Monday, March 28th, 2011 in ALL of Mrs. Erickson’s Advanced Placement English Language and Composition Classes

Name: _____________________________________________________________________  Hour: ________
Sherman Alexie’s The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven
"We are more than just writers.  We are (Native) storytellers.  We are spokespeople.  We are cultural ambassadors.  We are politicians.  We are activists.  We are all of this simply by nature of what we do, without even wanting to be."

In this darkly comic collection of interlinked short stories, Sherman Alexie, a Spokane/Coeur d’Alene Native American, brilliantly weaves memory and dream with realism to paint a complex, grimly ironic portrait of life in and around the Spokane Indian Reservation.
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The picture of reservation life presented in this collection of short stories is at once lyrical and darkly ironic.  The Indians of the Spokane reservation find relief in alcohol, laughter, and stories of their shared heritage, facing daily conflict between the present and the past -- on and off the reservation.
In this poignant collection of short stories, Alexie’s characters live in an ethereal world where visions of tribal dances mix with government subsidies and graveyard shifts at the 7-11.  Amidst poverty and police cars, the Indians of the Spokane reservation find relief in alcohol, laughter and stories of their shared heritage.  With a spare yet powerful voice, Alexie reveals the tensions Indians face both on and off the reservation, as well the daily conflicts between the realities of their present and the traditions of the past.
Sherman Alexie wraps himself in a richly inter-textual quilt of visions for his first foray into major league publishing, The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven. Like many Native American authors, Alexie, a Spokane/Coeur D'Alene writer who won an impressive following with his little-press premiere (The Business of Fancydancing, Hanging Loose Press), enjoys and celebrates the interplay between mythology and history, between "dreams" and "stories" and "visions" and "reality."  Unlike many Native American authors, Alexie is as apt to evoke British rocker John Lennon or African American novelist Toni Morrison in his visions as he is to pay homage to other Native American artists such as Leslie Silko or Gerald Vizenor. 

The visions Alexie sews together in this collection of short stories possess power--the power to "pick up the pieces of a story from the street and change the world for a few moments," or forever.  They have "the power to teach, to show how this life should be lived."  But they may lack the power it will take to save the storytellers from yesterday's exploitation, today's recession or tomorrow's bottle. 

The stories follow, in a loosely connected fashion, the adventures of Victor, a former reservation-wide basketball hero turned frequently-recovering alcoholic, his not-very-close friend and confidante Thomas Builds-The-Fire, "self-proclaimed visionary of the Spokane Tribe," and their acquaintances on the Spokane Indian Reservation northwest of the city of Spokane. 

Alexie's stories are at once realistic and fanciful, for, when all is said and done, "everything is a matter of perception."  Victor's father claims to be "the only Indian who saw Jimi Hendrix play at Woodstock," although Victor suspects "there were hundreds."  His father doesn't mind.  "What's real?" he asks.  "I ain't interested in what's real.  I'm interested in how things should be."  The son takes a lesson.  When his father later abandons both his mother and him, Victor dreams of a homecoming and stands on the porch all night long waiting, wrapped in his mother's favorite quilt and pretending to hear the missing motorcycle and Jimi Hendrix' guitar. 

[image: image2.wmf]A hopeful daydream, in "A Drug Called Tradition," follows a painful memory, "Every Little Hurricane." A Kafka-esque nightmare from the past, "The Trial of Thomas Builds-The-Fire," precedes a post-apocalyptic vision ala Vizenor, "Distances." The language is often lyrical, the message just as frequently brutal--speaking of genocide, self-destruction, domestic violence, racism, poverty.  Both nightmares and dreams inform Alexie's worlds, and either may gain the upper hand in the reality that ultimately emerges from his tales. 

Of course this is really an adult book by perhaps the hottest young native author writing at present -- but the subject matter and clear writing make it well suited to hold the attentions of younger teens as well.

Sherman Alexie's The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven is an introspective and amusing tour of life in and around eastern Washington's Spokane Indian Reservation that shines with wit, wisdom, irony, and a fine prose-poetry style.

The twenty-two intertwined stories in the book outline the difficult lives of Alexie's "cousins," both on and off the reservation, whose existence continues solely by the effort of enduring multiple hardships.  Alcoholism, poverty, and diabetes combine with depression, despair, and disappearances, in a place where there are no high school reunions because classes have "a reunion every weekend at the Powwow Tavern."

The book begins with a harrowing scene, as nine-year-old Victor wanders through his house while a night-long party swirls around him like a hurricane.  A fight erupts between two uncles in the front yard, and the boy watches. "...they had to be in love," he presumes. "Strangers would never want to hurt each other that badly."

In "This is What it Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona," Victor, older now, must retrieve his father's body.  With Victor having no money for the trip from Spokane to Phoenix, Thomas Builds-the Fire, the shunned storyteller who talks to birds and rusting cars, steps in and offers to help him. "How did you know about it?" Victor asks. Thomas replies, "I heard it on the wind, I heard it from the birds. I felt it in the sunlight. Also, your mother was in here crying." Several times in the past, Victor has treated Thomas cruelly, now he has no choice but to accept. In a scene reminiscent of Buddy and Philbert in Powwow Highway, they retrieve the body and drive back to Spokane in the father's pickup truck, with gas money from the father's meager savings account. Thomas tells stories, including one involving seeking a vision at Spokane Falls and encountering Victor's father, but when they return to the reservation, they cannot be friends. As a token, Victor gives Thomas half of his father's ashes.

Some of the stories will leave the reader a bit confused.  Those having a better understanding of tribal history will comprehend more of the inner meanings associated with feelings about the BIA, commodity supplies, the struggle to stay sober, and taking responsibility for the actions of those not related to you. In a poignant scene from "Witnesses, Secret or Not," a teen gives a dollar to a drunken acquaintance lying in a doorway. To the teen, it's a comic book and a diet Pepsi.  To the other it's much more, it's enough for a jug.  "One Indian doesn't tell another what to do," he says to himself.

It takes courage to write stories such as these, and yes, anger.  It's even hard to tell in the photo of Alexie, whether that's a shy smile on his face or a smirk.  If it's a shy smile, the anger shows through in stunning passages such as this: "James must know how to cry because he hasn't yet and I know he's waiting for that one moment to cry like it was five hundred years of tears.  He ain't walked anywhere and there are no blisters on his soles but there are dreams worn clean into his rib cage and it shakes and shakes with each breath and I see he's trying to talk when he grabs the air behind his head or stares up at the sky so hard."

A Spokane/Coeur d’Alene Indian, Sherman Joseph Alexie, Jr., grew up on the Spokane Indian Reservation in Washington. A bookish child, Alexie was educated off the reservation, first at a small German immigrant high school in Reardon, then at a Jesuit university in Spokane (Alexie describes himself as “Spokane Indian Catholic”) before transferring to Washington State University and majoring in American Studies. There he took a poetry class and was given an anthology of contemporary Native American poetry called Songs From This Earth on Turtle's Back.  Alexie describes the profound importance of the discovery: “I opened it up and—oh my gosh—I saw my life in poems and stories for the very first time.”  After the enormous critical acclaim showered on his first book of poems, The Business of Fancydancing, Alexie was approached by New York literary agents who wanted to know if he had a fiction manuscript.  Alexie obliged with The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven, twenty-two linked stories which he had begun while still in college. 

From the opening story and its description of the emotional storms that wrack the reservation—brothers fighting, memories of hunger and humiliation, the smell of “Alcohol and sweat.  Cigarettes and failure”—to the book’s final image of a father crying into this food,  The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven offers a darkly humorous and unflinching look at life on the Spokane Indian Reservation. Alexie shows us both the material circumstances of that life, the historical plight that placed the Indians there, and the emotional consequences of a people cut off from their traditions in a modern world in which it is nearly impossible to assimilate. Characters recur throughout the stories—Victor, Junior, Thomas Builds-the-Fire, Lester FallsApart, and others—though it is not always clear who is narrating a story. Alexie has said, however, that all the characters represent parts of himself, so the collection can be read as a kind of oblique autobiography. But if this is autobiography it is not of the narcissistic variety now so popular. The stories that make up The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven and the stories told within it, function not merely to record personal experience but to transmit and preserve the experience of a community—a tribe—and the individual’s life within that tribe. “Whatever happened to the tribal ties, the sense of community?” Victor asks in “This Is What It Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona.” And insofar as such ties can be sustained—in a world where six trees and a Chrysler Cordoba are given in return for the land of Oregon and Washington and where reservation basketball has replaced the Ghost Dance—storytelling helps sustain them. 
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In “Jesus Christ’s Half-Brother is Alive and Well on the Spokane Indian Reservation,” the narrator thinks of the Pueblo Indians, how they “disappeared with food still cooking in the pot and air waiting to be breathed… There they were and suddenly they were forgotten for just a second and for just a second nobody thought about them and then they were gone.” For all their darkness and despair, the stories of The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven make it impossible to forget the Indians of the Spokane Reservation.  By writing about that reality so powerfully, Alexie helps to keep it alive. 

Sherman J. Alexie, Jr. was born in October 1966. He is a Spokane/Coeur d'Alene Indian (he prefers to be called an Indian, finding Native American a "guilty white liberal term") born and raised on the Spokane Indian Reservation in Wellpinit, Washington, about 50 miles from Spokane. His father held various jobs, including truck driver and logger and his mother was a social worker. Alexie was born hydrocephalic and underwent a brain operation at the age of 6 months, but was not expected to survive. When he did beat the odds, doctors predicted he would live with severe mental retardation. Although spared this, he did suffer through seizures and bed-wetting throughout his childhood. Preferring to stay inside (or occasionally hide in the rocks on the reservation), he developed a love for reading, reading Steinbeck as a five-year-old. As a young adult, Alexie faced a new problem: alcoholism. Alcohol plagued his life for five years before he became sober at twenty-three.

He attended high school at Reardan High where he was "the only Indian...except for the school mascot." Alexie graduated with honors and planned to be a doctor until he "fainted three times in human anatomy class and needed a career change." That change was fueled when Alexie stumbled into a poetry workshop at Washington State University in Pullman. He attended Gonzaga University in Spokane on a scholarship and graduated in American Studies from Washington State.

Shortly after the publication of his first book, The Business of Fancydancing-a collection of poetry and stories-Alexie was described as "one of the major lyric voices of our time" in the New York Times Book Review, which selected the book as a "1992 Notable Book of the Year." In that same year, Alexie received a National Endowment for the Arts Poetry Fellowship. In 1998 and 1999, Alexie won the World Heavyweight Champion Poetry Bout at the Taos Poetry Circus, and he won the 1999 New York Heavyweight Poetry Bout. Alexie's several books of poetry include Old Shirts & New Skins, The Summer of Black Widows, and One Stick Song.

Alexie's first collection of short stories, The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven, published in 1994, received the 1994 Great Lakes College Association Award for Best First Book of Fiction and was a citation winner for the PEN/Hemmingway Award for Best First Fiction. In the same year, he also earned a Lila Wallace-Reader's Digest Writers' Award.

Alexie's first novel, Reservation Blues, published in 1995, was selected as a Booklist Editor's Choice Award for Fiction, and was awarded an American Book Award from the Before Columbus Foundation, in 1996. His most recent novel, Indian Killer, published in 1998, was a New York Times Notable Book and was selected as one of ten "Best of Pages" titles by People magazine. For his skilled fiction writing, Alexie was named one of Granta magazine's "Twenty Best American Novelists Under the Age of Forty."

In June, 1999, The New Yorker acknowledged Alexie as one of the top writers for the 21st Entury. He was one of twenty writers featured in the magazine's Summer fiction Edition, "20 Writers for the 21st Century."

Alexie's first screenplay, Smoke Signals, based on the book The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven, became the first feature film produced, written and directed by American Indians. It premiered at the 1998 Sundance Film Festival, where it won the Audience Award and Filmmakers Trophy. Smoke Signals also received the 1999 Christopher Award. Alexie was nominated for the Independent Feature Project/West 1999 Independent Spirit Award for Best First Screenplay. Alexie has said the the main characters in Smoke Signals, Victor and Thomas, are very much his alter-egos.

Alexie is currently serving as a Creative Advisor to the Sundance Institute Writers Fellowship Program.

A poet and author known for his exceptional lyricism and humor, Alexie made his stand-up debut at the Foolproof Northwest Comedy Festival in April 1999, and was the featured performer at the Vancouver International Comedy Festival's opening night gala in July 1999.

Alexie has a new collection of short stories, The Toughest Indian in the World, published by Atlantic Montly Press, and a new collection of poetry and essays, One Stick Song, published by Hanging Loose Press. This month he will return to the Taos Poetry Circus to defend his World Champion Poetry Bout title. He is currently working on the screenplay adaptation of his novel Reservation Blues, which he will also direct and co-produce.

Alexie and his wife, Diane, live in Seattle with their son.  In his spare time, the six-foot-two Alexie still likes to play basketball and has joked that he would willingly trade his literary career to be the 12th man on any NBA team.
Alexie on Heroes

I've always been picky about heroes. Like most American males, I've always admired athletes, particularly basketball players. I admired Julius Erving and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar not only for their athletic abilities, but for who they seemed to be off the court. They seemed to be spiritual, compassionate, and gracious people. Neither has done nor said anything over the years to contradict my image of them. 

Unlike many American males, I always admired writers as much as I admired athletes. I loved books and the people who wrote books. John Steinbeck was one of my earliest heroes because he wrote about the poor. Stephen King became a hero because he wrote so well of misfit kids, the nerds and geeks. Growing up on my reservation, I was a poor geek, so I had obvious reasons to love Steinbeck and King. I still love their novels, but I have no idea if they were/are spiritual, compassionate, and gracious men. There is so much spirit, compassion, and grace in their work, I want to assume that Steinbeck and King were/are good people. I would be terribly disappointed to find out otherwise. . . 

Most of my heroes are just decent people. Decency is rare and underrated. I think my writing is somehow just about decency. Still, if I was keeping score, and I like to keep score, I would say the villains in the world are way ahead of the heroes. I hope my writing can help even the score. 
Alexie on Indian Literature

Reflecting oral storytelling traditions, in which repetition exists not for memorization but to deepen meaning with each iteration, Alexie’s writing returns to certain themes, such as the fire that killed his sister and brother-in-law. In his most recent collection of poetry, The Summer of Black Widows (Hanging Loose Press, 1996), one section is entitles "Sister Fire, Brother Smoke." . . .

When asked why he made the switch from poetry to prose, from short stories to novels, from writing to film, Alexie immediately responds with two answers: sales and access. Novels and film pay the bills better than poetry, and with the broader sales he can get his work out to more people, particularly Indian youth. . . . "As I have been working with the film," Alexie says, "I’ve come to realize sitting in a movie theater is the contemporary equivalent of sitting around the fire listening to a storyteller. . . . And because of this, Indian peoples, all peoples, will respond more powerfully to movies than to books." . . . 

Another of Alexie’s concerns is that Indian literatures are erroneously assumed by non-Indian readers to represent social and historical realities in ways that other readers do not. When readers’ expectations take an anthropological turn, writers are put in the awkward position of being expected to represent their tribes, communities, and Native America. "Most of us [Indian writers] are outcasts," Alexie says. "We don’t really fit within the Indian community, so we write to try to fit in and sound Indian. So it’s ironic that we become spokespeople for Indian country, that we are supposed to be representative of our tribes." . . . 

What does Alexie want to see within the ranks of Indian writers? "I want us to write about the way we live." He wants Indian writers to write from their own lived experiences, not some nostalgic and romanticized notion of what it means to be Indian. "When I see words like the Creator, Father Sky, Mother Earth, Four Legends, I almost feel like we’re colonizing ourselves. These words, this is how we’re supposed to talk—what it means to be Indian in white America. But it’s not who we really are; it’s not what it means to be Navajo or Spokane or Cour d’Alene." 
Alexie on the Responsibilities of Native writers

EK: Would you speak to what you see as our responsibility is as Native Writers? Do you see that responsibility restricting/constricting certain avenues of creativity?

SA: We do have a cultural responsibility above and beyond what other people do, more than other ethnic group, simply because we are so misrepresented and misunderstood and appropriated. We have a serious responsibility to tell the truth. And to act as . . . role models. We are more than just writers. We are storytellers. We are spokespeople, We are cultural ambassadors. We are politicians. We are activists. We are all of these simply by nature of what we do, without even wanting to be. So we’re not like these other writers who can just pick up and choose their expressions. They’ve chosen for us , and we have to be aware of that. I also think that we have a responsibility to live up to our words. As Native writers, we certainly talk the talk about the things that everybody should do, but if you’re going to write about racism, I don’t think you should be a racist. 

If you’re going to write about sexism and exploitation, then I don’t think you should be a sleeping around. If you’re going to write about violence and colonialism, then I don’t think you should be doing it to your own family. So, I think we have a serious responsibility as Native writers to live traditionally in a contemporary world. And I don’t think that a lot of us do.

EK: What do you think prevents us from doing that?

SA: A lot of it is our own dysfunctions. While we may have more responsibilities because of what we do, that does not automatically make us healthy. Part of the danger in being an artist of whatever color is that you fall in love with your wrinkles. The danger is that if you fall in love with your wrinkles then you don’t want to get rid of them. You start to glorify them and perpetuate them. If you write about pain, you can end up searching for more pain to write about, that kind of thing; that self-destructive route. We need to get away from that. We can write about pain and anger without having it consume us, and we have to learn how to do that in our lives as individuals before we can start doing that as writers.
Questions for first class discussion: 

1.) What are your preconceptions about Native American writing and Native American culture?  As you read think about how Sherman Alexie’s book confirms, refutes, or complicates those preconceptions.
2.) The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven is an unusual and attention-grabbing title.  (Alexie says that it came to him in a dream).  What does it suggest about the tone of the stories?  What themes or recurring concerns does the title introduce?  Why would Alexie suggest that these icons of pop-culture, partners on a TV show, are fighting in the afterlife?  
3.) In the book’s opening story, as Victor’s Uncles Adolph and Arnold fight in the yard, someone shouts that they might kill each other.  But the narrator writes that “Nobody disagreed and nobody moved to change the situation.  Witnesses.  They were all witnesses and nothing more. For hundreds of years, Indians were witnesses to crimes of an epic scale” [p. 3].  What are the crimes Native Americans have witnessed?  What effects do these crimes have on the circumstances and behavior of the characters in Alexie’s stories? 
4.) In the story “A Drug Called Tradition,” how does tradition function like a drug for Native Americans?  What does it offer them?  What does it let them dream of? 
5.) In the first story, the narrator introduces the theme of "witnessing."  What does it mean to be a witness in this story, and is it a positive position?
Questions to consider for future class discussions: 
1.) The narrator of “The Only Traffic Signal on the Reservation Doesn’t Flash Red Anymore” observes that “It’s hard to be optimistic on the reservation.  When a glass sits on a table here, people don’t wonder if it’s half filled or half empty.  They just hope it’s good beer” [p. 49].  Why is this mixture of humor and despair so effective in expressing the mood of life on the reservation?  Where else do such moments occur in the collection? 
2.) In “This Is What It Means to Say Phoenix, Arizona” Thomas Builds-the-Fire has a dream in which he is told to go to Spokane and wait for a vision.  What does his vision turn out to be?
3.) Imagination is an important theme in Alexie's short story collection.  In several stories, characters stretch reality, have fantasies or dreams, talk to imaginary people, or tell stories.  What is the function of imagination for these characters?  Can imagination have a "real" impact or consequence?  In what way?  Support your ideas with evidence from at least two stories, and be sure to consider counter-arguments.
4.) Which of the short stories do you feel is the most significant in terms of conveying Alexie’s message and honestly representing the context of the entire collection?  Why?  What themes does it continue or introduce?  Does it introduce a new perspective on themes that have already been introduced in other stories?  Does it change or contradict these themes? 
5.) There are several kinds of relationships between Native Americans represented in Alexie's book: Parent-Child, Friend-Friend, Husband and Wife or other romantic connections.  Choosing only one of these categories, relate personal relationships to cultural problems.  How does culture influence, change, inhibit, or develop relationships between individuals?  Are the Native Americans doomed to have terrible personal relationships because of the suffering they have endured?  Why or why not?  Support your ideas with at least two stories. 
6.) In the first story, the narrator introduces the theme of "witnessing."  The last story, "Witnesses, Secret and Not" continues and develops this motif.  What does it mean to be a witness in the first story?  Is it a positive position, and does Victor's position change throughout the story?  What does it meant to witness in the last story?  Has the representation of "witnessing" changed at all?  What is Sherman Alexie saying in general about Indians' roles as witnesses?

