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ABSTRACT

Louise Erdrich is a mixed blood Turtle Mountain 
Chippewa, educated in the dominant culture. Her 
volumes of poetry, Jackliaht and Baptism of Desire, 
express a personal and narrative voice that reflects 
her tribal, European, Catholic, and educational 
heritage. Her well received novels, co-authored 
with her husband, Michael Dorris, are poetic in 
their language. Love Medicine and Tracks abound in 
myth, irony, humor, and contemporary Chippewa 
issues. The Beet Queen and The Crown of Columbus. 
incorporate Euroamerican settings and characters 
while disclosing Native American characteristics of 
oral rhetoric and tribal community. The trickster 
archetype in Erdrich's works incorporates survival 
humor, moral indicators, and cultural mediation.
The conflation of narrative voices, cultural 
pluralism, indistinguishable genres, and 
interdisciplinary criticism interweave a complexity 
that celebrates diversity in a "toleration of 
paradox" and harmonizes the human community.
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Chapter 1

Introduction: Louise Erdrich in the 
Context of Modern Criticism

The works of Louise Erdrich, both poetic and 
novelistic, present a Twentieth Century Native 
American voice. That voice is a complicated amalgam 
of cultures: German American, Midwestern American, 
Ivy League, Modern and Post-modern Western 
Civilization, and Native American Chippewa (Ojibwa, 
Anishinaabe).̂  For Erdrich, to be a Native American 
writing in a modern world is to explore cultures 
with an awareness of history, a heritage of ritual 
and its language, and a survival of disease, 
violence, and attempts of dominant cultural 
assimilation. Definitions of Native Americans,

^"Native American" is the current and 
politically correct term used to describe the 
variety of indigenous nations within the United 
States and differentiates the nomenclature and 
navigational error of Columbus. Although 
"Chippewa," "Ojibwa," "Ojibway," and "Anishinaabe" 
refer to the same tribal peoples, Erdrich uses 
"Chippewa," and that designation will be used 
throughout this study.
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tribal affiliations, cultural and social 
associations, and blood lineage all contribute to 
identity and individuation in a multi-cultural and 
complex world.

Louise Erdrich was born in 1954 in Little 
Falls, North Dakota. Her father is German American 
and her mother a Turtle Mountain Chippewa, daughter 
of the former tribal chair, Pat Gourneau. Louise is 
the oldest of eight children. Erdrich attended 
public and parochial schools in Wahpeton, North 
Dakota, where she was homecoming queen (See 
"Conversions"). Through the encouragement of her 
mother, she applied to the first co-educational 
class at Dartmouth, graduating in 1976. Following 
graduation, Erdrich returned to North Dakota, 
working in the Poetry in Schools program, 
publishing, and television. She returned to the 
East in 1978 to earn a Master's degree in creative 
writing from Johns Hopkins. She then worked as a 
newspaper editor for an Indian urban center in 
Boston.

In 1981 Erdrich became creative writer-in­
residence at Dartmouth College. The same year she 
married Michael Dorris, mixed blood Modoc, professor
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and director of the Native American Studies program 
at Dartmouth. Dorris had adopted three children 
prior to their marriage, Abel, Sava and Madeline. 
Three more children, Persia, Pallas, and Aza were 
born to the couple. The oldest child, victim of 
fetal alcohol syndrome and subject of Dorris's non­
fiction book The Broken Cord (1989), and television 
docudrama of the same name, has since died.

Erdrich's marriage to Michael Dorris became 
also a fruitful literary collaboration. Their joint 
efforts in fiction are well-documented and will be 
discussed in Chapter 3. Only The Crown of Columbus 
appears under both names. Despite their close work 
on the novels and a forthcoming volume of essays, 
Erdrich has acknowledged that her poetry is 
exclusively her own (Reno).

Erdrich's individual poems and short stories 
are widely published in periodicals, and her books 
include two volumes of poetry, Jackliaht (1984) and 
Baptism of Desire (1989), and four novels: Love 
Medicine (1 9 8 4),  ̂ The Beet Oueen (1986), Tracks 
(1988), and The Crown of Columbus (1991). A fifth

L̂ove Medicine will be reissued Fall 1993 with 
an additional eighty pages.



novel, The Binao Palace, the fourth novel of the 
North Dakota clan tetralogy, is forthcoming in 
December 1993/January 1994 (Dorris, Cedar City). 
Dorris has published two fictional works, A Yellow 
Raft in Blue Water (1987) , and Morning Girl (1992) , 
a children's novella. A collection of his short 
stories is forthcoming in the Fall of 1993.

Erdrich has received numerous awards: the 
American Academy of Poets Prize, the Nelson Algren 
Short Fiction Award, the National Award for Fiction, 
the 1985 0. Henry Prize for a chapter from Love 
Medicine. Love Medicine has been awarded the 
National Book Critics Circle Award, the Los Angeles 
Times Book prize, the Sue Kaufman Prize for the Best 
First Novel, and the Virginia McCormick Scully Prize 
for the Best Book of 1984 dealing with Indians or 
Chicanos.

The popularity and critical success of 
Erdrich's works has invited analytical attention 
within the currents of contemporary trends. Love 
Medicine. in particular, has been the subject of a 
variety of critical interpretations. Marxism or New 
Historicism, reader response criticism, feminism, 
anthropological structuralism, post-structuralism.



and postmodernistic methods have all been used in
critical studies of Erdrich's works. Sufficient
evidence of cultural hegemony, reified and heuristic
languages, dialogism, exposition of constructs, and
privileged discourse, oral rhetoric as discourse
exists in Erdrich's works. However, individually,
any of these approaches is teleological, limiting
Erdrich's work to a singular understanding, often to
the exclusion of additional significant
interpretations and issues. Elaine Jahner notes the
problems with literary criticism:

We can use texts to show how culture 
imposes order upon lived experience and, 
indeed, such demonstration has been the 
purpose of considerable scholarly writing 
in all disciplines affected by the major 
anthropological models of our century.
The problem with much of this scholarship 
is that it often declares that attention 
to the individual is theoretically 
insignificant. . . . The most helpful 
research is that which presents and 
criticizes the notion of the subject as a 
linguistic and hermeneutic category, thus 
permitting a consideration of the subject 
that subsumes other crucial categories-- 
such as race--keeping all analysis firmly 
based within the acknowledged (and 
therefore explicit) critical assumptions 
of a given social and historical 
configuration. American Indian writers 
and critics have consistently done just 
this. (184-5)



Fundamental critical questions address the 
human experience, how the author and the reader 
enter the fictive world and humanistically respond 
to the textual journey of language. Because the 
experience of the modern or postmodern Native 
American is comprised of pluralistic experiences, a 
hermeneutic procedure best illuminates this textual 
journey in a truly multicultural universe.

In the nihilistic Marxist universe where all 
constructs and discourses are political, ontological 
comprehensions of tribal communities are excluded, 
thus denying mythic realities of the Native American 
experience. Vine Deloria, Jr., rejects Marxism on 
these political and philosophical grounds:

From the perspective of American 
Indians, I would argue, Marxism offers yet 
another group of cowboys riding around the 
same old rock. It is Western religion 
dressed in the economistic clothing, and 
shabby clothing it is. It accepts 
uncritically and ahistorically the 
worldview generated by some ancient 
Western trauma that our species is 
alienated from nature and offers but 
another version of Messianism as a 
solution to this artificial national 
concern and application, poses as much 
threat as ever did the Christian 
missionaries. In education theory it 
provides outmoded and inapplicable 
socialization with abstract and useless, 
if not invalid, knowledge; at least



generalizations which have little 
relevance to tribal situation. (135-136)

Additionally, as Deloria suggests, Marxist 
theory fails to address fundamental Native American 
issues of land rights and communal tribal concerns. 
As a literary theory, it fails with Erdrich on 
similar issues: the ontological nature of place and 
the social structuring of tribal communalism where 
the individual is paradoxically identified and 
absorbed in social community.

Ironically, while Marxism has solicited 
reassessments of worldviews through appraisal of 
historical constructs, thus inviting "marginal" 
literatures into a redefined canon, as a critical 
approach it nevertheless closes interpretation of 
literary texts in its assumption that all discourse 
is political. Of course many Native American issues 
are political; however, Erdrich, herself, has stated 
that she does not consider her work political but a 
search for voice and identity (Reno). So while 
political and economic issues are apparent, 
particularly in Tracks and Love Medicine, to analyze 
Erdrich's works solely from a sociological and 
political basis would fail to consider vital human
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issues of voice and survival. Furthermore, to be 
caught up in the metalanguage of such a critical 
approach would betray the clarity of Erdrich's own 
language and narrative strategies (Schultz).

Reader response criticism is another critical 
theory that, while useful, is limiting in addressing 
Erdrich's work. The application functions best with 
fiction, but ignores the personal and ontological 
expressions of the author, particularly when applied 
to poetry. Relying solely on the interpretations of 
the reader throws literature into a realm of 
relativism. This slippery epistemology is 
especially dangerous to cultures who depend on the 
power of language, with the tradition of oralization 
of ritual, for survival.

Pauline Groetz Woodward in her dissertation.
New Tribal Forms : Community in Louise Erdrich's
Fiction, suggests that the theoretical approach of
reader response is required to comprehend the
multiple narrator and sectional structure of
Erdrich's novels:

The changing voices in Love Medicine 
demand that the reader be an active 
participant in the text's meaning: the 
reader must synthesize the various stories 
that are told and must constantly make



corrections and adjust meaning. The 
reader uses imagination as a means of 
closing the gap between the inner life of 
the novel and the outer reality of modern 
tribal people, and is assisted in the 
process by the many narrators who invite 
participation in the making of meaning.
(7)

Woodward's argument operates well for the informed 
reader of Erdrich's fictional works. The reader can 
and must bridge narrative gaps and create a sense of 
community and continuity, especially in Love 
Medicine. This theory cannot, however, explain how 
the reader may enter the modern Chippewa universe 
without an explicit cataloging of material culture 
and codes by Erdrich.

Additionally, an uninformed, insensitive, or 
culturally entrenched reader might encode the text 
with errors, such as the reader who wrote to 
Erdrich, asking why the author advocated drunken 
driving in the "Crown of Thorns" chapter of Love 
Medicine (Reno). Reader response approach is 
particularly hazardous in areas of race and gender 
where the text can be misread or text-proofed to 
reinforce misperceptions and stereotypes.

Feminism, as a critical approach to Erdrich, 
likewise is attractive but limiting. The strength
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of Erdrich's female characters, Fleur, Pauline
(Sister Leopolds), Mary Adare, Dot, Marie Lazarre,
and Lulu Lamartine, along with Erdrich's own
success, invite gender analysis. The feminine
community of The Beet Oueen and Love Medicine is
obvious (see Barnett, DePriest, Sands, Tsosie, and
Woodward). The Beet Oueen. with the predominance of
Euroamerican characters, is most notable for the
absence of strong male characters, a void that
raises issues of marginality. The disempowered
status of Native American women, however, is
mistaken for an extension of the oppression of
sexism. The appropriation of race to justify the
subjection of all women ignores the labyrinthine
factors of cultural practices and economic
circumstances. As Elizabeth V. Spellman notes:

The real problem [with feminism] has been 
how feminist theory has confused the 
condition of one group of women with the
condition of all. (4)

Feminist issues for Native American women who have a
heritage of matriarchy where "traditional tribal
lifestyles are more often gynocratic than not, and
they are never patriarchal" (Allen 2), are
signficantly more complex than mainstream issues.
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especially when mediating with the dominant culture. 
To .assume that feminism theory subsumes race because 
of female commonality is an extension of 
colonialism.

Further, to focus exclusively on female 
characters ignores the strength of male characters 
and the union that must occur between the sexes in 
order to merely exist, a crucial element of survival 
literature. The female role in Native American 
cultures is complex, particularly in the intricacy 
of patrilineal societal systems, such as the Turtle 
Mountain Chippewa, with which Erdrich has 
matrilineal affiliation. Shechner comments on her 
uniqueness :

Erdrich's feminism, then, and her 
Native-Americanism go hand in hand, 
because what she shows us is the dynamism 
of the matriarch, which, though it is a 
captive nation, is a society that can take 
care of its own. Whatever it is the men 
do and whatever power they may have, it is 
the women who define the moral life of the 
tribe and are the maintainers of the 
social order, which, though disorderly by 
white middle class standards, has its own 
strict logic. (48)

Political feminist issues in Erdrich's prose 
works are obsfucated by co-authorship with Michael 
Dorris. Certain examples of Erdrich's poetry have a



12
more distinctive feminine voice than the co-authored 
fiction, while other poems have no gender 
identification or a louder Chippewa voice. In The 
Crown of Columbus. the stage is shared equally by 
Vivian Twostar and Roger Williams. Their counter­
balance also suggests matters of parity in 
multiculturality of Native American and Euroamerican 
ancestries. Perhaps this idealism where both sexes 
and both cultures function holistically explains, 
partly, why Erdrich is neglected by prominent 
political feminist Native American critic Paula Gunn 
Allen.

Native American literature by female authors 
entices an alignment of sexism and racism as a 
political critical literary method of analysis, 
creating an exotic "otherness." In Roy Harvey 
Pearce's classic study Savaaism and Civilization-. A 
Study of the Indian and the American Mind, the 
hostile, extrinsic images of the American Indian 
verify mainstream culture and values. The inverse 
of the savage image is a noble, sentimental 
romanticism akin to colonialism and is still 
prevalent in popular culture. However, the theories 
of Levinas and his ideas of "otherness" which



13
acknowledge an exterior existence apart from self in 
individualistic relationships are probably- 
misappropriated for the political causes of race and 
gender. The classification of "other" only 
functions when ownership and sentimentality are 
abandoned in favor of recognizing the external 
existence of any entity on his or her own terms, 
regardless of race or gender.

When "otherness" is romanticized it is not 
fully comprehended or truly and distinctly "other." 
The consequential criticism is an anthropological 
structuring of unique cultural characteristics and 
practices that present an "other" worldview, while 
perpetuating mainstream validation. Ironically, 
this infatuation with "otherness" may contribute to 
Erdrich's popularity, as her narratives are 
culturally distinct while presented in the canonical 
novelistic medium, and continue to appeal to the 
dualistic noble savagery of Americanism.

Anthropological structuralism, informed by the 
works of Lévi-Strauss, has been widely used to 
analyze Erdrich's works. Cultural phenomena and 
archetypal characters have been used as a key to 
understanding historical connections with fiction
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and the Chippewa traditions (see Catt, Schultz,
Smith, and Stripes). The general limitations of 
structuralism are similar to those found in 
anthropological criticism of Erdrich; there is no 
accounting for time and cultural transformations. 
Once identified, a cultural manifestation remains 
locked in an absolute past. The real experience of 
being Native American and living in the actual world 
of here and now requires change, adjustments, and 
reinterpretations of histories, all of which are 
precisely what Erdrich has recreated. Her awareness 
of cultural dynamics has invited criticism (Stripes 
and Silko) from those who would prefer Native 
Americans to remain forever savage or forever noble, 
or both.

The trickster is one anthropological type that 
transforms, is not bound by history and tradition, 
and functions as a cultural mediator in Erdrich's 
work. Gerald Vizenor has included the prominence of 
trickster in these characteristics of Native 
American fiction:

There are four postmodern conditions in 
the critical responses to Native American 
Indian literatures: the first is heard in 
aural performances; the second is seen in 
translations; the third pose is a
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trickster signature, an uncertain humor 
that denies translations and tribal 
representations; and the last postmodern 
condition is narrative chance in the 
novel. (ix)

The orality of Native American fiction is 
fundamental. Although Erdrich inscribes in a modern 
medium, her language is aware of its oral 
historicity, a sacred emphasis on speaking and 
storytelling. As Paula Gunn Allen observes, this 
awareness reveals self-identity through tribal 
practice and operates as a medium of cultural 
adaptation:

The oral tradition is more than a 
record of a people's culture. It is the 
creative source of their collective and 
individual selves. . . .  The oral 
tradition is a living body. It is in 
continuous flux, which enable it to 
accommodate itself to the real 
circumstances of a people's lives. (224)

Likewise, Louis Owens notes the significance of
the tradition to modern literature:

Native American writing represents an 
attempt to recover identity and 
authenticity by invoking and incorporating 
the world found within the oral tradition- 
-the reality of myth and ceremony--an 
authorless "original" literature. (11)

These translations and identity can be found in 
Erdrich's textual interpretations in her novels and 
poetry. Her rhetoric in story telling reveals a
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reverence for the oral tradition. Additionally,
Erdrich incorporates the heritage of the trickster
tales. Trickster humor in Erdrich's novels Tracks
and Love Medicine has been noted by Catt and
Vizenor. Study of the trickster in the poems and
The Beet Queen will be a major aspect of this study.
The trickster is key in fulfilling Vizenor's fourth
qualification :

The narrative voices or comic holotrope, 
the signifier in a trickster narrative, is 
signified in chance. The trickster is a 
semiotic sigh, closer in connotation to an 
iconic sign than to the arbitrary symbolic 
signification or causal representation in 
semiotic theories. The trickster sign 
wanders between narrative voices and comic 
chance in oral presentations. (189)

Vizenor has also observed that the trickster
type is an ideal metaphor for the mixed blood
experience :

Well, the mixed-bloods are between 
[worlds], so's the trickster; he's neither 
tradition nor antitradition; he's not 
power or weakness. And a mixed-blood must 
waver in the blood and it's difficult to 
waver the page. You have to find some 
meaning not in the sides but in the seam 
in between and that's obviously where a 
mixed-blood, and earthdiver, a trickster, 
must try and find all meaning, imaginative 
meaning. (Coltelli 20)

Mixed-blood themselves, Erdrich, Dorris, and 
other major Native American novelists work a
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balancing act, creating ontologically based texts
that voice the realities of survival. As Louis
Owens has observed:

Ultimately, whereas postmodernism 
celebrates the fragmentation and chaos of 
experience, literature by Native American 
authors tends to seek transcendence of 
such ephemerality and the recovery of 
"eternal and immutable" elements 
represented by a spiritual tradition that 
escapes historical fixation, that places 
humanity within a carefully, cyclically 
order cosmos and gives humankind 
irreducible responsibility for the 
maintenance of that delicate equilibrium. 
(20)

Part of that balance occurs in mediating 
cultures. Seeking that "delicate equilibrium" has 
been characteristic in Erdrich's work. She has 
described her writing as a search for voice and 
identity (Reno). In her essay "Where I Ought to Be: 
A Writer's Sense of Place," she describes the 
challenge facing herself and others:

Contemporary Native American writers 
have therefore a task quite different from 
that of other writers I've mentioned 
[Faulkner, Hawthorne, Cheever, Welty]. In 
the light of enormous loss, they must tell 
the stories of contemporary survivors 
while protecting and celebrating the cores 
of cultures left in the wake of the 
catastrophe. (23)

Erdrich tells stories of survival with an 
equilibrium of grace and humor, violence and grief.
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The rage that resonates in many current literatures 
of.Native Americans is absent from Erdrich's own 
works. Naturally, .there is tragedy, injustice, and 
frustration generated by the realities of the Native 
American experience. However, the humor and grace 
present in Erdrich's texts offer a compassion that 
may not lead to political resolution but 
reconciliation in humanity.

Vizenor contrasts Western Civilization as 
tragic monologues. Native American cultures as comic 
communal discourses. He suggests that the trickster 
is a comic and mediating holotrope:

The trickster animates this human 
adaptation in a comic language game . . .
the environment bears the comedies and 
tragedies. (14)

Native Americans, as tragic victims of Western
Civilization, must have a survival comedy, often
manifest in trickster who establishes moral values.

An examination of values, "fixed norms" of a 
text, reveals cultural peculiarities through the 
author's voice. Erdrich presents values of orality, 
tribal community, historical awareness, ontology of 
place, mediation through trickster narratives, 
survival humor, and multicultural pluralism. These
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understandings drive Erdrich's storytelling, as she 
recognizes :

"How, out of the millions and millions 
of people who were here in the beginning, 
the very few who survived into the 1920s, 
and the people who are alive today with 
some sense of their own tradition, how did 
it get to be me, and why?" And I think 
that quest and that impossibility really 
drives us in a lot of ways. It's central 
to the work, in a way, survivors of that 
tradition; there aren't a lot of people 
who are going to tell these stories, or 
who are going to look at the world this 
particular way. (Bonetti 99)

This survival occurs, in part, because cultures
change and adapt through mediation. The Native
American traditional stories survive through
performance in a contemporary and Western
Civilization medium such as novels and poetry. As
James Ruppert observes :

Foremost, native American writers are 
mediators. Their art is patterned by a 
conceptual act of mediation. By 
mediation, I mean an artistic and 
conceptual stance which uses the 
epistemological frameworks of native 
American and white cultures to pattern and 
illuminate each other. That is not to say 
that these writers are apologists for one 
side or the other, but that they create an 
artistic dynamic that brings differing 
cultural codes into confluence to 
reinforce and recreate the structures of 
human life--the self, spirit, and the 
world we perceive. (209)
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These structures reflect the cultural universe 
of the author, the multiplicity of Erdrich's 
heritage, Chippewa, Native American, German 
American, and Catholic.

Booth notes in The Rhetoric of Fiction that the
author, or implied author, is always present in
establishing norms :

Our sense of the implied author includes 
not only the extractable meaning but also 
the moral and emotional content of each 
bit of action and suffering of all of the 
characters. (73)

Foucault also claims that the values of the
author are always present, although as ideological
empowerment. Ironically, Erdrich, as author, and
her characters are speaking from disempowered
places. Nevertheless, Erdrich's multiculturality is
omnipresent. Norms of morality and emotional
content are culturally defined, creating a dialectic
between cultures in Erdrich's works. The complexity
of multiculturality in both creator and audience is
described by Owens :

The effect is a richly hybridized dialogue 
aimed at those few with privileged 
knowledge--the traditionally educated 
Indian reader--as well as those with 
claims to a privileged discourse--the 
Eurocentric reader. One effect of the 
hybridization is subversive; the American
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Indian writer places the Eurocentric 
reader on the outside, as "other," while 
the Indian reader (a comparatively small 
audience) is granted, for the first time, 
a privileged position. On the one hand, 
by consciously identifying her- or himself 
as "Indian" the writer seeks to establish 
a basis for authoritative, or externally 
persuasive discourse,- on the other hand, 
the writer must make that discourse 
internally persuasive for the non-Indian 
reader unaccustomed to peripherality. 
(14-15)

Whether identified as dialogism, irony, 
discourse or multiculturality, by creating an 
intricate worldview through language, Erdrich 
recreates herself from her own history, experiences, 
and values. Seeking that voice in her works, 
through the storytelling, through the multicultural 
web of values, reveals our own voice and humanity 
whether we are from the margin or the mainstream.



Chapter 2

Words of a Remembered World: 
Poetry and The Oral Tradition

Louise Erdrich's poetry is her first published 
work, her own work without the collaborative effort 
of her husband, Michael Dorris. As an intensely 
personal genre, poetry intimately reveals Erdrich's 
voice as her fiction cannot. Evident in that voice 
are elements of the mosaic of cultural experiences 
that comprise Erdrich's life: Catholicism, German 
ancestry, working class, university education, and 
Chippewa. While some of Erdrich's poems garner 
their cultural rhetoric from differing points of 
view and values, most exhibit the variety of 
experience that results from marginalization 
inherent in the omnipresence of race.

Although Erdrich is not a traditional speaker 
or a reservation Indian, she bears the heritage of 
survival. Her poetry unmasks a rhetoric of the oral 
tradition, presents structural rituals of the non-
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literate and the highly ornamented, dramatizes 
storytelling, and obfuscates genres from classical 
sonnets to short story. The depth of her poetry 
exemplifies the complexity of the Erdrich's own 
universe, as well as the human experience.

The personal voice in Erdrich's poetry
discloses the soul, the intangible manifestations of
culture. As Erdrich observes:

I don't think any [theme] was very 
conscious. Poetry is a different process 
for me than writing fiction. Very little 
of what happens in poetry is conscious, 
it's a great surprise. (Bruchac 82)

In this interview with Joseph Bruchac, she also
remarks that the Chippewa elements are obvious
because they are not part of the mainstream.
However, all factors of her background contribute to
her source material.

Jackliaht.̂  Erdrich's first collection of 
poems, was published in 1984, the same year as her 
first novel. Love Medicine. Most of these poems 
were written in 1977-1978 with a few additions for 
the final published version (Bruchac 84).

^The following edition is used: Louise Erdrich, 
Jackliaht (New York: Owl Book Paperbook, 1984). All 
subsequent references will be to this edition and 
noted parenthetically in the text.
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Generally, Jackliaht received favorable reviews, 
although the uncredited reviewer in Publisher's 
Weekly, apparently unaware of the high rhetoric of 
oral tradition, called the emotional energy "a 
performance of all peaks and no valleys." The title 
poem, "Jacklight," is set apart from the remaining 
forty poems. These poems are divided into sections, 
eight poems in "Runaways," eight poems in 
"Hunters,", fifteen poems in "The Butcher's Wife," 
and thirteen poems in "Myths," although the volume 
presents a holistic view of Erdrich's multicultured 
universe.

Despite claiming in interviews that she would 
publish only fiction because her poetry had become 
too private (see Bruchac and George), Erdrich's 
second volume. Baptism of Desire.̂  was issued in 
1989. This collection is passionate and intimate, 
more intensely confronting mysticism, religion, and 
ontological questions than Jackliaht. Erdrich notes 
in Baptism of Desire that "most . . . poems in this 
book were written between the hours of two and four

^The following edition is used: Louise Erdrich, 
Baptism of Desire (New York: Harper Perennial,
1991). All subsequent references will be to this 
edition and noted parenthetically in the text.
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in the morning, a period of insomnia brought on by 
pregnancy" (48). The most frequent observation in 
reviews is that perhaps Erdrich is a better 
storyteller than a lyricist. However, Gettner notes 
the power of her poetic imagery, "Through the 
experience of motherhood, we suspect, the world's 
and God's threat may actually subside."

The volume is divided into five untitled parts. 
The first section contains nine poems relating to 
ritual and Catholicism. Part Two, six poems, is a 
continuation of narratives and characterizations 
from "The Butcher's Wife" section of Jackliaht. The 
third section is a five part poem titled "Hydra." 
Part Four continues seven short stories of 
Potchikoo, the trickster cycle begun in the "Myths" 
section of Jackliaht. The volume concludes with a 
fifth section of twelve exceptionally personal and 
reflective poems.

For the purposes of this study, and, 
considering the continuation of subject and 
narratives from Jackliaht and Baptism of Desire, 
both volumes will be considered together. The 
holistic nature of Native American literatures 
challenges traditional genres, styles, and
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categorization. However, an organizing rubric is 
necessary. General categories under which the poems 
will be considered are: personal and reflective 
poems, primarily Part Five of Baptism of Desire; 
ritualistic poems, "Hunters," "Myths," of Jacklight. 
and Part One and Part Three of Baptism of Desire.- 
and narrative poems, "Runaways," "The Butcher's 
Wife," the Potchikoo section of "Myths" in 
Jacklight. and Parts Two and Four of Baptism of 
Desire. This arrangement is not mutually exclusive, 
with some poems falling into more than one category. 
Likewise, it is not all-inclusive of the styles and 
content of Erdrich's poetry.

Personal and Reflective Poems 
The condensing of language into poetry is the 

tradition of Western Civilization, reflecting the 
soul, spirit of the times, the idealogy, and the 
culture of the author. This lyric heritage finds a 
comfortable companion in the oral tradition of 
Native American cultures where the rhetoric is high, 
the language sacred. Erdrich's poetry fuses the 
lyric legacy of Euro-America with the non-literate, 
yet musical and mystical heritage of the Chippewa.
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This personal and individual voice contrasts with 
the communal voices found in Erdrich's fiction and 
some of the poetry. Nevertheless, this 
individuality reflects the strength of a tribal 
background where women are vital to the community.

Although all of Erdrich's poetry is 
intrinsically personal, as her writing is a quest 
for her own identity; some poems take on a fierce 
passion, exposing the self. The poems most 
characteristic of this revelation are found in Part 
Five of Baptism of Desire. Additionally, some poems 
that are more narrative or ritualistic than lyrical 
in character also bare the heart of the author.

The poems of Part Five of Baptism of Desire 
include: "The Fence," "Ninth Month," "Birth," 
"Sunflowers," "Translucence," "The Glass and the 
Bowl," "Wild Plums," "The Flight," "The Return,"
"The Flood," "Owls," and "The Ritual." As evident 
from the titles, these poems are a retrospection of 
birth and relationships, of planting and cultivating 
metaphors.

The love of mother and child, because of its 
intimacy and tenderness, has the potential for 
greatness in art but also tempts the hazard of sappy
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sentimentality. Erdrich elevates the warmth and
love without lapsing into mawkishness with the
metaphor of planting and cultivating in "The Fence":

Then one day the gray rags vanish 
and the sweet wind rattles her sash.
Her secrets bloom hot. I'm wild for 

everything.
My body is a golden armor around my unborn 

child's body, 
and I'll die happy, here on the ground.
I bend to the mixture of dirt, chopped 

hay,
grindings of coffee from our dark winter 

breakfasts.
I spoon the rich substance around the 

acid-loving shrubs.
I tear down last year's drunken vines, 
pull the black rug off the bed of 
asparagus
and lie there, know by June I'll push the 

baby out
as easily as seed wings fold back from the 

cotyledon.
I see the first leaf already, the veined 

tongue
rigid between the thighs of the runner 

beans.
I know how the shoot will complicate 

itself
as roots fill the trench.
Here is the link fence, the stem doubling 

toward it, 
and something I've never witnessed.
One moment the young plant trembles on its 

stalk.
The next, it has already gripped the wire. 
Now it will continue to climb, dragging 

rude blossoms 
to the other side 
until in summer fruit like green 

scimitars,
the frieze of vines, and then the small 

body
spread before me in need
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drinking light from the shifting wall of 

my body,
and the fingers, tiny stems wavering to 

mine,
flexing for the ascent. (61)

More than the obvious comparison of planting 
and cultivating, this poem explores the miracle of 
life. The mother has unexplained desire, motivated 
by the natural cycles of the earth. The imagery of 
fertilization, the implied father sharing the winter 
coffee, and the sexual suggestions acknowledge the 
paradox of union and individuality. The father is 
essential while only the mother knows the solitary 
nature of child-bearing. Still, the mother is 
simply the incubator for the individual to be born, 
another paradox of union and separation illustrated 
in the line: "I'll push the baby out."

The autonomy of the child to be born, combined 
with its essential dependence, is symbolized in the 
unexplained behavior of the plant. As the plant 
intertwines with the fence, the symbiotic nature of 
mother and child is revealed in its complexities of 
joys and sorrows with oxymorons of "rude blossoms" 
and contrasting "fruit" with "scimitars."

The poem is a universal expression, yet masks 
cultural cues. The birthing metaphor of
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fertilization, planting, sprouting is ubiquitous. 
However, the familiarity of the natural elements in 
this poem, and other poems of this section as well, 
unveils a relationship with place and nature derived 
from Chippewa values. The life-giving source of the 
earth, apparent in mother earth imagery divulges a 
sensitivity and awareness from a culture that has 
depended on the natural earth for every aspect of 
life. The earth, the place, is life-giving, spirit- 
defining, ontological.

Additionally, Erdrich has no shame or anguish
in the traditional feminine division of labor--both
in cultivating and birthing. Rather than wallowing
in modern angst by questioning or rebelling, Erdrich
finds joy and celebration in a tradition. As Paula
Gunn Allen observes of the Native American
matriarchal heritage :

The tribes see women variously, but they 
do not question the power of femininity. 
Sometimes they see women as fearful, 
sometimes peaceful, sometimes omnipotent 
and omniscient, but they never portray 
women as mindless, helpless, simple, or 
oppressed. And while the women in a given 
tribe, clan, or band, may be all these 
things, the individual woman is provided 
with a variety of images of women, from 
the interconnected supernatural, natural, 
and social worlds she lives in. (44)
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In Part Five of Baptism of Desire, further

celebrations of this feminine power are evident. In
a Native American worldview, the sacred and the
mundane interweave, and all acts are spiritual.
"Sunflowers" recounts the ritual of diapering and
caring for little ones:

When I walk into their bedroom at night 
their cries fill my own mouth 
so full of accurate misery.
Slowly, with both my hands,
I smooth along the hairline, throbbing 

with attention 
across the wishbone, the heart 
vivid as a light,
down the arms, their tiny velvet muscles 
the arching torso, missing only the cleft 
inside the diaper,
then the fat thighs, wet backs of the 

knees,
and the feet, small wooden apples. (64) 

Through the power of language, the physical merges 
with the immaterial. The loving touch of anatomy 
becomes a consecrated manifestation, a spiritual and 
physical knowing and intimacy.

In "Sunflowers" and other poems that reflect 
motherhood, such as "Birth," "Translucence,"and "The 
Glass and the Bowl," this private parental 
connection is shared with the father. Reflecting a 
society of union and alliance rather than the 
individualism and alienation predominant in
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mainstream feminism and Americanisms, the father is 
vital to motherly devotion.

Indeed, the poems of companion love are not in
tradition of Western poems of objectification or
forbidden passion, where the loved one is possessed
or outside of the economic bonds of marriage/"
Erdrich, again, establishes an interdependence and
symbiosis in union, ratified by ritual and communal
conception. The series of poems "The Sacraments"
celebrate connubial love and will be discussed under
the category Poetry of Ritual. However, images from
poems of Part Five illustrate the father/husband
functions: he is present at the birth of each child,
"each name a net in his hands" (63). He shares
domestic care, bringing "the cold milk in bottles"
(64). In "Translucence," during illness, he nurses
her, and later she calls for him:

I'm nothing like, you, nothing suddenly, 
although your voice comes large as dusk 

now, calm 
and brims around me like a well.

^See Denis de Rougement, Love in the Western 
World (New York: Harper Colophon, 1974), for a 
discussion of objectification of love and marriage 
in novels and poetry.
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It was like this when I had the baby. 
Looking at you in extremity, so trapped in 
flesh, the body's gates slammed closed 
between us. (67)

The paradox of motherhood and marriage is that 
of separation and unity, the oneness and sameness 
while still independent. The physical distinctions 
of male and female cannot be erased, yet they are 
overcome, ironically, through physical union and 
through language and spirit, as described in "The 
Owls":

That is how we make love, 
when there are people in the halls around 

us,
clashing dishes, filling their mouths 
with air, with debris, pulling 
switches and filters as the whole 

machinery 
of life goes on, eliminating and 

eliminating 
until there are just the two bodies 
fiercely attached, the feathers 
floating down and cleaving to their 

shapes. (75-76)
The Biblical and marital allusion of "cleaving"
presents the duality of separateness and union,
emphasizing the contradictions and resolutions of
this passage. The ambient noises and interruptions
place the sexual act in a context of real life
rather than idealized place and time, while
preserving the intimacy of the moment.
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In "Train," from Jackliaht. the self is

discovered through the "other." The poem begins
with "Our bodies keep spilling their sweet, heavy-
freight / as the night goes." The journey of self
discovery finds a literal and figurative balance.

Here is the charge I carried, the ballast 
I chose to go down with, 
the ponderous soul.
Here is the light I was born with, love. 
Here is the bleak radiance that levels the 

world. (25)
The "level" implies equilibrium, 

reconciliation, and an even playing ground or 
opportunity.

In the final poem of Baptism of Desire. "The
Ritual," motherhood and wifery are fused in the
ceremony of living, reiterating the familial
patterns, while being expressed in an individual and
personal voice.

Soon, I say to the unborn one turning 
beneath the heart of the sleeping woman, 
you will break from me and be recognized. 
You will drink from me as the dark rushes 

by
then curl with your ear to your father's 

chest
all night, the first night, 
calmed by his heart instead of mine in 

your new life.
I return to our bed and climb down the 

wedding quilt, 
the twelve-branched tree of life.
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When we sleep together, when we breathe 

each other's breath, 
the crown spreads, the leaves scorch to 

bronze,
the slow growth accelerates 
and the trunk swells, ring upon ring, 
until the slightest twigs scrape at the 

solid frost-blue 
of the floor of heaven.
In the tremor of the long, receding 

footsteps 
we awaken. The day is ordinary, 
sunlight fans across the ceiling. (78)

The ordinary tasks of living are elevated to 
the personal and eternal. The "twelve branched tree 
of life" may be symbolic of Hebraic tribes, with 
eternal covenants or a confluence of the holy 
numbers three and four. The sacredness and 
commonality of living is ritualized through 
language. Erdrich seems to understand that to find 
one's own identity and self, account must be taken 
in responsibilities and relationships to the 
"other." Recognizing the "otherness" of a child or 
a husband or the life giving earth reveals more 
about self than introspection.

Erdrich's personal poems expose the most 
intimate relationships with self, companion, and 
child. These poems reveal passion, commitment, and 
a voice comprised of values, ethics, and a fusion of
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