colonial archival methods. The 

settler-colonial archive is filled with remnants of living bodies, confirming both that these 

bodies have lived but also that they have died or are absent. For the vast majority of 

Europeans looking (and then traveling) West, indigenous bodies were always already 

long absent. What a surprise to come here and have to contend with those bodies that 

were always already archived. How disorienting to have those prolific printed plates of 

the indigenes continually turn up alive and embodied. It was a real problem that could 

only be solved by putting the indigene back where she belonged – the archive. The 

compulsion to archive indigenous bodies continues into the 21st century, and so Native 

American writers continue to confront the modes of collection that counter the ongoing 

reality of indigenous life.  

In National Geographic’s 2018 April issue, the magazine turned its lens to the 

topic of race and kicked off the discussion with an article by editor in chief, Susan 

Goldberg, entitled “For Decades, Our Coverage was Racist. To Rise Above Our Past, We 

Must Acknowledge It.” The article explains that National Geographic asked an outside 

party, University of Virginia professor of history, John Edwin Mason, to delve into the 

archives of the publication and develop an assessment of the magazine’s coverage of 

people of color. As Goldberg’s title suggests, the findings were not so good and not so 

surprising. She writes, “until the 1970s National Geographic all but ignored people of 



 157 

 

color who lived in the United States, rarely acknowledging them beyond laborers or 

domestic workers. Meanwhile it pictured ‘natives’ elsewhere as exotics, famously and 

frequently unclothed, happy hunters, noble savages—every type of cliché.” While the 

publication should be credited for addressing the history of their coverage, the article and 

the institution still reveal troubling blind spots when it comes to portrayals of different 

peoples and continuing indoctrination of racial definitions that harm indigenous peoples 

and people of color. Each time I opened the link to the article was the prominent 

advertisement for National Geographic’s Geno 2.0 DNA ancestry kit, an irony that is lost 

on most readers and likely the editors and writers at National Geographic. At the same 

time Goldberg enumerates the ways the magazine has objectified indigenous peoples and 

people of color, it advertises the latest craze in collecting and commodifying those same 

peoples and their bodies. Companies like National Geographic have acknowledged and 

instituted policies that seek to reform the invasive control wrought by the camera and the 

word, but they’ve moved toward telling troubling stories about race through DNA 

markers with the same old traps.  

In “Voicing the Bones: Heid Erdrich’s Poetry and the Discourse of NAGPRA,” 

Karen Poremski notes the long history of Native American writers engaging with “the 

topic of museum’s use of human remains and sacred items” in both the anticipation and 

the aftermath of the passage of the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation 

Act in 1990. National Geographic’s 2018 issue on race and the accompanying ads for 

their DNA ancestry program reveal the ongoing collection of Native bodies, and I argue, 

illustrate what’s at stake in the work of poets like Heid Erdrich and Orlando White, who 
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continue the long tradition of turning our eyes toward material archives and the modes of 

collection in order to critique such projects.  

Kim TallBear has written extensively on the problematics of such projects, 

particularly in their practice of targeting indigenous people by both hunting for their 

blood before it becomes hopelessly “admixed” and advertising and commodifying a 

troubling definition of identity based on limited biomarkers. In her 2007 article, 

“Narratives of Race and Indigeneity in the Genographic Project,” TallBear turned a 

critical eye toward National Geographic’s early development of their genomic project, 

simply called “Genographic” at the time. She explains, “Genographic wants to draw 

blood from indigenous peoples in particular because they are widely viewed as having 

‘mixed’ less often with other populations; the genetic window onto their ancient genetic 

past is seen as being clearer, less muddied by ‘admixture’” (413). TallBear explains that, 

even though DNA is collected from the general public as they send in their DNA samples 

and purchase an ancestry “kit” to “find out which ‘founding genetic lineage’ they carry,” 

“their DNA is not important for research. It is indigenous peoples’ DNA that is viewed as 

containing ‘key genetic markers that have remained relatively unaltered over hundreds of 

generations’” (414). In many ways, such DNA ancestry projects follow in the footsteps of 

Edward Curtis and, as Goldberg’s article admits, National Geographic – entities that 

capitalized on and, in many ways, authored the “vanishing Indian” narrative. In more 

recent work, TallBear traces the same motivations in cryogenic sciences in “ Beyond the 

Life/Not-Life Binary: A Feminist-Inigenous Reading of Cryopreservation, Interspecies 

Thinking, and the New Materialisms.” She observes that “Cryopreservation’s co-

constitutive narrative with indigenous genetics has long been that gathering indigenous 
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biomaterials is about staving off certain death. The narrative calls for preserving 

remnants of human groups and their nonhuman relations, defined in molecular terms, and 

archiving those molecular patterns and instructions before peoples or species ‘vanish’ in 

death by admixture, or actual extinction in the case of nonhuman species” (170). Again, 

TallBear points to a recycling of the collection practices that “aim to preserve” the matter 

of indigenous bodies, but are “predicated on indigenous death” (182). I argue that the 

poetry of Heid Erdrich and Orlando White make the same critique by exposing and 

making a play on the aparatuses and disciplines of collection and by implicating the 

reader/viewer – effectively turning the microscope away from their own identities and 

onto the reader interacting with the “book” and with language as an object.  

Heid E. Erdrich’s curated spaces: Tricking or feeding the wiindigo reader? 

The first poem from Heid Erdrich’s Curator of Ephemera at the New Museum for 

Archaic Media, entitled “Curatorial Statement for Wiindigo Eye,” introduces a series of 

“Curatorial Statement” poems, which work as context for the artwork displayed in an 

imagined museum setting and signal the premise of the book as an 

exhibit/archive/artifact. The reader of the poem becomes a viewer of the unseen object 

beyond the page. Along with this pointed orientation of the reader/viewer, Erdrich’s 

opening salvo initiates major concerns that run throughout the collection. For instance, 

issues of identity based on biological markers arise when Erdrich quotes a 2014 article 

written by Jessica Kolopenuk on the subject of DNA ancestry testing. In “Wiindigo 

Incarnate: Consuming ‘Native American DNA’,” Kolopenuk critiques the targeted 

collection of indigenous DNA for proprietary databases, like those used by National 

Geographic’s genome project, from an Ojibwe viewpoint. Her argument that “The 
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industry of genetic ancestry testing operates like a wiindigo” is key to understanding 

many of the poems here. With the poem that works as a description plate offering 

context, readers must imagine themselves as a viewers of the piece of art the poem 

describes entitled “Wiindigo Eye.” The “wiindigo,” a starving being who consumes 

everything in sight but can never get enough, is a well-known figure in Ojibwe stories, 

and so the both Kolopenuk and Erdrich draw on the insatiability of this character in their 

respective references to archival collecting.26 The curatorial voice contextualizes the 

unseen artwork, noting that  

the artist’s DNA – left as she crimped the paper, sucked the brush to a fine tip, 

hiccupped, tore a nail – creates an image of the indigenous corpus. That this 

image arises entirely from non-visible elements, and yet we see figures we relate 

to our engagement, surely shows the work itself commands us to interact with it. 

That the type of interaction is not specified means less than that we viewers 

scrape the underside of a well-muscled 100 pound paper, send the sample, and 

await results. Or as critic Jessica Kolopenuk asserts:…they can learn their “true 

ancestry” – they can now feast on the genetic contents of their own flesh. They 

have themselves become host to the wiindigo. (3) 

Note the invocation of the body, first of the artist and then of the reader holding the paper 

and imprinting their own DNA on the pages of the book. Like swabbing a cheek and 

sending away for a DNA assessment, according to the curatorial directions, a viewer is 

called to mine the piece of art for cultural kinship connection. The double-play in the 

language regarding the “indigenous corpus” makes the reader a spectator, not simply of 

                                                 
26 For more on the Wiindigo figure see Carter Meland’s “It Consumes What It Forgets.”  
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the art piece entitled “Wiindigo Eye” and, perhaps, the artist’s body of work but also the 

body of the artist and its imprint upon the art object.  

The “wiindigo eye” as the unseen artwork named in the poem’s title is heaped 

with referential meaning throughout the poem, starting with mention of the Fresnel lens 

in the opening line. The Fresnel lens was created in the early 19th century – a piece of 

technology that revolutionized the capability of lighthouses to guide the ships of that 

imperial era. Significantly, this poem references not only a fictional artwork (the 

“windigo eye”), but by invoking the Fresnel lens, the poem references the actual artwork 

of Ojibwe artist Andrea Carlson. Her piece Ink Babel, which includes an image of the 

Fresnel lens, is made up of cells “organized vertically like cinema filmstrip that has been 

allowed to spill out horizontally to form a grid, creating a bi-directional panorama,” and 

these cells grace the cover and section markers throughout Erdrich’s book of poems 

(Carlson). In an extended note at the end of the book, Erdrich defines the Ojibwe figure 

of the wiindigo that Kolopenuk, Carlson, and Erdrich all reference, writing, “Andrea 

Carlson’s artwork reminded me of Ojibwe stories of a fierce cannibal creature made of 

ice…It ate everything. Everyone.” She talks about the “voracious” nature and “ravenous 

eye” that both she and Carlson bring to their artwork, and adds that “Carlson told [her] 

that the Ojibwe might have called the first lighthouse they saw ‘The Wiindigo’s Eye’.” 

On her blog, Carlson offers insight into the arrangement of the cells in Ink Babel: “Cells 

in each vertical column display imagery that behaves like a pan-hot on a film strop, 

something I call ‘time dominant’ cells, whereas the cells pulling out horizontally are 

‘space dominant’ panoramas, as one might see in still photography.” The arrangement 

orients the viewer in time and space, depending on the cell of focus, but taken as a whole, 
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the piece “locates the vanishing plane along an endless horizon line.” And so the viewer 

confronted with their own limits of seeing. I argue that Erdrich’s poetry presents the same 

dissonance and burdens the reader with an awareness of their own body and it’s 

interaction with the language on the page. From the outset, Curator of Ephemera teases 

open the boundaries of the book, constantly asking the eye to look beyond the page at its 

mixed-media applications – the introduction through this avaricious Fresnel lens 

acknowledges both the idea that “we are all hungry searchers,” as Erdrich puts it in her 

end note, but also creates a heightened sense of embodied viewership. The curatorial gaze 

gets sustained throughout the book as the poems highlight various forms of collection, 

categorization, and archive.  

 Among these archives, we see four “Curatorial statements,” including the first 

poem that I’ve discussed at length, and in line with the “curatorial statement” poems, the 

book is filled with ekphrastic poems – poems inspired by and often describing or reacting 

to a work of visual artifacts both real and imagined. The repeated ekphrasis bids the 

reader to seek beyond the book for the image or object, a task that gets thwarted upon the 

occasion that the art piece referenced in the poem doesn’t exist beyond that description 

and the reader’s imagination. Other times, as with the references to Carlson’s work, the 

poems direct the reader back to the book as a visual object in itself and the cover and 

interior art that defines the sections of the book. In the second section, “Mix Tape 

Didactic,” we get a series of “exhibits” that start with “Exhibit A” and “Exhibit B” but 

then skip around to exhibits F, C, and Q. Each of these are ekphrastic poems inspired by 

actual and imagined works of art, but with the titling, Erdrich creates both the play on the 

art museum “exhibit” and the archival ordering of things. One might wonder whether 
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“exhibits” and “archives” are synonymous. Both consist of collected things, almost 

exclusively material objects of a sort, and these things get arranged. The arrangements of 

both exhibits and archives derive from and produce narratives, and these narratives can 

be overt or “didactic,” like Erdrich’s Mix Tape medium, or covert like the way DNA 

collections reconstitute and formalize old ideas of racial difference in the language of 

new science when the material reality of DNA actually reveals much more about our 

sameness.27 Archives, especially, pretend a neutrality that is anything but. Generally 

speaking, exhibits and archives might be differentiated based on their accessibility. 

Exhibits are designed for public consumption, even if one must pay a fee for entrance. 

The items in an exhibit are on display, awaiting inspection, and usually advertised to 

draw as wide a viewership as possible. Everyone (who can pay the fee) is welcome. 

Archives, on the other hand, are often behind lock and key in one way or another. One 

must submit to the entrance guard, identify oneself, and declare one’s intent to gain 

access. The doctrine of the archive, which informs and produces narratives, is easily 

overlooked until the arrangement fails – until Exhibit F precedes Exhibit C and when 

Exhibit D goes missing entirely. Erdrich gives us the suggestion of an ordered collection 

only to disrupt it. This disruption heightens our sense of this archive of art works to 

which we’ve been oriented and makes us wonder what’s gone missing. Access, is never 

fully granted, if it’s granted at all.  

 In “Curatorial Note for Exhibit C,” Erdrich turns back to the collection of DNA 

and makes the limitations of the reader’s access explicit. She opens the poem with the 

                                                 
27 See Kimberly TallBear’s Native American DNA: Tribal Belonging and the False Promise of Genetic 

Science.  
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title of the imagined art piece: “Exhibit C: Mitochondrial haplogroup C and Y-

chromosome haplogroup C walk into a bar, 2016.” The poem goes on to describe the 

exhibit, a “mixed-media installation including audio of Ojibwe language narrative and 

text in English to produce an immersive environment where viewers soon discover they 

will not easily digest the work” (Erdrich 43). Instead of describing an exhibit to facilitate 

meaning, the “curatorial note” reorients the reader’s gaze toward the nature of collection 

and archive. In this case, the note outlines the available material: “The installation resists 

providing context except in a few instances: casual references to haplogroups A, B, D, 

and X, and a banner printed with a quote from Jessica Kolopenuk that states, There are 

lessons embedded in wiindigo stories like this one. Unlike what dna.ancestry.com asserts 

– that our history is written in our DNA – lessons are not.” The lack of information 

provided by DNA turns out to be the only “context” offered by the artwork (and the 

poem).  

Beyond the pretext of the curatorial voice that permeates many of the poems and 

evokes a museum gallery, Erdrich provides poems that outline other archival spaces 

within and beyond the pages of the book. In what I think of as a reversal of the ekphrastic 

curatorial poems, we get poems accompanied by QR codes scattered throughout the 

book. The QR codes can be scanned, if one has the proper app, and offer a digital link to 

Erdrich’s poemeos (audio-visual renderings of the poem). I think of these as a reversal of 

the traditional ekphrastic poems that reference a visual artwork that predates the poem 

because, in the case of the poems linked to videos through the QR codes, the poem comes 

first and inspires the visual representation. If we take a moment to emerge from the 
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depths of textuality and look around at the world as it is in this moment, we see that 

there’s been a marked shift in the preeminence of the text.  

The second section turns to the medium of the mixtape as, perhaps, the most 

intimate iteration of archive, where one gets poems alongside mix tape liner notes that list 

the songs and artists, both A side and B side. As with the ekphrastic poems, the mixtape 

poems are inspired by an object beyond the page. In this case, we get love poems 

followed by the liner notes of the mixtapes. The liner notes form an archive, not only of 

songs, but also of the temporally fixed intentions of the mix-tape maker. One also gets a 

snapshot of musical climate at the time the tape was made, particularly if the mix 

manifested in the usual way by collecting each song as it played on the radio. With the 

right equipment, one could transfer individual songs from an album to create a mix with 

even more intention, but by any method, the mixtape is a collage that’s dependent on the 

availability of yet other archives.  

Mixtapes, especially the habit of making a mix tape as a gift for a loved one, have 

the intimacy of a personal letter. However, unlike the liner notes that provide song titles 

and artist in a clearly organized list that would presumably be meaningful to both the 

mixtape maker and the beloved to whom it’s gifted, the poems that accompany the liner 

notes are laden with elision and elastic in meaning. The gaps between phrases begin to 

feel like snatches of song lyrics – a record that skips. In the case of “Mix Tape 

Didactic…Hither” Erdrich writes:  

we never said     I mean I  never 

don’t take it the wrong   I mean I taped it all wrong 

or right  now wanted it right  I mean I wanted now 



 166 

 

then   that’s all that tape   meant 

then   that’s all    we meant 

 I mean I would never say no  (35) 

The reader only accesses the sense of intimacy of the mixtape in pieces that suggest the 

yearning and desire of the mixtape-maker without offering any personal details of the 

relationship between giver and receiver. Instead, the reader is sent further and further into 

the archive as the reader’s only recourse for meaning points to the song list, which 

includes selections from Kate Bush, Eurythmics, Talking Heads, the Pretenders, David 

Bowie, Prince, etc. Like the poems with QR codes, the mix tape poems send the reader to 

the music listed in the liner notes in order to fill in the gaps of the poem’s text. The 

mixtape poems and the liner notes work as a two-for-one whereby one can read the liner 

notes as a combination of list poem and found poetry in its own right. The liner notes, as 

archive of the maker’s ideas and emotions at the time of the making, carries a personal 

record as much as it works as a collection of music that helps define an era in music and 

the practice of archiving music in the mixtape format. Returning from the archive of the 

liner notes to the poem, one realizes that the poem is a new addition that responds to the 

archive in a way that reveals the significant effect of the archive on memory and the body 

that produced, and now revisits, the collection. The speaker’s sense of self unwinds and 

becomes dislocated in time with the shifting back and forth between the present tense 

(“mean”) and the past (“meant”). The first and last lines are especially tricky, timewise, 

with the first looking firmly back at what “we never said” and the last looking toward a 

speculative future with “I would never say no.”  Compounding the disorientation is the 

self-conscious tug of war in the way the pronouns dance between “we” to “I” – the 
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slippage between first-person plural and singular underscores an elastic sense of self that 

the archive of the mixtape only captures in part.  

 Looking at the full cycle of poems in Curator of Ephemera, I am struck by the 

entities and images that Erdrich cycles back to throughout each section of the book – 

certain trees, grasses, rivers, and stars – and I argue that she repeated moves the reader’s 

eyes toward these underappreciated archives and the ways they are endangered and 

obscured. In “Hang Fire,” she writes of a North Dakota nightscape: 

 We wonder what’s out there –  

 

 Then intercede the flares 

  a hundred miles of red eyes 

  a forever of red lights that thin but do not end  

 

where once the darkest dark dropped through to still more dark  

where even a new moon could reflect in our eyes  

where that gleam alone could be our guide (19) 

 

Readers like me, who were born in Western North Dakota and maintain family ties there 

or perhaps have visited over the years, will recognize that she’s describing the hundreds 

of flares burning off excess natural gas in the process of drilling and processing oil. In a 

recent report from the Bakken oil fields in December, 2018, “Operators captured nearly 

2.04 billion cubic feet of natural gas per day, but flared about 527 million cubic feet per 

day, an all-time high” (Dalrymple). When I was a teenager and camped out with cousins 

on the shore of Lake Sakawea, even the campfire light couldn’t penetrate the darkness of 

a region with so little light polution, and I remember a night sky with so much starlight it 

rippled like a blanket. In recent years, I returned for a family wedding and saw the 

twilight horizon flickering with flare lights from the natural gas burn-offs; I did not see 

any stars. Here, Erdrich reminds the reader that the night sky is also a map to be read – a 
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repository of stories and relatives – that’s being blocked out, now, by the flares that now 

populate the plains. The “ephemera” and “archaic media” implicated by the book’s title 

accrues a sense of urgency even within the constant tease of the various archives and the 

play on what is and is not available to the searching “wiindigo eye.”  

Orlando White’s Ekphrastic Alphabet  

Where Erdrich’s Curator of Ephemera is expansive, referential, and borrowing 

her description for Carlson’s work, evokes a “ravenous eye for the detail of the world, the 

monsters, machines, myths, and human obsessions,” Orland White’s, 2009, Bone Light is 

a study in minimalism, obsessed with a few select graphemes from the alphabet – the 

letters O, j, and i, in particular. White zooms in on the bare bones of the English language 

and enacts an excavation that reorients the way we see text. And White continues his 

study of phonemes and the subject/object space that they (and we) occupy in LETTERRS 

(2015).  

In the poem “To See Letters,” which opens Bone Light, the speaker looks back on 

his first encounters with the alphabet. The first line underscores the fact that a poet 

“requires this: Alphabet” (13). And, yet, White’s descriptions of early encounters with 

the Alphabet are fraught with misunderstanding and violence when the speaker’s step-

father helps him with homework: “I showed him homework from my first grade class. It 

was a list of / words assigned for me to spell. He looked at me as he was sharpening / a 

pencil with a knife. I remember the way he forced my hand to / write. How the pencil 

stabbed each letter, the lead smearing. I / imagined each word bruising as I stared at 

them” (13). The speaker’s experience of domestic violence at the hands of his step-father 

and the tracing of letters become indelibly linked, and this opening poem ushers in a book 
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that aims to disrupt the way graphemes, letters on the page, tend to signal meaning. Once 

we learn how to read, these graphemes tend to recede from our sensory experience – they 

become secondary to the sounds, images, and ideas they collectively signify. White’s 

poems turn our eyes back to the graphic nature of the black marks on white paper as the 

letters become embodied figures of bones, eye lashes, skulls, and cricket legs. Like Heid 

Erdrich, Orland White retrains the readers’ eyes in relation to language, so that the 

dichotomy between body and letter, between language and bones becomes blurred. Like 

Erdrich, he uses ekphrasis to heighten the sense of encounter between the reader’s eye 

and the limits of the page, but here we find a rare instance when the images he describes 

are imbedded within the ekphrastic poem – the images of the letters that become the 

image described dance on the page and inside the poem as little bodies held and beheld 

by other bodies.  

White plays on the desire to collect and catalogue, and thus control, so endemic to 

the settler-colonial project. Instead of Native American bones or pictographs that are so 

often the subject of study, White turns our gaze to the graphemes that have become the 

predominant means of capturing and encoding the human mind and, as noted earlier, the 

means by which the indigenous body was imagined in the west even before encounter. 

Instead of letters describing indigenous bodies or cultural objects, White describes in 

great archeological detail the bodies of letters. Early on, White re-contextualizes the letter 

“O,” which becomes “a zero, / hollow light bulb” and, later, a skull. The lowercase “i” “is 

a Cricket” that “sounds as if / someone is rubbing / the bristles / of two combs together” 

(15, 16). In the poem titled “Ats’iists’in,” which translates as “skeleton” in the Navajo 

language, White takes us through an excavation of the lowercase letter “i,” writing:  
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Below the skull there is a part of a letter 

shaped like a bone. But the skull is not a skull; 

it is a black dot with white teeth. And the piece 

of the letter under it is not really a bone, 

rather a dark spine. This is not the end of language. (22) 

As one reads, one cannot help but inspect the image of the letter “i” that appears in 

several words of the poem. The pictograph being described is right on the page, 

embedded. But look at what White does with the letter: the stem of the “i” begins as a 

nondescript bone. When we think of bones, of skeletons, we see these as the ultimate 

inanimate object of the body – the material thing that remains long after the subject of the 

body has dispersed. It’s the remnants that we dig up, study, carbon date, ship from 

museum to museum, and argue decades-long court battles over. In a masterful shift, 

White reimagines the bone, which upon closer inspection the stem of the “i” transforms 

into a spine. Here, one can imagine that the speaker zooms in on the ink and notes the 

way it fills the fibers of the paper in ragged dots, the vertebrae, rather than the straight 

line of an excavated femur, and the spine’s specificity and mobility helps to further 

embody and, significantly, enliven the skeletal phoneme that holds the dot/skull and 

stands upright, even as the excavation continues. The speakers proclamation, “This is not 

the end of language,” informs the rest of the poem and presents a decidedly indigenous 

view of the object at hand. The closer inspection of the bone, the way it becomes a spine, 

entangles the human body with the language on the page so that the excavation of “i” is 

“not the end of language” as much as a human skeleton is not the end of personhood, of 

being.  
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 The latter half of the poem makes the relationship between the letter and the body, 

their twined capacities to decay and yet haunt. White turns to the dot over the “i” and 

notes how it “used to have eyes […] But they were dissolved / by two drops of ink.” He 

amends this ekphrasis of “i” with a series of metaphors that further develop this process 

dissolving before zooming back out to the issue of language and its sustainability, even in 

death:  

  The way a letter fades 

on the page after many years of reading 

or how it soaks into a fingerprint and forgets itself.  

The way a word tries to breathe inside  

a closed book; the way a letter shivers when 

a page is turned. Because underneath sound 

there is thought. Language, a complete structure 

within the white coffin of paper. If you shake it 

and listen, it will move, rattle like bones on the page. (22) 

Here, White prods the old idea that language dies on the page, becomes immobile and 

conscripted in ways that language in speech does not, and suggests that even the dead (be 

it the printed text or human remains) make noise.  

 Each poem looks at these graphemes and at language from a new angle, often 

with a repeated mixing of the same images tied to the human body, especially the body’s 

remnants. In a series of poems that focus on the lower-case letters “j” and “i,” White 

envisions a “Man / with one leg, / no arms, / wears black suit, / white necktie” and a 

“Woman / in black dress, / white scarf, / no arms too.” The characters appear time and 
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again in the poems, building in meaning and story. In the poem titled “Discourse,” White 

writes, “language likes to dress us up. / Position us / next to one another, / so we exist as 

characters. […] Sometimes, things written are contained; / not in our control. / Then we 

must take off our outfits / fold them back / remove ourselves from the page.” By re-

reading these singular graphemes, White refuses the reader any access to a reading on 

cultural identity – instead of opening the possibility for a reader to mine his poem for 

cultural tidbits, he forecloses that possibility by, instead, turning the archaeological gaze 

on the “bones” of language. He has “removed [himself] from the page” as a strategy of 

refusal.  

 White returns to this idea and further articulates this strategy in his final poem,  

entitled “Writ.” Here, the grapheme character White has had us imagine throughout the 

book turns as menacing as his step-father sharpening the pencil with a knife.  

A man in a black suit with a zero  

for a head follows me. He carries a gun  

shaped like language; wants me written 

and dead on the page. He can smell  

my bleach-stained letters and can taste  

what I have written; the inked bones of words.  

But he cannot hear me breathe. Silence  

is my refuge. I see the white door of paper;  

I open and enter. I was there forever it seems,  

thinking of the origin and the end of poesis.  

I thought I had lost him somewhere between  

the point and line of language. But he finds me,  

unwritten in the depths of the page. He lifts  

the barrel of his pen, center on my forehead,  

pulls the trigger. Through hair, skin, bone,  

I feel the weight of ink enter my forehead.  

The darkness takes up the white spaces  

of my skull, I let him fill me with words.  
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Over the course of the poem, the grapheme character, the lower-cased “i,” hunts the 

speaker with violent intent, but the differentiation between the “man in a black suit with a 

zero for a head” and the speaker erodes at the end – nullifying the distance between the 

speaker and the letter-figure, between the body and the grapheme as representative body 

on the page. White’s poetry provokes questions about how we live in language. How, 

sometimes, language seems to replace embodied existence in both benign and sinister 

ways. I would argue that his excavation project exposes the way language both embodies 

and disembodies by making language the subject/object of our gaze.  

Whether engaging themes of DNA, animating the text with QR codes, or turning 

letters into bones, both Heid E. Erdrich and Orlando White disrupt the estrangement 

between the book and the bodies that create, hold, and read them. The repeated elision of 

the boundary between subjects and objects, between bodies and books, is a strategic 

move of resistance against dominant narratives and institutions that have long objectified 

Native bodies, and for Erdrich and White, the boundaries of the white page evoke a 

museum space as they split open the text by invoking an innovative graphic interplay. 

What is at stake in this insistent connection of the body and the book? For Native writers 

and artists in particular, this move is both strategic and political in that it directs the 

reader toward the systems that continue to stockpile Native knowledge as well as Native 

bodies, and in doing so, refuse to be collected, themselves.  
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 CHAPTER FIVE: NATIVE AMERICANS IRL: THE URBAN INDIAN ONLINE 

ACCORDING TO TOMMY ORANGE AND TOMMY PICO 

 

In this final chapter, I offer a glimpse of new work that suggests areas for the 

expansion of my inquiry into indigneous ontologies. As in the previous chapter, I look at 

the human body in relation to nonhuman entitites, particularly archives or repositories 

that contian and co-create human ideas. In this case, I turn to digital technologies that 

facilitate social relations across time and space. As in other chapters, this short piece 

exemplifies the elision of the human/nonhuman divide in Native American writing, but 

here, the focus is on the issue of spatiality. I extend some of the questions raised by 

Mishuana Goeman’s “spatial decoloniation” and “(re)mapping” work in Mark My Words: 

Native Women Mapping Our Nations, which looks closely at instances of mapping in 

Native American women’s writing. However, I depart from Goeman’s project in that I 

am not tracing maps in Native women’s writing, but rather I am looking at how two 

writers, Tommy Orange and Tommy Pico, decolonize digital spaces. Both of their novels 

concern space and land, but like Goeman, Pico and Orange resist the scripts that 

“designate Indian land as existing only in certain places” and posit a new sense of 

“Native mobility” through interactions between the human body, digital technological 

objects, and the spaces they cocreate (Mark My Words 5).  

In the tour de force prologue to There There, Tommy Orange sharply revises 

Native presence in American history, and within it, he challenges the concept of the 

“Urban Indian.” He writes, “Plenty of us are urban now. If not because we live in cities, 

then because we live on the internet. Inside the high-rise of multiple browser windows” 

(9-10). Like Orange’s novel, Tommy Pico’s poetry, especially his book-length epic 
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poem, IRL reshapes our perception of time and space in the double-edged sword of 

connectivity and disconnection engendered by relationship mediated through technology 

and social media. From its title, which draws on the internet abbreviation for “in real 

life”, to its form, conceived of as a long Tumblr thread, his poetry book is co-constructed 

by new media forms. Social media platforms and the literary structures they provoke 

permeate these recent publications; they attend to an indigenous space that requires 

increased critical and literary attention. Native people actively occupy these digital spaces 

as we can see in the proliferation of Native social justice movements with searchable 

hashtags as well as the many indigenous business pages, blogs, and online media outlets. 

Native American and Indigenous Studies continues to do the important work of 

connecting tribal sovereignty and Native identity to deep geographic relationships, 

exploring issues of place, belonging, and human/nonhuman kinship. But how do we 

imagine these issues in relation to the ever expanding world wide web that reaches across 

time and space in new ways? How might these online spaces define and redefine personal 

identity, tribal citizenship, and belonging? Do these forums extend the reach of our 

bodies or disconnect us further from one another? Following Orange’s expansive 

definition of Urban Indians, I trace the way digital spaces factor into new literary 

approaches. I take up Orange’s statement, that “Being Indian has never been about 

returning to the land. The land is everywhere and nowhere,” and I argue that the 

heightened influx of Native literature attending to digital spaces not only emanates from 

the growing access to Wi-Fi but arises due to the complementary nature of digital 

communications and long-held indigenous concerns with connectivity and spatial-

temporal relationships.  
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 Tommy Orange’s There There features various forms of narration, switching from 

first-person to third throughout, and creating a cast of characters whose stories unfold in 

an ever tightening spiral toward a particular time and place: the big Oakland Powwow. 

Between the internet searches about identity, grandmas texting each other about spider 

legs, documentary filmmaking, and drone piloting, Orange makes it clear that his Native 

characters, young and old, in urban and reservation spaces and everywhere in between, 

are connecting to each other and the world at large through various media and devices. 

And, going back to Orange’s quote from the prologue, we see how much of the 

urban/reservation divide that has long preoccupied Native literature and literary criticism 

breaks down in the digital networking and connectivity of his characters.  

One of the characters we meet in the first section of the novel is Edwin Black, an 

educated, internet-addicted, corpulent, and young-ish man who lives with his white mom 

and has been searching for his Native dad his whole life. In the first line of his story, he 

tells us “I’m on the toilet. But nothing is happening” (62). We meet Edwin in the throes 

of a prolonged episode of constipation. The obstruction, like everything else in Edwin’s 

life, is mediated by his relationship with internet – it’s not simply a physical 

manifestation of his human body. Like his digestive system, his computer has also 

crashed, but not before he looked up all the symptoms on WebMD and further searches 

lead him to forums that warn of the oncoming signs of explosion and death due to his 

condition. He’s left pondering the “irresistible-force paradox” where “an irresistible force 

and an immovable object” cannot exist at once (65). As he continues down the Google 

rabbit hole, Edwin muses: 
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“Sometimes the internet can think with you, or even for you, lead you in 

mysterious ways to information you need and would never have thought to think 

of or research on your own. This is how I found out about bezoars. A bezoar is a 

mass found in the gastrointestinal system, but when you search bezoar you’re lead 

to The Picatrix. The Picatrix is a book of magic and astrology from the twelfth 

century originally written in Arabic...” (65).  

Edwin loses hours downloading an English translation of The Picatrix and scanning it 

until he finds a description of the use of laxatives to expel the bezoar, which is then used 

as a talisman to protect or disrupt relationships. In Edwin, Orange creates an indelible 

link between the body and cyberspace, which figures as an extension of the mind outside 

of the body. In all of his searching, however, Edwin particularly longs for connection 

with his father and his own Native identity.  

 Significantly, the chapter switches between two modes – the internet-fueled 

information dives and moments of resurfacing into Edwin’s embodied state where he’s 

experiencing not only the discomfort of constipation but wrestling with the dissonance 

between the body he’s built in “four years of sitting, staring at my computer” and a 

different, hardly less real sense of self online (63). Edwin describes this dissonance 

between his embodied self and his online persona as a circuitous sequence of intake and 

output, consumption and projection that echoes his musing on the irresistible-force 

paradox that describes his constipation and, later, his observations on Native art – “the 

double-bind about the whole thing is this: If [Native art] isn’t pulling from tradition, how 

is it Indigenous? And if it is stuck in tradition, in the past, how can it be relevant to other 

Indigenous people living right now, how can it be modern?” he asks (77). Through 
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Edwin, Orange depicts a contemporary life in opposition to the Homeric odyssey and 

more akin to The Matrix, defined by endless searches and hyperlinkages that infinitely 

extend the mind’s eye, building whole worlds and new selves. However, this infinite 

stretch is anchored in place, facilitated by sedentary physical forms and machinery, which 

are the human and nonhuman bodies that break and temporarily dislocate the plugged-in 

sense of boundless reality. Every time that Edwin approaches singularity, the idea, as he 

tells his mom, that it’s “an eventuality, and inevitability, that we’d end up merging with 

artificial intelligence,” he’s thwarted by so-called “calls of nature”. For instance, Edwin 

says, “I read that the brain stem is the basis of consciousness, and that the tongue 

correlates with the brain stem almost directly, and so eating is the most direct path to 

getting the feeling that you’re alive. This feeling or thought is interrupted by a craving for 

Pepsi” (68). Here, we see a blurring of the line between search-engine consumption of 

information and bodily consumption of calories.  

So on one hand, we are privy to Edwin’s appetite for information and Pepsi, and 

on the other hand we see production and output  – most significantly connected to 

Edwin’s sense of identity. Early in the chapter, he describes his computing as an 

addiction starting with the world-building and virtual reality platform called Second Life: 

“I think I logged two whole years there. And as I was growing, getting fatter in real life, 

the Edwin Black I had in there, on there, I made him thinner, and as I did less, he did 

more. The Edwin Black in there had a job and a girlfriend and his mom had died 

tragically during childbirth. That Edwin Black was raised on the reservation with his dad. 

The Edwin Black of my Second Life was proud. He had hope” (63). Later, he reflects on 

his facebook profile picture, which he hasn’t changed in four years. He gives us a sense 
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of his constructed facebook persona, as well. Parsing terminology, he notes “I use Native, 

that’s what other Native people on Facebook use. I have 660 friends. Tons of Native 

friends in my feed. Most of my friends, though, are people I don’t know, who’d happily 

friended me upon request” (69). We learn that Edwin has also set up a faux facebook 

account under his mother’s name, with her permission, to try to find his father. 

Catfishing, or luring a love interest by projecting a false identity, Edwin private messages 

anyone named Harvey “who seemed ‘obviously’ Native and lived in Phoenix” under his 

mother’s profile. He notes, “I’ll never fully recover from the feeling of trying to write, as 

my own mother, in an alluring way to my possible father” (69). Over and over again, we 

see Edwin caught in the net of searching and consuming information that will help him 

understand his Native side, on one hand, and creating and projecting various identities on 

the other.  

At the pinnacle of the chapter, Edwin’s computer reboots and he hears the tell-tale 

ping of a Facebook message and finds a match. One of the Harveys has responded and 

Edwin quickly reveals his true identity and the possibility that he’s Harvey’s son. After 

an exchange of photos that solidifies the connection through the shocking likeness 

between the two, Edwin asks “What tribe are you/we?” and Harvey replies, “Cheyenne. 

Southern. Out of Oklahoma. Enrolled with the Cheyenne and Arapaho Tribes of 

Oklahoma. We’re not Arapahos” (71). Once he reads this, Edwin quickly ends the 

exchange and leaves his room and the computer entirely. He “stare[s] at the blank black 

flat-screen” of the tv in the living room and marvels,  

“For how many years had I been dying to find out what the other half of me was? 

How many tribes had I made up when asked in the meantime? I’d gotten through 
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four years as a Native American studies major. Dissecting tribal histories, looking 

for signs, something that might resemble me, something that felt familiar. I’d 

made it through two years of grad school, studying comparative literature with an 

emphasis on Native American literature. I wrote my thesis on the inevitable 

influence of blood quantum policies on modern Native identity [...] All without 

knowing my tribe. Always defending myself. Like I’m not Native enough. I’m as 

Native as Obama is black. It’s different though. For Natives. I know. I don’t know 

how to be. Every possible way I think that it might look for me to say I’m Native 

seems wrong” (72) 

We see the stakes of all his digital searching and self-projection, and we have to ask 

whether this connection with his father, explicitly enabled and mediated by social media, 

gives Edwin a new sense of rootedness or simply a new route to search. This speaks to 

Laura Furlan’s call in Indigenous Cities: Urban Indian Fiction and the Histories of 

Relocation to “rescript and reimagine the notion of ‘Indian space’” and to “think 

critically about characterizations of American Indians as rooted peoples” (8). Here, we 

see the possibilities for kinship connections across time and space, and Orange 

particularly casts this urban Indian experience as a matter of connectivity that expands 

the idea of being “urban” beyond the cityscape. Again, as he writes, “The land is 

everywhere and nowhere.”  

In the conclusion of the chapter, Edwin has a tread-worn argument with his mother as 

she asks for updates on his job search. Echoing the other exhaustive searches throughout 

the chapter, Edwin exclaims, “I look. I scour. I get frustrated, and sure, I get distracted. 

There’s so much to look up, and then when you think of something new, when you 
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discover something new, it’s like you’re thinking with another mind, like you have access 

to a bigger, collective brain. We’re on the edge of something here” (74). The argument 

continues, but in the end, his mother pushes a paid internship with the Indian Center, and 

to her surprise, Edwin agrees to apply. This hints at the idea that Edwin may have 

overcome, in some small way, the overriding IRL inertia he’s been caught in for years. 

Of course the chapter ends with a bang that reinforces this clearing of a new path when, 

at last, Edwin overcomes the intestinal blockage with which we began.  

Like Orange’s characters, the speaker in Tommy Pico’s long poem IRL is constantly 

connected and searching for connection. The long-form poem takes its inspiration from 

several forms, including the tradition of epic poetry as well as Kumeyaay bird songs, 

which contain stories linked to Kumeyaay travel routes and significant landscapes, and 

Beyonce’s visual albums.28 However, the poem largely owes its form to its origins as a 

Tumblr post. Pico explains in an interview in The Stranger, “When I started writing [the 

poem] I didn’t know what I was doing. I wrote it as a very long Tumblr post. I wanted to 

write something extremely long so that it would overtake the entire feed, a Tumblr post 

that would cascade past the traditional Tumblr attention span. You’d be scrolling and 

scrolling and scrolling and you could never get away from the poem. That was the initial 

experiment, and that’s what kept me going.” In both using the tumblr multi-media blog 

platform and purposely trying to disrupt its penchant for shorter blog posts, Pico is trying 

to extend what tends to be a fleeting connection with the reader. He notes, “When I 

started writing poems on Tumblr, I was competing with dick picks and cat gifs. I had to 

                                                 
28 See review of New Poets of Native Nations by Jennifer Hijazi entitled “This New Poetry Anthology 

Honors the Scope of Native Writers.”  
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make my voice sharper and clearer so that after reading the first couple of words you 

would want to go to the next word. If I failed, you would just scroll down. So part of it 

was competition with the feed itself. There’s this idea that our attention spans have been 

watered down or erased, and part of the challenge was seeing how long I could hold 

someone's attention.” While Orange depicts a character caught in the web of searches, 

Pico sets out to ensnare the reader with a long-form poem that riffs on the excitement and 

mutability of the internet rabbit hole.  

The poem opens with a text message to Girard “do / u wanna come / over? Watch me 

stuff / swim trunks into / a weekender bag / and maybe a movie?” and the speaker whom 

Pico identifies as his alter/internet ego “Teebs” texts Girard and others throughout the 98-

page poem, always in comparison to his “Muse” evoked early on in true epic poem 

fashion. He writes:  

Crushing 

on Muse – whose  

even slight squint bursts  

me into high July - /while dialing,  

essentially, a trick.  

This is my argument:  

Muse crashes into  

the edges of my nights, 

isn’t crushing,  

doesn’t love me,  

doesn’t have his shit  

together (tho neither,  

frankly, do I) but yanks  

me n my hand onto the dance  

floor til tilt-a-whirl Goes on  

like land, just accum- 

 ulating in my eyes.  

Girard is a grown ass / man [...]  

and all Muse and I do  

is wander from party  

to party. (7) 
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And from here, the poem wanders, not unlike Edwin’s rabbit-hole searches, as Pico takes 

us from New York to California, to the reservation and back again in an array of topics, 

memories, posts, and texts. Through it all, he, too, is both connected and always 

searching for connection. The lure, the thing that keeps the reader engaged, is again the 

push-pull between consuming and producing. We sense the speaker’s searching for 

various things (love, identity, reality) and we wonder if he’ll make those connections. We 

also see behind the curtain as one of the themes that threads throughout the poem is the 

tension between privacy and survival.  

Pico creates an alluring sense of Public/Private dissonance. What will he reveal? How 

is he performing? How is he pulling back the curtain on our collective creation of internet 

avatars? Like Edwin, Teebs is constantly managing his online persona. Like the internet 

searches, like the tumblr posts, the lines between the self one embodies and the self one 

creates become blurred. He writes:  

Leaving yr status  

up to the feed, open  

to the scroll, who do you  

want knowing you r suicidal?  

The obvi answer is every –  

body, but the whisper  

is more  

particular.  

Ppl lean in.  

Who do you really want  

spying on you with milk-  

shake in Valencia  

filter? Who r you trying 

not to text talk To see u  

flawless on Lake Sebago?  

Who deserves  

to be bombed  

in selfies? What texture  
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of the grey audience puts  

the “firm” in “affirming”?  

Hi, sorry, what’s the wifi  

password? The connection  

rate goes up markedly  

the more questions you  

answer The more apps upon  

which you spread yr sex pixels.  

Survival and privacy  

do not hold hands in times  

of conflict, which includes not  

having been laid in a minute.  

Vibrating rings of a far 

flung gas giant. What is lit  

from within vs. what’s reflecting,  

innovative vs. reproducing (39-40) 

 

Here, Pico lays out a theme he returns to time and again and one we addressed earlier by 

bringing up the question of privacy and reality. Is the person projected in Valencia filter 

more or less real?  

Often when we evoke the idea of reality, as in “in real life,” we are attempting to 

differentiate a seemingly immaterial, private, inner life from a distinctly material (or 

real), public, outer life. We tend to read our digital encounters as immaterial, ephemeral, 

and figurative. Both Pico and Orange test this premise as they pointedly circle back to the 

embodied beings (human and nonhuman) that co-create their online avatars and odysseys. 

The insistent return to or connection between embodied “real life” and online life 

pointedly reinforces Orange’s disruption of “the land” as separate from the urban space 

and  arrives in Pico’s seamless mashup of Brooklyn hipster outings with memories from 

“back home.” The reservation may be located across the country, but his connections to 

his family are immediate and sustained across that expanse of space and infiltrate his day-

to-day. In one section, Pico splices questions about his Native identity from a date with 
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descriptions and memories of his sibling relationships along with the occasional switch 

back to being alone in his apartment, touching the walls to feel connected to his 

neighbors. He moves, like Edwin, from embodied moments (sexual encounters, working 

out, taking the bus, touching the walls) to projections of the embodied self in texts, 

internet searches, Instagram posts, and his bird song of a poem. In the last pages of the 

long poem, Pico writes,  

In Kumeyaay 

there’s a concept for in- 

between. Not knowing  

how to smile, how you look  

bent over a book Waking  

up on either coast  

feels the exact same  

Sometimes you wake up  

not knowing how old  

you are n if Johnny  

is down the hall in  

a robe makin eggs. Future  

leaders are whooshed away  

from the tribe in a sort of  

boreal way to feel  

the greater world, stone  

hills etc (this is back / in the day). [...]  

Kumeyaay and Brooklyn –  

that it has a word,  

even if the word is lost  

even if the word doesn’t exist  

even if I’m lyin to you,  

is breath tethering Opens throb  

of light inside me. I 

don’t have the option  

of keeping my God  

alive by keeping her name  

secret b/c the word for her  

is gone Keeping secrets  

is not possible So I give  

everything away” (95-96).  
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Pico and Orange join a growing list of Native writers (here we might add Heid Erdrich, 

Joshua Whitehead, and many others), whose works emanate from and build on digital 

and multimedia spaces. They address the complex issues of embodiment and connectivity 

in the digital age from an indigenous lens. They redefine the ways we think of “urban 

Indians” in real life and further erode boundaries between reservation and urban spaces. 

They also defy the persistent idea that technology somehow degrades Native authenticity. 

And, finally, they explore new possibilities and reveal continuing concern for kinship and 

connection across time and space.  
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