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INTRODUCTION TO TRACKS BY LOUISE ERDRICH: A
COMPREHENSIVE ANALYSIS

Louise Erdrich's novel Tracks stands as a masterwork of Native
American literature, weaving together themes of identity, land
dispossession, and cultural survival with a lyrical intensity that
few  contemporary  novels  can  match.  For  readers  seeking  a
thorough Tracks Louise Erdrich Sparknotes-style breakdown,
this  article  offers  a  deep  exploration  of  the  novel's  characters,
themes,  and  literary  significance.  Set  in  early  twentieth-century
North Dakota, the novel unfolds through two distinct narrative
voices,  creating  a  rich  tapestry  of  memory,  conflict,  and
resilience. Whether you are a student preparing for an exam, a
book club member looking for  discussion points,  or  a curious
reader  wanting  to  understand  the  novel's  complexities,  this
comprehensive guide will illuminate the many layers of Erdrich's
unforgettable work.
Published in 1988 as the second book in Erdrich's  celebrated
North Dakota saga,  Tracks  occupies a pivotal  position in the
author's fictional universe. The novel bridges the events of Love
Medicine  and  The  Beet  Queen,  offering  readers  a  deeper
understanding  of  the  interconnected  families  that  populate
Erdrich's  world.  The  story  is  set  during  a  period  of  intense
pressure  on  Native  American  communities,  when  allotment
policies and disease threatened to dismantle traditional ways of
life. Through the voices of Nanapush and Pauline Puyat, Erdrich
presents  a  dual  perspective  on  love,  loss,  and  the  fight  to
preserve  what  matters  most.

PLOT OVERVIEW: THE STORY OF TRACKS

Set in 1912 on a North Dakota Ojibwe reservation, Tracks tells
the story of several families struggling to maintain their land and
traditions in the face of government policies, encroaching white
settlers,  and  internal  divisions.  The  novel's  central  conflict
revolves  around  the  fate  of  a  parcel  of  land  near  Lake
Matchimanito, where several characters have deep familial and
spiritual  ties.  Fleur  Pillager,  a  mysterious and powerful  young
woman connected to the old ways, becomes the focal point of
tension as the community debates whether to sell timber rights
or hold fast to their ancestral home.
The narrative  alternates  between two very  different  storytellers.
Nanapush, an elder who survived the devastating tuberculosis
epidemic, offers a compassionate and often humorous account of
events.  His  voice  carries  the  weight  of  tribal  history  and
traditional  wisdom.  In  stark  contrast,  Pauline Puyat,  a  mixed-
blood  woman  tormented  by  her  identity  and  drawn  to
Catholicism, provides a fragmented and unreliable perspective.
Her narrative is marked by jealousy, self-hatred, and a desperate
need for belonging. Together, these voices create a complex and
sometimes contradictory portrait of the events that unfold.
As  the  novel  progresses,  Fleur's  struggle  to  keep  her  land
becomes entangled with her relationships with Eli  Kashpaw, a
traditional hunter who loves her, and with the mysterious forces
of  the  natural  world  that  seem  to  protect  and  haunt  her.
Meanwhile, Pauline's obsessive fascination with Fleur leads her
down a dark path of betrayal and religious fanaticism. The novel

builds toward a devastating climax involving a winter of brutal
cold, communal conflict, and tragic loss.

MAJOR CHARACTERS IN TRACKS

Fleur Pillager: The Heart of
the Novel
Fleur Pillager is arguably one of the most enigmatic characters in
contemporary  American  fiction.  Descended  from  a  line  of
powerful  Ojibwe  medicine  people,  Fleur  possesses  an  almost
supernatural connection to the land and water. She is a master of
the old ways,  capable of  calling storms and commanding the
respect  of  wild  creatures.  Yet  she  is  also  deeply  human,
vulnerable to love,  grief,  and the pain of  watching her  world
transform around her. In any thorough Tracks Louise Erdrich
Sparknotes analysis, Fleur emerges as a symbol of indigenous
resistance and cultural continuity. Her refusal to surrender her
land represents a larger struggle for sovereignty and identity that
resonates throughout the novel.
Fleur's silence is one of her most striking characteristics.  She
speaks  rarely,  and her  actions  often  carry  more  weight  than
words. This reticence makes her both powerful and mysterious,
allowing other characters to project their fears and desires onto
her.  For  Nanapush,  she  is  a  beloved  daughter  figure  whose
survival he must ensure. For Pauline, she becomes an object of
envy and hatred. For Eli,  she is a passionate and demanding
partner.  The  reader  must  piece  together  Fleur's  true  nature
through  these  conflicting  perspectives,  a  narrative  strategy  that
keeps her both central and elusive.

Nanapush: The Voice of
Tradition
Nanapush  is  one  of  Erdrich's  most  memorable  creations,  a
trickster  figure  who  combines  wisdom  with  wry  humor.  Having
lost  nearly  his  entire  family  to  tuberculosis,  Nanapush  has
become a reluctant survivor, a keeper of stories and traditions in
a  world  where  the  old  ways  are  rapidly  disappearing.  His
narrative  voice  is  rich  with  metaphor,  anecdote,  and  a  sly
awareness of his own limitations. As he tells the story to Lulu, the
daughter  of  Fleur  who  will  become  a  key  character  in  later
novels,  Nanapush  is  simultaneously  preserving  history  and
shaping it.
Nanapush  represents  the  adaptive  resilience  of  indigenous
culture.  He  is  not  a  rigid  traditionalist  but  a  pragmatist  who
knows when to bend and when to stand firm. He negotiates with
government  officials,  uses  Catholic  baptism  as  a  strategic  tool,
and tells stories that contain both entertainment and profound
truth.  His  perspective  provides  the  novel  with  its  moral  and
emotional anchor, offering readers a way to navigate the chaos of
the plot.
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Pauline Puyat: The
Tormented Witness
Pauline  Puyat  is  one  of  the  most  complex  and  disturbing
characters in Erdrich's oeuvre. A mixed-blood woman who feels
alienated from both her Ojibwe heritage and the white Catholic
world  she  desperately  wants  to  join,  Pauline  embodies  the
destructive  effects  of  internalized  colonialism.  Her  narrative  is
marked by self-loathing, jealousy, and a fanatical religious fervor
that becomes increasingly unhinged as the novel progresses. In
any  serious  Tracks  Louise  Erdrich  Sparknotes  discussion,
Pauline's  character  serves  as  a  cautionary  example  of  what
happens  when  cultural  identity  is  severed  and  replaced  with
borrowed beliefs.
Pauline's unreliability as a narrator is a key element of the novel.
She admits to lying, exaggerating, and distorting events to serve
her own purposes.  Her obsession with Fleur is  both erotically
charged and murderous, a toxic mixture of admiration and envy.
As she becomes more deeply involved with the Catholic Church,
her actions become more destructive, culminating in betrayals
that  have  lasting  consequences  for  the  entire  community.
Pauline's arc is a tragic one, illustrating how colonialism destroys
not  only  through external  force but  also through the internal
wounds it inflicts.

Eli Kashpaw: The
Traditional Hunter
Eli Kashpaw represents the possibility of living in harmony with
traditional  ways  while  adapting  to  changing  circumstances.
Raised in the woods by his mother, Eli is a skilled hunter and
trapper who knows the land intimately. His relationship with Fleur
is passionate and complicated, marked by both deep love and
profound misunderstanding. Eli's character arc traces his journey
from a solitary existence to becoming part  of  a larger family
network,  a  transition  that  mirrors  the  broader  theme  of
community  survival.

THEMES AND SYMBOLISM IN TRACKS

Land and Identity
The most central theme in Tracks  is the connection between
land and identity. For the Ojibwe characters in the novel, the land
around Lake Matchimanito is not merely property but a living
entity  imbued  with  spiritual  significance.  It  holds  the  bones  of
ancestors,  the memories  of  generations,  and the presence of
powerful  spirits.  The  government's  allotment  policy,  which
divided communal land into individual parcels that could be sold
to  white  settlers,  threatened to  sever  this  sacred connection.
Fleur's determination to keep her land is thus a form of resistance
against cultural erasure. Any meaningful Tracks Louise Erdrich
Sparknotes analysis must emphasize that the battle over land is
ultimately a battle over identity and survival.

Survival and Resilience
The novel is deeply concerned with what it means to survive in
the face of overwhelming odds. Characters are pushed to their
physical  and  emotional  limits  by  disease,  hunger,  cold,  and
violence. Yet Erdrich does not present survival as simply a matter

of  endurance.  She  shows  that  survival  often  requires
compromise, adaptation, and even moral compromise. Nanapush
survives by telling stories and by knowing when to play the role
expected  by  white  authorities.  Fleur  survives  through  her
connection to supernatural forces. Even Pauline survives, though
her version of survival is deeply compromised. The novel asks
readers to consider what is lost in the struggle to continue.

Storytelling and Memory
Erdrich  foregrounds  the  act  of  storytelling  itself  as  a  theme.
Nanapush  tells  his  story  to  Lulu,  who  will  one  day  need  to
understand  her  origins.  The  novel  is  framed  as  an  act  of
transmission, a passing down of knowledge from one generation
to  the  next.  This  emphasis  on  oral  tradition  and  memory
challenges  the  written  records  of  government  officials  and
missionaries  that  have  historically  erased  indigenous
perspectives. The power to tell one's own story is, in the world of
Tracks, the power to survive in a meaningful way.

Duality and Mixed Identity
The  novel  is  structured  around  dualities:  two  narrators,  two
worldviews,  two  ways  of  understanding  reality.  Nanapush
represents  the  traditional  Ojibwe  perspective,  while  Pauline
represents  the  colonized  Catholic  perspective.  Yet  Erdrich
complicates this binary by showing that neither perspective is
pure or  simple.  Nanapush uses Catholic  baptism strategically,
and Pauline cannot fully escape her Ojibwe heritage. The mixed-
blood characters in the novel inhabit a liminal space that is both
painful  and  potentially  liberating.  This  exploration  of  duality
reflects  the  historical  reality  of  many  Native  American
communities  navigating  between  two  worlds.

Symbolism of Animals and
Nature
Erdrich  fills  Tracks  with  powerful  animal  symbolism.  The  lake
itself is a living presence, home to the spirit of the water monster
Misshepeshu,  who  is  both  protector  and  predator.  Fleur's
connection to this spirit gives her power but also marks her as
dangerous and other.  The deer,  the bear,  and the birds  that
appear throughout the novel carry layers of meaning drawn from
Ojibwe  tradition.  Nature  in  Erdrich's  novel  is  not  a  passive
backdrop but an active force that shapes human events. Readers
using a Tracks Louise Erdrich Sparknotes  guide will  find rich
material in the novel's animal imagery and natural symbolism.

LITERARY DEVICES AND NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE

Multiple Narrators
Erdrich's use of two contrasting narrators is one of the novel's
most distinctive features. Nanapush and Pauline tell overlapping
stories from radically different perspectives, forcing the reader to
question  the  reliability  of  any  single  version  of  events.  This
technique  reflects  the  broader  theme  that  truth  is  multiple  and
contested,  especially  in  contexts  of  cultural  conflict.  The  reader
becomes an active participant in constructing meaning, weighing
the  credibility  of  each  narrator  and  filling  in  the  gaps  between
their  accounts.
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Nonlinear Structure
The novel does not proceed in a straightforward chronological
fashion.  Instead,  it  moves  back  and  forth  in  time,  revealing
information gradually and often out of sequence. This nonlinear
structure  mirrors  the  workings  of  memory  and  oral  tradition,
where events are organized by significance rather than by date.
For  readers  new  to  the  novel,  a  Tracks  Louise  Erdrich
Sparknotes breakdown can help clarify the timeline and make
connections between events that are presented out of order.

Magical Realism
Erdrich  employs  elements  of  magical  realism,  blending  the
mundane with the supernatural in a way that feels natural within
the world of the novel. Fleur's ability to call storms, the presence
of  the water  monster,  and the mysterious  deaths  that  follow
those who wrong her are treated as ordinary facts of life. This
technique allows Erdrich to present an Ojibwe worldview in which
the  spiritual  and  material  realms  are  not  separate  but

intertwined. The magic in the novel is not decorative but integral
to the cultural perspective being represented.

Language and Voice
Erdrich's prose style in Tracks is notably lyrical and dense with
metaphor. Nanapush's narration, in particular, is filled with poetic
imagery and rhythmic cadences that evoke the oral traditions of
storytelling. Pauline's voice, by contrast, is more anguished and
fragmented, reflecting her psychological turmoil. The differences
in language between the two narrators underscore their different
relationships to tradition and identity. Paying close attention to
language  is  essential  for  anyone  writing  a  Tracks  Louise
Erdrich Sparknotes analysis.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT AND SIGNIFICANCE

Tracks  is  set  during a  period  of  profound transformation for
Native American communities.  The Dawes Act of  1887, which
implemented  the  allotment  of  tribal  lands  to  individual
households,  had  devastating  consequences  for  collective  land
ownership. By the time of the novel's events


