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"Mix-Ups, Messes, Confinements, 
and Double-Dealings" 
Transgendered Performances in 

Three Novels by Louise Erdrich 

J. JAMES IOVANNONE 

Louise Erdrich 's early poem "The Strange People" portrays a 

dynamic understanding of gender echoed in many of her later 

fictive works.1 Narrated by a speaker who is half antelope, half 

woman, the poem details the relationship between a masculine 

hunter and his feminine prey. The antelope-woman is not wounded 

by her hunter's weapons, as his bullets merely "enter and dissolve" 

(8). The only thing that can hurt her, touch her heart, is honest 

dialogue and exchange, representing a commingling of self and 

another, hunter and hunted, human and animal, man and woman. 

The poem suggests that gender is experienced as a wound, a site of 

conflict and discord, a transformation, a negotiation between men 

and women, masculine and feminine?an exchange that redefines 

and transcends both. Erdrich's blurring of animal and human sub 

jectivities echoes Judith Butler's assertion that issues of identity 

fundamentally question who or what is defined as human and to 

what extent. Butler writes, "The terms by which we are recognized 
as human are socially articulated and changeable.... The human 

is understood differently depending on its race ... its sex .. . its 

ethnicity.... Certain humans are recognized as less than human. 
... Certain humans are not recognized as human at all" (Undoing 

Gender 2). In questioning not only who or what counts as human 

but also, by extension, the connectivity existing between a vari 

ety of subject positions, Erdrich places an examination of issues of 

identity?namely those of gender, race, and sexuality?at the fore 

front of her project as a writer. 
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Iovannone: Transgendered Performances 39 

Like the antelope-woman of "The Strange People," through 
out her series of interconnected novels Erdrich frequently includes 

characters that combine, perform, and transcend masculine and 

feminine gender identities. In "Blurs, Blends, Berdaches: Gender 

Mixing in the Novels of Louise Erdrich," Julie Barak analyzes this 

idea of gender exchange, observing: 

The plethora of mixed-gendered tricksters in Erdrich is her 

literary response to the present and constant perception of 

opposition in her life and in the lives of her characters. The 

fact that so many of her characters are mixed-gendered trick 
sters leads to the conclusion that one of the most threatening 
aspects of contemporary life in America is its insistence on 

strictly bifurcated gendered behavior. (58) 

Barak argues that many of Erdrich's characters blur masculine and 

feminine gender roles and are of a mixed-gender status. Mixed 

gender characters are defined as those who "are described either 
as exhibiting or in some ways acting out opposite sex role manner 

isms or behaviors" (51). 
In attempting to establish a framework for understanding the 

gender mixing of Erdrich's characters, Barak suggests that such 

practices be read in light of the Native American figure of the 
"berdache"?a role that existed historically in many Native Ameri 
can cultures and that represented a third category of gender iden 

tity, existing outside traditional Western understandings of male 
and female, men and women. Cultural anthropologist Serena 
Nanda conceptualizes the role of the "berdache" in the following 
manner: 

The berdache in the anthropological literature refers to peo 

ple who partly or completely take on aspects of the culturally 
defined role of the other sex and who are classified as neither 
women nor men, but as genders of their own. It is important 
to note here that berdache thus refers to gender variant roles, 
rather than a complete crossing over to an opposite gender 
role-American Indian cultures included three or four gen 
ders: men, women, male variants, and female variants. (12-13) 
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Barak also notes that the ability of "berdaches" to perform both 

masculine and feminine genders led many communities to imag 
ine them as significant.2 Based on these definitions, Barak then 

suggests not only that the figure of the "berdache" provides a use 

ful framework for understanding Erdrich's characters, but also that 

many of these characters can be read as "berdaches." 

While Baraks notion of gender mixing is certainly one of the 

most illuminating contributions to the body of Erdrich schol 

arship focusing on issues of gender, many of her arguments are 

both problematic and dated. In particular, Barak's application of 

the "berdache" figure to Erdrich's characters is deserving of fur 

ther critical attention in light of recent scholarship within Native 

American studies and anthropology examining gender and sex 

uality in Native cultures. The books Two-Spirit People: Native 

American Gender Identity, Sexuality, and Spirituality (1997) edited 

by Sue-Ellen Jacobs, Wesley Thomas, and Sabine Lang and Men 
as Women, Women as Men: Changing Gender in Native American 

Cultures (1998) by Lang revisit and revise scholarship produced on 

the figure of the "berdache." These two volumes argue that within 

contemporary scholarship on Native American gender and sexual 

ity the term "berdache" has been problematized and replaced with 

the term "two-spirit," coined in 1990 by Native Americans during 
the third Native American/First Nations gay and lesbian confer 

ence in Winnipeg, Manitoba. Originating as a term for contem 

porary Native American gays and lesbians as well as people who 

have been referred to as "berdache" by anthropologists and other 

scholars, "two-spirit" has come to refer to a number of Native 

American roles and identities past and present, including Native 

American/First Nations gays and lesbians, Native American gen 
der categories, traditions of gender diversity, transvestites, trans 

sexuals, transgendered people, drag queens, and butches (Jacobs, 

Thomas, and Lang 2). 
The term "berdache" is now viewed as inappropriate and insult 

ing by many American Indians and anthropologists, who suggest 
that whenever the term "berdache" is used it should appear in quo 
tation marks to indicate its offensive etymological origins and colo 
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Iovannone: Transgendered Performances 41 

nial implications. Originally from the Persian bardaj and evolving 
to the French bardache, the term refers to a passive homosexual 

partner or one who is the recipient of sperm. It has also been trans 

lated as "kept boy," "male prostitute," or "a boy kept for unnatu 

ral purposes" (Jacobs, Thomas, and Lang 4). Thus the term was 

not one chosen by Native American cultures themselves but was 

applied to them by their European colonizers. Native American 

cultures have historically had their own terminology for these 

roles that are highly specific and vary from tribe to tribe.3 Based 
on its masculinist origins, the term "berdache" is also particularly 
troublesome in its application to women's gender and sexual diver 

sity within Native American cultures?for example, in Barak's use 

of the term in describing characters from Erdrich's novels Love 

Medicine and Tracks such as Margaret, Lulu, and Fleur. Drawing 
on the work of anthropologist Walter L. Williams, Sabine Lang 
notes, "the application of the term 'berdache' to females who effect 

a change in gender roles is inappropriate because the word origi 

nally derives from a term for male prostitutes, as well as because 

females in the role of hunters and warriors would also be concep 
tualized in Native American cultures as being different from male 

'berdaches'" (8-9).4 

In this essay, I argue that Erdrich moves beyond what Barak 

describes as gender mixing in relation to such traditional figures 
as the "berdache" to synthesize traditional notions of "men" and 

"women" into new understandings of gender that transcend binary 

categorization. Instead of reading her characters through a frame 

work such as that of the "berdache" or two-spirit, I propose read 

ing many of Erdrich's characters as transgendered. While the term 

"transgendered" is often used to describe a wide variety of gender 
identities and expressions, I use the term to represent gendered 
identities that exist beyond binary categories of male and female, 

masculine and feminine, heterosexual and homosexual. It is not 

my intention to suggest that Erdrich's characters are literally trans 

gendered but rather that reading them through a transgendered 

framework exposes new possibilities for gendered expressions.5 To 

understand Erdrich's theorization of gender only through Native 
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figures such as the "berdache" and the two-spirit fixes this theori 

zation within a purely ethnic framework. If we are to understand 

many of Erdrich's characters as working across or beyond existing 
notions of gender, we must also examine how such an engagement 
is formulated from a multiplicity of sources and perspectives that 

are not exclusively Anishinaabe or, more broadly, "Indian." While 

Erdrich certainly engages Anishinaabe gender roles within her 

fiction, most notably in her use and transposition of traditional 

Anishinaabe folklore and myths into contemporary contexts, these 

roles do not completely define her understanding of gender. Just 
as gender, for Erdrich, is fluid and multiple, so are the sources of 

inspiration from which she draws. For example, in the endnotes to 

her 2001 novel The Last Report on the Miracles at Little No Horse, 
Erdrich writes that she was inspired by Diane Wood Middlebrook's 

Suits Me: The Double Life of Billy Tipton?a biography of a jazz 
musician who was born biologically female but lived his entire 

life as a man (357). Tipton's story is in many ways a "real-life" ver 

sion of the experiences of Erdrich's character Agnes DeWitt/Father 

Damien, who engages in a lifelong performance as a reservation 

priest and is also a skilled musician?a connection that will be 

explored in greater detail later in this essay. Thus any sustained 

exploration of Erdrich's theorization of gender must be attuned to 

her use of both Native and non-Native sources. 

Within Erdrich's fiction, a critical distinction exists between 

gender mixing and being transgendered. Whereas mixing implies 
the coming together of old categories that still retain their distinc 

tive elements within the mixture as a whole, I use the term "trans 

gendered" to highlight the formation of new understandings of 

gender and sexuality that elude and subvert binary models. This 

is why, in light of Barak's framework, it would be inadequate to 

simply replace her use of the term "berdache" with the modern 

designation of "two-spirit." Although the term "two-spirit" ges 
tures toward a third option for gendered expression existing out 

side of masculine and feminine heterosexual models, it is similar 

to Barak's notion of gender mixing in that such a designation is 

accomplished through a blending of traditional masculine and 
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feminine attributes as opposed to rejecting the primacy of binary 

designations of gender themselves and representing a wider range 
of possibilities for gendered performances. To apply the term "two 

spirit" to Erdrich's characters retains the notion that only three 

possibilities exist for gendered expression?masculine, feminine, 
or a blending of the two?a designation that, I argue, is directly in 

conflict with her larger project. 
In general, Erdrich's transgendered characters are better able 

to navigate, survive, and lead meaningful lives in a world that is 

highly gender stratified, as compared with characters who attempt 
to conform to rigid categories, illustrating how synthesizing new 

understandings of gender and sexuality can function as critical 
sites of resistance to dominant, oppressive, and regulatory ide 

ologies.6 Erdrich's characters create such subversions through the 
enactment of various gendered performances that parody, under 

mine, and expose normative identity constructs. As Judith Butler 
writes in Gender Trouble, "gender [is] a corporeal style, an 'act,' as it 

were, which is both intentional and performative, where 'performa 
tive' suggests a dramatic and contingent construction of meaning" 
(139). Like gender, the concept of performance also implies a criti 
cal exchange, a possible transgression, a destabilization between 
self and other, performer and audience, spectator and spectacle, 
that transcends formerly discrete boundaries. Drawing on the 

work of J. L. Austin and Jacques Derrida, Butler argues that catego 
ries of identity such as gender are rendered culturally intelligible 
through embodied actions normalized through their repetition, or 

what she refers to as a "stylized repetition of acts" (140).7 Because 
no expressions of gender are original but can be understood only 
through continued repetition, Butler argues that with each perfor 

mance or repetition the potential emerges to alter the repetition, 
thereby altering the expression of gender produced by the repeti 
tion itself. 

It is not incidental that Erdrich's characters who challenge 
discrete boundaries of gender are also, in some way, performers: 
Cyprian Lazarre is a vaudeville performer and acrobat, the trick 
ster Nanapush is a great storyteller and orator, and Father Damien 
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is a skilled pianist. In representing scenes of gendered performance 
within her fiction, Erdrich opens the possibilities of altering the 

expressions of gender in the performances she describes. Through 

representing gender as a performance, Erdrich first exposes binary 

understandings of gender as constructed and subsequently opens a 

space within literary representation for the rearticulation of these 

categories. For both Erdrich and Butler, performative spaces func 

tion as sites of contestation, negotiation, and resistance. However, 
whereas Butler concedes that because embodied actions always 
exceed the intentions of the subject, it becomes difficult to deter 

mine what ultimate effects a change in the repetition of gender will 

achieve, Erdrich uses representations of gendered performances 
within her fiction as a means of enacting particular effects upon 
her characters and readers. In representing gender as performance, 
Erdrich opens a space within her fiction that allows her reader 

ship to think gender differently. Within Erdrich 's writing, agency is 
located not just in exposing gender as a construct but also in exam 

ining the ways in which the interstices existing between the nor 

mative repetitions of gender can effectively be mined to question 
not only categories such as masculinity and femininity hut also the 

category of gender itself as a meaningful category of human classifica 
tion. Erdrich 's fictional representations can be read as an extension 

of Butler's project in terms of their application within fictional 

works, as well as the challenges posed to the notion of gender per 
formance when examined in relation to Anishinaabe mythologies. 

While much has been written on the gender mixing that occurs 

in Erdrich's early novels (Love Medicine through The Bingo Palace), 
it is in her more recent works that these early explorations of gen 
der and sexuality come to fruition and are most deftly addressed, 

namely in The Last Report on the Miracles at Little No Horse (2001), 
The Master Butchers Singing Club (2003), and Four Souls (2004).8 

Focusing on these three novels, this essay explores three critical 

sites of transgendered performance: Cyprian's "balancing acts" in 

The Master Butchers Singing Club, Nanapush's "trickster drag" in 

Four Souls, and Agnes/Father Damien's "priestly performances" 
in The Last Report on the Miracles at Little No Horse. In enacting 
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such an investigation, I examine theories of performance such as 

Butler's performative gender and Mikhail Bakhtin's carnivalesque 
in addition to depictions of gender within traditional Anishinaabe 

folklore to show that, through her representations of gendered per 

formances, both Erdrich and her characters create new possibili 
ties, new acts, new modes and spaces of gendered expressions. 

BALANCING ACTS: CYPRIAN'S CARNIVALESQUE 

[Carnivals] were the second life of the people, who for a time entered 

the Utopian realm of community, freedom, equality, and abundance. 

Mikhail Bakhtin 

Throughout her 2003 novel The Master Butchers Singing Club, 
Erdrich uses images of performance and balancing to examine 

how certain sexual identities are suppressed and, alternately, how 

these identities might find some means of agency and productive 

expression. Cyprian Lazarre?a queer, sexually repressed vaude 

ville performer who is able to perform amazing acts of balancing? 

attempts a romantic relationship with his stage partner Delphine 
Watzka, but their romance is perhaps more of a performance than 

their vaudeville show. The balancing acts that Cyprian performs 
are not just literal acts of balancing; they can also be read as rep 

resenting the complex set of negotiations and sacrifices that indi 

viduals with non-normative identities must make in order to sur 

vive in repressive contexts. Cyprian's queer desire affects not only 
him but Delphine also, as she must remain complicit in these acts, 

maintaining the fragile nature of the performance. As a human 

table, while Delphine literally serves as the foundation for Cypri 
an's balancing tricks, she is also the foundation on which the per 
formative nature of their relationship is based. 

Early in their partnership, Delphine realizes the following about 

Cyprian's balancing: "[He] called himself a balancing expert. [She] 
realized it was really the only thing he could do. Literally, the only 

thing he could do" (18). Cyprian is unable to do anything except 
balance (literally and figuratively) as all his energy must be concen 
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trated on maintaining a particular performance?that of hetero 

sexuality?whether on or off the stage. When he has sexual experi 
ences with men, they take place in liminal or hidden spaces?for 

example, in parks, concealed behind bushes. 

Balancing is also connected to Cyprian's description of "the 

nowhere" (24)?the mental and physical place where he must go 
in order to act out his queer desires. When Delphine questions 
him after he has gone off with a man, he replies that he has been 

"nowhere." For Cyprian, the idea of "nowhere" is not used as an eva 

sive answer. Rather, it is used to describe an actual mental and phys 
ical place where individuals must go in order to articulate certain 

non-normative desires that society at large does not give them the 

language, the tools, or the means to express: "He did not say this to 

her smoothly or in a manipulating way, but painfully, as though he 

really had been nowhere" (24). Cyprian must literally go to a space 
that does not exist?in that such a space does not signify within 

dominant narratives of gender and sexuality?in order to claim 

some sort of existence that is representative of his actual desires. 

The most direct link between balancing and "the nowhere" 

comes with Cyprian's description of how he balances. He says that 

balancing is like a dream in which "you know that you are dream 

ing. If you become too aware of knowing you are dreaming, you 
wake up. But if you are just enough aware, you can influence your 
dream" (27-28). Again, the idea of balancing functions both liter 

ally and figuratively. In one sense, Cyprian's metaphor alludes to 

his acrobatic feats, but at the same time, he is encapsulating the 

stress of secreting a non-normative identity in the small town of 

Argus, North Dakota, after World War II. The concept of dream 

ing relates directly to all that must be concealed or hidden in order 

for Cyprian to be viewed as a "normal" functioning member of 

society. Balancing is a state of ignoring and acknowledging your 
desires at the same time, of being both present and absent, and if 

you upset the balance, you fall. Cyprian says that "When you fall 
. . . you must forget that you exist. Strike the ground as a shadow 

strikes the ground. Weightless" (28). 
In Rabelais and His World, Mikhail Bakhtin echoes this idea of a 
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dual identity based in performance in his analysis of the medieval 

practice of carnival: 

It could be said (with certain reservations, of course) that a 

person of the Middle Ages lived, as it were, two lives: one that 
was the official life, monolithically serious and gloomy, sub 

jugated to a strict hierarchical order, full of terror, dogma 
tism, reverence and piety; the other was the life of the carni 

val square, free and unrestricted, full of ambivalent laughter, 

blasphemy, the profanation of everything sacred, full of 

debasing and obscenities, familiar contact with everyone and 

everything. Both these lives were legitimate, but separated by 
strict temporal boundaries. (129-30) 

The idea of living an official and a performative life resonates 

deeply with the example of Cyprian. The Bakhtinian notion of 

performance as a means of undermining cultural authority illus 

trates the fact that Cyprians balancing is not constructed merely 
in reaction to oppressive structures; it is also productive, reaction 

ary, subversive. As Michael Holquist writes in Dialogism: Bakhtin 

and His World, "Carnival ... is a means for displaying otherness: 

carnival makes familiar relations strange_[Carnival highlights] 
the fact that social roles determined by class relations are made not 

given, culturally produced rather than naturally mandated" (89). 
In creating a performative space where non-normative desires can 

be expressed, Cyprian troubles the legitimacy and authenticity of 

gender and sexuality categories. Cyprian is a liminal figure whose 
name literally means "a wanton person" (The American Heritage 

Dictionary), and the fact that he can perform heterosexuality while 

at the same time finding a critical space in which to perform queer 
ness undercuts the primacy, the naturalness, of heteronormative 

ideologies. Cyprian is also a Lazarre, a surname that Erdrich uses 

in many novels to represent mixed-race individuals of a particular 
familial line that exists on the borders of society and community. 
The Lazarres exist both inside and outside the reservation com 

munity, allowing them to negotiate and represent multiple spaces 
and points of view that other characters cannot. Cyprian's balanc 
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ing shows that identities are not fixed or rigid but precariously con 

stituted, in flux, shifting, and transitory. Just as a slight movement 

can upset a performers balance, deliberately altering a performance 
can function as an act of resistance against the dominant culture. 

The performative nature of Delphine and Cyprian's relationship 
enables them to survive in a world where compulsory heterosexu 

ality is the norm. As a pair, Delphine and Cyprian are able to navi 

gate various normative societal constructs with more ease than 

they would be able to if they were not members of such a partner 

ship. Their performance of heterosexuality directly enables accep 
tance in the community, as Delphine is held in higher regard by the 

residents of Argus for being "married," and Cyprian is able to find 

male friendship within the butchers' singing club. Together, they 
are also better able to resist the forces of Sheriff Hock, who sus 

pects Delphine's father Roy of murder. In contrast with Delphine, 
her friend Clarisse suffers at the hands of the sheriff for her non 

normative choices of resisting his sexual advances, remaining 

single, and running a funeral home. To Hock, such an identity is 

unacceptable, and he is willing to blackmail Clarisse with charges 
of murder as a means of restoring the normative order?in other 

words, so she will marry him. Clarisse ultimately murders Hock. 

Refusing to work within the law represented by him, she escapes by 

going further outside it. 

Cyprian can be read as a transgendered character most directly 
in relation to his partnership with Delphine. Because Cyprian's 

queer identity balances both masculine and feminine elements, 

Delphine shares a camaraderie with him that she has been unable 

to find with any other man. "After thinking of it for some time, 

[Delphine] decided that she now felt a kinship with him that was 

more female than male. It seemed as though she could tell him 

anything that went on in her woman's heart, and he would under 

stand it, he would know the truth of it, having felt it in his own" 

(79). Whereas initially Delphine thinks the only thing Cyprian can 

do is balance, she later discovers that within the protected space 
of their relationship he is able to be more "himself," performing 
a variety of traditionally masculine and feminine tasks. In fact, 

This content downloaded from 139.184.14.159 on Tue, 03 Nov 2015 03:43:10 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Iovannone: Transgendered Performances 49 

Cyprian blossoms in the face of crisis. Not only is he able to help 

Delphine deal with the bodies found in Roy's cellar and with ille 

gal liquor runs, but he is also able to cook, clean, listen, and nur 

ture. Because of Cyprian's transgendered status and his desire to 

balance, to belong, Delphine finds in him a confidant that she is 

unable to find in anyone else, despite the lack of sexual passion in 

their relationship. 

Delphine eventually drives Cyprian away because of this lack, 
but she later discovers that sexual passion and desire do not nec 

essarily create the most functional and rewarding relationships. 
When she has the chance to pursue a romantic relationship with 

the handsome butcher Fidelis, she is similarly unrewarded and 

unfulfilled. To a certain degree, Delphine finds comfort in the fact 

that she does not love Fidelis in a terribly passionate manner, as 

she does not want to feel subjugated to him or to her own desires. 

With Fidelis, Delphine does not feel compelled to perform the tra 

ditional scripts of heterosexual romance. Like Cyprian, Delphine 
can also be read as transgendered, as her gendered performances 

similarly combine masculine and feminine elements that subvert 

normative narratives of heterosexual love and desire. For this rea 

son, the real "romance" of The Master Butchers Singing Club can be 

read as occurring between Delphine and Fidelis's wife Eva, as the 

pair clearly care for one another in a passionate and embodied way. 
Eva's love for Delphine is powerfully expressed on her deathbed, 
when, dying of cancer, she tells her: "I want you, only you, to han 

dle my body. And please write to my Mutti. Tell her that you took 
care of me. Tell her this: I loved you" (138). Similarly, after Eva's 

death, Delphine describes her absence as a "woman-shaped hole" 

(267), stating that she would rather be buried with Eva in between 

her and Fidelis as opposed to on Fidelis's other side (345). Delphine 
does not marry Fidelis, partly because of her romantic inclinations 

toward him, but also out of love and respect for Eva. 

The most subversive performance of the novel comes after 

Cyprian leaves Delphine, eventually pursuing a relationship with 
a man?Vilhus Gast, another acrobatic performer. The show the 
men perform in Argus provides a space where queer desire can 

be made manifest through the homoerotic nature of a stage per 
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formance that pokes fun at and undermines assumptions of nor 

mative heterosexuality. As Bakhtin notes, carnivalesque perfor 
mances can be read as "a vast and manifold literature of parody" 
(4). Cyprian and Vilhus perform graceful acrobatic acts in which 

they are in close proximity, wear tight black gymnasium suits and 

other exotic costumes, and perform with various animals such as 

snakes (318-20). Here, snakes are used as symbols of the subversive 

potential of non-normative desire: "They wound and unwound the 

snake as it became more alert, tried to curl them into its coils and 

draw them close" (319). As Wendy Doniger notes, the snake is "an 

animal often implicated in the mythology of androgyny" (293). 
This merging of animal and human bodies directly relates to the 

identities being blurred, challenged, and rewritten within the con 

text of the performance. The dance in which the snakes are used is 

entitled the "Dance of Death," symbolizing the manner in which 

particular identities are ignored and oppressed?literally rendered 

nonexistent, dead, and invisible, though subsequently brought to 

life, reanimated, and parodied in the men's performance. 

Cyprian and Vilhus also use performance to parody the noto 

rious figure of Adolf Hitler, for which they receive resounding 
rounds of laughter and applause. "Along with the spiders, Cyprian 
also donned a swallowtail suit coat and polished black leather 

boots. His legs were still comically bare. He was Adolf Hitler with 

intestinal gas" (318-19). In Gender Trouble, Butler points to the 

subversive potential of laughter to undermine normative, socially 

produced identity categories and, by extension, authoritarian cul 

ture. She writes: 

The loss of the sense of "the normal" ... can be its own occa 

sion for laughter, especially when "the normal," "the original" 
is revealed to be a copy, and an inevitably failed one, an ideal 

that no one can embody. In this sense, laughter emerges in the 

realization that all along the original was derived. (138-39) 

For the audience, as well as for Cyprian and Vilhus, the perfor 
mance functions as a site of critical humor in that it undermines 
a variety of cultural codes and regulations. In undermining 
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the authority of Hitler as a cultural figure, Cyprian also under 

mines the normative identity categories produced by the cultural 

authority that Hitler is symbolic of. Also at work in this passage is 

Bakhtin's vision of the "grotesque body," which he defines as 

a body in the act of becoming. It is never finished, never 

completed: it is continually built, created, and builds and 

creates another body. . . . Eating, drinking, defecation, and 

other elimination (sweating, blowing of the nose, sneezing), 
as well as copulation, pregnancy, dismemberment, swallow 

ing up by another body.... In all these events, the beginning 
and end of life are closely linked and interwoven. (317) 

Additionally, Holquist writes that the grotesque body is "intercor 

poreal... . the body cannot be conceived outside a web of interre 

lations of which it is a living part" (90). In portraying the body of 

Hitler (as well as the cultural authority symbolically attached to it) 
as grotesque, Cyprian undermines such an authority, exposing the 

extent to which normative identity categories are, in fact, cultural 

productions. As opposed to suggesting a notion of identity that is 

individual and fixed, the grotesque body suggests an understand 

ing of identity that is fluid, relational, and "in the act of becoming" 
(Bakhtin 317). 

Cyprian s acts of balancing serve as an adept metaphor for exam 

ining not only the complex negotiations involved in enacting and 

maintaining queer identities in repressive heteronormative con 

texts but also the extent to which parody and performance, in true 

Bakhtinian style, can interrogate and alleviate cultural authority. 

TRICKSTER DRAG: NANAPUSH'S 

TRANSGENDERED ANTICS 

You're born naked and the rest is drag. 

RuPaul 

The trickster Nanapush blurs gender identities throughout his 

multiple appearances in Erdrich's novels, perhaps most directly 
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in Four Souls. As Jeanne Rosier Smith notes in Writing Tricksters: 

Mythic Gambols in American Ethnic Literature, trickster figures 
are particularly well suited to engage in multiple types of identity 
subversion: 

Interpreter, storyteller, and transformer, the trickster is a 

master of borders and exchange, injecting multiple perspec 
tives to challenge all that is stultifying, stratified, bland, or 

prescriptive. Tricksters embody the complexity, diversity, and 

paradoxes of literary studies today, which demand the recog 
nition of competing voices. ... It is no accident that many 

contemporary writers and critics call upon the trickster in 

their expression of contemporary life and thought, (xiii) 

Additionally, Julie Barak writes that "many definitions of trick 

ster label him or her as a liminal figure, living on the edges of the 

worlds of animal and human, physical and spiritual, male and 
female" (58). 

Nanapush's transgendered performances in Four Souls draw 

directly on Anishinaabe folklore, which Erdrich reworks into a con 

temporary context as a means of critiquing binary, Western mod 

els of gender representation through the presentation of an alter 

nate paradigm. Within Erdrich's oeuvre, Nanapush can be read 
as a performative repetition of the Manitou Nana'b'oozoo from 

traditional Anishinaabe mythology.9 Within the mythology of the 

Manitou, Nana'b'oozoo is represented as a half-human, half-Man 

itou trickster figure who is simultaneously divine and humanly fal 

lible. As a trickster figure who exists across a wide range of spaces 
and subject positions, the Nana'b'oozoo of traditional Anishinaabe 

lore performs both masculine and feminine attributes into new 

expressions of gender and sexuality. In Basil Johnston's recount 

ing of a traditional Nana'b'oozoo tale, "Nana'b'oozoo not only 
wanted to know what it was like to be a man with a woman, but 

he was equally curious to know what it was like to be a woman 

with a man. Perhaps he wanted to learn how to conduct a romance 

by being the object of a man's embraces and kisses. Nana'b'oozoo 

disguised himself as a woman by wearing women's garments and 
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attaching rabbit's fur between his legs" (82). Through her spinning 
of Anishinaabe myth into a contemporary tale, Erdrich uses such 

traditions to suggest that, like Johnston's definition of the Manitou 

themselves as spirits existing beyond physical reality, possibilities 
for gendered expressions exist beyond constructed human percep 
tions of everyday life. 

Identity subversions in general abound in Four Souls, most 

notably when Nanapush speaks before the Tribal Council (which is 

convening to decide upon the fate of the reservation's land) wear 

ing the medicine dress (a dress imbued with special powers) that 

Margaret has made. The medicine dress is able to facilitate such 

subversion, as it allows the wearer to blur identity categories, step 

ping outside the bounds of his normative self in order to gain pow 
erful insights and new critical perspectives. It is significant that the 

power of the medicine dress stems from the fact that none of its 

materials have been made by whites, as dominant white patriarchal 
discourse supports divisive, binary notions of identity, whereas the 

dress allows the wearer to navigate these categories in a more fluid 

manner. 

Nanapush initially puts on the medicine dress as a joke to poke 
fun at Margaret's dancing ability?"Dagasana, please ... let me put 
on the dress and show you how to do it!" (143). However, his wear 

ing of the dress ultimately serves a serious purpose, as it allows 

him to save some of the remaining reservation land through the 

new perspectives that he gains by taking on the attributes of fem 

inine gender. Although Nanapush is humbled by his experiences 
of performing feminine drag (after he has attempted to impress 

Margaret, drinking too much wine stolen from the convent cellar, 
and being thrown in the reservation drunk tank), his insights do 

not stem solely from his discomfiture. Such insights come directly 
from both his embarrassment at being drunk while wearing a dress 

and his willingness to accept his own "femaleness." Here, the idea 

of "femaleness" represents the aspects of identity that one seeks to 

suppress or hide, as these aspects may not conform to normative 

societal definitions. Nanapush does not conform to strict gender 
binaries; rather, he celebrates and exposes the fact that those who 
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work beyond them often possess the most critical insight and wis 

dom. For these reasons, Nanapush can be read as a transgendered 
character throughout his multiple appearances in Erdrich's nov 

els. For example, in Tracks, Nanapush, while attempting to heal 

Lulu's feet after she has run through the snow in her dancing shoes, 

expresses the desire to be a woman, to mother: "Many times in my 
life, as my children were born, I wondered what it was like to be 
a woman, able to invent a human from the extra materials of her 
own body" (167). 

Nanapush takes on the attributes of feminine gender to the 

extent that he becomes concerned about the convincingness of his 

performance while dressed in drag. Upon his "escape" from the 

drunk tank, he says, "Although I was horrified at my situation, 
I had to admit that I felt pretty good in Margaret's dress?it was 

soft, and the air was cool, flowing up against me from underneath. 

Also, from what I saw in the mirror, it was becoming to me" (Four 
Souls 151). The tensions that Nanapush experiences in this pas 

sage expose the tensions that exist in a society that is highly gender 
stratified, as the danger and pleasure of transgressing gender are 

experienced simultaneously. In Gender Trouble, Butler echoes the 

idea of discomfort and pleasure existing simultaneously within a 

drag performance. In what is perhaps her most oft-cited passage, 
she writes: 

In imitating gender, drag implicitly reveals the imitative struc 

ture of gender itself?as well as its contingency. Indeed, part of 

the pleasure, the giddiness of the performance is in the rec 

ognition of a radical contingency in the relation between sex 

and gender in the face of cultural configurations of casual 

unities that are regularly assumed to be natural and neces 

sary. (137-38) 

Nanapush's pleasure in performing feminine drag allows him to 

subvert the problematic intentions of the family of white tourists 

he encounters on his way to the Tribal Council meeting, as well as 

to subvert another self-other binary between that of white tourist 

family and Indian bodies existing for the pleasure of an "other 
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ing" white gaze. When Nanapush is called an "ugly old woman" 

by the family's little boy, he responds, "I am embarrassed to say 
this, but the boy's remark hurt my vanity" (152). In a last-minute 

retaliation, Nanapush saves the day when posing with the family 
for a photo by lifting his skirt before the camera's shutter, exposing 
his double-sexed nature, hopefully causing the family to rethink 

the way they have been "othering" the members of the reservation 

community. Nanapush takes great pleasure in exposing (literally) 
what Butler refers to as the "radical contingency" of categories of 

gender, sexuality, and race that have been formerly assumed to be 

coherent, natural, and stable. Nanapush's encounter with the tour 

ists also exposes that alternate spaces of gendered performance 
are never wholly free from the imposition of dominant ideologies. 
Rather, those engaging in performances outside the gender binary 
remain constantly vulnerable to multiple forms of violence and 

oppression. 

The powers of the medicine dress come to full fruition when 

Nanapush reaches the Tribal Council meeting, during which he 

makes an impassioned speech imbued with the new critical insights 
he has gained from his time spent in drag. In his speech Nanapush 
calls attention to multiple binary oppositions such as friend and 

enemy, love and hate, and old and new (155), ultimately concluding 
that these distinctions do not matter?he will attempt to speak his 

"truths" despite them. He states: "I am not afraid, as others may 
be, that my manhood will be compromised by such a little thing 
as wearing a skirt. ... It wasn't that the dress spoke to me. It was 

that my ears were open to hear all I missed when I was arrayed like 
a man" (156). When the council rejects the settlement, deciding 
to retain possession of their ancestral land, Nanapush concludes 
that "the dress worked. The medicine was the sacred shame that 
it provoked in me" (156). Not only is Nanapush revealing the false 

contingency of identity categories, but he is also revealing the hid 

den privilege that certain identities are given over others. In relin 

quishing some of his masculine privilege, Nanapush is able to enter 
into a more dynamic and productive understanding of gendered 
relations. The medicine dress draws attention to the fact that those 
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individuals who possess the most critical agency are those who are 

able to incorporate a diverse range of perspectives and who view 

identity not as fixed but as a dynamic transformation and exchange 
of knowledge between "selves" and "others." 

The critical lessons learned through the dress are also indica 

tive of traditional Nana'b'oozoo stories in which the trickster's mis 

deeds often result in the learning of an important lesson by not only 
Nana'b'oozoo himself but also the story's audience.10 As Johnston 

notes, "despite his good intentions, Nana'b'oozoo often fell short 

of carrying out his objectives. Something always interposed itself 

between his intent and his fulfillment of it and resulted in mishap 
or indiscretion. ... He learned, but slowly, as do most men and 

women" (94-95). Johnston explains that stories about the Manitou 

in general functioned to "allow native people to understand their 

cultural and spiritual heritage and enable them to see the worth and 

relevance of their ideas, institutions, perceptions, and values" (xiii). 
Based on Johnston's explanation of the Manitou stories, it can be 

argued that the story of Nanapush's transgendered antics within 

Four Souls functions as Erdrich's presentation of a contemporary 
Manitou story that seeks to impart an important lesson about for 

mations of gender, race, and sexuality to her readers. 

As Margaret notes in Four Souls, identity formation and cre 

ation is much like the "women's work" of sewing. We do not 

exist as unified wholes; rather, we are composed of a variety of 

stitches, mended and reworked, rewritten, revised again and again. 

Through such a description, conceptions of identity are similarly 
rewritten and situated within a framework existing distinctly out 

side of patriarchal process. As Margaret states: 

To sew is to pray. Men don't understand this. They see the 

whole but they don't see the stitches. They don't see the 

speech of the creator in the work of the needle. We mend. We 

women turn things inside out and set things right. We sal 

vage what we can of human garments and piece the rest into 

blankets. Sometimes our stitches stutter and slow. Only a 

woman's eye can tell. Other times, the tensions in the stitches 
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might be too tight because of tears, but only we know what 

emotion went into the making. Only women can hear the 

prayer. (176) 

While this passage could be read as potentially reifying gender 
binaries, it is important to recognize the extent to which Margaret's 

description of sewing also functions as a metaphor for women's 

writing. As Andrea L. Harris notes, within women's writing "sew 

ing ... is a figure for narration" (58). The idea of "women's writing" 

questions the way gender is normatively represented, as it seeks to 

create a mode of representation outside of binary, patriarchal mod 

els. For Erdrich, developing a method of "women's writing" func 

tions as a means through which gender can be represented differ 

ently. In addition to describing the subversive potential of sewing, 
this passage also describes the subversive potential of literature, 
of writing to challenge, reform, rework?to see beyond exte 

rior surfaces to the elements that compose the fabric, the act, the 

performance. 

PRIESTLY PERFORMANCES: THE 

PASSION OF FATHER DAMIEN 

Remember, you are doing the act all the time, on stage and off. YouVe 

got to live the part, you ve got to wear it. 

Billy Tipton 

Erdrich's 2001 novel The Last Report on the Miracles at Little No 

Horse chronicles the transformation of Agnes DeWitt into the reser 

vation priest Father Damien Modeste. While this novel is the earli 
est of the three examined, I have chosen to address it last, as Agnes/ 
Damien's performances of gender represent the most transgressive 
of those described within Erdrich's oeuvre in terms of both content 

and duration (the fact that the performance engaged in by Agnes/ 
Damien is lifelong).11 Throughout the novel Erdrich invokes the 

notion of saintly passion as a frame for understanding Agnes's gen 
der transformation. Father Jude Miller, who has come to the Little 

No Horse reservation to investigate the life of the infamous nun 
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Sister Leopolda/Pauline Puyat, instead decides that Father Damien 
is the "true" saint of the reservation, placing his life in line with the 
tradition of saintly passions that he defines as "a written account of 
the sufferings and death of one who laid his life down for the faith" 
(336). While Father Miller invokes the notion of saintly passion in 
a traditional Christian sense, Erdrich employs the notion in a sub 
versive manner, linking passion directly to Agnes/Damien's sexual 
and gendered transformations. 

As the definition of a passion suggests, Agnes's gender transfor 

mation into Father Damien is prompted or made possible by expe 
riences of intense suffering and grief. After her husband Berndt is 

murdered by a bank robber known as "the Actor," Agnes, whose 

home is destroyed by a flood, stumbles upon the body of Father 

Damien Modeste the first, on his way to the Little No Horse reser 

vation. Given the perfect opportunity, Agnes becomes an actor her 

self, transforming her identity into that of the first Father Damien 
as a means of assuaging her suffering over the loss of Berndt by 

finding a way to step outside the heterosexual framework of their 

relationship. Agnes's ability to become Father Damien Modeste 

illustrates Butler's assertion that there exist no original or essen 

tial identities, only copies and repetitions. Erdrich's intentional 

labeling of the Father Damien that Agnes comes across as "Father 

Damien Modeste the first" calls attention to the impossibility of 

such a designation. 

By changing her identity and stepping into a new role, Agnes 

similarly transforms her relationship to everything else in her 

life. Not only is Agnes transfigured, but the world she inhabits is 

transfigured as well. Directly prior to Agnes's transfiguration into 

Damien, her beloved piano is destroyed and sunk in the river by 
the flood, marking the end of another deeply erotic relationship 
in her life, her connection to the music of Chopin. In transfigur 

ing her gender, Agnes also transfigures her grief, making it lighter, 
more manageable, as she comes to exist outside of and beyond the 
structures of gender and sexuality that it is implicated in. In strip 

ping away the superficiality of the feminine, Agnes transfigures 

heterosexuality, as well as the grief linked directly to it. Erdrich sig 
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nificantly titles part 1 of the novel "The Transfiguration of Agnes." 
The American Heritage Dictionary defines "transfiguration" first 
as "a change that glorifies or exalts" and secondly as "the sudden 

emanation of radiance from the person of Jesus that occurred on 

the mountain." Erdrich 's use of the term "transfiguration" directly 
links Agnes's change to notions of performance, as not only does 

Agnes adopt a new identity, but she adopts a specific mascu 

line religious role that she must convincingly perform?that of a 

priest. Agnes details the difficulty involved in such a performance 

through a list that she creates entitled "Some Rules to Assist in My 
Transformation" that includes items such as "1. Make requests in 

the form of orders" and "5. Admire women's handiwork with copi 
ous amazement" (74). Agnes's list can be read as a script for a stage 

performance of masculinity, whereby the creation of such a list 

itself exposes masculinity as a construction. Erdrich's incorpora 
tion of the list also functions to expose the difficulties involved in 

the enactment of various gendered performances. Sites of perfor 
mance never function as sites of pure agency but always involve a 

variety of struggles, contestations, and negotiations. 
After establishing herself in the reservation community and 

coming into her priestly role, Agnes as Father Damien astutely 
notes the extent to which all identities are manufactured through 
performance, including not only the identity of Damien but her 
former selves of Agnes and the nun Sister Cecilia as well?selves 
one might falsely define as more "authentic." Damien thinks to 

himself, "Between these two, where was the real self? It came to her 

that both Sister Cecelia and then Agnes were as heavily manufac 
tured of gender and pose as was Father Damien. And within this, 
what sifting of identity was she? What mote? What nothing?" (76). 
In this passage Erdrich directly riffs on a similar line from Diane 

Wood Middlebrook's biography of Billy Tipton. Speaking of Tip 
ton's lifelong performance as a male jazz musician, Middlebrook 

writes, "she was the actor, he was the role" (11). Middlebrook's for 

mulation of Tipton's gender performance (or of gender perfor 
mance in general) is distinctly revised by Erdrich within her novel. 
Whereas conceptualizing gender performance in terms of actors 
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and roles maintains the notion that a subject can be assigned an 

"original" gender, Agnes's inability to distinguish which of her 

multiple gendered selves is more "real" instead suggests that as 

opposed to actors and roles there are only actors, that all gender is 

elaborately staged. 
Butler's theory of gender performance is particularly useful 

in understanding how Cecilia/Agnes/Damien's transformations 

establish gender as an act, as 

gender ought not to be construed as a stable identity or locus 

of agency from which various acts follow; rather, gender is an 

identity tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exte 

rior space through a stylized repetition of acts. The effect of 

gender is produced through the stylization of the body and, 

hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which 

bodily gestures, movements, and styles of various kinds 

constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self. (Gender 
Trouble 140) 

The notion that gender is naturalized through a repetition of vari 

ous acts that are then gendered is paramount, as it establishes 

gender as a role (in this case, a priestly or religious role) that one 

adopts, as opposed to an essential or core identity. Damien goes 
on to note that his current identity has been directly shaped by the 

actions of "the Actor" toward Berndt, for just as "the Actor" adopts 
various disguises in order to enact his crimes, Damien manages 
his loss through performing the role of a priest. In linking "the 

Actor" and the notion of performance with the identity of Damien, 

Erdrich suggests that the notion of an authentically gendered self 

does not exist. Rather, every gendered identity and relationship is 

manufactured and enacted, with no particular enactment being 

any more "natural" or "real" than the next. 

Throughout the novel, Erdrich undercuts any assumption that 

Agnes/Damien can easily be identified within a binary framework 

of gender. Although Agnes becomes Father Damien, it is inaccurate 

to say that she becomes a man. When Agnes is asked to identify 
her gender by the trickster Nanapush, she responds by stating, "A 
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priest" (230). While Agnes assumes the masculine role and position 
of a priest, she does not become a man in the Western binary sense 

of the word. She is positioned within the novel in a liminal space 
that transcends both masculine and feminine identity markers. 

Erdrich suggests that one's identity is shaped more greatly by one's 

passions and desires than it is by the fixed imposition of external 

categories, evidenced by her use of shifting gendered pronouns and 

names in relation to Agnes/Damien throughout the novel. Agnes's 

passion lies in her role as a priest, evidencing how erotic fulfillment 

and desire can exist outside of the heterosexual quest for romance. 

By becoming a "priest" as opposed to a "man," Agnes/Damien is 

most accurately read as a transgendered character. 

Agnes/Damien's piano performances of Chopin also represent 
what Carla Kaplan terms as "an alternative economy of sexual 

desire" (17). Throughout the novel, Erdrich represents musical per 
formance as both erotic and transgressive, as "capable of mayhem" 

(Kaplan 17). The erotic and disruptive potential of music is dra 

matized in the following description of Agnes's first incarnation, 
Sister Cecelia: 

She was locked into the music, held there safely, entirely 
understood. Such was her innocence that she didn't know 

she was experiencing a sexual climax, but believed rather 

that what she felt was the natural outcome of this particular 
nocturne played to the utmost of her skills?and so it came 

to be. Chopin's spirit became her lover. His flats caressed 

her. His whole notes sank through her body like clear peb 
bles. His atmospheric trills were the flicker of a tongue. His 

pauses before the downward sweep of notes nearly drove her 

insane. (15) 

Erdrich's representation of musical performance as erotic serves to 

trouble not only binary models of gender but also binary models of 

sexuality through the depiction of desires that are not focused on 

or defined by a gendered object but that, rather, are?like Chopin's 
notes?fluid and expansive. The erotics of performance within 

the novel subvert heterosexuality and homosexuality as the only 
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possible options for human erotic expression through the repre 
sentation of desires not rooted in binary models of gender. Agnes/ 
Damien's piano performance as coupled with his performance as 

a priest represents the multiple layers of performance that a sub 

ject can engage to subvert normative identity constructs. Just as the 

possibilities for gendered expression within Erdrich's fiction are 

multiple, so are the performances that her characters can engage 
in. In a scene that combines his role as both priest and musical per 
former, Father Damien uses music to charm a nest of snakes living 
underneath the reservation church: 

There were at least a hundred. More. Another moved, quick 
as a lash. Yet another seeped forward and Agnes put her fin 

gers back upon the keys. . . . Agnes continued to play. . . . 

Growing weary, [she] at last hit upon the Kinderscenen from 

Schubert and finally, playing "Sleep" repetitively and with all 

the kindness of a good parent, she succeeded in driving the 

snakes ... back to their beds. (219-20) 

Agnes's performative repetition of Schubert's "Sleep" creates the 

effect of lulling the snakes?who can literally be read as phallic 

symbols, and by extension, symbols of binary representations of 

gender and sexuality?to sleep. 
It is in The Last Report On the Miracles at Little No Horse that 

Erdrich directly invokes the historical figure of the "berdache," 
which she links to Father Damien's transgendered status as a means 

of calling attention to possibilities for gendered expression exist 

ing outside of Western binary frameworks. Damien is immediately 

recognized as ambiguously gendered by Kashpaw, who drives him 

to the Little No Horse reservation, comparing his ambiguity to that 

of a well-known "berdache" Wishkob: 

He was a shrewd man, and he sensed something unusual 

about the priest from the first. Something wrong. The priest 
was clearly not right, too womanly. Perhaps, he thought, here 

was a man like the famous Wishkob, the Sweet, who had 

seduced many other men and finally joined the family of a 

great war chief as a wife, where he had lived until old, well 
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loved, as one of the women. Kashpaw himself had addressed 

Wishkob as grandmother. (64) 

Kashpaw does not vilify or judge Damien's ambiguity; rather, he 

accepts it as a legitimate possibility of gendered expression. 
In comparison to Damien's role as a priest, Serena Nanda notes 

that, within many Native American societies, individuals his 

torically identified as "berdaches" often?but not exclusively? 

occupied a special ceremonial status and were viewed as highly 
valuable members of their communities due to their blending of 

masculine and feminine work roles that allowed them to cultivate 

unique skills. For example, male gender variants could be warriors 

while at the same time being skilled in childcare (15-17). Erdrich 

echoes this idea of the historic "berdache," incorporating multi 

ple work and gender roles in her discussion of the Winkte included 

within Father Damien's history of the Puyat family (153).12 Like 

the Winkte, who is a skilled hunter and runner, Father Damien 

occupies a special role within the reservation community and is 

a trusted and revered figure due to his incorporation of both mas 

culine and feminine behaviors. Through Damien, Erdrich draws a 

critical link between transgendered status and the ability to effect 

social change, as Damien becomes a powerful figure in the reser 

vation community. Counter to Barak's use of the "berdache" as a 

framework for understanding Erdrich's mixed-gender characters, 
in The Last Report on the Miracles at Little No Horse, Erdrich sug 

gests that traditional Native American gender roles are one pos 

sibility, among many, for understanding the potential of human 

expressions of gender. While Damien's performances of gender 
do reiterate several significant aspects of the "berdache" role, they 
also greatly exceed them through his occupation of multiple spaces 
of performance. 

Whereas the transgendered body is often vilified and posi 
tioned as pathological or deviant within medical as well as other 

discourses, in Erdrich's fiction, the transgendered body becomes a 

"holy" or saintly body, as through the revelation of Father Damien's 
various passions, we learn that the true saint of the novel is not 

Sister Leopolda but Damien himself. For Erdrich, the normative 
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body is not the body that conforms to binary modes of gendered 

expression; rather, the normative body is the transgendered body, the 

transgressive body. 
In The Last Report on the Miracles at Little No Horse, Erdrich 

significantly links the blurring of gender to literary tradition, sug 

gesting that literature, from the works of Shakespeare to the pres 
ent, has often provided a space in which alternate visions and cri 

tiques of dominant gender categories have been able to emerge and 

be explored. In contemplating such a literary history, Agnes thinks 

to herself: 

For it was through books that she felt her life to be unjudged. 
Look at all of the great mix-ups, messes, confinements, and 

double-dealings in Shakespeare, she thought. Identities dis 

guised continually, in a combative dance of illusions and dis 

covery. Hers was hardly the most sinful, tragic, or bizarre. 

(199; emphasis added) 

In this passage, Agnes uses the phrase highlighted in my title to 

describe the gender bending that takes place in the works of 

Shakespeare and, by extension, in literature in general to establish 

literature as a critical site of resistance to oppressive gender catego 
ries. The linking of alternate visions of gender to literary spaces is 

also echoed in the transgressive relationship between Agnes and 

Father Gregory Wekkle, a queer priest who, struggling with his 

own sexual identity, is attracted to Agnes's ambiguous gender sta 

tus. When the two sleep in Damien's cabin, they are separated at 

night by a great wall of books. When Agnes and Gregory finally 
act upon their feelings for one another, they do so by entering into 

this liminal boundary that separates their respective identities and 

spaces. Quite literally, they enter into the possible, challenging, and 

subversive world of literature: "as Gregory tipped his chin ques 

tioningly forward into that final space, he felt that he had ducked 

into a cave. Once he entered that half sphere of shadow, he was lost. 

They lay down together among the scattered books" (200). Agnes 
and Gregory enter a critical space where an exchange, a discovery, 
takes place, where formerly discrete boundaries are momentarily 
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transcended, exposed, cast away like clothing, like pages, like old 

skins. They are transfigured by this experience?but more impor 

tantly, Erdrich's readers are as well. 

Just as Nanapush says of the Anishinaabe people at the conclu 

sion of Four Souls, Erdrich s novels show us that genders must not 

remain fixed and static. Rather, they must change, we must change, 

"change and become" (210). 

NOTES 

An immense thank you to Kari J. Winter for her guidance and for gener 
ously commenting on multiple drafts of this essay. 

1. An earlier version of "The Strange People" was first published in 
Erdrich s collection Jacklight (1984) and reprinted in Original Fire: Selected 
and New Poems (2003). I quote the version from Original Fire. 

2. The notion that "berdaches" were universally afforded a special 
social standing within traditional Native American cultures has been 
troubled by Lang, who, citing Walter L. Williams's landmark study The 

Spirit and the Flesh, notes that, "In his detailed investigation of the 'ber 
dache' phenomenon, Williams dealt mainly with those groups in which 
women-men [biologically male gender variants] enjoyed high standing as 

recipients of especially potent latent spiritual power" (11), while failing to 
address those societies in which "berdaches" were not held in such high 

regard. 

3. See Lang for a table of traditional terms applied to biologically male 

gender variants, defined in Lang's study as women-men (248-51), and for 

a table of those applied to biologically female gender variants, defined in 

Lang's study as men-women (263-65). 

4. See Williams's The Spirit and the Flesh (11). 
5. In Undoing Gender, Judith Butler provides a useful definition of the 

term "transgender" as "[referring] to those persons who cross-identify or 

who live as another gender, but who may or may not have undergone hor 

monal treatments or sex reassignment operations" (6). 

6. Consider the example of Erdrich's character Sita Kozka from her 

second novel The Beet Queen, who throughout her life attempts to con 
form to strict definitions of idealized femininity. Ironically, it is after Sita 
has died that she is able to enact her most convincing feminine perfor 
mance. Put differently, Sita is best able to conform to the rigid structure 
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of binary gender identity when she herself has become lifeless, rigid, and 

literally dead. For a further discussion of gender performance in The Beet 

Queen, see Winter. 

7. See Austin and Derrida. Interested in how language can create tangi 

ble effects, Austin defines "performatives" as utterances that accomplish or 

create what they say. Whereas Austin is primarily concerned with spoken 
language, Derrida extends Austin's analysis through his investigation of the 

performative in writing. Arguing that no language is original but rather 

always has a previous context and is thus continually recited each time it is 

used, Derrida argues that this process of linguistic re-citation or repetition 

functions as performative. For Derrida, language is not stable but has the 

potential to be transformed each time it is reiterated. In Gender Trouble, 

Judith Butler argues that what Derrida forgets in his theorization of per 
formative repetition is the ways in which the body is created through lan 

guage. Thus, her theory of gender performance is an attempt to understand 

how the body is rendered culturally intelligible in terms of regulatory cat 

egories such as gender, created by embodied actions that are repeated. 

8. Important early essays on gender and sexuality in Erdrich's work 

include those by Susan Castillo, Louise Flavin, Susan Meisenhelder, Kath 

erine A. Nelson-Born, Julie Tharp, Annette Van Dyke, and Kari J. Winter. 

9. In his study of Anishinaabe supernatural mythology The Manitous, 

Basil Johnston writes that Manitou refers to "realities other than the phys 

ical ones of rock, fire, water, air, wood, and flesh?to the unseen realities 

of individual beings and places and events that are beyond human under 

standing but are still clearly real" (xxi-xxii). 
10. Trickster stories involving the premise of trickster characters learn 

ing important societal lessons due to experiences of cross-dressing exist 

within many Native cultures. For example, in their collection American 

Indian Trickster Tales, Richard Erdoes and Alfonso Ortiz recount a Nez 

Perce story "Coyote and Fox Dress Up" that is strikingly similar to Nana 

push 's experiences in Four Souls, in which the two title characters decide 
to dress in drag in order to attract husbands to provide food for them. 

Coyote and Fox find two Wolf Brothers who provide food for them but 

eventually want to marry and cohabitate?actions that would certainly 

expose the pair's performance of gender. Coyote gets them out of their 

predicament through engaging in sex with Wolf Mother, surprising her 
in her sleep, an act that brings the Wolf Brothers to her aid. With the 

Wolf Brothers occupied, Coyote and Fox are able to escape, but not before 

learning that performing another gendered identity is not as easy as one 

This content downloaded from 139.184.14.159 on Tue, 03 Nov 2015 03:43:10 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Iovannone: Transgendered Performances 67 

might think, just as Nanapush suffers the consequences of insisting he 
can perform the medicine dress dance better than Margaret (63-65). 

11. In The Last Report On the Miracles at Little No Horse, Erdrich uses 
names and pronouns fluidly in describing Agnes/Damien, a style I mimic 
in my analysis. 

12. Winkte is the traditional Lakota (Oglala) term for biologically male 

gender variants (Lang 249). 
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