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PREFACE 

The overarching concern of this dissertation is the influence of literature on our 

understanding of ourselves, Americans of the United States, as a national culture. This 

study examines the literary heritage that has contributed to the molding of our collective 

notions about American history and culture. After analyzing how nineteenth-century 

American writers established a conventional literary discourse about historical 

transformation in the "New World," I focus on the ways in which twentieth-century 

writers have received and responded to those conventions in their works on the same 

general topic. A priority of this investigation is to recognize and emphasize a type of 

literature that not only counters narrative convention but also articulates alternative, 

innovative visions of American history and culture. 

This project represents a culmination of interests. From my master's essay (on 

Ray Young Bear's Black Eagle Child: The Facepaint Narratives), to a number of 

specifically relevant seminars (including a yearlong course on Frontier Studies), to my 

qualifying examinations, to the dissertation itself, I have pursued a theoretically 

informed, multicultural version of Americanist literary criticism. My critical practice is 

much indebted to cultural studies and critical theory, a conjunction that emphasizes issues 

of language, representation, power, identity, and cross-cultural relations. Specifically, 

my interests in (post)colonial studies and American literature have yielded a synthesis of 

the insights of the former field with primary attention to significant works of the latter 

field. Like many others, I have been intrigued and inspired by the extent to which 
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Americanist studies lend themselves to the modes of analysis practiced by contemporary 

(post)colonial scholars and critics: Frantz Fanon, Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak, Homi 

Bhabha, et al. For example, a pair of works such as Said's Orientalism and Robert 

Berkhofer, Jr. 's, The White Man's Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus 

to the Present can inform each other and consequently undergird a more compelling 

understanding of history and culture in milieus that bear the legacy of imperialism and 

colonialism, including the United States. 

This dissertation joins the line of contemporary Americanist literary criticism that 

seeks to analyze how prevalent ideas, beliefs, and values find their expression and 

development in literature over the course of decades and centuries. One prominent 

member of this group, Richard Slotkin, observes that he participates in a contemporary 

"movement whose project has been to demystify the governing ideologies of the nation" 

(2000). My critical practice grows out of that sense of a (counter)movement, but rather 

than seeking to "recover the historical experience and consciousness of peoples and 

classes previously excluded from the history written by the 'victors'" (Slotkin 2000), this 

study reconsiders the ways in which writers have contributed to a poetics of exclusion, a 

colonialist literature, and to examine v^iters who address and/or attempt to redress the 

hegemony of American historical literature (some of whom indeed belong to the 

excluded or "vanquished" groups). More particularly, as my reference to Slotkin 

emblematizes, my analyses build on the lessons I have learned from that branch of 

contemporary Americanist literary criticism that could be referred to as "Frontier 

Studies" (despite the almost hopeless breadth of such a label): an area of inquiry that 
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investigates the prominence of "the frontier" and the successive conquests of frontiers in 

literary-historical conceptions of "America." I seek to contribute to an important precept 

of this type of inquiry, that literary cultural production contributes meaningfully to our 

definition of ourselves as a "nation," or a "people": the ideological forms of our literary 

heritage, specifically works that depict or address the conquest of North America, help to 

define the contours and constraints of our cultural self-image as well as a proliferation of 

identities and relations. 

The colonial beginnings and ideological optimism of the US continue to produce 

a conspicuously divided, or Janus-faced, sense of national history. If we foresee the 

promise of (an always-renewable) nationalist fulfillment, we also gaze back at the 

formation of this cultural and political collective. In spite of modernist urges to "make it 

new" and postmodern problems with "representing" the past, purveyors of twentieth-

century literature have been far fi-om content to let the history of US nation-building, 

particularly the explosively expansionist nineteenth century, rest in peace. Authors have 

assiduously returned to the scenes and processes of American conquest that had been 

promoted and realized in the "westering" epoch of the nineteenth century. With this 

ongoing imaginative return, the frontier milieu and the western trajectory of "civilization" 

have served as privileged vehicles of American history and {or as) nation-building in US 

cultural representations. American authors have persisted in blazing trails in reverse, as it 

were, by rehearsing and reevaluating the history of the conquest of North America, fi^om 

which the US achieved its peculiar dominion. Implicitly or explicitly, American writers 
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have addressed an explanatory paradigm that endows "the frontier" with the narrative 

coherence of "manifest destiny." 

In the following chapters, I interpret the longstanding and continuing significance 

of conquest and frontier narratives in American literature, a corpus that explains and 

evaluates the growth of range and power of the US, by comparatively analyzing 

conventional and innovative literary representations of historical agency in the context of 

the formation of the US as a Euramerican nation and culture. Before focusing on later 

examples, I interpret canonical texts to establish salient conventions, which are 

themselves indebted to various tenets of "manifest destiny," including historical fatalism 

and the providential triumph of "civilization" over "savagery." Indeed, this study 

emphasizes the extent to which literary versions of US history are inextricably tied to 

representations of racial and ethnic identifications and relationships; consequently, in the 

time-honored tales, national history "progresses" on the back of racial or cultural 

"otherness." The central question of my project is this; how have twentieth-century 

writers of historical literature responded to the "destinarian" tradition of (re)construing 

America's past? While some modem texts suggest that we are imaginatively mired in 

plots of "destiny." others employ the conventions of conquest narratives to render them 

deeply suspect or articulate underrepresented (or excluded) versions of the past. As I 

noted, a goal of this study is to identify works that challenge, or demystify, the 

conventional rhetoric and offer imaginative innovation as well as a critical (rather than 

fatalistic) relationship to the past. 
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ABSTRACT 

Throughout the nineteenth century, American authors produced literature that 

depicted the processes and effects of the conquest of North America, particularly the 

formation of the United States of America. Twentieth-century American writers have 

continued creating literature that portrays the history of the continent following the 

advent of Europeans in the "New World." 

This dissertation analyzes the conventions of historically oriented American 

literature. Interpretations of John Cast's painting Manifest Destiny and of selected works 

by James Fenimore Cooper, Timothy Flint, James Kirke Paulding, and William Gilmore 

Simms yield an exposition of the relevant narrative conventions. Subsequent readings of 

works by Nash Candelaria, Willa Cather, Cormac McCarthy, Simon Ortiz, Leslie 

Marmon Silko, and William T. Vollmann provide a basis for understanding how 

twentieth-century American authors adhere to and depart from conventionality. 

The central concern with literary conventions in this dissertation is the 

representation of historical agency. The nineteenth-century expansionist ideology 

"manifest destiny" serves as a conceptual context in which to discuss authors' attempts to 

depict the processes and effects of the conquest of North America. Specifically, this 

study examines the ways in which all of the authors under consideration attempt to show 

that the conquest of America was historically contingent and/or inevitable. A significant 

component of interpreting the portraits of history is a thorough consideration of how 

these writers represent American ethnicities and cross-cultural relations. 
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CHAPTER 1 

"WITH THE PROPHETIC EYE OF A PATRIOT": 
CLASSICAL CONQUEST NARRATIVES ENVISION A NATIONAL DESTINY 

The language of myth reflects the conditioning of 
socialized minds to accept as true or valid certain 
metaphoric renderings of histon-. But myth has a 
paradoxical way of dealing with historical 
experience: although the materials of m>th are 
historical, myth organizes these materials 
ahistorically. When historical memor\- is carried by 
mythological metaphors, it is falsified in the most 
fiindamental way. It is not simply that the making of 
legends alters or misrepresents the facts of historical 
cases—it may even be that certain mvths arc accurate 
in the representation of important details. What is 
lost when history is translated into m\ih is the 
essential premise of history—the distinction of past 
and present itself. The past is made metaphorically 
equivalent to the present; and the present appears 
simply as a repetition of persistently recurring 
structures identified with the past. Both past and 
present are reduced to instances displaying a single 
"law" or principle of nature, which is seen as timeless 
in its relevance, and as ti-anscending all historical 
contingencies. 

Richard Slotkin, The Fatal Environment 

Imagining the Conquest of the United States of America 

From the nascent continentalism of the Lewis and Clark expedition (1804-06) to 

the famous thesis of Frederick Jackson Turner (1893), which asserted (on the basis of the 

1890 census) that the frontier era of history in the United States of America was ended, 

the nineteenth century can be regarded as an epoch of internal colonization'—a 

1. The phrase "internal colonization" was suggested to me by Anders 
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continuation of the initial conquest that had formed the United States.^ Conquest was not 

new to this epoch, of course, but in this period the newly founded US produced the 

ideology and corresponding rhetoric that we now recognize as the peculiarly American 

articulation of nationalist expansionism: "manifest destiny." That Turner's influential 

elegy of the frontier era sounded the supposed death knell of American conquest and 

reconfirmed the spirit of manifest destiny is instructive;^ the ideas and sentiments about 

or responding to American conquest signify strongly after the fact as a strain of cultural 

memory, a reservoir of thought and feeling that perennially recalls history in the form of 

a durable body of shared stories. Although somewhat cliche, manifest destiny remains a 

convenient epithet and a powerful concept, and, because of both its endurance and its 

dubiousness as a "historical" category, an analysis of its expression in formative 

Stephanson's characterization of 1867-82 as a period of "expansion . .. within" the 
United States (1995, 66). 

2. I will refer to the United States of America as the US. Despite the implicit 
ethnocentrism of the following adjectives, for the sake of simplicity, I will refer to 
citizens of the US as "Americans" and to relevant national or cultural qualities as 
"American." In particular, to distinguish Americans of European ancestry, I will use the 
term "Euramerican," for conciseness, to minimize hyphens, and in preference of elision 
over the more common term "Euro-American." While I prefer "Native American" to 
refer to the many diverse groups of indigenous North American peoples, I will also use 
specific tribal or group names, when practicable. Otherwise, I will use "Indian" and 
other conventional epithets, when appropriate (especially to reflect conventional 
representations). Typically, scare quotes will alert readers to my narrative relationship to 
epithets involving racialist or other derogatory meanings (although I will not use scare 
quotes in every case). 

3. Frederick Jackson Turner claimed that "the fi^ontier has gone" and referred to 
the conquest of the US as "winning a wilderness" (1960, 29, 1). 
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nineteenth-century cultural texts (mainly literary) will provide a requisite critical context 

in which to examine the twentieth-century literary texts that are the subjects of the other 

chapters of this dissertation. 

Before focusing on literature, a close look at a well-known pictorial condensation 

of colonialist imagery and ideology will foreground my examination of the stylistic 

conventions of literary conquest narratives. An introductory discussion of John Cast's 

painting Manifest Destiny will allow me to parse some of the salient ideas that Cast's 

work encapsulates and thereby set forth the terms by which I will hereafter speak of 

manifest destiny as an artistic leitmotif as well as a historically specific ideology—one 

that authors have not yet fijlly rejected or reconceived. 

John Gast's Expansionist Portrait: Manifest Destiny 

In 1873, during "the mid-nineteenth century boom in mass-produced illustration" 

(Fifer 1988, 200), Cast's Manifest Destiny appeared in Crofutt's Western World, a 

periodical that promoted settlement of the Western frontier (Fifer 1988, 204). With its 

compendium of stock representations of US expansionism, or "westering," including a 

personification of Progress floating above the land and effortlessly driving those that 

must give way to fate, "savage" people and beasts, the work the typical Euramerican 

view of the pioneering, nation-building history of the US. Manifest Destiny condenses 

the ideological motifs that people such as newspaperman John L. 0'Sullivan began 

codifying in speech and print as "manifest destiny" nearly thirty years before George 
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Crofiitt and others made Cast's "extremely popular" (Fifer 1988, 204) allegory a fixture 

not only in fiiture publications but also in many homes, once people adapted the 

lithographic reproductions, which were "distributed by the thousands" (Goetzmann and 

Goetzmann 1986, 91), to hang as wall decorations (Fifer 1988, 201). While Gast's work 

is not unique in style or content, its popularity and its inclusion of more westering 

allegorical elements than any of its predecessors (Fifer 1988, 203) make it a powerful 

synthesis of artistic images and themes of the ideology of "American progress,""' an 

underlying faith in the extension of dominion over the lands that came to be known as the 

US. 

Manifest Destiny is a historical panorama depicting the transformation of the 

continent from a dark wilderness to a cultivated region, a process symbolized 

fundamentally by the rising sun brightening the bleak landscape. The compositional 

scheme includes horizontal rows and vertical lines of elements, with three distinct 

divisions of perspective: background, middle ground, and foreground. From background 

to foreground, left to right, the picture contains a dark mountainous region that is offset, 

on the right side, by the rising sun and its conspicuous rays extending over an urban 

landscape, which is dominated by a large river, or perhaps the convergence of two 

rivers;' in the middle distance is a plain on which individuals, groups, and animals travel 

westward; in the foreground, other people and animals travel or toil, and virtually all face 

4. I quote this phrase to make use of the resonance from another title of Gast's 
work: American Progress-, the other titles of this painting are Spirit of the Frontier, and 
V/estward Ho! (Fifer 1988, 204). 

5. The urban setting could be a generalized depiction, "a simple composite 
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west; above all, massive and central, is a statuesque woman flying westward. On the far 

left edge of the composition, a small group of Native Americans, most of whom look 

back at the advancing Euramericans, appear to flee in fear, along with a running herd of 

bison, canines, and a bear. Moving slightly to the right, at the base of the distant, snow

capped mountains, a wagon train advances just above a small cluster of tepees, around 

which several tiny figures, with outstretched arms and bent knees, appear to be in a state 

of unrest. Below them, reduced in the distance, is a lone horseman, beneath whom is a 

much larger single ox-drawn covered wagon; and finally, in the line from background to 

foreground, is a group of four frontiersmen, hunters and miners. On the eastern half of 

the picture, the machines of industrial transportation dominate, with three railways 

running parallel across the plain. In the foreground, there is a stagecoach, and, closer 

still, two plowmen guide their harnessed mules within a fenced plot, behind a house. 

Balancing the bear in the left bottom comer, a deer runs along the stream that borders the 

tillers' field and away from the frontier foursome. (Conspicuously, the deer heads east, 

in what may be a subtle reassurance that game will not be exterminated by westward 

trekkers by the time others begin their own pilgrimages.) The far right, or east, margin 

contains a town along the river(s), over which is a bridge; on the waterway, ships sail, 

one of which heads east, presumably seaward. The focus of the work is on the subtle 

shifts on and around the middle of the panorama and the conceptual in-between space of 

representation of the major ports, cities and manufacturing industries of the Eastern 
States," as Valerie Fifer assumes (1988, 203), or a particular Eastern milieu. As one of 
my students (Mary Graham) pointed out, the cityscape resembles the confluence of the 
Hudson and East Rivers at the southern tip of Manhattan Island, New York. 
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civilization and savagery, the frontier. 

The preeminent feature, of course, is the lady aloft, who is not only the largest 

element but is also centered and in the foreground, the point of reference. She orders the 

work as her conspicuously cultured character orders the dynamic frontier. As 

commentators note, she is "the symbolic figure of national enlightenment" (Fifer 1988, 

203) or "the Goddess of Liberty" (Goetzmann and Goetzmann 1986, 91). Bearing a 

schoolbook in the crook of her right arm and a telegraph wire in her left hand, which she 

somehow anchors with poles as she proceeds above the land, she signals the approaching 

dominion of US technology, knowledge, and power—in a word, "civilization." That she 

stands for "culture" is perhaps most obviously denoted by the Manichean chiaroscuro, the 

deployment of lightness and darkness that symbolizes the progressive change from 

savagery to civilization. Against a darkened background, she is glowingly pale on much 

of her figure, although some shadow shrouds her front, especially in the folds of her neo

classical gown. As much as anything else in the picture, the whiteness of her huge, 

solemn face, the pale brightness of which both redoubles and surpasses the morning sun, 

drives the "heathens" and beasts away from the advancing pioneers. The give and take of 

the Indians and the "whites" is also suggested by the textual juxtaposition of the trailing 

leg of the fleeing Indian in the foreground with the heads and forelegs of the oxen pulling 

the lone covered wagon, which is directly above the group of fleeing Indians. It is as if 

the juncture of Indians and draft animals is the imaginary line demarcating the frontier, 

"the meeting point between savagery and civilization," as Turner himself defined it 

(1960, 2). The idea of a middle zone, the frontier, is also implicit in the mix of elements 
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in the central vertical line: the wagon train, the Indian settlement, the lone horseman, the 

single wagon, and the frontier foursome—all of which are aligned in the intermediate 

position in the course of progress. This motley grouping of people, animals, and vehicles 

in the central register is just to the left of the avatar of conquest, the lady aloft, behind 

whom the picture is dominated by trains, the farm, the settlement, the sun, and the 

waterway. Well ahead of her is the vanishing gloom of wilderness, directly around her is 

the crucial frontier itself, and behind her American civilization thrives and gathers its 

mighty head of steam to follow westward. The play of light and dark underscores the 

basic causal relationship alluded to by the retreating Indians, bison, canines, and bear; the 

backward glances and the single raised arm of a warrior, with weapon in hand, pinpoint 

the impetus of the advancing, "enlightening" Euramericans, exemplified especially by the 

lady aloft, who embodies and presides over the frontier transformation. As a staunch 

promoter of "manifest destiny," William Gilpin, would have put it. Cast's work 

allegorizes what expansionists have seen as the proper mission of Euramericans "to 

change darkness into light" (1873, 124). 

Beyond the relatively accessible implications of the painting, centering on the 

composition of space and light, the work communicates additional significant ideas. For 

example, the growing reach of railways and telegraphs betokens a new western emphasis: 

they symbolize not only civilized settlement but especially a mechanized, industrial 

infrastructure that will help "tame" the west. Such machines promise to intensify the 

processes that the miners portend with their hand tools—pick and shovel. In The 

Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America^ Leo Marx 
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characterizes this "American ideology of industrialism" as "a faith in [humankind's] 

capacity to understand and control history," which, he adds, has often been associated 

with the single word "progress" (1964, 181). Indeed, it is as if the industrial technology 

not only reflects the improvement of a geographical region but also augurs an 

evolutionary "progress" of humans: higher forms of disseminated technology suggest a 

greater level and range of "culture." The explanation, a technologically advanced culture 

literally gaining ground, is also the justification for expansion—it is the organic, 

evolutionary stream of change, of "progress." More concretely, in the lateral line of 

advance, the train on the middle railway ominously heads for the tiny Indian settlement, 

so the viewer might well imagine that those who do not "give way" to colonization will 

be run over by its mounting force—that culture is on a collision course with the "wild" 

order which must yield to the formidable flow of "progressive" history. 

Indeed, Gast casts Indians as fatally vulnerable in the new order, a status that 

ensures the imminent triumph of the colonial regime. These Indians are doomed or 

simply insignificant. Portentously, the retreating Indians are in the shadow of the 

advancing lady aloft and are therefore "overshadowed" by Euramerican progress. 

Likewise, the Indians are overwhelmed numerically: if we can infer the presence of 

Euramericans who are not explicitly depicted, in the distant wagons and trains, for 

example, then the Indians are greatly outnumbered, thereby giving a rationale for the 

Indians' state of alarm and unobtrusive retreat. Such a retreat echoes the colonialist 

belief that, despite the presence of indigenous peoples, immigrants were expanding into 
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"vacant" lands. Robert Berkhofer, Jr., in his study The White Man's Indian: Images of 

the American Indian from Columbus to the Present, explains this notion of "vacancy"; 

Since large areas of America were occupied by tribes who moved their housing 
often by European criteria or who pursued hunting as well as horticulture, the Whites 
quickly leaped to the conclusion that such land awaited their immediate settlement 
because it was vacant. (1979, 120) 

The small number of Native Americans and the apparent ease with which the forces of 

civilization displace the Indians reflect Berkhofer's summation. The one indigenous 

settlement portrayed in the painting, a group of three teepees, is trifling compared to the 

evident magnitude of the Euramerican population, which the eastern city and the many 

vehicles exemplify. The several lines of advance promise an overwhelming "tide" of 

newcomers who will literally leave no room for the indigenous people; again, the 

advancing Euramericans are on a collision course with the Indians and the animals. 

While the painting suggests a generally peaceful transformation, the latent violence of 

such a "collision" is implied by the rifle of the lead frontiersman, who seems ready to fire 

at the retreating bear, and the weapons of the retreating Indians, tomahawk and bow. 

Cast's portrait conveys also the supposed "inferiority," or primitiveness, of 

Indians, and thus their incompatibility with the new order. One basic symbol is the 

travois drawn by one of the Indians' horses. This vehicle, on which a woman and a child 

sit, appears pitifully modest, or "primitive," compared to the coaches, wagons, and 

especially the "iron horses" of the railways. More subtly, the pronged headdresses of the 

Indian men in the same party are perhaps supposed to be traditional, but they suggest 

crowns more than they resemble Plains bonnets. Noble though they may be with their 

rugged crowns, these wilderness princes must be swept into the dustbin of history, just as 
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feudal monarchs were forced to abdicate their positions (or their very lives) in Europe; 

more apropos of Cast's milieu, the Indians must concede to the young US as the British 

crown was compelled to do because of the Revolution. Such an explanation conforms to 

the fatalism of manifest destiny, that history proceeds in stages according to its own 

inexorable motive force. The Jeffersonian yeomen "naturally" supercede the native 

prairie princes. 

Manifest Destiny promotes a triumphant view of US expansion and dominion, and 

it deifies the supposed mission of Americans to tame the wild continent. Inseparable 

from the faith in expansionism is the fundamental economy of savagery and civilization, 

the Manichean play of dark and light, which frames and influences so many of our 

narratives, especially those that purport to explain the causality of Euramerican conquest. 

There is nothing, such narratives conclude, certainly not the fauna nor the few scattered 

and ineffective Indians, to thwart such progress. It is the particular conception of history 

that follows from a text such as Manifest Destiny that I want to stress most: the 

progressive evolutionary scheme promotes a view of historical causation that sees 

individuals and actions as caught in the inevitable course of a divinely sanctioned, 

irresistible concourse of agency, here personified by the lady alofl. Along with the overt 

deification of the agency responsible for nation-building, the painting emphasizes another 

central trope in the canon of colonialist art. As Reginald Horsman observes, in Race and 

Manifest Destiny: The Origins of American Racial Anglo-Saxonism, a basic plot of 

manifest destiny, based on a common imperial doctrine another critic identifies as 

translatio imperri (Stephanson 1995, 18), posits a chosen people, the Anglo-Saxons, 
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"press[ing] westward following the sun, bringing civilization, heroism, and the principles 

of freedom to a succession of empires" (Horsman 1981, 33). As I remarked at the 

beginning of my analysis of Gast, the rising sun in his painting symbolizes a "civilized" 

society "enlightening" the "savage" wilderness in an organic, inevitable process that the 

"darkness"—Indians, beasts, and land—cannot resist. Gast illustrates a "narrative" 

paradigm that coheres with the inertia of the kind of time-honored myth that Richard 

Slotkin defines in the epigraph of this chapter. In nineteenth-century American art and 

writing, the history of Euramerican conquest generally appears as a triumphant fable 

rather than as a convolution of agendas, contingencies, cruxes, decisions, and acts. 

The Conventions of American Conquest Narratives^ 

Our historical literature about Euramerican conquest is oddly ahistorical. To be 

sure, this literature portrays the past and often aspires to verisimilitude and accuracy. For 

the most part, however, such concern with the particularities of the past collapses under 

the weight of an explanatory structure that presumably proceeds from the historical 

material relating to a given text but in fact disavows discrete causes for observable 

effects; in short, the destinarian impulse in historical literature about "America progress" 

6. As a number of my citations have indicated, I am much indebted to a specific 
group of critics for my understanding of "Frontier Studies": in alphabetical order, Robert 
F. Berkhofer, Jr., Richard Drinnon, Annette Kolodny, Patricia Nelson Limerick, Leo 
Marx, Roy Harvey Pearce, Richard Slotkin, Henry Nash Smith, and Tzvetan Todorov. 
For further discussion of my indebtedness to critics, please see the preface of this 
dissertation. 
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obviates history by rendering causal contingency moot. While the "history" these literary 

texts attempt to relay artistically includes countless scenarios of specific crises, 

complications, failures, fulfillments, and successes, the details do not matter because the 

broader narrative of manifest destiny absorbs them. American conquest, destinarian 

narratives assert, could not have happened otherwise. History without alternatives is not 

history at all but is more akin to sacred myth. As Slotkin asserts, such myth-making 

•'transform[s] secular history into a body of sacred and sanctifying legends" (1998, 19). 

In the following sections, I will delineate certain authors' contributions to this peculiar 

body of faith, a literary tradition evincing historical fatalism rather than contingent, 

explanatory causality. What is at stake in the literature, past and present, is not 

necessarily the portrayal of a "true" historical reality—this is "fiction," after all. Instead, 

the power of the conventional narratives, a power indebted to manifest destiny, 

encourages a quasi-religious acceptance of our history and discourages both critical 

relationships to and alternative views of that past. Such cultural resignation threatens to 

foreclose the possibilities of imagining ourselves—politically, culturally, socially—as 

anything other than prisoners of our past. 

Mise en scene—A Howling Wilderness, a New EAen 

As a field of colonial possibility, the frontier is paradisiacal, but it is also a locale 

that has not yet become a proper "place"; instead, it is an unrealized mishmash of culture 

and nature on which the former gains ground and the latter yields it. To balance the sense 
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of unlimited possibility of this environment, and to magnify the heroism of conquering it, 

the frontier is also a wild space of hardship, toil, danger, and violence—a "dark and 

bloody ground" (Paulding 1968, 1:7). Insofar as the land is paradisiacal, it is a passive 

goad to cultivation, and insofar as the frontier is barbarous, it is, along with its wild 

inhabitants, an object to subdue. 

Before the new Promised Land can flow with milk and honey, agents of 

civilization must master and redeem this realm of promise, opulence, darkness, and blood 

by domesticating its wildness and cultivating its bounty. A single passage from Timothy 

Flint's Biographical Memoir of Daniel Boone invokes the facile transformative agency 

that Cast's painting implies. Flint's Boone reflects "that the rich and boundless valleys 

of the great west—the garden of the earth—and the paradise of hunters, had been won 

from the dominion of the savage tribes, and opened as an asylum for the oppressed, the 

enterprising, and the free of every land" (1967, 170). Befitting a classical frontier 

narrative, the triumph is announced as an impending victory: the conquest is "manifest," 

or "open," yet not quite flilfilled. Shortly thereafter, Boone must be a soothsayer rather 

than a witness to victory: in his Kentucky, he "had caught some glimmerings of the 

future, and saw with the prophetic eye of a patriot, that this great valley must soon 

become the abode of millions of fi-eemen," whom "all the engines of civilization" will 

propel west (Flint 1967, 171, 176). The fi*ontier is a field of promised possibility for 

Euramerican industry, despite its potential dangers and obstacles, and it is a site of initial 

settlement and imminently fulfilled "civilization." 
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Dramatis Personae—White Men and a Cast of "Others " 

Like Gast, many authors personify historical progress. Unlike Gast, literary 

personifications of progress are usually exemplary men, not ladies of liberty. Gast's 

deification of the feminine figure emblematizes an important general distinction about 

gender on the literary-historical frontier. Despite the apparent eminence of womanhood, 

there is a marked difference between the spirit of civilization and the corporeal 

transformation of the dark and bloody ground; while women may serve as guiding spirits 

of westering. Muses of Empire, men serve as agents of conquest. The gender of Gast's 

idealized pioneer may be somewhat atypical, but the glowing paleness of the towering 

figure identifies the privileged race of manifest destiny: "white" Euramericans. 

Certainly, in narrative and in life, women and non-white men have played significant 

roles, but white males are typically the protagonists of historical progress in the classic 

literary works. Men of other racial or ethnic groups and women in general are secondary 

actors, either bolstering the leading men or providing the necessary dramatic resistance to 

highlight the heroism of conquest. 

Perhaps the best window to viewing the role of women in conventional texts is by 

considering the generic demands of prevalent fictional precursors for these works, 

Romance and romantic comedy. Women appear as vessels of chastity to be protected 

and rescued and as nubile maidens to be wed with eligible men. In works such as James 

Fenimore Cooper's The Pathfinder and William Gilmore Simms's The Vemassee, the 
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"Romantic" resolution of matrimonial matches coincides with the consolidation of 

European (or Euramerican) control of the land. In the opening chapters of The 

Pathfinder, much is made of delivering Mabel Dunham safely to the fort in which her 

father serves as a sergeant. When one character suggests that the party with which Mabel 

travels should continue toward the fort, through land occupied by hostile Indians, Natty 

Bumppo voices his overriding concern, Mabel herself '"I would'n't move from this 

spot, until we hear from [Chingachgook, Natty's comrade], with the sarjeant's pretty 

da'ter, here, in our company, for all the magazine of the fort, below! Sartain captivity, or 

sartain death would follow'" (Cooper 1989, 53). It is unclear whether such concern 

would be felt if Mabel were not "pretty," but the references to captivity and death at the 

hands of Indians establish the heightened danger and stakes that the presence of the 

"maiden" signifies (Cooper 1989, 54). At the end of the novel, the successful defense of 

the area from French forces precedes the matchmaking of Mabel and Jasper Western 

(Cooper 1989, 454-57), a young man who had helped to deliver Mabel safely to the fort 

in the first place. In The Yemassee, Bess Matthews is the figure who most needs 

protection, and she is fated to wed the hero, Charles Craven. Before an Indian uprising. 

Craven warns Bess that "'there is danger... and to ... you particularly'" (Simms 1961, 

189-90). Near the end of the novel, they are betrothed (Simms 1961, 353-54) directly 

after Craven saves Bess from being snatched away by the pirate Chorley (Simms 1961, 

344-46). Indeed, Bess's father promises his consent to the match if Craven saves the 

maiden from the "'bad man'" (Simms 1961, 344, 354) who helps lead the insurrection 

that threatens the colony! As before, a central connubial partnership is itself the narrative 
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"handmaiden" of colonial consolidation. Given such scholarship as Annette Kolodny's 

The Lay of the Land: Metaphor as Experience and History in American Life and Letters, 

we know that the parallel—the consummation of marital unions and the conquest of the 

land—is more than a fortuitous coincidence. From our earliest cultural beginnings, 

Kolodny argues, Americans have imagined "a daily reality of harmony between man and 

nature based on an experience of the land as essentially feminine—that is, not simply the 

land as mother, but the land as woman, the total female principle of gratification— 

enclosing the individual in an environment of receptivity, repose, and painless and 

integral satisfaction" (1975, 4). In this sense, then, the presence of women as maidens 

needing protection until they can be betrothed is the literal counterpart to the figurative 

"climax" of conquerors mastering territory. More generally, women signify the triumph 

of civilization or its imminent victory over savagery, because their presence promises 

familial settlement, increasing safety, and cultivated refinement. Recall the schoolbook, 

a symbol of "civilization," in the arm of Cast's Lady Liberty, which also reflects the 

association between womanhood and cultural refinement. 

Just as Cast's portrait reflects the convention of a feminine frontier, so too does it 

mirror how conquest narratives typify ethnic "others": as objects of Euramerican agency, 

acted on rather than acting. InMattifest Destiny, implacable Euramerican progress 

promises to obliterate the retreating Indians. Likewise, the Indian settlement in the 

painting is a doomed, passive obstruction to the onslaught of the US railways. As 

promotional art meant to make the western fi^ontier appealing to settlers. Cast's 

illustration emphasizes the passive strain of typifying Indians. The Indians of such 
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authors as Cooper and Simms are generally warlike rather than retiring, but a similar 

"destiny" awaits/ Moreover, in such works, the "vanishing" act applies to friend and foe 

alike: for example, in the Leatherstocking Saga, Noble Savage Chingachgook is no less 

doomed, as the last member of his tribe, than merciless Magua, whom Natty Bumppo 

kills in The Last of the Mohicans.^ Variously represented by Gast or Simms or Cooper 

(or whoever), the outcomes are the same: Euramericans force the "children of the forest" 

to yield to the grand design of manifest destiny. In Regeneration Through Violence: The 

Mythology of the Frontier, 1600-1860, Slotkin observes the plight of such a figure: "Even 

though the Indian is consistently portrayed as inferior to whites, his presence remains 

necessary to the revelation of the heroic stature of the Anglo-American hero. The Indian 

is his foil, the opponent against whom he exercises and develops his heroic powers as a 

representative of civilization" (1973, 189). Whether racial "others" help or hinder the 

hero of conquest, their inclusion in the stories redounds on the greatness and success of 

the Euramerican exemplar and, by extension, "civilization." 

Even the secondary characters who seem active or otherwise significant are 

generally absorbed and sometimes victimized by the course of "history" and are therefore 

subordinated to the primary characters as well as to the larger narrative. In other words, 

although it may be tempting to accentuate the contributions of characters such as Cora of 

7. Compare Richard Slotkin's comments about the "agrarian reading of the past 
and the 'Indian War' reading": the former sees progress proceed "harmlessly" and the 
latter puts "conflict at the center of the story" (1998, 52). 

8. For a brief description of the tendency to see Native Americans as "vanishing," 
or "passing away before the onslaught of civilization," see Berkhofer (1979, 88). 
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The Last of the Mohicans, June of The Pathfinder, and Matiwan and Mary Granger of 

The Yemassee, the course of conquest engulfs their identities. Thus it is that able Cora is 

killed off in the battle to defeat the Indians who threaten Euramerican success, that June 

is left "without a tribe, as well as without a husband" (Cooper 1989, 467), that Matiwan 

is both widowed by and at the mercy of the colonists (Simms 1961, 369), and that Mary, 

for all her initiative and forthrightness, remains merely "the wife of Granger," as if her 

fortitude could only be an extension ofher husband's identity (Simms 1961, 298). 

Characters such as June and Mary provide glimmers of hope regarding representations of 

the "other" in conventional texts, but, in these cases, the exceptions reinforce the rule: the 

"actors" in conventional historical literature are "white" men; characters other than the 

primary figures of historical fiction are foils to or reflections of the ascendancy of the 

Euramerican man, and they are consigned to subordinate status and significance. 

Historical Man: the Triumph of the Euramerican Exemplar 

Among the Euramerican men, the stars on this stage are typically the 

frontiersmen, in the Natty Bumppo mold, founding fathers, or a combination of both 

types. The conventional heroism, divided between the frontiersman and the settler 

personae, can be summarized: these characters personify the triumph of one culture (and 

race) over "other" peoples. At their most vivid and triumphant, the narratives enshrine 
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such heroes—through plot and characterization—in some kind of apotheosis.' 

One of the truisms of criticism about Natty Bumppo is that his great success as a 

frontiersman brings society close on his heels, and those characteristics that cast him as 

an expert woodsman, scout, and hunter also make him consummately unsuited to remain 

in the society for which he serves as "pathfinder"'" While the Bumppo-Boone type 

makes a perfect guide, he is, at best, an awkward colonist exemplar or, at worst, a tragic 

misfit. In either case, he is unable to truly embody history. Most typically, he mediates 

historical change and cultural success as the "trailblazer" but not as the settlement 

patriarch. Another figure must complete the civilizing processes that avatars such as 

Boone and Bumppo initiate; the prominent settler, a character who organizes, leads, and 

represents other colonists. In his second study of The Myth of the Frontier, The Fatal 

Environment, Slotkin describes the relationship between the two figures, focusing on 

Bumppo and the corresponding "doubles" from Cooper's Leatherstocking novels; 

The Natty Bumppo character compels our interest because he incarnates the problem 
[of mediating but not resolving savagery and civilization]. .. . But we should not 
forget that the resolution of that problem does not lie in Natty's power. He and the 

9. My thinking about how characters function in historical literature has been 
generally informed by Harry E. Shaw's The Forms of Historical Fiction: Sir Walter Scott 
and his Successors {19^3). In particular, chapters on "the hero as instrument" (chapter 4) 
and "the hero as subject" (chapter 5) helped me develop my ideas about protagonists in 
fiction about the conquest of North America. 

10. In Savagism and Civilization: A Study of the Indian and the American Mind, 
Roy Harvey Pearce offers a notable statement of this truism; "The frontiersman is 
inadequate for the kind of life for which he clears the way simply because he is, to a 
significant degree, a savage—even though he may be so noble a savage as 
Leatherstocking" (1953, 203-04). 
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constellation of values he represents are doomed to follow the Last of the Mohicans 
into exile and extinction. It is the military aristocrat and the good yeoman who will 
survive to beget heirs, and to play the roles of good squire and deferential farmer in the 
civilized order that follows the Frontier. (1998, 105-06) 

The frontiersman is the essential obverse to the equally necessary founding father reverse 

of the colonialist coin. In Paulding's novel also, we can easily see the interdependence of 

scout and settler. Despite Colonel Dangerfield's military title and command of a group 

of trekkers, the patriarch of the novel knows nothing about getting to the Kentucky 

frontier. The nominal leader depends on the particular expertise of a pathfinder to guide 

the group to the "dark and bloody ground" (Paulding 1968, 1:7). "The colonel. . . was 

deplorably deficient in experience of the best means and modes of conducting these 

modern argonauts; but, as it happened, fortune had sent him a most efficient coadjutor"— 

namely Ambrose Bushfield (Paulding 1968, 1:67-68). Although the context of this 

quotation refers specifically to river travel, there is no reason to assume that Dangerfield 

is knowledgeable about overland travel either. A reference to Bushfield as Dangerfield's 

"prime minister" (Paulding 1968, 1:72), a title suggesting continuous office-holding 

rather than isolated counsel, further confirms the scout's leadership. Patriarchs and 

pathfinders are bound, whatever their individual relations, by mutual influence. As 

portrayed in classical narratives, the conquest of America is generally embodied by such 

a twin or dual figuration; even if the pathfinder commands more attention and makes for 

more interesting reading, we must not overlook such emblems as "Templeton," the town 

founded by patriarch Temple of Cooper's The Pioneers, and "Dangerfieldville," the 

settlement established by the founding father of Paulding's Westward Ho! 
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Despite both the basically tragic "fate" of the frontiersman and the cultural 

importance of the settler patriarchs, it is the heroism of the former figure that authors 

emphasize as representing Euramerican success, which "compels our interest," as Slotkin 

observes. For example, ahhough personae such as Flint's Boone and Cooper's Bumppo 

cannot ultimately abide the society for which they serve as vanguard, the 

characterizations of these frontiersmen elevate them as personifications of historical 

progress, of the civilizing project of the US. While Boone was not the first explorer of 

Kentucky, "The high meed of being the first actual settler and cultivator of the soil cannot 

be denied him" (Flint 1967, 74). Boone is notable for his pioneering status and, more 

significantly perhaps, for his essential relationship to his historical age. Boone's life "is 

inseparably interwoven with this border scene of massacres, plunderings, burnings, and 

captivities, which swept the incipient northern and western settlements with desolation" 

(Flint 1967, 82)—the conquest of Kentucky is analogous to the biography of Boone. To 

reinforce the sense that the frontiersman should be credited with the success of the 

nascent state, the narrator remarks that Boone is the father of the territory; Boone's peers 

considered him a "heroic patriarch of the infant settlements" (Flint 1967, 99). If these 

honors were not indication enough that Boone is special in the annals of history (or 

historical literature, at least), then the reader can ponder the edifying fact that Boone "had 

what phrenologists would have considered a model head" (Flint 1967, 186)—exemplary 

indeed! Boone's literary progeny. Natty Bumppo, receives similar treatment. Near the 

end of The Pathfinder, Cooper casts Bumppo as a virtual monument to conquest. After 

leading in the defeat of the marauding savages and the perfidious French, thus abetting 
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American territorial claims, "This extraordinary man was as motionless ... as if [he] 

were a statue set up in that solitary place ... to commemorate the scenes of which it had 

so lately been the site and the witness" (Cooper 1989, 461). The celebration of the great 

man is synonymous with the memorial of the "scenes" that resulted in American political 

control. As is typical with Bumppo, the larger victory is wrapped in a smaller defeat, for 

his stasis is also a product of his inability to play the part of bridegroom to his intended, 

Mabel Dunham. Despite the personal defeat, the above passage is clear about celebrating 

the singular heroism of this "extraordinary man." The apotheosized individual 

personifies the success of the colonial mission. 

Given that the frontier figure who captures our imagination most strongly is stuck 

in the interstices of civilization and savagery," I wish to depart from the main critical 

focus on the pathfinder to emphasize the less interesting artistic persona but the more 

significant "historical" character: he who stands more particularly for the motive force of 

change, whose essential make-up and corresponding leadership give him historical 

centrality despite his aesthetic shortcomings. Cooper provides a catalogue of such 

characters: Judge Temple {The Pioneers), Duncan Heyward {The Last of the Mohicans), 

and, to a lesser extent. Captain Middleton {The Prairie). A comparable character is the 

protagonist of Simms's The Yemassee, who is in fact a literary-historical hero whose 

individual prowess and political acumen combine the traits of the frontier hero with those 

of the great leader of the settlements. 

11. Roy Harvey Pearce describes Natty Bumppo, for example, as "somewhere 
between savagism and civilization" (1953, 201). 
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Plot—Westward Ho! Or. White Might is Right 

It is not only in the isolated characterizations of significant personae that authors 

celebrate greatness. The apotheoses are more completely realized in the unraveling of 

plots that serve to personify cultural success in elevated individuals. To synthesize and 

develop my ideas about conquest narratives, I will analyze The Yemassee, which contains 

a conventional plot of Euramerican conquest as a "manifest destiny ." In this novel, two 

prominent characters polarize the racial typology of the novel and anchor the Manichean 

determinism of the plot: the "superior race," the colonial English of Carolina, inevitably 

subdues the brave but "inferior" Yemassee Indians (Simms 1961, 15, 20). The avatar of 

civilization is the Palatine Governor of Carolina, Charles Craven, who is also known by 

his incognito alias, Gabriel Harrison. Craven almost single-handedly ensures that the 

Yemassee do not eradicate the vulnerable English settlements, and in this role he 

embodies the warrior colonist: he who defeats the native. Craven's indigenous 

counterpart is the leading Yemassee chief, Sanutee. In different ways, Simms 

apotheosizes both figures: Craven is heroic for leading the victory of the English; Sanutee 

is celebrated for his nobility in life and is especially "honored" for dying and thus 

consummating the triumph of Craven and his compatriots. The novel proposes that, 

although the colonists were made to struggle, suffer, and sacrifice for the colonization of 

Carolina, the indigenous inhabitants of the region must yield to the English. The deadly 

struggle to survive such "savage" assaults on their young settlements merely confirms the 

colonists' greatness and their proper status as residents in and rulers of the new lands. 
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Even when the narrator strives to explain historical intricacies, which would 

ostensibly emphasize agency and contingency rather than destiny, the sense of 

inevitability is palpable. Insurrections, barbarities, and intrigues aside, readers know 

almost immediately that Euramerican Providence will counter and overcome Indian 

improvidence; 

The [colonial] adventurers grew daily more numerous, for their friends and relatives 
soon followed them across the ocean. They, too, had lands assigned them in 
turn, by the improvident savage; and increasing intimacies, with uninterrupted security, 
day by day, won the former still more deeply into the bosom of the forests, and more 
immediately in connexion with their wild possessors; until, at length, we behold the 
log-house of the white man, rising up amid the thinned clump of woodland foliage. . .. 
(Simms 1961, 10-11) 

While the narrator attempts to assign a clear causal relationship between Indian cessions 

and colonist incursions, this characteristic passage obscures agency and portrays 

colonization as a natural, unstoppable process. The quotation begins and ends with 

organic language: the settlers "grew" in number and their dwellings rise from the ground 

as the surrounding trees ascend; from the "thinning woodland foliage," the log cabins rise 

as a secondary yield of "natural" forest growth, the fruition of which supplants the 

wilderness as well as the "wild possessors" who depend (at least metonymically) on the 

woods for their existence. Moreover, several stock phrases, which seem to signify 

abstract agency, contribute to the sense of destiny: "in turn," "day by day," "at length"— 

all of these convey e.xpected fulfillment and are substitutes for discrete causality. For 

example, "increased intimacies," the nominal subject of the second sentence, suggests 

that the very facts of "intimacy," proximity and familiarity, literally drove the English 

farther into the frontier, a process as certain as one day following another. The new 
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proximity of the colonists and the "wild possessors"—not Native American 

benefaction—is itself responsible for increased proximity. Colonization, in an endless 

causal circle, is responsible for colonization; there is no source but the thing itself, sui 

generis. To further characterize this historical transformation from wild improvidence to 

inevitable settlement, the narrator offers an image that is reminiscent of a babe sheltered 

at a mother's breast; the settlers' intimacy with the land leads them to "the bosom of the 

forests," a locution that recalls Annette Kolodny's emphasis on the land-as-woman 

fantasy, as if the purpose of the forest is to nurture the adopted European children. On the 

surface, then, the reason for the conquest of Carolina is that the Indians allowed 

themselves to be known by the Europeans: the Indians' inclination to socialize and to be 

"civil" with the colonists led to the natural, insuppressible migrations of the "civilized."'" 

Europeans succeeded because there was no stopping such a course. 

If there is no question who must win this territorial struggle, then the loser is 

likewise certain. As threatening as the Indians may be throughout the novel, their very 

"improvidence" foretells their demise. Yet, it would be dull to celebrate in literature the 

triumph of a great people without supposing that the territory and thus the very existence 

of colonial America had been up for grabs. Adhering to the tradition of ennobling one's 

enemy to heighten the sense of victory, Simms endows the Yemassee with an excellence 

12. In a sense, Tzvetan Todorov (1992) rewrites this scenario, historically rather 
than mythically, in The Conquest of America: The Question of the Other. Instead of 
metaphors of causality ("day by day," et cetera), Todorov provides a complex account of 
negotiations—actions, reactions, communications—between cultural groups, in this case 
the Spanish and the Caribbean and Mexican peoples. 
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that is admirable but anachronistic. As in the works of Cooper, the narrator compares the 

Yemassee to ancient European cultures to invest them with an antiquated nobility and 

greatness.'^ The Yemassee, and all Indians by extension, are living on borrowed time, 

but the terrible valiance of this doomed race guarantees that the conquest will be a 

forceful manifestation of Euramerican historical greatness. At the outset, the narrator 

compares the Yemassee to the Romans and subsequently refers to the "approaching 

subjection" of the Indians (Simms 1961, 10). "Like the Romans," the Yemas -oe had 

been a dominant, estimable cultural group, but at the time of the narrator's telling of the 

tale, the Yemassee nation is also, like ancient Rome, a fallen society relegated to the 

artistic representation of past preeminence and, in this case, existence (Simms 1961, 10, 

11). The narrator shifts our gaze back a hundred years, to 1715, when "the Yemassees 

were in all their glory. They were politic and brave—a generous and gallant race" that 

initially greeted the colonists with "gentleness and forbearance" (Simms 1961, 11). 

Almost immediately, we are disabused of that flattering image when the narrator informs 

us that Indian greatness withers in the presence of Europeans. "Until this period the 

Yemassees had never been troubled by that worst tyranny of all, the consciousness of 

their inferiority to a power of which they, at length, grew jealous" (Simms 1961, 11). 

From the beginning of the novel, the narrator makes clear that the superior English will 

conquer the inferior Indians. The course of change is not so much "historical" as it is 

"racial": the cause of the Yemassees' doom, "inferiority," inheres within them. 

13. One basic example of Cooper's association of Indians with ancient peoples 
can be seen in the initial characterization of Chingachgook, in the first Leatherstocking 
novel: he is described as having a "Roman" nose (1993, 106). 
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As a doomed empire, the Yemassee require a last emperor, namely Sanutee. The 

chief whose death fulfills the narrative is appropriately grand, with a "majestic port" 

and—echoing the phrenology of Flint—an "elevated head" (Simms 1961, 15, 16). The 

narrator aggrandizes this worthy enemy yet extends the Roman analogy to foreshadow 

defeat: 

His form was large and justly proportioned. Stirring event and trying exercise had 
given it a confident, free, and manly carriage, which the air of decision about his eye 
and mouth admirably tallied with and supported. He might have been about fifty years 
of age; certainly he could not have been less; though we arrive at this conclusion rather 
from the strong, acute, and sagacious expression of his features than from any mark of 
feebleness or age. .. . [He]. .. seemed [to be] one, like Cassius, who had learned to 
despise all the light employs of life, and now only lived in the constant meditation of 
deep scheme and subtle adventure.... [His] spirit, crowded with impetuous feelings, 
kept up constant warfare with the more deliberate and controlling reason. (Simms 
1961, 16) 

Physically and mentally exemplary, Sanutee is large, wise, and decisive, a leader of men. 

Although not weak, he is somewhat advanced in years, middle aged, or even in the 

autumn of his days, an idea that coheres with the doomed heroism that Sanutee 

personifies. Specifically, Sanutee is as tragic as Cassius. Like the infamous Roman 

leader of the first century BCE (Grant 1978, 242-43), Sanutee belongs, the narrator 

reiterates, to a distantly bygone order, the famously fallen Roman Empire. More 

particularly, the comparison to the "chief instigator" in the plot to kill Julius Caesar 

(Grant 1978, 240) casts Sanutee as a subversive malcontent of epic proportions, a rebel 

whose "constant meditation of deep scheme" controls his actions and precipitates his 

mortal defeat. Indeed, as one of his tribe's belligerent leaders, Sanutee must preside over 

a schism in his own society because most of the tribe's leaders incline toward 

accommodating the colonists (Simms 1961, 81-83). Like Cassius, too, Sanutee's plotting 
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will cast the die for his violent end, for the leader falls in the battle that he himself had 

instigated (Simms 1961, 369). The comparison between the Yemassee chief and the 

"chief Roman tyrannicide characterizes Sanutee as a doomed individual of a society in 

imminent decline. 

In addition to the association with a tragic Roman precursor, the passage above 

furthers the premise that the Yemassee conquer themselves. Despite Sanutee's 

"sagacious expression," he is embattled by his own impetuousness, a quality that 

weakens his reasoning faculty. As with the Yemassees' "improvidence" and a 

consciousness of their inferiority, we are to understand that, as an Indian, Sanutee is 

undone by innate mental deficiencies. An early episode displays Sanutee's 

impetuousness. After an English pirate kills the chiefs prized dog, Sanutee attacks the 

privateer but is quickly at a disadvantage in the struggle: "The error of Sanutee was in 

suffering impulse to defeat reflection ..." (Simms 1961, 28). In a comparable instance 

of characterizing Indians as naturally inferior intellectually, Flint explains that the defeat 

of Indians follows from their lesser cognitive abilities: 

[Indians showed] a want of the combination of thought, and the abstract and extended 
views of the whites. . .. For a single effort, nothing could be imagined wiser than their 
views. For a combination made up of a number of elements of calculation, they had no 
reasoning powers at all. (1967, 101) 

Simms and Flint concede Indian ability at the same time that they assert an ultimate 

inferiority in being able to reason, to plan ahead, to calculate complex ideas, to be 

"provident." 

Sanutee plays the worthy foil whose inevitable downfall, based on inherent 

inferiority, reflects the triumph of Craven and the colonists. While Craven does not kill 
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Sanutee, the governor is the symbolic conqueror of the Yemassee chief and, by extension, 

Indian resistance and existence. As the novel reaches its conclusion, the apotheosis of 

Craven combines with and accounts for Sanutee's and the rebel Native Americans' 

defeats. As Sanutee expires, he concedes both individual and collective loss: 

"[Sanutee] has no people. The Yemassee has bones in the thick woods, and there are 
no young braves to sing the song of his glory. The Coosah-moray-te is on the bosom 
of the Yemassee, with the foot of the great bear of Apalachia [j/c]." (Simms 1961, 
368) 

Whereas the colonists embraced the "bosom" of the wild land, in the quotation above 

concerning "increased intimacies," now the bosom of the Yemassee nation itself is the 

ground on which the new regime is erected. The emphasis on eradicating Indians as a 

race is underscored by "Coosah-moray-te," which is yet another, and the most important, 

alias of Lord Palatine: the epithet commemorates Craven's role in virtually exterminating 

the indigenous Coosaw people. We learn this background following an early scene 

during which Sanutee voices an unprecedented contentiousness regarding the colonists. 

To punctuate his new attitude, Sanutee repeatedly addresses Craven as Coosaw-killer, or 

"Coosah-moray-te" (Simms 1961, 34-36, 38). Sanutee's use of the name in the context 

of his mounting belligerence positions Craven early on as an old enemy of the defeated 

Coosaw but a current enemy of the Yemassee, thus foreshadowing the very death-scene 

wherein the killer of the Coosaw people is credited with the destruction of another group, 

the Yemassee; to Sanutee, Lord PaJatine personally presides over the forceful submission 

of his people—it is Craven's massive ursine foot resting triumphantly on the Yemassee 

people. With the repetition of the epithet throughout the novel. Craven becomes 

synonymous with the complete physical conquest of the Indians. As an exemplary Indian 
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killer, he is also the avatar of civilization. Sanutee's portrait of Craven as a bear standing 

on the chest of the Yemassee continues the heroic characterization and heightens 

Craven's significance as an individual who twice saved the "infant" Carolina settlement 

from Indian hostilities.'"* Craven's victory leads Sanutee to conclude that the Yemassee 

have ceased to exist: he '"has no people.'" 

The apotheosis of Craven is predicated on more than genocide, however. 

Notwithstanding Sanutee's assertion that all the Yemassee are reduced to bones in the 

forest, his wife Matiwan survives, and Craven is personally responsible for her 

"redemption." As Sanutee dies, slaves fighting on behalf of the colonists threaten to kill 

Matiwan, but Craven intercedes: "The Lord Palatine came up, in time to arrest the blow 

of the servile which still threatened her," after which they carry her "tenderly away" 

(Simms 1961, 369). Craven's timely clemency balances the portrayal of him as a 

destroyer of indigenous peoples. The conspicuous reference to his official title. Lord 

Palatine, stresses the political and cultural dimensions of his act. Specifically, it implies 

that Euramerican rule is ultimately merciful and ameliorative. Despite the stress on 

Craven's role in killing Indians, the rescue of Matiwan contrasts sharply with the 

immediate threat posed by the "servile" black slave as well as the repeated references to 

Indians assaulting and killing women colonists, thus differentiating between the savagery 

of the Indians (and African Americans) and the civility of the leading colonist. The 

apotheosis is complete: Craven is virtually deified in the dual capacity of he who reaps 

14. If we recall the role of the bear in Cast's painting, Sanutee's characterization 
of Craven endows the colonist with the wildness associated with the frontiersman type, 
who embodies a certain amount of savagery in order to thrive on the frontier. 
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and he who sows—like a god, he giveth and he taketh away.'^ 

The final emphasis on Craven's position as Lord Palatine underscores the extent 

to which he represents not the rugged individualism of a Boone or a Bumppo, one who 

acts conspicuously on his own, but an entire socio-political agenda: the English 

colonization of Carolina. Craven's personal greatness is immersed in the general 

"progress" of Anglo-American "civilization." The novel stages this careftil balance in 

the final pages of the novel by individualizing Craven's leadership and abstracting it 

through his governmental title as well as by highlighting the movements and successes of 

the colonists en masse. In a sense. Craven the man disappears for a few crucial pages 

leading up to the death scene of Sanutee while the narrator focuses on the larger process 

of civilization overcoming savagery. A telltale of the abstraction of Craven is the 

increased use of his title. Lord Palatine. While part of this shift stems fi^om his open 

revelation of his true identity, which makes his alias unnecessary, the emphasis on the 

titular epithet reflects a more significant narrative cue. At the beginning of the final 

chapter, the narrator announces that the work is crystallizing into something other than 

Romance: "Our tale becomes history" (Simms 1961, 359). With this imperial declaration 

of the documentary aspirations of the final chapter, the narrator makes a greater claim to 

the significance of the events that he relates. The assertion renders the idea of a 

15. The scene in which Craven saves Matiwan is a complement to an earlier 
episode in which Matiwan saves Craven fi"om being tortured to death by the Yemassee 
(Simms 1961, 252). In this sense. Craven equitably repays his indebtedness to her, which 
further redounds on his honor. 
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novelistic protagonist, the gallant Gabriel Harrison, somewhat inappropriate and 

therefore the hero of History replaces the hero of Romance. 

Until his merciful intercession on behalf of Matiwan in the penultimate paragraph 

of the novel. Craven becomes abstracted into a sign of colonial leadership. In contrast to 

much of the preceding narrative, in which Harrison-Craven's exploits are enacted in 

concrete detail, the final chapter tends to follow "the Palatine" from an omniscient 

distance. We "hear" about him, but we do not "see" him. 

The arrival of the Palatine gave a new life and fresh confidence to the people. His 
course was such as might have been expected fi-om his decisive character. He at once 
proclaimed martial law—laid an embargo.... Waiting for no act of Assembly to 
authorize his proceedings... he raise[d] an army.... All other steps taken by the 
Palatine were equally decisive. . . . (Simms 1961, 360, 361) 

These statements stress Craven's individual leadership at the same time that they make 

him an abstract personification of decisive duty, a protean force defined by appropriate 

"courses" and "proceedings." Indeed, in the two pages leading up to the apotheosis of 

Craven, as killer and as redeemer, the narrator emphasizes general movements rather than 

individual acts. At the pivotal moment when the Palatine outsmarts the Indian forces, the 

leading colonist disappears, or becomes a topic of reportage, while the narrative 

distinguishes the two principal Indians, Sanutee and "the celebrated Creek chief, Chigilli" 

(Simms 1961, 365); 

In that moment, the sudden hurrah of the Carolinians, in [the Indians'] rear and on 
their sides, aroused them to a knowledge of that stratagem which had anticipated their 
own. . . . Sanutee and Chigilli led them in every point.... Their valour was desperate 
but cool, and European warfare has never shown a more determined spirit of bravery 
than was then manifested by the wild warriors of Yemassee, striking the last blow for 
the glory and the existence of their once mighty nation. (Simms 1961, 366-67) 
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At the decisive instant of Carolinian victory and Indian defeat, when the Yemassee—bold 

as they may be—fight their final battle, the leader of the triumphant colonists is nowhere 

locatable. Unlike the epic model of final confi-ontation, between Achilles and Hector, for 

instance, the leading warrior of the victors. Craven, is implicated yet offstage. Rather 

than highlight the individual victory of Craven over Sanutee in direct, mortal conflict, the 

group of Carolinians defeats Sanutee and the Yemassee. The narrator identifies no single 

killer of Sanutee, and Matiwan observes that the weapons of the Carolinians leave an 

anonymous injury; she asks, '"Is not this the bullet of the white man?'" (Simms 1961, 

368). In a novel that dwells much on mano a mono melee between single combatants (as 

well as verbal tete-a-tetes), the description of the defeat of the Yemassee in terms of 

Carolinian victory rather than the individual heroism of Craven is a marked concession to 

a sense of "history" that focuses on the destinies of whole cultural groups—even as the 

narrative distinguishes notable individuals. The two trends combine to condense cultural 

destiny in one glorious embodiment of civilized progress. Personified in the apotheosis 

of Craven as a heroic conqueror, The Yemassee provides an exemplary narrative of 

cultural and national triumph in which Europeans (as forebears of "Americans") subdue 

and supplant Native Americans. 

The Moral of the Story—History and Motive Force: Teleological Streams, the Clash of 
Cultural Contimia 
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The relationship of Craven to historical literary narrative—rather than 

"Romance"—hinges on a heroism that is both distinctively individual and abstractly 

typical. Simms's handling of Craven's prominence, particularly when the Palatine 

"disappears," makes evident the peculiar relationship between discrete actions and 

general cultural ascendancy in conventional American conquest narratives. In the end, 

the individual is subordinate to the larger course of events even as the hero personifies 

that course. These narratives portray manifest destiny as a naturalized cultural imperative 

that uses and absorbs particular agents in the larger flow of a causal continuum. Despite 

authors' commitments to veracity and verisimilitude, their narratives rely on a model of 

historical transformation in which "engines of civilization" (to recall Flint's phrase), 

natural processes, and supernatural influence constitute an abstract causality that obviates 

individualism, de-emphasizes discrete agency, and therefore mystifies and obscures 

rather than explains or clarifies American "history." In the following quotation fi-om 

Flint's Biographical Memoir of Daniel Boone, colonial culture is the generalized 

historical agent that will fulfill a destiny of Euramerican settlement; 

Civilization had not yet driven the primitive tenants of the forest from their favorite 
retreats. Most of the country was still in a state of nature—unsettled and 
unappropriated. (1967, 171) 

Ironically, conquest narratives de-emphasize the significance of the very human agency 

that they ostensibly illustrate and celebrate. Indeed, these texts are at least as successful 

at portraying history as an overwhelming, unavoidable flow of natural and supernatural 

forces as they are at detailing individual actors, local actions, and particular plots. 
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Consequently, the literary application of manifest destiny replaces "history" with fables 

of cultural and national necessity. 

Paulding's Westward Ho! clearly exemplifies conquest as a necessary culmination 

of an abstract causal continuum that is also a "fabulous" historical force. In particular, 

the novel both apotheosizes the individual conqueror and subverts the hero's singularity. 

The protagonist becomes another "outgrowth" of history-as-destiny. In this fable, the 

founding father figure (in the mold of Cooper's Judge Temple) transforms a "primeval 

forest" into a "smiling landscape" (Paulding 1968, 1:86-87). The account of the process 

suggests that the historical motivation for further westward migration and thus ongoing 

continental conquest is a matter of civilization transplanting itself when the need arises. 

In this case, the exigency is the bankruptcy of Dangerfield, a plantation owner who has so 

internalized the values of the Virginia landed gentry that starting over in life requires 

abandoning his milieu (to avoid public dishonor) and recreating the gentility of the Old 

Dominion in the new "colony" of Kentucky. Within ten years, his settlement, 

Dangerfieldville, consists of "the abodes of civilized men" (Paulding 1968, 1 ;86-87). 

The dispossessed lord of Virginia becomes the master of a new settlement. The avatar of 

culture begets civilization. 

The process of Dangerfield giving birth to or transplanting his own parcel of 

"civilization" invokes a rhetorical trend that I have already noted but which deserves 

further analysis. As I said of Simms's construction of Euramericans "growing" in 

number and influence, metaphors involving organic, natural processes, as well as the 

passage of time or increases of measure (day by day, by degrees), are epithets that replace 
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and negate "historical" explanations of causes and effects. Coupled with the mundane 

figures of speech are appeals to supernatural agency. The lexicon of naturalized progress 

and supernatural (or spiritual) influence supplants historicity and subsumes all of the 

colorful particularities proffered by these authors. The history of Europeans and 

Euramericans conquering aboriginal lands and peoples is, these narratives aver, actually a 

spiritually informed natural process that culminates in the fruition one would expect from 

any healthy organic cycle. Westering, according to one of Paulding's similes, amounts to 

an instinctual birthing process: "Like the young partridge, the American is scarcely 

hatched, ere he sets out, with the shell still clinging to his downy wing, in search of a new 

region " (1968, 1:54), Conquest is an American's birthright, a part of the continuous 

cycle of coming into existence, and to question or to deny the instinctive expansionist 

impulse would be to second-guess nature—to find fault with something as necessary and 

innocent as a partridge being hatched. The partridge simile is one naturalizing figure 

among others. On the first page of Westward Ho! the narrator accounts for the greatness 

of Kentucky among its neighboring settlements in language that blends naturalism with 

supernatural miraculousness: 

"Old Kentucky" . . . is entitled to assume the honours of a patriarch among the 
small fiy of empires springing up like mushrooms in the vast valley of the great father 
of waters[ .] Its early history is a romance; its growth a miracle. . .. [T]he face of earth 
and the face of man have undergone a total change in this land of wonders. (Paulding 
1968, 1:7) 

Such growth is as simple and mundane as fungi growing in damp lowlands and as 

otherworldly as a miracle. 
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In the natural and supernatural matrix of abstract agency, a figure such as 

Dangerfield is an arbitrary personification of the a priori dictates of history-as-destiny. 

Virtually anybody, after all, from the privileged and providential cultural group, the 

civilized Euramericans, could embody or serve "progress." In looking back on the period 

of nine years during which Dangerfield begot Dangerfieldville, the narrator accounts for 

the success of the settler at the same time that he renders the patriarch insignificant as a 

unique actor: 

In that time, such is the magic of industry and enterprise directed by the arts of 
civilized life, a complete change had been in rapid progress, from the wild luxuriance 
of nature to the rich redundant blessings of cultivated fields and comfortable abodes. .. 
. The first year of his arrival he was only the lord of a wilderness, the possession of 
which was disputed equally by the wild animals and the red men who hunted them. By 
degrees, however, the former had become more rare, and the latter had receded before 
the irresistible influence of the "wise white man," who, wheresoever he goes, to 
whatever region of the earth, whether east or west, north or south, carries with him his 
destiny, which is to civilize the world, and rule it afterwards. (Paulding 1968, 1:94) 

This excerpt perhaps best codifies in a single literary passage what Cast's Manifest 

Destiny (or, indeed. Westward Ho!—an alternate title of the painting) illustrates 

pictorially. In language reminiscent of Biblical injunctions to subdue and cultivate the 

earth, the narrator assures us that Dangerfield fijlfills the ongoing march of civilization, 

"his destiny," which is ftitilely "disputed" by wild animals and indigenous people. 

Despite the distinctive titular reference, "lord of the wilderness," the passage promotes 

providential abstraction rather than historical concreteness: Colonel Dangerfield becomes 

an instance of a type, "the 'wise white man,'" and "irresistible influence" replaces 

historical causality. In such a scheme, figures such as Dangerfield, as colorful and grand 

as they may appear as individuals (rugged, refined, or otherwise), become mannequins in 
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a historical diorama.'^ Superficially, their actions "manifest" the particularities of 

historical transformation; a closer look shows that they are arbitrary placeholders in plots 

of foreordained triumph. Wise white man Dangerfield is merely another shepherd in 

another pastoral fable. The last sentence of the passage underscores his arbitrariness, his 

status as a "redundant blessing" himself, a variable or nominal object: he is implicated in 

but is not the subject of the decimation of animals and the displacement of Native 

Americans, because both recede and become rarer "by degrees," rather than by any 

specific actors or acts; the passive phrase "had become" masks the agency implied by 

Dangerfield's lordship, his own mastery in practicing "the arts of civilized life." The 

appeals to "destiny" in this passage make the rest of the "historical" narrative 

consummately ahistorical: all pretenses to historicity—dates, names, places, events—are 

reduced to the function of props, backdrops, and formulae. The individual becomes a 

token of the triumphant, "magical" cultural continuum. In "transplanting" civilization, 

Dangerfield is as much seed as he is sower. 

According to the logic of the passage above, the combination of natural and 

supernatural forces produces "the irresistible influence" of providential inevitability, a 

phenomenon that one cannot question (let alone thwart) without attempting to oppose 

Nature and Divinity. The "total change" of the faces of land and man in the 

characterization of history at the beginning of Westward Ho! betokens a transformation 

16. "Diorama" is probably clear enough, but I wish to note that I am echoing 
Gerald Vizenor's use of the term (with which he faults static representations of Native 
Americans). See Vizenor's essay "Socioacupuncture: Mythic Reversals and the 
Striptease in Four Scenes," in Crossbloods (1990). 
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of people and territory that is wondrously overwhelming. Specifically, 

Euramerican settlement and influence constitute a cultural continuum, "civilization," that 

supercedes any existing cultural order, namely the indigenous continua of Native 

American societies, which may be condensed, according to form, as a single continuum, 

"savagery." Again, Paulding provides relevant paradigmatic description. In the context 

of discussing the token Indian of the novel, the Black Warrior (whose name contrasts in 

Manichean form to the "white" immigrants in the following quotation), the narrator notes 

that he is a holdover of those who resided in the area before "the irresistible wave of the 

white population had scattered the remnants of the Indian tribes on the wings of the 

wind" (Paulding 1968, 1.104). Here the idea of a continuum of influence, a "wave," 

maintains that one racial group overtakes another racial group as an inevitable matter of 

course (with "race" being tantamount to "culture" in this context). Flint, an author who 

influenced Paulding and others,'^ offers this characterization of national destiny as a 

natural, unstoppable juggernaut: "The tide of population poured into the country in a 

continual stream, and the busy spirit of civilization was everywhere making inroads into 

the ancient forests .. ." (1967, 172). Of course. Cooper, the preeminent mythmaker 

himself, provides any number of consonant references to historical fruition on the 

frontier, including the following evocative passage: 

The march of civilization with us, has a strong analogy to that of all coming events, 
which are known "to cast their shadows before." The gradations of society, from that 
state which is called refined to that which approaches as near barbarity as connexion 
with an intelligent people will allow, are to be traced from the bosom of the states. 

17. In a note to the readers of Westward Ho! Paulding declaims that he is "under 
particular obligations" to "the Rev. Timothy Flint" (1968, 4). 
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where wealth, luxury and the arts are beginning to seat themselves, to those distant, 
and ever-receding borders which mark the skirts, and announce the approach, of the 
nation, as moving mists precede the signs of day. (1987, 66) 

Here is the basic schema of Euramerican dominance: a spectrum of gradual, inevitable 

change imaged in terms of human action, marching, and child-rearing (for civilization 

embarks "from the bosom of the states"), which is ultimately governed by an 

overarching, irrepressible, natural force, the sun traveling across the horizon, which 

brings with it the refinement of civilization (as foretold by moving mists and shadows, 

the signs of approaching culture). With the triumph of destiny, nature and culture yield 

the most natural of civilizations, the Euramerican society of the US. 

Despite the often compelling vagaries of literary craft—sublime settings, dramatic 

incidents, heroic individuals, et cetera—conventional narratives about Euramerican 

conquest insist on a history built not of contingencies but of certainties: white people 

defeat red people in an environment that is wondrous and bountiful; the brightness of 

civilization inevitably obliterates the darkness of savagery. Charismatic individuals 

might act in noteworthy ways in colorful settings, but history qua destiny is always the 

prevalent "reality" these narratives portray, even if we do not care to notice. It is 

arguably easy to miss, for example, that central characters such as Dangerfield and 

Craven are important precisely because their strong individuality at once condenses 

history and dissolves into historical abstraction; so, rather than standing for discrete 

agency, they mediate, through their typological heroism, general necessity. The 

frontiersmen, Indians, and women support or oppose the mission for which apotheosized 

culture bearers stand; whether they help or hinder the great men, their identities and 
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actions merely attest to the ultimate success of the Euramerican colonizing subject and 

thus conquest itself The classical works that I have discussed represent a literary-

historical tradition of substituting compelling, even indomitable, abstract influence, a 

continuum of "civilized" Euramerican culture, for contingent, local, causal processes. In 

conventional conquest narratives, history is a metaphor for the providential, disembodied 

force that perpetuates the natural, inevitable triumph of civilization over savagery. 
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CHAPTER 2 

•A LAND FIRST TAKEN BY FORCE, THEN KEPT BY FORCE": THE 
CONVENTIONS OF CONQUEST LITERATURE IN DEATH COMES FOR THE 

ARCHBISHOP, NOT BY THE SWORD, AND BLOOD MERIDIAN: OR THE EVENING 
REDNESS IN THE WEST 

All this plain, the Bishop gathered, had once been 
the scene of a periodic man-hunt; these Indians, bom 
in fear and dying by violence for generations, had at 
last taken this leap away from the earth, and on that 
rock had found the hope of all suffering and 
tormented creatures—safet>'. The rock of Acoma 
had never been taken by a foe but once,—by 
Spaniards in armour. 

Willa Gather. Death Comes for the Archbishop 

The land was still wild and dangerous. Dangerous 
most of all in what man did to man. For with New 
Mexicans fighting Americanos, and Apaches. 
Navajos. and Utes fighting both, the day w hen one 
would love his neighbor as himself seemed as far 
away as the beginning of the world. Back to the 
heritage of Cain and Abel. 

Nash Candelaria, \ot by the Sword 

The tracks of the murderers bore on to the west but 
the>' were white men who pre> ed on travelers in that 
wilderness and disguised their work to be that of the 
savages. Notions of chance and fate are the 
preoccupation of men engaged in rash undertakings. 
The trail of the argonauts terminated in ashes as told 
and in the convergence of such vectors in such a 
waste wherein the hearts and enterprise of one small 
nation have been swallowed up and carried oEfby 
another the e.xpriest asked if some might not see the 
h a n d  o f  a  c y n i c a l  g o d . . . .  

Cormac McCarthy. Blood Meridian 
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In chapter one, I analyzed influential nineteenth-century literature to show how 

canonical texts portray the conquest of the United States of America as a providential 

triumph of "civilization" over "savagery," a cultural and national fulfillment of a "manifest 

destiny."' Willa Gather's Death Comes for the Archbishop, Nash Candelaria's Mot by the 

Sword, and Cormac McCarthy's Blood Meridian: Or the Evening Redness in the West are 

*» 

twentieth-century historical novels that represent American" conquest anew, presumably 

to reconceive (in some sense) canonical literary representations. Notwithstanding their 

particularities of style and content, these novels adhere substantively to the conventions 

rather than envision thoroughly innovative fictional-historical perspectives. By 

reinscribing the time-honored account of America's "triumph"—as a natural or 

providential inevitability—these novels are unable to portray conquest as anything other 

than the destined victory of certain (superior) cultures over other (inferior) peoples. With 

their frameworks of abstract historical causality, these works elide or defer discrete agency 

and de-emphasize contingency, and therefore they mystify and obscure rather than 

illuminate or revivify America's past. Consequently, Death Comes for the Archbishop, 

1. A number of works inform my understanding of manifest destiny, and chief 
among them is the durable, thorough, and still credible monograph by Albert K. Weinberg 
(1935). For my flill treatment of literary conventions and manifest destiny, see chapter 1. 

2. While I realize that "America" may well be used to refer to locations and 
peoples outside of the United States of America (which I will abbreviate as the US), I will 
use "America" and its cognates for the US, its peoples, and its characteristics. For 
additional remarks on such nomenclature, see chapter 1, note 2. 

3. Regarding the text of Blood Meridian the text of the epilogue is italicized but 
my quotations of the epilogue will not be italicized; in addition, McCarthy does not use 
quotation marks to indicate speech, but I include them for consistency and clarity. 
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Not by the Sword, and Blood Meridian suggest that modem historical literature can serve 

to recount colonization in order to reassert an inevitably triumphant culture as an alibi for 

the devastation of conquest. 

All three novels are set in the American Southwest and northern Mexico during 

and after the Mexican-American War (circa 1846-1860), the era in which "manifest 

destiny," phrase and ideology, crystallized in the American imagination. The shared 

setting, which combines a paradigmatic frontier with a watershed, expansionist political 

event, raises two important sets of interpretive contexts in which to situate this trio of 

novels. As Jane Tompkins observes in her study of the popular Western, West of 

Everything: The Inner Life of Westerns, Americans have long privileged the Southwest as 

a site that provides an "opportunity for conquest" in film and other media (1992, 4). Of 

course, historically, the US pursued its own opportunities for mastery of the region by 

waging war against Mexico. The resolution of the Mexican-American War fulfilled (along 

with the consolidation of the Oregon Territory) the continental aspirations of US 

expansionism. The settings of these novels thus call forth an intertwined body of historical 

and literary impulses, symbols, and narratives that center on Euramericans conquering a 

frontier territory and its indigenous inhabitants. Notably, these novels elevate, or 

apotheosize, protagonists to embody their imaginative histories of American triumph at 

the same time that they show such "heroes" to be immersed in the collective course of 

"destiny." Despite their literary hindsight, with Death Comes for the Archbishop, Not by 

the Sword, and Blood Meridian, these authors—not unlike their heroes—prove unable to 
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extricate themselves from the powerful hold of this conventional "body," which is itself 

strongly constituted by the quasi-religious dogma of manifest destiny. 

Gather sets Death Comes for the Archbishop directly after the Mexican-American 

War, when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848) required Mexico to cede (most of) 

the lands that became the American Southwest. Protagonists Jean Latour and Joseph 

Vaiilant are French Catholic missionaries who labor to make papal sense out of the 

"heathen country" (Gather 1990, 211). Especially with Latour, whom Gather bases on the 

first .American Bishop of New Mexico, Jean Baptiste Lamy,'' she strives to render a 

culturally composite "American" subject. Unable to truly assimilate the alterity of 

Southwestern indigenousness, however. Gather in fact reduces the history of a complex 

region to a Eurocentric tale. For Gather, as biographer James Woodress notes, "The real 

story of the Southwest was the story of the missionary priests who came from France with 

cultivated minds, large vision, and a noble purpose" (1987, 392). In Death Comes for the 

Archbishop, such ethnocentrism undergirds Gather's ethnic typology, which propounds 

the greatness of European culture and denigrates the stasis of Mexicans and Native 

Americans; in turn, the rigidity of her typology defers synthesis because racial 

distinctiveness denies the possibility of cultural or national "assimilation." Along with 

"Gallophilia," nationalism underlies Death Comes for the Archbishop. In discussing 

Gather's mindset in writing the novel, Bette S. Weidman perceives that the work reflects 

the author's pride in America's "achievement of Manifest Destiny" (1988, 60). Gather's 

4. The correspondence between Latour and Lamy is a common topic in discussions 
of Death Comes for the Archbishop. For example, see Woodress (1987, 401). 
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ethnocentric and nationalistic sentiments lend themselves to a substantial investment in 

narrative conventions, and her conventionality counters her assimilative impulse. Because 

the novel cannot sustain its synthetic bent, we must see Latour's historic significance as 

fundamentally compromised: instead of a new nationality, he personifies and reaffirms a 

normative colonialist subject. Latour is the cultivator whose agricultural and territorial 

achievements cover, or cloak, the physical and cultural disruptions of conquest. 

Candeiaria's Not by the Sword is a literary rejoinder to the mainstream Euramerican 

perspective of the Southwest that writers such as Gather have promulgated. In the essay 

"Southwest of What?: Southwestern Literature as a Form of Frontier Literature," Reed 

Way Dasenbrock notes that, "With the emergence of writing by Chicanos and Native 

Americans, these [canonical] representations have been sharply challenged" (1992, 128). 

5 
Dasenbrock adds that Not by the Sword represents the Nuevo Mejicano religious 

establishment "in ways that deny Gather's picture of an utterly corrupt Ghurch before the 

arrival of Lamy/Latour" (128-29). The relatively explicit purpose of NS is thus the literary 

re-vision of the US conquest of New Mexico, specifically of the Spanish-Mexican culture 

that Gather and others have dismissed or devalued. Gontrary to Gather's assimilative 

impulse. Not by the Sword stresses the historic confrontation of different cultural continua, 

Spanish-Mexican, American, and Native American. The novel focuses on Father Jose 

Antonio Rafa IIL or Tercero, a young Gatholic priest who attempts to cope with the 

5. I use the Spanish forms of New Mexico and New Mexican(s) to refer to the 
period, the people who identify with the period, or the cultural-historical continuum of the 
region before the US conquered the territory. 
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liminality of the Americanization of New Mexico.^ Candelaria's treatment of Tercero's 

"fate" serves to vindicate a re-entrenchment of Spanish-Mexican colonial culture in the 

face of US cultural and political influence. In striving to distinguish itself so markedly 

from conventional Euramerican interpretations such as Gather's, the novel trades one 

Eurocentrism for another; to Gather's Gallophilia, Gandelaria responds with reactionary 

Ghicanismo. Gandelaria's haphazard reckoning of cultural contact and racial hybridity, 

which celebrates Spanish-Mexican heritage at the expense of Native Americans and 

mestizaje, blunts the sharp challenge of the work. 

In McGarthy's Blood Meridian, set just after the Mexican-American War, US 

conquest serves as a backdrop for the wanderings of a group of (mostly American) men 

who murder Indians and redeem their scalps for bounty in the US-Mexico borderlands,. 

Gompared to the other novels, the apparent "purpose" of the work is ambiguous. In 

"History and the Ugly Facts ofGormac McGarthy's Blood Meridian,'' Dana Phillips 

comments on the absence of a clear narrative voice or purpose: 

The novel's narration is omniscient, but there seems to be no knower providing us with 
the knowledge it imparts. And this knowledge does not really develop; it merely 
accrues. ... It is not really a narrative, then, but a description. . . . (1996, 443) 

In the absence of a distinct point of view, readers must puzzle out "the knowledge [the 

novel] imparts." Even Phillips sees a vaguely revisionary strategy at work, however, 

an"implied insistence on the failure in the mid-nineteenth century ... of the human desire 

for Utopia . . [which also] calls into question the very concept of'history,' tied as it is to 

6, My use of the term liminality is informed by the work of Victor Turner (1967). 
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notions of progress" (1996, 439-40). For Phillips, then. Blood Meridian suggests a 

rejection of the very principles that underlie manifest destiny. Curiously, the back cover 

summary of the novel provided by the publisher. Vintage International, corroborates 

Phillip's ideas in suggesting that the novel "brilliantly subvert[s] the conventions of the 

Western novel and the mythology of the 'wild west'" (1992). In this vein, the "violence 

and depravity" (Vintage International 1992) of the novel serve to deconstruct the very 

•'destinarian" discourse that classical historical novels have codified. The publisher's blurb 

suggests that the novel offers not only a historical narrative but a moral lesson as well. 

Readers of Blood Meridian might well be taken aback by the notion that this work sets 

out to teach a moral lesson, for, although we might morally judge the actions in it and 

though morals are discussed explicitly in the narrative (especially by the novel's nominal 

"judge," Judge Holden), one of the most striking features of this work is its lack of an 

identifiable consciousness—let alone a conscience—as Phillips observes. It is as if the 

back cover, as an addendum to the main text, hopes to offer what the novel persistently 

eschews, an outright condemnation of what happens: to name the killing "murder" rather 

than "war" (McCarthy 1992, 248), as the characters do. The wager appears to be that this 

historical novel redresses the conventional elision or obfuscation of the violence and 

depravity of conquest. To some extent, perhaps, the blurb has it right, but the elusive 

narrative presence would seem to warn against concluding that McCarthy wishes to teach 

a moral lesson, or even offer a clear notion about the horrors that he represents. Indeed, 

while we should acknowledge the subversive potential of this work, we should not lose 

sight of the narrator's characterization of the repugnant gruesomeness as inherent in the 
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strength of the conqueror who commands the stage of history, namely the conspicuously 

"cultivated" and "white" Judge Holden. The novel thus leaves readers with a bleaker 

cultural fate than "progress" but with a destiny of "American" dominance nonetheless. 

Partaking of both conventionality and originality, these novels combine generic 

continuity with conceptual innovation in their treatments of the US conquest of the 

Southwest. The stylistic and topical differences of the three works, in addition to their 

modem points of view, would seem to promote a sense of historical contingency and 

perhaps promise substantial re(e)valuations of the canonical purview. Despite their 

modernity, these novels betray the influence of the ideology that predominated during the 

epoch in which these authors set their novels, and this influence yields a reinscription of 

the conventions rather than a revision of them. 

What a consideration of this trio of novels reveals is that the narrative conventions 

of conquest literature persist in a variety of works composed by a range of authors; 

adherence to convention is not an isolated phenomenon or one that is confined to 

derivative, popular, or simply tendentious texts. Whatever the exact "intentions" of 

Gather, Candelaria, and McCarthy, each narrative is in some sense participating in the 

revision, or supplementation, of literary precursors. Herein lies the larger concern, beyond 

the biases of a few authors or novels: these texts exemplify twentieth-century literature 

that recasts classical conquest narratives yet remains substantively beholden to the 

practices and precepts that it would supplement or supercede. Notwithstanding the 

"uniqueness" of each work, the underlying similarities between them and their precursors 

reveal narrative traits and traditions persisting not only in isolated or peculiar texts, but in 
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distinctive literary works that construct diverse views of historically related subject matter. 

In particular, along with the problems of individual and abstract agency, these works draw 

on Manichean values—culture versus nature, civilization versus savagery, European 

versus Indian—that underlie much American literature, as Roy Harvey Pearce argues in 

Savagism and Civilization: A Study of the Indian and the American Mind (1953). For 

these novels, the persistence of the convention of "Savagism," which differentiates 

between the "uncivilized" Indians and the "civilized" peoples who ultimately supercede the 

Native Americans, thwarts the ostensible artistic enterprise of adding to our understanding 

of our various "histories" and the collective past that we call "American History." In 

reenacting such typical (hi)stories, these works participate in the ongoing discursive 

conquest of the region; more than 150 years after the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 

Americans are still conquering the Southwest. The narrative thrust of this set of texts thus 

produces its own kind of mastery, so that the Southwest is "a land first taken by force," 

historically, "then kept by force" in twentieth-century historical fiction. 

Stumbling into History 

To begin establishing the sense of historical agency that underlies all three novels, I 

will interpret two passages fi'om Blood Meridian, for its own rhetoric recalls a crucial 

tendency of the very discursive tradition that the novel supposedly subverts. The back 

7. The narrator of Not by the Sword characterizes the Southwest as "a land first 
taken by force, then kept by force" (Candelaria 1982, 89). 
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cover summary of the novel again provides a useful point of reference; 

Blood Meridian is an epic novel of the violence and depravity that attended America's 
westward expansion, brilliantly subverting the conventions of the Western novel and the 
mythology of the "wild west." Based on historical events that took place on the Texas-
Mexico border in the 1850s, it traces the fortunes of the Kid, a fourteen-year-old 
Tennesseean who stumbles into a nightmarish world where Indians are being murdered 
and the market for scalps is thriving. (Vintage International 1992) 

In short, the summary proposes, the novel subverts the dubious mythology of the "wild 

west" by exposing the brutality of American westering. In particular, the synopsis implies 

that locating the participants and "events" of this violent history will counter the 

mystification of the "wild west." After all. Blood Meridian foregrounds human agency, 

the characters run brutally amok, and God's providential hand seems distantly 

withdrawn—despite invocations of Him and references to His creativity. Yet, the blurb 

relies on the very mystification that the novel supposedly debunks by employing passive 

constructions, which invoke disembodied agency. The summary asserts, for example, that 

violence and depravity "attended America's westward expansion." The expansion itself is 

the apparent agent, yet "the expansion" does not cause the violence and depravity; rather, 

they "attended" the expansion, as if they had been waiting somewhere in the junctures of 

time and space for a passerby to join. Ambiguous agency informs the reference to the 

Kid, the one individual in the blurb who might stand for discrete agency, who "stumbles" 

into his career as a killer "by chance" or "through inadvertence" (O^rford English 

Dictionary, 2"*' ed., s.v. "stumble"). The novel itself "traces the fortunes" of the Kid, so 

the narrative depends on "following" a figure who appears to act accidentally rather than 

purposefully. Indeed, "fortunes" resonates with "destiny," or "that which is to befall a 
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person" {Oxford English Dictionary, 2"^ ed., s.v. "fortunes"), suggesting that the violence 

and depravity into which the Kid stumbles is inescapable and abstractly accomplished. 

Sentences describing the horrors reinforce passivity and abstraction: "Indians are being 

murdered" (by whom?); "the market for their scalps is thriving" (who makes it thrive?). 

The Kid may or may not engage in the depravity, for he "stumbles" into a naturally 

"thriving" economy of killing. If the novel is based on historical events, and the Kid is a 

central—if elusive—figure of the narrative, then the novel is in some sense a historical 

rendering of the myth of providentially inspired (in)action, of necessity without cause. 

With its ironically conventional account of the subversiveness of the novel, the summary 

suggests that the web of western mythology may retain a hold on such narratives as Blood 

Meridian. 

Indeed, the blurb reflects the problematic construction of agency and history that 

Blood Meridian presents, which is perhaps most graphically apparent in its epilogue. The 

epilogue describes the progress of a group across a plain, a collective consisting of people 

who are at once connected and discrete; a number of "wanderers," some of whom collect 

bones and some of whom do not collect bones, follow a lone digger (McCarthy 1992, 

337). The similarity of this setting to the penultimate major setting of the novel, the plain 

on which the Kid (now, the Man) camps among bones and gatherers of bones, encourages 

us to see these figures as participants in the general course of westering, symbolized by the 

buffalo carcasses in both scenes. The decimation of the buffalo is one of the most 

pervasive allegories of North American conquest, so the references to it invoke the general 

historical pattern, or continuum. Paradoxically, the epilogue singles out the digger as an 
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independent actor but deprives him of autonomy. "In the dawn there is a man progressing 

over the plain by means of holes which he is making in the ground" (McCarthy 1992, 

337). His digging, grammatically secondary, depends on the holes themselves, which 

convey the man, who travels "by means of them. He "enkindles the stone in [each] hole . 

. . [to] strik[e] the fire out of the rock which God has put there" (McCarthy 1992, 337). 

Whether he imitates, fulfills, or thwarts God, by "striking the fire out of the rock," he 

partakes in God's scheme—because even in "thwarting" God he must fulfill His work, for 

who could derail omnipotent design? 

While the agency of the digger is at once individual and abstract, the wanderers' 

actions are explicitly collective and "follow" the movements of the lone man. The 

wanderers cross the "track of holes" and move in direct response to the completion of 

another hole. The digger "strikes fire in the hole and draws out his steel. Then they all 

move on again" (McCarthy 1992, 337). "Then" establishes the causal link between the 

completion of holes and the progress of the wanderers. If the wanderers and the digger 

are bound, and godly work enmeshes the digger's agency, then the wanderers also 

participate in divine purposeflilness. As "wanderers," however, they move "without 

control or direction" {Oxford English Dictionary, ed., s.v. "wander"), and, because 

they travel in the path of the digger, his course is therefore also dubious, for how can 

Providence work at cross-purposes? 

To comprehend the relationships of digger, wanderers, and westering, we must 

attend to the guiding analogy of the passage, which conveys a deferral of locatable agency. 

The wanderers "move haltingly in the light like mechanisms whose movements are 
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reflectiveness which has no inner reality . . (McCarthy 1992, 337). "Escapement" and 

"pallet," words relating to horology {Oxford English Dictionary, 2"** ed., s.v. 

"escapement" and "pallet"), suggest that the wanderers move according to clockwork, a 

mechanized motivation; yet the verb predicating their figural relationship to pallet and 

escapement, "monitored," does not suggest direct control but rather observation or 

indirect involvement. Denotations of "escapement" and "pallet" support the emphasis on 

intermediary, indistinct agency. "Escapement" refers to "the mechanism which intervenes 

between the motive power and regulator, and which alternately checks and releases the 

train [that is, "the set of wheels and pinions .. . which turns the hands"]" {O^rford English 

Dictionary, T'^ ed., s.v. "escapement," "train"), a part that measures and facilitates 

movement in a machine but is not itself "the motive power." Similarly, a "pallet" is a 

machine part that "engages" another part "or vice versa" (Oxford English Dictionary, 2"*^ 

ed.. s.v. "pallet"), so that it acts or is acted upon—active or passive. The group in the 

epilogue displays this "chronology." 

[The wanderers] cross in their progress one by one that track of holes that runs to the 
rim of the visible ground and which seems less the pursuit of some continuance than the 
verification of a principle, a validation of sequence and causality as if each round and 
perfect hole owed its existence to the one before. . . . (McCarthy 1992, 337) 

The clockwork "progress" of the wanderers depends on the mechanized measure of the 

holes, "one by one" (McCarthy 1992, 337). The digger is therefore the nominal subject of 

the verb "monitored," for he digs the holes that lead the wanderers. Yet, as we have seen, 

the holes seem to generate themselves, for the man travels "by means of them. The 
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autonomy of the holes renders the humans oddly superfluous. If the wanderers move like 

intermediary mechanisms, the power driving them is external, and, there is then no "inner 

reality" motivating them (McCarthy 1992, 337). The lack of interior motivation and the 

absence of a clear external purpose dispel the notion that they participate in a providential 

plan. Like the blurb, the epilogue provides a conflicted and elusive sense of agency; the 

holes make themselves and lead the man, who, as a singular mechanism of God's machine, 

s 
monitors the wanderers, who, in turn, roam uncontrollably and without purpose. 

The epilogue of Blood Meridian exemplifies a mode of narrating convoluted 

agency that all three novels exhibit. These works negotiate the pallet and escapement of 

historical agency by situating diggers—figures of distinctive position and identity—within 

broader frameworks, or "continua," of generalized, inevitable movement toward the 

verification of principles and the validation of sequences, which, unlike the epilogue of 

Blood Meridian, indeed characterize significant "realities." 

"Trammeled to Chords of Rawest Destiny"; Cultural Continua and the Forces of History 

Death Comes for the Archbishop portrays the course of history as a continuum of 

cultivation and refinement. In a novel about Catholic missionaries, it should come as no 

surprise that spiritual agency, Providence, affects the workings of the mundane realm. 

8. Early in the novel, the Kid keeps company with a hermit who suggests a view of 
human agency that stresses autonomy; humans have in their hearts the ability to act 
outside of God's design, becoming themselves devilish watchmaker gods who can make a 
series of machines that would perpetuate "evil" (McCarthy 1992, 19). 
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Consistent with manifest destiny's conflation of human endeavor and divine design. Death 

Comes for the Archbishop constitutes historical agency as a nexus of providential and 

material forces. Just as a priest is said to do the Lord's work—divine agency brought to 

bear in the world—so too does this novel conceive of historical agency primarily as a 

transcendental will operating in worldly life. 

Latour's assignment to the recently annexed territory and his early success at 

establishing his authority as the first American bishop of New Mexico demonstrate how an 

individual is part of a larger causal pattern. At the outset, the prologue depicts how 

Latour's superiors secure his appointment. Father Ferrand, Latour's American superior, 

petitions an influential Cardinal, Garcia Maria de Allande, on Latour's behalf At the end 

of the prologue, de Allande declares that the nominee's fate is sealed, apparently on the 

cardinal's own authority, for even at that moment—before anyone has had a chance to act 

on the recommendation—it is "'too late'" to '"unmake [the] new Bishop'" (Gather 1990, 

14). Although a committee of cardinals (the Propaganda) would need to make the 

ultimate decision collectively (Gather 1990, 10), de Allande foreordains the assignment. A 

combination of individual influence (Ferrand, de Allande) and collective agency (the 

Propaganda, the Church) manifests Latour's destiny. 

As Latour begins to fulfill his "destiny," Providence itself guides the vicar. The 

first episode of the novel, a solo trip to Durango, Mexico, shows how individuals depend 

on abstract agency. In the midst of the "geometrical nightmare" of the desert's 

"monotonous" sand-hills, Latour is lost, disoriented, and desperately thirsty (Gather 1990, 

17-18). Providentially, he notices a juniper tree that "could not present more faithfully the 
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form of the Cross," and this miraculous apparition "refreshe[s]" him (Gather 1990, 17, 

19). The miracle of the tree and the influence of "long training" inspire the priest to reflect 

"upon the anguish of the Lord," whose suffering on the Cross included thirst, and move 

on (Gather 1990, 20). Consequently, he "blotted himself out of his own consciousness" 

(Gather 1990, 20). Spiritual auspices and Catholic tradition envelop and preserve his 

individuality. 

Latour's devotions appear to invoice another miracle in revealing "hidden water," 

the settlement of Agua Secreta, where he finds "running water, clover fields, 

cottonwoods, acacias, little adobe houses with brilliant gardens, [and] a boy driving a 

flock of white goats toward the stream . . ." (Gather 1990, 24). This Arcadia answers his 

thirsty prayers at the cruciform tree, for everything about the enclave bespeaks Christian 

miraculousness. The first resident whom he meets, Josepha (a female "Joseph"), offers 

him a "Christian" greeting, "'Ave Maria Purisima, Senor'" (Gather 1990, 24). These 

residents, whom Latour likens to "the Children of Israel," conclude that Providence 

brought Latour there; Josepha states that his arrival "'must be in answer to [her] father's 

prayers,'" and her father concurs that "'the Blessed Virgin must have led the Bishop'" to 

Agua Secreta (Gather 1990, 30, 24, 25). Latour agrees that "it was a miracle," "that the 

Holy Mother, to whom he had addressed himself before the cruciform tree, had led him" 

to the oasis (Gather 1990, 29). The succor of Agua Secreta evinces divine intervention. 

At Agua Secreta, Latour conceptualizes the unity of providential power and 

historical progress while he stands at the head of the stream that offers a source of survival 

as well as a name. While musing on the antiquity of indigenous "arrow-heads" and 
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"evidently Spanish" artifacts that the residents had found nearby, Latour considers the past 

of such a place and the meaning of his missionary work in the context of a historical 

trajectory. 

This spot had been a refuge for humanity long before these Mexicans had come upon it. 
It was older than history, like those well-heads in his own country where the Roman 
settlers had set up the image of a river goddess, and later the Christian priests had 
planted a cross. (Gather 1990, 31-32) 

The springhead precedes history but is also a locus and a source of history. Humanity 

appears to flow naturally from the well-head, for the eponymous settlement seems to be a 

natural extension of the stream. As a locus of culture, the springhead symbolizes the 

Catholic mission as a natural phenomenon, flowing with the blood of Eucharistic toil and 

martyrdom. 'The faith planted by the Spanish friars [who had first Christianized the 

region] and watered with their blood was not dead; it awaited only the toil of the 

husbandman" (Cather 1990, 32). The sacrifices of the parish shepherds are constituent of 

the natural flow from the springhead. When Latour notes that Agua Secreta is "his 

Bishopric in miniature," he establishes a crucial synecdoche for the entire novel: his 

mission is part of the course of the history that the palimpsest of cultures (Native 

American, Spanish, Mexican; Roman, Christian) represents, which signals a progressivist 

view of civilization and characterizes the religious-social continuum of missionary work as 

9 
cultivation. The "likeness" of Agua Secreta to the Old World sites assimilates the "New 

World" locale into a perspective that posits Europe as the universal template of humanity 

and the fountain of historical progress. Latour's individual efforts in New Mexico are 

9. On the progress of culture(s), see Reginald Horsman (1981, 32-33, 35). 
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therefore immersed in the timeless a/;c/historical flow of "universal" humanity and its 

immemorial cultural practices. 

In addition to being bearers of French heritage or the Catholic faith, Latour and 

Vaillant are instruments of US nationalism, servants of the colonial "mission" as well as of 

the Church. As a leader of the new order, Latour is a particularly privileged cog, or 

"monitor," in the machine of manifest destiny. While Latour's primary role is religious, he 

compares his pastoral work to the explicitly "political" endeavors of the military: 

"I mean to help the officers at their task here. I can assist them more than they realize. 
The Church can do more than the Fort to make these poor Mexicans 'good Americans.' 
And it is for the people's own good; there is no other way in which they can better their 
condition." (Cather 1990, 35-36) 

In this excerpt, which comes shortly after the springhead musings, Latour identifies his 

10 
"mission" as a significant, even dominant, component of conquest. Latour also voices a 

tidy summary of a specific doctrine of manifest destiny, "regeneration," or "the white 

man's burden," a belief in the duty of "civilized" people to "better" the "condition" of less 

civilized or "savage" races (Weinberg 1935, 161, 163). For Latour, Mexicans are in need 

of Americanization. As with the figure of the springhead, Cather posits a "naturally" 

10. The biographer of Lamy's vicar and the model for Vaillant, Bishop Joseph 
Projectus Machebeuf, asserts the nationalist significance of the Catholic mission in the 
"American" conquest of the region: 

There is no doubt that the civil and military authorities looked upon the coming of 
Bishop Lamy as a blessing. It detached the Church in New Mexico from its Mexican 
affiliations, and made it dependent upon conditions in the United States. This would 
have the effect of strengthening the relations of the people with the new government, 
while it removed the danger of any Mexican influence that might be hostile to the new 
order of things. (Howlett 1987, 166) 
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progressive course of history: "advanced" cultures supplant "lesser" societies. 

While Death Comes for the Archbishop portrays conquest as an organic symbiosis 

of natural processes and civilized cultivation. Not by the Sword focuses on the clash of 

cultural continua, but Candelaria also relies on rigid distinctions between nature and 

culture, civilization and savagery. Not by the Sword begins with a conversation between 

Tercero and his grandfather, Don Jose, concerning the imminent conflict between the new 

US regime and the Nuevo Mejicano establishment (circa April 1846). The rumor going 

around, Tercero observes, is that the Nuevo Mejicanos "'are to become Yankees'" 

(Candelaria 1982, 3). The elder dismisses the threat of outside influence by maintaining 

that, as descendants of Spanish colonists, they "'have always been'" there, and it "'doesn't 

matter'" that the Yankees approach or that the "'world keeps changing around them'" 

(Candelaria 1982, 4); despite change, their lands and their ways will persist. To 

underscore the longevity of the Nuevo Mejicano Rafas, Don Jose recounts that he "'was 

bom over ninety years ago on this rancho ... a citizen of the Spanish Empire in th[e] . . . 

kingdom of New Mexico'" (Candelaria 1982, 4). His life signals deep family roots and 

cultural antiquity because he links the Rafas to early Spanish colonialism in New Mexico. 

Tercero concedes their longstanding tenure, their place in the Nuevo Mejicano continuum, 

but also believes that they "'can no longer keep the world out'" (Candelaria 1982, 4). 

Implicit in Tercero's concern are the assumptions that the US invasion is irresistible and 

that the occupation will be transformative, for a "world" of "Yankees coming" into their 

homeland constitutes a radically different and pervasively powerful cultural influence 
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(Candelaria 1982, 4). The novel revolves around this political and cultural conflict; the 

traditional, Spanish-Mexican society braces itself for the Anglo-American invasion. 

More broadly, the novel articulates The Nuevo Mejicano continuum in a number 

of ways, especially in terms of a unique hereditary phenomenon and connubial 

conventions. Hereditarily, the Rafas reproduce a mythic-historic pattern reflecting a 

symbolic dualism of the conquest of the Americas: every other generation of Rafas 

produces twins, the older of which inherits the worldly estate and serves as ranchero and 

soldier (representing the territorial and military components of conquest), while the 

younger enters the priesthood (representing the missionary element of conquest) 

(Candelaria 1982, 18, 38, 111-12). This lineage forms a bridge between "Old" and "New" 

worlds, for "the [missionary] twin of the first Jose Antonio Rafa . . . preceded them all and 

had written to his brother of the glories to be gained in the New World by priest and 

soldier both" (Candelaria 1982, 18). The Rafa family is not only implicated in Spanish 

colonialism generally, but the distinctive familial trend also replicates the symbolic pattern 

of producing new conquerors, soldier and priest, to continue the colonization begun by 

their forebears. The family tradition is a tributary in the continuum of conquest, which 

foreordains the brothers' destinies in Not by the Sword. Tercero, ten minutes younger than 

his twin Carlos, becomes a priest and the elder pursues the worldly ways of rancher and 

soldier. 

Nuevo Mejicano tradition is a focal point in subplots involving marriage, 

particularly regarding the twins' sister, Andrea. Throughout much of Not by the Sword, 

the prospect of Andrea marrying well delineates additional constraints of the Nuevo 
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Mejicano continuum. Andrea's parents initially follow the time-honored practice of 

matchmaidng: to accept a suitor from '"a good family'" of the aristocracy, namely 

Francisco Griego, through the proprietary rituals of inquiry and polite negotiation between 

parents. Matchmaidng is a tradition-bound contract (done this way "for generations") that 

is taken up at the proper time ('"It is time for Andrea to be married'") and characterized 

by an arbitrariness concerning individuality ('"As well him as another'") (Candelaria 1982, 

102-03)." Andrea objects strenuously to the match, which prompts her mother to reflect 

on her daughter's place in the traditional continuum. "What do you mean; Can't? Won't? 

It has been decided. The way it has always been decided. By your parents. Do you think 

you have any choice? Does anyone have any choice?" (Candelaria 1982, 103). Andrea's 

fate is not a personal matter; instead, it must conform to the tradition of exchange between 

families. Indeed, Dona Estela's evasive identification of the decision-maker in this 

scenario hints at an even more abstract sense of agency in this "proposition." The first 

claim ("It has been decided") is passive, abstract, formulaic, and could apply to 

anything. Andrea has no choice, and apparently no one else has any choice either, despite 

the nominal agency of the parents. Estela's final question implies this heightened 

abstraction, which refers specifically to women choosing their husbands but, generalized, 

11. The link between marriage and social order is conveyed in Carlos's impressions 
of the solidarity—maintained in part through "in-laws"—underlying local politics: 

They were men he recognized.. .. Ricos all. Men of property.... A loyal group with 
more than the common interests of property and patriotism. For, in addition, there was 
the strongest tie of all. Blood. Fathers, sons, cousins, in-laws. All, in one way or 
another, of one family. One nation. One outlook. (Candelaria 1982, 184) 
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broadens the possible referents ("anyone"); and the resignation of the supposed agents, the 

parents, who are not even inclined to debate the selection, underscores the deferral of 

agency. "There was no need for long discussion. The letter [from the Griegos to the 

Rafas] spelled out the way things were done, had been done for generations" (Candelaria 

1982, 102). Even the parents' agency defers to "the way things were done" (Candelaria 

1982, 102). As Andrea's father admits, "'as well [Francisco Griego] as another'" 

(Candelaria 1982, 103); who were they to question these patterns of history? 

In this tumultuous era, however, new forces come to bear. In Not by the Sword, 

not only does the Nuevo Mejicano continuum absorb individuals, but the newly dominant 

American continuum likewise conditions the course of history and individual "fates." The 

seemingly irresistible US continuum, the "coming of the Yankees," motivates all that 

happens—even if only in reaction—and assails the Nuevo Mejicano continuum. The 

narrator describes the arrival of the new order in terms of celestial inevitability. "Each day 

the sun rose in the east and travelled west, bringing with it toward Santa Fe . . . the 

American army" (Candelaria 1982, 107), Ironically, this excerpt invokes the justificatory 

discourse of manifest destiny itself, which draws heavily on associations based on light, the 

apparent course of the sun, civilization, and the westward course of empire (Horsman, 

1981, 35). Candelaria's rhetoric also echoes the teleology of the springhead in Death 

Comes for the Archbishop-, human history consists of a naturalized "succession of 

empires" (Horsman 1981, 33) bearing true civilization. 

Through Tercero's consciousness, the reader comes to see a conflicted assessment 

of the influence of US dominion. Initially, Tercero attempts to look on the bright side of 
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invasion, he acknowledges that most Mejicanos greeted "the coming of the Yanicee as a 

welcome change. The Americanos would bring money. There would be more trade. 

Perhaps they would even conquer the Apaches and Navajos and Comanches, something 

the Mexican government could never do" (Candelaria 1982, 148). Again, these reflections 

cohere with manifest destiny: civilization will conquer savagery—Apaches, Navajos, 

Comanches—and improve the region materially. The dominance of the US augurs the 

dawning of a new era.'^ Later, Tercero imagines the continuum of Americanization in an 

analogy that crystallizes a number of ideas about the "history" of this work: 

It was as if a gigantic corral had been built around a herd of wild horses and though 
they still seemed free to live their old lives, there were now limits to it. With these 
limits also came the realization that some day a strange vaquero would climb over the 
fence to put a saddle on them. And still later some other stranger would mount and 
ride them to where he wanted to go. (Candelaria 1982, 207-08) 

Appropriately, the metaphor of American conquest recalls the rancho structure of Nuevo 

Mejicano colonialism. The Americans are the new hidalgos who will entrap and master 

the old riders, who are now beasts of burden. If the Americans treat the Mejicanos like 

12. To add to the abstractness of the US historical continuum, there is little 
evidence of what causes the invasion. What caused the war? Why are the Americans 
invading? The clearest references to causes are expressed through propaganda, American 
and Mexican. Both references simply cite generalized motivations of conquest; the 
Mexican propaganda disparages the invasion as "robbery and usurpation," while the 
Americans (as reported by Manuel Armijo, the governor of New Mexico) want to invade 
to fulfill ""manifest destiny'" (Candelaria 1982, 73, 23). The cause thus remains caught up 
in a generalized dialectic of presumed righteousness, with the ostensibly entitled 
expansionists of America feuding with the "magnanimous Mexican nation" (Candelaria 
1982,73). What causes the conquest? Conquest. 

A more concrete motive, mercantile capitalism, is suggested by Armijo; the 
"'outcry in the United States to move west,'" has yielded an "'invasion'" of "'wagon 
trains of goods from Missouri'" (Candelaria 1982, 23). 
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animals, then the new order is unjust. At the same time, as wild horses, the Mejicanos are 

naturalized as the rightful, free inhabitants of the range, who would now be denied 

13 
liberty Furthermore, the artifice of the fence impinging on fi"eedom constitutes a 

cultural imposition on the natural order. Such a formulation obscures what is freely 

acknowledged elsewhere, and which is implied by the succession of "vaqueros": the 

Americans are doing unto the Mejicanos as the Mejicanos had done unto the Native 

Americans. The Nuevo Mejicanos "were used to the ways of conquerors. Hadn't they 

been conquerors themselves?" (Candelaria 1982, 133). 

The reins run slack, however, this soon in the rodeo. Although the "conquering 

American military force had already built the corral around them," imposing a new 

continuum of influence, the expansiveness of the corral suggests the extent to which the 

more things change, the more they stay the same: "Things had not changed with the 

coming of the Yankee. . .. The conqueror was not really in evidence" (Candelaria 1982, 

207). The US thus occupies the strange position of unnoticed dominance, the new order 

both present (having conquered) and absent (being virtually invisible). Paradoxically, the 

"minuscule number" of Americans is "in evidence" because the Americans' "dollars and 

energ>' had impact far out of proportion to their small numbers" (Candelaria 1982, 220). 

The rancho allegory of US conquest thus nicely "corrals" the two major continua of the 

novel, the new American presence and the perseverance of Nuevo Mejicano society, a 

13. "Wild horse" is a particularly rich figure: as a domesticated or a potentially 
domesticated animal, a (wild) horse straddles nature and culture. Moreover, in this milieu, 
horses are specifically a post-contact element of the colonizing culture, the Spanish, and 
thus refer to the advent of "civilization" in the New World. 
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juxtaposition that signifies "changeless" change. Throughout the novel. Not by the Sword 

struggles to form clear ideas about the significance of the American occupation and the 

extent to which the Nuevo Mejicanos are able to maintain (something of) the old order. 

Not by the Sword is much less equivocal about US influence in its portrayal of 

Carlos as a doomed reactionary who gambles away land to an American trader and 

participates in the rebellion against the Yankee incursion. Carlos endeavors to uphold the 

old social structure, the Nuevo Mejicano continuum, in which the rico hidalgos— 

powerful, landed colonists—were individually and collectively the law. The quality of 

"imperiousness" (Candelaria 1982, 96), an inherited, fiery elitism, connects Carlos to the 

old order. Moreover, Carlos's "imperiousness" embroils him in a dispute about a 

gambling debt that he incurs with Hammond, the American trader. Hammond pursues 

Carlos for payment, but the Rafas' wealth consists mainly of their landholdings, so Carlos 

cannot pay the trader without liquidating an inheritance that his father has not yet 

bequeathed upon him. Hammond's pursuit makes Carlos feel like "a wild horse herded 

into a box canyon" (Candelaria 1982, 96). Fittingly, the analogy of his entrapment is a 

landform, a box canyon, which recalls why Carlos cannot deal directly with Hammond in 

the first place. It is less clear why Carlos is a "wild horse" about to be captured, for he is 

indeed fijlly enmeshed in Nuevo Mejicano culture. Even his profligacy, or "wildness," 

partakes of familial and social "imperiousness," a fated, familial "hotheadedness"; it "was 

as if Carlos were a reincarnation of those hotheaded Rafas," who must "live out their 

destiny" (Candelaria 1982, 159-60, 160). The hotheadedness, the sense ofbeing above 

the law, and the feeling of social entitlement underlie the "herding"; Carlos had insisted on 
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continuing to gamble in his angry "hotheaded" state (enmity "enflamed" him), had drawn 

credit based on his family's reputation (the comment '"His father is a big landowner'" had 

served as his collateral), had expected to prevail ('"My luck is changing!'"), and had 

denied losing because of his belief that "he was above all law but God's" ("'They cheated 

me'") (59-60, 96). The wild horse drives himself into the dead end; his entrapment is an 

effect of the abstract agency of family, tradition, culture, so that this wild horse is 

"domesticated" before entering the box canyon. 

Tellingly, Carlos's "cultural" response to Hammond works against the preservation 

of the old order, for the Rafas must yield land to the Yankee. It is as if this scenario is a 

synecdoche for the fate of all Nuevo Mejicanos, who are herded either into a box canyon 

or into a corral. Curiously, the analogies of entrapment shift from nature to culture, 

canyon to corral, as they occur in the novel, underscoring the effects of cultural rather 

than "natural" forces. Although the wildness of the horse comparison persists in Carlos's 

quandary, the acculturated wildness of imperiousness (Carlos's complicity in his "fate") 

complicates the sense of a "natural" indigenous Mejicano culture being corralled by 

oppressive ranchers. Moreover, the constriction of the box canyon undercuts the 

expansiveness of Tercero's giant enclosure; the corral analogy should also indicate to us 

that Carlos's entrapment is not as natural as a land form but is cultural and historical and 

that the new continuum not only "drives" but "rides" its subjects. 

Carlos's gambling debacle parallels his political predicament. With a naturalizing 

political metaphor, the narrator shows the extent to which Carlos's belligerence dooms 

him: not only does US influence corral him, but it also rides him into the ground. 
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Although "most [Mejicanos] wanted" to surrender to the US forces, a "hard core of 

belligerents won the day" and pressed to fight (Candelaria 1982, 107). This policymaking 

by minority rule occurs, the text explains, because "democracy had not yet reached full 

flower in the republic of Mexico" (Candelaria 1982, 107). As with the springhead in 

Death Comes for the Archbishop, the narrator of Not by the Sivort/"naturalizes" historical 

progressivism in the metaphor of a flower (not yet fijlly) blossoming. The implicit 

precursor of the rule of the many, however, is also in opposition—a cultural mode 

clashing with the "natural" institution of democracy. Carlos and his cause are "doomed" 

(Candelaria 1982, 198) not only because there was a general lack of "commitment to the 

war" (Candelaria 1982, 107) but also because the very stance rests on an outmoded form 

of rule (the oligarchy of hidalgos) that opposes the inevitable flowering of democracy. 

Notably, it is not so much the type of actions that doom Carlos as it is the new context of 

US occupation: "The acts that might have made him a hero in older days had left him a 

corpse" (Candelaria 1982, 235). As a wild horse driven by inherited impetuousness and as 

a proponent of the (un)naturally occurring oligarchy of Nuevo Mejico, Carlos is a vexed 

embodiment of a naturally outmoded culture. Furthermore, Carlos's "destiny" does much 

to complicate the idea that the influence of the conqueror is "not really in evidence" and 

much to underline the idea that the influence of Americans is "out of proportion to their 

small numbers." With the representation of Carlos, as gambler and rebel, the narrative 

shows that resistance to the juggernaut US must fail. This failure is a chief measure of the 

waning power of the old order of the Spanish-Mexican continuum. 
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In Death Comes for the Archbishop and Not by the Sword, US power renders a 

tentative peace and orderliness; in Blood Meridian, US conquest merely interweaves 

another strand of brutality in the universal continuum of war. The violence of conquest 

perpetuates itself in the American partisans who "thrive" on battling a/jJ incarnating 

"savagery." The finale of the novel articulates and enacts the compressed historical 

allegory of the epilogue. The ending stages the "chance" reunion of the Kid (now "the 

man") and the dominant figure of the novel. Judge Holden. During their conversation, in 

which the Man is a reticent participant, the Judge tries to convince him that they are 

reunited to play their parts in the impending "'dance'" (McCarthy 1992, 327-35), a 

proposal of purpose which the Man rejects (McCarthy 1992, 328). Holden insists, 

however, on the necessity of the indifferent Man's participation in the "'orchestration'" 

(McCarthy 1992, 328). The Judge, or "monitor," explains that a collective historical will 

animates the dancers: 

"As the dance is the thing with which we are concerned and contains complete within 
itself its own arrangement and history and finale there is no necessity that the dancers 
contain these things within themselves as well. In any event the history of all is not the 
history of each nor indeed the sum of those histories and none here can finally 
comprehend the reason for his presence for he has no way of knowing even in what the 
event consists." (McCarthy 1992, 329) 

The participants need not have purpose within themselves, nor knowledge of external 

purpose, because the dance is itself purposeful, and it orchestrates the dancers 

accordingly. Here, as in the epilogue, individual agency is a function of an encompassing 

principle, the Man having "wandered" into the bar randomly and purposefully, just as "the 

wanderers" follow the digger of holes. 
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Holden's agency, as an intermediary who limns the course of the "ceremony," 

indeed enmeshes the Man within the clockwork of the dance (McCarthy 1992, 329), just 

as the digger extends the progress of holes and draws the wanderers in tow. Soon after 

the Judge accosts him, the Man tries to assert himself by stating, "I got to go" (McCarthy 

1992, 327). Despite the Man's attempt to assert the necessity of his intention ("got to"), 

the Judge's superior will restrains the Man, who freezes halfway through the act that 

would initiate his leave-taking, donning his hat: "He reached and took hold of his hat 

where it lay on the bar but he did not take it up and he did not move" (McCarthy 1992, 

327). The absoluteness of the unqualified phrasing, "He did not move," describes perfect 

immobility and reinforces the first phrase that signals his stasis, "He did not take it up." 

The Man must play his part in the dance because the pattern of the dance, which Holden 

mediates, dictates his movements. In a sense, the Kid-Man was bom to his lot insofar as 

his birth and childhood render him an anonymous part of the cosmic order of generalized 

"historical" brutality, as the following description of his youth makes explicit; . . In him 

broods already a taste for mindless violence. AJl history present in that visage, the child 

the father of the man" (McCarthy 1992, 3). The Kid embodies history as a destiny of 

violence ("broods already"), and the "mindless" quality of this naturally begotten cycle 

("the child the father of the man") resonates with the wanderers' lack of an "inner reality" 

(McCarthy 1992, 337).'"* To fijlfill "history," as Blood Meridian construes it, he must 

14. Two circumstances of his birth characterize the Kid-Man as a violent 
"Everyman": it coincided with a meteor shower, lending a "universal," or "cosmic," 
dimension to his life; and his birth killed his mother, thus associating his existence from the 
beginning with violent death (McCarthy 1992, 3). 
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finally succumb to what inheres within him, violence. The ritual dance climaxes, as the 

Judge had forewarned, with '"the letting of blood'" (McCarthy 1992, 329): history (as 

inescapable "warfare") sacrifices the Man when he "stumbles" into the Judge, who "rose 

up [from the privy closet] smiling and gathered [the Man] in his arms against his immense 

and terrible flesh . ." (McCarthy 1992, 333).' The Man can neither leave Holden at the 

bar nor escape the "validation of sequence and causality" of the dance. The Man is merely 

a more prominent counterpart to the aimless and nameless wanderers of the epilogue, 

whom the digger draws westward. 

In addition to the Judge's relatively abstract "metaphysics of violence" (to borrow 

Vereen Bell's phrase) and the "validation" of the Man's demise, the novel provides more 

concrete evidence of the ways in which the Kid-Man and the scalp hunters collectively 

evince or embody US ideology and history. Blood Meridian both promotes and obscures 

the notion that the scalp hunters are "American" conquerors. Their outlaw status seems 

to place them on the margins of history, yet they represent nationalist ideology and 

activity. 

By comparing the bounty hunters to a group of filibusters, the narrator 

characterizes the scalpers as exceptional "outlaws" and typical "pioneers." Before joining 

the scalphunters, the Kid first travels to Mexico with the filibusters, a group led by Captain 

White, a zealous proponent of manifest destiny. White, whose name emblematizes his 

15. The narrator never announces that the Judge idlls "the man"; we must infer this 
fact from the implied sight of his "remains" in the outhouse (McCarthy 1992, 334). 
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16 
race and politics, plans to extend "white" dominion beyond the border established by the 

treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, and he believes that the filibusters will "'be the instruments 

of liberation in a dark and troubled land'"; for their efforts, they "'will divide the spoils'" 

(McCarthy 1992, 34). White articulates a belligerent version of Latour's belief that 

Mexicans were in need of Americanization. Typically, White's expansionism cloaks self-

interest in self-righteous idealism: the Anglo-Saxons' freedom fighting requires sacrificing 

the Mexicans' liberty. The Kid's adventuring begins in the service of a group motivated 

explicitly by manifest destiny. 

His service is brief After White's company enters Mexico, a group of Comanches 

virtually annihilates them. This massacre kills off the mouthpiece of manifest destiny in the 

narrative; it also appears to mock the ideological arrogance that White represents because 

the "savages" conquer the "civilized" liberators before the latter can commence their 

conquest of "savagery." In mockingly destroying Captain White, the narrator also mocks 

the ideology itself 

Notwithstanding White's comeuppance, manifest destiny sets the Kid on his way 

to realizing his own "destiny" with the scalphunters. Ironically, he transfers from an illicit 

group aspiring toward legitimacy—the filibusters—to a group of cutthroats, led by Holden 

and John Glanton, who contract with the Chihuahua government to serve as bounty-

hunters. As government agents, the scalphunters pursue a "White" agenda, but without 

16. Admittedly, "White" is a common last name, but the text connects it with racial 
politics when one of WTiite's recruiters approaches the Kid with the ostensibly edifying 
claim that he is "'white and christian'" (McCarthy 1992, 28). 
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the captain's self-righteousness; they combat "savagery" to enrich themselves. Indeed, the 

profit motive driving both groups reflects the basic correspondence between the 

scalphunters and any number of other American profiteers of the era, including the forty-

niners, some of whom in fact participated in the scalp trade on their way to California 

(Smith 1965, 136). 

In addition to recognizably "cultural" economic motives, the gang has a 

specifically "American" (para)military character, for it is composed mainly of US ex-

18 
soldiers, especially veterans of the Mexican-American War. Moreover, the dragoon 

pistols the gang purchases for their raiding, originally "'contracted for the war'" 

(McCarthy 1992, 83), lend a "military" character to the group and a sense of continuity 

between the official US conquest and the profiteering of the scalphunters. Most 

substantially, the gang contributes to the imperial itinerary—officially or unofficially 

pursued—of Indian killing, a logical extension of the more belligerent forms of manifest 

destiny. Again, consciously or unconsciously, the scalphunters pursue White's racist 

17 The extent to which Ralph Smith's scholarship has become a fixture in 
McCarthy criticism belies the tendentiousness of much of his analysis, especially in terms 
of his anachronistic and puzzling identification with the agenda of the scalphunters: he 
even suggests that Glanton, as a historical figure, has not gotten his due as an American 
hero! "Perhaps John Joel Glanton deserves a kinder judgment than he has received so far 
in history" (Smith 1962, 15); so too, perhaps, any number of terrorists and murderers. I 
rely reluctantly on Smith for his synthetic historiography on a subject little addressed by 
other historians, but I object to much of the tenor of his cultural analysis. 

18. One of the best known historical figures of the scalping trade, and of Glanton's 
gang in particular, Samuel Chamberiain (1956), was a deserter of the US army. In Blood 
Meridian, Grannyrat, one of the gang, had served under William Doniphan in an invasion 
of Chihuahua during the War. 
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agenda. Vaguely serving "American" conquest, in the aftermath of a territorial war 

against Mexico, it should come as no surprise that to some Mexicans the scalpers seemed 

19 
like "camouflaged Yankee imperialists" (Smith 1965, 119). Blood Meridian does little 

to "historicize" the scalpers, but their actions and travels point to their "pioneer" function 

as a vanguard of American westering. Although Blood Meridian appears to contrast the 

nationalism of White with the seeming anarchy of Glanton, textual and contextual details 

indicate the actual continuity between such agents of "Americanization." 

All three novels show that the frontier of the Southwest is a site of historical 

"possibility," particularly for the US and its most assertive representatives, but that, 

ironically, such possibility resides in the inevitability of history-as-destiny. What is 

possible is precisely what is necessary; the exploitable potential of "culture" is, in these 

works, culture's fated triumph over savagery. From the priests' French onion soup, to 

their workaday missionary routine, to the Midi Romanesque cathedral Latour erects, their 

pastoral labors serve the continuum of history as the propagation of "civilization"; 

Catholic and European (especially French) refinement. If the thrust of Death Comes for 

the Archbishop is an Americanization that is also a redemption of the region under the 

auspices of enlightened cultural authorities, then the preoccupation of 

Not by the Sword is the attempt to preserve the region, to maintain the "regeneration" 

begun, in the name of another transplanted European civilization, the Spanish-Mexican 

19. Apparently, the gang in Blood Meridian is more "American" than its historical 
model, which included many Mexicans rather than one, for example; see Smith (1965, 
124-25). This suggests that the gang in the novel is of even greater "nationalist" 
character. 
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rancho society. The Spanish-Mexican continuum is in explicit opposition to the 

"Americanization" that the vicars of Death Comes for the Archbishop represent, but it is 

also a permutation of "civilized" mastery. The Nuevo Mejicano continuum, invoked in 

such formulas as "we have always been here" and "the way things were done," must 

somehow weather the onslaught of the US regime. The westering of Latour and Vaillant 

and the American traders, politicians, and settlers in Not by the Sword is no less of a 

function of .American expansionism than are the "wanderings" of the scalphunters, and 

vice versa. With Holden's discourse and the gang's scalp hunting. Blood Meridian 

depicts the continuum of historical transformation to be, paradoxically, endemic, 

inescapable violence. In Blood Meridian, the model of historical continuity encourages us 

to see history as crhistory—a nullification of alternatives. Differences aside, all three 

works conceive of history as the unfolding of inevitable processes in which individuals— 

Latour, Tercero, Holden—mediate abstractly realized change, movement, or "progress." 

The problem with such fatalism is that it reifies and deifies the march of certain 

people, over cenain territories, at the expense of certain other peoples. Holden's 

philosophy of the dance, for example, merely reinscribes the fatalism of manifest destiny. 

Yet, the calculus of pallet and escapement can perhaps empower readings of historical-

fictional narratives by suggesting two important ideas; individual dancers are constituents 

of larger events that demand interpretation yet resist fiill comprehension; and reading the 

history of all is not simply a matter of tallying all the identifiable parts. Individual histories 

are synecdoches that will always prove inadequate in forming a complete history. At the 

same time, individuals are necessary pieces of the "machine." The sum of the parts will 
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always be less than the whole, but the ongoing search for a satisfying narrative "whole" 

has recourse only to such parts. Holden's view of history and agency would seem to warn 

us away from analyzing these novels' portrayals of history in terms of the sum of the 

characters' actions; instead, we might read the novels as "dances." This approach can be 

enabling and debilitating, for it is productive to see the characters' actions in the contexts 

of larger patterns, but, alternately, we may risk a readerly resignation about the 

inevitability of the steps of the dance. In other words, recognizing a level of causation 

greater than individual agency is enriching but seeing a "necessary" course is interpretively 

impoverished; a view of historical inevitability in fact denies the value of critique, for fate 

need not be understood or analyzed but only endured. A view of history as "the dance" 

obliterates the vital distinction between an interpretation and the interpretation of the past. 

The Nature of History, A History of Nature 

Notwithstanding the ways in which these novels subordinate protagonists to larger 

causal patterns, they also reflect a secondary impulse to elevate protagonists as 

exceptional, or exemplary, historical actors. Therefore, while each novel conceptualizes 

the individual in history, the subsumed actor in the continuum of abstract historical 

agency, each work also distinctively formulates the individual's apparent departure from 

the powerful hold of collective or abstract agency. The oscillations and negotiations 

between the abstract continuum of history and discrete agency are the occasions for 

interpreting what these novels, at their most complex and problematic, maintain about 
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historicity and the particular history of American conquest. Death Comes for the 

Archbishop attempts to posit a harmonious mixture of individual and continuum as well as 

of colonizer and colonized; Not by the Sword 2&s,qxXs individuated agency as a possibility 

arising from the breach caused by the collision of Nuevo Mejicano tradition and invasive 

American influence; and Blood Meridian suggests that the individual's triumph is, 

ultimately, the only history worth reckoning—that extreme, violent individualism is itself 

the "truest" continuum. In each novel, however, contrapuntal textual moments 

complicate, undermine, or deconstruct the central narrative thrust of the text. In general, 

the novels reimplicate individuals within the historical continuum of civilization, which 

displaces and defeats savagery—and thus they reassert the conventional dictates of 

history-as-destiny. 

Death Comes for the Archbishop plots the fate of the main actors in a complex 

schema of frontier civilization and savagery. Gather attempts to weave a cultural tapestry 

with civilization and savagery, but she cannot match the warp of alterity with the woof of 

similarity. The racial-cultural differences between the indigenous Mexicans and Native 

Americans and the immigrant Euramericans remain irreconcilable. Indeed, Indians are— 

according to convention—enemies of history whom the continuum of American (that is, 

Euramerican) conquest cannot fially assimilate. 

Throughout Death Comes for the Archbishop, the narrator usually portrays the 

savagery of the region in terms of a lack of the civilization with which the European 

priests are familiar. The land is uncultivated—culturally and agriculturally: it is vitally 

lacking, incomplete, and awaiting civilizing fruition. The novel stages the inevitability of 



89 

Euramerican conquest through images of gardening and agriculture, which show a 

cultivated, completed "landscape." Death Comes for the Archbishop casts the historical 

continuum of civilization-cultivation as succeeding savagery-wildness, but, at the same 

time, individualism appears to be a projection of Euramerican race and culture as well as 

an appropriation of savage-indigenous identity. In the end, the novel fails to reconcile 

such a bridging of racially and culturally coded agency; instead, it upholds the divisive 

dichotomy of savagery and civilization. The failure of the novel to establish a "hybrid" 

American identity renders Latour's individualism as merely an adjunct of the continuum of 

"civilized" conquest. 

The prologue of Death Comes for the Archbishop foregrounds the importance of 

racial-cultural identity to agency. Latour's position in New Mexico, a function of 

dispersed agency, depends also on his French characteristics (Gather 1990, 8-9). The 

French, Cardinal de Allande observes, "'accomplish more'" than their Spanish 

counterparts, for example (Gather 1990, 8). Latour's individual distinction as apt for the 

job rests on an ethnic typology, so that whatever honor his service brings to the church is 

really a function not only of the Gatholic administration itself but of his French heritage; 

his individualism is always, like the soup Vaillant prepares, in which Latour remarks that 

"'there are nearly a thousand years of history'" (Gather 1990, 38), a byproduct of ancient 

cultural patterns. 

Near the end of the novel, just before the Archbishop's death, the narrator assesses 

Latour's historical significance by asserting that "he had accomplished an historic period" 

(Gather 1990, 271). Latour is a magnificent "historical" agent, a "great man" of history. 
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Although Vaillant is similarly "accomplished" in the arts of historical change, as a great 

harvester of souls (Gather 1990, 259), Latour receives sole claim to an entire frontier 

period, from his arrival in 1851 to his death in 1889. This reckoning invites us to interpret 

the novel not only as a tribute to one figure but also as a celebration of the causal 

relationship between an individual and the historical era in which he lived. In his 

"accomplishments," Latour embodies the history of the initial American occupation of the 

Southwest. 

Notably, much evidence in Death Comes for the Archbishop counters such a 

simplified reckoning of individual and historical agency—including the sentence 

immediately preceding the declaration of his "accomplishment." Besides measuring 

Latour's era in years, the text offers a qualitative chronology that stresses indigenousness 

rather than colonial achievement; "He had come with the buffalo, and he had lived to see 

railway trains running into Santa Fe" (Gather 1990, 271). Oddly, it appears that Latour 

not only arrived during the era in which buffalo roamed, but also came "with the buffalo," 

as though either the buffalo only recently entered the region or he had arrived much earlier 

than 1851—both of which propositions are unfounded. Most striking is the implication 

that he arrived among the buffalo, as if he were a buffalo or his arrival were linked directly 

to the animal migration. In general, the buffalo comparison implies that Latour is 

indigenous to the milieu. The reference to the coming of the railway, which "historically" 

coincided with the precipitous decline of the buffalo, recalls his role as an "outside" 
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20 
influence on the region. Latour's relationships to buffalo and trains, and "progress" and 

"decline," suggest that he is at once a significant colonizer and a representative of the old 

order, which the new order supplants. Latour is both a belated colonist who changes the 

region and an indigenous figure who is outmoded or overcome by the process he himself 

"accomplished"—the settlement of the new American territory. It is just this 

"ambivalence" of authority that Homi Bhabha describes in his writings on colonial 

hybridity; "The colonial presence is always ambivalent, split between its appearance as 

original and authoritative and its articulation as repetition and difference" (1994b, 107). 

Put another way, he is somehow both an accomplisher of the era and its casualty. Such 

reversibility and ambiguity of agency recalls the convolutions of escapement and pallet in 

the epilogue of Blood Meridian. In this sense, Latour is a "monitor" whose relationship 

to the new order is predicated on observation rather than direct agency; he "see[s]" the 

train "running into Santa Fe" (Gather 1990, 271). Nonetheless, the narrator 

strives to characterize Latour as indigenous, as a "native" of the area, for the buffalo are 

mythopoetically and historically linked to Native Americans and the West. 

Latour's supposed indigenousness remains problematic, despite the many attempts of 

personifying the missionary as a new cultural amalgamation. A crucial earlier episode, 

which remains unreconciled (buffalo references notwithstanding), establishes an irreducible 

20. The connection between the advent of the railroad on the Great Plains and the 
virtual extermination of the buffalo has become a commonplace. Historian Ronald Takaki, 
for example, discusses the advance of Euramerican culture, exemplified by the railroad, 
and its disruptive and destructive effects on indigenous cultures (focusing on the Pawnee) 
of the Plains and the buffalo herds on which they depended (1993, 98-105). 
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difference between cultures, specifically in terms of civilization and savagery. The 

insistence on racial difference in Death Comes for the Archbishop makes Latour's 

indigenousness a contradiction in types. On a trip to Acoma Pueblo, Latour feels adrift in 

the open terrain, as we saw in the episode of the cruciform tree, and even considers the 

region to be un-made. Despite the fact that he knows people have been living in the 

region for centuries, he sees the land as un-civilized, or lacking even the completion of 

earthly creation. He speculates that the land looks as it did immediately after the creation 

of the world, a prelapsarian space of "incompleteness" "waiting" "to be made into a 

landscape" (for the Creator had "desisted and gone away") (Gather 1990, 94-95). To the 

Bishop, the area recalls the amorphous dust from which God molded the Earth; as God's 

apostle, Latour represents European-Christian creativity as the fulfillment of a godless, 

formless landscape. 

To impose some order on the chaotic milieu, Latour tries to assimilate (in 

understanding) the way the Acoma live, atop a mesa, or plateau, several hundred feet 

above the desert plain. Specifically, he comprehends the mesa, "the rock," in Judeo-

Christian terms, seeing it as a symbol of faith and compassion, as well as an expression of 

the "universal human yearning" to be safe and secure (Gather 1990, 97-98). If the land is 

not quite land, however, it should not be surprising that the humans are not quite human, 

in Latour's colonialist vision. The people he encounters in this void evoke an alterity that 

reverberates throughout the text, for Latour experiences a crisis of faith when he confronts 

an otherness which he cannot assimilate. Indeed, Latour's universalizing falls abruptly by 

the wayside when he stands before the Acoma at Mass. Although the parishioners attend 
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the service, they are completely indifferent to it; the priest notes their "silent faces," a 

mixed metaphor signaling more than audible silence, for their visages articulate their 

apathy (Gather 1990, 100). Atop the mesa, rather than feeling elevated on the rock of 

Christian unity, Latour feels like he is "at the bottom of the sea" amidst an "antediluvian" 

tribe of "rock-turtles" who represent "a kind of life out of reach" (Gather 1990, 100, 103). 

The people whom Latour supposed resided on the universal rock of human need are not 

even human but are shellfish cut off from Latour's kinship; their heritage before the 

Biblical flood figures them as absolutely antiquated and "other." 

Faced with Acoma indifference, Latour feels a "spiritual defeat" that sends him 

back to his defenses, culminating in a reverie extolling European civilization. 

He was on a naked rock in the desert, in the stone age, a prey to homesickness for his 
own kind, his own epoch, for European man and his glorious history of desire and 
dreams. Through all the centuries that his own part of the world had been changing like 
the sky at daybreak, this people had been fixed .. . [as] rock-turtles on their rock. 
(Gather 1990, 103) 

Through Latour's consciousness, the narrator establishes the cultural differences as 

essential and extreme: Europeans personify vision, glory, and progress, while Native 

Americans are fixed, hard, and blind. As primeval as their mesa, the Acoma are "rocks" 

on their "rock," which is naked and thus lacking the garb of culture. History, as Latour 

understands it, has bypassed the Acoma. If the Europeans reflect the light of civilization, 

the progress of the sun, then the Acoma reside in darkness, in a cultural and historical 

void. Like the sun bringing the US army in Not by the Sword, the sun signifies progress. 

We can now identify the contradiction of Latour as a native and as an agent of history; the 

historical accomplishment Latour represents must be fundamentally distinct from the 
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indigenousness of the buffalo and the Acoma because indigenousness is prt?historic or 

^/historical. If Latour embodies history, he must do so as an avatar of European glory and 

not as a "native" of the area. 

The extent to which Latour's experience at Acoma positions him as non-native, 

and not assimilated to indigenousness, is heightened by the way the Acoma "'defeat" the 

Bishop: the crisis arises from normative similitude, or mimicry, rather than any outright 

resistance. Their participation in the colonial drama of the Mass alienates the Bishop. 

The Indians threaten the colonial subject most when they act, at least superficially, like the 

colonizer(s). In Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses, Michael 

Taussig theorizes that these hybrid "oscillations of difference" (1993, 192) can make the 

colonial subject "other" to himself or herself This hybrid moment disrupts Latour and the 

novel. Ajfter the narrator concludes that the Acoma are rock turtles on their rock, the 

Bishop leaves—without further reflection on the people he served—to travel back to 

Santa Fe. Later, he hears a story about the Acoma that informs the reader's understanding 

of their hard demeanor: the tale tells of a priest named Baltazar who abused the Acoma 

until they killed him. Yet, this rebelliousness does not explain away Latour's crushing 

alienation because the next priest to occupy Baltazar's position on the mesa, the story 

concludes, "found no ill will awaiting him" (Gather 1990, 114). We must conclude then 

that Latour was not quite prepared to embrace the assimilation of the Acomas' peculiarly 

silent participation. Likewise, Gather seems to have been unprepared for the implication 

of her scene: that the troubling "assimilative" moment says more about the dubious 

indigenousness she attributes to Latour than it does about the Native Americans' "nature." 
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Despite such reifications of aiterity as the Acoma Mass, the colonialist mission 

proceeds, but the narrator never clearly resolves the extreme cultural schism. Although 

Latour feels fulfilled by the end of his life (mainly because he erects a Midi Romanesque 

cathedral), he also concedes that "his diocese changed little except in boundaries. The 

Mexicans were always Mexicans, the Indians were always Indians" (Gather 1990, 284, 

emphasis mine). As a church leader, Latour did not accomplish a transformation of 

cultures or a reinvigoration of the faith, for Mexicans and Indians remain locked in their 

unreclaimed racial destinies. The ironic fulfillment of Latour's epoch is savage stasis; even 

the Bishop, late in the novel, feels that his See is still "a heathen country" (Gather 1990, 

211) What Latour accomplishes is territorial expansion, the change of "boundaries" 

21 
(Gather 1990, 284). US expansion into New Mexico aided the growth of the Ghurch, 

which in turn contributed to the nationalist mission; in this novel, expansion begets 

expansion, not redemption or assimilation. 

Along with territorial expansion, Latour fialfills conquest—and circumvents the 

impasse of proselytizing—by cultivating the land. At the outset, for Latour and Vaillant, 

lacking leeks and lettuce for their salad course symbolizes the savage conditions that they 

must confront and correct; by the end, they have extensive gardens, orchards, and 

vineyards—leeks and lettuce ostensibly included. Throughout the novel, gardening and 

farming represent essential elements of the European betterment of the fi-ontier wasteland. 

21. Even if his See is "expanding" into areas already nominally American, such as 
Golorado, it is, as one scholar of manifest destiny refers to it, "internal colonization and 
development" (Stephanson 1995, 71). 
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At the end of the novel, when Latour is training new priests, he stresses the role of 

gardens in the total(izing) colonial project. "Wherever" they go, he counsels, plant 

gardens (Gather 1990, 265). He reminds them that, according to Pascal, man was lost and 

saved in a garden (Gather 1990, 265), an ideal integrating—in this New Eden—the tasks 

of (re)claiming souls and claiming and cultivating the land. 

By default, the redemption of land supersedes (as a metonymic substitute) the 

"regeneration" of natives. Gonsequently, US conquest displaces or constrains indigenous 

cultures but does not redeem them. In the legend of Fray Baltazar, for example, his 

infamous gardens and his agenda of self-aggrandizement depend on the oppression of the 

Acoma (Gather 1990, 103-14), but Latour does not find evidence that Baltazar's earlier 

cultivation of the land coincided with "fhiitflil" conversion. Between the lines, the novel 

portrays a standard—if tacit—agenda of manifest destiny; the supposed regeneration of 

people is an altruistic alibi for the prevailing program of conquering the people to secure 

the land. 

In a description of Latour's retirement estate. Death Comes for the Archbishop 

combines a number of guiding symbolic relations, specifically pertaining to "regeneration" 

and "cultivation." The passage immediately follows Pascal's epigram, so we are prepared 

for its metaphorical resonance. "He domesticated ... the native wild flowers. He had one 

hill-side solidly clad with that low-growing purple verbena which mats over the hills of 

New Mexico" (Gather 1990, 265). Fittingly, the first two sentences of the paragraph 

actively convey the direct agency of the Archbishop; these sentences take up the emphasis 

on avid cultivation in the preceding paragraph; "He grew such fiuit," "He urged the 
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priests," "He often quoted ... Pascal" (Gather 1990, 265). Couple this sense of individual 

action with the latter part of Pascal's equation (setting aside the former part) and Latour's 

work specifically redeems the landscape from its wild state. He uses a wild form, 

however, to accomplish the task. He tames the "mats," which grow in "an entangled 

mass" {Oxford English Dictionary, 2"'' ed., s.v. "mat"), through domestication, adorning 

the land with restrained cultivation—"clad" suggesting acculturation and order, the 

"culture" of clothing versus the "wildness" of nudity. Another comparison to clothing 

reinforces the sense that this is sacred horticulture: the flowers are like a "great violet 

velvet mantle," a garment that suggests a cassock or even the "violet vests" worn by 

Bishop Ferrand and Latour himself (Gather 1990, 265, 4, 181). With the emphasis on 

clothing—clad, mantle—and the reference to the shades for which the "weavers of Italy 

and France strove" (Gather 1990, 265), the color of the verbena and "the true Episcopal 

colour" (Gather 1990, 265) that the flowers recall, we can see that Latour adorns the 

landscape with the floral equivalent of Gatholic vestments. To envelope within a mantle of 

Euramerican, Christian cultivation is, of course, precisely what the priests endeavor to do 

with the indigenous peoples, the faithful but unorthodox Mexicans and the haphazardly 

practicing or pagan Native Americans. In "domesticating" the people, the missionaries 

seek to tame what is wild. In this sense, domestication and cultivation serve the new 

Euramerican culture as it sup-plants indigenous ways, elements, and, if necessary, even 

indigenous peoples—like the Navajo whom US soldiers drive from their homeland (Gather 

1990, 290-95). 
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As we have seen, however, there are trans-cultural problems in this New World 

Eden; complications with conversion and cultural representation. While the domestication 

of native verbena symbolizes the "Episcopal" conquest of the indigenous culture, it also 

reflects the "pioneer" outsider status of the missionaries and, considering the drift of the 

novel at this point, is a substitution; the regeneration of the land for the harvest of souls. 

Indeed, the word "verbena" derives from the Latin word denoting a "holy bough carried 

by priests" {The Random House College Dictionary, Revised Edition, s.v, "verbena"), and 

yet Latour's verbena is a native plant. The indigenousness of this verbena revises the 

symbolism; Latour and his cohort import their culture, carrying it with them to clothe the 

wild land, yet the cloth they weave consists of "native" materials, the flowers that grow 

naturally on the hillsides. The text employs Europe's templates of culture to assimilate 

what is wild, which is a practice Latour engages in elsewhere: to put what he sees of the 

native world in the terms of his European background (as with the "universal" rock of 

Acoma). 

Once again, however, the assimilation breaks down because the essentialized 

cultural difference creates intercultural and interpretive confusion. Earlier in the novel, it 

was the native referent which suffered by comparison to the European model, but in this 

case the native verbena produces a color that represents the height of European refinement 

resulting from "centuries" of effort by "the dyers and weavers of Italy and France" (Gather 

1990, 265). This seemingly harmonious symbolic weaving of the European-civilized and 

indigenous-wild elements does not hold together because the end of the novel provides 

too little evidence that the redemption of the people, which the missionaries presume 
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parallels the redemption of the land, is successful in the sanguine terms of a flower that is 

both carried in (colonial) and found awaiting domestication (indigenous). Furthermore, 

we should keep in mind that the harmonious process is in fact a product of colonial 

compulsion. As a cloak of culture, the garment of supposed integration is a superficial 

layer rather than a fundamental transformation. In general, the end of the novel provides 

few signs that Latour's early goal of transforming the area—his plan to make the local 

people '"good Americans,'" to "better their condition" (Gather 1990, 37)—has borne 

fruit. For the Euramericans, this would mean fundamental, radical change, the difference 

between "wild" and "domesticated," but in the end Latour concedes that the people are 

fi.xed by their immutable natures: the "Mexicans were always Mexicans, the Indians were 

always Indians" (Gather 1990, 284). The circular, formulaic phrasing conveys fatalistic 

resignation about the arguably minimal impact the colonists have had on the indigenous 

peoples One can even read Latour's modest dictum to add "fhiit to [the Mexicans'] 

starchy diet" as a conclusion that substantive cultural change is hopeless (Gather 1990, 

265) but that token changes might be "accomplished." At the same time, the 

Euramericans appropriate the land and convert it to their uses, cultivating it, and thus they 

symbolically conquer the indigenous peoples, whose paradigmatic savagery matches the 

wildness of the land, which must be domesticated. Here we may return to Pascal: through 

the European-Ghristian subjugation of the earth, Euramericans are "saved" while Native 

Americans and Mexicans are "lost." 

The unnegotiable cultural divide Death Conies for the Archbishop constructs 

deflates its conclusion—the uplifting, harmonious apotheosis of Latour as a redeemer of 
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the region. The unresolved schism of racial and cultural alterity defers Latour's 

"accomplishment" of history as an integration of colonists and natives. The scene of 

Latour's demise reveals the cultural divide if we brace ourselves for its sentimentality. 

The last paragraph of the novel stages the community of followers and admirers that 

Latour has apparently molded. When he dies, Mexicans fall to their knees and Native 

Americans depart to disseminate news of "the old Archbishop lay[ing] before the high 

alter in the church he had built" (Gather 1990, 297). The benign closure this final passage 

is supposed to evoke is palpable; just as he built an edifice to embody his life's work, so 

too has he brought together the disparate peoples of New Mexico. Guriously, his dying 

thoughts do not concern his supposed New World accomplishments and brethren but 

focus on his European origins, deflecting attention far away fi^om the New Mexican Eden: 

"The Bishop was not there at all; he was standing in a . . . field among his native 

mountains, and he was trying to give consolation to a young man [Vaillant] who was 

being torn in two before his eyes by the desire to go [to America] and the necessity to 

stay" in France (Gather 1990, 297). It seems reasonable to reflect on the past when dying, 

but given that Latour has spent most of his adult life in New Mexico, and considering that 

he has adopted it as his homeland—having eschewed the "natural" choice of retiring in 

France (Gather 1990, 271-72)—his final remembrance is notable: his vision memorializes 

the priests' fiiendship, but, more significantly, it represents a return to his "native" Europe, 

which can never be the "other" of New Mexico. Latour's return to personal and cultural 

familiarity on his death bed is not unlike his response to the dismal Mass, during which the 

"savagery" of the pueblo provokes a longing for "his own kind" (Gather 1990, 103). The 
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ghost of the European man and an imaginative return to Europe dispel the vision of 

Latour's integrated community. In this divided portrait, we can see how Latour balances 

the "desire" for the New World with a spiritual need "to stay" identified as a European. 

Overall, the upheld distinction between savagery and civilization undermines any sense of 

harmonious cultural hybridity, and with it too Latour's "native" status. If Mexicans and 

Indians are always heathen, then Latour is always civilized, and hence he dies at the 

bottom of the sea of otherness rather than on the high rock of fellowship. 

If Death Comes for the Archbishop seeks to "redeem" the Southwest by imagining 

that the region is ennobled and fulfilled by the heights of European cultivation and 

refinement, and, ultimately, "Americanization," then Not by the Sword tries to achieve a 

similar vision: to save the Southwest from the untoward or destructive influences of 

Indians and Americans, leaving the grand tradition of Spanish culture to preserve itself 

Both novels poaray history as the perpetuation of European culture as an antidote to 

savagery. 

Throughout much of Not by the Sword, what seems to be a titanic clash between 

immovable tradition and irresistible invasion turns out to be, at least in Tercero's mind, a 

chasm of opportunity that the competing historical continua open up. Although 

conventional and innovative forces bear on individuals. Not by the Sword also suggests 

that pursuing an individualistic course may allow one to transcend historical sway. 

Indeed, the advent of the Americans in New Mexico appears to shape fijndamentaily the 

relationship the younger generation—Carlos, Tercero, Andrea—has to the old order. It is 

as if Americanization causes an outbreak of individualism, particularly with Andrea and. 
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later on, Tercero—a condition of agency that refashions the hold of the old continuum. 

Thus, while the older generation—along with younger traditionalists like Carlos—seeks to 

unite in opposition to the US, the younger generation, especially Tercero and Andrea, 

seem less constrained by tradition and more apt to seek individualistic yet accommodating 

solutions. By the end of the novel, however, it is clear that autonomy is complicated by 

the extent to which such efforts are constituent of the larger patterns of agency that they 

seem to transcend. 

Not by the Sword casts Tercero's attempt to bridge the historical chasm opened by 

the clash of continua as an autonomous, innovative will-to-identity. As the younger Rafa 

twin, "tradition had defined his life's role" as a priest, yet he "fit no mold" in the Church, 

whether as a missionary or as a power-seeker (Candelaria 1982, 212-13). Despite his 

family destiny, he reconsiders his life in the context of the contested milieu of American 

New Mexico, which is, he reasons, in a liminal period; "tradition had gone to hell" and 

•'new traditions had not yet filled the void left by the old" (Candelaria 1982, 213). The 

apparent void of a dominant cultural continuum seemingly empowers Tercero to deny 

destiny by resigning firom the priesthood. The "'many changes under the Yankees'" 

compel him to "'return to secular life,'" to his family and their rancho (Candelaria 1982, 

215). Herein lies the complication: he seems to pluck himself fi-om the grip of destiny, but 

Tercero's transformation occurs "'under the Yankees,'" or "under" US dominance. Even 

as personal action, this individualism is, as Tercero earlier noted (Candelaria 1982, 36), a 

quintessential—if only symbolically—^"American" gesture. Tercero attempts to break 

away from tradition by embracing ideals that he associates with American culture. 
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"'independence'" and "'liberty'"—qualities that he finds wanting in most New Mexicans 

(Candelaria 1982, 36). If nature abhors a vacuum, then the void he sees "betwixt and 

between" hell-bound old tradition and unrealized new tradition seems to be filling already 

with American influence. 

Ironically, "American" independence allows Tercero to fall back on another Nuevo 

Mejicano identity and thus a re-entrenchment in the Spanish-Mexican continuum. Tercero 

exchanges one colonialist tradition for another, an alternate way of acting within history. 

By taking his father's and brother's places as patriarch of the Rafas, he defers distinctive 

individual agency; he resists the traditional destiny of priesthood but reasserts himself 

within the old order as a ranchero. In his own mind, Tercero cannot resist "the pull of 

duty and tradition" that draws him "back to the rancho" to take up the role that his aged 

male relatives, his father and grandfather, can no longer fulfill (Candelaria 1982, 218). 

Even in resigning to Lamy, the American Bishop, Tercero is ironically (if also much more 

peacefully than his rebel twin) loyal to the old order, for he declines to work for the 

American "mission." Although he acts "under" US compulsion, he refuses to act directly 

on behalf of the American continuum of conquest, and he reestablishes himself in the 

continuum of familial and communal traditions. 

Nothing more explicitly illustrates the reestablishment of tradition and historical 

continuity than Tercero's filling the gap in the broken line of Rafa reproduction, which is a 

major preoccupation of the novel. Carlos and his wife Ana Maria have no children 

(specifically, no son), which is a crisis for two reasons: the survival of the lineage and the 

symbolic perpetuation of tradition, the continuum of patriarchy and, ultimately, "the 
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lifeline" (Candelaria 1982, 160) of Nuevo Mejicano pioneers and conquerors. When 

Carlos dies in battle, the Rafa "lifeline" is in jeopardy, but Tercero's resignation anticipates 

him filling the lineal lacuna. 

The closing pages of the novel strongly relate Tercero's resignation to his 

assumption of the traditional role of procreative patriarch. In the section following his 

interview with Lamy, references to farm work, the state of the ranch, and his status as "an 

eligible bachelor" who attracts "eligible young ladies" foretell his new ranchero identity 

(Candelaria 1982, 219). In the paragraph following the ranchero references, Tercero 

considers the connection between recent marriages and "impending births" (Candelaria 

1982, 219), so that his own eligibility parallels imminent reproduction. A few pages later, 

his mind fixes on Gregoria Sanchez, who seems destined to be his wife: "This was the one. 

There was no question about it" (Candelaria 1982, 227). To drive the point "home," Don 

Francisco again laments the absence of heirs. "'There are only two things worth leaving 

behind on this cursed earth. Heirs and land'"—an invocation of the dual role Tercero 

must fill, rancher and father (Candelaria 1982, 229). Finally, on the last page of the novel, 

Tercero's thoughts echo Don Francisco's lament: the land remains to be bequeathed to 

one's children (Candelaria 1982, 235). He concludes thus while gazing on the property of 

the Sanchez family, whose home he is about to visit (Candelaria 1982, 235). He imagines 

Gregoria seeing him and exclaiming, "'At last,"' which are the last words of the novel. 

Such a sentiment, conveying a sense of expectation and destiny, could also be exclaimed 

by Don Francisco, who would no doubt see foreshadowed—as we should—the heirs 

alluded to in connection with the land of "Los Rafas" (Candelaria 1982, 235). No longer 
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a padre, Tercero is to be a father—a man of a different historical cloth. The collision of 

cultural continua allows Tercero to break and remake a bond with the Nuevo Mejicano 

continuum. 

Candelaria's narrative underscores the complexity of Tercero's ranchero identity 

with its characterization of Native Americans and the story of the Rafas' Navajo heritage, 

a particularly well-guarded skeleton in the family closet, which is, nonetheless, as clear as 

the eyes on their faces. In general, Indians in this novel are menacing members of 

outgroups that are constantly threatening individual lives and the collective fate of 

Mejicano culture. In the conventional typology, which is much upheld by characters of 

Not by the Sword, Native Americans are a source of savage agency to be countered by the 

civilized "right people," the landed upper class that is associated with pure Spanish 

ancestry (Candelaria 1982, 110). 

In the Rata family, the distinction between Indian and Mejicano becomes blurred as 

a consequence of the first Jose Antonio, Tercero's great-great grandfather, having 

embroiled himself in an interpersonal cycle of frontier violence with Ojo Torcido 

("Twisted Eye"), a Navajo leader who had engaged in sheep raids at Los Rafas. To 

avenge the thefts, Jose covertly purchases Ojo Torcido's enslaved daughter, whom the 

Rafas name Concepcion, before the Navajo leader could "redeem" her. The purchase is a 

minor conquest, for the act partakes of the same impulse that drove the original Spanish 

conquistadors. "Don Jose moved quickly, with the kind of heedlessness that enabled the 

Spanish to conquer Mexico and push northward to settle the Southwest" (Candelaria 

1982, 122). Furthermore, when Don Jose compels Concepcion to have sexual intercourse 
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with him, an act of revenge (Candelaria 1982, 124), the characters replay the roles of 

Cortez and Malinche, the sexual union that stands for colonial mastery as well as the 

propagation of a new mixed-blood, or mestizo/a, race. Like Malinche, Concepcion is a 

scapegoat for the larger pattern of colonial dominance: given that she "is hurt" by her 

pregnancy and had been "exchanged" for the stolen sheep, she emblematizes "the 

scapegoat" (Candelaria 1982, 122, 123). With her son, the Rafa lineage continues as does 

the cycle of conquest, demonstrating again how the Rafas' family history coincides with 

and abets the broader history of colonization. 

The "Concepcion" story yields striking and conflicted implications. Tercero 

concludes that "'all things are reconciled in the blood'"; the frontier facilitates an 

arbitrariness of blood distinctions, highlighting the artifice of racial discrimination and the 

inevitability of intermixture (Candelaria 1982, 126). Such a sanguine view of 

consanguinity is initially undercut by the sentiment expressed by Don Jose's family, who 

viewed Concepcion's ancestry as sullying the rico line: they "'cursed the day [Don Jose] 

had ever seen Concepcion,'" "'that Indian!'" (Candelaria 1982, 126). The material decline 

of the family—they abandon a land grant as a result of the conquest of Concepcion and 

the subsequent Navajo reprisals (Candelaria 1982, 126)—and the physical mark of 

descent, the hereditary twasted eye, corroborate the sense of accursed or malignant 

miscegenation. Most importantly, the twisted eye symbolizes Navajo heritage as a 

deformity, a perversion of "puro" lineage. Thus, the deformity of Native American 

heritage is not "reconciled in the blood," but is fixed as a "discriminated" feature. This 

story reaffirms rather than undermines the racial hierarchy that the novel otherwise 



107 

maintains. The fact that the topic of Navajo heritage is evidently taboo makes the issue 

seem far from "'reconciled " Tercero's father, for example, either does not know about it 

(which seems exceedingly unlikely) or suppresses the point, because he disavows such a 

reality in another context; being "American" is an absurd notion to him, for in his mind he 

is "no more an Americano than he was an Indian. Yet he could not deny his eyes" (158). 

The first sense in which he cannot deny his eyes is the visibility of Americanization in New 

Mexico, but a second meaning is suggested by his mistaken dismissal of Indian heritage, 

for neither can he deny his "twisted" eye(s). The tale of Concepcion deflates the sense 

that the Rafas—or any "ricos"—are "pure," makes dubious the mythos of savagery and 

civilization, and reemphasizes how, through the basic reproduction of the Rafas, the family 

is thoroughly implicated in the conquest of the region. 

Notwithstanding Tercero's ostensibly enlightened perspective that racial hybridity 

is "'inevitable'" and "'reconciled'" "'on the Rio Grande'" (Candelaria 1982, 126), the 

novel persistently reiterates characters' views that encode Indians as a dangerous outside 

force that is always threatening to invade. When Don Rafa ponders the various threats to 

the established Nuevo Mejicano order, for example, he thinks of "an army of Navajos" 

(Candelaria 1982, 158). If Navajos signify an exterior, encroaching threat, and the Rafas 

share Navajo ancestry, then the projected outer threat is symbolically internal. The 

blurring of inside and outside with race is also a blurring of where the violence, danger, 

and hostility lie—as without, so within. After all, the conquest that set the cycle of 

violence and revenge in motion has its source in Spanish "heedlessness," which drove 

them to conquer in the first place. 
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In addition to figuring Indians as invasive antagonists. Not by the Sword, like 

Death Comes for the Archbishop, suggests that indigenous peoples are foes of civilization 

and, by extension, enemies of history. They are part of the landscape that colonists must 

subdue so civilization can prosper, traditions can survive, and history can progress. At 

one point, the narrator groups Native Americans with "any one of a number of nature's 

whims" (Candelaria 1982, 112). When the supposed "civilizers" are themselves "savages" 

and the new historical actors, the Americans, are both a sign of a new "culture" and the 

old "savagery" (according to Don Jose, who couples Americans and Indians as "others" of 

his Mejicano heritage), the lines of a teleological historical continuum become badly 

convoluted. While Not by the Sword appears intent on narrating the redemption of culture 

from the hazards of savagism and the innovations of American conquest, it is indeed too 

confused about culture, race, and history to provide a clear understanding of the hybridity 

of the milieu, of the colliding and the interweaving of historical continua. 

The convolutions of race, culture, and history complicate Tercero's "fate." Just as 

Death Comes for the Archbishop attempts to end on an exalted note with the apotheosis 

of a distinctive individual but is foiled by cultural (mis)identification, so too does Not by 

the Sword try heartily—and untenably—to presage a hopeful future. The penultimate 

scene of the novel highlights the imminent crisis of authenticating Nuevo Mejicano land 

ownership in accord with US laws. When his lawyer suggests that life will proceed "as 

always," Tercero thinks to himself, sarcastically, that nothing will change except "the 

ownership of our homeland . . . [and] the laws that govern our lives and our future" 
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(Candelaria 1982, 233). To Tercero, a future of change is "manifest" in the post-conquest 

historical continuum. 

Tercero counters the prospect of change by riding up "an old [mountain] trail that 

he had ridden many times as a boy" (Candelaria 1982, 233). Symbolically, he travels on a 

path of nostalgia, a visit with memories and visions of tradition. Such visions prompt him 

to consider the present and the future as a complicated continuation of the past. The 

narrator invokes this generational perspective by comparing Tercero's present ascent with 

those he had made with his grandfather and his brother, during which Tercero had raced 

horseback and lost to his relatives (Candelaria 1982, 233-34). In retrospect, those past 

triumphs of his relatives are defeats, and the former loser now emerges as the Rafa 

patriarch, virtually from the others' graves. The traditional greatness of his grandfather, 

represented by his racing ability—nobody could beat him, he claimed—becomes an 

outmoded measure, for "the race was over" (Candelaria 1982, 234); the US has defeated 

the old order This sense of defeat continues Tercero's previous ruminations on loss; it is 

this view that explains the new era in terms of entrapment in box canyons and in corrals, 

the symbols of US dominance. 

On the mountain trail, however, Tercero is above the level of corrals, in a locale 

very different from the confines of a box canyon. He is overiooking the area fi-om an 

elevated path that can facilitate the quick, free movement of racing. With a commanding 

view, he visually takes in and assumes mastery of the totality of what he sees, or 

"monitors." Significantly, he oversees the panorama immediately after reaching the 
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inscribed boulder that marks the "Rafa" estate; alongside the patronymic monolith, he 

assumes his birthright, possession of the estate (Candelaria 1982, 234). 

The Rio Grande Valley lay spread out before him. The villa. The farms. Off to the 
north he saw the thin line of the Comanche Trail threading through the property that his 
parents had sold to help him start his life as a priest. 

Directly ahead to the west was the green line of growth that followed the river. 
North of the villa was Los Rafas. Although it was too distant to see in detail, he could 
picture every adobe house, every field, every line of irrigation ditch from memory. 

The most northern section .. . was . .. lost. . . to an outsider [Hammond]. . . . 
There! he thought, seeing one isolated field that still belonged to them. That is the 

piece I must sell to raise money for the lawyer. (Candelaria 1982, 234-35) 

This passage communicates an interesting mixture of possession and loss and, in a general 

sense, of being lost and saved in the landscape, recalling Latour's quotation of Pascal. 

The region is spread "before him," emphasizing Tercero as a point of reference to which 

the land is anchored. Literally and imaginatively, he sees all in a totalizing vision of his 

estate, which he knows in possessing and possesses in knowing, down to "every" last 

feature. Although Los Rafas is to the north, he gazes in the direction of westward 

expansion, so that his double vision of the "green line of growth" and his rancho forms a 

single expansionist perspective. From the colonial vision of acquisition and growth, he 

shifts to ruminating on the loss, the parcel paid to Hammond, the plot he must redeem to 

pay legal fees, and, more generally, the fi-agmentation of the old grant, which was now a 

"crazy quilt of ownership" (Candelaria 1982, 235). It is almost as if he cannot decide 

whether Los Rafas, estate and family, is ultimately saved or lost because he shifts back to 

a sense of promise and possession. From the chaos of patches, he envisions both the 

perpetuity of the estate (selling the "isolated" field will ensure consolidation) and the 
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continuation of the family, for he includes his intended wife, Gregoria Sanchez, in the 

sweep of this vista (Candelaria 1982, 235). 

Despite the acknowledgment that the region is entering an era of transformation, in 

which the US impinges on Nuevo Mejicano culture, Tercero resorts to the pridefiil 

reaction of his grandfather—that nothing can deny the constancy of the old continuum; 

There is still home, he thought. Our land. One can still withdraw from the craziness of 
the world and survive in a manner almost the way it was in Grandfather's time. One 
can then pass on what one has left to his heirs. (Candelaria 1982, 235) 

Considering the emphasis on US influence, including the expropriation of land, this is an 

oddly sanguine conclusion about the coalescence of "histories." Compare Tercero's 

optimism with the following account of historian Patricia Limerick: between Spanish land 

grants and American laws, there was much confusion, and "confusion presented a fine 

opportunity" for US entrepreneurs; after the conquest, Anglo-Americans acquired eighty 

percent of the original land grants (1988, 237). Indeed, the "crazy quilt" of "home" 

relates directly to the "craziness" of the outside world—the outside is again inside. The 

end of Not by the Sword presents a number of beginnings that promise cultural 

continuance, but the demise of the old order of Spanish-Mexican society underlies and 

qualifies any sense of Nuevo Mejicano continuance. The explicit "vision" of the 

conclusion is one of permanence in the face of change. By calling attention to the 

continuance of Los Rafas, estate and lineage, the text reaffirms the continuum of the 

Spanish-Mexican culture. Although Tercero, Don Jose Antonio HI, replaces Don Jose 

Antonio II in the "path" of ranchero heritage, the optimism of Tercero's mountaintop 

survey glosses over the otherwise strong sense of change and loss. 
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The implausibility of such a simple, serial replacement of patriarchs is also implicit 

in the very celebration of Tercero's namesake. Some familiar imagery concerning race 

qualifies Tercero's ranchero "destiny"; in these last pages, the Spanish exemplar is a "wild 

Indian." Just as eyes figured "tainted" heritage above, a nose now reflects savagery: 

Tercero remembers "his grandfather's large Roman nose" with "nostrils flared like those 

of an angry buffalo," which "could scent Indians before the Indians were aware of his 

presence"' (Candelaria 1982, 234). The nose is at once civilized (Roman) and wild 

(buffalo). In a reversal of a convention that Gather often employs, assimilating the savage 

in civilized terms, the European is portrayed with the template of savagery. Beyond 

resemblance, the characterization endows the facial feature with essential wildness, for 

Segundo could smell as well as an animal and better than a "savage." It is as if Segundo 

were more Indian than the Indians, riding "'like an Indian'" (Candelaria 1982, 234) but 

scenting them like a hound tracks its prey. By a nose, the narrator says of the formidable 

racer, Segundo is "savage." 

Just as the Rafas' suppressed Navajo ancestry complicates the assertion of "puro" 

elitism, so too does Segundo defer a "reconciliation" (to use Tercero's word) of the 

Nuevo Mejicano continuum. The continuation of things as they were "in grandfather's 

time" is impossible not only because of the US invasion, but also because, given the 

"savage" within the "civilized," it never was simply "the way" of "Grandfather's time": a 

puro continuum of cultural and racial identity. Tercero's nostalgia for "grandfather's 

time" ignores the lesson of "the twisted eye." Tercero's hope runs afoul of the new 

historical continuum as well as the axiological lie bolstering the mytho-genetic familial 
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narrative, that "civilization," to a greater or lesser degree, depends on the descendants of 

the "puro" Spanish colonists. Miscegenation is an index of decline of the Nuevo Mejicano 

empire, but the twisted eye tale shows that conquest "begets" mestizaje. The proliferation 

of racial hybridity works for and against conquest, or the "pure" cultural continuum, by 

22 
providing heirs and by convoluting the lines of "right" descent. Miscegenation and US 

influence. Not by the Sword suggests, help account for the decline of Nuevo Mejicano 

identity and hidalgo birthright: "The ricos had disappeared" and with it too "the old 

aristocracy" (Candelaria 1982, 181). As with the deflated apotheosis of Latour, the 

subordination of individual identity to the confluence of historical continua severely limits 

Tercero's exaltation: Death Comes for the Archbishop retains the racialist differences it 

seeks to synthesize and Not by the Sword is unable to maintain the racial exclusiveness that 

would guarantee an hidalgo's apotheosis. A quietly heroic, traditional Tercero promises 

the propagation of the rancho tradition. Narrative confusion regarding identity and history 

defers a conclusive "destiny," however; consequently, the optimistic 

ending and ideological reentrenchment falter. 

Although Blood Meridian is the most successful of the three novels at 

complicating the typology of civilization and savagery, it also stages the most impressive 

apotheosis and the most troubling portrait of history and agency. The collective agency of 

the "dance" of scalp hunting dominates the novel: the scalphunters resemble a predatory 

22. This hybrid "ambivalence" coheres with Homi Bhabha's (1994a, 1994b) 
emphasis on the disruptive potential of cultural hybridity, which he usually reads in textual 
terms—hybrid texts rather than hybrid people. 
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pack rather than a group of individuals; the Judge, however, emerges as more than another 

cipher for the dictates of collective agency. To interpret Holden's apotheosis, we need to 

examine the general articulation of savagery in Blood Meridian, within which we can 

better understand the Judge's final jig. 

The Comanche ambush of the filibusters is the paradigmatic "dance" (McCarthy 

1992, 77) of warfare in Blood Meridian. While the easy defeat of the "White" soldiers 

debunks notions of racial superiority and inferiority, the characterization of the Comanche 

"savages," or "legion of horribles" (McCarthy 1992, 54, 52), is only a slightly more 

25 
complex treatment than that of the conventional "merciless savage." The narrator marks 

their savagery in many ways, fi^om their "howling in a barbarous tongue" to their practice 

of weaving the hair of "other beasts" into their own hair (McCarthy 1992, 53, 52), so that 

they are one type of beast among others. To emphasize racial difference, the text 

describes the Comanches as "mongol hordes," thus invoking actual Mongolians as well as 

the racial classification "Mongoloid," while the filibusters are "the unhorsed Saxons" 

(McCarthy 1992, 53, 54). Their essential racial difference recalls the typologies of Death 

Comes for the Archbishop and Mot by the Sword, the Saxons speak but the Comanches 

howl, and the gulf between them is more of species than of race. 

Comanche bestiality is somewhat qualified by their half-nakedness, and their 

"costumes." If we recall the correspondence between being naked or clothed and 

23. The ignoble or merciless savage is the obverse of the noble savage; so, rather 
than being an object of admiration and nostalgia, the merciless savage is a figure of 
"terror" (Pearce 1953, 198). 
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civilization versus savagery in Death Comes for the Archbishop, then we can better assess 

McCarthy's characterizations. Some of the Comanches are 

clad in costumes attic or biblical or wardrobed out of a fevered dream with the skins of 
animals and silk finery and pieces of uniform still tracked with the blood of prior 
owners, coats of slain dragoons . . . [with] one in a stovepipe hat and one with an 
umbrella and one in white stockings and a bloodstained weddingveil and . . . one in the 
armor of a spanish conquistador, the breastplate and pauldrons deeply dented with old 
blows of mace or sabre done in another country by men whose very bones were dust. . . 
. (McCarthy 1992, 52) 

This "'company of mounted clowns" (McCarthy 1992, 53) is a camivalesque death squad 

whose brutality is wrapped in the vestments of past conquests, putting them not only in a 

beastly lineage but one that also recalls general refinement (literally "finery") and the 

culture-bearing conquistadors of Spain. While the costumes of the "horde" endow them 

with a modicum of "culture," they emphasize antiquity rather than "progress." As "attic" 

and "biblical," their garb is "classical" but anachronistically out of time, somewhat like the 

"antediluvian" Acoma in Death Comes for the Archbishop. 

Most disturbingly, the anachronistic costumes consist of articles horribly out of 

place. The bloodstained wedding veil is especially evocative of atrocity—suggesting that 

someone butchered a bride in the midst of holy, celebrative sacrament—and 

inappropriateness, that the savages appear not to understand the uses of the plundered 

clothes. The blood on the veil and the blood "of prior owners" on the uniforms further 

distance the ordinary sense of being "clad," for the savages wear the items not only (or 

mainly) for practical purposes but as trophies of war, very much like the trophies of the 
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"bloody wigs," the scalps taken from the dead and dying troops (McCarthy 1992, 54)."'* 

A wig is not unlike any other item of garb, so that in the end we cannot see the clothes as 

the mark of culture but as the savage (mis)use of "skins" ripped from their proper, prior 

owners. The commingling of civilized and savage qualities leaves us with an 

overwhelming sense of barbarity that is qualified by vestiges of so-called civilized 

conquest, the heritage symbolized by the armor and uniforms. 

To complicate further the characterization of the Comanches, Christian references 

inform the attack, which implies that the heathens fijlfill a divine agenda. Before the 

massacre, a filibuster holds a spyglass "at his chest like a crucifix," foreshadowing the 

sacrifice of life to come, while the sergeant implores, "Oh my god"; another filibuster, 

once shot, bends over "as if in prayer" (McCarthy 1992, 53). While the Saxons bear a 

cross, the Comanches are "heathen," yet the infidels' costumes are "biblical," suggesting 

that the sacrifices may relate to divine purpose. Contrarily, the savages appear to 

originate "from a hell more horrible yet than the brimstone land of christian reckoning" 

(McCarthy 1992, 53); they are devilish but more so, not quite a part of Christian 

cosmology but understandable within its framework. The Comanches, for example, 

commit a particular sin against the Saxons, who are "sodomized" by the barbarians 

(McCarthy 1992, 54). Most significantly, in an image that recalls in tidy fashion the 

martyrdom of priests at the hands of Native Americans, the filibusters are left with a 

24. Coincidentally, in the last scene of the novel, the "hats or pantaloons or blue 
twill cavalry jackets" that the prostitutes wear are referred to as "trophies" (McCarthy 
1992, 334)' 
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"fringe of hair below their wounds" and thus looked like "maimed and naked monks" with 

terrible tonsures (McCarthy 1992, 54). 

In a classic scenario, savages martyr Christians, but it is unclear whether devil or 

god has sent such "horribles," for the hellish annihilation seems to fulfill a prophecy of 

divine wrath. Before the company leaves for Mexico, a Mennonite warns against the 

venture. 

"The wrath of God lies sleeping. It was hid a million years before men were and only 
men have power to wake it. . . Ye carry war of a madman's making onto a foreign 
land. Ye'11 wake more than the dogs." (McCarthy 1992, 40) 

Given the Christian coding of the massacre, it is difficult not to see the foolishness of 

White as a "madman's" folly and the apocalyptic prophecy fulfilled by the hellish horde. 

Remarkably, the language of the prophecy parallels that of the epilogue; God has put 

something in reserve—wrath, fire—that a mortal can unleash. The filibusters are, 

collectively, like the digger who strikes fire out of the ground, while the fire that signals 

and in some sense fuels the digger's "progress" is, in the massacre, the Comanche horde. 

It is as if the devilish heathens play parts in a godly scheme, having been "hid" long ago to 

be awakened later. In short, God's plan includes Comanche savagery. "Providence" itself 

partakes of the kind of sin and barbarity of the sodomizing, scalping horde. 

The collapse of the civilized and savage continues with the characterization of the 

scalpers, but with a difference. The initial portrait of Glanton's gang details their group 

identity. They are 

a pack of viciouslooking humans mounted on unshod indian ponies riding half drunk 
through the streets, bearded, barbarous, clad in the skins of animals stitched up with 
thews and armed with weapons of every description . . . [with] the trappings of their 
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horses fashioned out of human skin and their bridles woven up from human hair and 
decorated with human teeth and the riders wearing scapulars or necklaces of dried and 
blackened human ears. . . . [T]he whole like a visitation from some heathen land where 
they and others like them fed on human flesh. (McCarthy 1992, 78) 

Like the Comanches, the scalpers wear "human" trophies; and "pack" connotes, even 

more than "horde," a group of predatory animals, which preys—the text reiterates—on 

humans. While the Comanches speak in a "barbarous" way, the scalpers look 

"barbarous," and both groups are "clad" in animal skins, savage attire, which combines— 

like Cather's hills clad with verbena—a superficial civilized layer covering a wild body. 

Even the scalphunters' steeds, "indian ponies," contribute to their "savagery." 

What difference there is between the two packs is nearly imperceptible yet 

essential. In a passage that stresses violence against humans, that the scalpers are 

"humans" distinguishes their characterization from the treatment of the Comanches, who 

are beasts or subhumans; even if they might be human, they are Mongol(oid) and thus 

racially, in addition to behaviorally, savage. The Judge provides a more striking contrast 

to the Comanches. Following the passage quoted above, the text distinguishes Holden: he 

is "foremost among them, outsized and childlike with his naked face" (McCarthy 1992, 

79). In this case, "nakedness" reveals the high contrast between the superficial sunburn 

and the underlying whiteness, which shines forth in a civilized act—"bowing to the ladies 

and doffrng his filthy hat" (McCarthy 1992, 79)—that separates him from his ragged 

cohort and calls attention to his racial difference from such "Mongols" as the Comanches. 

He is simultaneously one of the scalpers and differentiable, because the "reeking horde of 

rabble [is] with him," a formulation that sets him apart as it implies membership. This 
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intermediary position informs the conclusions I will draw from this figure, who seems to 

blur and reify the typology of savagery and civilization. 

The scalphunters are "dancers" like their Comanche counterparts, but Holden is a 

dancer among dancers, which the final scene shows. Before the "validation" of causality 

in the outhouse and on the dance floor, the Judge explicates, or "monitors," the ritual and 

what has led up to it. 

"This is an orchestration for an event. For a dance in fact. The participants will be 
apprised of their roles at the proper time. For now it is enough that they have arrived." 
(McCarthy 1992, 328-29) 

Holden is as knowledgeable about the coming action as if he were the designer of it, yet he 

is not, for he is most assertive about defining what he sees ("monitors") developing 

("'This is an orchestration'"), but he also knows about the requirements ("'it is enough 

that they have arrived'") and the timing of the dance ("'at the proper time'"). Again, the 

Judge serves as a distinctive intermediary, powerful but not a prime mover, who seems to 

know more, see more, and understand more than his fellows. 

In explaining that the dancers are there "'by reason of some other'" (McCarthy 

1992, 328), Holden "represents" death as the abstract motive force of the ceremony: 

The judge leaned closer [to the Man], "What do you think death is, man? Of whom do 
we speak when we speak of a man who was and is not? Are these blind riddles or are 
they not some part of every man's jurisdiction? What is death if not an agency? And 
whom does he intend toward? Look at me." (McCarthy 1992, 329) 

The Judge's physically and verbally confrontational gestures, getting closer to the man, the 

terse command ("'Look at me'"), and the insistent questioning (what? whom?), respond 

to the Man's inability or unwillingness to identify the "other" figure, so the Judge must act 
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that part as well. Furthermore, given Holden's "hold" on the man and that he murders the 

Man as the climax of the "event," the Judge's identity combines with death itself." In this 

way, Blood Meridian appears to consign a superior degree of autonomy to the barrister 

because he "digs" while the others seem only to "wander." 

Holden is a dancer among dancers, an actor among actors, for he comprehends the 

event and performs the necessary blood sacrifice; but for what is such a sacrifice 

"intended"'' Does it simply serve the personification of "death""' Paradoxically, the group 

destiny of the dance of death yields a preeminent agent, a prime dancer, according to the 

"monitor"; 

"There is room on the stage for one beast and one alone. All others are destined for a 
night that is eternal and without name. One by one they will step down into 
that darkness before the footlamps. Bears that dance, bears that dont." (McCarthy 
1992, 331) 

The bear reference alludes to a dancing bear that had just been killed in the bar, and is in 

direct response to the Man's dismissal of the significance of "the dance": "'Even a dumb 

animal can dance'" (McCarthy 1992, 331). Holden's final statement thus reiterates the 

notion that one must dance; partake of the continuum of war and either triumph over all 

others or descend into the "eternal night" of the abyss. The triumphant one is the "'true 

dancer'" who has "'offered up himself entire to the blood of war, [and] who has been to 

the floor of the pit and seen horror in the round. ... [0]nly that man can dance'" 

(McCarthy 1992, 331). According to his own theology, the Judge is the one true dancer, 

25. "Holden" is in fact an archaic past participle of "hold" (The Random House 
College Dictionary^ Revised Edition, s.v. "holden"). 
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for in the finale he commands the dance floor. 

Not only do the Judge's own declarations nominate him for "true" status but the 

narrative exposition also reinforces such exceptionalism. Although he is not the lone beast 

on the stage, he is a preeminent, singular personage, "towering over them all" and a "great 

favorite." Toward the end of the final paragraph of the novel, the narrator corroborates 

the Judge's boasts; 

He never sleeps, he says. ... He never sleeps. He says that he will never die. He 
dances in light and in shadow and he is a great favorite. He never sleeps, the judge. He 
is dancing, dancing. He says that he will never die. (McCarthy 1992, 335) 

The overall image is one of perpetual motion, with the repetition of the idea of dancing 

and the references to him not needing sleep and not sleeping. To move in light and in 

shadow suggests agency seen and unseen, present and absent, which also implies 

perpetuity and the kind of omnipresence that characters attribute to him (McCarthy 1992, 

124)."^ As one who endures and moves and acts like no other, and having just taken a life, 

the Judge is an exceptional, victorious beast. 

The ending, danced literally in "doubletime" (McCarthy 1992, 335), is disturbingly 

upbeat, especially compared to the grim, desolate tone of the epilogue. The celebrative 

finale is the Judge's apotheosis, and the triumph signaled by his naked and pirouetting 

form has troubling, ambiguous implications. In general, the Judge embodies history as an 

26. A member of the gang, Tobin. notes that "'every man in the company claims to 
have encountered that sootysouled rascal in some other place'" (McCarthy 1992, 124), 
suggesting a devilish omnipresence. Late in the novel, after the group is disunited, the 
Man travels the West and hears "rumor everywhere" of the Judge (McCarthy 1992, 313), 
which suggests both omnipresence ("everywhere") and agency in absence. 
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amalgamation of savagery and civilization. If he dances in the end as a disciple of war, 

then his finale is representative of the dance of the Comanches and the scalp hunters, a 

savage dance of murderous conquest. In the end, he dances nakedly but finely; his 

nakedness recalls savagery, but his dance is also refined: he "bows to the ladies" and 

"wafts his hat," in gestures that earlier distinguished his character fi^om complete 

"savagery." In contrast to the fi^ontier toughs' rough dancing (they slam the floor with 

their boots), the Judge is gracefiil and elegant in his movements; he "bows" and "sashays" 

and "pirouettes," his feet "light and nimble" (McCarthy 1992, 335). The refinement and 

civility that the Judge demonstrates in connection with his murder of the Man, the dance 

of blood, runs throughout the novel, and shows him to be—by any number of measures— 

a paragon of civilization. Not only educated but prodigiously learned, Holden is refined 

and skilled, worldly, eloquent; he is a scholar, an orator, a theologian, a paleontologist, a 

zoologist, a chemist, et cetera. Like Joseph Conrad's Kurtz, all of Europe (and European 

America) formed Holden. He is a Nietzschean Superman bent on mastery, a diabolical 

dictator of the terms of his own fate, and an aspiring "suzerain" (McCarthy 1992, 198-99). 

Perhaps ironically, it is apparently by the very civilized totality of his character that he is 

qualified to see horror in the round. Unlike Kurtz, who cannot survive the atavism he 

unleashes, the Judge revels in the savagery in which he is enmeshed and implicated. 

Holden's triumph over the Man, who embodies history (as mindless violence), 

would appear to be savagery's conquest of "history" as an account of cultural progress. 

In a powerful way, however, the Judge also embodies history just as he embodies the 

savagery of war and civilization's refinements. 
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Whatever his antecedents he was something other than their sum, nor was there a 
system by which to divide him back into his origins for he would not go. Whoever 
would seek out his history through what unraveling of loins and ledgerbooks must stand 
at last darkened and dumb at the shore of a void without terminus or origin. . . . 
(McCarthy 1992, 309-10) 

Just as history itself, as configured in Blood Meridian, is not divisible into the sum or 

series of individuals' actions, so too is the Judge's "history" indivisible. Corresponding to 

such an abstract view of history, the Judge is a totalizing figure of endless proportion and 

indefinite origin. By analogy, the Judge embodies history; when he kills the Man, he does 

not obliterate history but fulfills it in his "immense and terrible flesh" (McCarthy 1992, 

333) as a cycle of warring. Just as an individual is immersed in the historical continuum, 

the Man is subsumed in the "embodiment" of history. 

Despite the narrator's insistence on the Judge's indecipherable nature, "a void 

without terminus or origin," his characterization indeed symbolizes the "civilization" of the 

colonizing Euramerican culture, which casts itself as the light of the world illuminating 

(forcibly) the darkness of savagery. Holden's apotheosis thus affirms American conquest, 

not only in terms of ends but also in terms of means, because mastery is the desired end 

but the method of war is itself "'holy'" (McCarthy 1992, 307). The Judge's triumph is 

consistent with—not a subversion of—the triumphant view of imperialism, the pragmatic 

side of manifest destiny: a war of conquest is inevitable because it is necessary; civilization 

must defeat savagery to ensure cultural survival and historical progress; and because it is 

inevitably successful, it is celebrated and sanctified. Compare this comment on 

imperialistic violence from Albert Weinberg's Destiny. "The imperialist's 

mystical conception that force is of'divine origin'... [implies] that it is an instrument 
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through which . . . God wills to work" (1935, 305), Like the "historical" imperialists, 

Holden deifies the violence of conquest; the main difference is that the imperialists whom 

Weinberg catalogues at least pretended to seek a goal beyond violence, while the Judge 

does not. There have been a few imperialists, however, who did not pretend to pursue a 

goal other than mastery; for example, the following quotation from a Washington Post 

editorial applauds the American conquest of the Philippines: the US '"annexed these 

possessions in cold blood and . . . [Americans] intend to utilize them to our profit and 

advantage'" (14 January 1900). Not only does this reflect Holden's views and actions, but 

it is also the type of cynical defense that implicitly upholds the scalp bounty program, 

profit through superior force. Although Blood Meridian complicates and perhaps even 

•'deconstructs" the typology and symbolism of savagery versus civilization, the Judge yet 

signifies as an agent who stands for the same type of agenda that Captain White espouses 

but fails to fulfill. By recognizing the Judge's "historical" resonances, as a figure of 

"white" European mastery, we can see how his apotheosis is indeed historical in scope and 

not just a lone dance that signifies the inescapable continuum of war. Ironically, it is at his 

most "individual" that the Judge is most "historical," for his dance of death betokens a 

historical continuum that stages violent domination as a civilized triumph. As one of the 

scalphunters, the Judge is, in the end, no less "trammeled to chords of rawest destiny" 

(McCarthy 1992, 154) than the Kid or any of the others; the length of his tether merely 
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accommodates a more illustrious dance.^ 

Although Blood Meridian reinscribes the thrust of manifest destiny, it is important 

to recognize a significant exception to the trend. Indeed, we may do well to account for 

the element of "subversion" that the back cover blurb identifies. What separates Blood 

Meridian from the other two novels of this chapter, and most such conventional 

narratives, is its refijsal to assert "civilization" as the mutually exclusive antipode of 

"savagery" and, alternately, its insistence that the putative triumph of civilization is one of 

violence and horror rather than of progress, democracy, or some other ideal. This is the 

point at which Blood Meridian is no longer a classic tale of regeneration through violence 

because, in Richard Slotkin's (1973, 1998) formulation of the narrative mode, the violence 

leads to a reassertion of civilized order. There is no such promise in Blood Meridian, 

which expresses an "idealism" of war that is consistent with imperialist force but which 

lacks the redemptive "accomplishment" of Christian or humanist progress. The apotheosis 

of the Judge fulfills the mechanisms of manifest destiny but debunks its sanctimony. On 

the other hand, if the dance is at once an enactment and a celebration of the war of 

conquest, then we can read the scalp hunting as in some sense inevitable and triumphant— 

consistent with the larger movement of "expansion" and "progress." The "fortunes" of 

the Kid fit within a pattern of westering that is commensurate with many other types of 

expansionist adventures, but the novel "subverts" any sense of grand teleology; the Kid's 

27. Compare the Judge's remark about being tied to one's destiny. "The arc of 
circling bodies is determined by the length of their tether.... Moons, coins, men'" 
(McCarthy 1992, 245-46). 
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final glimpse from the western shore is ominous—"the black and seamless sea" suggests 

an abyss (McCarthy 1992, 304)—and anti-climactic (he does nothing there), and his 

continuing travels reverse the direction of such westering only to reach a literal dead end. 

The finale encourages us to view the "warfare" of Blood Meridian as the rightful, 

inescapable dance of warriors. We may ponder the extent to which the narrative 

generalizes, or universalizes, the dance of history, given that the supposed victims of 

conquest. Native Americans, seem equally capable as "dancers," as the Comanches 

demonstrate. The novel seems intent on such dissociation from a recognizable "national" 

program; however, we must recall the "American" character of the group, and especially 

the racially "white" and culturally "civilized" characteristics of the Judge, to keep the 

action and what it signifies in a useful "historical" context. Holden's apotheosis as an 

exceptional warrior, or dancer, makes him a recognizable exemplar of conquering force, 

which is the occasionally acknowledged underbelly of "manifest destiny." The Judge's 

fate, to become a mighty dancing bear, itself suggests colonialist conventionality, for bears 

(as well as buffalo) have "remained [since the nineteenth century] symbols of the 'real 

West'" and symbolic of "the wildness of the West" (Limerick 1988, 314, 316) as well as 

of the scene of civilization's destined triumph over that wildness. 

"Bears That Dance, Bears That Dont" 

The apotheosis of each protagonist leads me to see all three works as striving to 

leave one last bear dancing. Reading these novels together reveals the contingency and 
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selectivity of the authors' historical fatalism and exemplary figures. Because they pursue, 

develop, and exalt victorious "civilized" protagonists, Blood Meridian, Death Comes for 

the Archbishop, and Not by the Sword articulate plots of mastery. In attempting to 

reconceive the US conquest of the Southwest, these novels stumble into the very 

conventions that they would ostensibly revise. Their adherence to convention 

deconstructs or confounds the cultural politics of each narrative. Even their attempts to 

single out avatars of glory, perseverance, or destruction (whether to praise, uphold, or 

expose conquest), the "heroes," as "monitors," are truly "figures," personifications of 

abstracted or collective agency. In each novel, the providential or natural motive power of 

history uses them to "enact" history; it is as if they are "characters" twice over. 

The history Death Comes for the Archbishop narrates is one of territorial 

acquisition and cultivation; Indians and Mexicans must cede territory to Euramericans, 

who can (and must) master the land, bringing it to fhiition. Planting is the pervasive 

leitmotif of fruition but the supreme symbol of Latour's apotheosis is his completed 

cathedral. The cathedral itself is a "completion" of the local landscape (Gather 1990, 175, 

240, 269-70). The cathedral also symbolizes a coming together of different influences: 

personal (Latour), communal (donated funds, groups of workers, et cetera), and a 

combination of cultural traditions or milieus, European and indigenous. The narrative 

stresses the cathedral's relationship to the local environment, but, as one of the last images 

of it shows—with the towers rising above the land (Gather 1990, 269-70)—it is an 

imposition on the landscape and ultimately a measure of "the European's desire to 

'master' nature," a trait Latour acknowledges and apparently accepts (Gather 1990, 233). 
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On a literal level, the priests, exemplified by Latour, "accomplish" the territorial 

conquest of the region for US expansion. The individualism of the priests' 

"accomplishment" is swallowed up in the march of historical progress that they represent, 

or even embody, but do not cause sni generis. As much as Latour accomplishes history, 

history accomplishes him. Symbolically, through the figuration of the conquest of land as 

a civilized fulfillment of the wild land, "culture" supplants "savagery" and, by extension, 

conquers the "savage" indigenous peoples—but does not incorporate them as 

"Americans," in the manner that Latour first conceived. The apotheosis of the Archbishop 

makes clear that the project of mastering land and people is inevitable and worthwhile. In 

the Garden of the Southwest, the European immigrants become "Americans," symbolically 

"saved", but Native Americans and Mexicans, as inassimilable, are dismissed as 

"Americans," although they might endure in their antiquated stasis. Indeed, Latour 

foresees the survival of Indian peoples, but he also sees them declining. Therefore, while 

the characterization of the dying Archbishop attempts to distinguish Latour's individualism 

based on assimilated indigenousness, the hybridity will not hold. The novel will not 

sustain such a synthesis because Latour must "always" be an agent among agents in the 

continuum of European—and hence Ewramerican—desiring, dreaming, and mastery. 

Death Comes for the Archbishop portrays the Archbishop and his cohon as heirs 

to the region and Not by the Sword similarly figures Tercero as the heir to the rancho 

tradition, as the latter struggles to withstand Americanization. The central implication of 

each novel becomes clearer: to bequeath the area to European heirs. Not by the Sword 

wishes to leave it in the hands of the descendents of the "original" Spanish colonists, who 
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will persevere through reproduction and land consolidation; Death Comes for the 

Archbishop prefers to leave the area to the Gallic cultivators of the new American order. 

Crucially, Not by the Sword ends as it begins, with the old views of the grandfather mostly 

intact—"We have always been here," "there is still the land," "one can still withdraw from 

the craziness of the world" (Candelaria 1982, 4, 235)—although the innovations and 

impositions of American dominion temper these sentiments. For the colonizing culture, of 

course, "we have always been here" is a trope that signifies its contingent and temporal 

28 
settlement as an unquestionably authontative presence. Tercero's stance marks him as 

heir not only to the colonial estate but also to the colonizers' ideology. Despite the new 

American influence, then, the apotheosis of "the Third" reaffirms the Nuevo Mejicano 

colonial continuum as a viable partner in a cultural marriage with the US continuum, a 

match that the marriage between Andrea and an American, Michael Dalton, emblematizes. 

Not by the Sword seems most interested in implicating certain Nuevo Mejicanos as 

proto-Americans, and thus proper role-players in the new order. As an intermediary, 

Tercero negotiates Mejicano and American identities: he stands not only for the 

perpetuation of the rancho society but for democracy, progressive ideals (Candelaria 

1982, 36), and a belief in the power of Providence (Candelaria 1982, 216)—all of which 

are easily assimilable into US politics and culture; hence Not by the Sword does not so 

much offer a critique of US conquest and nationalism or assert a Chicano nationalism so 

much as it provides a vindication of Nuevo Mejicanos as Americans in waiting, some of 

28. On the colonial impulse to assert authority as an effect of "presence," see 
Bhabha (1994b, 107-12). 
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whom really believed much the same things as the soldiers of American destiny. The 

fatalism of the prudent Mejicanos, including Tercero, ironically echoes "manifest destiny": 

with the exaltation of Tercero, there is at once a certain resistance to and a certain 

resignation about US conquest. In resisting the destiny of the US, he paradoxically 

"resigns" himself to a place in that regime. 

For Blood Meridian especially, my generalizations regarding the conventionality of 

these novels require qualification: of the three, it seems most committed to deconstructing 

the dualism, but the Judge reimplicates history as the triumph of the white, civilized man— 

however "savage" he may be. Holden's violence—and that of the scalp hunters as a 

group—can always be accommodated in the mythos of civilized conquest because the 

savagery of the frontier authorized such brutality in the service of the larger cultural 

29 
movement of the colonial mission. It is precisely this quandary which allows the 

metatext of the novel to declare that Blood Meridian is both a "classic tale of regeneration 

through violence" (according to the promotional blurb credited to Michael Herr on the 

front cover) and a subversion of "the conventions of the Western novel" (Vintage 

International 1992), It is both, perhaps, but its subversiveness does not result in any 

fundamental questioning of American conquest; it merely seeks to get the supposed cause 

right: not the brightness of civilization but the darkness—or "evening redness"—of 

savagery. Just because Holden and his pack of scalp hunters might spook us with their 

29. On the tendency to characterize the violence of the Westerner (American, 
European) as a response to or an assimilation of wildness, or "savagery," see Richard 
Slotkin(1973). 
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savagery does not mean that they do not also represent the "destiny" of Euramerican 

civilization. 

Blood Meridian emphasizes cultural inevitability by insisting on a naturalized, 

perpetual cycle of violence. Indeed, Holden's triumphant individualism collapses into the 

continuum of history as war because his individual victory partakes of the triumph of 

geologic and genetic forces at work. In this novel, the continuity of the dance of history, 

in which individuals are swept up, depends on a static, cyclical pattern. References to 

geologic time and cultural antiquity characterize this historical stasis; evidence of 

mankind's work in the landscape dating before man or "any living thing" (McCarthy 1992, 

50); the Comanches attired in garb that represents the ages of humanity (McCarthy 1992, 

52-53); the "unguessed kinships" between man and rock (McCarthy 1992, 247); cycles of 

humanity evidenced by ruins (McCarthy 1992, 146-47); "phantom" riders reflected in the 

ghostly traces of the "water gone these thousand years" (McCarthy 1992, 108-09). The 

antiquity of humanity, its destined place in the continuum of war, and the links between 

geology, geologic time, and humanity are summarized in yet another powerful set of 

assertions that Holden expresses: 

It makes no difference what men think of war, said the judge. War endures. As well 
ask men what they think of stone. War was always here. Before man was, war waited 
for him. The ultimate trade awaiting its ultimate practitioner. That is the way it was 
and will be. (McCarthy 1992, 248) 

Blood Meridian "cuts" at least two ways: it deflates a righteous sense of progress 

but reinscribes the notion of historical inevitability driving US colonialism and nation-

building, although the aim of the "mission" is warfare rather than democracy or a blessed 
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"city upon a hill." Nonetheless, the Judge's mission of exterminatory violence can be (and 

has been) invoked to serve higher ideals—it is not inconsistent with American expansion, 

imperialism, and nationalism. Behind the glowing conventional rhetoric of nationalism 

stands the figure of the Judge, monstrous and murderous. The Judge's ceremony of blood 

seems to imply that we must embrace our history even if such an embrace is murder, or 

the acknowledgment of murder, that it all must be taken in to see our past "in the round." 

This aspect of the novel is potentially "subversive" and powerfully antidotal to the brand 

of jingoism that casts US conquest as a benign, innocuous, or redemptive Pax Americana. 

Yet, it seems inadequate to say, for example, that Euramericans were as savage as 

the "savages" rather than civilized—that the colonizers were wild reflections of the 

colonized, or vice versa. It is as if the novel wants it one (innovative) way, but cannot 

help letting a different (conventional) sense intrude: if we consider the demystifying 

message of the Judge's characterization (as a "towering" participant of American 

conquest) as the idea that the narrative "wants" to put forth, then we must also 

acknowledge its tendency to naturalize the same figure and the same violence, as coded 

eternally, and thus not exceptional, particular, or "national." It may be subversive to say 

that civilization is really savagery in disguise, but it appears to be much less so to maintain 

that all is only savagery, all it ever was and all it ever will be—which is the conclusion that 

the apotheosis of Holden suggests. This double message, then, topples the holy rhetoric 

of manifest destiny but replaces it with a new "faith"; that all we can really believe is that 

"savagely" was the only possible answer to the question "how would Europeans settle the 

continent?" To put this issue another way, consider the prospect of rewriting the 
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conventions of the Western genre: if part of the subversiveness of historical fiction 

depends on showing the contingencies rather than the necessities of the past, then Blood 

Meridian does so only to replace the old sense of necessity, manifest destiny, with a new 

sense of inevitability; the forces of savagery will prevail in an exterminatory ritual. 

Notwithstanding the absence of the conventionally triumphant tone of the 

expansionist dogma in the epilogue, for example. Blood Meridian offers a model to 

support reading the novel according to a logic of inactive agency: the market for scalps 

thrives, so scalps must be taken, so scalpers must take them, so a generic individual, the 

Kid, must become a scalper. If individual agency is swallowed up in historical necessity, 

confused and dispersed and deferred, however, the charge of "depravity" will always hit 

wide of the mark, for no one actor is any more or less accountable than another. This is 

the sirens' song manifest destiny has sung: how can all of this—violence, depravity, 

territorial acquisition, et cetera—be questioned when it is fated, when God's own fire is 

enkindled in its service? 

A conventional sense of inevitability informs these novels' treatments of the 

Southwest as an environment in which Europeans and Euramericans attain their 

fulfillment. The region exists for their use; its existence in its own right, its 

indigenousness, is of distantly secondary importance. The novels fictionalize US 

expansion as a history of harvest or exploitation: lands and souls, ranchos and rancheros, 

scalps and lucre. The standard script holds that civilizing forces redeem savage lands and 

peoples, but Death Comes for the Archbishop and Not by the Sword —through the 

convolutions and rigidities of their rhetoric regarding race, culture, and history—thwart 
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the sense of a redemptive "civilizing mission" that would "justify" the violence and 

hegemony of conquest. Blood Meridian blurs the customary categories only to reinscribe 

savagism, and, at the same time, suggest that the most "refined" of the savages is the great 

man of history, the lone beast dancing in a bloody ritual. Ironically, even as 

"deconstructed" in Blood Meridian, the conventional rhetoric accommodates the 

triumphant fatalism that Holden embodies. Just as James Fenimore Cooper always held 

Natty Bumppo out of complete identification with savagery, emphasizing his being 

"without a cross," so too does Blood Meridian redeem the civilized-savage scalp 

hunters—qua Americans—through the figure of the pale (racially "white"), pirouetting 

(culturally refined) Judge. The fi"ontier mode, in these three works, serves to commingle 

culture-as-history with nature-as-savagery with the result that conquest is necessary rather 

than contingent. These novels show manifest destiny to be the lie of a "savage 

acculturation," a necessarily violent Americanization of the Southwest, and, by extension, 

the New World. 

By the end of each novel, the narrative projects a sense of the state of the region. 

Death Comes for the Archbishop and Not by the Sword concern themselves with ordering 

the Southwest; Blood Meridian focuses on dis-ordering the region. Whereas the first two 

novels strive to provide the region with particular stewards, in Blood Meridian there is 

little sense that the area is left in anyone's care, or that it will even continue to exist as 

anything other than an anarchic and bloody borderland; it is and will remain a hostile war 

zone, "a terra damnata" (McCarthy 1992, 61), in which US dominance conforms to the 

geologic, genetic, immemorial cycle of violence. In Death Comes for the Archbishop, 



135 

before the American conquest of the region, the Southwest is incomplete, and cultural 

invasion turns it into a civilized garden, even if the indigenous peoples are "lost." For Not 

by the Sword, the Southwest is complete, as a Mejicano milieu, a state that the US 

disrupts and restructures. Strangely, in Not by the Sword, although the region is civilized, 

the land remains savage: even the Nuevo Mejicanos refer to the region as a God-forsaken 

land (Candelaria 1982, 4, 41). 

The Southwest in all three works is a dangerous frontier region, a place of cultural 

and ethnic contention and conflict; the frontier of Blood Meridian is especially violent; 

Death Comes for the Archbishop and Not by the Sword portray the struggles primarily in 

spiritual and cultural terms. Regardless of the plane of struggle, each novel virtually 

writes indigenous peoples out of history. Gather's work suggests Native Americans will 

survive, but in an extremely qualified way. In the closing pages, Latour opines, "'I do not 

believe, as I once did, that the Indian will perish, I believe that God will preserve him'" 

(Gather 1990, 296). Somehow, the same providential force that ostensibly hastened 

Indians' decline will also work for the preservation of "the Indian." And if "the Indian" 

survives, such an existence will lie outside of history because their unchanging nature 

leaves them at the bottom of the sea and out of reach of the flow of progress. 

Gandelaria's novel awkwardly situates Indians between European cultures, explicitly 

subordinated to the more powerflil Nuevo Mejicanos and Americans, although implicitly 

they are "secretly" constituent of Mejicano culture. In McCarthy's tale. Native Americans 

are generally either reduced to the "receipt" of their scalps or become a kind of elemental. 
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30 
wandering, (un)holy terror. In these novels, indigenous peoples are victimizers of 

civilized peoples, and thus enemies of progress, or are themselves victims of progress; 

with either characterization, all three novels reimplicate the savage of convention. 

.A.S different as these novels are, all three suggest there is something heroic about 

conquest. Even Not by the Sword, which casts critical doubt on US intentions and values, 

conceptualizes resistance to US conquest as a perpetuation, or "reproduction," of 

European colonial society. To a surprising extent, these works retain the jingoism of 

manifest destiny. But one of the crucial discourses on which manifest destiny depends, 

civilization and savagery, breaks down in the novels, thus undermining any coherent sense 

of cultural continuity or historical wholeness or triumphant agency. More than the others. 

Blood Meridian takes this deconstructive impulse up virtually as its cause, to blur the lines 

of valuation in order to cast doubt on the nobility of such a destiny; some collect bones 

and some do not collect bones; how can we possibly understand (let alone celebrate) such 

a history—this is the question that the epilogue of Blood Meridian seems to raise. 

Despite the general lack of conceptual coherence, each novel signifies importantly 

about the history of US nation-building. What national identity, or identities, do they 

articulate, support, appeal to, degrade, revise, reflite'' As the critics emphasize in the 

promotional quotations that the publisher includes at the beginning of Not by the Sword, 

Candelaria seems bent on highlighting Nuevo Mejicano, or Chicano, identity—one blood, 

30 . An exception to my generalization about Native Americans in Blood Meridian 
would be the Dieguenos, who rescue the few scalp hunter survivors of the attack at the 
Yuma crossing (McCarthy 1992). One could also say that the Indians who belong to 
Glanton's party do not fit neatly into the dichotomy that prevails in the novel. 
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"one nation" (Candelaria 1982, 184)—and not an all-inclusive American identity. Death 

Comes for the Archbishop envisions French civilization as being a noble antecedent of 

American identity. Blood Meridian abstracts America's mission in the Judge's theology 

of bloodshed but also implies that American identity derives from the type of holocaust 

that the scalp hunters perpetuate in the terra damnata. Further, with Blood Meridian, to 

say that savagism fought savagism and savagery won is to make US conquest ahistorical: 

the violence of the US mission waited for Americans in the landscape, the ultimate nation 

awaiting its ultimate nationalist—to rephrase part ofHolden's catechism. Blood Meridian 

shows conquest not as historical trek and settlement but as peripatetic process, the 

nomadic pursuit of violence, a fluid system of self-aggrandizement and/as extermi-nation. 

Such apparently pointless movement partakes of a vein of manifest destiny: "It was 

essential, . . always to be on the move. Spatial stagnation meant regression. Destiny 

required constant, purposeflil intervention in time and space" (Stephanson 1995, 97). 

Curiously, the interventions of the ever-wandering Vaillant seem not dissimilar to those of 

the vagrant scalp hunters. The apparent difference of the endeavors raises the issue of the 

extremely disparate impulses codified in American expansionism, which result in the 

apparently "contradictory process of peaceable settlers engaged in lofty acts of 

annihilation. Peace and annihilation were seemingly two sides of the same coin" 

(Stephanson 1995, 47). The peacefiil missionary work of Death Comes for the 

Archbishop is the other side of the warfare of Blood Meridian. Both novels depict 

admirably this conflicted expansionist schema, while Not by the Sword shows a kind of 

balance whereby the threat of annihilation brings about a transformative (albeit 
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compromising) peace. For all of its ostensible subversiveness. Blood Meridian does not 

escape the hold of convention. The narrative strives to convince its readers that 

civilization is really ("naturally") savagery, but this resuhs not in any reevaluation of what 

we traditionally refer to as national culture or civilization but a replacement of one 

monolith with another: the nation is not based on true civilization but on eternally repeated 

savagery; Blood Meridian, in its subversive moment, trades one master trope for another. 

While each text provides some revisionary content and supplemental 

interpretation, much in them remains consistent with the conventions of narrating 

American conquest, or "how the west was won." These novels depend on the 

conventional trope of "superiority" to explain the fatalism of conquest. Reliance on this 

paradigm does not result in a substantive revision of such explanations as the fate of 

nations, the rights of conquest, or the progress of true culture following the path of the 

sun. Reading against the grain of these novels elicits another conclusion about the 

significance of the (recast) conventions themselves. Recall the Judge in his triumphant 

moment of nude ritual dance. We might say that this shows how culture is a superficial 

layer of garb concealing the inherent brutality of humanity, but we might also note that in 

his savage nakedness, he is still left with the cultural hat to doff, a gesture which continues 

to link the pale dancer's brutality to a recognizable, refined "civilization." In "savagely" 

revealing (almost) everything, the Judge hides (virtually) all that is "civilized" about his 

"history ." Just so, these novels deploy the trope of "savagery" to obscure and vindicate 

the violence of "culture." Such fi^ontier narratives as these insist on the cyclical violence 

of conquest. Furthermore, they suggest a kind of cyclical discursive violence, but a time 
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for narrating our history of conquest differently must be more accessible to us than the 

"heritage of Cain and Abel," or else our national origins will only be explainable as a latter 

day fratricide or another bloody dance. 
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CHAPTERS 

"THE PAST IS ALWAYS THERE, STAINING US": THE NIGHTMARE HISTORY 
OF WILLIAM T. VOLLMANN'S FATHERS AND CROWS 

History devours what happens, without any reason. 

Vollmann. Fathers and Crows 

Symbolic Historiography 

Contemporary writer William T. Vollmann is reconceiving the means and ends of 

the Euramerican conquest of North America by creating, in his Seven Dreams series of 

novels, "a 'Symbolic History'"': ''An account of origins and metamorphoses which is often 

untrue based on the literal facts as we know them, but whose untruths further a deeper 

sense of truth" (1993, 939). To date, three of the proposed seven volumes, or "Dreams," 

have been published: The Ice-Shirt, Fathers and Crows, and The Rifles. The Ice-Shirt tells 

of the Scandinavian colonization of Iceland and Greenland as well as the aborted conquest 

of "Vinland," in North America (Vollmann 1990). The second Dream, the subject of this 

chapter, reconstructs the early period of France's conquest of Canada. The Rifles, the 

sixth Dream, portrays the overlapping Arctic quests of English explorer John Franklin and 

1. I use "Euramerican" to refer to the Western European peoples who colonized 
North America. I will typically use "North American" to bridge my primary interest with 
the United States and the literal setting of Vollmann's novel. New France, or "Canada." 
For other remarks about national and cultural nomenclature, see chapter 1, note 2. 
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the author's aher ego, Captain Subzero (Vollmann 1994). I will focus on Fathers and 

Crows, as representative of Seven Dreams, for two reasons: first, of the three novels, it 

portrays the most substantial cross-cultural interactions of European colonists and Native 

Americans; second, its attention to the foundational processes and lasting effects of some 

of the earliest permanent European settlements of the "New World" befits my examination 

of literary representations of historical agency. Fathers and Crows offers the fullest, most 

complex "history" of the cultural formations that we recognize as constituent of modem 

cultures and nations, specifically in what is now southeastern Canada and the northeastern 

region of the United States of America. In eschewing and employing the received "truths" 

of literary and historical conventions and by incorporating symbolic "untruths," Fathers 

and Crows reconceives and "deepens," or complicates, our understanding of "post-

contact" North America. 

To do justice to the complexities of North American history, Vollmann has crafted 

a prodigious, sprawling, idiosyncratic tale of the seventeenth-century European conquest 

of "New France" that dramatizes the intercultural relations between indigenous groups 

and colonists. Fathers and Crows foregrounds the dual agenda of New France, harvesting 

pelts and gaining converts. In a statement that could serve as an epigraph for the novel, 

historian William J. Eccles notes that "the destruction of Huronia made very plain how 

closely intertwined were the fijr trade and missionary work, both being entirely dependent 

on the Indians for their essential ingredients, fiirs and heathen souls" (1969, 44). Fathers 

and Crows emphasizes the "harvest" of souls. In particular, the Jesuits of the Society of 

Jesus, a dominant Christian missionary order, attract much of Vollmann's attention. In 
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focusing on the Jesuit mission. Fathers and Crows highlights the collision of distinctive, 

divergent worldviews and life ways, climaxing in the martyrdom of Jean de Brebeuf; this 

novel examines the problematic process of forging an ostensibly composite nation, let 

alone a synthetic "identity," from European and Native American peoples. 

Vollmann seems intent on revising the classical conquest model by complicating 

and debunking our received stories. In a telling (albeit flippant) note, he alerts us to his 

perceptions of the canonical purview; in reference to the legendary name "Hiawatha," for 

which Vollmann includes several alternate spellings, he advises adherents to conventional 

storytelling to avoid his revisionary project; "If you want it simple, read Longfellow" 

(1993, 962)." More substantively. Fathers and Crows helps to belie a simplistic rendering 

of the history of colonial relations by accounting for the changes that conquest wrought on 

relationships between indigenous peoples. As the narrator summarizes, this Dream is "the 

story of how the Black-Gowns and the Iroquois between them conquered the Huron 

people" (Vollmann 1993, 7, emphasis mine). This perspective implicates European 

agency at the same time that it rejects the reductive dichotomy of (European) colonizer 

and (Indian) colonized and therefore aids in establishing a compelling fictional "truth." 

To "deepen" our understanding of the well-trodden subject of the conquest of 

North America, Vollmann employs framing devices and a boldly "figurative" style to 

2. While Vollmann omits quotation marks for dialogue and employs 
unconventional textual and typographical strategies, I will include quotation marks to 
indicate speech and regularize most other idiosyncrasies for the sake of consistency. 
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achieve his "symbolic" method. An important example of his symbolism and of the 

narrative framing is the extended metaphor of the dream; from the subtitle of the novel on, 

it begins to fulfill Vollmann's vision by privileging the surreal and the fantastic rather than 

the literal and the mundane. Fathers and Crows is carefully researched, meticulous, and 

detailed, but it is also impressionistic, ambiguous, and rhizomatous. Like a rhizome, the 

narrative is a web of connections rather than a unilateral system tending deeper, so that, 

paradoxically, Vollmann reaches for depth, or verticality, by creating a horizontally 

developing text; a "history" comprising a network of influence and relationship."' This 

history, like many worthwhile histories, raises vexing questions and difficult issues but 

provides little in the way of simple explanations, rational motives, and straightforward 

causes. 

Vollmann's paradoxical, open-ended method evokes the theoretical analogue of 

Deconstruction. Fathers and Crows evinces deconstructive ideas concerning "'truth," 

"meaning," and "textuality." Indeed, one might regard Vollmann's storytelling as a 

fictional version of Jacques Derrida's philosophizing '"sous ratiire^' or "under erasure." In 

Of Grammatology, Derrida acknowledges that he cannot critique philosophical discourse 

without participating in it, so he qualifies his contributions by disclaiming a flill. 

3. The idea of comparing Vollmann's narrative to a rhizome occurred to me as I 
read Tim Woods' Beginning Postmodernism. Woods discusses Gilles Deleuze and Felix 
Guattari's "theory . . . based upon the concept of the rhizome," a model that envisions "a 
network of multiplicities" rather than "systematic and hierarchical principles" (Woods 
1999, 31, 32). 



144 

"conclusive" investment in the existing discourse; "Like all the notions I am using here, it 

['experience'] belongs to the history of metaphysics and we can only use it under erasure" 

(1976, 60). In the "Translator's Preface" of Derrida's work, Gayatri Spivak offers a 

helpfiil set of generalizations to describe this method; to write under erasure is "to write a 

word, cross it out, and then print both word and deletion. (Since the word is inaccurate, it 

is crossed out. Since it is necessary, it remains legible.)" (1976, xiv). In a rendering that 

is compatible with Vollmann's leitmotif, the Stream of Time, Spivak notes also that "our 

very language is twisted and bent even as it guides us. Writing 'under erasure' is the mark 

of this contortion" (1976, xiv). Vollmann's fictional historiography partakes of this 

"erasure," a simultaneous writing and deletion. Vollmann upholds the critical function of 

narrating the past while he acknowledges that such "storytelling" will not yield an 

authoritative narrative—that within any responsibly executed "history" must inhere its 

own insistent caveat (or crossing out), such as Vollmann provides when he admits to 

creating a "true" history from a mixture of "literal facts" and "lies." As a historical novel 

"under erasure," Fathers and Crows represents both the importance and the impossibility 

of constructing texts that advance "truths." 

The very pursuit of "truths" would seem to disallow any programmatic attempt to 

offer nothing other than a deconstructive impasse, or aporia. Indeed, this Dream is 

tendentious without being theoretically doctrinaire, and its avowed goal of a "deeper" 

understanding does invite us to reappraise the formative past of North America. In 

general, Vollmann characterizes the course of history as love and desire transformed into 

violence and dissolution. In an interview, Vollmann notes that violence can be an impulse 
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of love, especially love that is, in the interviewer's words, "twisted." "I think this kind of 

thing has happened in most violent people. They had feelings of yearning, or longing, or 

love, or whatever you want to call it, which couldn't be realized for some reason" 

(Vollmann 2000), While Vollmann traces numerous desires, yearnings, and agendas, the 

stimulus that signifies most in Fathers and Crows is the "love" igniting the missionary 

agenda. Early on, the narrator articulates this calculus of love and violence with regard to 

the Jesuits' ardent efforts to secure indigenous converts. "The Black-Gowns prayed to 

the Huron, 'let us love you'—and the Huron were destroyed" (Vollmann 1993, 14). In 

addition to conjoining love and destruction, this equation exemplifies Vollmann's 

approach to history. He reckons historical agency by parsing the junctures of discrete 

locatable acts and the more broadly encompassing "fates" of groups of people, even of 

whole cultures. This excerpt also invokes the intense irony and even paradox that lends a 

"deconstructive" quality to Fathers and Crows', holy love damns a culture. 

Pyrrhic Victories and Dubious Destinies: The Parable of the Eagle and the Fox 

The paradox of destructive love powerfully informs a framing scenario of Fathers 

and Crows, a melodramatic episode (described at the beginning and at the end of the 

novel) that condenses narrative emphases on the entanglements of desire, cultural 

difference, and historical agency. Two men, the Eagle and the Fox, vie for the attention of 

a woman, Kateri Tekakwitha. This "triangle" explodes when the Eagle murders the Fox. 

Significantly, the newfound Christian zeal of Tekakwitha underiies the fatal denouement: 
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her strict adherence to the new faith makes acceptance of either suitor impossible. The 

narrator assesses the matter in a paradigmatic synthesis of discrete and abstract causality: 

There is no denying that the Eagle would never have killed the Fox if he had not 
made Tekakwitha cry, that he would not have made her cry if she had not refused to 
marry him, that she would have married him if the Black-Gowns had never come into 
the Country of the [Iroquois], (Vollmann 1993, 338) 

Individuals are important loci of agency but they are locatable also within what I refer to 

as a continuum of agency; an encompassing, dominant structure of influence. In this 

instance, an influential component of the continuum of European colonialism, the Jesuit 

mission, affects the otherwise discrete actions of the Iroquois individuals. In this framing 

episode and throughout the novel, an accurate assessment of autonomy must also account 

for the larger historical forces that initiate or shape events. This precarious balance 

between individual autonomy (the series of personal decisions) and collective agency 

(missionary Christianity) exemplifies Vollmann's treatment of the relationships between 

human activity and history. Moreover, the focus on the "Black-Gowns"—whose 

conversion of Tekakwitha governs the scenario above—as an important source of agency 

reflects the focus of the novel, the French conquest of "Canada," particularly the 

significant role that the Catholic mission played in trying to conven the "Savages" to the 

•'true faith." In addition to establishing a model of historical agency, this crisis serves as a 

synecdoche for the figuration of cultural hybridity in the novel; in particular, Tekakwitha, 

"the Lily of the Mohawk," personifies hybridity as a "problematic" of the colonial milieu 

rather than as a resolution or a synthesis of the different cultures. 
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Given the parable of Tekakwitha and her suitors and the general pursuit of 

symbolic (un)truths, it would be difficult to miss the tenor of Vollmann's vision: to revisit 

North American history is to become immersed in a terrible dream world. Fathers and 

Crows suggests that we have yet to extricate ourselves from this haunting 

somnambulance. If for the authors of the novels that I analyzed in the previous chapter 

(Willa Gather, Nash Candelaria, and Cormac McCarthy) American history is a celebration, 

an emancipation, a dance, then for Vollmann the conquest of America is a nightmare of 

past violence that always threatens to terrorize the present. 

To lead his readers through this nightmare and to mediate his narrative authority, 

Vollmann adopts a distinctive persona, William the Blind, whose voice and point of view 

leaven the terrible realities of the subject by presenting the Second Dream as a type of 

tragicomedy. While the frequent jesting and taunting lighten the topical load. Blind 

William's delivery does not laugh away the gravity of the material. Through the biting 

irony and antic fun, this trickster narrator seems to ask whether it is more absurd to record 

the past or to try to make sense of such a narrative: to order it coherently, to interpret it 

conclusively, to judge it decisively. The "serious play" of the narrator distinguishes 

Fathers and Crows from the novels of the last chapter. Death Comes for the Archbishop, 

Not by the Sword, and Blood Meridian, which strive to assert triumphant "histories" by 

apotheosizing central agents who exemplify some kind of Euramerican "greatness." 

Under the auspices of William the Blind, Vollmann balances attention to prominent 

personages and critical events with an emphasis on historical chance and contingent, 

decentered human agency. Blind William proclaims as much, in characteristic fashion. 
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when he informs us—406 pages into the novel—that we have yet "a few more slimy yards 

of history string" to extract before meeting "the protagonist of this book," Brebeuf 

(Voilmann 1993, 407). By introducing the "hero" only after a prodigious length of 

"slimy" narrative, William the Blind evinces a pointed profanation of the triumphal 

discourse of convention. 

In refashioning colonialist apotheosis. Blind William makes use of the convention 

as he renders it radically suspicious and unfulfilling. Unlike the novels named above, those 

whom Fathers and Crows elevates do not clearly represent the "winners" of history, are 

not in control of their own destinies, and have not—as personifications of history— 

"accomplished" an epoch. While a figure such as Jean Marie Latour, in Gather's Death 

Comes for the Archbishop, generally embodies triumph, defeatism weighs down 

Tekakwitha's and Brebeuf s ascensions. William the Blind "elevates" Brebeuf and 

Tekakwitha, the former as one who receives the "crown" of martyrdom and the latter as a 

New World Madonna, but the historical entanglements and absurdities that characterize so 

much of Fathers and Crows make the apotheoses as much failures as they are successes. 

Like the infamous Pyrrhus, these heroes suffer triumphs of grievous loss. 

Cross-cultural entanglements ftindamentally undercut the elevation of Brebeuf and 

Tekakwitha. In the context of the destruction of cultures, particularly the Huron, 

Brebeuf s ascendancy is a relatively miserable victory; his martyrdom evokes a vehement 

repudiation of colonialism more than it does a fijlfillment of the Euramerican "mission." 

Tekakwitha's ascension is even more vexed; the novel recasts the historical grounds of her 

papal beatification (Voilmann 1993, 887) as an individual and cultural crisis rather than as 
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a spiritual triumph. While the narrator celebrates her and invites us to see her as a 

beautiful soul guiding the story, she is more pitiful than heroic. Fathers and Crows 

renders the cultural basis of beatification, the missionary project, dubiously enough that 

Tekakwitha's apotheosis must be seen as severely burdened—despite the narrator's 

tentative conclusion that she anticipates a new people, "the Canadians" (Vollmann 1993, 

861), the cultural and hereditary amalgamation of "colonizer" and "colonized." Indeed, 

part of the success of this Dream depends on a fictional treatment of cultural hybridity not 

unlike that of recent critics and scholars of colonialism and postcolonialism. Notable 

among them, Homi Bhabha has theorized hybridity in a way that applies well to 

Vollmann's project. Bhabha argues for a relentlessly ambivalent form of cultural hybridity 

that is never reconciled in a synthesis of colonizer and colonized: hybridity "is not a third 

term that resolves the tension between two cultures ... in a dialectical play of 

"recognition,"" or a simple replication of cultural identifications or effects (1994b, 113-

14). The ambivalent tension of hybridity exposes the temporality (belatedness) and the 

contingency (agency) of colonialism, thereby constantly putting into question the 

legitimacy of the colonial regime. Moreover, hybridity defers an organic grafting of 

cultural differences, thereby resisting the realization of a fully integrated "colonial" 

identity In this way, Tekakwitha's pathetic, perhaps tragic, hybridity reveals not only the 

absence of a viable cultural synthesis but also the extent to which the colonial culture, 

represented by the Catholic mission, has intervened in the colonial milieu to disrupt the 

preexisting social environment. Just as hybridity resists resolution, the apotheoses cannot 

provide narrative and historical closure or forecast the promise of a rewarding fulfillment; 
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instead, they signal the complexity and indeterminacy of history and of narrating the past. 

In staging the elevation of significant personae, Brebeuf and Tekakwitha, Fathers and 

Crows "deconstructs" a hoary convention of historical fiction. 

The deconstruction of heroic apotheosis parallels the narrator's treatment of 

history generally. Blind William employs the conventions of apotheosis and teleological 

inevitability at the same time that he casts history as contingent and inconclusive: he 

deconstructs the fatalism of the "Stream of Time" even as he plays out the familiar 

framework of destiny; despite its confluence of mighty, cascading power, its tributaries 

remain contingent. Within the enmeshed cultural and historical contexts, moreover, the 

problematic apotheoses of the central characters assert a relatively pessimistic view of 

cultural hybridity: the troubled conjunctions of love, desire, and violence defer any viable 

mixing of distinct identities. The "undecidable" history of multiple cultural identities and 

relations leads to a reading of the past as irreducibly "diverse" and thus radically resistant 

to "metissage"'*—a hybridity that would constitute a vital, benign synthesis of "difference." 

4. "Metissage" refers to "crossbreeding" or, figuratively, "anything derived from 
heterogeneous sources, or composed of different or incongruous elements" (The Oxford 
English Dictionary, ed., s.v. "metissage"). 
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"The Stream of Time" 

Which way is fonvard or baclcward in the Stream of 
Time? This book, I fear, will not answer that 
question. 

Vollmann. Fathers and Crows 

History in Fathers and Crows may not be foreordained, but it is nevertheless a 

powerful concourse of causation in which individuals struggle with and against the 

current. In contrast to the novels of the previous chapter, however, an exemplary 

individual's agency cannot stand for the general, inevitable course of history, or "destiny." 

While Fathers and Crows includes compelling characters and an ostensibly teleological 

scheme based on the Spiritual Exercises of the Jesuits, Blind William complicates 

historical progressivism and disperses rather than drowns agency in "the Stream of Time." 

By mapping the spiritual quest of the Jesuits within a particular temporal and spatial 

matrix of persistent teleological ambiguity, the narrator confounds a clear trajectory for 

progress(ivism) or apotheosis. In confounding interpretive certitude, William the Blind 

offers historical reckoning "under erasure." 

The Stream of Time is tendentiously purposeful and directionally chaotic; with 

respect to historical certitude. Blind William gives with one hand while he takes away with 

the other. Preceding the prologue, the narrator offers a detailed teleological schema, "An 

Accurate Chart of Goals, Straits & Obstacles to be Found in the Stream of Time, Keyed 

to the "Spiritual Exercises' of Ignatius de Loyola" (Vollmann 1993). This chart conflates 
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a waterway (the Saint Lawrence River) with the Spiritual Exercises of the Society of Jesus 

to create a spiritual, temporal, and territorial model of progress. Temporally, the Stream 

marks the "historical" passage of time. According to its basis in the Exercises, this chart 

reflects the meditations and prayers required of Jesuits to ensure salvation. Territorially, it 

represents colonial progress, which is symbolized by travel upriver. 

Indeed, this great Stream or Fleuve is in correspondence with the scheme of my 
Second Dream, which you will find wide at the beginning like a river's mouth, then 
narrower and narrower as it ascends its rapids and waterfalls, until at last I am 
successful in steadiness, deviating from my history no greater distance than that equal to 
the radius of a needle's eye: —viz., the proverbial entrance to the Kingdom of Heaven 
(which I, William the Blind, have seen with my own eyes). (Vollmann 1993) 

The seventy-three Exercises conform to an equal number of rapids, culminating in the final 

rapids and the "Ascension of Christ" (Vollmann 1993). The "correspondence" between 

the Exercises and the historical account of the novel implies that this narrative inclines to 

apotheosis according to Christ's archetypal Ascension. The particular subject of 

apotheosis is unclear, however. It may be that the narrative itself, the Dream, aspires to 

fulfillment because the lack of deviation of the (hi)story will equal the size of the entrance 

to Heaven. Or, if the narrative is like the Stream of Time, and the Stream of Time is like 

the Exercises that meditatively reenact the Ascension of Christ, then the narrator of 

Fathers and Crows, William the Blind, would seem to be ascendant. Alternatively, 

perhaps the reader is the devotee who seeks a final reward by following the novel to its 

conclusion. In any case, what is the reward for the narrative, narrator, or reader? The 

exact form of "Ascension" is unclear because the narrowing of the Fleuve results in 

"steadiness," but what comes from such steadiness is vague, despite the references to 
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entering and seeing heaven. Indeed, the delineation of the purpose of the Dream is blurred 

by the ambiguous pair of referents, "it" and "its"; the Dream seems to be ascending itself 

Likewise, the narrator assures us that the history will not deviate from itself—a 

tautological guarantee—and that the Dream is a vision of one who lacks conventional 

sight but has seen, with his own blind eyes. Heaven itself The passage invokes a 

conventional omniscient narrator—but with a difference. Narrative authority is at once all 

knowing and limited and idiosyncratic, and the latter qualities warrant emphasis because 

they continually raise questions about observing, knowing, and interpreting. 

Consequently, the ambiguity and the limitations that attach to the scope of the narrator's 

"vision" also suggest an uncertain historical teleology, or "destiny " Blind William's 

fictional treatment of the Exercises establishes a conundrum for Fathers and Crows: 

making the Exercises is tantamount to pursuing teleological history and to striving for 

individual apotheosis, yet the Dream pursues a state that can only refer to itself, that ends 

in its own dream-vision. 

In addition to semantic and narratological uncertainties, the above passage alludes 

to factors that further qualify the fatalism of the Stream. The teleological thrust of the 

Exercises is conditioned by the material basis of the spiritual "set of directions" (Puhl 

1960, viii): a specific historical figure. Saint Ignatius of Loyola, composed The Spiritual 

Exercises, so completing the Exercises, or overcoming the "rapids," depends on devout 

individuals following a mundane methodology, not an abstract imperative. Even so, this 

individual agency, although distinguishable from complete historical abstraction, serves the 

larger historical continuum of apostolic Christianity. In this Dream, apotheosis depends 
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strongly on contingent human action, rather than vice versa, in the manner of conventional 

conquest narratives. 

Mighty but muddled, the Stream of Time convolutes discrete agency and history 

qua "destiny " In the following passage, the naturalized force of "the Stream" threatens to 

inundate human autonomy. 

So many people now have followed [the Stream of Time]: Pere Biard who swam 
against its current with such admirable doggedness, Pere Le Jeune who trod water, Pere 
Brebeuf who ascended it to its source. Bom Swimming and Pere Nicolas who were 
drowned by it, Amantacha who ran past it. Bom Underwater who let herself be carried 
down it, Champlain who sounded it, Poutrincourt who pretended to himself that he 
sounded it, Pontgrave who stationed himself by the bank, catching fish no matter which 
way they swam, Gougou Who dwelt at the bottom of it, Jesus Who sanctified it; —did 
any one of them understand that there was no need to make the Exercises because the 
Exercises made themselves willy-nilly, that every paddle-stroke, every breath and 
cough, every act was an Exercise? Eh, of course Christ and Gougou understood. 
(Vollmann 1993, 586-87) 

This passage precariously balances fatalism with contingency. The Stream, or river, 

invokes an inescapable naturalism that clashes with Blind William's emphasis on historical 

causality. While the passage initially stresses discrete human activity, the individuals are 

the subjects who follow the river and the litany describes their relationships to the Stream 

in terms of their real or supposed accomplishments, the acts of following are indeed 

subordinate to that which leads: the natural force of the Stream, or, by the end of the 

passage, the Exercises. The influence of the Exercises appears to absorb individual agency 

and yield the predictable "destiny" of apotheosis or sanctification, specifically meditative 

perfection or the crown of martyrdom. Brebeuf s ascension to the "source" thus seems to 

fulfill the Exercises, as represented in the "Accurate Chart": to attain the seventy-third 

rapids is to rehearse the Ascension of Christ. Despite the sway of the Stream trope, the 
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passage also appears to qualify the teleology of the Stream. The mundane agency inherent 

in the Exercises is now coupled with the knowingness of the divinities and the "willy-nilly" 

causality that in fact subverts the apparent fatalism of the Stream. Of special consequence 

is the pairing of Jesus Christ with Gougou, the latter figure being an indigenous spiritual 

creature (Vollmann 1993, 881, 885) and thus a divine counterpart of the Europeans' 

Jesus.' The auspices of either Christ or Gougou may suggest a divinely guided history, 

but the reference to both of them renders a unified dogma or motive principle untenable. 

Appealing to two culturally distinct figureheads, each accorded divine capitalization 

("Who"), precludes the dominance of a single cultural model to posit historical closure: in 

panicular, the Christian model of territorial and spiritual conquest or consummation. 

Furthermore, the insistence that history proceeds willy-nilly also undermines a sense of 

purposeful progress. Against the rigidly teleological Exercises is the notion that to act at 

all is to "make" the E.xercises "willy-nilly," "willingly or unwillingly" {The Oxford English 

Dictionary, 2"** edition, s.v. "willy-nilly"), by paddling, breathing, or coughing. Yet, this 

model would also seem to dismiss the importance of individuals and contingency, for the 

Exercises make themselves and thus do not require individuals to "follow" their own 

distinctive agency to ensure "progress." An Exercise made with no will yet through 

certain actions, conscious or unconscious, is an ambiguous conflation of contingency and 

5. Gougou is a powerful spiritual being as well as the creature (or monster) that is 
spawned by the Fox scalp. A glossary identifies "Gougou" as Etechemin, or Abenaki, in 
origin (Vollmann 1993, 881). 
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inevitability. Moreover, if all agency can be tallied as productive of the Exercises, then 

there is no "outside" realm of action beyond the spiritual pursuit—no pagan otherness, no 

area "beyond the pale," and if all is holy, nothing is holy. More concretely, if devotional 

rigor is not required to make the Exercises, then the narrator's conception of such 

historical endeavors departs from the Jesuit model that demands specifically directed 

devotion and reflection. Again, in Blind William's conception of history, which here 

combines the purposeftii with the willy-nilly, a sense of apoha obtains; one cannot plot a 

lucid, coherent model of historical agency, and a sole cultural paradigm cannot represent 

history. Brebeuf, Christ, and Gougou notwithstanding, the distinctive "nature" of the 

history of Fathers and Crows does not allow a heroic historical agent or a unified motive 

force to reconcile abstract inevitability and discrete autonomy. 

Superficially, the Stream of Time offers a rigorously teleological scheme that ends 

in apotheosis, but the distinctively complicated treatment of this paradigm denies the 

certitude or closure such a model would ostensibly guarantee. Toward the end of the 

novel, in an explicit address to the reader, William the Blind offers "guidance" that 

characterizes the Stream of Time as an inconclusive template for heroism and history: 

Let me now take your hand and pull you up or down the Stream of Time (as the case 
may be, for that aspect of things has gotten murky by now) to a happier time—viz., the 
summer just before this final plague ["The Fourth Epidemic"], when [the Huron] had a 
victory over the [Seneca]! —It was one of their last. —Like voyeuristic crows let us 
rise to see the battlefield .. . where a sad remnant of [the Huron] would be starving a 
mere decade hence. (Vollmann 1993, 745) 

This historical moment, a Pyrrhic victory between plague and starvation, mocks our 

presumed desire to see a "happy" historical outcome, one wherein "progress" would 
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prevail. The references to the present and future fortunes of the tribes signify both victory 

and loss, for the Seneca lose earlier while the Huron will lose later. "Happier times" are 

sardonically sanguine in the context of greater tragedy. Just as the passage invoices the 

opposites of victory and defeat, so too does it muddle timekeeping. Movement in the 

Stream is "murky," so that the "happier time" is in the recent past but is not clearly up- or 

down-river, implying that the flow of the river, though it marks time, can mark it in either 

direction. Blind William's hand may guide us upward or downward, toward the fliture or 

the past. Directionally inconclusive, the Stream and the Dream are "murky"; not only 

"dark" and "gloomy" but—with particular reference to discerning the events of the past— 

"confused or "dubious"' {The Oxford English Dictionary, 2"** edition, s.v. "murky"). 

Given the "murky" foci on demise and confused progression, history is a narrative that we 

cannot parse or represent with certainty. The directional inclusiveness disrupts teleology 

and the murkiness complicates interpretive hindsight. It is this "murkiness," obscurity and 

inconclusiveness, that I wish to stress as fundamental to William the Blind's narration, and 

which distinguishes this novel from conventional conquest narratives. With the Stream, 

William the Blind charts history and muddies the very waters that he "sounds" to record 

his tale. 

To further distinguish Fathers and Crows from its literary precursors. Blind 

William dismisses simplistic, single-source accounts of history, thereby undercutting the 

explanatory power of "the Exercises," or any other monolithic cause. Roughly midway 

through the novel, the narrator foretells escalating violence and ponders the causes of the 

cataclysmic history of New France, specifically the destruction of the Huron; "What 
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caused such a thing?—Well, bigots will say the Iroquois\ reductionists will say iron, noble 

Savage romanciers will say the French', and they're all right" (Vollmann 1993, 463). If 

they are all right, then there is no single explanation but rather a hodgepodge of material 

and intangible causes of "history." Although the Exercises represent a totalizing historical 

model, they too would constitute a single cause, the province of dubious historiography, 

according to Blind William's derogatory epithets. Such vitriol invokes and develops the 

latter half of the dedication of the novel: "This book is dedicated against all dogmatists 

and their armies. . . . Whoever they are, I cordially wish them a warm stay in Hell" 

(Vollmann 1993), Taken together, the two quotations suggest that adopting an unduly 

narrow view of historical causation constitutes a monal sin. Yet, the first quotation 

suggests that a combination of "narrow" views may be "right." Curiously, the doctrinal, 

hence dogmatic, nature of the Exercises would appear to be a "sinful" explanation itself, 

but considered with other factors—iron, rifles, disease, et cetera—perhaps it is "right." If 

the horizon of Hell signals that which is inimical to the Dream, then presumably Blind 

William would eschew the "dogmatic" explanation implicit in the "willy-nilly" Exercises. 

As I remarked concerning the tandem of Jesus and Gougou, however, the anti-dogmatic 

interpretive skepticism of the narrator precludes a unified, conclusive historical 

perspective. 

In addition to Gougou and Jesus, another pair of personages helps to mold our 

understanding of Blind William's conception of history and the role of the Jesuit mission in 

it. The narrator establishes the paradigmatic force of the Exercises, and thus the Stream 

of Time, with special reference to Ignatius Loyola, but he tempers the teleology of the 
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Exercises and the Stream by profiling Roberto de Nobili, a Jesuit whose work 

counterpoises the contemporaneous endeavors of the Jesuits in New France—a 

counterpoint that underscores the contingencies of history. 

For Blind William's narrative, our understanding of the Jesuit mission rests on a 

reconstruction of Ignatius's metamorphosis from a Spanish soldier to the founder of the 

Society of Jesus, fi^om fighter to Father. In this Dream, the Society of Jesus is militant in 

its origins and in its aggressive spirit. Fathers and Crows points up the continuity between 

the two endeavors: Ignatius's Christian zeal is a permutation of his earlier monomaniacal 

belligerence. 

Before Ignatius founded the Society of Jesus, he was Inigo, a "headstrong" 

(Voilmann 1993, 235) Spanish soldier. At a crucial point in his life, Inigo's boundless 

bravery and fidelity compel him to insist that his outmatched Spanish cohort should 

engage French attackers rather than surrender to them. This heroic stance is dramatically 

undercut when the first enemy volley, a cannonball, "passed through both [Inigo's] legs 

and . struck him down" (Voilmann 1993, 243). During Inigo's convalescence, in a 

dream, he experiences an epiphany that inspires him to pursue his new life. 

A fierce joy seized him. He sat up in his bed and raised his fists. Silently he shouted: 
"I declare war against the world! I raise Christ's standard in its face!" (Voilmann 
1993, 250) 

His soldierly boldness manifests itself anew as a desire to destroy the world on Christ's 

behalf His "fierce joy" and upheld fists underscore the violent militancy that "war" 

denotes, and his last statement suggests an uncompromising defiance. This new 

conception of war reflects an exclusive extremism: given that he declares war on the 
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world, he seeks universal conquest and counts only himself as the fitting leader of such a 

conquest. Inigo's contentious, uncompromising agenda also stresses individual agency: 

the patriotic soldier transforms himself into a fanatical conquistador for Christ, Ignatius 

Loyola. 

With his Jesuit followers, Ignatius assails the pagan souls of the world: "They 

sailed to Ireland, Morocco, the Congo, Brazil. Ethiopia . . ." (Vollmann 1993, 277). The 

mission emerges as a subsidiary (Christian-European) continuum. "Ignatius was now on 

the path that would give her [the Church] Pere Brebeuf and Pere Jogues. But that was 

more than a century away. He would begin by giving what he had" (Vollmann 1993, 

255), These statements entwine the two main senses of historical agency that I have been 

using as points of reference: individual and abstract. The "path" is a progressive 

continuum that will include the later priests yet is also the direct result of a sole person 

who initiates the continuum by "giving what he had." Ignatius mediates the precepts that 

great individuals or abstract forces create history. More concretely, the belligerent 

imprimatur of Ignatius on the Society of Jesus must inform strongly our understanding of 

the mission in Fathers and Crows, an understanding that must struggle to comprehend the 

Jesuit synthesis of love and destruction. 

To counterpoise the belligerent strain of the Society of Jesus and to complement 

the characterization of the Stream of Time as a model of uncertain and contingent 

historical reckoning. Blind William includes the pivotal fifth section, "Temperance, or, A 

Brief Life of Father Roberto de Nobili, Who Brought the True Faith to India." Given that 

this extremely brief section immediately precedes the climactic sixth section, which 
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introduces the "protagonist," Brebeuf, and focuses on the destructive "conversion" of the 

Huron, its purpose is remarkably explicit: the tale of Nobili, whose contemporary career 

contrasts markedly with his American peers, makes clear that readers should refrain from 

viewing the work of the North American Jesuits fatalistically. After noting that the North 

American Jesuits had "made scarcely a mark" on their parishes, Blind William proposes 

that they "could very easily have changed direction" (Vollmann 1993, 471). To provide a 

historical instance of such a different direction, he tells Nobili's tale. In India, Father 

Nobili partially adopts the lifestyle and appearance of the Indians he serves to promote a 

colonial Catholicism that tolerates some mixing of Indian and Christian ways. Although 

his syncretism blurs the line between tolerance and apostasy, his superiors reluctantly 

allow Nobili's "temperance." Nobili's methodology in fact reflects a guiding principle of 

the Society of Jesus, that they refrain from "uproot[ing] native life simply because it was 

ditTerent" (Vollmann 1993, 477). Despite the ostensible consistency of the Jesuit training 

of Nobili and his North American colleagues, by the end of the Dream, Nobili's 

moderation will stand in bold relief against the belligerence of the North American Jesuits. 

Indeed, in illustrating Nobili's gentler touch, the narrator censures the North American 

mission. Blind William concludes section V by invoking alternatives and conditions that 

ward against a fatalistic view of history: . . If [the Jesuits' proselytizing] had to be done 

at all, it could have been done [Nobili's] way in Canada. It could have been done" 

(Vollmann 1993, 477)—the North American missionaries could have treated "Indians" as 

Nobili had dealt with "Indians." Not only does the narrator emphasize the conditional 

status of the mission in suggesting that the Jesuits of New France "could have" pursued 
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their goals differently, but he also questions the very necessity of the Jesuits' efforts, for 

the phrase "at all" implies a situation in which the Jesuits would not have proselytized in 

New France. In short, the history of devastation that Blind William fictionalizes, the 

conquest of the Huron, was not "destined" to occur. If the particular program of the 

North American Jesuits was "unnecessary," then historical causality in all areas of the 

conquest of North America is open to pointed questioning, doubt, and, indeed, censure.^ 

Notwithstanding the potent peregrinations of "the Stream of Time," Fathers and 

Crows eschews historical determinism and embraces a complex matrix of forces that we 

must view through the "murky"—obscured, confused—lens of historical hindsight. The 

continuum of history in this novel is "necessarily" one of choices and chance, a manifold 

system of superior and inferior forces and consequences (including confusing waterways), 

but not of "manifest destiny." For William the Blind, chief among those forces is the work 

of the Society of Jesus, a powerful—not inescapable—source of "historical" influence. 

Fathers and Crows insists on viewing the "intemperance" of the Canadian Jesuits as the 

6. The extent to which Vollmann-Blind William perceives the North American 
Jesuits to have been relatively intolerant seems to be a reflection of his "revisionary" 
purpose. Consider this historical assessment, which compares to Vollmann's 
characterization of the temperate Nobili; 

Unlike the Dominicans and Franciscans within their own church and the Puritans 
and Anglicans without, the Jesuits articulated and practiced a brand of cultural 
relativism, without, however, succumbing to ethical neutrality. WTuie they, like all 
missionaries, sought to replace the Indians' cosmology and religion with their own, they 
were more willing than their Christian counterparts to adopt the external life-style of the 
Indians until their goal could be realized. Rather than immediately condemn and 
destroy what they found, they carefully studied native beliefs and practices and tried to 
reshape and reorient them in order to establish a common ground on which to begin 
conversion. (Axtell 1981, 69-70) 
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outcome of a peculiar program and not as a consequence of the dictates of fate. 

Specifically, in light of the influence of their firebrand founder, as much as Brebeuf and the 

other Jesuits may labor for love, as the narrator suggests (Vollmami 1993, 857), their 

endeavors are a type of warfare; a sometimes compassionate, sometimes belligerent 

assault on indigenous cultures. 

Crows and Disease: "to Make Holocausts" and Scavenge the Remains 

"We feel that you [Brebeuf and his cohort | should 
seek to convert communities instead of individuals," 
said the Superior. . . . "[n short, it must be like an 
epidemic." 

Vollmann. Fathers and Crows 

In Fathers and Crows, the "communication" of disease is a paradigmatic historical 

phenomenon because it seems to be a consequence of inevitable events and of discrete 

individuals. As a historical agent, disease thus combines "nature" and "culture" as well as 

abstract and individual agency. For William the Blind, the spread of disease is an 

accidental, arbitrary course of events and a contingent set of circumstances based on 

particular human intentions and actions. The differences in immunities between the 

indigenous peoples and the colonists lend an added layer of colonial impact, for Native 

Americans were forced to confront European diseases for which they had no adequately 
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developed immunities and no proven traditional methods of treating/ While the spread of 

program of colonialism. Specifically, Blind William characterizes epidemics as the "work" 

of Europeans, particularly of the Jesuits, thereby also crystallizing the Jesuits' compassion 

and destructiveness. 

The conversion to Christianity of Native Americans who are dying of the Old 

World pathogens is the nexus of the colonial "mission" to redeem and to destroy. Soon 

after the Europeans begin dwelling among the Micmac, the missionaries' "first 

accomplishment" is the baptism of "a dying nine-year-old girl" (Vollmann 1993, 201). 

"Pere Biard and Pere Masse took her in, cared for her, nourished her and instructed her. 

Presently it became clear that she would not live. That pleased the two Black-Gowns 

exceedingly, for that meant she could not relapse in her faith" (Vollmann 1993, 201). In 

an instance of the dead Indian being the "good Indian," the Fathers see the fatal workings 

of the new sickness as a precondition for consummating conversion—an example of the 

"Providence" for which this section of Fathers and Crows is titled. It is understandable 

that the priests would be most concerned about the disposition of a person's soul, but it is 

also clear in the quotation above that they are only interested in the girl insofar as she 

ceases to be a "pagan," a "savage," for their primary concern is that there be no heathenish 

"relapse" (Vollmann 1993, 201). Moreover, this first "accomplishment" comes at a time 

7 . In a geographically and historically relevant discussion of early cross-cultural 
contact, Calvin Martin provides his summary of the dilemma. "Once disease-bearing 
Europeans arrived, the native population began succumbing in droves. Never having 
disease is "objectively" an accident of history. Fathers and Crows construes it as a virtual 
come into contact with these contagions before, Indians lacked the proper immunities to 
them" (Martin 1978, 49). 
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when the precarious relations between the French and the Micmac are at a nadir, when 

"no Frenchman was happy in Canada . . (Vollmann 1993, 201). The disease comes as a 

reversal of fortune for the entire colony; "Fortunately... the sicicly season came at last" 

(Vollmann 1993, 201). The girl is both a single soul saved by the Jesuits and an 

auspicious event for the colonial agenda. 

Because of the coincidence of the Europeans, especially the ministrations of the 

Jesuits, and the mortal sickness, the Micmac suspect French malice, and an important 

analogy in the narrative reinforces the idea that the spread of disease is more purposeful 

than accidental. The Micmac "blamed the Black-Gowns [for the disease], fearing them for 

Sorcerers, but the Black-Gowns knew better. They baptized all the innocent babes they 

could and reckoned them up so happily; just as Swooping Like a Hawk was so contented 

when he smoked his pipe to the scalps of the men he had killed . . ." (Vollmann 1993, 

202). The comparison to the contentment of the warrior who muses on scalp trophies 

suggests that the Jesuits take pride in overseeing the deaths of the "innocents." Moreover, 

the analogue of "reckoning" souls heavenward and smoking to the scalps implies that the 

priests harvest the souls of the innocents with murderous enmity rather than with 

compassion; the "innocent babes" are "trophies" of assault rather than the redeemed of 

Providence. 

Among the suspicious Micmac, Bom Swimming especially perceives European 

wrongdoing in the fatal epidemics, and her response furthers the identification of disease 

as a consequence of the collective will of the colonizers. Of Bom Swimming's children, 

only her metis daughter Bom Underwater survives the new afflictions. Bom Underwater 
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inherits her immunity from her French father, Robert Pontgrave. Bom Swimming has no 

such insight into this colonial irony—she simply "hate[s] the Iron People once again" 

(Vollmann 1993, 202). The extent to which Bom Swimming sees French intention 

underlying the epidemic is revealed in her response. She sings; "My heart weeps tears of 

blood. I must blot out this outrage with blood" (Vollmann 1993, 202). Along with her 

sentiment of mourning is a desire for violent revenge against the presumed agents of the 

outrage, the French, or "'Iron People." This response is the same outcry she hollered after 

Robert Pontgrave raped her (Vollmann 1993, 164). As with the comparison between 

baptism and scalping, the narrator links the "accident" of the devastating disease to the 

heinous act of rape with the echo of Bom Underwater's reactions. Each outcry invoices a 

cycle of violence that the colonizers inaugurate. No less than the violence of Robert 

Pontgrave or even of her husband, who is bound in the perpetual cycle of intertribal 

scalping raids, the disease functions as a part of the self-perpetuating system of colonial 

violence that is most recognizable in tangible acts of belligerence. 

Subsequent, more substantial chronicles of French and Indian relations pointedly 

portray the missionaries' "employment" of disease. The narrative describes several 

epidemics among the Huron, but the fourth and last epidemic "completed [Brebeuf s] 

work" (Vollmann 1993, 743). Nowhere else is it more explicit than here that the mission 

depends on disease; it not only abets Brebeuf s work, converting Hurons, but it 

"completes" the religious conquest and is therefore an "ultimate" cause of it. More 

concretely, the coincidence of the devastating diseases and the Jesuit mission poses a 

fresh, relentless challenge to indigenous knowledge and faith; Brebeuf s "plagues had 
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devoured them; too few remained alive for things to be done in the old way" (Vollmann 

1993, 749). Brebeuf s "work," completed by the fourth epidemic, is thus the destruction 

of the Huron qua an indigenous culture. If the Huron survive, they do so bearing the 

marks of the diseases but lacking a functional indigenous cultural identity. 

Tekakwitha is a notable embodiment of such indigenous survival, for the colonial 

faith and diseases frame and mark her identity. Euro-contagion shapes her early life by 

killing her parents and leaving her nearsighted and scarred (Vollmann 1993, 21, 842), 

Later, the miraculous disappearance of those scars confirms her beatitude in the minds of 

fellow Catholics (Vollmann 1993, 21; Bunson, Bunson, and Bunson 1999, 217), In a 

similarly figurative turn. Blind William singles out Tekakwitha to portray the 

communication of disease as an analogy for the spread of colonialism, specifically for a 

colonial taint that stains colonizer and colonized. Of a piece with the Catholic fi^amework, 

the narrator employs a fundamental Christian reference to provide moral weight to the 

effects of the plagues; after a citation of a contemporary French observer, which refers to 

the Christian colonists as Cains on the run fi'om the "the wrath of God" and Gougou, 

Blind William remarks that "poor Tekakwitha" is herself a New World Cain "by 

contagion" (Vollmann 1993, 857). As an exemplary convert and one scarred by 

"contact," she is both a victim and a host of the "disease," or sin, of colonialism. Such a 

taint suggests that her beatitude is an infection she unwittingly "catches." In the vast 

realm of New World conversions and murder-blood, she is pitiable, or "poor," rather than 

heroic or culpable. The metaphor implies more than accidental agency, however, because 

Blind William persistently renders disease as a major component of European conquest. 
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The Jesuits' mediation of disease and the destruction of native people and cultures is 

symbolized in the following relationship between mission, contagion, and injury; "The 

smallpox that lived inside the crucifixes' carven whorls left [Tekakwitha's] eyes very weak 

. , (Vollmann 1993, 19). 

The implications of agency in the spread of disease match an emphasis on the 

Jesuits as scavengers of the deceased. Just as crows consume human corpses hidden in 

trees elsewhere in the novel (Vollmann 1993, 663), so too do the Jesuits scavenge for 

souls: 

Bowing quickly over the children, [Brebeuf] made the water holy with a silent prayer 
and baptized them in secret. His shadow hunched and flickered like a black bird. 
Moments later, the children died. These secret procedures thrilled his heart. He felt 
like he was carrying off spoils fi'om Satan in stealth. (Vollmann 1993, 701) 

Such behavior prompts some of the Huron to remark that the Black-Gowns happily hover 

"like crows pecking at the eyes of a fallen deer" (Vollmann 1993, 701). The dead Huron 

become nothing more than carrion plunder. The furtive "thrill" of conversion imparts a 

"shadowy" and insidious quality to the holy work, for Brebeuf takes undue, surreptitious 

pleasure in what ought to be an unsullied sacrament. The distortion of "hunching" and the 

pleasurable illicitness of the theft make this scene grotesque, criminal, and impure. 

The characterization of the Jesuits as crows evokes the aggressiveness and 

violence of their progenitor, Ignatius. Consonant with Ignatius's desire to conquer the 

world, the Jesuits in Fathers and Crows practice a type of warfare, or guerilla assault. 

The narrator returns to the crow comparison in graphic terms. Brebeuf "was entrenched 

in their hatreds . . . like a black, black crow drinking the blood from the breasts of their 
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dying children, over whom he hovered, making the loathsome motions of baptism. . . . 

[A]nd he knew full well that he encouraged their terror of his supposed sorceries" 

(Vollmann 1993, 788). As with the "shadowy" scavenging, the coincidence of the priest, 

disease, and death provokes the ill will of the Huron. The terms "blood-sucking" and the 

repeated "black" graphically reinforce the sense that the priests act maliciously to effect 

destruction. Indeed, the thirst for blood parallels the blasphemous brutality of the Whore 

of Babylon, who "sucked the blood directly from [the Saints'] breasts . . ." (Vollmann 

1993, 30). Moreover, the priest consciously cultivates, or "encourage[s]," the spectral 

figuration that terrorizes the Huron. According to Brebeuf himself, the object of the 

missionary "profession is to make holocausts" (Vollmann 1993, 579). Brebeuf s relations 

with the Huron were ultimately "nothing other than war" (Vollmann 1993, 700). In the 

spirit of Ignatius's belligerence, and with reference to his "fiery" appellation and character, 

the missionaries of New France in Fathers and Crows strive to eradicate peoples in the 

process of vindicating the beliefs of the Society of Jesus. ̂ 

"Now the Forests of New France Rang with Shrieks"; the Historical and Cultural Crux of 
Gougou 

The missionary holocaust contributes to making the colony a crucible in which 

love and destruction commingle without coalescing into anything other than physical and 

8. The Brebeuf of Fathers and Crows is not alone in his visions of holocausts and 
terror; his contemporary and Superior, Father Le Jeune, envisions setting "all Canada 
ablaze" and concludes that indigenous individuals "would not ever subject themselves to 
[Jesus] until they were made to scream with terror" (Vollmann 1993, 672, 673). 
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cultural devastation. In this crucible, we can interpret more fully the incendiary event of 

the scalping of the Fox. When the Eagle murders and scalps the Fox, his discrete, 

individual acts of internecine bloodshed crystallize as a mythopoetic archetype for violence 

in the New World colonial milieu, and, more specifically, the actions stand for the bind 

which is knotted with European and indigenous practices and values. The Fox scalp, or 

Gougou, symbolically condenses Blind William's conception of the history of the 

European conquest of North America(ns) as a series of crises that yields a terrible and 

desolate cultural hybridity. Gougou, who haunts not only the Saint Lawrence River (the 

Stream of Time) but the entire narrative, embodies the problematic complexity of 

(rendering) the history of different cultures confronting each other in the "landscape" of 

New France. That the scalp(ing) takes permanent, "autonomous" shape in Gougou 

suggests the lasting, widespread ramifications of different cultures coming into contact and 

conflict. As such, Gougou haunts different epochs and represents a variety of cultural 

valences: ancient to contemporary, pagan to Christian, the scalp creature embodies the 

profane and the hallowed. Gougou's heterogeneity mirrors the convolution and crisis of 

beliefs and practices that underiie the murder of the Fox and, by extension, the entire 

novel. With the scalp creature. Blind William literalizes the idea that such a past crisis 

"takes on a life of its own," a life we too often categorize simply as "history." 

The Fox Scalp is the messy product of the crisis that results from the extreme 

cultural difference that separates the converted Tekakwitha from her fellow Mohawks, 

particularly the Fox and the Eagle. As I mentioned above, Tekakwitha repudiates both 

men because of her Christian conversion and her concomitant rejection of Mohawk 



171 

tradition. Because of the first bind—her refusal of the traditional betrothal to the Fox— 

she angers her fiance, who then "made her cry" (Vollmann 1993, 29). To console and 

woo Tekakwitha, the Eagle presents the Fox's scalp to her, but rather than seeing the 

scalp as a traditional token of honor, a "trophy" proving the Eagle's mettle, she spurns gift 

and giver: "'You know I'm a chretienne now so please. Uncle Eagle, I pray you, throw 

that scalp into the river . . (Vollmann 1993, 28). By invoking her conversion, she 

announces that the proffered scalp is anathema to her new mores, even though the values 

underlying the "trophy" are those of her tribe, which the Eagle's shocked reaction reflects; 

"In astonishment and anger he shouted 'you would have me do whatV" (Vollmann 1993, 

28). Nonetheless, he fijlfills her "prayer" by throwing the scalp in the river, thus resolving 

the failed gift giving according to her Christianity, because, after all, the token had failed 

to signify in Mohawk terms. The distance separating the two Mohawks is emphasized by 

the French word for Christian, "chretienne," underlining the supersession of Tekakwitha's 

"European" ideology over her tribal heritage. Tekakwitha's commitment to Christianity 

produces an irreconcilable conflict that denies Mohawk custom. The vain murder and gift 

giving make the scalp symbolize gratuitous violence that occurs at the juncture of the 

cultures of colonized and colonizer. The futility of the Eagle's intended effort is 

underscored by the fact that he makes Tekakwitha cry by trying to avenge the original 

injury—the Fox making her cry (Vollmann 1993, 28). 

Although Tekakwitha's refijsal of the scalp renders the initial act relatively 

meaningless, when the Eagle releases the "trophy," it becomes a trans-cultural and trans-

historical figure. The scalp turns the river water into "defiling" "murder-blood [that is] 
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diffused throughout the world .. . from the coast of Turkey to the African Sea"; on this 

murder-blood, "warships" carry "cargoes of hatred and cannonballs to every new land" 

(Vollmann 1993, 29). The defilement is universal, "throughout the world," yet specific 

loci ("Turkey to the Afncan Sea") limit and "historicize" the blood. In addition, "cargoes" 

and "cannonballs" symbolize the imperialism of European nations such as France. Once 

the Eagle throws the scalp into the river, the discrete violence of the murder and scalping 

becomes archetypal, a widespread and recurrent pattern: it is a tainting source that is in 

some sense responsible for the European conquest of the era's "new land[s]." This 

scalping knife thus cuts both ways, for the Fox scalp causes and results from the violent 

colonial bind. The initial events that created the Fox Scalp as well as Blind William's 

persistent use of it, as the Fox Scalp or as Gougou, result in an irreducibly cross-cultural 

figure. To recall Bhabha's sense of hybridity, Gougou invokes the problem of colonial 

authority because the figure signifies the disruption and destruction of conquest rather 

than the putative redemption of colonization. 

To be sure, the cultural and historical significance of the Fox scalp does not end 

with European cargoes and cannonballs. Later in the same passage, the scalp begins an 

important cross-cultural transformation that invokes its indigenous source (as the scalp of 

the individual man, the Fox, and as a mythical being): it rests at the bottom of primordial 

water, "rotting and pulsing .. . among soggy beaver-bones," from which mud was drawn 

to create the world, according to the narrator's treatment of a Huron creation story 

(Vollmann 1993, 29). Just as the scalp defiled the oceans before with the murder-blood of 

conquest, the rotting scalp now pollutes from decay. This recast story renders Huron 
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culture itself tainted originally by the violence that the scalp symbolizes, yet Huron 

defilement is clearly traceable to European influence, for the newly created world was a 

place "where [Sky Woman's] children the Savages would have lived happily if they could 

(but every Black-Gown knew that the Sky Woman was evil)" (Vollmann 1993, 29). The 

characterization of the creator of the Huron world (who is ''evil" according to the Black-

Gowns) seems to be a partial explanation for the Hurons' inability to live happily. The 

later portraits of the Jesuits making the traditional Huron life untenable—and unhappy— 

are consistent with this early link between the original taint, itself based on colonialist 

influence, and Huron dissolution, to which European-Christian sources contribute. 

The meditation on the universality and originality of the Fox scalp leads directly to 

a striking passage that takes us from the alpha of Huron creation to the omega of Christian 

apocalypse (Vollmann 1993, 29). By implication, the Fox Scalp represents nothing so 

much as the battlefield on which the holy and the pagan wage their cosmic campaigns. 

William the Blind illustrates such a battle by telling of the sadistic reign of the Whore of 

Babylon, who is deposed only by the sadness prevailing in New France (Vollmann 1993, 

30). The apocalypse foreordained by the vanquishing of the Whore of Babylon is an era 

of colonizing terror: 

What she liked to drink the best was the blood of the Saints. The Saints behind the 
rivers did not weep, even when she sucked the blood directly from their breasts or 
gashed them smiling and collected their blood in her golden cup of filth.. . . [T]he 
[Jesuits]. . . were there. They wept, and wore black, and raised their fists. . .. They 
laid their hands on the Savages and healed them.. .. But now the forests of New 
France rang with shrieks; the gorges echoed with them; the rivers were turbid with 
them; screams flowed down to the great sea. At last the Whore of Babylon was 
weeping. (Vollmann 1993, 30) 
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New France, and by extension North America, is a terrible landscape that not only flows 

with murder-blood but also resounds with elemental anguish, ostensibly in accompaniment 

to the violence that shed the murder-blood. As that scene which finally causes the Whore 

of Babylon to surrender to sadness, we are to see apocalyptic New France as worse than 

her brutal, blasphemous reign, in which she trampled "desperate people" and sucked "the 

blood of the Saints" (Vollmann 1993, 30). The ambiguous reverberations of the shrieks 

and screams continue the convolutions of meaning that the Fox Scalp encodes. We may 

wonder who exactly is responsible for the sounds of this haunting milieu, for the passage 

gives little sense of the identity of the screamers and the shriekers, although the wounded 

Indians (whom the Saints heal) would seem to be the most direct source. From whom do 

the sounds come, from the conquerors or the conquered? The "shrieking" of New France 

echoes the "shrieking" that accompanied a previous conquest, described earlier in the 

same passage, the doubling of which offers an aural metaphor for the ambiguities of 

colonial history; "Roderick King of Spain raped Florinda and she opened the gates to the 

Moors to revenge herself; consequently, "the Moors ran in shrieking and slaughtering . . . 

and they trod down the land for almost eight hundred years. . ." (Vollmann 1993, 29-30, 

emphasis mine). The "shrieking" of New France seems general, but in the case of the 

Moors, the source of the shrieking is clearly the slaughtering conquerors. Within the 

predominantly Christian framework of the entire passage, the "pagan" Moors (Vollmann 

1993, 30) resemble more closely the indigenous peoples of New France, the ostensible 

victims—not perpetrators—of conquest. If shrieking is characteristic of pagans, or 

"savages," then one can interpret the shrieking in the other section to be that of the Native 
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Americans; but if the sound is characteristic of attackers, then it would correspond to the 

Europeans, whose belligerence is connoted by the Jesuits' "raised . . . fists," which 

suggests fisticuffs or punitive power—especially so because the phrase recalls Ignatius's 

gesture of war against the world (he "raised his fists"). The apocalyptic condensation of 

the passage reimplicates the troubled interweaving of influences and actions that informs 

the originative violent act of New France, the murder and scalping of the Fox. Like the 

murder-blood, the screams flow down the rivers to the sea, and the sadness that fills the 

environment with sound resembles the sentiment that spurred the Eagle to murder the Fox 

and to toss the Fox's scalp into the river; the Eagle resolved to kill the Fox because the 

latter had made Tekakwitha cry, and Tekakwitha's "weeping and praying" prompted the 

Eagle to throw the scalp away (Vollmann 1993, 28). The sadness of the murdering and 

scalping of the Fox coalesces with the sadness of the Whore of Babylon. The whirligig of 

acting and being acted upon dissolves rigid distinctions of victimizer and victim, colonizer 

and colonized, despite the fact that we can discern larger movements of influence (the 

work of the Jesuits, the slaughter of the Moors). 

Likewise, despite an important degree of symbolic ambiguity, Gougou often fulfills 

the same role of unholy terror that the Whore of Babylon plays in the quotation above. 

Indian in denotation and mythopoetic in lineage, Gougou sometimes functions as a 

conventional symbol of the savagery that stands in the way of Western civilization. 

Although Blind William generally refrains fi'om casting the scalp creature as simply "evil," 

Gougou is sometimes a diabolical obstacle to Christian faith and thus European colonial 

culture. In a section focusing on Ignatius, Gougou haunts his dream of Jesus "upon the 
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stormy sea" (Vollmann 1993, 260); when "some Demon or Water-Monster" threatened 

the boat full of the savior and His disciples, . . He commanded the winds . . . and at 

once the whirlpools became smooth and ocean-weight pressed down upon the Fox's scalp 

so that it could do no harm . . (Vollmann 1993, 261). The narrator conflates the 

material outcome of the scalping with the much earlier act of Jesus, as envisioned by 

Ignatius, While we can readily see that the conflation demonizes a Native American 

figure, it also brings Jesus metaphorically to the New World of a much belated epoch, 

which reinforces the notion that the scalp represents a "Christian-European" continuum as 

much as it signifies an indigenous fi-ame of reference. In a sense, the dream accounts for 

the germination of the New World mission, for Ignatius's peculiar vision bridges Old 

World scripture and New Worid symbolism. While Gougou appears above in an 

ultimately "calm[ing]" vision (Vollmann 1993, 261), the scalp creature later confronts 

Ignatius to terrorize him more directly. During moments of doubt, "When his unhappiness 

began to scream[,] he longed to throw himself into the jagged darkness where the Fox's 

scalp waited" (Vollmann 1993, 257). The screaming unhappiness of Ignatius resonates 

with the sad shrieking that fills "the forests of New France" (Vollmann 1993, 30), with 

Gougou-the Fox Scalp being the common denominator, haunting the founder of the Jesuit 

order as that order will terrorize the New Worid. For Ignatius, the scalp is an abysmal 

threat and a specter of sinful suicide, a temptation he overcomes by invoking God 

(Vollmann 1993, 257). As in the dream about Jesus, the scalp threatens the believer but 

retreats when confi'onted with the Christian's reaffirmation of faith. The embodiment of 

the scalp, here as a conniving antagonist, conveys a sense of agency, but as the case of 
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Ignatius shows, it is still, to some degree, a function of the Christian faith itself, before in 

the observance with Tekakwitha and here in the breach with Ignatius. 

Having shown how Gougou antagonizes the founder of the Society of Jesus (and 

the founder of Christianity in Ignatius's dream), Blind William describes the local, 

contemporary menace Gougou represents to the early Canadians. In the context of the 

first New World martyrdom, the death of Father Nicolas, who drowns in a canoeing 

accident, the scalp monster appears to be an enemy of the colonial faithful in yet another 

episode that exemplifies Blind William's sense of historical agency. Eventually, Father Le 

Jeune, Superior of Quebec, judges the Huron guides to be guilty of murdering Nicolas, but 

this decision is a matter of machination rather than adjudication (Vollmann 1993, 495). Le 

Jeune bases his verdict primarily on the apocryphal testimony—told nine years after the 

fact—of two Algonkians "who wished to calumniate the Huron for reasons having to do 

with trade . (Vollmann 1993, 495). The resulting "justice" is as political and 

capricious as it is conclusive and official: the "victim's" fate becomes an entry in the 

authoritative Relations (Vollmann 1993, 495). Significantly, the narrator 

equivocates in accounting for responsibility: "When one of the Huron stumbled, whether 

because of the extra weight [of Nicolas] in the canoe or because something hairy pulled it 

from beneath will remain a Point not categorized in these Exercises" (Vollmann 1993, 

494). In a typical moment of narrative uncertainty. Blind William suggests that the 

Father's own weight or the "hairy" Fox scalp—not Huron malice—caused Nicolas's 

death: 

The river rushed [Nicolas] on. A rock-edge sliced his forehead . .. and Gougou pulled 
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him down and pressed His lips to Pere Nicolas's and drank his breath, vomiting 
whirlpools down his throat in conformance to the code of exchange that characterizes 
magpies, crows and monsters. (Vollmann 1993, 494) 

Once Nicolas is in the river, his death depends on the landforms, the water, and Gougou. 

Given this fantastic culmination, the earlier reference to the Fox scalp pulling on the canoe 

seems as likely as the mundane cause of extra weight. Moreover, the mythopoetic 

significance of the death is implied by the "slice" on Nicolas's "forehead," which suggests 

scalping—a component of later martyrdoms in New France and an allusion to the scalp 

creature itself Nicolas's participation in the "mission" that transforms Tekakwitha and 

sets in motion the events that create Gougou makes his death a collateral "exchange" for 

Tekakwitha—a "crow" for the "Lily of the Mohawk"—albeit anachronistically, for 

Nicolas's death in fact precedes Tekakwitha's death. As the narrator puts it, Nicolas, in 

death, "was riding now into the tliture of our continent. . ." (Vollmann 1993, 494). The 

future and the past outlined by the deaths of Nicolas and the Fox suggest that the history 

of the North American continent is a continuum of violence that has its "roots" in the 

cultural bind between colonial and native traditions, a bind Gougou embodies. 

Indeed, Blind William ensures that Gougou's diabolical dimension does not 

become reified into consummate "evil"; such a simplification would deny the fiill 

heterogeneity of the creature. When we recall Gougou's "Christian" background (vis a vis 

Tekakwitha), then we can recognize that this obstacle confronting Europeans' agendas in 

the New World is, in some sense, of their own design—a consequence of their ardent 

efforts to convert the "savages" and to colonize the "New World"; Christians and 

Christianity, the novel suggests, manifest their own antagonists. Of course, the extent to 
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which Christians are their own worst enemies is mediated substantively by the agency of 

the Native Americans involved, such as the Eagle, the Fox, and Tekakwitha. With the 

central figure of Gougou, Blind William disallows easy cultural or historical conclusions. 

Again, the agency that the narrative represents explicitly as a "savage" resistance to 

Christianity is in fact a complexly mixed set of causes and circumstances. 

Perhaps nowhere else is the peculiar hybridity of Gougou more apparent than in 

yet more Jesuit dreams, in which the Fox scalp is both diabolical and holy. Jesuit Father 

Paul Le Jeune (a contemporary of BrebeuO "could not stop seeing nightmare scenes of 

filth and lewdness and hostility among the Montagnais whenever he closed his eyes, as if 

the Devil had painted them on the inside of his lids to torment him" (Vollmann 1993, 574). 

As Le Jeune prays, imagining himself drifting in the Stream of Time, Gougou, with the 

visage of a Montagnais shaman at odds with the priest, becomes a New Worid nightmare 

version of "the Church of Saint Peter" (Vollmann 1993, 576); 

He saw Gougou the Water-Monster with bloody bubbles issuing from his 
parrot-beak and his face was the Sorcerer's painted face and he had as many arms as a 
jellyfish. . . . Gougou was coming closer and closer and he opened his beak and Pere 
Le Jeune could see a multitude of dark arches inside; clasping his hands into a steeple 
ahead of him, he swam into the maw, which was welcoming like the Church. . . . 
(Vollmann 1993, 576) 

Once inside, he seeks and finds "his Ignatius," a "marble Saint in a sky-blue archway" 

(Vollmann 1993, 576), and this Jonahesque immersion cures Le Jeune of his "devil's 

visions." To combat his hellish visions, Le Jeune envisions the demonic Gougou, a 

parado.xically evil and good remedy. The Gougou of this dream is not simply figured 

"evil" or even anathematic. Despite the presence of the murder-blood and the "pagan" 
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visage of the shaman, the scalp creature becomes a welcoming Church with a statue of the 

founder of the Jesuits. Insofar as the Jesuits are "good," Ignatius's statue signifies 

Gougou as hallowed—in Le Jeune's Exercise at least. It is as if Le Jeune must imagine a 

suitably nightmarish hybrid Church in which to purify himself from the taint of the very 

"paganism" that appears to cure him. The "canonical" Gougou ensures that the Fox scalp 

remains an irreducible mix of "European" and "indigenous" symbolism. 

Beyond the idiosyncratic visions of one Jesuit, William the Blind credits the Fox 

scalp with inspiring the European-Christian historical continuum. The epilogue profiles a 

number of different cultural groups and their further histories, among them "the 

Christians" (Vollmann 1993, 857). "The Fox's scalp had long since taken root in the bed 

of the Fieuve Saint-Laurent, as we know, and the Christians continued to leave their 

families and shatter the families of others for its sake . . ." (Vollmann 1993, 857). Having 

taken root, the cross-cultural violence of the originative murder-scalping perpetuates itself 

among the Christians, or demands that such acts be done "for its sake." Moreover, the 

violence is internalized in "their families," and externalized among "the families of others." 

If the Christians offer sacrifices to the scalp, then clearly the scalp does not merely 

represent the "savage" violence of the Mohawk warrior, the Eagle, or "savage" hostility 

generally, but is pervasive among and interconnected with the "civilized" as well. And 

while the violence symbolized by the scalp appears naturalized with the image of an 

organism taking root, the emphases on "families" and on the particular religion of 

Christianity posit a profoundly "cultural" violence. Relatively clear and definite agency 
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also marks this scenario; the Christians "shatter" and "leave" during the finite period of 

1650-1989 (Vollmann 1993, 857).^ 

Gougou is a multifaceted symbol of the history of the European conquest of North 

America—as a violent collision and intermixing of peoples. Much of the creature's 

significance rests precisely on Blind William's dizzyingly convoluted figurations of it; as 

the Devil, as God, as an Indian spirit, and as a water monster. One important aspect of its 

symbolism remains fairly constant, however; the history of the interconnections of these 

distinct cultures is as "messy" as the Stream of Time is "murky"—Gougou may as well be 

the New World patron saint of fathomless murder-blood and anguished shrieking. 

9 The brief sub-section "Further History of the Christians" also contains a 
remarkable lapse in Blind William's emphasis on contingent agency. The excerpt quoted 
above continues thus; 

"Even as Cain," says [Marc] Lescarbot [a member of the early French cohort in 
"Canada"], "after the murder of his brother Abel, had the wrath of God ever at his 
heels, and could nowhere find peace of soul, thinking ever he had this Gougou before 
his eyes; so that he was the first who tamed the horse wherewith to flee, and who shut 
himself in with walls in the town which he built." (Vollmann 1993, 857) 

The New World Christians are latter-day Cains who build towns and wreck families. Both 
God and Gougou haunt—and spur—the colonial agenda. Unlike visions of manifest 
destiny, this divinely "sanctioned" agenda is the outcome of punishment, wrongdoing, and 
exile, yet a sense of inevitability persists. Of the colonialists, the narrator opines that 
"what they did they did for love of something, bravely doing what worldly minds must call 
insane actions. Without them the disasters would probably have happened anyway" 
(Vollmann 1993, 857). This fatalism is at odds with the emphasis on historical alternatives 
that the Nobili material provides. The narrator appears prepared to make a leap of faith 
here, exonerating the New World Cains because they acted with love, specifically a love of 
God, as the reference to "worldly" underscores. Cain is a poor prototype for such faithful 
love, however. As Cains, the colonists have not slain their brethren out of brave love but 
for covetousness. Given that several of the particular colonists named in connection with 
the "Christians" are missionaries (Le Jeune, Jogues, Brebeuf, as well as the Christians 
whom they serve and emulate, Ignatius and Saint Peter), the fact that their purpose is 
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Ascensions and Declinations 

He who seeks to save the souls of Savages must be 
deflected by him who's already raped them of body 
and goods. 

Vollmann. Fathers and Crows 

The Jesuits themselves were unwitting agents of 
chaos in Huronia. The mission dream was to 
produce a Huron society purified of its cultural sins 
and united by Christianity. What the dream became 
was a nightmarishly divided society, half Christian 
and half traditionalists, and fully at war with itself. 

James P. Ronda. 
"Black Robes and Boston Men: Indian-White 

Relations in New France and New England, 1524-
1701" 

Befitting a narrative of compassionate holocausts and profane sanctity, tragedy and 

immolation characterize the apotheoses of the protagonists. Brebeuf s and Tekakwitha's 

metaphorically driven by original sin and divine wrath, rather than election and grace, 
undermines greatly any sense that the "disasters" are vindicated with love—or anything 
else. Likewise, the capitulation to inevitability ("without them") falls flat for three 
reasons, "probably" is a weak hedge because vague probability (it could have happened) 
masquerades as necessity (it had to happen); the slightly awkward repetition of "they did" 
suggests an uncertainty about the claim concerning their (lack of) agency and reiterates 
their agency, or culpability; and the pronoun "them" must refer primarily to "the 
Christians," a particular group of a particular faith who had specific influence on the 
conquest of the "New World." If there is nothing distinguishable about the contributions 
of the Christians, then Fathers and Crows—an account of the impact of Christian 
missionaries on indigenous peoples and the region generally—is stupendously irrelevant. 
Too much evidence in this novel insists otherwise; that others "probably" would have 
wrought disaster does not make historical agency moot or turn all historical actors into 
Cains. With his capitulation to fatalism. Blind William is stooping to dubious 
simplification rather than adhering to the complex, "murky" portrayals of historical agency 
on which he generally focuses. 
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superficially triumphant "destinies," their Ascensions in the Stream of Time, reflect 

destructive defeat. Not surprisingly, Bom Underwater's "fate" is even less clearly 

triumphant and more indicative of cuhural demise, although she stands also for a hybridity 

that "menaces" the agenda of conquest. The network of direct and indirect relationships 

between Brebeuf, Tekakwitha, and Bom Underwater provides the "resolution" of the 

novel, the implications of which leave us with strong but uncertain ideas regarding cross-

cultural relations and North American history. The devastating influence of the Christian 

mission strongly informs the "fates" of all three characters, but the Jesuit "holocaust" 

reflects on Brebeuf most directly. The tainted martyrdom of Brebeuf colors and parallels 

Tekakwitha's problematic "apotheosis," "The Ascension of the Hiroquois Virgin" 

(Vollmann 1993, 839). Interwoven with Brebeuf s doom is the final treatment of Bom 

Underwater, her "epiphany" (Vollmann 1993, 834-35), which powerfully suggests that 

their relationship, as a microcosm of the European "mission," signifies only the failure of 

converting Native Americans to Christianity; moreover, an Exercise leading to Bom 

Underwater's epiphany helps characterize Tekakwitha's identity and the impact of the 

colonial "mission" on indigenous peoples generally. By the end of the Dream and its grim, 

substantial epilogue, nightmarish desolation overshadows heroic eminence and cross-

cultural coexistence or exchange. William the Blind does not let any would-be historical 

victors stand individually tall in the context of tentative Iroquois and French dominance, 

nor does he leave us with any sense that his "history" foretells the successfijl integration of 

different peoples into New World political and cultural "bodies." 
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The conversion of Bom Underwater is of special concern to Brebeuf, so much so 

that his zealous interest in her raises questions of propriety among his colleagues 

(Vollmann 1993, 731-32). As Iroquois warriors bequeath the "crown" of martyrdom 

upon Brebeuf, Bom Underwater (herself a captive of the Iroquois) seems eager to repay 

his attentiveness, although in a manner that flays away any sense that he had "saved" her: 

"At the vanguard of [Brebeufs] torturers, it is said, were [s/c] a shrill flock of Huron 

converts, pecking about him like crows, screaming menace and abuse. Foremost among 

them was the Souriquois woman. Bom Underwater" (Vollmann 1993, 837). Bom 

Underwater's prominence as a torturer reveals an abysmal emptiness in the endeavors of 

Brebeuf and his peers: if the "crown" replicates the death of Christ and the salvation thus 

consecrated, then the hostility of his own "converts" counters the notion that Brebeufs 

martyrdom stands for souls redeemed through his work. Furthermore, given the manner 

in which Brebeuf and the others "plundered" and "scavenged" the Huron, the exuberant 

"abuse" of Brebeuf s tormentors seems much more of an extension and fulfillment of the 

priests' own work than it does an abeyance of belief or a betrayal of trust. It is as if the 

"torturers" are only rehearsing the missionary lessons, of which, Brebeuf believed. Bom 

Underwater had come to be a devoted pupil (Vollmann 1993, 830). The violence of the 

Huron "flock" is not only acidly ironic but is also a hybrid capsule: as "crows," the 

converts mimic the "crow" Black-Gowns, but in menacing rather than sympathetic 

similitude. The terrible doubling of the shrill flock conforms to Bhabha's notion that 

colonial "mimicry is at once resemblance and menace" and that this menacing "disrupts" 

the presence of colonial authority by its appearance as "a difference that is almost total but 
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not quite" (1994a, 86, 91). It is at once difficult to imagine a congregation less 

sympathetic to its leader and to conceive of a greater "crow" likeness between the Huron 

and the "black, black" priest. Bom Underwater's metissage manifests itself, for Brebeuf, 

as fatal mimicry, a rejection of him as a colonial "father."'" 

The colonial coincidence of violence and survival likewise informs the case of 

Tekakwitha, whose literary-historical status depends on embracing the devastating 

institution of missionary Christianity after enduring the destructiveness of European 

disease. Even with such survival, she suffers twice; she is weakened by the actual 

epidemic and tainted by the contagion of Catholicism. Canonically, of course, her 

Christian faith saves her soul and undoes the bodily damage of disease. According to the 

hagiography of Tekakwitha, after her death, miraculously, the small pox scars vanished 

from her visage (Vollmann 1993, 858; Bunson, Bunson, and Bunson 1999, 217). Fathers 

and Crows is not hagiography, however, even if it inscribes considerable devotion to the 

"Lily of the Mohawk": despite the narrator's generally worshipful treatment of 

10. The reference to Bom Underwater as "Souriquois" redoubles the resonance of 
Brebeuf s martyrdom as symbolic of the torturous realities of conquest. The name recalls 
the earliest cross-cultural negotiations of the novel, for it is among the Souriquois, or 
Micmac, that the French first settle and with whose cooperation the colonists base their 
expedition. More specifically, it is during this initial rapprochement that Pontgrave raped 
Bom Swimming, so "Souriquois" invokes the colonial violence that begot Bom 
Underwater, after which her mother "screamed" menace, calling for the blood of her 
"conqueror" (Vollmann 1993, 164, 163). The menace of Bom Underwater thus 
constitutes a classic (anti)colonial scenario, the colonized returning the violence of the 
conqueror. As scholars of colonialism acknowledge, the conquered typically retum the 
violence of the conquerors. Frantz Fanon argues that "the violence of the colonial regime 
and the counter-violence of the native balance each other and respond to each other in an 
extraordinary reciprocal homogeneity" (1966, 69). 
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Tekakwitha, her final "epiphany" heterogeneously condenses epochs as well as it combines 

the sacred and the profane, ultimately casting her as more human and worldly than saintly 

and divine. 

Tekakwitha's epiphany occurs in the concluding episode of "the Dream," which 

describes her arrival at Mission Saint-Francois-Xavier de la Prairie, where she is to begin 

her "civilized" life. As Pere Cholenec escorts her around the mission grounds, the setting 

partakes of the type of condensation of time and place that Blind William uses in 

conflating narratives about Gougou, Ignatius, and Jesus, among others. On their way to 

the chapel, they pass "the bookstores and erotica shops of rue Sainte-Catherine, which 

[Pere Cholenec] could not see . . ." (Vollmann 1993, 850). The disjunction between the 

old site of the mission and the new site of the erotica shops, on a street sharing 

Tekakwitha's nom de conversion, suggests profanation of her image but also implies that 

the enterprise of converting "Savages," of which she is exemplary, is impurely 

consummated and thus suspect. The erotic and religious scene yields a nominal 

beatification that signifies ultimately as a mere signpost directing the modem pilgrim to a 

business district that trades in tomes and carnal knowledge—not spiritual purity." The 

final lines of the Dream, however, reverse this dispiriting disjunction. After Tekakwitha 

and Cholenec pass the bookstores and erotica shops, "Three prostitutes came strolling up 

11. The coincidence of pornography shops and the bookstore could even suggest a 
comment on Vollmarm's novel: just as pornography here deflates Tekakwitha's sanctity, 
so too does the coincidence deflate Fathers and Crows as a hagiographic or teleological 
narrative. As with the bartering that takes place in bookstores and pornography shops, 
Vollmann is "trafficking" in knowledge and desire, here the desire to proliferate a 
distinctive way of "conceiving" history. 
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from rue Saint-Catherine and they were chewing gum and their lips were made up and 

their faces were fat and brutal and they jostled Catherine and Pere Cholenec aside" 

(Vollmann 1993, 850). Approaching like postmodern Furies with their garish, brutal, 

mask-like faces and gnashing teeth, the prostitutes accost the Christians, although 

Cholenec senses only a strong wind (Vollmann 1993, 850). The women hector 

Tekakwitha and Cholenec intervenes; 

Suddenly understanding that Catherine was beset by Demons, [he] cried out in a 
commanding voice "you shall not see!" but Catherine did see and she knew in spite of 
all her reverence for the Black-Gowns that Pere Cholenec was wrong in saying this, and 
she smiled at the whores and said "good evening to you, sisters." (Vollmann 1993, 
850) 

In this historical palimpsest, Tekakwitha communicates Christ-like fellowship to sinners of 

another age. Although her salutation evokes Christ's compassion, the conclusion of the 

Dream highlights the human, the mundane, the profane, showing Tekakwitha not as the 

idealized patron Saint of New World proselytizing but as the kin of those who personify 

worldliness and fornication.'" Her "worldliness" is marked further by the realization that 

her fellowship with the prostitutes is outside the ken of Cholenec. In the end, the Dream 

shows us Tekakwitha of the pockmarked face rather than the hagiographic statuary with 

12. In emphasizing Tekakwitha's humanity, Vollmann appears to be drawing some 
inspiration from the seamy apocrypha surrounding the woman's reputation. In John Paul 
If's Book of Saints, the authors allude to charges of sexual impropriety: "She endured 
many trials, including a false accusation by a jealous woman .. (Bunson, Bunson, and 
Bunson 1999, 216). In a note, Vollmann quotes historian Bruce G. Trigger, who makes a 
comparable reference to such rumors; "'Gossip even called into question the conduct of 
Kateri Tekakwitha when she left Kahnawake to accompany a winter hunting party'" 
(Vollmann 1993, 985). 
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the immaculate complexion.'" 

Given the overwhelming sense of cultural dissolution in the rest of the novel, the 

compassionate humanism of Tekakwitha is hard pressed to bear the burden of the 

devastation that Blind William narrates. Earlier in the novel, such sisterly fellowship as 

Tekakwitha offers to the prostitutes has destructive implications. During a mystical 

vision. Bom Underwater sees Tekakwitha, who declares, "I am your sister Kateri," after 

which a violent clash pits Christianity against indigenous figures: 

Kluskap appeared. Kluskap wore Bom Underwater's face. The woman [Kateri] 
scalped Him with her Cross and threw the scalp into the rapids. The scalp became 
Gougou. Kluskap screamed as Bom Underwater screamed—. (Vollmann 1993, 829) 

Although Tekakwitha expresses kinship, she destroys a figure, Kluskap, that is prominent 

in the narrator's treatment of indigenous (namely, Micmac) cosmology. Likewise, Bom 

Underwater, a mixed-blood, exile Micmac woman who becomes a quasi-member of the 

Montagnais as well as of the Huron, is also symbolically destroyed. Most simply, this 

allegory represents the destmctive effects of European beliefs and culture on Native 

•Ajnerican peoples; Christianity, embodied in Tekakwitha and symbolized by the cross, 

destroys the indigenous deity who dons the face of an individual Native American, and 

Gougou is the progeny of this cultural confrontation. The battle between Tekakwitha and 

Kluskap-Bom Underwater undermines the promise of consanguinity further when we 

recall Bom Underwater's parentage; as a metis child of rape with various tribal affiliations, 

13. Even official symbols deflate her status. The narrator describes seeing an alter 
figurine of Tekakwitha in the church where she is entombed; it is "a little unadorned doll 
in her buckskins" (Vollmann 1993, 866), a slight plaything rather than a momento mori of 
an eminent personage. 
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her significance in the altercation takes on more complex meanings with respect to the 

metissage that she exemplifies. In her allegorical vision. Bom Underwater endures a 

violence comparable to her brutal conception, Robert Pontgrave's rape of Bom 

Swimming, which itself stands for the conquest of Canada. The sisterly assault is a 

doubling of the rape: an onslaught of epistemologies and contagions redoubles the earlier 

physical violence. If Pontgrave's attack "signed the deed of Canada" (Vollmann 1993, 

163), then the issue of that signing. Bom Underwater, is a kind of receipt, proof of "the 

deed," in both senses. As the narrator earlier pronounced, the redemption of the 

indigenous peoples will be preempted by (and here is a kind of supplement to) the "deed" 

of Pontgrave's ilk: "He who seeks to save the souls of Savages must be deflected by him 

who's already raped them of body and goods" (Vollmann 1993, 339); in deflection, the 

sacred assault is a belated double of the secular conquest. In this same passage, the 

narrator asserts that Gougou is the cause of the secular, violent current that deflects the 

spiritual conquest: "If Canada has a sacred history ... there is also (I hate to confess it) a 

secular current, caused undoubtedly by Gougou's nasty whirlpools . . (Vollmann 1993, 

339). As the whirlpools of the secular current appear to impose obstacles to the sacred 

flow, and given that the secular current will inevitably deflect the sacred course, the 

secular "deflection" will bend William the Blind's ostensibly teleological narrative ("this 

true and pious relation of the Black-Gowns") from its purpose, religious apotheosis. Yet, 

14. Bom Underwater is of many groups and of no group; "She knew that she was 
not of [the Huron], just as she had not been of her old husband's People, the Innuat, nor 
her mother's People, the Lnu'k, nor her father's People the Iron Ones . .." (Vollmann 
1993, 644). 
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William the Blind's persistent murkiness of vision deconstructs his own declaration of 

differentiation. As the excerpt above reminds us, the intervention of the sacred 

continuum, the mission, created Gougou, but such a continuum rides in on the tide of 

murder-blood shed by the water monster: Gougou is both cause and effect of the sacred 

missionary history. The murkiness of causality, as we should expect, muddles the 

supposed precedence of secular (rape) or sacred (rape). Like Tekakwitha, Gougou 

embodies the sacred and the profane (as I established earlier with Le Jeune's dream), but 

here the heterogeneity confijses historical causation in addition to convoluting cultural 

values. As a narrative of Ascension, Fathers and Crows is "under erasure" because sacred 

and secular as well as cause and effect cannot be differentiated clearly or conclusively. 

The mythopoetic precedence awe/belatedness of Gougou shows that the distinction 

between secular and religious "histories" breaks down, but this collapse reinforces the 

prevalence of violence and the implausibility of salvation—the colonial violence that stains 

and defiles the world, which is itself a product of the missionary intervention, will always 

defer redemption in New France." When Bom Underwater sees the vision of Kateri and 

Kluskap, after conceding to Brebeuf s request that she perform the Exercises, the hybrid 

vision mimics Jesuit purification and exposes the violence that is always at the back of the 

colonial "mission." 

Out of the causal aporia, the contagion of colonial violence signifies with stark 

15. This treatment yet differs from that of a work such as Cormac McCarthy's 
Blood Meridian (1992) in that the violence in Fathers and Crows is fundamentally 
implicated in cultural practices (for example, missionary Christianity) rather than 
naturalized processes. 
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certainty. The ironic consanguinity of Tekakwitha and Bom Underwater shows that the 

history of colonization is the story of the advent not of violence in the New World but of 

an epidemic of "holocausts." Given that the scenario of Bom Underwater's "Exercise" 

encapsulates the severe clash of cultural continua, the conflict involving Tekakwitha, 

Kluskap, and Bom Underwater represents the inter- and intra-tribal violence that 

colonialism inaugurates or intensifies. As the framing incident of the Eagle and the Fox 

also shows, European conquest not only initiated strife between Europeans and Native 

Americans but also manifested or aggravated hostilities between indigenous people(s). 

This insight becomes a dominant theme of the novel; the catalyst of colonial violence 

wrought holocausts among the already inflamed indigenous enemies. Recall that, 

according to the narrator. Fathers and Crows is the story of how the French and the 

Iroquois destroyed the Huron. While these indigenous groups had been traditional 

enemies, the arrival of the French, and other Europeans, exacerbated existing 

tensions. Because of the sisters' tribal affiliations, their combat rehearses the central 

inter-tribal conflict; Tekakwitha, an Iroquois, destroys Bom Underwater, the adopted 

Huron. Moreover, while the multi-tribal identity of Bom Underwater (Micmac. 

Montagnais, Huron) implies far-reaching devastation, the underlying Algonkian ancestry 

of the two women (Vollmann 1993, 878, 887) brings the destructive consequences of 

European conquest full circle to a "sisterly" plight. From Blind William's perspective, 

Tekakwitha is a sororicidal Cain by the contagion of colonial violence, and Bora 

Underwater is the insurgent survivor who suffers doubly from the same tainting 

devastation. 
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A final consideration of Tekakwitha's complex identity concludes the entire 

narrative of Fathers and Crows, at the end of the epilogue, a conversation leaves the 

reader with a striking image of Tekakwitha as a hybrid icon of colonizer and colonized. 

The ending mixes demystification with sympathy in a passage that is relatively unmediated 

by the irony of William the Blind. Indeed, the closing scene focuses on two modem 

Canadians, Pierre and Marie-Claude (who implicitly claim European heritage), whose 

views skewer romantic assessments of the colonial foundations of Canadian identity. To 

Pierre, Tekakwitha was among the first "accommodators" and represents "colonialism, 

alienation," and pain (Vollmann 1993, 866, 863); if he were an Indian living among such 

symbols as Tekakwitha statuary, he ""would put fire to those things'" (Vollmann 1993, 

863), a response that reimplicates the firestorm of the missionary "holocaust." As Pierre 

and Marie-Claude converse, the narrator is conspicuously reticent, seeming reluctant to 

concur with their bitter sentiments. Following one of Marie-Claude's remarks that 

dismisses Tekakwitha's "Canadian" identity, given the Lily of the Mohawk's disavowal of 

her Indian heritage, the narrator reflects on Tekakwitha's "namesake" (Vollmann 1993, 

868), Saint Catherine, whose martyrdom provides a parable regarding the Mohawk 

woman's problematic identity; "I could not but think of Sainte Catherine . being 

stretched between two spiked wheels, throwing out her hands and screaming with anguish 

while a light like radioactivity had already begun to glow around her face" (Vollmann 

1993, 868). The association of the two Catherines maintains a sense of religious devotion. 

The narrator does not consider Tekakwitha to be merely an "accommodator," as someone 

who is unworthy of celebration. Saint Catherine's nimbus signals sanctity, yet the word 
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"radioactivity" suggests the sense of "contagion" that I have discussed, thereby yielding a 

typically mixed characterization. More pointedly, the image suggests that Tekakwitha is 

figuratively torn apart by the fundamentally divergent ways of interpreting her historical 

significance. If hagiography and Pierre and Marie-Claude's type of critique constitute the 

competing wheels, however, which one is the lethal counterpoint? Or, are they equally 

destructive? To be fair to Tekakwitha, the comparison implies, we ought to see in her 

plight a commingling of individual actions and abstract historical forces rather than torture 

her with opposing, rending evaluations. 

Nevertheless, Blind William's overall treatment of Tekakwitha indeed demystifies 

"the Virgin Hiroquois." By emphasizing her humanity, the flaws and the worldliness. 

Blind William compromises her "heroism" and resists the type of apotheosis that would 

consecrate instead of question the conquest that (re)created her. Without such "scars" of 

characterization, Tekakwitha might well represent colonialism as redemptive and thus 

confirm the ideology of conventional conquest narratives: that the only hope for (Native) 

America(ns) was that the colonizers would civilize (their) savagery. Beyond being a 

celebration of her humanity and an articulation of pathos concerning her suffering, the 

deflation of her beatitude negates her apotheosis as a paradigm of redemptive 

"conversion." 

Especially with Brebeuf s immolation, the heroic colonial dream goes up in ash; 

the ashes rise and the ashes also fall. Scarred and nearsighted, Tekakwitha is a blessed 

exile, a Canadian and a Cain who is as profane and defeated as she is sanctified and 

elevated. Ironically, perhaps the character who may be the most obvious "victim" of 
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conquest stands most for victory, or at least a survival that is contrary to the dictates of 

Euro-contagion. Indeed, Bom Underwater, child of colonial violence, reluctant proselyte, 

and visionary sufferer, resists even as she appears to accept European colonialism: her 

contrapuntal "apotheosis" as the "foremost" tormentor of Brebeuf makes her a disruptive 

hybrid figure, one whose mimicry menaces the authority of French colonization and defers 

any notion of a triumphant or synthetic "Canadian" identity in the New France of Fathers 

and Crows. 

Upstream is Downstream 

"What was the purpose of the Jesuits? To penetrate 
the Countn-. firstly, to penetrate the hearts of those 
first Indian people. Secondly, to help French grab 
the Country.... I don't know e.\actly why [the 
Indians] played that game with the Jesuits and the 
Recollects and every kind of priest that came here. 
But they did. The}- played the game, and they lost 
the game." 

Vollmann. Fathers and Crows 

Fathers and Crows plays the matter of historical agency—willy-nilly—both ways. 

Superficially, the apotheoses of Tekakwitha and Brebeuf conclude one type of causal, 

narrative strand—teleological fulfillments of the "Exercises." The "epiphany" of Bom 

Underwater evinces a resistant hybridity that undermines teleological fulfillment. Perhaps 

unexpectedly, the "fate of nations" plot provides additional evidence of historical 

contingency and inconclusiveness; after all, the novel ends m medias res regarding the 
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fates of the dominant powers of the region, the French and the Iroquois. Of course, the 

trajectory of the narrative hardly requires explication. Notwithstanding modem readers' 

considerable hindsight, however, the limits of the historical-narrative range leave us with a 

strong sense that the legacy of European conquest is yet to be "realized" fully, in 

understanding or in worldly fruition. Rather than imparting us with historical answers of 

dominance and accomplishment. Fathers and Crows leaves us with haunting questions 

regarding the "New World." While William the Blind refrains from concluding outright 

concerning the implications of what he has inscribed, the questions that he raises suggest 

that we are all losers, that the most tangible losses of Native Americans—the destruction 

of the Huron, for example—accompany substantial liabilities, or "debts" (Vollmann 1993, 

860), for "Canadians" and all North Americans. 

Compared to the relatively conventional twentieth-century novels that I discuss in 

chapter two. Fathers and Crows markedly and effectively "problematizes" the literary 

strains of apotheosis and historical triumphalism: even in the treatment of historical 

"victory," the profound compromises and substantial losses overwhelm us. With 

Brebeuf s martyrdom, his life's triumph, we realize the insubstantiality of his 

accomplishment. The "crowning" of Brebeuf. among others, cannot stand for the type of 

historical resolution of Archbishop Latour, Judge Holden, or even the ambiguously 

positioned Tercero Rafa. The career and "crowning" of Brebeuf demonstrate two 

powerful ideas: although martyrdom was a greatly desired goal of the missionaries' quests, 

such a victory as Brebeuf s is relatively meaningless in any terms other than the simplest 

canonical interpretation—he died serving God; and the careers of Brebeuf and his brethren 
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show that the loving missionary "holocaust" was as destructive as the terror and warfare 

of "secular" conquest. While it is not particularly revelatory that conquest is violent or 

that the particular conquest of New France was violent. Fathers and Crows takes the 

conjunction of warfare and the missionary project to an extreme that someone such as 

Gather states merely in general terms; even McCarthy, who does not scant violence, 

refrains from ever conjoining a concrete sense of religious mission, in general, with the 

brutality he catalogues (and the high priest of violence. Judge Holden, is the exception that 

highlights the rule). Fathers and Crows proposes that even the ostensibly peaceful, 

charitable project of spreading the word of "the lamb," Jesus Christ, is flilly immersed in 

the continuum of colonialist violence that dominated the historical processes of European 

colonization of North America. William the Blind acknowledges this vividly when he 

notes the intrinsic violence of the entire colonial agenda and the deferral of redemption: 

"He who seeks to save the souls of Savages must be deflected by him who's already raped 

them of body and goods" (Vollmann 1993, 339). Bom Underwater's hybrid survival is 

both proof of and a counter-attack against the dual dominion of such violence and 

mastery. 

The characterization of Tekakwitha also defers apotheosis and historical 

fulfillment. The portrayal of the missionary project as a disastrous epidemic and a terrible 

attack on those it supposedly aids reduces drastically the valuation of Tekakwitha's 

beatitude, as such, as well as it undermines the sense that her life and death signified a 

providential blending of European and indigenous peoples and cultures. The modest 

heroism of Tekakwitha cannot compensate for the tainted context within which she attains 



197 

her eminence. Because of this deeply vexed condition, Tekakwitha is a prominent, 

problematic member of what William the Blind may somewhat too sanguinely call the 

"Canadians " Just as the murder and scalping of the Fox is a paradigmatic event in the 

novel, so too is the edification and beatification of Kateri Tekakwitha. At the same time, 

just as the murder of the Fox is an event that is as difficult to simplify as it is to venerate, 

the apotheosis of Tekakwitha is as difficult to celebrate as it is to dismiss: between her 

indigenous identity and the European faith she aspired to, she was torn apart, marred, lost 

as she felt saved. Instead of viewing her either as personifying a synthesis of European-

Christian and Native American cultures or as a race traitor, we should see her as 

embodying the violent bind created by the collision of different cultures. She is a casualty 

of the problematic contact and conflict, and the damage she sustains is inscribed with 

facial scars, which Euro-contagion left as the markings of colonization. 

Within a broader view, any sense that the novel is a teleological fulfillment of the 

Jesuit Exercises or of some more general Christian completion must be undercut by the 

more worldly current that finds its outlet, for example, in disease: the devastation of whole 

cultures. Even if the "Christians" are not directly responsible for much of the destruction 

(and here the Iroquois may resemble the stereotypical "merciless savages"'®), the frequent 

16. In general, the menace of the Huron and the torturous methods of the Iroquois 
might suggest that Vollmarm reinscribes some conventional characteristics of Indians, that 
they are savage enemies of progress, obstacles to European colonization, et cetera. 
However, Vollmann transcends the limited representations of convention by situating the 
violence of indigenous peoples in fully delineated contexts: their own cuhural systems and 
the complexities of their relations with various European peoples, as well as other 
indigenous groups, both enemies and allies. The result, in general, is a much more 
sophisticated understanding of Native American and Euramerican history. At one point. 
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reiterations of "Pax Christi" and similar sentiments fall horribly flat because the Christian 

mission brought anything but "peace." Therefore, the reliance on a Christian framework 

for the narration of the "Dream" is achingly ironic, despite (or because of) Vollmann's 

considerable humor, frequent levity, and palpable pathos. For instance, he closes every 

major section, including the epilogue—but excluding the section portraying Ignatius's life 

(Vollmann 1993, 278)—with large scrawled initials, J.H.S. (Vollmann 1993, 229, 308, 

467, 477, 837, 850, 868), "Jesus, savior of men." Yet, Fathers and Crows displays 

salvation in short supply; all seems lost, or, at best, bound in complexity, ambivalence, and 

violence. And the fact that Ignatius himself seems not to fall under the rubric of "saved" 

by Jesus again casts doubt on the continuum he inaugurated and which had such a 

destructive impact on the cultures of "New France."'^ 

however, the narrator does cry "foul": having ambushed a party of Dutch soldiers, a 
Mohawk group "burned them screaming into the fire. —Oh, not all of them—for [they] 
needed iron. But even one would have made the point. And they burned more than one" 
(463). This offhand criticism of excessive violence is conspicuous because the narrator 
rarely judges the horrors that he describes. 

17. The indirect slight to Ignatius as forsaken points up his problematic and 
compromised status as an exemplar of Jesuit missionaries in North America or of history 
itself As the cannonball episode shows, elements of Ignatius's character undercut or 
diminish his lofly stance and ostensible greatness. The fact that his comrades, following 
his injury, "surrendered at once" (as the narrative tersely declares) shows the blindness of 
his faith in presuming their ability to defend their position. Later, when he tries to describe 
his religious visions to a Father Confessor, "The Confessor struggled hard that day to 
show no smile" (Vollmann 1993, 258) that would betray his amusement in hearing 
Ignatius's theology. Though there is something foolish and quixotic about Ignatius, he is 
a powerful individual in the novel, for he initiates an approach to Christian missionary 
work that affected greatly the early attempts by Europeans to conquer the "New World"; 
and yet, even this influence finally declines, rendering his impact as less meaningful and 
"triumphant" in hindsight. The end of the section on Ignatius's life consists of a one 
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The sense of loss that subverts such epithets as "Jesus, savior of men," continues in 

one of the last portrayals of the Huron, namely the Iroquoian conquest of the Huron, 

which is the overall context in which several of the principal characters achieve their 

fictional ends, including Brebeuf and Bom Underwater. The end of the novel thus stages 

the supreme moment of crisis for Huron culture as utter demise. Divided along Christian 

and "pagan" lines, having suffered from epidemics the Europeans introduced, the Huron 

are now an easy target for the Five Nations of the Iroquois. Just as we would expect, the 

narrator interweaves the agency responsible for the demise of the Huron: although the 

attack of the Iroquois, or "Hiroquois," is the most concrete cause, the influence of the 

Jesuits underlies the decisive assault on the Huron. The narrator sums up the state of 

affairs for the Huron, among others, who are torn between the torturous wheels of 

Iroquoian assault and missionary influence: 

So those who loved dreams lost once and for all. Now they must pay the forfeit. 
Throughout the vastness of Canada, they must pay, and they would, patiently, as the 
Souriquois did when they had lost the gambling-game of Waltes [a traditional 

paragraph sub-section, "Further History of the Jesuits," which summarizes their place in 
Blind William's history. In addition to their prominence in Europe, Asia, and elsewhere, 
in North America the Black-Gowns "converted the Souriquois, the Huron (who were 
destroyed in the process); they spread the light to the Etechemins and Armouchiquois; in 
1637 they were placed in Spiritual charge of the Indians and settlers throughout Canada. . 
. . In 1676 they baptized Kateri Tegahkouita . . ." (Vollmann 1993, 278). The range and 
nature of their influence is implicit here in the (proto)national scope of their mission and 
the destructiveness of their work. The mission destroys some indigenous people while it 
redeems others, as Tekakwitha was "saved." As with the undercutting cannonball, the 
narrator deflates the sense of the Jesuits' historical eminence by ending the above litany of 
"successes" with this anti-climax: "In 1773 the Society of Jesus was dissolved" (Vollmann 
1993, 278), a pronouncement that provides no information about who dissolved it and 
why it was dissolved; in any case, the note about dissolution contributes to the devaluation 
of the supposed successes that the narrator records. 
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Souriquois game], as the Hiroquois did, as the Huron did, even when they gambled 
away their wives and wigwams, their hair and fingers[.]. . . This time they'd gambled 
away everything. And the Wendat stripped themselves to render presents and 
presents—more than ever in their history—until those called Charcoal were satisfied. 
(Vollmann 1993, 821-22) 

While the focus circles back to the Huron (or Wendat), indigenous losses are continental 

("Throughout . . Canada") and total: there is a vivid sense of brutal disfigurement 

(paying with fingers and hair) and a suggestion of rape or slave trading (in that wives are 

lost stakes). Moreover, the agency of the "losers" appears to be coerced, despite the fact 

that the parties commit themselves to the gambling. The stakes and losses are severe and 

complete enough that the indigenous gamblers seem not to have been in a position to 

game on equal ground. The satisfaction of those "called Charcoal" implies that the Black 

Gowns dictated the tendering of fingers, wives, wigwams, everything—that, in a dire 

sense, the Europeans held the trump card in the "game" of conquest. European 

"satisfaction," or "winning," trumps even the might of the "Hiroquois." 

Fathers and Crows is not primarily concerned with adjudicating villains or victims 

of history, however; instead, the novel provides a detailed explication of "symbols" that 

crystallize the significance of these people, places, and events. Ultimately, they all played 

the game, in whatever ways they could. The narrator indeed maintains, implicitly, that the 

problem was not so much that one group could act while others could not, but that out of 

the overabundance of desires, intentions, and actions, something great had to give way or 

be paid out. Unlike conventional novels, the problem is not one of too little individual 

agency versus overwhelming destiny, but is, as it were, a matter of too much discrete 

volition. For this reason, the historical "nightmare" of Fathers and Crows differs 
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importantly from those abysmal visions such as that of Blood Meridian, in which people 

seem incapable of anything other than primordially encoded violence in a hellish terra 

damnata. Fathers and Crows envisions history as out of control not because it was 

always destined to be thus but because the overflow of agency yields a "stream" that 

becomes, "willy-nilly," too powerful to divert. 

In proposing such a continuum, however, William the Blind does not resign 

himself to fatalism in the same way that McCarthy does in Blood Meridian, which posits a 

perpetual, inescapable cycle of warfare. In each work there is a sense of historical sweep, 

but whereas McCarthy makes the continuum of influence seem unavoidable, Vollmann 

portrays contingent historical sweep; for lack of a better term, I would refer to this 

characterization of agency as historical "momentum"; something identifiable is behind it, it 

is not fated to move in a certain way or direction, but its own movement generates an 

amount of force that resembles the inevitability of destiny.'* Vollmann's precarious 

position regarding historical agency rests on this idea; just because there are dominant 

trends in history does not mean that the past we have indeed "manifested" was the only 

one that we could have had. 

Be that as it may, Vollmann does not dwell much on what could have been. His 

project is more focused on the difficulty of determining historical causality—why it 

18, "Momentum" may be a historical trope for our time. In "Black Robes and 
Boston Men; Indian-White Relations in New France and New England, 1524-1701," 
James P. Ronda offers an analogous formulation in assessing the outcome of King Phillip's 
War, a struggle that is roughly contemporaneous to the events of Fathers and Crows: 
"Success in war has often been the product of chance, time, and momentum" (1988, 32). 
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happened the way it did—rather than dreaming up more savory alternatives. Fathers and 

Crows attests to the notion that even though we cannot ultimately "know" history, the 

past nevertheless compels us to return to it to see something of what we were, what we 

are, what we might be. We struggle to explain something that we cannot fully grasp. 

Despite epistemological uncertainties and narrative lacunae, Vollmann embraces the 

inherent partiality and subjectivity of historical narrative, striving toward what he refers to 

as "truth," a double writing of "fact" and "fiction" to inscribe and to interpret the past. 

Through his narrative persona, Vollmann interweaves a complex tapestry of 

individual, contingent volition (Brebeuf, Tekakwitha, Bom Underwater, among others) 

and abstract agency (the Stream of Time). Fathers and Crows constructs a sense of 

historical "causal momentum": compelling—though not inevitable—forces created by 

various "dreams" and "exercises." More concretely, he is able to cast a significant amount 

of doubt on the way Europeans colonized the "New World." He illustrates nobility in due 

measure among the various actors while ultimately deflating the most grandiose and trite 

historical conceits; the triumphs of great individuals and superior cultures. As a 

tragicomedy. Fathers and Crows tempers triumph with defeat and bolsters loss with the 

dignity of those efforts that aspired to love or goodness. 

In those terms, Tekakwitha is—after all—a proper personification of North 

.American hybridity, for she is at once "perfected" and "disfigured" by a history that belies 

such divine sanctity as is conventionally imputed to her and figures like her. She is fitting 

because she is "flawed," at once victim and victor. Moreover, the flaws are not "natural" 

but arise from the cultural bind that contributed to the creation of "Catherine Tekakwitha" 
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as a cross-cultural icon. Oddly, perhaps, Tekakwitha and Gougou anchor a kind of hybrid 

axis on which we might plot the willy-nilly efforts that form what we call "history"—the 

past that is ""always there, staining us'" (Vollmann 1993, 735).'' The staining murder-

blood of Gougou and Tekakwitha's stigmata of taint coalesce as an apparently 

irreconcilable interpretive knot, for Gougou, the embodiment of murder and defilement, 

•'loved Catherine" and "sought to make Himself beautiful for her" (Vollmann 1993, 845); 

that the occasionally "demonic" Gougou loves the "beatific" woman suggests a peculiar, 

irreducible affmity between the secular "savage" monster and the saintly Christian—and a 

"murky" model for New World identity. In this "Dream," we see our history in a 

nightmarish condition: the convolution of cultures is an "ax knot," a bind that is not—or, 

at least, has not been—reconciled by national identity or by "metissage"; attempts to 

"resolve" it, time and again, with violence or negligence, leave it to manacle what would 

more "happily" run free. Until we teach ourselves how to unravel the bind. Fathers and 

Crows cautions, our history remains hostage to the clinging strands of the Fox scalp, adrift 

in the Stream of Time. 

19. This quotation fi^om Fathers and Crows is excerpted from an exchange 
between Brebeuf and Bom Underwater. "'Some people love to forget the past,' 
[Brebeuf] said. "They believe that it will then go away. But the past is always there, 
staining us . . (Vollmann 1993, 735). 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE PROPHETIC INSURGENCY OF SIMON ORTIZ'S FIGHT BACK: FOR THE 
SAKE OF THE PEOPLE, FOR THE SAKE OF THE LAND AND LESLIE MARMON 

SILKO'S ALA'MNAC OF THE DEAD 

Colonialism is not satisfied merely with holding a 
people in its grip and empty ing the native s brain of 
all form and content. By a kind of perv erted logic, it 
turns to the past of oppressed people, and distorts, 
disfigures and destroys it. This work of devaluing 
pre-colonial history takes on a dialectical significance 
today. 

Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth 

Children of Colonialism 

In separate interviews from the Third International Conference on the Short Story 

in English (1994), Simon Ortiz and Leslie Marmon Silko express their views regarding 

history and historical transformation. After noting that he is a "child of colonialism." 

Ortiz suggests that cultural change will occur "only" if artists and writers "continue to 

struggle" against (post)colonial "displacement" (1997, 201).' In contrast to Ortiz's sense 

of active engagement with the legacy of the past, Silko espouses faith in an inevitable 

upheaval of the status quo. "People will wake up and know in their hearts that it's 

beginning. .. . That's why the change will not be stopped, for it will be a change of 

consciousness, ' a movement that "will not have leaders" yet will carry people along, 

"massed into a natural force like a hurricane or a tidal wave" (Silko 1997, 246, 247). 

1. For more material on Ortiz as a "child of colonialism," see Ortiz (1992c, 11) 
and Andrew Wiget (1986, 13-14). 
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While both writers foresee a new cultural era, Ortiz is conditionally "hopeful" {if there is 

struggle) while Silko deemphasizes the importance of individuals or conscious action and 

augers a natural cataclysm that will compel a social revolution. These remarks exemplify 

both the agreement between these writers—both desire social upheaval, specifically 

decolonization—and the differences in their conceptualizations of historical change. 

Ortiz stresses struggle and Silko appears to submit to fatalism. Specifically, Silko draws 

inspiration from ancient indigenous prophecies that predict the end of European 

dominance in the Americas—a vision that reemerges in Silko's work as a "novel" 

response to the conventions of Euramerican "manifest destiny." There are times when 

Ortiz comes across as prophetically certain as Silko tends to be, but, in general, Ortiz 

emphasizes the simplicity and commonality of struggling to improve cross-cultural 

attitudes, perspectives, and relations. Yet, both authors share a literary perspective that 

counters colonialist versions of American history in the literature of the United States of 

America." As Native Americans, Ortiz asserts, these writers emerge from the "gauntlet 

of genocide and enslavement. Manifest Destiny, U.S. citizenship, and assimilation" 

(1992c, 20). 

Each author has written and spoken extensively about history, cross-cultural 

relations, and cultural transformation. I will interpret two works that stand out among 

each writer's oeuvre as especially focused on reviewing and responding to the history and 

2. While I realize that "America" can and does refer to locations and peoples 
outside of the United States of America, I will use "America" and its cognates for the US, 
its peoples, and its characteristics. For additional remarks on national and ethnic 
nomenclature see chapter 1, note 2. 
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"legacy of conquest"^ in the Americas: Ortiz's collection of poems and prose Fight Back: 

For the Sake of the People, for the Sake of the Land and Silko's novel Almanac of the 

Dead. These texts exemplify the authors' literary assessments of the effects of the 

colonial past, particularly—but not exclusively—of the US. Fight Back and Almanac of 

the Dead project compatible yet distinctive visions of countering the view that American 

history is the providential fulfillment of colonialist "progress." Unlike most of the other 

texts that I have analyzed in the previous chapters, these texts do not focus primarily on 

revisiting the particulars of bygone eras, but they are indeed pointedly "historical": a keen 

attentiveness to the past informs both works, and each is a significant reconstruction of 

North American history as a confluence of cultures and nations. For both authors, as 

Ortiz makes explicit by referring to himself as a "child of colonialism," the effects of 

conquest persist and demand continuing attention. Fight Back and Almanac of the Dead 

proceed from that premise and with that historical "condition" as their inspiration and 

subject. 

Fight Back is a memorial, a manifesto, a prophecy, and an invitation to mutual 

understanding. Ortiz declares the need to resist the legacy of conquest by "fighting 

back." The specific inspiration for his stance is the event that Fight Back commemorates: 

the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, "when the Pueblo people rose against the ruling Spanish 

oppressor," and expelled them from what is now New Mexico (1992a, 347)."* The 

3. I adopt this phrase fi-om the title of Patricia Nelson Limerick's Legacy of 
Conquest: The Unbroken Past of the American fre5r(1988). 

4. In Cycles of Conquest: The Impact of Spain, Mexico, and the United States on 
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content and tone of Fight Back mostly belie the belligerence that the Revolt invokes, 

however. While Ortiz makes numerous general statements about "fighting back," the 

specific terms of this agenda tend to be subtle and ideational rather than physical. Ortiz 

conceives of much of the "fight" as a struggle for increased knowledge and 

understanding of distinctive cultural histories, our mutual history, and the destructive 

trends within those histories, many of which continue to affect people's lives and thus our 

entire society. In particular, much of the material centers on the modernization and 

industrialization of the area from which he comes, the Acoma/Laguna region, west of 

Albuquerque, New Mexico. In this local context, Ortiz writes of ordinary people 

striving, coexisting, and interacting with the environment in which they toil and endure. 

This focus enables him to examine the causes and effects, on the land and on the people, 

of regional changes and developments. Two industries share center stage and condense 

his cultural and economic concerns: the railroad and uranium mining. By emphasizing 

how such industries have shaped the Acoma/Laguna area, the poet grounds his "fighting" 

in a stance against the exploitation of people and resources and the expropriation of land. 

As a "fighter," Ortiz affirms life and justice rather than destruction and violence. 

Less hopeful and much broader in scope. Almanac of the Dead is a harrowing 

web of motives and machinations that encompasses centuries and continents. The tome 

the Indians of the Southwest, 1533-1960, Edward H. Spicer notes that the Pueblo Revolt 
of 1680 was a response to colonial attempts to suppress indigenous cultural practices. 
Colonial authorities "whipp[ed] and imprison[ed] forty-seven Indian leaders ... who 
were accused of witchcraft, idolatry, or the promotion of idolatry.... The whipping of 
the Indian leaders turned out to be a move which touched off the great Pueblo Revolt of 
1680 . . "(1992, 162). 
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of the title, The Almanac of the Dead, is a powerful artifact in the novel that helps tie the 

narrative strands together. Indigenous keepers of the Almanac of arcana and prophecy 

have handed it down for generations, and two main characters, sisters Lecha and Zeta, are 

contemporary custodians of it. At the beginning of the novel, Lecha has returned to the 

family ranch outside of Tucson, Arizona (a geographic reference point, or "center," to 

which most people and subplots gravitate), to complete the monumental task of 

organizing and editing the fragmentary document (Silko 1992, 136). A host of other 

characters, some equally important and some less so, populate the narrative. What binds 

the disparate strands into a powerful whole is the mounting, prophesized crisis in which 

all characters are implicated. In the many subplots, Silko renders human activity in great 

detail at the same time that she insists on the dominance of spiritual forces in shaping the 

future. The various subplots entwine progressively and momentously, so that the novel 

itself takes on the character of a text that presages the days to come. This novelistic 

prophecy of earthly upheaval and social insurgency reflects the sentiments Silko 

expresses in the interview quoted above: like a natural disaster, cataclysmic change will 

come. Nevertheless, the narrative is replete with individuals and groups who cannot help 

but plan and scheme. Whereas Fight Back voices a commitment to local, modest efforts 

to achieve cultural transformation. Almanac of the Dead declaims prophetic certainty yet 

provides convoluted plots of individuals acting on their own and in concert with others to 

effect change. 
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A History of the People, a History of the Land: An Emergent Literature 

Importantly, Ortiz and Silko descend from kindred Native American groups: 

Acoma and Laguna Pueblos, respectively, which are neighboring reservation 

communities in New Mexico. In addition to sharing geography, these groups are closely 

related culturally and historically. The two Pueblos belong to a family of Keresan 

(language) communities (Ellis 1979, 438) that share "a basic religious system, [a] 

political system . ,. and [a] kinship (clan) system" (Garcia-Mason 1979, 452). The 

related heritages yield highly consistent worldviews. The fundamental influence of their 

Keresan backgrounds on their work lends much to the distinctiveness of these authors' 

versions of historical literature. 

Based on their Keresan traditions, the authors share ideas and assumptions about 

humans' relationships to each other and to the natural environment. Given that Acoma 

and Laguna clan names correspond to animals, birds, and plants, it is easy to see that 

Ortiz's and Silko's Pueblo communities evince close, even "familial," associations with 

the flora and fauna of the region.' More importantly, the Pueblos have compatible origin 

narratives that highlight a relationship to the natural world: the earliest ancestors emerged 

5. In the Handbook of North American Indians, Florence Hawley Ellis provides 
these Laguna clan names: Water, Lizard, Snake, Turkey, Eagle, Antelope, Sun, 
Roadrunner, Badger, Bear, Parrot, Com, Coyote, Oak, and Turquoise; the Com, Coyote, 
Oak. and perhaps Parrot clans were incorporated from Acoma Pueblo (1979, 443-44). 
Likewise, in the same work, Velma Garcia-Mason provides these Acoma clan names: 
clans that are "no longer in existence" include Snake, Lizard, Shiahut, Turquoise, Coyote, 
Mountain Lion, Badger, Cricket, and Purple Com; as of 1978, these clans existed: Water, 
Sky, Sun, Turkey, Eagle, Roadrunner, Oak, Ivy, Red Com, Yellow Com, White Com, 
Pumpkin, Bear, and Antelope (1979, 461). 
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through an opening in the earth, from a world below this one.*^ The direct generative tie 

between the Pueblo peoples and the earth reflects a cosmological basis for venerating the 

land from which they emerged. Ortiz and Silko speak regularly and eloquently about 

their devotion and commitment to the land, the "mother" that brought them into this 

world, and all the creatures that inhabit it, fellow "children" of the same progenitor. 

Beyond spiritual and maternal fellowship, each writer views the natural 

environment as the most important source of continuing energy and existence, the prime 

mover of history. The foundation of each writer's sense of the cosmos and of human 

history is the ability of the earth to sustain and to renew itself In Ortiz's "That's the 

Place Indians Talk About," Coso Hot Springs is a site of communion between people and 

land, and the locale "speaks" powerfully to the attentive sojourners: 

Listen, 
that's the way you hear. 
Pretty soon, you can hear it, 
coming far away 
deep in the ground, deep down there coming, 
the voice of power coming. . . . 

Hearing, 
that's the way you listen. 
The People talking, 
telling the power to come to them 
and pretty soon it will come. 
It will come, 
the moving power of the voice, 
the moving power of the earth. 

6. Of course, the authors themselves refer directly and indirectly to these creation 
narratives, and many others have explained and analyzed them. For example, the last 
section of Almanac of the Dead is titled "The Fifth World." For a brief treatment of 
creation stories, see Silko (1981a, 57). 
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the moving power of the People. 
That's the place Indian People talk about. (1992a, 324) 

In Ortiz's usual manner, the persona weaves a delicate pattern of influence; the 

originative force of the earth combines with the actions of the people, who not only listen 

to the spring but also address it, "Telling the power to come to them." Human agency 

signifies in this exchange, but the earth provides both a medium and an impetus for the 

"moving power." Through the figure of "voice," Ortiz is able to posit a profoundly vital 

source of power in the earth as well as he is able to endow "the Indian People" with a 

comparably substantial role in "talking" and "moving." In Almanac of the Dead, Silko 

echoes Ortiz's conception of the primacy of earthly power; "No human . . . could 'own' 

the earth; it was the earth who possessed the humans and it was the earth who disposed of 

them" (1992, 749). Silko and Ortiz adhere to this particular spiritual and earthly outlook, 

which accounts for their belief that history is, "radically," the spiritual power of the earth 

consummated in the world. The earth acts through the people to originate life and to 

shape history. 

Ortiz and Silko among the Ancients 

In addition to the Pueblo context from which each author writes, particular 

cultural elements of indigenous histories inspire and frame these works, as I noted briefly 

above; Almanac of the Dead replicates prophetic Mayan almanacs and Fight Back 

commemorates the Pueblo Revolt. Both specific contexts are important to understand 
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because the ideas and actions each recalls or suggests greatly influence the historical 

perspective each work articulates. 

Silko sets Almanac of the Dead on a fictional foundation of estimable ancient 

cultures and beliefs. In the lower left comer of the frontispiece map of the novel, she 

acknowledges certain highly accomplished pre-Columbian cultures; 

When Europeans arrived, the Maya, Azteca, [and] Inca cultures had already built 
great cities and vast networks of roads. Ancient prophecies foretold the arrival of 
Europeans in the Americas. The ancient prophecies also foretell the disappearance of 
all things European. (Silko 1992) 

From the outset, Silko suggests that her narrative sympathies will lie with ancient 

indigenous knowledge and prophetic texts. Specifically, Silko places European conquest 

in the context of an accomplished indigenous past and within a Native American 

historical model. Thus, Europeans enter indigenous history (not "pre-history") to witness 

cultural achievement (not a wild state of nature), and the prophecies render Europeans as 

anticipated constituents of the "Indian" cosmos. 

In an interview, Silko directly addresses how the ancient texts correspond to 

Almanac of the Dead. 

The "Almanac" in the title refers to the Mayan almanacs or. .. codices. 
There are four manuscripts that survived the on-going inquisition and persecution of 
the Mayan Indian people and all Indian peoples once the Spaniards and Portuguese 
arrived. . . . I've seen what the fragments [of the codices] were like, and decided that I 
would like to use the structure of an almanac. ... (1993, 63-64) 

Thereafter, Silko refers to her invention of a "fifth fi-agmentary manuscript," which binds 

characters to strategies of cultural survival and provides the novel with an intertextual 

relationship to the native wisdom of the ages. With these framing choices, Silko suggests 

that the codices and, by extension, her own "fifth manuscript" represent a rebellious, anti-
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dictates of the Spanish and Portuguese colonists (1993, 63). With "inquisition" and 

"persecution," Silko emphasizes that the production and distribution of such manuscripts 

defied the interdictions of Catholic canon and imperial law. In this scheme. Almanac of 

the Dead is part of an ancient tradition of "resistance literature," writings articulating 

ideas and beliefs that the ruling elite does not want remembered, recorded, or 

communicated because of the ostensible danger that they pose to colonial authority. 

The Mayan influence on Almanac of the Dead extends beyond a longstanding 

tradition of resistance. Mayan timekeeping and augury bear directly on the historical 

perspective that the novel articulates, its peculiar sense of "fate." Fundamentally, Mayan 

time is cyclical, measured in katuns: every 256 years, "the great 'wheel' of the katuns is 

said to be complete, and, as it begins anew, history is believed to repeat itself (Bierhorst 

1974, 270). In a prophetic text such as the Mayan "Cuceb," which Bierhorst translates as 

"that which revolves" (1974, 188), the future to be expected is a cataclysmic period 

culminating in the "overthrow" of the ruling power structure (Bierhorst 1974, 189). 

Although repetitious, this classical timekeeping does not obviate human action; indeed, 

even regarding the beliefs of the cyclical passage of time, there is a system of ritual in 

which a surrogate for the god Katun (an embodiment of the katun era) is tortured and 

even killed to expiate the sins of the community and to herald the new Katun—both era 

and god (Bierhorst 1974, 188). With these notions in mind, Silko's indebtedness to 

Mayan historicity may be more evident and might be summarized thus: the imminent 

upheaval cannot be stopped but people must not neglect preparation and involvement. 
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Such a conception differs from the Christian sense of "destiny" in two notable ways: not 

only does a divinity guide history, but Mayan teleology is also circular and recursive 

rather than linear and progressive, so that the emphasis rests on living well within the 

cycles rather than achieving particular goals; in the Mayan cycles, furthermore, human 

action is both necessary and incidental, and so this tradition encourages an increased 

reliance on divinity to affect daily life, whereas the adherents of Christian destiny would 

likely view their efforts to be at least somewhat volitional within an abstract framework 

of "Providence." With her Mayan insights, Silko proposes an eventual completion of a 

historical cycle: the return of the Americas to their indigenous caretakers. 

Ortiz's vision lacks the unifying abstraction of Silko's prophecy, but he promotes 

the more mundane and modest goal of gaining greater self-determination. Ortiz's direct 

and indirect treatments of the Pueblo Revolt suggest a valuation of the uprising as an 

occasion when the oppressed Pueblo peoples influenced the ways in which European 

colonization would affect them. In other words, Ortiz celebrates the efficacy of the revolt 

as a defense against present and future exploitation—not as violence directed against 

Europeans per se—because the success of the confederated uprising mitigated the 

reestablished Spanish regime: 

In 1692, as De Vargas swept back brutally in bloody reconquest, he did not win total 
submission from the people. The Spaniard had to settle for tacit recognition of the 
people who would insist on their freedom . .. [and] he was never the outright killer and 
thief he was before the revolt (1992a, 347).^ 

7. Spicer provides an assessment that parallels Ortiz's summary: in marching 
against Acoma Pueblo, in 1696, De Vargas "had to content himself with merely 
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Ortiz seeks to "fight" for his people and others similarly dispossessed by affecting the 

terms and circumstances of relationships and the balance of power, especially by 

promoting self-determination. While Ortiz intimates that violence might serve as a last 

resort, he clearly prefers the ideal of "fighting" on the battleground of consciousness with 

the "weapon" of creativity. The Pueblo Revolt serves as a historical exemplar of 

collaborative, effective response to the forceful denial of autonomy. The point is to take 

a stand, and unite with others in the stance, that will ensure the greatest degree of 

sovereignty.^ 

Poetics and Politics 

The colonized [person | who writes for liis [or herj 
people ought to use the past w itli tlie intention of 
opening the future, as an invitation to action and a 
basis for hope. 

Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth 

Given Ortiz's and Silko's (post)colonial identities and revolutionary stances, it should not 

surprise us that their literary-political positions can appear Manichean. Both writers rely 

on oppositional groupings, such as "the People" and the "Destroyers," that roughly 

translate into the conventional binary of colonized and colonizer, respectively. In this 

destroying fields," because the Acoma "held his soldiers at bay" (1992, 165). 

8. Andrew Wiget refers to Ortiz's insurgency as "taking back one's history" 
(1986,44,45), 



216 

colonial schema, as Frantz Fanon and others have argued, the two opposing groups are in 

a death-struggle that ultimately yields a period in which the colonized struggle for 

decolonization, which is, Fanon asserts, "always a violent phenomenon": "The violence 

of the colonial regime and the counter-violence of the native balance each other and 

respond to each other in an extraordinary reciprocal homogeneity" (1966, 29, 69). This 

violence is endemic to the contentious politics of the milieu, in which a strict separation 

of the colonizers from the colonized makes the groups enemies unalterably throughout 

the colonial period and throughout the process of decolonization: the revolutionaries 

reverse the moral valuation that had reified the privilege of the colonizer over the 

colonized so that the rebels are fundamentally "good" while the colonists are irreducibly 

"evil" (Fanon 1966, 72). While Ortiz and Silko may revise and mollify such rigid models 

of relations, both writers adhere to some extent to this Manichean division. Their 

responses are not merely "reactionary" according to the stark ethical reversal Fanon 

formulates, however. For Fanon, the foment of the "wretched of the earth" asserts a 

valorization of indigenous culture, a type of nationalism that he considers untenable 

because it derives its power from a fetishistic relationship between the "natives" and their 

formerly coherent culture (1966, 178). In short, such a re-adoption would lead to a 

nostalgic perspective and an unavailable past rather than a viable nationalism that takes 

up the issues and exigencies of the day, namely the milieu after (both following and 

derived from) colonialism (Fanon 1966, 178, 188). The important difference between 

Fanon's scenario and the situation of writers such as Ortiz and Silko is this; despite 

centuries of assault and intrusion, the Pueblo cultures retain much of their coherence and 
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vitality. These circumstances prompt Ortiz to proclaim, "We're not just fighting for 

survival anymore"; at stake are the practices and traditions that exceed or supplement 

subsistence. Ortiz's and Silko's "storytelling" (in a word) amply shows that their 

"revolution" is both different from and consistent with the typical "models" of 

decolonization: as storytellers, they embody the spirit of insurgency and cultural vitality. 

Ortiz and Silko focus on the effects of specific people, actions, and events in the 

construction of historical momentum, a quasi-destiny. While Ortiz acknowledges the 

seemingly omnipotent US continuum, he also believes in a movement that can resist and 

counteract that apparent omnipotence. Indeed, in Fight Back, Ortiz previews effective 

resistance with a certainty that may, superficially, recall conventional fatalism; what 

distinguishes Ortiz's sense of the future as the fulfillment of "continuance" is a faith in 

the power not of disembodied fate or of a provident god but of the capacity for people to 

work cooperatively and to live harmoniously. Thus, the confidence of a statement such 

as "we shall have victory" (1992a, 287) is based not on a sense that the fijture cannot be 

altered but on a belief that humanity will do right by itself, ultimately. In the same 

interview that I quoted at the outset, Ortiz describes this humanism: ". . . Not just 

humanism as an ethno-centric or people-centric concern. We're not the only ones, but 

rather, we have ... an absolute cormection to all things and all people" (1997, 202). To 

do right, people must "fight back" to benefit themselves and the worid they inhabit. As 

Ortiz tells another interviewer, "The spirit of humanity is thriving and fighting back" 

(1987, 226). For her part, Silko even more strongly posits a new "destiny" for the 

Americas, one in which the earth and "the People" move inexorably together to right 
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wrongs of over five centuries' standing. Unlike the US ideology of manifest destiny, 

however, this vision arises from people who seek the self-determination of the oppressed 

rather than the self-aggrandizement of colonialist dominion. 

Death-Eye Dogs and Destroyers: Euramerican Dominance in North America 

The initial component of Ortiz's and Silko's fictional-historical remembering 

consists of uncovering or exposing the history and legacy of Euramerican conquest, an 

epoch dominated by imperial agents, or "Destroyers." Silko provides a model of history 

in which "Destroyers" inaugurate a long period marked by perversity, brutality, and 

suffering. In general, the European cultures responsible for the conquest of the Americas 

are the Destroyers who wreak the havoc of the age of "discovery," which Silko names 

"the Dead-Eye Dog" era. Despite the preponderance of evidence that Europeans and 

Euramericans are the principal Destroyers, Silko curiously convolutes the colonizers' 

power with indigenous agency, specifically Indian "witchery," or malign power, which 

initiates and drives conquest. While Almanac of the Dead presents an expansive 

panorama of the ills of the era, Ortiz is more modest and specific. Fight Back focuses 

especially on the history of resource rights and the diminishing claims Native Americans, 

specifically in the Southwest, can make for the environment to which they had sovereign 

access in the past. In particular, Ortiz includes material that focuses on railroads and 

mining, two industries that have caused huge changes in the Laguna/Acoma area and 

throughout the Southwest. While Silko and Ortiz embody and assert Pueblo survival and 
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cultural integrity, both authors acknowledge and respond to the prevailing continuum of 

"New World" imperialism and colonialism, which is "manifest" contemporarily in the 

mainstream of capitalist, industrial non-Indian "American" culture (including Central 

America and South America). 

Canine Corruption: The Euramerican Continuum in Almanac of the Dead 

Silko characterizes the "Destroyers" not simply as "the Europeans" but as a more 

generic group of like-minded (rather than racially or ethnically "kindred") individuals. 

Specifically, she proposes a historical conspiracy that is responsible for the decimation 

and subordination of the indigenous peoples of the Americas; she reverses the flow of 

global agency responsible for "New World" conquest by crediting certain Native 

Americans with bringing the European colonizers to the Americas. Before the arrival of 

Europeans in the Americas, Silko explains, a schism had developed among the 

indigenous peoples of Mexico concerning sacred ritual. One moiety embraced blood-

sacrifice while the other group eschewed it. To avoid the violence of the Destroyers, the 

latter group "fled north to escape" (Silko 1992, 570). More significantly, these 

Destroyers compelled the Europeans to travel to the "New World": "In fact, it had been 

these sorcerer-sacrificers who had 'called down' the alien invaders, sorcerer-cannibals 

from Europe, magically sent to hurry the destruction and slaughter already begun by the 

Destroyers' secret clan" (Silko 1992, 475). Silko later adds to her account of witchery; 

Montezuma and his allies had been sorcerers who had called down or even 
invented the European invaders with their sorcery. Those who worshipped destruction 
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and blood secretly knew each other. .. . [T]he ""blood worshippers" of Europe met the 
"blood worshippers" of the Americas.... Yoeme [Lecha and Zeta's grandmother] 
always said sorcery had been the undoing of people here, and everywhere in the world. 
(1992, 570) 

Conquest is the collaborative "evil" work of Destroyers from America and from Europe: 

the malevolence of the Destroyers is a cross-cultural characteristic rather than an essential 

trait of one group or another; as sorcery, the destruaion of conquest is cultural and 

contingent. Importantly, the novel frames contingency in terms of malicious indigenous 

power, so that sorcery in one form or another is the cause of universal calamity and, 

specifically, the plight of the New World. Given that "worship" is fundamental to the 

identity of these witches. Destroyers are defined by their particular cultural practices 

rather than by any inherent trait. The repeated phrase "blood worshipper" not only 

equates one ethnically defined group with the other but also renders any other 

distinguishing characteristic moot in the context of the shared "blood worship." On the 

surface, attributing European conquest of the Americas on indigenous peoples may seem 

like blaming the victim, but this world-historical perspective instead emphasizes the 

absence of an imputed superiority or destiny to account for the success of European 

dominance. Likewise, such a scheme suggests that the indigenous peoples complicit in 

(or "related" to those complicit in) the horrors of European conquest can perhaps undo 

the damage of conquest by working against the (post)colonial status quo. 

The peculiar blend of indigenous and European agency, sorcery, inaugurates a 

period of calamity and a reign of terror. Throughout the novel, events and characters 

reflect an extremity of conditions and actions, a heightening of conflict, deviance, 

violence, and social dissolution. "During the epoch of the Death-Eye Dog human beings. 
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especially the alien invaders, would become obsessed with hungers and impulses 

commonly seen in wild dogs . . (Silko 1992, 251). Yoeme, who bestows the Almanac 

on Lecha and Zeta, tells the sisters a cautionary tale about the effects of the era on 

individuals. Yoeme tells of four children who flee to save the Almanac from the 

European "alien invaders." During their journey, they stop in a deserted town occupied 

by a lone woman who convinces one of the children to stay behind when the others leave 

(Silko 1992, 251). When the eldest of the departing children returns to try to recover the 

Almanac pages left behind with the girl who did not want to travel further, the eldest 

finds the butchered portions of her sibling "hanging from the crossbeams of the roof of 

an abandoned house (Silko 1992, 252). Yoeme explains the significance of the story 

about the lone woman and her "wild dog" appetite: 

"As long as all our days belong to Death-Eye Dog, we will continue to see such 
things. The woman had been left behind by the others. The reign of the Death-Eye 
Dog is marked by people like her. She did not start out that way. In the days that 
belong to the Death-Eye Dog, the possibility of becoming like her trails each one of 
us." (Silko 1992,253) 

It could be said that Almanac of the Dead is generally "marked by people like" the 

cannibal crone. As in the novels of the previous chapters, Silko's representation of 

history depends on a powerful continuum of causation: here, one that promotes vicious 

appetites and impulses. What remains unclear is the causal process of becoming like a 

wild dog. Implicit in the block quotation above is the absence of a clear source of 

agency. To some extent, the wildness of the old woman would appear to be a result of 

her townspeople abandoning her to a probable slow death. On the other hand, the sense 

that the "possibility" of the transformation "trails" us suggests that the possessive specter 
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of the epoch is the active cause, that the Death-Eye dog quality can track one down like 

an actual wild dog would. As we have seen in other works, historical causation combines 

a disembodied, abstract influence with the agency of individuals. As Shamoon Zamir 

points out, speaking of Silko's first novel. Ceremony, "What most distinguishes Silko's 

myth of malign magic is her transformation of local oral narratives into a comprehensive 

cosmological map of evil" (1993, 401). I would argue that the comprehensiveness of 

Silko's cosmology, especially pertaining to Almanac of the Dead, resides not only in 

•'local" Laguna and Navajo traditions but also in ancient Mesoamerican prophecies, 

particularly Mayan sources concerned with cultural dissolution, as I explained earlier. As 

Zamir further emphasizes, Silko is more indebted to Navajo traditions of witchery than 

she is to Laguna tradition, as Silko has acknowledged (1976, 31-32). The Navajo 

influence helps account for the comprehensiveness of this "map," because, Silko 

explains, while the topic of witchcraft is obscure in Laguna, it is pervasive in Navajo 

communities (1976, 31-32). This polyglot sense of witchery yields the cross-cultural, 

trans-historical, and mythopoetic sorcery of Almanac of the Dead. To qualify Silko's 

abstract or parabolic expositions of the age, a sustained analysis of several important 

characters will illustrate further this canine conception of history. 

Mafioso Max Blue is exemplary because he has mastered the commodification of 

contract killing, an ultimate form of human agency, yet he is always divorced fi-om the 

fatal act, though his meticulous planning leads to the successful murders: "Max never 

lifted a finger, or if he did, he was hundreds, even thousands, of miles away lifting only a 

telephone receiver" (Silko 1992, 355). Likewise, he is one of the most powerful people 
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in the Southwest, yet he holds court on the links rather than in the traditional corridors of 

power. Blue brokers influence among those willing to meet with him on the fairways and 

greens, including high ranking politicians, judges, and law enforcement officials. 

Whenever Blue golfs with a particular US Senator, for example, "Max receive[s] his 

'national security briefing'" (Silko 1992, 637). As a member of a crime family and a 

conduit of political and (extra)legal power. Blue is at once an exemplary individual 

"agent" and a glorified middleman in the flow of control and influence of his clan, city, 

state, region, and nation. Moreover, his life and work fit easily in the context of the 

Dead-Eye Dog framework, given the destructiveness of his occupation and the strange 

appetite that drives him. Blue performs his work not for money, status, or sex, but for the 

thrill of the murder plot: 

Max thinks of himself as an executive producer of one-night-only performances. ... 
Max liked to think of himself as somewhat a scholar, an expert in a very narrow field. 
He had favorites that regrettably no one would ever know about. (Silko 1992, 353-54) 

Blue's secretive professionalism, with star quality "production," "favorites," and 

"preferred" descriptions and methods (Silko 1992, 355), brings him a cold-blooded job 

satisfaction; he is a master predator, ruthlessly calculating yet also a "wild dog." In the 

end, however. Max Blue is a victim of his own peculiar success, for his unwavering 

schedule of golf makes him a victim of lightening while he is on the course. As 

elsewhere in the novel, the forces of nature trump the actions of those who create and 

destroy in the context of the larger currents of the earth. 

Like Max Blue, Menardo, an insurance tycoon, is a powerful figure who 

succumbs to a myopic self-confidence. Silko characterizes Menardo as a passably 
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competent self-made man whose obsessions about security and status blind him to the 

true threats in his life. Despite his overconfidence in "armoring" himself against mortal 

dangers, he unwittingly harbors agents of revolutionary change in and around his palatial 

house, Menardo's chauffeur, Tacho, who initially seems to be merely an overly familiar 

servant with some aptitude for picking winning lottery numbers and decoding his 

employer's dreams (Silko 1992, 323-24), turns out to be a spiritual "chosen one," the 

medium through which revolutionary "spirit macaws" activate their will. When Menardo 

orders Tacho to shoot him so that he can prove to his cronies that he is invincible, the 

body armor that Menardo worships like a savior fails to stop the bullet, and Tacho 

becomes Menardo's accidental conqueror, both fittingly and ironically. As the subaltern 

in a hierarchical relationship, the "subversive" Tacho fittingly dispatches a member of the 

elite. The shooting death is also ironic, however, because Menardo dooms himself with 

his obsessive efforts to protect himself as he had done for all of his clients; like Max 

Blue, Menardo submits to the final extension of his modus operandi. Although Menardo 

built his fortune and reputation on the promise of protecting people, his custom home is 

the site of the death of his first wife (Silko 1992, 300), his residence hosts revolutionary 

spirit macaws (and Tacho, the eventual leader of a mass movement of indigenous 

peoples), he ruins the career of his mistress, and he decides his own worldly "fate" by 

blindly believing in his literal and professional "armor." 

Besides bringing individuals such as Max Blue and Menardo to their final 

rewards, Silko also characterizes the dissolute age by emphasizing sexual excess, or 

"deviance." In addressing sexual perversity, Silko again seems to draw on ancient 
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sources. In Mayan narratives about cultural apocalypse, carnality is a prominent theme. 

In a note to his commentary about the Mayan text "Cuceb," Bierhorst observes that 

•'sexual sins in particular are emphasized by the Maya prophets" (1974, 245). Moreover, 

Bierhorst remarks that "sexual. .. wrongs," in part, provoke "the day of reckoning" 

(1974, 190). In the following passage from The Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel, a 

Mayan prophet suggests that carnality is an influence on social dissolution: 

Their hearts are submerged <in sin>. Their hearts are dead in their carnal sins. They 
are frequent backsliders.. . . <They sit> crookedly on their throne; crookedly in carnal 
sin. . . They are the unrestrained lewd,... the rogues of the world. They twist their 
necks, they wink their eyes, they slaver at the mouth.... (Roys 1967, 169)' 

Translator Ralph L. Roys comments that "slaver[ing] at the mouth" seems to refer to 

"certain foreigners who introduced ... wild orgies" (1967, 169), an outside influence that 

recalls the "alien invaders," or Destroyers, to whom Yoeme refers in her discussion of the 

"Almanac." In general, unbridled sexuality threatens to deform the individual and the 

state, for the rulers are crooked on their thrones and people are generally grotesque and 

unruly, with twisted necks and dead hearts. 

In Almanac of the Dead, a figure such as Max Blue is like a leader on a crooked 

throne. Blue's assassinations not only maintain his social status and illicit political 

power, but they also replace his lost sexual impulses (Silko 1992, 360). Examples of 

more graphic sexual grotesquerie run through the novel. Another "ruler" on a "crooked 

throne," Judge Ame, "preferred the company" of his dogs to human companionship, a 

preference that extended to fornication: "Nothing was as deliriously potent as the 

9. Roys's brackets contain words that he incorporated from alternate versions of 
the text (1967, 12-13). 
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orgasms that seized Arne when he fucked his basset hounds" (Silko 1992, 655, 658). The 

perversity of Ame's pet "mastery" is analogous to his corrupt politics: for example, he 

assures Max Blue that he will rule in favor of a water rights decision that would result in 

direct, profitable benefit for Blue's wife, Leah, and in serious ecological damage (Silko 

1992, 374-76). For Silko, "desecrating" the land is a heinous act, and thus Arne's role in 

Leah's devastating water-drilling project is consonant with his "wild dog" bestiality. In 

Almanac of the Dead, the deviant sexuality of characters such as Blue and Ame reflects 

the "wildness" and sickness of the Death-Eye Dog era. 

"Right of Way Ortiz's Conception of America, the Invasive 

Although Ortiz does not focus on such language, he too employs the same 

generically defamatory term Silko uses to describe the individuals and groups that have 

contributed to (or who have helped to maintain) the destruaiveness of US conquest: 

"Destroyers." When Ortiz refers to the Spanish colonizers whom the Puebio peoples 

drove out of New Mexico, he refers to them as "destroyers and thieves" (1992a, 347). In 

general, however, Ortiz emphasizes specific people, places, processes, and situations on 

all sides of the colonial milieu.Fight Back attempts to sketch modest still life portraits 

of particular sites of disenfranchisement, exploitation, and oppression. 

10. Especially in Ceremony (1986), Silko's approach to history is sometimes 
closer to how I characterize Ortiz's treatment of the past, but in Almanac of the Dead 
Silko tends to paint with broad strokes; her litanies of uprisings and rebels, for example, 
while offering names and specifics, have precisely the effect Ortiz tends to avoid, the 
overwhelming portrayal of history writ large. 
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Of course, the greatest source of exploitation is the nation itself, as a cultural, 

political, and economic force, and Ortiz tries to account for this formidable continuum of 

pressures and influences. In the second major section of Fight Back, "No More 

Sacrifices," Ortiz presents a collage of national, regional, and local history. This mostly 

prose section describes the colonialist trends that have shaped the modem region and 

portrays recent circumstances and events to demonstrate the persistence of colonial 

conditions in the US, especially Ortiz's Southwest, a place he refers to as "Our 

Homeland, A National Sacrifice Area" (1992a, 337). It is in this second section that 

Ortiz most explicitly constructs his version of cross-cultural historiography, and the 

power of his vision derives largely from his strategy of substantiating abstractions with 

concrete examples. He matches seemingly imprecise and unauthenticated claims with 

idiosyncratic, specific illustrations of the trends that he describes. In this way, he is able 

to credibly sketch a vastly powerful US continuum while highlighting relatively minor 

role players in the saga of establishing American dominion, what he often refers to as 

"right of way." Consequently, he can account for the difficulties (then and now) of 

confronting, coping with, and fighting against such a flow of circumstances and actions 

while refraining from monumentalizing and mystifying the processes as a reformulation 

of omnipotent, inevitable "destiny." 

One specific, symbolic form of the US continuum is the system of railroads in the 

area, which have greatly affected the local landscape and the indigenous communities. 

Two passages from "No More Sacrifices" (from which I will quote at length) address the 

railways in particular but also provide a coherent sense of Ortiz's representation of 
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historical agency, which is characterized by the condensation of national and local levels 

of power, activity, and effect; 

The railroads were the first large industrial users of water belonging to the land and 
people. They found it easy enough to get; they simply took it. The railroads had been 
given grants of land by the U.S. government and they got right of way through Indian 
land. Choice Aacqumeh lands which were the flatlands along the Rio de San Jose 
were taken as rights of way. To the east, the farm lands of Laguna and Isleta were the 
right of way as were those of the people's on the Rio Grande to the northeast. As it 
p u s h e d  w e s t w a r d ,  t h e  r a i l r o a d s  t o o k  r i g h t  o f  w a y  t h r o u g h  N a v a j o  p e o p l e ' s  l a n d  t o o . . . .  
The railroads replaced the traditional agricultural livelihood with wage labor which 
maintained the railroads. . .. (1992a, 343) 

A few pages later, Ortiz continues: 

The railroads were given grants of land by the U.S. which were Indian lands. 
Treaties were signed with Indian people who believed that the documents meant U.S. 
acceptance of their sovereign nations. To the railroads and the system of U.S. society 
which required capital, it was a simple matter of access and right of way and more 
land. The action swept on. Tecumseh, the Shawnee freedom fighter, was courageous 
in the early 19"' century, and Osceola led his people desperately in the 1820's and 30's, 
both trying to save lands and people, and they were both killed. Crazy Horse 
organized a freedom movement on the Plains, and he was assassinated. Sitting Bull 
submitted and was paraded like a clown. 

The nation swept on. The wash at Sand Creek in Colorado filled with Cheyenne and 
Arapahoe blood in 1864 and the reservation system and the Allotment Act were 
already in effect when the final hush settled as the Hotchkiss guns fell silent at 
Wounded Knee in 1891. The U.S. now claimed eminent domain and the proud steam 
locomotive train thundered across the vast American nation. 

The Irishman, McCarty, would rise from his laboring class and be the man who 
pumped water from the chuna [the Rio de San Jose] running through Aacumeh land. A 
sign with his name would be erected beside the steel tracks by the railroad company. 

The nation swept on into the 20''' century and the Mericano was not called thief or 
killer. . . . (1992a, 350) 

The passages "sweep" up all kinds of ideas, people, places, and things, reinforcing the 

image of railways themselves sweeping up a great deal, historically and locally, in their 

path. The prime mover is the US government, the sponsor—through land grants—of 

industrial development and expansion and, ultimately, sweeping power; "The nation 



229 

swept on." The railroads specifically become a synecdoche for the US because of the 

sponsorship of the government as well as the de facto roles that the railroads played in 

transforming the area into a US territory and state. 

In the midst of this sweep, however, Ortiz accounts for Native Americans' 

agency, first in the context of treaty signings and then with references to the insurgency 

of notable Indians. The treaty example is significant because it accounts for Native 

.Americans' agency but it shows also that their agency was co-opted through a crucial 

misunderstanding either of the concept of the treaty itself or of its specific terms. In 

acting on their own behalf, the Native Americans, it turned out, acted in the interest of the 

expanding US. The references to indigenous resistance note the "courage" of the rebels 

at the same time that they concede the "desperate" status of such resistance. The triad of 

Sand Creek, the Allotment Act, and Wounded Knee constitute a lament about the 

oppressiveness of US conquest and the nadir of indigenous people's power to withstand 

colonialism. Finally, Ortiz names a specific Euramerican who represents the local, 

ordinary individuals who work—consciously or unconsciously—to facilitate the 

increasing power of the US and the decreasing status of Native Americans. In isolation, 

the account of McCarty sounds like a typical example of rugged individualism, but in the 

context of Ortiz's references to Americans, or "Mericanos," being thieves and killers, 

McCarty becomes a cog of the grinding colonial machine. The above excerpts exemplify 

Ortiz's historiography in "No More Sacrifices" and in Fight Back overall; he attempts to 

account not only for the proverbial sweep of US power but also for the agency of the 
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dominated Native Americans; likewise, his account relies on a peculiar combination of 

generalizations ("they simply took it") and particulars (Sand Creek, McCarty). 

Between the sweep of the US and the local, everyday actions of people such as 

Tecumseh and McCarty, there are some ambiguous moments in "No More Sacrifices" 

that appear to confuse the workings of historical causation. In one passing instance, Ortiz 

refers to the understandably great pressure acting on people and on the land; "The 

railroads and the U S. government which advocated for them had been pretty thorough. 

They wanted the land, and they took it. They wanted the people's labor, and they took it" 

(1992a, 352). The first sentence casually refers to the reach of the nation as "pretty 

thorough." a qualified and vague description, while the latter two sentences insist on a 

more absolute thoroughness, that nothing could prevent Euramericans from appropriating 

land and exploiting workers. It is at these moments when a reader may well be confused 

about the narrator's conceptions of the contingencies versus the inevitabilities of history. 

It is difficult to reconcile the spirit of the above references to individual actors who 

resisted and the apparent absence of such actors in such formulations as "they took" what 

"they wanted." Another passage tries to account for local Native Americans' agency but 

implies that Indians were simply compliant; "Mining agreements were made between the 

Kawaikameh [that is, Laguna] leadership and the BIA ..." (Ortiz 1992a, 355). 

Indeed, an irony that runs throughout Fight Back concerns the poet's laboring for 

one of the companies of "Destroyers," which raises questions about agency and 

specifically Ortiz's own ability to act. As he notes in a few places, the national economy 

created a new wage dependency that compelled residents to work for the prevailing 
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industries in the area, such as the railroad and the mining operations. Yet, the narrative 

appears to undermine the notion that Ortiz could scarcely avoid working for the local 

Destroyers: "Some Aacqumeh high school graduates went on BIA relocation or entered 

military service, which is another refuge for the poor, but I decided to work" (Ortiz 

1992a, 357). The quotation describes the extremely limited options awaiting Acomas, 

but the phrasing of this quotation directly implicates the narrator in the decision-making. 

This account of being "compelled to decide" to work is interestingly supplemented by a 

fortuitous sequence of events that raises an important question about the narrator's 

agency within the context of the colonized Southwest. Referring to a strike at the mine 

where he worked, in 1961, he concludes that the "strike actually saved me from spending 

a lifetime at the mines, because I went to college before the strike ended" (Ortiz 1992a, 

357) Appropriately, the narrator is able to transcend the limitations of wage slavery 

because laborers "fight" for better work conditions. Nonetheless, we might well wonder 

how he was unable to attend college the year before but able to do so a year later. 

Besides unemployment, an unlikely catalyst for increased opportunities, what changes 

made this possible? Such apparent opportunity suggests that there were options besides 

relocation, mining, or the military, which further implies that Native Americans have 

been at least partially complicit in the exploitation of (their own) labor and the (local) 

environment. It is important not to insist too much on such "complicity" because it 

would overlook a crucial point: the reasons why local people were attracted to the jobs in 

the first place was based on a previous history of domination and impoverishment. We 

should also keep in mind the low likelihood that contemporary workers of any 
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background could have foreseen the lasting detrimental effects that the uranium industry 

would have on the area and on them. Ortiz notes that the belated warnings about the 

dangers of uranium mining fueled his anger and, by extension, his writing; 

In 1960, there was no information about the dangers of radiation from yellowcake with 
which I worked. .. . But twenty years later, I worried about it, and I got angry because 
there weren't any special precautions we were required or urged to take then. (Ortiz 
1992a, 358) 

In this way, the lingering "legacy" of such hazardous work for the Euramerican economy 

symbolizes a modem manifestation of the violence of conquest. Ortiz's ironic and 

troubling position in this "cross-fire" of agency shows the complexity of the historical 

situation: the newly imposed wage dependency appears to have compelled most young 

people to go directly to work in the area, including Ortiz, but he could overcome the 

compulsion to work on the basis of workers striking, or fighting back; after participating 

in and getting away from the ranks of industrial capitalism, Ortiz has positioned himself 

to expose and to condemn such domineering, destructive economic forces. 

Both authors maintain that the history of post-conquest "America" is, in large 

part, the history of the development of the US as a territorial, political, economic, and 

social body. While Ortiz is less dramatic than Silko in defining this era of despoliation 

and its "destroyers," both conceive of this epoch as one during which indigenous peoples 

have had to endure the siege of the colonizing culture in all its myriad aspects—that, for 

them, US history is an account of great woe, meager and withheld rights, but also 

resilient survival. Implicit in both authors' treatments of this "shared" history is a desire 

to show readers that colonialism did not annihilate indigenous peoples, that Indians have 
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not simply vanished. Ortiz articulates such a sentiment when he speaks up for a Native 

American future: 

We're not lost. We're not just fighting for survival anymore. We're going beyond 
survival. There is meaning beyond mere breathing and walking. (1987, 227) 

Differences aside, both Silko and Ortiz recount the troubled, colonized past to declare 

that they have not only survived the US, but that they write to resist and revise that 

ongoing history-, to challenge the presumed supremacy and legitimacy of the nation we 

usually refer to simply as "America." 

Literary-Historical Responses: the Poetics and Politics of Decolonization 

Ortiz and Silko are "fighting" to usher in a new era in which the entrenched 

systems of Euramerican dominion, with their bigoted and violent tendencies, would cease 

to exploit the downtrodden. As I noted, these authors write and fight for 

"decolonization." In a sense, the revolutionary process each constructs textually becomes 

a contrary, "combative" account of history. The revolution they envision would yield an 

epoch not of continuing destruction but of relative harmony between peoples and 

between people and the earth. Such a view follows from the Pueblo beliefs I outlined in 

an earlier section (A History of the People, a History of the Land: An Emergent 

Literature), which remain the substantial basis on which each develops alternative, 

"radical" literary works. Their specific responses set forth the following "revolutionary" 

claims or premises: remembering is the revolutionary foundation on which sustained 

resistance can be established; it is imperative to expose the record of colonial oppression 
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and to recover the stories of the oppressed; contrapuntal recollection, communication, 

and action can weaken the legacy of US colonialism; and change depends on "the 

People" uniting as an insurgent class or community. 

From the title of Fight Back onward, Ortiz speaks in an explicitly oppositional 

register. Initially, however, the object of his retaliation is unclear. While the general 

connotations of "fighting" involve physically responding to some threat, the individual 

pieces in Fight Back soon make evident that this collection emphasizes a different kind of 

fighting, despite the fact that the counter-attack is in response to tangible, powerful, 

sometimes violent, oppressions. "Fighting" is typically a workaday matter of speaking 

out, conversing with people from similar or different backgrounds, taking stands, and 

making connections. Critic Andrew Wiget sums up Ortiz's persistent balance of a 

painful historical perspective and a sanguine outlook: Wiget identifies a "note of 

compassion, rising from a clear knowledge and a certain sense of shared pain, which 

finally dominates the epic breadth of [Ortiz's] historical vision, suffusing it with intimacy 

and hope" (1986, 49). Indeed, while many of the poems and other portions of Fight Back 

exemplify taking stands and making connections that are fundamental, sustaining, and 

creative, they seldom portray or call for "revolutionary" (let alone violent) action. Ortiz 

focuses on modest struggles or little battles that hardly seem like "fighting" at all. In his 

overview of Ortiz, Wiget describes the political character of Ortiz's work in terms of a 

postcolonial approach to nomenclature as a field of influence and resistance: 

Because acculturation—the vast remapping and renaming operation which attends 
conquest—is a political activity, any attempt to reappropriate one's land and history is 
also political. Ortiz himself understands his work as "revolutionary" in that 
revisionary sense. (1986, 16) 



Consonant with my reference to revolutionary remembering, Wiget's assessment 

underscores the intertwined issues of naming, acculturation, and resistant "revision"— 

that even reconnecting with such basic features as indigenous place names, for example, 

is an elemental facet of Ortiz's fight. In his introduction to IVoven Stone, Ortiz recounts 

his successful attempt to engage a group of Laguna schoolchildren by referring to his 

home in their shared Keresan language; 

Understanding that Deetseyamah was my home from where I had left that morning, a 
kindergarten boy raised his hand and said, "You speak Indian too?" "Hah, uh," I said 
to the wide-eyed boy.... He smiled, and, looking at the children in a circle on the 
floor around me, I saw most of them smiling warmly. (1992c, 3) 

Although the youngsters were more familiar with the English name for Ortiz's home, 

McCartys, the author made a crucial connection with the students through a simple 

"translation" that grounded their relationship in the relatively familiar Acoma dialect. In 

the immediate context of the introduaion, Ortiz writes of a demystification of language, 

but the episode is also an instance of revising the children's understanding of a familiar 

place by reintroducing it in the fi-amework of their indigenous language, their Pueblo 

perspective. This translation interrupts and interrogates the nomenclature, or linguistic 

dominion, of Euramerican signification. In referring back to indigenous knowledge and 

naming, Ortiz is quietly, constructively fighting back. 

Fight Back exemplifies two literary modes of "fighting back." With the first, the 

speaker of the poem enunciates a critical stance in the course of recalling the words and 

deeds of oppressive individuals or institutions; with the second mode, the speaker 

articulates or implies strategies for "fighting back," specifically for increasing Native 
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American "independence" and improving cross-cultural relations. Both modes 

emphasize the type of remembering I explained above, that knowing much about the past 

provides the basis for contemporary cultural critique and social change. In Fight Back, 

two consecutive poems, "The First Hard Core" and "To Change in Good Way," generally 

exemplify the modest manner of "fighting" Ortiz emphasizes, and they specifically 

represent both of the narrative modes I identified above. This pair of poems serves as a 

fulcrum on which Fight Back exerts itself in fighting back for justice and creative, 

collaborative continuance. 1 will analyze the latter poem further below, but an 

examination of the former poem will demonstrate Ortiz's quietly resistant poetic politics, 

as well as offer a basis for comparison with Silko's more dramatic manner of 

revolutionary "remembering." 

In "The First Hard Core," Ortiz portrays the process of recovery and revision in 

the context of an ordinary past scenario that is fi'amed by subsequent perspective and 

commentary. "The First Hard Core" recounts a carpool "conversation" (which is more 

like a monologue) between Herb, a Euramerican, and the Native American man who is 

recalling the incident years later (Ortiz 1992a, 306-08). Most of the poem consists of 

Herb's prejudicial queries regarding the ethnicity of the indigenous people with whom he 

works. With his questions. Herb reinforces stereotypes and a (neo)colonial hierarchy. 

Herb wonders aloud about why the Indians of the area "don't have names like regular 

Indians supposed to," like "Straight Arrow" and "Broken Bow" (Ortiz 1992a, 307, lines 

11-12, 16-17). Confi-onted by such stereotypical questioning, the young man, who was 

"just a teenager," "didn't know how to answer him"; "I just said, I don't know" (Ortiz 
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1992a, 307, lines 22, 24, 26). By the end of the poem, it is clear that the persona's 

supposed lack of knowledge is a subterfuge, which is revealed through the narrative 

reflection. The persona was not ignorant, but Herb's domineering voice denied open 

expression of the younger man's knowledge. In this situation, their shared working class 

status notwithstanding. Herb articulates the cant of the colonialist imagination, putting 

the young Indian into the position of the mute subaltern. In the penultimate line of the 

poem, the persona clarifies the problem: "I just felt powerless to answer" (Ortiz 1992a, 

308, line 59). The word "just" stands out as a modifier of impotence or restriction. He is 

"powerless" to answer not for lack of something to say but because what he knew would 

have challenged the Hard Core's viewpoint, opposing, or "fighting," everything the 

Anglo espoused. The "denied" knowledge emerges in hindsight, as a belated addition to 

the conversation. The persona explains: 

I guess I wanted to tell him 
we were working on land stolen from Acoma 

. which gave us our jobs. (Ortiz 1992a, 307, 308, lines 40-41, 44) 

During the conversation, he could not speak back to the dominant narrative that underlay 

Herb's prejudices. At that time. Herb's ideas went unchallenged and thus had a certain 

undisputed authority, but in the context of the reflective content of the poem, the 

persona's expressed knowledge put the "hard core" musings in sharp racialist relief" 

11. Much of Fight Back makes poignant sense in the context of Homi Bhabha's 
ideas about "'denied' knowledges" in the colonial setting. In "The First Hard Core," 
when the persona "speaks back" belatedly, to use Bhabha's theoretical formulation, he 
"enter[s] upon the dominant discourse and estrange[s] the basis of its authority" (Bhabha 
1994b, 114). In this way, Ortiz's process of reflection is more than an isolated critique of 
one person's bias but is a challenge to a conventional discourse about "Indian" identity. 
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Just as Fight Back bespeaks that which has been denied flill articulation, so too 

does Almanac of the Dead lay bare a history of the Americas that conquest has elided or 

suppressed. Silko's fictional historiography centers on the necessity of a new era of 

decolonization, of slaying the degenerate Dead-Eye Dog, with its all-consuming appetites 

and fatally destructive impulses. A significant flinction of Silko's novel is its detailed 

testimony to the horrors and atrocities of colonialism, imperialism, and the aftermath of 

these systems. Silko devotes considerable attention to reporting and declaiming 

marginalized or suppressed information. To dramatize both an indictment of conquest 

and a recovery of elided history, Silko stages a literal "trial" that holds one man 

accountable, symbolically, for the colonialist assaults on Native American perspectives. 

Part of the insurgency of Silko's novel, then, is its prosecution of what the plaintiff 

character calls "crimes against history," specifically the suppression of "other" histories. 

This trial is a conflict between two significant secondary characters, Angelita, the 

accuser, and Bartolomeo, a direct supervisor of Angelita in their Communist 

organization. Angelita condemns Bartolomeo for "'crimes against history, specifically, 

crimes against certain tribal histories'" (Silko 1992, 516); minimizing the extent of 

genocidal violence practiced against indigenous peoples as well as the omission or 

marginalization of the histories of indigenous insurgency (Silko 1992, 527-31). 

Native uprisings and rebellions in the Americas had been exhaustively reported by the 
Church clergy, and colonial flunkies who had sent frantic dispatches to the Spanish 
throne from the New Worid pleading for more weapons and soldiers. Indigenous 
American uprisings had been far more extensive than any Europeans wanted to admit. . 
. . (Silko 1992, 527) 
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If Europeans freely acknowledge rebel successes, then they make themselves vulnerable 

to growing rebellion or an attack on the ideological foundation of their legitimacy—that 

they belonged in the "colony" and had taken over as a matter of course. To buttress her 

case, Angelita offers the other part of this remembering formula, the declaiming of the 

past that people like Bartolomeo suppress. To the assembled people of her village, she 

presents her recovery of history: 

"Here, listen to this," Angelita said. "Here's what the Europeans don't want us to 
know or remember," and Angelita had begun reading the dates, names, and places 
rapidly in Spanish for Bartolomeo to hear, since he was the perpetrator of crimes 
against history. . .. "These are only a few of the big uprisings and revolutions." (Silko 
1992, 527) 

Thereafter, Silko includes a list of 44 representative uprisings, from 1510 to 1945, 

including the Pueblo Revolt of 1680. When Angelita holds a man accountable for 

selectively denying vital historical material and provides the litany of instances when 

European dominion was physically resisted, she is making a case for the contingency of 

the history of the Americas. If historical change is full of such particular moments of 

agency, the colonized may yet triumph, and thus Angelita embodies a violent type of 

insurgency that will "remember" its oppressed past "by any means necessary." 

In the trial punishing Bartolomeo, Silko combines cultural recovery with 

retaliatory violence. While Ortiz does not propose anything as extreme as an ad hoc 

court to adjudicate "crimes against history," he does suggest the possibility of physical 

insurgency. Indeed, while Fight Back generally invokes creativity, compassion, and 

understanding, Ortiz is not completely unlike Silko in seeing the possible role of violence 

in "fighting." In a few notable instances, Ortiz implies that, if people do not collaborate 
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with the land and with each other for regeneration and unity, violence may erupt. While 

both writers invoke the use of insurgent force, the difference in degree is striking; Ortiz is 

suggestive whereas Silko is emphatic about violent possibilities turning into actualities. 

Despite the limitations of such "suggestiveness," a reading of Fight Back that recognizes 

the peaceful and compassionate strains in the work but ignores the undercurrent of 

belligerence would wrongly neglect both the overarching inspiration for the collection, 

the Pueblo Revolt, one of Angelita's uprisings, and the instances when "fighting back" 

indeed denotes a "forceful" stance.'^ 

Ortiz alludes to the potential for "fighting back" to take physical form in several 

parts of Fight Back. "Crazy Gook Indians" shows the persistence of the kind of division 

Fanon speaks of when he details the Manichean character of colonial cultures (1966, 72). 

This short poem portrays two Native American Vietnam War veterans who are working 

in a mine when one, Emmett, thinks he is "back in Vietnam": 

He picked up that drill 
like it was an M-60 
and tried to defend us against 
the shift boss who'd been in the Marines too. (Ortiz 1992a, 304, lines 9-12) 

When the boss dismisses the miners as "crazy gook Indians," the harsh ironies of national 

versus cultural groupings are revealed: despite their shared status as ex-Marine veterans, 

the Euramerican still sees them as "gooks," or racial enemies. The boss acts like a petty 

12. The strategic use of force in 1680 bears underscoring. Spicer emphasizes the 
cultural agenda of fighting against Spanish dominion to ensure greater sovereignty: "The 
fact that the majority of the Spaniards were allowed to escape indicated that the major 
objectives of the revolt were, first to eliminate the mission system and, second, to drive 
all the Spaniards out of Pueblo country" (1992, 163). 
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colonizer who maintains cultural divisions and racist categories. The speaker of the 

poem, Danny, guesses that he "should have let [Emmett] / defend [them] against that 

Marine" (Ortiz 1992a, 304, lines 20-21). The end of the poem thus reveals the shocking 

fact that members of the dominant culture can be enemies of the peoples whom the 

colonialist schema pigeonholes as "other." This poem is one of the most concrete 

examples in Fight Back of Ortiz's acknowledgement that the struggle could indeed 

involve violence. 

Another poem, "Final Solution: Jobs, Leaving," invokes a revolutionary 

corporeality in describing the painful necessity of migrant work and the subsequent 

effects of an absent father on his family. 

Our 
own solution will be strength: hearts, blood, bones, skin, hope and 
love. The woman anger and courage risen as the People's voice again. (Ortiz 1992a, 
320, lines 71-73) 

Especially in the final statement, there is a sense of anger reaching a boiling point that 

could go further than expressing ideas through "the People's voice," though certainly 

most of this concluding sentiment is directed toward the physicality of survival as well as 

the benign goals of hope and love. Also noteworthy in this poem is one of the many 

references in Fight Back to "the People," here clearly not just a way of referring to 

Acoma, or other Pueblo people, but to a downtrodden class. This formulation of "the 

People" condenses Ortiz's sense of the battle to be waged in fighting back. "The People" 

are those who will oppose the power and influence of the (neo)colonizers. 

"Returning It Back, You Will Go On" provides a more concrete forewarning of 

possible widespread violent rebellion as well as a more complex rendering of "the 
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People." This poem restates the theme that people must confront exploitative forces, 

especially corporate capitalism, because survival is at stake for those who have been or 

could be exploited. Of the poems in this collection, this is one of the more explicit, direct 

appeals to the dominant culture's obligation to pursue the kind of postcolonial 

negotiations that would ensure everyone's freedom. 

Power companies and corporations, 
railroads, agribusiness, electronics, 
states, cities, towns, 
the men and women who work in them, 
all of them—all of America— 
take and takes from the land and People. 
The land lets you. 
Kudrawaa yah ahni. 
The People let you. 
Kudrawaa yah ahni. 
But America must give back. 
That is the only way the land will regenerate. 
That is the only way the People will be freed. 
. . .  I f  w e  d o n ' t  d o  t h a t ,  
life will continue to be exploited, 
the land will be used up 
and the People will remain colonized and powerless, 
and the city jail 
will still be full of Indians. 

Until soon, 
the jail will not be enough 
to hold all the nations of the People, 
and they will have risen. 
They will have risen. (Ortiz 1992a, 330-31, lines 16-28, 45-55) 

Ortiz blends a sense of conditional prophecy and moral necessity; we should liberate 

people who have been dominated, and if we do not work for the true enfranchisement of 

all, an uprising "will" occur. He is calling on the dominant culture, of upper and lower 

classes, to pursue creative practices and avoid exploitative ones. If the status quo of 

power and powerlessness continues, then uprisings of not only "Indians" but people of 
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•'all the nations" will explode in a rebellion that parallels how prisoners in an 

overcrowded jail might break out of confinement, for "the jail will not be enough." 

Despite the confidence of the ominous ending, the persona's constructions of 

agency raise questions. For example, here the narrator incriminates not only the 

capitalists but also the supposedly powerless "men and women" workers who have 

participated in taking fi-om the land and "the People." In addition, the taking appears to 

be mitigated by the fact that what was taken was also given, by the land and by the 

People; "The land lets you," "The People let you." If the land and the People were in a 

position to give, could they be able to take? By extension, if the People constitute a 

latent uprising, what prevents them fi-om effective resistance now? As we have come to 

expect, the issue of historical, cross-cultural agency is convoluted, for even the solution 

depends on slippage among the agents of conquest and the agents of decolonization: early 

in the poem, "you" refers to the exploiters ("The people let you [take]"), then "you" 

refers to the agents of change (though conditionally)—"When you plant something, / 

watch it grow, nourish it" (Ortiz 1992a, 331, lines 29-30)—and later the agents of change 

become an all-inclusive "we": "If we don't do that." In the final stanza, the people who 

might rise up are "they," despite the fact that this group refers to "all nations," which 

would need to include the Acoma, the apparent group to which the persona belongs 

(Ortiz 1992a, 331, line 15). In such a case, "America," a grouping that does not include 

dis-empowered workers, must give back what it has taken fi^om "the People." 

Notwithstanding the occasional and considerable ambiguities of Ortiz's 

description of historical-cultural agency, there are other places in which the People are 
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clearly opposed to powerful, exploitative individuals and groups. A clearer example of 

Ortiz's conception of fighting against the exploitative status quo can be seen in a poem in 

an earlier volume, A GoodJoumey, which is in fact the poem that directly precedes Fight 

Back in the collection Woven Stone. In "I Tell You Now" (Ortiz 1992b, 281-83), the 

persona addresses an Isleta woman whom he had seen but had not spoken to when she 

was "walking by the Gizmo Store, 2"'^ & Central, Albuquerque." One message he wants 

to convey to her is his admiration for a particular political, territorial struggle; 

The fight the Isleta people put up against the State when the State 
wanted to use your land for an Interstate was really something. The 
people turned the money down, told the State to go to hell, and the 
State got all pissed and frustrated. That was really something. (Ortiz 1992b, 282, lines 
48-51) 

The Isletas' stance would appear to be paradigmatic of the type of "fight" Ortiz sees as 

necessary; not a revolutionary conflict or even a thoroughly organized movement but an 

ongoing, ad hoc struggle for what is rightfully one's own and against the conventional 

centers of power, here well represented by the "State" (the consistent use of which avoids 

the slippery referents that obfuscate the positions of "people" and "America" in 

"Returning It Back, You Will Go On"). 

Silko too characterizes "the People" as a revolutionary body, and her version is 

both simpler and more problematic than Ortiz's formulation. While Silko builds up 

figures such as Max Blue and Menardo, impressive individual agents, only to reveal the 

fatal arrogance regarding their ostensible power, she counters with a figure such as 

Tacho, who stands out because he is both significant and subservient: he is a medium for 

the larger movements and forces—specifically, those working toward decolonization— 
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that Silko privileges and celebrates. In addition to serving Menardo, Tacho serves 

macaws. "The macaw spirits had chosen Tacho as their servant. . . . When the spirits 

called, Tacho had to go to them" (Silko 1992, 476). In serving the spirit macaws, he is 

also a leader, nominally or as a figurehead, whose nom de guerre is Wacah. By the end 

of the novel, Wacah and his twin brother El Feo lead a huge group of people who join the 

twins in a northward march, and the twins themselves follow the dictates of the sacred 

macaws. 

[Wacah and El Feo] had to walk with the people. ... The spirits required that the 
people walk. ... All were welcome. It was only necessary to walk with the people 
and let go of all the greed and the selfishness in one's heart. One must be able to let go 
of a great many comforts and all things European; but the reward would be peace and 
harmony with all living things. All they had to do was return to Mother Earth. No 
more blasting, digging or burning. . .. 

.. . The changes might require another hundred years, until the Europeans had been 
outnumbered and the people retook the land peacefully. (Silko 1992, 710) 

The birds command their followers to embrace an ethos that resists the practices and 

precepts of factionalism, materialism, colonialism, and anthropocentrism, and yet this 

passage also implies some type of competitive relationship between the predominantly 

Indian followers of the macaws and the Europeans ("until the Europeans had been 

outnumbered") but one that is somehow peaceful. In addition, this idealism, or 

utopianism, depends on a "return" to Mother Earth, during which people relate 

harmoniously with all other creatures. This vision also depends on a faith in the 

13. Compare my reading of the intermediary digger in the epilogue of Cormac 
McCarthy's Blood Meridian: Or the Evening Redness in the West, in chapter 2. 
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eventuality of spiritual victory over what the macaws want to defeat.Overall, this is a 

stance in opposition to the traditions of colonialism, of unbridled exploitation in the 

service of insatiable materialism, and it is an affirmation of a different, less destructive 

way to live. The twins follow the macaws and lead the people, but the overarching sense 

of the twins' roles is one of subservience to the larger spiritual course of supposedly 

inevitable decolonization. 

While Silko emphasizes the movement of Wacah, EI Feo, and the macaws, she 

supplements and complicates her treatment of prophetic upheaval and structural change 

by portraying different visions of insurgency. Because these various philosophies or 

strategies are not necessarily compatible, Silko constructs a more complex, problematic 

sense of "the destiny of history." In other words, she goes to some length to de-center the 

group identity of the People, thereby deferring a Manichean division of de-colonialist and 

enemy. Particularly instructive is the difference in approaches even within the 

supposedly uniform movement of the spirit macaws. While the modus operandi of the 

14. Silko implicitly links the macaws' prophecy to a more local and recent 
prophetic tradition: the Ghost Dance movement, which has been credited with foretelling 
the demise of Euramericans in North America. In Almanac of the Dead, Wilson Weasel 
Tail asserts that the movement persists; 

"The Ghost Dance has never ended . .. and the people have never stopped dancing; 
they may call it by other names, but when they dance, their hearts are reunited with the 
spirits of beloved ancestors and the loved ones recently lost in the struggle. 
Throughout the Americas, from Chile to Canada, the people have never stopped 
dancing; as the living dance, they are joined again with all our ancestors before them, 
who . .. demand justice, and who call the people to take back the Americas!" (724) 

Weasel Tail's interpretation of the Ghost Dance spirit is of a piece with Silko's other 
characterizations of a hemispheric, spiritual, indigenous movement that will overturn 
Euramerican (in a word) dominion over the Americas. 
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macaw movement is peaceful, the more militant ally Angelita plans for armed conflict. 

"Angelita did not believe in leaving the people or the twin brothers defenseless, even if 

the spirit macaw had said the end of the Europeans in the Americas was inevitable" 

(Silko 1992, 712). And while Wacah believes that the spirits would be sufficiently 

protective of the movement, as they travel north to cross the US-Mexico border. El Feo 

silently believes that the "unarmed people would most likely be shot down" (Silko 1992, 

711). Still, El Feo concurs that what "was coming could not be stopped"; . . Tribal 

people would retake the Americas" (Silko 1992, 711,712). 

In addition to the somewhat divided movement of the macaws, the twins, and 

•Angelita, Silko portrays any number of potential "fellow travelers" who pursue their own 

plans while they agree with one another about the basic goal of social upheaval. At the 

end of the novel, these various "contingents" (mostly self-professed individual 

representatives of larger bodies of "people") meet at a "Holistic Healers Convention" 

where they discuss and debate strategies for the common goal—a revolution—as each 

defines it, which is obviously where complications and even contradictions come into 

play. 

All night long .. . they had discussed a network of tribal coalitions dedicated to the 
retaking of ancestral lands by indigenous people. Europeans were welcome to convert, 
or they might choose to return to the lands of their forebears to be close to Europe's 
old ghosts. (Silko 1992, 737) 

While some, like the Barefoot Hopi, advocate patience and peacefulness, Angelita 

"grimace[s]" at such notions and quietly maintains that "violence begot violence," that 

the colonialist use of force has unavoidably provoked destructive retaliation from those 

who had already suffered from Euramerican dominance. Rose, an Inuk woman, speaks 
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of "'the Indigenous People's Army of the North" and a holocaust in which forests and 

tundra bum (Silko 1992, 740).'^ Therefore, while leaders such as the "macaws said the 

battle would be won or lost in the realms of dreams" (Silko 1992, 475), others, such as 

Angelita and Rose, prepare for battles and conflagrations. So, although these 

revolutionaries seek similar ends, and most indeed focus on the repatriation of lands to 

the indigenous peoples of the Americas, there is no consensus—and even contradiction— 

in the variety of strategies these rebels posit and pursue. 

Indeed, it is at the most radical, or strident, moments that the insurgency each text 

portrays yields the notion of "the People" as an oppressed class who do or would rebel 

against an ostensibly homogenous "elite." Moreover, Ortiz's and Silko's representations 

of the People as a revolutionary body present some of the most problematic aspects or 

implications of their works. Above, I tried to highlight some of the possible problems 

with Ortiz's sometimes ambiguous or confusing formulations of the People. The 

problematic aspects of such a group identity are much more marked \n Almanac of the 

Dead, in which the People are too sharply drawn rather than too ambiguously defined. 

As the many revolutionaries repeat throughout Almanac of the Dead, the goal of 

the imminent cataclysm is land reclamation, an eminently understandable goal for those 

who have been dispossessed in myriad ways. A reclamation of the land, for peoples 

15. Silko suggests that Rose might not be as "representative" or "authoritative" as 
she supposes herself to be. To her presumption about absorbing Plains peoples into her 
"army," Wilson, a Lakota, keeps strategically silent. "Before [Wilson] Weasel Tale knew 
it, his Lakota armies had been absorbed into [Rose's] Army of the North. Weasel Tail 
was a smart man because he didn't object" (1992, 740). 
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whose cultures are traditionally indivisible from their environments, is the basis for 

decolonization. The very heart of the Almanac's significance is that believers hold that it 

has "living power within it, a power that would bring all the tribal people of the Americas 

together to retake the land" (Silko 1992, 569). They would reclaim the land because it 

had sustained them and could sustain them again, despite the destruction of the 

"invaders": "When they had taken back all the lands of the indigenous people of the 

Americas, there would be plenty of space, plenty of pasture and farmland and water for 

everyone who promised to respect all beings and do no harm" (Silko 1992, 518). Once 

again, Silko frames decolonization in terms of a Utopian return to "Mother Earth." In this 

vision, there seems to be some paradoxical content, for the pleas for respect and doing no 

harm to any beings come from the most belligerent member of the revolutionary cabal in 

the novel, Angelita. Her promise of peace through violence is the same tortured logic 

that has justified conquest. Moreover, the emphasis on ridding the continent of whites 

confounds the inclusiveness of respecting "all beings." What other visions of the future 

does this novel offer, especially perspectives that may rethink rather than replicate the 

obsessions, excesses, and assaults of the Dead-Eye Dog epoch? 

Despite the more subtle framework of "Destroyers" as cross-cultural enemies of 

the earth and people, with which Silko might posit a thoroughly new paradigm, the 

preponderance of "white witchery" defers a truly innovative formulation of 

decolonization. The subtlety of the cross-cultural paradigm tends to give way to a 

flattening out, a dualistic division based on cultural essentiaiisms. European destroyers 

were and remain primarily culpable for hemispheric degradation and demise; "the 
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People," namely descendents of indigenous peoples, must drive the European destroyers 

away. In discrete instances, sorcery is clearly a trans-cultural practice, but at many other 

times it is connected virtually exclusively to Europeans and their "American" progeny. 

Clinton, an African American Vietnam War Veteran and one of the leaders (with fellow 

Veteran Roy) of the Army of the Homeless, defines "Destroyers" as the "white man and 

white-man imitators" (Silko 1992, 746).'^ Such a formulation makes destruction the 

province of white people or those who are in some sense like white people, and the 

hyphenated phrase "white-man" is hardened into both a cultivated trait and an essential 

characteristic of being a European or a Euramerican, a "white." Even the relatively 

peaceful Hopi rages at Euramericans: 

"You spiritual bankrupts! You breeders of child molesters, rapists, and mass 
murderers! We are increasing quietly despite your bullets and germ warfare. You 
destroyers can't figure out why you haven't wiped us out in five hundred years of 
blasting, burning, and slaughter. You destroyers can't figure out what is going wrong 
with you. You don't know how much the spirits of these continents despise you, how 
the earth hates you; now your cities bum from the sun, and millions abandon cities in 
the Southwest for lack of water. This is nothing! This is only the beginning." (Silko 
1992, 734) 

His audience at the Holistic Healers Convention is culturally heterogeneous, but Silko's 

comments following this passage illustrate the more particular identity of the 

Hopi's second person pronoun references: "The people in the audience rose to their feet 

simultaneously.. .. Affluent young whites ... had fallen in love" with the powerfully 

delivered message, despite the fact that, as affluent whites, their cities burn and their 

children are murderers and rapists. The Hopi's other pronoun reference, "we," must then 

16. Clinton's insurgency takes on additional ethnic significance with his self-
identification as a "black Indian" (Silko 1992, 742-47). 
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refer to "the People," the Native Americans who have survived "five hundred years of 

blasting, burning, and slaughter" (Silko 1992, 734). Euramericans are out of place and 

despised in their adopted colony. Such hated people have become spiritually sick 

because of their destruction and are consequently self-destructing. Furthermore, the 

legacy of the Dead-Eye Dog era appears to be a kind of apocalypse, an end to 

Euramerican society as we have come to know it, because the urban centers associated 

with Euramerican settlement are burning up and abandoned. Absent from this scheme is 

the idea that Destroyers among indigenous peoples are implicated as well, let alone the 

ultimate source of the European conquest of the "New World," as Silko asserted early in 

the narrative. Indeed, it would not be much of an exaggeration of "inclusion" to see 

revolutionary figures such as Angelita and Rose as "Destroyers" themselves. During the 

summit at the Holistic Healers Convention, Angelita seeks to obtain "Stinger missiles" 

(Silko 1992, 739) and Rose speaks of pyromania. Rose's rhapsody of flames is 

especially suggestive of the tension implicit in the struggle between "Destroyers" and 

"the People." "All [Rose] had talked about was fire. Forests and tundra burning. The 

earth burning" (Silko 1992, 740). How might we distinguish between this strategy and 

the "blasting, digging, or burning" (Silko 1992, 710) of the Destroyers? Are the effects 

of "the Destroyers" ultimately different from the damage of "the fire macaw who brings 

destruction" (Silko 1992, 740)? 

In any struggle, the view of the virtue of the damage and destruction will depend 

on what side one is on, perhaps. And yet, what "sides" are available in this novelistic 

history? One is a European-Destroyer or a member of "the People," the descendants of 
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indigenous peoples. A reader may gather that the difference between the burning of the 

Europeans and of the People is an issue of the right or wrong cause: destruction in the 

name of decolonization is not the same as the damage of conquest. To what extent do 

"we" continue to justify violence for the supposed greater good? Is endemic violence, as 

revolutionaries such as Fanon have asserted, an unavoidable part of decolonization? As I 

suggested above. Almanac of the Dead seems to posit different responses that would 

serve decolonization, and a closer look at these may help to explain what the novel offers 

for understanding the "necessities" of history. Overwhelmingly, the primary process that 

Silko proposes is a struggle to displace Europe's descendents in the Americas by 

migrations of indigenous peoples and, if necessary, through violent conflict. Silko offers 

also the possibility that some insurgents will opt for the anarchic methodology of 

sabotage, or of "making big trouble," as one character would have it (Silko 1992, 622). 

The same paradoxical relationship between causes and effects that courses through the 

novel is again relevant; at one point, Tacho recalls the elders of his Indian community 

repeating parts of the prophecies of historical transformation, one notion of which was 

that the "white man would someday disappear all by himself (Silko 1992, 511). If this is 

so, then the migrations, revolutions, and counter-assaults are superfluous. Euramericans 

will "conquer" themselves and leave the Americas in the control of Native Americans, by 

default. 

Therefore, despite Silko's various characters' gestures and sentiments regarding a 

truly united, polyglot "People" who will fight for decolonization, a rigid delineation of 

"colonizer" and "colonized" limits, or qualifies, the insurgent impact Almanac of the 



253 

Dead. As in the classic formulations of Fanon, the colonizers or the descendents of 

colonizers, economically or socially "elite" or not,'' are destroyers by proclivity or 

association in a metonymy of "whiteness," or white witchery. At the same time, I believe 

that such a collapse in Almanac of the Dead is against the spirit of Silko's work; in those 

isolated moments of a more complicated scheme, she clearly undermines such classic 

dichotomies, but the preponderance of the evidence renders the "Destroyers" and "the 

People" as racially or ethnically defined—the exceptions merely highlighting the rule. 

Compare Silko's much more balanced sense of witchery from an interview conducted 

while she was writing Ceremony and thinking about the similar roles witchery and 

Destroyers play in her work; 

[Witchery is a] metaphor for the destroyers or the counter force which counters vitality 
and birth. ... I try to take it beyond any particular culture or continent because that's 
such a bullshit thing. It's all Whitey's fault, that's too simplistic, mind-less. (1976, 
32) 

Just so, are readers of Almanac of the Dead apt to miss the strong ("bullshit") sense that 

the revolutionary battleground is one on which indigenous peoples (Mayans, Lakotas, 

Inuks, et al) oppose "all things European"—including/7t;qp/e of European descent? 

Despite herself, it appears that Silko composes a (hi)story that invites understanding the 

comple.x histories of "America" in such a "simplistic" way. 

17. This is a highly sensitive issue, I want to stress, for in a society that defines 
itself racially, some "privilege" is always accorded to the poorest member of the 
dominant group. Nevertheless, it seems to me that Silko's fictional politics overlook the 
extent to which the heterogeneity of contemporary societies, including the US, make the 
prospect of precisely parsing "colonizer" and "colonized" untenable; as Ortiz astutely 
suggests, economics seem crucial in defining "the People." 
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Still Fighting: the "Resolutions" of New Destinies, for the People, for the Land 

Notwithstanding the bleak implications I have identified above, Silko succeeds 

somewhat in characterizing historical continuity as open-ended and malleable. Silko 

generates a pervasive sense of synchronicity, or de facto destiny, with the multiple plots 

and her extensive gallery of groups and individuals. Like Vollmann in narrating Fathers 

and Crows, Silko establishes a powerful, manifold flow of agency that superficially 

resembles conventional destiny but is indeed more like a confluence of discrete actions 

and plans that coalesces as historical momentum. As the novel begins to climax, it 

occurs to Lecha that "all the forces had begun to converge," and Clinton of the homeless 

army agrees with the Barefoot Hopi that every individual "contribution no matter how 

small would generate great momentum because they would be acting together" (Silko 

1992, 702, 747). Given that Clinton does not pronounce his belief in dialogue or interior 

monologue, his thoughts are both one character's perspectives and the views of the 

omniscient narrator, making the opinions less than fully "authoritative" yet more than 

merely one figure's views among others. The narrator soon follows up with a similar 

statement: the "Barefoot Hopi's plan depended on coordination and timing" (Silko 1992, 

748). This formulation occurs in a stream of observations that seem to be attributed to 

Roy, Clinton's comrade, but it is not simply one character's notion. With these types of 

moments, the narrator is able to entertain a number of different perspectives about 

historical change while subtly validating a prevailing view of history as the outcome of 

the concerted plans and actions of individual people. In other words, revolutionary 
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change is at least somewhat contingent rather than unalterably inevitable; if it comes to 

pass, then it will be because of effective timing, coordination, cooperation, 

contributions—"acting together." 

Silko cannot maintain this contingency steadfastly, however, but matches it with 

the seemingly incongruous idea of inescapable fate; 

What was coming was relentless and inevitable; it might require five or ten years of 
great conflict. . but the result would be the same; tribal people would retake the 
Americas; tribal people would retake ancestral land all over the world. This is what 
the earth's spirits wanted; her indigenous children who loved her and did not harm her. 
(1992, 711-12). 

Again, the narrative articulates a faithful belief in the spiritual forces governing fate; 

human actions serve the spiritual "agenda." At the same time, note the repetition of the 

syntax and the relevant subject; "tribal people" would retake the land—or "will" they? 

We may pause over the slight tension between the general certainty of the passage and 

the conditional form of the people's agency—they "would" bring about this retaking of 

the land. Under what conditions "would" they? Is this meant to imply the kind of 

contingency that I previously pointed out, or is it simply a tempered way of declaring that 

what "was coming could not be stopped" (Silko 1992, 711)? 

Silko appears to wish to resolve this apparent conflict or tension in favor of the 

explanatory significance of the earth as a natural force and the spirits as guiding 

principles in accord with the sacred earth. To return to the idea of an era of colonialist 

exploitation and degeneracy, the Death-Eye Dog period, a spiritual and cultural revival 

must overcome the power unleashed by the "Destroyers" of the epoch. As the rebel twins 
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declare, people need to return to Mother Earth and trust in her restorative powers. An 

upheaval of natural forces will prompt and parallel the cataclysm of revolution; 

The time had come when people were beginning to sense impending disaster and to 
see signs all around them—great upheavals of the earth that cracked open mountains 
and crushed man-made walls.. .. 

All at once people who were waiting and watching would realize the presence of the 
spirits—the great mountain and river spirits, the great sky spirits, all the spirits of 
beloved ancestors, warriors, and old friends—the spirits would assemble and the 
people of these continents would rise up. (Silko 1992, 424-25) 

.A. terrain animated with generations of "great" spirits will be the motive force that drives 

people to change the course of history. As we might well expect in an "almanac" about 

an individual "Almanac" of various auguries and projections, the narrator offers these 

visions as prophecies to be presaged by the tell-tale signs and fulfilled at some future but 

foreseeable time. As before, this framework depends both on fatalism and contingent 

agency, but there seems to be no escaping the ultimate cause, the spirits in the earth. The 

cultural distinction may not be great but it is fundamental nonetheless. Rather than 

investing faith in a providential All-mighty, as the adherents of Christian-based 

convention would, Silko characterizes a timeless and endlessly dispersed spiritual force 

that will unite living and dead in a triumph in this world—not the Christian Judgement 

Day of salvation or damnation. In other words, the indigenes work and wait for their 

spiritual and earthly reward, because the world is already spiritual in a way that defies the 

Judeo-Christian division of sacred and profane, mundane and spiritual. Angelita provides 

this explanation to her community. "'We simply wait for the earth's natural forces 

already set loose, the exploding fierce energy of all the dead slaves and dead ancestors 
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haunting the Americas. We prepare, and we wait for the tidal wave of history to sweep 

us along'" (Silko 1992, 518)."* 

Along with its Manichean and belligerent formulations of resistance. Almanac of 

the DeadAso proposes a less reductive and militant vision of decolonization, which may 

be the most promising approach to viewing and effecting historical change in the novel. 

The dream-world inspiration of the movement of the twins and the macaws suggests an 

ideational alternative to fighting it out on the ground, but this is not the only example of 

an incorporeal mode in the novel. Even the outwardly militant work of the Army of the 

Homeless finds relatively pacific guidance in Clinton's ideological predilection: 

Military solutions were no solutions at all; Clinton had seen what a "military 
solution" was in Vietnam: destruction on all sides; everywhere burned earth, and the 
souls of people tortured. Clinton believed education was the answer. . . . (Silko 1992, 
415) 

Violent struggle damages everyone involved, and there are no winners because there is 

"destruction on all sides." The supposed suffering of souls evokes the torturous 

lastingness of such a belligerent policy. Education, on the other hand, may provide a 

different course, one in which the earth need not bum—by Destroyers or their rebel 

counterparts—and all sides need not be destroyed. With viewpoints such as Clinton's, 

Silko articulates an insurgent alternative to physical conflict or monkey-wrenching. 

18. While I comprehend this commingling, insoluble mix of spiritual and worldly 
forces, I am still struck by the seeming tension between the primacy of the spiritual earth 
(Silko 1992, 749) and the repeated notions concerning people taking back their lands 
(Silko 1992, 710). This would appear to be a crucial "moment" in Almanac of the Dead, 
in which the holism underlying Silko's representation of decolonization should be 
understood as a "radical," or basic, departiire fi^om Euramerican theology and 
historiography. 
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The constructively conceptual approach Clinton favors is the forte of Ortiz, who 

limits himself to passing references to the kind of global sweep Silko employs to paint 

her portrait of the course of history, but Ortiz resembles Silko insofar as he invests some 

faith in a sense of abstract agency within which individuals struggle to make a difference. 

Recall the idea of the power coming at Coso Hot Springs for a vivid example of this 

similarity to Silko's spiritual earth. Rather than seeing the spiritual upheaval of the earth 

motivating history primarily, however, Ortiz tends to focus on the power of language and 

its perpetuation of itself as a continuum through people, storytellers and poets especially. 

His vocation, Ortiz reflects, is an outgrowth of his feeling that his personal destiny 

represented, in some sense, a part of the Acomas' future: 

I felt especially an awareness that our Acoma people and culture were in a fateful 
period of our destiny, and because I had grown up with the indigenous dictum of 
"helping our people," I began to realize I had a part in that destiny. Though I can't say 
that my writing was motivated by that realization or came fi-om it directly, there was a 
notion urging me to express myself (1992c, 19) 

Just as Ortiz has identified an overarching US continuum of history and influence, so too 

here does he identify a distinct Acoma "destiny" that he can affect through his self-

expression, namely his writing and speaking.'' As I have discussed, Ortiz manages a 

19. In an early interview, Silko likewise positions herself in a concourse of 
cultural practices; her lifelong "acquaintance with language" came from a storytelling 
"continuum that was really there despite Elsie Clews Parsons," who, according to Silko, 
deemed the oral tradition to be dead in Laguna (1976, 30). In Almanac of the Dead 
specifically, Silko does not stress this continuum as much as she does in her other works, 
such as Storyteller {\9%Vo) and Ceremony (1986); for example. Sterling, a major 
character who is Laguna, feels relatively alienated fi"om such a storytelling continuum 
(1992, 762). For the Silko oiAlmatmc of the Dead, the linguistic continuum is a premise 
for the revolution; for Ortiz, in general, the language is the revolution. 
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curious balance, saying both that the Acoma have a destiny and that he saw himself 

fitting in at a "fateful" time when his artistic and political commitments could make a 

difference. While Ortiz's vocation is here somewhat casually linked with the idea of a 

cultural continuum, elsewhere he is even more direct about the motive power of language 

and his role as an instrument of language. In the first prefatory piece in Fight Back, in 

what could be called the dedication of the work, Ortiz absents himself almost completely, 

signifying his part by referring to his relationship to his parents and his people, through 

language: "The songs, stories, poems and advice will always remember / my father, 

mother, and my people" (1992a, 287). Although Ortiz envisions the import of his 

individualism in his people's "destiny," he tempers this sense of grandiosity, in which 

actors may eventually bloat into imperial selves, by considering that the language, in 

storytelling and poetry, is the agent that operates through the storyteller or poet.*° 

An outlook that emphasizes the grand scheme of influences leads to Ortiz's global 

sense of the clash of Euramerican and Pueblo continua, but when he sets himself to 

telling the stories he tends to be much more particular. Moreover, as I have already 

remarked, Ortiz's sense of "fighting back," countering the destruction, is usually not 

belligerent; rather, he prefers to wage his war on the battleground of ideas and discourse. 

His message is likewise overwhelmingly ameliorative rather than combative. Ortiz 

promotes a kind of resolution of postcolonial cross-cultural relations by highlighting the 

small victories of creativity, community, and increased understanding. 

20. Wiget also identifies this tendency of Ortiz to situate his work in the context 
of language and a greater source, the earth (1986, 10, 39). 
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Ortiz creates a strong sense of communal creativity and understanding in the 

poem "To Change in a Good Way" (1992a, 308-17). This poem provides a hopeful 

counterpoint to the troubling impasse of Herb's monologue in "The First Hard Core " In 

stark contrast to the strained and silent coexistence of the persona and Herb in "The First 

Hard Core," Indian and Euramerican personae in "To Change in a Good Way" establish 

substantial, creative, reciprocal bonds. In another sense, the working class status of the 

principal figures suggests an optimistic, cross-cultural construction of "the People." The 

poem provides a deceptively simple exposition of the developing friendships between 

two couples, Pete and Mary, who are Laguna, and Bill and Ida, who are "Okies" (Ortiz 

1992a, 317, line 335). Pete and Bill know each other from their workplace, a Kerr-

McGee mining operation. The couples make visits to each other's homes and Pete and 

Mary help Bill and Ida with their vegetable garden, a process that simply but effectively 

symbolizes the friendship of the four people. After the initial visits, they continue to 

"visit each other" (Ortiz 1992a, 311, line 109); such a simple description evokes more 

reciprocity and community than is evident in all of "The First Hard Core," despite the 

fact that the figures in the latter poem were physically close together in the space of the 

car. The closeness of the relationships in "To Change in a Good Way" is also reflected 

by the fact that Pete and Mary's kids occasionally spend the night with childless Ida 

when Bill has to work late. As "just" in the "The First Hard Core" condenses alienation 

and powerlessness, in this poem "too" signifies counterpoints of vital connection; "The 

women became friends too," "Ida and Bill went down to Laguna too," "The kids liked 

that too" (Ortiz 1992a, 310, 311, lines 53, 87, 115). 
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The reciprocal friendship is the basis on which the couples make a profound 

cross-cultural connection. When Bill and Ida leam that Bill's younger brother. Slick, has 

died while serving in the Vietnam War, Pete and Mary offer condolences and give Bill 

and Ida an ear of com and a husk bundle, items signifying regeneration according to 

Laguna tradition (Ortiz 1992a, 313-14, lines 188-220). Pete concludes that this tradition 

is available to non-Laguna people: 

You and Ida are not Indian, 
but it doesn't make any difference. 
It's for all of us, this kind of way, 

to change life in a good way. (Ortiz 1992a, 314, lines 212-14, 220) 

The items Pete and Mary give to Bill and Ida symbolize a culturally distinctive way to 

cope with death and to remember the one who has passed away. Initially, however. Bill 

does not quite know what to make of these offerings. 

He couldn't figure it out. 
He'd grown up in Claremore all his life, 
Indians living all around him, 
folks and some teachers said so 

. . .  b u t  M a r y  a n d  P e t e  
were the first Indians he'd ever known. (Ortiz 1992a, 314-15, lines 241) 

Rather than knowing about people such as Pete and Mary based on indirect information 

from "folks" or "teachers" about "Indians living all around," as if he only knew of their 

existence "out there" but had not related to them in any way, the Oklahomans leam 

something about "Indians" based on actual social ties. Despite the fact that Bill is unable 

to assimilate the tokens immediately into his way of grieving, the Laguna gifts and Pete's 
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explanation about them begin altering Bill's way of thinking about mourning and loss.^' 

The shift in consciousness takes place when Bill and Ida return to Oklahoma for the 

funeral, to participate in a Euramerican memorial rite. Significantly, the mainstream 

observances do not soothe Bill, and he begins to question the assumptions and 

rationalizations that the mourners make for Slick's death; 

Some . . . folks said 
that someone had to make the sacrifice 
for freedom of democracy and all that, 
and that's what Slick had died of, for. 
He's done his duty for America, 
look at how much the past folks 
had to put up with, living a hard life, 
fighting off Indians to build homes 
on new land so we could live the way 
we are right now, advanced and safe 
from peril like the Tuls' Tribune 
said . .. that's what 
Slick died for, just like past folks. (Ortiz 1992a, 315, lines 258-70) 

In this rationale. Slick becomes a martyr in a great line of defenders of "The American 

Way," which the mourners connect with conquering indigenous North American peoples. 

In other words, the "folks" at the funeral summon some of the hoariest nationalist 

narratives that Americans tell about themselves, including its rationalizations for a 

mission to conquer in the name of its declared ideals. The normative status of these ideas 

is implied by the direct source noted, the Tidsa Tribune, a major mainstream publication 

that could be expected to express the dominant narratives about justifying imperial, 

violent actions and the supposedly requisite sacrifices for those deeds. Such storytelling 

21. My focus on Bill reflects Ortiz's own emphasis on the brotherhood of Bill and 
Slick and the blue-collar camaraderie of Pete and Bill. 
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does not comfort Bill, who reminds himself that an American mine killed Slick, which 

certainly deflates any nobility in the sacrifice. Bill's doubts about the standard narrative 

are reflected by the phrase "all that," which minimizes the nobility of such hallowed 

concepts as "freedom of democracy," a seemingly spliced concept for the occasion that 

combines the abstract value of freedom with the US's tendency to champion its own form 

of government as the sine qua non of "freedom." Bill concludes vaguely: 

It didn't seem 
to be the same thing as what they were saying 
about past folks fighting 
Indians for democracy 
and it didn't seem right somehow. (Ortiz 1992a, 315, lines 277-81) 

Bill rejects seeing Slick's death in the context of the standard imperial narrative, and he 

voices general uncertainty about explaining US identity in terms of fighting Indians and 

pretending that others' homelands were in any essential sense "new lands." One clue in 

the quotation above that explains how some folks justify the death is the word "sacrifice," 

which relates directly to the titles of each section of Fight Back. The first section, in 

which this poem is included, is titled "Too Many Sacrifices" and the second section is 

titled "No More Sacrifices." In these contexts. Slick, like any number of Native 

Americans in Ortiz's narrative poems, whom the US continuum of profit and progress 

exploits, is himself a sacrifice. Accordingly, the "sacrifice" of Slick is gratuitous, and the 

poet suggests that we should no longer be content to make such an "offering." 

Furthermore, Bill's vague skepticism about the national narrative of conquest anticipates 

a later moment when, in praying to Slick with the com husk bundle, he concludes that 

what did not seem "right" about the generic explanations concerns what he starts to see as 
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the wrongdoing of the dominant culture, specifically the cultural group he identifies with, 

the "Okies." Bill addresses his dead brother: 

Pete and Mary said 
to do this because it's important 
even if we're Okies 
and not Indians who do this. 
It's for your travel they said 
and to help us with our life here 
from where you are at now and they said 
to maybe change things in a good way 
for a good life and God knows us Okies 
always wanted that though we maybe 
have been wrong sometimes. 

. . . Pete said he didn't know 
exactly the right thing 
but somehow I believe he's more righter 
than we've ever been, and now I'm trying too. (Ortiz 1992a, 317, lines 327-37, 339-
42) 

With the help of his new Laguna friends. Bill is able to reconsider both the "wrong," or 

inadequate, aspects of his Euramerican culture and history and to look ahead despite the 

loss, to anticipate good change. More immediately, he is able to conceive of both the 

legacy of Slick and the evident rightness of Pete as a compassionate person and one who 

is willing to share cultural knowledge, so that not only does the indigenous knowledge 

help in a crisis but it teaches Bill about "trying" to do right in general. The efficacy of 

the shared knowledge is evident by the very last line of the poem, which finds Bill and 

Ida chuckling at the thought of Slick helping them, by holding up the haphazard mine 

structures and breaking up the dense, clay-packed soil in which Ida grows vegetables 

(Ortiz 1992a, 317, line 355). This account of engendering cross-cultural consciousness 

and doing the work that promises good change exemplifies Ortiz's sense of fighting back; 
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to staiggle against the ideas that continue to justify past and present conquests, 

exploitation, alienation, and destruction, and to take stances for the establishment and 

renewal of sustaining, empathetic relationships. 

This Apocalypse Which Is Not One: Sterling's Homecoming and "A New Story" 

After emphasizing, to a greater or lesser degree, the panorama of history and 

society in which the "masses" live and resist, both works conclude curiously with 

contemplative "stances" that two personae adopt to meet the future. Fight Back and 

Almanac of the Dead tnd by focusing on the solitary figure facing the demands and 

conditions of the (post)coloniai world suaounding him (in each case). 

At its conclusion. Almanac of the Dead envisions a subtle, meditative approach to 

mediating past, present, and future with its account of Sterling's awkward, tentative 

return to the Laguna community in New Mexico, from which he had been exiled. 

Despite being one of the few characters in the novel who does not partake of drugs. 

Sterling returns home "strung out" on the over-stimulation of his life in Tucson. 

"Sterling didn't think what he was experiencing was depression; it feh more like shock. 

For three days. Sterling lay stunned; he could barely swallow water" (Silko 1992, 757). 

It is as if he must go through a kind of "withdrawal" before he can embark on his new life 

at Laguna. Perhaps more distressing than his lethargic physical state is his mental 

condition. At first, he struggles to fit in while he experiences his "new" environment as a 

limited and reduced milieu: 
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Sterling hiked over the little sand hills across the little valley to the sandstone cliffs 
where the family sheep camp was. The windmill was pumping lazily in the afternoon 
breeze, and Sterling washed his hands and drank. The taste of the water told him he 
was home. "Home." Even thinking of the word made his eyes fill with tears. What 
was "home"? The little stone shack seemed to be deserted although Sterling had found 
an empty Vienna sausage can on the little wood-burning stove. On the shelf there were 
two coffee cans; inside he had found dry pinto beans and some sugar. (Silko 1992, 
757) 

Even the ostensibly familiar simplicity of the family sheep farm is almost too much for 

him to bear, whether experienced through the senses or with the intellect, for the taste of 

water and the word signifying the point of his return make him question the rightness of 

being there. The images of desolation—the "deserted" shack and the "empty" can— 

further imply the bleakness of his homecoming. Even the sustenance of food exists in 

desiccated latency: the dry beans must be boiled and the grains of sugar await a substance 

that requires sweetening. The overriding significance of this first paragraph of the final 

section of the novel is to portray the limitations of his perspective, the smallness and 

apparent inconsequence of his world: the hills and valley around him, the family shack, 

and the stove that provides necessary and symbolic warmth are "little." During his first 

foray outside, moreover, Sterling observes a miniature tableau of "tiny" ants working to 

carry things to their underground nest. To highlight his transitional state. Sterling is both 

frozen with his inability to "think of a prayer to say, or even a message to send to the 

spirits of the earth" (Silko 1992, 757), and inexplicably uplifted. "Sterling did not 

understand why, but the success of the ants had lifted his spirits. He wished he had 

listened more closely to Aunt Marie and her sisters, for he might have understood better 

the connection between human beings and ants" (Silko 1992, 758). It is as if Sterling's 

acknowledgement of the traditions that he had neglected begins to restore him to those 
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traditions. Indeed, his observations and recollections regarding the ants help him begin to 

align himself with Laguna culture and a greater sense of belonging. In contrast to the 

closed and constricted sense of the minuteness of things in the initial paragraph of the 

section, the tininess of the ants reflects greatness of significance. Following this "petite" 

epiphany. Sterling walks to a distant open-pit uranium mine—which had been abandoned 

after serving the needs of the US military—where a giant stone snake had recently 

appeared. Along the way, as he recalls old stories, strength, sensuousness, and 

perspective replace weakness and alienation: 

Sterling felt stronger as he walked along. The wild purple asters were blooming, 
and Sterling could smell Indian tea and bee flowers; in the distance, he heard the field 
larks call. As long as Sterling did not face the mine, he could look out across the 
grassy valley at the sandstone mesas and imagine the land a thousand years ago... . 
(Silko 1992, 758) 

In contrast to the desolation of his arrival, the environment is welcoming and pleasant 

(despite the mine), with the sensuousness of the flowers, birds, and especially the 

expansive view of the land, a sight that fuels his imagination to conceptualize his place in 

the enduring environment and the span of millennia. 

Ultimately, the fruits of awakening to his place in the environment and in history 

yield a tempered view of the destiny Silko elsewhere highlights as well as a recognition 

of the dangers of revolutionary zeal: 

Sterling felt haunted. .. . Marching through his brain day and night were Lecha's 
"armies" of Lakotas and Mohawks..., armies of indigenous peoples to retake the 
land. Sterling tried to forget the blood and the gunshots. He tried to forget everything 
Lecha had told him because she and the others at the meeting in Tucson were crazy. 
"Rambo of the Homeless," "Poor People's Army," the Barefoot Hopi and Wilson 
Weasel Tail—the world was not like that. Tucson had only been a bad dream. (Silko 
1992, 762) 
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As perhaps the most sympathetic character in the novel. Sterling's view here, placed 

strategically at the end, appears to cast considerable doubt and even suspicion on the 

approaches to decolonization espoused by the figures to whom he refers. As a "bad 

dream," the militant and apocalyptic solutions posited by the "crazy" leaders constitute a 

nightmare vision of change with which Sterling cannot abide. Yet he too sees inevitable 

change on the horizon: "The work of the spirits and prophecies went on regardless" of 

people's beliefs or actions (Silko 1992, 762). Like the others, Sterling anticipates the 

arrival of "the twin brothers and the people" (Silko 1992, 763), the heralds of upheaval, 

but he distrusts and fears the means by which the revolutionaries would try to improve 

upon or supplement the perpetual workings of the earth and the spirits who inhabit it. 

The migration of the twins and the people is a repetition of the ancient northward 

migration of those people who had refused to participate in the brutality of the 

"Destroyers." The first migration effected a split that enabled a different, less destructive 

way of life, but it also left the system of destruction intact. Will the second migration, 

inspired by the macaws and led by the twins, be any different? The novel ends with the 

twins on the way and the question posed and unanswered. 

Fight Back ends with "A New Story," a short poem that illustrates another 

instance of simple, understated struggle. Specifically, it suggests a new era in which 

Native Americans, and ostensibly others who have been similarly disenfiranchised, have 

more control over telling the stories in which they play parts. The poem outlines two 

similar scenarios in which Anglo organizers are searching for Indians to participate in 

mainstream historical reenactments; a "Frontier Day Parade" and a replay of the landing 
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of Sir Francis Drake, (Ortiz 1992a, 364-65). The organizers want the persona to play a 

real "Indian." The second exchange is a succinct illustration of both the ability to speak 

and to be heard in a colonialist dialogue; the speaker demonstrates an ability to express 

previously denied views in the form of a postcolonial refusal that is also an assertion of 

autonomy. The simple exchange consists of an organizer asking the persona for his 

participation in reenacting Sir Francis Drake's landing on the California coast. The 

persona refers to Drake as "the English Pirate," a challenge to the celebration of the 

imperialism Drake represents; and the poem ends with the speaker declining the offer to 

act as "an Indian": "'No,' I said. No" (Ortiz 1992a, 365). His simple and unwavering 

refijsal to play "the Indian" in the imperial charade is a postcolonial affirmation. The 

persona can choose the cultural representations in which he will participate, and his 

ability to be heard in declining a part in the colonialist narrative reflects the viability of 

other perspectives to question and critique the imperial narratives. 

Importantly, there is a difference between the first and second exchanges: in the 

first, the speaker humors the organizer by acknowledging each point of explanation the 

organizer makes (with polite "Yes" responses), though there is no clear indication that the 

persona ultimately agrees to participate in the parade. In the second instance, the 

narrative is truncated to a fi-action of the first exchange: 

And then she said 
she was looking for Indians . .. 
"No," I said. No. (Ortiz 1992a, 365, lines 68-70) 

The simplicity of the refusal makes for a lucid, confident negation not only of 

participating in the actual event but also of even humoring the organizer by listening to 
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rationalizations that "require" Native Americans to continue to play assigned roles in the 

narratives of conquest. 

Viva la Revolucion 

Perhaps despite itself. Almanac of the Dead portends the violence that it would 

ostensibly regard as constituent of the "Destroyers" who upset the balance of humanity 

and the environment with their depredations. Ironically, the belligerently titled Fight 

Back offers the greater sense hope and peace, an optimism that depends on the abilities of 

peoples from all quarters to form sustaining relationships with each other and their shared 

environment. Conventionally, American literature characterizes the natural environment 

as a "howling wilderness" that settlers must tame or a God-given Garden to (re)possess; 

Silko and Ortiz see the earth as too coherent, too great to give way to the claims and 

assaults that the colonialist "Destroyers" make on it. Their visions of an environmental 

humanism that sees people and the earth as dynamically and vitally integral constitute 

important contributions to the canon of American historical literature. 

Yet, beyond abstract visions of insurgency or specific instances of resistance, 

neither author offers an easy way out or even suggests particular trajectories for the 

course of "decolonization." Nonetheless, both proclaim that North American history, 

particularly of the US, is set on a kind of collision course: the structures and agents of the 

(Euramerican) status quo will clash disastrously, one day, with the forces of natural and 

social cataclysm and renewal. At the outset of this dissertation, I noticed that John Gast's 
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painting Manifest Destiny depicts Euramerican culture on a fatal "collision course" with 

Native Americans. The works of Silko and Ortiz suggest that we are still colliding with 

each other and that a greater collision is yet to come, which may prove fatal for the 

engines and engineers of "civilization" rather than for indigenous peoples. Is this a new 

omen of apocalypse? Writers such as Simon Ortiz and Leslie Silko compose (hi)stories 

that leave us with no "manifest" conclusions. Somewhat like "the People" at the 

Convention for Holistic Healers in Almanac of the Dead, we all await the arrival of the 

changes of a "new" story. 
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EPILOGUE 

An examination of nineteenth- and twentieth-century examples of American 

historical literature reveals a variety of approaches to representing the formative past of 

the US in literature, although there are also persistent similarities, or points of contact, 

running throughout the corpus. The impulses and biases of such nineteenth-century 

works William Gilmore Simms's The Vemassee should not surprise us, but analyzing the 

conventions and implications of traditional representations of history and culture is 

necessary for the pursuit of a different (and I think more pressing) interpretive project: 

examining the relationships between more recent American literary-historical texts and 

their precursors. What might indeed surprise us is that ostensibly antiquated subject 

matter and narrative perspectives remain current and popular—popular not only for 

readers but for writers. The novels of chapter 2, Willa Gather's Death Comes for the 

Archbishop. Cormac McCarthy's Blood Meridian: Or the Evening Redness in the West, 

and Nash Candelaria's Not by The Sword, unsuccessfully strive to transcend, rebel 

against, or break with the hold of literary convention. Such modem and contemporary 

works suggest that, as producers and as consumers of literature (let alone other genres or 

media), we are still colonizing America by rehearsing relevant historical events and 

processes over a century after the influential historian Frederick Jackson Turner asserted 

that the frontier era of our national history, "the history of the colonization of the Great 

West'" (1960, 1), was over. 
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Unsurprisingly, modern and contemporary American literature about frontiers and 

conquest is itself a type of frontier, an intertextual field in which competing ways of 

understanding and portraying US history (as conquest, as a frontier phenomenon) meet 

and interact. Befitting a frontier, there is a certain amount of contention, or 

"disagreement," within this "contact zone" (to use Mary Louise Pratt's [1992] helpful 

label) concerning the ways to (re)fashion a literary-historical narrative out of the 

conventions and the fhiits of twentieth-century hindsight. In chapters 2, 3, and 4,1 have 

identified three basic approaches to recasting the history of American conquest in modem 

and contemporary literature: a substantive re-inscription of the conventions; a 

deconstruction of the conventions; and an alternative configuration of history that 

counters the conventional narrative modes. 

In general, twentieth-century writers struggle to free themselves of the conceits 

and constraints of their precursors, the nineteenth-century writers who crafted the 

"colonialist" conventions of narrating American literary-historical texts. It is as if the 

literary tradition that embodies a strong sense of "manifest destiny" is itself consequently 

responsible for a type of literary fatalism: that writers are bound to remain within the 

expository framework of providential inevitability, of history-as-destiny. The extent to 

which writers remain beholden to the old discourse is alarming because it suggests that, 

as a culture, we may be unprepared or unable to genuinely rethink our history as 

contingently constructed by discrete human actors. Promisingly, some writers appear 

more willing or able to contest rather than merely rehearse our national mythos, a 

"movement" in which William T. Vollmann, Leslie Marmon Silko, and Simon Ortiz 
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participate. Perhaps ironically, such re-visionary fictions take on a new mythical form, a 

type of counter-myth. Richard Slotkin notes this impulse in the context of a 

revolutionary literary politics, a perspective that challenges and "ofFset[s] the victors' 

mythology of the traditional historical romance," which has helped to reaffirm the socio

political status quo (2000). Notwithstanding the works that promise fresh literary-

historical points of view, our cultural identity remains substantially trapped in a 

perspective that sees American history as an allegory of destiny and that regards our 

culture as the sanctified outgrowth of inevitable eminence. What I would like readers of 

this dissertation to recognize is the importance of interrogating and reconceiving the ways 

that we have imagined and continue to imagine American history and its legacy: to see 

the dead end of continuing to assert the fatalistic mythos of conquest and to promote 

•'novel" ways of imagining the collective past of the US. 

Throughout this dissertation, I have tried to invoke an intense skepticism about 

great figures of history and historical teleology—heroes and progress. Just so, in 

participating in the interpretation of such subject matter, I have created a literary-

historical progression, from chapter to chapter, and elevated certain authors, William T. 

Vollmann, Leslie Silko, and especially Simon Ortiz. What should we make of this 

paradox, this irony'' To ponder what has come before, as "history," is perhaps 

inescapable, so that my scheme of authors and works simply reaffirms our tendency to 

want to offer a sense of shape, proportion, and scope to that which seems worthy of 

comprehending (better) about the past—or, in this case, stories of (and about) the past. 

While "historicizing," or taking stock of the past, may be unavoidable, we all participate 



275 

in the decisions that effect the creation and dissemination of the types of accounts that 

stand in as "authoritative" and "true " It is in this respect that I see a difference in the 

• progress" and "heroes" of this dissertation. If there is a "progression" in the 

development of chapters, it is one that affirms a continuing attempt to revitalize and to 

complicate the imaginative and interpretive project of representing the nation, its history, 

and its culture. In this way, Vollmann, Silko, and Ortiz stand for the pursuits of putting 

"history" into question and of holding the past up to interrogative scrutiny, passing 

judgement but also seeking "to change in a good way." This double gesture of critique 

and continuance is implicit in the phrase that I have borrowed for the title of this 

dissertation In from Sand Creek, Ortiz's volume of verse that recalls the 1864 massacre 

of peaceful Cheyennes and Arapahos by US regular and volunteer soldiers in 

southeastern Colorado (1981, 8), "a wasteland of fortunes" is a metaphor for the vexed 

but promising juncture of past, present, and future. The massacre is an example of what 

Ortiz refers to as the horrific "burden" of American history (1981, 9), and the legacy of 

that burden characterizes the present as a "wasteland of fortunes"; but just as the 

teleology of Anglo-Saxon conquest was not simply the "destiny" of the US, so too is it 

that the "wasteland" is not our inescapable fate. In the closing lines of the book, Ortiz 

imagines an American (the Oklahoma Boy) who is debilitated by the "burden" of history 

(1981, 93), but out of this nightmare Ortiz sees another dream arising from the creative, 

generative impulses of the nation: 

That dream . . . 
. will not be vengeful 

but wealthy with love 
and compassion 
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and knowledge. 
And it will rise 
in this heart 
which is our America. (1981) 

The "historiography" implicit in Ortiz's Janus-faced vision is one that both accepts the 

unifying, collaborative spirit of American idealism but rejects the violent and oppressive 

traditions of achieving such nationalist "unity." In other words, Ortiz criticizes the 

"American Dream" as the realization of a colonial triumph but accepts the optimistic 

trope of a truly collective national "dream." The site of great historical "burden," Sand 

Creek, is also a place of regeneration and hope. In privileging such a speaker and such a 

message, I have wished to have this dissertation recognize and assert the potential for 

imaginatively "rising" from the narrative "burden" of American history and literature. 

The optimism of a "new story" resides in the efficacy of such an innovative narrative to 

continue the deconstruction of the type of Manicheanism that has dictated a cultural 

identity based on hierarchies of exclusion and modalities of strife rather than on true 

inclusiveness and creative, cross-cultural "progress." 
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