	


Study Guide

From Booklist
Coyote Springs is an all-Indian Catholic rock band from the Spokane Reservation in eastern Washington, and if their career eventually crashes and burns, the novel they inhabit soars like that elusive fifth chord. A Spokane/Coeur d'Alene Indian and the author of the critically acclaimed The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven (1993), Alexie mixes biting black humor, a healthy dose of magic, and sparkling lyricism to produce a remarkably powerful story with roots not only in Native American mythology, but also in the equally potent history of rock 'n' roll. Alexie's characters, including lead singer Thomas Builds-the-Fire, lead guitarist Victor Joseph, and backup vocalists Chess and Checkers Warm Water, are reservation Indians, but they are also kids with guitars committed to putting on their own show. Like Michael Dorris and Louise Erdrich, Alexie writes about Indians who are individuals first and members of an ethnic group second. The stuff of their lives, the pain, the poverty, the humor, the resilience, grows out of their experience on the reservation, to be sure, but it also fuels their need to be heard in their own voices: "Thomas Builds-the-Fire wanted his tears to be individual, not tribal." You can hear Thomas' need in every note of these unforgettable reservation blues.

Book Description
Winner of the American Book Award and a critically acclaimed national best seller, Reservation Blues continues to find new and adoring readers in academic and popular circles alike. In 1931, Robert Johnson allegedly sold his soul to the devil, receiving legendary blues skills in return. He went on to record only twenty-nine songs before being murdered on August 16, 1938. In 1992, however, Johnson suddenly reappears on the Spokane Indian Reservation and meets Thomas Builds-the-Fire, the misfit storyteller of the Spokane Tribe. When Johnson passes his enchanted instrument to Thomas--lead singer of the rock-and-roll band Coyote Springs--a magical odyssey begins that will take the band from reservation bars to small-town taverns, from the cement trails of Seattle to the concrete canyons of Manhattan. Sherman Alexie imaginatively mixes narrative, newspaper excerpts, songs, journal entries, visions, radio interviews, and dreams to explore the effects of Christianity on Native Americans in the late twentieth century. In addition, he examines the impact of cultural assimilation on the relationships between Indian women and Indian men. Reservation Blues is a painful, humorous, and ultimately redemptive symphony about God and indifference, faith and alcoholism, family and hunger, sex and death.

From The Oxford Companion to English Literature – a definition of magical realism:

Magic realist novels and stories have, typically, a strong narrative drive, in which the recognizably realistic merges with the unexpected and the inexplicable and in which elements of dreams, fairy story, or mythology combine with the everyday, often in a mosaic or kaleidoscopic pattern of refraction and recurrence.
The page numbers in the Study Guide refer to the Warner Books Paperback Edition, 1996
Chapter 1 – Reservation Blues
Reservation Blues

Dancing all alone, feeling nothing good

It’s been so long since someone understood

All I’ve seen is, is why I weep

And all I had for dinner was some sleep

You know I’m lonely, I’m so lonely

My heart is empty and I’ve been so hungry

All I need for my hunger to ease

Is anything that you can give me please

Chorus:

I ain’t got nothing, I heard no good news

I fill my pockets with those reservation blues

Those old, those old rez blues, those old reservation blues

And if you ain’t got choices

What else do you choose?

And if you ain’t got choices

Ain’t got much to lose

This poem/song, which opens the book, sets the tone and establishes some of the important themes of the novel.  Watch especially for the recurring themes of

· Hunger and food (Food is an important cultural marker.  What kinds of food do the Indians typically eat and why?)

· Lack of understanding of Indian culture both by outsiders and by Indians themselves

· The importance of making good choices, but at the same time, the lack of options for Indians on the reservation.  (“if you aint’ got choices/Ain’t got much to lose”)

As you read the book, consider these questions and add questions of your own to contribute to the class discussion:

1. Do the math after reading the first sentence of the book.  In what year is the novel set?

2. What do the description of Wellpinit and the towns people’s reaction to the appearance of Robert Johnson tell us about the Indians living on the reservation?
3. Magical realism and myth surface early in Chapter 1 when the long-dead blues musician Robert Johnson shows up on the reservation referring to “the Gentleman.”  For more information on Johnson and the “Crossroads Curse” see: www.stormloader.com/users/crossroads.
4. What sets Thomas Builds-the-Fire apart from the other Indians we meet in Chapter 1?  Continue to add notes about Thomas in the area provided at the end of Chapter 1 guide.
5. Notice the significance of dreams throughout the book.
6. Storytelling is traditionally an important part of Indian history and culture.  According to Alexie, how is story-telling looked upon in modern times on the reservation?

7. What is the Indian attitude toward the Indian Health Service, the Department of Housing and Urban Development, and the Bureau of Indian Affairs?

8. One challenge in the novel is that Alexie has not chosen to tell the story in chronological order.  The first flashback occurs on page 9, taking us back to a dramatic event in 1858 that sets the stage for the modern events of the novel.  Can you infer what that event was?  (If you want to do more than infer, check http://www.washingtonwars.net/spokane-yakima.htm.)   Do you think that the Indians remember this event in the same way it is taught in American history books?

9. Big Mom is a mythical character, or perhaps a shaman, that is important throughout the book.  What do you know about shamans?  And what do you learn about Big Mom in Chapter 1?

10. The guitar is another element of magical realism.  What do you think the guitar is trying to do?

11. In Chapter 1 we meet the other important characters Victor Joseph and Junior Polatkin.  What do you learn about each one?  As you read the book and learn more about these characters, add notes to these pages.

Victor Joseph:

Junior Polatkin:

Thomas Builds-the-Fire:

Chapter 2 - Treaties
1. We meet Father Arnold in this chapter.  What were his original misapprehensions about Spokane Indians?  

Take additional notes on him here.  Add more as you get to know him better.

Father Arnold:

2. How does David WalksAlong, the Spokane Tribal Council Chairman, react to the band?  Why?
3. What do we learn about Michael White Hawk in the chapter?  How much of his behavior is determined by the choices he has made?  As you learn more about Michael, continue to consider this question.
4. What are New Agers? (Ask someone over 50 if you don’t know.)

5. Betty and Veronica enter the story in this chapter.  Why did Alexie choose those names? Take some notes on Betty and Veronica here.  Continue to add information about them as you read.  
Betty:
Veronica:
6. Notice the difference between the reactions of men and women to Betty and Veronica.  How do you explain this difference?  Have you seen anything similar in your own experience?

7. Can you explain Betty and Veronica’s attraction to Victor and Junior?  Victor and Junior’s attraction for the white women?   Watch for more explanations of this later in the book.

8. How was the group named?  What other name did they consider?  Notice that more magical realism enters the picture here.

9. Food, a vital part of any culture, is important in this chapter.  What do the Indians typically eat? Do they ever eat salmon, for example?  What does this indicate about their lifestyle? Why do they eat this food?   Are these free choices?  (Did you ever eat fry bread?)

10. Coyote Springs has their first paid concert in this chapter.  Do you have predictions about the group’s future?

Chapter 3 – Indian Boy Love Song
1. Chess and Checkers Warm Water, Flathead Indian sisters, enter the story now.  Take notes on Chess and Checkers and continue adding to the notes as you learn more about them.   

Chess:     

Checkers:
2. What is fancydancing?

3. Does this chapter give you any insight into the motivations for heavy alcohol consumption by Indians?  Continue to consider this question as you read.
4. The first mention of Catholic boarding schools appears in this chapter when we learn that Chess and Checker’s dad went to one as a child.  Was it a good experience for him?  Notice how these schools are depicted here as well as later in the book.

5. Who is Backgammon and how did he die?  What does this story tell you about the Indian health care system?  How does this story add to our understanding of alcoholism on the reservation?
6. Chess explains the power of music when she tells the story of her Mother’s recovery from Backgammon’s death.  The power of music is an important theme in the book.  Is music powerful in your own life?  Explain.
7. What attracted Thomas to Chess?   How does this add to our understanding of Thomas?
8. What does Thomas’s dream reveal about his past and his fears about the future?

9. Notice Chess’s list of qualifications for a mate.  How do they compare to your list?

10. Why does Chess disapprove of Victor and Junior’s relationship with white women?  
How do you feel about interracial dating?

Chapter 4 – Father and Farther
1. As this chapter opens we meet Thomas’s father, Samuel, drunk and passed out in Thomas’s lawn.  This scene presents two important themes of the novel: relationships with parents and alcoholism.  Read carefully the poem that opens this chapter because it articulates these themes in metaphor.  Choose one metaphor to discuss:
2. As Chess and Checkers assist Thomas in caring for his father they “hated to see that old Indian man so helpless and hopeless; they hated to see the father’s features in his son’s face.  It’s hard not to see a father’s life as prediction for his son’s.”  Do you agree with this?  To what extent do you think your parents’ lives, and their parents’, and so on, predict your own future?

3. Note the explanation on p. 96 of the reservation’s past and present power in the lives of present-day Indians:
The word gone echoed all over the reservation.  The reservation was gone itself, just a shell of its former self, just a fragment of the whole.  But the reservation still possessed power and rage, magic and loss, joys and jealousy.  The reservation tugged at the lives of its Indians, stole from them in the middle of the night, watched impassively as the horses and salmon disappeared.

Why do you think the reservation has such power over the Indian people born there?  How free are the choices they make to determine the direction of their lives?  How free are your choices?
4. Why does Checkers say, “Sometimes I hate being Indian.”?  Can you relate to or understand her embarrassment?

5. Beginning on page 101, this chapter tells the story of Samuel Builds-the-Fire, as a young basketball player, in several flashbacks.  What do we learn from this story that helps us understand Samuel’s present life? 
6. The first flashback in this chapter about Chess and Checker’s childhood appears on page 105.  How do you feel about bits and pieces of the story being told in flashbacks?  Would you prefer the entire story to be told chronologically?  What are the advantages to each style?
7. Another technique used in this chapter is telling the reader what dreams the characters are having, in this case Victor.  What does this dream tell us about Victor’s childhood?
8. What does Junior’s dream tell us about his childhood?

9. Thomas tells Checkers that after his mother threw his drunken, abusive father out of the house, she “got all traditional.  Started dancing, singing, playing stickgame again.”  Why do you think she, or other Indians, might choose to do that?
Chapter 5 – My God Has Dark Skin
1. Read the poem/song that opens this chapter.  What feelings does it express about being sent to a Catholic boarding school as a child?

2. As this chapter opens, do you have any predictions about how the band’s show will turn out?

3. Is Checkers a sincere Catholic?  How do you know?

4. What incident in Checker’s childhood exacerbated her dislike of white women?

5. Why do you think Junior has dreams about a battle fought more than 150 years ago?  Also, remember the names George Wright and Phil Sheridan as the book unfolds.
6. The flashback beginning on page 148 of Victor’s experience in Catholic summer camp explains much of Victor’s present-day rage.  In what two ways was Victor violated that summer?
7. In the Indian world, Indians seem to have two choices: remain on the reservation or live “a long way from home, trapped by th[e] city and its freeway entrances and exits.” (150)  Which do you predict our main characters will choose?  Why?  Which one would you choose?  Why?

8. What do you predict will happen with Checker’s fantasy about Father Arnold?

9. Read Thomas’s Ten Commandments from the USA to the Spokane Indians.  What do these commandments reveal about Thomas’s attitude toward the US government?

10.   Starting on page 156, Alexie chooses an interview format to tell the readers about the events of the contest.  Do you think that this choice works well, or would you prefer a straight chronological telling of the events?

11. Father Arnold’s strange dream about the Whitmans shows that he knows his history well, or at least one version of it.  Marcus and Narcissa Whitman were Protestant missionaries and Narcissa Whitman was the first white woman to cross the Rocky Mountains in 1836.  Their story with the Indians does not have a happy ending.  In 1847, they were killed by Indians who thought that Marcus, a physician, was not saving Indian children from a measles epidemic.  In retaliation, the entire tribe of Cayuse Indians was eliminated in a war.  
12. Chess brings up the idea of free choice again when she states, “[God] didn’t allow [bad things] to happen.  They just happened.  Those soldiers made the choice.  The government made the choice.  That’s free will, Thomas.  We all get to make the choice. But that don’t mean we all choose good.”  (168)  Do you agree with Chess’s philosophy?

Chapter 6 – Falling Down and Falling Apart
1. Chapter 6 opens with a return to Robert Johnson and his story as he heals with Big Mom and worries that his guitar has now taken over Victor’s life as it once had his. On page 174-5, we see the emotional connection the Indians feel with blues music.  Thomas also has a vision of Robert Johnson’s grandmother’s life as a slave and the comfort that music brought to her and her people.  What history do African Americans and Indians have in common?  How big a part does that history play in their lives today?  According to Alexie, it apparently plays a very large part.  Do you agree?

2. This chapter reveals the increasing conflicts that Thomas is experiencing with others on his reservation.  What does the Open Letter to the Spokane Tribe express about Indian attitudes to the group?

3. On page 179, an old Indian woman further explains the conflicts the native people are feeling toward Coyote Springs.  According to her, why are people so angry with the group?
4. When Victor, Junior, and Michael White Hawk got into a fight, “A crowd gathered suddenly, because people always circle around a potential fight quickly. . . .The crowd cheered. .  . most celebrated the general violence of it all” (182).  Does this behavior happen only on Indian reservations?  Can you explain it?

5. Explain why the EMT lied to the doctor at the hospital.  Is this deception justified in your view?
6. After the fight, when Betty and Veronica pack up to head back to Seattle, Chess asks why they are leaving and comments, “Jeez, I thought you wanted some of our wisdom” (184).  Is Chess being serious?  Chess says something even funnier on the next page.  What is it?
7. As the supply of money and food dwindled in Thomas’s house, what choices did the members of Coyote Springs have?  What would you have suggested they do?

8. On page 189, Phil Sheridan and George Wright from Cavalry Records arrive at Thomas’s front door.  Look carefully at the names of the men and the record company.  Also, does the name “Armstrong” have any historical connection to Indians? Considering the names, what effect do you predict that these men and this company will have on the future of Coyote Springs?  Why do you think Alexie gave these names to these characters?
9. Judging from the letter they write (189-190), what is the record company most interested in?
10. How do you explain the relationship between Father Arnold and Checkers?  What is the attraction on both sides?  Do you think the relationship has a future?  
11. What is happening on page 193?  What horses screamed?  How is it possible that Sheridan and Wright been drinking out of the antique flask for more than a century?

Chapter 7 – Big Mom
1. As this chapter opens, the members of Coyote Springs are preparing to go to Big Mom’s house to practice with her before their big audition in New York.  What is Victor’s attitude toward Big Mom?  What does this attitude represent in a larger sense?
2. Can you compare the legends about Big Mom to any legends you have heard?  Which ones? How is Big Mom like a shaman?  Or like Jesus?
3. On page 201, we learn:

Musicians from all over the world traveled to Big Mom’s house in the hope she would teach them how to play.  Like any good teacher, Big Mom was very selective with her students. . . . Still Big Mom had her heart broken by many of her students who couldn’t cope with the incredible gifts she had given them.  Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, Elvis.  They all drank so much and self-destructed so successfully that Big Mom made them honorary members of the Spokane Tribe.


Explain the dark humor of this last sentence.

4. On page 202, Big Mom reminds Victor that he has choices.  What choice would you have made?  Would you have asked Big Mom to destroy the guitar?

5. Big Mom cannot control the future, but she has powers to see into the past.  She tells Victor to forgive the priest who molested him when he was a child.  She says,” That will give you power over him, you know?  Forgiveness is magic, too.”  In your own experience, do you think that Big Mom is right?
6. The influence of the media and pop culture on the lives of Indians is made clear in the novel.  Notice at the bottom of 203 that Victor is more familiar with the mythology of Star Wars than his own culture’s traditions and beliefs.  Does the book portray the influence of white culture as more positive or negative on the lives of Indians in the book?

7. On page 208, we see another reference to the power of the media, this time in forming Indian self-image:  “Indian men have started to believe their own publicity and run around acting like the Indians in movies.”  How much power do you believe the media has in identity formation for your culture?
8. On pages 209 and 210 we see the theme of making choices presented again by Big Mom.  What does making the choice to follow the teaching of Big Mom represent?  What does listening to the “wild voice” represent?

9. Women readers may relate the most to Chess’s ambivalent feelings about her role as a woman in modern Indian society expressed on page 212.  Do you believe her confused feelings are particular to Indian culture or are present in other cultures as well?
10. Why do you think the horses screamed again on page 213?

11. What does Junior’s letter to Big Mom, on page 215, reveal about the history of the relationships of Junior, Victor, and Thomas?
12. Explain the simile at the top of page 217. How does it help explain how the members of Coyote Springs view their choices?

13. The chapter ends with a meditation on the reservation’s relationship with Indians who leave it. Now that you have completed seven chapters of the book, can you explain the dilemma of “Indians who left, . . . whose bodies were dragged quickly and quietly into the twentieth century while their souls were left behind somewhere in the nineteenth.”
Chapter 8 – Urban Indian Blues
1. The points made in the meditation on the power of the reservation over the lives of Indians are reinforced by the song, “Urban Indian Blues,” which opens Chapter 8.  Does the urban life characterized in the song seem to be better than life on the reservation?  Think again about the questions presented in Chapter 5.  Which life do you think the main characters will choose?  Which life would you choose?

2. As the stage is set by the discussions of Sheridan, Wright, and Armstrong early in the chapter, what predictions do you make about the success of Coyote Springs?
3. Why did the horses scream on page 225?

4. The newspaper article on 227-228 reinforces the personality traits we have seen developed in each member of Coyote Springs.   Jot down a word or two to express what the article reveals about 
Victor:

Thomas:
Junior:

5. Do Victor and Junior have the survival skills needed to be safe alone in New York City? 
6. In this chapter, Junior adds another reason that Indian men are attracted to white women.  What is it?  Do you think it may be true in some cases?
7. Can you explain Checker’s nightmare about Phil Sheridan?
8. We learn in this chapter that when Lynn became pregnant with Junior’s baby in college, she could not consider marriage to him because her parents would not accept an Indian into the family.  In your own experience, how common is this attitude about inter-racial marriage in Howard County today?  Do you see a difference in attitude between generations?  What is your own attitude?
Chapter 9 – Small World

1. Chapter 9 opens with a shocking event.  What is it?  Did you see it coming?  (The rest of the chapter is told in non-chronological order.  The full story of this tragic event will unfold slowly.)
2. Where did Spokane, Washington get its name?  Why is this ironic?
3. Victor’s conversation in the airport with the young white man who claimed his guitar reflects confusion about Indian identity, echoing the sadly hilarious conversation in the New York’s Carson’s All-Night Restaurant in Chapter 8 (238-9).  What is the effect of coming from a culture so widely known, but so misunderstood?  Can you relate to this problem in any way?
4. Robert Johnson’s full history is finally revealed in this chapter. Who do you think the Gentleman is?  Have you ever heard a similar story of selling ones soul?

5. How does Sheridan sell Betty and Veronica to Armstrong?  Do you think this is a reality in the music business?
6. Can you explain the end of George Wright’s story on page 270?  Do you understand it better now, after reading nine chapters of the book?

7. How does Wright’s story illuminate the screaming horses throughout the novel?

8. What choice do you think Betty and Veronica will make about their careers?  What choice would you make?

Chapter 10 – Wake

1. What are the two meanings of the word “wake”?  In the song that opens Chapter 10, you can see that both definitions are important to Alexie.

2. The song also reflects the question asked in Chapter 4: To what extent do you think parents’ lives (and ancestors’ lives) predict their children’s future?  How many free choices do think young Indians, or anyone, have? 
3. How does Big Mom counsel Robert Johnson?  Is her advice good advice for everyone?

4. Big Mom also counsels Father Arnold in this chapter.  What is the key question she asks him when he asks her what to do?

5. What does Chester propose to Thomas on page 284?  What does this suggest about her feelings about being Indian?

6. Were you prepared for Junior’s return from the grave near the end of the book?  This scene demonstrates Alexie’s gift for mixing humor with very serious themes.  What did Junior advise Victor to do?  Will it be easy (or possible) for Victor to take his advice?

7. Why did Betty and Veronica’s song make Thomas so angry?

8. Read Victor’s “resume” on page 297.  What is funny about it?  What is sad about it?

9. Are you satisfied with the ending of the book?  How many of your predictions were correct? How does the ending tie themes together?
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