
the plague of doves

the plague of doves is a critically acclaimed novel written by Louise
Erdrich, renowned for its rich narrative, complex characters, and deep
exploration of Native American identity and history. The story intertwines
multiple perspectives and generations to unravel a haunting event in a small
North Dakota town, addressing themes such as racial tension, justice, and
cultural legacy. This literary work has garnered significant attention in
both Native American literature and contemporary fiction circles, making it a
subject of interest for readers, scholars, and critics alike. In this
article, the focus will be on the novel’s background, plot intricacies,
thematic significance, and its impact on literature and cultural discourse.
Additionally, the discussion will highlight Louise Erdrich’s distinctive
storytelling style and the critical reception of the book. The following
table of contents outlines the key areas covered in this comprehensive
overview of the plague of doves.
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Background and Author

The plague of doves was published in 2008 by Louise Erdrich, an acclaimed
author known for her contributions to Native American literature. Erdrich is
a member of the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa Indians and often
incorporates Native American themes, history, and culture into her writing.
The novel is set in a fictional town in North Dakota and draws heavily on the
region’s historical racial conflicts and the Native American experience.
Erdrich’s background and heritage deeply inform the narrative, providing
authenticity and a nuanced perspective on complex social issues.

Louise Erdrich’s Literary Career

Louise Erdrich has been a prominent figure in American literature since the
1980s, with numerous novels, poetry collections, and children’s books to her
name. Her works frequently explore themes of identity, heritage, and the
interplay between Native American and white American cultures. The plague of
doves is often regarded as one of her most ambitious and powerful novels,
showcasing her skill in weaving multiple narrative voices and timelines.



Historical Context

The novel is influenced by real historical events, including instances of
racial violence and injustice experienced by Native American communities.
Erdrich uses the setting of a small town in North Dakota to reflect broader
social tensions that have persisted in American history. This historical
grounding adds depth to the novel’s exploration of memory, trauma, and
reconciliation.

Plot Summary

The plague of doves centers around a mysterious and tragic event—the killing
of a Native American man and a white woman in a small town, which leads to a
series of repercussions affecting multiple families across generations. The
narrative structure is non-linear, revealing the impact of the event through
various characters’ perspectives.

Key Events

The initial crime that sets the story in motion

Investigation and community reaction

Intergenerational effects and family dynamics

Revelations and resolutions

The story unfolds through the voices of survivors, descendants, and
witnesses, each adding layers to the understanding of the past and its
lingering effects on identity and justice.

Setting and Atmosphere

The fictional town in North Dakota serves as a microcosm for the larger
themes of the novel. The rural, often harsh environment mirrors the struggles
faced by the characters and emphasizes the isolation and cultural divides
present in the community.

Themes and Symbolism

The plague of doves explores numerous profound themes, including racial
tension, justice, cultural identity, and the power of storytelling. Erdrich
uses symbolism and imagery to deepen these themes and engage readers on
multiple levels.

Racial and Cultural Conflict

The novel examines the historical and ongoing conflicts between Native
American and white communities, highlighting issues of prejudice, violence,



and misunderstanding. These tensions serve as a backdrop for the characters’
struggles and the town’s fractured nature.

Justice and Retribution

Questions of justice—both legal and moral—are central to the narrative. The
characters grapple with the consequences of crime and punishment, and the
story challenges traditional notions of guilt and innocence.

Symbolism of the Doves

Doves, often symbols of peace and hope, are used ironically in the novel’s
title. They represent both the desire for reconciliation and the persistence
of pain and conflict within the community.

Storytelling as Healing

The novel itself is a testament to the power of storytelling to preserve
memory, confront trauma, and foster understanding. The multiple narratives
serve to create a collective history that honors diverse voices.

Characters and Perspectives

The plague of doves is notable for its ensemble cast and the use of multiple
narrators, which enriches the narrative complexity and emotional depth of the
novel.

Major Characters

Mooshum, the storyteller and elder

Judge Antone Bazil Coutts, a tribal judge grappling with his heritage

Eva, a woman connected to the tragic events

Other community members whose lives intersect around the central crime

Each character provides unique insights into the themes of identity, justice,
and reconciliation, making the narrative multidimensional.

Multiple Narratives

The use of various narrators allows the story to unfold from different
cultural and generational viewpoints. This technique emphasizes the
complexity of truth and memory in the context of historical trauma.



Literary Style and Structure

Erdrich’s narrative style in the plague of doves is characterized by lyrical
prose, intricate storytelling, and a blend of myth and realism. The structure
is deliberately layered to mirror the complexities of memory and history.

Non-Linear Timeline

The novel does not follow a chronological order; instead, it moves back and
forth in time, revealing crucial information in a way that builds suspense
and emotional resonance.

Use of Language and Imagery

Erdrich employs vivid imagery and culturally resonant language to evoke the
landscape, characters, and emotional states. This stylistic choice enhances
the immersive quality of the novel.

Myth and Reality

The blending of mythological elements with realistic narrative creates a rich
tapestry that reflects Native American storytelling traditions and
underscores the novel’s thematic concerns.

Critical Reception and Impact

The plague of doves has been widely praised for its narrative ambition,
cultural significance, and literary merit. It has contributed to greater
visibility and appreciation of Native American voices in contemporary
literature.

Awards and Honors

The novel received numerous accolades, including being a finalist for the
National Book Award and winning other literary prizes. These honors
underscore its importance and impact.

Scholarly and Cultural Influence

Scholars have examined the plague of doves for its treatment of identity,
memory, and justice, often using it as a case study in Native American
literature courses. Its influence extends into discussions on race relations
and cultural reconciliation in the United States.

Reader and Critical Acclaim

Readers and critics alike have lauded the novel for its emotional depth,
complex characters, and evocative setting. It remains a significant work for



understanding the intersections of history, culture, and storytelling.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Plague of Doves' by
Louise Erdrich?

The main theme of 'The Plague of Doves' centers around the lasting effects of
history, particularly the impact of a tragic crime on a small Native American
community, exploring themes of justice, identity, and reconciliation.

Who are the primary characters in 'The Plague of
Doves' and what roles do they play?

Key characters include Evelina Harp, a young woman uncovering her family's
past; Mooshum, her grandfather and storyteller; and Judge Antone Bazil
Coutts, who links the past and present through his legal and familial ties.
They collectively reveal the community's intertwined histories.

How does Louise Erdrich incorporate Native American
culture in 'The Plague of Doves'?

'The Plague of Doves' incorporates Native American culture through its
setting on a fictional Ojibwe reservation, the use of Ojibwe language and
traditions, storytelling techniques, and exploration of the community's
struggles and resilience.

What historical event inspired the story in 'The
Plague of Doves'?

The novel was inspired by the real-life 1911 lynching of four Native
Americans in North Dakota, which serves as a foundation for the fictional
crime and its repercussions depicted in the book.

How does 'The Plague of Doves' address issues of
racial tension and injustice?

The novel addresses racial tension and injustice by portraying the complex
relationships between Native American and white communities, highlighting
systemic prejudice, wrongful accusations, and the long-term impact of
violence and discrimination.

What narrative style is used in 'The Plague of
Doves'?

Louise Erdrich employs a multi-voiced narrative style, with different
characters providing perspectives through interwoven stories and memories,
creating a layered and nuanced understanding of events and history.



How does the setting influence the story in 'The
Plague of Doves'?

The setting, a small town near a Native American reservation in North Dakota,
deeply influences the story by reflecting the cultural clashes, economic
hardships, and historical tensions that shape the characters' lives and
community dynamics.

What role does storytelling play in 'The Plague of
Doves'?

Storytelling is central to the novel, serving as a means of preserving
history, conveying cultural identity, and healing trauma. Characters use
stories to connect past and present, and to seek understanding and
forgiveness.

Has 'The Plague of Doves' received any notable
literary recognition?

Yes, 'The Plague of Doves' was a finalist for the National Book Award and has
been widely praised for its poetic prose, rich characterization, and
insightful exploration of Native American life and history.

Additional Resources
1. The Round House by Louise Erdrich
This novel explores the impact of a violent crime on a Native American
reservation and the legal and personal struggles that follow. It delves into
themes of justice, family, and cultural identity, much like *The Plague of
Doves*. Erdrich's lyrical prose and deep understanding of Native American
life make this a compelling read that complements the themes found in Louise
Erdrich's work.

2. The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven by Sherman Alexie
A collection of interconnected short stories that portray contemporary Native
American life with humor and poignancy. Alexie’s work addresses issues of
identity, poverty, and resilience, echoing the cultural and historical
complexities explored in *The Plague of Doves*. The stories provide insight
into reservation life and the struggles faced by Native communities.

3. Love Medicine by Louise Erdrich
This multi-generational novel traces the lives of several Native American
families, weaving together love, loss, and cultural heritage. Like *The
Plague of Doves*, it presents a rich tapestry of characters and explores the
enduring impact of history and trauma on a community. Erdrich’s storytelling
is both intimate and expansive, offering a profound meditation on belonging
and survival.

4. Reservation Blues by Sherman Alexie
A novel that blends magical realism with the harsh realities of life on a
reservation, focusing on a group of Native American musicians. It tackles
themes of cultural survival, identity, and the search for meaning, resonating
with the themes of justice and community found in *The Plague of Doves*.
Alexie’s sharp wit and emotional depth make this a powerful narrative.



5. Winter in the Blood by James Welch
This novel follows a Native American man struggling with alienation and loss
in Montana. It explores themes of identity, memory, and the lingering effects
of colonialism, paralleling the historical and emotional undercurrents in
*The Plague of Doves*. Welch’s evocative prose captures the stark beauty of
the landscape and the complexities of Native American life.

6. Tracks by Louise Erdrich
Set in the early 20th century, this novel chronicles the upheavals faced by a
Native American community amid changing times. It shares *The Plague of
Doves*’ exploration of cultural conflict, spirituality, and resilience.
Erdrich’s intricate narrative style and deep character development make this
a foundational work in her body of literature.

7. Indian Killer by Sherman Alexie
A dark and gripping novel about a serial killer targeting Native Americans in
Seattle, grappling with issues of identity, violence, and cultural tension.
The book’s exploration of historical trauma and contemporary Native
experiences aligns with the intense emotional and social themes in *The
Plague of Doves*. Alexie confronts difficult truths with unflinching honesty.

8. The Heartsong of Charging Elk by James Welch
Based on a true story, this novel recounts the journey of a Native American
man who travels to France in the early 1900s. It explores themes of
displacement, cultural clash, and the search for self, echoing the historical
consciousness and personal struggles found in *The Plague of Doves*. Welch’s
narrative is both poignant and richly detailed.

9. Shadow Tag by Louise Erdrich
A contemporary novel that delves into the lives of a Native American family
dealing with a tragic accident and its aftermath. It examines themes of
grief, redemption, and the complexity of human relationships, resonating with
the emotional depth and cultural reflections in *The Plague of Doves*.
Erdrich’s compassionate storytelling offers insight into healing and
identity.
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