
 

ONLINE RESOURCES 
 
Sherman Alexie's Official Website 
www.fallsapart.org 
Biography, links to interviews and excerpts, and other information about Alexie's work. 
 
Web English Teacher: Sherman Alexie 
http://www.webenglishteacher.com/alexie.html 
A collection of online links and resources, including some lesson plans. 
 
"Morning Edition" Interview: 
http://www.npr.org/templates/player/mediaPlayer.html?action=1&t=1&islist=false&id=1397737&m=
1399931 
 
Colbert Report Interview: 
http://www.colbertnation.com/the-colbert-report-videos/257719/december-01-2009/sherman-alexie 
 
Collection of Historical Maps: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/histus.html 
Native Tribes, East: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/united_states/early_indian_east.jpg 
Native Tribes, West: http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/united_states/early_indian_west.jpg 
 
Digital Collections @ The University of Washington: American Indians of the Pacific 
Northwest 
http://content.lib.washington.edu/aipnw/index.html 
An enormous collection of primary source documents and photographs, including thousands 
relating directly to the Spokane tribe. 
 
Spokane Tribe Website: 
http://www.spokanetribe.com/index.php 
http://www.spokanetribe.com/page.php?code=reservation 
A small and informative website about the current location and situation of the Spokane. 
 
Extended Timeline of American Indian History: 
http://facstaff.uww.edu/guliga/uwec/american_indian_history_timeline.htm 
A longer, more comprehensive version of the timeline provided with the introductory lesson. 
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PRINT RESOURCES 

 
Review of "War Dances" by Alan Cheuse for the San Francisco Gate 
http://articles.sfgate.com/2009-12-02/entertainment/20870561_1_story-sherman-alexie-ten-little-
indians 

Sherman Alexie's short story "What You Pawn I Will Redeem" (which appeared originally in the New Yorker 
in 2003, and was later published in the collection "Ten Little Indians" that same year) is a mighty high 
standard for any contemporary American writer to match. The fusion of emotion and image, sympathy and 
grace, the fluidity and power of its language, make it for me one of the finest short stories of the decade. 
The way it depicts contemporary American Indian life on the streets of Seattle, and in the hearts of 
Americans - hard to beat! 

 
So I began turning pages of Alexie's new collection with great expectations. He's one of the few writers of 
his generation who might meet, or possibly even exceed, his own mark. Alas, in "War Dances," he doesn't 
even come close. Of course, it's a bit unfair to make this kind of comparison, especially in a collection as 
interesting overall as this one. Look what we have here, 200 pages of smart modern stories interspersed 
with witty and deep-feeling verse. 
You can almost feel Alexie reaching out to us, and to his muse, saying, Look, I don't just write lyric and 
beautiful stories about people like myself - I can write smart, lean and fast-moving tales about (mostly) men 
in modern life, whatever tribe they grew up in. 
 
Take the main character of the first story, "Breaking and Entering," a man who discovers certain truths and 
uncertainties in a murderous encounter with a young black kid from his neighborhood. He's a middle-class 
American Indian, rather than one of the whiskey-soaked inhabitants of the Seattle tenderloin, as is the 
protagonist of that beautiful New Yorker story. 
So is the main character of the title tale, who breaks the form of the short story in order to make clear his 
relationship with his ailing father, and with his own ailing body and soul. The senator's son in the story of 
the same name fights a battle with his own overbearing father and his own macho self, nearly ruining his 
life in the process. 
 
The main character in "The Ballad of Paul Nonetheless," a story in which Alexie strays farthest from the 
core of his usual material, chases beautiful women at the cost of his marriage and ultimately of his own 
serenity. The screenwriter in "Fearful Symmetry" and the young obituary writer in "Salt" depict other subtle 
characteristics of men in ascent and decline. 
 
The poems that alternate with these stories at first seem gratuitous. But on rereading I found that they 
played off nicely against the stories, on the questions of love and family, ego and collective life. And now 
and then they overreach the intensity of the stories, as in the forceful rendering of the story of Abraham 
Lincoln's signing of an order to hang 38 Sioux in Mankato, Minn., in 1862, making possible, as Alexie points 
out, the largest public execution in U.S. history. 
 
"But before they died," the poem has it, these more than three dozen Indians "sang their death songs. Can 
you imagine the cacophony of thirty-eight different death songs? ... But wait, one Indian was pardoned at 
the last minute, so only thirty-seven Indians had to sing their death songs. But, O, O, O, O, can you imagine 
the cacophony of that one survivor's mourning song?" 
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When you read this new collection, however much it might suffer in comparison with Alexie's finest work, 
you can certainly still hear traces of that one survivor's song, a chant certainly well worth listening to. 
Alan Cheuse is a book commentator for National Public Radio. E-mail him at books@sfchronicle.com. 
(C) San Francisco Chronicle 2009 
 

Iowa Review Interview (Excerpt): 
http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/a_f/alexie/fraser.htm 

 

 
Joelle Fraser 

On a rare sunny Seattle day, Sherman Alexie's manager offered me my choice of soda or bottled water and 
gave me a tour of Alexie's three-room office, a good-looking rooftop space with a deck that overlooks the 
tony community of Bellevue. Some worlds may contrast more starkly with Alexie's boyhood home on the 
Coeur d' Alene Indian Reservation, but not many. 
Alexie arrived late, comfortable in cotton, hair pulled back in a loose pony- tail. As we introduced ourselves 
his smile hid a sense of weary obligation—this poet, fiction writer and filmmaker has many projects to 
promote. Though he became quite friendly after a few questions, at first his manner seemed to suggest, 
"Let's get to it." 
 
EXCERPT STARTS HERE 
 
JF: You've done that, and written from a white person's view, too. 
SA: Well, I know a lot more about being white—because I have to, I live in the white world. A white person 
doesn't live in the Indian world. I have to be white every day. 
JF: What about your female characters? 
SA: I'm not a woman. (Laughs). Never was. I think often my characters, outside of Spokane Indian guys, 
are often a little bit thin because I have a difficult time getting into them and getting to know them. My white 
people often end up being sort of "cardboardy"—which is thematically all right—but it isn't necessarily my 
original purpose. I just get uncomfortable writing about them. 
JF: Really. Is that something you're trying to develop and work on? 
SA: Yeah, I'm trying to become a better writer. I think in the end I'll get closer to that. And about women's 
experience—I'm better than most male writers. They see the Madonna-whore—it's incredible: these 
progressive, liberal intelligent, highly-educated men are writing complex, diverse, wonderful male 
characters in the same book where the female characters are like women in a 3 a.m. movie on Showtime. 
JF: You've said having come from a matriarchal culture gives you more insight. 
SA: I think it helps. And I give my stuff to the women around me. 'Does this work?' I spend my whole life 
around women—I should know something. If I don't know it, I ask. It has to be a conscious effort. It's too 
easy to fall back on stereotypes and myths, and I think that's what most writers do about Indians and what 
most men do when they write about women. 
JF: So you're conscious of it. 
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SA: I'm conscious of the fact that I mythologize. (Laughs). I'm still a caveman. I just like to think of myself as 
a sensitive caveman. 
JF: Going back to your growth as a writer, as you develop and gain facility—you're getting better 
technically, for example—do you fear that you'll lose some of that tension that comes from being a 
struggling new writer? 
SA: My friend Donna, who helps me edit, we talk about this. When I first started, my grammar was 
atrocious, but she said that often people don't care when so-called "unprivileged people's" grammar is 
atrocious because it's part of the "voice." And they account for it in that way. 
JF: In fact readers might think it's "appropriate." 
SA: When in fact it's just bad grammar. It's the result of a poor education. But I'm better now. Most of my 
sentence fragments now are intentional. (Laughs). 
JF: What did your parents expect you to be? 
SA: Oh God. Alive. In their fondest hopes. I'm the first member of my family—that's extended—who's 
graduated from college. No one else has since. I was a very bright kid; I was a little prodigy in all sorts of 
ways. There were friends and family telling me I was going to be a doctor or a lawyer. Nobody predicted I 
would be doing this, including me. 
JF: So you didn't have a sense of yourself as a writer until college? 
SA: Right. I wrote and I loved reading, and brown guys—you're supposed to be Jesus, saving the world 
with law or medicine. 
JF: And with writing can you save the world? 
SA: You can do more than a doctor or a lawyer can. If I were a doctor nobody would be inviting me to talk 
to reservations. I'd be a different person. Writers can influence more people. 
JF: Can poetry change the direction of society? 
SA: I don't know. A lot of people are reading my poems and other people's poems because of me. This 55-
year-old white guy at a reading said, 'I never got poems, I hated them, and then I read your book and liked 
them, and now I'm reading all sorts of poems.' And that's great. If l can be a doorway . . . 
--- 
SA: You throw in a couple of birds and four directions and corn pollen and it's Native American literature, 
when it has nothing to do with the day-to-day lives of Indians. I want my literature to concern the daily lives 
of Indians. I think most Native American literature is so obsessed with nature that I don't think it has any 
useful purpose. It has more to do with the lyric tradition of European Americans than it does with 
indigenous cultures. So when an Indian writes a poem about a tree, I think: 'It's already been done!' And 
those white guys are going to do it better than you. Nobody can write about a tree like a white guy. 
JF: Now why is that? 
SA: I don't know. They've been doing it longer. 
JF: I'd like to see what you'd write about a tree. 
SA: I'm not even interested! I'm interested in people. I think most native literature is concerned with place 
because they tell us to be. That's the myth. I think it's detrimental. I think most Native American literature is 
unreadable by the vast majority of Native Americans. 
--- 
SA: Yes—you've seen me read: it's funny. There's always been a stand-up element. Now I'm doing real 
stand-up, and it's amazing the freedom I got when I called it stand-up. I talked about things I would never 
talk about in a literary world. I can do anything I want, and I get the same amount of laughter when I do 
stand-up. What I hope to do is bring literary humor to my comedy fans instead of more dick jokes (although 
I tell my share of dick jokes)—and I want to bring more comedy to the poetry fans. 
JF: Is there anyone else doing that? 



SA: I don't know. A really good stand-up comic is a poet; it's about the use of language. It can be really 
poetic. And I like politically conscious comedy. 
--- 
JF: Along those lines, I'm wondering about a seeming paradox. You often say during readings and talks 
that you want to honor your culture's privacy, and yet your work is so public. It seems like you protect it and 
expose it at the same time. There's a tension created. 
SA: Yes, of course there is. One of the ways I've dealt with it is that I don't write about anything sacred. I 
don't write about any ceremonies; I don't use any Indian songs. 
JF: True. You mention sweat lodges but only obliquely. I'm thinking of the image of the old woman in the 
poem who emerges from the sweat lodge. 
SA: Yes, I'm outside the sweat lodge. In Reservation Blues I'm in it and I realized I didn't like it. I approach 
my writing the same way I approach my life. It's what I've been taught and how I behave with regard to my 
spirituality. 
JF: How do you draw the line as to what is off limits? 
SA: My tribe drew that line for me a long time ago. It's not written down, but I know it. If you're Catholic you 
wouldn't tell anybody about the confessional. I feel a heavy personal responsibility, and I accept it, and I 
honor it. It's part of the beauty of my culture. I've been called fascist a couple of times, at panels. I've 
censored myself. I've written things that I have since known to be wrong. 
--- 
JF: One of the things you said is that poetry equals anger and imagination. Do you feel like a lot of the 
power of your earlier work came from being a younger man full of passion and anger, and do you ever 
worry about that lessening as you get older and things get easier for you? That is, are you still angry , and 
has it changed if you are? 
SA: I could respond to that in two ways: the richest black man in the country still has a hard time getting a 
taxi in New York at midnight. But for me, personal success or personal privilege—I have a tremendous 
amount of it now—I mean I have my own damned office. How many writers have that? Just to manage my 
life I had to hire somebody. And I'm rich. Not by Steve Forbes standards, but by Indian standards I'm the 
Indian Steve Forbes. I bought a TV last night because I wanted one for the office. 
JF: Are you still amazed by that? 
SA: Oh yeah. I just laugh. When I had no money, and a great book came out, I couldn't get it. I had to wait. 
I love the idea that I have hardcover books here and at home that I haven't read yet. That's how I view that 
I'm rich. I have hardcover books I may never read. (Laughs) . 
But even though I have success and privilege, my cousins don't. My tribe doesn't. I still get phone calls in 
the middle of the night—about deaths and car wrecks. I've lost uncles and cousins to violence or to slow 
deaths by neglect and abuse and poverty. I could try to walk away from that, to separate, but I don't. Every 
time I drive downtown Seattle I see dozens of homeless Indians. I would be callous beyond belief not to 
feel that, not to know I have cousins who are homeless in cities out there. So even if it's not happening to 
me directly, it's certainly happening to my family, and I have to pick up the phone. I'm incredibly privileged 
when I'm sitting at a typewriter, but once I get up and out of that role, I'm an Indian. 
 

 
 


