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(Pre)amble

INTERVIEWER: “Why do you suppose that Indian humor has
been so little recognized by the majority culture? And so little
understood?”
MOMADAY: “It’s probably been kept a secret. It’s one of the
strongest elements of language within Indian cultures. . . . Humor
is really where the language lives, you know. It’s very close to the
center, and very important.”

N. Scort MoMaDAY, in Charles L. Woodard, Ancestral Voice

“Indians? 1It’s a good thing they weren’t looking for Turkey.”
VINE DELORIA, IR.

On the eve of the New World quincentennial, Euroamericans are re-
discovering the “Indian” they created by mistaken cartography, then
idealized to dispossess, and all but annihilated by military conquest. For
American “Indians” a five-hundred-year holocaust exploded in the slip-
stream of Christopher Columbus. His wake vaporized 97 percent of the
75 to 100 million natives in the Western Hemisphere. Pre-Columbian,
indeed, signifies a Native American world not discovered, but deci-
mated.

Yet some 2 million diverse “Indians” survive today and tribally con-
trol 53 million acres of reservation lands in the United States. Every
twenty years or so, given an oil shortfall or another frontier revival, we
rediscover them, while America enters a new coming-of-age crisis.
Today the concerns seem to be ecology, the peace imperative, global
power realignments, and the nagging question of national roots for a
country essentially composed of immigrant exiles who keep drifting
west. So the Pueblo farmer, the Hopi pacifist, the Iroquois statesman,
and the Cherokee gentleman come into soft media focus, along with
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Princess Tekakwitha (the canonized martyr) and Pocahontas (everyone’s
grandmother) next to the high gloss of a Rambo Sioux warrior and a
drugged-out Yaqui shaman—these “Indian” phantasms shadow the in-
tercultural ironies of red—white history and salt American Indian humor.

Why—better, how—have Native Americans outlasted half a millen-
nium of assault on two thousand indigenous cultures in the West? To be
sure, it is not by casting themselves as victims, crucified in the name of
the true cross. It is not in lamenting dispossession under the banner of
Manifest Destiny, or in pitying themselves reserved through the odd
idealism of our simultaneously obliterating and conserving national re-
sources (“reserves” of virgin timber, wild animals, and Indians seem
more accurately tourist prisoner-of-war camps). The noble savage, the
“poor Indian,” the stoic warrior, the libidinous princess, the dogged
squaw, the medicine witch, the cigar-store totem, the tearful ecologist,
and the rainmaking shaman—-these humorless stereotypes, ludicrous in
themselves yet permeating American culture today, have been invented
by non-Indians for roundabout reasons. Generally, they circle the messy
aftermath of abuses of America’s natives and nature-at-large, while
advertisers continue to turn tricks and make bucks. Our “fine feathered
friends” serve as the miner’s canary of Western cultural devastation, as
Felix Cohen noted forty years ago in the Handbook of Federal Indian
Law. If they go, so do we.

What do Indians make of a summer 1990 issue of People Weekly,
featuring Louise Erdrich, the Chippewa writer, trimmed with German-
Indian siiver jewelry and a jay feather in her borsolino, as one of “The
50 Most Beautiful People in the World,” along with Michelle Pfeiffer
and Tom Cruise? What do they think of Siouxie and the Banshees, a
British punk band, or the Mazda “Navajo” Jeep? After a decade of
Hollywood antipathy toward Westerns with redskins, how do they react
to the sudden spate of Rambo-Sherlock-Hiawatha films-—Kevin Cost-
ner’s Dances with Wolves, Robert Redford’s Dark Wind and Peltier, and
John Fusco’s Incident at Oglala and Thunderheart? The last features a
half-Indian detective investigating murders on a reservation, only to
discover his ancestral roots (spun off from the success of Tony Hiller-
man’s Jim Chee fictions and Stephen King’s Pet Sematary?). Fusco,
working with Robert De Niro and recently “adopted” by Pine Ridge
Sioux, told an interviewer that the script “deals with the ongoing op-
pression and attempted genocide of the Indian culture, as well as the
exploitation of the earth.”! Is this filmic news?
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Indians generally respond to these gold-rush crusades with sharp
humor, a good dose of sarcasm, resigned laughter, and a flurry of ironic
“rez” (reservation) jokes that travel the Moccasin Telegraph like wild-
fire. They laugh hard and deep among themselves and grimace around
whites, exorcising the pain, redirecting their suffering, drawing together
against the common enemy—cultural ignorance. They hold out for a
day when the newcomers will settle down as natives in the Americas.

This study tries to relay that complex of Indian humor to non-Indians.
The approach borrows from the millennia-old tribal legacies of Trick-
ster, an antiheroic comic teacher and holy fool, to fashion a new image
of the surviving Indian as comic artist more than tragic victim, seriously
humorous to the native core. There are many variants, hundreds of
tribal points of view, thousands of differing styles and opinions on the
subject. My own argument for tribal comic wisdom takes heart from the
heyoka, or sacred clown, vision on the western high plains, among
the Lakota where I grew up in Nebraska-—the power to make live and
the power to destroy, as imaged in the wooden bowl of sky water
and the thunder-and-lightning bow. The powers to heal and to hurt, to
bond and to exorcise, to renew and to purge remain the contrary powers
of Indian humor, Lakota-based, tribally binding, universally human.
They are specific to Native Americans, idiosyncratic to contemporary
tribal cultures in renaissance today, imperative to their continuance—as
well as to our own intercultural understandings of the Americas.

Indi’n Humor focuses on ethnic literary humor, from jokes in bars
and at meetings and in kitchens; to the quieter wit of old wise people; to
historical ironies still salting intercultural politics; to the outrageous
license of holy fools in mythic times and at contemporary Indian cere-
monies; to the written literature of the Native American renaissance that
began in the late 1960s. “For a country so rich in native humor,” John
Lowe stresses, “we have a paucity of truly analytical treatments of it,
and in fact no book that deals exclusively with ethnic humor exists,
except for jokebooks or anthologies.”? So what crops up in The Com-
plete Book of Ethnic Humor under “American Indian,” but more of the
timeworn slurs: “Virgin Squaw: A wouldn’t Indian”; or ho-ho, “Mean-
while back on the reservation, an Indian maiden did a naked rain dance
and made the Creeks rise.”?

Aside from culture-specific studies that dimple anthropology, Ameri-
can Indian humor remains a mystery, if not an oxymoron, to many: “A
book on what?” people reply in disbelief to my research. W. W. Hill’s
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Navajo Humor (1943) may be a minor pioneering classic in the South-
west, but who has perused Julian Steward’s doctoral dissertation, “The
Ceremonial Buffoon of the American Indian,” tucked away in a schol-
arly journal?* In response to my survey of scholars, J. Anthony Paredes,
chairman of the Anthropology Department at Florida State University,
wrote to me of his master’s thesis under W. W. Hill at the University of
New Mexico in 1964, “Plains Indian Clowns: A Typological Study.”
He mentioned Steward’s doctoral dissertation (read by how many oth-
ers? Professor Paredes wondered). Along with several letters and some
tribal jokes, he added another “somewhat obscure reference” to James
Howard’s “The Dakota Heyoka Cuit.”3 And yet, he conceded, most
people are probably interested in the jokes as living cultural quips. “The
best thing I can do in responding to your questionnaire,” Professor
Paredes wrote me, “is send you some of the best jokes I recall.”

The person who pestered me to write this book, Velma Salabiye,
UCLA’s Navajo librarian, has told me the best jokes, and she wields her
sense of humor as daily survival. There seems to be a cultural perspec-
tive behind the individual persona. “A Navajo who can ‘see’ and ex-
press the humor of situations is highly cherished and appreciated as a
family member, a guest, a visitor, or a fellow worker,” Gary Withers-
poon explains. “Navajo humor emphasizes wit and is often very subtle.
At the basis of this humor are creative thought and creative ex-
pression.”® When a Navajo child laughs out loud for the first time, the
parents invite extended kin to a “first laugh” rite, where the child
symbolically gives salt and bread to all. This crystalline cut of daily
sustenance, good humor, and grace ensures lifelong generosity as a
facet of Navajo tribalism. “Eat bread and salt and speak the truth,” goes
a related Slovakian proverb.

Trying to teach me a simple Navajo greeting, Ya-ah-teeh!, Vee Sal-
abiye bantered a Navajo language-training phrase, translated “The goat
fell in the mud.” Navajos laughed about driving into Gallup, New
Mexico, to see the cowboy-and-Indian movie A Distant Trumpet. Indi-
ans would line up to hear a line from Monument Valley that the movie’s
star, Troy Donahue, could not translate: “Just like a snake, you crawl in
your own shit.”

Charlie Hill keeps the Moccasin Telegraph humming with one-liners
on and off “The Tonight Show.” The first English immigrants, he
snaps, were illegal aliens-— “Whitebacks, we call ’em.” Hill imagines
the Algonkians asking innocently, “You guys gonna stay long?” His
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Custer jokes are not printable (“Look at all those f———ing Indians!” —
a barroom nude painting of Custer’s last words). A Sioux fast-food
chain: “Pups on a Pole.” Getting the “munchies” while watching
“Lassie” on the tube, Hill’s Sioux roommate ate the landlady’s dog.

Telling or penning a joke is risky business. Thus “literate” here
means “verbally skilled,” in or out of the great tradition—-and crafting
a good joke, telling a comic story, or simply conveying one’s humor
may be the highest verbal (and transverbal) interactive art of all. Indeed,
as Freud implied, joking is a kind of daily cultural poetry. Paula Gunn
Allen wrote in response to my questionnaire on Indian joking: “Not to
make too much of it, but humor is the best and sharpest weapon we’ve
always had against the ravages of conquest and assimilation. And while
it is a tiny projectile point, it’s often sharp, true and finely crafted.””
“What’s three feet high and a mile long?” she tossed in among half a
dozen other quips: “A Pueblo Grand Entry.”

Pueblos are not especially tall people among Native Americans, con-
trary to the high-cheekboned Sioux stereotype. Their ceremonial entries
go way back in time (several millennia at least) and include immensely
complex clan and cultural kinship systems. To catch the joke, there’s
still no substitute for common sense and quick wit. “Understanding the
form and pressure of, to use the dangerous word one more time, natives’
inner lives,” Clifford Geertz writes, “is more like grasping a proverb,
catching an allusion, seeing a joke—or, as I have suggested, reading a
poem—than it is like achieving communion.”® “Spits straight up,”
goes the Japanese proverb, “learns something.” This may be concretely
Japanese on a lotus-blossom day in Kyoto, but I suspect it’s translatable
across cultures and climates. The specific here encodes the universal
integer. “We were poor as Job’s turkey during the Depression,” my
daughter’s great-grandmother would say. About three thousand years of
Jewish and Christian history glance off that allusion to Job’s trials. The
turkey seems more recently American, where émigrés from everywhere
began “as poor as poor can be,” survived that, and prospered to give
thanks. And “there goes the neighborhood,” Native Americans are said
to have said at Plymouth Rock. The humor (and hurt) of these inter-
cultural discoveries make up the subject of this book.

Indi’n Humor addresses multiple disciplines, overlaps special in-
terests, and responds to intercultural questions. Methodologically
mixed, the approach is a breed of its own. There is no ideal reader, but
more a heterogenous audience of mixed opinions, cultural frictions,
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varying motives, and incalculable differences about humor in literature
and in life. My approach is associative, interdisciplinary, and phenome-
nological-—ever suspicious of arrogating closure. I trust specific inves-
tigation, distrust academic overkill. My models in associative particu-
larity-—from Lao-tsu and Heraclitus long ago, through Bachelard and
Heidegger a century back, to such as Kristeva and Geertz today—move
my thoughts foward awareness, as they caution respect of the contextual
field and illuminate the luminous details in the critical foreground. I do
not write to exhaust the subject or to silence the reader, but to startle, or
to disturb, or otherwise to trigger interactive dialogues. William Carlos
Williams, the doctor—-poet, first freed my scholarly attentions from
pseudo-grids and proved the virtue of close attention, careful inquiry,
and empathic probing. Dickinson, Yeats, Heaney, and other poets con-
tinue to convince me to focus closely and feel truly and trust the big
picture to come through the fine particulars. Novelists like Toni Mor-
rison or Viadimir Nabokov, Louise Erdrich or Ron Hansen, strike me as
no less closely focused or clearly tuned. So Indi’n Humor takes its cues
from literary craftspeople. It is less about criticism than culture, more in
search of imaginative spark than speculative certainty. My critics will
badger the lack of systematic tidiness. So be it. I'd rather not squeeze
the sap from living thoughts—choose to activate the data, not to co-opt
the cultures. This approach is open response, not a closed case. Caveat
lector.

I have included personal experiences as data, along with sociocultural
scaffolding, literary theory, and textual analysis. Books record lives,
simply said; they are not made up of thin air or of information merely
retrieved from research files. And it would be folly to think our models
and methods will not be revised, reversed, or reinvented as they become
public property. Thus this study presumes no closure. It broadens liter-
ary context to include speaking people and lived situations, as well as
recent theoretical constructions and deconstructions, in dialogue with
American Indian verse and current popular fiction. Clifford Geertz calls
for systematically modest assertions that place the whole realistically in
context for what it is: here a non-Indian scholar advancing what he
knows, guesses, and proposes about American Indian humor, com-
parative cultures, even nativist gender studies. The target is literature;
the scope, intercultural and broadly humanist. The discussions include
readers’ tastes and tendencies. The focus remains words per se, as
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spoken and written by American Indians or advanced about them by
non-Indians.

Indi’n

For me the language is an odd brand of English, mostly local,
mostly half-breed spoken by the people around me, filled with
elegance and vulgarity side by side, small jokes that are language
jokes and family jokes and area jokes, certain expressions that are
peculiar to that meeting of peoples who speak a familiar (to me)
laconic language filled with question and comment embedded in a
tarn of phrase, skewing of diction, a punning, cunning language
that implies connections in diversity of syntax and perception, the
oddness of how each of us seems and sees.

PauLa GUNN ALLEN, “Autobiography of # Confluence”

Buffalo Bill Cody respectfully added the adjective “American” to “In-
dian” in his Wild West Show a hundred years ago. Rubrics such as
“Native American” and “First American” advance academic ways of
glossing what differing tribal peoples generically call “Indi’n.”® This
contracted spoken icon, idiosyncratic of pan-tribal dialects, comes from
the people with a purpose. Sociolinguistics helps sharpen the contrary
argument’s edge. Wsevolod W. Isajiw speaks of an ethnic “double
boundary” drawn from both “within” a group and “without.” !0 That
is, “ethnicity” is intercultural, something like counterreflective mir-
rors, where “in-group” and “out-group” are seen (and joked about)
from both sides.

Tribal societies have named themselves variations on “the people”
for millennia. For the past five hundred years, the Euroamerican out-
sider has spoken roughshod over native names, from the misnomer
“Indian” down to today’s advertising icons. Labeling or, more accu-
rately, misnaming some 75 to 100 million pre-Columbian natives glos-
sed as “Indians” initiated a Euroamerican process of mistranslating and
stereotyping that has persisted for centuries, Tzvetan Todorov argues in
The Conquest of America (1984). Roger Williams in A Key into the
Languages of America (1643) catalogued Euroamerican names imposed
on American natives: “Natives, Salvages, Indians, Wild-men (so the
Dutch call them Wilden).” Native languages were brushed aside, along
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with their speakers. “Abergeny men, Pagans, Barbarians, Heathen”
came to signify “the other” as aboriginal enantiomorph, at once in-
versely noble and savage, given shifting predispositions on the advanc-
ing Western frontier. Richard Bernheimer’s Wild Man in the Middle
Ages (1952) investigates the mythic imagining that preceded-—indeed,
precluded-—cultural integrity to be granted “Native” America. Eu-
roamericans transposed cathedral gargoyles onto American Indians, as
easily as calling them savage children or consorts of Satan. So in the
beginning Indians were most wildly “other,” as today they remain
misunderstood, the West’s noble icon and sentimental native.

The word “Indi’n,” with its dialectal elision, crosses the first bound-
ary between native tribal peoples and immigrant Euroamericans. Amer-
ica is not India, we all know by now, and these tribal aborigines are
nominally not In-di-ans. They do not spell or speak themselves as such;
by inverse relation to “proper” English, indeed, they collate dialectally
across a continent as differing peoples with hundreds of cultural
tongues. “Since dialect, at least to the oppressor, is part and parcel of
the negative stereotype,” John Lowe notes, “pride in dialect constitutes
inversion, transforming an oppressive signifier of otherness into a pride-
inspiring prism, one which may be used for the critical inspection of
‘the other’ ” (“Ethnic Humor” 448). Anthony Mattina predicates a pan-
Indian spoken, even written, English that stretches from Colville Reser-
vation oral narratives to Leslie Silko’s 1977 novel Ceremony: “1 don’t
think it would be an overgeneralization to state that Red English is a
pan-Indian phenomenon, with various subdialects, of course.”!! Thus,
to capsulize the point, in their own dialects of “Red English,” Ameri-
can Indians identify themselves apart from Euroamerican others.!?
Their own varieties of spoken English are separatist, to a certain extent,
as the reservation land base of 53 million acres remains set apart from
mainstream America. From northern plains to southwestern deserts,
from coastal forests to the Smokies, the pan-tribal term is spoken as
“Indi’n.” It is an interesting twist on an old misnomer, “Indians,” as
the pan-tribal word has been taken in and turned around. Such dialectal
inversion—and ritual transformation—Ilie at the heart of Indi’n humor.

Nationalist definitions further distinguish red from white cultures.
Lakota and Navajo, for example, represent two of the largest Indian
“domestic dependent nations,” as federally defined. Historically, these
are tribal complexes in extended language families bonded over vast
time and place. A dozen or more major language families extend far
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across native North America, and some five hundred distinct tongues
pool locally to differentiate cultures among particular tribes. In A Breeze
Swept Through (1987), Luci Tapahonso writes with an idiomatic twist
of serving her Navajo uncle American coffee:

I sit down again and he tells me
some coffee has no kick but
this one is the one.

It does it good for me.

I pour us both a cup and
while we wait for my mother,
his eyes crinkle with the smile
and he says
yes, ah yes, this is the very one
(putting in more cream and sugar)

So I usually buy Hills Brothers coffee
once or sometimes twice a day
I drink a hot coffee and

it sure does it for me.
(“Hills Brothers Coffee™)

A more specific focus funnels down to a regional band: the Oglala
Sioux of Pine Ridge, near my hometown; or Shungopavi village on the
Hopi Second Mesa for Mike Kabotie; or Antelope clan at Acoma for
Simon Ortiz. These enclaves within tribes remain identifiable by spoken
dialects, products of cultural place and local history. In the poem
“Yaadi La,” for example, Tapahonso tells a “la-di-da” Coyote story of
marital betrayal with a slant on standard English, not to mention a
microcourse in Navajo:

she fed the kids fried potatoes and spam and they watched TV.
later her sister came over, she said, he’s gone, huh?
ma’ii’ alt’aa dishii honey, i won’t do it again ‘aach’ ech
noo dah diil whod. (old coyote was probably saying
in vain: honey, 1 won’t do it again.)
they just laughed and drank diet pepsi at the kitchen table.

he came home the next evening and handed her his paycheck
signed. the kids brought in his sacks of clothes and sat
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back down to watch the flintstones. he sat at the table
and said i deserve everything you do to me.

you’re just too good for me.
she kept on washing dishes then she asked: ruthie’s

nits’ aa’ yooyeelwod? (she has run away from you?)

she sat awhile not saying anything then went out to get
some wood. she called her sister up saying:
ma’ii nadza! want to go to town tomorrow?
‘ayoo shibeeso holo, hey! (coyote’s back
and [ have money to blow now!)
‘inda ma’ii nachxoogo tloodi nagha jiin’.
(they said the coyote walked around outside that night pouting.)

Such literary use of the spoken Indi’n word—an English sometimes
mixed with tribal and regional inflections—frames this study in what
Geertz calls “local knowledge™ of the people’s own understandings.
Indian idiomatic play points toward a trickster’s tolerance for deviance
and a survivalist’s native humor.

The straightest local passage into tribal particulars leads through fam-
ily and extended kin. When asked about his father’s most distinguishing
trait, the Kiowa Pulitzer Prize—winning novelist and poet N. Scott
Momaday replied: “My father had a very well-developed sense of
humor. And he loved to ‘kid,” to use the term. When he was in such a
mood, and that was very often, he would smile in a particular way. He
would break into a smile and sort of squint his eyes. That’s the first
gesture that 1 remember.”'? And from the other perspective, Freud
suggests, the infant’s primal smile (turning satisfied from a mother’s
breast) may signal the “first gesture” toward biological and familial
bonds that evolve and constellate as cultural humor. “The whole damn
tribe is one big family,” John (Fire) Lame Deer says of the Sioux at
Rosebud, South Dakota. !4 Tongue here inflects hearth and home. Jok-
ing crackles from kitchen to toolshed, with humor truly the “permitted
disrespect” of sibling rivalry or motherly affection or fatherly teasing or
cousin cudgeling. And in this case, literature is a record of personal
definitions from psychosocial perspectives.

“What’s the Indi’n definition of a papoose?” a Navajo friend asks
me. “A consolation prize for a chance on a blanket.” Ethnicity comes
through cultural seif-definition and biological given, individual epis-
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temology and collective history. As Werner Sollors contests in Beyond
Ethnicity (1986), the written word is a sign of spoken heritage through
both “consent” and “descent.”

Characters

Yet the Indian is actually a very human person—humorous, sexy,
sensitive, touchy and quick-tempered, a great gossip and practical
joker, a born mimic, a politician from infancy, and an incorrigible

lover of human society.
STANLEY VESTAL, “The Hollywooden Indian”

With no small irony, regional dialects of red English bond hundreds of
tribes across their own iconic buckskins, as do other English dialects in
India or Africa today. “I don’t think it would be an overgeneralization,”
Anthony Mattina considers, “to state that Red English, with various
dialects of course, is a pan-Indian phenomenon, roughly analogous to
Black English” (“Mythography” 139). Racial and regional inflections
of an emerging common tongue now extend worldwide, since perhaps
half of humanity speaks some variant of English. More than half the
books and three-quarters of the world’s mail are written in English.!?
The Chinese are learning English several hours a day on television and
radio in order to “modernize” and interact with the rest of the world.
European communities all trade in English. Global English dialects,
almost languages in themselves (black English from the streets of
Harlem to those of Johannesburg), constitute intercontinental lingua
francas, regardless of one’s politics.

New forms of English are redefining the tongue rapidly for all of us.
The black novelist John Wideman describes how his ancestors created
“verbal icons” from standard American speech, playing poetically with
the spoken slippage: “Africans took English sounds and with variation
in tempo, rhythm, tone and timbre transformed them.” !¢ Within these
speech patterns lay the metrics, textures, and lyrics of cultural literacy.
“What makes a work ‘Black’?” Toni Morrison poses.!” “The most
valuable point of entry into the question of cultural or racial distinction,
the one most fraught, is its language—its unpoliced, seditious, confron-
tational, manipulative, inventive, disruptive, masked and unmasking
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language.” This is pure Trickster poetics. “I am a Black woman poet,”
Lucilie Clifton defines herself in Contemporary Poets (1980), “and [
sound like one”:

girls

first time a white man
opens his fly

like a good thing
we’ll just laugh

laugh real loud my
black women

children
when they ask you
why 1s your mama so funny
say
she is a poet
she don’t have no sense
(“Admonitions”)

Across cultures and gender chasms, the black poet Jay Wright musically
mixes African, Caribbean, and American voices in his verse. “This is my
mitote, / batoco, areito, / my bareitote. / This is my bareitote, / areito,
batoco, / my a-ba-mitote. / Corre, corrido navidefo.” (“Rhythm,
Charts and Changes™). Literature rises from speech, patterns the daily
inflections, and codifies a people’s dialogue with itself. And humor
alchemizes this emic speech into ethnic music, as with the three whor-
ing muses of Toni Morrison’s novel The Bluest Eye: “From deep inside,
her laughter came like the sound of many rivers, freely, deeply, mud-
dily, heading for the room of an open sea.” 18 Such a literate tradition of
black dialectal humor courses through Langston Hughes’s novel Not
Without Laughter (1930) and his collection of short stories, Laughing to
Keep from Crying (1952), as it spices his “Jesse B. Semple” dialogues
in postwar America.

Hanay Geiogamah, the Kiowa dramatist, instructs the actors for Body
Indian, which premiered in 1972 at New York’s La Mama Experimental
Theater Club by the American Indian Theater Ensemble:

1. Lines must be delivered in a clipped fashion, a kind of talk characterized
by a tendency to drop final g (“goin’ ), to jam words together (“lotta™), to
add a grammatically superfluous final s (“mens”), to leave a hiatus between a
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final and an initial vowel (“a old one”), and (in women’s speech particularly)
to lengthen vowels inordinately (“}——ots”). In no way whatever is anything
negative or degrading intended; this is simply the way the characters in this
play speak English. The actors should be warned against overplaying this
“Indian” speech. It should never become garbled and unclear. 19

As a Kiowa playwright listens closely in order to dramatize tribal talk,
so could literary critics and social historians pay more attention to red
English in America and, beyond that, to the dialogics and poetics of
humor that define peoples among themselves. Differences are where we
start to listen. “Rather than changing the way Indians talk,” Mattina
defends the nonstandard dialects of red English, “I advocate educating
those who hear Indians talk. This is an old problem, plenty discussed
with reference, for example, to Black English. Some will die thinking
that Reds and Blacks better talk the way we do, by God; some will die
shaking their heads” (Golden Woman 9).

Writers today are carving a Native American renaissance from re-
gional dialects of red English—its concise dictions, distinctive inflec-
tions, loping rhythms, iconic imagery, irregular grammar, reverse twists
on standard English, and countless turns of coiling humor. As
Geiogamah says, no negative slur is here intended— “this is simply the
way” tribal people speak, even joke. “Thus, even in the most sacred of
the ceremonies,” Leslie Silko deduces from Emory Sekaquaptewa’s
remarks on clowns punning in English, “traditional Hopis see no reason
not to use an English word to get a laugh, a laugh being their sacred
duty and a part of the whole overall ceremony.”?Y Serious men make
good koshares, or clowns, the Hopi say, for in their language the word
for “clowning” means “to make a point.” A “smile is sacred,” adds
one elder in the film documentary Hopi Songs of the Fourth World
(1988).

Tribe to tribe, Indians speak distinct inflections of red English with
regional senses of humor.?! Listen to N. Scott Momaday’s fictional
voices in peyote prayers spoken at the Holiness Pan-Indian Rescue
Mission in Los Angeles:

Henry Yellowbull: “Be with us tonight. Come to us now in bright colors and
sweet smoke. Help us to make our way. Give us laughter and good feelings
always. . . .”

Cristobal Cruz: “Well, I jes’ want to say thanks to all my good frens here
tonight for givin’ me this here honor, to be fireman an’ all. This here shore is



16 INDI'N HUMOR

a good meetin’, huh? I know we all been seein’ them good visions an’ all, an’
there’s a whole lot of frenhood an’ good will aroun’ here, huh? . . .”

Napoleon Kills-in-the-Timber: “Great Spirit be with us. We gone crazy for
you to be with us poor Indi’'ns. We been bad long time ‘go, just raise it hell
an’ kill each others all the time. An’ that’s why you ‘bandon us, turn your
back on us. Now we pray to you for help. Help us! We been suffer like hell
some time now. . . .”

Ben Benally: “Look! Look! There are blue and purple horses . . . a house
made of dawn. . , 722

These southwestern, California, and northern and southern plains voices
sketch prayers to the spirits in cross-tribal red English. Speech patterns
in this text tend to be glottal, end-stopped, or truncated in noun—verb
clusters. In plain English, talk is to the point, terse. Verbs crop up
sporadically, and adjectives are spare, adverbs even sparser. Subjects
and verbs don’t always agree. The rarified tenses—conditional, pas-
sive, perfect—seldom surface, and auxiliary verbs fade out. As with
Tosamah’s invocational mix of “conviction, caricature, and cal-
lousness” in House Made of Dawn, there appears a great deal of lin-
guistic “code switching,” even dialect swapping. Framing devices shift
within voices: “Good evening, blood brothers and sisters, and wel-
come, welcome. Gracious me, I see lots of new faces out there tonight.
Gracious me! May the Great Spirit—can we knock off that talking in
the back there?—be with you always” (HMD 86).

So differences in culture register as separate tongues within a polyglot
English. Considering that Navajo, a language of thirteen distinct tenses,
corresponds little with the Latin grammar imposed on Germanic-based
and French-overlaid English, and that Hopi in effect has no verb tenses
as we know them, it seems no surprise that Indi’n English invents itself
as distinct from the mainstream schoolings, European origins, and class
proprieties of America. Vincent Crapanzano catches a pointillist ca-
dence in a Navajo description of New York City: “Big. Many cars.
Everything over my eyes.”?? In Sioux country farther north, Marnie
Walsh sketches “Bessie Dreaming Bear” of Rosebud, South Dakota, in
Voices from Wah’Kon-Tah {(1960):

we all went to town one day
went to a store
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bought you new shoes
red high heels

aint seen you since

This is the native grammar (and humor) of lived situations.?*

Terrain

Ethnic humor has always formed a significant part of the world of
American folklore and culture, partly because it provides pleasure,
and partly because of its connection with mythical concepts of
aggression, struggle, and our national passion play and ritual,
“Americanization.” Humor, moreover, is absolutely central to our
conception of the world. Despite this fact, we tend to become
suddenly solemn when we begin to write, particularly for scholarly
journals and books. To be funny indicates a lack of seriousness.
Perhaps for this reason, histories and studies of ethnicity, assimila-
tion, and ethnic literature have frequently ignored a vital aspect of
their subject; for although minorities have often entered into full
citizenship through long and arduous struggle, this procedure has
sometimes been both shortened and sweetened when they have
made up their minds to enter laughing.

Joun Lowe, “Theories of Ethnic Humor™

Just a note on method: we do what we do. My approach angles from an
American studies perspective, leans toward an ethnic studies persua-
sion, confesses an American Indian studies prejudice, and claims a
northern plains predisposition. We are who we are, after all, and best to
foreground this from the start. Most basically, my analysis works with
American culture as its focus, moving on a path of “focused wander-
ing,” as Howard Norman says the Cree speak of travel between vil-
lages. That is, the study designates goals and getting to them, all the
while exploring along the way. Method is not a lockstep mode or an end
in itself; theory goes in service of practice (“the sway of usage,” Martin
Heidegger says in his 1971 study On the Way to Language). This means
that the rooted “target” moves with the dialogue.

So Indi’n Humor tracks regional dialects of “red English” pan-trib-
ally in a Euroamerican setting. The approach comes up interdisciplinary
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with a literary bias, starting with the English minim, the syllable of
most basic sound and meaning. This acoustic minimalism begins as a
phonetic or even musical process, at first listening for the sounds an
“other” makes or doesn’t make, as the case may be, where silence
shapes speaking. Cultural parameters determine how speakers and lis-
teners size up one another. Crapanzano says in The Fifth World of
Forster Bennett, “The Navajo don’t talk much, and even for a Navaho
Forster is quiet. His monotone makes him a master of understatement.
Most white men, Gene tells me, think he’s stupid and most Navajos
consider him intelligent” (105).

In the beginning I'm uncritically “-etic,” listening from the outside
in. As the listening goes along cultural lines, I slowly find myself
bridging into the “-emic” insider’s illusion that [ know what’s going on,
or at least I flatter myself so, given a choice comic morpheme. This
illusion soon dissolves. For syllable leads to syllable, building “words”
in literary sequences, and eventually a syntax or phrasing starts to
establish a “line” (rhythm, pitch, tone, cadence in the rippling of the
phonemes). Where the sentence ends or the line breaks, pauses, or
enjambs (ends but goes on) opens a set of syntactic questions about
form—which leads to a third consideration: structure. Why do two
lines make a couplet in Roberta Whiteman’s Star Quilt? or five sliding
beats blank verse in James Welch’s Riding the Earthboy 407 or five
shaped paragraphs an essay in Vine Deloria, Jr.’s Custer Died For Your
Sins? or so many chapters a novel in N. Scott Momaday’s House Made
of Dawn? What dictates the Navajo pause in a Coyote telling, the
clown’s hop in the Pueblo kiva, the curve of the horizon from a Lakota
vision pit on the mountain? How do crafted differences, in short, com-
pose a whole beyond themselves?

This kind of reflection leads into a fourth problem: style—how we do
what we do. Is it the whole or the motion of the parts that targets our
attention? What is the connection between product and process? Is
Charlie Hill, the Indian comedian, continuously funny on stage, or is he
funny only when we laugh? How does his “humor” encompass the
particular one-liners that delight red and/or white audiences? Is Gerald
Vizenor’s hilarious video starring Charlie Hill, Warriors of Orange
(1984), a clever bunch of Indi'n jokes or a “comic form” as Northrop
Frye would define such? Does dancer or dance define the dancing
movement? Perhaps style is the figure in cultural motion, and structure
maps its going along. Style may be a way of describing what specifies
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the cultural process we’re caught up in—the personality of the maker,
the character of the experience experienced. This preamble is clearly
stamped with the author’s personality and “style,” in imagined dialogue
with an absent reader.

But then things get complicated: What gives character or shape to
personal experience? As culturally bound integers in time and space,
don’t we stylists “project” meaning onto things, aside from their inher-
ent thingness? We “read” (into) things. And this is where cultural
metaphors go to work, simile on one side (conceptual signs) and symbol
hip-deep in things on the other (icons that speak beyond themselves). So
this appears to be where undertone and overtone make the syllable or
single note a harmonic (or disharmonic) chord. For the social scientist,
these chromatics present symbolic registers of culture, the synchronic
moments when we hear what’s been going on diachronically for cen-
turies with a people. For the aesthetician, it’s harmony; for the humor-
ist, the rippling interplay of time, space, and people across differences.

If syntax seems in some way analogous to a lyric line or narrative
sequence (moment by moment in timed space—-the pacing of a joke),
and structure composes the whole, as style is the more or less magic
differential between Mozart and Mahler, then simile-to-symbol con-
stitutes that subterrancan complex of hidden thirds, fourths, half-tones,
and sliding notes that give tone and texture to a text. It’s the bubble
behind the joke about to burst. In Insight and Outlook, Arthur Koestler
describes this as “in”-sight that comes “out” to look. Freud sees it as a
crafted “release” in joking, and Mary Douglas details the “permitted
disrespect” of contextual codes that key such artistic release. Indians
tell me it’s what makes the fun funny, the clown with the bent arrows
comic at a Sun Dance, or blackface “Jesse Jackson” katsinas jokable in
orange wigs at Hopi ceremonies the year I started this study. Joking
appears, in short, as culture-in-action. The cultural anthropologists,
from Frazer, Boas, and Sapir, to Turner and Geertz, have much to tell us
about how we read meanings into things. Indi'n humor, since it is so
little discussed yet so widely acknowledged among tribes, projects a
perfect inner circle or play-sphere, in Johan Huizinga’s sense, to gauge
how we read one another across the Buckskin Curtain.

So lastly, I ask, what is the sense in all this? Why am [ doing what 1
do, and to what end; and why did “others” basically so not do, or do a
bit, or do so differently? Does it mean anything culturally significant or
measurable, beyond my own personal interest? Might it make a dif-
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ference in anyone’s life? Should it be fun? These thorny questions of
intention, use, and personal reward will never be answered to anyone’s
satisfaction. They seem in the fullest sense ultimate and irresolvable;
but it pays to ask them at the end-of-the-beginning as a conditional
check on how syllable led to syntax, to structure, to simile/symbol, to
style, to sense. Theoreticians might periodically question both means
and ends as self-reflexive “suckholes” (Cree freezing quicksand).

Those cautions look back on how I thought I wrote this book—and
now begin revising with a multitude of readers in mind, from
Bakersfield to Boston to Rattlesnake Butte. We should never forget that
we, the see-ers here (writer/reader), are seeing the seen (my pretext/our
context/your text)—and that on the other side native “seers” peer back
at us. Seeing is intercultural dialogue, especially when an Anglo writes
about Indi’n humor. The ideal translator would be a breed of both, and
many of the new Indian writers are just that, bicultural ethnographers.
Such American “native” translators chart a process of symbolic interac-
tion for all of us, a phenomenology of subjects and objects in kinetic
tension going back centuries. We play seriously at understanding things,
scientifically and humanistically. Surety and speculation need not con-
flict. Hence, a due measure of humility—and humor—is called for.
“Historians have found the first treaty the United States government
ever signed with the Indians,” says Frank Marcus, the Taos Pueblo fire
chief. “It states that the Indians can keep their land ‘for as long as the
river runs clear, the buffalo roam, the grass grows tall, and the moun-
tains stand proud—or ninety days, whichever comes first.” 72>
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Red/White American

Everything is funny as long as it is happening to somebody else.
WILL ROGERS

Back Home

By the late 1960s, I had read Black Elk Speaks—a strangely troubling,
still visionary story by John Neihardt about my northern plains home.
During my last semester in graduate school, a Japanese-American friend
lent me a new novel, House Made of Dawn, by a Kiowa writer as yet
unknown (Momaday’s Pulitzer was a few months away). Then in the
spring of 1969 Playboy published “Anthropologists and Other
Friends,” from Vine Deloria, Jr.’s outrageously titled Custer Died For
Your Sins. The line was borrowed from a bumper sticker to goad mis-
sionaries. The Playboy essay was illustrated with a casually dressed
contemporary Indian pinned in a specimen box. I read it in the city
engineer’s drafting room in Alliance, Nebraska, where I worked during
college vacations. Alliance rednecks didn’t consider Indians funny or
literate; my callow stereotypes shattered.

Little did I know of Scott Momaday’s resonant sense of humor (in a
month he would buy me a hamburger on Berkeley’s Telegraph Avenue).
Nor was I aware that Nick Black Elk, along with Joe Chips, had been
heyokas, or sacred Sioux clowns, around my hometown. And I dis-
covered that Deloria, a Standing Rock Sioux, not only was a skilled
lawyer and satiric writer, but had been a Lutheran divinity student for
four years. He was now publishing in an all-American glossy on Indian
humor! 1 had a few things to learn.

Indians do laugh a lot.! Kitchen to back porch, tribal council to
national caucus, the tribal “cement” of the pan-Indian movement today

21
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comes through Indi’n humor. Deloria says: “When a people can laugh
at themselves and laugh at others and hold all aspects of life together
without letting anybody drive them to extremes, then it seems to me that
that people can survive.”? This humor is both traditional and contempo-
rary, tribal and geopolitical.

Not only do Indians bond and revitalize, scapegoat and survive
through laughter, but they draw on millennia-old traditions of Trickster
gods and holy fools, comic romance and epic boast. There is, and
always has been, humor among Indians—and some five hundred tribal
variants in the contiguous United States, locally indigenous to climate
and geography, genetics and history. Daniel Brinton, in The Myths of
the New World, crowned the ubiquitous antihero, “Trickster,” the year
of the 1868 Red Cloud Treaty. S. G. F. Brandon, in A Dictionary of
Comparative Religions (1970), sees this lawless comic figure as the
“mythological portrayal of a kind of surd-factor,” an original radical as
clown of the creation, who proves both diverse and common across
global cultures.® While “the” Trickster is pan-Indian, and some forms
of libidinous humor surface in many tribal creation myths (from African
Ananse to Chinese Monkey King), Wichikapache remains specifically a
Cree fool of the Canadian North who teaches survival through error.
Wakdjungkaga, a near relative in northeastern Nebraska, breaks all the
Winnebago rules to prove them. Pueblo koshares in the Southwest drink
urine and bathe in dung to stretch the limits of the gods, inversely to
relieve ceremonial tension (these spirits have no human limits). The
Iroquois false-face creator in the Northeast illustrates the doublings of
reality through true and false twins; and Navajo Ma’ii, or Coyote Old
Man, helps both to re-create the Southwest as “first-born” creator and
to rearrange or decreate it a bit. Always messing around, he is a comic
“changing” spirit who continues the shape shiftings, just as the Mother
Earth herself, Changing Woman, rejuvenates a cyclical world “with
grace and beauty” (so goes the ideal formula for aging among the
Navajo).

The particularities here are not easy to assimilate for non-Indians,
steeped in the American work ethic, plain moral styles, and a Puritan
exclusion of humor from serious or sacred sites (as I grew up anyway).
Specifics are not exactly intertribal. Navajo and Sioux and Hopi and
Crow and Chippewa aren’t much unified on anything but resistance to
Anglo encroachment, as Deloria notes, considering the frequency of
jokes about Columbus and Custer. Still, this study focuses on the ethnic
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glue of Indi’'n humor. Some of the broader continuities and overlaps
should dispel the antimyth that Indians have no humor. The tribal spe-
cifics of cases over time and terrain indicate just the opposite. Indians
laugh with special significance among themselves—from the traditional
Blackfeet Dung Suitor to James Welch’s farting horse in Winter in the
Blood (1974), from puckish Cheyenne jumping mice to shifty-eyed
Paiute ravens, from pigeon-toed Chumash coyotes all the way to Louise
Erdrich’s lyric feminist humor in modern fiction and Momaday’s wise-
cracking peyote priest, Tosamah, in House Made of Dawn (1968). To
unify, to purge, to regenerate, Northrop Frye says in Anatomy of Crit-
icism (1957), is to enact the muses of spring, the three fates of the comic
spirit. These remain particularly native to America, Indian in origin,
perhaps universally human. “One of the best ways to understand a
people,” Deloria writes, “is to know what makes them laugh” (Custer
146). Indi’n humor may well be an undiscovered index to America’s
first peoples.

In 1931, the year that John Neihardt listened to Nick Black Elk,
Constance Rourke heard our national character in a distinctly “Ameri-
can” humor.* Rourke felt that American humor tapped resilient and
liberated resources, a frontier courage to face “west” toward the un-
charted, the wild, the Indian in America. Out west, Vine Deloria, Jr.’s
premises in Custer Died For Your Sins anticipate the audacity (and red
humor) of his second tract, the claim that our native God Is Red (1973).
Deloria’s own work and life natively show that law, religion, literature,
social science, and the comic spirit can have a common axis in Indi’n
humor—an integrative spirit from Indian America—and reach a read-
ing public outside academia. No stranger to theory or humor, Deloria
writes and thinks with the best of quick-shot, trick-riding, literary
marksmen. The art of his native humor provides telling examples of
Freud’s “economy” of release in dreams, jokes, and poetry. “What did
you call this country before Columbus?” the Indian buff recycles the
quip in Custer. “Ours.” It’s a good thing Columbus wasn’t “looking for
Turkey,” Deloria testified in the Omaha federal court hearings on the
1868 Red Cloud Treaty.

A submerged, then “released,” comic voice speaks here for “the
people.” Americans-at-large these days are still looking for what to call
this country: Is it finally ours, “we the people,” as Iroquis means? How
united or divided do we remain in a pluralist democracy? What do
“natives” among us have to say about communality and continuity?
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Deloria’s red wit is honed by a human science, candid and engaging—
real things lie at stake, cultural and self-definitional at the heart of
matters. Johan Huizinga calls such the agon or ludic contest of “play.”
All this can be tapped, if not measured, in Indi’'n humor.

History holds some intercultural texts worth resurrecting. “Let us
examine the facts,” Corn Tassel exhorts “brother warriors” when whites
come to “the forest’s edge” in 1785 to draw up a treaty with the
Cherokee for peace (and land). Having invaded in the dead of night and
driven the tribes into the woods, now whites want to “talk of the law of
nature and the law of nations,” Corn Tassel notes wryly, “and they are
both against you.”> Observing that whites arrogantly expect Indians to
adopt white laws, religion, manners, and customs, Corn Tassel urges
the Cherokee to consider the “good effect of these doctrines,” if any,
rather than “hearing you talk about them, or reading your papers.”
Talk’s cheap. Indians already have law, religion, manners, and customs
that make them Cherokee. If whites want Indians to farm as they do,
“May we not, with equal propriety, ask, why the white people do not
hunt and live as we do?” Corn Tassel’s contrary logic carries the appeal
of plain talk with an ironic dialogical twist: we are not “your slaves. We
are a separate people!” Indian nations have been free-standing for
millennia. Still, the “great God of Nature” has placed two peoples “in
different situations,” Corn Tassel says. The best treaty here would be
drawn from coexistent cultural tolerance; xenophobic arrogance makes
no sense in either direction. Nature has stocked white lands “with cows,
ours with buffalo; yours with hog, ours with bear; yours with sheep, ours
with deer.” Your God has given whites the “advantage,” Corn Tassel
concedes with no little irony, since “your cattle are tame and domestic
while ours are wild and demand not only a larger space for range, but art
to hunt and kill them.” The comic binocularity here—one profile
straight-faced in the “facts,” the other side strategic in the survivalist
“art” of humor——carries the argument for Corn Tassel two centuries
later, historical conquest notwithstanding.

Homo ludens, Huizinga argues, is Homo at his best—and she’s even
better-humored, feminists like Paula Gunn Allen (The Sacred Hoop
[1986}) and Rayna Green (That's What She Said [1984]) reply with an
Indi’n twist. “What do you do for poison oak?” a student in a large
auditorium once asked Mabel McKay, the Cache Creek Pomo elder,
interviewed as a native healer. “Calamine Lotion,” she shot back.
When a middle-aged Stanford woman asked for “spirit” tips on how
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Mabel stayed so youthful, the medicine woman suggested dying her
hair.® Louise Erdrich’s richly humorous fictions set feminist arts into
ludic play beside the writings of James Welch and N. Scott Momaday,
suggesting “humorous” gender differences to be respected among Indi-
ans. Whereas Euroamerican women have sought equality for a century,
tribal women were seldom disenfranchised in their cultures. The great
majority of pre-Columbian tribes, perhaps 90 percent, seem to have
been matrilocal.” Rather than “stealing” back the language, as Alicia
Ostriker sees feminists like Adrienne Rich doing to break into main-
stream American poetry,® literary Indian women like Paula Gunn Allen
may simply be voicing their native birthright. “Being a woman cannot
be demonstrated, it must be felt,” Héléne Cixous contends; “it must
make itself felt, it is the experience of a pleasure.” But just what do
French feminists like Cixous and Kristeva mean by jouissance, and can
we translate the concept toward ethnic feminist humor? “When one
talks woman to you, you must respond and respond as if to an accusa-
tion,” Cixous challenges today’s reader.® Are these defensive lines
equally drawn by Native American feminists parting the Buckskin Cur-
tain?

Humor tacitly, if not openly, declares “the other” game to be played
with. “Play, then, is a preliminary or divertive surface-life,” Max East-
man theorizes, “in which success is fun, but failure funny.”1° From a
cyclical comic perspective, no one loses if they still play the game. In
addition to survival and renewal, a comic vision in these terms can be
amicably competitive, even pleasurably engaging. Deloria counts coup
(to touch the enemy in plains battle) most sharply on those he has most
hope for—anthros, clerics, Congress, curious readers—as Custer Died
For Your Sins sets up the comic realism of cultural confrontations. The
potshots make both sides think, if disagreeably, then finally di-
alogically. Between Indians and whites, this friction reconstitutes an
exchange beyond satiric diatribe, for a change. In We Talk, You Listen
(1970), Deloria writes with acerbic bite on treaty violations, and histor-
ical debate takes yet another turn.

Such jibes spark serious play, a form of public teasing to raise Indi-
an—white issues. Teasing is key to Indian bonding, Deloria notes; it
serves as a daily check-and-balance on tribal norms. The word “teas-
ing,” as we know it in Western terms, comes from the Anglo-Saxon
taesan (“pull” or “pluck”). It once meant to raise a nap on cloth; now it
means to annoy and/or entertain by aggressively focusing play toward
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extended kin. So tribal teasing, pan-Indian style with red English, tar-
gets issues with an attention that roughs its audience affectionately,
Indian-to-white. We “permit” the disrespect, Mary Douglas argues, as
something of a familial or social agreement. It’s a way of circling pain,
according to Freud, of encompassing reality’s “threat” to the ego by
using that very threat to open an audience to its common, if not bond-
ing, values. “One” may tease oneself in an existential or academic
vacuum, but as with most things human, a cultural “other” makes it
more fun; and three draws a crowd. Henri Bergson, in “Rire” (1899),
adds that laughter goes in need of an echo.

So when Deloria quotes Custer shouting “Take no prisoners!” at the
Little Big Horn, or cites AIMsters (American Indian Movement stal-
warts) chanting “We Shall Overrun” in the 1970s, or warns Black
Panthers against playing “Cowboys and Blacks”-—this red satirist is
inviting “the others” to joust and to interact with Native America.
Historically, “whites” invaded “reds” with enslaved “blacks” (not to
mention indentured “browns” and “yellows”). The native castles—
roundhouses, wickiups, tipis, igloos, hogans-—were sacked, good
“goods” stolen, all but 3 percent of the population exterminated, the
remaining few “reserved” for posterity as endangered species. “Indian
giver” is probably the worst joke in our popular lexicon, appearing as a
term of xenophobic guilt that inverts historical fact. An entire hemi-
sphere was taken, not to be given back, and remnant Indians survive in
reserves. Carter Camp, the Osage AIM warrior, recalls that staples were
always critical at the Wounded Knee military occupation in 1973—
ammunition, cigarettes, and especially toilet paper went in short supply.
So “thank God” for those six little missionary churches in the hamlet
and all the stacks of shiny new Bibles printed on rice paper!

There’s a bite in this Indi’n humor. George Custer (who got what
glory he was after) offers reverse scapegoat release for Indian bitterness,
beyond the pain of historical statistics, body counts, present-day pover-
ty, and continued suffering. Warriors grow “too old to muss the custard
anymore,” Deloria puns on Custer’s folly. The triple play Custer/mus-
tard/custard reduces this “hero” to flatulent flan (as generally known,
“too old to cut the mustard” is an old midwestern crack about *break-
ing wind”). At a literary level, Deloria’s syllabic nonsense frees the
mind from too much sense. The pun distances personal emotions from
wounded honor, scalp-taking, our losses, their betrayals, not to mention
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fears of aging and death. Like the redness of blood, or jokes about
failure, dying remains a universal for all human beings (the last joke?).
So Indian-white tragedies can be alchemized through the alembic of
modern red humor; intercultural differences shift toward seriously play-
ful texts, which tell us much about ourselves, American and Native
American.

“Friend and Brother!” the Iroquois Red Jacket greets Mr. Cram of
the Boston Missionary Society in 1828; the sun is bright, our eyes and
ears are open and unstopped, so for a change listen. “Brother! You say
there is but one way to worship and serve the Great Spirit. If there is but
one religion, why do you white people differ so much about it? Why do
not all agree, as you can all read the book?” (NAT 70). The Iroquois,
too, have faiths, Red Jacket assures the missionary, but “we never
quarrel about religion.” The slippage here—the split planes of refer-
ence, overtly innocent, covertly ironic—is the kind of grainy humor
Huck Finn senses when Colonel Sherburn faces down the lynch mob,
like eating bread “that’s got sand in it.” Back in Boston, Reverend
Cram declines to shake Red Jacket’s hand, since “there could be no
fellowship between the religion of God and the works of the devil.” The
anthologist Peter Nabokov recounts, “The Iroquois are said to have
smiled” (69).

By 1866 Cochise, a Chiricahua Apache leader, challenges General
Gordon Granger at a truce talk where the Apache are pressured to
surrender to the Tularosa Reservation. “The white people have looked
for me long. I am here! What do they want? If I am worth so much why
not mark when I set my foot and look when I spit” (NAT 223). God
made Apaches “not as you,” Cochise says, but “born like the animals,
in the dry grass, not on beds like you. This is why we do as the
animals.” Cochise reasons: “The Apaches were once a great nation;
they are now but few, and because of this they want to die and so carry
their lives on their finger nails.” Red is divided from white with
bladelike irony. “Many have been killed in battle,” Cochise goes on.
“You must speak straight so that your words may go as sunlight to our
hearts. Tell me, if the Virgin Mary has walked throughout all the land,
why has she never entered the wigwam of the Apache?” (225, italics in
original). The question is sharply cut. Cochise has “no father nor moth-
er; 1 am alone in the world. No one cares for Cochise.” He chooses to
stay in his native-born mountains, rather than surrender to white incar-
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ceration on a new reservation. “The flies on those mountains eat out the
eyes of the horses. The bad spirits live there. I have drunk of these
waters and they have cooled me; I do not want to leave here” (225).

These speeches serve as scattered flints of heroic resistence over the
five-hundred-year terrain of frontier collision. Even in translation, the
bivalent shifts between text and context raise an undiscussed historical
humor that characterizes Indian continuity yet today.

Terms

An onion can make people cry, but there has never been a vegeta-

ble invented to make them laugh.
WiLL ROGERS

Some schematic scaffolding is useful here, given the plethora of data
across the Buckskin Curtain and paucity of understanding on both sides.
Interweaving Indian particularity and Anglo theory dialectically tacks
between detail and concept, as Geertz proposes in Local Knowledge,
such that we read the particular within an intercultural context and spiral
toward translation in both directions. The non-Indian audience sees the
parameters and partitions of its categories against the data and world-
views of native cultures. Conversely, through modes of humor so far
overlooked, Indians see us trying to “see” them. When Navajos began
acculturating baseball in the mid-nineteenth century, for example, they
positioned the diamond at the four cardinal points and ran the bases in
reverse. Each player got four strikes (the cardinal number), and each
team was allowed only one out per inning. So Navajos took to baseball
on their own terms, and with a good measure of Navajo humor played
the game contrariwise.!!

Arthur Koestler, in writing on comic theory, coins the term “bisocia-
tion” to describe “the simultaneous correlation of an experience to two
otherwise independent operative fields.” For an artistic moment,
Koestler projects, these disassociated planes fuse as *“dual associa-
tion.”!2 When incongruous parts edge each other, the superimposed
slippage becomes comic—that is, playfully sensical. This “geometrical
pattern of two intersecting chains” correlates in such play as “any
mental occurrence simultaneously associated with two habitually in-
compatible contexts” (I0 25, 37, italics in original). Thus we might say
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that a kind of comic double logic intersects sets of “others” in gaming
intercultural congruence; things coalesce playfully to “mean.” “ALCO-
HOLIDAYS,” Freud puns in Jokes and Their Relationship to the Un-
conscious (1905). In bisociation there is a game of verbal conjunction, a
form of festive palimpsest. Such (de)centering verbal and intercultural
texts delight an audience in the play of non-sense through logical illu-
sion; they overlap and double, or “bisociate,” without fusing in reality.
Hence an audience experiences release from the weight of meaning, an
escape into ludic fantasy or art. Reality’s emotional charges tag along to
play against the ludic illusion. As Freud reminds us, “operation suc-
cessful, patient dead” telegrams aggressive nonsense as comically dif-
fused fear. But the experience of bisociation can shift tragically when
fate closes in on a character and the slippage between operative planes
shuts down. In tragedy, irreconcilables fuse agonistically, rather than
playfully, and “reality” dramatically shifts into dread pattern re-
vealed—Oedipus murderous at the crossroads, tragically incestuous,
finally self-blinded. Differently slanted, as in Don Quixote, Moll Flan-
ders, and Ulysses, the plot twists toward a comic series of falls from
which characters emerge to play again. The ironic, reverse slippage
between two sets of coordinates—before comedy releases the tension or
tragedy locks it into place——generates the ambivalent frisson that ton-
alizes and charges both modes bisociatively. And back to classical art
we witness the double-faced masks of tragic and comic muses.

Certain players animate the comic mode. In his Anaromy of Crit-
icism, Northrop Frye cites the Tractatus Coislinianus, kin to Aristotle’s
Poetics, to establish three comic types: the alazons, or imposters; the
eirons, or self-deprecators; and the bomolochoi, or buffoons.!3 The first
two types may emerge from the origins of Greek drama, the satyr plays
between the tragedies. The bisociated pairing is akin to strophic—anti-
strophic rhythms of characters and chorus, a binary counterpoint be-
tween alazon and eiron, which in turn generates choral voices, or “buf-
foons” who look on (the audience performing on stage). In Ethics,
Aristotle adds a fourth comic type—agroikos, or churlish rustic—so
that buffoon and churl counterplay the classic overstater and under-
stater. From this perspective, the forms of comedy seem structurally
contrapuntal, innocent to ironist, fool to philosophe.

“Comedy ranges from the most savage irony,” Frye contends, “to the
most dreamy wish-fulfillment romance,” while remaining dramatically
and generically consistent (AC 177). The comic plot can take six turns,
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Frye argues: (1) the “hero” transforms a community toward some better
end; (2) escapes an irredeemable situation; (3) frees the slave within a
society; or (4) the wasteland greens, and summer wins out over winter;
(5) characters rise above comic chaos to look down from an ordered
view on disorder below; (6) the comic (doubling) world deconstructs (a
decentering humor dissolves focus) as the oracles of a darker mystery
take over. Interestingly enough, an epic poem such as Dante’s Com-
media or a novel like Huckleberry Finn will satisfy all these phyla—the
ultimate Western spiritual drama or American “comedy” within a Eu-
roamerican ethos. But Leslie Silko’s Ceremony, an analogous American
Indian fiction with “mythic” acculturations, forgoes the first four turns
in plot and touches only half the fifth level, transcendent order over
disorder (patterns-in-the-stars by the time of Tayo’s ceremonial revela-
tion of his destiny). The novel vaguely approaches. the sixth oracular
phylum (Silko’s mythic “medicine” changes). Perhaps Ceremony spins
a ritual comedy of another kind out of a tribal context in need of
translation. Lagunas seem to be stuck, more or less, with the society
they’ve had since “time immemorial,” according to Grandma and the
myths in the fiction; escape, linear transformation, or “freeing the
slave™ is a bit unrealistic in Grandmother’s view. Still, the desert buds
“green” (bluish-green or turquoise in Ceremony) while it seems a
“waste” land to white ranching eyes, and the mythic journey up the
mountain of the water goddess, Ts’eh, sends Tayo back down into the
tribal kiva. It might be a homely return to the realistic “mess” we live
in, as Frye says, here both godlike and “fallen,” or comic in a re-
generative cultural sense. At any rate, with this example Frye’s comic
emplotments seem only a partial template for native Americanist fic-
tions. )

Postmodernist theory offers some intercultural models for dialogue
here. Comic deconstruction poses a seriously playful way to say that
things look different from variable human perspectives, heroic to de-
monic to humorous. From Aristotle, Plato, and Cicero through Des-
cartes, Hobbes, Bacon, and Bergson, Arthur Koestler finds a Western
tradition of “degradation” theorized in the laughter of Hobbes’s
Leviathan: “at all times a component of malice, of debasement of the
other fellow, and of aggressive—defensive self-assertion” (/O 56). This
theory of “superiority” tallies with Bergson’s ideas on the comic as
social corrective or Freud’s sense of Wirz (joking wit) in the aggressive
desire of the sexual drive. If such trickster aggression, indeed, surfaces
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in Indian comic contexts, it seems mediated toward mythic play, social
harmony, and ceremonial pleasure. “One of the things that you will
notice is that often in the stories there will be a movement toward
a balance—the funny with the serious,” Silko says of Laguna tales,
“—and this goes back, this balance and this inclusion, the all-inclusive
dynamic goes back to the Creation, and back to one of the basic Pueblo
religious concepts.”!* The balanced “comic” world, as an Indian
given, is not always so perceived in Anglo terms.

Far from being a wasteland, the Southwest from a Pueblo perspective
is home in Silko’s Ceremony. Dry and hot (sun) has its rightful lower
place (desert home) in balance with wet and cool (rain) on the sacred
height (blue mountain). Indian ceremony as “comic” pattern is seldom
linear escape or structural transformation or social liberation, but more a
celebrative acceptance of what-is, a curve back home. This longer
comic sense of the given-at-home pervades tribal cultures. “At Laguna I
have an uncle who’s very young,” Leslie Silko told Laura Coltelli;
“he’s only ten years older, he’s just like a brother, and his wife and his
sisters are very brilliant. They’ve traveled and gone places to school.
They’ve all come back. They have funny ways of saying things; they
like to laugh and tell horrifying stories, but the way they tell them is
really funny, and you’re laughing.”!> The interview continued:

Coltelli: Humor is one of the main features of modern American Indian
literature, central to the real meaning of the story itself. Is there a difference
between the use of humor in the old Indian stories and in the contemporary
ones?

Silko: You know I haven’t really thought about whether there’s a difference.
I’'m so attuned to seeing the many similarities. Same thing, referring to the
same incident, especially areas in justice, loss of land, discrimination, rac-
ism, and so on, that there’s a way of saying it so people can kind of laugh or
smile . . . so you can keep their interest, so you can keep talking to them.
Oftentimes these things are told in a humorous way. Even punning—you
know, the people at Laguna have such a delight with language. . . . So that
in English they like to make puns, and they know a little Spanish, or a little
Navajo, or a little anything. So their sheer delight in such things, that goes on
and always has—that’s an area where I can’t see that there’s been any big
shift. (146—47)

Thus “humor” seems a more apt term for discussing Native Ameri-
can aesthetics than Frye’s “pregeneric” comic forms. Compared with
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Western linearity, Native American patterns appear more cyclical, peri-
odic, and composite—less historically progressive, less personally
transformational, less structurally end-stopped. Ceremony remains a
case in point. In a mythic perspective, nothing has changed by the end.
The protagonist accepts his mixed-blood or “breed” position as a transi-
tional role; the “hero” does not arrogate power individually, so much as
the “healer” takes a tribal position in relation to a common setting. And
structurally the novel does not so much end as simply suspend interest
in the action (Grandma has heard all this before). The story has talked
itself out, the joke has sputtered, while Grandmother Spider, the
creatrix, stitches away in the back of Southwest Indian perspectives.
The traditional weave on Indian looms is double, as with overlapping
patterns in fine Navajo rugs, yet contrasting designs on adjoining sides
of the rug are made of one tightly woven thread. This creates a dually
human work of art, a daily necessity when nights chill sun-baked desert
bones. Grandmother Spider’s weaving brings and keeps the people
home.

Humor—cognate with “humus,” or soil, and “human,” or person—
implies a personality at ease and grounded in its own identity. The term
assumes a perspective on things, as it were, one that enjoys flexibility.
“Humours” in the late Middle Ages conjure up the fluids of person-
ality—literally the flow of coloring spirits, the protean life force of
water. Humors thus suggest the fluid resilience of life itself. Humor
today might be thought of as the vision or psyche (“spirit”) behind a
specific joke; it fills in the interstices and lingers after a gathering has
broken up, even laps about a room when the jokers go home.

Whereas humor indicates the psychological (personal) and cultural
(historical) tenor of a situation, a joke per se exists as a social act or
event, a specific instance of humor-in-action. So, too, wit implies an
aspect of character—a presence of mind, quickness, even quirkiness.!6
Comedy, finally, codes a generic index for aesthetic or ideational cate-
gories-— “the comic” is used here as a classificatory term. “Divine
Comedy,” for example, implies a Christian context for a belief that all
things work out for the best, that “God” knows all in His heaven and
ordains earth as His province. With a Mother Earth corrective to Father
Sky, Native American ceremonies so, too, project a faith in a right
world or “good” reality. This implies belief in the order of things, an
acceptance of what-is as naturally “right”—indeed, spiritually sanc-
tioned in this world of the living. Then, too, there is room for making
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mistakes. Joking, wit, and comedy appear as socially specific, person-
ally characteristic, and generically contextual evidences of cultural
humor. They strike the human tuning fork of a tribal faith in survival
and success, despite obstacles or momentary loss.

As used in feminist Indian literature, humor may even be a distant
cousin to “home”; at least in the popular lexicon, humor and home
strike the ear as kin. And humor has something to do, surely, with a
grounded sense of home, a domestic pivot. If home is secure, or rela-
tively certain in one’s psyche, regardless of how far “away” the home-
less wander, humor is not far away. In tribal Greece three millennia
back, when some two thousand cultural groups were settled in the
Americas, Odysseus’s twenty years at war and sea, always “homing,”
are charted by a storytelling full of banquet goodwill, marriage pro-
posals, and endless puns (“How odd to see you,” strangers say to the
homeless hero, and puns from “odd” to “ode” are played on like
musical chimes). No less than Navajo origin myths or Iroquois creation
cycles, Greek epics register a homing sense of humor during times of
unrest, as the story summons father home. Odysseus grows too old to
compete physically with the younger athletes and warriors; his game, or
“odd,” leg hobbles him, but adds a twist to his sense of humor, and it
sets up his need to outwit the odds of physical engagement. So Odys-
seus tells stories, jokes, and tall tales of monsters, witches, and wild
beasts. The fantastic can be comically gripping through its exaggera-
tions, as the twentieth-century magical realists Borges and Mdrquez in
other Americas, or Kundera and Calvino in Europe, reimagine the
given.

Hence in some cases, the line from Homer to our homes may not be
broken—from homecoming epic humor to the contemporary West,
from tribal Greece to Native Americans today. The sailor and the farm-
er, Walter Benjamin says in [/luminations (1955), have always been our
tribal narrators—storytellers coming or staying home. Certainly, the
Parry—Lord thesis of oral-formulaic composition in Homeric times also
applies to extended Trickster tellings, from Algonkian clans to Zuni
kivas. And the improvisator, the singer of tales, slings a joke in his
quiver to sidestep pointless combat. Humor may be a key to the bri-
colage of extended singing. An audience sticks around longer with
laughter to ease the listening—indeed, to sharpen the spirit, to loosen
the ear, and to wake up our attending. Aside from its tragic counterpart
(draw blood, draw a crowd), a comic come-on seems the quickest way
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to attract and hold an audience, then persuade it to come back paying
attention. Jim Pepper, the Kaw~Creek jazz saxophonist, tells the story
of his Indian and white names in a 1988 interview:

My great grandfather was a big man, a big tall strong cat. Big Indian. And he
didn’t speak English. . . . | have the same name he does, Hung-a-che-eda,
which means Flying Eagle. That name could have been phonetically written
out, or he could have had a translation of his name, or a name of his choice.
His favorite taste was this whiskey, James Pepper whiskey. So he named
himself after whiskey, which is a bittersweet story. You can still get that
whiskey down in Colorado and Texas. It’s a small company. I saw a bottle
one time in a bar and tried to buy it, but they wouldn’t sell it to me. Those
were the kinds of stories my grandfather told me. He never sat there and said
the Great Spirit formed this or that from an eagle turd. None of that shit.17

White Ideas

Is it possible that love, hope, faith, laughter, confidence, and the
will to live have therapeutic value?
NorMAaN COUSINS, Anatomy of an Illness

At the risk of further thickening the stew, we turn to twentieth-century
theory, from psychoanalytic ideas at the top of the century to de-
constructive intercultural projections at the bottom.

Sigmund Freud, the century’s psychological pioneer, fixated on jok-
ing and humor. Indeed, when Freud’s close friend and associate Wil-
helm Fliess read the proofs of The Interpretation of Dreams in the
autumn of 1899, he was disturbed by the many jokes. Piqued by his arch
colleague, Freud read Theodor Lipps’s Komik und Humor and set out to
define Witz in its relationship to the psychoanalysis of dreams. Witz,
James Strachey admits, hardly translates as “joking,” but eighteenth-
century scholars were no closer in defining it as “genteel ingenuity.”
Wit-at-large connotes the ability to make things up, to create on the go,
to “cobble” reality. In its Viennese context, Wizz suggests an alertness,
a quick state of mind, more than gentility or the “joke” as comic relief.

Thus Freud begins Jokes and Their Relationship to the Unconscious
(1905) with a German philosopher defining joking as “playful judg-
ment.” He ties joking mental play to finding “hidden similarities,” cites
Lipps on the concept of “bewilderment and illumination” in joking
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(deriddling, depuzzling, or decoding jokes), and sets out to track the
“organic whole” of comic disjecta membra: “activity, relation to
the content of our thoughts, the characteristic of playful judgment, the
coupling of dissimilar things, contrasting ideas, ‘sense in nonsense,’
the succession of bewilderment and enlightenment, the bringing for-
ward of what is hidden, and the peculiar brevity of wit.”!® It’s a tall
order, even for Freud.

Most theoreticians concur that joking involves some kind of insight,
perception, or understanding (standing “under,” Joyce reminds us),
when we move from bewilderment to a moment of illumination, as
Freud underscores. This enlightenment prisms from wild to tamed, arcs
from questionable to answerable. “I think you had better put the Indians
on wheels,” Red Dog laconically counseled commissioners to the Sioux
in 1876, the year of the Battle of Little Big Horn and the U.S. centen-
nial. “Then you can run them about whenever you wish” (NAT 184).
Over a hundred thousand Indians from twenty-eight eastern tribes had
been “removed” west of the Mississippi River, with thirty thousand
dying en route. The Winnebagos were “relocated” no fewer than five
times in the mid-nineteenth century.

So how does a non-Indian reader react to Red Dog’s comment? The
“bewilderment” of dispossession, satirically framed, shifts toward the
ironic “illumination” of an unsettling double perspective in the image
of “Indians on wheels.” The ironic transition from one plane of un-
knowing curiosity (a-maze-ment or decentered interest) to knowing clar-
ity jars loose Koestler’s “bisociation.” The doubling association super-
imposes disparate levels that overlap in the joke’s twin templates, still
incongruously played as one. As a result we see similarities and dif-
ferences, Freud notes as he stresses the slippage in joke perception; the
joker credits himself and his audience with decoding like and, es-
pecially, unlike designs.

Joking is thus layered or bivalent understanding, an act of “ironic”
perception that bisociates disparate sets of data. Things momentarily, if
not ultimately, make sense. This is all a mind at play, knowing it is
playing, not “really” worrying about making sense, or if judging and
determining the “real,” doing so in the liberating spirit of improvisa-
tion. But the deconstructive aspect remains. The play element and the
joke make sense non-sensicaily, so that we get it both ways—not too
seriously, so as not to wreck the playful construct on the rocks of reality,
and yet seriously enough to engage the mind in unpuzzling the real. Red
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Dog gives us something to reflect on: “I think you had better put the
Indians on wheels.”

So joking requires wit to decode reality. It seems to relieve us tem-
porarily of the burdens of the serious, while honing our ability to “read”
the world. In dreaming we do this “sub”consciously, Freud argues, and
in art we create more consciously with play. Michel Foucault, in The
Order of Things, defines the poet as one “who, beneath the named,
constantly expected differences, rediscovers the buried kinships be-
tween things, their scattered resemblances.”!® The comic slant to such
poetic kinships would italicize the scattered resemblances between
things (“metaphor,” poetry’s depth charge, literally means to “bear”
from one place to another). Jokes bear the weight of differences in
bisociated coincidences, while the “comic” plane remains an artistic
displacement. “Ceci n’est pas une pipe,” the Belgian surrealist painter
René Magritte wrote below a picture of a pipe—a doubling semiology,
yes, but most critically a framed displacement with a “pipe” that is not
a pipe (hence comic “bisociation,” or having it both ways). In a joke,
then, displacement in the Freudian sense becomes framing in Erving
Goffman’s sociocultural rubric: a socially framed “play” sphere apart
from the “real” world, or at least playfully relieved of its strictures and
burdens.

Intercultural exchange charges a “liminal” zone of bisociative play.
For example, when the Jicarilla Apache discovered tlatsizis, or the
whiteman’s “buttocks bags,” in the nineteenth century, they asked,
“What do you put in?” “Why, you throw your buttocks in it,” came the
answer. So they tried hopping and leaping off cliffs into the bags, to no
avail. An Apache observer noted: “Then they tied the pants around
themselves, but the leg part hung down behind. Some put the pants on
backward; some had the legs hanging down in front. That’s the way
they went around. They put the shirts on. Some wore them in the right
way; some put them on backward. The hats they used for carrying
water” (VAT 54). This buffoonery serves up pure parody of “the other,”
a kind of childlike delight in the strangeness of strange customs. Humor
here is an amazed play released in the exposed overlap and slippage
between cultures. The viewer’s comic insight discharges as laughter,
while binary patterns stay bifurcated (though for the moment artfully
bisociated). Humor remains parenthetical to the “real,” yet grounded
realistically in differences, and still distinct from metaphor in not press-
ing to “make sense.” The poetry of jokes can reduplicate as a kind of
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sacred clowning, a mediation of play and reality, as with the Sioux
heyoka or Pueblo koshare. This is holy fooling in the presence of
spiritual power.

Fiction releases humor seriously through such play. In March 1886
the archaeologist Adolf Bandelier finished the first draft of Die Koshare
(The Delight Makers), on Pueblo cultures and clowns. A century later,
Barbara Babcock described the work as “a comic dialogue constructed
of bits and pieces of cultural debris,” first published in German and
English in 1890, the year that U.S. soldiers massacred three hundred
Sioux men, women, and children at Wounded Knee Creek. “Die
Koshare was a seven-year imaginative effort to come to terms with that
which was most alien, most other. In contrast to [Bandelier’s] ‘scien-
tific’ writing, fiction gave him the license to indulge in wish fulfillment,
to recreate a very different cultural world that all the research in the
world could not put back together or enable him to enter, and to talk
about himself in relation to that Otherness.”?9 Babcock traces this
“monstrous jumble held together by an authorial presence” to the
powers of ritual Pueblo clowns:

Less than a month after discovering E! Rito de los Frijoles, Bandelier first
encountered Cochiti clowns, whom he referred to as Koshare or en-
tremeseros—the latter a Spanish term denoting those who perform farces
between the acts of a play. Among the Keres themselves, these sacred clowns
associated with the Turquoise Kiva are called Ku sha ‘li. Their equivalent
appears throughout the Rio Grande Pueblos. Among the Tewa they are called
Kossa; among the Tiwa, Black Eyes or chifunane. His reaction to these
nearly naked black and white apparitions with corn husk horns, creating a
pandemonium of disorder and delight, was one of disgust, fascination, and
characteristically detailed description. (“Ritual Undress” 191}

Bandelier’s scenario of comic pandemonium initiated non-Indian read-
ers into ceremonial Pueblo play, even if the Indian sense of humor
would quickly be forgotten against the tragic stereotypes in Western
folklore. Early in the twentieth century, at San Ildefonso, Alfonso
Roybal (Awa Tsireh) was painting clowns crawling over rainbows,
chased by turkeys, riding bulls, playing leapfrog, devouring water-
melons, and helping Santa Claus hoist his bag of gifts. Today, Nora
Naranjo-Morse from Taos and Santa Clara sculpts ceremonial clowns
from clay: “Koshare clowns, Pueblo women, village scenes, one-of-a-
kind figurines, fetishes and animals,” Stephen Trimble writes, “all with
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humor, affection, and an abstracted and refined sophistication. Nora
came to clay in her twenties, in 1976, after leaving New Mexico to sell
firecrackers in South Dakota and to sort mail in Washington, D.C.”2!
And Barbara Babcock now travels and talks in performance with Helen
Cordero, Cochiti creator of “the Storyteller doll,” whose ongoing tradi-
tion goes back through sacred fools.??

“Pueblo clowns,” Babcock writes of Bandelier’s “delight” makers (a
fey misnomer derived from his friend Frank Cushing), “are among the
most powerful of ritual personages, mediating between the worlds of
the spirits and the living; controlling weather and fertility; associated
both with curing and with warfare; given punitive and policing func-
tions, particularly against witches; and in fact managing and supervising
many of the ceremonies they appear to disrupt” (“Ritual Undress”
192). There is something here in all clowns, many jokes, and much
humor that I would call a comic double valence: it involves “reversible”
play or reduplication with a twist. This double valence compounds the
simple and riddles the surface artfully. It may be an all-too-human,
bipedal fondness for having things more than one way—comic options,
as it were. The anthropologist Frank Cushing, case in point, cross-
costumed as a non-Indian Zuni koshare. The Pueblo “striped” him
black-on-white with big rings around his eyes. Now in some unifocal
sense this seems extraordinary and outrageous—a non-Zuni field re-
searcher from the Bureau of American Ethnography in the Pueblo
priesthood! Yet in another sense, bifocally comic, he is what he is: a
“white-faced” clown, striped, as Dennis Tedlock suggests, in mockery
of his incessant note taking.?3 Cushing self-parodies the white man’s
penchant for writing things down, rather than remembering or doing
them. Whether through his insistence and apparent sincerity, or Zuni
curiosity and graciousness, Cushing was initiated into the sacred clown
society with full comic honors, a holy fool among men. Yet the double
valence makes him clown of a clown: white man in “white face,”
striped or lined for writing (word-walking) all over private Zuni culture.
He is coded strange, signed dangerous, caricatured comic: no Zuni
could miss the message. Cushing thus enters Zuni doubly marked,
comic to a second power-—at once a “clown” and a white man clown-
ing around with sacred tribal humor. This kind of italicized bisocia-
tion—having things both ways, sacred and profane—characterizes
much ceremonial Indian humor, many good jokes, and every clown
who “plays” at permitted disrespect, especially in the presence of the
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gods and concerned tribal audiences. Such play appears to be a place
that Indians and non-Indians can don or drop the mask and intermingle
without bitterness. This type of comic ceremony offers an il-lusion or
“in-play,” as Huizinga shows in Homo Ludens (1944), where “others”
play together at their best.

To play seriously toward a structural, dialogical paradigm (a la
Claude Lévi-Strauss at one extreme and Julia Kristeva at the other) we
can further plumb the pan-Indian joke about the invasion of America.
“What did you call this country before the whites came?” a Mount
Rushmore tourist again asks a modern-day Sioux. “Ours,” quips the
fine feathered friend. Deloria’s jibe, recycled in Gerald Vizenor’s film
Warriors of Orange, illustrates what [ would call the gaming congruence
of a good joke. A simplified joking formula helps to clarify the point in
terms of a dialogic equation. The algebraic formula for the hypotenuse
of a right triangle (Va? + b% = ¢?) bears a certain symmetry, as well as
transformational energy crossing from one side to another.?* So change
and balance, transformation and stability, constellate here as counter-
weights to dissimilarity and similarity, the bisociative polarities. The
“equal to” sign indicates the active transference—the proportionate
exchange between dissimilarities. We might diagram the comic equa-
tion thus: What did you call this country . . . before the whites came?
= Qurs. Or to abstract the algebra: primal land -+ invasion = pre-
dispossession common title (over half our states bear Indian names).
The lead-in question naively implies the “mystery” of aboriginal
tongues and minds, followed by a tacit admission of the post-Colum-
bian present, answered curtly by a collective tribal pronoun, “ours.”
The joke carries the bicultural context of Anglo-Indian rifts. Mary
Douglas calls its “context” the social field of comic energy, the medi-
ative dialogue between us and them, as Koestler speaks of “bisociative”
comic irony in overlapping mental planes. This all turns on the gaming
congruence of a simple “American” monosyllable, “ours.” From
native perspectives, it serves as a footnote to what Francis Jennings has
called the non-Indian “invasion” and Tzvetan Todorov the “conquest”
of America.

Structurally, the dialogue joke best illustrates gaming congruence.
“What does a dyslexic agnostic not believe in?” a student quizzed me
on an exam. “Dog.” In play, one part balances with another inversely;
one mind-set transfers into a second, which results in a double perspec-
tive, a bisociative puzzle. It is a difference, always held in congruent
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tension, that divides the parts, while they reach across the transforma-
tional zone. “How is Halloween celebrated at the Bureau of Indian
Affairs?” Vee Salabiye asks. “Trick or Treaty.” This arcing “between”
produces the joke, the either/both “bisociation” of likeness among
dissimilar components. It is a slippage that implies connection.

A joke supposes something coyly or conditionally (the gaming con-
gruence). It predicates that it is not what it might be. For example, when
the Lakota healer John (Fire) Lame Deer as rodeo clown dons the red
wig, “babies’ bar” pillowy breasts, and calico dress of “Alice Jitter-
bug,” he transsexually (and in the sacred clown’s role of winkze) goes
out to save men’s lives. He plays but he is nor a woman: he isn’t what
he might be. In Lakota the word win-kte is the conditional feminine,
literally “woman could-be.” A man acts as a woman in binary meta-
phors of gender, some of the oldest jokes in drama. John Fire’s humor
suggests that it’s okay to stretch the human definitions, play “the
other,” be momentarily what a man is not, get a good laugh, and get
away as “Alice Jitterbug” rescuing cowboys from brahma bulls. In fact,
this may be a healthy imagining “of” the other to see oneself from
another perspective. For in such play, the rules remain flexible and “dis-
respect” comes conditionally; that is, the game is “permitted” while
everyone goes along with the anti-rite. Indeed, such playing with the
boundaries—or “stretching,” the Apache tell Keith Basso—bonds the
people in terms of their elastic social agreements. For this joking acts
out the kinetic processes of tribe and gender, bonding through space and
time——never fixed, always newly assumed, tested by conditions, ready
to be played out. Such flexibility remains capable of what Freud in
Jokes terms “playful judgment.” This bisociative humor tests tradition
and keeps it honestly human.

A note on cultural différence: When Lévi-Strauss concludes in The
Savage Mind (1962) that “all” intellects, expecially Stone Age ones,
are binary, or Freud categorizes all jokes as economic mental releases
from wounded feeling, Western theoreticians usurp the particulars of
intercultural pluralism. What does Freud mean by “economy” in joking
“expenditure,” and does this obviate psychic play? Is comedy the world
over fiscally conservative? Does the ego ever relax? To adapt Freud’s
analogy, could humor turn on a kinetic exchange of psychic currencies,
more cash flow than ledger entry? “Why is semen white and urine
yellow?” the irrepressible Deloria wrote to me. “So the Chippewas can
tell whether they’re coming or going.”23 Freud’s economy is surcharged
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with scatology in the joke, serving a disrespect played among friendly
tribal enemies; whereas the verbal formula is certainly “economical,”
the words tap the prodigal stirrings of an emotive psyche-in-motion.
Joking seems to spark an exchange between equational complexes
of feelings and thoughts—gaming congruences that temporarily play
with similarity across a dissonantly charged, psychically wild field.
When cultures collide, jokes mediate playfully, permitting the dif-
ferences.

We all may be capable of a sense of humor-—and joking seems as
endemic to human culture as sex or song—but why do individuals
laugh, or not, in given cultural settings? Some subjects—sex, death,
excrement, eating, money, mothers-in-law, and the gods—appear a pri-
ori capable of comedy, though not always in proper or mixed company.
Anything humanly surcharged, it seems, carries a potential for humor.
If it matters or moves us, it may be funny, because it is so essential.
Where certain concepts or objects seem to have banked human interest,
Freud’s “expenditure” theories make sense. Jokes give us returns on the
unrepressed energies of childhood; comedy doubles our interest in given
and projected assets; humor amortizes suffering. But what determines
what we laugh at?—a specific situation, the post-Freudian ethnologist
Mary Douglas holds, shaped by social context, seasoned in history,
compacted with others. Without cultural setting we have no permissions
(or restrictions), no disrespects (or affections) to trigger our humor. A
libido needs a superego to keep the psyche honest, Freud posits. So a
citizen inversely enlists a clown to ground his social seriousness, and
Indian wisdom is beholden to Trickster to keep the lessons conditionally
open to human revision.

What of art in this discussion? Novels grant us culture-specific con-
texts for such theoretical, intercultural questions: time, place, character,
community, event, symbolic subtext. With such fictive data we may see
how, in Winter in the Blood, James Welch writes for a generic, middle-
aged Blackfeet man caught today between tradition and town; but cer-
tainly Welch does not speak for all males, flatters few females, and
represents fewer Pueblos. Momaday’s House Made of Dawn presents
Abel’s confused sense of time, culture, and place in a postwar South-
west, Jemez Pueblo to Los Angeles, but he does not give us Erdrich’s
mothering métis (mixed-blood) sense of Turtle Mountain in Love Medi-
cine (1984). From Blackfeet barroom obscenity and street-smart wise-
cracks, to Tosamah’s Anglo-Indian caricatures and Abel’s ceremonial
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sunrise run, to Albertine’s lyrically deadpan pun on “Patient Abuse”
among Indians, the “permitted disrespects” of contemporary Indian
fiction fine-tune Freud’s remarks on humor, as applied to Indians, and
reopen Mary Douglas’s contextual insights into joking. The proofs of
“science” would seem to lie in textures of evidence, telling details,
careful attentions in our guessing, and the uses, finally, of questions
asked: Why do Indians laugh? Why should we ask? There may be many
particular answers, or better contexts, in which the questions resonate
and reveal something about Native Americans today and yesterday——
some things as yet undiscovered about survival through humor.

Metacritical Twists

How do Koestler’s “bisociative” theories and Freud’s “economical”
analyses of joking pertain to Indian societies? From the social sciences
to literature today, critical methodologies careen between the new his-
toricisms and tricky deconstructions. A few ficld workers—Dennis
Tedlock in dialogical anthropology, Keith Basso in sociolinguistics,
William Bright in ethnolinguistics, Robert Berkhofer in psychohistory,
Howard Norman in zoomorphic folklore, Jerome Rothenberg in eth-
nopoetics—are bridging the arts and sciences in American Indian stud-
ies. Mixing modes, the folklorist Barbara Babcock metacritically “de-
creates” ritual Indian clowning from Bandelier to Bakhtin. Pueblo
koshares to Parisian dialogists, her metaphors spark with “reversible”
to “deconstructive” fields of discourse play, and her audience is
bounced from mirror to motley characters, looking glass to kaleido-
scopic contexts. The results seem arguably enlightening, certainly de-
centering, as things go in academia. Some folklorists don’t know what
to make of Nietzschean leaps, what Babcock calls the “gay science” of
intercultural play.2°

As recently as the 1920s, the Bureau of Indian Affairs targeted Indian
clowning under the “religious crimes code.” Contrariwise, Babcock
contends, tribal clowns mediate order and disorder. They differentiate
morally between “this” and “that”—indeed, “us” and “them.” So,
too, clowning seems to counter the fear of nihilism by playing with
chaos. Clowns parse a metacontextual text of a different kind of “noth-
ing” that appears openly comic, rather than locked into tragic closure;
for “neither ritual clowning nor irony can be dismissed as nihilism or
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infinitely regressive negativity,” Babcock states. “Rather both are spe-
cial forms of negation: what Burke calls ‘aesthetic negativity’; what
Derrida defines as ‘deconstruction’; what Colie describes as ‘paradox’;
what James labeled the ‘law of dissociation’; and what Arendt describes
as ‘thinking.’ 27 This all may take some time to sort out and let sink in.
Hayden White sees such prodigal theorizing as tropes of tropes, a “meta-
tropological” modernist game, yet a game with serious purpose.?8

“Like clowning, theoria” plays with meaning, Babcock notes, citing
Foucault’s The Order of Things. She traces the wise fool from Her-
aclitus and Socrates, through Shakespeare, Nietzsche, and Wittgen-
stein, to Derrida and Barthes. Intellectually, this thicket of theory re-
duces to clowning bricolage, deconstructive criticism as “sanctioned
disrespect,” where Babcock leans toward Kenneth Burke’s trust in im-
provisations. She goes on to advance that Pueblo “ritual clowning is
much more than a functional steamvalve, and should be considered in
terms of its aesthetics and metaphysics as well as its pragmatics.” To top
off the critical tank, Babcock contends “conversely, that criticism,
whatever the discipline, should be considered as comedy, reminded of
its playful origins, and reinvested with a comic perspective” (“Ar-
range” 107). Agreed, but ever mindful of nonsense, the loyal opposi-
tion asks, To what end? Not all scholars, surely few “scientists,” are
ready to decreate their systems these days, though the more adventurous
seem to be asking seriously creative questions beyond fixed texts. Does
writing devolve from comic deconstructions in the oral tradition? Can
critics play creatively, as clowns fool around critically? How kinetically
intercultural do social scientists dare become?

Consider, metacritically, the interplay of laughter and love through
Western eyes. Julia Kristeva, in her Parisian glimpse of the modern
psyche, Tales of Love, opens with a Greek parable of Eros’s conception.
Penia (need) wants and waits just outside the gates of the gods’ feasting,
where a favored but drunken male, Poros (satiation), falls “victim” to
her wiles. Parabolically, need is feasted as the child Eros is conceived in
a comic creation myth (sex and birth as standard fare). Via Kristeva the
parable may suggest that love, the “creative daimon,” doubles for
humor. The post-Freudian Kristeva concludes: “Path of want, a want on
the way, want blazing a trail for itself. But also a path wanting in
devices, a path without essence. Through such an alliance of want and
path, could Eros be the place where dialectic takes shape but also opens
up to a daimon that overwhelms it? Love as a path that leads no-
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where . . . unless it be to immediate sight, scattered totality.”2° To be
sure, Kristeva is tracing Western Eros back through classical Rome and
Greece, but the dawning of “immediate sight” relates to Freud's Wizz
splashing over the sides of high seriousness, as “wit” not so long ago
implied another kind of improvisational “wisdom.” Georges Bataille
adds: “And really, laughter is a weird sort of success . . . a load of
worry’s off your shoulders: the frame explodes that gives order to ac-
tion.”39 Freud’s “economy” of dialectic in love and humor may open
deconstructively to a creative “daimon.” This process of retention to-
ward release distracts the economizing psyche in a “scattered totality”
called reality. There is, indeed, a world of “immediate sight,” even
love, outside the ego’s linear limits, where we laugh at ourselves. Here
Joyce’s Ulysses correlates laughter, love, and language as the fictional
arts of blooming.

In her early semiotic work of the late 1960s, Kristeva praises
Bakhtin’s dialogical analyses of Rabelaisian humor. Late medieval
“carnivalesque” gives Rabelais a comic sense of community and fictive
cultural modes free of credo. To Bakhtin, this tribal setting generates a
dynamic ambivalence: radically interactive between individual and so-
ciety, as in the vibrant “flash,” Mallarme says, struck by pure intellect.
Such a spark leads the enlightened into Socratic dialogue, the postmod-
ernist argument goes, liberated polyphonically in “Menippean dis-
course.” Such discourse sparks interactive talk, a dialogic beyond end-
stopped structure; and critical analysis must remain process, not prod-
uct. “The laughter of the carnival is not simply parodic,” Kristeva
insists; “it is no more comic than tragic; it is both at once, one might say
that it is serious.”3! The authorial psyche oscillates at the kinetic in-
terplay of “surfaces,” Bakhtin posits, where the *“grams” (physical
phonemes, Derrida adds) of grammar are energized in a field of artistic
play recalling wave—particle thythms in physics. Thus art is set in
motion: the “text” ends and “time—space” begins, in the imaginative
and open cultural “context” of the text. The “word” is not so much
pointillist as it is rhythmically interactive. In turn, the critic scans a
polyphonic field of discourses, or “voices,” from the subtexts. These
might better be seen as tricksterish “inter-texts”-—that is, tribal in-
terplays of subject, object, audience, and time—space (what Bakhtin
called “chronotopes,” which embody or flesh out psychic—cultural
“time,” storied places that embed a people’s collective myths). Thus,
Bakhtin reasons, time historically takes on the experiential flesh of
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space, where culture is rooted symbolically, reified in objects and
events.

And where is the comic imagination—Rabelais’s humor, for exam-
ple, or Trickster’s wit—in all this? Reality is neither strictly comic nor
tragic, Kristeva replies with analytic dispassion, but “serious,” by
which she underscores the given reality. The deconstructive gaps in any
argument, the gaping fissures, seem at times nihilist to Kristeva, in
contradistinction with Freud’s final view of humor, where the psyche’s
decreative holes signify the possibility of humorous loops. For Freud,
these loopholes in our limited constructions harbor a comic faith that
things can work, that people will survive, that one may choose love or
joy or life itself (to laugh?). As expressed by survivors of tragedy,
nonvanishing Native Americans, this humor transcends the void, ques-
tions fatalism, and outlasts suffering. The break here in the tragic pat-
tern, the loophole of a “gay science,” connotes possibility, even learn-
ing by mistake or pain, rather than irreparable loss.

In Western theory, then, Kristeva’s psychic circle may complete it-
self. If successful on any level, love generates discourses of human
comedy, not without tension and potential pain, even tragic rupture from
a shattered perspective (in an essay, Kristeva laments the “rainbow of
pain” over twentieth-century collective Western psyches, the dark shad-
ow of Hiroshima).?? So in Kristeva’s Tales of Love the uninvited,
“raw” feminist guest waits famished at the garden gates, as a favored
son of Metis lies drunk and asleep. The seduction seems something of a
reverse rape: male leftovers of the gods’ love, the human scraps and
wantings, the penury of female mortal need and immortal excess. The
son of wit is outwitted by the needy lady as homeless stranger at the
gates. Her need, her pain, is “fleshed” in his penis, and he pens her (the
Freudian scientist writing it all down): she seizes what he “wants,”
writes her hunger with his flesh, and, behold, love is born. Eros comes to
life comically as a child of lust and inebriation, female desire and male
abandon, estrangement and surfeit, pain and fulfillment-—thus accord-
ing to Western myth and modern semiotic psychoanalysis. It seems
comic enough on the surface, and there are thousands of tribal Trickster
myths to flesh out the Greek construct in American Indian terms.

Kristeva’s cited passage ends on “scattered totality” as the fruit of
love, the willed if unfocused reward of want, suggesting a prodigal
dissonance (Héléne Cixous and Catherine Clement, in The Newly Born
Woman, speak of crossing dangerous cultural lines, as “laughter breaks
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up, breaks out, splashes over”).?3 In Indi’n humor “scattered totality”
translates as an epiphanal sunrise, a return of light through the long
night of need. At cultural ground zero, it means that Indians are still
here, laughing to survive. Even Camus’s absurd hero, the long-suffering
Sisyphus, turns and smiles in a moment of insight—his shard of en-
lightenment——as he follows the rolling stone back down the dusty
mountain. “One must imagine Sisyphus happy,” Camus concludes of
that moment when man “knows” himself on the mount—that pause,
that momentary and lucid “release,” as Freud says of Witz.

An observer of Western history might imagine, for comparative pur-
poses, Indian humor as an alternative to the Euroamerican vision of
Armageddon. This stretches from the lamented proletarian death march
along assembly lines, to the global threat of nuclear war. All in all,
Western “humor,” threatened by a century of war-torn angst and ennui,
could take cues from Indian endurance. Tribal continuances mean sur-
vival and communal celebration to peoples who have lived through a
holocaust. Indeed, the 97 percent mortality of aboriginal populations
would indicate that surviving Indians have come through hell. Some 3
to 4 million natives in the United States alone were reduced to 250,000
by 1900. The Indian poorest of the poor today have their humor, the fact
of their survival, if little else materially. This is their psychic wealth and
long-term salvation.

And where does Western theory conclude? Freud ends his analysis in
Jokes with a definition of humor— “the economy in the expenditure of
effect” —anticipating further explication that comes twenty-two years
later. Humor initially seemed to him, perhaps for the symmetry, the
holy ghost that capped jokes and comedy in an economic trinity of Witz:
“The pleasure in jokes has seemed to us to arise from an economy in
expenditure upon inhibition, the pleasure in the comic from an economy
in expenditure upon ideation (upon cathexis) and the pleasure in humour
from an economy in expenditure upon feeling. In all three modes of
working of our mental apparatus the pleasure is derived from an econo-
my” (236). So ends the analysis. Thus Freud’s sense of humor would be
preconscious (rather than subconscious)—a mental poetry displacing
pain toward pleasure, something of a psychic stock option. In this vein,
Thomas Mails paints an Indian portrait of Frank Fools Crow, grand-
father trickster in the Dakotas: “For all he has seen and endured in his
span of years [over ninety] on the Pine Ridge Reservation, he has a
surprisingly delightful, almost impish, sense of humor. It rises fre-
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quently and infectiously. . . . When he is feeling good, he loves to put
people on, and as he begins to do so his glinting black eyes will engage
theirs to see whether they are catching the spirit of the moment.”34

In Freud’s analysis, humor is finally neither Oedipal nor Janus-faced.
The “comic difference” mediates split ideational planes as congruent,
and humor does not draw on infantile release from inhibition, as found
in joking. Humor “completes itself,” Freud says, “within a single
person,” rather than needing a comic butt as second party or an au-
dience as third. Finally, humor functions as Freud’s grown-up ego de-
fending itself against suffering—-self-sufficient, mentalist, indeed, dis-
passionately “scientific” (the blunt edge of Austrian wit is alleged to be
culture-specific to Freud’s time and place). Two decades later, at his
intellectual peak, Freud identified humor with the superego, which
“speaks such kindly words of comfort to the intimidated ego.”3> From
this psychological angle, humor saves us from “emotional display” or
childlike vulnerability to suffering. In effect, it serves as the psyche’s
Big Daddy at play. Freud summarizes: “By its repudiation of the pos-
sibility of suffering, it takes its place in the great series of methods
devised by the mind of man for evading the compulsion to suffer—a
series which begins with neurosis and culminates in delusions, and
includes intoxication, self-induced states of abstraction and ecstasy”
(Jokes 217). Indians in Trickster myths might not defend the case so
abstractly; still consonant with tribal cultural views, Freud summarizes
Witz as a survivalist, if not celebrative sense of humor. The analyst
backed by science stops short of clown priests—the ceremonial access
to benevolent spirits (more Carl Jung’s province)—and he circles the
communal bondings of tribal play. Perhaps these comic benefits remain
endemic to tribal reciprocity and rooted in native ceremony, as the West
separates enterprising “us” from reciprocating “them.” Two bicultural
Hopi portraits help to draw the connective and dividing lines.

“I studied clouds and paid close attention to my dreams in order to
escape being trapped by storms too far from shelter,” Don Talayesva
says in Sun Chief, an “as-told-to” native life-story in intercultural di-
alogue, spiced with aged, insightful humor. “Mr. Voth and the Chris-
tians came to Oraibi and preached Jesus in the plaza where the Katcinas
danced. The old people paid no attention, but we children were told to
receive any gifts and clothing”3® (the Hopi spelling for the spirit is
Katcina, as cited in Margot Astrov’s American Indian Prose and Poetry
[1962]). Oranges and candy failed to materialize, but “when the Kat-
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cinas danced in the Plaza, it often rained” (Sun Chief 41). Talayesva
grew up traditionally Hopi in the early twentieth century. By the age of
six, he “had learned to find my way about the mesa and to avoid graves,
shrines, and harmful plants, to size up people, and to watch out for
witches” (68). But then he was sent to a white man’s school (many saw
this as being kidnapped by the government or missionaries) and dis-
covered beds, Jesus, knives, forks, and toilets: “I had learned many
English words and could recite part of the Ten Commandments. I knew
how to sleep on a bed, pray to Jesus, comb my hair, eat with a knife and
fork, and use a toilet. I had learned that the world is round instead of
flat, that it is indecent to go naked in the presence of girls. I had also
learned that a person thinks with his head instead of his heart” (99).

The last remark, with head full stop against heart, echoes across
Indian America, Lame Deer to modern native poets such as Roberta
Whiteman. The Lakota “heart’s eye,” as native index to human under-
standing, struggles against a white “mind’s eye” —intuitive wisdom
against positivist logic, tribal healer against psychic scientist. Indi’n
humor, with its emphasis on bonding and human reciprocity sides with
the heart’s emotions, in some affective balance with the head’s intellect.
Talayesva continues: “As I lay on my blanket I thought about my
schooldays and all that I had learned. I could talk like a gentleman,
read, write, and cipher. I could name all the states in the Union with
their capitals, repeat the names of all the books in the Bible, quote a
hundred verses of Scripture, sing more than two dozens of Christian
hymns and patriotic songs, debate, shout football yells, swing my part-
ners in square dances, bake bread, sew well enough to make a pair of
trousers, and tell dirty Dutchman stories by the hour” (Sun Chief 134).
Judging from this litany, Talayesva had been “civilized” toward the all-
American Indian boy. “But my death experience had taught me that I
had a Hopi Spirit Guide whom I must follow if 1 wished to live. 1
wanted to become a real Hopi again, to sing the good old Katcina songs,
and to feel free to make love without fear of sin or a rawhide” (134). His
wit is plain as the mesas and dry as the low-lying desert, yet richly
detailed and comically layered.

A peculiar kind of Hopi humor lies buried here, mediating cultural
collision: “I had learned a great lesson and now knew that the cere-
monies handed down by our fathers mean life and security, both now
and hereafter. I regretted that I had ever joined the Y.M.C.A. and
decided to set myself against Christianity once and for all. I could see
that the old people were right when they insisted that Jesus Christ might



Red/White American 49

do for modern whites in a good climate, but that the Hopi gods had
brought success to us in the desert ever since the world begun” (Sun
Chief 178). And when Talayesva grants whites their Jesus “in a good
climate,” but chooses the more exacting katsinas essential to Hopi
survival on the desert, his humor grounds pluralist comparison in a
reality of differences. * ‘“Talayesva,” my uncles and fathers said, ‘you
must stay home and work hard like the rest of us. Modern ways help a
little; but the whites come and go, while we Hopi stay on forever. Corn
is our mother—and only the Cloud People can send rain to make it
grow. . . . They come from the six directions to examine our hearts’ ”
(224). When the missionary returns to warn the Hopi of Armageddon,
“a great flood” coming to Oraibi, Don tells him, “I had prayed for rain
all my life and nobody expected a flood in Oraibi” (376). This is prime
Hopi humor, good-natured and graciously deadpan, high on Third Mesa
looking across to the San Francisco Peaks, where the katsinas go to
winter. It is still so.

After the first Modern Language Association conference on Native
American literatures in Flagstaff, Arizona, in 1977 (seeding many pro-
fessional friendships), I was invited to the Hopi Mesas by the Artist
Hopid, a guild of young writers, actors, and craftspeople. Al Logan
Slagle and I camped behind the Hopi Cultural Center on Second Mesa
and went to sleep hearing kiva singers in the distance.

“There’s a rain dance at Old Oraibi,” Milland Lomakema said smil-
ing the next morning. “Let’s go.”

“But—,” I hesitated, “isn’t the village closed to non-Indians?” A
red-stenciled plyboard had quarantined Old Oraibi through the early
1970s:

NO OUTSIDE WHITE VISITORS ALLOWED. BECAUSE OF YOUR FAILURE
TO OBEY THE LAWS OF OUR TRIBE AS WELL AS THE LAWS OF YOUR
OWN, THIS VILLAGE IS HEREBY CLOSED.

“Some say so, yes,” Mike Kabotie replied, then mused out his shop
window, “but, you know, the old ones said each visitor was a cloud,
and this year we need rain pretty bad.”

And so we went, shared some peaches with visiting Navajos, and
came under the spell of the Longhair dancers, a three-toned choral pulse
that struck the horizon notes of the whole day, and many days after. At
day’s end we were given an ear of corn by a katsina. Toward evening,
the land was blessed with thunder and light rain.

Over the following decade, I caught glimpses of Mike Kabotie’s
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compact frame at an Indian arts market, a powwow, or a poetry reading
here and there. He always had a twinkle in his eye, a quick joke, and a
puckish way of reminding me that Americans-at-large are in so many
respects guests—drifting clouds—to the Hopi high on their desert
mesas. It seemed to amuse Mike. Then in the summer of 1985, I
received a manuscript of poems, “Migration Tears,” submitted to
UCLA'’s Native American Series. Since I was just leaving for Santa Fe,
a detour to the Hopi Mesas again seemed in line.

By late the next afternoon, I stood in the lobby of the Hopi Cultural
Center phoning Mike Kabotie. “Oh, hello Ken!” he welcomed in a
singsong voice. “Come on out to our trailer and watch the stars tonight.
Some satellites are going over—should be quite a show.” It seemed a
curious setting to discuss a book of poems.

The night was moonless dark on the Arizona mesas, the stars like
spindrifts of quartz across the sky. We sat on the desert in folding lawn
chairs among cholla cactus and looked up, listened, and laughed—
about an outhouse blowing over in the wind, about a Hopi artist who,
playing Superman at the ceremonies, dived off plaza roofs, about chil-
dren and family and shirttail cousins, about painting, music, politics,
poverty, and poetry. All under the stars that had heard it all before. The
Kaboties invited us back for breakfast.

Son of the artist Fred Kabotie, Mike (Lomawywesa) was born of the
Snow/Water clan in 1942 at Shungopavi. He is well known as a painter,
lithographer, serigrapher, goldsmith, and silversmith. In Migration
Tears (1987), a first volume of poems, he re-creates Hopi traditions for
modern Indians in three comic senses. First, he nurtures what is and has
always been native—to grow or create (cresare) as a mesa farmer tends
rows of squash, corn, melons, and beans— “this mud-crusted / artist
from Second Mesa.” His native sense of natural cycles turns on the
comic (spiritually optimistic) sense of seasons, the seeding, tending,
weeding, and harvesting that underlie all agrarian communities. Sec-
ond, Mike thoroughly enjoys the play of his arts, the humor and human-
ity of his “re-creations”:

My studio plaza

chaos with colors

pulsating with
British Rocker
Rod Stewart



Red/White American 51

And third, Mike Kabotie remains his own recreant wit with trickster
twists, a keen originality, and an independent artistic spirit:

Are you a real Indian? he asked
“No,” I replied, “I’'m a Hopi; real
Indians live in India.”
A whirlwind smile and
into the tornado again

“Corn is the Mother of the Hopi” is an old mesa saying, and there is
a buried mother lode, a “womb kiva” of corn blessings, in the sand-
stone density and porous good nature of Kabotie’s verse. The opening
poem in Migration Tears, “Hopid,” is layered with the past, topped
with twentieth-century adaptations:

maize their mother.
children of Bear, Kachina
and Hopi clans.

Kabotie also writes with contemporary candor: “bourbon, wine an es-
cape / their addictions.” The truth lies scattered like bits of gravel in
these lines. The poems may be written anywhere on the go—along the
“asphalt arroyos” of the San Diego Freeway into the L.A. Basin, “gaz-
ing over alien / urban prairie” (“17th Brentwood Mesa” in the Holiday
Inn), or from the home kiva with “Fathers of life / bringing blessings /
gifts and messianic messages” (“Kachinum™), or “on mesa’s edge,”
where the pain of present-tense history wedges between the traditional
past and the dispossessed present, “aliens to our homeland” living
under double names (“Our Land No More Forever”).

This “transistor” or hip Hopi artist is never too far from the “beloved
Earth Mother,” even flying to powwows in wingless eagles, an uptown
Indi’n soaring over traditional Pueblo lands settled long before Christ:
“keresan acoma / zuni enchanted mesa / hopi painted desert.” Flight
583 floats among katsina spirits, each of us a “bringer of rains,” a
visitor.

In this sense all of us, beyond tribal boundaries, take part in Native
America. As the September sun sets over the Hopi “place of emer-
gence” in the Grand Canyon, and the Kabotie family gathers at Shun-
gopavi “inside mother’s house” to eat smoking green chili, “we all
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laughed / with tears in our eyes.” The Hopi look out through adobe
windows onto the mesas and down into satellite screens that project a
bizarre world for all of us:

Relaxing, we turn to watch the world
through television windows; seeing
bloated black children starve in
Africa; Arabs and Jewish people
hunting each other on barren
deserts with devastating arsenals

as
lovely young American maidens sell us
the stunned viewer on the secrets of
youth, as my aging mother and aunt
chuckle and crack hopi jokes.

Outside, kachina cloud-priests have
gathered over the Hopi mesas, lighting
the skies with bright lightning and
crashing thunder that a deaf-mute German
caught so well in his sonatas.
(“Transistor Windows”)

Kabotie’s Iroquois contemporary, the painter George Longfish, put it
this way in Contemporary Native American Art: “Wipe your Indian
hands on your Levi jeans, get into your Toyota pick-up. Throw in a tape
of Mozart, Led Zeppelin or ceremonial Sioux songs; then throw your
head back and laugh—you are a survivor of a colonized people. Paint
what you see, sculpt what you feel, and stay amused.”

God’s Red Grin

My father was one-eighth Cherokee Indian and my mother was a
quarter-blood Cherokee. I never got far enough in arithmetic to
figure out just how much ‘Injun’ that makes me, but there’s noth-
ing of which I am more proud than my Cherokee blood.

WIiLL ROGERS

Indi’ n Humor tracks the comic among tribes, toward culture, down to
character. Just as F. O. Matthiessen’s thesis of an “American renais-
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sance” among writers of the 1850s prefigures the Native American
renaissance of the 1970s, so Constance Rourke’s “study of the national
character” in American Humor (1931) provides an analogue for our
analysis of Indian humor. The obvious differences of history and culture
do not obviate the useful “American” parallels, as Western theory and
tribal context intersect. Indians and Euroamericans share the land here,
developing concurrently if not cohesively over the past four hundred
years, and today for the most part live elbow to elbow, if not always
amicably. Almost two-thirds of the Indian population has moved off-
reservation. Whether parties across the Buckskin Curtain like it or not,
mutual humors mediate their merging fates. We all share an inter-
cultural, fusional, or “breed” moment in American growth.

Rourke finds “comic resilience” in the brag and swagger of young
America, a kind of homegrown humor evidenced in Abe Lincoln. This
wit has come laconic and epic at once—gamecocks crowing at a wilder-
ness of living Indians, formidable obstacles, unlimited potential
growth. The country rail-splitter grew into tale spinner, cracker-barrel
sage, and deadpan epic humorist. From tall talk, to rhapsody, to won-
der, early Americans on the frontier laughed with Whitman’s “barbaric
yawp.” Their humor gave evidence of inevitable fallings in immigrant
cultures so young, as it bespoke the ultimate, if jejune, refusal to fail.
With ludic exuberance and true grit, our forebears survived as naifs of
this new land. In the Yankee, the backwoodsman, and the black of post-
Revolutionary America, Rourke finds a comic sense of unity and ease
characteristic of the national temper: “Their comedy, their irreverent
wisdom, their sudden changes and adroit adaptations, provided em-
blems for a pioneer people who required resilience as a prime trait” (AH
86).

“Humor has been a fashioning instrument in America,” Rourke sum-
marizes, “cleaving its way through the national life, holding tena-
ciously to the spread elements of that life. . . . Its objective—the un-
conscious objective of a disunited people—has seemed to be that of
creating fresh bonds, a new unity, the semblance of a society and the
rounded completion of an American type” (AH 231-32). So, too,
Native Americans anciently overcame the obstacles of environment and
fate, traced the tricks of survival to mythic origins, tribally bonded
through highly crafted cultural senses of humor, and sang their thanks
laughing to the gods of the native new world. Their homing accultura-
tion began tens of thousands of years ago. One day we newcomers
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might develop ceremonial humors, acknowledge the Trickster among
us, and ritualize laughter for our social uses. Newcomers and natives
join here as Americans.

Indi’n Humor seeks to negotiate the distance from native text to
national context, tribal literature to local culture. Literary artifacts may
be approached as cultural settings, Clifford Geertz says in Local Knowl-
edge, and “culture” in itself offers a living “text” no less metaphoric
than a good poem to be read by the social scientist. Why Indians laugh
may be another way of asking how they are verbally skilled, in both
performative oral settings and literate inscriptions, from Iroquois false-
face masks, to Northwest totem poles, to Hopi petrogylphs, to oral
transmissions and transcriptions over thousands of years retranscribed
as literary texts. Indian writers today continue an ongoing tribalization
of those “words.”

Still, like the Dakota weather, Vine Deloria, Jr., says, you can de-
pend on Indian “unpredictability.” The brash, often hyperbolic humor
of Indian resistance and recent renaissance surfaced first in Custer Died
For Your Sins, where Deloria has a cartoonist’s romp with misconcep-
tions about Indians. They are neither so “noble” nor so “savage” as
their stereotypers dreamed, when Euroamericans projected their own
seesawing sublimations over five hundred years of “enlightened” ex-
pansion. Indeed, Europeans have ethnocentrically plowed through Af-
rica, Asia, and the Americas. And still Deloria does not come so much
to castigate whites as humorously to cleanse intercultural wounds. He
lampoons the Bureau of Indian Affairs, caricatures political history,
parodies anthropologists and missionaries, satirizes treaties and termi-
nation fiascos, and jokes about his own Lakota tribe, warriors who
fought one another when they ran out of some twenty other tribal
enemies and the endless wagon trains of migrant whites. “The Oglala
were, and perhaps still are, the meanest group of Indians ever as-
sembled. They would take after a cavalry troop just to see if their bow
strings were taut enough” (Custer §9).

This is the “permitted disrespect” of family members cussing and
discussing reality. Mary Douglas identifies this illicit kinship permis-
sion as the social context for joking the world over. These comic dis-
respects, twists of history, and turns of fate perplex us all, but goad
Indians with whetted edges. Our wilderness was their home. After five
hundred years of dispossession—germ and conventional warfare, boun-
ty hunting, guns, plows, telegraph poles, trains, barbed wire en-
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closures, land swindles, and outright stealing—native peoples still per-
sist on some 53 million acres of reservation land left over from the great
dirt grab. It’s no wonder that Deloria sees “hurt” and “humor” as
particular to Indians, if not universal to humanity; clearly, humor both
targets and takes some fatal sting out of history. Humor not only medi-
ates tragedies with a sense of continuance and survival, but helps to
reverse statistics that bracket Indians as the poorest of the poor, the most
invisible of American minorities (while looming largest, it would seem,
as mythic images of this hemisphere’s original peoples). “Man is the
only animal that laughs and weeps,” William Hazlitt once considered;
“for he is the only animal that is struck with the difference between
what things are and what they might have been.”3”

Without “the reversible field” of comic play that Babcock sees in
Indian ceremony, these peoples would be pinioned on the schizoid horns
of savage nobility. Indian humor clarifies the splits between fantasy and
fact as it tempers the strain; it strengthens the survivors to witness a
difference. The arts of humor—verbal wit, focused complexity, delight-
ful masking, comic inversion, riddling wisdom, structural symme-
tries—give pleasures beyond pain as they bear witness to survival. “So
when you hear a story,” Leslie Silko says of Laguna Pueblo, “it will
often be a funny story although the occasion is sad. We have quite a
number of funeral stories which are very funny” (“Language and Liter-
ature” 69).

Making humor from what hurts is an art that transcends the given.
Freud dubbed it narcissicism at its highest, the ego’s triumph against
any threat. Humor refuses to give in to pain; it administers an aesthetic
to make pain the very subject of its pleasure. “It refuses to be hurt by
the arrows of reality,” Freud wrote in “Humour” in 1928, “or be
compelled to suffer. It insists that it is impervious to wounds dealt by the
outside world, in fact, that these are merely occasions for affording it
pleasure.” Thus when we laugh at the “economy” of a good joke, we
are celebrating the maximal “expenditure” of effective human energy—
a release through pain, even intensified by it—in the constructive ser-
vice of the ego’s reward, or the much touted “pleasure principle.” And
perhaps the more pain, the more potential pleasure, by contrast and
release, through humor. There’s nothing worse than a “bad” joke,
nothing better than a comic chance taken against the odds of failure, and
unexpected success.

So what makes Indi’n humor, here Deloria’s jibes, funny? Rather
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than acceding to bitterness or sorrow, perhaps we find the painful truth
pleasurably released—that is, accurately and artfully channeled. Our
witness is rewarded by the contagion of laughter, extended kinship,
communal bond, and gratified success. When Sitting Bull defeated the
U.S. Army at the Little Big Horn a week before the country’s centennial
celebration in Philadelphia, Americans refused to believe he was a
“real” Indian. Rumors circulated that the Sioux chief had been edu-
cated among whites at the University of Missouri, at West Point, and in
France. Some said that he had studied Napoleon’s genius to defeat
Custer! Hence in 1878 R. D. Clarke published The Works of Sitting
Bull, a “manuscript” from French Canada (where Sitting Bull lived
from 1876 until extradition in 1881) that began with a Sapphic poem in
Latin addressed to Sitting Bull’s “school-fellow,” Chief Joseph of the
Nez Perce. Stanley Vestal describes the “book,” clearly a hoax:

Following this Preface, we have a long poem of eighty-seven lines, each
stanza of which is in a different language: Greek, French, Spanish, English,
Italian, German, and Latin. Evidently the editor, or shall we say the author,
felt that, if his French and Latin of Part I were not enough to dispel doubt,
these added feats of erudition must turn the trick. The poem is addressed to
the President, “O Magna Pater,” and is an invitation to President Hayes to
come and share Sitting Bull’s tipi—and his whiskey. Apparently, the editor
was unaware that the Sioux chief was a teetotaler, and would not allow his
young men to indulge freely in alcoholic drink.

There are signs that the editor, hard as he appears to have labored at his
joke, was really not without a lighter sense of humor. He makes Sitting Bull
sign himself Taurus Qui Sedet. And there is a certain charming absurdity in
addressing Chief Joseph as Josephum, Nasorum Perferatorum Ductorem.38

In fact, Sitting Bull’s grasp of English extended only to spelling his
English name for autograph seekers. Although a Lakota dream-singer
and gifted speech-maker, among whites the visionary warrior felt “just
the same as blind.” He sang in Lakota, translated by Vestal (“Sitting
Bull” 276):

Oyate kin, wamayankapi ye
Itancan kin henapila yelo
Miye kakes blihe miciye

Anpao kin imawani ye
Canonpa wan hi omawani ye
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You tribes, behold me!
The chiefs of old are gonc.
Myself, I shall take courage.

At daybreak I roam.
I seek a peace-pipe as I wander.

Sitting Bull was said to be of deep and winning humor, a leader, a true
wicasa wakan (man-holy). His hurt and humor—the symbiotic tension
in his tribal vision—are powerfully composite indices to American
native lives today. In the 1880s, he addressed Indian commissioners at
Standing Rock about the theft of his people’s lands: “Do you not know
who I am, that you speak as you do?”

I am here by the will of the Great Spirit, and by His will I am a chief. My
heart is red and sweet, and I know it is sweet, because whatever passes near
me puts out its tongue to me; and yet you men have come here to talk with us,
and you say you do not know who I am. 1 want to tell you that if the Great
Spirit has chosen anyone to be the chief of this country, it is myself.39
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Historical Slippage

For a people who are as poor as us, who have lost everything, who
had to endure so much death and sadness, laughter is a precious
gift. When we were dying like flies from the white man’s diseases,
when we were driven into the reservations, when the Government
rations did not arrive and we were starving, at such times watching
the pranks of a heyoka must have been a blessing.
We Indians like to laugh.
JouN (FIRE) LAME DEER, Lame Deer, Seeker of Visions

Dark Red Humor

Freud’s final words of “Humour” in 1928 lauded “a rare and precious
gift.”! This rare gift appears toward the end of another wise book by
and about a man of Wirz, Tahca Ushte or John (Fire) Lame Deer.
Richard Erdoes came all the way from Freud’s Vienna of the late 1930s
to record the “precious gift” of a Minneconjou Sioux healer’s life-story
during the 1960s and 1970s. In some comic sense, it corrects John
Neihardt’s tragic portrait of the Oglala Sioux heyoka Nicholas Black Elk
from Pine Ridge. Indeed, Lame Deer’s narrative offers rare evidence of
what Lévi-Strauss brackets as “the savage mind” at play or what
Huizinga calls Homo ludens.

In 1932 John Neihardt published Black Elk Speaks, his translated and
edited talks with a purblind Pine Ridge medicine man who spoke no
English. The “as-told-through” story is today an Indian classic, the
most widely read text in Native American studies. Almost six decades
later comes William Lyon’s updated sequel, Black Elk, with the taped
soliloquy of Wallace Black Elk, a sixty-eight-year-old shaman living
off-reservation outside Denver and very much in circulation as a healer,

58
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or “Earth Man.” Like the Hopi prophet Thomas Banyacya or the late
Sioux trickster Lame Deer, this Black Elk has taken to the literary road
with some lively tales and intercultural visions. “My way is health and
help,” the shaman says in his most direct and deadpan idiom. “And I’'m
trying to speak really simple English so any five-year-old could under-
stand what I'm saying.”?

“Wallace Howard” received his childhood Anglo name, ironically
enough, from a Scotch-Irish cowboy who married into the South Dako-
ta Sioux. His earliest visions of Tunkdshila, or “grandfather” spirits,
came when he was five, so the past sixty-four years have fallen into
visionary multiples of four sixteen-year cycles of teachings, travels, and
healings that trail around some thirty “vision quests.” There is a mix of
dry wit and visionary quickness in this Black Elk—a droll, puckish,
bicultural humor. The taped soliloquy probably catches Nick Black
Elk’s actual heyoka presence more realistically than Neihardt could in
translation. Wallace says that his shamanic name means “welcome”
and adds, “I’m just a little throw rug” (BE 12). A small color TV
records visions in the back of his head, he says straight-faced, and his
medicine pipe serves as “a little walkie-talkie” to interspecies commu-
nication with animals, stones, and trees (10, 12). Wallace spent four
years making his pipe, the covenant of Lakota religion: “We don’t go to
K-Mart and buy a Chanunpa [medicine pipe], then crawl into the lodge,
and the medicine comes out” (23). This “scout” for his people, who
pokes around inside a white Statue of Liberty diagnosing the body
politic, has the “dumbest look” on his face, a friend says, while being
the “smartest man” he has ever known. Wallace keeps his audience
guessing.

This is pure Indi’n humor—the “contrary” wit, the Trickster rever-
sals, the tall tale with intercultural kickers—and none are sharper at
deadpan joking than the Sioux. The question may be how far to go with
his visionary tales. “It was really tough to educate those educated
people,” Wallace recalls of a Bureau of Indian Affairs sweat lodge in
Washington, D.C. (BE 82). Whether at the United Nations or in Par-
melee, South Dakota, Wallace Black Elk has a story to tell—from
kibitzing with UFO “star people,” to the spirits fixing his brother-in-
law’s TV, to Jesus as a collective people’s healer (“I think he was a
good Joe”).

The tone of this (auto)biography is catchy. It adds yet another chapter
in a growing canon of American Indian self-narrated life-stories, mid-
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wived by Anglo field workers. Rather than desert shamans on drugs,
plains warriors on ponies, or woodland visionaries paddling into the last
sunset, this contemporary healer stays frisky, down-to-earth, and very
much with us. “When you run into a good thing,” he advises, “like a T-
bone steak, take a piece and remember your people first” (BE 52). The
spiritual tag lines of this narrative are salted with a rare, grounded wit
for “All my relatives,” as the Lakota open the sacred tribal hoop to a
comic humanism for everyone of good heart. Black Elk stretches the
common definition of shamanism and lifts the Buckskin Curtain to the
characters behind the great visions.

Scholars such as Brian Swann and Arnold Krupat in Recovering the
Word have taken deconstructive shots at the Eurocentric misnomer “au-
tobiography” in the “as-told-to” life-stories of hundreds of Indians.
Silent authors such as Paul Radin and John Neihardt often “spoke for”
their informants, who neither spoke nor wrote English. Nonetheless, the
stories exist as intercultural dialogue. Raymond DeMallie’s work with
the Neihardt transcripts, The Sixth Grandfather (1984), indicates that
little was made up by the intermediaries. Neihardt’s art seems more a
matter of reconstructive mosaic. The critical questions, beyond transla-
tion, field accuracy, and textual reconstruction, are ones of dialogical
interpretation: What can we make of the text rearranged before us? Can
we culturally interpolate the human beings behind “talk marks” on the
page? Rather than discrediting texts or disparaging differences, what
can we do with words translating the gaps? Will readers hear a vestige
of connective humor in the dry crackle of ethnographic texts?

Lame Deer opens his story in a puberty vision pit. To understand the
medicine man, he says, we must know the man’s history, so Lame Deer
tells of his great-grandfather’s death in 1877. John’s namesake, Tahca
Ushte, signed a federal treaty for his people’s South Dakota reserve, as
General Nelson Miles with his grizzly Civil War recruits came to quell
“hostiles.” During a truce, the Bluecoasts opened fire, and as Miles
pumped the chief’s hand he shouted unsuccessfully, “Kola, kola—
friend, friend.”? Lame Deer adds, “It sure was a strange way for
friends to drop in.” Considering the massacre a century ago, this great-
grandson sees his namesake’s death from the vision pit, not as the brunt
of Bearcoat Miles’s malice, or even a victim of the soldiers’ savagery,
but tellingly ironic.

Tahca Ushte’s rifle was hung on display at the National Museum of
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the American Indian, the largest holding (some 4 million pieces) of
Indian artifacts in the world. A gun signifies the antiquated old way, a
red artifact gathered by a white museum in Harlem. At best, museum-
caching “our” American Indians seems a callow kind of tourism. In-
deed, in March 1986 in upper Manhattan I found such collectibles on
display at the Heye Foundation as Big Foot’s pipe tomahawk, Sitting
Bull’s war club, and Crazy Horse’s medicine society bonnet perched
next to a repeating rifle. Si-tanka, or Big Foot, the Minneconjou leader
who died of pneumonia, was labeled “Hunkpapa chief who was mas-
sacred, along with most of his people, at Wounded Knee Creek in
1890.” Downtown that afternoon, 1 got to the American Museum of
Natural History just in time to hear a museum guide tell her covey in a
strident voice that Plains Indians “died out” because they exterminated
the buffalo, on which they solely depended, driving them over cliffs in
“kills,” as the diorama showed. She said they took only what they could
carry and left the rest to rot. “Any reader of Indian novels,” the docent
went on to say, “knows that Plains Indians once a year gather, bar-
becue, dance around, and pray for a good year” at Sun Dances. Hadn’t
she told us they “died out” from killing off the buffalo? Adjacent halls
featured exhibits on primates and prehistoric beasts.

Rather than pathos or Western angst, Lame Deer’s dark humor bi-
culturally accepts what sas happened in hope that it will not happen
again. Survival turns on acceptance of the given, humor on turning pain
toward positive uses. Tahca Ushte’s gun gives way to John Fire’s hear-
ing aid, and its whistling recalls the spirits’ voices in his ears, the healer
jokes. The Indian listens, learns, and looks for a better way, an Indian—
white collaboration with Richard Erdoes, the silent writer, who himself
listens and looks as a way to mediate the “differences.” These bisocia-
tions, or connective doublings, are rendered and perceived via humor
and humanist alternatives to racism and warfare—from John Fire’s
slouch cowboy hat and seasoned boots rather than buckskins and a war
bonnet, to Erdoes’s own pre—World War II childhood as dark-skinned
Jewish—Catholic—Calvinist “other” in eastern Europe. Erdoes was a
mixed “breed” accepted nowhere, he recalls in the epilogue of Lame
Deer, until taken in by Lakota Indians in South Dakota. In short, the
story’s binary vision and intercultural teamwork turn on an irony
sheared by historical tragedy, frontier Indian massacres to World War IL.
It is sutured by survivors’ still willing humors. John’s red sense of
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humor is just that, a healing and surviving native instinct, a tribal
wisdom long-standing; he offers Erdoes friendship a long way from
Vienna.

What gives Lame Deer this ability to negotiate atrocity with comedy,
to see humor along Freud’s lines as “a precious gift”? The heyoka
tradition points toward a sacred sense of comic mediation in all things
worldly and spiritual (the two are one, Lame Deer argues from a Lakota
cultural perspective, using an old iron kettle as his symbolic stewpot).
And just as the heyoka teaches traditional Lakotas the “contrary,” or
“two-faced,” nature of all things, so Lame Deer’s bonus is a sense of
Indian options: nothing is fixed, not even injustice. This bivalent
fulecrum divides the tragic sense of end-stopped suffering from comic
renewal; the denial of free will is reversed with alternatives, pos-
sibilities, re-creations. It’s an argument between past and future, sim-
plified, a historical determinism transcended by humanist futurity. Ik-
tome, the wiley spider, represents one Lakota agent of comic change, a
Trickster weaver who patches torn historical webs.

Lame Deer’s red humor leaves track of a comic pattern from Freudian
psychology to English social science where Mary Douglas stitches theo-
ry into social texture to argue for culture-specific joking contexts the
world over.* Particularly among African tribes, Douglas sees joking in
A. R. Radcliffe-Brown’s terms of “permitted disrespect.” This in
Freud’s purview is a subconscious kinship that plays consciously with
its own human limits. When is an insult not a joke, and vice versa,
Douglas asks, and why are some jokes among men not funny in the
presence of women? Does gender determine humor as well as culture?
Forming a human Sioux chain to pee down Teddy Roosevelt’s nose, as
Lame Deer recalls in the 1970s at Mount Rushmore, may strike a Santee
as comic, but would probably not amuse the moral majority in non-
Indian America.

Jokes depend on shared subtexts or, as Mary Douglas says, social
contexts—there must be some “meeting” of minds. “What’s the best
thing to come out of Nebraska?” a childhood friend asked as we sat
sipping margaritas on the beach in Mazatlan, Mexico. It was ten below
zero on the northern plains. “I-80,” he crowed. My friend could joke on
this score, since we grew up together; but we wouldn’t like Californians
taking a swipe at our hometown. “Why does the wind blow so hard in
Wyoming?” he quizzed me. “Nebraska sucks.”

The point stands: our common past determines connective play.
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Kinship interconnects comically-—perhaps not to “others,” but comedy
makes them the butt, not the audience. We laugh at ourselves to “play”
with common ties. We survive a shared struggle and come together to
laugh about it, to joke about what-was and where-we-have-come, even
if the humor hurts. It is a kind of personal tribalism that begins with two
people, configurates around families, composes itself in extended kin
and clan, and ends up defining a culture. And it’s particularly Indian in
America.

Comic bonding pivots on playful baiting, especially across tribes.
“What did the Sioux say when he finished his dinner?” my Navajo
librarian, Vee Salabiye, asked me one afternoon at UCLA. She waited,
eyes twinkling. I stood there stoic as she drawled, “Dog gone.” With-
out the infamous “dog-eating” Sioux heyoka ceremony, this joke dies
on the vine. Furthermore, it helps to know something about the cultural
rivalries between Lakota and Navajo. In many ways, they are more
competitively alike than most other tribes-—the two largest Indian na-
tions, a history of migrations, equestrian hunters, powerful warriors,
strong matriarchal figures to complement the patriarchies, vision cere-
monies, and so on. In context, the strange (to “others”) Sioux custom
of eating dog frames the pan-Indi’n joke; but what triggers our laughter,
once the social context is in place? The punch line comes curt, end-
stopped, suspended in thought—indeed, “poetic.” The joke carries a
kind of aesthetic, or as Freud would say, “economical” micro-
phonemics and minigrammar. The sound of English “Siouxed” by a
Navajo, as it were, rings especially funny to Indian ears. “Dog gone”
reduplicates the initial phoneme inversely, so we hear a contrary play on
the syllable; its monosyllabic ring—the almost comic vowel swallowed
in gutterals—plays back on itself. The chug rhyme “dog gone” might
strike any ear as potentially comic, if not clever, in the way children roll
words around to explore their full potentials. It’s an accessible pun,
brilliant in its common economy and clipped linguistic charge. Freud
would find primary dream-stuff in such humor.

In the algebraic terms of gaming congruence, the play structure of a
joke discussed earlier, we might equate the terms: (a) What did the
Sioux say + (b) when he finished his dinner? = (c) dog X gone. The
chiasmus or phonetic crossing in (dog gone) mirrors each side by the
other, as the squared sign of “a + b = ¢” implies the hypertext of a
“joke”—that is, play dialogue and discharge. The joke reduces, more
or less, to the following core: Indian eats (primal drive) + Indian
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answers (play dialogue) = dog X “gone” (canine friend negated). Out
West, one hears a punning curse behind the playful folk interjection:
doggone — god darn — god damn! Cowboys, Indians, secretaries,
truckers, even my great-aunt in her kitchen when the bread doesn’t rise,
are known to utter this expletive— “dawggawn.” It’s a pioneer idiom,
an American original far from England. We could further break down
the punch line, the microjoke within the joke: dog + gone = “dawg-
gawn.” To play the game out in the spirit of Lévi-Strauss: animal totem
+ negation = god darn. More emphatically, “food” (sacred) +
“finished” (profane) = “famished” (parodically god damn!). So the
joke on Lakota ritual told by a friendly Navajo librarian echoes secular
verbal play with sacred ceremony. It is charged with the intercultural
Jrisson of history and heritage in a red English dialect that reaches non-
Indian ears: “I’ll be doggone!” or “god darn!” or pointedly western,
“Dawggawn!”

Freud’s idea of “bewilderment” compounded to “illumination”
makes Sioux sense here or, in my librarian’s case, Navajo-Ao: the lead-
in question, innocent and common enough, though primally charged
with eating, stumps the listener. There’s not enough data to formulate a
riposte. We wait. The charge builds. “Dog gone” lights up centuries of
intertribal agorn, as Huizinga argues in Homo Ludens. Man’s best friend
punctuates the moment in comic sacrifice to spirits of humor and hun-
ger.

When Barbara Feezor-Stewart, one of my Lakota graduate students,
heard about this Navajo joke, she asked Vee, “What’s a Sioux picnic?”
For a second our librarian was silenced. “A six-pack and a puppy,”
Barbara chuckled. Without losing a beat Vee shot back, “A beer and a
six-pack of puppies?” Since then I’ve heard from Paula Allen that Sioux
fast-food chains are serving Pup-in-a-Cup, and Navajos are eating
Mutt-"n-Honey for breakfast. To twist this doggone joke one more time,
the chairman of the Anthropology Department at Florida State sent me
the following, courtesy of an Oklahoma Creek (still working on his
thesis): “What do the Sioux use for cattle feed?” “Puppy Chow.”3

“A joke is a play upon form,” Douglas says, where two sets of
thoughts scratch against each other. Often this “play” chaffs established
form—that is, challenges social structure as assumed at a given mo-
ment. Douglas acknowledges Freud’s research into Witz as freeing play
(shifting comic planes, joking infantile regression, freedom from emo-
tional stress in humor), while she grounds abstract theories of “eco-
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nomic” release in joking cultural particulars. Comic “form consists of a
victorious tilting of uncontrol against control,” Douglas notes, “an
image of the levelling of hierarchy, the triumph of intimacy over for-
mality, of unofficial values over official ones” (“Social Control” 366).
To be perceived and permitted, a joke “offers a symbolic pattern of a
social pattern”—that is, a gaming congruence between accepted and
playfully competing forms, with a sense of generative slippage be-
tween. The action here, the energy of the joke, lies in interaction:
congruence and incongruence, norm and variant, the real and the fic-
tive. Jokes, then, become “anti-rites,” Douglas posits: a cultural “rite
imposes order and harmony, while the joke disorganizes” (369). Yet it
could be that jokes disorganize the monostructures of society in order to
reorganize a static and suspect order into polymorphous, kinetic “play.”
Here we could spin any number of Indian wheels, computing the comic
root of Custer’s feckless “Take no prisoners!” or Powhatan’s dour
“There goes the neighborhood” or Sun Chief’s laconic “I regretted that
I had ever joined the Y.M.C.A.”

Yet the people, not the computation, count here. The Cree per-
forming artist Buffy Sainte-Marie wanted to show viewers of the chil-
dren’s television show “Sesame Street” “that Indian people are here,
that we exist, that we’re not dead and stuffed in museums; that we’re not
stiff, up-tight, hard, as portrayed over recent television.”® Indian people
have lives full of beauty and “fun,” Buffy countered: “it’s not all heavy.
There’s a kind of lightness that Indian people have. It’s down home, it’s
funky. . . .” And with a parting shot, she added, “When I walk into
any place in the world, knowing I can give people a touch of Indian
culture, I feel like Santa Claus.”

In the deconstructive parlance of our day, a joke decenters the certain-
ties of “structure.” It sets free the creative impulses that organize struc-
ture as play in the first place. This is probably what Edmund Husserl in
Germany, Mikhail Bakhtin in Russia, and Jacques Derrida in France,
among others, intimated before the engines of academia co-opted the
slippage—perhaps, at least, there is more play in their deconstruction
than systematizers allow. More recently, Geoffrey Hartman qualifies the
Americanization of French deconstruction: “Its play with the words of a
text, at the same time, which is often—in Derrida—as consistent and
extravagant as that of the midrashic rabbis, sets up an impasse in which
an ancient interpretive skill is recovered yet cannot be grounded by
either faith or theory. Like clowns or jongleurs, deconstructionist critics
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repeat the same act with language, obliging us to think of its negative,
dismantling, as well as promissory, aspects.”” The social sciences at the
participant or phenomenological fringe of so-called hard science seem
less fixated, if less playful, than their deconstructive counterparts in
literary criticism. However one discredits the Carlos Castaneda series
on the Yaqui brujo (sorcerer or medicine man), “Don Juan”-—a fictive,
comic character steeped in fact—the fact remains that this recreant
native writer from South and North America (Lima to Los Angeles)
deconstructed anthropology in a healthy, playful way. Humor keys the
Socratic wisdom here, the trickster correctives to academic systems that
overload the field with throw-away theory and soggy statistics. Among
southwestern anthropologists, Alfonso Ortiz, Dennis Tedlock, Barbara
Babcock, and Keith Basso, in particular, have come to redefine their
sciences by studying ritual clowns, reexamining black-and-white
striped (parodied) predecessors like Frank Cushing pondering the “re-
versible” Pueblo field of sacred play, and analyzing the jokes Apaches
tell about whites.

So far, so good. When Mary Douglas claims, however, that the joker
should be classed universally as a kind of “minor mystic”-—only “a
humble, poor brother of the true mystic” (“Social Control” 373)—the
litmus of social context slips. What about Lakota heyokas, Pueblo
koshares, Navajo Ma’ii, Iroquois false-face gods, Swampy Cree
Wichikapache, or Blackfeet Na’pi, the Sun Father (“Old Man” him-
self)? Na’pi may be a fool, but he’s all-powerful, a god as surreal jester,
in complementarity with his wedded partner, Kipi’taki, Old Woman or
the moon. “Needless to say,” Douglas concludes from African tribal
folklore, the joker “is always a subordinate deity in a complex pan-
theon” (373). There may be some truth in liminal mediations of trick-
sters tribe to tribe, but ethnocentric generalization to check the clown
seems comparable to chaining Freud’s simian libido in the psyche’s
cellar.

At the penultimate moment, Douglas slips on a Euroamerican bias
(perhaps a Western slant against the comic, a fear of the repressed
libido?). The scientist here, no less than Freud, seems a bit hamstrung
by her own social context; her theory proves culturally bounded, as she
warns others of warping contexts. It appears to be a question of seeing
ourselves as others see us, and seeing beyond ourselves through them.
Western cultural “sets” resist the jester—trickster as anything more than
a “subordinate deity,” a lowly clown to relieve serious pressure.



Historical Slippage 67

There are different ways of seeing. Joseph Epes Brown, editor of The
Sacred Pipe (1971), insists that his friend Nick Black Elk was an in-
ventive heyoka, not a narrowly tragic visionary, as the West might see
the “major mystic” in Neihardt’s recorded life-story. “Well, he was
always doing funny things,” Brown recounts. “That is why it was
always good to live with him, because you never knew what to ex-
pect.”® The old healer’s purblindness came from proclaiming that he
was going to make the earth rise; he placed gunpowder just under the
ground’s surface, and it blew up in his face.

Well, just as a Heyhoka, a sometimes clown figure, he liked to make people
laugh; he felt happy when people were laughing. When there were any little
children around he would always be doing funny things with them or telling
them funny stories, to make them laugh. I think he understood that there is no
access to a deeper spiritual reality if there is not the opening force of laughter
present there. It tends to open the heart for receiving greater values than those
of this world. That is why it was always a happy experience to be with him,
in spite of the fact that in many moments of his life he was a very sad, tragic
figure, because of his feeling that he had never been able to bring to reality
the task that had been imposed on him through his visions. . . . So he was
sad; and on the other hand (and this is typical of the dual nature of the
Heyhoka) he loved to laugh and to make other people laugh. (*Wisdom” 63)

In the Neihardt transcript, Black EIK’s thunder vision, the mark of a
heyoka from birth, is filled with dancing and transforming animals,
men, and gods. The grandfathers appear “older than men can ever be—
old like hills, like stars.” The great vision begins with the western sky’s
cup of water and bow (ludic powers “to make live and to destroy”) and
ends with a “sacred hoop” embracing a divinely comic vision “wide as
daylight and as starlight.” And finally, the spirits process, “a good
nation walking in a sacred manner in a good land.”® “All these were
rejoicing, and thunder was like happy laughter,” Black Elk remembers
over half a century later.

Our perceptual shift from joking to “humor” redefines verbal wit
toward comic humanism. Just so, Freud revised his theories from Jokes
for over twenty years to the 1928 essay “Humour.” Social and symbolic
contours tonalize the contexts when Indians laugh. Around non-Indians,
the deadpan humor can be more “cigar-store Indian,” for it is built into
the bisociative slippage of intercultural exchange, often a silent witness
to cultural fissures. The best jokes remain unspoken. Lame Deer’s fa-



68 INDI’N HUMOR

ther from Standing Rock, Silas Fire to whites and Let-Them-Have-
Enough to Indians, was “a kind, smiling man,” his son recalls, yet
whether teasing, loving, or disciplining John, “for weeks he did not say
one goddamn word to me” (LD 22). So how do we analyze silence or
detect humor in reticence? For starters, watch any mime or good
clown—Charlie Chaplin or Harpo Marx or Hopi Mudheads pantomim-
ing whites or Lakota heyokas hunting rattlesnakes.

The pitfalls, perhaps, of such elusive comedy and its Indian contexts
are many: whereas Freud glosses all psyches abstractly (the curse of
white thinking, Deloria says), Douglas unintentionally imposes an eth-
nocentric bias on all joking contexts. Both scientists generate systems
that must be stretched to explain Indi’n humor. Each seems to gener-
alize to a fault, psyche to society, when placed against culture-specific
tribal humor. Hopefully, they help us to see our own margins of error
and cultural warp.

Comic Indi’n Outcast

I was born a full-blood Indian in a twelve-by-twelve log cabin
between Pine Ridge and Rosebud. Maka tanhan wicasa wan—I
am a man of the earth, as we say. Our people don’t call themselves
Sioux or Dakota. That’s white man’s talk. We call ourselves lkce
Wicasa—the natural humans, the free, wild, common people. I
am pleased to be called that.

JouN (FIRE) LAME DEER, Lame Deer, Seeker of Visions

Two folkloric myths, almost global clichés, circle such “between”
births as John Fire’s: the castaway and the changeling. The first myth
casts a tragic shadow over the orphan, breech-born, forever lost be-
tween cultures. It portrays the child as historical outcast, homeless
victim of circumstances. The second can be comic, if strange: nature’s
wild child blessed as different by the spirits and animals, potentially a
culture hero. This child is charmed from birth to wander, misbehave,
and discover the fortunes of “other” humans-at-large, their variant
cultures, tongues, and climates. Such a pluralist perspective blesses the
wandering hero, the sacred clown, the heroic beggar—from Odysseus
at sea, to Socratic seeker of honest men, to Jewish schlemiel across
Europe, to Shakespearean wise fool, to American hobo. John (Fire)
Lame Deer comes in good intercultural company, if not exactly main-
stream peerage.
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Indians “at the forest’s edge” of white negotiations, where treaties
were broken as they were made, have long hung “between” pillar and
post, and have long been pitied. Yet in Lame Deer’s story there is little
self-pity, some “good anger,” lots of probing humor. Mostly he kneads
a mix-and-match ethnic set of opportunities bagged from his peregrina-
tions as “a find-out.” Lame Deer’s life is liminal, to use Victor Turner’s
term in The Forest of Symbols, and he looks in many directions at once
as he crosses several thresholds. John travels intertribal boundaries,
Oglala to Minneconjou bands and back to his father’s Standing Rock
Hunkpapa, all Lakota or Teton Sioux tribes. He journeys nation to
nation in a pan-Indian revival of hundreds of disparate peoples (some
like the Crow or Chippewa are old Sioux enemies). He translates Indian
to white, or non-Indian, in the cases of other ethnicities, ages, and
genders emerging as “nationalisms” in the 1960s (Black Power, Wom-
en’s Power, People Power, Gray Power).

Richard Erdoes wrote to my graduate student Geoff Sanborn in re-
sponse to an article that Sanborn had published on Lame Deer:1°

I met Lame Deer in 1967 when he came with a group of Rosebud Sioux to
New York to join Martin Luther King’s peace march. They all wound up in
my place where my wife, Jean, managed to feed the whole crowd. We had a
very large, sprawling, high-ceilinged rent-controlled apartment on the upper-
Westside. Lame Deer was pounding the drum in my studio. Old Henry Crow
Dog doing the same in the living room. John reappeared a few weeks later,
Indian-style—unannounced and uninvited, ringing our doorbell, standing
there with a cardboard box containing his worldly possessions, saying with a
broad grin: “I liked you. I think I’ll stay for a while.” He stayed about two
months that time. He enjoyed New York hugely. He was a good artist him-
self, spending many hours in my studio, sitting at one drawing table while 1
worked on another, grabbing my brushes and colors, producing drawings
which somehow resembled his verbal story-tellings. We became close
friends, visiting back and forth endlessly. This went on for about two years.
Then he began pestering me: “You are going to do my book.” I protested:
“John, I'm an artist, not a writer.” “My medicine tells me you’re going to do
my book.” “John, not only am I not a writer, English is my second lan-
guage.” “My medicine tells me . . .”

So began the strangest of collaborations between an essentially sophisti-
cated European and an old Sioux Medicine Man who seemed to me to come
from another century. What made it work was that we both had a sense of
humor, his at the same time savage and pixie-like. He was often like a child,
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pouted like a brat when a woman refused him her bed (this didn’t happen
often.) He also got occasionally lila itomni, that is uproariously drunk.
Another bond between us was our love for storytelling, painting, and draw-
ing. Our art was, of course, different, but somehow related. I learned to
speak the most god-awful Sioux uttered by any two-legged, however had the
advantage of speaking German, which meant that I could pronounce the
sound in the Lakota language which American anthropologists render: A- or
x, which is absolutely identical with the German “ch” as in “Nacht” or
“ich.” In the process I became more and more Indian and he more and more
Viennese, if you can imagine such a thing.!!

For the 1972 meetings of the American Anthropological Association,
Barbara Babcock conducted a “Forms of Symbolic Inversion Sym-
posium” and in 1978 published collated papers in The Reversible
World. She wrote in the symposium abstract, “ ‘Symbolic inversion’
may be broadly defined as any act of expressive behavior which inverts,
contradicts, abrogates, or in some fashion presents an alternative to
commonly held cultural codes, values, and norms be they linguistic,
literary or artistic, religious, or social and political.” 2 Lame Deer’s life
sets a daily text for these concepts. He plays out Turner’s “ritual para-
dox,” where inversions of the ordinary world produce richly meta-
phoric, comic reversals of expectation.!3

Tahca Ushte, literally translated “Deer Lame,” should no more con-
note lameness in the Anglicized slippage (indeed, a lameness dis-
tinguished, as with Odysseus or Oedipus) than Young-Man-Afraid-of-
His-Horses should connote “his” fear (others feared his horses). But
then there’s John, the everyman’s appellation in the West, Don Juan to
boot, which seems culturally parodic, given our Christianized “Saint
John,” the baptist who served as precursor to Christ. The Gospel of John
the Evangelist scripts peyote sacraments in the Native American Church
(John Fire as joking prophet to an Indian generation in rebirth?). Moma-
day plays relentlessly on this name throughout House Made of Dawn:
Angela Grace St. John, the white seductress; Juan Reyes, the albino
Indian; the peyote text from the Gospel of John; John “Big Bluff”
Tosamah, the pan-Indian priest. And there’s Fire, the old joke John tells
of his grandfather’s new name: Anglos needing a ready handle for an
illiterate native, when a “Fire!” broke out nearby. This surname seems
aptly comic, given John Fire’s energy, unpredictability, and wit. Every-
thing cobbles about a sacred Sioux clown.

From the beginning he mediates contraries—a “full-blood,” or
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“real,” red Indian born in an American log cabin worthy of Kentucky’s
Honest Abe. Such humble origins project mythic antecedents, Ameri-
can “man of the earth” Lakota-style, as he says, “Maka tanhan wicasa
wan.” Lame Deer insists on the cultural specificity of his Indianness,
his separate tongue, his opposition to “white man’s talk”: “Because
there is a difference, and there will always be a difference, as long as
one Indian is left alive. Our beliefs are rooted deep in our earth.” Yet
this bisociative Indian “between” tribal grounds at one point is pursued
back and forth along reservation lines by shooting tribal police: “The
find-out, it has lasted my whole life. In a way 1 was always hopping
back and forth across the boundary line of the mind” (LD 65). And here
at the liminal or adjoining edge of things the wicasa wakan, or “man
medicine,” mediates the known and unknown fringes of culture as
bisociative healer.

Lame Deer seems, indeed, an Indian with a vision, but a red comic
one—a man of boundless “bullshipping” humor, he says, a generic
medicine man at large. John serves as hybrid healer rather than tradi-
tionalist. Around Winner, South Dakota, he was more a joking heyoka
than a traditional Thunder dreamer, or medicine man, something of a
sportive priest who loved women and wine, a quick street teacher. John
did not hold still and cared little about propriety; as a matter of fact he
drew gossip like fleas to a hound. From national talk shows to Dakota
sweat lodges, he went everywhere, did everything, said anything: “an
outlaw and a lawman, a prisoner and a roamer, a sheepherder and a
bootlegger, a rodeo rider and a medicine man” (LD 40). Lame Deer
learned to read and write and sign-paint in prison, the army, and sa-
loons. In a sense, this “sign-painting” holy man became a cultural
semiologist who spent his life splashing buckets of humor all over red—
white fences (as well as the Winner city ballpark’s outfield fence). He
learned to “read” the world “symbolically,” he says, from cante ista,
or the “heart’s eye.” Again, his “vision” implies an instinctual wisdom
at the comically integrated center of things—affective, sensual, natural
wit.

Chthonic man around the globe has a primal bone to pick with “civi-
lization.” Part wink, part warning, Lame Deer tells his non-Indian
collaborator: “We have a saying that the white man sees so little, he
must see with only one eye. . . . We Indians live in a world of symbols
and images where the spiritual and the commonplace are one. To you
symbols are just words, spoken or written in a book. To us they are part
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of nature, part of ourselves . . .” (LD 109). Intriguingly, the phrase
“part of nature, part of us” is the title of Helen Vendler’s 1980 book of
essays on modern American poets, her rubric lifted from Wallace Ste-
vens half a century back: “As part of nature he is part of us.” But
whereas Stevens embodies and projects the imagination interacting be-
tween nature and culture, object and subject, thing and spirit—a kind of
poetic continuum whose Mason jar “would” bridge émigré and Ten-
nessee wilderness—the literary critic delimits “nature” from “us” with
a comma. That small syntactic signifier suggests a binary opposition, or
at best apposition, between the natural world and man. Yet to Lame
Deer “nature” spells “ourselves,” over the white cultural comma
splice: “the earth, the sun, the wind and the rain, stones, trees, animals,
even little insects like ants and grasshoppers. We try to understand them
not with the head but with the heart” (LD 109). Lame Deer voices a
common or native vision of the sacred everyday. Victor Turner sees this
vision tribally in “ritual paradox,” where dichotomies fuse in an ex-
traordinary ordinary. To Lame Deer, “What to you seems commonplace
to us appears wondrous through symbolism. This is funny, because we
don’t even have a word for symbolism, yet we are all wrapped up in it.
You have the word, but that is all” (109). There is always an exception
to such generalizations (conversely, “artists” are the “Indians” of Eu-
roamerica, John told his friend Richard—recreant, liminal visionaries
who refuse to conform, scorn material boundaries, and outlive their
poverty). As a nontraditionalist in a very American tradition of original
thought, Lame Deer talked back, refused convention (red or white), and
personified Freud’s freed childhood libido. He was no cultural purist on
either side of the Buckskin Curtain. John traded on an uninhibited and
naturally quick wit, and he viewed America through a unified sensibility
in the face of historical fissures. “We call ourselves lkce Wicasa,” he
insists, “——the natural humans, the free, wild, common people.” The
Lakota call ourselves— “we the people,” Iroquois meant (as scores of
tribes referred to themselves in terms of “the people,” according to
Deloria’s God Is Red). It is an old American myth, accompanied by
outrageous brag, tall talk, and wild humor, perhaps at base the “native”
genius and naiveté of this continent.

John (Fire) Lame Deer, liminal Indi’n, thus figures as both holy and
humorous. The heyoka tilt of his vision gives him access to peripheral
and primal life in the secular—sacred world (Takuskanskan, or, literally,
the “power” that “moves” what “moves”). The native clown here is
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kin with the shaman, the mystic with the common man, as John’s humor
mediates the edges of understanding. Laughter as charged discharge, in
Freud’s sense, calls under, through, and beyond controlled con-
sciousness. Here among the Lakota is another kind of prayer, not so
much an invocation or lament for visionary help as a resourceful cele-
bration of vulnerability in expectation of the gods’ blessings. Comic
outcast is holy seer.

Up to his death in 1976, John loved to talk and sport with words and
people. He chuckled and spoke in a wry, singsong monosyllabism. His
was a sort of grainy lyricism with comic undertones, and he played a
charismatic character about Winner, as locals joked and gossiped about
him. Erdoes reports that LLame Deer dubbed a bald sheepherder “Bare-
foot Head”; the greenback, “a green frogskin.” John loved similes: a
startled horse bolted “like a greased fart on a lightning rod.” He had a
street knack for kennings: a bucking rodeo bronco was a real “fart-
knocker”; himself, “an old wood-tick now.” A “man-thing” hidden in
a cowboy’s saddle horn or the “moist spot” of many women did not
escape his eye, and he had a weakness for moonshine, “pure grizzly
milk and rattlesnake piss.” A white Nebraska farmer’s family gave him
a warrior’s send-off to “kill white men” for the government, and he
went off to war in 1941 “drunk as a boiled owl.”

This seems pure verbal bisociation—the binary mind at play with
coined comic couplings. The boundary-hopping, prepositional man
“between” possibilities is as well the word coupler, the metaphorist, the
visionary clown by nature. His language, behavior, and vision coalesce
all of a humorous piece——inventive, basic, grounded in sexual,
scatological, and barnyard witticisms, hardly beholden to Puritan re-
pressions. For a social scientist wanting straight answers, John was
seldom the conforming informant. He told a nosy anthropologist that
love in a tipi should be conducted “like the porcupine—very carefully.”

Finally, one would argue, his wit was integrative. The dissociative
splits between Indian and white, Indian and Indian, Indian and indi-
vidual tragically have left too many dysfunctional, schizoid, and unde-
niably dead natives between “two worlds.” So, too, the photojour-
nalism of men like Edward S. Curtis as a humorless kind of salvage
ethnography, however kindly intended, has bequeathed unsmiling visu-
al stereotypes of Indians “vanishing” between two worlds. Note, by
contrast, the “-emic” snap of “Kiowa George” Poolaw photographing
his friends and family in turn-of-the-century Oklahoma, or Stan Zuni
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(M.A. student at UCLA) catching R. C. Gorman at home in his Arizona
hot tub in the early 1980s, or Lee Marmon these days finding an elder
smoking a cigar and wearing “white man’s moccasins” (Converse ten-
nis shoes) by the Laguna road. John Fire bridges such fissures:

You can’t be so stuck up, so inhuman that you want to be pure, your soul
wrapped up in a plastic bag, all the time. You have to be God and the devil,
both of them. Being a good medicine man means being right in the midst of
the turmoil, not shielding yourself from it. It means experiencing life in all its
phases. It means not being afraid of cutting up and playing the fool now and
then. That’s sacred too. Nature, the Great Spirit—they are not perfect. The
world couldn’t stand that perfection. The spirit has a good side and a bad
side. Sometimes the bad side gives me more knowledge than the good side.
(LD 79)

We Sioux are not a simple people; we are very complicated. We are forever
looking at things from different angles. For us there is pain in joy and joy in
pain, just as to us a clown is a funny man and a tragic figure at one and the
same time. It is all part of the same thing—nature, which is neither sad nor
glad; it just is. (201)

It’s as basic as sitting down in nature’s “outhouse” and taking full stock
of things. “Sometimes I think that even our pitiful tar-paper shacks are
better than your luxury homes. Walking a hundred feet to the outhouse
on a clear wintry night, through mud or snow, that’s one small link with
nature” (LD 121). As in days of old, Lame Deer lights the sacred
medicine pipe with a buffalo chip, and he would use “the bitterness of
gall for flavoring” to digest buffalo guts against the winter’s cold. His is
a necessary, life-giving exposure to what-is, more often than not comic
in deracinated America. John sees us driving to “super”markets with
Saran-wrapped souls. “Soon you’ll breed people without body open-
ings.”

For the Lakota, all this recreant red humor comes into focus tradi-
tionally in the heyoka. A healer significantly named Wachpanne, or
Poor, taught Black Elk the riches of his thunder vision, the “laughing
and weeping” faces of bisociated reality. As “fellow clown” with an-
other initiate, One Side, in the late 1870s, Black Elk had the right half
of his head shaved. “This looked very funny, but it had a meaning; for
when we looked toward where you are always facing (the south) the
bare sides of our heads were toward the west, which showed that we
were humble before the thunder beings who had given us power. Each
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of us carried a very long bow, so long that nobody could use it, and it
was very crooked too. The arrows that we carried were very long and
very crooked, so that it looked crazy to have them” (BES 161). The
crooked and crazy clowns of this world—Iliminal halves of Babcock’s
“reversible” worlds—may channel the powers “to make live and de-
stroy,” the thunder gifts of the western grandfather, for a society of
hunters whose courage was of necessity often “contrary.” The twisted
conditioning of sacred clowns served as a warrior’s test toward higher
wisdom. And the sacrifice of a dog—the oldest domesticated animal in
the Americas—completes the heyoka ceremony with ceremonial recog-
nition of the hurt in sacred humor.

There is a sophisticated, yet childlike humor in this wisdom of the
“poor” (Wachpanne). “When the ceremony was over, everybody felt a
great deal better, for it had been a day of fun. They were better able now
to see the greenness of the world, the wideness of the sacred day, the
colors of the earth, and to set these in their minds” (BES 163). As with
psychotherapy, this humble “wit” suggests Freud’s ideal trust of the
world as a sacred space: “Every little thing is sent for something, and in
that thing there should be happiness and the power to make happy. Like
the grasses showing tender faces to each other, thus we should do, for
this was the wish of the Grandfathers of the World” (163).

Street-smart and worldly, Lame Deer updates the traditional “con-
trary-wise” heyoka as “an honest two-faced” who works “backwards
openly”: “To us a clown is somebody sacred, funny, powerful,
ridiculous, holy, shameful, visionary. He is all this and then some more.
Fooling around, a clown is really performing a spiritual ceremony. He
has a power. It comes from the thunder-beings, not the animals or the
earth. In our Indian belief a clown has more power than the atom bomb”
(LD 236). As Joseph Epes Brown has commented on Black Elk as
heyoka, a sacred clown shatters “the structure of the rite in order to get
at the essence of the rite” (“Wisdom™ 56). The heyoka’s thunder power
is depicted “as a zigzag line with a forked end,” Lame Deer says. The
bisociated contrary fuses loose ends in lightning’s “link from the sky to
the earth, like the stem and the smoke of our sacred pipe. That light
gave the people their first fire. And the thunder, that was the first sound,
the first word maybe” (LD 240). From kennings, to hopping “between”
tribal boundaries, to bicultural and bilingual couplings, to “contrary”
behavior and stand-up comic humor, John (Fire) Lame Deer lived Indi’n
humor, at work healing the fissures of American history.
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Heyoka thunder power.

Black Elk traditionally seems to have been the more ceremonial
heyoka, as compared with Lame Deer’s free-wheeling clowning; but the
two medicine men acted out comic complementaries central to the
Lakota this century. When the ethnographer Frances Densmore asked
about sacred clowns eighty years ago, her informants at Standing Rock
and Pine Ridge replied that the “enacting of the part of a fool in
connection with a thunderbird dream was an example of the antithesis
by which Indians sometimes disguise their meaning. In this it might be
said to resemble the ‘sacred language’.”!* So by comic inversion the
heyo’ka ka’ga, or “fool impersonator,” tapped the powers of Thunder
(echoed in laughter?) to teach and heal the people: “A man who has
dreamed of the thunderbirds; a person who does things contrary to the
natural way of doing them; and, in some instances, a joker” (TSM 158).
Densmore cites Stephen Riggs as backup to her field work: “The nature
of the Ha yo’ka is the very opposite of nature. He expresses joy by sighs
and groans . . . and sorrow and pain by the opposite sounds and looks.
Heat causes his flesh to shiver . . . while cold makes him perspire”
(159). The psychic nexus here lies in the heyoka’s contrary strength of
ego, trained in the wisdom of inversions. “They feel perfect confidence
when beset with dangers, and quake with fear when safe” (159).

Thus when Indians like the late Grandpa or “Buffalo Bill” Monroe in
my extended family turn the white world upside-down in cultural colli-
sion—refusing the Puritan work ethic, disdaining private property,
questioning the patriarchal monotheism of a religious vision forking
between heaven and hell, suspecting material “progress,” even becom-
ing tragically addicted to sugars, fats, and alcohols never before in their
diets as buffalo hunters and grain gatherers, fighting back against en-
croachment on their lands, and finally resisting acculturation with a
stubborn and sometimes self-defeating red pride—their heyoka tradi-
tions may be at the heart of a contrary ethnicity. And a certain humor of
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inversion, a mirroring slippage from white ways, seems Lame Deer’s
enduring legacy. Iktome, or Spider Man, serves as his spiritual muse in
a web of jokes that catch and rarify reality. These tricks trap and bind
the natural twists in things to give Lame Deer a sense of subtle designs
in Indian—white interactions. Coyote totemizes his animal go-between.
The garbage man of the plains is a scavenger who can live on the fringes
of power, even eat offal to survive. And the heyoka’s sacred play or holy
laughter cleanses wounds, reinforces social norms, and relaxes rules so
the people can live with them. All this fooling around tests the temper of
the wakan, or natural “power,” in things. The Sun Dance, finally, is
where ritual “play”—dance, chant, pageantry, sacrifice, prayer, com-
munion—draws the people “comically” together in serious ceremony,
renewed annually at the summer solstice. From vision quest, to Sun
Dance, to ceremonial sing or olowan, to battle cry and death chant, the
Sioux are wrapped in ritual behaivor—it is “the sacred way,” Black Elk
says, that tilts toward Lame Deer’s Indi’n humor. The core of the way is
one of contrasts and contraries. Its “play” is what Huizinga defines as
the sapiens of Homo ludens.

Neoprimitives

“Animals play just like me,” Johan Huizinga opens Homo Ludens.
Dogs invite contests, wrestle, chase, snarl, pretend to bite, “get mad,”
and permit aggression (to modify social science for the moment). Such
contest does not demand conquest. It seeks to engage, play with, and
maintain touch, literally and symbolically, in a social grouping. Cats
game, chimps chuckle, gorillas gambol, dolphins frolic, and horses
romp. Plato in the Laws sees this to be life’s intrinsic play or the
“leaping™ of the young, as in water and wind, fish and birds (the
earliest linguistic contexts for “play” as leaping or frolicking).

As a bridge here with Indi’n humor, the Dakota word for “joke” is
WO-e-ha-ha-WO-k’ dah- ‘kah, according to Paul War Cloud’s Sioux In-
dian Dictionary (1971). My Rosebud Sioux graduate student Barbara
Feezor-Stewart says that the Siouian ha-ha, the sound water makes
“moving,” clearly means “stream” or “running” water (as in mni-ha-
ha, or “water-running-sound”). The initial WO indicates a “man speak-
ing,” while e is “it,” and A’dah-‘kah signifies more or less “BIG
goings-on.” Thus in the Dakota word for “joke” we have something
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roughly like “Man-speaking-it-as-running-water-sounds-as-man-speak-
ing-BIG-doings.” That seems funny in itself. There is linguistic delight
in motion here for a seminomadic people “moving” west over a millen-
nium. As mentioned, their Prime Mover is Takuskanskan, loosely
“What-Moves-moves,” literally the “power” of the “sky” to a re-
duplicative multiple. The sound of moving or fresh water on the arid
northern plains of the “Great American Desert” has always been a
source of joy. In the Siouian word for joke, WO-e-ha-ha-WO-
h dah- ‘kah, also surfaces the old Greek alazon, or overstater, as well as
the chiastic “man speaking” and the delightfully onomatopoeic ha-ha
for the sound of running water as laughter. The commotion here, the
“BIG doings,” or &’dah’kah, is also comically chiastic on a phonetic
level, ha-ha and h-dah- ‘kah. In summary, the linguistic core of the
Dakota word for “joke,” ha-ha, illustrates the stream-ing idea of
“play” as primeval laughter in oral etymology.

Huizinga would have appreciated Indian evidence of his thesis, where
play and joke form a confluence in Dakota ha-ha. The Anglo-Saxon
plega, pleagan means the “play” of rapid movement, hand grasping or
clapping, music, and bodily movement in general. Thus to play may be
among the oldest human, indeed animal, pleasures (along with eating
and making love?) as primal forms of tribalizing. Huizinga catalogues
play’s characteristics: “a voluntary activity or occupation executed
within certain fixed limits of time and place, according to rules freely
accepted but absolutely binding, having its aim in itself and accom-
panied by a feeling of tension, joy and the consciousness that it is
‘different’” from ‘ordinary life.” !5 Graphing these criteria brings us
closer to defining humor’s kinships, as Freud and Douglas would frame
culture’s joking and play instincts:

free we choose to play
pretended we “act” out the game
detached we don’t care foo much
acted apart we play in a separate “magic circle”
orderly (“form™) we accept or modify the rules of the game
agonistic (tension/solution) we resolve or abide by the odds
“apart together” (social grouping) we bond momentarily

This voluntary suspension of the “real,” re-created in a play sphere,
depends on an illusion, literally meaning “in play,” Huizinga under-
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lines. That is, we suspend the weight of the real to play at reality a
distance from it-—a kind of surreal game that doubles back in sports, the
arts, free markets, fast cars, and warfare on too “real” human con-
cerns, which we never truly give up. There is always an agon, some-
thing at stake, in terms of Freudian vulnerability, the martyr’s agony,
and the idea of an “other,” the antagonist who games with/against us.
Every game or struggle necessitates an-other (as with “words,” Bakhtin
argues for dialogue). Thus price, prize, and praise constellate an ety-
mological ethnography of agonistic stakes for Huizinga. But play al-
ways means a serious nonseriousness. If things are being “played for
real,” they both matter and (we pretend) don’t. “For the appearance and
names of these gods,” Socrates says in Plato’s Cratylus, “there is a
humorous as well as a serious explanation, for the gods are fond of a
joke” (HL 150). This doubling extends the bisociative planing of come-
dy, diagonally inclusive rather than exclusive. The “serious” seeks to
exclude play, but not the reverse, Huizinga notes—play seems a higher
index to the flexible ego, the nonthreatened psyche. From chess to
cursing to pro football, play may be for keeps, but still “played” for
fun. And mostly it’s the playings, not the played components or even
players, that please us—not the marbles, the Dutch say, but the gam-
ing.16

According to one of Huizinga’s sources, the “play” of highly serious
play or liturgy comes “zwecklos aber doch sinnvoll”—that is, *“point-
less but significant” (“directionless though sensical,” Romano Buardini
translates the German in The Spirit of the Liturgy [1922]). The “aber
doch” tips off a doubling characteristic of comic play— “no, but yes”
or “isn’t, still is.” This torqued connective implies the play of the whole
beyond negations or ruled exclusions—comic possibilities, open forms,
freedom from static restrictions. Thus the context is one of bisociative
humor and play: “The true poet, says Socrates in Plato’s Symposium,
must be tragic and comic at once, and the whole of human life must be
felt as a blend of tragedy and comedy” (HL 145). Socrates via Huizinga
here sounds much like Black Elk discussing the heyoka ceremony:
“You have noticed that the truth comes into this world with two faces.
One is sad with suffering, and the other laughs; but it is the same face,
laughing or weeping” (BES 159).

The arts, as Huizinga argues, strike a taproot into the vital past of
humankind. Poetry, the play of language, lies “on that more primitive
and original level where the child, the animal, the savage and the seer
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belong, in the region of dream, enchantment, ecstasy, laughter” (HL
119). This touches the pure play of humor. Homo Ludens was published
in 1938, translated during the war, and reissued by the Swiss in German
by 1944; it was prepared in English by the author for later publication.
To a Leyden philosopher of cultural forms in the 1930s, when Hitler and
the high serious thugs of political ideology rose to power, “dream,
enchantment, ecstacy, laughter” were in peril of being lost forever.
Hence to Huizinga, the “play” of the primitive personal childhood,
animal other, aboriginal New World native, or holy visionary seemed
precious indeed. They still are.

Huizinga’s nostalgia for the ludic (the older Latin word for “school”
as “entertainment”) appears to be Euroamerica’s longing for more idyl-
lic times, more ideal “play,” more gaming congruence in jokes, the
comic, and humor. Civilization is “played,” Huizinga argues, and play
predates culture: “it arises in and as play, and never leaves it” (HL 173).
To “play” at play is Huizinga’s ideal intellection here. Behind free play
lurk fascist shadows where the false, rigged game is deadly, the rules
are made by others, the cost is tragic (spoil-sport “puerilism,” Huizinga
feared, “that blend of adolescence and barbarity” with brownshirts
“goose-stepping into helotry” and bluff facades on public buildings
[205]). And so Huizinga returns philosophically to the classics and
American Indians, where Blackfeet, Inuit, and early Greek and Chinese
examples spice his neoprimitive theories of cultural play at its best. A
positive “sophist” such as Lame Deer or Socrates emerges as “the
central figure in archaic cultural life who appeared before us suc-
cessively as the prophet, medicine-man, seer, thaumaturge and poet and
whose best designation is vates [Latin, prophet]” (146).

It may be that postindustrial society, in its distance from “the savage
mind,” has long been longing for what it feels to have lost “back there”
in the beginnings. By the eighteenth century, Huizinga says, the wig
was discarded and “all Europe donned the boiler-suit” (HL 192).
Grown-up games of nuclear war and economic Armageddon, from the
Christian Second Coming to Julia Kristeva’s nuclear dread, seem all too
“serious” today, and they should be. For over a century, the West has
driven itself to the point of global destruction, concomitantly looking
back to fons et origo (while mass-murdering its indigenes). Back or
down “there” lie the font and origin of culture before modern triumph
and folly: we mythologize Darwin with the species, Lyell on geology,
Spencer in social science, the Grimms in folk culture, Marx in political
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economy, Mendel in botany, Frazer in cultural anthropology, Nietzsche
in philosophy, Freud in psychology, and Einstein in physics. And be-
hind Huizinga stand such neoprimitive philosophers of cultural and
symbolic forms as Frobenius, Vico, Schiller, Frazer, and budding an-
thropologists like Frank Boas and his student Edward Sapir. Durkheim,
Lévi-Strauss, and the British functionalists follow. So the myth and
ritual of primitive society— “the primaeval soil of play,” Huizinga
says—provide the endpapers for modern society (5). And neoprimitive
arts seem premodernist: “In this sphere of sacred play the child and the
poet are at home with the savage” (26). This is where Freud, in a rare
moment of “scientific” nostalgia, condenses his theories of Witz into a
simple conclusion: “the euphoria which we endeavour to reach by these
means [jokes, the comic, humor] is nothing other than the mood of a
period of life in which we were accustomed to deal with our psychical
work in general with a small expenditure of energy—the mood of our
childhood, when we were ignorant of the comic, when we were incapa-
ble of jokes and when we had no need of humour to make us feel happy
in our life.”17

So what does play have to do with humor, we ask, and where do we
draw the line discussing American Indians? Play would seem to be the
social expression of a vitalist energy that charges humor, as Henri
Bergson argues in “Rire” (1899); both play and humor “express”
human pleasure, but play derives from the noncognitive (the young
animal “leaping”), while humor as its conscious extension is triggered
by a mature moment of bisociative “in/sight.” That is, humor (with its
doubling comic mode and discharging jokes) turns on understanding,
whereas play often libidinously pits one vector against another (antag-
onists) and games toward a resolution, cognitive or not.

Laughter discharges what seems to be the psychic moment of gaming
congruence: we “see” into the play sphere and know its illusion (“in
play”), often illuminating a more real arena of concerns. Pure play need
not be bisociative, but is held as “true” illusion, at least in the moment
of playing. In play or game alone, we struggle to beat the odds, to
master the radicals, to “perfect” the art, and to win, rather than con-
necting the cognitive dots of a comic analogy with reality and its atten-
dant burdens. Play may finally be humorous—that is, an antiritualist
“rite” that strikes us as both apt and illusory, real and surreal; and most
certainly humor is played out in jokes and comic contexts. Humor
implies the human search for understanding (often frustrated, but not



82 INDI'N HUMOR

stifled); play seeks absorption in voluntary pleasure, however high the
stakes. Both entertain, occasionally enlighten, and trace back archa-
ically and profoundly in human history.

Buckskin Cartoons

My Lakota brother keeps a plaque above his desk in the American
Indian Center of Alliance, Nebraska: “The Indian scalps his enemies.
The White Man skins his friends.” While waiting to board a plane one
day, I found the “Tumbleweeds” cartoon in the Los Angeles Times.
Why is there, in the first place, a cartoon strip joking about Stone Age
Indians, and none caricaturing blacks, Chicanos, Asians, or Armenian-
Americans, for that matter? Why are there comic books in every lan-
guage on Indian “warriors” of the plains? It seems an inverse compli-
ment: America cannot forget its “first” peoples, as the globe cannot
ignore the “New” World. We “play” native images, from competitive
sports, to cars, to cigars and Red Man chewing tobacco (hemp was
“native,” Raleigh found, and Americans still smoke under the label of
his surname). In Mazatldn, Mexico, site of an Aztec seaport and silver
mine conquered by Cortez, I happened upon a tag-team professional
wrestling match between Los Apaches and Los Mohicanos. So Indians
get singled out for special treatment, even among Mexicans, like “ex-
ceptional” children with learning disorders compensated by primitive
mythic powers (animal mystiques, sexual prowess, warrior energies).
“Children, the insane, and primitive peoples all still have—or have
rediscovered—,” Paul Klee told Lother Schreyer early in this century,
“—the power to see.”!®

Cartoons may pay a fixative tribute to “our” Indians, but the terms
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Tom K. Ryan, “Tumbleweeds.”
(By permission of North America Syndicate, Inc.)
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are crude and the humor is non-Indian, if anything. The Stone Age
“brave” brings back a box of old scalps, and the chief in feathered
headdress complains of Anglo ingratitude: “We try to be charitable!” A
bad joke? Willem Kieft, governor of New Netherland in the early seven-
teenth century, seems to get folkloric credit for inventing scalping, and
white bounty generated a brisk trade for three centuries. The few scalps
I have seen were in Euroamerican museums on white-curated “bat-
tlefields.” So once again, the Indian carries a comic onus for the “sav-
age” stereotype, non-Indian originated, perpetrated, and blamed on the
aborigine. “Indian giver,” Cotton Mather might say. Stereotyping in-
verts the truth, as a way of protecting the scalper from his own infamy
and history. And the Indian comes off as stupid (the buck-toothed
brave), savage (scalpers), and wry (stoic cigar-store warrior, with bow,
arrow, and lone feather).

This last note, the wry humor, serves as inverse saving grace for some
Indians who like “Tumbleweeds” (others find the comic strip offen-
sive). If Americans attribute a sense of humor to Indians, they may
come to see natives as more human, less treacherous, quicker-witted (as
the caricature masks white betrayal). Yet a smile moves toward media-
tion: to “return” war trophies is a gesture toward righting things. Expia-
tion, or purgation—certainly Freud’s sense of “release” —-shifts comi-
cally from the negative to a positive intercultural exchange between old
foes.

How does the “Tumbleweeds” joke work? We enjoy “seeing” and
then “knowing” the cartoon’s humor. The time delay charges the
joke—initial “bewilderment,” Freud says, breaks open in “illumina-
tion.” This “scattering” light, to borrow Kristeva’s adjective, depends
on our assumed understanding of the context, as Mary Douglas would
interject—Indians scalping whites and trying to return the hairlocks in a
modern-day gesture of “burying” the ethnic hatchet (glasnost with Rus-
sia). This came during the late 1980s, when the Great White Father was
once more sharpening his strap on the stock market as he shaved poorly
supported programs for the needy. (“Trickle down,” the Republicans
said, and the stock market quadrupled in five years, while Reaganites
and inside traders pissed all over the poor. Meanwhile, according to
Forbes, the number of billionaires in America doubled in 1987.)

But the cartoon’s pleasure is ours, if the present pain of America also
registers. Our ego feels rewarded by “knowing” what visual slippage is
all “about” here. Humor gives us access to truth while it protects us
from reality’s shock. So viewers enjoy cartoon solutions to old guilt, as
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though scalping were a slip of the pen, or caricatures of Indians simply
innocent gaffes. It is a cartoon, after all, a play-world, some say, and
“real” Indians died at Wounded Knee or with the buffalo (the Geronimo
or Ira Hayes late warrior syndrome). The cartoon is tensed with history.
Hurt pressurizes the humor toward affective catharsis, what Freud calls
the “economy” in de-pressurizing such tension. The payoff comes in
letting go of pain. So our relief (the laugh) releases us from reality,
concomitant with our recognizing the complex context and symbolic
undertow of “Indian” humor, on both sides of the Buckskin Curtain.

Would Indians find this cartoon funny? Perhaps not—too many dead
relatives and scattered museum scalps, too few reparations and little
land returned. And, basically, what passes for “charity” today would
make a miser weep. “The people with real dependency on [social]
programs are deprived of what they need,” President Ronald Reagan
said on February 5, 1982, “because available resources are going not to
the needy but to the greedy.” Given political double-speak, what’s
funny about folk distortion? The aesthetics of cartoons (pissing the
king’s face in the snow, or down Teddy Roosevelt’s nose at Mount
Rushmore) reduce reality to clean, telling, playful lines. Such antics are
both a version “of” the truth, simplified, and a distortion, clearly
drawn, where we can play with things at a cartoon remove from mi-
metic reality. In the case of this “Tumbleweeds” comic strip, the buck
tooth, headdress, braid, blanket, buckskin breechcloth, and stone face
are not smudged with any other data. The stereotypical errata fore-
ground our “signs” of Indians. This seems to project immediate, un-
complicated visual signaling, as the dialogue “plays” with a somewhat
more complicated twist on old frontier reparations.

Here from a native viewpoint lies dark red humor with a bite, to be
sure, yet its satire is preferable to the Indian Wars, continued bitterness,
more murder. A comic cut helps to negotiate our Euroamerican history
of genocide, removal, inattention, or dismissal. Potentially, at least,
Americans see themselves seeing Indians in “Tumbleweeds,” when
they care to think about Indian—Anglo relations. If we laugh, Lame
Deer showed, we can think.

culture to Culture

In March 1986 the Center for Great Plains Studies convened an interna-
tional gathering of scholars and tribal leaders at the University of Ne-
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braska. The focus was Indians. The first Native American had
graduated from the Lincoln land-grant school only a decade earlier, and
in 1986 some forty Indians intermixed with the 26,000 Cornhuskers on
campus. For thirteen years, Lionel Bordeaux had been president of
Sinte Gleska College, chartered in 1971 by the Rosebud Sioux along the
South Dakota border, Lame Deer’s country. Bordeaux spoke about one
of two four-year accredited and tribally controlled Indian colleges in
America (Navajo Community College is the other). Sinte Gleska
(“Spotted Tail) enrolled some five hundred students a semester and so
far had produced one thousand G.E.D. graduates where the average
reservation education was less than ten years. “From a cup of coffee to
a diploma,” Odel Good Shield said, “that’s a long road.”

Once there was a late-migrating winter bird, Lionel Bordeaux began,
that procrastinated and finally flew all alone and fell exhausted into a
Nebraska barnyard, only to be crapped on by a cow. It was revived
under the warm cowshit, so the bird woke up singing. It thought that
spring had returned early to Nebraska. A cat heard the chirping, dug the
lone bird out of the dung, and ate it. The moral is succinct: everyone
who dumps on you is not your enemy; everyone who digs you out of the
dung is not your friend; when happy in a warm pile of shit, keep your
mouth shut. To abbreviate pan-tribally-—bless the cowshit, fool the cat,
and stay quiet until you know what you’re crowing about.

Now this, to my mind, is a “real” Indian joke, bio- and geo-specific
to the northern plains. It seems culture-specific to the Sioux, and comi-
cally “ludotopic” to Indians today, where time takes on the wild flesh of
ludic space (improvising from Bakhtin’s lexicon in The Dialogic Imag-
ination and Huizinga’s Homo Ludens). When to move, where to mi-
grate: these issues preoccupied plains tribes for good reasons. The
Lakota, by choice or circumstance, had been seminomadic for over a
millennium; they relocated up the eastern seaboard, across the Great
Lakes when encroached on from the East, and out onto the plains by the
late seventeenth century. There they traveled north and south seasonally
with the buffalo herds. The Sioux, as French trappers renamed them
(“snake” people via the Ojibwa slur) spread as far south as Kansas, and
as far north as Canada—a formidable presence from the Missouri River
to Montana. When the horse or “holy dog” (sunka wakan), showed up
on the plains magically at the end of the eighteenth century, the Sioux
along with the southern plains Kiowa rode for a century as plains
centaurs, Scott Momaday imagines. In any respect, they moved around,
wintered in the Black Hills, and saw themselves as brothers to the
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buffalo, kinsmen of the eagle, and psychic companions of the horse.
Spider, or Iktome, tricked the Lakota, two-faced them, teased them, all
to help them quick-wittedly survive reality’s doublings and illusions.
Coyote showed them how to survive on next to nothing. So animals
taught, directed, and guided Sioux tribes, fed them, carried them across
the endless shortgrass prairies, and took them into their natural world in
which Indians felt “animal-person.”

Bordeaux’s little brown bird is a kinsman, then, a tribal totem, the
word meaning “my fellow clansman,” from the Ojibwa (Freud dis-
cussed totemic kinships in Totem and Taboo [1913], and Lévi-Strauss
followed more than fifty years later with Totemism [1962], which deals
with a subject that has interested anthropologists since Frazer’s The
Golden Bough in 1890). The bird’s misfortune prefigures our fortune,
future, and heuristic comic feast, as in the Christian conception of the
“fortunate fall,” or felix culpa. This nondescript, late-to-learn, mis-
guided little migrator, a sorry pilgrim and generic fool, falls into our
laps as a lesson. It obviously has to do with survival, in an area where
the weather changes about as quickly as men’s minds, and the environ-
ment remains as relentless as animal hunger. The comic payoff comes
through what we, a “native” audience, hear and learn in The Fall-—
what we can laugh about by way of learning things useful and perhaps
pleasing.

The reversals in the story are characteristic of countless animal stories
in the bestiaries of Native America, which Ovid would itch to write
down. The weather changes; animals move; some delay. One young
naif tarries too long; it falls into the dark soup; the “gods” defecate on
it. The innocent wakes up, opens its mouth at the wrong time, and
another hungry wayfarer, somewhat cleverer and Iuckier, satisfies the
claws of hunger in late winter. The complexity of the plot, along with its
narrative simplicity and down-to-earth basics, flows rich with reversals,
surprises, and grim yet funny conclusions. Late fall becomes winter, the
bird learns too late, and out of exhaustion and desire fantasizes false
spring. A lyric birdsong out of season brings disaster—it’s still winter
(poor timing), and a hungry cat gets fed. We lose our bird and gain a
moral: don’t go it alone, or attend to the changes, if you must. Know
what’s going on, but don’t think you know it all. Tribe transcends the
terminal first person, the existential “hero” as clown in communal
terms at best. The comic mistake is a valuable teaching. Every Trickster
tale in North America turns on this point. It is endemic to what Richard
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Preston among the eastern Canadian Algonkian in Cree Narrative
(1975) sees as a “conditional” sense of reality—nothing is fixed, ex-
cept the folly in people’s minds, the illusions inversely sparked by
reality, and the inexorable laws of mortality. There is always hurt in
humor, and vice versa, because that is the way things are. It’s the way
one learns about truth, the hope for survival, and the joy of having
survived to the moment. So keep your mouth shut and pay attention.

Q%
i
R

Hopi child clown. (Photograph by Owen Seumptewa, Hopi)
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Hence, that infamously clipped plains plain style, verging on absolute
reticence (“yep,” “nope,” at best “mebbe”), and the mask of the silent
warrior, the cigar-store Sioux laughing up his buckskin all the way to
the meat cache that gets him through a hard winter.

Surely there’s some aggression or stricture here, what Huizinga calls
the agon of all play: things hang critically at stake, and talk runs second-
ary to experience. Just as surely, humor comes into play, peppering the
pain, even transcending it; for Bordeaux’s bird is just wordplay, an
artistic tale elegantly and still modestly structured, concise, witty. We
are not little birds. We need not perish in the cowshit. We need only
know that we can mistake circumstances, must evade predators, should
identify our friends, and want to know the right time to open our
mouths. Our lives depend on it.

Lionel Bordeaux rold this story. It was an “oral” text, a contem-
porary performance before an audience, tribal in origin, Indian as
pumpkins, buffalo, and beans. He spoke as one of “the people,” unpre-
tentiously street-smart, scatologically basic, critically sharp to things-
as-they-are. As I listened, it seemed that Bordeaux was speaking to me,
an alleged specialist in American Indian studies. Both of us no doubt
felt ourselves as the bird at stake; both of us wanted to survive educa-
tional winters, academic cats, departmental barnyard politics. Secretly
we were hoping to elude or snatch the cat (if cats had wings, the
Chinese say, there would be no birds). We were there to talk across the
red-and-white fence, and he told me something interesting: listen, think
about it, apply it, and appreciate the art of survival, a critical skill.

Postscript: don’t forget the joke. It was a lesson in coding and decod-
ing texts. Rather than the fashion of jamming the reception and littering
the texts, here one might argue the ludic reconstruction of a kinetic
message and moral. Quicken your wit, temper your ego, work with a
contrary world-as-it-is, and hope for better.
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Playing Indian

Old men should be explorers?
I’d be an Indian.
Oglala?
Troquois.
THEODORE ROETHKE, “The Longing”

Comic Interface

While Freud and Huizinga collate the constants of joking and play,
closer to home Lame Deer and Vine Deloria detail the “precious gift”
and pan-tribal “cement” of Indian humor. The contemporary writings
of Native Americans take shape as we deduce, define, and refine the
particulars and parameters of tribal humor: culture-specific in time and
place, textually detailed, contextually grounded. Where non-Indian the-
orems break down or blur, tribal paradigms rethread a doubly woven
translation that interfaces cultures. Lionel Bordeaux’s fable about the
late-migrating bird tells us much about the straight-on, seminomadic
Sioux, while “Tumbleweeds” says something about non-Indians look-
ing at Indians as totemic natives ignobly cartooned. It is informative to
look at Indians watching non-Indians watch Indians. The comic lens
warps both ways, as we see ourselves framed in seeing “others.”

In January 1988, John Trudell and I were interviewed on the televi-
sion program “Mid-Morning Los Angeles.” A former AIM leader,
Trudell spearheaded the 1969 Alcatraz occupation. He led the 1972
sacking of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), and a few hours later his
entire family was murdered by an arsonist in Utah. John dropped out of
sight for a decade, then returned to public life as a rock lyricist and poet

89
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with Grafitti Band [sic], accompanied by the Kiowa guitarist Jesse Ed
Davis.

As the interviewer warmed to the idea of Indians among us, the fact
surfaced that over five hundred different tribes remain extant in the
United States alone (two thousand distinct peoples in the Western Hemi-
sphere).

“How do Native Americans feel,” the interviewer asked, “when we
lump them all together as Indians?”

“Well, not so bad,” John replied, “we lump all whites together.” The
interviewer did a double-take, and John added off the cuff that whites
seem “almost genetically” predisposed to media control by the greedy,
an observation left untouched.

“Don’t you resent the term ‘reservation’?” the interviewer asked.

“No, not really,” John replied, “because I think all of America is a
reservation today.” This country, rich off native lands and resources,
should rightly “give back™ 10 percent of the GNP to its indigenous
peoples, John thought, to be shared equally by the needy. That lit up the
phone board.

Heyoka-style, this Santee activist-turned-rock-lyricist played “con-
trary” on public television. He consistently reversed the interviewer’s
questions with the straightest face possible, and warped the projections
back on white consciousness. This deflecting trick mirrors the “other,”
while reversing any advance with comic shields. John Trudell stayed
cigar-store stoic: carefully considering each question and dropping eth-
nic depth charges all along the way. Such a scenario has been repeated
for five centuries now across Indian America, from treaty councils in
Philadelphia “at the forest’s edge,” to Sitting Bull’s speeches in the
1880s, to “field work” with anthropologists in Arizona in the late
twentieth century, to UCLA classes in American Indian studies. Cultur-
al awareness comes by way of self-caricature, as America invents the
Indian “other.”

Rayna Green, Cherokee Smithsonian folklorist, thinks that whites
have been playing Indians, and deadpan Indians “playing” whites,
since the beginnings of cultural contact.! The historian Robert
Berkhofer says much the same in The White Man’s Indian (1978). From
Henri IT and his entourage at Rouen in 1550 (dressed as Tupi Indians for
a Brazilian weekend in the French “village”), to colonial white women
“captives,” to the Boston Tea Party, to Sam Houston and frontier
“squaw men,” to the nineteenth-century “Improved Order of Red
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Men” (a club along the lines of the Elks or Kiwanis), to Boy Scouts at
Camp “Runamucka” and YWCA fathers and daughters adopting “Indi-
an” names, to the Washington Redskins in the 1988 Superbowl, whites
have, in effect, issued themselves a catchall license to play ethnic native
outside the mainstream. It is the native radical in our Western obsession
with free men and women, the imagined wilderness, the lost woods, the
recaptured natural world.

At Las Vegas and Reno, a tourist can rent an Indian village. Back
East in 1988, rumors surfaced that Nancy Reagan and Joan Mondale,
wife of the former vice president, may be “distantly related” to
Pocahontas (cf. “Lady Rebecca” of the English court in 1614). By the
1960s, Carlos “Castanets” (Castaneda) added hallucinogins to the
equation, Rayna Green notes, and the flower generation blossomed
playing Indian. “Indianness becomes the key, then,” Green surmises,
“to being American.” A native seems to need an Indian root to legit-
imize and give license to American behavior.? And Indians are not
above playing Indians, from “Ms. Mazola” advertising corn oil on TV,
to Iron Eyes Cody in plains regalia lamenting pollution, to the Lord’s
Prayer in sign language (Professor Green’s favorite dumb show).
“Spear an Indian, Save a Fish,” Wisconsin protestors of native fishing
rights chant, and the picture is complete in xenophobic caricature. Play-
ing Indian is not only hilarious from both sides of the sideshow, but
endemic, if not generic, to the American character in a brave new
world. And in a larger sense, playing Indian is a Euroamerican mono-
myth popular from the time of Vespucci and Columbus, whose quincen-
tennial we are celebrating.?

“All Men, All Kinds”

Whatever the period, Native Americans have always reviewed the
white man’s national and personal characteristics and dramatized
his actions, follies, and motives through art, performance, stories,
and jokes. They have caricatured the fire and brimstone of the
missionaries, the financial gouging of the traders, the hypocrisy of
the great white chiefs, and the credulity of the anthropologists.
DEIRDRE EVANS-PRITCHARD, “How ‘They’ See ‘Us’”

In 1984 on a Fulbright lectureship, I researched European images of
Indians in Tuscany, Italy, where Amerigo Vespucci was financed by the
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Medici five hundred years ago. In Heathrow Airport that summer, head-
ing home, I spied Keith Basso’s Portraits of “The Whiteman”: Lin-
guistic Play and Cultural Symbols Among the Western Apache (1979),
published by Cambridge University Press. The Tempest seemed not so
distant.

An impatient American matron, standing in line to declare her four
value added tax rebates, sniped: “Are there any more of these ‘for-
eigners’ around?” She paused for emphasis. “We should keep ‘em out,
the Indians, the blacks.”

“We're all foreigners, lady, to someone,” I volunteered in a mutter.

“Well, yes, but . . . twenty years ago it wasn’t like this-—now the
working jobs are too low for the blacks. It’s whites doing the clean-
ing. . . . See where this has got us?”

On the plane I sat next to a kindly British bluestocking, a seventy-
nine-year-old widow flying to visit American friends in Orange County,
California. She had met them at the “Tom Mix or something ranch” and
was drawn to “this tall dark man with a little bunny. 1 thought it was a
pussy. You know I can’t resist animals.” She was a small woman in a
plain blue suit with a pink blouse. Her cataracted eyes blinked as she
engaged me in conversation: “I think they may be Indian.”

“From India?” I puzzled.

“No...”

“American Ind. . . ?

“Red Indian . . . by the name Sky Cloud.” Her turquoise earrings,
necklace, and Red Cross pin sparkled. “I have no fear. I simply know
people, do you know what I mean?” She added that she admired the
way Buddhists lived and hoped her visit wouldn’t go wrong.

I still don’t know exactly what she meant. That plane trip home nags
me as though I'd just glimpsed the world to be round.

As I read Basso’s Apache jokes about “the whiteman” high over Eric
the Red’s ocean passage to the New World, I thought of my antiethnic
compatriot in line at the airport, a bona fide Ugly American, and my
bluestocking flight mate. The American was intolerant of any “other,”
the Briton curious about Indians in southern California. I wondered how
Indians would cartoon this exchange.

Why do Euroamericans play Indian? There would be no need to study
something we already know: hence the anthropological “other” as
Native American. Film and fictional “Indians” get even more exotic.
Scholars have varying intentions, from personal to professional ambi-

2
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tion, from tribal friends to tenure, but all Euroamericans seem to enjoy
what Freud calls regressive “release” in playing out childhood libidos
as “free” natives. This nativist impulse engages the intercultural play of
choosing the “other” side in Cowboys and (American) Indians. We
indulge a permitted “disrespect” of sorts in our native libidos, as well
as knowing that we are nor Indians. This ethnic othering results in a
culturally comic bisociation, fundamentally ironic, steeped in historical
slippage. Finally, with undaunted humor we freely play the challenge of
the national frontier, and we go native in some aboriginal play-sense.
The antiethnic American tourist at Heathrow, shopping bags in hand,
stands on one humorless side of this paradigm, refusing the “other’s”
otherness; and the visiting Englishwoman sits next to me on the curious
opposite, wanting to know more about the dark man with the furry
bundle, Sky Cloud. Offstage audience to this split would be today’s
Indian. I take notes in Basso’s margins, reading of Cibecue Apaches in
their kitchens joking about whites:

J:  Hello, my friend! How you doing? How you feeling, 1.7 You feeling
good?

|J now turns in the direction of K and addresses her.]

J: Look who here, everybody! Look who just come in. Sure, it’s my Indian
friend, L. Pretty good all right!

[T slaps L on the shoulder and, looking him directly in the eyes, seizes his

hand and pumps it wildly up and down.]

J: Come right in, my friend! Don’t stay outside in the rain. Better you come
in right now.

[J now drapes his arm around L’s shoulder and moves him in the direction of

a chair.]

J: Sit down! Sit right down! Take your loads off you ass. You hungry? You
want some beer? Maybe you want some wine? You want crackers?
Bread? You want some sandwich? How ‘bout it? You hungry? I don’t
know. Maybe you get sick. Maybe you don’t eat again long time.

[K has stopped washing dishes and is looking on with amuscment. L has

seated himself and has a look of bemused resignation on his face.]

J: You sure looking good to me, L. You looking pretty fat! Pretty good all
right! You got new boots? Where you buy them? Sure pretty good boots!
I glad. . .

[At this point, J breaks into laughter. K joins in. L shakes his head and

smiles. The joke is over.]

K: indaa? dogoygdda! (“Whitemen are stupid!”)*
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An Apache breaking into English at home “frames” himself as a
stand-up comic in whiteface. Such fatuous italicizing collapses when it
points a finger, thus comically plays nonsensical surface against more
serious Indian values. The mask of dialect gives J a persona to play out
dangerous intrusions which sets up a displacement in the “other”
tongue not to be taken too seriously, but certainly never to be forgotten.
For the moment, both cultures are game for gambol, Apache norms
suspended, Anglo offenses bracketed.

J doubly encodes cultures by calling undue attention to what everyone
sees and knows. Welcome needs no fanfare among friends in Apache
camps, where talk is relaxed and economical. Feelings can be quietly
shared, not paraded: “my friend!” is not going to appreciate prying
directives. “Maybe you sick, need to eat aspirins!” Basso notes a
reservation sarcasm. The caricature “permits” playing out differences
between Apaches and whites at the latter’s expense. It mediates underly-
ing “disrespect” by bringing offense to the surface, a joke played back
on the intruder. “I know all what make you sick, everything!” the
Apache joke. “So just you don’t forger it!” The dramatic context is as
old as a Greek actor playing alazon, or an Athabascan storyteller don-
ning Coyote’s mask.

Apache jokes work like stretching stiff new deerhides into soft buck-
skins, the Cibecue tell the anthropologist. This tanning metaphor, or
civilizing trope, is not just another instance of the poetic Indian mind at
play, but a cultural interface between Indians at home and imposing
“round-eyes” in transit (missionaries, politicians, medical “experts,”
former VISTA workers, aging hippies, social scientists, tourists, teach-
ers). “Don’t,” “bad,” and “not” head the list of unholy white nega-
tives—generating counter-Apache jokes in English, where the natives
code-switch to “play” whites. “Lots of Whitemen, you can tell right
away they looking down at you. They look too much, talk right away,
shake your hand, like that. Some make lots of questions right away. No
good. They just doing it for theyselves. Sc we try to get away fast”
(Portraits 107). Thus Basso argues, the jokes show us not only our-
selves once removed, “out”-landish and nay-saying boors caricatured
among Indians, but Apache values in microcosmic inversion. “Some
never learn to wait” (107). It’s another contrary lesson, via Indi’n
humor.

Less than an individual, “Whiteman” is a genre made up of cultural
symbols and social categories (akin to “Euroamerican” or “western-
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er”). Whitemen shake imperative fingers at “Indians” all the time—
“they” represent what the Indi'n is not, or so the Cibecue mime vis-
itors. The coercive non-Indian is here anti-Indi’n. Indirection, nonasser-
tion, and name avoidance constitute Apache norms, while whitemen
misuse names and call Indians “frens” like “it was nothing, like air,”
Apaches complain. Whitemen touch one another “like dogs,” say
natives whose modesty limits direct physical, visual, and cultural con-
tact. Anglos “run over” others with their talk. “It’s like shooting rab-
bits with a .30-.30” (Portraits 52). The Apache as a people remain
(ideally) reserved, self-contained, explicitly coded in their behavior. So
the “privileged license” of playing whites sets Indians free to test their
own values by mocking their opposites. “Whitemen” and “Indians,”
John Trudell said deadpan on TV, gunnysack each “other” ideationally.
These images fantasize others in regard to what we are not. Jokes
function in this instance like bubble mirrors that fisheye the tribal terrain
conversely at dangerous intersections.

“Whitemen” invert the Apache “good,” nzhoo (ideally, at least,
attentive, quiet, considerate, reserved, humble, understated) by being in
caricature inattentive, garrulous, rash, petulant, arrogant, pretentious.
“Whitemen make lots of noise. With some who talk like that—Iloud
like that and tight—it sounds too much like they mad at you. With
some, you just can’t be sure about it, so you just got to be careful with
them all the time” (Portraits 55). Still, consider Silas John Edwards’s
1904 logo— “all men, all kinds” —that serves as a section divider and
unifier in the Basso book. The ideogram functions as a comic signpost
presenting understated visual evidence that Apache humor is not simply
anti-white. The icon poses a more playful, if barbed, engagement with
the dangerous joke of an “other” among Apache kin. The cultural threat
of Euroamerica outside, and delicate tribal balances inside, charge inter-
cultural joking with the “danger” of stretching deerhide into buckskin.

“All men, all kinds.” (Icon by Silas John Edwards, Apache holy man)
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Too much pressure, too little care, not enough know-how, more fuss
than necessary, can damage the social play of red—white humor here.

Silas Edwards was an Apache holy man who recently died at ninety-
six. His ideogram suggests translateral balances, a torqued pattern that
crosses in what Huizinga might see as a comic agon. The arms and
shoulders stand open, yet supportive and supplicative of power above.
They greet the gods and all “others,” as do so many southwestern
petroglyphs of hands open to the rising sun. They seem, too, to be
lifting earthly burdens and the body itself. Above the proportionately
small head (the mind’s limits?) float four lines of winds, possibly
“minds” or spirits. These lines rise upward as cultural persuasions—
“all men, all kinds”—not just Apache or “white.” The figure appears
to wink (if not entreat) that it takes al/ kinds, all senses, all peoples to
make harmony in this world. The image implies a pluralist humor, a
many-minded recognition of peoples the world over. 1t is essentially a
comic perspective, an open gesture of good will, a balanced vision of
things.

This doesn’t mean that Apaches feel no hostility toward the “white-
man.” They play through their hurt, finding some measure of humor in
intercultural friction. As Basso observes, “jokers use jokes to make
sense of Whitemen” (Portraits 18). These jokes sharpen the portrait and
clarify the problem. They humanize the difference, stylize the confu-
sion, and finally lighten the burden of reality. As in Vincent Craig’s
Indian cartoons (which first appeared in the Fort Apache Scout, the
Navajo Times, and the Yakima National Review in the 1970s), the
caricatures refocus an otherwise too serious otherness in Indian affairs.
Immediate visual evidence, a cartoon can turn threat back on itself in
Portraits of “The Whiteman.”

These cartoons tell us much about Indi’n humor. Born a full-blood on
the Navajo reservation in 1951, Craig is an ex-marine, Navajo tribal
policeman, musician, and law student who wrote the comic pop song
“Rita,” a top-ten Arizona Indian tune, in “Joe Babe” Navajo-English.
Deadpan Navajo, the song is about an Indian who goes to prison for
stealing a “crazy candybar” for his girlfriend. With zany precision,
Craig’s humor copes with the suffering he sees as a cop: “Indians can
relate humor to anything. They get a laugh out of any type of situation.
Whether it is hardships, poverty, adverse conditions, happy conditions,
whatever, Indians can find something to laugh about.”>

Originally, the cartoonist created Joe Frybread, a “rez” traditional,
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and Billy Beans, an uptown Indi’n, to play off old- and new-style
natives fencing with the “whiteman.” They serve as a kind of Don
Quixote and Sancho Panza, alazon and eiron in comic nomenclature.
Mutton Man, a superhero, is a more recent invention who parodies
white and red cultural myths as bromolocho, or buffoon. Craig’s car-
toons generally caricature the “whiteman” or a bespectacled native
parody—a noisy, Anglicized Indian undercut by a tribal straight man.
These “portraits speak for themselves,” as Dell Hymes opens his fore-
word to Basso’s study. Craig’s strokes are bold, but not nasty; the visual
cutouts often tell more than a shoebox of social statistics. Although the
“whiteman” speaks English, and the Indian thinks in a related if abbre-
viated tongue, these two voices never interact in dialogue. One makes
noise; the other thinks ironically to himself. “He thinks you looking
him over,” Basso’s informant complains, “~—Ilike he’s some cattle in a
corral.” There is a binary planing or shearing, hence the “comic”
bisociation across cultural slippage. “My idea of success,” Craig says,
“is to have a law degree hanging over my desk, and be making my
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living as a cartoonist” (“Navajo Laughs” 18). He has since become a
tribal judge.

Robert Freeman, a California Indian cartoonist, makes a living at
intercultural caricature. Through Indian eyes Fort Knox appears as the
white man’s “sacred ground,” and a desert skeleton is “the best White
man I’ve ever seen.” Tonto rides up to a seedy, squat Lone Ranger on a
pony: “Guess Who?” A potbellied Indian man in Bermuda shorts wa-
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ters his lawn outside a tipi: “That’s a half-breed for you.” Mounted
braves peer into the distance toward smoke signals: “Can’t make it out,
but I think his tipi’s on fire.” And one of two men in a war party
gestures toward a distant wagon train: “You go first, I went last time.”
A lone buffalo stampedes through an Indian village with grafitti on its
side: “Chief Big Bear Is an Airhead.” And “Custer’s Last View”
frames six grimly grinning braves staring down. These are the most
Indian-sparked intercultural cartoons since those depicting Will Rogers,
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I didn’t get a shave, figuring I might pass as a native.

the Cherokee cowboy wit, who visited the Soviet Union in 1926 and

wrote There’s Not a Bathing Suit in Russia (1927).

Lame Deer recalls that at the age of five, he looked around his grand-
mother’s skirt at his first “whiteman,” who was bearded like a mattress
come to life, bald where hair counted, and chewing something brown
that tasted so bad he had to spit it out constantly. He sat heavily on his
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horse with a leather saddle hiding his “man-thing” in the horn. The
comic discharge, the “play” of dissimilar cultural planes, connects this
five-year-old Lakota’s sketch to contemporary Indian cartoons. From
tribal eyes, Anglos can look about as incomprehensible as the cigar-
store Indian or “dog-eating” Sioux seem to whites. And Deloria’s an-
thropologist “on the great summer adventure” —hula hoop, thick glass-
es, flying jacket, Australian bush hat, Bermuda shorts, and tennis
shoes-—sets out with a blonde “sexy wife with stringy hair” to make
“OBSERVATIONS” of native life, as caricatured in Everything You've
Ever Wanted to Ask About Indians: But Were Afraid to Find Out!

These cartoons’ tone insults toward cultural negotiation. We can
laugh at ourselves, as Basso does, laughing with natives laughing at us.
This generates an intercultural sense of humor. After all, through native
eyes we are the guests, the historical intruders. The not-too-serious play
here rounds off our differences. The message, as such, seems more
inviting than threatening—a bid, a bet, sporting across killing fields.
Both sides double back reflexively to work toward bicultural accep-
tances of differences.
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Cartoon by Carl Gawboy. (Courtesy of Carl Gawboy)
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Brecht called this bisociation the “double-take” of comedy (Por-
traits xv). As Clyde Kluckhohn lectured on Hopi ritual clowns miming
Navajos and non-Hopis, “For Hopis, making fun is a way of making
sense” (96). The clown, the cartoon, the joke hangs between cultures.
For a moment we “permit” some show of disrespect, leaving us “free”
to laugh at our own shortcomings. Humor strengthens clarity beyond
ethnocentric blinders, resilience under old scars, or healing beneath
present wounds. Our intercultural laughter suggests a better future.

The elder Apache Nick Thompson taught Basso Cibecue place names
and “stalking with stories” through the tribal persona of a “Slim
Coyote.” Names and narratives carry tribal norms by way of the permit-
ted disrespects of humor. “This is what we know about our stories.
They go to work on your mind and make you think about your life.”®
The Arizona landscape is the Apache locus for such moral narratives,
which not only entertain and instruct, but anchor the people tribally. “I
know that place,” says a young woman cured of wearing curlers by her
grandmother’s story. “It stalks me every day” (*“Stalking” 40). From
Trickster tales to tribal gossip, the people’s daily narratives embed chro-
notopic “maps” in Apache minds. “Storytellers are hunters for the
Western Apache,” Basso summarizes, “—and stories, arrows; and
mountains, grandmothers—by virtue of shared beliefs about the world”
(50).
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All this metaphoric cultural thinking is mixed up with a lot of clown-
ing around, including sexual jokes about Basso’s sunburned nose as
evidence of advanced venereal disease. With his blue Nike sneakers
trimmed incandescent orange and his “Disneyland” T-shirt, Nick
taught this linguistic anthropologist how namings put the Apache back
into the right “places”: “That story is changing you now, making you
want to live right. That story is making you want to replace yourself”
(“Stalking” 42). Stories put people back into the right physical place;
that is, “place” determines right behavior, and tribal placement deter-
mines Apache identity. What others might dismiss as just talk or simply
a river or only a hill keeps the people “spatially anchored in the Ari-
zona desert,” Basso writes, keeps them morally in line, culturally
Apache. Humor bedrocks these stories. “These are all good places,”
Nick tells Basso of his Cibecue home. “Goodness is all around. I'm
happy you know that now.” The anthropologist recalls that they then
began “to laugh . . . and laugh and laugh,” and wearing a blue and
white “Ford Racing Team” cap, Nick, crippled from childhood, sped
off in his new wheelchair (47).

“Serious thinker and salacious joker alike,” Nick loved to tease this
white anthropologist with “farewell” jokes: “He says I look lonely. He
urges me to have prolonged and abundant sex with very old women. He
says it prevents nosebleeds. He says that someday I can write a book
about it. Flustered and at a loss for words, I smile weakly and shake my
head. Delighted with this reaction, Nick laughs heartily and reaches for
his coffee and a chocolate-covered doughnut” (“Stalking” 24-25).

For some thirty years Keith Basso has frequented Cibecue, speaking
an Apache dialect, soaking up the place, and thinking about Indians.
His classroom with Slim Coyote is often under an old cottonwood.
Basso’s Apache jokes mirror Indians and whites intermixing, resistant
to merging, idiosyncratic in regional dialects and cultural slants. This
academic crossed the Great American Desert and lived in one south-
western place long enough to be talked with, joked about, and trusted—
indeed, to catch the finer nuances and long-term contexts of modern
Indi’n humor from the “other” side looking back. He has learned
“their” language and mapped a sociolinguistics of everyday work and
play, from stringing fences to singing 49s (powwow social songs). In
lieu of Indian exotica, Basso contextualizes discourse from Kkitchen
caricature to campfire kitsch, trading post to beer party—the extempo-
raneous humor of tribal culture in the making.



104 INDI’N HUMOR

Another linguist-cum-poet, not so formally trained, lived with the Pit
River Indians in north central California fifty years back. Jaime de
Angulo, the “Buckaroo Doctor,” served as a linguistic field worker for
Boas, Kroeber, Radin, Lowie, and Sapir at the University of California,
Berkeley, in anthropology’s formative days. De Angulo had a brilliant
ear for languages, a coyote flair for the unconventional, and a wan-
derlust to live on the margins. Born Parisian Basque in 1888, he came to
Wyoming as a dislocated sixteen-year-old cowboy; by twenty-four, he
had a medical degree from Johns Hopkins. De Angulo then ran a Mon-
terey cattle ranch and during the 1920s taught at Berkeley, while master-
ing seventeen Indian languages and translating for Carl Jung. After a
tragic accident and second divorce, he lived in 1940 as a hermit in Big
Sur, seen only with Robinson Jeffers, the musician Harry Patch, or
Henry Miller. Jack Kerouac sketched him in Desolation Angels, Mar-
ianne Moore corresponded with him, and Kenneth Rexroth became his
compatriot. Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, Robert Duncan, and
Allen Ginsberg befriended de Angulo during this hard time, when he
found Indian company preferable to white society. Jaime began to
wander, go “wild,” and lost his shadow, as Pit Rivers say. Pound called
him “the American Ovid,” and Williams considered de Angulo “one of
the most outstanding writers” he had ever met. “Those are Coyote’s
bones, grandchild,” de Angulo wrote, “the lightning never strikes over
them.” Blessed and cursed, Jaime de Angulo came as close to Coyote,
the western Indian sacred clown, as a white man can.

De Angulo died in 1950, the year before Black Elk passed away. In
his last years, he wrote Indians in Overalls, championed by Ezra
Pound, who was then incarcerated in St. Elizabeth’s mental hospital
after being indicted for treason. Robert Duncan typed the manuscript at
home and recalled “two brilliant old cranks, the one living in a cage,
the other dying of cancer, contemplating the irony, and the absurdity,
and the humor in their respective fates.””

De Angulo’s portraits show his Indian friends as logical and compas-
sionate people, “real Stone Age men” and women, gifted with an
inventive if bedraggled humor: Jack Folsom, the mountainous Lena,
Sukmit the hunchback Indian doctor and bosom friend (“how many
ditches have we shared for a bed with a bottle of firewater?!”), Blind
Hall the medicine man, Robert Spring, Old Mary, Old Kate the medi-
cine woman, the cowboy Wild Bill (who told him much about Coyote
Old Man). “I never saw such a goddam lot of improbable people,” de
Angulo writes in amazement and consternated love.®
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The California Pit River Indians are still a troubled people when seen
from the outside—Iand disputes, factions, political feuds, government
betrayals, water and fishing complaints, and a decades-long battle with
Pacific Gas and Electric Company. They hire, fire, and burn out pro
bono lawyers faster than madrone dries on the hillsides. “I went to sleep
with my head full of old-time stories, tin lizzies, damaagomes
[medicinal powers] mixed up with engines, coyotes and sagebrush,” de
Angulo says (Indians 223). It is the sleep of the lost found elsewhere.

The Pit Rivers called whites “wanderers” or tramps (enellaaduwi),
since they seemed homeless in the Gold Rush— “smart, but they don’t
know anything,” Wild Bill said (/ndians 241). Joking was often all the
Indians in Ishi country had left from the land-grabbing, scalp-taking,
and bounty-hunting. But de Angulo was taken in by these native Cal-
ifornians a decade after Ishi, the last Yana Indian, surrendered in
Oroville. They slept in ditches and traveled where they liked and lived
off the land, mostly on rabbits. De Angulo learned their tongue,
achumawi, and relayed his notes to Berkeley academics, who did not
always admire his life-style. “Decent anthropologists don’t associate
with drunkards who go rolling in ditches with shamans,” de Angulo
noted when the academy balked at financing his field work (225). For a
“damn fool white man,” as his medicine friend Sukmit teased, de
Angulo made a pretty good Indian, an “Indian white man,” Old Mary
said. They credited him with an appreciation of their humor, their
deeper culture and lives. He joined them to “sing together” waking up
the damaagomes.

Is, kaakaadzi, the people greeted him, “Person, you are living.” He
lived his linguistics, not in catalogued grammars, but in the syntax of
the everyday. He mastered the singsong Pit River speech (bitonal),
gambled in the “hand-game” (marked bones for wagers) with Paiutes
and Modocs up north, and soaked up their rhythms of movement—
dancing, even dreaming and breathing, their songs, stories, creation
myths, coyote tales, speeches, and quarrels. There was always a comic
argument. De Angulo sparred with Sukmit: “ “What do you know about
electricity?! Electricity doesn’t work that way!” ‘Hell, what do you
know about damaagomes? You are nothing but a white man, a goddam
tramp.” ‘No, I am not a white man!” *Yes, you are a white man, you are
a white man forever!!” ”

“Old Mary chuckled from over the campfire, ‘You two always quar-
reling like two old men. You Indian, you white man, ha-ha-ha! You
both crazy!”” (Indians 226). Wild Bill told him all about Coyote Old
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Man, whom some tribes say thought up this contrary world (see An-
gulo’s Indian Tales). Another gamer with bones credited the creator
Jesus as “the best gambler in the whole United States!” (216). But
Indians could never understand monotheism: “What is this thing that
the white people call God?” Wild Bill wanted to know. “They are
always talking about it. It’s goddam this and goddam that, and in the
name of the god, and the god made the world. Who is that god, Doc?
They say that Coyote is the Indian God, but if I say to them that God is
Coyote, they get mad at me. Why?” (237). All Indians in America
know something of Coyote Old Man or his cousins Raven, Rabbit,
Deer, Loon, Spider, Crow, and Bluejay. These are the Trickster spirits
of old, still stirring things up. It’s a certain comic vision embedded in
old myths. Laughter carries a powerful medicine when ignorance and
fear threaten, as so often among peoples. “All men, all kinds” must
come together, Slim Coyote said. And thus the Pit River people share a
rare and precious humor, recorded gently and deftly by Jaime de An-
gulo:

So I sent them back on the train. Funny-looking pair they made at the station,
bewildered, he with his long hair and his black sombrero, his long arms and
his hump; she clutching a bundle; and her gray hair under a bright silk
handkerchief we had just bought for her.

I spoke a word to the conductor for them. He smiled broadly; “Sure I'll
take care of them. I know Indians. I was raised in Oklahoma.” As the train
pulled out, old Mary gave me the Pit River goodby: “Is tus’ i taakaadzee,
Man, live well! Ittu toolol hakaadzi-gudzuma, We also will live.” (228)

Caliban, Again

You taught me language, and my profit on’t
Is, I know how to curse. The red plague rid you
For learning me your language!
CALIBAN, in The Tempest

From a Basque hobo, to a Santee AIMster turned rock lyricist, to a
Harvard linguist and a Navajo cop this century, Indi’n humor convexly
mirrors red—white intercultural exchanges. The Buckskin Curtain filters
comic warps all the way across the Big Water. Since the Renaissance,
Europeans have fixated on the American Indian as new/old “free”
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people of the Western world. D. H. Lawrence relocated to New Mex-
ico among Pueblo Indians in New Mexico in the 1920s, and was cultur-
ally emblematic of Euroamerican migrations for some three centuries
past. Raleigh’s emigrant godson went back to Italy, the Old World
motherland, published Mornings in Mexico (1927), and died of tuber-
culosis before he could return and write more of “native” Americans.
“Lorenzo’s” ashes lie beside his wife, Frieda, on the western slope of
the Taos mountains, where his self-designed shrine intimates phoenix
rebirth.

Ezra Pound, William Carlos Williams, H.D., and other Imagists
rediscovered American Indian visual and verbal arts through the wild
delights of Jaime de Angulo and insistences of Mary Austin, midwife of
modern primitivism. Their contemporary nativism capped four cen-
turies of Western organic thinking (as documented in Jerome and Diane
Rothenberg’s Symposium of the Whole [1983]). This neoprimitivism,
supercharged with Indians, was registered simultaneously among the
Fauvists in France, the short-lived Vorticist movement in England, Pi-
casso’s prodigious wonder over native African masks, the widespread
interest in cave paintings eighteen thousand or more years old in south-
ern France, and T. S. Eliot’s “Waste Land” uses of modern ethnology.®
In short, the “primitive” or “native” or ‘“ethnopoetic” concerns of
twentieth-century Euroamerican thinking, particularly in the arts, can be
focused in play fascinations with the American Indian, long a symbol of
native nobility and concomitant “savagery.” This line runs from Mon-
taigne writing on misconceived “cannibals,” to Shakespeare’s Prospero
as the artist’s shamanic surrogate, to Rousseau’s noble savage, to Chief
Joseph of the Nez Perce (1983), the epic poem by Robert Penn Warren,
who became the United States’ first poet laureate in 1986.

Non-Indians inventing “Indians” have long costumed and choreo-
graphed a comic pageant. Rousseau’s “noble savage” sparked Euro-
pean romantics to idealize our lost brothers in the forest: Schiller,
Schlegel, and Coleridge in the nineteenth century godfathered Ameri-
can “native” romantics in America, from Thoreau, through Whitman,
to Hemingway, Snyder, Creeley, Berry, and Bly, among many others.
Certainly, some of their works—Thoreau’s A Week on the Concord and
Merrimack Rivers (1849) or Snyder’s The Old Ways (1977)—caught
glimpses of Indi’n humor. Yet the divine rhymer Indian prevails, heroic
tribal mascot or tragic capitalist victim. In the Lévi-Strauss syndrome,
American primitivists claim European kin from Gauguin, to Pirandello,



108 INDI’N HUMOR

to Stravinsky and Gaudier-Brzeska (who sculpted, Pound said, like a
“Red Indian” under a London railway bridge). Originally, Stravinsky’s
ballet score Le Sacre du printemps (1913) was costumed and choreo-
graphed as something of a Pueblo folk dance with Russian sacrificial
overtones. Kafka fired up the “wish to become a Red Indian” in his
unfinished Amerika (1927): “If one were only an Indian, instantly alert,
and on a racing horse, leaning against the wind, kept on quivering
briefly over the quivering ground.” Puccini even wrote an opera, La
Fanciulla del West (The Golden Girl of the West [1910]), with an Indian
female chorus. “Know then,” Johann Herder wrote to a friend at the
end of the eighteenth century, “the more alive and freedom-loving a
people is . . . the more savage, that is, alive, free, sensuous, lyrically
active, its songs must be,” 10

Why? Other than opera buffa, what does this primitivist pulse signify
in Euroamerican thought and culture? What is the Western world cultur-
ally playing out in images of Indians? Why are we missing Indi’n
humor? Why this fascination with “wild” men who told the newcomers
that their native home was not a wilderness until the Euroamerican
invasion? Who are the Indians today, and what are they doing and
saying? When they laugh, do we listen?

“Chi séte?” wonders Cesare Pascarella’s Christopher Columbus,
“Who are you?” as he “discovers” New World natives in La Scoperta
dell’ America (The Discovery of America [1894]). “So’un servaggio,”
growls the “native” American parody in thick Roman dialect, “I'm a
savage.”

Five centuries ago, the misnamed “red” Indian (from Iroquois face
paint, less than ruddy skin) was grafted on European thinking as a
stereotype plucked from medieval imagery of the “wild man” and in
turn transformed into a New World Caliban. The tag names mutated, as
Tzvetan Todorov sees in The Conquest of America: Cariba—Columbus
may have heard Caniba, or “dog”-headed cannibals under the Chinese
“khan”—cannibal, Caribbean, Caliban. Our wild stereotype derives
partly from tin ears and loose tongues. “There is nothing in that na-
tion,” Montaigne wrote with self-reflective irony, “that is either barba-
rous or savage, unless men call that barbarism which is not common to
them” (Of the Cannibals, a 1603 translation available to Shakespeare
while he was writing The Tempest). At the same historical moment in
the English Renaissance, a person crossing London Bridge could see
several dozen decapitated heads on pikes. Pilgrims released from the
Thames Clink Prison nearby had any number of reasons to emigrate.
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“Barbarian,” from the original Greek usage, meant simply they
“stutter” (bleating bar-bar like sheep); loosely, they do not speak our
language. It seems ironically xenophobic to have misnamed “Indians,”
faulted them for not speaking “our” English, and five hundred years
later to have discovered a literary renaissance in red English. According
to the first popular visual images culled from explorers’ wild accounts (a
1505 German woodcut in Augsburg or Nuremburg), the “Indian” for-
aged about naked, promiscuous, bestial, befeathered, warring, lawless,
godless, and cannibal. “Tumbleweeds” is tame stuff next to this savage
stereotyping. “They also fight with each other,” Amerigo Vespucci
added: “They also eat each other even those who are slain, and hang the
flesh of them in smoke. They live one hundred and fifty years. And
have no government” (Mundus Novus 1503). Emerson years later ob-
jected to the Italian’s tall tales: “Strange that broad America must wear
the name of a thief! Amerigo Vespucci, the pickle-dealer at Seville, who
went out in 1499 . . . in an expedition that never sziled, managed in
this lying world to supplant Columbus, and baptize half the earth with
his own dishonest name!” (English Traits 1856). Today, 87 of the 230
Brazilian tribes of Amerigo’s day are extinct.

With a “fascination of the abomination” reemerging four centuries
later in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (1899), Euroamericans inversely

The People of the Islands Recently Discovered (German woodcut, ca, 1505).
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projected themselves onto their subjugated “native” and adopted a dark
surrogate son (or daughter, as with Conrad’s Cassandra, the Congolese
mistress in the jungle who counters Kurtz’s white “Intended” waiting
for her romantic “hero” back home). So was born the barbaric wild
child “Ca-Caliban”—stuttering Caribbean bastard of the Renaissance,
Tempest offspring of a black African witch and an unknown paternal
beast. It seems a twentieth-century twist on Kristeva’s parable—Eros
conceived as Penia seduces a satiated Poros at heaven’s gates. “This
thing of darkness,” Prospero concludes, burying the book and reclaim-
ing Caliban, “I acknowledge mine” (V.i.275-76).

The strange humor of intercultural and interspecies history stretches
dangerously thin here. Hayden White argues that we have “de-
spatialized” the wilderness by domesticating desert, forest, jungle, and
mountain: “So that, instead of the relatively comforting thought that the
Wild Man may exist out there and can be contained by some kind of
physical action, it is now thought . . . that the Wild Man is lurking
within every man.”!! Perhaps this precarious interiorization can also be
seen in the caging and cataloguing of wild animals in zoos, a European
public institution of the nineteenth century. Animals and Indians have
long represented America’s wild “others.” “On the other side consider-
ing so good a Countrey, so bad a people,” Samuel Purchas wrote in
1625 in Hakluytus Posthumus or Purchas His Pilgrims: “having littie of
humanitie but shape, ignorant of Civilitie, of Arts, of Religion; more
brutish than the beasts they hunt, more wild and unmanly than that
unmanned wild countrey, which they range rather then inhabite; capti-
vated also to Satans tyranny in foolish pieties, mad impieties, wicked
idlenesse, busie and bloudy wickednesse.” Noble to ignoble spins on
the xenophobic fear of our “savage” natives serve as the West’s li-
bidinous litmus test.

“Skins Red”

'Ban, 'Ban, Ca—Caliban
Has a new master. Get a new man!
Freedom, high day! High day, freedom!
CALIBAN, in The Tempest

In 1984 driving east of Trento along Lago di Caldonazza, I was in-
trigued by a campsite road sign, “Punto Indiani.” There stood the
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international logo for camping—silhouette of a tipi, two crossed sticks
covered with animal skin. This geodesic cone may have been the first
“home” outside the cave. Living outdoors on vacation from “reality”
allows us to fantasize the martyred Indian “wild” life of the West,
where the “natural” way is now recreationally commercialized. The
postindustrial nuclear family, an older sacra familia under urban stress,
moves back to nature childlike on weekends, where natives cartoon our
playing Indian: Dad at the campfire, Mom in the tent, Junior on the
grass with the family dog. This desacralized trinity plays Indian out-
doors as a skeletal tribe tracking glimpses of endangered wildlife, too
often slaughtered road kill.

Dylan Thomas, the boy-poet and enfant sauvage of Wales, found his
own Gaelic wilderness in “the Gorsehill jungle” of Portrair of the Artist
as a Young Dog:

On my haunches, eager and alone, casting an cbony shadow, with the Gorse-
hill jungle swarming, the violent, impossible birds and fishes leaping, hidden
under four-stemmed flowers the height of horses, in the early evening in a
dingle near Carmarthen, my friend Jack Williams invisibly near me, I felt all
my young body like an excited animal surrounding me, the torn knees bent,
the bumping heart, the long heat and depth between the legs, the sweat
prickling in the hands, the tunnels down to the eardrums, the little balls of
dirt between the toes, the eyes in the sockets, the tucked-up voice, the blood
racing, the memory around and within flying, jumping, swimming, and
waiting to pounce. There, playing Indians in the evening, I was aware of me
myself in the exact middle of a living story, and my body was my adventure
and my name.12

The Welsh poet’s imagination equates sensuous childhood on all fours,
dark nature, leaping animals, and riotous Indians at the existential cen-
ter of a storied universe.

Wars, mechanization, taxation, racism, and nationalism have devas-
tated Europe many times over. Yet the land still holds promise of daily
bread and beauty (Mother Earth holds on), the animals decline to die off
en masse, and the greening world is reminiscent of ancient tribal ways
idealized in ceremonies, architectures, spirits, and arts (D. H. Law-
rence, to Frank Lloyd Wright, to Carl Jung discovering Black Elk
Speaks and Jackson Pollock spilling paint creatively a la Navajo sand
painters). The world is potentially still a “house made of dawn,” or so
Scott Momaday reminds us by borrowing his Pulitzer novel’s title from
the Night Chant, a Navajo healing ceremony. It is an imaginary house at
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the moment, once dreamed real and redreamed as natural in Gary
Snyder’s Earth House Hold (1969), with open forest walls, a floor of
Mother Earth, a roof of Father Sky. This is an old myth, gone fictive
and remythicized, as Hayden White argues of the wild man. The people’s
“house” would ideally be inhabited by two-leggeds, four-leggeds,
wingeds, and roots all living together naturally. Native Americans refer
to this “walk in balance” or “beauty” variously as alignment, harmony,
reciprocity—hozhd, the Navajo say. It provides a mythic base for a
sense of humor and well-being, a naturalistic vision of this earth and all
its living things.

The traditional Indian world, in such mythic re-creation, points back
to a natural world that Euroamericans fear they have lost, but then
rediscovered in the act of losing. The death of Sam Fathers in Faulkner’s
The Bear signals The Fall of Caliban once more. This cultural myth
elegizes the “vanishing” Indian—black American of the true wilderness
before our Civil War, our Adamic self-expulsion from the sylvan Gar-
den: “He lay there—the copper-brown, almost hairless body, the old
man’s body, the old man, the wild man not even one generation from the
woods, childless, kinless, peopleless—motionless, his eyes open but no
longer looking at any of them. .. .” The fictive death (and mythic
resurrection?) of our American Indian godfathers triggers an elegy for
our “greening” world—unpolluted, unaxed, unfenced, and unplowed.
Here humanity would live in harmony with “wild” animal and vegetal
life (the so-called wilds became so as we left or lost them). Under this
house made of dawn, however, there would be less distance between
tipi and casa, no walls between “in” and “out”doors, and literature
could be drawn from dance, song, and ancient storytelling. The word
would signify human presence, everybody together, speaking harmo-
niously. So we dream, given our fears, dislocations, and losses. Indian
humor (through revisionist eyes, seeing ourselves see “them” in the
warp of illusory play) may take us comically closer to Native America
by understanding our distances and played kinships.

The popular mind, we know, invents Indians wildly the world over.
Not long ago in Italy, the Indiani metropolitani dressed up like “sav-
ages” in skins and war paint to run through northern city streets, acting
out anarchy as European “reds” in some 1979 Tuscan leftist version of
the Boston Tea Party. Simultaneously, the Italian neoconservative wing
adopted the noble Indian warrior as its totem: they thought that the
stereotype conveniently linked ideas from Norse myths, The Hobbit, the
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Avyatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s Islamic fundamentalist crusade, all rit-
ually “wild” in a right-wing perspective. Indians get around. In effect,
the Caliban myth went ’round the European political circle. Truckers
pasted Indian decals on autostrada trailers. “Navajo American Ma-
rine,” one double semi was marked south of Rome during Easter week-
end in 1984. Bisonette della Strada, or “Buffalo of the Road,” was
written over the hood. “RIBELLIAMOCI CONTRO!” a poster proclaimed in
downtown Florence, “LET’S ALL REBEL!” The poster’s antimilitary,
antiestablishment, antipenal campaign was illustrated by a mounted
plains warrior with a war bonnet, buffalo horns, and carbine. Poster-size
blowups of Edward Curtis’s photograph of Geronimo, kneeling with a
Sharp’s rifle, were being sold on the Ponte Vecchio, the old butcher’s
bridge in early Medici days. It was here that American troops waded
across the Arno and liberated Florence at the end of World War 1I.

Back home in northern California, Gary Snyder wiped his son’s
bottom and rhymed in Ax Handles (1983): “No trouble, friend, / you,
and me, and Geronimo / are men.” Add to this Uffizi wall graffiti,
which featured warriors with rifles and tipis and squaws, near the stat-
ues of the solar heretic Galileo and the bastard genius Leonardo. “Go to
a mountain-top and cry for a vision,” an Italian with crayon had trans-
lated an American modernization of a Lakota vision song in Jerome
Rothenberg’s Shaking the Pumpkin (1972). Spray paint emblazoned
“@narchy” on the wall in its now international logo. All these street
images superimposed a confusion of noble calls to the wild freedoms of
the West on our lost Indians.

Fifty issues of Tex Willer comic books, cowboy-and-Indian thrillers
with half-breed heroes, flooded my local newsstand in suburban Flor-
ence (one jungle and five Jedi comic books completed the rack). There
seems no end to savagist curiosity. Newlook, a French soft-porn maga-
zine, in January 1984 featured a forlorn “Wa Hu Wa Pa” of the southern
Cheyenne, a sadly undressed Indian maiden in scanty feathers and furs.
She was truly one of the Pellerosse, or “skins [feminine] red,” a pho-
tographic “puma,” the ad promised, on sale across from the Florentine
Baptistry: “C’est la femme la plus dangereuse de 1’Ouest,” or “the most
dangerous woman of the West.” Meanwhile, back home around
Thanksgiving 1984, Brooke Shields embraced a red-necked turkey on
the cover of the revived Vanity Fair and posed Indianlike for a naked
savage prince and four busty nymphs in “Running Bare,” a fall fashion
article. The sexy call of the wild hearkens back to Vespucci’s naked
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Tupinamba, Cortez’s captive Aztec concubine La Malinche, Caliban’s
lust for Miranda, and repressed Euroamerican dreams of female animal
libidos.

I discovered the ubiquitous war bonnet on a package of rosemary
while seasoning Tuscan spring lamb. “Super Sioux” read the red,
white, and green Bolognese label. The spaghetti Western is still with us,
friends, spicing the wild discovery of America, over and again. “So’ un
servaggio.”

Descendants of Columbus

You laugh at my cnthusiasm for savages as Voltaire laughed at
Rousscau for wanting to walk on all fours.

JouANN HERDER, “From a Correspondence on Ossian

and the Songs of Ancient Peoples”

Intercultural jokes pose certain kinds of comic treaties between differing
peoples. “Heaven,” a German-American friend told me, “would be
organized by the Swiss. The French would cook and the English police
the place. Italians would be the lovers and Germans the mechanics.”
Social context frames comic heavenly psyches. “And hell?” he grinned:
“Organized by the Italians with the French as mechanics, the English
cooks, the Swiss lovers, and the Germans the police.” I suspect every-
body would play Indians in both places.

Italians are not alone in savage fancies. The Germans dress up like
Indians and return to nature in “Cowboy Clubs” (better old-time
Kiowas than many of his kinfolk, Hanay Geiogamah once joked of
Berliner “cowboy-Indians”). The English sport “Red Man” societies.
The Dutch have NANAI—Nederlandse Aktiegroep Noord-Amer-
ikaanse Indianen—plugged into the pan-Indian Akwesasne Notes from
Upstate New York Iroquois, with a German periodical counterpart,
Amedian: Berichte aus dem Indianischen Amerika. The Russians fancy
a freshly translated anthology of American Indian literature, 7 Stand in
Good Relation to the Earth, through the Gorky Institute of World Liter-
ature in Moscow. Until her recent death the Polish had a kindly old
woman known as Indian Grandma, Indianska Babcia, who wrote to
Indian political prisoners, slept with a handful of Wounded Knee dirt
under her cot, and organized the Polish Movement of Friends of the
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American Indians (PRPI). The French have Lévi-Strauss, a self-labeled
“savage mind.”

“What would I not give / To bring back the rare and orchid-like /
Evil-yclept Etruscan?” D. H. Lawrence pined sixty years ago in
Tuscany.

Evil, what is evil?
There is only one evil, to deny life
As Rome denied Etruria
And mechanical America Montezuma still.
(“Cypresses™)

Our American natives back home remain the “new” men and women of
the old garden, Adamic Calibans and dusky Eves. We must ask hon-
estly: Have Euroamericans merely relayered an exotic archaeology of
wild man images? Why should these peoples so permeate our Western
nostalgias, romantic fancies, and wild desires? Can a long-muted Indi’n
humor correct these longings, or at least update and place them in more
realistic, if not healthier, contexts?

During the summer of 1984 in Munich, a hospitable dealer in native
arts took me to the opening of a South American Indian ethnographic
exhibit, presented by a friend of his, a “free-style” German eth-
nologist-—in the central Platz of Dachau in the brand-new Dresdener
Bank. Looking through a teller’s window to the open floor exhibit, I
jotted some notes:

South American Indian arts and cultures, photos of native people, here in
Dachau, in the Dresdener Bank, with a smiling Schwabish president, cham-
pagne, snacks, and eventually steins of beer—with the cries of dying Jews in
the air, over the pink stuccoed Bayern homes, the roofs pitched against heavy
snowfall, all smacking of German affluence and shrewdness and good will,
quaint in a storybook way, like Disneyland, and still the horribie palimpsest
of gas chambers, wooden bars of soap, waterless showers, files of Jews
dividing in two, the workers and the dispensables, and right there in color
photographs, “Indianer,” acculturating like good civilized tribes, a transistor
radio on one man’s arm, and the head-hunting Jivaro, with priceless saffron
feathers, poisoned spears, hallucinogens: “Die lefzten Indianer” it says, the
last. And the poster asks, “Wer ist ein Indianer?”

Who, indeed, is an Indian, according to whose wild definition?
William Carlos Williams believed “the average American to be an
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Indian” —that is, “an Indian robbed of his world” (In the American
Grain). In order to check ethnic slumming, how much of “the horror”
need be remembered? American Indian humor mixes compassion and
judgment even in the darkest of Trickster histories—incest, murder,
violence of all sorts, compulsive recreant behavior—while it plays with
encoding variable tribal rules. It is one of the few true voices left of
survival. Still, hurt is hurt, and however palliative the humor, the dark
reality remains a part of history defined by definitive Indian losses.

In the West with Indians, clearly we regret and regress where we
decimate. Euroamericans have been tracking Caliban in print, as he has
been dispossessed in person. Such tunnel-vision pity leaks from Pope’s
“Lo! the poor Indian” of “untutored mind” and “simple Nature” and
“faithful dog” in his Essay on Man (1733), to Elias Canettis’ 1976
Munich address elegizing the “incomparable creations by people who,
hunted, cheated, and robbed by us, have perished in misery and bitter-
ness.”!3 Perished? Who are these 2 million survivors in the United
States? What about some 30 to 40 million Native Americans present
today in the Americas? According to this Nobel Prize Dichter, the
“writer’s profession” now is to preserve and resurrect the “inexhausti-
ble spiritual legacy” of Indian cultures. All good intentions notwith-
standing, how and for whom? Is Frye’s comic spring under the ground
of Indian humor? Could not Indians speak, write, and joke for them-
selves?

Removal, reeducation, and relocation have devastated but not van-
quished Native Americans. Without indulging defeat or cultural sado-
masochism, we must remember a measure of what happened, if only to
keep it from happening continually. Indi’n humor is a way of recalling
and going beyond tragedy, of working through the hurt of personal
history, of healing old wounds and hearing the truth of what’s happening
among Native Americans. It is the most vocal and effective voice among
Indians today, if not yesterday.

To Euroamerican leftists in the romantic backwash of the past cen-
tury, Indians would symbolize the failures of New World capitalism and
underscore the needs for social redefinition. They argue for a more
communal contract between individual and state, especially in light of
so many of our tribes dispossessed of pastoral communalism (count the
number of small American farms going under these days). Marx saw
British labor dispossessions in his father’s factory over a century ago
and went to the British Museum to write his way through the causes.
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“Was anybody more Indian,” asked a pamphlet at the European Ameri-
can Studies Conference in Rome in 1984, “than Karl Marx?” Somehow
the British Museum, colonial archive of the West, seemed the fitting
place for Marx to pen Das Kapital (in 1867, the year preceding the Red
Cloud Treaty, which is still contested in the courts).

Up through three floors of the British Museum today towers a cedar
Haida totem pole. At the top of this Indian stairwell in 1984 stood an
exhibit on Jamestown colony, “Raleigh and Roanoke,” since come to
America. The new “virgin land,” or Virginia, by the end of the six-
teenth century offered an ideal military outpost, the notes said, from
which to attack Spanish fleets sailing with stolen gold and silver up the
Gulf current from Central America. “God for gold” was native trade
among Westerners, Todorov reminds us. This first “lost colony” of
Roanoke, however, disappeared Indian-style into the Algonkian woods,
leaving only one word, the cryptic message “CROATOAN” carved on a
post. So from the initial English contact with “salvages” we retain only
John White’s original drawings, etched by Theodore de Bry in the
London-published America (1590, when Shakespeare was beginning
his theatrical career). These are tattooed, naked, animal-skinned, feath-

After Jacques Le Moyne, The Youth of Florida (1591).
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ered, hunting, warring, dancing, playing, fornicating heathens, not so
distant kin, the intruders thought, to South American “cannibals.”

Caliban, again. What Raleigh noted then as “cockes combes” in
Huron hairstyles resurfaces today—dyed turquoise, orange, or blue—in
the London punk street scene. The “savage” still lives as the West’s
“other” child.

In another part of London in 1984 was mounted a New England
native exhibit, “Thunderbird and Lightning,” headlining the Museum
of Mankind. This museum, near fashionable Sackville Street, houses
the ethnological treasures of the British Museum. In the heart of the
archive, radial center for Britain’s borrowed artifacts of the world—
ghostly Polynesian and African statues, Maori masks, and Inuit carv-
ings—-sits a crystal Aztec skull. It grins from a glass case and is about
the size of a grapefruit. This crystal cranium, likely stolen by Cortez
from the Aztecs, sums up stereotypes of the Euroamerican Caliban,
yesterday to today. Its chiseled teeth grimace through time. As I stood
staring at the afternoon light blur through this memento mori, a guard
brought in a brown felt cloth to cover the case at closing time.

Why?

No one knew. I went from attendant to director to research librarian,
and all shook their heads. I pressed a guard, who finally offered that the
“colored” who cleaned in the morning was afraid of this grinning
crystal skull from the New World, a native risus sardonicus. So they
agreed to put it to sleep under a brown cloth. I left the Museum of
Mankind hearing Marlow mutter of the Intended in Heart of Darkness:
“I could not tell her. It would have been too dark—too dark al-
together. . . .”

The Indian is America to the Euroamerican, on both sides of the Big
Water. The image is an intercultural invention with its own ghostly and
ironic reinventions. Indian America reflects at once our shame, our
promise, and our native origin. Indian humor could be our salvation, a
new way to look at what we have made of our world and what can still
be done. The Native American figures as national icon of our original
ecologist, our “wild” man, our fertile woman, our warrior, our noble
savage, our skilled craftsman, our communalist, our “free” out-
doorsman, our hunter, our fisher, not so often our planter in folklore
(though 90 to 95 percent of native diets were from horticulture), finally
our prophet of the future. And as the world struggles to tribalize against
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self-annihilation, that future brightens comically against collective
darkness.

“O brave new world,” Miranda delights in The Tempest, “That has
such people in’t!”

A drunken Stephano defers to Caliban, “O brave monster! Lead the

23

way.
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Old Tricks, New Twists

I

Some say that Coyote first appeared on a raft
That Coyote created the world

That Coyote is very old the first one

That Coyote put the stars in the universe
That Coyote fucked up the planets

That Coyote is the giver and taker of life
That Coyote stole fire for the people

That Coyote can change the seasons

I

Some say that Coyote dances in a feathered cape trimmed with
flicker quills

That Coyote plays a flute and is the best dancer around

That Coyote has more clamshell and magnestie beads than you
can imagine

That Coyote can make redbud burst into bloom by staring at it

That Coyote wanted to be a falling leaf and tried it

That Coyote was looking for figs and followed a male

That Coyote is a poet

That Coyote is a fool

i1

Some say that Coyote is on the streets and in the alleys

That Coyote lives in L.A. and San Francisco and eats out of
garbage cans

That Coyote talks to his asshole and usually takes its advice

That Coyote howls at the moon because it never stays the same

That Coyote doesn’t like change

That Coyote is change

v

Some say Coyote wears a black leather jacket and hightop
tennis shoes

That Coyote thinks Rose is a good singer

120
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That Coyote eats frybread peanut butter and jelly
That Coyote will use you if you don’t watch out
That Coyote will teach you if you let him

That Coyote is very young the new one

That Coyote is a survivor

Some say Coyote is a myth
Some say Coyote is real
I say Coyote is
I say Coyote
I say Coyote
Harry Fonseca, “Coyote”

Red Renaissance

For Europeans, no less than Americans, Caliban reemerged a chthonic
shaman shrouded in vines of rhetoric, recently Don Juan of the desert
courtesy of Carlos Castaneda. “By the shores of Gitchie Gumee,”
Longfellow metered Schoolcraft’s Algonkian narratives to Finnish Ka-
levala rhythms, as he silted Iroquois heroic myths into Ojibwa trickster
cycles. Mary Austin, with “Amerindian” insights in The American
Rhythm (1923), argued for a primal American earthbeat that pulsed with
mystic savagery in twentieth-century art. In reference to the new vers
librists and Imagists, Austin prefaced George Cronyn’s The Path on the
Rainbow (1918), among the earliest anthologies of Indian song-poems:
“the discovery that the first free movement of poetic originality in
America finds us just about where the last Medicine Man left off.”
Americans instinctively reached “for a deeper footing in their native
soil,” Austin thought, and Indian song-poems struck bedrock. Natives
held an Edenic balance with nature that Western man longed to recap-
ture, if indeed paradise ever was his province.

About this time, Lawrence was coming down West, from England via
Germany to New Mexico, to chant “the insurgent naked throb of the
instant moment” in his American New Poems (1919). Again, for Euro-
peans of the past five centuries, America was radically new, Indians
mythically old and exotically remote. They extended a natural way of
life that every culture looks back to-—a native green garden before the
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Fall. It has been a biblical myth institutionalized in the West for two
thousand years, bracketed at the other end by an Apocalypse awaited
with strange Fundamentalist faith.!

The American Indian, to recapitulate, seems mythically our fresh
origin in the New World: a romantic paradox that images ancient begin-
nings mythopoeically new, Adam and the fallen angel superimposed on
Caliban. Americans mythologize the Indian Adam, from Hiawatha to
the late actor Will Sampson, from Longfellow through Austin to Peter
Matthiessen’s native manifesto, Indian Country (1984). This is “Amer-
ica as Lost Paradise and the Indian as its Dispossessed Spirit,” Peter
Nabokov snipes.?

So these days, from Tzvetan Todorov, to Umberto Eco, to Claude
Lévi-Strauss, the Old World is rediscovering the discovery of Caliban.
In the Bologna train station, I found La Riscoperta dell ‘America (1984)
by the Italian literati Umberto Eco, Gian Paolo Cesarani, and Ben-
jamino Placido. “La conquista del West?” Placido asks: “Un mas-
sacro.” Essayists of the primitive backtrack the “native” American
through a wild new populace of Old World expatriates and New Natives
radically American—restless, nomadic, volatile, godless, cultureless,
and ahistorical. “So’ un servaggio.” So goes the stereotype. To Euro-
peans, rightly or wrongly, America secems naturally wild at heart, and at
the heart of this heathen nobility lurks the red man, pellerossa or ser-
vaggio in Vespucci’s homeland, the buried archetype of the “wild”
man.

Of course this is stereotyping at its worst, not for the first time
freezing the dynamics of two thousand living Indian cultures in a two-
faced cliché of American rebellion, noble and savage. The historian
Robert Berkhofer prefaces The White Man’s Indian (1978): “In the end,
to understand the White image of the Indian is to understand White
societies and intellectual premises over time more than the diversity of
Native Americans.” Fewer cardboard ideologies, indeed, more authen-
tic talk and real information would serve to correct President Reagan’s
faux pas at the spring 1988 Soviet—American summit meeting, when
asked by Russian students why an Indian delegation followed him to
Moscow requesting a meeting denied hundreds of times in the United
States:

They from the beginning announced that they wanted to maintain their way
of life. . . . And we set up these reservations so they could, and have a
Bureau of Indian Affairs to help take care of them.
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Maybe we made a mistake. Maybe we should not have humored them in
that wanting to stay in that kind of primitive life style. Maybe we should have
said, “No, come join us. Be citizens along with the rest of us.”

P’m very pleased to meet with them, talk with them at any time, and see
what their grievances are or what they feel they might be. And you’d be
surprised, some of them became very wealthy because some of those reserva-
tions were overlaying great pools of oil. And you can get very rich pumping
oil. And so I don’t know what their complaint might be.?

This ethnocentric whitewash pervades America from top to bottom.
The Bureau of Indian Affairs was started in 1824 as a branch of the War
Department, and three decades later the government declared war
against plains Indians. Reservations (President Reagan first called them
“preservations”) were established through military alliances, sale,
trade, or dispossession of other lands. By 1889 “reserve” lands re-
mained wasteland tokens for outright theft and betrayal. At the turn of
the century, more than half the initial reservation land was stolen back.
Today, tribal natives are statistically the most destitute in the world’s
richest country, and unemployment ranges from 50 to 90 percent on
their reservations. Their diverse life-styles are not “primitive,” but
culturally different from the American mainstream. “They” are U.S.
citizens as of 1924. Clearly not interested in Indian “grievances,” Rea-
gan never agreed to meet with any of their delegations. To fall back on
red herrings of “oil-rich” Indians insults the common intelligence.
“Most Indian people cannot get jobs pumping gas, let alone rich pump-
ing oil,” snapped Suzan Shown Harjo, executive director of the Na-
tional Congress of American Indians.* It was a moment ripe for red
humor. So Conrad’s (June 1988) lampoon of the president dreaming
about a “rich Indian” in a Cadillac, being driven past “polluting trees”
to the welfare office for food stamps papered the country, a week after
Reagan met with Gorbachev for the first Soviet—American Moscow
summit since Richard Nixon’s reign.

Reductionist red thinking glosses some 30 to 40 million American
natives today in the Western Hemisphere. They considered their
heritages and homelands everything but wild, until the arrival of Euro-
pean hordes. From Peru to the Bering Strait, most would simply like to
be left alone, to live out their own lives as they choose: “a cultural
leave-us-alone agreement,” Deloria says in Custer Died For Your Sins,
separatism with tribal humor.

Several hundred excellent Indian writers are alive today, among them
recipients of Pulitzer, MacArthur, Before Columbus, Nelson Algren,
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Los Angeles Times, and National Book Critics Circle awards: to name
but a few, N. Scott Momaday (Kiowa—Cherokee), Leslie Silko (Laguna
Pueblo), Louise Erdrich (Chippewa), James Welch (Blackfeet—Gros
Ventre), Linda Hogan (Chickasaw), Lucy Tapahonso (Navajo), Wendy
Rose (Hopi—Miwok), Roberta Hill Whiteman (Oneida), Mary Tall-
Mountain (Athabaskan), Simon Ortiz (Acoma Pueblo), and Paula Gunn
Allen (Laguna Pueblo—Lakota). These are interculturally collaborative
Indians in societies where mixed-blood success among whites has not
been long in favor. “They are certainly an improvement on the pale
face, but not on the red man,” Simon Pokagon, an educated Po-
tawatomie and first major Indian novelist, reported tribes saying of
“Half-breeds” (“The Future of the Red Man” [1897]). Once a negative
racial slur, neither white nor Indian, the unifying concept of “breed”
may indeed be a working definition of the American democratic experi-
ment at its fullest. This is a new bicultural model of fusional diversity
and complementary difference. Demographic immigrations and native
migrations have pooled what is by now an international genetic bank, at
its base mixed “native” American. Ray Young Bear is perhaps the
exception in print, a “blood,” or full-blood, writer who claims to first
compose in his native Mesquaki, and then translate the poetry into
English. Regardless of variants to prove the rule, “red” English com-
prises a common Indian tongue, the printed word presents a pan-Indian
medium, and Western literary forms stand open to Indian experiences
and experimentations. This remains acculturatively so, even as oral
cultures—ceremonies, songs, and stories——revitalize the pre-Colum-
bian origins of a reemerging Indian literature.>

The wilds call through old “blood” stereotypes that spellbound Law-
rence among Southwest natives, so many Calibans, so nobly savage and
contrary to white culture. “How deep the men are in the mystery they
are practising,” Lawrence intoned over Hopi snake dancing, “how sunk
deep below our world, to the world of snakes, and dark ways in the
earth, where are the roots of corn, and where the little rivers of unchan-
nelled, uncreated life-passion run like dark, trickling lightning, to the
roots of the corn and to the feet and loins of men, from the earth’s
innermost dark sun” (Mornings in Mexico). In “Hasty Pudding”
(1792), written soon after the republic’s founding, Joel Barlow husked
the American ear more humbly: “all my bones are made of Indian corn”
(indeed, cultivated corn is some twelve thousand years’ native to the
Americas).

Do not take this wrong. Deeply naturalistic mysteries ground hun-
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dreds of tribal ceremonial complexes today—from Iroquois Strawberry
Festivals to Lakota Sun Dances, to Navajo Night Chants, to Pueblo
Green Corn ceremonies. In some respects to be an American is to
coexist with, if not to inherit, Indian tools and traditions, the fruits of
ancient evolution in this hemisphere. Just as surely, Indian rituals in-
volve sacred and secular play, fine charges of ritual humor. The several
thousand Western Indian cultures differ significantly from one another
and especially from other hemispheric cultures, though they may be
closer to old China than England, to tribal Africa than post-Roman
Europe.

Many “academic” Indians are now writing tribal literature in Western
forms—adapting origin myths, trickster gods, healing ceremonies, or
winter count histories to novels, plays, essays, and poems about being
alive today. They know only too well, through their own pain, the
psychopathology of Indian history and the need for alternatives. The
Montana Blackfeet—Gros Ventre poet and novelist James Welch writes
of surviving winters in the blood:

That night the moon slipped a notch, hung
black for just a second, just long enough
for wet black things to sneak away our cache
of meat. To stay alive this way, it’s hard.
(“Surviving”™)

From Montana to Maine, shadowy scavengers prowl Indian history.
Welch wants options; he knows his people’s losses well enough not to
be trapped in them, even as he writes a trail through them.

“Any people at any time,” writes D’Arcy McNickle, the Flathead
historian, novelist, and Oxford scholar, “is a survival of fragments out
of the past” (Native American Tribalism). This survival requires re-

definition, as “being Indi’n” continues to evolve; witness the intertribal
play of cultural recipes in Luci Tapahonso’s “REALLY HOT CHILI!”

Myself, I don’t eat it straight.

It’s better mixed with beans or the kids’ stew,
which is plain without chili.

They tease me about it but it’s okay.

Navajo fry bread and mutton are my specialty.
Like my brother said I get along on sheep thrills.

Some Pueblos just don’t understand.
(“Feast Days and Sheep Thrills”)
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More than 60 percent of the present 2 million Indians in the United
States today, from superpower Navajo and Sioux nations to pockets of
Quawpaw, Papago, Kwakiutl, and Penobscot, live off the reservation.
California, whose tribes were decimated during the nineteenth century,
is home to the second highest state population, 242,164 in the 1990
census. Los Angeles houses close to 120,000 Native Americans from all
over. To the east, Oklahoma (literally Choctaw “red earth-people” land
and Indian Territory during the 1830s Jacksonian Removal period) has
some 60 tribes without reservations and 252,420 Indians. More than
half the population of these 500 surviving tribes is mixed-blooded, or
“breed,” and the majority of 2 million live in urban wildernesses of the
poor or in frontier ghettos south of the tracks.

Still, close to forty thousand native peoples are in American higher
education, and some fifty-five American Indian studies college pro-
grams were in place by 1984. Twenty-four tribal colleges (sixteen ac-
credited) were operating by 1991. This progressive biculturalism tends
to upset Euroamerican stereotypes. Roberta Hill Whiteman speaks to
her son from Star Quilt (1984), written while teaching in Oneida and on
the Rosebud Reservation (she is on leave from the University of
Wisconsin—Eau Claire, finishing a doctorate at the University of Min-
nesota in comparative literature):

We’re caught in some old story,

I’m the woman winter loved

and you, the son of winter, ask

where did he go and why?

This poem gets cut to just one sentence:
You grow old enough and I get wise.
Yes, the days ride stallions

and leave us in the dust,

yet the details of these days

must imply a different ending.

This Indian mother would go beyond Caliban’s curse. She would be
educated in what-is, what Czeslaw Milosz sees as the “witness” of
poetry and truth. Traditional Indian wisdom, a mother’s nurturing, and
poetic schooling coalesce in Whiteman’s poetry, from the elders’ teach-
ings, to biosphere, to blank verse.

Indians need “wise” husbands, wives, doctors, lawyers, teachers,
businesspeople, engineers, politicians, scientists, comedians—and
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writers—to speak to essential issues, to express Indian views, to offer
male and female models of articulate success in both Indian and white
America. The shamanic warrior, shadowed by Castaneda’s fictional
Don Juan, is not enough, if alluringly “nonordinary” in his trickster
pasture. Native peoples cannot eat dust,.they cannot farm lies, and they
cannot survive on pastoral savagery or shamanic riddles. They will
laugh intelligently to survive. Lady Coyote in Nia Francisco’s * ‘Snake
Juice” Talk” (Blue Horses for Navajo Women [1988]) vows to run for
Navajo public office:

“Navajo women from
Low Mountain and Chinle Valley
will rally and rally
for my campaign
just about every day
at the new court house,”
that’s what she said

“The Hopis took our land!
We will take back our Navajo men!
and also take their Hopi men!”
that’s what she said
to her cousin

(Sigh)
It’s only “snake juice” talk
and eatin’ too much
“Big Mac” sandwiches for soo long!!

A humorless ethnocentrism holds Indian peoples at a disadvantage on
both sides of rez lines. A bicultural or comically bisociative model
might help to correct a “savage”-based separatism. Things change, and
tribes reconstitute. Peoples define and redefine themselves culturally
over time. “Nothing is that simple,” Silko’s mixed-blood medicine man
says in Ceremony, “you don’t write off all the white people, just like
you don’t trust all the Indians.” As Dawson No Horse, a Lakota holy
man, sang out with laughter during a night-long healing ceremony a few
years ago in South Dakota, “We’re gonna make it as we go along,
addin’ on an’ addin’ on, generation to generation.”

Many cultures are “addin’ on” these days, for mutual survival. Some
European scholars—Ake Hulkrantz in Sweden, Christian Feest in Aus-
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tria, Berndt Peyer in Germany, Gordon Brotherston in England, Jac-
queline Fear in France, among many others—want to update Indian
images to counter the Old World stereotypes of Caliban. In Italy,
Gaetano Prampolini (University of Florence) and Laura Coltelli (Uni-
versity of Pisa) have initiated a Native American Series through La
Salamandra Press in Milan to translate new Indian prose works.

The point stands, here and abroad: today’s Indians are capable of
contemporary literature, visual art, music, economic decisions, and
political actions. This encompasses a broad spectrum, from the
Mohawk poet Peter Blue Cloud writing Coyote poems, to the Navajo
painter R. C. Gorman embossing pillowcases so we can “all sleep
with” him. It stretches from the rock band Redbone (for “mixed-
blood”) singing “Crazy Cajun Cakewalk Band,” to John Trudell and the
late Jesse Ed Davis caricaturing Pat Boone with Grafitti Band lyrics.

You take Pat in his white bucks

Singing “Love Letters in the Sand,”

Hell man, what’s real here?

I mean, Pat at the beach in his white bucks,
His ears getting sunburned,

Told us something about old-wave delusion.®

This new Indian coalition includes the on-and-off Navajo tribal chair-
man and Coyote business magnate Peter McDonald (pan-tribally
“McDollar”) replaced by a grass-roots Peterson Zah. It stretches from
the Hollywood comedian Charlie Hill to the Chippewa AIM leader
Dennis Banks trapping Pine Ridge prairie dogs to improve pasturage.
Five hundred tribal voices in the United States emerge from diverse
histories and aesthetics of Native America. Euroamericans deserve ac-
cess to the full range of emerging cultures, with a sense of multiple
perspectives, as free as possible from wild stereotypes, jargon, humor-
less diatribe, and anti-intellectual backlash.

Silko’s medicine man says in a much-quoted passage from Cere-
mony, “long ago when the people were given these ceremonies, the
changing began, if only in the aging of the yellow gourd rattle or the
shrinking of the skin around the eagle’s claw, if only in the different
voices from generation to generation, singing the chants. . . . Things
which don’t shift and grow are dead things.” Indian literature today
records the humors of growing and changing peoples. Momaday ends
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The Way to Rainy Mountain (1969) with a hundred-year-old woman
singing of the Sun Dance:

We have brought the earth.
Now it is time to play;
As old as I am, 1 still have the feeling of play.

A-ho!

“My Fellow Clansman”

James Wright wrote to Leslie Silko in the late summer of 1978, “I trust
you don’t mind hearing from a stranger.” Both were poets, not entirely
strangers. Wright had heard Silko read in Michigan three summers
back, and now wanted to say “how much the book [Ceremony] means
to me. In some strange way it seems inadequate to call it a great book,
though it is surely that, or a perfect work of art, though it is one.” He
thought to call it “one of the four or five best books I have ever read
about America,” but that was not quite the point. “I think I am trying to
say,” Wright concluded, hesitant of misstatement, “that my very life
means more to me than it would have meant if you hadn’t written
Ceremony.” It is strong praise, indeed, from such a candid man, so
precise a craftsman. “I am very happy that you are alive and writing
books,” he closes this first letter from his last year’s correspondence.”
(James Wright died in 1980.)

Silko sent Wright long letters about the Arizona desert, her struggles
to write, the black rooster that lorded over her yard, her horses and
chickens, and her torments in being a mother separated from her chil-
dren. The letters reveal daily privacies of her mixed-Indian humanity.
James Wright reminded Silko of her Ohio grandfather, whose father,
Robert Marmon, came west to marry her Laguna great-grandmother.
She praised Wright’s “directness and leanness” before everything else:
“when I heard you I thought well maybe academic background only
runs so far, and then finally it is simple guts and heart” (Delicacy 4).
Just a year later, September 12, 1979, she was writing from Tucson: “I
don’t think anyone-—no American—has ever written like you do, has
ever written this American language like you do. You are fearless of the
language America speaks and you love it. . . . You bring such grace
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and delicacy from it, coax out the astonishing range of dissonances and
harmonies it allows us, that with your poems behind me I can speak
confidently now about a beauty which is purely from the American
heart.” Wright’s midwestern style touched Silko’s idiomatic sense of
American speech, echoed in the iconic cogency of red English. “When
I say ‘American’ language [ mean it in the widest sense—with the
expansiveness of spirit which the great land and many peoples allow.
No need ever to have limited it to so few sensibilities, so few visions of
what there might be in this world” (83).

The English Institute had crabbed Silko’s sense of style and vision,
imposing a “standard” on American speech, as opposed to “the gully
and railroad track, the sumac and coal smoke™ in Wright’s Ohio poetry.
The home-grown complaint seems an issue of local poetic speech,
regional tongue and heart, personal survival and humor. James Wright
wrote to Silko from Paris on August 8, 1979:

But no one could live with such passionate imagination, and write as beau-
tifully as you write, without bearing some scars also, and it was these that I
wanted to tell you I recognize and—in my own way-—bless. We all seem
doomed to a freedom to choose between indifference and sadness. I can’t—
or won’t—be indifferent to life, and yet when I turn my face toward it, how
sorrowful it seems. Referring obliquely to the beautiful works of art that
perished when the Romans destroyed ancient Carthage, Virgil wrote, sunt
lacrimae rerum— “These are the tears of things.” The phrase has stayed in
my mind since I was a boy, likely a troubled boy, long ago, in Ohio.
(Delicacy 73)

This troubled Ohio poet and the mixed-blood Pueblo collaborated
with a candor to die writing and courageous humor to go on living.
When Wright told of his throat cancer, Silko responded with a long
trickster tale about an almost unkillable, irrepressible New Mexican. “I
like the story because there’s this humor in it right along,” she told her
afflicted friend,

and it intrigues me that there is this man who is known almost solely for the
simple fact that he is alive. When I think I'm getting more than my fair share
of trouble T always remember Hugh Crooks stories or Harry Marmon stories
(Harry got out of the physical ones unscathed, but there were always jail and
police and lawyers and fines, and still Harry is a free man). Maybe if a person
can manage way more than his or her fair share of trouble, then another sort
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of perspective or dimension is involved, I don’t know. At Laguna they say it
just makes you tougher. (Delicacy 101-2)

The coyote in her will not break down and speaks her last word before
Wright’s death. “The best days are the first to go. The best of men has
gone too,” Anne Wright wrote to Leslie Silko on March 25, 1980.

Death hangs over the young American psyche like a fiery post-Edenic
sword. And so, perhaps to relieve the pressure, or to regress natively, or
simply to fantasize against pain, we turn to the animal in us and zoo-
morphize America in male fotems. Americans cartoon ‘‘other-than-
human animals,” as the Cree say——coyote, eagle, bear, or horse—as
we kill off our “wild” animals or put them in zoos. Sequoia National
Park, where 1 write for the moment, “is recognized as part of the
International Network of Biosphere Reserves,” said Amadou-Mahtar
M’Bow, director general of UNESCO, on October 26, 1976. “This
network of protected samples of the world’s major ecosystem types is
devoted to conservation of nature and scientific research on the service
of man. It provides a standard against which the effect of man’s impact
on his environment can be measured.” UNESCQO’s “Program on Man
and the Biosphere” encompasses an area of surviving redwoods named
by the Austrian botanist Stephan Endlicher after Sequoyah, the
Oklahoma Cherokee “writer” who invented the first Indian alphabet.
Endlicher “thought of Sequoyah as a giant among men, and the tree, a
giant among trees,” says the National Park Service brochure. The park
is rich in shards of Mono or Monachi California Indian life—metates
and firepits, pictographs and burial sites, arrowheads and burden bas-
kets—but there are no Indians in sight.

The Monachi lived here from the fourteenth to the nineteenth century;
their predecessors inhabited the area a millennium before Christ, when
now-standing sequoias were saplings. The Potwisha led Hale Tharp to
the redwoods in 1858, and there he built a cabin in Crescent Meadow,
which John Muir thought to be the most beautiful in the Sierras. But a
display in the Lodgepole Visitor Center tells us: “Following a series of
gold strikes in the Sierra foothills north of Sequoia, men came into the
mountains, dredging and damming the streams, killing Indians and each
other.” In a glass case, two delicately woven Monachi tule baskets lie
next to steel wolf traps, a pick, axe heads, a logger’s saw, three large-
bore rifles, horseshoes, and iron nails. Men such as Jedediah Smith, Kit
Carson, “The Great Pathfinder” John G. Frémont, and “Peg-leg
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Smith” (who amputated his own leg after an Indian “skirmish”) hunted
wolves, bighorn sheep, cougars, grizzlies, and Indians to near extinc-
tion in the area. “Shoot anything that moves, chop down anything that
grows” went their rule of thumb, according to the visitor center display.
Sequoias were converted into bowling alleys, dance floors, and even a
tree house at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair, a quadricentennial Colum-
biad to celebrate the “discovery” of the New World. Finally, to protect
the giant trees from loggers, Congress established Sequoia National
Park in 1890, the year of the Wounded Knee massacre.

Today, Smokey Bear protects our forests from fire and litter, and the
golden eagle emblemizes our express mail service. The UCLA Bruins
battle the UCB Bears, Washington State Cougars, Oregon Ducks, and
Stanford Cardinals (formerly Indians) in a state whose logo is the
“golden bear.” Yogi Bear luffs through Jellystone National Park on
Saturday-morning television, flanked by Mickey Mouse, Tweety Bird,
and the Road Runner. For “grown-ups,” Fritz the Cat romps softly
pornographic. Satan has long been the Snake in the Garden. We speak
an adjectival bestiary: hawkish, hennish, bullish, foxy, wolfish,
bearish, antsy, dogged, feline, mousy, squirrelly, snaky, mulish,
goosey, moleish. We coin kennings from animal behavior: snake-eyed,
owl-eyed, lynx-eyed, bug-eyed, bird-brained, pigeon-toed, sow-bell-
ied, chicken-hearted. We can crow, rave, duck, bully, and weasel;
grovel like a dog, growl like a bear, soar like an eagle, sing like a bird,
drink like a fish, or run like a bat out of hell. We get drunker than a
skunk (for Lame Deer, a “boiled owl”) or find ourselves poor as church
mice (for Bessie Fay in the 1930s, “poor as Job’s turkey”). Why this
fabled bestiary the world over? Why so male-bragged in America? And
why wedded fatally to vanishing Americans?

Cousin Coyote

Almost every Indian writer at one time or another says something about
Old Man Coyote. Biologically, he’s survived the holocaust, as have
Indians, and both laugh, indeed sing a lot, especially by night. Geo-
logically, coyotes (and natives) long ago settled across this continent
from Upstate New York to southern California— “from British Colum-
bia to Guatemala,” William Bright says, “and from the Pacific Ocean
to the Great Plains.”® Gary Snyder frames the Indian—coyote correla-
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tion in The Old Ways: “the greatest density of North American Indian
population north of Mexico was Napa County and Sonoma County
California just north of San Francisco Bay. The image of California
Indians as shiftless, and as having no interesting material culture per-
sists although they had elaborate dance, basketry, feather-working, ritu-
al systems. The irony, then, is that these people who were the least
regarded, have left modern poetry with a very powerful heritage—
Coyote.”?

Whether he is “first-born” Ma’ii among the Navajo, or Siouan gar-
bageman of the plains, or California bungler who brought mixed bless-
ings of acorns and death, or the first Northwest coastal fisherman, or
just another stray survivor on the Mojave Desert, Coyote appears ubiq-
uitous in Indian and American thinking, as he remains wild and free.
“Let me just say / once and for all / just to be done,” Peter Blue Cloud
concludes. “Coyote / he belongs to none.”!'® That is to say, coyote
barks for all from the edges of urbanity. And the ethnolinguist Dell
Hymes drops science momentarily to have phonetic fun with his “5-
Fold Fanfare for Coyote™:

befuddled, besmirched, beleaguered, belittled begetter—-
profane, prophylactic, prolix, procrustean precursor—

WANDERER
MISCREANT
FORNICATOR
BUNGLER
PRONOUNCER—1!

Coyote is scruffy, spunky, satiric, sneaky, sharp-eyed (adaptive night
and day eyesight), and he loves to laugh at the moon and man. Biolo-
gists named him Canis latrans, or “barking dog,” more descriptively
perhaps “singing” or “laughing” dog, given his ululating laugh-song.
Some argue that he is marking ground as he sings; others, that he is
calling his mate or family; others, that he is counting territorial heads.
His daily name, coyote-—either two or three spoken syllables—comes
from the Nahuatl coyotl. The Aztecs even named a spirit for him,
Huehuecoyotl, or Old Man Coyote, god of the dance.
Paleontological coyotes evolved into their present form and features
thirty thousand years ago, when saber-toothed tigers were stalking
southern California. Probably there were two million coyotes when
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Columbus “discovered” the Americas, and as many stalk four-footed
and scruffy today. Coyotes continue to adapt, even to evolve, by cross-
breeding with dogs or wolves (coydogs or coywolves). Now hunted for
pelts that yield $3,000 fur coats, coyotes have extended their range
across the United States to Maine, well beyond territory they roamed
and homed ten thousand years ago. On the southern boundary of Amer-
ica, the word “coyote” means “breed” or mestizo, and it tags labor
brokers who ferry illegal immigrants across the border. Like Indians,
coyotes get around.

Among the Navajo, a mythic Coyote appears as “symbol of that
chaotic Everything within which man’s rituals have created an order for
survival,” Barre Toelken concludes.!? Coyote’s mess, then, calls for
ceremonies to correct disorder, just as the Navajo clown “does not play
the part of a comic reliever [W. W. Hill’s surmise] but acts as a test, a
challenge to order, a living representative of that full world of good and
evil which exists around us” (“Poetic Retranslation” 89). In short,
Coyote bears the Navajo onus of what-is, the burdens of reality, while
corrective ritual clarifies and idealizes what-ought-to-be. No chaos, no
ceremonial clairvoyance; no Coyote, no ritual order; no clown, no cure.

Coyote seems principally a comic quadruped who mocks human
rules. He is known as scavenger, thief, and deviant who violates his
own rules and reasons by any human standards. Whatever man does,
Coyote plays contrariwise; he survives, ironically, on the fringes of a
“civilization” that he mocks and contradicts. Coyote acts as our animal
anti-image, our complementary inversion, thus a perfect figure for the
fool-clown (Homo canis?). For Coyote is contraheroic, an animal per-
sonification of the comic will to survive—Nietzsche with pointed ears,
Sitting Bull of the bushy tail, Schopenhauer of the garbage can,
Geronimo of the backroads, Hegel of the alleys. He survives as a
powerful thinker, yellow-eyed schemer (with man’s eyes, the Navajo
say). He is predator and omnivore (as humans), trickster extraordinaire.
He dodged the extermination of the wolf, shadowed the demise of the
grizzly, stalked the shrinking elk, and stared at the dying eagle. Indians
say that when a feather falls, the eagle sees it, the deer hears it, the bear
smells it; the coyote does all three at once.!3

Coyote’s compassion, as it were, rings through his laughter, neither
pitying nor pitiable, but realistically cognizant of what does happen. He
represents our trickster “other,” a joke on ourselves, our howling lunar
half who cons humanity, steals its refuse, survives on and parodies
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civilization, and dies along winding roads as evidence of how far clever-
ness will carry us. Coyote plays our worldly fool, clown teacher, canine
brother, and neglected sister. His is a realist blues riff on the devastation
of human, plant, and animal—our symbiotic food chain—in a fragile
ecosystem. He chants the concomitant will to survive with humor. He
mirrors our social behavior, mocks our intelligence, and lives off our
castoffs. Indeed, coyotes eat rubber hoses, leather belts, or paper trash
bags when times are bad. Perhaps because his intelligence is most
matched to that of man, coyote will outlast the devastation, outwit the
stupidity, and laugh-sing his freedom home, all the while we stand
listening behind the locked doors and screened windows and flush toi-
lets of “civilization.” If we survive, so will he; if we don’t, he might
anyway. He pantomimes our punk poet, our holy derider, our conscien-
tious objector and comic savior (if we will listen). For he plays with,
indeed survives off, all that we hold sacred and trash. Coyote is a
contrary without equal.

The comic zoo-epistemology here suggests that coyote is enough
“like” us to ape or “coyote” us. But, then again, as an animal he is
distinctly, scruffily not us, so that we repress the likeness, while we play
up the unlikeness in comic scapegoating. He hangs around us, whether
we like it or not. We could call this a comic kind of interspecies bisocia-
tion with “brother” coyote. It can take place with “br’er” rabbit, raven,
spider, skunk, bluejay, deer, or any animal deemed worthy to be our
joking enantiomorph, or “other-than-human-person.”

William Bright has written what might be the last word on Canis
latrans, or “barking dog,” from zoological, mythic, and “neopoetic”
perspectives in “The Natural History of Old Man Coyote.” Paul Radin,
Mac Ricketts, Jarold Ramsey, and Dell Hymes explore the translative
linguistics of Indian myths about coyote, and Hope Ryden, J. Frank
Dobie, and Don Gill detail the animal’s naturalistic behavior. Indian and
non-Indian poets even get into the act with anthologies such as Coyote’s
Journal, Gary Snyder’s “The Incredible Survival of Coyote” in The Old
Ways, Peter Blue Cloud’s Elderberry Flute Songs, and Harry Fonseca’s
Coyote and Rose series of dance paintings (Maidu ceremonies and
creation myths, Swan Lake, and now The Four Seasons, all comically
cartooned). Only the bear and eagle have been iconographed as often in
America. And coyote is distinctly postmodern. “Crapulous old man,”
Snyder christens his scruffy cousin in an early beat poem, “A Berry
Feast.” Coyote seems the ideogram for America’s Dharma bum, the
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original hobo, the frontier wanderer who opened the continent for “set-
tlement.” So Indians joke about Columbus, the First Euroamerican, a
lost explorer who stumbled on a hemisphere and mistook one side of the
world for the other.

If coyote prowls as the most ubiquitous animal trickster in America,
antitotemic to the eagle, he emerges as the most slippery, strangest to
track, and worst scapegoated. The Karok call him pihneefich, Bright
says (“Natural History” 349), “Shitty Old Man,” for his alleged
coprophagy (eating excrement). The male roams from his den up to a
hundred miles with no fatigue, and the female forages over two hundred
miles. !4 But here’s the human rub: coyotes court, as do humans, and
remain monogamous for at least a year or more after the female births
pups. Some pairs remain bonded for life. Their young are raised neo-
tenous—that is, dependent on the parents for a relatively long period.
During this time, they learn survival strategies, rather than relying only
on instinct or inherited behavior—in this learning, again, they are most
like humans. Males gather food for nursing females, adoptive adults
baby-sit the pups, and the extended community forms a loose family or
tribe. They “play” together, learning the social codes and tricks of
survival. And yet humans mythologize their wanderlust, savagery, scan-
dalous behavior, thievery, trickery, duplicity, and general immorality
and untrustworthiness, just as they overlook coyote monogamy, their
quickness and speed, and their sense of play. Not only do coyotes howl
in good humor at the moon, but they dig up and urinate and defecate on
cyanide traps! As Euroamericans misread Canis latrans, so do they
negatively stereotype Indian variance from mainstream norms: family
cohesions, tribal loyalties, sharings, enduring traditions, the “civi-
lized” ground on which natives have been cultured and humored, like
coyotes, for millennia. How like Homo ludens!

Anxious to become “native” again, Euroamericans play animal or
Indian—in this case, male coyote with a vengeance. Perhaps totemic
coyote projections, apart from the Cherokee princess syndrome, remain
mostly male simply for reasons of sociological power: the myth-makers
of America have been mostly Anglo males who relive the lawless fron-
tier when they can get away with it. No real friend to strangers, the
generic American male has warred against the animals of the land, as he
has decimated the natives and indentured the émigrés. At best, “natu-
ral” animals, Indians, and other ethnic minorities have been “reserved”
for posterity as species vanishing in the homogenous melting pot. And
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Indians roam the heart of America’s bestiary: witness the names for new
cars and professional sports teams (Comanche, Winnebago, Thunder-
bird, and Cherokee to Braves, Warriors, Redskins, and Blackhawks).
“Geronimo” Pratt, the California Black Panther in the late 1960s, or
Charles Thompson, the black Oklahoma quarterback wearing a “Hanta
Yo" neckband in the 1988 Orange Bowl, present interethnic curves on
this cultural paradigm of men playing Indian.

Almost seventy years ago, D. H. Lawrence saw a generation of
Indians swallowed by “the great white swamp.” In Studies in Classic
American Literature (1923), he prophesied that the demise of our red
“Daimon of America” would precipitate a psychic crisis in this country.
Coyote-like, America’s natives didn’t vanish, notwithstanding Edward
Curtis’s doctored photographs (air-brushing out alarm clocks in tipis and
screening a file of Navajo riders so they would seem to disappear into
the darkness). The delayed crisis came in the 1960s as a countercultural
“yippee!” A decade earlier, Allen Ginsberg, Jewish hipster, struck a
beat blue note: “That no good. Ugh. Him make Indians learn read. Him
need big black niggers. Hah” (“America”). Gerald Vizenor has par-
odied these days in the video Harold of Orange, in which Charlie Hill
leads a pan-tribal Minnesota coalition to raise miniature citrus trees on
the rez and scam white liberal sentiment for “our Indians.” In the
1960s, “Wannabe” Indians convened urban powwows and disappeared
back into the suburbs, milked of guilt; Leslie Fiedler recorded their exit
in The Return of the Vanishing American (1969) (“with thanks to the
Blackfoot tribe who adopted me,” the dedication reads). Fiedler fin-
gered a recurring myth: the American male, gone west, found himself
historically homeless, unwived, without progeny, and alienated from
the “virgin land” he had raped. The solution: be an Indian, or, barring
native adoption, “Come back to the raft agin, Huck honey,” as Fiedler
mugged the male drag between whites and blacks in the 1960s. It’s
radically funny, if not wholly convincing. The supposition gets us think-
ing. Fiedler’s joke on his own gender is a sad story, a bad street gag
about homeless American manhood.

Among Indians by the 1960s something was stirring—the National
Indian Youth Council, the National Congress of American Indians, and
the 1968 Alcatraz occupation by the American Indian Movement in the
year Fiedler foresaw the “return” of the *“vanishing” American. The
next year, Deloria published Custer Died For Your Sins, and Momaday
won the Pulitzer Prize for House Made of Dawn. As for Old Man
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Coyote, “he’s always on the edge of disaster,” Harry Fonseca says,
“and so are we.”!3

Fonseca’s Critter

Harry Fonseca mixes things up creatively and comically. Born in 1946
of Maidu, Portuguese, and Hawaiian descent, he grew up around Sacra-
mento as a postwar child of the California beat generation and the
flower rebellion. When Harry was a teenager, his uncle Henry Ke'a’a’la
Azbill, a Konkow Maidu elder, took him into the Sierra foothills—the

Harry Fonseca (Maidu), Coyote Dancer #2 (1982).
(Courtesy of Harry Fonseca)
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American and Feather River drainages—for a traditional Indian educa-
tion. “We were watching the dances,” Fonseca told Margaret Arch-
uleta. “It was late, maybe two in the morning, the dances were very
serious, very sacred. When into the round-house comes this dancer who
makes fun of the other dancers. I didn’t know what was going on. I was
told it was Coyote.” 16

The Maidu Oleil, or Coyote, plays ceremonially up and down Cal-
ifornia Indian country. At Grindstone, near Chico, Craig Bates first met
young Harry Fonseca with his uncle:

Henry had invited me to attend the Hesi. He was taking his nephew, this tall
skinny guy with bushy hair. Harry was excited because he wanted to do some
sketching. We were sitting in the round-house. Harry was busily drawing the
dancers, when the dancers approached Harry to see what he was doing.
When they saw the drawings, they took Harry’s drawings away from him.
Harry was upset and disappointed. After the dances were over, on the way
home Henry told Harry, “They must have taken your drawings, but they
can’t take away what’s in your mind. Now go home and do this.”17

So the mixed-blood artist acculturates both red and white through
Coyote, a liminal trickster who comes and goes comically for Indians
and non-Indians alike. Fonseca artistically recorded the ‘“sacred
dances” and traditional Maidu culture in the early 1970s. “My work is
of the old transformed into a contemporary vision,” he said in 1976 for
an American Indian Arts and Crafts Board publication: “hopefully my
work will aid in the reawakening of the Native California Indian
culture.” 8

Fonseca taped his uncle Henry telling the Maidu creation story, told
early in the century by Henry’s grandmother Sokanneh. She had heard it
from her Concon grandmother, who married into the Mechoopda village
near Chico. Frank La Pena, Wintun artist teaching at California State
University, Sacramento, assigned the taping for a class. In 1976 Fon-
seca received a Special Projects Grant from the California Arts Council
to record the myth visually. Creation Story (1977) became his first
major work, a centrifugal spiral from Maidu Big Man, or Helinmaiden,
on the original raft with Turtle, through the creation of this world,
animals and humans, fire, seasons, sex, war, burials, roundhouses,
ceremonies, and storytellings. A rainbow, symbolizing futurity, arches
over the upper-left-hand corner. Two upside-down Coyotes play flutes
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as naked humans discover one another nearby. The two-dimensional
figures, mythic detail, and green-tinted chiaroscuro mix “primitive na-
ive” or American Fauvism with native California improvisation.

Across America, Coyote had made something of a grand reentry by
1977. Linguistic anthropologists such as Boas, Sapir, Gatschet,
Kroeber, Powers, Burns, and Dixon earlier scoured California archae-
ological digs for coyote’s scat (Kroeber transcribed the smutty parts in
Latin). A new generation—Jacobs, Hymes, Bright, Tedlock——worked
and reworked this loam. Paul Radin struck folkloric paydirt with Win-
nebago Wakdjunkaga in The Trickster (1956), sixteen years later issued
in paperback, fattened with afterwords by Karl Kerenyi and Carl Jung
and an introduction by Stanley Diamond (1972). “And so he became
and remained,” Radin summarized, “everything to every man—god,
animal, human being, hero, buffoon, he who was before good and evil,
denier, affirmer, destroyer and creator. If we laugh at him, he grins at
us. What happens to him happens to us.” 12 Kerenyi traced him to the
Greeks, and Jung added that Trickster was probably the oldest archetype
known to humans. Diamond contrasted him with Job. So by 1977, Gary
Snyder revived “Old Man Coyote” in The Old Ways, having just won a
poetry Pulitzer for Turtle Island. James Koller edited Coyote’s Journal
(still kicking in 1987), and Jarold Ramsey “reclaimed” classic North-
west texts in Coyote Was Going There (1977).

Could whites co-opt Coyote? “A sad thing in recording these animal
stories is the loss of spirit—" Ramsey quoted Archie Phinney, Nez
Perce translator trained by Franz Boas, “the fascination furnished by the
peculiar Indian vocal tradition for humor. Indians are better story-tellers
than whites. When I read my story mechanically I find only the cold
corpse.”?0 That same year, Barry Lopez retold in his own prose sixty-
eight Coyote tales from forty-two tribes in Giving Birth to Thunder,
Sleeping with His Daughter, now supported by Barre Toelken’s paper-
back foreword: “The trick consists in finding equivalents rather than
direct translations of connotative words or rhetorical strategies. In ef-
fect, Lopez has done these tales over in such equivalent terms, giving us
the story, the style, and Old Man Coyote himself, without betraying the
magic.”?!

Harry Fonseca rediscovered the Maidu Coyote through his uncle
Henry and dances at Grindstone, but he also heard the barkings across
America. One day in the mid-1970s, Fonseca was watching the televi-
sion correspondent Bill Moyers interview Joseph Campbell on animal
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totems, and Coyote popped out of the TV to reinforce his painting (he
said as we talked in December 1985 about organizing his ten-year
retrospective at the Los Angeles County Museum of Natural History).
“I was doing Coyote long before I saw or heard Joseph Campbell,”
Fonseca later wrote me. “However, after listening to Campbell I knew I
was plugged into something-—couldn’t see the forest (Coyote) for the
trees (I was in it!).”22 By 1979 his “Coyote” seriagraph recorded winter
roundhouse ceremonies, along with “Bear” in the spring renewal
dances and Acorn Dance designs in A Gift from California (1980). The
ink drawings Coyote I and Coyote II came in 1981; the watercolor
Coyote Flute Player, a year later. This launched a modernist series still
going strong today, “The Artist as a Young Coyote,” having come
through Swan Lake into The Four Seasons. James Joyce (Portrait of the
Artist as a Young Man, a joke title coined by French modernists exaspe-
rated by questions “about” their paintings), Dylan Thomas (Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Dog), and Euroamerican fabulists (artists as fox,
rat, cockroach, crow) were close on the literary horizon.

By the spring of 1979, as Fritz Scholder mounted a Heard Museum
photographic exhibit of Indian Americana, “Indian kitsch” was in fash-
ion. “And it continues,” Scholder noted in the accompanying booklet,
which I found some years later in the Mayflower Gift Shop in San
Francisco’s Chinatown: *“The military currency used in Viet Nam shows
a proud Plains warrior. The Arizona Bank’s logo is a kachina. Navajo is
a truck line. The Super Chief is still going down the line. Life-size
Indians sit or stand in curios stores, usually with caveats of DO NOT
TOUCH. Rows of kewpie dolls, pressed from plastic in Japan, Korea or
Taiwan, can be found along Route 66. From belt buckles to billboards,
the Indian is in.”?23 Indian—white interactions have generated a genre of
buckskin artistic comics, from Awa Tsireh’s Pueblo koshares chased by
turkeys and Fred Kabotie’s Hopi clowns in the 1920s, through Delmar
Boni’s Great Native American Dream #1 of sunglassed Apaches fan-
tasizing a collective ice cream, and T. C. Cannon’s coyote Caddo
dancer in His Hair Flows Like a River (1973). Contemporary parodies
have become popular art: Woody Crumbo’s Land of Enchantment, with
caricatured white tourists gawking at a roadside Navajo weaving; Alfred
Young Man’s The Vacation, with Devils Tower, Cadillac, and patriotic
Native American with flag; and Richard Glazer Danay’s Indians Are My
Favorite Hobby, a spootf of a third-grade notebook essay.?4 Fonseca’s
Snapshot or Wish You Were Here, Coyote (1979) caps the caricatured
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series with a bushy-tailed, toothy trickster in Hawaiian vacation attire
posing before adobe pueblos.

Why the craze and concomitant Indi’n humor? Raymond Stedman
tracks four hundred years of caricaturing stereotypes in Shadows of the
Indian (1982). Perhaps laughter encodes the first and final defense
against a wandering tourism. The Kandinsky—Klee plains modernist
Jaune Quick-to-See Smith prefaced a catalogue to a 1985 National En-
dowment for the Arts traveling exhibit, Women of Sweetgrass, Cedar
and Sage:

Humor has an important role through the Indian world in general. It is a tie
that binds tribe to tribe to tribec. Humor has been a panacea for what ails. The
women tend to express their humor in a more subtle way than the men (who
are often more blatant and slapstick). Imogene Goodshot’s beaded sneakers
and baseball cap are a commentary on modern Indian life and acculturation.
Mary Adams’ “Pope’s Basket” begets 164 little baskets on its surface. Indian
humor is known to be sardonic, sometimes sinister and it always appears in
unlikely places. Little Turtle’s photographs always juxtapose funny and
bizarre objects with reality. Humor is considered to have a role along side the
art forms, the landscape, storytelling and religion. Humor is a mainstay of
Indian life.

All this is to say that non-native tourists and cigar-store Indians pose fair
trickster game. Coyote is very much afoot here.

Barbara Babcock collates Trickster scholarship in “ ‘A Tolerated
Margin of Mess’: The Trickster and His Tales Reconsidered.”?> Bor-
rowing from Mary Douglas in Natural Symbols (1970) and Purity and
Danger (1966), Babcock sees the Trickster archetype as an old antino-
mian clown flourishing in “dirty” impurity on the margins of tidy
village clearings. Trickster embodies, inversely, the “positive dimen-
sion of living marginally,” stretching civilized norms toward their natu-
ral origins, thus tempering the xenophobic impulse to read the “other”
as not-me. Trickster acts out taboos as the via negativa. He becomes, as
antistructural antihero, “the negation oftering possibility” —the comic
disarranger who dissolves boundaries, unsettles certainties, shakes up
fixed ideas, and twists the stift tail of long-faced moralists. He “con-
founds classifications” in this deconstructive role and plays out the
shaman’s marginality without the attendant mystery. His lessons come
comically obvious, though deeper complexities and contraries bubble
beneath the surface of his antics.

So, too, Jarold Ramsey portrays the Trickster-Transformer as a myth-
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ic, binary bricoleur at the crossroads of cultures-in-process: mediatively
vital, bisociatively multiplex, liminally alert, comically ubiquitous, nor-
matively and often inversely funny. “Indeed, the saturnalian spirit of
these stories offers yet another literary illustration, 1 think, of Freud’s
theory of wit and the comic, whereby it is supposed that the psychic
energy we customarily employ in maintaining repressions can, under
certain circumstances, be released and redirected to the cause of cele-
bration” (Reading the Fire 32). Trickster’s wit plays out our dreams
(“in-play,” as Huizinga decodes the word “iltusion” in Homo Ludens).
Frank La Pena, Fonseca’s teacher, recalls: “Harry says laughing at
ourselves is important. Traditional people talk about the importance of
laughter and joy because when one is happy,” he adds, “it is easier to
accept and learn new things.” Thus Trickster allows tribal peoples to
adapt, to grow, to survive, to celebrate continuance. Perhaps reality
from an Indian perspective is blessed with comic benevolence beside all
the erratic luck. “His salvation is his irreverence for circumstance and
his extreme good luck in bad situations,” La Pena reviews Fonseca’s
retrospective, “Coyote: A Myth in the Making,” which traveled from
Los Angeles to half a dozen major American galleries, Oakland to
Omaha to the Smithsonian, from June 1987 through March 1989.2¢
This visibility seems no minor stroke of good fortune for a contempo-
rary artist. Isabel Foreman surveys Fonseca’s canon:

Coyote in myth can be creator of the universe or the butt of jokes; Coyote in
art is Fonseca’s Coyote. Exuberant, vivid, joyous-—Fonseca says his Coyote
isn’t just having a good time, he’s having a grear time. He's in a leather
jacket, standing in front of a pinball machine with his arm around Rose, who
as Coyote’s squeeze has a wonderful style of her own. He’s dancing under the
stars in high tops and suspenders. He’s in a tux, conducting his own version
of “Swan Lake.” He’s a vaudeville Uncle Sam. He’s Old Man Coyote, in a
Salvation Army coat, holding a brown paper bag wrapped around a flask of
white port he’s already high on, Old Man Coyote dancing under the amused
and forgiving stars.

“He can be anything,” Navajo poet Lucy Tapahonso says of Coyote in
general and Fonseca’s Coyote in particular. “He can be anybody. He can be
an educator, a BIA official, a millionaire, a clown. He’s likable. People
understand him. He’s funny. He’s always taking the risk we don’t want to
take. He doesn’t have a safe life.” (“Coyote, Coyote” 6)

Fonseca’s Maidu paintings of the late 1970s take a distinctly kinetic
and comic turn when Coyote enters. Coyote #1 (1979) features an
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acrylic dancer portrayed two-dimensionally, wearing the traditional
feathered cloak, appearing somewhat bearlike and topped with a coyote
headdress. Distinctive to this portrait are the crossed dance sticks. The
coyote head, small for the bearlike body, seems to be listening for a
distant howl. Pebbles and coyote tracks, headed in contrary directions,
are scattered on the ground below. Three years later, in Coyote Leaves
the Res, New York, New York, a bushy-tailed Coyote with Picasso’s
hieroglyphic eyes leans in black leather jacket against a bluesy urban
wall. He’s spangled with silver metallic zippers and sports high-top
tennis shoes, shuffling off to the side (“Woww, graffiti,” a towhead
crooned next to me at the 1986 Los Angeles exhibit, as his friend
mumbled, “Funny pictures”). “The leather jacket, Levis and high-top
tennis shoes,” Fonseca said of this painting, chosen as a poster to speak
for his traveling retrospective, “are the contemporary expression of
traditional trappings.” The oil spatula blacks, aqua blues, and grays
play against the glitter in Coyote’s punk zippers, offsetting the black—
white contrast of his T-shirt and Converse high-tops. It’s a frontalist
“lineup”: a wily character about to angle off stage left, a street-smart
hipster not about to stand still long. There’s no way to disguise his
phallic, bushy tail. “God’s dog” here surely “digs” whatever’s
around-—a sportively untamed, omnivorous symbol of the trickster ma-
jority of Indians now living in America’s urban wilds.

Rose enters the scenario as “personification” of the liberated woman,
“larger than life,” Fonseca says, “partner-in-crime and cormpanion” to
Coyote.?’ In Pow Wow Club (1980) she wears a rose-red dress with
glitter-on-acrylic spangled camellias. Silver stars sparkle on a violet
background. One leg is lifted in her dance, high heels and painted
fingernails glistening crimson. Coyote levitates by her side in a pink-
and-black checked suit, red-glitter camellia (matching her dress) in his
lapel, with a pink-and-green striped tie against a pale blue shirt. It’s
dizzying. The tile dance floor is checked black and white, the painting
framed in lavender. Both of Coyote’s high-heeled, gray-and-black danc-
ing shoes rise off the floor. They soar with his gray bushy tail, reaching
for the dancers’ arched necks, Rose’s raised arms, and the two camellias
under her left ear. The couple’s razor-toothed grins tell all: Coyote play
transcends predatory hunger. His phallic tail adds a touch of Freud to
the picture. And the pair’s high-heeled dancing shoes say something
about travel and tricks in the West.

Sportive shoes are key to Fonseca’s bicultural Coyote vision. One of



Harry Fonseca (Maidu), Coyote Leaves the Res, NY, NY (1982).
(Courtesy of Harry Fonseca)
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Harry Fonseca (Maidu), Pas de Deux #2 (1984) and Tennis Shoe.
(Courtesy of Harry Fonseca)
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his showpieces is a left-footed Converse All-Star painted pink, speckled
red and green with slices of watermelon (cf. Lee Marmon’s “White
Man’s Mocassins”). This old hipster travels and finds pleasure any-
where, as fashionable as the original wild red rose in Homa ludens’s
hair, or the stony metallic flash that first caught a neolithic hunter’s eye,
or Homo viator’s delight stepping into the first decorated pair of animal-
skin footwear. “Coyote likes anything that shines,” Fonseca says.?®
Dress is his “thing”——au courant streetwear costume, radical chic,
where country and city, poor and rich, lean and well-heeled mix.
Coyote would be “with it” in his striped tank top, New York City loft to
Shingle Springs reservation, his mythically old and modernly macho
leathers, the metallic flare of his zippers. He does not discriminate. He’s
daring, comically overdone, garishly modish in checks and stripes,
tails, punk insolence, or ballet tights. Coyote mediates the “old ways”
and new fads. He improvises the next step in the embattled dance of
native life; he acculturates Indian resistance to and the necessity of
accommodating with a Euroamerican “invasion” over tribal soils, so-
cial ways, cultural mores, and fragile ecosystems. He banquets on
caviar or trash, salmon or tripe. Ramsey contends that Coyote is a
bisociative comic figure, a conjunctive pluralist. As a figure of two-
dimensional cartoon or California funk, he’s one of a kind.

Coyote, Star Dancer comes on “break-dance” style with a Maidu
flute and dance sticks, while Rose and the Rez Sisters play a Supremes
Indi’n soft-shoe. In Shuffle Off to Buffalo, Uncle Sam Coyote slides
footloose across the vaudeville stage, furry ears sticking through a tri-
colored top hat of stars and stripes. “I make him do all kinds of things I
wouldn’t have him do if my face were up there,” Fonseca said in 1981
(notes to “Coyote” exhibition). Fluffy, sheeplike buffalo border the
painting. In Coyote’s Ark (1985), a grinning trickster clutches two
hapless sheep on board with striped zebras, spotted giraffes, speckled
leopards, and a comic-trunked elephant sailing a ferny sea of green.
Overhead, a pastel rainbow and pink, fluffy clouds tie a border of white
doves to the succulent sheep tucked under Coyote’s arms. His orange-
striped tank top and blue beanie glitter dead center in the ark.

Clearly Coyote is having fun wherever he appears. And Fonseca finds
him funny, not to mention successful. Coyote in Front of Studio features
a soapboxed plains war bonnet, a pipe bag, and a handful of cigars
before Fonseca’s Quail Studio in Shingle Springs. The red T-shirt,
zippered black leather, baggy jeans, and high-tops are still there, along
with Coyote’s shifty, doubly frontal eyes (the flat surfaces expose his
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binary comic vision as pop cubist). In Coyote and Rose Doin’ It at
Indian Market with a Little Help from Gail, Yazzie and Jody (1982), the
Indian tourist pair sells koshare striped katsinas, Pueblo pottery, and
Navajo silver belts.

The rainbowed sky of Coyote’s Ark bespeaks success (the painting
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Harry Fonseca (Maidu), Coyote and Rose Doin’ It at Indian Market with a
Litrle Help from Gail, Yazzie and Jody (1982). (Courtesy of Harry Fonseca)

won an award at the Southwest American Indian Arts Festival in Santa
Fe). Influenced by Matisse and by Picasso’s circus period, Fonseca
painted striped Coyote koshares eating watermelon and pink cotton
candy in Albuquerque Impressions, all five clowns wearing red, blue,
and green high-tops.

By 1984, after a year of study at the Alvin Ailey American Dance
Center in New York, Fonseca completed his “Swan Lake” series. These
several dozen paintings and sketchbooks merged the myths of two
hemispheres, he said, in bedtime stories for his daughter. A sleek, black
cutout of Coyote as maestro in “tails” (his own gray bush for once
hidden) opens the series of “pas de paw” art, baton on high against a
damask curtain and Art Nouveau footlamps. Pas de Deux #I mixes
media in a collage of acrylic, glued velvet curtains, glitter, and spray
paint. Rose en point dances her daintiest in tutu, tights, and tiara, while
Coyote shadows her classical form in punk leather and street high-tops.
Grace, balance, and delicacy appear in their strength, matched against
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Harry Fonseca (Maidu), Pas de Deus #1 (1984).
(Courtesy of Harry Fonseca)

the airborne appearance of Roxie and Killer, who are wild and threaten-
ing against a black-and-white tiled floor. The Black Swan shows up in
white tights. Finally, Coyote and Rose are rescued by a heroic white
swan, who wings them onto fluffy clouds under a pastel rainbow and
winking pink stars. “I don’t know how Rose and Coyote got on the
swan’s back,” Fonseca confessed. “That’s not important. The thing is
they didn’t kill themselves and they weren’t overcome by evil. They
didn’t let outside forces take advantage of them” (notes for “Coyote”
exhibition). It’s Native America’s understatement for half a millennium,
a survivalist vision charged with Indi’n humor.

“Humor is a mainstay of Indian life,” Jaune Quick-to-See Smith
concludes in Women of Sweetgrass, Cedar and Sage. Trickster seems
the impresario, and Coyote his Western archetype. All that glitters is up
for grabs and throwaway gold with this comic vision. Scavengers may
be heroes, survivors culture bearers, bricoleurs artists. Lawrence Beck,
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Yup'ik sculptor, describes the making of Punk Nanuk Inua (1987) from
scrap mirrors, spatulas, feathers, and spare car parts:

Several years ago I was in a junkyard in Skagit Valley north of Seattle looking
for some parts for my dog sled (my Toyota). The first mask that I had cast in
aluminum was a traditional oval shape. I saw a similar one on the side of a
car. | was far enough away and the sun hit the side mirror on a 1968 or '69
Oldsmobile Cutlass. I saw this mask there, an Eskimo mask on the side of
this car. [ got this idea I would use the materials that are in my environment
as found objects. To me it just made sense. So this experience in the Skagit
Valley junkyard led me to a whole new direction in my art. In my studio I had
some dental mirrors, feathers and a box of auto parts. I assembled this stuff
together remembering and using as inspiration the Yup’ik mask forms I'd
scen in a museum.29

Trickster Slippage

Archetypes, like taxes, seem doomed to be with us always, and so
with literature, one hopes; but between the two there must needs
be the living human being in a specific texture of time, place and
circumstance; who must respond, make choices, achieve elo-
quence and create specific works of art. . . .

[Stanley Edgar] Hyman’s favorite archetypical figure is the
trickster, but I see a danger here. From a proper distance all arche-
types would appear to be tricksters and confidence men; part-God,
part-man, no one seems to know he-she-its true name, because he-
she-it is protean with changes of pace, location and identity. Fur-
ther, the trickster is everywhere and anywhere at one and the same
time, and, like the parts of some dismembered god, is likely to be
found on stony as well as on fertile ground.

RarLpn ELLison, “Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke”

Ellison’s uneasiness with Trickster scavenging on rocky terrain in /nvisi-
ble Man leads him to suspect “a critical game that ignores the specifici-
ty of literary works.” He feels that Hyman’s “fascination with folk
tradition” blurs the “distinction between various archetypes and differ-
ent currents of American folklore” and causes the critic “to over-
simplify the American tradition.” That is to say, Trickster can be mis-
perceived, mixed up, and misused by critic or artist. And within tribal
boundaries, skill, if not integrity, is necessary to invoke Trickster, as
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Lawrence Beck (Yup’ik), Punk Nanuk Inua (1987).
(Courtesy of Lawrence Beck)

with scholars looking across cultures. Critical norms come into play
here.

Coyote facing disaster, as Fonseca says, may prove an opaque
totemic mask removed from tribal contexts. One danger in cavalierly
appropriating Trickster lies in slurring “other” cultures, indulging the
hurt of history fictively, milking the massacres, playing ethnic. There
are issues of cultural taste, even among Coyotes. Indians observe an
almost sacred witness of their past, particularly their suffering. Here a
sense of permitted boundaries and tribal respects comes info serious
play, as Coyote’s inverse behavior turns on tribal encodings. In this
regard, who grants Trickster permissions of disrespect? Are there artis-
tic standards of trickery? Does anything go?

Tribal values would seem to condition a play with limits—Navajo
Ma’ii, or Cree Wichikapachi, or Blackfeet Na’pi, or Lakota Iktome—as
opposed to generic “trickster” appropriations (for example, Road Run-
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ner cartoons on TV). The danger here, especially among urban, mixed-
blood Indians (not granted tribal license by blood alone), is that “camp”
offenses can trash suffering. Pan-Indian slurs may turn tribally specific
particulars into tasteless parodies. Granted, this raises issues of personal
bias—more or less how any reader views the redeeming humor in
Trickster’s pranks. Discussing African folklore, Robert Pelton cautions
that “the knotty logic of the trickster is best unraveled by keeping him
firmly situated within the cultural context.”*® As a liminal figure who
decenters institutional inertia and yet mediates chaos toward narrative
chronos in Ashanti tribal society, “Ananse rejects truth in favor of lying,
but only for the sake of speech; temperance in favor of gluttony for the
sake of eating; chastity in favor of lasciviousness for the sake of sex;
honesty in favor of trickiness for the sake of human interchange” (Trick-
ster 51). This contrary logic, where the fool antiheroically tests the
claims of heroism, where the trickster mocks the shaman and riddles the
king, turns out to be logic nevertheless-—the double lens of patterned
(narrated) ambiguity. Trickster serves less as archetype, Pelton reasons,
than as “entelechy”-—that is, the vitalist potential of “interplay” be-
tween nature and nurture, raw and cooked, wild and civilized:

Thus the Ashanti tell the meaning of their lives in stories and name those
stories anansesem |spider stories] . . . conveying to their children, and re-
minding themselves, that life itself is a twisted story, a process in which the
human mind and human words are always drawing forth from the rawness of
the carth and body a surprising pattern, which, however partial and dimly
known, is charged with permanent value and meaning. They are saying that
Ananse, whose actions are so outrageous and nonimitable, nevertheless re-
veals, especially when this pattern seems most darkened and dead, both the
rawness and the order hidden in all of Ashanti life. His stories are a passage
enabling structure to enfold chaos and become again communitas. (70)

“The bear is in me now,” Gerald Vizenor opens Darkness in Saint
Louis Bearheart, “Listen ha ha ha haaaa.”3! Vizenor’s fictive, post-
modernist comics are told through a fourth-grade prisoner of the Indian
Wars who has been handcuffed in a closet by the reservation superinten-
dant. This native victim hibernates and reemerges as shamanic bear
among “the warriors of freedom”: Proude Cedarfair, tribal hero as
isolato and inheritor of Chippewa resistance to white “Shitwords.” The
novel swells with revolutionary jive, “Neo-HooDoo Manifesto,” as
Ishmael Reed put it some twenty years ago (American blacks call it
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]

“signifyin’ ” and “doin’ the dozens” on the streets to draw an au-
dience).

Rather than amoral or nihilist, the traditional Trickster cycles inverse-
ly educate and amuse Indian people in tribal norms. A Navajo or Cree
audience sees how not to be, entertains deviance, and bonds through
Trickster’s infamous disconnections. This all requires craft, intricacy, a
sense of audience response, and a true humorist’s tact. Few situations
are less funny than wit that doesn’t work. In the self-adopted mode of
“word warriors,” Vizenor’s novel opens with tongue-twisty sibilance:
“Four Proude Cedarfairs have celebrated the sacred cedartrees”
(Darkness 3). With a creaky pilgrim plot in self-reflexive prose, the
drama stays two-dimensional, the dialogue tilts descriptively flat:
“spume from his hostile words gathered on his bulbous purple lips”
(18). Expectedly enough, “Whitemen possessed trees and women and
words” (4), and the inevitable red—white atrocities (trees axed, women
raped, words warped, warriors slain) savage the land until one clown-
warrior rises from the carnage. With the mystic aid of “clown crows”
and mythic bears, Proude Cedarfair frees “the people” to escape civili-
zation westward. Semen and cedar spatter their path into the sunset; all
of contaminated America soon follows suit.

This fiction fattens in rap. The characters traipse west as manikins in
a plot spiced with stale metaphors, crude sex, occult crows, evil whites,
and desperately clever Indians called “circus pilgrims,” carried over
from Tom Wolfe’s “merry pranksters.” It’s America-on-the-road, Co-
lumbus through Kerouac——here Cheyenne Autumn, the Long March,
Wounded Knee, and Road Runner all rolled into one gory exodus at
America’s hapless end. The author shares his fantasy of a frontier holo-
caust somewhere in the near future, where stock-in-trade violence and
kinky sex color the “vision”: “When the end of gasoline came, the
violent filiation used knives and forks and spoons in their ritual as-
sassinations. The dark eyes of tribal victims were popped with spoons
and heel tendons were severed. While the victims struggled to escape,
crawling on hands and knees with images swirling from each dangling
eyeball, the whites stabbed at the victims with sharp forks. Before death
came to most of the tribal victims their ears and lips and genitals were
removed” (Darkness 50). One of our heroines is a legendary “boxer-
fucker” (dogs, that is); another is fond of paragraphs of fellatio with
Proude’s spousal penis, “president jackson.”3% On that score, here is
Bearheart’s grand finale, Trickster’s pornographic license in extremis:
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Forcing her [Rosina] to turn and kneel in front of him he [Double Saint]
thrust his penis against her soft warm mouth. The huge purple head butted
against her closed lips. Then he squeezed the muscles on her chin and when
her mouth opened he pushed hard against her lips until the bulbous head
slipped past her teeth. He held her head against him with her braids. His
penis throbbed in her mouth. With the tip of her tongue she touched the
opening on the head. Circling his penis with her tongue, her muscles relaxed
until president jackson was against the back of her mouth. He moaned when
she touched his testicles and then his penis throbbed and spurted and flooded
her mouth with warm sperm. (Darkness 236)

A mass exodus of cripples join our red pioneers as they move west—a
nightmare “vision” of deformed America on the lam. The thirteen red
disciples falter, some fall by the wayside, yet the four directions some-
how hold, and evil is defeated. This fiction of a sadomasochist Amer-
ica, then, serves up dissonant Trickster jokes—cheap puns, degrading
sex, random violence, and a clichéd journey to uncertain ends.

All this carnage, cocksucking, and throwaway dirty talk takes
Vizenor’s pilgrims into the “fourth world” (one behind the Pueblos)
outside Santa Fe. Proude and one fellow pilgrim, the two surviving
word warriors, leave their women in a world behind and turn into
mythic bears at the Anasazi winter solstice. “In seconds, faster than
birds could soar, the bears roared from the four directions ha ha ha
haaaa” (Darkness 241). Such a finale purports to be the mythic resolu-
tion of fictional mayhem. The reader is teased with a billboard logic of
opposites in this brave old world, where walking backward plays Trick-
ster’s trump— “you fall on your ass and not on your face” (192).

Vizenor’s second novel, Griever: An American Monkey King in
China (runner-up in the 1987 American Book Awards sponsored by
Berkeley’s Before Columbus Foundation, dedicated to recognizing
“cultural diversity”), pushes Trickster farther over the line. Griever De
Hocus travels as an English teacher to Tianjin, China, near Beijing.
Instantly, this hocus-pocus huckster (with reputed scholarship from
Arthur Waley’s Monkey and Anthony Yu’s translation of The Journey of
the West) metamorphoses into a modern “monkey king,” based on the
legendary monk who brought Sanskrit scrolls from India to the Greater
Goose (Dayan) Pagoda outside Xi’an, thus carrying Buddhism across
the border and trickster into the Middle Kingdom (see Maxine Hong
Kingston’s Tripmaster Monkey: His Fake Book [1989]). Vizenor de-
fines his comic hero infratextually: “Griever is a mixedblood tribal
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trickster, a close relative to the old mind monkeys; he holds cold reason
on a lunge line while he imagines the world. With colored pens he
thinks backward, stops time like a shaman, and reverses intersections,
interior landscapes.”33

The novelist writes a disjointed dream narrative through the mixed-
blood mask of Griever, slippery antagonist, victim of red—white Ameri-
can racism, friend of caged chickens and dead frogs at home and
abroad. This sarcastic “native” as the Orient’s Ugly American doesn’t
so much take the reader to China as drag the audience down through a
dark authorial sardonicism. The cartoon characters—all jumbled, no-
dimensional, kvetching about China—~—carry on with talk that goes no-
where.

“Eating with you is like, is like,” sputtered Sugar Dee, “is like going to
the dump for lunch, or, or flushing a toilet in the middle of a meal.”

“Would you like to hear about where the vegetables grow?” the trickster
teased. “How about some wheat and rice dried on the side of the asphalt
roads, winnowed under the wheels of tourist buses.”

“Never.”

“How about the water?”

“Never mind.”

“Salmonella ice cream on used sticks?”

“Listen, my mind is closed now for dinner.” (G 101-2)

These conversations pool in trash-can diatribes at dinner, peevish crit-
icisms of Chinese communism, and parodic pornography (an isolated
genre?):

Griever lowered her panties and thrust his tongue into her wet vagina. She
bounded on the rail and his nose brushed her clitoris; he burrowed and
inhaled the wild humors. She danced on a broad amber beam with the peach
emperor, a wild ichor burst from her sheath. He stood between her thighs and
she touched his ripe testicles; his stout penis bounced on her wrist. The
trickster beat her hard black nipples with his penis; lower, he pushed harder,
once, twice, sperm burned the hollows, and then he hauled her down from
the rail, bucked and bewailed the curtain.
“The wild moon,” he whispered under her hair. (105--6)

Griever’s miscegenated romp results in a pregnancy, potentially an in-
ternational scandal. The author solves this dilemma with scar-faced
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Hester dunked dead by her Chinese father among the bones of drowned,
unwanted babies in a blue pond. So Griever “de Lindbergh” escapes
from China in a self-fabricated aeronautical “ultralight” with another
mixed-blood girlfriend (blonde this time), his liberated cock (“Matteo
Ricci”), and an archaic recipe for blue chicken. “Everything is a play
over here,” Griever writes to China Browne back home, “so we must
be the new scene” (234).

A hackneyed theme of freedom proffers the novel’s raison d’étre,
raising a question asked these days: Free to what? To exploit Indian
issues? To rip off Trickster? To trip through intercultural insult? From
one perspective, the novel mistakes trickster “lessons” for license in
bad taste, showing no understanding of “them” as “other,” little sense
of Sinology today or yesterday, less tact in dealing with the gap between
the novelist’s own Western consciousness and that of over a billion
people who compose a quarter of the world’s population. Could a Chi-
nese trickster so foul Native American air and go unscathed? “Nothing
but dust” in China, Colin Gloome grouses (G 189). “Griever pinched
his ear and spat near the cages. Frustrated, his humor turned sour; he
demanded, in his loudest voice, the liberation of all the chickens™ (40).

From a Native American perspective, the Trickster genre isn’t nihilist
or even tasteless; it plays with boundaries, surely, releases libidinous
energies in sexual, scatological, or otherwise violent escapades. Trick-
ster narratives delight in contraries, and they reversely imply social
norms by telling stories well. The tales break rules to bring principles of
behavior into a field of play. The tribal issue is one of audience response
within a cultural context. Trickster does not occcupy an amoral corner of
tribal thought; his escapades are neither contextually unfocused nor
easily tossed off. Just so, a writer cannot easily arrogate the license to
cartoon Trickster in the name of tribal fiction.

So why all this funny talk, fellatio, cryptic comedy, and mindless
violence? Why dip into these alleged “Trickster” fictions? Paul Radin
argues that the Winnebago Wakdjunkaga shows us playfully how not to
behave. Trickster’s reverse norm turns on a sense of normative context,
as Barre Toelken has discussed Navajo coyote tales in performance.
With a cultural screen as backdrop, characters act out coded implica-
tions, their actions resonate with cultural overtones, and they dramatize
the absence of order to call tribal judgment into play.3* Yet there is no
sense of implied tribal values in Vizenor’s fiction. The “permission”
for “disrespect,” advanced by Mary Douglas, is neither earned nor
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conditionally granted. Freud’s joking “economy” runs in the red. A
nihilist shadow darkens Homo ludens here, critically postimodernist for
theory’s sake, questionably at “play” in Huizinga’s terms. If the appeal
is to picaresque, a “novel” journey from epic odyssey through Don
Quixote, Pickwick Papers, or even Lolita in a western literary tradition,
neither straight man nor comic fool nor dreamer livens the interplay.
Besides the publisher’s hype and author’s co-option, there’s little sense
of how these fictions claim tribal origins.

This opinion does not cancel the urban comic edge to Vizenor’s
Trickster video in Warriors of Orange (1984), where a band of politi-
cized warriors led by Charlie Hill upstages and cons white liberals into
funding a miniature orange farm and “pinch bean” coffee houses on the
reservation. The humor here is incisive, country dry, by any measure
ironically Indi’n, as in the rare commercial film Powwow Highway
(1989). From the opening shot of a dusty country road, Buffy Sainte-
Marie lays the musical track with “Trickster” and “Fast Bucks,” while
Floyd Westerman lampoons the Bureau of Indian Affairs on the local rez
Jukebox, and the trickster male collective bangs a Ponca 49 song on the
side of their orange bus. “White men got white from many neckties,”
Harold Sincere (a.k.a. Charlie Hill) kids his Men of Orange, who set
out for the city to squeeze liberal sentiment one more time in the “old
foundation game.” The bottom line: “We get a little money, they get a
good name.”

When Harold’s jilted non-Indian girlfriend of a decade back appears
for the fund raising, the jokes quicken. “Call me Fanny, Felty,” she says
straight-faced, and Harold teases her, “Remember the oral tradition.” A
certain spirited play and sense of improvisation animate these funky
scenes. When red and white sides cross-dress in T-shirts for softball (red
“Anglos” and white “Indians” in opposite colors), the trickster rever-
sals take on a Marx Brothers romp. These “wild word hunters,” or, as
Vizenor borrows from himself elsewhere, “social acupuncturists,” pop
a bouquet of cultural balloons about Indians as stoic warriors, nubile
people of peace, or vanishing primitives. They are decidedly quick to
pounce on liberal guilt, and no less tricky than contraries of old.
“You’re a rotten Trickster, Harold Sincere,” Fanny thanks her bad
debtor for a ten-year-old loan repaid (he’s ripped off a white philanthro-
pist with the bromidal grandmother’s burial story). The urban Indian
punchline comes along a Minneapolis freeway: “Nothing as cruel as
civilization and loneliness.” This is not a new war cry, but the comic
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twists in this thirty-minute film give it a contemporary off-reservation
spin.

To be sure, Vizenor’s narrative histories of the White Earth Reserva-
tion (The People Named the Chippewa [1984]) ground his tricks among
real people and historical ballast. His retellings of Ojibwe lyrics and
stories, in Summer in the Spring, authenticate a versatile translative
voice:

when my midewiwin drum
sounds for me

the sky

clears

the sky is blue

he hi hi hi

when my midewiwin drum
sounds for me

the waters are smooth
ho ho ho ho35

Vizenor’s talent may best focus in Imagist poems—for example, in the
Harper’s Anthology of 20th Century Native American Poetry (1988),
edited by Duane Niatum to update Carriers of the Dream Wheel (1975):

the whole moon

burns behind jamestown
seven wings of geese
light the thin ice

asian sun
bleeds on the interstate

pressed flowers
tremble in the prairie stubble

paced on the mirror
my fingerprints blot the past
(*“March in North Dakota™)

No postmodernist flap hyperbolizes these understated lines. Yet in the
hastily published Trickster of Liberty, outtakes resurface from
Bearheart, Griever and UC Berkeley’s dirty laundry (stolen computers,
personal gossip, academic smut), all in slapdash, cartooned big words:
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“The Woodland trickster is a comic trope; a universal language game.
The trickster narrative arises in agonistic imagination; a wild venture in
communal discourse, an uncertain humor that denies aestheticism,
translation, and imposed representations. The most active readers be-
come obverse tricksters, the waver of a coin in a tribal striptease.”36¢
The author leaves his own byline in the epilogue: “The tribal trickster
liberates the mind in a comic discourse that reveals new signs, identi-
ties, and uncertain humor” (7L 156). And in the spring of 1990, the
University of Minnesota Press announced four “new” books by Gerald
Vizenor: Griever: An American Monkey King in China (reprinted),
Bearheart: The Heirship Chronicles (reprinted under a different title),
Crossbloods: Bone Courts, Bingo, and Other Reports (reprinted maga-
zine stories, book reviews, and miscellaneous bylines), and Interior
Landscapes: Autobiographical Myths and Metaphors (journalist
memoirs).

Alan Velie crowns Gerald Vizenor “the Isaac Bashevis Singer of the
Chippewa” in the promotional blurb for Interior Landscapes. His Trick-
ster fictions have a following, to be sure, and some think he’s funny. His
violence may pay back a frontier lawlessness, as others hold, and ex-
pose the bankruptcy of myths gone sour. And as a brash caricaturist, a
self-parodying and quick-trick stylist, he is certainly one of a kind.
Recycled tricks or no, there’s no undisputed way around Gerald
Vizenor’s contemporary presence in American Indian letters.

Caveat emptor: Trickster raises the radical in us, crimps the wild card
in the literary deck, and so is not to be overly formalized or critically
fixed. Paul Radin sees him as the inchoate archetype (a tantalizing
oxymoron) behind all types. Dogmatizing trickster tastes, then, can be
tantamount to spitting into the wind: better not to protest too much.
Surely, taste is a measure of personal bias, each perceiver’s long road
home—-and there’s no accounting for one’s own ruse nipping another’s
rose. So to chisel the rules in rock might work against the genre’s sheer
prodigality, its contagious excess, its liminal permutations.

Still, style goes a considerable way toward gracing fallen angels, and
literary tact here with Indian humor involves matters of cultural strategy.
There is an art to such matters, if it is to be literature, oral or otherwise.
The simple questions may be most valid: Why write and read such stuff?
What are the author’s intentions (to be so bold)? And how do the literary
effects register on an audience, tricksters all, but for the grace of bad
example?
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Vizenor’s fiction strikes me as clearly and questionably postmodern-
ist, yet in that mode self-referential to a fault (a rhetoric to dazzle, or
simply to fog story and character for reasons beyond my understand-
ing). In this sense, the hyper-reflexive texture of the writing—the self-
involvement—obscures tribal codings or cultural groundings. Point of
view isolates itself in rap talk that rules out character development,
dramatic structure, and thematic plotting, not to mention contrary
lessons in tribal opposites. The fictions seem to suck back into their own
infectious verbalizing; as such, they lack the inverse implications and
antipoetic gaiety of Trickster cycles both in oral traditions (see Barre
Toelken’s Navajo Yellowman stories or Howard Norman’s Cree
Nibénegenesdbe narratives) and in more recent literary echoings
(Erdrich, Allen, Weich, Silko, Momaday, and Ortiz, among many).
Robert Gish complains that The Trickster of Liberty victimizes the
reader with “the novelist’s own indulgent word-way trickery” and sim-
ply is “not funny” (“less condiment and more meat,” he caps his
review).37 At least for this reader, the effect of Griever or Bearheart or
Trickster is not to draw me toward a tribal dialogue or into ancient
questionings, pluralist probings, and comic forgivings, but to estrange
one in the West’s existential loneliness-—dispossessed, disdainful, li-
bidinous without communal focus.

Indi’ns Playing Indians

“If I had twenty dollars, I'd buy me a. . . a. .. a living bra!
Aaee.”
Fina, in Hanay Geiogamah, Body Indian

The American Indian Theater Ensemble first performed Hanay
Geiogamah’s Body Indian at La Mama Experimental Theater Club in
New York in 1972. Political street theater salts this Kiowa playwright’s
work, along with Bertolt Brecht’s sense of carnival, the Marquis de
Sade’s surreal theater, and the grim historical humor of Arthur Kopit’s
late 1960s play, Indians. Yet Body Indian seems distinctive unto itself—
a pan-Indian play, dangerously humorous, something tribally akin to
dark comic theater of conscience. The Indian capacity for humor has
been historically a “blessing,” Geiogamah told me. It’s “one of the
fundamental miracles of our lives . . . part of religion.”3® Indian jokes
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are embedded deeply in the cultures, he agreed, and they serve as
secular prayers to ground and revitalize tribal people.

Body Indian dramatizes off-reservation Indians on the Oklahoma
skids, drinking away meager lease payments, mooching al-hong-ya
(money), scamming, laughing, singing “49” songs, and stealing from
one another to stay alive. Jeffrey Huntsman, in his introduction, calls
this Indian drama “funny and fierce.”3° For a native dramatist to por-
tray Indians so sardonically, so realistically on the joking “down” side
of tribal visions, seems the absurdist test of “permitted disrespect.”
Such comic “license” elicits the candid respect of Indians challenging
the negatives in tribal life today.

The play opens in red English dialect: “Well, I’lll beee! B———obbye
Leee! Come in, hites, come in! Long time no see.” Hites, or “close
friends,” jive and roll their own kin to “keep the party going,” as the
stage directions say for the fifth and last scene of this clipped one-act.
Passed out on a railroad track, Bobby Lee has lost his leg. He drinks
more now to kill the pain, but wants to enter “a AA deal for alcoholics”
in Norman and pay with his lease check. Bobby has some pride left.
“Bobby Lee, hites, come on, guy, share your drink with us,” begs
Eulahlah. “Geee. We always help you out when you need it. Help us
out. Share with us.” To “help out” is the pan-Indian idiom for cere-
monial support, an ironic echo of the tribal “giveaways” that passed
property communally among the people. The cheap wine is running
low, and each time Bobby passes out the others fleece him to buy more.
Then, when all is gone, almost all is lost, the others steal his artificial
leg for *bootleg” wine (the terrible pun). “He tol’ me he saw in his dee-
tees a row of lillel’ chickens sittin’ on those jail bars singin’ Indian
songs,” Howard defends the hock of Bobby’s leg:

He said he felt like he was fallin’ through the whole jailhouse floor into the
sewer lines.

He said his hair was long as an old lady’s, and his fingers were all shrunk up,
like he was a-dead.

So they hustle off for refills, and Bobby’s “sardonic smile” freeze-
frames the end of the play. He turns to face an oncoming nightmare train
projected on the back wall—a primal mixture of horror and grim
humor, the risus sardonicus of victims in extreme agony. 1t is the body’s
spitting grimace in the face of the executioner. Bobby Lee addresses



164 INDI’N HUMOR

himself from the opening lines of the play: “Welll, h———ell-——o0,
Bobby Lee. How are you, hites? Lo——-ng time no . . . seee.”

The comedy is bleak; the impoverished situation all too Indian.
“Where’s his money, Grampa? Grampa, hey, does he have any money?
We need some bad, man.” The desperate bonding among bros and
sisters, “uncles” and “aunts” —Pah-bes and Pah-be-mas in the drama’s
regional Kiowa dialect——seems that of starving scavengers. They stick
together to die tribally. Their misery mixes the gravel and glue of a
liminal “good time.” Indians have one another, for better and worse,
old bonds, new burdens. “Yeah, yeah, ya’ll are kin,” Bobby’s “uncle”
says—a qualified tribalism, where “kin” means ideally communal,
born poor, dispossessed, and desperate. This “kind of” irony is known
particularly among tribal natives derailed by the mainstream. And
Geiogamah does not spare words or the truth to show the low comic
survival of losers’ humor, a homeopathic psychic medicine, along with
the dehumanizing cruelty in homeless Indian contexts. The dramatic
intent draws on honesty, witness, revelation, cathartic change——an
artistic—social commitment to acting out the truth, hoping for a better
life. It’s engaging trickster theater, a breed of mythic humor and psy-
chological realism to wake the people up to themselves.

What’s funny here? Nothing easy, surely, though the throwaway sing-
ing and laughing and dancing add Brecht’s surreal touch to the suffer-
ing. Geiogamah and his Indian troupe thought they were enacting a
tragedy until the opening-night New York audience laughed through all
five scenes and reset the drama as “tragicomedy” (see Appendix C).
The stage jokes tell us something about intertribal connections in the
backwashes of colonial tragedy. “Are you going to war dance for us,
Howard?” one of the women teases an out-of-work, aging warrior. The
women rattle the chains of cultural despair and sociological bondage
among peoples whose yearly income may be a few thousand dollars.
Their material index of despair seems the highest in America:

ALICE

(slowly) I wish I had some meat now. My kids been eatin’ only com-
modity meat for bout two months now. Junior’s unemployment ran out a
month ago. There ain’t no jobs nowhere.

BETTY
(slowly) All those white people think Indians have it good because they
think the government takes care of us. They don’t even know. It’s rougher
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than they know. I’d like to trade my house for a white lady’s house on
Mission. I’d like for a white lady to have my roaches.

ALICE
I wish I had a check from anywhere. (The bottle is moving around.)

EULAHLAH
So do 1.

ETHEL
So do 1. I’d get my son out of county jail if 1 did.

Relief from these depressions comes through more bad jokes, worse
wine, and a “49” song and dance, “One-Eyed Ford.” People use what
they have, grimacing to tough it out.

The interplay, the scrapping, the banter, the common losses all come
on the edges of Indian survival, as the white man’s train passes through
and ends each of five scenes. Victims of the machine in a New World
garden, still alive (if lame, beaten down, or even lifelessly drunk), such
Indians prove a certain tribal truth that Geiogamah catches on stage. Not
“vanished” Americans, but “real” portraits, these characters play out
the ironies of postwar Indian survival. They are the “good-time” vet-
erans of addictions surviving on poverty’s rags and crumbs in suburban
slums, the struggling remnants of native civilizations trying to find a
way out, a road home. “Good times,” however desperate, are better
than no times at all.

For Geiogamah, to show the play of pain—the endurance of the
walking wounded—strikes some grim measure of comic triumph.
“Some of those schools ain’t so bad,” Eulahlah says of “GI” or govern-
ment school kidnapping, “but some of them sure no good.” (Officials
rounded up rez children like calves and shipped them to boarding
schools hundreds of miles from their homes.) Here is dramatic courage
to face the truth, as Bobby’s “sardonic smile” meets the oncoming
train. The railroad historically ran over the backs of Bobby’s people,
and he turns to bare his teeth (the Greek meaning of “sardonic”), indeed
to deny defeat, as Freud argues of humorous defiance as the ego’s final
will over circumstances. Bobby holds out for better, even at the bottom.
He knows what has happened: his artificial leg has been stolen by
*relatives” to buy cheap wine, a tribal painkiller. But he knows—and in
so knowing, he does not give in to victimization, nor is the audience
relieved of his agony, the struggle in “play.” This is where Viktor
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Frankl says that suffering, given a certain self-distance, translates into
dark comic “sacrifice” (Man’s Search for Meaning). We grant pain
significance and seek better. “It’s like a jack-in-the-box smile,”
Geiogamah explains, “his smile just pops up, like a clown’s painted-on
smile. You know it’s painted on.” Bobby is “taking responsibility” for
himself, addressing himself. He’s “cleaned out” and “cleansed,” the
dramatist feels, to say “hello” to himself and start again from the
bottom. The survivalist humor of this perspective saves a prisoner from
death-camp despair, steers a neurotic from the shoals of self-torment,
sears a romantic view of Indians with reality, and shows Indians where
they start rebuilding. Such dark red comedy survives tragedy; it al-
chemizes suffering toward ironic perception and comic possibility.
“Pervasive and yet evasive,” Geiogamah says of tribal humor, it cuts
through the “hypocrisy” of Indians fooling and fleecing themselves.
Bawdy art is trickster’s ground zero for Indi’n humor.

Foghorn premiered in West Berlin when Geiogamah’s troupe toured
Europe in 1973. It is an ensemble piece, a tribal “play” in old ways
modernized-—a series of mock improvisations, trickster-style, on
Indi’n—white caricatures and clichés, designed to entertain and teach as
concise theatrical satire. “Almost all the characters in this play are
stereotypes pushed to the point of absurdity,” the dramatist notes. “The
satire proceeds by playful mockery rather than bitter denunciation. A
production should aim at a light, almost frivolous effect (the basic
seriousness of the play will emerge all the more effectively if the heavy
hand is avoided).” While performing Foghorn in West Berlin,
Geiogamah’s troupe was invited to visit the Berliner Ensemble at
Brecht’s old theater in East Berlin. Certainly, the Germans recognized
overlapping patterns, Geiogamah recalls. He had been distantly familiar
with Brechtian theater of alienation, social realism, surrcalism, and the
many tricks of European drama since working the previous year with
Wilford Leach, artistic director at LLa Mama, as well as reading Martin
Esslin’s Brecht, The Man and His Work (1960).

Geiogamah’s staging and music set the tribal context to Foghorn,
since the play turns more on group improvisation and audience interplay
than sculpted “lines.” The fabled oral tradition, dramatically speaking,
has long relied on improvisational creativity. By using taped electronic
music for a pilgrimage, a Zuni sunrise chant, Pocahontas’s Indian Love
Call, the William Tell Overture (theme of the Lone Ranger radio and
television show), the song “Pass that Peace Pipe (and Bury that Hatch-
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et),” and the concluding AIM unity song about Wounded Knee, life in
Foghorn musically mimes Indian life in the streets. The actors relished
“playing” these parts, Geiogamah recalls, vicariously finding rich
humor in impersonating Lady Bird Johnson or the Lone Ranger, “just
such a compendium of silly little stereotypes.” This added to the play’s
“buoyancy.”

“It is not important if the audience can see offstage into the wings,”
the playwright adds, “or if other elements of the production are ex-
posed.” This is “real” life played with “slapstick” props, projected
images of Alcatraz, Wounded Knee, and national monuments, much
clowning, more cartooning, and an overall sense of festive carnival that
Bakhtin, in Rabelais and His World, locates in the comic tribal matrix
of Europe’s Middle Ages. The “play” of such double-play, Koestler
would argue, “bisociates” the real and the surreal, cultural history and
Indian American art.

Foghorn opens with Columbus’s lookout spying “jLos indios!” and
exclaiming “jEstos hombres, cho-co-la-tes!” Quickly history fades to
white “settlers” branding Indians bad and barking: “Don’t talk
back” —“Vermin! Varmits!”—“Filthy savages”—“I say let’s force
“em off the land!” A senator “generously” sets aside wasteland reserva-
tions, and a century later, all in quick succession, Indians “reclaim”
Alcatraz Island and plan to rescue whites and educate non-Indians
natively to “save” them from themselves.*0

“My blessed savages,” a nun addresses her brood of Indians, and a
“clownish™ schoolteacher terrorizes “bucks and squaws” learning En-
glish, “the one true language, OUR language!” Thrashing an American
flag, one child stutters the “first word of the American way”: “Hell-O.
Hell-O.” It means “bright” in German, inversely “Oh hell,” and the
ironic point is not lost on Indians on a German stage. Pocahontas sings
her legendary Love Call (as John Barth caricatured licentiously in 7The
Sotweed Factor) and tells the “true” tale of the “big, big captain’s”
detumescent, hairy, “pink” failure to take her virginity, an old comic
gag. Tonto, tired of shining the Lone Ranger’s boots and suffering his
egoism, slits the masked man’s throat.

Foghorn reaches a carnival pitch with a chorus-line number, “Pass
that Peace Pipe,” written by Indians in 1943. “Everything was just
wild,” Geiogamah says, “absolutely wild, and it got wilder and wild-
er.” The playwright gives carefully choreographed directions: “Be-
tween each of the stanzas of the song, delivered as a wild production
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number, an actor wearing a bull’s head is spotlighted with a pretty girl in
pigtails, who reads from a giant roll of toilet tissue. The bull also holds
a roll, and unwinds enough tissue to wipe his behind each time a treaty
is called out.” And with “magnificent visuals” the cast carried on, the
playwright recalls, “improvisations, animation, buoyancy.” His actors
had great subliminal fun playing meanies abusing Indians over the
years:

IF YOUR TEMPER’S GETTIN’ THE TOP HAND

ALL YOU GOTTA DO IS JUST STOP AND

PASS THAT PEACE PIPE AND BURY THAT HATCHET
LIKE THE CHOCTAWS, CHICKASAWS, CHATTAHOOCHIES,
CHIPPEWAS DO!

The play winds down with a rough-and-tumble “Wild West” show to
the 1973 AIM occupation of Wounded Knee (earlier that year) and
subsequent trial. The frolic ends on a sober pan-Indian note: “NOT
GUILTY!”

These vignettes play out the anger and pain of being Indian for five
hundred years under Euroamerican occupation. Foghorn was originally
performed as the lobotomy of a magnified head, the foghorns harassing
Indians just off Alcatraz in 1969. The play opens the floodgates of
Indian caricatures behind the cigar-store mask. Its joking taps a deep
historical resentment and cauterizes a contemporary wound festering in
social ills. And the humor lies in recognition, in release, in “playing”
out the hurt, as the play celebrates what it means to be alive today in
Indian America.

The third of three Geiogamah plays in the University of Oklahoma
paperback New Native American Drama (1980) is 49, a work that
affirms all Indians coming together in powwow (Algonkian for “mak-
ing medicine”) to celebrate their tribal identities. “More than anything
else,” Geiogamah said, “I wanted the young people [in the cast] to be
affirmative in the face of despair and unreasoning force.” With a musi-
cal assist from Jim Pepper and an orchestra of native instruments—
“bells, rattles, ratchets, bull-roarers, Apache violins, flutes, whistles,
various sizes of drums, piano, and guitars”—tribal bodies move in
concert, singing and dancing on an 1885 Oklahoma ceremonial ground,
the arbor circle at the center. This ideally round, formally “comic”
circle centers the people against a century of assault on their native good
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humor. The circle’s harmony and balance——core simplicity and sense of
completion—provide a formally comic “control line,” Geiogamah
feels, among the Kiowa. The balladeer sings through their trouble, and
they answer:

I GOT A DRUM

LET’S MAKE A SONG

I’LL SING TO YOU, HONEY
ALL NIGHT LONG.

TAKE YOU DOWN TO ANADARKO WITH ME, HONEY
TAKE YOU OUT TO TAHLEQUAH

UP TO THE OSAGE COUNTRY FOR THE POWWOWS
HONEY COME ON BLAZE WITH ME

HONEY COME ON BLAZE WITH ME

COME ON DANCE 49, HONEY
COME ON SING WITH ME
COME ON DANCE 49, HONEY
COME ON, BE WITH ME.

The life forces of grounded belonging, loving senses, social singing,
communal stimulants, and bonding against adversity tie the people to
their past and with one another. The dancers stand together against the
police, defy disruption, and reassert their rights to being Indian in
“native” America. It is a drama of resistance and tribal assertion
through social union—an upbeat play that pulls the drumbeat and bull-
roarer and cedar flute notes from past into present. This follows an
“umbilical control line,” Geiogamah told me, attached to the tribal
past, threaded through an ongoing humor:

I see the Indi’n capacity for humor as a blessing. And [ see it as one of the
fundamental miracles of our lives. It’s a miraculous thing that’s pulled us
through so much. It’s a force that’s part of religion. I don’t sce religion so
much as just being our bundles or our prayers. It’s everything from the past
that we’ve brought forward with us, our memories, ancestors, especially
that, all of these things arc religion to me—singing, dancing, stories, suffer-
ing, all of that. And respect and caring for each other. So in that sense humor
is definitely a part of religion. I truly believe that the older Indi’ns laughed,
and laughed, and laughed. (Appendix C)
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This seems reason to go on going on, trickster-style, whatever the odds,
for survival is the bottom line, and tribal continuity sets the essential

terms. Everything goes onward from there.
“So to me,” Hanay Geiogamah concluded his interview, “it’s like a

small miracle if you can bring laughter into somewhere, it’s a blessing.”
A-ho.
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Feminist Indi’'ns

. . revisionist work, so much the work of women, is not adven-
titious, and should remind us that in the search for the primitive,
which to a considerable extent is a search for the feminine, women

should not be left out of the account.
SHERMAN PauL, “Ethnopoetics”

Doubly Othered

Pocahontas’ body, lovely as a poplar,
Sweet as a red haw in November, or a paw-paw in May.
CARL SANDBURG, “Cool Tombs”

Revising history means looking back (re-vision) at what we were, and
thus are now. Whatever “the primitive” connotes, on a credit side the
primal origin or on a debit side the “other,” women were incontestably
there from the beginning. They are standing up to be counted today.
Monica Sjod and Barbara Mor strop the male phallus on a feminist
whetstone in The Great Cosmic Mother: Rediscovering the Religion of
the Earth (1987), suggesting that female chromosomes determine life
from the start, that mother precedes father, that socializing women
invented speech, and that culture began feminist. Radical Euroamerican
feminism may be exploring a primitivist separatism that Indians have
long experienced and may not exactly relish.

“God made Pocahontas the Kings Daughter the meanes to deliver
me,” John Smith puffed in New England Trials (1622), “& there-by
taught me to know their treacheries to preserve the rest.” Whether
fourteen years earlier, the twelve-year-old “princess” Pocahontas saved
Smith’s head with her own or no, she was in fact lured aboard an

171
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English ship in 1613 and held prisoner, just about the time The Tempest
played in London. John Rolfe, too, fell under the spell of the dusky
maiden, whose “naked” bottom cartwheeled with the boys, according
to William Strachey, “all the fort over” and aroused Rolfe’s “unbridled
desire of carnal affection: but for the good of this plantation, for the
honour of our countrie, for the glory of God, for my owne salvation,
and for the converting to the true knowledge of God and Jesus Christ an
unbeleeving creature, namely Pokahuntas.” So Rolfe wrote an English
friend in a letter on display under glass, in October 1971, at Oxford’s
Bodleian Library. “In the utmost of many extremities,” Captain Smith
alleged in The Generall Historie of Virginia, New England & the Sum-
mer Isles (1624), “the blessed Pokahontas, the great Kings daughter of
Virginia, oft saved my life.” She has entranced men in the wings of
American patriarchy for four centuries and become, Paula Gunn Allen
says, a dusky sub-metaphor for white women.'

From the beginning, native women were sensually forbidden doubles
to pale, Puritan, sexless “virgins” languishing in the repressed wake of
Eve. To Old World gentlemen, “primitive” meant unbridled, naked
sensualism, Lilith reincarnate, as civilization denatured their own ide-
alized women. In 1613, Pocahontas, as an amber Miranda “saved”
from Caliban’s rude island, was abducted to an English ship and per-
suaded to marry Master John Rolfe (did she have a choice?). The Indian
princess forswore her father’s heathen ways, accepted Christian bap-
tism, learned English, bore a mixed-blood child, and emerged “Lady
Rebecca” in the English court. About to return to Virginia to see her
father in 1617, she died at Gravesend, where Marlow’s “Nellie” waits
anchor in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness.

Such is the stuff of legend and fiction, historically salted. In Mary V.
Dearborn’s Pocahontas’s Daughters: Gender and Ethnicity in American
Culture (1986), the story proves a cultural paradigm for ethnicity with
psychofeminist frills. The mainstream feminist critic reads our melting-
pot recipe in a more intimate female chamber—as an ambivalent broth-
el-cum-marriage-bed for ethnic American women. According to Dear-
born, women of color seem “twice” outsiders to the dominant Ameri-
can patriarchy. On the eve of Pocahontas’s colonial naturalization in her
own country, the dark “she” figures doubly as “the other” who Ameri-
canizes through mixed marriage. Barring intermarriage and begging the
arts, the Dark Woman publishes through the fatherly midwiving of
white males (Dearborn notes, for example, Anzia Yezierska and John
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Dewey, Zora Hurston and Franz Boas, Mourning Dove and Lucullus
McWhorter, Mary Antin and William Dean Howells, Gertrude Stein
and Carl Van Vechten). The ambivalent bridging that results from such
psychic miscegenation, Dearborn argues, both redefines and disrupts
the Big House of patriarchal nativist codes—-that is, American male
authority in some genteel purity of lineage. These male-dominant pat-
terns begin with the “founding fathers” and their westering sons.? In
Dearborn’s estimation, the illegitimate ethnic daughter, descendant of
Pocahontas, searches for and rejects the father; she bridges with and
separates from mediating men in power; she wedges into some old
American split of patricide and filiopietism, truly an American “house
divided.” A wanting Penia seduces the satiated male Poros at heaven’s
gates, Kristeva retells Eros’s seeding, as miscegenated gender tales
mythologize the New World.

This all sounds fetching. In the Pocahontas phylum, though, it ig-
nores Luther Standing Bear and Charles Eastman leaning on their white
wives to write and help publish books. It also may overlook the fact that
George Custer’s wife had a lot to do with writing his “autobiography.”
More recently, N. Scott Momaday tutored under Yvor Winters; James
Welch and Roberta Whiteman studied with Richard Hugo; Wendy Rose,
Joy Harjo, and Simon Ortiz all attended the Towa Writers Workshop. As
discussed, Leslie Silko and James Wright corresponded with poetic
intimacy in the last year of his life. Today Louise Erdrich and Michael
Dorris write as husband and wife with “three-eighths” Indian blood-
lines (why do we fractionalize Indians, split under rubrics of pedigree or
peerage?). Their books benefit from both native backgrounds and east-
ern education at Yale, Johns Hopkins, and Dartmouth. Biculturalism
would not seem such a bad thing, with Indian context and Anglo text
meeting across a creative middle ground. Mates, good friends, editors,
lovers, or mentors remain just that—partners, peers, colleagues, or
models whose cross-cultural creative processes bridge ethnic, gender,
and class barriers. The old native pureblood or monocultural stereotypes
give us only one simplified story, out of fashion now even among
anthropologists, who tend to stress ontology over biology in cultural
development.

More than a quarter century after Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mys-
tique in 1963, where are we? The United Nations declared 1975 to 1985
the Decade for Women. But despite Sandra Day O’Connor’s appoint-
ment to the Supreme Court in 1981, Sally Ride in space in 1983,
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Geraldine Ferraro nominated by the Democrats for the vice presidency
in 1984, and Wilma Mankiller elected principal chief of the Oklahoma
Cherokees in the 1980s, America is struggling with equal rights for
women. What about Coyote Old Woman? She has been slighted, if not
slurred, in the myth making of America, and now she snaps back as a
bushy-tailed, nonconformist, trickster Indian feminist. (The Mohawk
writer Beth Brant fictionalizes her cross-dressing in comically seducing
a vixen: “Mmmmm yeah, this Fox is pretty clever with all that stuff she
knows. This is the best trick [ ever heard of. Why didn’t I think of it?”3)
This independent woman may be marginalized or estranged, eccentric
or straight, artistic or studious, lesbian or otherwise liminal to Ms.
Moral Majority. Yet she nips at the high heels of the Nancy-Jane-and-
Erica syndrome of Anglo mainstream America, from the Daughters of
the American Revolution, to exercise salons, to trash novels.

At the other end of the historical spectrum from Pocahontas, a
woman such as Mary Crow Dog, a Rosebud Brule Sioux iyeska, or
“mixed blood” with a white father, takes her stand with her men at
Wounded Knee in 1973. Mary washes dishes and sews sleeping bags
from rags, while Annie Mae Aquash (a Micmac later assassinated)
cooks and keeps spirits high. Some women hold bunkers and “man”
guns. They hold out for seventy-one late-winter days along Wounded
Knee Creek in South Dakota, where three hundred Minneconjou Sioux
were butchered in 1890.

A volunteer white nurse berates the Indian women on “feminist”
grounds, but Mary answers that the war at hand must be fought, and
then the warriors” machismo can be deconditioned—for the moment
every effort counts, and the pecking order is irrelevant. “We told her
that her kind of women’s lib was a white, middle-class thing, and that at
this critical stage we had other priorities. Once our men had gotten their
rights and their balls back, we might start arguing with them about who
should do the dishes.”* The old gender loyalties bond her with the tribe
as a whole, beyond new social redefinitions, and she is renamed Ohitika
Win, or Brave Woman, after the siege. “Again I come back to the old
Cheyenne saying: ‘A nation is not lost as long as the hearts of its women
are not on the ground’ ” (LW 137).

Below the knoll where half the butchered women, children, and old
men were dumped in a mass grave in 1890 like so many beef carcasses,
Mary bears a child in battle, named after her friend Pedro Bissonette
(later killed). A Roman Catholic chapel with AIM militants in the
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basement looks down on America’s Auschwitz. “In that ravine, at
Cankpe Opi, we gathered up the broken pieces of the sacred hoop and
put them together again” (LW 155). Rebirth in the face of death points
symbolically and realistically toward the sunrise. And still these Indians
laugh to survive: “Wounded Knee was a place one got scared in occa-
sionally, a place in which people made love, got married Indian style,
gave birth, and died. The oldest occupants were over eighty, the youn-
gest under eight. It was a heyoka place, a place of sacred clowns who
laughed while they wept. A young warrior standing up in the middle of
a firefight to pose for the press; Russell Means telling the photogra-
phers, ‘Be sure to get my good side’ ” (131). Teasing keeps the tribal
holdouts together: “[Pedro] would come up and ask whether [ wanted to
play basketball. That always got a big laugh because I was so huge. We
actually laughed and kidded each other a lot. It helped us to last as long
as we did” (133).

Mary hardly began as a princess. Her white father walked away from
“all that baby shit” to a bottle in Omaha, she says, and her mother
found work a hundred miles away and then remarried a wino “who
started us kids drinking when I was barely ten years old” (LW 15). On
the prairie near He Dog in a homemade shack without electricity, heat-
ing, or plumbing, Grandma Brave Bird and Grandpa Noble Moore
“raised us on rabbits, deer meat, ground squirrels, even porcupines”
(19). Then Mary was taken away to Catholic boarding school at St.
Francis.

In her own words a “loner” from the start, Mary was stealing vestry
wine and could “drink a quart of the hard stuff and not show it” at
twelve. This is some distance from Powhatan’s aboriginal court and
John Smith saved by a dusky royal maiden, later Lady Rebecca at the
court of James I. “In South Dakota white kids learn to be racists almost
before they learn to walk” (LW 22). Mary was raped at fourteen. She
rebelled against the nuns’ terrorism at Catholic boarding school (sexual
harassment, physical beatings, beratings), and was kicked out of St.
Francis for knocking down an abusive sister and publishing an under-
ground newspaper, Red Panther. The American Indian Movement gave
her a sense of dissident power and pan-tribal unity to talk back. “My
aimlessness ended when I encountered AIM” (72). “Some people loved
AIM,” she says with a laconic Sioux sense of humor, “some hated it,
but nobody ignored it” (74). Here twenty years ago were the renascent
stirrings of “all-nations” red pride. “They had a new look about them,
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not that hangdog reservation look I was used to. They moved in a
different way, too, confident and swaggering, the girls as well as the
boys” (75).

This young red revolutionary married a “medicine man” after “the
Knee,” Leonard Crow Dog of the iconoclast Crow Dog clan, or
tiospaye. These self-exiled Lakotas were full-blood renegades, even
among their own people, following old Crow Dog’s grudge murder of
Spotted Tail three generations back. The crow and coyote, pan-tribal
tricksters of old, figured as their namesake guardians. Leonard spent
two years in the federal penitentiary, he claimed, for healing the
wounded and leading Indian people in spiritual ceremonies at Wounded
Knee (as a wicasa wakan, or “man holy,” he could not fight). The
family homestead was burned down by arsonists, friends died myste-
riously by “exposure” or in strange car wrecks, and the FBI and South
Dakota troopers terrorized Leonard’s extended family. Mary gave birth
to three more children and learned to love her people in the aftermath of
“Pedro’s baptism of fire.” She made strong Indian coffee, “the kind
that the Sioux like which will float a silver dollar” (LW 174). She
figured out how to deal with stubborn Sioux men, “the worst gossips in
the world,” including her husband: “our men were magnificent and
mean at the same time. You had to admire them. They had to fight their
own men’s lib battles” (69). She began to speak out against the violence
among her own people, the substance abuse and wife beatings. In turn,
she learned to accept, to forgive, and to help the men. “Facing death or
jail they had been supermen, but facing life many of them were weak”
(244).

Remarried in her late thirties, Mary carries on, committed to her
people, both men and women, most of all the children who shape the
future. “A nation is not lost,” she repeats often, “as long as the hearts
of its women are not on the ground” (LW 137). Certainly, Pocahontas,
sadly interred at Gravesend, understood this womanist hymn on her own
terms, four hundred years before Mary Crow Dog told her own story.

The collaboration between mainstream men and native women can
transcend ethnic gender quarrels. Just before James Wright died of
throat cancer, he repeated in a letter to Leslie Silko: “I want to share the
worst of this news with a very few people whom I admire and value the
most . . . who strike me as embodying in their own lives and work
something~~some value, some spirit—that I absolutely care about and
believe in. . . . I will find my way through this difficulty somehow, and
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one of the best things I have is my knowledge that you exist and that you
are going on living and working.”>

Many of us are saying something of this to several hundred Native
American writers today, particularly the women. We would not be writ-
ing were it not for them. Theirs is a feminist rebirth of native cultural
values and oral voices by way of the printed word; indeed, it is a
renewal of oral tribal continuities some forty thousand years old. And
this renaissance has flowered since the 1977 publication of Ceremony
and the initial emergence of the refounding four: Momaday, Silko,
Welch, and Ortiz. Among the countless tribes of writers here, they
speak for 2 million Native Americans.

One could list hundreds of fine books, and still more talented authors.
It might simply be noted that artists and scholars of Native America,
Indian and non-Indian, have collaborated to give American literature a
rebirth. With these writings, James Wright adds for all of us, “my very
life means more to me.” In And That's What She Said (1984), Rayna
Green anthologized feminist Indian authors, while Brian Swann and
Arnold Krupat gathered autobiographical essays by American Indian
writers for I Tell You Now (1987). Second generation to Smoothing the
Ground (1983), more seminal scholarly essays in Recovering the Word
(1987) have been edited by these two red engines of the East Coast.
Duane Niatum has updated Carriers of the Dream Wheel (1975) with
the Harper’s Anthology of 20th Century Native American Poetry (1985).
Paula Gunn Allen has capped her myriad arts of verse, prose, and
scholarship with an editing coup, Studies in Native American Literature
(1983), the deeply thoughtful feminist work, The Sacred Hoop (1986),
and the collection Spider Woman’s Granddaughters: Short Stories by
American Indian Women (1989). And more since then.

Native women are nurturing a double renaissance, to be sure. From
Italy, Laura Coiltelli in 1990 published Winged Words: American Indian
Writers Speak, interviews with nine leading Indian authors (the tapings,
synchronized on a Fulbright travel grant in 1985, were published by the
University of Nebraska Press, the buffalo pony of Indian publishing).
Joseph Bruchac I, in addition to spearheading The Greenfield Review
for over a decade, has edited interviews with twenty-one leading Indian
poets, Survival This Way (1987). And from Gordon Brotherston’s Im-
ages of the New World (1979), a British scholar’s study, through Jarold
Ramsey’s Reading the Fire (1983) and Dennis Tedlock’s translated
Popul Vuh (1985) and “field work” thinking in The Spoken Word and
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the Work of Interpretation (1983), studies of oral “texts” and per-
forming contexts help us rediscover the rich traditions of some two
thousand original native cultures in the Americas.

The artists themselves remain prolific today, especially the women. It
is difficult to keep pace. Roberta Whiteman’s blank verse in Star Quilt
(1984) is deftly sensitive, as is the loping free verse of Joy Harjo,
certainly all the lucid work of Linda Hogan, most recently the poems in
Seeing Through the Sun (1985) and the novel Mean Spirit (1990). Luci
Tapahonso brightens the horizon with a third collection of poems, A
Breeze Swept Through (1987), illustrated in Klee fashion by Jaune
Quick-to-See Smith. James Welch won the Los Angeles Times Novel of
the Year award in 1987 for Fools Crow, and in 1989 Doubleday released
N. Scott Momaday’s The Ancient Child, a novel about a mixed-blood
painter who returns to Oklahoma and his Kiowa origins. Additionally,
Ray Young Bear has just published Eagle Heart Child (1992) and Louis
Owens, his novel Wolfsong (1992). The Native American renaissance
seems to be entering its second generation.

Coyotess

A Coyote slipped across the road
before we knew. Night, the first skin around him.
He was coming from the river
where laughter calls out fish. Quietly a heavy wind
breaks against cedar. He doubled back,
curious, to meet the humming moons we rode
in this gully, without grass or stars.

Crazed, I can’t get close enough
to this tumble wild and tangled miracle.
Night is the first skin around me.
RoBERTA HiLi WHITEMAN, “The Recognition”

Certainly the majority of tribal Indian women would not be compli-
mented by the Romanized epithet “coyotess,” as many live out tradi-
tional women’s roles through home, marriage, children, extended fami-
ly, clan heritage, and cultural history in a settled, indeed peaceful,
context. The “coyote” arts of exploration, exploitation, braggadocio, or
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battle may seem male sports. Yet Indian women, by virtue of being
“Indi’n,” stand de facto as cultural contrary to Anglo virtues. Urban
feminists to tribal traditionalists, by chance or choice they figure as
sociological coyotes marginalized in America. As Indian women in the
still male-dominant West, they shoulder the role of double contrary,
twice “the other.” Here in the “high-tech Indi’n” sense, as Paula Allen
quips, stands a humorous Supermom with a deconstructionist dif-
Jférence.

With two-thirds of the native population now off the reservation, the
Indian mother has struggled to keep family, clan, home, and land to-
gether through five centuries of war on native cultures. She has suffered
the devastation of her brothers and sisters, “warriors” dying in battles,
dependence, self-pride, and terror facing insurmountable technological
odds. She has stood constant as a match to her mate, despite personal
losses or particular betrayals. In contradistinction to Anglo feminists,
she was never without gender power, essential tribal work, self-
definition, an equal vote (though this varied from tribe to tribe). She
generally held the physical and cultural respect of the other sex (with
some variable exceptions). “So there’s this tradition of humor,” Allen
explains to Laura Coltelli, “of an awful lot of funniness, and then
there’s this history of death. And when the two combine, you get a
power in the work; that is, it moves into another dimension. It makes it
transformational. It creates a metamorphosis in the reader, :f the reader
can understand what’s being said and what’s not being said.” And so
Indian humor circles around to take a feminist stand on critical issues:
“It makes for wit, for incredible wit, but under the wit there is a bite.
It’s not defensive so much as it’s bitter. It also makes for utterly bril-
liant, tragic writing as well. Because it’s so close to the bone. . . . And
so when you laugh you know perfectly well that you’re laughing at
death.”®

The coyotess comes in many tribal pelts, heterogeneous and cultur-
ally diverse. By far the majority (perhaps 90 percent) of some five
hundred U.S.~based tribes historically functioned as matrilocal, ma-
trilineal, and “mother-right” cultures. So Indian women retained power
from Iroquois matriarchal polygamy, to northern plains serial and later
multiple monogamy (the men were being killed off in the Indian Wars),
to southern plains ownership of women (though here women earned
positions of power), to Pueblo mother-right power complexes in the
Southwest. She has been a wild card in the cultural deck we call
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“native” America. And her province is “home,” a sense of nurturing,
with a subtlety in negotiation, a strength in maintaining cultural history.

In a new study of feminist poetics, Alicia Suskin Ostriker strikes a
dissonant chord about American “feminine confinement and con-
straint.”” She argues that American feminism seeks to roll back “the
condition of marginality: nonexistence, invisibility, muteness, blurred-
ness, deformity” in the “divided self” of our women (SL 10-11).
Ostriker draws a meta-critique of “ghettoized” women, a separatist
complaint and call to arms against the primitivizing of women. She dips
into R. D. Laing on schizophrenia to analogize “a normal woman’s
dilemma” as self divided against itself (84). She quotes Erica Jong on
fucking, Simone de Beauvoir on biology, and Sylvia Plath on pat-
ricide—wildly sassy texts, to be sure. The literary feminist serves here
as psychoculturalist. “Identified with the Nature which men have
sought to conquer, woman has remained trapped, forced by her body to
serve as the eternal Other, an emblem perhaps of sacred mysteries, but a
physical, social, and political inferior. Biologically a victim of the
species, she becomes by extension a victim of culture” (94). De Beau-
voir’s The Second Sex (1949), “the great-godmother of all feminist
texts,” tolls the tocsin for women imprisoned in their flesh. “If anatomy
is destiny,” Ostriker adds, “we all want to escape it” (92).

Western misogyny, from Saint Paul to J. Alfred Prufrock, has planted
a thorn in woman’s crown; moreover, patriarchal America, with its stern
fathers and lawless frontiersmen, would manacle women to the hearth.
Aside from biology, perhaps, the Euroamerican problem of “Nature”
and the feminine “other” lies embedded culturally in Christian history:
“Let the woman learn in silence, with all subjection,” 1 Timothy says.
“But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man,
but to be in silence. For Adam was first formed, then Eve” (2:11-13).

Indian women feel differently, as Mary Crow Dog is quick to say:
“To me, women’s lib was mainly a white, upper-middle class affair of
little use to a reservation Indian woman. . . . I bad an urge to procreate,
as if driven by a feeling that I, personally, had to make up for the
genocide suffered by our people in the past” (LW 244). Such a native
motherhood charts a separate history and heritage from that of main-
stream feminism. Indian women derive from a matrilocal base and
cross-gender cooperation (tribal reciprocities, clan balancings, mother-
right powers). Among their own people, the women were not disem-
powered or repressed or disfranchised until recently—this coming by
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and large with the white “man.” The Great White Father refused to
recognize matrilocal power and insisted on Indian men signing treaties,
voting in councils, and making deals, when such as the Iroquois, Cher-
okee, and Pueblo nations were politically and religiously constellated
around matrilineal clans.

So among tribal peoples we have feminism with a difference: a reas-
sertion of traditional tribal values, a redefinition of clan roles, and an
adaptation of old cultures to new conditions. “Hearth” and “home” are
not loaded words to these Indian women, even if some define them-
selves outside conventional native patterns (as with Lulu in Erdrich’s
Love Medicine). Coyotess complaints seem not so much male-directed
as intercultural, less personally motivated than historically sensitive.
Ostriker, Kristeva, or Jong may consider tribal women overly domestic
from a Euroamerican slant, or burdened with child rearing, but, then
again, American feminists do not notice Indians much anyway. Dear-
born and Ostriker have read every feminist American poet and critic but
the Indian ones. Considering the distance between “stealing” the lan-
guage back and the sacred-to-secular tribal faith in “the word,” perhaps
it is just as well not to look the “other” way. There is almost an
irreconcilable difference between Western heroics and native balances,
plots of empowerment and narratives of reciprocal exchange, as Allen
suggests in The Sacred Hoop. Pocahontas would have lived much long-
er as an Algonkian mother than as a Renaissance lady in King James’s
court.

Sylvia Plath driving a stake into Daddy’s “fat black heart” or Diane
Wakoski dancing on the grave of a motorcycle son of a bitch may draw a
crowd to a reading (or a critic to an analyst), but it is hardly a cultural
paradigm worth emulating. At best, this is exorcism, a cry for help; at
worst, Western millennial distress. “This is a doomed country, it seems
to me,” Susan Sontag bemoaned in 1966; “I only pray that, when
America founders, it doesn’t drag the rest of the planet down too.”®
There are alternatives. If Emily Dickinson is (coyly) “Nobody,” Paula
Allen is (brashly) some/body. “When a piano or couch or refrigerator
needs moving, we move it,” she says of Laguna women back home.
And here Ostriker’s ideals, integratively, dovetail into Indian tribal co-
ordinates: “Mutuality, continuity, connection, identification, touch: this
motif constitutes the imperative of intimacy in women’s writing, and in
this motif we find the elements of a gynocentric erotics, metaphysics,
and poetics, constituting a radical challenge to some of our most cher-
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ished cultural and psychic assumptions” (SL 165-66). It is what Lipsha
in Louise Erdrich’s Love Medicine (1984) identifies as “belonging” in a
home-based family.

Paula Allen’s The Sacred Hoop gathers seventeen of her broadly
ranging essays on “tribal-feminism” {perhaps a redundant term) into a
“patchwork quilt” of interdisciplinary thought on women, Indians, and
Western “patriarchal colonialism.”® Allen seems less defensive than
Ostriker, though no less determined: “The new song our ghosts push
from their hearts is a song of bitterness and grief, to be sure; but it is
also a song of sanity, balance, and humor.” »

“Humor is widely used by Indians to deal with life. Indian gatherings
are marked by laughter and jokes, many directed at the horrors of
history, at the continuing impact of colonization, and at the biting
knowledge that living as an exile in one’s own land necessitates” (SH
158). Allen draws traditionally on gynocratic histories of Native Amer-
ica for definitions of cultural home, “anciently based on a belief in
balance, relationship, and the centrality of women, particularly older
women” (223). She thanks her feminist friends (all color of ’skins) for
sharing their “discoveries, uncoveries, recoveries, the hair-raising ad-
ventures of childrearing, career building, and super-womanhood” (x).10

It is instructive to place Allen next to Ostriker (Beacon Press did
when it released both The Sacred Hoop and Stealing the Language in
1986). The former seems cross-cultural and mediative; the latter, in-
fratextual and steeled for controversy. Perhaps the slants reflect their
respective cultures, one interculturally tribal, the other ideologically
academic. For all the hurt in her history, Allen is not bitter—outrageous
at times, yes—but never castigating or nasty. From “dying savage”
through “‘earth-loving guru,” she argues, the “Progressive Fallacy”
casts the Indian as “‘cosmic victim” (SH 77-78), and she has had
enough of that. “When Western assumptions are applied to tribal nar-
ratives, they become mildly confusing and moderately annoying”
(237). Her own Keres people are culturally “conflict-phobic,” seeking
resolutions or coalitions, while “Euro-American culture is conflict-
centered” (238). Indians seek to balance the odds; Euroamericans, to
win—one accommodates; the other struggles. And Indians regard time
as cyclical and space as spherical, while Anglos see time as linear and
space as sequential. “Indians never think like Whites,” Allen sweeps
saucily across this schism (243), which gives pause for thought.

If Indians remain radically and inversely “other” to Euroamerican
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mind-sets, and if red feminists invert their sisters’ mainstream counter-
complaints, have we doubled back to a human (indeed, integratively
humorous) perspective that was there all along? Have we reversed the
separatist reversal when Indian women invert WASP feminists who
invert WASP patriarchies? Does the negated negation, or double nega-
tive, give us back our gender-collaborative tolerance of the “other”
through Native American feminism? Allen offered this thought in an
interview at the 1982 Modern Language Association convention:

[Wle were complaining ten years ago that nobody ever paid any attention to
us . . . of course American writers borrow from Indians and have since the
beginnings of American literature. That’s an issue that ought to be addressed
by American literature professors. . . .—1 don’t care where you look-—
you’re going to find Indians in there somewhere—as characters, as symbols,
as thythms—. . . .

So, exploit us! And do it out front now. There is no America without the
death of an Indian. And there can be no America without acknowledgement
of one of its major sources. Every time you flush the toilet, some Navajo goes
without water. You understand that. Staying in this hotel in LA means that
those folks out on the res are in trouble because we have all these goodies.
And that’s true across the board, for every aspect of American life. There is
no America that is not deeply wedded to the Indian.}!

We are either closer to home here with Indian feminist humor or twice
removed from cultural reintegration. When she was a student at
UCLA’s law school, Indian attorney Rebecca Tsosie reacted to Joy
Harjo’s “The Woman Hanging from the Thirteenth Floor Window”:

| T]his woman could be any number of women, or even ourselves. Her poem
speaks to those of us who have felt the dull throb of pain at 4 a.m. when the
cold glare of neon signs holds no comfort against the lonely grey drizzle of
early city mornings. City nights are as hard and unyielding as the oily asphalt
of city streets. Companionship in after-hours clubs is limited to pimps in
purple-feathered hats and diamond-studded rings, to Black or Mexican pro-
prictors that keep pistols in their belts and whiskey in their hands, and to
other Indians who are as lost and lonely as you are. [ think of a young Hopi
girl in Oakland. She is not more than sixteen and she is dancing with a Black
man dressed in a flashy white suit. They are dancing to a passionate “Brown
Sugar” that thunders from the jukebox and drowns out the city-sounds—the
screaming sirens and the low moan of the trucks rolling on out of town. She
is dancing sedately, her face a quiet mask, and the Arizona mesas and low
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thunder clouds appear for a moment in the smoky haze, and then are gone,
gone far, far away so that not even a memory remains.

Sometimes you feel that you can never go home again. Sometimes you feel
that you have forgotten how to speak, that your eyes are hollow, burning
sockets that are unable to cry. Pain releases itself in low, animal cries, in the
chatter of teeth at the terrible cold of a city night, and in the desire to escape
somewhere, anywhere, even out of a 13th story window.

At the root of the pain is fear—fear of the cold, anonymous city, fear of
going back to the poverty of the reservation, fear of racists and rapists and of
what the schools will “teach” the children, fear of what vision the next drink
will bring, and fear of what will happen if there is no drink. (“Changing
Women” [manuscript])

These are “the facts” personalized, Corn Tassel might say. So do we
feel culturally embittered, or tempered by tribal humor?

Allen gets seriously funny about bicultural adaptation: “while we
change as Indian women, as Indian women we endure” (SH 12). She
has a coyotess wit to dart across bullet-pocked hardpan, snatch her prey
or count coup on the opposition, and meld back into the sagebrush. 1t’s
a scavenger’s nip and tuck, carried on with high humor, quick intel-
ligence, and real stakes. Her gynocratic perspectives come from “the
cutting edge of tribal resistance and cultural persistence” in a pan-
Indian renaissance, her own life from “the Keres Pueblos of the Ameri-
can Southwest, who are among the last surviving Mother-Right peoples
on the planet” (11). Ritual gynocracy defines her Indian feminism, the
pan-tribal concepts of a creatrix—Laguna Thought Woman, to Cochiti
Spider Woman, to Hopi Hard Beings Woman, to Iroquois Sky Woman,
to Lakota White Buffalo Calf Woman—who spiritually minds and bears
all, including the male and material world. “Woman bears, that is true.
She also destroys. That is true. She also wars and hexes and mends
and breaks. She creates the power of the seeds, and she plants them”
(14). This creatrix, then, is “mother of us all,” the mother—father in
everyone.

Silty, weak, bitchy, or biologically burdened “ladies” do not figure,
at least ideally, in Allen’s Laguna upbringing. She was raised around
powerful women of “practicality, strength, reasonableness, intel-
ligence, wit, and competence” (SH 44). There are divorces and bru-
talities and disappointments, to be sure. “Most of all I remember the
women who laugh and scold and sit uncomplaining in the long sun on
feast days and who cook wonderful food on wood stoves, in beehive
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mud ovens, and over open fires outdoors” (45). And this need not be
viewed as matrilocal regionalism. Those chuckling and clucking oid
women have been around gossiping, cooking, joking, birthing, scold-
ing, working, and casting spells for quite a long time. They are our
common cultural matrix, the ancient anima.

Allen writes of both Indian men and women. They can figure as gods,
spirits, healers, leaders, poets, and novelists. She is not gender-
exclusive, nor is hers a holy war for women’s rights. The pain in her
position remains undeniable, as with the alienated “breed” or “an
Indian who is not an Indian” (SH 129). Such a person can disassociate
tragically, “unable to be Indian, unable not to be Indian” (134), resort-
ing to anodynes of drugs, alcohol, madness, violence, and voice-
lessness. The catatonic “mute” may be dispossessed of voice and self.
It is high time to turn from Pocahontas’s Gravesend death to more
positive Indian lives today, Mary Crow Dog and Paula Allen and Louise
Erdrich. This means finding alternatives to alienation, homes for the
dispossessed, lifework for the directionless, a renewed sense of cere-
mony and balance for men and women together in America.

Move Over, Buddy

Coyote is a tricky personage—half creator, half fool; he (or she in
some versions) is renowned for greediness and salaciousness.
Coyote tales abound all over native America, and he has been
taken up by contemporary American Indian poets as a metaphor
for all the foolishness and the anger that have characterized Ameri-
can Indian life in the centuries since invasion. He is also a meta-
phor for continuance, for Coyote survives and a large part of his
bag of survival tricks is his irreverence. Because of this irrever-
ence for everything—sex, family bonding, sacred things, even life
itself—Coyote survives. He survives partly out of luck, partly out
of cunning, and partly because he has, beneath a scabby coat, such
great creative prowess that many tribes have characterized him as
the creator of this particular phase of existence, this “fifth world.”
Certainly the time frame we presently inhabit has much that is
shabby and tricky to offer; and much that needs to be treated with
laughter and ironic humor; it is this spirit of the trickster—creator
that keeps Indians alive and vital in the face of horror.

PaurLa GUNN ALLEN, The Sacred Hoop
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It is tempting to talk about Simon Ortiz as wanderer or Barney Bush as
coyote, since the trickster seems so male in twentieth-century America.
In Ortiz, the antiheroic coyote stands in for the poet. And Bush chants
in My Horse and a Jukebox (1979):

Moccasined feet stepping down steadily
to each drum beat

The wind keeps singing
“I been out drinking

all night long, way-ya hey-he”
Unlike that night, this night is for sleep.

This gangly Shawnee—Cayuga can laugh all night with the best of Indi’n
jokers and storytellers. His Acoma cultural cousin, Simon Ortiz, surely
knows coyote from the bottom up. But what, then, of coyotess? There’s
outrageous humor in Paula Allen’s one-liners, an Indian feminist who
cartoons herself with “a cannon between my knees.” Wendy Rose
throws rocks at Anglo anthros, and Janet Campbell Hale swears that
Custer lives in Humboldt County. Mary TallMountain recalls the “good
grease” of her lost [nuit childhood. These coyotesses are coming home,
and readers collect the scraps of their feminine poetics in eddies such as
Blue Cloud Quarterly (now defunct), Malki Museum Press, UCLA’s
Native American Series, Strawberry Press, Greenfield Review (also out
of print), “A” Press, Contact II, Thorp Springs, La Confluencia, Turtle
Island, Many Smokes, West End Press, Wassaja, Wambli Ho, Ak-
wesasne Notes, and any number of liminal journals. Until feminism
became an academic industry, a reader had to know where the stream
pooled to find these voices; still they lie undiscussed, despite studies by
Dearborn and Ostriker.

“Who is Coyote? Trickster, Helper, Teacher or Fool?” asks the back
cover of the Berkeley anthology Coyote’s Journal. The first catch comes
in the linking verb “is,” which implies a uniplex worldview or a simple
answer to the universal riddle of zoomorphism (reverse anthropomor-
phism). The second slip comes in the binary conjunction “or,” implying
a choice between categories. For mythic Coyote may be all these and
more, since s(he) personifies unlimited liminality or an “inchoate™ first
principle, both male and female. S(he) is a marginal figure who scav-
enges the leftovers, and here s(he) somehow assembles the edges to-
ward the tribal center. Indeed, at times Trickster serves as the Comic
Hero or Culture Bearer, bringing fire or foodstuffs or survival skills, or
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simply and universally making the whole thing up (Blackfeet Na’pi and
Kipi’taki). Still, tricksters function from the outer limits of the civilized
center as something of piecemeal collators for all the rag-ends and
rejects of the world recycled—the radical figure cohorts with raven,
crow, bluejay, loon, wolverine, spider, rabbit, shark, and other fringe
figures. Thus Coyote represents the fouler, fornicator, devourer, and
deviant in our human-animal world, a fallen god from the spirit world.
Yet s(he) overcomes these follies and resurrects; that is, once down or
dead, s(he) comes back to life, back for more, back to gamble again,
lose, win, or draw. S(he)’s a player, not a defeatist, a trickster in the best
and worst sense. S(he)’ll fool an opponent in a no-holds-batred game,
but humor and intrigue a gambler back. S(he)’s all too human: animal at
his or her best, godlike in dreams. Coyote seems then a comic redeemer
of the real, hero of folly, eliciting these necessary questions:

Should anyone expect to be “redeemed” in a world where our own wits
must stay sharp to survive?

What does heroism add up to against the biggest of all odds, death? Can
you trust Trickster (to keep you on your toes . . .)?

What of scattered women’s voices in a popular anthology such as
Coyote’s Journal? Joy Harjo seeks a variant of hearth and home in some
form of mate, companion, friend, or community where sexual gender is
not so much an issue. She opts for self-chosen roles from her cultural
parameters, as well as her own lifework. Home for the coyotess in-
volves placing herself in collaboration with her origins, especially in
rapprochement toward fathers, understanding with mothers, and atten-
tion to elders. The issue is coming together, not tearing apart. Her quest
is literally back to a native land from which Indians have been so often
dispossessed. “Indian at the banjo,” Diane Glancy writes, “with a
spatula they lifted us from the land” (“They Gave Us the Umbrella™).
There is a kind of comic archaeology in questions of origins, as the
Indian coyotess plays anthropologist looking back at Anglo migrations:

& how swatting flies
the ancestors must have wondered
what land bridge the white man
crossed, what mammoth he followed
from the other way
(“How™)
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In spite of removals, whether Oklahoma Cherokee or Arizona Navajo,
Glancy says as coyotess at home,

I sweep the hogan and talk with
Gramma Bolivar. We make fry bread.
Her pickle-jars are water-glasses

and the kitchen smells like clove and
the grease of our cooking.

The kitchen is where one kind of woman’s work goes on (recipes remain
the most stable texts of human culture).'? Here the stories, songs,
gossip, rumor, and all-around talk pass daily and generate certain
folkloric texts for Indian women. Hearth and home still seem honest,
fulfilling work to tribal women (and men), however idiosyncratically
they go about it. This may be more a mother’s purview than a daughter’s
separatism.

The humor of love, a coyotess caring, goes to work here. Rela-
tionships, however strained, will hold and go on. So the coyotess nur-
tures her home in old and new ways. “La-la-la-la-la-la,” Sioux mothers
sing lullabies to their sleeping children, softly imitating the distant
coyote’s song in descending plains triads. A mother’s humor is forgiv-
ing, whenever possible, and, short of that, sometimes snappish, but
always bonding, even in anger. The point is not to forget. It’s a far cry
from Coyote’s amorality, brag, and license on the other side of the
gender shadow. Glancy ends her title poem, “One Age in a Dream”:

One after another

the guilts will let go—
Bump against them

drawn up tightly as a string
at the mouth of a gunny sack.

Guilt can be transcended with love, punishment with nurturance. There
will be a “reconciling,” Allen writes, of “laughter and rage” (SH 163).

Even as Diane Burns sasses tradition in Riding the One-Eyed Ford
(1981), “Our People” embrace to

rub
the wounds
together.
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Indian women hold out for love as home’s most lasting humor, an
affection beyond common pain. This is not to be dismissed as senti-
ment. “It may be the frontier no matter where we live,” Glancy says in
“Token,” beginning One Age in a Dream. “Character through hard-
ship | The encouragement of pain. Yep. That’s it.” So, twitching, wag-
ging, or flapping that long bushy tail, the coyotess comes home. S(he)
gathers her past and present family, nurtures and cooks up continua-
tions, new professions, and professings, as if to say, “I’m home, honey,
you better believe it, and I've got some things to say.”

Paula Gunn (Francis) Allen was born in 1939, the year Hitler
smashed into Poland. Her Southwest blood mixes genes from every-
where—Lebanese cowboy father, matrilineal Laguna mother, Lakota
and Scottish-American grandparents, and a few German shirttail cous-
ins scattered across the desert. She grew up speaking English, a little
Spanish, some Keres, smatterings of Arabic and German, plus the “lib-
eral arts” languages of Catholic boarding school. Of the many Native
American talents these days (cross- and intersections to make your head
swim), her work stands out as that of a reigning coyotess: half a dozen
books of poetry, a novel, an edited curriculum anthology, a volume of
feminist essays, a collection of Indian women’s short fiction, another of
native feminist healings, plus hundreds of smaller pieces and more
coming (including another book of stories). Her early chapbook,
Coyote’s Daylight Trip (1978), set the quadrupedal terms. In the city
among uptown Indi’ns, berated by an old racist crone shrieking “GO
HOME” in the laundromat, this coyotess washes her soiled clothes and
wonders how to get home:

I would go home, crazy old woman,
if I knew where that might be,
or how.
(“The Last Fantasy”)

Homecoming proves to be an American obsession five hundred years in
the making. Everywhere American Indians used to be, we are; where
we didn’t want to be (“waste” lands), there Indians are today. For home
is not where it used to be, or it is radically changed where it was. Most
of us, including the deranged ones in the public laundromats, feel some
measure of homeless kinship. Sauntering by, the “bewitched princesses
in beards” suggest to Mrs. Paula Allen (estranged mother of three
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dependent children) that home comes in many wraps, not all of them
heterosexually male-dominant. Cross-gender ambivalence raises the
sensitive issue of transsexual tolerances among tribal peoples, from
Lakota winktes, or bisexuals, to the Pueblo admonition to act the war-
rior, “Be as a woman!” There certainly seems a bisociative play, even
celebration of sexual variance, among Indian ceremonial traditions and
societal workings, as illustrated in Living the Spirit: A Gay American
Indian Anthology (1988) and documented in Walter Williams’s The
Spirit and the Flesh: Sexual Diversity in American Indian Culture
(1986). Perhaps tribal tolerance comes in part among limited numbers
of interdependent peoples where everyone matters; each is “family,”
and all compose the tribe, hence “belong.”

Paula Allen is native to a Spanish—Laguna cowtown, Cubero, New
Mexico. She once tried to hitchhike home from San Francisco across the
Mojave with a speed-freak homosexual who manically drove into the
sun and “just kept racing out of range at the pass” (“The Long Ride
Home from Where You Live”). It’s a John Wayne parody of the Ameri-
can tourist “couple,” Anglo and Indian transsexuals disappearing over
the eastern pass. And so, first of all, Allen says that the title poem,
“Coyote’s Daylight Trip,”

means:

Bringing Home the Fact.

And “consider the facts,” as Corn Tassel challenged two centuries ago.
Allen’s Lakota grandfather, Old Coyote, is mute. “Coyote and this
night be still. / I wonder how a man can cling to life,” she asks in
“Lament for my Father, Lakota” (A Cannon Between My Knees
[1981]). This coyotess sings raucous, sad blues, like some free-verse
Janis Joplin of Native American letters, expressing a comically mourn-
ful longing to come back home.

Free-lance men in the wake of Western history——estranged fron-
tiersmen and weaponless warriors—leave a woman little choice but to
fend for herself. “I love you honey, but the bar’s closed,” a man says
wastelanding in Allen’s The Blind Lion (1974). So in “Coyote’s
Daylight Trip,” after “Bringing Home the Fact,” comes the poet’s
second step, “History Happens.” Coyote cops lesson number 2: this is
the way it is. And number 3: “I See Myself As Death.” It’s Kierkegaard
with a feminist canine twist. In the initial ritual, coyotess elegizes her
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losses: “I bury my dead. 1 mourn / for four full days.” As she says
thirteen years later in Wyrds: “My hands do all the crying.” The image
is one of disturbing tension in weird, bewitching words.

So there is real grief here, even bitterness to be purged. “The Turning
Point” (written in Nova Scotia, where Eric the Red first came west a
thousand years ago) features personal reversal as a woman who knows
herself aphasic, lesbian, Zen, meta/physical, ideational, and anti-
historical:

The language of my mind slips daily out of phase
unlocking secrets I have no word, no image for. I
write words backwards, leave the familiar shore,
exchange the alien known for the estranged familiar:

America’s “hopeless” images “have broken my heatt,” the poet grieves,
“alien country / superimposed over my home” (CDT 34). So “Coyote
Sings the City Blues” and learns from “old comrade windsong” the
fickle, intangible currents of true “return,” a recurring cycle of events.
It’s not so much a place as a placement—re-placing oneself in time and
space, wind-ing home. Turn and re-turn mean double twists in
coyotess’s tail, or tale—a comic shift, as it were, from loss, through the
loss of loss, to the gain of the given “reality.” She shifts in perception,
spinning on coyote’s comic-sighted wit.

Viktor Frank! survived the grimmest coyote pens of all at Auschwitz
and Dachau, the fascist threat to a people’s will to live. In the dark of
the death camp in 1944, he quoted the metaphysical fool, Nieztsche, to
a Jewish typhus ward: “Was mich nicht unbringt, macht mich starker”
(What does not kill [literally, “un-come” or unmake] me makes me
stronger). Jews and Indians share more than a few tribal bonds in this
respect, as the Nazi prisons were initially called relocation camps.
Frankl, who lost his wife, mother, father, and brother in the camps,
taught himself and his fellow prisoners a humor of survival-—to laugh at
the executioner’s shadow with “a grim sense of humor.” 13 Without his
strength of humor, Frankl would have been lost. Gordon Allport pref-
aces Frankl’s account of a three-year descent through hell: “to live is to
suffer, to survive is to find meaning in the suffering” (MSM xiii).

So here in the darkness of Indian America, the poet in Paula Allen
asks Socratic questions, Southwest-style, that pose the conditional or
future possibility. Rather than one paw in the past, one mangled by the
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jaws of American despair over where to find home, she asks, Lone
Ranger—fashion, “Quien sabe? Which way did the truth go?” (“Hang-
ing Out In America” [CDT 48]). The old spidery teachers still weave
their tales in the closets, corners, and crannies of American deserts.
Coyote’s Daylight Trip ends with “Grandmother” and the ancient trust
in spinning patterns, telling stories, stitching verses, making things up
again, as Mary Crow Dog finds the pattern in telling her life-story. This
is a way of humoring the hurt—that is, going on going on, coyote-
fashion, mending the tears:

After her I sit on my laddered rain-bearing rug
and mend the tear with string.

Hers is neither triumph nor defeat—more a place to start. Stringing
back the pattern gives her something positive to do, an art that could
prove useful, as for the old ones. Coyotess mends things, cobbles
reality. It’s the beginning of a life-journey in verse toward what Julia
Kristeva in Tales of Love defines as the decentered ends of love, “im-
mediate sight, scattered totality.”

From Shadow Country (1982) through Wyrds (1987), Paula Allen’s
bewitching scope, poetic strength, and undulating insight have been
steadily deepening. As in “Never Cry Uncle,” for her mother’s gay
brother, Ook (named Laguna-fashion when he cried *“ ‘ook! ‘ook!” for
all to see), she refuses like a tenacious coyotess to give up or give in to
grief. With her Uncle Ook, who drove her to her first powwow in a
yellow convertible, Allen even resorts to “dumb” Indi’n jokes. She
grins down the pain and binds wounds with memories of “hardtimes
friends”:

beat senseless he was,
and left for dead. but he didn’t die.
just got locked up again. now he listens
to the hum forever buzzing in his head.
he only makes dumb indian jokes.
he only remembers his hardtime friends.

For the lost, dispossessed, or “deviant” (coyote’s kids) comes an im-
provised Lakota protector, “Koshkalaka, Ceremonial Dyke.” This re-
calcitrant “woman-who-won’t-marry” moves with shadowy strengths,
spirits in corners, gods forgotten, mothers in closets:
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they say that some
there are who are not
except by means of grace,

She (we?) may be “strange droppings” of such spirits, “maybe god-
spoor,” but after all “wilderness is wild.” The poet claims the right,
indeed the delight, to go home and be who she is:

heyoka time.
koshkalaka.
ceremonial dyke. another way of making.
re making. initiated means re made.
are the days of heyoka coyote? koshkalaka?
(spider the changer)
(spider coyote)
when the earth turns to mush,
before it becomes ripe, is it
transformational time?
did you hear a flute
in some other distance?
did you feel the passing
of butterfly wings?

So things and people and coyotess can be “re made”-—that is, reified
again as real “things,” spirit-infused. Coyote and spider, mixed
Laguna-Lakota guardians, comic and all-powerful, transform the poet
by way of “meta/phor,” or “bearer” of things one place to another.
Cross-gendering, “wyrd” uncles watch over all this:

one of my uncles is ook. one is oak. another is
indian scout. the last is unnamed.
they all play guide to my perversity,
trickster to my straight.
believe me, I know coyote

when [ see one.
even when he’s got another name.

(“Koshkalaka™)

The “funny” female ones, coyotesses in some respects, are all called
home by the gods to accept and forgive. Paula Allen recalls in the
dedication to Wyrds, as Uncle Ook would say, “going home after a visit
with us, ‘See you in the funny papers.” ”
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Howling Down the Moon

Coyote limns a visionary cartoon of our “other” world. S(he) howl-
sings the dreamer’s humor.

Molten Moon
drips down into the pinc needles.
Coyote tracks embers
all along the embankment.
“Yipyip-Eeeeooowww!”
(“Night Songs”)

As a displaced Apache—Comanche in New York City, Judith Volborth’s
childhood dreams were punctuated with coyote’s animal wit, “a wet-
nosed Coyote / about to sneeze,” as she says in Thunder-Root (1978).
Coyote gave her a persona to sing her native dream place, matching wits
with the fates, fabling her bestial self through extended animal kin in
such characters as Lone Hare, Dancing Bear, Night Otter, even Black-
Coat, the pestilent missionary.

Volborth charms the traditional coyote trickster, inspired clown and
bestial god, into a lyric singer whose howl, rightly heard, is the music
of wild, gentle things. The poet finds patterned release in Coyote’s
antics, melody in his yelp, design in his running, whirling, and spin-
ning. Attuned with the moon, this lyrical Coyote is not simply a fool of
license and comic exaggeration—but a singer and a player, clever and
sensical in his or her own terms, ludicrous often, yet appealing as a
(native) American kin with all creatures, including city Indians. Still
brother to the poet in her often shy retreat, Coyote tells Turtle Medicine,
“I’ve waited this long already” for the world to quiet down so he can
get some sleep, for the lice to go away, for Black-Coat to shut up. And
yet he waits, as does the coyotess. S(he) can be patient chanting shad-
ows while the molten moon drips into pine needles; the goal is a mind of
liquid illumination, a poet’s incandescent clarity of vision.

Wendy Rose talks back to Indian-curious tourists as the archae-
ologist’s harpy. She strikes a broken key boldly in What Happened
When the Hopi Hit New York (1982). Here is a bitter child “specimen”
of aboriginal America who buried arrowheads in California

for archeologists to find,
rubberbands and cardinal feathers
on willow twigs—call them prayer sticks
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and sell them fifty cents apiece.
Hey mister
wanna buy a kachina doll?
(“Stopover in Denver”)

Rose sometimes trades on stony inarticulations or the mute refusal to
speak, a kind of ironic catatonia that ducks behind the cigar-store Indi-
an’s impassive mask. “By the silence of petroglyphs, / stiff birds and
stick women, / I am answered,” she retreats behind obdurate things in
“Searching for Indians in New Orleans.” Her hard syllables and poetic
cherts and shards bang against the Americanization of the Indian, “syl-
lables that harden / as they touch the new snow,” in “Indian in fowa
City.”

Younger Indians like Diane Burns punk their verse with sassy humor,
as four-footed friends skulk in city rags. Bright tribal dress gives Trick-
ster away in “Houston and Bowery, 19817:

Inside the ribbon shirts
coyote laughs / wolf waits
The village criers hang out on the corner.

The social 49 dance that goes on all hours at powwows gives Burns an
“up-town Indi’n” context and verse line in Riding the One-Eyed Ford
(1981):

Forward
.. . ’ve heard that the songs are to honor the war dead: 50 warriors
left and only 49 came back and so the 49 sang honor songs for the
one who didn’t come back. Or 50 left and only one came back. I've
also heard the term originated with the 1849 Gold Rush. . . . The
“one-eyed” Ford is eyeless because we never had money to fix it and
there was no truth to the rumor that it is related to Gerald. This book
is a true story.

War story, Gold Rush gore, pioneer whores: Indians sing out of and
beyond pain. Broken-down Fords or family in-jokes place Diane Burns
in tribal contexts where she belongs. There’s good (if a bit scandalous)
fun in these lines:

I don’t care if you're married I still love you
I don’t care if you're married
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After the party’s over
I will take you home in my One-Eyed Ford
Way yah hi yo, Way yah hi yo!

Modene!
the roller derby queen!
She’s Anishinabe,
that means Human Being!
That’s H for hungry!
and B for frijoles!
frybread!
Tortillas!
Watermelon!
Pomona!

Hey!
I’'m no nun!
‘49 in the hills above
Ventura
Them Okies gotta drum
(*Big Fun™)

Chicana cuisine, Chippewa origins, California relocation, the Depres-
sion poor of America—these mixed Indian contexts keep a young
woman up singing all night.

Nila northSun takes this how! even farther afield in Dier Pepsi and
Nacho Cheese (1977). Her Irish “white grandpa” struck silver on the
Nevada reservation, “‘gramma’” said:

he fed all the indians
he was a good man
but then
he marry white woman
& we go back to reservation
(*gramma’)

This is red English bringing “the facts” home, the plain-style truth told
by candid women. Pocahontas’s granddaughter falls ironically into
America’s old game of playing Indian, as she looks at herself and
laughs:
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i can see an eagle

almost extinct

on slurpee plastic cups
i can travel to pow wows

in campers & winncbagos
i can eat buffalo meat

at the tourist burger stand
i can dance to indian music

rock-n-roll hey-a-hey-o
i can

& unfortunately

I do
(“moving camp too far”)

The “good times” come to a grinding halt in an end-stopped song of
questionable medicine, America on the powwow highway:

he’s a rootin tootin indian
that doesn’t do shit when
the pow wow circuit has come
to an end for the summer
(“indian dancer™)

With all the plosive power of American idioms and an up-front candor,
postmodernist Indi’'n humor checks the ready romance of the noble
savage and dusky princess, Pocahontas or Mary Crow Dog. The
coyotess here talks back to her scavaging friends of all color hides.

What Moon Drove Me to This? (1979) Joy Harjo, the Creek poet,
asks: “But she is dancing / at Pine Ridge / inside his wild horse eyes,”
Harjo pines with no small self-parody in “San Juan Pueblo And South
Dakota Are 800 Miles Away On A Map.” Up there, John (Fire) Lame
Deer strikes a familiar full-moon note under the snowy Dakota night:

he must be coyote
ma’ii

seeker of visions

old man

thousands of years old

it must have been you

i saw

sometimes ago
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outside of that
south dakota bar
in the middle of winter
making tracks
like coyote

wine stains

in the snow
just barely made it home
that time

didn’t you?

Coyotes prowl Indi’n America from Tahlequah to Tacoma to Tallahas-
see. “Yeah. It must be that Kansas City coyote again. / That’s what she
said,” Harjo says in the Powwow Club (“Old Lines Which Sometimes
Work, And Sometimes Don’t”). Her honest contrary humor tempers the
candor here. Because “It’s The Same At Four A.M.”:

He’s half Creek, half plains.

I'm part Creek and white.

“Which part do you want tonight?”
I ask him.

The forty-nine singers are drumming
Creek stomp dance songs on the hood
of someones car.

I pull his arm

“Come on, let’s dance.”

But he wants the other half.

So for the coyotess, romance may be a bit sour with hung-over
warriors (Harjo), and gender a sore issue (Allen), and punk a counter-
cultural raspberry that makes young sense (Burns), and anthropological
mystique an insult (Rose), and coyote’s sneeze a release (Volborth), if
not an answer to the lyric pressure in a young Indian urban psyche. By
the 1980s, the coyotess was coming home strong in poetry and prose.
Joy Harjo’s She Had Some Horses (1983) opens contrariwise, reversing
field in a kind of anti-imagination, through a purgative of fear, count-
erlove, and incantation:

There is this edge where shadows
and bones of some of us walk
backwards.
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Talk backwards. There is this edge
call it an ocean of fear of the dark. Or
name it with other songs. Under our ribs
our hearts are bloody stars. Shine on
shine on, and horses in their galloping flight
strike the curve of ribs.
(“Call It Fear™)

The thunder and energy of galloping horses give Harjo icons of transfor-
mation, chanted rhythms of motion, animal accumulations of power.
Certainly, there is hurt in her gently enduring humor, but her wit comes
cut, incisive, and penetrating, her courage lasting. Home always hangs
a horizon way, as it does for her former husband and children’s father,
Simon Ortiz; but she braves the contrary-doubled “long return” coming
back home. Bars, booze, midnight highways and Kansas City moons,
lovers leaving and returning, turn her against conventional romance,
“straight™ stories of husbands and fireside wives. This coyotess, like
Paula Allen, is not necessarily a nester, a domestic, or a “nice” lady,
but instead a powerful woman, horse-sister, and coyote-cousin in search
of her own voice and power, her own radical Indi’n style, her own
chosen dreams. This includes her own humor, hearth, and home.

Nearly everyone had left that bar in the middle of winter except the hard core.
It was the coldest night of the year, every place shut down, but not us. Of
course we noticed when she came in. We were Indian ruins. She was the end
of beauty. No one knew her, the stranger whose tribe we recognized, the
family related to deer, if that’s who she was, a people accustomed to hearing
songs in pine trees, and making them hearts.

The next dance none of us predicted. She borrowed a chair for the stairway to
heaven and stood on a table of names. And danced in the room of children
without shoes.

You picked a fine time to leave me Lucille.
With four hungry children and a crop in the field.

And then she took off her clothes. She shook loose memory, waltzed with the
empty lover we’d all become.

She was the myth slipped down through dreamtime. The promise of feast we
all knew was coming. The deer who crossed through knots of a curse to find
us. She was no slouch, and neither were we, watching.
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The music ended. And so does the story, I wasn’t there. But I imagined her
like this, not a stained red dress with tape on her heels but the deer who
entered our dream in white dawn, breathed mist into pine trees, her fawn a
blessing of meat, the ancestors who never left.

(“Deer Dancer”)

Her Name Means “Home”

Chickasaw Linda Hogan (whose Irish name in Navajo means “home”) is
bringing the feminist news back. As a mixed-blood mother and Chick-
asaw coyotess, her traditional role as homemaker is not subverted by
lifework as an artist. Estranged Western artistes are called back to the
cultural center in Native American homes. On the road or back home in
Oklahoma or Colorado, Hogan has survived her aesthetic Eclipse
(1983) and is writing the moon back full. Indian women today, Paula
Allen observes, write from “a sense of familiarity with what is strange,
a willingness to face, to articulate what is beyond belief, to make it
seem frightening and natural at the same time.”'* Hogan chooses to
return home, in peace, to raise her adopted Lakota daughters in a
promising future informed by the native past, taking her stands against
misuses of the motherland and her peoples.

If homelessness in some painful way sums up our common modern
condition, then going home is—for Indians-—even more acute, more
essential. Their belief in child raising, tribal sense of community, and
historical regard for ancestral land provide a deep-rooted base for Indian
feminism. These values are not to be dismissed by marketplace
cynicisms. A woman’s traditional care for extended kin, plants, and
animals; remembered cultural history; and ceremonial belief in the spirit
of place have been challenged, dismissed, uprooted, warred against,
relocated, and re-relocated. This is old news.

The good news is homecoming: home is knowing who you are where
your people have roots, an ancestral sense of time and place-—specific
to relatives, animals, plants, earth, sky, the dead, and the gods. “How
are you peopled?” the Pueblos ask in a traditional form of greeting.

“Although 1 was born in Denver, Oklahoma is my tribal homeland,
after the Trail of Tears,” Linda Hogan wrote to me in 1981,

and the place where most of my family remains: my grandparents were born
and died in Indian Territory and were very clear that it was the territory and
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not the state. It is the place of my blood and heart. The strongest energies of
my growing up years are from Oklahoma soil, creatures, and people, from
listening at night through the sound of frogs and insects, to the stories and
lives of Chickasaw family and friends. Now, however, I am firmly rooted in
the mountain lands of Colorado, the Red Rocks area. Transplant has taken. |
have sent down a long tap root and want to stay here and probably die here.
I’ve become familiar with the edible plants, with the seasons, the migrations
of owls and geese, the deer herd, the position of stars and planets, when
things grow, when the hills thaw and fall with rockslides, what goes on with
the lives of the people.

Hogan’s quest to come home voices a modern and native con-
sciousness in this country, after the long diaspora of American and
American Indian history. This homing can be bisociated humorously.
Such adaptive fusion appears appropriate to a mixed-blood woman,
rebuilder, collaborator, teacher, and adoptive mother. In an earlier vol-
ume, Calling Myself Home (1978), Hogan asks “Blessing” along the
backroads of America, listening in the shadows of cultural eclipse:

Chickasaw

chikkih asachi,

they left as a tribe not a very great while ago.
They are always leaving, those people.
Blessed

are those who listen

when no one is left to speak.

And blessing voices still rise out of her father’s Oklahoma bot-
tomlands—magpies and mosquitoes, spiders and salamanders, crayfish
and catfish. In the older sense of a language of the earth’s people,
speech is never lost for those who listen to the simplest things.

The problems here have been compounded by history, economics,
genetics, and gender. False domination seems a key crime against our
common humanity. In a poem in Eclipse,

Men smile like they know everything
but walking in slant heel boots
their butts show they are tense.
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We’re full of bread and gas,
getting fat on the outside
while inside we grow thin.

The earth is wounded
and will not heal

Night comes down like a blackbird
with blue flame that never sleeps
and spreads its wings around us.
(“oil™)

Blackbird is a close cousin in the Trickster clan, and Hogan’s “Saint
Coyote” slips out of the night a “Luminous savior” to save us from
blaming the “other” for our suffering:

That saint,

always gambling,

crossing dark streets

walking among skin and shadow,
always lying

about who created death and light.

The women, especially elders and daughters at either end of the spec-
trum, summon coyotess humor to survive “stories of loss.” These are
not so much laughing matters as deeper wisdoms articulated as humors
of survival. They are registered in smiling kinships. This would seem an
ancient lesson in the comedy beyond tragedy, the staying power of a
bonding tribal sense, the belief in comic futurity. Somewhere within
suffering, people find the humor to endure and go on. The coyote track
ends across a field of snow, and over this sign fly birds of visionary
renewal:

In her eyes

the small reflection of us
beginning to exist

to stretch across the round horizon,
the soft cloud of animals rising,
rising dialogues of dust and air
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where all things fuse and burn
inhabiting earth,
inhabiting skin and hair
like silence around itself.
(“Who Will Speak™)

Seeing Through the Sun (1985) leads into Linda Hogan’s Oklahoma
novel, Mean Spirit (1990). In “The Truth Is,” she riddles with resolu-
tions, comic bisociations, mixed-blood contrary humors.

In my left pocket a Chickasaw hand
rests on the bone of the pelvis.

In my right pocket

a white hand.

Girl, I say,

it is dangerous to be woman of two countries.
You’ve got your hands in the dark

of two empty pockets.

Relax, there are other things to think about.
Shoes for instance.

Now those are the true masks of the soul.
The left shoe

and the right one with its white foot.

Still, behind the humor resides the hurt, the terror in wild imaginings,
metaphors of fear in “November”:

My hair burns down my shoulders.

I walk. I will not think we are blood sacrifices.
No, I will not watch the ring-necked pheasant
running into the field of skeletal corn.

Feminist tragedies, from a fictive Tess Durbeyfield through a fatal Syl-
via Plath, threaten the sunrise with everlasting dark. It’s best not to be
fooled: strike an edge to one’s voice, a cut to candor, a truth to humor,
and keep on.
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I will walk into the sun.

Her red mesas are burning

in the distance.

[ will enter them. I will walk into that stone,

walk into the sun
away from night rising up the other side of earth.
There are sounds in the cornfield,

Shh. Shh.
(“November™)



6

“Bring Her Home’’:
Louise Erdrich

. . . the interesting thing about the use of humor in American
Indian poetry is its integrating effect: it makes tolerable what is
otherwise unthinkable; it allows a sort of breathing space in which
an entire race can take stock of itself and its future.

PaurLa GUNN ALLEN, The Sacred Hoop

Modes

Indi’n humor breathes life into a native legacy of dispossession that
would mute survival, “Humor is a primary means of reconciling the
tradition of continuance, bonding, and celebration with the stark facts of
racial destruction,” Paula Allen sees in The Sacred Hoop. Intertribal
jokes bond clans against outsiders, as they humanize cross-cultural lines
of defense. Comedy opens exchange with “others”; it softens battle
lines toward some measure of tolerance, if not intercultural trade.
Laughter in these charged circumstances spills across cultural bound-
aries, opens ethnic blockages, and reconfirms tribal pride to counter
xenophobic fear. A people’s humor can both focus and release ten-
sion—a way of “economizing” the psyche’s suffering, Freud contends,
and relieving the ego’s defensive need to control. Hence Indi’n humor
draws the people together tribally, drives out an ethnocentric aggressor,
and redirects expectations toward a more collaborative future.
Through Northrop Frye’s mythic cycle of integration, purgation, and
renewal, comic futurity hails the “victory of summer over winter” (The
Anatomy of Criticism). If life begins in the east as comic renewal,
matures ritually in the warm romantic south, suffers the tragic western

205



206 INDI’N HUMOR

nightfall, and ironically endures the northern dark, only to begin again
with sunrise, a traditional cycle of continuity would seem to bend linear
time toward a curve of human renewal. Coexistent generations season
their reciprocal lives tribally through one another, codeterminant and
codependent. Thus an inclusive sense of humanity, young to old, tem-
pers the existential panic that one moment engulfs all. Death does not
take everyone at once. Each human moment (represented in a time of
day, direction, season, and cultural aesthetic) holds relative signifi-
cance; all passages balance across an ancient, ongoing “sacred hoop”
that bears, fulfills, harvests, and cleanses the human condition.

In Frye’s paradigm irony, a wintry survival mode, opens to comic
rebirth in early spring, as the sun returns to greening young things. Such
balanced configurations give the implicit sense of a natural design, even
a “comic” order to the cosmos. A literary renaissance is one historical
index to this resurgence. “The most important theme in Native Ameri-
can novels,” Allen claims in The Sacred Hoop, “is not conflict and
devastation but transformation and continuance.” Frye’s model seems
distinctly “native” American, a four-winds “sacred hoop” in color-

WINTER
Midnight
N

Irony

_—Pain -

Sunset Sunrise
FALL w E SPRING
Tragedy Comedy

Romance

SUMMER

Northrup Frye’s four literary modes.
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Black Elk’s “Great Vision.”

coded Lakota vision, Cheyenne prayer wheel, Mayan cardinal points,
or Pueblo icon for the sun: # (New Mexico’s logo for its state license
plate). The generic paradigm overlaps with Black Elk’s “Great Vision”
among the Oglala Lakota.

Western literature may carry analogous modes. In Shakespeare’s can-
on, to draw one example, tragedy in King Lear gives way to irony in
The Winter's Tale, which is balanced by comedy in A Midsummer
Night’s Dream and romance in The Tempest. And Dante’s “great vi-
sions” are no great distance from Black Elk’s. In the Inferno, the pre-
Renaissance visionary sees Satan head-down in hell’s circle of ice. As
Dante and Virgil descend farther over the monstrous devil’s thigh,
dropping from tufts of shaggy anal hair, they reverse direction and
strangely start upward again—emerging from the devil’s anus to look
up and see the stars. Here is a coyote vision of divine scatology, “from
ass-hole to laugh-hole,” Peter Blue Cloud jokes in Elderberry Flute
Song (1982). Down gives way to up, evil to good, fated loss to transcen-
dental faith. Nothing is lost or wasted in our gods’ green garden, not
even the fallen, which fertilize the earth as comic grist. From this
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perspective, Satan stands on his head, upside down as God’s paradisaic
excretion, a “fortunate fall” for all. This comic reversal of tragedy
seems anciently mythic, humanly sensible, and modernly necessary,
from The Divine Comedy to Paradise Lost to Love Medicine.

The next three chapters detail Frye’s comic terms in American Indian
fiction. Louise Erdrich’s Love Medicine integrates marginal mixed-
bloods with a forgiving feminist humor; James Welch’s Winter in the
Blood purges Montana winter warriors with dark comic blues; N. Scott
Momaday’s House Made of Dawn and Howard Norman’s The Northern
Lights envision collaborative renewals across tribes, Indian—Anglo re-
ciprocities from Los Angeles to Toronto. Indian humor registers here in
intertribal dialects from New England to Montana to New Mexico,
along the Canadian-American plains, to the Mojave Desert and Pacific
Coast. The fictions contour the Algonkian language swath from the
Abnaki spoken by Pocahontas, through the lake regions of Cree speak-
ers (Eastern, Central, Swampy, Plains), out to the intermountain Black-
feet, and down into the Southwest, where Athabathscan Navajo and
Apache filtered into Pueblo lands.

Through translation and idiomatic adaptation, “Indi’n” English now
constitutes a working pan-tribal tongue for contemporary Native Ameri-
can writers. Transhemispheric tribal dialects—biospherically intercon-
nected, culturally overlapping tribe to tribe—network Chippewa métis
of Turtle Mountain; Blackfeet—Gros Ventre buffalo hunters in the Rocky
Mountain shortgrass plains; Cree, Scandinavian, French, and Russian
miscegenations of Canadian-Americans and “now day Indi’ns” on the
plains; and southwestern desert mixtures with southern California’s eth-
nic stewpot. The jokes remain culture-specific and intertribally com-
plex, the comedies not unmixed with conflict, and the humor regional.
In the fiction and art of today’s Indians we find clear responses, even
comic answers, to past calamities.

Homing

MOYERS: Many of your characters have this wonderful, wry look
at the world, this ability to see the world with a raised eyebrow in a
sense that’s quite charming. And is that in real life as well? That’s
not invented?
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ERDRICH: It may be the one universal thing about Native Ameri-
cans from tribe to tribe, is the survival humor,
MOYERS: What do you mean? The humor that enables you to?
ERDRICH: To live with what you have to live with. You have to
have a world view, you can just laugh at some of the—there’s a
dark side to humor. And you have to be able to poke fun at people
who are dominating your life and your family, and—
DORRIS: And to poke fun at yourself in being dominated, I mean,
it’s both—
ERDRICH: Yes, yes. We’re a mixture of Chippewa and Modoc and
German American and French and Irish. 1 mean, all of these
different backgrounds have an aspect that is part of us. And if we
took ourselves too seriously in any way, I feel that we would be
overwhelmed. . . . And almost the most serious things have to be
jokes, I think. It’s the way we deal with the most difficult events in
our lives. I mean, we’re both members of our tribes and have tribal
backgrounds. Once you’re a citizen of both nations, it gives you a
look at the world that is-—it’s different. And there is that edge of
irony.

Interview, “Bill Moyers’ World of Ideas”

Louise Erdrich has lyricized a renewed native canon with three novels,
Love Medicine (1984), The Beet Queen (1986), and Tracks (1988), as
well as two books of poems, Jacklight (1984) and Baptism of Desire
(1989). She has collaborated with her Modoc husband, Michael Dorris,
on a quincentennial novel, The Crown of Columbus (1991). Her motif,
shared across America, is coming home to the motherland, literally to
the kitchen hearth. Where do we “belong,” the fictions ask, and how do
we fit together as “native” Americans? Love Medicine initiates a
tetralogy covering our century. The novel garnered more literary
awards, according to Publishers Weekly, than any other book in printing
history (1984 National Critics Circle Book Award, American Academy
of Arts and Letters Prize, Los Angeles Times Novel of the Year, among
many others). It’s an extraordinary tale of mixed-bloods “homing” on
the Canadian-American border.

The exact geographical center of North America does not lie some-
where shoulder-high in an Iowa comfield. It is directly south of the
Turtle Mountain Reservation in North Dakota, forty-three miles from
the Canadian border. Here some thirty years ago, Louise Erdrich, a
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Chippewa mixed-blood from the off-reservation hamlet of Wahpetan,
found her way home tribally with her mother’s relatives. Their “kitch-
en” stories and road sagas promise to be among this century’s most
compelling American fictions.

Erdrich’s patronymic also takes her back to German ancestry, via her
father, Ralph Erdrich, and his mother, Mary Erdrich Korll, as acknowl-
edged in The Beet Queen. Her mother’s Chippewa lineage, tracing
through Turtle Mountain today, informs Love Medicine. Thus a poly-
semous mixture of native Euroamerica—German, Scots, French, Cree,
Chippewa, and Polish Slavic—spices Erdrich’s fictions. This mix is
quintessentially American, a muiticultural mélange, with webs of lin-
cages from everywhere. We Americans truly constitute cultures-in-
process, on the go, relocating, digging down, making it work where we
can—but never “pure,” or uniform, or easily cohesive, or simple to
analyze or to understand. We come as orphans and adventurers, the
novels say, dislocated natives and émigrés; we stay on as drifters and
discoverers, soldiers of fortune and women of courage, whose children
and grandchildren still settle America, trying to come “home” on the
range. Out west of the big river, it is home-on-the-go, the pinch-hit
comeback to “home plate.” This is the playing end of all stories that
would end well, as far back as The Odyssey. For some, home is still
around the corner, from Homer to Linda Hogan “calling myself home.”

Erdrich’s art, then, sifts a polyphonic ethnography, speaking through
many mixed voices of the past. There is no native regression, no playing
heroic Indian or antiwhite, and the novels resist a litany of historical
grudges. Erdrich seems a true humorist who sees that things are as they
are, very mixed American; and here’s how they look and work accord-
ing to multiple points of view, her stories say, trading on local detail,
turning on participant narrators. The young woman Albertine, for exam-
ple, comes home ecarly on in Love Medicine and muses next to her
cousin Lipsha from a greening winter wheat field:

1 tipped the bottle, looked up at the sky, and nearly fell over, in amazement
and too much beer, at the drenching beauty.

Northern lights. Something in the cold, wet atmosphere brought them
out. . . . At times the whole sky was ringed in shooting points and puckers of
light gathering and falling, pulsing, fading, rhythmical as breathing. All of a
piece. As if the sky were a pattern of nerves and our thoughts and memories
traveled across it. As if the sky were one gigantic memory for us all.!



“Bring Her Home" : Louise Erdrich 211

The artist here, inside her character, seems blessed by crystalline per-
ception—to see into things through alterity. To perceive an “other”
pattern in these natural northern lights, our native arts of North Amer-
ica, both strange and everyday, draws an American reader from region
to continent, locale to nationality, across estranging skies. There is light
in the darkness, pattern to the pieces, resurgent memory beyond loss.
And so Erdrich’s lyric irony seems an integrating codex to contempo-
rary (native) America. Sheared perceptual planes in her work register a
vision that bisociates native and immigrant Americans-—the novels
ironically witness division and call for bridging. Her stories grace daily
beauty under a sky “for us all.” This is where a woman’s nurturing,
forgiving humor calls us home.

There are many Indian angles on this America of thousands of native
and immigrant cultures. In the larger intercultural complex, what does it
mean to be Montana-born, as Welch writes, with “winter in the blood”?
What are the minimalist poetics in “a certain Slant of light” to Emily
Dickinson’s Amherst eye “Winter Afternoons”? Climatically and cul-
turally, Dickinson to Erdrich to Welch, we are dealing with & continental
region, Atlantic to Pacific oceans, that for hundreds of generations
framed an Algonkian corridor across North America (see the initial
linguistic fieldwork of Boas, Sapir, and Bloomfield early this century).
And here Indians and whites first cross-acculturated.

In the Canadian North, natives of many races speak from deep-freeze
meteorologies that determine ground-zero epistemologies. The cold
edges everything. And the “opposite-thinking” Cree equate figure—
ground physics with complementary aesthetics, not to say metaphysics.
How does this crystalline northern mind work inferculturally in Amer-
ica? “Quite Opposite—How Complicate / The Discipline of Man—"
Emily Dickinson riddles American contraries (no. 910). A “mind of
winter,” contrary indeed, is neither sentimental nor cynical, Wallace
Stevens muses, but simply is in the North. “Good-by and keep cold,”
Robert Frost blesses his bedded orchard roots. A thaw at the wrong time
ruins everything, any fool knows, or should. Timing is all, realistically
seasoned. This is a land of tipikochiyetim, the Swampy Cree say, where
summer—-winter contrary things are interdependent and delicately bal-
anced in the fleshed spaces of time.

For every hill comes an American hollow. “At the end of the big
farms and the blowing fields was the reservation,” remembers Alber-
tine, driving home to open Love Medicine. “1 always knew it was
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coming a long way off. Even in the distance you sense hills from their
opposites—pits, dried sloughs, ditches of cattails, potholes. And then
the water. There would be water in the hills when there wasn’t any on
the plains, because the hollows saved it, collected runoff from the low
slopes, and the dense trees held it, too. I thought of water in the roots of
trees, brown and bark smelling, cold” (LM 10). This “opposite-think-
ing” land of inverted hills and water-filled hollows breeds bisociative
peoples. Their languages work by concision, by vast implication of
scant data, by hunger and humor. They live the exacting play of rever-
sals, dark to light, across variously patterned waters and twilights. Here
is where the homeless, through complementary contraries, find a home.
Here they learn to laugh across differences, to come together within a
common context.

So, too, Erdrich’s integrative homing seems natively Euroamerican.
“Here I am, where I ought to be,” Isak Dinesen wrote in Out of Africa
(1937), some sixty-five years after her Danish father had lived with “les
sauvages” in Wisconsin. Whether at home, coming home, or going to a
home, “A writer must have a place where he or she feels this,” says
Erdrich quoting Dinesen, on the other side of the globe in North Dako-
ta. As both Native and American, Erdrich speaks to a historical, homing
sense of locus, “a place to love and be irritated with. One must experi-
ence the local blights, hear the proverbs, endure the radio commercials.
Through the close study of a place, its people and character, its crops,
products, paranoias, dialects and failures, we come closer to our own
reality. But truly knowing a place provides the link between details and
meaning. Location, whether it is to abandon it or draw it sharply, is
where we start.”? Humans come from and back to such lovingly irrita-
ble homes.

At birth, we “no longer live beneath our mother’s heart,” this mother
of six (three adopted) remarks. So what “land” do we land in, belong
to, or return to as “home”? How do we think and feel about all this?
How do we account for our diverse humors? What are the regional,
historical, even racial or cultural definitions and differences? What
bonds and separates us? Our quest in the Western world, registered as
far back as the Homeric odes, appears to be one of the nostos, or
“homecoming,” as Joyce re-created the myth on modern Irish terms in
Ulysses. Where we were born, both “native” and in what “nature,”
shapes the kind of “animal-person” we are, as the Cree say. All of us
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long for “being” home, and belonging defines us, as Lipsha discovers
in Love Medicine.

What exactly is native, then, to America, and where is home? For
many in America thesc are troubling questions. “A Dungeon but a
Kinsman is,” Dickinson laments, “Incarceration—Home™ (no. 1334).
The dispossessed are doubly estranged. “Coming home was not easy
anymore,” Welch’s nameless Blackfeet narrator admits to begin Winter
in the Blood. “It was never a cinch, but it had become a torture.” Is this
“native” America, Erdrich’s “place to love and be irritated with”?? Can
any one man analogize for “others” across a continent of humanity, or
any one woman welcome all? What naturalized terms connect or dis-
connect men and women? Where do we hear a native humor, as Con-
stance Rourke asked six decades back in American Humor? Indians may
offer an alternative cultural paradigm to five hundred years of westering
dislocation. Despite disillusions and comic refusals, “You can go home
again,” Mary TallMountain tells us in [ Tell You Now.

The Orphans’ Picnic

ERDRICH: Yes, I'm enrolled as a Turtle Mountain Chippewa, and
from time to time, our family would spend time visiting there, or
I’d go by myself and visit grandparents, aunts, uncles. I never
lived on the reservation for any stretch of time, so all I know is
from visiting there, and loving the place and the people.
“Interview with Louise Erdrich”

A three generation, fifty-year saga, Erdrich’s Love Medicine records a
raconteur’s world, peopled in amazed pity and humor and deep sad joy,
all in witness of simply, albeit complexly, being alive. Hers are not the
expected stereotypes of Indians-—Sioux warriors, Hopi maidens, Yaqui
shamans, Pueblo potters, or Navajo sheepherders—but miscegenated
métis who marry “full-blood” dirty-blond Norwegian teenagers like
Lynette from Rolla, North Dakota. Chippewa girls sing “Delta Dawn”
at the high-school talent show or dance French jigs at a powwow. Their
family names are often Gallicized, like Dacoteaux, Bordeaux, or
Lazarre. Still, they’re “crazy Indians,” as Henry Junior says, infected
with the past and the lost and the still-to-come promise of a native
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rebirth, holding out for the comic vision—Christ in the gunmetal sky,
fresh-baked pie at the Kashpaw family reunion, moonshine in the
woods at Uncle Gordie’s.

There is little, if any, old-style ethnography in Erdrich’s fictions: no
Chippewa chants, no ceremonies to the Great Spirit, no wizened old
medicine people. Instead, her stories detail pickups and bars and nuns
and crazed uncles and fierce aunts and small issues of how “Indi’n” kin
are, or aren’t by intermarriage. Bloodlines and traditions and the “old
ways” do not seem the overriding concerns of these people, as daily
survival precedes cultural purism. What does not come with the terrain
and times must tend to itself.

“Indi’n” is an idea of oneself, possibly, and “being Indi’'n” goes on
despite the idea. It reckons the way things are today, people living who
they are in the presence of their history and culture—not the fiction that
Indian buffs fantasize or anthropologists conjecture. Today’s Indians
speak “Jocally real” talk of tradition, as Clifford Geertz argues with
cultural common sense in Local Knowledge. With a certain comic real-
ism, each dialect cocks a different ear, each lip curves distinctively, and
tribes turn on differences. The “Michif,” “Mitchief,” or “métis” today
remain mixtures, just as the narratives in Love Medicine bisociatively
portray a complex mix of terror, humor, and pity. This near tragedy is
textured with comic pathos, a wild or tender humor, the indomitable
spirit of a regional community. “It really is beautiful around there,”
Erdrich says, “and the Chippewas have the best sense of humor of any
group of people I've ever known.”? As the post—-Civil War South con-
tinued, fallen, enduring, still heroic in resistence to Yankee intrusions,
idiosyncratic to itself and its history, so Native America in the north-
ernmost Dakota survives the wars of removal and racism and neglect
and cultural genocide. Indians have endured the last hundred years here
of reservation displacement, poverty, wasteland economy, clan feuds,
and desperate confusion over white—red schisms and fusions—all with
a knife-edged, surviving sense of comic continuity.

How do we approach the integrative humor of an off-reservation
mixed-blood who attended Dartmouth and Johns Hopkins, then pub-
lished novels reviewed in Life, Time, Newsweek, the New York Review
of Books, and the New York Times Book Review, and went on to win a
record number of literary awards? Start with kinship, the family. Con-
tinuing collective identity, a clan concept, holds out against the modern
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decimation or fraying of what is left of the cultural past. This family
sense begins with Indian mothers caring for children iz that identity,
genetic or adoptive, “blood” or “took in.” And these cultural determi-
nants involve the passions between men and women, including angers
and strong differences of opinion, with all the human complexities and
the attendant comedies of conjoining. Erdrich’s fiction is layered with
such disparately humorous tissue.

Second, Indians identify with their land and landscape, the extended
living environment, even in a supposedly desolate, flat place like North
Dakota, where beet and wheat farmers, along with merchants, trappers,
and explorers for several hundred years’ running, have encroached on
native land and intermarried with Indians. These mixtures flood the
fictions. Indeed, they pool our history of the Americas.

Third, self-identity and lifework—that is, implicit belief systems and
what people do with them—seem central to being Indian. Each Native
American harbors private concerns over these communal issues: Who
and where are “the Indians,” and where does the individual fit in and
believe as such? With the majority off-reservation today, Indians are
redefining themselves. To ask the question Who is an Indian? begins
clarifying Indianness, since bringing culture to consciousness, es-
pecially in times of change, reinforces one’s hold on a heritage. These
questions encompass myths of a cultural “self”: how and why we think
we are who we are, how we project the “idea” of being Indian, as
Momaday says in The Names (1976). “Belonging was a matter of
deciding to,” Lipsha concludes in Love Medicine (LM 225). Surely
these are questions of national inclusion and racial exclusion—the old
wounds, scars, cultural collisions, debts to be reckoned and lived with,
perhaps, as with the still-disputed 1868 Red Cloud Treaty, or the Big
Mountain coal controversy, or limiting tribal enrollments to quarter-
bloods, or the enormous issue of southwestern water flowing through
reservations to Los Angeles today. With mixed motives, many people
look to being Indian. There are always old and new mixes, métis, with
multicultural identities in the making.

Spiritual concerns? For Indians these involve the everyday to the
eternal, but with special recognition, often ceremonial, of a long
“American” heritage-—indeed, a rootedness here like no other peoples.
Traditional ecology cannot be scorned as green-thumb mysticism. And,
to be sure, there remain vast mixtures of differences among Indians: old
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grudges, traditional enemies, long-standing regional disputes, alliances,
betrayals, and new bondings, as with the Lumbees or the Lakota—
Chippewa pressing for tribal recognition.

So are Indians, then, “like us,” cultural mixtures from a receding
past in a land of an overwhelming present, strugglers for identity, trans-
plants, redefining men and women and their hybrid offspring? Perhaps
so, indeed more so than at any time before; but still American Indians,
with their alternative senses of family, kinship, communal property,
lineage, language, history, geography, even space—time conceptions,
live with significant ethnic and tribal differences from mix-and-match
mainstream Americans. Here we consider the perceptions of “native”
Americans as a kind of contingent guardianship and pride in the con-
tinuities of American history, in its oldest cultural and geological sense
going back tens of thousands of years. This sense of land tenure goes
along with new cultural interfusions, not to say blood mixtures, that are
breeding and bonding us all. Balance and resolution, the comic mode at
best, pattern our communal ideals here.

With Love Medicine and The Beet Queen, we have the first two
Erdrich novels of contemporary North Dakota, expertly chiseled: one of
mixed Indian bloods, one of “plain” folks with mixed and relocated
origins, all essentially American from the northern rural heartland. Fic-
tively, The Beet Queen portrays Depression orphans Karl and Mary
Adare, who live on next to nothing, surviving a runaway mother and no
father; but they own their own determination, as Indians have always
known survival, just as Erdrich’s German-American father and Chip-
pewa mother persisted through the 1930s. The struggle to survive and
the native humor of such carry no ethnic restrictions. All the Depression
characters in The Beet Queen seem orphaned in some way or another.
Jude Miller, Adelaide Adare’s abandoned infant, was fathered by the
all-too-married visitor Mr. Opler, who drowns under a grain spill. The
hapless Jude is a county-fair foundling “named for the patron saint of
lost causes, lost hopes, and last-ditch resorts” by Catherine Miller, since
her own three-day-old son has died.# The resurrected orphan grows up
to be a priest and will come back as shadow hero in the final novel of the
tetralogy, American Horse.

Each of these new characters in North Dakota is a transplant, a graft,
a foundling or “took in,” as with Lipsha in Love Medicine, or Tayo in
Silko’s Ceremony, or Abel in Momaday’s House Made of Dawn, or
Welch’s two narrators: “No Name” in Winter in the Blood and Jim
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Loney in The Death of Jim Loney. Karl and Mary Adare and their
unnamed baby brother are abandoned on the carnival grounds as their
mother flies over the horizon, redhead in a flaming dress, with Omar the
biplane stunt pilot. Mary cries away all her sentiment, and then with a
“brain of ice” clutches to life as tenaciously as a prairie boulder
hunkered in the shortgrass. Her rootedness is complemented, better
contrasted, by Karl’s wanderlust, his wildly inventive, bisexual imag-
ination. Thus the novel is made up of real things and wondrous imagin-
ings, the ordinary extraordinary, humors beyond loss. Native, in this
sense, pertains to what vitally survives.

The imported sugar beet is Erdrich’s comic symbol common to North
Dakota: a homely root (the seed as tubrous taproot?) from which we
refine sweet relief, if not poison in overuse. “Small trees were planted
in the yards of a few of these houses,” the novel opens, “and one tree,
weak, a scratch of light against the gray of everything else, tossed in a
film of blossoms. Mary trudged solidly forward, hardly glancing at it,
but Karl stopped. The tree drew him with its delicate perfume. His
cheeks went pink, he stretched his arms out like a sleepwalker, and in
one long transfixed motion he floated to the tree and buried his face in
the white petals.” In this ironic 1930s North Dakota Eden, motherless
children wander as innocents of old, until a housewife turns her dog
loose on Karl, and he tears away a blossoming branch (a northern
“golden bough™):

It was a such a large branch, from such a small tree, that blight would attack
the scar where it was pulled off. The leaves would fall away later on that
summer and the sap would sink into the roots. The next spring, when Mary
passed it on some errand, she saw that it bore no blossoms and remembered
how, when the dog jumped for Karl, he struck out with the branch and the
petals dropped around the dog’s fierce outstretched body in a sudden snow.
Then he yelled, “Run!” and Mary ran east, toward Aunt Fritzie, But Karl ran
back to the boxcar and the train. (BQ 2)

The Beet Queen seems less fictively expansive than Love Medicine—
fewer characters, more restrained points of view, and tightened chro-
nology—yet somehow just as daring. If not so “native” American,
there is still a tough, comic lyricism here to match that of Eudora Welty.
Erdrich sketches no-nonsensical, efficient scenes with a clipped prose
style, restricted tricks, and fewer offbeat wrinkles. By comparison with
Love Medicine, the epiphanic endings to sections are underplayed,
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though played they are: “There was the branch, still faintly good to
smell” in the railroad boxcar with Saint Ambrose (his name is “no
joke,” he says, then adds that his first name is Giles). After their
tenderly strange brush with sex, Karl “stood in the blackness. He didn’t
want to vomit or scream. He didn’t want to cry on the lap of anyone
again. So he stood frowning keenly at nothing as the train rolled on, and
then, light and quick as a deer, he leaped forward and ran straight out
the door of the moving boxcar” (BQ 26). Karl’s leap ends the first
chapter and sets the novel’s offbeat tone.

The Beet Queen, then, is Erdrich’s non-Indian novel dedicated to her
father’s German-American branch of the family. The story seems dis-
tinctly North Dakotan, with all the action under the surface-——flat, hori-
zontally imagined, spare. Wallace Pfef’s closet homosexuality wildly
illustrates a northern plains deviance from mainstream norms; Mary
Adare’s lyric toughness another, Karl’s multisexual flair yet another, all
parodically American. None is expressly Indian; all are surreally Dako-
tan and marvelously the creations of a trickster’s imagination. The
writing 1s consciously flattened, compared with Love Medicine, out of
respect for a certain “plains” style and perhaps in response to critics of
her first novel’s lyric flights. Erdrich’s complexities of character, flash-
backs, and metaphoric richnesses web the first novel. This second fic-
tion strikes one as tough, somewhat grainy, and controlled in Aristo-
telian time-space, while still possessed of what Studs Terkel called a
“wild, crazy, unexpected humor.”?

“I think it’s there,” Erdrich responded, “that’s why the book is the
way it is.” This iconoclastic humor has its source in Love Medicine.

Going Back

In Native American novels, coming home, staying put, contract-
ing, even what we call “regressing” to a place, a past where one
has been before, is not only the primary story, it is a primary mode
of knowledge and a primary good.

WiLLiaM Bevis, “Native American Novels”

From the beginning of Love Medicine to the end, characters are leaving
and going home. June represents a lost surrogate mother, a wandering
aunt among all kinds of other mothers. Sister Leopolda, the churchly
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superior mother, stalks a young girl in feline virginal rage. The adop-
tively maternal Marie mothers her clan in compassionate grace; a casu-
ally sensual Lulu shines in comic salvation. June, a feminist Mary
Magdalene, dies at the beginning to trigger all the stories as martyred
savior. “The snow fell deeper that Easter than it had in forty years, / but
June walked over it like water and came home.” This sentence sets up
the long-legged iambic hexameter of a sprung walking rhythm. A cere-
monial cadence, it pricks up the reader’s ears. lambs and anapests chum
toward spondees in a slant-rhyming, inverse couplet of “snow” to
“home.” The sentence poetically cadences a three-in-one heroine walk-
ing beyond her death: the crucifixion (Easter), temptation in the wilder-
ness (her forty years), and prophesied resurrection (“came home”) of
Our-Mother-of-the-Earth. She is as locally specific to Turtle Mountain
as juneberry pies and June bugs in the sloughs. All this figures in one
woman, transculturally named for the distant Roman goddess Juno,
wife of the god-of-gods. She was the protectress of marriage and child-
birth, a derivative of the Greek Hera, designating springtime. “June”
dies in late “March,” a martyr of winter, in Frye’s terms a spiritually
comic herald of spring rebirth.

So this martyred-and-mythically-reborn June, an adoptive “mother”
to Albertine and known as Aunt June to all the Kashpaw kids, walks as
Christ “like water” over the spring Dakota blizzard. Hers is a liquidly
feminized land——pockets and rivulets of natural springs——a terrain
named for the turtled humps of hills called “mountains” along the truly
flat land of the Canadian border. In short, the goddess, the feminine
who births all men, the earthen “mother-of-us-all” (as the Pueblos say)
“came home” across the water to be buried and resurrected in her
surviving kin, her native clan. “So there was nothing to do,” her son
ends the novel, “but cross the water, and bring her home.” June’s
surviving ghost is the adoptive nurse, the feminist humor of the story.

At the close of Love Medicine, June’s son Lipsha (known last to
himself as anyone’s son) drives his just-recognized father, Gerry
Nanapush, to the border river and hopefully “home free.” This takes
place after Lipsha deals himself “a perfect family,” or royal flush, in a
hand of poker for his mother’s Firebird (from the Fertile Crescent
“phoenix” and the Aztec Quetzalcoatl, or “feathered serpent” of the
resurrected sun). June’s less affable son, King, bought the Firebird as an
ironic phoenix from her life-insurance settlement (what better icon of
America than a car mythically named for rebirth?).
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A bisociated sense of kinship underlies the imagining of all the char-
acters—positive and negative siblings, pairs, or even twins—from Lulu
and Marie as lovers bonded in vying for one man, to Nector and Eli as
twin brothers, to cross-generational pairings. In myth and comic ro-
mance, such twinning lies at the beginnings of creation. “I still had
Grandma’s hankie in my pocket,” Lipsha says at the novel’s end. “The
sun flared. I’d heard that this river was the last of an ancient ocean,
miles deep, that once had covered the Dakotas and solved all our prob-
lems. It was easy to still imagine us beneath them vast unreasonable
waves, but the truth is we live on dry land. I got inside. The morning
was clear. A good road led on. So there was nothing to do but cross the
water, and bring her home” (LM 272).

Crossing the water suggests an ancient real and imagined passage to
another world. Mediterranean sailors followed the sun west, out of the
gates of Hercules, to the rediscovery of a “new” world and its western
frontier. The road to, the voyage across, the flight out, the journey
beyond—frontier-style, all these imply “the way,” to and from what we
could call home. Home designates beginning and ending; as such, it
implies continuum and reunion. For Momaday, it is a “way” to Rainy
Mountain in Oklahoma, or “red earth,” where his ancestors lie buried.
Such is the ongoing odyssey in Western literature, a comic venture
through travel, trouble, and talk—song of the “way home.” And
Lipsha’s idiomatically inclusive phrase, “bring her home,” is, 1 be-
lieve, distinctly American, even “native” American. It conjures up a
history of leaving home “east” and pioneering “west” across an un-
charted sea of prairies. The explorers left city, family, dogs, and cats
behind. Many of their women stayed back home (Sacajawea led Lewis
and Clark west, as Tekakwitha’s ghost questionably blessed them). Only
recently has a homing “mom” caught up with a wandering “dad.” And
revisionist historical thought, Sherman Paul has observed, tracks a
native or primal “search for the primitive, which to a considerable
extent is a search for the feminine.”® Such nativist refeminizing of role
models comes in this century through Frances Densmore’s Teton Sioux
Music (1918), Mary Austin’s The American Rhythm (1923), Constance
Rourke’s American Humor (1931), or Louise Erdrich’s current fiction,
among many others. In some measure we live in a time of trying to
include the excluded, the “natives” among us.

Turtle Mountain—Erdrich’s Kashpaw homestead—stands out as the
most densely populated of 315 Indian reservations in the country—six
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by twelve miles of 10,000 mixed-blood hill people straddling the Cana-
dian border near the exact geographical center of the continent. Alber-
tine recalls on “the rutted dirt road home” in Love Medicine: “the yard
of stunted oaks, marigold beds, the rusted car that had been his [her
grandfather’s] children’s playhouse and mine, the few hills of potatoes
and stalks of rhubarb that Aurelia still grew. . . . The hollyhocks were
choked with pigweed, and the stones that lined the driveway, always
painted white or blue, were flaking back to gray” (LM 17). The flowers,
trees, cars, tubers, seeds, and stalks natively code reservation country
life. Marie Lazarre says that only “tough wild rhubarb flourishes here”
among mixed natives: “the end of the world to some. Where the maps
stopped. Where God had only half a hand in the creation. Where the
Dark One had put in thick bush, liquor, wild dogs, and Indians” (42).
Down the road a piece and through the forest, Lulu Nanapush roots her
homegrown determinations: “And so we stuck together on that strip of
land that was once sun beat and bare of trees. Wives and children, in-
laws, cousins, all collected there in trailers and more old car hulks. Box
elder trees and oak scrub were planted and grew up. We even had a
gooseberry patch” (228). Anyone who has lived on or passed through a
northern plains reservation would recognize this native place. By the
novel’s end, the grafted dandelion rises up as a native boutonniere.
Three Kashpaw and Nanapush generations live out modern twists of
an American epic at Turtle Mountain. In the beginning there is a girl,
Marie, in deadly psychic battle with a cloistered nun who scalds her
back for Jesus and rams a fork through her hand, raising the maiden to
stigmatic glory and lifelong combat, only to be forgiven forty years later
on the nun’s fetid deathbed. We see a reverse beatification when Marie
takes her own daughter, Zelda Kashpaw, to the nun’s bedside, the
darkness illuminated by a “beam of light” on the old woman’s white
hair “straight and thin from her skull like the floss of dandelions” (LM
166, a portent of the novel’s closing). “At least you have not forgot
me,” Marie says, knowing that hatred is remembering love in pain:

“I felt sorry for you,” 1 said.
But this only made her laugh, a dry crackle like leaves crushed underfoot.
“I feel sorry for you too, now that I see.” (117)

Confronting the “mother” ironically, this is grandma “saint” Marie,
the French-Chippewa matriarch ironically named for the virgin—mother.
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She has countless children and more adopted “took-ins” like Lipsha.
Marie learns by fourteen that she will “suffer for my smile” as a mousy
satan in Sister Leopolda’s schoolroom closet (LM 44). A trickster devil
becomes her dark ally against the proselytizing harpy of Christ. A
sadomasochistic “sister” with a “strange” grin and “twisted jokes”
about saving little girls from passion tells Marie: “You have two
choices. One, you can marry a no-good Indian, bear his brats, die like a
dog. Or two, you can give yourself to God.” Marie thinks to herself,
“sometimes I wanted her heart in love and admiration. Sometimes. And
sometimes I wanted her heart to roast on a black stick” (45).

The two women face off for life, grinning like canines across re-
ligious, cultural, and temperamental differences. Locked in archetypal
agon over a spoon at the nun’s death, Marie recalls, “When I smiled
into her face she smiled back. It was the huge bleached grin of a skull”
(LM 121). Forty years earlier in the convent (with a mixture of Gretel
and the Witch at the oven, spiced with old-time slapstick), the child is
branded “Saint Marie of the Burnt Back and Scalded Butt! I broke out
and laughed” (54). There will be salt in her laugh thereafter, “Saint
Marie of the Shining Sea”:

She |[Leopolda] bent forward with her fork held out. I kicked her with all
my might. She flew in. But the outstretched poker hit the back wall first, so
she rebounded. The oven was not so deep as I had thought. . . .

“Bitch of Jesus Christ!” I shouted. “Kneel and beg! Lick the floor!”

That was when she stabbed me through the hand with the fork, then took
the poker up alongside my head, and knocked me out. (53)

Marie on her raised dais hours later suffers the sisters, even the pitiable
Leopolda, to touch her stigmata: “I smiled the saint’s smirk into her
face” (56). But satiric triumph stoops to “the shambles of love,” as
Marie forgives the nun’s shabby sadism (Tracks reveals with a Dicken-
sian touch that they are mother and daughter). A kind of twisted grace
bonds the two for a lifetime. Marie gives her benediction to a resurrec-
tion of daily dust: “Rise up and walk! There is no limit to this dust!”
(56).

And there is a man, sweet-toothed Nector, striding uphill with geese
tied to each arm, who finds his wife in this virgin martyr Marie. Nector
subdues the girl-child’s wildness, gets caught loving her on the hill
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(conceiving Gordie), and then hunkers down to raise broods of kids. He
tries to leave Marie for a high-school sweetheart, Lulu Lamartine, and
then burns down Lulu’s house, only to be brought home by his own
daughter to Marie’s darkly waxed kitchen floor.

Characters find themselves locked in their pasts, determined by pov-
erty, racism, religion, war on their own soil, the bizarre human condi-
tion forever fascinating and confusing-—so they reach to one another,
laughing, weeping, terrified, needy, murderous, and they touch, crum-
bling, unable to add up the price or the pieces, powerless to draw the
pattern of things together. Lulu’s son, Henry Lamartine Junior, an Indi-
an Vietnam veteran, sexually threatens the young Albertine in a city
hotel bedroom: “A dark numbing terror had stopped her mind com-
pletely. But when he touched her he was weeping” (LM 142). Indians,
yes, Kashpaws and Nanapush go on in the special ethos of pride and
defeat and survival, the estrangement of America’s first peoples re-
served inside history, clawing their ways home, hanging on, making
pies and waxing floors and hunting geese and wiring tractors together,
laughing as best they can. Marie gets down on her knees in the kitchen,
betrayed by Nector’s lustfully comic pursuit of Lulu, as she waxes
herself into a domestic corner, only to laugh herself free:

1 felt better as I recognized myself in the woman who kept her floor clean
even when left by her husband.

I had been on a high horse. Now [ was kneeling. I was washing the floor in
my good purple dress. I never did laugh at myself in any situation, but I had
to laugh now. (LM 128)

Marie will survive on such self-realizing humor, learn from and accept
her mistakes, forgive her husband, and go on living.

These characters exist much like the rest of rural working America,
but with that added inflection of pain, desperation, humor, another
aboriginal tongue and cultural heritage, and immeasurable enduring
strength that is “native” American—the ache of tribal self-definition
and the going on in the face of all odds. “Society? Society is like this
card game here, cousin,” Gerry Nanapush says breaking out of prison.
“We got dealt our hand before we were even born, and as we grow we
have to play as best as we can” (LM 263). This wisdom comes from a
political prisoner modeled on Leonard Peitier, a Turtle Mountain Chip-
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pewa now serving two consecutive life terms in Marion, Illinois, federal
prison on less than circumstantial evidence for murder. Erdrich’s fic-
tional deck holds several full houses of such characters.

Comic Cast

The tales track Lipsha’s “took-in” fusion of six family lineages and
conclude ritually with comic twists in parental recognition. “I could see
how his [Gerry’s] mind leapt back, making connections, jumping at the
intersection points of our lives: his romance with June. The baby given
to Grandma Kashpaw. June’s son by Gordie. King. Her running off. Me
growing up. And then at last June walking toward home in the Easter
snow that, I saw now, had resumed falling softly in this room” (LM
262). From first to last, beginning to ending snowfall (real and imag-
ined), parts and peoples collate through fourteen tales told by seven
mixed-Indian narrators. These voices of clan lineage gather the ghosts
of an extended Indian family in the unraveling warp and woof of Ameri-
can history. They all funnel into Lipsha. The novel contextualizes comic
detail in the feel of character and situation, where text takes hold as
context, such that the narratives speak with a humor, certainly a human
presence, that colors the parts discretely. This contextual humor ca-
dences the arc of the story, remaining behind each narrator and within
each tale narrated.

The triangle of Marie, Nector, and Lulu represents three comic types,
as developed by Frye from the Tractatus: the eiron, or understater, in
Marie (plain dealer); the bomolocho, or buffoon, in Nector (matinee
idol); and the alazon, or overstater, in Lulu (dark lady). Each, too,
characterizes a cyclic phase of Frye’s comic trinity: Marie integrates
families, Nector purges white acculturation, and Lulu renews the Indian
vision, as it were, of humans toward one another (especially when
Marie helps her to “see” again by the story’s end). And in some essen-
tial respects, Marie plays the realist in her maternal fusing; Nector, the
fool in his noble vanity; and Lulu, the romantic in her sensual celebra-
tion, a singular joie de vivre.

Marie’s story begins in the late winter of French—-Indian miscegena-
tion, “the youngest daughter of a family of horse-thieving drunks,”
Nector says (LM 58). She “snares” (her word), or fortuitously seduces,
the most handsome Chippewa on the reservation, the vain Nector (Zeus
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Descent W

Primary characters and motifs in Love Medicine.

of North Dakota) on his geese-laden way to marry Lulu with a French
wedding band. Marie is light-skinned enough to pass for poor white,
and Indian enough to serve as the Kashpaw matriarch; her maternal role
fuses all offspring, from comic birth in early spring, to summer mar-
riage, through many fall children. Lulu’s curve joins Marie’s roundness
here, except that Lulu burns through three marriages, nine fathers of her
medley of children, and any number of lovers. She is, indeed, a “lulu”
(also short for Louise, suggesting a private joke on the author’s name).
Thus there’s a kind of wild abandon and heroic fatalism in her dark
comic passion. Lulu’s heated parabola arcs from romance through trag-
edy to comedy. Lulu’s “first” man, when she is a child in the woods, is
a dead drifter, for whom she cries all her tears, then laughs at life and
thereafter plays at love. In Tracks we find that the dead man, Napoleon
Morrissey, has been strangled with a rosary by Leopolda, formerly
Pauline Puyat, for seducing her—and that Marie is the pro-
geny.

Nector is caught between the two mothers. He is shored up by his
stolid wife, Marie—champion potato peeler, floor waxer, saintly for-
giver, and perennial adopter. Lulu, his “true love,” remains a fiery
femme fatale, sensual as melting butter on a steamy July afternoon. In
some respects, Nector is cast as the comic victim of too much motherly
attention (smeared with sentimental adulation for “our Indian”) from
the white woman artist in the barn, to Hollywood film makers, to being
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“elected” (that is, drafted) as tribal chairman— “all low pay and no
thanks.” All in all, he seems a well-meaning man, sharp enough to
make tribal deals and play chief, handsome enough to be Hollywood-
cast as the dying Indian. Nector remains heroically foolish and divides
himself between two women, who outlive him to love each other.

But three is a troubling “sky” number, one shy of earth-based and
balanced four to Indian minds. With second- and third-generation
métis, then, a quartet complete this trio as narrative foil. They add a
fourth type to the comic cast—agroikos, or churlish rustic, which Aris-
totle in the Ethics adds to the initial comic trio, so that eiron and alazon
are complemented and completed by bomolochoi and agroikos, or buf-
foons and churls.” Now we have a whole comic drama: four completes
three, balancing the native sense of earth quadrants with the mythic or
cosmic triad-—and this resolves the generational numerology in seven,
the earth—sky resolution of four and three.

An “impure” breed in her own self-description, Albertine opens the
novel in spring. She is self-caricatured as “blond, bleak and doomed to
wander.” This follows June’s death as told from a third-person point of
view personifying her spirit. In perfect structural balance, third-person
omniscience introduces the beginning, double-middle, and concluding
sections of the novel. Erdrich thus blocks the fiction in comic symme-
try: Chapter 1, “The World’s Greatest Fishermen,” followed by Alber-
tine’s lead-in and chapters narrated by Marie, Nector, and Marie again.

King (eiron)
N
Self

Nector

—— e ——

Lyman Descent W A & / E Ascent Albertine
(agroikos) < (bomolochoi)

Lipsha (alazon)

Second-generation characters and motifs in Love Medicine.
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Chapter 5, “Lulu’s Boys,” continues the second section with chapters
told again by Nector and Marie. Chapter 8, “A Bridge,” leads into the
third, most unsettling section by Lyman and then Albertine a second
time around. The fourth part begins with Chapter 11, “Crown of
Thorns,” resolved by Lipsha, Lulu (at last!), and Lipsha again.

The narrators set up interwoven points of view, six first-person and
eight third-person refractions (in brackets):

Chapter 1, “The World’s Greatest [June M. Kashpaw] and Albertine
Fishermen” Johnson (x)
Chapter 2, “Saint Marie” Marie Lazarre (1)
Chapter 3, “Wild Geese” Nector Kashpaw (1)
Chapter 4, “The Beads” Marie Kashpaw (11)
Chapter 5, “Lulu’s Boys” [Lulu Lamartine and Beverly
Lamartine]
Chapter 6, “The Plunge of the Nector Kashpaw (1)
Brave”
Chapter 7, “Flesh and Blood” Marie Kashpaw (111)
Chapter 8, “A Bridge” [Albertine Johnson and Henry
Lamartine Jr.]
Chapter 9, “The Red Convertible” Lyman Lamartine
Chapter 10, “Scales” Albertine Johnson (11)
Chapter 11, “Crown of Thorns” [Gordie Kashpaw and Sister Mary
Martin de Porres]
Chapter 12, “Love Medicine” Lipsha Morrissey (1)
Chapter 13, “The Good Tears” Lulu Lamartine
Chapter 14, “Crossing the Water” [Howard Junior] and Lipsha

Morrissey (1)

These narrative voices tell the tale as tribal chorus over half a century,
the whole humorously grounded in points of view, from the “spirits”
humanly conceived to the earthlings who laugh, gossip, and cackle the
bonds of a familial home: “Then they were laughing out loud in brays
and whoops, sopping tears in their aprons and sleeves, waving their
hands helplessly” (LM 21). This family laughter absolves, indeed cele-
brates, outliving childhood pain. Each voice rings clear and resonant,
like a pebble in a birch-ringed, rippling pool.

In many respects, Albertine is the collective voice among the women.
She, like Grandma Marie, is an understater, a comic heroine. She
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deadpans the joke on “Patient Abuse” (nursing students accent the first
word; Kashpaws, the second). Albertine inherits her Aunt June’s love of
dance and laughter. Humorously parallel with Lulu’s passion, she
passes out beside Lipsha in a “comic” vision from too much beer, vin
from “roses,” and beauty under the northern lights. Albertine voices the
ragtag integration and “permitted disrespect” that brings the family
“home” after June’s death; in the city she absorbs the purgative irony of
Henry Lamartine’s veteran “return.” She laughs at Dot in a bar, nar-
rowly escapes mayhem, and tells the renewal story of Shawn'’s birth in
“Scales” (Albertine reappears in The Beet Queen and prefigures a future
heroine of American Horse in Erdrich’s tetralogy). Albertine’s nar-
ratives personally register June’s distant love, death, and resurrection,
as she carries her aunt’s spirit onward.

Her cousin Lipsha (June’s son) has the mythic “trembling hand”—
fusing all the families, in fact, as orphan cum culture hero. Off-stage
shaman, Old Man Pillager is his paternal grandfather, along with his
grandmother Lulu Nanapush (married Lamartine) down through his
father, Gerry Nanapush. Lucille Lazarre and a “run off” Morissey are
his genetic grandparents through June Kashpaw. Psychically and more
domestically, Nector Kashpaw figures to be his maternal grandfather, as
Marie Lazarre adopts her dead sister’s grandson and raises Lipsha
among her own. A “took in” saved from drowning, Lipsha grows up
with a healing humor. “I know the tricks of mind and body inside out
without ever having trained for it,” he says, “because I got the touch”
(LM 189-90). It’s the healing medicine of hands-on humor, the deeper
touch or feel for the comic life-spirit, even if things don’t always work
out (a different shaman altogether from the folklore of “witch” doctors
and desert gurus).

Lipsha plays his role with male innocence until the very end. A shy,
even girlish boy with long eyelashes, he’s nonthreatening to feminine
senses of nurturing and sensitivity, as opposed to Nector’s male naiveté
and sexual folly. Nector burns his wick at both ends, whereas Lipsha
waits to light his. Lipsha’s jokes roll off his tongue understated, if
outrageous, as with the bottle of Old Grand Dad between the eyes to
announce his father’s visitation to the Twin Cities. Or they backfire—
the frozen turkey hearts for Grandpa’s waning devotion. Or they ring
wildly ironic—reporting Nector shouting “HAIL MARIE, FULL OF
GRACE” in church to a God going deaf—indeed, to his wife, Marie.
Lipsha’s jokes resolve with gaming humor worthy of Huizinga’s Homo
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ludens—a crimped “perfect family” that wins Lipsha the Firebird, his
father’s escape, and his own return home. This comic healer comes on a
touch earnest, innocent of evil, Christlike in a secular realism that never
betrays faith in humanity, no matter how low things get. He’s the
outsider “took in,” the castaway found. His is the ancient story of the
orphan adopted and finally reclaimed by true royalty (June and Gerry as
queen and king tricksters). In a comic way, Lipsha figures as the “di-
vine child” of ancient myth.

The other two concluding narrators seem to be foils: Lyman (Nector
and Lulu’s illicit son, whom Lulu saves from the burning house) and
Howard Junior, or Little King. Their ironic witness serves as honest
check to easy solutions in the broader comic tones of the fiction. Lyman
watches a hysterically laughing Henry Junior wade into the Red River
and sink, followed by the red convertible’s searching headlights, “still
lighted even after the water swirls over the back end. I wait. The wires
short out. 1t is all finally dark. And then there is only the water, the
sound of it going and running and going and running and running” (LM
154). It’s a terrible moment of drowning in the river’s deeper currents
sweeping onward. At the end, Howard’s acculturated and mean “exis-
tenice” in the city brings him to betray his even meaner father, King,
when Gerry Nanapush shows up to meet Lipsha on comic paternal
grounds (revealing the “slightly fucked” heart, a Nanapush “thing”
that will keep Lipsha out of the service). The final scene of Love
Medicine bizarrely orchestrates two sets of fathers and sons: King
Junior, an antinarrator as it were, will survive the winter of urban Indian
discontent, but the future promises no renaissance (Aurelia’s “pale pe-
tunia” homestead for the Kashpaws seems as far away as the aurora
borealis). Yet Lipsha has learned the feminist virtues of patience by way
of Marie, as well as his grandmother Lulu’s bluff. “So I just smiled,”
Lipsha says playing for his future in King Senior’s kitchen, “although
my stomach was a churning washer full of dimes” (240).

Lipsha’s healing humor, by contrast, incorporates the strengths and
transforms the weaknesses of the generation that preceded him. Too
much like Nector, he can’t shoot straight enough to kill a goose for the
shamanic “love medicine” in its monogamous heart. So he buys frozen
turkey hearts at the Red Owl market, blesses them himself with holy
water, and fatally tries to charm Nector back into Marie’s arms. The
potion backfires. After Marie’s sharp slap on the back to make him
swallow, Nector chokes to death on his grandson’s made-up medicine,
though he seems to die willingly in Lipsha’s arms. The slapstick hilarity
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of the scene fits the characters, as the misfire seems surreally fitting—a
dark comic lesson in the courage of good hearts to survive or accept
their mistakes, trickster’s sins accounted for. Nector dies of his own
forked “love” between two women.

Marie is filled with a mother’s compassionate humor. Hers is an
understated feminine realism in the comic service of bonding, surviving
threats, and rebonding her clan family. She’s clearly a regenerated Eve
with the only bearing crab-apple tree on the reservation. The nuns
planted two more after twelve years, she says, but they bear no “crabs.”
Marie adds firmly, “Mine was established.” With “a mouth like a
flophouse,” Marie has the eiron’s role of straight woman who be-
queaths her honesty and warmth to a foster grandson, Lipsha.

On the distaff side, the gap-toothed Lulu exaggerates everything as
true alazon. With her blackberry eyes and feline ways, she teaches
Lipsha to play, to tell stories, to crimp cards, to laugh at himself. Lulu is
a bit of a witch or shamanness, linked sexually with Lipsha’s grand-
father Old Man Pillager, the medicine man. With French rouge on her
cheeks, she has the “spark,” Nector knows only too well, to unwrap the
dripping butter on the hottest day in July and go at it in the front seat of
her Nash Rambler. She is all action, wasting no words. “It’s a damn
pretty place,” she says on the hill with Nector (correcting the shadowed
memory of “paradise lost” when Nector fell into Marie’s arms and
betrayed Lulu a quarter of a century before). Hers is the sensual accep-
tance of what is, the positive “yes” of things, after all is said and done.
She’s fictive sister to the Wife of Bath, Moll Flanders, and Moily
Bloom. Lulu can stare down a tribal council as she threatens paternity
suits against half the married men (including Nector) when they chal-
lenge her homestead. She plays the best and most crooked pinochle in
the senior citizens’ home, crimping cards with tricks passed on to
Lipsha. She’s a grandmother worth knowing, if a bit risky to be around.

Nector, finally, seems something of a short-sighted Adam. He thinks
he’s sharp, but in fact he is just keen and dumb enough to be manipu-
lated his entire life by two women and everyone else’s misguided flat-
tery. “I guess,” Lipsha says, “you could call him a monument all of
himself” (LM 191-92). He’s something of the archetypal slapstick in-
nocent, an Indi’n Charlie Brown. “Disrobe,” the snaggle-toothed white
woman orders in her barn. “What robe?” he asks (90). Lipsha looks
back later on Grandpa: “some people fall right through the hole in their
lives” (Marie reaches through the stigmatic “hole” in her hand to bring
him back from Lulu’s burning house into her waxed kitchen). His river
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“branches” between Scylla and Charybdis, Marie and Lulu, sour and
sweet. “Call me Ishmael,” Nector mugs as a boy reading Moby-Dick
and vowing to hold his breath to let the current save him from what his
mother calls “the great white wail.” Significantly so, he eats “too much
Milky Way,” as Lipsha puts it, and develops diabetes, a disease all too
common among Indians. His brain finally snaps with senility, a chosen
second childhood of Lulu’s “yes,” signifying a comic assent regardless
of cost (a nod to Molly Bloom in Joyce’s Ulysses). His grandson con-
cludes, “So I figure that a man so smart all his life—tribal chairman
and the star of movies and even pictured in the statehouse and on cans of
snuff—would know what he’s doing by saying yes. I think he was
called to second childhood like anybody else gets a call for the
priesthood or the army or whatever” (190-91). Nector teaches his
grandson a role of comic salvation, as Lipsha plays the perennial orphan
whose innocence blesses him in rebirth.

There is something Dickensian in the humor here, seasoned by
Faulkner’s comic vison, rich with Shakespearean doublings and popular
puns. Critics have seen this as the humanly “spherical” simplicity of
Pickwick, a primal innocence or potential good nature in the face of
evil, even if the vision darkens as the players age. It’s both childlike,
evincing faith in human nature, and dramatically sophtsticated as come-
dy. The Tempest resolves with such “grace” over exacting justice, and
Dilsey’s fabled endurance in Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury turns
on maternal black humor, as imagined by a white southern male novel-
1st.

On the surface, Erdrich’s portraits seem cartooned at times—Nector
the male simpleton, Marie the strong mother, Lulu the untamed lover.
Beneath plotted ripples lie complex “native” currents that strike the
reader as convincing. Erdrich’s fiction is etched as indelibly American
as anything written by Eudora Welty or Flannery O’Connor, and coming
fiction promises more. Lipsha and Albertine hold out hope for the
future—not just another novel like American Horse, but a Native Amer-
ican bisociation of cultural differences for most Americans.

Contraries

The fiction is emplotted, beginning to end, under a fluorescent Dakota
night sky. Characters walk endlessly through spring downpours like
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lake-walking “Jesus” or June bugs that hatch from the opening sketch
of a North Dakota “spring” blizzard. It is a country of soggy birch and
aspen bottoms, frozen pothole lakes, and migrating birds in the great
flyway of America. Geese, cranes, and ducks fly north to south to north
again with the seasons, traversing the Canadian border, just west of the
white-owned Red River Valley, where the Chippewa lived historically.

The novel’s humor works with and against a ground-zero pathos
the sordid, fallen condition of “man” and relatively loyal “woman.”
Adam and Eve reemerge as mixed-blood Native Americans. Marriages
are “on and off again,” as with Gordie and June, who conceives Lipsha
with Gerry in the “off” times. At June’s wake, a mix of beer, pies,
laughter, stories, kin insult, and despair settles over stale hunting jokes,
King Senior’s rage, the sisters’ kitchen slander, Albertine’s “homecom-
ing,” and Lipsha’s shy silence.

Outside by the woodpile and winter wheat, Lipsha’s voice constructs
a “bridge” home for Albertine. “We floated into the field and sank
down, crushing green wheat. We chewed the sweet kernels and stared
up and were lost. Everything seemed to be one piece. The air, our faces,
all cool, moist, and dark, and the ghostly sky. Pale green licks of light
pulsed and faded across it. Living lights. Their fires lobbed over, high-
er, higher, then died out in blackness” (LM 34). The fiction’s discrete
lights form a human whole littered with the clothing, crumbs, twigs,
fillings, and broken words of real working lives. “The people” look up
at the midnight lights to survive the darkness.

These Kashpaws and Nanapushes and Lamartines remain fiercely
“Indi’ns,” poor and thick with one another. They no longer speak
Chippewa, but a dialect of American red English that could be mouthed
nowhere else but here. This proletarian speech is peculiar to America,
with tongues rooted in two thousand Native American languages, gir-
dered with German and Latin grammar, patinated with French a millen-
nia ago, and overlaid with colonial English. The idioms are still respon-
sive to regional character and climatic elements and local airwaves. All
statements lie understated and yet suggestive as deadpan metaphors.
Nector speaks of Marie, his child-virgin-wife martyred and married on
the hillside: “The sun falls down the side of the world and the hill goes
dark. Her hand grows thick and fevered, heavy in my own, and I don’t
want her, but I want her, and I cannot let her go” (LM 62). First Man,
First Woman-——the old Adamic (“red earth”) story is translated natively
from Paradise Lost. Reshaping berry pies after a family fight in the
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kitchen, Albertine works with what she has: “But once they smash there
is no way to put them right” (39). When Nector comes back from Lulu’s
burning house, Marie retrieves him with the lyric courage of the desper-
ate (not to mention Mother Mary reaching out to the damned): “I put
my hand through what scared him. I held it out there for him. And when
he took it with all the strength of his arms, I pulled him in” (129).

The ends of the stories rise up off the page, soar through the reader’s
mind, and hang etched and limpid against a canvas of blank space:
drowning in spring Turtle Mountain snow with June, dreaming with
Albertine under starless North Dakota night skies, musing with Lipsha
and Canada geese calling lonely and lyrical overhead, agonizing with
Henry Junior hearing human—animal cries in locked bathrooms, wan-
dering with Gordie or June through sleezy rain-soaked beerpiss bars.
And still the novel ends in the daily redemption of sunrise, a son driving
his fugitive father home along the Canadian border and himself back to
Turtle Mountain.

With an intricate sense of humor, Louise Erdrich evinces a woman’s
compassion, understanding, even acceptance of the forgivably strange
violence in human events. Hers is a mother’s tolerance, if not affection,
for what cannot easily be loved in human nature—petty, mean, sense-
less, outrageous, sometimes brutishly male and viciously female small-
nesses in the face of vast natural forces and the flood of human history.8
All have a part here, each a position, everyone a perspective in the
communal “place to love and be irritated with.” The novelist’s humor
integrates people, place, and circumstance in a feminine web finely
woven, holding out for something better, the children’s future, mutual
tolerance, forgiveness, even love.

And still America surges on, west, south, north, the mixed flotsam
and jetsam of the world, smack up against Native Americans, clashing,
warring, laughing, intermarrying, digging and cursing and trashing and
blessing the land, until a writer like Erdrich comes to the surface, cast
up to show us ourselves again. As the poet W. C. Williams says in “To
Elsie,” she reveals “the truth about us,” comically homespun: Ameri-
cans gone “crazy” back home, intermarrying with “a dash of Indian
blood,” a dream of September goldenrod, an excreted earth under our
feet. In these “isolate flecks,” as Williams sees, fallen to earth and sent
skyward again—out of these loved, damned, and bastard words in a
deeply grounded humor—rise our love medicines, our “native” Amer-
icas.
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Belonging

This was the wages of the father meeting up with the son and the
ghost of a woman caught in the dark space between them.
LipsHa, in Louise Erdrich, Love Medicine

Lipsha bringing “her home” ties down an old American myth, it occurs
to me, and suggests something deeper about Mother Earth than Western
wandering. It is a Native American sense of place-that-we-call-home as
living mother. This belief has to do with where we came from, where
our ancestors are buried, and where we are going to return: “across the
water” of time or history to the earth itself, down into things in the end,
whether we are culturally in motion or in place, migrating or settling
down, on the road out West or just parked in front of the TV. It is a sense
of belonging, says Lipsha, the child-who-thought-himself-an-orphan: a
sense of knowing one’s mothering place, touching-in with hearth-and-
home, the traditional “woman’s place.”

So to “bring her home” finally means belonging matrilocally some-
where, the answered longing to be someplace. “Belonging was a matter
of deciding to,” Lipsha concludes and crimps himself “a perfect fami-
ly.” Or belonging is having that somewhere catch up with you or acci-
dentally realizing that it was always there, as Lipsha does. At the
Canadian border with Lipsha’s belated father, a migratory “here” is
suddenly not “away from” home, but carried doubly within him in
motion (as we all were once carried “beneath our mother’s heart,”
Erdrich adds in “Where I Ought to Be”). In some true post-Depression
sense, then, it is bringing home home, through self-realization within
tribal history. “I drove the tangled highways in a general homeward
direction,” Lipsha says inside his mother’s Firebird, something of a
mobile native womb at the end.

Indian homing turns on a sense of origin in a real historical place: a
concept of family once or still there, an idea of extended kinship, a call
to a particular land like a geographical magnet—a humor of belonging.
Places and their names, the Cibecue Apache tell Keith Basso, keep the
people in line. Along with their jokes, place-names keep people morally
“at home,” literally and figuratively grounded. It has never been easy
homing, from Odysseus lost at sea among sirens, to Ishmael adrift, to
Momaday’s Abel running from war-torn Los Angeles toward a “house
made of dawn.” Welch’s nameless Indian narrator admits the “torture”
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of coming home in the hung-over opening of Winter in the Blood. Still,
this authentic voice knows Montana as his ancestral origin and end:

It could have been the country, the burnt prairic beneath a blazing sun, the
pale green of the Milk River valley, the milky waters of the river, the sage-
brush and cottonwoods, the dry, cracked gumbo flats. The country had
created a distance as deep as it was empty, and the people accepted and
treated each other with distance.

But the distance I felt came not from country or people; it came from
within me. I was as distant from myself as a hawk from the moon.?

That last image, lyrically emblematic, focuses the Blackfeet story in a
cultural icon, hawk against moon. Here the art of ancient winter counts,
those eidetic histories drawn on animal skins, images and tells every-
thing. Plains Indian art is history, in this instance, primary and primal
document. This native image for North America “makes it new,” as
Pound pressed modernists, renews the eidetic truth native to the land
and people, even ironically. This, then, is something tribally old made
contemporaneously new.

Integratively so, Leslie Silko closes Ceremony with renewed south-
western harmonies: Grandmother Spider’s Pueblo patterns orally woven
together in the breed-bastard-orphan life of Tayo, now placed among the
people, a regionally emergent Indian-Hispanic-Anglo cultural hero:

The ear for the story and the eye for the pattern were theirs; the feeling was
theirs; we came out of this land and we are hers.

In the distance he could hear big diesel trucks rumbling down Highway 66
past Laguna. The leaves of the big cottonwood tree had turned pale yellow;
the first sunlight caught the tips of the leaves at the top of the old tree and
made them bright gold. They had always been loved. He thought of her then;
she had always loved him, she had never left him; she had always been there.
He crossed the river at sunrise.!©

The scene foreshadows Lipsha at the end of Love Medicine, indeed,
recalls Abel running to conclude House Made of Dawn. Tayo’s “she” is
the immemorial mother, and this bridge joins two banks where his
mother, Laura, crossed the river naked at dawn half a life ago, mis-
cegenously impregnated with Tayo. The native message is that south-
western tribal “changes” have taken a century to reveal coherent pat-
terns, genetic blendings, and cultural fusions of Spanish, Indian, and
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immigrant bloodlines. This America is peopled by many pilgrims, tex-
tured with many regional contexts that signify home.

So among Indians, home is rooted in a historical place to belong,
culturally responsive among one’s people. Return is mandatory. Home
includes a particular physical landscape, flora and fauna—all the
leggeds and wingeds and roots, the seasons, weather, climate, sun,
moon, and starlight at given angles. Its direct line traces genetic lineage
or parentage, along with collateral kin, blooded and adopted; its fringes
leaf with “bros” and “sisters” who for various reasons are, or say they
are, “half,” “step,” or otherwise. Its trunk roots down beneath the
“bloody loam”™ of earth history, as Williams gauged American culture,
to our ancestral “old ways.” Its mystical reachings in Love Medicine
naturalistically shine in the northern lights: “As if they sky were a
pattern of nerves and our thoughts and memories traveled across it,”
Albertine muses under “the drenching beauty” beside cousin Lipsha.
“As if the sky were one gigantic memory for us all”—a luminous
history always there, consciously seen or not. And here June would be
dancing “a two-step for wandering souls. Her long legs lifting and
falling. Her laugh an ace” (LM 35).

All this, Lipsha learns later through Grandma Lulu, studs “a knowl-
edge that could make or break you.” It’s an old Oedipal gamble, cog-
nate with Welch’s contrary wisdom of Old Man and Old Woman in
Blackfeet creation myth, modern as a broken marriage dramatized by
Sam Shepard. Frost scanned this formally as the “straight crookedness
of a good walking stick,” a compelling off-rhythm in slant rhyme. In the
northern heart of America, we may find our way “home” through its
elision and rediscover communal humor through individual hurt. To
quote Dickinson, “To be assisted by Reverse, / One must Reverse have
bore—* (no. 910). Long after the delayed-stress veteran, Henry Lamar-
tine Junior, has stepped into a swollen river and drowned, Lulu speaks
her son’s name softly: “I wanted him to know that he still had a home.”

So America’s native son or liberty’s daughter searches for a cultural
triad: cemetery of the past, granary of the present, and schoolyard of the
future. These are humanly figured in buried ancestors, working parents,
and budding offspring. Such is America’s past, present, and future, its
historical presence among tenaciously rerooting immigrants. Indians
remain more aware of this than any other group in the country, partly
because of their “native” consciousness, their tribal definitions as
“first” Americans.
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At home, most closely, Americans of three generations gather in the
kitchen or, until urban conversions, on the porch to be liminally both in
and out of nature and civilization. The kitchen still seems the locus of
“home,” the gathering place, where the women make pies, brew cof-
fee, and talk. This is where Marie waxes her floor, where Nector stum-
bles back home, where Lipsha plays for family stakes in the Twin
Cities. The novel opens in the kitchen, returns here pertodically, and
closes by the river, which carries everyone home. Americans peel po-
tatoes, bake berry pies, smoke cigarettes, gossip, drink spirits, build up
and cut down one another, tell all kinds of stories, and generally “do
America” in mother’s kitchen.

But we “natives” also love our cars; and we keep traveling after love
medicines, in Albertine’s black Mustang, June’s posthumous blue Fire-
bird, Henry Junior’s red Oldsmobile, Lulu’s tan Nash Ambassador. And
these driving names are drawn mythically from American history: the
wild mustang (Spanish mesterio, “stray” mixed-blood) or Indian pony;
the Aztec bird of fire, as the “winged serpent” of the sun, Quetzalcoatl;
or the “old” way “mobile,” the heap dad drove about. Add to these
auto-mobiles the Thunderbird, the Winnebago, the Chief, the Cher-
okee, the Pontiac. Indians and wild animals animate our motoring lex-
icon, along with-our sports teams-—Redskins and Lynx, Warriors and
Wildcats, Seminole and Fury. Apache helicoptors led the antitank ad-
vance in our 1991 war in Iraq, the “well rooted” Edenic garden of
recent killings.

All this continues a cultural history of the frontier, which butted up
against Native American cultures, some like the Pueblos in situ for
thousands of years, others like the Navajo newly arrived, and still others
like the Lakota seminomadic and carrying home with them for a millen-
nium. For all of us, émigrés and otherwise, it was and is a “quest” for
home, a concern for bonding humor, ironic or lyric, and a question of
where to sink one’s roots. Once rooted, we seek to stay; if dispossessed,
we question how to regenerate humor and home. Cherokee women
carried plant tubers from Georgia to Oklahoma on the Long March,
having stroked the leaves and bark on rooted trees goodbye when they
were forced to leave the Southeast.

The native theme of America, then, beyond the denuded loam, might
be the ancient origin of culture, the orphan-who-finds-a-family-home. It
is the outcast adopted, the long trek back, as Erdrich charts in her
novels. The Depression leaves us all with an orphan story in the family.
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Erdrich’s characters in The Beet Queen, even the homely sugar beet,
come as transplants; each seems a graft, a foundling or “took in,” as all
across America, from Thomas Merton to Huck Finn to Humbert Hum-
bert.

But how do Indians find home beyond American homelessness? Per-
haps they find it consciously, perhaps mythically through a “second
sense,” as Nector says of his twin Eli, hunting geese. After the disrobed
Nector takes “the plunge of the brave” in the white woman’s barn, his
forest double Eli still has “an aim I cannot match.” Nector trades what
Eli shoots, and home is where it always was: here, but down in the
deeper-loamed, native seclf. Neglected by her dying mother, June is said
to have “sucked on pine sap and grazed grass and nipped buds like a
deer” to survive. She is “the child of what the old people called Man-
itous” (LM 65), Marie says when she takes in her sister’s daughter
(genetic mothers seem to falter where adoptive ones stand fast). This
implies something of an old belief about instinct—that Achilles might
be natively gifted as a warrior, for example, or as Lyndon Johnson
compared politics on Capitol Hill to coyote hunting in Texas: “feelin’,
smellin’, an” knowin’.” Getting home “down-home” would seem an
American adoptive trick, a backlash against the pretenses, for better or
worse, of Kultur. “Goes backward, looks forward,” the Swampy Cree
say of the homing porcupine that backs into its cultural future: usa
puyew, usu wapiw. !

Native Wit

WwONG: You have mentioned that non-Indians often either miss, or
choose to ignore, the humor in Love Medicine.
ERDRICH: [ think that’s often the case. In talking to tribal people
who’ve read the book, the first thing they say is, “Oh yes, that
funny book.” It’s not like they self-consciously pick out the
humor, but on the whole it’s funnier than a lot of critics who read it
who were kind of saying this is devastating.

“An Interview with Louise Erdrich and Michael Dorris”

Native wit, to Americanize Freud’s Witz for the moment, seems our
conscious ace in the hole, as Albertine muses of a laughing June two-
stepping among the northern lights. This wit is an Indian wild card and
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American twist on an ancient cultural paradigm, getting-back-home.
June’s first words, “What’s happening? Where’s the party?” tell Andy
(and us in the novel’s first dialogue) that she’s game to play, even her
last card, going home. Her death brings the family to life in a se-
riocomic homecoming wake. “I came to play,” Gerry echoes June’s
gambit at the other end of the novel. Trickster father, shaman son, and
ingrate brother draw cards for the foxy mother’s Firebird: “we have to
play as best we can” (LM 262—63).

What Mary Douglas might see as lyric cartoons of “permitted dis-
respect” stretch the Kashpaw clan thin, yet reassemble it, recharge its
dynamics, and launch Albertine and Lipsha, in particular, as emissaries
of the fiction’s future. Gently sad in a “shell” pullover, June parodies a
tempted, martyred, and resurrected feminist Jesus Christ (her initials are
I K., sister to J.C.) drinking “Angel Wings” in a North Dakota oil-
rigger bar just before Easter. Her body now lies under a pink gravestone
on the convent hill, but her soul, according to Albertine’s “vision”
under the aurora borealis, is laughing, singing, and dancing a long-
legged two-step in the sky. Just so, the Kashpaw homestead itself,
minded now by Aunt Aurelia (sunrise here, too), is painted a peeling
lavender. Certainly there’s feminine hope in these pastel promises of
rebirth, even if the paint peels: the dawn of another character, good
joke, or infectious story.

With throaty resilience, June lives out a lyric humor as something of
an absentee mother. Hers is a woman’s love for the unloved, a singsong
reaffirmation through toughness, acceptance, and forgiveness. This hu-
morous resilience implies a woman’s willowy ability when down to
survive comically by springing back, as Nector first says of Marie on
the hill, or if martyred like June, to be remembered well and to have the
last laugh on death. Women at the kitchen wake cackle like hens—a
laughter that absolves and connects, as it celebrates the survival of pain
and folly. Across genders “Dad” grins wolflike in fate’s teeth, as with
Gerry’s trickster wit and body wisdom (Nanapush is a breath away from
Nanabush, Manabozho, and Wenebojo, the old Chippewa trickster
names). Gerry remains a political martyr, feminine-assisted, with the
coyote wiles to get in and out of very tight spots—indeed, to conceive a
child under penal guard (A-ho! Julia Kristeva).

Still, a mother adds the known constant in the homing equation of
Indian humor. Fathers with fists of rotting meat come and go past the
dogs, through back doors and windows (Nector must wash his hands



“Bring Her Home” : Louise Erdrich 241

with lavender soap before Lulu will let him into bed). Both Lulu and
Marie prove to be Lipsha’s grandmothers, and after Nector’s death
Marie puts drops in Lulu’s cataracts so that she might see through a
mother’s gracing tears. An edged forgiveness is the fiction’s final word.
“Salt or sugar?” Marie riddles Nector earlier with her snap-back moth-
er-sea wit, the “whip singing” watery torsion of a young willow down
by the river. This fencing and forgiving, still salty humor is Trickster’s
blessing as (s)he gambles with our lives. Such humor can be seen in
“the look of mothers drinking sweetness from their children’s eyes,”
Lipsha says of Grandma Marie, who adopted his mother, June. He
thinks of tenacious dandelions: “a bitter mother’s milk. A buried root.”
Nature’s native icon turns out to be a dandelion’s bother and blessing
outside the senior citizens’ home, complemented comically by the beet
in Erdrich’s next novel.

The dandelion (“lion’s teeth” yellowed) is a grafted weed from Eu-
rope that blooms golden and seeds white in styptic puffballs, by now a
mixed-breed weed to be sure. The dandelion has become as natively
hard to root out as crabgrass, yet it ferments a sweet wine, if properly
tended, or a tasty salad, as Indians once prepared. So in Love Medicine
the dandelion’s iconic humor—weedy, whip-singing, willowy, un-
wanted—blooms as a naturalized image of (Native) American re-
silience. Nector roots them out on the lawn of the senior citizens’ home
with a two-pronged fork (his comic phallic scepter?). Albertine in early
spring finds them when she first receives news of June’s death: “a big
stretch of university lawn that was crossed by a steam-pipe line of
grass—so bright your eyes ached—-and even some dandelions” where
she lay thinking “of Aunt June until I felt the right way for her” (LM 9).

There is a desperate humor at work here, too, the cheek of the
damned. The novel bisociatively keys on quick shifts and reversals,
from hilarious cartoons to darkly ironic pathos. Henry Junior will not
laugh, Lyman says (Henry’s emasculated namesake committed suicide
on the railroad tracks, while his “real” father, the seductive brother
Beverly, a door-to-door urban Indian huckster, left for the city to sell
“educational books”). Henry Junior cannot laugh, that is, until he takes
his own life by drowning, a cursed death that haunts the land, according
to Chippewa legend.

Two characters, Gerry Nanapush and Gordie Kashpaw, serve as dou-
bles toward the novel’s end to play out the tragicomic consequences of
tricksterism. As counter “twins” to Eli and Nector, their names even
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chime: Gerry Nanapush and Gordie Kashpaw (something of an off-
thyme twists through “-push” and “Kash’” echoed conversely in
“Nana-" and “-paw”). Gordie was conceived on the convent hill by
Marie and Nector in the beginnings of Erdrich’s fictional time—child of
paradise lost for the moment. He grows up playing incestuously with his
cousin and elopes to South Dakota (a state border joke?) with June.
Keyed to their beginnings, the marriage is more miss than match. When
June dies, Gordie starts drinking, drifting, dying inside.

Gerry’s mother is Lulu, Marie’s double. We gather that his father
(always a mystery around Lulu) is Old Man Pillager, the Chippewa
shaman of the woods, offstage and never seen. Lulu lets slip later, “no
white man has made a jail that could hold the son of Old Man Pillager”
(LM 225), as she appears to confess who fathered Gerry. From child-
hood, Gerry acts in the style of trickster’s progeny: “He laughed at
everything, or seemed barely to be keeping amusement in. His eyes
were black, sly, snapping with sparks. He led the rest in play. . .” (84).
His Nanapush name calls on the Chippewa trickster, and his size and
agility mark him *cat-quick for all his mass” (165). He bruises a drunk-
en cowboy’s balls “to settle the question” of “whether a Chippewa was
also a nigger” (161). It lands Gerry in prison, where he keeps returning
mainly “for breaking out” (160). This reversing, shape-changing, lim-
inal Indi’n stays one step ahead of Officer Lovchik. “So you see,”
Albertine says, “it was difficult for Gerry, as an Indian, to retain the
natural good humor of his ancestors in these modern circumstances”
(163). Trickster teaches a cautious empathy, however, for things that go
wrong, funny or not. Reverse fate engenders a wily, forgiving, yet ever
alert ancestral “good” humor. Gerry does remain manly (conceiving
Shawn with Dot in a prison waiting room) and humorously quick-witted
in a droll way, until he hides on the wrong reservation and takes the rap
for killing an FBI agent at Pine Ridge. So for the moment, he is serving
two life sentences in a maximum-security prison where no touching,
talking, or engendering is allowed.

“Crown of Thorns” follows “Scales” to connect Gerry with Gordie.
Gordie’s hands seize alcohol compulsively (trickster motifs of old) as
his mind splinters in the wake of June’s death. He suffers guilt over
hitting June, hallucinating a feminine succubus in alcoholic fascination:
“The can was bent at the waist and twisted at the hips like the torso of a
woman” (LM 173). In this Bergsonian nightmare, where the inanimate
and animate merge comically dark, Gordie’s world blows a fuse when
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he overloads his trailer’s power circuits. His psyche dissociates: “he
both missed June and was relieved to be without her” (176). Nector
thought the same of being held by Marie on the hill, conceiving Gordie:
“I don’t want her, but I want her, and I cannot let her go” (62). This is
the classic double bind, a paralytic corner, and Trickster begins playing
cruel doubling games as Gordie hits “a tough old doe” with his Malibu.
He carries the wrong key (always two contrary keys to things) for his
trunk, so he stashes the carcass in the back seat: “because two keys
were made to open his one car, he saw clearly that the setup of life was
rigged and he was trapped” (179). No doubt this is an “opposite think-
ing” world, as the Cree way; rather than play it, Gordie freezes and
loses the “big one” (he is a failed Golden Gloves boxer). The deer
wakes up in his back seat as Gordie drives deliriously to find more
drink. “Ears pricked, gravely alert, she gazed into the rearview and met
Gordie’s eyes” (180). Gordie bludgeons the deer with “a flat-edged
crowbar thick as a child’s wrist” (180). In delirtum tremens, he thinks
he has killed June. This tragic Adamic son, haunted by Eve, heads to
the convent for Catholic absolution.

“‘It’s been, shit, ten years since my last confession.” He laughed,
then he coughed” (LM 184). Gordie sobs his story to Sister Mary Martin
de Porres of Lincoln, Nebraska. This forty-two-year-old celibate (June’s
double) plays her clarinet late at night when she can’t sleep. An un-
hinged “man” appears at her window with a dead deer in the back seat
that he thinks is his murdered wife. “At the first sight of it, so strange
and awful, a loud cackle came from her mouth.” Mary (nominally kin
also to “Saint” Marie) swoons in her “passion” over the deer and
collapses, only to emerge from the car as the third resurrection of
“June” to Gordie’s distraught imagination. This sends him howling like
a wounded animal into the woods, where next morning the reservation
police and Public Health Service orderlies come to take him away.

The deer’s death musk overcomes Sister Mary in a strange consum-
mation with sexually religious overtones. The scene registers an epi-
phany of dark, delicate, and deeply sensual humor between estranged
men and women. Nuns take vows to wed a two-thousand-year-old mar-
tyr, and then long for human love late at night; widowed men drink
themselves into delirium. “She followed him, calling now, into the
apple trees but lost him there, and all that morning, while they waited
for the orderlies and the tribal police to come with cuffs and litters and a
court order, they heard him crying like a drowned person, howling in
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the open fields” (LM 188). The sterile “crabs” of the nuns’ garden mock
this replay of the Expulsion, while Gordie’s drowning—in grief, alco-
hol, the rain-soaked Dakota winter—spring—fulfills an old Indian
prophesy against those who violate the “mother” earth and must die by
water.

In contrast to such low comic pathos stands Lipsha, Gerry’s illicit son
by June. Lipsha seems a bridging child of the future—a parodic “took
in”-—a real Nanapush—Kashpaw breed who fuses all families, genetic
and adoptive. Love Medicine evens out through cross-generational
dyads that balance each generation’s triad (diachronic fusion of syn-
chronic imbalance). Marie, Nector, and Lulu in the first generation are
paralleled by Gordie, June, and Gerry in the next. The two triangles
overlap, genders equalize, and the doubled “irrational” triads balance
as in a six-pointed star.

Lipsha in the third generation brings it all together at the center of a
star quilt. This is the seventh “point” in the hexagonal morning star of
understanding, Venus—historically the Star of David or Solomon’s
Seal, signifying peace and understanding in Judeo-Christian history, or
the “perning gyres” of cabalistic faith, according to Yeats. A comic
structural perspective, tribally oriented, temporally fuses people who
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are spatially dislocated by existential individualism (the atomism of the
West). Humor reorients tragic dispossession. This communal process
reconfigurates human time as it is passing in space (Bahktin’s “chro-
notopes” as the living space of human characters). Time-passing out-
lives time-past. The point here is to move on and “bring her home,” set
Dad free, point Lipsha toward the sunrise.

Caring for his adoptive grandparents, Lipsha learns the “whip sing-
ing” humor of Marie’s resilence and Nector’s humanness, as Grandpa
teases Grandma to “pitch whoopee” again:

“And you got no more whoopee to pitch anymore anyhow!” she yelled at
last, surprising me so my jaw just dropped, for us kids all had pretended for
so long that those rustling sounds we heard from their side of the room at
night never happened. She sure had pretended it, up till now, anyway. I saw
that tears were in her eyes. And that’s when I saw how much grief and love
she felt for him. And it gave me a real shock to the system. You see I thought
love got easier over the years so it didn’t hurt so bad when it hurt, or feel so
good when it felt good. I thought it smoothed out and old people hardly
noticed it. I thought it curled up and died, I guess. Now I saw it rear up like a
whip and lash.

She loved him. She was jealous. She mourned him like the dead.

And he just smiled into the air, trapped in the seams of his mind. (LM 192)

These late-blooming arts to counter sadness—laughter, love, and lan-
guage——compel Lipsha to a comic “medicine” that backfires, yet the
joke seems timely to Nector’s going. Lipsha learns something from
Nector bellowing in church to a God growing deaf:

Our Gods aren’t perfect, is what I'm saying, but at least they come around.
They’ll do a favor if you ask them right. You don’t have to yell. But you do
have to know, like I said, how to ask in the right way. That makes problems,
because to ask proper was an art that was lost to the Chippewas once the
Catholics gained ground. Even now, I have to wonder if Higher Power turned
it back, if we got to yell, or if we just don’t speak its language.

I looked around me. How else could I explain what all I had seen in my
short life—King smashing his fist in things, Gordie drinking himself down to
the Bismarck hospitals, or Aunt June left by a white man to wander off in the
snow. How else to explain the times my touch don’t work, and farther back,
to the old-time Indians who was swept away in the outright germ warfare and
dirty-dog killing of the whites. In those times, us Indians was so much
kindlier than now.
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We took them in.

Oh yes, I'm bitter as an old cutworm just thinking of how they done to us
and doing still.

So Grandpa Kashpaw just opened my eyes a little there. Was there any
sense relying on a God whose ears was stopped? Just like the government? 1
says then, right off, maybe we got nothing but ourselves. And that’s not
much, just personally speaking. I know I don’t got the cold hard potatoes it
takes to understand everything. (LM 195)

In order to snare back Grandpa’s affection, Lipsha dreams up the love
medicine of eating geese hearts (like some coyotes, geese mate for life).
This recalls Nector mounting the hill with wild geese, Marie “barrel-
ing” into his arms, and the maculate conception of Gordie. Lipsha talks
to himself waiting in the sloughs for honkers; he recalls funny stories
about a cousin named “Wristwatch” and misses his only shot. He buys
frozen turkey hearts at the Red Owl store (the winged totems multiply)
still with “faith in the cure,” a “belief against the odds” of comic
failure. “Faith might be stupid,” Lipsha reasons, “but it gets us
through.” Did “anyone ever go and slap an old malpractice suit on
God? Or the U.S. government?” It’s the comic spirit humanly brought
to earth, a sense of ending humor, a belief in futurity. Indians know this
one cold.

Where “the Father” at the convent would defer, Sister Mary Martin
“blesses” the makeshift cure by telling Lipsha “just be yourself.” So he
sprinkles holy water on the turkey hearts with his own “touch,” the wise
fool’s best trick. Back home with the potion, Nector teases Marie,
tonguing a turkey heart and spitting it out, so she (by now a large
woman) slugs him and he chokes to death. Grandpa dies voluntarily in
Lipsha’s arms, worn out chewing on tough bird hearts: “He waved at
me, grinned, and then the bobber went under” (LM 208). With the grace
of “terrible understanding” that his intellect centers in his heart (like the
snapping turtle still alive, Nector says, when its head is chopped off),
Lipsha learns an opposite lesson about mortality, charity, and his own
native humor: “your heart’s position. You wear your life like a garment
from the mission bundle sale ever after—Ilightly because you realize
you never paid nothing for it, cherishing because you know you won’t
ever come by such a bargain again. Also you have the feeling someone
wore it before you and someone will after” (213-14). For a novel
framed between the deaths of June and Nector, this is a “took-in” faith
and means for celebrating—indeed, caring for—survival.
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All the blood children and the took-ins, like me, came home from Min-
neapolis and Chicago, where they had relocated years ago. They stayed with
friends on the reservation or with Aurelia or slept on Grandma’s floor. . . .

The family kneeling down turned to rocks in a field. It struck me how
strong and reliable grief was, and death. Until the end of time, death would
be our rock.

So I had perspective on it all, for death gives you that. All the Kashpaw
children had done various things to me in their lives—shared their folks with
me, loaned me cash, beat me up in secret—and I decided, because of death,
then and there I’d call it quits. If T ever saw King again, I’d shake his hand.
Forgiving somebody else made the whole thing easier to bear. (210-11)

Lipsha sends Grandpa’s ghost to “Look up Aunt June” (LM 213). He
confesses the “truth” about the “fake” medicine to Grandma, but
stresses that Nector loves and doesn’t blame her. “It’s true feeling, not
no magic,” he confesses, and she gives back her love to him.

Yet a look came on her face. It was like the look of mothers drinking
sweetness from their children’s eyes. It was tenderness.

“Lipsha,” she said, “you was always my favorite.”

She took the beads off the bedpost, where she kept them to say at night,
and she told me to put out my hand. (214)

Lipsha’s own tears take him from Lulu’s cataracts to his mother June
and father Gerry, tying up the novel with a dandelion blessing from a
“perfect family”:

The earth was full of life and there were dandelions growing out the window,
thick as thieves, already seeded, fat as big yellow plungers. She let my hand
go. I got up. “I'll go out and dig a few dandelions,” I told her.

Qutside, the sun was hot and heavy as a hand on my back. I felt it flow
down my arms, out my fingers, arr