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EXPLORING THE DEPTHS OF LOUISE ERDRICH’S
NOVEL: A COMPLETE LITERARY COMPANION

Louise  Erdrich’s  Tracks  stands  as  a  cornerstone  of  Native
American  literature,  offering  readers  a  profound  and  layered
narrative  set  in  the  early  twentieth  century.  For  students,
educators,  and  casual  readers  alike,  finding  a  reliable  resource
that breaks down the novel’s complex themes, characters, and
historical context is essential. This guide serves as an in-depth
companion to the novel, providing the kind of detailed analysis
you would expect from a comprehensive study resource, ensuring
that  your  engagement  with  the  text  is  both  meaningful  and
informed.  Whether  you  are  preparing  for  an  exam,  writing  a
paper, or simply seeking a deeper appreciation of Erdrich’s work,
this  article will  illuminate the many facets of  this  remarkable
novel, offering insights that go beyond a standard summary.

UNDERSTANDING THE HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL
CONTEXT OF THE NOVEL

To  fully  appreciate  Tracks,  one  must  first  understand  the
historical backdrop against which it is set. The novel unfolds in
North  Dakota  between 1912 and 1924,  a  period  of  immense
upheaval  for  the Ojibwe people.  This era was marked by the
implementation  of  the  Dawes  Act  of  1887,  a  federal  policy
designed to dismantle tribal land holdings by allotting parcels to
individual  Native  Americans  and  selling  off  the  remaining
“surplus” to white settlers. The results were devastating, leading
to the fragmentation of tribal communities, the loss of traditional
lifeways, and the erosion of cultural identity. Erdrich captures this
sense  of  loss  and  struggle  with  unflinching  clarity,  weaving  the
historical realities into the personal stories of her characters. The
pressure to assimilate, the encroachment of logging companies,
and the tuberculosis epidemic that ravaged the community are
not merely background details but rather active forces that shape
every decision and conflict within the narrative.
Erdrich  herself  is  a  member  of  the  Turtle  Mountain  Band  of
Chippewa Indians,  and her  work  is  deeply  rooted in  the  oral
traditions and storytelling practices of her heritage. This cultural
foundation gives Tracks a unique narrative texture, blending the
mundane with the mystical. The world of the novel is one where
spirits, dreams, and ancestral memories coexist with the harsh
realities of poverty and disease. Understanding this worldview is
critical  for  interpreting  the  actions  of  characters  like  Fleur
Pillager, who is often seen as a figure of supernatural power. The
novel  does  not  present  a  simple  binary  of  good  versus  evil,
colonizer versus colonized. Instead, it offers a nuanced portrayal
of survival, adaptation, and resistance, showing how individuals
and  communities  navigate  the  treacherous  waters  of  forced
change. A thorough study resource will  always highlight these
contextual elements, as they are the key to unlocking the novel’s
deeper meaning.

The Pillager Family and the

Sacred Land
Central to the conflict in Tracks is the fate of the Pillager family’s
land,  specifically  the  holdings  around  Lake  Matchimanito.  Fleur
Pillager, the last surviving member of her immediate family, is
fiercely  determined  to  hold  onto  this  land,  which  holds  deep
spiritual  significance  for  her  people.  The  forest  surrounding  the
lake is not just a resource to be exploited; it is a living entity filled
with  ancestral  spirits  and  traditional  medicines.  The  logging
company,  backed  by  the  federal  government,  represents  the
relentless march of capitalism and the commodification of nature.
This  clash between a sacred,  holistic  view of  the land and a
secular,  extractive  one is  at  the  heart  of  the  novel’s  central
tension.  For  readers  looking for  a  detailed breakdown of  this
conflict, a good analysis will  trace how each character relates to
the land, from the traditional stewardship of Nanapush to the
more pragmatic and desperate actions of Pauline.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS: THE VOICES OF THE NOVEL

One of the most striking features of Tracks is its dual narrative
structure. The story is told from the alternating perspectives of
two  very  different  characters:  Nanapush,  an  elderly  tribal  elder,
and Pauline Puyat,  a young mixed-race woman who becomes
increasingly  obsessed  with  Catholicism.  This  bifurcated
storytelling is not merely a stylistic choice; it is a fundamental
device  that  forces  the  reader  to  grapple  with  conflicting
interpretations of the same events. A comprehensive study guide
will help you navigate these competing voices, highlighting how
each narrator  shapes  the  story  to  serve  their  own purposes.
Nanapush represents the continuity of Ojibwe tradition, wit, and
resilience,  while  Pauline  represents  internalized  colonialism,
shame,  and a desperate desire  for  belonging.  Together,  their
voices create a rich, polyphonic portrait of a community under
siege.

Nanapush: The Trickster
and the Historian
Nanapush is one of Erdrich’s most memorable characters. As a
tribal elder who has survived the smallpox epidemic and the loss
of his own family, he embodies the endurance of his people. His
narration is filled with humor, earthy wisdom, and a deep love for
language. He functions as a historian, tasked with recording the
story of Fleur Pillager so that future generations will remember
the  truth.  Nanapush  is  also  a  trickster  figure  in  the  tradition  of
Ojibwe folklore, using cunning and storytelling to outmaneuver
his enemies. His voice is the novel’s anchor to the past and its
hope  for  the  future.  When  searching  for  analysis  on  this
character, look for discussions of how his narrative style contrasts
with Pauline’s, how he uses language as a form of resistance, and
how his relationship with Lulu, Fleur’s daughter, frames the entire
story.

Pauline Puyat: The Complex

https://www.remodelicious.com/


2

2 Tracks Erdrich Sparknotes 2025-06-29

Antagonist
Pauline  is  arguably  the  most  complex  and  tragic  figure  in  the
novel. As a mixed-race woman who despises her Native heritage,
she  seeks  salvation  and  identity  in  the  rigid  doctrines  of
Catholicism. Her narration is unreliable, marked by jealousy, self-
loathing, and a dangerous form of religious zealotry. She is both a
participant in and an observer of the events that befall Fleur, and
her actions are often motivated by a desire to destroy what she
cannot  possess  or  understand.  A  truly  informative  article  will
delve into Pauline’s psychology, exploring how her internalized
racism drives the plot. She is not simply a villain; she is a product
of the same colonial forces that threaten the Ojibwe community.
Her transformation into Sister Leopolda later in Erdrich’s other
novels is a testament to the enduring impact of her character.
Understanding  Pauline  is  essential  for  grasping  the  novel’s
themes of identity, faith, and corruption.

Fleur Pillager: The Center of
the Storm
Fleur  Pillager  is  the  silent,  powerful  center  around which the
entire  novel  revolves.  She  rarely  speaks  for  herself,  but  her
presence is felt on every page. She is associated with the spirit of
Misshepeshu,  the  underwater  manitou,  and  is  feared  and
respected by the community. Her strength is both physical and
supernatural; she survives a bear attack, a rape, and numerous
other hardships. Fleur represents the unyielding spirit of the land
itself. She is the embodiment of resistance, refusing to bend to
the  will  of  the  lumber  companies  or  the  government.  Any
worthwhile study of the novel will focus on Fleur’s symbolic role.
Is she a human woman, a spirit, or something in between? How
does her silence function as a form of power? These are the
questions that elevate the novel from a simple historical drama to
a profound meditation on agency and survival.

MAJOR THEMES AND MOTIFS

Tracks is a thematically dense novel that rewards close reading.
The  following  themes  are  central  to  the  narrative  and  are
frequently the focus of academic essays and study guides.

Survival and Resilience: The most overarching theme is
survival. Every character is engaged in a struggle to
survive, whether physically, culturally, or spiritually.
Nanapush survives through storytelling, Fleur through her
connection to the land, and Pauline through her religious
fanaticism. The novel asks what is lost and what is gained
in the fight to endure.
The Loss of Land and Culture: The systematic theft of
Ojibwe land is the driving force of the plot. This loss is not
just material; it is a spiritual and cultural catastrophe. As
the forests are clear-cut and the land is divided, the
community loses its connection to its history and its
identity. The novel serves as a powerful elegy for a way of
life that is being destroyed.
Storytelling and Oral Tradition: The act of telling stories
is presented as a vital act of resistance and preservation.
Nanapush is constantly telling stories to Lulu, ensuring that
the past is not forgotten. The novel itself is framed as an
oral history, passed down through generations. This meta-
narrative element is a key feature of Erdrich’s style.
Religion and Spirituality: The conflict between
traditional Ojibwe spirituality and Catholicism is a major

source of tension. Pauline’s journey into Catholicism is a
dark mirror of her rejection of her own culture. The novel
does not simply condemn Christianity, but rather shows
how it can be twisted into a tool of self-destruction.
Conversely, traditional beliefs are shown as a source of
strength and healing.
Gender and Power: The novel explores the roles of
women in a patriarchal society, both within the Native
community and in the broader American context. Fleur’s
power is threatening to the men around her, and she is
punished for her independence. Pauline’s power is
expressed through self-denial and suffering. The novel
offers a complex and often unsettling look at female
agency.

KEY SYMBOLS IN THE NOVEL

Symbolism  is  woven  throughout  the  fabric  of  Tracks.
Recognizing these symbols is crucial for a deep reading of the
text.

Lake Matchimanito: The lake is a sacred place, home to1.
Misshepeshu, the water monster. It represents the mystery
and power of the natural world. It is also a source of
sustenance and danger, reflecting the dual nature of life
itself.
The Forest: The old-growth forest represents tradition,2.
history, and abundance. Its destruction by the logging
company is a physical manifestation of cultural genocide.
The trees are not just resources; they are ancestors and
protectors.
Tracks (as a motif): The title of the novel refers to the3.
literal tracks left by people and animals in the snow, but it
also symbolizes the traces of history, memory, and
influence. Following the tracks of the past is a way to
understand the present. The loss of tracks signifies erasure
and forgetting.
The Catholic Church: For Pauline, the church represents4.
a path to whiteness and salvation, but it also becomes a
cage. The convent is a place of both refuge and
imprisonment. The crucifix and other religious iconography
are symbols of Pauline’s internal torment.
Lulu Nanapush: Lulu, the child who is born at the5.
beginning of the novel, is the ultimate symbol of survival
and the future. The story is told to her, and she represents
the new generation that must carry the burden of memory.
Her name is a gift from Nanapush, a name that links her to
the past.

THE NOVEL’S PLACE IN ERDRICH’S LARGER UNIVERSE

Tracks is the third novel in Erdrich’s celebrated series set on an
Ojibwe  reservation,  often  referred  to  as  the  “Love  Medicine”
series.  However,  chronologically,  it  is  the earliest story in the
saga, serving as a prequel to Love Medicine (1984) and The Beet
Queen  (1986).  Characters  who  appear  in  Tracks,  such  as  a
young Nector Kashpaw and the infant Lulu Nanapush, grow up to
become  central  figures  in  the  later  novels.  This
interconnectedness adds a layer of depth to reading the book, as
the  reader  gains  a  foundational  understanding  of  the  family
histories and traumas that reverberate through later generations.
A comprehensive analysis will often point out these connections,
showing how Erdrich builds a complete, living world through her
body of work. Understanding the chronology of the series can
greatly  enhance  the  reading  experience,  offering  a  sense  of
continuity  and  historical  depth.
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WRITING STYLE AND NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE

Erdrich’s prose in Tracks is lyrical, precise, and deeply sensory.
She has a gift for rendering the landscape of North Dakota in
vivid detail, making it a character in its own right. The dialogue is

sharp and often laced with humor, even in moments of tragedy.
The  use  of  two  contrasting  first-person  narrators  is  the  novel’s
most notable technical  achievement.  This technique creates a
sense of ambiguity, as the reader is


