
tree of smoke by denis johnson
Tree of Smoke by Denis Johnson is an intricate and expansive novel that
delves into the complexities of the Vietnam War and its enduring impact on
those who experienced it. Johnson, a master of prose, weaves a narrative that
is not only a commentary on war but also a profound exploration of human
relationships, spirituality, and the search for meaning amidst chaos. This
article will explore the themes, characters, and significant elements of Tree
of Smoke, illustrating why it remains a pivotal work in contemporary American
literature.

Overview of Tree of Smoke

Tree of Smoke, published in 2007, is a multi-faceted narrative that unfolds
during the Vietnam War and its aftermath. The novel is structured around
several key characters, including Skip Sands, a young intelligence officer,
and his uncle, who serves as a priest. The story spans a wide range of
locations, from the jungles of Vietnam to the streets of America,
illustrating the far-reaching consequences of the war.

Thematic Exploration

Denis Johnson's Tree of Smoke tackles several themes that resonate deeply
with readers:

1. The Absurdity of War
The novel candidly portrays the absurdity and brutality of war. Johnson uses
vivid imagery and stark language to depict the chaotic nature of combat and
the senseless loss of life. The characters often grapple with the surreal
aspects of their experiences, blurring the lines between reality and
hallucination.

2. Spirituality and Redemption
A recurring theme throughout Tree of Smoke is the quest for spiritual
understanding and redemption. Characters face moral dilemmas that challenge
their beliefs and push them to seek forgiveness and meaning in their lives.
The novel's title itself suggests a connection to the divine, hinting at the
search for something greater amid devastation.



3. Family and Connection
Family ties play a crucial role in the narrative, particularly the
relationship between Skip and his uncle. The exploration of these familial
bonds serves as a lens through which the effects of war on personal
relationships are examined. The characters often seek solace in one another,
highlighting the importance of connection in times of trauma.

Main Characters

Tree of Smoke features a rich tapestry of characters, each contributing to
the novel's exploration of war and its repercussions:

Skip Sands: A young intelligence officer whose experiences in Vietnam
shape his views on morality and existence.

Father Steve Sands: Skip's uncle, a priest whose faith is tested by the
horrors of war.

Trinh: A Vietnamese woman whose life intertwines with Skip's,
representing the human cost of the conflict.

Bill: Another soldier whose struggles reflect the psychological toll of
combat.

These characters embody different facets of the human experience during war,
ranging from idealism to disillusionment.

Structure and Style

Denis Johnson's writing style in Tree of Smoke is characterized by its
lyrical quality and evocative imagery. The novel is divided into multiple
sections, each presenting a different perspective or timeframe. This non-
linear structure allows readers to piece together the narrative while
reflecting the fragmented nature of memory and trauma.

Use of Symbolism
Johnson employs rich symbolism throughout the novel, enhancing its thematic
depth. Some notable symbols include:

The Tree of Smoke: Represents both the destruction of war and the



possibility of spiritual enlightenment.

Fog and Darkness: Symbolize confusion, uncertainty, and the moral
ambiguity of the characters' actions.

Fire: A dual symbol of destruction and purification, representing the
transformative power of war.

These symbols contribute to the overall atmosphere of the novel, allowing
readers to engage with the text on a deeper level.

Cultural and Historical Context

Understanding the cultural and historical context of Tree of Smoke is
essential for appreciating its significance. The Vietnam War profoundly
impacted American society, leading to widespread protests, shifting political
landscapes, and a reevaluation of national identity. Johnson's portrayal of
the war reflects the complexities of this period, capturing the
disillusionment and moral ambiguity that characterized many soldiers'
experiences.

Impact on Literature
Tree of Smoke has garnered critical acclaim and has become a significant work
in contemporary literature. It won the National Book Award for Fiction,
highlighting Johnson's talent and the novel's powerful narrative. The book's
exploration of war, trauma, and spirituality has resonated with readers,
making it a staple in discussions about the Vietnam War and its aftermath.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Tree of Smoke by Denis Johnson is a profound exploration of
the Vietnam War, its implications, and the human condition. Through its rich
characters, intricate themes, and evocative symbolism, the novel invites
readers to reflect on the complexities of war and the enduring quest for
meaning in the face of suffering. Johnson's masterful storytelling ensures
that Tree of Smoke remains a vital work that resonates with both historical
significance and timeless emotional depth. Whether you are a seasoned reader
of war literature or new to the genre, Tree of Smoke promises an
unforgettable journey into the heart of darkness and the pursuit of light.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Tree of Smoke'?
The central theme of 'Tree of Smoke' revolves around the complexities of the
Vietnam War, exploring issues of morality, trauma, and the impact of war on
both individuals and society.

Who are the main characters in 'Tree of Smoke'?
The main characters include Skip Sands, a young CIA operative; his uncle, the
enigmatic and manipulative Father Greg; and various soldiers and locals
affected by the war, each representing different perspectives on the
conflict.

What narrative style does Denis Johnson employ in
'Tree of Smoke'?
Denis Johnson employs a non-linear narrative style, weaving together multiple
perspectives and timelines to create a complex and immersive storytelling
experience.

How does 'Tree of Smoke' address the concept of
memory?
The novel explores memory as a fragmented and unreliable construct,
highlighting how traumatic experiences shape personal and collective
recollections of the Vietnam War.

What role does the setting play in 'Tree of Smoke'?
The setting of Vietnam serves as a crucial backdrop that influences the
characters' actions and decisions, emphasizing the chaotic and surreal nature
of the war.

What literary awards has 'Tree of Smoke' received?
'Tree of Smoke' won the National Book Award for Fiction in 2007 and was a
finalist for the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 2008.

How does Denis Johnson portray the relationship
between soldiers and civilians in the novel?
Johnson portrays a complex and often fraught relationship between soldiers
and civilians, illustrating the blurred lines of morality and the often
devastating consequences of war on innocent lives.



What is the significance of the title 'Tree of
Smoke'?
The title 'Tree of Smoke' symbolizes the pervasive presence of war and its
aftermath, evoking imagery of destruction, loss, and the haunting memories
that linger long after the conflict ends.

In what ways does 'Tree of Smoke' reflect Denis
Johnson's writing style?
The novel reflects Johnson's signature lyrical prose, rich imagery, and deep
emotional resonance, often blending elements of poetry with narrative to
evoke the complexities of human experience.

What impact has 'Tree of Smoke' had on contemporary
literature about war?
'Tree of Smoke' has had a significant impact on contemporary literature about
war by offering a nuanced, multifaceted exploration of the Vietnam War,
influencing how subsequent authors tackle similar themes in their works.
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