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The Devil in All of Us?


Haven’t we all, at some crossroad in our lives, been told or heard someone say that “...the Devil made whomever do it/made it happen/is the reason why we shouldn’t do something?” The Devil has been employed as a scapegoat for people from both secular and religious walks of life, for centuries. Even dating back to medieval times, the Devil was used to explain harsh weather, famine, and the Bubonic/Pneumonic Plague. In more recent centuries the Devil and the superstitious air that surrounds his name, has become part of pop culture through music, cinema and literature. Time and time again, we hear or see or read about the arcane practice of selling one’s soul to the fallen angel. In particular, this exchange has attached itself to the blues and rock & roll styles of music. In the novel Reservation Blues, Sherman Alexie utilizes this cliché to set up the back-story of blues legend Robert Johnson and his guitar, claiming that the guitar is enchanted by the Devil to make whoever plays it an instant virtuoso. Although readers could claim that this enchantment caused the systematic upheaval within the reservation, the problems that Coyote Springs had with white culture, and the misfortune that followed the band members whenever they went, could the plot of this novel remained the same without a mystic pretense? Isn’t it just as likely that the series of events that unfolds unto the band were merely the same misfortune that would have befell any real life band trying to make it on the Spokane Reservation these days?


Those who claim that the Devil orchestrated the entire affairs of Coyote Springs do have a valid point on the literary level. Robert Johnson’s flee from “The Gentleman” provides a concise foreshadowing to the fate of the band, showing how the magical guitar will undoubtedly ruin their lives as it did Robert’s. They could also say that the guitar was the reason why the reservation turned on the band, and that it was responsible for the appearance of characters like White Hawk and Sheridan. Ultimately, the guitar could also be blamed for Junior’s suicide; since his life was what Victor had traded for the instrument’s services – “…[W]hat [he]… love[d] the most. Who [he]… love[d] the most” (Alexie Reservation 255). As stated before though, these points are all speculation based on literary analysis, but as Sherman Alexie has said, his work reflects his own experiences (Alexie interview). So much so that the picture he paints of life on the reservation could instead be interpreted as embellished fact.


There is no way to get around the mystical realism Sherman Alexie uses to stay true to Native American story telling and superstition, but all cultural references are cited directly from the author’s life. The way Sherman Alexie tells it, the reservation does not like to see one of their own accelerating and becoming more renowned then the rest of the tribe (Alexie interview). The tribe is also quite embedded within the Catholic religion and would not approve of the music Coyote Springs has chosen to base their sound around. Father Arnold comments that he“…[W]ould never have thought that Indians would be as judgmental as those white people way back when, but he was discovering exactly how Catholic Spokanes could become” (Alexie Reservation 34). Even in modern day society, the residents may consider such noise to be the devil’s work. There was also a strong sense of distaste for white culture that emanated from Sherman Alexie. This disapproval is most likely shared by other Spokane residents and would therefore be accurately reflected in their condemnation of Betty and Veronica, whose presence was one of the huge factors that deterred residents from supporting the band.


Other influences from white culture are present throughout the novel and each instance feels as if it too could happen in a real-life setting. Father Arnold’s role as a spiritual leader being masked by his own personal deviations is simply an example of life and love. There is nothing spectacular about a human having feelings for another, nor a religious human feeling guilty about betraying their spiritual code to pursue earthly desires. Father Arnold does not symbolize any dramatic upheaval of the church due to the presence of Coyote Springs on the reservation, but instead he represents the struggles of an individual with real life problems. In the case of Sheridan and Wright, the two men represent the “ying and yang” of society; the evil and corrupted versus the good and compassionate. There are those in the real world who will go to any lengths to exploit others for personal gain, and there are those who would much rather put someone else’s needs before their own in order to insure the happiness of the other individual. The executive’s boss, Mr. Armstrong, is an extension of Sheridan’s character persona. He represents corporate America where capital, not personal relations, is sadly the way success is measured. “‘They don’t have it,’ Armstrong said. ‘Don’t you think you’re being a bit hasty…?’ Wright asked. ‘No, I don’t,’ Armstrong said and left” (Alexie Reservation 227). Even today an all-Native American-band who appeared to be worth their fluff would be huge, and any corporation wanting to cup their hands around a group such as this would want the opportunity to milk the band for all they’ve got.


In addition to the reservation turning on the band, and the musician’s interactions with the white community, their endless run of band luck, which reaches a climax with Junior’s suicide, is believable based on character personalities and Sherman Alexie’s own temperament. Victor and Junior – as Sherman Alexie described as being his friend and himself respectively – are drunkards, and Victor in particular is already prone to violence and rash action (Alexie interview). When the band is told to go home from the New York recording studio, Victor “…[K]icked a music stand over, picked up a studio saxaphone and threw it…” (Alexie Reservation 229). It was his own reactions that caused them to lose their chance at success forever and not the guitar’s sudden “loss of magic” causing the band to sound poor. In regards to Junior’s suicide, he is simply following a trend that plagues all Native American culture. In a discussion on the topic, Dr. Spero Manson, division head at the National Center for American Indian and Alaska Native Mental Health Research, claims “…[T]hat Native Americans often live in adverse conditions,” which causes higher suicide rates in general (The Infinite Mind). Dr. James Thompson, deputy medical directs at the American Psychiatric Association, joins Dr. Manson in pointing out that “…[Y]oung native men are at [the] highest risk for suicide, and that their suicides often occur in clusters…[O]ften these young people are not getting the recognition and support they need to survive” (The Infinite Mind). This would explain not only Junior’s death, but in conjunction, Victor’s increased alcoholism that leads to his own untimely demise. The suicide can also be viewed from the standpoint that Sherman Alexie has represented his own life in Junior’s character. The author has commented that he did not believe that writing would go anywhere for him, and likewise the suicide can be seen as Sherman Alexie’s belief that this novel was vocational suicide for himself (Alexie interview). 

If the events of the novel are merely taken out of the filler and fuzz which makes the novel so enjoyable and viewed as realism in written form, it is easy to see that nothing supernatural results from the guitar beyond the possessed instrument giving Victor his talent. In modern society any real life band trying to make it out of the Spokane Reservation would have encountered the same dissension with tribal members, the same conflicts with business executives in the mainstream recording industry, and would still be part of the same culture as the “fictional” characters in Reservation Blues. 
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