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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores the references Thomas King makes to 

Herman Melville's work in his novel Green Grass. Runninq 

Water. King refers to numerous other texts and historical 

moments throughout the book, However, his allusions to 

Melville are among the most prominent, and it is important to 

ask why King chooses to make them so. With these references 

to Mobv-Dick, and "Benito Cereno" in particular, King is, in 

part, attempting to engage Melville in conversation. 

Although these two authors are worlds apart both temporally 

and culturally, they are similar in ways which bear 

exploration. What King does with his references to Melville 

in Green Grass. Runnina Water is the primary concern of this 

thesis. 
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"That Dam Whale: Truth, F i c t i o n  and Author i ty  i n  King and 
Melvil le .  " 

In t roduc t ion  

?%ter, tuater eberpîabere anb nat a brop ta Brink. 
- Coloribge 

A s  Thomas King is  s t i l l  a comparatively new a r r i v a 1  on 

t h e  l i t e r a r y  scene,  t h e  body of c r i t i c i s m  concerning h i s  work 

i s ,  although c u r r e n t l y  expanding, s t i l l  f a i r l y  s m a l l .  Thus, 

it i s  s t i l l  wi th in  reach t o  presen t  an  overview of what can 

be found i n  t h e  c r i t i c i s m  regarding Green Grass, Runnina 

W a t e r .  One t h i n g  which appears t o  s t r i k e  t h e  ma jo r i ty  of 

r eade r s  about t h i s  novel i s  t h a t  it i s  a very funny book. 

Whether c r i t i c s  address the humour d i r e c t l y  o r  n o t ,  they  t end  

t o  argue t h a t  t h e r e  i s  d e f i n i t e  i n t e n t i o n  behind King's 

p l a y f u l  s t y l e .  Margaret Atwood notes  t h a t  King's humorous 

scenar ios  a r e  powerful subversions of t h e  dominant c u l t u r e ' s  

image of Natives as s o l i t a r y  and s t o i c  while Marge- Fee and 

Jane Flick focus on t h e  pedagogical e f f e c t  of King's 

pe rpe tua l ly  r e f e r e n t i a l  jests. Fee and F l ick  claim t h a t  an 

a t t e n t i v e  non-Native reader  w i l l  be able t o  l e a r n  something 

about t h e  Native perspect ive  by ca tch ing  King's a l l u s i o n s  

( t h e  s u b t l e  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  less s u b t l e )  and t h u s  begin t o  

break down t h e  borders cons t ruc ted  between c u l t u r e s  which 

King f i n d s  both  s o  f a s c i n a t i n g  and s o  t roubl ing .  Not 

everyone, however, is amused. While D a r r e l l  Jesse Peters 

mentions t h a t  t h e  s a t i r i c  humour King employs when he 

appropr ia tes  var ious  European and North American t e x t s  i s  a 

p o s i t i v e  force ,  i n  regard t o  some o t h e r  humorous moments, he 

remarks t h a t  T i n g ' s  method seems t o  be, a t  t h e s ,  both a b i t  
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too ea sy  and a l i t t l e  too 'punnyf. .." (Peters ,  7 1 ) .  The 

humour i n  t h i s  t e x t ,  i n  its various gu i ses  of satire, word 

play, and o the r  forms, always garners a response. It i s  a 

major p a r t  of how King draws readers i n t o  h i s  game. I n  

Margaret Atwood's a r t i c l e ,  "A Double Bladed Knife: Subversive 

Laughter i n  Two S to r i e s  by Thomas K i~ .g ,  " she d iscusses  King' s 

brand of humour. About t he  s t o r i e s  Atwood says "They ambush 

the  reader. They g e t  the kn i f e  in ,  no t  by whacking you over 

the  head with t h e i r  own moral righteousness,  but by being 

funny" (Atwood, 2 ) .  But j u s t  a s  King uses many d i f f e r e n t  

f o m s  o f  humour t o  c rea te  h i s  ove ra l l  e f f e c t ,  humour is only 

one of the numerous ways i n  which he chooses t o  Say a number 

of d i f  f e r e n t  t h ings  i n  t h e  novel. 

The d iscuss ion  of humour i n  t h i s  book l eads  t o  an 

important quest ion.  What is t h i s  book about? Readers and 

c r i t i c s  a l i k e  are driven t o  ask not on ly  what King intends t o  

achieve with s p e c i f i c  elements of t h e  novel - t h e  humour, t h e  

d i a log i c  nature of t h e  work, o r  even t h e  perpetua l  presence 

of water  i n  t he  t e x t  - but what he in tends  t o  Say when he 

gathers  up a l 1  of these  threads and weaves thern together  to  

produce t h e  whole t h a t  is Green Grass, Runninu Water. 

Largely, c r i t i c s  want t o  t a l k  about King's novel a s  being a 

t e x t  mainly focused on res is tance .  This tendency i s  one t o  

which 1 am not necessar i ly  opposed because opposit ion t o  the  

dominant cu l t u r e  i s  an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of t h e  book. The body 

of c r i t i c i s m  as a whole does well  t o  mark the  number of 

elements within t h e  t e x t  t h a t  cont r ibute  t o  a general  p ro jec t  

of r e s i s t ance .  I n  l i g h t  of Thomas King's non-fiction, 

however, t he  d iscuss ion  of h i s  work i n  t h i s  way i s  

problematic, e spec i a l l y  when a c r i t i c  at tempts t o  use King's 
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writing as a representative example of a tradition of 

resistance in contemporary Native literature. In his essay 

"Godzilla vs, ~ost-Colonial," Thomas King asserts that 

placing Native Canadian fiction in the category of post- 

colonial literature is reductive and detrimental because such 

an action implies the literary accomplishments of Natives 

exist only as a reaction to colonial power and thus 

perpetuates tendencies to view Native peoples as one- 

dimensional and static or fixed, King refuses to accept 

post-colonialism as an adequate descriptor for Native 

Canadian literature, He argues that 

the term organizes the literature progressively 
suggesting that there is both progress and improvement, 
No less distressing, it also assumes that the struggle 
between guardian and ward is the catalyst for 
contemporary Native literature, providing those of us 
who write with method and topic. And, worst of all, the 
idea of post-colonial writing effectively cuts us off 
from our traditions, traditions which have corne d o m  to 
us through Our cultures in spite of colonization, and it 
supposes that contemporary Native writing is largely a 
construct of oppression, (Godzilla, 12) 

The discussion of contemporary Native literature solely in 

terms of the colonial situation essentially dismisses much of 

the heterogeneity in what is a widely varied collection of 

texts. Because King himself is adamant that his work and the 

work of other contemporary Native Canadian authors should not 

be defined by the relationship between Natives and non- 

Natives, examining one of his novels as resistance literature 

is indeed a precarious pursuit. Opposition to the political 

situation of Canada's Indigenous peoples is nevertheless, an 

important aspect of the novel . 
Laura E. Donaldson couches her discussion of the 
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subversive nature of Green Grass, Runnincr Water in terms of 

intertextuality present in the novel, which is largely 

inseparable from its humour. The begiming of her essay 

briefly traces some developments in the understanding of 

intertextuality. Donaldson notes the literal meaning, 

"between textness," and sumarizes Julia KristevaOs initial 

argument that it "describes the transposition of one sign 

system into another in order to exchange or to alter it: a 

gesture implying the displacement of the earlier system by 

the later and the condensation of the later system ont0 the 

earlier" (Donaldson, 28). She then goes on to express both 

her own and Pierre Bourdieu's concerns that Kristeva's 

definition is limiting in that it appears to make the meaning 

of a work solely dependent upon "the dialogic space of textsw 

or its relationship to one or more other works (Donaldson, 

28). This definition dismisses too readily the interna1 

dynamic existing within a texts themselves. It is necessary 

to consider both what a novel has to contribute to a dialogue 

between texts and what the significance of the intertextual 

references becomes once they are established within the 

context of the new book. DonaldsonOs argument concerning 

Green Grass, Runnincr Water is that it is a resistant text 

because, "among other things, King attempts to displace and 

counteract the Christian transposition of aboriginal sign 

systems by rewriting one of its foundational narratives..." 

(Donaldson, 28). The importance of what King is doing when 

he rewrites the biblical stories as well as several major 

literary works of the European North American canon is also 

widely marked by other critics. 

Also pointedly marking the intertextuality in King's 



book i s  Sharon M -  Bailey. However, her  essay takes  a 

s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  t a ck  than Donaldsonts. Bailey i s  mainly 

concerned wi th  King's choice t o  mite t h i s  novel using a  

noticeably o r a l  s t y l e .  She argues t h a t  

t he  na r r a t i ve  s t r u c t u r e  of Green Grass, Runnincr W a t e r  
conspi re[s ]  t o  sublimate English/Canadian/Anglo-Anierican 
forms of t e x t u a l  authori ty . . . .  The multivocal d iscourse  
undermines the  au tho r i t y  assumed t o  be inherent  i n  t h e  
wr i t t en  (and os tens ib ly  s t a b l e )  t e x t ,  and t he  w r i t t e n  
t e x t  i s  forced i n t o  a  losing b a t t l e  t o  defend its t m t h  
value. (Bailey, 4 6 )  

The l a rge ly  d ia logic  na ture  of King's novel asserts t h e  

" super io r i ty  of the  more p l a s t i c  o r a l  s t o r y t e l l i n g  technique" 

and thus,  i n  p a r t ,  t h e  inherent  value of Native thought. 

Linda Lamont-Stewart examines Green Grass. Runninu Water 

alongside Timothy Findley 's  Not Wanted on the Vovaae - - y e t  

another t e x t  t o  which King makes reference - and focuses her  

discussion on how both authors t reat  gender. The t i t l e  of 

her  piece, "Androgyny as Resistance t o  Authoritarianism i n  

Two Postmodern Canadian Novels," summarizes t h e  t h r u s t  of her 

argument very succinct ly-  Lamont-Stewart does note King's 

success i n  subvert ing both "conventional notions of l i n e a r  

timert (Lamont-Stewart , 117 ) and European imperialism. 

Ultimately, however, she  holds t h a t  

The most c r u c i a l  binary opposition t h a t  both t e x t s  
undesmine, through t h e i r  employment of androgynous 
f igures ,  i s  t h e  b io log ica l  sema1 d i s t i n c t i o n  between 
male and female, and more s ign i f i can t ly ,  t h e  s o c i a l l y  
constructed d iv i s ion  of human beings and their 
appropriate  s t a t u s  and behaviour according t o  gender, 
both wi th in  systems of socia l ,  r e l ig ious  and p o l i t i c a l  
power and author i ty .  (Lamont-Stewart, 118) 

Lamont-Stewart does make some excel lent  points  i n  this 

a r t i c l e .  However, the  declara t ion  t h a t  gender s tereotypes  are 



the  most important conventionally held notions King 

challenges i n  h i s  novel is problematic because it does not 

adequately address the complexity of King's t e x t .  Throughout 

Green Grass, ~unnincr W a t e r ,  King u n d e d n e s  o r  unfixes a wide 

range of ideas which a r e  comonly thought t o  hold some 

measure of author i ty .  One of h i s  main concerns i s  the 

general  human tendency t o  de l ineate  d e f i n i t i v e  boundaries be 

they soc ia l ,  p o l i t i c a l  o r  otherwise. In  

an interview wi th  Jenni fer  Andrews K i n g  comments, 

. . . and t h e  border8 s not going anywhere and we keep 
construct ing new borders. A s  soon as  w e  g e t  r i d  of the  
o ld  ones we construct  new ones . The b i g  joke f o r  m e  
always w a s  -- and t h i s  i s  p r e t t y  w e l l  documented -- t h a t  
r i c h  black women get  along with r i c h  white women 
b e t t e r  than  they g e t  along with poor black women. 
So you have a l 1  these  borders t h a t  cu t  r i g h t  through 
race too. Race is not  a common denominator 
pa r t i cu l a r ly .  I n  some ways it is and i n  some ways it i s  
not .  You8ve got race, economics, s o c i a l  standing. A l 1  
these th ings  just  s o r t  of mix and match around. 
(Andrews, 163-4)  

When King bel ieves  t ha t  these  constructs  a r e  s o  p r o l i f i c  and 

the  re la t ionsh ip  between thexn so complex, t o  p r iv i l ege  one 

over t he  others  a s  Stewart does is, 1 think, a mistake. 

Later i n  the same interview, King a l s o  mentions t h a t  "1 think 

t h a t 8 s  one of t h e  t r i c k s  1 t r y  t o  accomplish, is t o  Say t h a t  

the re  i s  no l i n e  between what we can imagine and what w e  

understand or what we see.... 1 r e a l l y  am concerned about 

breaking the borders dom between r e a l i t y  and fantasyw 

(Andrews, 1 7 9 ) .  H i s  i n t e r e s t  i n  deconstruct ing borders moves 

beyond t h e  multi tude of soc iopo l i t i c a l  problems and i n t o  t he  

realm of the metaphysical. These concerns should again 

remind us t h a t  although King's novel contains a number of 

important statements which r e s i s t  and question t h e  author i ty  



of t h e  dominant cu l tu re ,  t o  def ine  the  book only i n  terms of 

i t s  success as a s e s i s t a n t  t e x t  is u l t imate ly  l imi t ing .  

Marlene Goldman's a r t i c l e ,  "Mapping and Dreaming: 

Native Resistance i n  Green Grass, Runnina Water," attempts t o  

address King's concerns regarding t he  constructed nature of 

borders. Goldman appears to  hold t h a t  King's subversion of 

t h e  assunied accuracy of conventional maps a s s e r t s  t he  

supe r io r i t y  of Native rnapping s t r a t e g i e s .  She looks c lose ïy  

at t h e  car tographic  symbolism present i n  t he  novel and argues 

t h a t  King's Native charac ters ,  mainly those  i n  t h e  younger 

generation,  tend t o  lose themselves when they attempt t o  

follow mapping s t r a t eg i e s  of t h e  dominant cu l tu re .  When 

guided o r ,  indeed, misguided, by Euro-Canadian ideologies,  

t h e i r  own senses of i den t i t y  become confused and l o s t .  

According t o  Goidman, King presents  a so lu t ion:  "Throughout 

t h e  novel, t h e  circle and the Sun Dance, i n  particular, are 

offered as a l t e rna t i ve s  t o  t h e  map .... i t s  goal l ies  i n  

furnishing pa r t i c ipan t s  with a map of t h e  universe i n  which 

t h e i r  loca t ion  i s  c l ea r l y  demarcated" (Goldman, 3 4 ) .  I n  

order t o  r e a s s e r t  t h e i r  i d e n t i t i e s ,  t h e  l o s t  charac ters  must 

take d i r e c t i o n  from Native cosmology. 

Also f o r  Goldman, King's cartographic symbolism, an 

indica tor  of t h e  European imper ia l i s t s '  p r ac t i c e  of forc ib ly ,  

both l i t e r a l l y  and f igura t ive ly ,  insc r ib ing  themselves onto a 

landscape, i s  inexorably l inked t o  Western f a i t h  i n  the  

author i ty  of t h e  wr i t t en  word. She a s s e r t s  t h a t  

I n  King's novel, wr i t ing  and mapping a re  complicitous 
a c t i v i t i e s  t h a t  often se rve  t o  secure a Western world 
view. Owing t o  the close re la t ionsh ip  h e  perceives 
between v i sua l  and wr i t t en  forms of cod i f i ca t ion ,  and 
t h e  role they have played i n  securing t h e  settler- 
invaders'  understanding of ' r e a l i t y , '  King's project  



a l s o  involves  subve r t i ng  a whole range  of  Western 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  s t r a t e g i e s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  map, t h e  
l i n e a r  n a r r a t i v e .  . t he  s t e r e o t y p e  and l i t e r a c y  i t s e l f .  
(Goldman, 2 0 )  

King's t e x t  i s  r e s i s t a n t  because it s u b v e r t s  Western worLd- 

views and r e v a l i d a t e s  Native ones .  Again, it i s  n o t  

n e c e s s a r i l y  i n c o r r e c t  t o  corne t o  t h e s e  k inds  of  conclus ions .  

Goldmanfs p i e c e  is  s o l i d  and obvious ly  w e l l  researched.  She 

does,  however, set up a s t rong  Nat ive  v e r s u s  non-Native 

b i n a r y  oppos i t e  which s h e  does n o t  t r o u b l e  i n  t h e  same way 

t h a t  King u l t i m a t e l y  p rob lemat izes  h i s  text  . 
D a r r e l l ,  Jesse Peters is  adamant about  t h e  importance of 

t h i s  b i n a r y  i n  King's work. H e  writes e loquen t ly  of King's 

" r e q u i r [ i n g ]  readers  t o  cons ide r  and r econs ide r  bo th  

themselves and t h e  o t h e r  ' " (Peters, 67 ) , "at times 

aggres s lve ly . . .  r e j e c t i i n g ]  t h e  prescribed r o l e s  f o r  ' t h e  

Ind ian ' "  ( P e t e r s ,  67), and " r e a r t i c u l a t i n g  i d e n t i t y M  ( P e t e r s ,  

7 0 ) ,  a l1  of which a r e ,  of cou r se ,  very important  a s p e c t s  of 

Green Grass, Runnina W a t e r .  N e a r  t h e  beginning of h i s  essay,  

Peters r e f u t e s  sone s t a t e n e n t s  Pe rcy  Walton makes r ega rd ing  

King's f i r s t  novel,  Medicine R i v e r .  H e  ha s  d i f f i c u l t y  wi th  

h e r  s ta tement  t h a t  t h e  book "avoids p o s i t i n g  a new c e n t r e ,  a 

c e n t r e  which would n e c e s s i t a t e  t he  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of new 

margins" (Walton, 79) .  H e  responds by saying:  

Even i f  King is n o t  naking a s ta tement  of c u l t u r a l  
s u p e r i o r i t y  by p l a c i n g  Nat ive  c u l t u r e s  i n  oppos i t i on  t o  
t h e  dominant ' o t h e r ,  ' which 1 believe he does t o  a 
c e r t a i n  e x t e n t ,  perhaps c o n s t m c t i n g  t h e  new margins 
Walton den ies ,  he i s  c e r t a i n l y  and unavoidably p l a c i n g  
Nat ive  c u l t u r e s  i n  oppos i t i on  t o  t h e i r  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  a s  
' o t h e r  ' by the  dominant c u l t u r e .  . . . W i t h  any p o l i t i c a l l y  
charged d i scourse ,  t h e r e  i s  i n h e r e n t  oppos i t i on  
r e s u l t i n g  i n  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  of ' o the rnes s f  and t h e  
dynamics of a 'superiority/inferiority' r e l a t i o n s h i p .  
( P e t e r s ,  68)  
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1 bel ieve Peters i s  correc t  i n  challenging Waltonrs 

i n t e rp r e t a t i on  of t h e  f i c t i o n a l  world King c rea tes .  It i s  

clear t h a t  t h e  margins o r  borders  have not  disappeared. 

However, Petersfs r e fu t a t i on  sets up a f a l s e  dichotomy. 

E i t he r  King succeeds i n  removing a l 1  t h e  boundaries o r  he i s  

trapped within an inescapable binary opposition. Other 

cri t ics have corne up with a l t e r n a t i v e  answers. 

Although not d i r e c t l y  responding t o  Peters ,  Donaldson 

a s s e r t s  t h a t  "King uses the  i n t e r t e x t u a l  process i n  a more 

gen t l e  and generous way: it ne i the r  subjugates no t  

o b l i t e r a t e s  but,  r a t h e r ,  parodies and resists t h e  way 

dominant Chr is t ian  s t o r i e s  have too  of ten  been usedw 

(Donaldson, 34).  She does n o t  agree t h a t  King is as openly 

confrontat ional  as Peters  appears t o  suggest. Bailey 

concurs, noting t h a t  "Rather than  ser iously present ing Indian 

and Anglo-American cul tures  as i r reconci lably  d i f f e r e n t ,  t h e  

novel portrays c u l t u r a l  d i f fe rences  as usual ly t h e  r e s u l t  of 

a r t i f i c i a l l y  ùnposed expectations" (Bailey, 45) .  She also 

makes another important point  when she says, 

even though t h e  Native oral t ex t ,  recreated by t he  
dialoguel ike nar ra t ive  s t ruc tu r e ,  e f f ec t i ve ly  undermines 
t h e  au thor i ty  of the w r i t t e n  t ex t s ,  it is unable t o  
assume fo r  itself t h a t  au thor i ty .  The same forces  t h a t  
a re  set to work u n d e d n i n g  the authori ty  of t h e  w r i t t e n  
works u l t imate ly  destroy t h e  authori ty  of t h e  o r a l  work 
as w e l l .  (Bai ley,  4 6 )  

Bailey complicates her o r i g i n a l  p i t t i n g  of o r a l  agains t  

wr i t ten  t e x t s  i n  a way t h a t  r e f l e c t s  t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  King i s  

t ry ing  t o  represent  i n  Green Grass. Runninu Water. She 

continues t h i s  argument l a t e r  by s t a t i ng  both t h a t  "although 

books and wr i t t en  t e x t s  a re  present  i n  the novel i n  con t r a s t  

t o  the o r a l  s tory ,  it i s  not pa tent  t h a t  the  wr i t t en  s t o r y  i s  



no t  s u b j e c t  t o  t h e  same 

novel  t r u l y  i n f l e x i b l e ,  

poss ib le"  (Ba i l ey ,  50 ) . 
Andrews, King speaks of  

10 

p l a s t i c i t y u  and t h a t  "were Melville's 

such  a read ing  [King's]  would n o t  be 

I n  h i s  i n t e rv i ew  w i t h  J e m i f e r  

how arduous a t a s k  it is t o  s t o p  

t h ink ing  i n  tems of  cons t ruc t ed  borders  even when one knows 

t h a t  t hey  ex is t .  H e  confesses ,  

The cal1 for  e q u a l i t y  j u s t  d e l i g h t s  m e  i n  some ways 
because what it means i s  t h a t  t hose  des igna t ions  w e r e  
c r e a t e d  fo r  advantage and no t  f o r  o u r s ,  and a s  soon as 
t h a t  advantage s h i f t s  then  the c o n s t r u c t  i t s e l f  needs t o  
be r e v i s i t e d .  B u t  of course,  now w e  ho ld  on t o  tha t  
c o n s t r u c t .  W e r r e  n o t  w i l l i n g  t o  le t  it go, even though 
1 understand t h a t  1 should t o  make the world a b e t t e r  
p lace . . , .  Those c o n s t r u c t s  are impor tant  because we've 
had t o  l i v e  w i th  t h e  negat ive  f o r  s o  long  t h a t  now t h a t  
t h e  p o s i t i v e  is  t h e r e ,  maybe t h e  w o r l d  w i l l  be a better 
place;  maybe one of  t h e s e  days t hose  c o n s t r u c t s  w i l l  be 
gone and human be ings  w i l l  j u s t  be human beings.  But 
I r m  a f r a i d  human be ings  being human be ings  is pretty 
sca ry  a l1  by i t se l f  (Andrews, 163)  

The t e n s i o n  created by s imul taneously  d e s i r i n g  t o  break down 

borders and t o  keep them is one of t h e  d r i v i n g  forces behind 

Green Grass, Runnina Water. 

Blanca Ches t e r ' s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  t h e  criticisrn a l s o  

o f f e r s  a way o u t  of  Petersr dichotomy. When s h e  looks  a t  

King's novel ,  s h e  sees, "King's apprehension ... of t h e o r y  as 

n a r r a t i v e ,  o r  as n a r r a t i v i z e d ,  a l s o  emphasizes t h e  

d i f f e r e n c e s  between Native and non-Native ways of  knowing t h e  

world. H e  b r i n g s  t o g e t h e r  Western theory  and Native t heo ry  

i n  a way t h a t  creates a d ia logue  between t h e  two" (Ches te r ,  

4 5 ) .  She recognizes ,  l i k e  P e t e r s ,  t h a t  t h e  Native and t h e  

non-Native are set up one a g a i n s t  t h e  o t h e r ,  b u t  c la ims  King 

does s o  i n  o r d e r  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  a conversa t ion  r a t h e r  t h a n  t o  

mark h i s  r e s i s t a n c e  w i th  resentment .  

A t  t h e  p o i n t  i n  h i s  i n t e rv i ew  wi th  King which touches  on 



11 

the novel's constant allusions, Peter Gzowski comments, "See, 

sometimes -- 1 want to read it al1 again, 'cause Ifm never 
sure I get al1 the resonance of the names, and I f m  not sure 

when youfre Coyote-ing me, you know, when yourre just 

twiggin' mew (Gzowski Interview, 67). Gzowski's comment is 

significant. In some ways, King is indeed Coyote-ing his 

readership. Lamont-Stewart maintains that King's rendition 

of the trickster figure differs from the traditional version 

in that "King's Coyote is not malicious, and in fact 

generally seems well intentioned; his impulsive actions, 

nevertheless, are capable of producing catastrophic results 

in the fonn of various natural disastersw (Lamont-Stewart, 

126). One of the aims of King's work, as has been echoed in 

various ways by a number of the critics, is the 

deconstruction of stereotypes about Natives and a reassertion 

of their cultural worth. A well-intentioned King sets out to 

break d o m  borders, but, by his own admission in his 

interview with Andrews, deconstructing borders without 

accidentally constructing others is a virtually impossible 

task. L i k e  Coyote and the Indians, however, King does not 

let this keep him from attempting to fix the world. 

A few of the critics mention Green Grass, Runnina 

Water's dialogic style, but Chester treats the subject most 

extensively. She argues that King's novel largely takes the 

fonn of conversations and "by playing on the 

interconnectedness of a wide range of stories, King shows how 

meaning is always process-driven and consentual -- how it is 
inherently dialogic" (Chester, 47). She also adds that "King 

creates a dialogue between different cultural stories" 

(Chester, 54). Although King uses, as Chester notes, such a 



v a r i e t y  of o t h e r  t e x t s  within t h i s  novel, t h e  time he spends 

conversing wi th  Herman Melvil le i s  s i g n i f i c a n t .  I n  speaking 

of King's connection t o  Findley, Lamont-Stewart d e c l a r e s  she 

"would argue t h a t  t h e  reference [ t o  Not Wanted on t h e  Vovase 

i n  Green G r a s s .  Runnina Water] i s  b e t t e r  r e a d  a s  l i n k i n g  t h e  

two novels i n  a common ideologica l  p ro jec t "  (Lamont-Stewart, 

116)  . 1 be l i eve  t h a t  King and Melvi l le  c a n  a l s o  be l inked i n  

a comon ideo log ica l  p ro jec t  based, among o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  on 

t h e i r  constant  ques t ion ing  of au thor i ty ,  t h e i r  a t tempts  t o  

h igh l igh t  t h e  i m b e c i l i t y  of racism and t h e i r  r e l e n t l e s s  

pu r su i t s  of t r u t h  d e s p i t e  knowledge t h a t  tha t  goal  i s  

inherent ly  e l u s i v e .  Melvil le and King are very obviously  

w r i t i n g  from very d i f f e r e n t  t h e  periods and c u l t u r a l  

contexts .  However, t h e  s ign i f i cance  of M e l v i l l e  i n  Green 

Grass, Runnina Water i s  too g r e a t  t o  ignore .  

Something which i s  immediately apparent  i n  King's book 

is t h e  sheer  volume of water contained w i t h i n  it. Rivers,  

puddles , oceans and r a i n s t o m s  abound, i n h a b i t i n g  almost  

every page of  t h e  t e x t .  What does a l 1  t h i s  mean? Coyote 

ponders t h e  same ques t ion  : "'IIrmnrmn, says Coyote. ' A l 1  

t h i s  f l o a t i n g  imagery must mean something8 . . . . 88nmarmi, says 

Coyote. ' A l 1  t h i s  w a t e r  imagery must mean something'" (GGRW, 

352). King drops a h i n t  near t h e  beginning of t h e  novel.  

When the four  Old Indians  a r e  about t o  begin t h e  s t o r y ,  they 

speak a r i t u a l  phrase i n  the Cherokee language w h i c h  King 

says i s  "pa r t  of  a t h i n g  c a l l e d  'going to the w a t e r " '  

(Andrews, 18 1) . H e  continues t o  explain  t h a t  

b a s i c a l l y  it i s  j u s t  a  r eques t  t o  know t he  f u t u r e  o r  t o  
be a b l e  t o  see p a r t  of what t h e  f u t u r e  has t o  o f f e r .  
I t r s  a device  f o r  t h e  reader i n  some ways t o  understand 
t h a t  something is going t o  happen, t h a t  these  guys 



a r e n ' t  t h e r e  j u s t  f o r  a l i t t l e  comic r e l i e f ,  as it w e r e ,  
t h a t  they ' re  a c tua l l y  about t o  r e s t r uc tu r e  the  world o r  
a t  least make an attempt a t  it. (Andrews, 181) 

King has chosen t o  invoke t h i s  d iv ina t ion  r i t u a l  a t  t h e  

beginning of t h e  t e l l i n g  of a s t o ry .  Every tirne he mentions 

a l ake  o r  a stream King is,  i n  a sense,  going back t o  t h e  

w a t e r .  H e  sub t ly  reminds readers  ( a s  he does more over t ly  

wi th  t h e  constant  r e t e l l i n g  of the n a r r a t o r r s  s t o ry )  t h a t  

s t o r i e s  a r e  f l u i d  and changeable and t h a t  they  are  always 

beginning again. 

It can be sa id  as w e l l  t h a t  a s i g n i f i c a n t  port ion of 

Herman Melvi l le ' s  work incorporates  water. I n  the  opening 

chapter  of Mobv-Dick he w r i t e s ,  

Whenever 1 f ind  myself growing grim about t h e  mouth; 
whenever it i s  a damp, d r i z z l y  Novenber i n  my soul. ... 1 
q u i e t l y  take  t o  t h e  ship. There is nothing su rp r i s ing  
i n  t h i s .  I f  they bu t  knew it, almost al1 men i n  t h e i r  
degree, some t h e  o r  other ,  che r i sh  very near the same 
fee l ings  toward t he  ocean wi th  me . . . .  Say you are i n  the 
country; i n  some high land of  lakes.  Take almost any 
path you please,  and ten  t o  one it c a r r i e s  you down t o  a 
da le ,  and leaves you there  by a pool i n  t h e  stream. 
There i s  rnagic i n  it. Let t h e  most absent-minded of men 
be plunged i n t o  h i s  deepest r eve r i e s  - stand t h a t  man on 
h i s  legs ,  set h i s  f e e t  a-going and he w i l l  lead you 
i n f a l l i b l y  lead you t o  water.... Y e s ,  a s  evesyone 
knows, meditation and water are wedded forever. . . .  Why 
d id  t h e  o ld  Persians  hold t h e  sea  holy? Why d id  t h e  
Greeks give it a separate  deity, and make him t h e  own 
brother  of Jove? Surely a l 1  t h i s  is no t  without 
meaning. And s t i l l  deeper t h e  meaning of t h a t  s t o r y  of 
Narcissus, who because he could not grasp t h e  tormenting 
mild image he s a w  i n  the  fountain,  plunged i n t o  it and 
was drowned. But t h a t  same image, we  ourselves  see i n  
al1 r i v e r s  and oceans. It i s  t he  image of the  
ungraspable phantom of l i f e ;  and t h i s  i s  t he  key t o  it 
a l l .  (Mobv-Dick, 12-13) 

Melvi l le ,  i n  a s t r i k i n g l y  similar a l b e i t  not an i d e n t i c a l  

way, i s  a l so  "going t o  t h e  water." The sea i s  the  s t u f f  of 
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mor ta l  ex is tence  and t h e  source of new b e g i ~ i n g s  ...- The 

w a t e r  i n  King's novel, among t h e  o t h e r  resonances, recalls 

Melv i l l e ' s  f a sc ina t ion  wi th  t h e  ocean. Such a comparison by 

i t s e l f  rnay appear i n s i g n i f i c a n t .  However, it does not  s t a n d  

alone.  Green Grass, Runnincr Water is  a novel t h a t  con ta ins  

many a l l u s i o n s  t o  a p le thora  of h i s t o r i c a l  and l i t e r a r y  

f i g u r e s  and events.  King, however, makes a r e l a t i v e l y  

s i g n i f i c a n t  number of re fe rences  t o  Melv i l le ' s  work, a cho ice  

which warrants explora t ion-  The a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  t h i s  novel  is 

p a r t i a l l y  a conversation wi th  Melv i l le  w i l l  no doubt i n s p i r e  

arguments t h a t  I am attexnpting t o  read King as p a r t  of a 

t r a d i t i o n  t o  which he does n o t  belong and the re fo re  by which 

he cannot be judged. 1 would respond by saying t h a t  King i s  

f u l l y  aware of t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  ernbedded i n  h i s  novel and 

t h a t  t h i s  may be another one of h i s  Coyote t r i c k s .  A s  

Chester  notes,  it i s  no acc ident  t h a t  t h e  major i ty  of t h i s  

novel  i s  i n  dialogue f o m .  King opens a dialogue knowing 

f u l l  w e l l  t h a t  everything which even tua l ly  cornes o u t  of t h e  

conversat ion rnay n o t  be p o s i t i v e ,  b u t  he a l s o  knows t h a t  i f  

people a r e  not  t a lk ing ,  c u l t u r a l  t ens ions  are much less 

l i k e l y  t o  d i s s i p a t e .  

Green Grass, Runninu Water i s  a r e s i s t a n t  t e x t .  mile 
it is v i t a l  t o  bear i n  mind t h e  complexit ies of dea l ing  w i t h  

King's work a s  such, Peters and o t h e r  cri t ics are c o r r e c t  

when they si te re s i s t ance  as being an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of t h e  

book. This novel i s  an e f f e c t i v e  r e s i s t a n t  t e x t  because King 

a s s e r t s  t h e  s t r eng th  of Native i d e n t i t i e s  and because he 

v i v i d l y  dep ic t s  numerous f a c e t s  of t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  which 

c u r r e n t l y  e x i s t s  between Native and non-Native c u l t u r e s  i n  

North America. I n  h i s  novel King creates a complex dialogue 
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between the two. 

Throughout the novel there  are three main focal  points  

of t h i s  conversation: Chr i s t i an i ty ,  The Hollywood Western 

and Melville. A l 1  three a r e  important, but 1 am most 

i n t e r e s t ed  i n  the  references t o  Melvil le because King 

v i r t u a l l y  demands t h a t  h i s  readers take no t ice  of them. To 

no o ther  author does King pay so much a t t en t ion .  W i l l i a m  

Defoe, Susanna Moodie, Pauline Johnson and James Fenimore 

Cooper are  a l 1  mentioned i n  the  novel, but none so 

pe r s i s t en t l y  a s  Melville. King invokes Mobv-Dick both 

d i r e c t l y  during Changing Woman's s t o r y  and again,  i nd i r ec t l y ,  

as p a r t  of E l i ' s .  H e  mentions "Bartleby t h e  Scrivener." King 

a l s o  names severa l  charac te r s  i n  h i s  novel after charac ters  

i n  "Benito Cereno," a  s h o r t  s t o ry  of Melvil le 's  which 

resonates s t rongly with Green Grass, Runnina W a t e r .  This 

kind of d i r e c t  and cons tant  a l l u s ion  t o  "Benito Cereno" 

charges t h e  narra t ive  wi th  the  sense t ha t  King i s  indeed 

engaging with Melvi l le 's  work. Given the  cons tant  and 

prominent nature of King's references t o  Melvi l le  i n  t h i s  

t e x t ,  1 find it odd t h a t  no c r i t i c  has chosen t o  explore the 

top ic .  Apart from a few notes i n  passing, no work has been 

done on t h e  re la t ionsh ip  between King and Melvil le.  1 intend 

t o  explore t h i s  r e la t ionsh ip .  



- Chapter 1 - 
"The importance of E l i f '  

Green Grass, Runnina W a t e r  i s ,  i n  p a r t ,  a dialogue 

between Native and non-Native cu l tu res -  The charac ter iza t ion  

of E l i  Stands Alone is  an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of the novel because 

he i s  an embodiment of t h i s  conversation,  E l i  was born on a 

rese rva t ion  near Blossom, Alberta ,  but l e f t  to pursue a 

un ivers i ty  education. H e  exce l s  a t  school  and becomes a 

professor  a t  the University of Toronto, H e  marries a white 

wornan. Eventually, he re tu rns  t o  the  reservat ion ,  takes up 

residence i n  h i s  motherOs o ld  cabin and begins a long l ega l  

b a t t l e  aga ins t  a Company bui ld ing  a dam which, i f  

opera t ional ,  would flood the  land on which h i s  home cur ren t ly  

s tands.  When King introduces E l i  i n t o  t h e  book, t h i s  

s t rugg le  i s  i n  i t s  t en th  year. E l i  i s  a complex charac ter  

who does not  e n t i r e l y  f i t  i n  e i t h e r  t h e  Native world o r  t he  

non-Native world. E l i  i s  a minority i n  t h e  world outs ide h i s  

reservat ion ,  but when he r e tu rns  home, he does not  completely 

r e in t eg ra t e  i n t o  t he  comuni ty .  In t e n  years  back on the 

reservat ion  he has not  been t o  a Sun Dance and w e  rarely see 

him outs ide  of h i s  cabin u n t i l  t h e  end of t h e  novel 

approaches. 

Who i s  E l i ?  H e  himself is  searching f o r  t h e  answer t o  

t h i s  question throughout the  novel and, i f  he f inds  it, 

ne i the r  he nor King makes t h e  answer known, Other 

charac ters ,  both Native and nonoNative, are t r y ing  t o  

understand E l i  as w e l l .  By depict ing h i s  i n t e r ac t i ons  with 

these characters ,  King o f f e r s  readers a m u l t i p l i c i t y  of 

perspect ives .  I t  i s  important t o  think about these  multiple 

16 
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perspec t ives  cons ider ing  t h a t  E l i  i s  a f o c a l  po in t  i n  the  

c u l t u r a l  exchange. I n  t h i s  chap te r  1 w i l l  explore  the 

attexnpts Norma, S i f t o n ,  Karen and E l i  himself  rnake t o  t h i s  

end. The complexi t ies  of E l i r s  cha rac te r ,  l i k e  t h e  

complexi t ies  of t h e  dialogue between Nat ive and non-Native 

c u l t u r e s ,  a r e  very d i f f i c u l t  t o  grasp. E l i  is c e n t r a l  t o  t h e  

i d e a  of Green G r a s s ,  Runninff Water as a conversa t ion  between 

c u l t u r e s ,  a s  i s  Kingf s use of Melville i n  the t e x t .  Indeed, 

King a c t u a l l y  l i n k s  E l i  and Mobv-Dick d i r e c t l y  br ing ing  these  

two important  p i eces  of t h e  novel toge ther .  1 w i l l  conclude 

wi th  an exp lo ra t ion  of t h e  p a r a l l e l  King d r a w s  between Eli 

and Captain Ahab, which adds another  pe r spec t ive  t o  E l i r s  

c h a r a c t e r  and f u r t h e r  expla ins  h i s  importance t o  t h i s  t e x t .  

Norma o f f e r s  a unique perspec t ive  on h i s  cha rac te r .  

Because Norma has n o t  ventured ou t s ide  t h e  reserve, she  may 

seem l i k e  a quest ionable  choice of c h a r a c t e r  t o  explore  

dur ing  an examination of how t h e  movement of leav ing  and 

r e t u r n i n g  t o  t h e  reserva t ion  works i n  Green G r a s s ,  Runnina 

Water. She is  an important p a r t  of t h i s  d i scuss ion ,  however, 

because she espouses some very d e f i n i t e  views about t h e  

r e l a t i v e  value of ventures i n t o  t h e  o u t s i d e  world. L i t t l e  

good, she be l ieves ,  can corne of t h e m .  The way i n  which King 

chooses to presen t  Nomafs  i n s i s t e n t  op in ions  i s  important t o  

h i s  d i scuss ion  of t r u t h  i n  t h e  novel. 

Ear ly  on w e  realize t h a t  w e  cannot completely trust 

Normars outlook on t h e  circumstances involv ing  her extended 

farnily. When she is  d iscuss ing  L i o n e l r s  c u r r e n t  employrnent 

s i t u a t i o n  with  him, she po in t s  t o  h i s  sister La t i sha  as an 

example. Lionel  has some d i f f i c u l t i e s  w i t h  t h e  way Norma 

p a i n t s  L a t i s h a r s  supposed success: 



T o u r  sister is t h e  s m a r t  one i n  t h e  family,  t h a t r s  
f o r  s u r e  . " 

"What about  George Morningstar?  R e a l  smart  choice ,  
t h a t  one." . . . 

"Look a t  your sister. She makes h e r  own luck."  
"What about  George Morningstar?" 
"That r e s t a u r a n t  of h e r s  is going t o  make h e r  a 

r i c h  woman." 
"What about  George Morningstar?  H e  used t o  beat 

t h e  h e l l  o u t  of her ."  
" N i c e  t o  have a real Xndian r e s t a u r a n t  i n  town." 
"She sells hamburger. " 
"People come from a l1  o v e r  t h e  world t o  eat a t  t h e  

Dead Dog Café." 
"She sells hamburger and  tel ls  everyone t h a t  i t r s  

dog m e a t . "  
"Gemany, Japan,  Russ ia ,  I t a l y ,  B r a z i l ,  England, 

France,  Toronto. Everybody cornes t o  t h e  Dead D o g . "  
"The Blackfoot  d i d n l t  eat dog." 
"I t r s  f o r  t h e  t o u r i s t ~ . ~  
" In  t h e  o l d  days,  dogs guarded t h e  camp. They made 

s u r e  w e  w e r e  safe. " 

'ILatisha has  t ime t o  c o m e  o u t  t o  t h e  reserve and 
v i s i t  us, too .  Always h e l p s  w i t h  t h e  food f o r  t h e  Sun 
Dance. Helps o u t  w i t h  o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  too."  (GGRW, 56-7) 

The way t h e  conversa t ion  p rog res se s  he re  is important  because 

Norma simply does no t  respond t o  L i o n e l ' s  comments abou t  her  

n i e c e r s  un fo r tuna t e  cho ice  of husbands. By avoiding h i s  

remarks, s h e  i s  i n  a sense  s t r a t e g i c a l l y  c r e a t i n g  he r  own 

s t o r y  from s e l e c t i v e  details of L a t i s h a r s  l ife.  

Norma a p p l i e s  t h i s  method o f  c r e a t i v e  e d i t i n g  t o  o t h e r  

s i t u a t i o n s  as w e l l .  While c r i t i c i z i n g  E l i  o v e r  t h e  phone 

a f t e r  t h e i r  mother 's  dea th ,  Norma a l s o  says ,  r ega rd ing  t h e  

log cab in ,  "You w e r e  born t h e r e  b e f o r e  you went off and 

became whi tew (GGRW, 113 ) . Immediately f ol lowing E l i '  s 

recount ing  of  h i s  conversa t ion  w i t h  Norma, he recalls h i s  

mother b u i l d i n g  t h e  c a b i n  "log by log" whi le  he  and Norma 

looked on, be ing  t o o  l i t t l e  t o  o f  fer  any a s s i s t a n c e  ( G G R W ,  

113). Normars s t o r y ,  which c o n s t r u c t s  t h e  l o g  cab in  as E l i ' s  
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birthplace, appears to be historically incorrect. The effect 

of these almost blatant omissions and inaccuracies in Normafs 

narrative is a mounting suspicion that there might be 

significantly more detail involved in Elifs story than in the 

abridged version with which she initially presents us. As the 

novel progresses, we learn that Elifs life is much more 

complex than the story which depicts him as wanting to be a 

white man, leaving the reserve, and then returning to where 

he belongs as a result of attending a Sun Dance. 

Norma both constructs her inaccuracies and omissions 

intentionally and understands that others are aware of them. 

Lionel and Norma discuss why it was that Eli finally returned 

to the reservation to take up his post guarding the old 

family home- Initially, Norma professes that, "he8s still 

there. Coming to the Sun Dance is what did it. Straightened 

him right out and he came home" (GGRW, 62). Lionel remains 

unimpressed. He corrects her by saying, "He went back to 

Toronto. He went back to Toronto after the Sun Dance. He 

came home after Granny died. Thatfs al1 that happened. And 

he came home then because he had retired" (GGRW, 63). 

Whether Eli returned permanently to the reservation because 

he retired is also conjecture as far as we are concerned, 

because King chooses not to confirm or deny Lionel's 

assertion during the course of the novel. Nonnafs response to 

Lionelfs statpment regarding the events leading up to Elifs 

homecoming is an important one. She answers, "He came home, 

nephew. Thatfs the important part. He came home" (GGRW, 

63). Here Norma appears to feel that the reason Eli actually 

returned is inconsequential because what she finds most 

valuable about a story is the end result. 



When Norma embellishes a s tory  or omits seemingly 

s i gn i f i c an t  d e t a i l s ,  she does so because what i s  u l t ima te ly  

important about t h a t  s t o r y  i s  what t h e  l i s t e n e r  can t ake  away 

f rom it . Following E l i  ' s death,  Noma asks Lionel ,  " E l i  t e l l  

you why he came home?" (GGRW, 4 2 2 ) .  When Lionel r e p l i e s  by 

saying, " H e  was going t o .  But he never did," she  muses, 

"Jus t  a s  w e l l  .... Always b e s t  t o  f i gu re  those th ings  o u t  f o r  

yourself" (GGRW, 4 2 2 ) .  With t h i s  response Norma in t imates  

t h a t  Lionel needs t o  f i n d  h i s  own solu t ions  t o  t h e  quest ions 

surrounding E l i ' s  r e tu rn  t o  t h e  reservation.  Moreover, she 

suggests t h a t  t h e  answers Lionel discovers w i l l  be the  ones 

which w i l l  a i d  him most i n  h i s  own s t ruggle  t o  corne t o  tems 

with h i s  connections t o  both the  reservation and to  t h e  

outs ide world. Regardless of E l i ' s  f a t e ,  Lionel can l e a r n  

from h i s  s tory.  

King seems t o  focus h i s  examination of t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  

a r i s i n g  from atternpts t o  negot iate  t h e  space between Euro-  

Canadian and Native Canadian cu l tu res  on E l i .  The f i r s t  tirne 

we hear anything about E l i ,  it is frorn h i s  sister Norma 

during a conversation she is having with t h e i r  nephew. Norma 

is de f in i t e ly  forthcoming with her opinions regarding he r  

b ro the r r s  de s i r e s  t o  l i v e  and work i n  Toronto. She 

unreservedly informs Lionel,  

Your uncle went t o  univers i ty ,  jus t  l i k e  you. Only 
he graduated. With a Ph.D. . . . .Used t o  d r e s s  up, j u s t  
l i k e  you. You know, E l i  would pol i sh  h i s  shoes s o  you 
could see  t h e  sky when you looked down .... Your uncle 
wanted t o  be a  white man. J u s t  l i k e  you. (GGRW, 36) 

Norma equates such asp i ra t ions  w i t h  t h e  des i re  t o  completely 

assimilate  i n t o  white s o c i e t y  and her  a t t i t u d e  i s  apparent i n  

her r e l a t i on  of the inver ted  image of t he  sky r e f l e c t e d  on 
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t h e  su r face  of E l i f s  p a t e n t  l e a t h e r  shoes. This  image 

suggests  t h a t  i n  d ress ing  i n  a Euro-Canadian fash ion  E l i  i s  

attempting,  l i k e  t h e  whi te  men, t o  be i n  c o n t r o l  of 

everything - t o  have t h e  very sky a t  h i s  f e e t  as it w e r e .  

E l i  himself does no t  e n t e r  the  s t o r y  u n t i l  approximately 

a q u a r t e r  of t h e  way through t h e  book. When w e  f i r s t  m e e t  

him, he has been back from Toronto, l i v i n g  i n  h i s  mother8s 

cabin and waging, for  t h e  p a s t  t e n  years ,  a one man w a r  

a g a i n s t  those a t tempting t o  render t h e  Grand Baieen Dam 

operat ional .  H e  is involved i n  a conversat ion wi th  C l i f f o r d  

S i f t o n ,  t h e  only  agent from t h e  dam Company w e  a r e  introduced 

t o  i n  t h e  novel. This exchange e s t a b l i s h e s  E l i ' s  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  S i f t o n  by way of dep ic t ing  two encounters 

between t h e  two men; t h e  f i r s t ,  t en  years  ago, and t h e  

c u r r e n t ,  which rep resen t s  t h e  alrnost r i t u a l i s t i c  a s s o c i a t i o n  

they have shared a l 1  t h i s  time. S i f t o n  senses  during t h e i r  

f irst  meeting t h a t  E l i  might not  be agreeable  t o  h i s  mothe r f s  

house being destroyed a s  evidenced i n  t h e  fol lowing 

conversation: 

"Donft  know t h a t  1 want anyone t e a r i n g  t h i s  house 
down. ff 

"Construction starts i n  a month." 
"Maybe it w i l l , "  s a i d  E l i .  "And maybe itfll have 

t o  wait." (GGRW, 1 1 4 )  

S i f t o n  immediately of f e r s  h i s  hand along with t h e  assurance 

t h a t  t h i s  p r o j e c t  i s  "Nothing personalff (GGRW, 1 1 4 ) .  Thei r  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  has  apparent ly  been "nothing personal"  ever 

s ince.  S i f ton  has come no c l o s e r  t o  understanding E l i f s  

reasons f o r  r e f u s i n g  t o  move i n  a l 1  t h i s  time, lamenting t h a t  

"it would help i f  sometime you would t e l l  m e  whyfff when he 

should, i f  he had been paying a t t e n t i o n  t o  ten years  worth of 



morning c o f f e e  conversations,  a l r eady  know t h e  answer (GGRW, 

137) . Jane  F l i c k  s t a t e s  t h a t  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  S i r  C l i f  f o r d  

S i f t o n  w a s  an 

aggress ive  promoter of se t t lement  i n  t h e  W e s t  through 
t h e  Prair ie  W e s t  movement, and a champion of t h e  
settlers who displaced the  Native populat ion.  [ H e  was 
a l s o ]  Fede ra l  min i s t e r  of t h e  I n t e r i o r  and 
Super intendent  of Indian Aff airs i n  L a u r i e r f  s goverment  
from November 1896. (Fl ick,  148) 

King's S i f t o n  i s  meant t o  c a l 1  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  f i g u r e  t o  mind 

and perhaps t o  g ive  readers  a deeper understanding of t h e  

pre judices  t h e  charac te r  has . 
As  it s t a n d s ,  S i f ton  and E l i  spend a lot of t h e  

speaking, r a t h e r  than l i s t e n i n g  t o  one o t h e r .  I n d i c a t o r s  of 

t h e i r  i n a b i l i t y  t o  communicate abound i n  t h e  s e c t i o n s  of the  

novel where w e  see them together .  As  S i f t o n  makes h i s  way 

towards E l i ' s  cab in ,  t h e  f irst  t h e  readers  wi tness  a meeting 

between t h e s e  men, we  a r e  presented wi th  an i n t r i g u i n g  

exchange : 

E l i  could a l s o  see C l i f f o r d  S i f t o n  walking dom t h e  
streambed, and he waved t o  S i f t o n  and S i f t o n  waved back. 

"You want some cof fee?" E l i  shouted,  though he 
knew S i f t o n  c o u l d n f t  hear him above t h e  r u s h  of t h e  
water.  S i f t o n  r a i s e d  h i s  walking s t ick  and shouted 
back, b u t  E l i  c o u l d n f t  hear h h  e i t h e r .  ( R W ,  1 1 0 )  

This inaud ib le  conversation appears t o  r e f l e c t  t h e i r  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  - E l i  and C l i f f  are speaking t o  each  o t h e r ,  but 

n e i t h e r  man i s  a c t u a l l y  a b l e  t o  hear  t h e  o t h e r  one. A t  some 

poin ts ,  even though the re  a r e  no phys ica l  barriers t o  t h e i r  

conversation,  t h e y  continue t o  t a l k  p a s t  one another:  

f J I t fs  a beauty i s n f t  it?" s a i d  S i f t o n ,  s w i r l i n g  t h e  
remains of  t h e  co f fee  around i n  t h e  cup. 

"Yeu know, i f  your cabin faced w e s t ,  yourd have a 
g r e a t  view of  the  dam £rom your f r o n t  windowmff 

"View  i s  f i n e  a s  it i s  ." 



"It's n ice  i n  t h e  rnorning. S o r t  of whi te .  Like a 
s h e l l .  

"Reminds me of a t o i l e t , "  said E l i .  
"But t h e  evening i s  bes t  ,,. If (GGRW, 136) 

For  t h e  most p a r t ,  it seems t h a t  S i f t o n  i s  choosing not  t o  

pay a t t e n t i o n  t o  what E l i  i s  saying. King makes it very 

obvious t h a t  t h i s  problem i s  de t r imenta l  t o  t h e i r  a t tempts  at 

r e l a t i n g  on p o l i t i c a l  terms. When E l i  refers t o  t h e  dam as 

"your dam," S i f t o n  r e p l i e s ,  "Not my dam, E l i ,  And you know 

itw (GGRW, 111). When E l i  po in ts  o u t  t h a t  "None of t h e  

recommended sites was on Indian land," S i f ton  responds with,  

"1 j u s t  bu i ld  them, E l i ,  1 j u s t  bu i ld  them" (GGRW, 111). H e  

professes t h a t  "Thatg s the  beauty of dams. They don ' t  have 

p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  and they don ' t  have p o l i t i c s .  They s t o r e  

water ,  and they  create e l e c t r i c i t y .  Tha t ' s  itrg (GGRW, 111). 

S i f t o n  does n o t  be l ieve  t h a t  h i s  a c t i o n s  and h i s  complacency 

about t h e  p r o j e c t  have p o l i t i c a l  repercussions ,  and i n  o rde r  

t o  mainta in  t h i s  perception, he must evade o r  ignore  E l i ' s  

comments . Although King is by no means i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  

problems r e s u l t i n g  from miscommunication a r e  e n t i r e l y  t h e  

f a u l t  of Euro-Canadians -- t h e  theme of f a u l t y  communication 

runs  throughout t h i s  novel plaguing Native and non-Natives 

a l i k e  - I b e l i e v e  t h a t  he is  using E l i  and S i f t o n ' s  

r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  i f  only  p a r t i a l l y ,  t o  i l l umina te  t h e  tendency 

t o  ignore  the Native voice. 

King uses t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  direct us t o  two more 

important i s s u e s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  r e l evan t  to a d i scuss ion  of 

u n f i x i t y .  Another consequence of t h e  r e l a t i v e  impersona l i ty  

of S i f t o n ' s  and E l i ' s  d a i l y  r i t u a l  is t h a t  t h e i r  roles have 

become very def ined ,  S i f ton  complains, "You know you're 
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going t o  Say no, and 1 know you're going t o  s a y  no. H e l l ,  

t h e  whole damn world knows you8re going t o  Say no. Might as 

w e l l  p u t  it on t e l e v i s i o n "  (GGRW, 138), and t h e n  parodies 

t h e i r  d a i l y  exchange p lay ing  both r o l e s .  H e r e  S i f t o n  b r ings  

a presuppos i t ion  of E l i f s  s to ic i sm t o  t h e  hab i tua1  

conversat ion,  I n  response, " E l i  laughed and shook h i s  head. 

' T h a t r s  p r e t t y  good, C l i f f .  R e a l  soon now y o u f l l  be able t o  

do it a l1  by yourse l f .  You won't need me a t  a l lHf  (GGRW, 

1 4 1 ) -  The idea is amusing but it i s  a l s o  ve ry  t e l l i n g .  

S i f t o n  views t h i s  a s  a drama with  s o l i d l y  f i x e d  r o l e s  and by 

doing s o  he a l lows  no p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  change. Eli's comment 

is very poignant,  suggesting t h a t  the danger of a s s d n g  

r o l e s  and i d e n t i t i e s  a r e  f ixed  i s  t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l i t y  becomes 

removed from t h e  equation and r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between people 

and c u l t u r e s  become masses of assumptions one p a r t y  holds 

about another.  The p o t e n t i a l  f o r  u n f i x i t y ,  f l u i d i t y  and 

change a r e  t h e r e f o r e  l imi t ed  o r  negated. 

Also, i n  a conversat ion regarding t h e  r e l a t i v e  worth of 

t r e a t y  r i g h t s  S i f t o n  exclaims, " B e s i d e s ,  you guys a r e n r t  real 

Indians anyway. 1 mean, you d r i v e  cars, watch t e l e v i s i o n ,  go 

t o  hockey games, Look a t  you. You're a u n i v e r s i t y  

professor"  (GGRW, 141),  r a i s i n g  t h e  quest ion of a u t h e n t i c i t y .  

S i f t o n ' s  v i s i o n  of a 'real Indian8 i s  t h e  one favoured by t h e  

makers of Hollywood westerns l i k e  t h e  one which plays such a 

prevalent  r o l e  i n  t h i s  novel.  A t  t h e  same t ime,  however, he 

te l l s  E l i  t h a t  "You c a n r t  l i v e  i n  t h e  pas t .  My dam is p a r t  

of t h e  t w e n t i e t h  century. Your house i s  p a r t  of t h e  

nineteenth" (GGRW, 1 4 1 ) .  E l i ' s  choices  appear to  be very 

l imi ted .  H e  can  e i t h e r  f u l f i l l  t h e  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  n ine teenth  

century Native image and be a "proper" Indian who i s  



t echno log ica l ly  unversed, s t o i c  and unconununicative, or he 

c a n  "become p a r t  of t h e  twen t i e th  centuryrr and a s s i m i l a t e  t o  

Euro-Canadian c u l t u r e .  S i f t o n 8 s  i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  only t h i s  

h i s t o r i c a l l y  f ixed  image rep resen t s  what is Ind ian  i s  

obviously  problematic f o r  contemporary Natives. E l i ,  

however, re fuses  t o  choose one of t h e s e  polemical  op t ions .  

H i s  calm mannes and h i s  confidence i n  his own i d e n t i t y  are 

unwavering a s  he counters  S i f t o n r s  p o i n t s  a t  every  t u r n  and 

f i n a l l y  i n s i s t s ,  al though S i f t o n  s t i l l  does n o t  r e l e n t ,  t h a t  

" t h i s  is [ h i s ]  homew (GGRW, 1 4 2 ) .  A t  t h e  c l o s e  of t h i s  

scene, t h e  only time w e  a r e  witness t o  a conversat ion between 

t h e s e  two men i n  r e a l  time, C l i f  f heads back across the 

r i v e r ,  t u rns ,  and at tempts  t o  shout something t o  E l i .  

Appropriately,  " the  sound w a s  snatched up by t h e  wind and 

drowned i n  t h e  rushing w a t e r w  and E l i  says noth ing  i n  r e t u r n  

(GGRW, 143).1 Apparently it i s  no longer  worth the  e f f o r t ,  

and f o r  t h e  remainder of t h e  n a r r a t i v e  E l i  leaves S i f t o n  wi th  

mouth agape and t u r n s  h i s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  o ther ,  more important  

t h i n g s  . 
I n  t h i s  conversation,  E l i  is a long way from t h e  young 

man who l e f t  f o r  u n i v e r s i t y  s o  many years  be fo re  and 

d i f f e r e n t  £rom t h e  man who contacted h i s  family  s o  l i t t l e  

whi le  he was away t h a t  h i s  sister, apparent ly  o u t  of s p i t e ,  

did no t  c a l 1  him with news of h i s  motherrs  d e a t h  u n t i l  weeks 

af terwards .  During h i s  conversation with  S i f t o n ,  E l i  is 

presented a s  a man with  very s t rong  convic t ions ,  a man w i t h  a 

cause  from which he w i l l  not  back away. This i s  c e r t a i n l y  a 

d i f f e r e n t  r ep resen ta t ion  of h i s  cha rac te r  than  t h e  one we 

1 F l i c k  no tes  t h e  " i r o n i c  detai l"  t h a t  S i f t o n  88suffered f r o m  deafness 
t h r o u g h o u t  h i s  l i f e w  (Flick, 1 4 8 ) .  
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f i r s t  glean from Norma i n  conversation with Lionel  a t  t h e  

beginning of t h e  novel ,  and it i s  a l s o  d i f f e r e n t  from t h e  

cha rac te r  w e  see both when E l i  is alone and when he is  

looking back on p a r t i c u l a r  events i n  h i s  l i f e .  I n  t h e s e  

moments he does not  seem q u i t e  so s u r e  of himself .  Thus, 

King has created a cornplex, d y n d c  charac te r  who does not  

f i t  exac t ly  i n t o  e i t h e r  of  the  two poss ib le  r o l e s  prescr ibed  

f o r  him during Our f i r s t  encounters with him i n  the  

n a r r a t i v e ,  t h a t  of t h e  Indian who wants t o  be a white man, o r  

t h a t  of t h e  w i s e  man of few words, a l i ena ted  and unmovable. 

I n  t h e  t h i r d  s e c t i o n  of the  novel,  E l i  begins to r e l a t e  

t h e  s t o r y  of h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with  Karen. The poin ts  i n  t h e  

n a r r a t i v e  where we  see E l i  away from t h e  r e se rva t ion  are a l 1  

bound up i n  t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  The younger vers ion  of 

himself t h a t  E l i  recalls i s  someone who seems very w i l l i n g  t o  

accept  d i r e c t i o n ,  because he has, i n  cornparison t o  Karen a t  

h a s t ,  l i t t l e  himself . 
When E l i  f i r s t  m e e t s  Karen, she  begins t o  d i r e c t  h i s  

reading p r a c t i c e s  i n  a very over t  manner. E l i  remembers t h a t  

"Karen began lending him books. Some of them were 

i n t e r e s t i n g ,  H e  r a t h e r  l i k e d  the one about t h e  Hal i fax 

explosion ....Others w e r e  not  a s  i n t e r e s t i n g .  'These are 

about Indians ,  E i i .  You should read themu' (GGRW, 1 6 1 ) .  

Although Karen's concept of w h a t  a Native should be differs 

from S i f t o n f s  Hollywood v i s i o n  of what being Indian means, 

ber confidence t h a t  s h e  knows what Eli should be reading 

suggests  t h a t  she does indeed have a fixed image of what it 

means t o  be Indian.  H e r  use  of t h e  word ' shouldf  d i scounts  

t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  E l i  may have o t h e r  l i t e r a r y  preferences .  

I n  f a c t ,  she ignores  h i s  tastes a l toge thes .  E l i  remembers a 



t h e  when he 

. found a copy of Stephen Leacock's Arcadian 
Adventures of t he  Id le  Rich a t  a used-book s to r e .  

"You ought t o  read it," he t o l d  Karen, "It 's funny 
a s  he l l . "  

"A l i t t l e  on the l i g h t  s ide,"  Karen t o l d  him, 
" H e r e , "  and she gave him a t h i n  volume by Dorothy 
somebody. 'Imagist poetry '... (GGRW, 1 6 2 )  

And another when he 

t r ied  t o  h i n t  t h a t  he had no objec t ion  t o  a Western or  
another New Woman novel, and Karen would laugh and p u l l  
another book out  of h e r  bag. Magic. 

"You have t o  read t h i s  one, E l i .  I t 's about t h e  
Blackfoot . gr 

What amazed E l i  was t h a t  t h e r e  w e r e  so  many. 
(GGRW, 162 )  

She dismisses h i s  book se lec t ions  and continues wi th  her own 

agenda. Karen perpetually presents  E l i  with books which she  

bel ieves t h a t  w i l l  o r  should be of i n t e r e s t  t o  him because he 

i s  Native. When she suggests novels she says th ings  l i ke ,  

"This one is about a kind of mythic charac ter  who cornes o u t  

of t h e  ground. H e  f i g h t s  a bear. You'll  l i k e  t h a t "  (GGRW, 

1 6 2 ) .  She assumes he w i l l  enjoy things which are considered 

" t r ad i t i ona l l y  Nativew. 

I n  her  a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d ,  "Mapping and Dreaming: Native 

Resistance i n  Green Grass, Running Water," Marlene Goldman 

a s s e r t s  t h a t  

It is  no coincidence t h a t  a l 1  t h r ee  of t he  younger 
charac ters ,  namely, Lionel Red Dog, Alberta Frank, and 
Char l ie  Looking Bear l a ck  d i r ec t i on  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  and 
a r e  i n  d i r e  need of guidance and/or maps. A t  one po in t  
o r  another, a l 1  three  embark on road t r i p s  t h a t  go awry, 
Y e t  t h e  novel intimates t h a t  t h e i r  journeys w i l l  never 
assume a meaningful d i r ec t i on ,  so  long a s  they s t i c k  to 
t h e  man-made road and continue t o  r e l y  on non-Native 
d iscurs ive  maps. (Goldman, 2 7 )  



1 would argue t h a t  the younger E l i  has a somewhat similar 

problem. H e  is  l o s t  because he has chosen t o  followed the  

d iscurs ive  map Karen o f f e r s  i n  the  t h e  form of her  reading 

l is ts .  H e  becomes extremely uncomfortable when he brings 

Karen home f o r  the  Sun Dance and t h i s  discomfort i s  

exemplified by the  way E l i  and Karen t r a v e l  back t o  t he  

Blossom reservat ion .  Karen's f a the r  lends them h i s  ca r ,  a D e  

Sotoz, which works wonderfully w e l l  u n t i l ,  approaching t h e  

reserve, t he  paved highways give way t o  more mutable grave1 

roads,  The car, so s u i t e d  f o r  well-maintained and de f in i t i ve  

roadways, then  becomes l e s s  of an asset and more of an 

encumbrance. As Goldman argues regarding Lionel,  Alberta and 

Char l ie ' s  journeys, t h e  younger E l i ' s  search f o r  i d e n t i t y  

cannot move forward u n t i l  he seeks guidance from Native as 

w e l l  as Euro-Canadian cu l tu r e ,  Not doing so i s  po ten t ia l ly  

very damaging, 

Although a l a rge  number of the  reading se lec t ions  she 

presents  E l i  wi th cen t r e  around indigenous cu l tu r e ,  they do 

not  - r e c a l l  t h e  imagist  poetry - a l 1  follow t h a t  vein. 

Karen is t r y i n g  t o  be he lpful  by d i r ec t i ng  E l i r s  reading and 

most l i k e l y  be l ieves  t h a t  she i s  progressive because she i s  

ab le  t o  provide E l i  w i th  such an extensive annotated list of 

books, but  something is c l ea r ly  amiss. King appears to 

i n t en t i ona l ly  present  her  suggestions as a more subt le  

expression of S i f t o n r s  idea of a f ixed Native iden t i ty .  I n  a 

very t e l l i n g  statement regarding Karen and E l i ' s  r e l a t ionsh ip  

t h e  narra tor  allows t h a t  "Karen l iked t h e  idea  t h a t  Eli was 

2 ~ l i c k  notes that the De Soto "is named fox an explorer, Bernando De 
Soto (1500-1542) ,  Spanish Conquistador, with Pizarro in Peru. [He] 
moved through Florida, Georgia, the Carolinas, Tennessee and Oklahoma, 
wreaking cultural havoc. ( F l i c k ,  158 ) 



Indian,  and she forgave him, she said, his pedestr ian taste 

i n  reading" (GGRW, 163). Grammatically of course,  it is 

E l i  ' s "pedestr ian t a s t e  i n  readingfr t h a t  Karen forgives E l i .  

The sentence,  however, i s  constructed i n  an i n t e r e s t i n g  

fashion.  Because the  phrase which r e l ays  Karen's 

apprec ia t ion  of Elifs ' Indiannessf cornes d i r e c t l y  before t he  

one r e l a t i n g  her  forgiving, the  f i r s t  p a r t  of t h e  sentence 

reads a s  i f  Karen were forgiving E l i  f o r  being an Indian. 

King ' s word order  encapsulates E l i  ' s e a r l y  re la t ionsh ip  with 

Karen w e l l  because it revea l s  t he  underlying negative 

repercussions of Karen's d i r ec t i on ,  

To Karen's various suggestions regarding h i s  reading 

mate r i a l ,  E l i  simply r e p l i e s ,  "OkayW (GGRW, 161).  H e  i s  

overwhelmed by Karen, and King draws Our a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h i s  

when the nar ra to r  notes t h a t  E l i  "was not  prepared f o r  

[Karen's]  question" regarding h i s  taste i n  novels (GGRW, 

161). Throughout the passages which r e l a t e  E l i f s  preliminary 

encounters with Karen, E l i  demonstrates t h a t  he is  w i l l i ng  t o  

accept  her  ideas  regarding what c o n s t i t u t e s  valuable 

l i t e r a t u r e .  King a lso  shows us sorne moments of 

miscornmunication between Karen and E l i  which are s imi la r  i n  

f o m  t o  E l i f s  l a t e r  conversation wi th  Si f ton .  E l i  and Karen 

have t h e  following exchange a s  Karen attempts t o  discern t h e  

reason behind E l i f s  unwillingness t o  r e tu rn  with her t o  t h e  

Sun Dance: 

T o u  ' re probably jus t  nervous, ~ l i ,  " Karen had 
sa id .  

"That's not it." 
"And 1 understand," 
"That's not it. 
"What you should do i s  go o u t  t he r e  by yourself .  

Then, once youfre  comfortable about going home and 
you f r e  not  embarrassed anymore ...." (GGRW, 286) 



While Eii is not necessarily completely overwhehed or 

passive here, Karen does create the reason for Eli8s 

reluctance without waiting for an answer he might give her. 

Eli also does not pursue correcting her. Conversely, in 

Sifton's conversation with Eïi, Sifton has been given the 

answer to his question although he does not choose to hear 

it. In both cases, someone from the world outside the 

reservation is not listening to Eli. 

The relationships between Karen and Eli and between 

Sifton and Eli, however, also differ in important ways. Eli 

himself is different. Early in his relationship with Karen 

he is a young university student, while during his 

relationship with Sifton he is considerably older and has 

matured and gained confidence in himself through a lifetime 

of experiences. More significantly, though, when Eli is with 

Karen he is off the reservation, but when he is with Sifton 

he is on reserve and Sifton is the one who must corne in frorn 

the outside. In the latter relationship Eli is able to 

debate while in the forrner he appears to choose not to. Of 

course this difference is partially due to the fact that 

Karen's behaviour raises contended political issues in a very 

indirect and subtle way compared to Sifton's frank discussion 

of the issues, With Karen, there is nothing out in the open 

with which Eli can argue. 

Initially, King appears to present Eli as someone who 

has corne to terms with his identity. After reading only the 

first section recounting Eli8s and Karen's relationship, it 

is entirely possible to accept Noma's version of Eli as 

correct: a directionless man who leaves the reservation in 

search of his identity and only finds it upon returning home. 
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In  h i s  conversations wi th  S i f t on  he i s  s o l i d l y  su r e  of 

himself ,  while  i n  those  he has w i th  Karen, he appears much 

less so. The process, however, i s  much more complicated, and 

King cons t ruc t s  it i n  an extremely i n t r i gu ing  fashion. We 

f i r s t  encounter E l i  as a calm, conf ident ,  y e t  unre lent ing  

a c t i v i s t .  The next image of E l i  w e  see i s  t h a t  of an 

apparent ly ovemhelmed much younger m a n .  When t h e  two images 

are juxtaposed l i k e  t h i s  they i n v i t e  o r  tempt t h e  reader  t o  

f i l 1  the  in tervening time between t h e  purposeful,  p o l i t i c a l l y  

savvy o lde r  man and t h e  d i r e c t i o n l e s s  youth with a c l a s s i c  

coming of age s t o ry  culminating i n  a person who has a solid 

sense of h i s  own i d e n t i t y .  King, however, does not  al low 

t h i s  idea  t o  percola te  f o r  long as he  begins t o  develop t h e  

cornplexities of E l i ' s  charactex.  

The f i r s t  s t o r y l i n e  w e  might imagine E l i ' s  l i f e  t o  have 

followed, based on our  f i rs t  encounters with him, i s  a 

cons t ruc t ion  which cannot remain f ixed.  The na r ra t ion  slowly 

begins t o  revea l  t h a t  t h e  doubt surrounding h i s  i d e n t i t y ,  

which he has s t ruggled with a l 1  h i s  l i f e ,  s t i l l  l i nge r s  

unresolved. Questions l i k e ,  "Wha t  had E l i  become? What had 

he wanted t o  be?" a r e  prevalent  i n  h i s  more thoughtful  

moments (GGRW, 285) .  A l 1  of E l i ' s  questions and s t rugg les  

complicate h i s  charac ter  immensely, and a s  a complex 

charac ter  who is s t i l l  s t r i v i n g  and changing, he cannot be 

f ixed  i n  any s t e r eo typ i ca l  way. 

E l i  i s  a complex charac ter  because he cont inues t o  

s t rugg le  with a number of d i f f i c u l t  i ssues ,  bu t  t h e  rcle 

Thomas King cons t ruc ts  f o r  E l i  i n  the  novel i s  a l s o  a 

complicated one. E l i  has returned t o  the  reservat ion ,  but he 

s t i l l  appears la rge ly  i s o l a t e d  from the  people on t h e  



reserve. H e  has been l i v i n g  i n  h i s  mother's o l d  cabin f o r  

t e n  years,  y e t  Harley must reacquaint him wi th  community news 

a t  t he  Sun Dance. H e  is taking h i s  s tand a g a i n s t  the Grand 

Baleen Dam, bu t  he does so alone as h i s  surname c lever ly  

notes.  E l i  does not  involve the m e d i a ,  organize 

demonstrations o r  des t roy  the  dam company's property. He 

follows a l1  t h e  proper channels of t h e  Euro-Canadian justice 

system f o r  t h e  dura t ion  of h i s  f i g h t  although the re  are a 

plethora of a l t e r n a t i v e  t a c t i c s  t o  which he could r e so r t .  

E l i  i s  a man negot ia t ing  the  space between h i s  Native 

Canadian roo t s  and h i s  Euro-Canadian education and l i f e s t y l e  

outs ide  of t h e  reservat ion .  Some might argue t h a t  t h i s  type 

of search f o r  a hybrid i den t i t y  i s  standard f a r e  i n  t e x t s  

where charac te r s  a r e  s t rongly  connected t o  two separate  

cul tures .  King manages, however, t o  address t h e  s i gn i f i c an t  

s t ruggle  involved i n  attempting t o  incorporate  two c u l t u r a l  

i d e n t i t i e s  i n t o  a s i ng l e  existence while he remains 

moderately unconventional. It is important t h a t  King's 

por t rayal  of E l i  d i r e c t l y  draws our a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  

unremarkable nature of h i s  story. As E l i  ponders t h i s  

s i t u a t i o n  he considers  himself 

The Indian who couldnf t go home. 
It was a common enough theme i n  novels and movies. 
Indian leaves t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  world of the  reserve, 

goes t o  t h e  c i t y ,  and is destroyed. Indian  leaves 
the  t r a d i t i o n a l  world of the  reserve, is exposed t o  
white cu l t u r e ,  and becomes trapped between two worlds. 
Indian leaves t r a d i t i o n a l  world of the  reserve,  g e t s  an 
education, and i s  shunned by h i s  tribe. 

Indians.  Indians. Indians. 
Ten l i t t l e  Indians.  . . . 
The Indian who couldnf t  go home. (GGRW, 286-87) 

And E l i  c e r t a i n l y  has, thanks t o  Karen, read enough books 



about  Indians  t o  p lace  h i s  own d i f f i c u l t i e s  w i th in  a 

t r a d i t i o n .  I f  we  a r e  speaking about King's employment of 

u n f i x i t y  as a s p e c i f i c  r e s i s t a n c e  s t r a t e g y  i n  t h i s  novel ,  it 

i s  important a t  t h i s  p o i n t  t a  r e i t e r a t e  Barbara Harlow's 

explana t ion  t h a t  r e s i s t a n c e  l i t e r a t u r e  "calls a t t e n t i o n  t o  

i t s e l f ,  and t o  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  genera l ,  a s  a p o l i t i c a l  and a 

p o l i t i c i z e d  a c t i v i t y "  (Harlow, 28 ) . When E l i  conf lates h i s  

s t o r y  with those  i n  t h e  novels h e  has read,  he reminds us 

t h a t  he is  a l s o  a cha rac te r  i n  a f i c t i o n a l  tale.  I n  doing so ,  

he forces  u s  t o  examine the p o l i t i c a l  impl ica t ions  of  t h e  

l i t e r a r y  conventions cons t ruc ted  t o  t e l l  s t o r i e s  about Native 

Canadians and about the s o l e s  u s u a l l y  reserved f o r  Ind ians  i n  

l i t e r a t u r e .  

There i s  another important aspec t  t o  the role Elif s 

c h a r a c t e r  p l ays  i n  t h i s  novel. When S i f t o n  and E l i  are 

d i scuss ing  t h e  r e l a t i v e  aesthetic q u a l i t i e s  of the dam S i f t o n  

happens t o  remark, " I t f s  nice i n  t h e  morning. Sor t  of  white.  

Like a s h e l l w  (bEBW, 1 3 6 ) .  I n i t i a l l y  t h i s  comment may no t  

seem t o  be s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  any way but it becomes r e l e v a n t  

when coupled with  some f u r t h e r  d e t a i l s .  ~ u r i n g  t h e  same 

conversat ion between E l i  and S i f t o n ,  C l i f f  becomes f r u s t r a t e d  

w i t h  E l i r s  stubborn s t ance ,  and hu f f s ,  

Tou know, when 1 was i n  high school ,  1 read a 
s t o r y  about a guy j u s t  l i k e  you who d i d n 8 t  want t o  do 
anything t o  improve h i s  l i f e .  B e  just s a t  on a s t o o l  i n  
some da rk  room and sa id ,  '1 would prefer not t o . '  
T h a t f s  a l1  he said." (GGRW, 141-42) 

The conversation continues: 

" ' Bartleby t h e  Scr ivener  . ' " 
"What? " 
" 'Bart leby t h e  Scr ivener . '  One of Herman 

Melv i l le ' s  s h o r t  s to r i e s . "  
"1 guess. The poin t  i s  t h a t  t h i s  guy had los t  



touch with r e a l i t y .  And you know what happens t o  him a t  
t h e  end of t h e  s tory?" 

"It's f i c t i o n ,  C l i f f . "  
" H e  d i e s .  That 's  what happens. Suggest anything t o  

you? " 
" W e  al1 die, Cl i f f . "  (GGRW, 1 4 2 )  

It is somewhat i r o n i c  t h a t  S i f ton  connects E l i  and Bartleby 

because S i f ton  conceives of Bartleby as a man whose complete 

lack of ac t i ve  pa r t i c ipa t i on  eventual ly means t h e  death  of 

him3 . E l i  does appear withdrawn and i s o l a t e d  f r o m  h i s  

community, bu t  he has been ac t ive  and, a s  far as w e  

understand from t h e  novel, s ingular ly  focused on h i s  b a t t l e  

agains t  the  dam f o r  t en  years. Mobv-Dick i s  given more 

a t t en t i on  i n  Green Grass, Runnina W a t e r .  

The Grand Baïeen D a m  i s  c e n t r a l  p a r t  of  the novel and is 

of much c r i t i c a l  i n t e r e s t .  While those w h o  discuss Green 

Grass. Runnina Water may do so along c e r t a i n  thematic l i ne s ,  

the re  i s ,  a s  should be expected, some d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  i n  

in te rp re ta t ion .  Two c r i t i c s  are both sure  beyond argument 

t h a t  the  novel 's  dam represents two e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  non- 

f i c t i o n a l  dams; Herb Wylie favours the  Grand Coulee Dam on 

the  Columbia River (Wylie, 116)  and Florence S t r a t t on  the  

Great Whale p ro j ec t  i n  northern Quebec (S t r a t t on ,  9 3 ) .  

Oddly, ne i the r  one considers the Oldman River D a m  which w a s  

b u i l t  i n  the  area of southern Alberta  wherein the s t o r y  takes 

place. This dam shares  a s imi lar  h i s to ry  t o  King's c rea t ion  

as i t s  operations were held up by Native l and  claims f o r  t h e  

be t t e s  pa r t  of t h e  1980%. It is poss ib le  t h a t  King intends 

readers t o  connect h i s  c rea t ion  wi th  a number of d i f f e r e n t  

dams. In h i s  interview with Jenni fer  Andrews, he says ,  "1 
3 Comically, S i f t o n r s  interpretation of YBartleby the Scrivenerm is j u s t  
as suspect as h i s  interpretation of Eli. 
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always t r y  t o  f i g u r e  o u t  ways t o  make w h a t  1 do i n  f i c t i o n  

l e a n  i n  a number o f  d i f f e r e n t  d i r e c t i o n s  a t  t h e  same the . . . "  

( A n d r e w s ,  173 ) . While 1 would n o t  go so f ar as t o  Say the 

Grand Baleen is r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  a l 1  hydro electric 

p r o j e c t s ,  t h e  fact t h a t  it can be l inked  t o  m o r e  t h a n  one 

non - f i c t i ona l  dam is  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g .  

A number of cr i t ics  who touch  on t h e  subsequent  

d e s t r u c t i o n  of  t h e  dam and E l i  a l ong  wi th  it d i s c u s s  the 

e v e n t  a s  a r e w r i t i n g  of  Chr i s topher  Colunibus's s t o r y ;  

however, t h e r e  are o t h e r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s .  Though t h e y  

r e a d i l y  no t e  t h e  Columbus connect ion,  Fee and F l i c k  comment 

t h a t  " t h i s  novel  c l imaxes ,  f l u s h e d  o r  overf lows i n  an 

o u t b u r s t  of  s c a t o l o g i c a l  humour . . . as three used cars, t h e  

symbolic s h i t  of t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  technology,  over f low t h e  

to i le t"  (Fee and F l i c k ,  133).  Donaldson a l s o  mentions the  

Columbus connect ion.  She no tes  t h a t  '.the watery  parade  o f  

cars -- a Nissan, a P i n t o  and a Carmen GhiaEsic]  -- echoes 

t h i s  l i b e r a t o r y  movement s i n c e  t h e  f a i n t  r e c o l l e c t i o n s  of t h e  

Nina, t h e  P i n t o  and t h e  San ta  M a r i a  sugges t  a washing away of 

Columbus's c o l o n i a l  h e r i t a g e M  (Donaldson, 39-40).  However 

Donaldson pe rce ives  a second refexence  as w e l l .  She sees E l i  

a s  "a kind of  F i r s t  Nations Noah who rewrites t h e  bibl ical  

s t o r y  by blocking t h e  w a t e r  r a t h e r  than s a i l i n g  itm 

(Donaldson, 3 9 ) .  It i s  ext remely  p l a u s i b l e  t h a t  King 

designed t h i s  moment i n  t h e  t e x t  t o  r e sona t e  i n  a l 1  three of 

t h e s e  d i r e c t i o n s  a t  once. What 1 propose i s  an a d d i t i o n  t o  

the  l is t .  E s s e n t i a l i y ,  t h e  Grand Baleen Dam (again, the name 

is worthy of no t e )  is E l i ' s  g r e a t  white  w h a l e  and, as i s  

Ahab ' s f  ate, h i s  c a u s e  e v e n t u a l l y  des t roys  him. 

The meaning o f  the  whale i n  Pobv-Dick i s  a h o t l y  
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contested i s sue .  It has been argued t h a t  Ahab's l ev ia than  is 

an a l l e g o r i c a l  f i gu re  representing a l i s t  of things ranging 

from God t o  t h e  Devil. Although t he  scope of t h i s  chapter  

does not a l l o w  f o r  an extended discussion of Melvi l le ' s  novel 

and c r i t i c a l  i n t e rp r e t a t i ons  thereof ,  1 bel ieve  King's 

references t o  Mobv-Dick a r e  an important aspect  of Green 

Grass, Runnina Water. The great  white whale i s  a symbol w i t h  

such a wealth of poss ib le  meanings, an "evolution of  an 

image," t h a t  it f i t s  King's agenda pe r fec t ly  (Feidelson,  

6 7 2 ) .  F igura t ive ly  and l i t e r a l l y ,  it appears t o  funct ion 

within Melvi l le ' s  novel as a f l oa t i ng  s i g n i f i e r .  

Because t h e  meaning of the  whale is so  e lus ive ,  it is 

possible  t h a t  Ahab's search i s  i n  f a c t  one f o r  meaning i t s e l f  

- Moby-Dick s i g n i f i e s  s i gn i f i c a t i on  and Ahab's i s  a quest  f o r  

an absolute t m t h .  I f  t h e  whale is an evolving image, t o  

destroy t h e  whale i s  t o  f i x  the  meaning of it de f in i t i ve ly .  

Ahab's at tempt means h i s  own destruction.  

King cons i s t en t l y  attempts t o  demonstrate t h a t  absolute  

t r u t h  and d e f i n i t i v e  meaning cannot e x i s t  f o r  people i n  any 

pract icaf  way. When E l i  re turns  home, he begins h i s  f i g h t  

against  t h e  Grand Baleen dam almost limmediately and t h i s  

s t ruggle  becomes a veh ic le  f o r  h i s  attempt t o  f ind meaning i n  

h i s  l i f e ,  E l i  spends a g rea t  dea l  of t h e  alone i n  h i s  cabin 

thinking about the p a s t ,  examining h is  i d e n t i t y  i s s u e s  and 

t ry ing  t o  corne to tems with the  reason he is "the Indian who 

cou ldnf t  go home" (GGRW, 2 8 7 ) .  N e a r  the  end of t h e  novel, he 

begins t o  make progress as he ventures ou t  of h i s  c ab in  and 

begins t o  reconnect with h i s  community - deciding to a t tend  

and even p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  Sun Dance, for example, though 

before he can resolve these  i ssues ,  he is l o s t  i n  the flood. 



Like Ahab, 

f a l l s  jus t  
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E l i  cornes extremely c lose  t o  captur ing  meaning but 

sho r t  . 
would expect from King, however, Ahab's s t o r y  and 

E l i ' s  are not d i r e c t l y  equatable. Both men are dr iven t o  

destroy something they regard as an a t t ack  on their sense of 

s e l f ,  as something t h a t  represents  the  p o t e n t i a l  e r a su re  of 

t h e i r  place i n  t h e  cosmos and t h e i r  ques ts  become a search 

fo r  meaning. I n  both cases,  these  missions eventual ly  lead 

t o  their deaths,  but t he  s ignif icance of t h e  des t ruc t ion  they 

pursue d i f f e r s .  King is,  i n  a sense, p a r t i a l l y  using E l i  t o  

rewrite Melvi l le ' s  tragedy. While Ahab tries t o  k i l l  the 

whale and des t roy  t h e  f l u i d i t y  of t h e  symbol, E l i  i s  f igh t ing  

f o r  movement i n  opposit ion t o  f r i c t i o n  and stasis. The dam is 

disrupt ing the  na tu ra l  flow of t h e  r i ve r .  The w a t e r  is 

trapped o r  f ixed and t h i s  c rea tes  a  bui ld  up i n  t ens ion  which 

r e f l e c t s  t h e  t ens ion  created by fixed s tereotypes,  which King 

explores w i t h  t h e  re la t ionsh ip  between S i f t o n  and E l i  and 

w i t h  o ther  re la t ionsh ips  and encounters throughout t h e  novel. 

When t h e  dam breaks,  though he i s  l o s t ,  and although King 

obviously does not  attempt t o  say t h a t  t h i s  release of 

tension universa l ly  solves t h e  cu l t u r a l  tens ion between 

Native and Euro-Canadians, Eli has gained a vic tory .  The 

novel ends on a  pos i t i ve  note when the  women gather  t o  

rebuild the  cabin and Norma and Lionel express i n t en t i ons  t o  

continue E l i ' s  f i g h t ,  thus making h i s  previously i s o l a t e d  

e f f o r t  a  cornunaï one. Even though E l i ' s  e f f o r t  is  an 

attempt t o  f i x  o r  define himself, King r e l e n t l e s s l y  maintains 

t h a t  f i x i t y  cannot e x i s t  whether the  in ten t ions  of those  

attempting t o  f i x  things are  pos i t ive ly  o r  negat ively 

motivated . 



- Chapter 2 - 
"The R e l a t i v i t y  of Truth i n  King and Melvillew 

I n  comparing King's Green Grass, Runnina W a t e r  with 

M e l v i l l e r s  work, 1 have found t h a t  one of  t h e  major 

a f f i n i t i e s  which e x i s t  between t h e  two au thors  is t h e  s t a t u s  

they  each g ran t  ques t ions  regarding t h e  na tu re  of t r u t h .  I n  

t h i s  chapter  1 w i l l  d i scuss  some of t h e  ways King and 

Melv i l le  write about t h i s  e l u s i v e  s u b j e c t .  The r e l a t i o n s h i p  

between t r u t h  and stories is s i g n i f i c a n t  for both au thors ,  a s  

are quest ions  regard ing  the  human search  f o r  t r u t h .  Where do 

w e  look f o r  t r u t h ?  1s it poss ib le  t h a t  w e  w i l l  ever f i n d  i t ?  

Though t h e i r  i deas  on t h e  sub jec t  a r e  n o t  necessa r i ly  

i d e n t i c a l ,  both King and Melvil le appear t o  conceive of t r u t h  

i n  a s t r i k i n g l y  similar manner. The similarities are 

important t o  explore  given t h e  dia logue King opens with  

Melvi l le  i n  h i s  novel  and so 1 have dedica ted  t h i s  chapter  t o  

t h a t  end. 

Nei ther  au thor  bel ieves  it p o s s i b l e  t o  t a l k  about t r u t h  

i n  any d e f i n i t i v e  way. Throughout t h e  major i ty  of h i s  

f i c t i o n  Melv i l le  is  perpe tua l ly  using words and phrases  such 

as "perhaps", "what would seemn, "might bew, "no t  unl ikely" ,  

and "could be." The prevalence of t h e s e  q u a l i f i e r s  

cons tan t ly  reminds readers  t h a t  t h e  v e r s i o n  of t h e  s t o r y  t h e  

n a r r a t o r  is r e l a t i n g  t o  them may no t  n e c e s s a r i l y  be true. 

King a l s o  r e f u s e s  t o  allow readers  any d e f i n i t i v e  sense of 

t r u t h  of which they  can grab hold. There i s  a l i n e  i n  Green 

G r a s s .  Runnina Water which succ inc t ly  cap tu res  one of i t s  

main themes. The unnamed n a r r a t o r  says ,  "There are no 

t r u t h s . . . .  Only s t o r i e s f f  (GGRW, 391) .  According t o  King, it 
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would seem t h a t  absolute t r u t h  is an  imposs ib i l i ty .  However 

r e a d i l y  t h i s  phrase summarizes King's d iscuss ion  of t r u t h  i n  

b i s  novel, r e l y ing  so le ly  upon it t o  e luc ida t e  King's views 

pe r t a in ing  t o  t r u t h  i n s ide  o r  ou t s i de  the  context  of the  

novel is  po ten t i a l ly  misleading and u l t ima te ly  reductive. 

Taken o u t  of context, King's n a r r a t o r r s  phrase has t h e  

p o t e n t i a l  t o  be misinterpreted a s  a polemical posi t ion 

seemingly advocating t h a t  s t o r i e s  e x i s t  i n s t e ad  of t r u th s .  

To Say t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no t r u t h  a t  a l1 is  akin  t o  saying t he r e  

i s  an absolute  t r u t h  and then proceeding t o  o u t l i n e  

d e f i n i t i v e l y  exact ly  what t h a t  is. In  e i t h e r  case an easy 

answer i s  given t o  deal  with d i f i i c u l t  quest ions,  and t h e  

s t r ugg l e  involved i n  grappling wi th  those quest ions - an 

a c t i v i t y  assoc ia ted  with cri t ical ,  i n t e l l i g e n t  thought - i s  

conspicuously avoided. The a s s e r t i on  t h a t  s t o r i e s  e x i s t  i n  

p lace  of t r u t h s  may not seem l i k e  an  erroneous one t o  make 

and it is ,  i n  f a c t ,  p a r t i a l l y  c o r r e c t .  The discernment of 

t r u t h  is a cornplex undertaking and t he r e  are many 

perspect ives  t o  consider when endeavouring to answer 

e x i s t e n t i a l  questions o r  recons t ruc t  h i s t o r i c a l  events. The 

s t o r i e s  people t e l l  o f t en  incorporate  both t h e i x  attempts t o  

grapple with fundamental queries about the  na tu re  of the  

cosmos and t o  present t h e i r  understanding of h is tory .  

Problems a r i s e ,  however, i f  the  search  f o r  t r u t h  is abandoned 

and every theory  - e x i s t e n t i a l  o r  h i s t o r i c a l ,  u n e x d n e d  o r  

not  - is  accepted as plausible .  1 do not be l i eve  King intends 

t o  advance such a posi t ion.  In  saying  t h a t  "There a r e  no 

truths. . . .Only s t o r i e s , "  King is not  denying t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

of some l a rge r ,  overarching concept of Truth although 1 

bel ieve  he would disagree s t rongly with anyone who f e l t  s /he  
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could def ine t h a t  t ~ t h  beyond t h e  quest ion of a doubt. 

Because of her relevance t o  a conversation about t r u t h  

i n  t h i s  novel, a brief r e tu rn  t o  the  discussion of Norma 

Stands Alone from the  previous chapter i s  warranted a t  t he  

moment. Noma is c rea t i ve  when it comes t o  na r ra t ing  t h e  

l i v e s  of her family m e m b e r s .  When she g ives  us t h e  reason 

f o r  E l i f s  r e t u rn  t o  t h e  rese rva t ion  and Lionel  exasperatedly 

debunks it, two things happen which are  worthy of note.  

F i r s t ,  although Lionel c e r t a i n l y  appears t o  f e e l  t h a t  h i s  

account of why E l i  re turned is f ac tua l l y  based, h i s  so lu t ion  

t o  t h e  mystery of E l i f  s home-coming is n e i t h e r  confirmed o r  

denied within t he  context  of t h e  novel. King never d i r e c t l y  

answers t h a t  question a t  a l l ,  H e  does not  give Lionel 's  

explanation any more au thor i ty  than he does Nonna's, thus  

highl ight ing t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  involved i n  discerning t r u t h .  

Secondly, of equal o r  perhaps more importance is Normars 

response t o  e ion el's rebuff .  To reiterate, she p a t i e n t l y  

states, "He came home nephew. That 's  the  important p a r t .  H e  

came home" (GGRW, 6 3 ) .  When Noma says t h i s  she lets us  know 

t h a t  she i s  completely aware of what she i s  doing wi th  her 

s t o r i e s .  She understands t h a t  she i s  f ab r i ca t i ng  both 

motivation and d e t a i l  t o  s u i t  her  own purposes whereas Lionel 

is  convinced of h is  own asse r t ion .  

King's choice t o  make her aware is a s i g n i f i c a n t  one. 

L a t e r  i n  the  novel when Noma asks Lionel, " E l i  t e l l  you why 

he came home?" it becomes apparent t h a t  she  bel ieves t b e r e  i s  

a real answer t o  t h i s  quest ion although she cannot access  it. 

Lionel ' s answer and her own are equally conjecture,  and t o  

complicate matters f u r t he r ,  E l i  himself appears unsure about 

h i s  reasons a t  some poin ts .  We discover t h a t  E l i  i n i t i a l l y  



comes home when he learns  of h i s  motherfs  death,  but  h i s  

choice t o  remain i s  d e f i n i t e l y  less clear, a s  t h e  following 

exchange between E l i  and Norma demonstrates: 

"Donrt have t o  s t a y  home i f  you d o n 8 t  want t o , "  
s a i d  Norma. 

" I f m  no t  going t o  stay." 
"Probably d o n f t  have a l 1  t h e  fancy things here you 

have i n  Toronto." 
"1 j u s t  came back t o  see t h e  place." 
"Of course,  being as youf re  t h e  o l d e s t ,  you can 

s t a y  as long as you l i k e . "  
"Itf S. j u s t  a v i s i t .  
"Everybody should have a home." 
"Probably s t ay  a month o r  two." 
"Even o l d  fools .  
Looking back, E l i  could see t h a t  he had never made 

a conscious decision t o  stay.  And looking back, he knew 
it was t h e  only decis ion he could have m a d e .  
(GGRW, 262-3)  

Even though King later implies  t h a t  E ï i  has an answer 

regarding why he returned home, when Lionel makes a d i r e c t  

query he r e p l i e s ,  "Canft j u s t  t e l l  you t h a t  s t r a i g h t  out.  

Wouldnft m a k e  any sense. Wouldnft be rnuch of a story" (GGRW, 

361 )  . Near the  end of the  novel, Norma asks Lionel  about 

t h i s  conversation. She continues t o  search f o r  t h e  t r u t h  

about E l i r s  home-coming desp i t e  having manufactured ber own 

answer t o  the  query. Also, E l i f s  comment immediately above 

suggests t h a t  work i s  an indispensable p a r t  of d e t e d n i n g  

t r u t h .  Both of these  pos i t ions  suggest t h a t  what i s  

important about t r u t h  i s  not  whether it can a c t u a l l y  be found 

and delineated,  bu t  the  search  i t s e l f .  A s  Norma prudently 

counsels,  it is  "Always b e s t  t o  f igure those t h i n g s  out  f o r  

yourse l fw (GGRW, 4 2 2 ) .  The quest f o r  t r u t h  and meaning is an 

i n t e g r a l  p a r t  of t he  human experience and thus it i s  not 

enough t o  accept t he  product of someone else s search.  The 

s t rugg le  with these  questions must be undertaken ind iv idua l ly  



because they a r e  the  bas i s  of i n t e l l ec tua l  dynamism and 

v i t a l i t y  . 
Another noteworthy implication of E l i 8 s  response t o  

Lionel8s  query i s  t h a t  s t o r i e s  are a v i t a l l y  important par t  

of quests f o r  e i t h e r  Truth o r  t ru ths  of any s o r t .  Stories  o r  

works of l i t e r a t u r e  may not provide determinate answers, but 

they ask per t inent  questions and f u e l  the search f o r  t ru th  o r  

meaning . So, perhaps another implication of t h e  statement , 
"There are no t r u t h s  . . . . Only s to r i e s ,  " as ide  f rom the  

assertion t h a t  s t o r i e s  e x i s t  instead of t m t h s ,  is t h a t  small 

fragments of truth res ide  inside s to r i e s .  This ce r ta in ly  

seems t o  be an idea with which Melville would agree. I n  an 

essay e n t i t l e d  "Hawthorne and H i s  Mosses" t h a t  he wri tes  i n  

p ra i se  of Nathaniel Hawthorne's shor t  s tory co l lec t ion ,  

Mosses From an O l d  Manse, Melville s ta tes :  

For i n  t h i s  world of l i e s ,  Truth i s  forced t o  f l y  l i k e  a 
scared white doe i n  the  woodlands; and only by cunning 
glimpses w i l l  she reveal  herself ,  as i n  Shakespeare and 
other masters of t h e  great Art of Tel l ing the  Truth, -- 
even though it be covertly and by snatches 
("Mosses, '' 2205). 

Truth does exist f o r  Melville, but it cannot e n t e r  i n t o  human 

understanding by any d i r e c t  means. Also, although he does 

imply t h a t  t h e r e  are others ,  the only name Melvil le  speci f ies  

here as a "master of t h e  great  A r t  of Tel l ing the Truthm i s  

Shakespeare, a writer of f i c t ion .  For both King and 

Melville, s t o r i e s  are of t h e  utmost importance and the ro le  

of f i c t i o n  i n  e lucidat ing t r u t h  i s  a topic t h a t  warrants much 

thought . 
I n  Green Grass. Runnina Water, King seems t o  be 

preoccupied with t h e  re la t ionship  between t r u t h  and s to r ies .  



The way he writes Norma's character is very much a 

manifestation of his discussion on the subject in this novel. 

Another major part of the book that deals with this 

relationship is the continual retelling of the unnamed 

narrator' s creation story. The tale is begun again and again 

in order to "get it right" (GGRW, 14) because "it's best not 

to make them [mistakes] with stories" (GGRW, 14). This 

emphasis on "get[ting] it rightm implies that there are 

correct and incorrect ways to tell the stosy. The narrator 

has a goal which he or she is working towards, but King is 

careful to let the reader know that the process of retelling 

this story, of attempting to tell it in a way which conveys 

truth or "how it happened," (GGRW 3 & 431) will continue 

indefinitely. The novel opens with the naxrator beginning to 

tell Coyote the story. Hidher closing line at the end of 

this fixst section is, "'That's true,' 1 says. 'And heregs 

how it happenedHg (GGRW, 3). The final line of the book 

echoes this piece of dialogue word for word and thus King 

leaves us almost exactly where we began. We are no closer to 

a complete version of this story than we were before reading 

the unnamed narratorg s f irst attempt . The story continues 

on, but that does not mean the portions of it King presents 

in this novel are in any way incomplete. The value of this 

story does not lie in its ending, but in the telling of it. 

Those readers who have engaged with King, however, have 

grappled with the difficult questions he poses and have 

learned much from that struggle. 

Fiction is important to King not only because he is a 

writer, but because he recognizes stories as indirect guides 

on a search for truth and the power they have as such. King 
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a l s o  seems t o  be l ieve  t h a t  t h e  dangers of  f i x i t y  are most 

imminent when people cons t ruc t ,  be l ieve  i n ,  and propagate or 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e  f a l s e  absolutes  a s  t r u t h .  1 have mentioned 

i n  my in t roduct ion  t h a t ,  i n  h i s  essay "Godzilla vs .  Post- 

Colonial" King refuses t o  accept  post-coloniaiisrn as an 

adequate de sc r ip to r  f o r  Native Canadian l i t e r a t u r e .  He f e e l s  

t h a t  t h e  t enn  homogenizes both  Native authors  and t h e i r  

t e x t s .  Moreover, such a focus tends t o  f i x  Native Canadians 

i n  t h e  r o l e  of vict ims of coloniza t ion  which is e n t i r e l y  

uncondusive t o  mounting any sort of opposi t ion.  An e f f e c t i v e  

r e s i s t a n c e  s t r a t egy  not  only exposes o r  raises awareness 

about oppression,  b u t  a l so  engages with t h e  h i s t o r y  of t h a t  

oppression and offers a l t e r n a t i v e s  f o r  t h e  fu tu re .  Green 

Grass,  Runnina Water is an example of t h i s  kind of 

r e s i s t ance .  It is not  a purely reac t ive  t e x t ,  but  one which 

provides i t s  audience with an explorat ion of Native Canadian 

sub j ec t s  who a r e  s t ruggl ing  i n  t h e i r  cu r r en t  s i t u a t i o n s  and 

a r e  not  a h i s t o r i c i z e d  o r  idea l ized .  A s  a number of c r i t i c s  

have a s t u t e l y  noted, one of t h e  elements which makes t h i s  

novel p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t rong is  King's a b i l i t y  t o  e f f e c t i v e l y  

t r a n s l a t e  aspects O£ Native o r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  i n t o  wr i t t en  

form. In  doing so, he a s s e r t s  t h e  inherent  value of those 

Native cu l t u r e s .  

Another way i n  which King a t t a i n s  t h i s  balance is 

through t h e  use  of humour. H e  employs a s i g n i f i c a n t  amount 

of humour i n  t h i s  novel which i s  a t  once good natured fun and 

sca th ing  satire. The s t o r i e s  of F i r s t  Woman, Changing Woman, 

Thought Woman and Old Wornan p lay  rnercilessly wi th  both 

b i b l i c a l  na r ra t ives  and secu la r  canonical l i t e r a r y  works. Of 

these ,  t h e  tale most d i r e c t l y  re levant  t o  my purposes i s  t h e  



unnamed nar ra to r ' s  s to ry  of Changing Woman's encounter with 

t h e  Pequod. When she boards t h e  sh ip ,  Changing Woman accepts 

Queequeg's name, as he i s  apparent ly  not on board, and Ahab 

at tempts  t o  e n l i s t  her i n  h i s  whale hunt. Despite s u f f i c i e n t  

evidence t o  t h e  contrary, once a lone  whale is  s ighted Ahab 

i n s i s t s  "It's Moby-Dick, - - .  t h e  g r e a t  white whalew (GGRW, 

197)- The o the rs ,  however, have questions:  

Begging your pardon, s a y s  one of the  c r e w .  But 
i s n ' t  t h a t  whale black? 

Throw t h a t  man overboard, says Ahab. 
Begging your pardon aga in ,  says another one of t he  

crew. But i s n ' t  t h a t  whale female? 
Throw t h a t  m a n  overboard, too,  says Ahab. . . . 
Moby-Jane! t h e  c r e w  y e l l s  The G r e a t  Black Whale! 
Throw everybody overboard, shouts Ahab. 
C a l 1  m e  Ishmael, says Ishmael, and al1 the  c r e w  

jumps i n t o  the  boats and rows away. 
This could be a problem, says Ahab. (GGRW, 197)  

Captain Ahab here,  l i k e  o t h e r  supposedly au thor i t a t ive  

f i g u r e s  i n  King's novel, is painted i n  a foo l i sh  l i g h t .  H i s  

overzealous, d i c t a t o r i a l  behaviour d ives t s  him of t h e  c r e w  he 

r equ i r e s  t o  successful ly  complete h i s  quest.  King has h i s  

reasons,  1 bel ieve,  f o r  such a por t raya l .  

On one l e v e l ,  transforming Ahab from a t r a g i c  t o  a comic 

f i g u r e  i s  a subversive t a c t i c .  Playing with the  c e n t r a l  

t e x t s  of a dominating cu l t u r e ,  as King does, can be an 

important component of r e s i s t ance  to domination, c u l t u r a l  o r  

otherwise.  Parody does p l ay  a r o l e  i n  undermining author i ty ,  

and adding previously disregarded perspectives t o  an accepted 

h i s t o r i c a l  nar ra t ive  is obviously important. These act ions,  

however, cannot necessar i ly  stand on t h e i r  own as e f f ec t i ve  

r e s i s t ance  s t r a t eg i e s .  King might Say, given h i s  s tance i n  

"Godzilla vs-  Post-colonial ,"  t h a t  i f  the re  i s  only parody, 
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then it is not really a resistant act. It is only a reaction 

to domination instead of an assertion of identity, Harlow 

explains that "[tlhe struggle [of the colonized subject] is 

one which engages the traditional past as well as the present 

circumçtances of western hegemony in order to determine 

future coordinates of social and political formations and 

strategic alliances" (Harlow, 20). Harlow writes of the 

necessity of engaging with current western hegemony, but her 

assertion is applicable to engagement with canonical western 

literature as well. In part, this is what King is doing with 

his intertextual references to Melville. I am suggesting 

that what King sees in Melville's work are a number of ideas 

which are very similar to some of his own. 

The unnamed narratorrs version of Mobv-Dick is amusing 

and its humour is intentionally subversive. However, as I 

have previously mentioned, the version of Ahab in Changing 

Woman's adventure is not the only incarnation of Melville's 

melancholy captain that occurs in the novel. King's parody is 

not straightforward and King is not unmindful that he himself 

is subject to the same scrutiny with which he demands others 

regard Melville, 1 would suggest that this brief reference 

to Melville's epic tale is a very deliberate 

misrepresentation of the novel. One possible reason for 

King's choice is that by reducing Mobv-Dick in the way he 

does and then subjecting it to such a degree of mockery, he 

turns the tables on centuries of misrepresentations of Native 

cultures. He effectively demonstrates what it is like to 

have some of the most important thoughts and ideas in one's 

culture reduced to a humorous anecdotal footnote in somebody 

else's story. King, however, also problematizes his own 



parody, One of the  exchanges between Coyote and t he  na r ra to r  

which appears i n  t h i s  sec t ion  is sparked by a d i s m p t i v e  

i n t e r j e c t i o n  of Coyote's in to  the s tory .  The conversation i s  

a s  follows: 

' M y  f avour i t e  month is Apxil, '  says  Coyote, 
'That ' s  n ice , '  1 says. 
'1 a l s o  l i k e  Ju ly , '  s ays  Coyote. 
'We can ' t  hea r  what's happening i f  you keep 

ta lk ing ,  ' 1 says . 
' 1 don' t c a r e  much for November, ' says Coyote. 
' Forget  November , ' 1 says  . ' Pay a t t en t i on .  ' 
(GGRW, 195)  

W e  then r e t u r n  immediately t o  t h e  na r r a to r ' s  s t o ry  wherein 

Ahab demands t h a t  Changing Woxnan "Pay a t t e n t i o n  .... Keep 

watching f o r  whales" (GGRW, 195)- The na r r a to r  and Ahab, who 

a t  f i r s t  glance i n  t h i s  version of t he  s t o r y  i s  character ized 

as  l i t t l e  more than a tyrannica l  foo l ,  are both using t he  

same discourse,  a poin t  King emphasizes wi th  t h e  inmediate 

juxtaposit ion.  The attempt t o  e x e r t  con t ro l  over o thers ,  t o  

d i r e c t  them i n  ways t h a t  s u i t  one 's  own agenda, i s  not  a 

phenomenon which is t h e  exclusive property of  dominant groups 

jus t  as what might be deemed a p o l i t i c a l l y  incor rec t  scenario 

i n  l i t e r a t u r e  is not always malevolent i n  nature.  King is 

having some fun  a t  t h e  expense of Mobv-Dick, but  the re  i s  a 

ser ious  examination going on a s  w e l l .  The connection King 

makes between E l i  and Ahab engages with Meïvi ï ïe 's  novel i n  a 

s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  way. 

There are other charac ters  i n  t h i s  novel t h a t  King plays 

with i n  the  same manner as he does the  vers ion  of Ahab i n  h i s  

unnamed na r r a to r ' s  recurr ing  c r ea t i on  s tory.  The pol ice  

Sergeant who i s  inves t iga t ing  t h e  apparent disappearance of 

the  four O l d  Indians from D r .  Hovaugh's psychia t r ic  hospi ta l  



is  an example o f  t h i s  kind of po r t r aya l ,  a cha rac te r  who 

belongs t o  t h e  novel ' s  ' realr thne and space. Sergeant Ben 

Cereno and h i s  o f f i c e s ,  Jimmy Delano, are re ferences  t o  

Melv i l l e r  s s h o r t  s to ry ,  "Benito Cereno" ( F l i c k ,  145-6) I n  

Green Grass, Runnina W a t e r ,  King's v e r s i o n  of  Melv i l le ' s  

Cereno is ,  l i k e  h i s  Ahab, a l s o  por t rayed as a f o o l i s h l y  

d i c t a t o r i a l  a u t h o r i t y  f igu re .  The Sergeant  expects  

d e f e r e n t i a l  behaviour from King's female inca rna t ion  of 

M e l v i l l e r s  mutinous s lave  leader ,  Babo, when he questions h e r  

regard ing  t h e  Indians '  disappearance. She, l i k e  Changing 

Woman, however, does not f u l l y  comply wi th  what she is 

expected t o  do. 

The r e f a t i o n s h i p  between t r u t h  and s t o r i e s  i s  an 

important  one f o r  Melvi l le  as well as King. Melvi l le  po in ts  

t o  Shakespeare, a w r i t e r  o f  plays, as a purveyor of truth, 

however i n d i r e c t  and fragmented t h a t  t r u t h  must necessar i ly  

appear. I n  a letter t o  Hawthorne regard ing  Mobv-Dick Melvi l le  

w r i t e s ,  

S h a l l  I send you a f i n  of the  'Whale8 by way of a 
specimen mouthful? The t a i l  is  not  y e t  cooked, though 
t h e  h e l l - f i r e  i n  which t h e  whole book i s  b ro i l ed  might 
n o t  unreasonably have cooked it ere t h i s .  This i s  t h e  
book's motto (the secret one), Ego non bap t i so  t o  i n  
nomine -- b u t  make o u t  t h e  rest yourself  . 
( " 2 9  June," 2218) 

It seems t h a t  Melv i l le  has a p layfu l  side as w e l l .  H e  leaves  

h i n t s  f o r  Hawthorne, but refuses t o  d i s c l o s e  t h e  meaning of 

t h e  novel.  Perhaps it i s  "Always b e s t  t o  f i g u r e  those th ings  

out  f o r  yourse l f"  (GGRW, 4 2 2 ) .  Melv i l le  does, of course, 

examine t h e  n a t u r e  of f i c t i o n  and i ts  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t ~ t h  

i n  more se r ious  ways a s  w e l l .  A t  t h i s  po in t  it i s  important 

t o  examine an ins t ance  where Melvil le treats t h i s  top ic  



because of t he  extent  t o  which King p icks  up h i s  discussion 

i n  Green Grass. Runnina W a t e r .  S ince King spends a 

s i g n i f i c a n t  amount of time with M e l v i l ï e r s  shor t  s tory 

"Benito Cereno," t h i s  t e x t  seems an a p t  one t o  discuss.  

I n  "Benito Cereno" Melvil le explores  some important 

quest ions re l a t ed  t o  t h i s  sub jec t  i n  a more p o l i t i c a l  and 

less metaphysical arena. Captain Delano must d e t e d n e  what 

has  happened aboard a sh ip  he comes upon by chance, and he 

must do so  by l i s t en ing  t o  accounts £rom the  v e s s e l f s  c r e w  

and by reading a s e r i e s  of s t range  c l u e s  which cont radic t  

those  accounts. The vesse l ' s  t a l e  i s  t o l d  i n i t i a l l y  when 

Delano boards her,  and then r e t o l d  p a r t i a l l y  i n  varying 

degrees of d e t a i l  throughout t h e  s t o ry .  Like  t h e  crea t ion  

s t o r y  i n  Kingr s novel, t h i s  t a l e  must be t o ld  t h e  and time 

again because t h e  l i s t e n e r  (Delano i n  Melville and Coyote i n  

King) has not ye t  f igured ou t  a so lu t i on  t o  h i s  pa r t i cu l a r  

conundrum. During the course of h i s  inves t iga t ion  Delano 

happens upon 

an aged s a i l o r  seated cross  legged near t h e  main 
hatchway. . . . H i s  hands w e r e  f u l l  of ropes which h e  w a s  
working i n t o  a large knot . . . .  Captain Delano crossed 
over t o  him, and stood i n  s i l e n c e  surveying the  knot; 
h i s  mind, by a not uncongenial t r an s i t i on ,  passing from 
i t s  own entanglements t o  t h a t  of t h e  hemp. For 
i n t r i c acy  such a h o t  he had never seen i n  an 
American ship, o r  indeed any o ther .  The o ld  man looked 
l i k e  an Egyptian p r i e s t ,  making gordian knots for  t h e  
temple of Ammon. ... A t  last ,  puzzled t o  comprehend t h e  
meaning of such a h o t ,  Captain Delano addressed t h e  
knotter:  -- 

'What a r e  you knot t ing t h e r e ,  my man?' 
'The h o t , '  was t h e  br ie f  reply, without looking 

UP- 
'So it se-; but  what i s  it f o r ? '  
'For someone else t o  undor ("Cereno," 2522) 

This passage is  an important comment on t h e  r e s t  of the 



s to ry .  It r e f l e c t s  the  f a c t  t h a t  Delano has ye t  t o  unravel 

t h e  r i d d l e  of Benito Cerenors mysterious ship.  Try as he 

might, Delano cannot look p a s t  h i s  own biases  and read the 

subtext  of the t a l e  with which he has been presented. 

Similar ly,  a number of t he  white charac ters  i n  Green Grass. 

Runnina Water, such as S i f ton ,  B i l l  Bursum and George 

Morningstar, cannot see f a r  enough beyond t h e i r  s t e reo typ ica l  

views of Native Canadians t o  develop any s i g n i f i c a n t  

understanding of them. The passage about t h e  kno t te r  and, 1 

would argue, King's constant attempts a t  debunkhg 

stereotypes,  are a l s o  of g r e a t  importance because of t h e  

l a r g e r  statement they make about t r u th .  

A s  readers, we  wade through Delano's puzzle alongside 

him, but w e  are a l s o  challenged by Melvil le,  as w e  are by 

King, t o  think about whether locat ing  absolute  t r u t h  i s  

indeed a pos s ib i l i t y .  I n  t h e  mythological account it was 

prophesied t h a t  t h e  Gordian knot4 would be undone by the 

person who was t o  become t h e  "lord of al1 A s i a t r  (Bulfinch, 

4 8 ) .  The knot, though, w a s  never t echn ica l ly  undone. After 

o the r  men had made countless  attempts, Alexander t h e  Great 

simply severed t h e  troublesorne knot with h i s  sword. On one 

hand, Alexander's answer exac t l y  b e f i t t e d  a man who would l e t  

nothing stand i n  t h e  way of h i s  conquering t h e  Asian 

4 ~ h o m a s  Bulfinch r eco rds  i n  i n  h i s  famous c o l l e c t i o n  of a n c i e n t  myths 
that 

Midas was the King of Phrygia .  H e  was t h e  son of Gordius, a poor 
countryman, who was taken  by t h e  people and made king,  i n  
obedience t o  t h e  command of  t h e  o rac l e ,  which had s a i d  t h a t  t h e i r  
f u t u r e  king should  corne i n  a wagon, While t h e  people  were 
d e l i b e r a t i n g ,  Gordius w i th  h i s  wife  and son came d r i v i n g  h i s  wagon 
i n t o  t h e  p u b l i c  square.  Gordius,  being made k ing  dedicated h i s  
wagon t o  t h e  d e i t y  of t h e  oracle, and t i e d  it up i n  its  place  
wi th  a f a s t  knot.  (Bul f inch ,  4 8 )  



con t inen t ,  but on t h e  

d i f f i c u l t i e s  involved 

does not  profess  t h a t  
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o t h e r ,  he completely circumvented t h e  

i n  t h e  con tes t .  Melvi l le ,  however, 

t r u t h  does n o t  e x i s t ,  merely t h a t  i n  

i t s  e n t i r e t y  it may be beyond t h e  scope of convent ional  human 

understanding. Again regarding Shakespeare he mites: 

But it i s  those deep far-away th ings  i n  him; those  
occasional  f l a s h i n g s f o r t h  of t h e  i n t u i t i v e  T ~ t h  i n  him; 
those  shor t ,  quick probings a t  t h e  very a x i s  of r e a l i t y :  
-- these  are t h e  t h i n g s  t h a t  make Shakespeare, 
Shakespeare, ("Mosses," 2205)  

There i s  t r u t h ,  bu t  it is buried deep. It i n h a b i t s  a 

d i f f e r e n t  plane t o  which t h e  major i ty  of r eade r s  are denied 

direct access. Although Melv i l le  credits Shakespeare wi th  

understanding t r u t h  o r  r e a l i t y ,  h i s  language i n  t h i s  passage 

sugges ts  t h a t  Shakespeare is  not  s o  much possessed of t r u t h  

as by it, Truth i s  i n s i d e  of Shakespeare, bu t  decidedly 

sepa ra te  £rom him, and when it emerges, i n  s h o r t  and 

b r i l l i a n t  burs t s ,  it seems t o  come a t  l e a s t  p a r t i a l l y  of i t s  

own accord. Melv i l le ' s  u se  of t h e  word ' i n t u i t i v e 8  implies  

t h a t  Shakespeare was able t o  apprehend t r u t h  without  

sub jec t ing  himself t o  t h e  arduous journey most o the r s  must 

face .  Thus Melvil le can say  Shakespeare knows t r u t h  and 

s t i l l  ask whether t r u t h  can be found by those who seek it. 

Like Alexander, Shakespeare is g r e a t ,  but  he has  not 

necessa r i ly  adhered t o  t h e  r u l e s  of t h e  chal lenge.  

Shakespeare's s t r u g g l e  lies i n  n o t  being able t o  convey 

t h e  t m t h  he knows d i r e c t l y ;  he must speak it i n  parable.  

Melv i l le  a l so  notes t h a t ,  i n t r i g u i n g l y ,  Shakespeare's "quick 

probings a t  t he  very a x i s  of r e a l i t y "  are dangerous 

("Mosses," 2 2 0 5 ) .  They come 



Through t h e  mouths of t h e  dark cha rac t e r s  of Hamlet, 
Timon, Lear, and Iago, he c r a f t i l y  says,  o r  sometimes 
ins inuates  t h e  things,  which w e  f e e l  t o  be so  
t e r r i f i c a l l y  t r u e ,  t h a t  it were al1 but  madness f o r  any 
good man, i n  h i s  own proper charac ter ,  t o  u t t e r ,  or  even 
h i n t  of them. Tormented i n to  desperat ion,  Lear the  
f r a n t i c  King tears off t h e  mask, and speaks t h e  sane 
madness of v i t a l  t r u t h -  ("Masses," 2205)  

Truth must be conveyed i nd i r ec t l y  not on ly  because it i s  

d i f f i c u l t  t o  comprehend, but  because i n  i ts  e n t i r e t y ,  it is  

t e r r i f y i n g .  That t r u t h  o r  t r u t h s  c a m o t  be obtained by any 

d i r e c t  means, and perhaps not  a t  a l l ,  i s  an i dea  1 have 

mentioned t h a t  King endorses within Green Grass, Rumina 

Water . 
To re tu rn  t o  Captain Deïano and h i s  t roub les ,  Melville 

spends a good dea l  of t h e  i n  "Benito Cerenow probing t h e  

d i f f i c u l t i e s  of loca t ing  pa r t i cu la r  t r u t h s ,  While Delano 

w a i t s  aboard t h e  Spanish sh ip  f o r  h i s  crewman t o  re turn  with 

an adequate f resh  w a t e r  supply h i s  i n i t i a l  suspicions about 

t h e  vesse1 plague him continually.  As t h e  day w e a r s  on it 

seems t h a t  each t h e  he not ices  something new amiss, he f i r s t  

a t t r i b u t e s  it t o  Cerenofs il1 intent ions  towards him and then 

convinces himself of h i s  e r r o r .  Watching t h e  odd behaviour of 

a s a i l o r ,  Delano's mind begins t o  wander: 

From something suddenly suggested by t h e  man's a i r ,  the  
mad idea  now darted i n t o  Captain Delano's mind, t h a t  Don 
Ben i to f s  p lea  of indisposi t ion,  i n  withdrawing below, 
w a s  but a pretence: t h a t  he was engaged t h e r e  maturing 
some p lo t ,  of which t h e  s a i l o r ,  by some means gaining 
and inkl ing,  had a mind t o  warn the stranger against;  
i nc i t ed ,  it may ber by grat i tude f o r  a kind word on 
f i r s t  boarding t h e  sh ip ,  ("Cereno," 2521) 

Conclusions about Cereno's purposes being nefar ious i n  nat-ire 

appear t o  leap e a s i l y  t o  mind. They seem t o  d i s s ipa t e  as  



e a s i l y .  Shor t ly  following t h e  above 
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passage, Delano th inks  

t o  himself:  

What a donkey I w a s  . This kind 
m e  h i s  kind compliments, he but 

gentleman who here sends 
t e n  minutes ago, dark- 

l a n t e r n  i n  handi w a s  dodging round some old grindstone 
i n  t h e  hold,  sharpening a h a t c h e t  f o r  m e ,  1 thought. 
W e l l ,  w e l l ;  these  long calms have a morbid e f f e c t  on t h e  
rnind, ...( "Cereno," 2523)  

I r o n i c a l l y ,  as we  l a t e r  l e a r n  bu t  a l r e a d y  suspec t ,  it is 

Babo, not  Cereno, who i s  p l o t t i n g  a g a i n s t  Delano, and what 

ins id iousness  Delano senses aboard t h e  vesse1 stems from 

a t tempts  t o  d i s g u i s e  t h e  mutiny. 

Try a s  he might, Delano cannot  untangle t h e  sh ip ' s  

mys ter ies  because he f a l l s  i r r e t r i e v a b l y  i n t o  t h e  s lave 

l e a d e r ' s  t r a p .  The scenar io  Babo c o n s t r u c t s  is b r i l l i a n t  as 

it p l a y s  d i r e c t l y  upon Delano's biases. Delano i s  c lose ,  a t  

some p o i n t s ,  t o  discovering the  real dynamic opera t ing  on t h e  

sh ip ,  bu t  be l i eves  the  blacks  " too  s tup idr r  t o  hatch an 

e f f e c t i v e  p l o t .  H e  repeatedly speaks of t h e  b lacks  i n  t e m  

alanning t o  m o s t  cur ren t  s e n s i b i l i t i e s  ("Cereno," 2521). A s  

Delano t akes  n o t i c e  of t h e  female s l a v e s ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  notes  

t h a t  " H e  was g r a t i f i e d  wi th  t h e i r  manners; l i k e  most 

u n c i v i l i z e d  women, they seemed a t  once tender  of hear t  and 

tough of c o n s t i t u t i o n  .... Unsophist icated as leopardesses;  

lov ing  as doves" ("Cereno," 2519). By equat ing t h e  women 

with  animals, Delano d e f i n i t i v e l y  demonstrates h i s  view t h a t  

b lacks  are less than human, and he i s  g r a t i f i e d  because what 

he sees f u l f i l l  h i s  expectat ions .  Native Canadians a l s o  have 

l a r g e l y  been perceived by Euro-Canadians as savage o r  

subhuxnan and King's use of "Benito Cerenom is, i n  part, an 

i n d i r e c t  reminder of t h i s  tendency. Delano's a t t i t u d e  is a 
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d e b i l i t a t i n g  b l ind  s p o t  which Babo c a p i t a l i z e s  on 

m a s t e r f u l l y .  H e  chooses t o  d i s g u i s e  h h e l f  i n  t h e  r o l e  of 

t h e  f a i t h f u l  manservant and because t h i s  behaviour f a l l s  i n t o  

t h e  parameters  Delano has o u t l i n e d  f o r  b lacks ,  he does not 

t h i n k  t o  suspec t  Babo's i n t e n t i o n s  towards e i t h e r  himself o r  

Cereno. O n  Babo's conduct Delano remarks, "Fa i thfu l  

fel low! .... Don Benito, 1 envy you such a f r i end ;  s l ave  1 

cannot cal1 himw ("Cereno," 2507) .  Fixed concepts of 

i d e n t i t y  can be very misleading. The only  moments a t  which 

Delano appears the  least b i t  uneasy about Babo ' s behaviour 

a r e  t h o s e  when t h e  s l a v e  seems t o  ove r s t ep  t h e  boundaries of 

h i s  r o l e :  "Somewhat annoyed by these  [Babo's] conversat ional  

f a m i l i a r i t i e s ,  Captain Delano turned c u r i o u s l y  upon t h e  

a t t e n d a n t ,  t h e n  glanced inqu i r ing ly  a t  h i s  master; bu t ,  a s  i f  

long wonted t o  these  l i t t l e  i n f o r m a l i t i e s ,  n e i t h e r  master nos 

man seemed t o  understand h h "  ("Cereno," 2511) .  Caught i n  a n  

i n t r i c a t e  web of s o c i a l  ges tures  and h i e r a r c h i c a l  cons t ruc ts  , 
t h e  r e a l i t y  Delano perceives  remains flawed and perhaps 

i r r evocab ly  so.  

King e x h i b i t s  a s i m i l a r  distrust of a l1  nea t  and t i d y  

ideas  which through cons tan t  r e p e t i t i o n  have corne to 

masquerade a s  t r u t h s .  H i s  search  f o r  t r u t h  d r ives  him t o  

p e r p e t u a l l y  t r o u b l e  b inary  opposi t ions  of  al1 s o r t s  because 

t r u t h  e x i s t s  ou t s ide  of  c a r e f u l l y  cons t ruc ted  boundaries 

between both people and t h e i r  percept ions  of t h e  world. A s  1 

have demonstrated i n  t h e  int roduct ion,  c r i t i c s  of Green 

Grassl Runnins Water choose t o  emphasize d i f f e r e n t  binary 

oppos i t ions  o r  borders c l e a r l y  d iv id ing  one th ing  from 

another  which King addresses wi th in  t h e  t e x t .  Bailey looks 

a t  t h e  c o n t r a s t  between o r a l  and w r i t t e n  l i t e r a t u r e s ,  Goldman 
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examines Native versus non-Native c u l t u r a l  mapping s t r a t e g i e s  

p r e sen t  i n  the  novel and Lamont-Stewart focuses on t he  

complication of gender s tereotypes.  I n  King's interview wi th  

Andrews ,  however, he explains  t h a t  he is concerned with 

breaking down a l 1  borders, including metaphysical ones such 

as t h e  boundary between fan tasy  and r e a l i t y .  H e  is a l so  

a w a r e  of the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  t h i s  t a s k  presents.  P e t e r s  reminds 

u s  t h a t  t he r e  a r e  d e f i n i t e  borders which are  set up i n  t h e  

novel and he r i gh t l y  explores King's deconstruction of Native 

s te reotypes ,  but it i s  Atwood who recognizes t h e  ever  present  

t en s ion  between c rea t ive  and des t ruc t ive  forces which is such 

a v i t a l  part of t h i s  book. While King is  breaking dom 

borders ,  others  are springing up i n  t h e i r  places so the  

s t r ugg l e  i s  constant and, a s  it was with Melvil le,  a d r iv ing  

fo rce .  To borrow Atwoodf s phrase,  both King and Melville 

brandish t h e i r  double-bladed knives with expert case. 

When, a t  l a s t ,  Delano understands t h a t  the s i t u a t i o n  

aboard t h e  Spanish vesse1 is a mutinous one, it i s  because of 

Cerenofs  f i n a l  attempt a t  e l i c i t i n g  comprehension. Following 

t h i s  dramatic moment, Melvil le includes a p a r t i a l  record of 

t h e  courtroom deposit ion recounting t h e  events of t h e  mutiny. 

Once Cerenofs accounting of t h e  events  a re  s e t  down i n  t he  

o f f i c i a l  language of the j u d i c i a l  system, it seems fixed i n  

p lace  and given some measure of author i ty .  Melvi l le ,  

however, undermines any notions t h a t  w e  o r  Defano have 

f i n a l l y  corne t o  know the t r u t h  behind t h e  San Dominick8s 

s t o ry .  Don Benito is  traumatized by h i s  experience and h i s  

p e r s i s t e n t  melancholy provokes t h i s  exchange between he and 

Delano: 



'You are saved, '  cried Captain Delano, more and 
more as tonished and pained; 'you are saved; what has 
c a s t  such a shadow upon you? ' 

'The negro. ' 
There was s i l e n c e ,  whi le  t h e  moody man sat, slowly 

and unconsciously gather ing h i s  mantle about h a ,  as i f  
it w e r e  a p a l l .  ("Cereno, " 2554) 

Although h i s  depos i t ion  i s  recorded, Cereno knows t h e  whole 

s t o r y  has n o t  been t o l d  and Babo cont inues  t o  haunt him. 

Melv i l le  emphasizes t h i s  lack when he w r i t e s ,  " the black m e t  

h i s  vo ice le s s  end. The body was burned t o  ashes;  b u t  for 

many days, t h e  head, t h a t  hive of s u b t l e t y ,  f i x e d  on a pole 

i n  t h e  Plaza,  m e t ,  unabashed, t h e  gaze of t h e  whites.. ." 

("Cereno," 2 5 5 4 ) .  What i s  missing from t h e  o f f i c i a l  account 

of t h e  mutiny are ind ica t ions  t h a t  Babo's a c t i o n s  may have 

been j u s t i f i e d .  The mutiny's  l eade r  may rep resen t ,  i n  p a r t ,  

some awful t r u t h s  about t h e  na ture  of s lavery .  Delano is 

untroubled; he s l o t s  Babo i n t o  t h e  t i d y  ca tegory  of v i l l a i n  

and cont inues  on h i s  way. Cereno, however, i s  severe ly  

d is turbed  by what he i s  forced t o  begin t o  confront  during 

t h e  violence aboard t h e  ship .  Even a f t e r  Babo i s  executed, 

h i s  gaze cont inues  t o  chal lenge people t o  confront  t r u t h .  

Melvi l le  makes an important con t r ibu t ion  t o  d iscuss ions  

regarding t h e  na ture  of  t r u t h .  Indeed, t h e  skept ic i sm i n  h i s  

work i s  pervasive.  ~ l t h o u g h  he  o f t e n  despa i r s ,  he never 

f a l l s  i n t o  m e r e  n ih i l i sm.  Hawthorne w r i t e s  i n  h i s  journal  of  

a v i s i t  Melv i l le  paid him: 

Melvi l le ,  a s  he always does, began t o  reason of 
Providence and f u t u r i t y ,  and of everything t h a t  l ies  
beyond human ken, and informed m e  t h a t  he had ' p r e t t y  
much m a d e  up h i s  mind t o  be a m i h i l a t e d ' ;  bu t  s t i l l  he 
does n o t  s e e m  t o  rest i n  t h a t  a n t i c i p a t i o n ;  and, I 
th ink,  w i l l  never rest u n t i l  he g e t s  hold of a d e f i n i t e  
b e l i e f .  ... H e  can ne i the r  be l ieve ,  nor be comfortable 
i n  h i s  unbel ie f ;  and he i s  t o o  honest and courageous no t  



to try to do one or the other. (Hawthorne, 1394) 

While Melville is suspicious of what people cal1 truth, he 

does not appear to believe that there is no such thing. 

Given the integral sole the search for truth plays in works 

like "Benito Cereno" and Mobv-Dick, King's references to 

~eïviïle are not made simply in passing. King's constant 

investigation of the problem of truth is every bit as 

rigorous as Melville's. This relentless questioning takes 

many diverse forms from multiple perspectives on a single 

event, to parody. The resonance with Melville in King's text 

is both an engagement with Melville's discussion of truth and 

an extension of his own project of breaking d o m  barriers. 

In King's case, it is the barrier between Native and 

conventionally canonical fiction. King's discussion of truth 

bears directly on issues of authority which I will examine in 

the following chapter. 



- Chapter 3 - 

The Importance of "Benito Cereno" f o r  
Green Grass. Runnina W a t e r  

The c h a l l e n g e  which i s s u e s  from Babo's p e e r l e s s  gaze i n  t h e  

f i n a l  l i n e s  of  "Benito Cereno" demands that readers cons ider  

a number o f  d i f f i c u l t  and important  ques t ions .  Some of t h e s e  

q u e r i e s  concern  t h e  n a t u r e  of t r u t h  whi le  others explore  

problems of  a u t h o r i t y .  Among the  s o r t s  o f  ques t ions  Melv i l l e  

a sks  i n d i r e c t l y  throughout  h i s  s h o r t  work of f i c t i o n  are: 

How i s  a u t h o r i t y  cons t ruc ted?  1s a u t h o r i t y  a n  i l l u s i o n ?  

Wnat are t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  of a u t h o r i t y  misused? Who a c t u a l l y  

ho lds  power and how e a s y  o r  d i f f i c u l t  i s  it t o  e f f e c t  s h i f t s  

i n  t h e  posses s ion  of t h a t  power? King asks rnany of t h e  same 

ques t ions  i n  Green G r a s s ,  Runnina W a t e r  and r e f e rences  t o  

M e l v i l l e ' s  w o r k  pepper that i nqu i ry .  T h e  way i n  w h i c h  King 

i n t e n t i o n a l l y  p o i n t s  t o  Melvi l le  w i th  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e s e  i s s u e s  

makes t h e  Melv i l l ean  re fe rences  c e n t r a l  to any discussion of 

King and a u t h o r i t y .  And, to determine what  King is doing 

when he d r a w s  Me lv i l l e  i n t o  a conve r sa t ion  about  a u t h o r i t y ,  

w e  rnust know a l i t t l e  of the  lat ter 's  p o s i t i o n  on t h e  

sub ject. 

O f  s u b s t a n t i a l  importance f o r  King's novel  i s  t h e  

v e h i c l e  M e l v i l l e  chooses f o r  t h e s e  q u e r i e s .  Slavery  w a s  one 

of t h e  m o s t  h o t l y  c o n t e s t e d  issues of his day. I n  Plavinq i n  

t h e  Dark: whi teness  and the  L i t e r a r v  Imaainat ion,  Toni 

Morrison e x p l o r e s  s o m e  of  t h e  effects the presence of black 

s l a v e s  i n  America had on the  work of the coun t ry ' s  
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predominantly white authors, Regarding Melville she says, 

Melville uses allegorical formations - the white whale, 
the racially mixed crew, the black-white pairings of 
male couples, the questing, questioning white male 
captain who confronts impenetrable whiteness - to 
investigate and analyze hierarchic di£ f erence . Poe 
deploys allegorical mechanisms in Pym not to confront 
and explore, as Melville does ,,. the non-sequitur that 
is entailed in racial difference. (Morrison, 68-9) 

The impulse to explore racial difference Morrison marks with 

reference to Mobv-Dick is also present in Melville's other 

work, Carolyn L. Karcher notes that questions about race 

exist in ûmoo, Mardi and "Benito Cereno" as well (Karcher, 

When he was writing in the 1850fs, Melville's America 

was inundated with arguments on either s i d e  of the 

increasingly heated slavery debates. The Civil W a r  loorned 

only a few years in the future and Melville's sympathies, it 

has been noted, lay with the abolitionists. According to 

Karcher , 
Melville's roving life as a sailor, which provided the 
material for his first six books, also schooled his 
imagination. Exposed to brutal working conditions 
alongside men of al1 races, Melville learned to identify 
with slaves and to draw analogies between different 
forms of oppression. (Karcher, 2441) 

Such sympathies, not surprisingly, found expression in his 

literary endeavours. "Benito Cereno" is, among other things, 

arguably the culmination of Melville's efforts in this 

respect. As mentioned above, the story contains a commentary 

on slavery. To make this criticism Melville employs an 

interesting strategy; he uses "an obtuse observer 

representing the class of 'gentlemenrw (Karcher, 2443): 



Mouthing their racist clichés, municking their social 
snobbery, echoing their pious platitudes and exposing 
their sublime obliviousness to the suffering on which 
they fattened, Melville mercilessly anatomized the 
readers he had given up hope of converting. Yet he also 
jarred them out of their complacency through laquage 
that persistently provoked discomfort. (Karcher, 2443) 

Readers are told the story of "Benito Cerenow through Captain 

Delano's markedly limited perspective, but they are meant to 

see beyond it. He is an ironic narrator and Melville intends 

to expose how constraining the American captain's biases are, 

Viewing the world as he does, Delano cannot discern the 

reality of the situation aboard the San Dominick. Readers, 

however, are given a chance both to understand the situation 

ahead of Delano and to realize his shortcomings. 

Implicit in Melville's virulent critique of slavery are 

questions regarding the assumptions of superiority and 

authority which are responsible for the institution. He 

undermines these assumptions by both exposing Delano's self- 

blinding prejudices, which make the captain look foolish 

indeed, and demonstrating the agency of the slaves. They do 

not remain victims here, but plot and successfully execute, 

until Delano's intervention of course, a violent mutiny. 

Also, while describing the condition of the San Dominick, the 

narrator of "Benito Cereno" notes that, "Her keel seemed 

laid, her ribs put together, and she launched, from Ezekiel's 

Valley of Dry Bones" ("Cereno*', 2500). A footnote to this 

text in the Heath Antholoav of American Literature States 

that "The Biblical allusion suggests an analogy between the 

Israelites and the African slaves ... as captive nations 
seeking to be restored to their homeland" ("Cerenom, 2500). 

The equation of Africans with the Judeo-Christian God's 
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chosen people has important implications. Murdered 

Spaniards, however, are numerous, as we learn in the 

deposition which closes the story, and Don Benito Cerenofs 

suffering, which does provoke an empathetic response, is 

readily apparent. Melville does not necessarily justify the 

actions of the slaves, although he seems to challenge the 

notion that such recourses are entirely unjustifiable. By 

deliberately demonstrating the cornplexities of the situation 

Melville avoids uncompromisingly valorizing the slaves and 

thus substituting one kind of assumed authority for another. 

Rather than risk being prescriptive, he leaves the reader to 

take up Babofs challenge. 

Throughout "Benito Cereno," Melville examines authority 

as a construct. When Captain Amasa Delano boards her, the 

San Dominick is transformed into a theatre complete with a 

host of costumes and props. Eying one of the Spanish 

sailors, Deïano inquires internally, "What was that which so 

sparkled? . . . It was no lamp -- no match -- no live coal. 
Could it have been a jewel? But how corne sailors with jewels? 

-- or with silk-trked under-shirts either?" ("Cereno", 
2515). Of course some of the Spanish sailors are not sailors 

at all, but administrators and passengers who have disguised 

themselves as such. Delano has glimpsed behind the costume, 

but does not have enough information to recognize what he has 

seen. Also, during Delanofs initial observation of Don 

Benito's costume, the American notices a sword which he deems 

is "more for utility than ornament" ( "Cerenom, 2507). As he 

learns af terwards , however : 
The dress, so precise and costly ... had not willingly 
been put on. And that silver-mounted sword, apparent 
symbol of despotic command, was not, indeed, a sword, 



b u t  t h e  ghos t  o f  one- The scabbard, a r t i f  i c i a i l y  
s t i f f e n e d ,  was empty- ("Cereno", 2554) 

Opposite tu what Delano has  assumed, the sword is more f o r  

ornament than u t i l i t y .  Like t h e  scabbard, Cerenofs  command - 
h i s  a u t h o r i t y  - is  a hollow mockery. The guises  are 

cons t ruc ted  w e l l  enough, however, t o  hoodwink Delano. 

Directed by Babo, everyone, e i t h e r  v o l u n t a r i l y  or under 

t h r e a t ,  c o n t r i v e s  t o  a c t  o u t  t h e i r  expe r t ly  s c r i p t e d  s o l e s .  

Even s o ,  t h e  p l aye r s  experience some d i f f i c u l t i e s .  Delano 

"markls] t h e  no isy  i n d o c i l i t y  of t h e  blacks  i n  genera l ,  as 

w e l l  as what seemed t h e  s u l l e n  ine f f i c i ency  of t h e  whi tes - . . "  

("Cereno", 2503)  Although t h e  Captain u l t ima te ly  gleans 

nothing from t h e s e  and o t h e r  s imi la r  observa t ions ,  he draws 

Our a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  gaps i n  t h e  performance. As t h e  s t o r y  

progresses ,  t h e  rnistakes become more d i f f i c u l t  f o r  Deïano t o  

be l ievably  o r  even s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  expla in  away: 

Three black boys, wi th  two Spanish boys, w e r e  s i t t i n g  
toge the r  on t h e  hatches,  scraping a rude wooden p l a t t e r ,  
i n  which some scanty m e s s  has r e c e n t l y  been cooked. 
Suddenly, one of the b lack  boys, enraged a t  a word 
dropped by one of h i s  white companions, s e i z e d  a kn i f e ,  
and though called t o  forbear  by one the  t h e  oakum- 
p icke r s ,  s t r u c k  the  l a d  over t h e  head, i n f l i c t i n g  a gash 
fxom which blood flowed. ("Cereno", 2508) 

A s l a v e  undisc ip l ined  f o r  s t r i k i n g  a whi te  boy, whatever t h e  

l a t t e r ' s  c l a s s ,  is a h o s t  unthinkable, The scene u n s e t t l e s  

Delano, y e t  he does no t  pursue Cereno far on t h e  sub jec t .  

Even t h e  o r c h e s t r a t e r  of t h e  mutiny does not g ive  a f l awles s  

performance. A number of times during t h e  s t o r y  Deïano marks 

"the s t eady  good conduct of BaboM (uCerenoff, 2503). Babo 

plays h i s  r o l e  of t h e  f a i t h f u l  manservant convincingly,  

brimming with humi l i ty  and good w i l l  towards h i s  master. H e  



is ,  however, w e l l  motivated t o  ensure Cereno's continued 

cornpliance. One of t h e  most t e r r i f y i n g  moments i n  the s t o r y  

occurs when Delano observes Babo shaving Cereno below deck: 

... he then made a gesture  as i f  t o  begin, bu t  midway 
stood suspended f o r  an i n s t a n t ,  one hand e levat ing  t h e  
razor ,  t he  o t h e r  professional ly  dabbling among t h e  
bubbling suds on the  Spaniard's lank neck. Not 
unaffected by t h e  c lose  s i g h t  of t h e  g l e d n g  steel, Don 
Benito nervously shuddered; . . . Altogether  the scene was 
somewhat pecu l i a r ,  a t  l e a s t  t o  Captain Delano, nos, as 
he s a w  t he  two thus postured, could he resist the 
vagary, t h a t  i n  the  black he saw a headsman, and i n  t h e  
white,  a man a t  the  block. But t h i s  was one of those  
a n t i c  concei t s ,  appearing and vanishing i n  a breath, 
from which, perhaps, t h e  bes t  regulated mind i s  not  
always f ree . ( "Cereno", 2529 ) 

Babo's ruse is  s o  successful  i n  p a r t  because of Captain 

Delano's biases .  Delano bel ieves t h a t  Spaniards are na tu r a l l y  

superior  t o  Africans,  and is  thus  not  i nc l i ned  t o  question 

whether Cereno is ac tua l ly  i n  cont ro l .  That t h e  mutinous 

s laves cannot e f f e c t  a thorough i l l u s i o n  of au thor i ty  

suggests t h a t  what i s  perceived t o  be real au thor i ty  is 

equally incomplete. 

Melvi l le  gives  a number of indica t ions  throughout t h e  

t e x t  t h a t  Babo and t he  s laves a r e  t he  ones who have power 

aboard t h e  Spanish vessel ,  although it is  necessar i ly  

concealed. ~pp roach ing  the  San Dominick, Delano observes t he  

stern-piece,  "medallioned about by groups of mythological o r  

symbolical devices; uppermost and c e n t r a l  of which was a dark 

s a ty r  i n  a mask, holding h i s  foo t  on t h e  p r o s t r a t e  neck of a 

writhing f igure ,  l ikewise masked" (Heath, 2500). Upon 

boarding the  sh ip  he a l so  notes t h a t  "continued su f fe r ing  

seemed t o  have brought out  t h e  less good-natured q u a l i t i e s  of 

t h e  negroes, besides ,  a t  the  same t h e ,  impairing the 
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Spaniard's authority oves themm (Heath, 2502). As well, 

Melville presents us with the aforementioned scene wherein 

Babo shaves Cereno. This chilling moment imperfectly mimics 

the carving noted on the stern-piece at the beginning of the 

story. Delano also eventually learns from Cereno's 

deposition that Babo carried a hidden dagger on his person 

during Delano's stay aboard ship. The smaller, unseen weapon 

is capable of inflicting mortal wounds that Cerenofs 

ineffectual showpiece cannot. 

As an aspect of his exploration of authority as a 

construct perhaps Melville is highlighting the power of black 

people heretofore concealed by ignorant white assumptions of 

their inferiority. An organized resistance on the part of 

slaves could potentially deflate a hierarchical power 

structure based on insubstantial notions of inherent 

authority. Melville realizes, of course, that resistance to 

such an ingrained system is fraught with complications. The 

ending he mites, the slave revolt being quashed by the 

overzealous American sailors, demonstrates these 

difficulties. This story does not end with the slaves being 

victorious or even affecting Delano in any significant way; 

however, it does offer readers the hope that resistance to 

constructed authority by dominant groups can and should be 

pursued. 

Thomas King also examines the idea of authority being a 

constructed thing and he makes explicit use of "Benito 

Cereno" in Green Grass. Runnina Water to do so. He creates 

three characters who are known by the names Babo Jones, Ben 

Cereno and Jimmy Delano. King's Babo is female and a member 

of the janitorial staff at the psychiatrie hospital where the 



four  Old Indians usua l ly  res ide .  She claims a l ineage t h a t  

worthy of note when she says,  

'They were barbers.  You know, rny whole family. 
A l 1  t he  way back. They knew about h a i r O  ... 

' M y  great-great-grandzather was a barber on a ship.  
Sa i l ed  a l 1  over  t h e  place,  c u t t i n g  ha i r ,  shaving 
people. ' (GGRW, 92) 

The invocation of t h e  shaving scene from "Benito Cereno" 

becomes even more e x p l i c i t  i n  t he  following exchange: 

'S t ra igh t  r a z o r r f  sa id  Babo. Tt's t h e  only th ing  
t o  use. Good blade,  good s t rop ,  and you cm ge t  the  
best shave in t h e  world. Now, my great-great-  
grandfather could handle a blade. Bave 1 got  s t o r i e s  --' 

... 'Those th ings  are p re t t y  dangerous, a r en ' t  
they? ' 

Babo waved her hand. 'Nothing t o  it. J u s t  
p rac t i ce .  Got t o  be ca r e fu l  under t h e  nose and around 
t h e  neck.' (GGRW, 92) 

The s t o r i e s  t o  which King r e f e r s  here are t h e  events  t h a t  

take p lace  aboard t h e  San Dominick. For added measure, t h e  

pa r t s  of t he  face she marks as sequi r ing  e x t r a  caut ion  are 

the  only ones Don Benito Cereno has shaved i n  Melvi l le ' s  

t a l e .  I n  doing so she reminds readers,  i n  a mannes which 

seems outwardly p l ay fu l  but  inwardly very ser ious ,  of her  

a b i l i t y  t o  upset au tho r i t y  and t o  becorne dangerous. 

There are  a number of o ther  notable similarities between 

Melvi l le ' s  Babo and King's. Although t he  cha rac te r  i n  Green 

Grass, Runnina Water i s  not a s lave,  t h e  novel being set i n  

the  e a r l y  1 9 9 0 f s ,  King makes a d i r e c t  connection between h i s  

Babo and t h e  apparently not so  d i s t a n t  i n s t i t u t i o n  of 

slavery.  A curious piece of dialogue occurs as M s .  Jones and 

D r .  Hovaugh cross  t h e  border i n t o  Canada. The Canadian 

border guard asks,  



'Are you bringing anything i n t o  Canada t h a t  you 
plan t o  sel1 o r  leave a s  a g i f t ?  ' . . . 

'Nothing, ' s a i d  D r .  Hovaugh. 
'What about her? '  said the  guard. 
'She8s wi th  m e . '  
'Nonetheless, you ' l l  have t o  r e g i s t e r  he r , '  s a id  

the guard. 
'1 see,' s a i d  D r .  Hovaugh. 
' A l l  persona1 property has t o  be r eg i s t e r ed . '  
(GGRW, 237)  

The  guard's reference t o  Babo a s  D r .  Hovaugh's property 

suggests, i r o n i c a l l y ,  t h a t  t h e  Canadian government's 

understanding of human r i gh t s  i s sues  is  e n t i r e l y  antiquated.  

T h i s  conversation may s e e m  absurd considering how long ago 

s lavery  l a w s  w e r e  repealed,  but  King is commenting, 1 

believe,  on how l i t t l e  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  f o r  Native Canadians has 

improved s i n c e  t h a t  occurred. 

Although it is no t  i den t i ca l ,  the  r e l a t i onsh ip  between 

King's Babo and h i s  Cereno, t he  pol ice Sergeant inves t iga t ing  

t h e  disappearance of t h e  Old Indians,  bears  a s i g n i f i c a n t  

resemblance t o  t h e  one between t h e i r  namesakes i n  Melvi l le ' s  

s to ry .  The leader  of t h e  mutiny takes on t h e  r o l e  of 

manservant as pa r t  of an elaborate  ruse. From t h i s  pos i t ion  

he is able t o  c a r e fu l l y  regulate  the  ac t ions  of t h e  man who 

is  supposed t o  be i n  control .  Unlike Don Benito, King's 

Cereno has i l l u s i o n s  about t he  ex ten t  of h i s  own author i ty .  

The interview between t h e  pol ice  Sergeant and M s .  Jones 

commences as f ollows : 

' W e l l ,  Mrs. Jones. P r e t t y  busy morning. You been 
working here long? '  

'Ms. ' 
' What? 
'Ms . Jones . 1 ' m not married . ' 
Sergeant Cereno smiled and tapped t h e  t i p s  of h i s  

f ingers  together .  'Right. How long have you been 
working here, M i s s  Jones?' 



' M s .  I 've  g o t  four  k ids . '  
'Right .  How long have you been working here? '  
' Six teen  years  . ' 
' Sergeant  Cereno. ' 
'What? ' 
'S ix teen  years ,  Sergeant Cereno.' 
' You ' re kidding . ' 
'Th is  i s  a s e r i o u s  m a t t e r ,  M s  . Jones.  ' 
'You can c a l 1  m e  Babo. ' (GGRW, 23-4) 

The Sergeant seems incensed a t  B a b o ' s  c o r r e c t i o n  and must 

remind her of t h e  importance of h i s  pos i t ion .  Babo, however, 

subver t s  t h i s  au thor i ty .  Sergeant Cereno is  at tempting t o  

conduct an o f f i c i a l  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  i n t o  the  disappearance of 

t h e  f o u r  Old Indians,  b u t  t h e  d i r e c t i o n s  i n  which Babo steers 

t h e  conversat ion a re  d i s t i n c t l y  less formal. She a l s o ,  much 

t o  t h e  annoyance of t h e  Sergeant,  at tempts t o  ask him some 

quest ions .  B a b o  does even tua l ly  provide answers t o  t h e  

major i ty  of t h e  quer ies  t h a t  Sergeant Cereno makes, s o  i n  

some ways, l i k e  t h e  s l a v e s  on t h e  San Dominick, her  attempt 

a t  subvert ing au thor i ty  i s  not  completely successfu l .  The 

s l ave  mutiny i n  Melvi l le ' s  s t o r y  does not o u t l a s t  i t s  

discovery by t h e  Americans, but  even the  thwarted at tempt  a t  

freedom makes a powerful statement.  S imi lar ly ,  King's Babo's 

e f f o r t s  a re  n o t  e n t i r e l y  i n  vain because she  never lets 

Sergeant Cereno have t o t a l  c o n t r o l  of the  s i t u a t i o n .  

Cereno's direct manner and h i s  b r i sk  a t tempt  t o  dismiss 

Babo's comments emphasizes both t h e  impersonali ty and t h e  

i n f l e x i b i l i t y  of the  a u t h o r i t a t i v e  i n s t i t u t i o n  t h a t  he 

represents .  King dep ic t s  t h e  procedure t o  which t h e  Sergeant 

c l i n g s  a s  a s t a t i c  o r  f i x e d  th ing  unwill ing or incapable  t o  

accommodate d i f fe rence .  Sergeant Cereno appears unable t o  

acknowledge Babo as  a person wi th in  the  s t r i c t l y  de l inea ted  



boundaries of h i s  inves t iga t ion  and h i s  pat ience.  It is 

important ,  1 be l i eve ,  t h a t  one of t h e  t o p i c s  Babo attempts t o  

d i s c u s s  and Cereno clumsily tries t o  evade, is t h e  o r i g i n  of 

h e r  name. By d iscuss ing  he r  ances to r s  as she does, Babo 

den ies  t h a t  she and they are i n s u b s t a n t i a l ,  a h i s t o r i c a l  

f i g u r e s ,  a f a c t  t h a t  t h e  S e r g e a n t f s  brand of constructed 

a u t h o r i t y  cannot acknowledge i f  it i s  t o  perpetuate  an 

i l l u s i o n  of power. Eventually Cereno becomes f r u s t r a t e d  and 

hands t h e  quest ioning of Babo over t o  h i s  colleague. While 

maintaining an apparent ly  innocuous and even chee r fu l  tone,  

Babo i s  a b l e  t o  d e f l a t e  Cereno wi th  h e r  i n s i s t e n c e  on 

a s s e r t i n g  h e r s e l f .  Although her  i n t e n t i o n s  a r e  not  v i o l e n t  

f i k e  those  of Melv i l l e ' s  cha rac te r ,  she  i s  subversive a l 1  t h e  

same. Iimnediately p r i o r  t o  t h e  Sergeant  ' s depar ture  ~ i n g  

Cereno stood up and walked t o  t h e  door. 'Jimmy,' 
he said i n  a loud voice,  'put  i n  a new cassette and make 
s u r e  you mark t h e  o ld  one. And take good care of Ms . 
Jones. '  Then Cereno leaned i n ,  h i s  back to Babo, h i s  
mouth c l o s e  t o  Jhmy ' s  cheek. 

'Enough of t h i s  dog and pony show,' he sa id  i n  a 
whisper. 'Ifm going t o  see t h e  doc tor . '  Cereno's voice 
w a s  low and hard. 'You f i n i s h  up wi th  Aunt Jemima.' 
(GGRWf 5 4 )  

Despite Sergeant Cereno's at tempt t o  be cover t ,  however, Babo 

hears  t h e  second p a r t  of h i s  u t t e rance  t o  Delano and responds 

by saying,  "Take your t h e  .... Can' t  remember how t o  start 

t h e  s t o r y  anywaytr (GGRW, 5 4 )  . She h e a r s  t h e  comment Cereno 

does not  in tend h e r  t o  and she l e t s  him know t h a t  she has 

heard it, but  she  does not  pursue the i s s u e .  Like Melv i l le ' s  

Babo, she undercuts au thor i ty  under t h e  guise of a h o s t  over  

exaggerated j o v i a l  and accommodative behaviour. 

There a r e  two more marked d i f f e r e n c e s  between Melvi l le ' s  



c h a r a c t e r s  and King's renderings of them. Readers are privy 

t o  the i n t e r n a 1  thought of t h e  l a t t e r  by way of  t h e  na r ra to r  

and, al though t h e r e  are at tempts  t o  s i l e n c e  her ,  King's Babo 

is a b l e  t o  r e l a t e  at l e a s t  p a r t  of her  s t o r y  directly. The 

s i t u a t i o n  of blacks i n  t h e  Americas has indeed progressed 

s i n c e  Melv i l l e ' s  t h e .  A s  King in t imates ,  however, it s t i l l  

r e q u i r e s  improvements. 

1 would suggest  that one of King's purposes in including 

Babo i n  h i s  novel and invoking one of Melv i l l e ' s  t reatments  

of the s l a v e r y  ques t ion  is  t o  draw p a r a l l e l s  between t h e  

h i s t o r i c  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of black people i n  the United S t a t e s  

and t h e  problems faced by Native Peoples i n  Canada. The 

s i t u a t i o n  of American blacks i s  well documented and widely 

known while  until very r ecen t ly ,  t h e  problems of Native 

Canadians have been l a r g e l y  removed from publ ic  concern.5 

By making t h e  la t te r  s i t u a t i o n  analogous t o  the former, King 

makes t h e  address ing of Native concerns an imperat ive .  T h i s  

t a c t i c  is no t  unprecedented in t h e  Native Canadian s t m g g l e  

f o r  recogni t ion .  I n  t h e  l a t e  1980s, Chief Louis Stevenson of 

t h e  Peguis band, 

5 ~ h i s  particular story of Melville's may not be as widely known as his 
other work, but King declares: 

1 wanted people to understand that 1 think Native history is 
as common as Jacques Cartier arriving in Canada. In a 
number of my books editors have asked me to gloss terms or 
events so the reader understands what8s happening. I've 
refused to do that. Because what it does is it 'others' that 
text, like the language, that Cherokee language in U e e n  
a .  In -th and B-t W a t a  the editors kept 
saying, couldnft we asterisk it? Put it down at the bottom? 
1 said no. If they want to know they can ask me and 1'11 
tell them. It's not a secret. (Andrews, 180-1) 

If a reference is not hediately at the fingertips of his readership, 
this does not mean King does not invest it with meaning. 



contacted the South African Embassy in Ottawa and 
invited the ambassador to visit the Peguis reserve,,.. 
Stevenson knew the national and international media 
would flock to Peguis to cover such a controversial 
visit,... Above all, Stevenson knew the ambassadorfs 
visit would raise sorne uncornfortable questions about the 
parallels between the treatment of Indians in Canada and 
the treatment of blacks in South Africa. (York, 229) 

Geoffrey York goes on to Say that Stevenson's demonstration 

had the desired effect, and King's cornparison is equally 

effective, 

The question of whether such an analogy can be 

legitimately drawn between two situations where the 

circumstances are definitely different has been answered 

affirmativeïy by a range of sources, Although Franz Fanon, 

celebrated in part for his psychological work with colonized 

Algerians, writes £rom a specific context, his work can be 

applied to the Canadian situation for a number of reasons. 

Ato Sekyi-Otu speaks of Fanon's "habit ... of enlarging the 
symbolic territory of ethnic codes to encompass the story of 

the 'nation's beingr" (Sekyi-Otu, 39). By enlarging the 

symbolic, Sekyi-Otu says, Fanon intends that cultural symbols 

should not necessarily remain the exclusive property of the 

culture in which they originated. Fanon, sometimes called a 

purveyor of a new Humanism, believes that specific symbols 

can have universal implications. In the second chapter of 

Black Skin White Masks Fanon himself directly validates such 

uses of his work when he writes, 

1 will broaden the field of this description and through 
the Negro of the Antilles include every colonized man. 
Every colonized people - in other words, every people in 
whose sou1 an inferiority complex has been created by 
the death and burial of its local cultural originality - 
finds itself face to face with the language of the 
civilizing nation; that is with the culture of the 



mother country, (Fanon, 18)  

H e  regards t h e  Anti l lean s i t u a t i o n  a s  being representa t ive  of 

t h e  co lon ia l  drama. Thus, Fanon would not consider  

t ransposing h i s  theory i n t o  a Native Canadian context o r  

drawing p a r a l l e l s  between d i f f e r e n t  oppressive s i t u a t i o n s  t o  

be unsubs tant ia l  pursu i t s .  

Moreover, v i g i l a n t  Native r i g h t s  a c t i v i s t ,  writer and 

professor  Howard Adams cites Fanon's t e x t  Wsetched of the  

Earth i n  h i s  work e n t i t l e d ,  A Tortured P e o ~ l e :  The  Politics 

of Colonization. s t a t e s  t h a t ,  

I n  colonizat ion t h e r e  are two d i s t i n c t  soc i e t i e s :  the  
colonizer  and t h e  colonized. Fanon daims t h a t  it i s  'A 
world divided i n t o  compartmentç, A motionless 
Manicheistic world. The Native i s  being hemmed i n ;  
apartheid i s  simply one form of the divis ion. .  . . The 
f i r s t  th ing  which t h e  Native learns is to s t a y  i n  his 
place,  and not t o  go beyond c e r t a i n  limits'. On t h e  
o the r  s i de  is  t h e  colonizer  with h i s  barracks,  military, 
pol ice ,  l a w  and order .  (Adams, 1 2 2 )  

Adams appears to embrace Fanon's recognition of oppression as  

a universa l ,  

Karcher argues, it would se-, t h a t  Melvi l le  a l s o  

believed t h a t  experiences of oppression w e r e  t r a n s l a t a b l e  

i n t o  o the r  contexts. 1 have previously quoted Kascher's view 

t h a t  "Melville learned t o  i d e n t i f y  with s l aves  and t o  draw 

analogies between d i f f e r e n t  forms of oppressionw (Heath, 

2441,  M y  i t a l i c s ) .  Perhaps another one of t h e  reasons King 

uses Melvi l le 's  t a l e  of a s lave  mutiny i n  a novel t h a t  deals 

with the  d i f f i c u l t i e s  faced by Native Canadians i s  t h a t  he 

agrees with Melville, who a l s o  expressed d i r e c t  sympathy f o r  

t h e  p l i g h t  of colonized Native populations, albeit  no t  i n  a 

North Arnerican context. Karcher asserts t h a t  because he was 



confronted i n  the  Marquesas, Tah i t i ,  and Hawaii wi th  
warships t r a i n ing  t h e i r  guns on naked i s landers ,  and 
with 'rapacious hordes of enl ightened indiv iduals f  
rushing t o  se ize  t h e  'depopulated landf  frorn nat ives  
reduced t o  s tanr ing  ' i n t e r l o p e r [ s ] '  i n  t h e i r  own 
country, Melville came to view ' t he  white c i v i l i z e d  man 
as t h e  most ferocious animal on t h e  face of the  e a r t h . '  
Above a l l ,  a sojourn among one of t h e  peoples h i s  
soc ie ty  denigrated as 'savages' t aught  Melvil le 
t o  quest ion h i s  deepest c u l t u r a l  assumptions .... 
Melvi l le  discovered t h a t  t he se  reputed cannibals ' dea l  
more kindly with each o ther ,  and are more humane' than 
many self-professed Chris t ians .  (Heath, 2 4 4 1 )  

King's apparent choice t o  engage i n  a dialogue with Melvi l le  

i n  p a r t i c u l a r  s e e m s  a very apt  one. 

Within Green Grass. Runnina Water 1 th ink  King himself 

argues t h a t  t he  s i t ua t i on  of American blacks and Native 

Canadians can be analogous. B i s  vers ion  of Babo i s  very 

c lo se ly  l inked t o  the four  Old Indians and t h i s  connection 

seerns intended t o  emphasize t he  similarities i n  t h e i r  

respec t ive  s i t ua t i ons  a s  v i s i b l e  minor i t ies .  There is 

arguably no o the r  character  i n  t h e  novel besides the unnamed 

na r ra to r ,  Native and non-Native charac te r s  included, who has 

such an in t imate  knowledge of t h i s  quasi-mythical quar te t  of 

Indians. Babo has befriended them and understands t h a t  they  

are not dangerous. She does not see why it i s  necessary t o  

keep them i n  t h e  high secur i ty  wing of t h e  hospi ta l .  She 

a l s o  knows t h a t  they are women: 

' W e l l ,  they were old. No crime i n  t h a t .  They 
d i d n ' t  hu r t  anyone. And they were women, not men.' 

'Women? 
'That 's r igh t .  W e  used t o  t a l k ,  you know, l i f e ,  

kids ,  f i x ing  t h e  world. S tuf f  l i k e  t ha t .  We'd trade 
s t o r i e s  too,  the Indians and me.  That 's what 1 could 
do, you know, t e l l  you one of t h e  s t o r i e s  they t o l d  m e . '  

'Are you sure? '  
'Sure, there  was a g r e a t  one, al1  about how th ings  

got s t a r t ed ,  about how the  world w a s  made...' 



'No. Are you s u r e  they  w e r e  women? You must be 
mistaken. ' 

' P r e t t y  hard mistake t o  make. How about t h a t  
s to ry?  ' 

'The f i l e s  Say t h e  Indians  w e r e  men,' 
' Su i t  y o u r s e l f , '  said Babo. (GGRW, 53-4) 

The h o s p i t a l  s t a f f  has not ,  i n  a l 1  the  t h e  t h e  Indians  have 

re s ided  the re ,  been a b l e  t o  see beyond t h e  sur face  i d e n t i t i e s  

they have donned. The d i sgu i ses  t h a t  foo led  t h e  guards a t  

For t  Marion, those  of t h e  Lone Ranger, Robinson Crusoe, 

I s h m a e l  and Hawkeye, cont inue t o  work, The Native cha rac te r s  

i n  t h e  novel who i n t e r a c t  with  t h e  four O l d  Indians do not  

f i x  t h e i r  i d e n t i t i e s  i n  t h e  manner t h a t  D r .  Hovaugh and h i s  

a s s o c i a t e s  do. Although some of them a r e ,  a t  times, baf f l e d  

by t h e  Old Indians  and t h e i r  sudden appearances and 

disappearances, they do no t  appear t o  be o v e r l y  concerned 

with discovering t h e  reason behind the  mysterious behaviour. 

Babo8s r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  t h e  O l d  Indians,  however, i s  

s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t .  Characters  l i k e  Lionel,  Norma and E l i  

l a r g e l y  accept t h e  unusual behaviour of t h e  Lone Ranger e t  

a l .  sabo accepts  t h e  odd behaviour of t h e  Old Indians  as 

w e l l ,  bu t  she a l s o  s e e m s  t o  e x h i b i t  some t r i c k s t e r  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of he r  own. 

Lamont-Stewart i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  King a l t e r s  t h e  

t r a d i t i o n a l  t r i c k s t e r  f i g u r e  i n  a l1  of h i s  f i c t i o n .  She also 

a s s e r t s  t h a t  t h e  four  Old Indians ,  along w i t h  Coyote, al1 

share  the r o l e  of t r i c k s t e r  f i g u r e  i n  Green Grass, Runnina 

Water. 1 would l i k e  t o  suggest  t h a t  Babo Jones a l s o ,  though 

not necessa r i ly  i n  an i d e n t i c a l  manner, p a r t i a l l y  s h a r e s  t h i s  

designat ion.  Gerald Vizenor' s concept of t h e  trickster is 

t h a t  it is  a "semiotic s i g n  i n  a language gamew (Vizenor, 

2 0 4 ) ,  and a "universal  'wanderer'" (Vizenor, 2 0 6 ) -  I n  King's 
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novel, Coyote appears t o  f u l f i l l  Vizenor's expectations.  

Coyote i s  not a f i gu re  who possesses much depth of character  

a s  h e  wanders back and f o r t h  between t h e  novel 's  real and 

mythic spaces causing t rouble.  King provides no motivations 

f o r  Coyote's behaviour o r  any omniscient glimpses i n to  h i s  

thoughts. When he speaks, he seems to reac t  only  t o  what has 

j u s t  been sa id ,  and does so much of t h e  t h e  by i n t e r j e c t i n g  

pieces of information regarding himself which have l i t t l e ,  

u l t imate ly ,  t o  do with the  s i t u a t i o n  a t  hand. When Coyote 

a c t s ,  f o r  example when he creates t h e  s t o m  t h a t  is p a r t i a l l y  

responsible  f o r  E l i ' s  death, he does not  appear t o  be 

invested i n  t he  consequences of h i s  apparently random 

act ions ,  

Unlike t h e  presentat ion of Coyote, readers are privy t o  

Babo's thoughts and motivations and she does n o t  seem f r e e  t o  

wander i n t o  t h e  mythic sec t ions  of t h e  novel. There are some 

notable similarities as  w e l l ,  however, between t h e  two, Babo 

appears remarkably unaifected by t h e  events t h a t  go on around 

her .  She regards Sergeant Cereno's behaviour towards he r  as  

en t e r t a in ing  r a t h e r  than offensive (GGRW, 2 2 0 ) ,  and she and 

D r .  Hovaugh a r e  i n  Blossom before she decides t o  ask why she 

has been brought along (GGRW, 312). Babo muses t h a t  "She 

could have t o l d  D r ,  Hovaugh t o  jus t  s t a y  a t  t h e  hospi ta l ,  

t h a t  sooner o r  later the Indians would show up, b u t  the  idea  

of a t r i p  t o  Canada had been invi t ing .  .." (GGRW, 313). 

King's Babo may not  be exact ly  l i k e  Coyote, bu t  ne i the r  a r e  

t he  O l d  Indians,  who are very much invested i n  t h e  world 

around them and a w a r e  of t h e  consequences of t h e i r  ac t ions .  

Tr icks te r  f igures ,  both King's and t r a d i t i o n a l  ones, are 

mutable th ings .  The connections King makes between Babo and 
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t h e  t r i c k s t e r  f igures  can be p a r t i a l l y  regarded as attempts 

t o  e s t a b l i s h  i s sue s  of racism and freedom at tached t o  the 

Afr ican American s t rugg le  i n  a Native context .  There i s  a 

recogni t ion  t h a t  comparable th ings  have happened and are  

happening i n  both s i t ua t i ons ,  including cons tant  attempts t o  

expose the  constructedness of t h e  au thor i ty  Euro-North 

Americans impose on both African Americans and Natives. 

While they  a r e  indeed cen t r a l ,  t h e  d i r e c t  references t o  

"Benito Cerenor8 do not ,  of course, comprise King's e n t i r e  

query i n t o  t h e  nature of au thor i ty  present  i n  Green Grass. 

Runnino Water. From t h e  very outse t ,  King chal lenges t h e  

au tho r i t y  of i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  Chr i s t i an i t y  by playing with 

Bibl icaf  t a l e s  and t h e  f igure  of God himself .  A t  t h e  

beginning of Green G r a s s .  Runnincr Water G o d  i s  unwitt ingly 

c r ea t ed  by Coyote. King's God f igure  begins as  an in tangib le  

dream of a dog and only ac tua l l y  becomes God through i ts  own 

presumption. F i r s t ,  it mixes up the  letters i n  'dog8 t o  

become 'god8 and then loudly i n s i s t s  upon i t s  own importance 

u n t i l  it becomes GOD. GOD assumes t h a t  it i s  "in charge of 

t h e  worldw and begins t o  exercise  t h e  au tho r i t y  it has 

constructed f o r  i t s e l f  (GGRW, 2 ) .  In t h e  Garden of Eden, 

Coyote's mixed up dream is adamant t h a t  " [ t lhey  c a n ' t  e a t  my 

s t u i f "  (GGRW, 4 1 )  and t h a t  " [a l11  t h i s  s t u f f  is mine. 1 made 

it" (GGRWr 6 8 ) .  Like co lon i s t s  bent on claiming t e r r i t o r y  i n  

t h e  new world, GOD i s  obsessed with possessing and 

con t ro l l ing  th ings  he does not necessar i ly  have any claim t o .  

A ~ S O ,  t h e  four female heroes of t h e  s h i f t i n g  c rea t ion  

s t o r i e s ,  F i r s t  Woman, Changing Woman, Thought Woman, and Old 

Woman, resist being c a s t  i n  f ixed  ro les  by o the r  purveyors of 

t he  'Chris t ian r u l e s 8  whose uncompromising r i g i d i t y  i s  



portrayed as  s e l f  i s h ,  ignorant and immature. When O l d  Woman 

m e e t s  Young M a n  Walking On W a t e r ,  he refuses  her help and 

then immediately l ay s  out t h e  "Chris t ian rules....And the 

f i r s t  rule is t h a t  no one can help m e .  The second r u l e  is 

t h a t  no one cari te l l  me anything. Third, no one i s  allowed 

t o  be i n  two places  a t  once. Except me" (GGRW, 350) .  In  

o ther  words, Chr i s t i an  ru l e s  are absolute  and those  perçons 

subject  t o  them have no input.  The s t o r y  goes on t o  t e l l  us, 

however, t h a t  Young Man Walking On W a t e r f s  a t tempt  t o  rescue 

h i s  d i s c i p l e s  i s  no t  successful because he tries t o  assert 

author i ty  over t h e  boat and the  waves by comanding them. 

Old Woman disagrees  with h i s  t a c t i c s  and t h e  following 

exchange occurs: 

... You shouldnrt  shout a t  y e l l  a t  those  happy 
Waves. You shouldnrt  shout a t  t h a t  j o l l y  B o a t .  You got  
t o  s i ng  a song. 

Sing songs t o  waves? says Young M a n  Walking On 
Water. Sing songs t o  boats? Say, d id  I t e l l  you about 
our  Chr is t ian  ru les?  

I t r s  a simple song, says Old Woman. And Old Woman 
s ings  her song. 

Boy, says those Waves, t h a t  i s  one beau t i fu l  song. 
We f e e l  real relaxed. 

Yes, says t h a t  Boat, it su re  is. Maybe 1'11 take a 
nap . 

So t h a t  Boat stops rocking, and those  Waves s top  
r i s i n g  higher and higher, and everything calms down. 

Hooray, says those men. W e  a r e  saved. 
Hooray, says Young Man Walking On W a t e r .  1 have 

saved you. 
Actually, says those men, t h a t  o t h e r  person saved 

US.  
Nonsense, says Young Man Walking On W a t e r .  That 

o the r  person i s  a woman. That o the r  person s ings  songs 
t o  waves. (GGRW, 351) 

I n  t h i s  scenario,  it i s  obvious t h a t  t h e  person who claims 

t h e  author i ty  i s  not  the person with al1 the  power. To 

maintain t h e  facade of h i s  being i n  cont ro l ,  however, Young 

Man Walking On W a t e r  takes c r e d i t  f o r  Old Womanfs act ions.  



Once again, au tho r i t y  i s  an i l l u s o r y  and cons t ruc ted  thing.  

I n  Green Grass. Running Water, t h e r e  are numerous 

va r i a t i ons  on t h i s  na r r a t i ve  theme i n  which a charac te r  

clairns au tho r i t y  and i s  evenkually shown t o  be  i ne f f ec tua l .  

Cereno, Ahab, Hovaugh, Nathaniel Bumpo, A.A. Gabr ie l ,  Noah 

and GOD al1 share  a s im i l a r  s to ry  t o  that of Young Man 

Walking On Water; they are outsmarted by those  they  are 

attempting t o  subjugate. These charac ters  though, a re  al1 

r e l a t i v e l y  harmless. King, however, writes p a r t s  of t he  

novel where those  charac ters  invested with f a l s e l y  

constructed au thor i ty ,  by themselves o r  o thers ,  are 

d e f i n i t e l y  more s i n i s t e r .  There are t h e  border guards who 

des t roy  Alber ta ' s  family dancing costumes f o r  no d i sce rn ib le  

reason but spo r t .  Amos is  v i r t u a l l y  he lp less  t o  counteract  

t h i s  s p i t e f u l  d isp lay  i n  which h i s  family 's  d i g n i t y  i s  q u i t e  

l i t e r a l l y  trampled and readers  a re  left  with the 

understanding t h a t  t h e  abuses of t he  border g u a r d r s  power 

could po t en t i a l l y  be much more ser ious.  There i s  a l so  George 

Morningstar. I n  some ways, he i s  a laughable charac ter .  The 

f i r s t  and only time he a t tends  the  Sundance w i th  Latisha,  he 

spends an afternoon with the  men following which she has a 

cha t  with h e r  f a the r :  

'That man of yours i s  a funny guy,' La t i sha ' s  
f a t he r  t o l d  her. 'Got some i n t e r e s t i n g  ideas.' 

'Something wrong?' 
'No,' s a i d  her f a the r .  'Wouldnrt Say t h a t .  H e  

helped Mrs. Po t t s  with her  tepee. Had a new way t o  g e t  
t h e  pole up.' 

' D i d  it work?' 
'Nope,' s a i d  her fa ther .  'But he was su r e  it 

would. ' 
'No one got  hu r t  did they?' 
'Nope,' said her fa ther .  'But it s u r e  was 

i n t e r e s t i n g r  
... 'That man of yours, '  her f a t h e r  t o l d  her ,  ' is s u r e  



f u l l  of quest ions. '  
'George is i nqu i s i t i ve ,  Dad.' 
'Yeah, 1 cari see tha t , '  he r  f a t h e r  sa id .  ' B i s  eyes 

Okay? ' 
'Sure, why? ' 
'Guess h i s  ears work, too.  ' (GGRW, 337-9) 

George walks i n t o  a  s i t u a t i o n  of which he has  no knowledge 

and immediately assumes cont ro l .  This scene i s  cornical, but  

King balances h i s  humourous scenarios with much more se r ious  

ones. George's r e l a t i onsh ip  with Latisha d e f i n i t e l y  has a 

darker  edge One day, George buys a jacket of which he i s  

very proud and he comes t o  La t i sha r s  r e s t au r an t  t o  show off  

h i s  purchase. Lat isha i s  not over t ly  en thus i a s t i c  and 

George, disappointed with her  response, leaves .  Af ter  work, 

Lat i sha  comes home t o  him 

s i t t i n g  i n  f r on t  of t h e  t e l ev i s ion  wi th  Chr i s t i an  curled 
up on h i s  lap .  H e  s t i l l  had on t he  jacket .  Lat i sha  
hadn' t  even seen it coming. George turned  the  
t e l e v i s i o n  o f f ,  got  ou t  of t h e  cha i r  as i f  he w a s  
ge t t i ng  up t o  ge t  a cup of coffee,  grabbed Lat i sha  by 
he r  d ress  and slammed her aga ins t  t h e  w a l l ,  And before 
she r ea l i z ed  what w a s  happening, he was h i t t i n g  h e r  as 
hard as he could, bea t ing  h e r  u n t i l  she  fell. 

'Don't you ever  do t h a t  again, '  he  kept shouting,  
timing t h e  words t o  t h e  blows. 'Don't you ever do t h a t  
again, 

H e  s tood over Lat isha f o r  a  long t h e ,  breathing,  
catching h i s  breath,  h i s  f e e t  w i d e  a p a r t ,  h i s  knees 
locked. And then he sat  dom i n  the  c h a i r  and turned 
t h e  t e l e v i s i o n  back on. (GGRW, 1 9 2 )  

George has assumed a pos i t i on  of au thor i ty  i n  t h e  

r e l a t i onsh ip  between he and Latisha and he has  c rea ted  r u l e s  

of which she may not necessar i ly  be aware. These r u l e s  i f  

broken, car ry  d i r e  consequences. The a u t h o r i t y  George 

a s s e r t s  i s  e n t i r e i y  cons tmcted ,  bu t  it a l s o  has the  

p o t e n t i a l  t o  be very dangerous. 

King i s  con t inua l ly  reminding readers  that au thor i ty  
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needs to be challenged because it is a constructed thing and 

the people who construct it may not m e r i t  the power they 

bestow upon themselves. When King brings " B e n i t o  CerenoO' 

into his narrative as directly as he does, he is asking 

readers to consider his examination of authority alongside 

Melville's. 



- Conclusion - 

Although t h e  scope of t h i s  t h e s i s  does n o t  al low fo r  t h e  

exp lo ra t ion  a l1  of the  s u b t l e  ways i n  which Thomas King's 

work resonates  with Melvi l le ' s ,  the  ones examined here are 

important and demonstrate t h a t  King i s  employing h i s  

a l l u s i o n s  t o  Melvi l le  i n  a very de l i be r a t e  manner. I n  Green 

Grass. Runninp W a t e r  1 t h ink  it i s  clear t h a t  King respects  

Melvi l le  both as an author and a s  a th inker .  Melvil le w a s  

f a i r l y  r a d i c a l  i n  h i s  day and King recognizes,  i n  h i s  

a l l u s i o n s  t o  him, the  f a c t  t h a t ,  among o the r  th ings ,  Melville 

used h i s  work t o  c a l 1  oppressive a t t i t u d e s  and p rac t i ces  i n t o  

ques t ion .  King, however, does not treat ~ e l v i ï ï e ' s  s t o r i e s  

a s  s t a t i c ,  sacred,  untouchable th ings .  Be probes them and, 

a t  po in t s ,  even rnocks them. While King r e spec t s  Melvil le,  he 

does not  hold t h a t  the  a b i l i t y  t o  d iscuss  such weighty i ssues  

a s  t r u t h ,  j u s t i c e ,  freedom, and au thor i ty  i n  a meaningful way 

belongs only t o  es tab l i shed  canonical authors.  In  i n i t i a t i n g  

a dialogue with Melvil le through i n t e r t e x t u a l  referencing, 

King po in t s  ou t  how such important universa l  discussions are 

understood i n  a Native context .  

I n  h i s  novel, King represents  a balance between the 

inf luence  both Native and Euro-Canadian c u l t u r e s  have on 

contemporary Native Canadians. H e  does not hearken back to 

an age when Canada's indigenous peoples w e r e  uncontaminated 

by European inf luences and profess t h a t  Natives w e r e  more 

au then t i c  o r  real p r io r  t o  contact .  N o r  does he va lor ize  

~uro-Canadian socie ty .  E l i ' s  sense of h i s  own i d e n t i t y  

begins t o  s o l i d i f y  once h e  has spent a s i g n i f i c a n t  amount of 

t h e  grappling with the  inf Luences he f e e l s  from both 
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c u l t u r e s .  King, it s e e m s ,  makes t h e  p o i n t  t h a t  although it 

i s  p o s s i b l e  f o r  Natives t o  resist European a t tempts  a t  

c u l t u r a l  domination and e rasu re ,  t o  ignore  t h e  impact of 

c o l o n i a l  rule is  not poss ib le  and a t tempts  t o  do s o  are 

u l t i m a t e l y  unproductive. While it i s  important  t o  draw upon 

t h e  p a s t  f o r  a sense of i d e n t i t y ,  r e t r e a t i n g  i n t o  it can 

e f f e c t u a l l y  leave  c u l t u r e s  immobile. Engagement w i t h  t he  

thoughts  and ideas  present  i n  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  most important 

t o  Euro-Canadian soc ie ty  al lows Natives t o  a s s e r t  t h e  

thoughts  and ideas  of t h e i r  own c u l t u r e s  and t o  assert t h e i r  

i d e n t i t i e s  a s  h i s t o r i c a l l y  present  and dynamic. 

Another e f f e c t  King achieves by incorpora t ing  Melvi l le  

i n t o  h i s  work, and thus n o t  exc lus ive ly  adhering t o  a more 

g e n e r a l l y  Native c u l t u r a l  s e n s i b i l i t y ,  i s  t h a t  of  un f ix i ty .  

A s  1 have mentioned, King seems t o  do t h i s  v i r t u a l l y  a t  every  

turn w i t h i n  Green Grass, Runninu Water. Like Melvi l le ,  he 

w i l l  n o t  l e t  t h e  reader settle i n t o  any s o l i d  not ions  

regard ing  h i s  novel. H e  a l s o  re fuses  to def ine  what it i s  

t h a t  makes one white o r  Native o r  where t h e  borders  between 

t h e  two c u l t u r e s  l ie .  I n  p a r t ,  t h i s  i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  t h e  

world is  an  unstable  place is employed a s  an e f f e c t i v e  

s e s i s t a n c e  s t r a t e g y ,  debunking s t e reo types  t h a t  would f i x  

Native Canadians i n  r i g i d l y  de l inea ted  so le s .  

A l 1  t h a t  being sa id ,  1 do not b e l i e v e  t h a t  King's choice  

t o  employ Melvi l le  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  was i n  any way an a r b i t r a r y  

one. King recognizes, as 1 have mentioned, t h a t  he and 

Melv i l le  share  some remarkably similar p o l i t i c s  and views 

regard ing  t h e  na ture  of how both t r u t h  and a u t h o r i t y  func t ion  

i n  t h e  world i n  general .  By engaging w i t h  Melvi l le ,  King i s  

p a r t i a l l y  able t o  bridge a gap between Euro-Canadian and 
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Native Canadian cul tures .  By doing so i n  t h i s  manner, King 

a s s e r t s  t h e  value of Native c u l t u r a l  i d e n t i t i e s .  They are 

important not  because Natives share some of t h e  same ideas 

about t he  world a s  Euro-Canadians, bu t  because t h e r e  are 

universa l  elements involved i n  a l 1  human philosophical  

outlooks regardless  of how d i f f e r en t  indiv idual  cu l t u r e s  may 

appear t o  be from each other .  

The un f ix i t y  t h a t  King s t r e s se s  and the  b lu r r i ng  of 

borders i n  which he is o f t en  involved are r e s i s t ance  

s t r a t e g i e s  which have implications f o r  o the r  Indigenous North 

Arnerican writers a s  w e l l .  What i s  it exact ly  t h a t  makes a 

work of f i c t i o n  Native? King ce r t a in ly  acknowledges t h e  

d i f f i c u l t y  involved i n  even beginning t o  answer such a 

question. While it is  important t o  recognize t h e  c u l t u r a l  

d i s t i n c t i o n s  which make Native w r i t e r s  unique, it i s  a l s o  

important t h a t  they not be sequestered f r o m  the rest of t h e  

l i t e r a r y  world i n  t he  name of pro tec t ing  those d i f ferences .  

I f  they a r e  so rernoved, they  run the  r i s k  of having t h e i r  

work homogenized o r  considered as  a s i n g l e  genre by those who 

have constructed t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  literary category i n  t he  

f irst place, 



Works Ci ted 

Primarv Sources 

King, Thomas. Green Grass, Runnins Water. Toronto: 
HarperCollins Publ ishers  Ltd.,  1993. 

- - - - - -  Medicine River. Markham: V I K I N G ,  a d iv i s ion  
of Penguin Books Canada Ltd., 1990. 

- - - m e -  One Good Storv,  That One. Toronto: 
HarperCollins Publ i shers  Ltd.,  1993. 

Melvi l le ,  Heman. "Benito Cereno." The Heath Antholow of 
American L i t e r a t u r e .  Gen. Ed. Paul Lauter. 2nd ed. Vol. 
1. Lexington Mass.: D.C. Heath and Company, 1994. 
2497-2554. 

- - - - - -  Mobv-Dick. 1851. New York: W.W. Norton & 

Company, 1967. 

Secondarv Sources 

Adams, Howard. A Tortured P e o ~ l e :  The P o l i t i c s  of 
Colonization. Pent ic t ion ,  BC: Theytus Books Ltd. ,  1995. 

Atwood, Margaret. "A Double-Bladed Knife: Subversive 
Laughter i n  Two S t o r i e s  by Thomas King." 

Bailey,  Sharon M. "The Arb i t r a ry  Nature of t h e  Story: 
Poking Fun at Oral and Writ ten Authority i n  Thomas 
King's Green Grass, Running Water." World L i t e r a t u r e  
Todav 73.1 (1999):  43-52. 

Baym, Nina e t  a l .  Eds. The Norton Antholocrv of American 
L i t e r a t u r e .  4 th  ed. Vol 1. New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 1994. 

Bulfinch, Thomas. Mvtholocrv. Abridged by Edmund Ful le r .  
New York: Del1 Publishing,  1959. 

Chester ,  Blanca. "Green Grass, Running W a t e r :  Theorizing 
t h e  World of t h e  Noveï." Canadian L i t e ra tu re  162/3 
(1999): 44-59. 

Donaldson, Laura E. "Noah M e e t s  O l d  Coyote, o r  Singing i n  
t h e  Rain: I n t e r t e x t u a l i t y  i n  Thomas King's Green Grass, 
Running Water." SAIL 7.2 (1995): 27-43. 



Fanon, F ran t z .  Black Skin  White Masks. New York: Grove 
P re s s ,  Inc . ,  1967. 

Fee, Margery and F l i c k ,  Jane.  "Coyote Pedagogy: Knowing 
Where t h e  Borders  Are i n  Thomas King's  Green G r a s s ,  
Running W a t e r . "  Canadian L i t e r a t u r e  162/3 (1999):  
131-138 . 

Feide l son ,  Char les  Jr. "Moby-Dick as Symbolic Voyage." 
Mobv-Dick. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1967. 
671-676 . 

F l i c k ,  Jane .  "Reading Notes f o r  Thomas King's Green G r a s s ,  
Running Water." Canadian L i t e r a t u r e  162/3 (1999) :  
140-164. 

Goldman, Mariene . "Mapping and D r e d n g  : Native Res i s tance  
i n  Green Grass, Runnirig Water." Canadian L i t e r a t u r e  
162/3 ( 1999) : 18-38. 

Harlow, Barbara.  Res i s tance  L i t e r a t u r e .  New York: Methuen, 
I n c . ,  1987. 

Hawthorne, Na than ie l .  "Herman Melvi l le"  20 November, 1856. 
The Norton Antholocw of American L i t e r a t u r e .  E d s ,  Nina 
Baym e t  a l .  4 t h  ed. v o l  1. New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 1994. 1393-94. 

Karcher,  Ca ro l i ne .  "Herman Melv i l l e  1819-1891." The Heath 
Antholosy o f  American L i t e r a t u r e .  Gen. Ed. Pau l  Lauter .  
2nd ed.  Vol. 1. Lexington M a s s . :  D.C. Heath and 
Company, 1994. 2440-2444. 

King, Thomas. I n t roduc t i on .  Al1 Mv Rela t ions :  An Antholoav 
of Con tem~ora rv  Canadian Native F i c t i o n .  Ed, Thomas 
King. Toronto: McClelland & Stewar t  Inc . ,  1 9 9 0 . i ~ - x v i .  

- - - - -  "Border T r i cke ry  and Dry Dog Bones: A 
Conversa t ion  With Thomas King." I n t e rv i ew  w i t h  J e n n i f e r  
Andrews. S t u d i e s  i n  Canadian L i t e r a t u r e .  24.2 (1999): 
161-185. 

- - - - -  "Godzi l la  vs. Post-Colonial." World L i t e r a t u r e  
Wr i t t en  i n  Ena l i sh  30.2 (1990):  10-16. 

- - - - -  " In te rv iew w i t h  Tom King." World L i t e r a t u r e  
Wr i t t en  i n  Ena l i sh  30.2 (1990): 62-76. 



- - - - -  "Pe te r  Gzowski In te rv iews  Thomas King on Green 
G r a s s ,  Running K a t e r . "  I n t e rv i ew  wi th  P e t e r  Gzowski. 
Canadian L i t e r a t u r e  162/3 (1999): 65-76. 

Lamont-Stewart, Linda. "Androgyny as Res i s tance  t o  
Author i t a r ian i sm i n  Two Postmodern Canadian Novels." 
Mosaic 30.3 (1997):  115-130. 

Lauter ,  Paul.  Gen. Ed. The  Heath Antholoav of  American 
L i t e r a t u r e .  2nd ed. Vol. 1. Lexington M a s s . :  D.C. Heath 
and Company, 1994. 

Linton,  P a t r i c i a .  " 'And H e r e ' s  How it Happened': T r i c k s t e r  
Discourse i n  Thomas King's  Green G r a s s ,  Running W a t e r . "  
Modern F i c t i o n  Studies 45.1 ( 1999) : 212-234. 

Me lv i l l e ,  Herman. "Hawthorne and h i s  Mosses." The Norton 
Antholosv of American L i t e r a t u r e .  Eds. Nina Baym e t  al .  
4 t h  ed.  Vol 1. New York: W . W ,  Norton & Company, 1994. 
2201-2212. 

- - - - -  "Melvi l le  t o  Hawthorne." 29 June 1851. The Norton 
Antholoav of  American L i t e r a t u r e ,  E d s ,  Nina Baym et a l ,  
4 t h  ed.  v o l  1. New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 1994. 
2217-2218. 

Morrison, Toni. P lav ina  i n  t h e  Dark: Whiteness and t h e  
L i t e r a r v  Imagination. New York: Vintage Books, 1992. 

Peters, D a r r e l l  Jesse, "Beyond t h e  Frame: T o m  King's 
Nar ra t ives  of Resistment." SAIL 11.2 (1999): 66-78. 

Ruffo, Armand Garnet.  "Why Native L i t e r a t u r e ? "  Native North 
A r n e r i c a :  C r i t i c a l  and C u l t u r a l  P e r s ~ e c t i v e s .  Ed, Renée 
Hulan. Toronto: EWC Press, 1999, 109-121. 

Sekyo-Otu, Ato. Fanon's D i a l e c t i c  of E x ~ e r i e n c e .  Boston: 
Harvard Univers i ty  P r e s s ,  1996. 

S t r a t t o n ,  Florence.  "Cartographie Lessons: Susanna Moodie's 
Roughing It i n  the Bush and Thomas King's  Green G r a s s ,  
Running Water." Canadian L i t e r a t u r e  162/3 (1999):  
82-102 

Vizenor,  Gerald ed. Nar ra t i ve  Chance: Postmodern Discourse 
on Native American Ind ian  L i t e r a t u r e s .  Norman: 
Univers i ty  of Oklahoma Press, 1993. 



Wal ton ,  P e r c y .  " ' T e l l  Our  ûwn Stories':  P o l i t i c s  and t h e  
F i c t i on  of Thomas King."  World  L i t e r a t u r e  W r i t t e n  i n  
E n s l i s h  30.2 ( 1 9 9 0 ) :  77-84. 

W y l i e ,  H e r b .  " ' T r u s t  Tonto': Thomas King's Subversive 
F ic t ions  and t h e  Po l i t i c s  of C u l t u r a l  L i t e r a c y . "  
C a n a d i a n  L i t e r a t u r e  162 /3  ( 1 9 9 9 ) :  105-124. 

York,  G e o f f r e y .  The Dis~ossessed: L i f e  and D e a t h  i n  N a t i v e  
Canada .  T o r o n t o :  L e s t e r  & O r p e n  Dennys ,  1989.  




