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Louise Erdrich, au thor of The Beet Queen, published by H enry H olt and C o., Septem ber 
15, 1986/$ 16.95. Credit: Jerry Bauer.
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Words with Louise E
A CutBank Interview

Louise Erdrich is best-known as the author o f  Love M edicine, her stunning debut novel which 
managed the unusual feat o f achieving both mass critical acclaim and bestseller status. Released 
in October of 1984, the book chronicles three generations o f Kashpaws, Lamartines, and Lazarres, 
as these families live out their harsh lives on the bleak D akota plains. But the greatness o f  Love 
M edicine  is, as Phillip Roth put it, the way in which Erdrich “depicts the harshness o f these 
lives w ith  originality, authority, tenderness, and a w ild and pitiless w it .” Jonathon Yardley, 
writing in the W ashington Post B ook W orld , was perhaps even more impressed, noting that 
Erdrich accomplishes all this “w ithout once striking a false note,” further characterizing Love 
M edicine as the work o f a “tough, loving m in d .” O ther reviewers proved equally enthusiastic, 
as the novel garnered praise from virtually every major critical journal before finally being selected 
as 1984’s best work o f fiction by the National Book C ritic’s Circle. But to dwell on the book’s 
critical appeal is to ignore its commercial success. Love M ed icine  became a national bestseller 
in early 1985, and the twelve foreign editions currently in print m ake this popularity a worldwide 
phenomenon. W ith  such an auspicious debut as a novelist, it would, in most cases, be easy to 
overlook the author’s other talents, but Louise Erdrich’s achievements as poet, editor, textbook 
author, and critic demand notice.

Bom of Germ an/C hippew a descent, Erdrich attended Wahpeton (ND) Indian Boarding School, 
where both her parents taught, then went on to D artm outh College. A fte r  graduate studies at 
Johns Hopkins University, she edited the Boston Indian Council newspaper, T h e  C ircle , and 
published Im ag in a tio n , a textbook on creativity in children. A round this time, she began to 
publish her creative work, placing poems in literary journals and quarterlies, and publishing 
two stories in R ed b o o k  (under the pseudonyms o f Hiede Louise and M ilou North). Erdrich’s 
fiction and poetry appeared w ith increasing frequency throughout the late ’70s and early ’80s, 
when her short story, “The  W orld’s Greatest Fisherman,” won the Nelson Algren Short Fiction 
Aw ard in 1982. Jacklight, a collection of her poetry, appeared in January of 1984, and its excellence 
attests to the probability that had not Love M ed icine  seen publication later that same year, 
we would undoubtedly be more fam iliar w ith  Louise Erdrich as the author o f this fine volume 
of poems, so spare in language and imagery, yet long on narrative vitality and dramatic effect.

Still, in spite o f her numerous achievements in other areas, Erdrich remains best-known as 
one of the most promising young novelists to emerge in many years. In the wake o f  Love M edicine, 
she has continued to publish regularly, contributing fiction to A tlan tic  M o n th ly , Paris Review, 
G eorgia Review, and others.. Additionally, her recent essay on the writer’s sense o f place (“Where 
I Ought to B e ,” N ew  York  T im es Book Review , July 28, 1985) may well prove to be one 
of the most influential and inspiring pieces o f criticism published in this decade.

Erdrich currently lives on a farm in N ew  Hampshire w ith her husband and collaborator, Michael 
Dorris, and their children—Abel, Sava, M adeline, Persia, and Pallas. She came to Missoula 
in June o f 1986 to read at the University o f M ontana, and was kind enough to talk w ith  me, 
despite a busy schedule that allowed less than 24 hours in town, and despite the fact that it 
happened to be her birthday (June 7). This interview took place during the late afternoon of 
that day, in a third-story hotelroom oi’erlooking M t. Sentinel and the Clark Fork River, as Louise's 
hair dripped dry from a hasty shmver, and Michael busily quieted the children in the adjoining room.

Joseph Mart in
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When did you first know you were a writer? When did you first say “T ha t’s what I’m going 
to do with my life”?

Well, I started writing, keeping journals, anyway, w hen I was in high school. But I 
d idn ’t plan on  being a writer, or th ink ing  of it as any kind of career or vocation, until 
my second year in college, when I found I could do no th ing  else in this world! [Laughs.] 
T h a t’s when I started writing seriously and kept it up, although at times I held various 
jobs th a t took up most of my energy, so I only wrote part-tim e. But I kept it up for about 
ten  years. I w asn’t published anywhere, really, for a long time. Just kept at it and kept 
hoping th a t som ething would happen. I was writing poems.

So you started as a poet . . .

Right. I started out writing poems, and d id n ’t write fiction until . . . oh , five or six 
years ago. But I’ve been writing poems since about 1973.

Your book of poems, Jacklight, for all its excellence, is relatively unheard of. Do you feel it’s 
been kind of “lost in the shuffle” due to all the acclaim for Love Medicine.7

No, I th ink  tha t just tends to happen w ith poetry. I th ink  the situation is, for whatever 
reason, very different. There doesn’t seem to be as wide an audience. I th ink  th a t’s wrong, 
and it’s a pity, but th a t’s w hat seems to  have happened.

Was that one of the reasons you started writing fiction? To reach a wider audience?

No, actually I started writing fiction because, if you look at the  poems in Jacklight, 
you’ll see th a t they ’re by and large narrative poems. I just began to  feel th a t they needed 
a broader form. I was telling stories, so I though t they m ight as well be stories. But once 
I started doing th a t, I couldn’t go back to poetry.

And then the novel just took off . .  .

It seems to have.

Did that surprise you?

O h, yes! Both M ichael and I. A nd  I should say right here th a t we bo th  work very 
closely together on all of our work. M ichael’s going to have a book out soon, called Yellow 
Raft on Blue Water [An excerpt from the novel is published in this issue on page 00.], and 
we both work together on everything. But we just started our collaboration in our editing, 
our whole literary relationship, with Love Medicine. I rem em ber the last day, w hen we 
taped it up and mailed it off. We said it was the proverbial “feather dropping into the 
G rand  C an y o n .” We d idn’t know  w hat would happen, and we d idn ’t really expect 
anything. However, M ichael did enter it in all these different contests for prizes, and 
th a t’s w hat began to gather a tten tion  for it, I th ink . T h a t and the fact th a t people gave 
it to their friends. People bought extra copies, and th a t’s w hat started the ball rolling 
in terms of the reprinting and all. It’s an interesting kind of phenom enon, because it 
wasn t advertised or pushed or hyped as a hardcover book. People simply began to give 
it to o ther people, and I th ink  th a t’s quite beautiful.
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A lot of word, o f mouth, then?

Yes.

It was the same way here, in the U M  writing program, last year. )oy Harjo was here, teaching 
stories like “The Beet Queen” and “American Horse.” Suddenly everyone was passing them 
around and talking about them. There was a lot of anticipation built up for the novel.

Well, th a t’s wonderful. You know, “American Horse” actually goes into a fourth book. 
T here are four books in, I guess, a “quarte t,” or whatever. A series of related books. 
Love Medicine, and then the next one is The Beet Queen, which has many related characters, 
and ano ther one I’m working on  with M ichael th a t takes place before Love Medicine, 
called Tracks. A nd  the last one is American Horse, which has m any of the same characters, 
also.

When you first began working on Love M edicine, was it a novel from the very beginning, or 
a group of stories, or a part of a four-book sequence? You published several of the chapters as 
short stories . . .

Well, at first I had two stories. T he first one was “T he Red C onvertible,” and the second 
was “Scales.” T hen  I started writing poetry again, trying to get poetry done and so on 
and so on. . . . T hen , there was a contest. We were really short on  cash, and it had a 
fat prze: $5000. It was the N elson Algren A w ard. So M ichael and I came hom e from 
visiting his folks in January 1981, and Michael said “Do th a t story you’ve been thinking 
about, why d o n ’t you?” A nd  I said “N o, I’ve only got a couple of weeks till the deadline, 
I can ’t do it, I can ’t do it. . . .” But between the two of us, we arranged things. As you 
can see [she gestures toward the adjoining room where Michael quiets the children as we speak], 
we need to arrange things quite intricately in order to get any work done. We arranged 
things so th a t I could work at the kitchen table. So the story, “T he W orld’s G reatest 
F isherm an,” was w ritten practically straight ou t, from an idea th a t had been haunting 
me for a long time. A fter tha t, it was M ichael who told me th a t this was really a novel, 
because these characters were really the same as these other characters, and th a t I should 
write the o ther pieces. So the rest of the book was w ritten in chunks to fit in to  some 
kind of overall scheme, although it isn’t a “finished” book, because American Horse finishes 
it. Some of the characters are left open-ended.

And the other books pick up with these characters?

Some of them  do. The Beet Queen, for instance, is about D ot A dare, who is the woman 
in the weigh shack in Love Medicine. But it’s about her and her little girl.

The one who knits “miniature suits of mail”?

Right. She’s like tha t. Very belligerent.

What about Lipsha? Is he coming back?

I hope so. H e’s very close to my heart. But it’s hard  to write in th a t innocent-but-wise 
voice. I do n ’t know  if I’ll be able to do it again, or if M ichael and I will be able to come 
up w ith som ething.
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I love it when he says things like “I was in a laundry,” instead o f “I was in a quandary.”

Right! I’m glad you said th a t ,  because m y e d ito rs  to ld  m e n o b o d y  was go ing  to  get 
th a t ,  n o b o d y  w ou ld  th in k  t h a t ’s fu n n y . B ut I th in k  his m alap rop ism s are really  fu nny . 
Like w hen  he says “G o d  sm ites th e  P h illip ines,” in stead  o f “th e  Ph illistines.” B ut it seems 
k in d  o f a to ta lly  u n re la te d  voice in  term s o f m y o w n  life, so i t ’s k in d  o f h a rd  to  gen era te  
th is  o th e r  p e rso n a . I d o n ’t k n o w  if I’ll ever get his c h a ra c te r  back  again.

W hat about influences? Structurally, Love M ed icine  is very similar to Faulkner’s A s  I Lay 
D ying, and you mention Faulkner very favorably in the “W here I O ught to B e” essay. W as  
he a big influence?

O h  yes. I read  a lot o f  F au lk n er. A lso  T o n i M o rriso n . W e listened  to  h e r all th e  way 
o u t here. S h e ’s w ritten  som e of m y favorite books. But Faulkner is definitely a big influence, 
a long w ith  F lan n ery  O ’C o n n o r .

O ne thing I ’ve noticed in your writing is that it often involves a lot o f w hat might be called 
power struggles,” especially those between very powerful women. Do you see this as a recurrent 

them e?

Yes, I th in k  so. Pow er struggles an d  reco n c ilia tio n s. A n d  I’m certa in ly  very consc ious 
o f  it. In m y re la tio n sh ip  w ith  w om en  in  m y fam ily, a n d  w ith  m y w om en  friends, I’ve 
n o ticed  th a t  th e y ’re o ften  very pow erfu l re la tio n sh ip s , an d  o ften  very un ack n o w led g ed , 
even  by w om en , b u t very cen tra l.

In Love M edicine, there almost seems to be a shift from the opening chapters, where the women  
characters are very much in charge, and the later chapters, where the men begin to assert control. 
W as this purposeful, a symbolic shift?

I d have to  say th a t  I th o u g h t  th e  fem ale c h ara c te rs  stayed  in c o n tro l p re tty  m u ch  to  
th e  en d , because  L ip sh a’s tw o g ra n d m o th e rs  a re  th e  o nes th a t  sp u r h im  in to  his self- 
reco g n itio n  in th e  end . T h ey  are  still th e  peop le  pu lling  th e  strings.

Do you think the powerful nature o f your female characters is a reflection on your Native American 
background? Do women have more power in that society?

It s h a rd  to  generalize, b u t I d o n  t th in k  so. T rad itio n a lly , I th in k  th e re  have certa in ly  
been  various trib es w here  w om en  have  o r h av e  h a d  m ore pow er, o r been  accep ted  as 
m ore  pow erful people , b u t it s c erta in ly  ra re . I m ean , th e re  a re n ’t as m any  recognized 
fem ale leaders as o n e  w ould  w ish , an d  t h a t ’s tru e  th ro u g h o u t  th e  w hole  c o u n try . But 
i t ’s d ifferent in every  tribe . I th in k  w om en still h ave  a long way to  go, in term s o f equal 
o p p o rtu n ity  a n d  leadersh ip  a n d  accep tance , in e ith e r society.

In Where I O ught to Be, you wrote that the role o f the N ative Am erican writer is to “tell 
the stories o f contemporary survivors,” and went on to talk about the role a writer can play 
in the survival o f a culture. Is this a responsibility you feel consciously?

I do , som etim es. But it s im possible to  ch o o se  y our subject a n d  h it it over th e  head  
an d  drag  it h om e. Y ou just can  t do  th a t.  Y ou c a n ’t h u n t  y o u r subject d o w n , b u t you 
can  o pen  th e  d o o r  an d  h ope  th a t  it com es to  you. I guess, a t som e p o in t in m y life, t h a t ’s 
w hat I did. I ra th e r  consciously  decided th a t  th is  was im p o rta n t.  A s you can  see,
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I’m of mixed descent, and I really could probably choose anyw here I w anted to live in 
and write about. It’s an odd k ind of feeling, and  no t at all a “place to be from .” You 
have to make a very conscious decision about w hat your subject is, w hat you w ant to 
write, what place you want to think about, what people you want to think about. I suppose 
I could have been an expatriate! But at some point, I th ough t “This is vital, no one’s 
w ritten this, it’s part of me, and I really should write it.” I began to apprentice myself 
to my own past, to learn more about it, although none of the  book is specifically my 
particular past. It’s more like “stories th a t could be true” about a reservation, somewhere 
near where my folks are from. I t’s a conscious attem pt to make som ething with veracity, 
bu t which isn’t actual.

Do you feel a certain dilemma in approaching “truth”? For example in writing about people 
you know, or drawing from tribal myths and stories?

In some ways. I usually write from things I’ve heard around  the place w here I live. 
As I’ve said, “stories th a t could be true .” But I would never write anything th a t would 
be hurtful, or any th ing  where som eone had said to me, “Now d o n ’t tell anyone th is.” 
A nd  I d o n ’t really write from tribal m yth, although you can see th a t the characters th a t 
are talking say things th a t m ight refer to m yth, and there are elem ents of m yth, the  basic 
stories, in m uch of my writing.

W hat about “the Story of Potchikoo”? That almost seems as if it could have been directly taken 
from the oral tradition.

N o, th a t’s all m ade up. I th in k  my M om  used to  talk about O ld M an Potchikoo or 
som ething. It just struck me as a good nam e for a trickster type of character, and the 
rest just followed. I had fun w ith th a t one.

You wrote, in “Where 1 Ought to Be,” about the primary importance of place in fiction, and 
how this sense is seriously lacking in contemporary American culture. Have we lost it for good, 
or can the writer work to acquire a sense of place?

I think you can. Take Willa C ather, who began to write about the Southwest, or Georgia 
O ’Keefe, who m oved there. Both writers acquired an excellent sense of th a t place, which 
was really an adopted landscape. You can adopt a place, or a place can adopt you. A nd 
if th a t place speaks to you, you’ll be changed by it. If not, you can go back again and 
again until you know it.

W e’re almost out of time. Do you have any advice to give to young writers?

Sure. Be as attentive as possible to the place where you’re from, to the place where 
you’re living, or to w hatever places, people, and situations you might be able to get to 
know. Pay close atten tion  to th e  people th a t you meet and the  situations th a t you’re 
in each day. A nyw here can be im portan t and amazing and strange.

Joseph M artin /L ou ise  Erdrich
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