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ABSTRACT

This dissertation examines the techniques and themes of Ivan Doig’s writing in the nine 

books, which have been published since 1978. It analyses his subversion of Western mythic 

stereotypes, his use of multiple narratives and his sustained examination of the history of the 

United States. His multiple narratives and other postmodernist literary features and the 

reason for their existence in his work are analysed in chapter one. His use of realism and his 

ideology inform the second. Doig’s “politics of resistance” is shown to be a major factor in 

his writing and it is this theme which ensures that he is more than a regional writer, for he is 

writing about universal concerns.
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INTRODUCTION AND BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

This dissertation is an exploration of Ivan Doig’s complex writing style and the 

underlying ideology that frames it. His multiple narratives and other postmodernist literary 

features and the reason for their existence in his work, are analysed in chapter one. His use 

of realism and his ideology inform the second. Given Doig’s relative obscurity on this side 

of the Atlantic, it might be as well to place his novels briefly in context.

Ivan Doig (b. 1939 in White Sulphur Springs, Montana) gained both critical and 

popular acclaim with his autobiography, This House o f Sky: Landscapes o f a Western Mind 

(1978). This text recounts his childhood in Montana, his student days, his disenchantment 

with a journalistic career, and his subsequent re-training as a historian, and his later, and 

perhaps, final metamorphosis as a writer. This text was quickly followed by another work, 

Winter Brothers: A Season at the Edge o f America (1980). The subject of this unusual text 

is, partly, the life and work of the nineteenth century diarist, James Gilchrist Swan (1818- 

1900),1 whom Doig first encounters through finding Swan’s diaries during archival research. 

However Swan’s life and work are, in Doig’s text, constantly compared with his own life 

and work, thereby producing a unique and complex text. The Sea Runners (1982) is, like 

Winter Brothers, partly a result of archival research, for Doig saw a reference, in an old 

newspaper, to the escape of four men from nineteenth century Russian indenture in Alaska 

to freedom in America and Doig writes his own version of this escape.11 Doig then wrote the 

first book of a planned trilogy of Montana, a saga concentrating on the lives of the 

McCaskill family over four generations. Interestingly the first text, English Creek (1984) (a
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bildungsroman) is set during the summer of 1939, and therefore, if viewed in chronological 

order of the McCaskill generations described in the trilogy, it is actually the middle text.111 

The reason for this is apparently a pragmatic one, for Doig says that this text needed far less 

research than the next novel, Dancing At The Rascal Fair, (1987) which starts with the first 

McCaskill emigration from Scotland in 1889 and ends in 1920.1V The final text of this 

trilogy, Ride With Me Mariah Montana, (1990) is a “journey” taken through a Montana 

celebrating its centennial of Statehood in 1989. The journey unites the past “boy”, Jick 

McCaskill, of English Creek with his older evocation, Jick, who is now the father of adult 

women, the Mariah of the title, and her sister Lexa. A personal return to Doig’s family 

appears next in Heart Earth: A Memoir, (1993) for it is a text partially based on the wartime 

letters of his mother to his uncle. His next project, Bucking The Sun, (1997) centres around 

the building of the Fort Peck dam in Montana (1933-1939). This, is Doig’s main text. It 

almost mirrors these same years, with the addition of a perspective/further narrative set in 

1991.v His latest text, Mountain Time, (1999) could be regarded as a coda to the Montana 

Trilogy for it is focuses around the fourth generation of the McCaskill family, Jick’s middle- 

aged daughter Lexa and her family. ™ They represent older generations having to come to 

terms with a “new” West, for like their “home town”, Seattle, this is now a West which is, to 

a large extent urban and centred around the use of computer software.
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CHAPTER ONE:

VERSIONS OF REALITY

Doig uses literature to present an alternative history or “histories” of the West. He 

uses it to allow those disenfranchised voices, the voices of the common man, the worker, to 

speak. He tells their “stories” present and past, and these stories are affected by historical 

happenings. He states, “my characters... exist within historical laws of gravity. That’s how 

people do exist, after all. Irony and angst are not the only things -  or even the main things -  

that operate on people. Declarations of war operate on them, as World War II did on Alec 

McCaskill...and Jick too” (Morris 1995: 74). By including historical facts within his fiction, 

Doig is able to give his work an authority and a sense of “realness” which would otherwise 

be lacking. Frequent use of factual material is underpinned by Doig’s constant use of 

complex narratives, which also help to give an impression of authenticity, as is seen in his 

autobiography, This House o f Sky.

This House O f Sky begins on his sixth birthday. Although “resting” on fact, it is not a 

standard autobiography.™ As Doig explains, “I consider Sky a memoir—4a narrative of 

experiences that the writer has lived through’—rather than an autobiography” (Simpson 

1992: 189). A complex, multiple narrative runs through the work, the main narrator 

constantly giving way to other narratives or texts, oral stories of the past from his father, 

grandmother and other inhabitants of a Montana which no longer exists. These texts or 

versions do not interrupt the flow of the main narrative because they are only separated from
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it by the use of italic type. By employing this device, Doig is able to incorporate the smallest 

fragment of memory, for example he recounts his father, Charlie Doig’s struggle to make a 

living raising livestock, “But even if he sweated forth stout shares of profit—and a number 

of times, he did—there was little bidding he could do for ranchland wanted by any of the 

valley’s big ownerships. And I decided I ’d be damned i f  I'd  scratch along on a dab o f a 

place like we did back there in the Basin. By the time I was bom in 1939, Dad had settled 

into managing...a cattle ranch”(7i/OS' p53). The inter-textuality of the narrative is further 

complicated by the use of unidentified narrators, as demonstrated when Doig relates how 

Charlie and his second wife open a café in White Sulphur Springs, “The knack, of course, 

was nine-tenths hard work. Those two took on that place like a house afire. But when Dad 

sorted through his savvy, there was use there, too” (THOS p77). These italicised words 

appear to belong to someone else, a neighbour, a former customer, or perhaps a relative. 

Doig interviewed many people who had known his family in the past.'111 These other texts 

demonstrate (by using the vernacular) the speech of the ordinary person and help link the 

written version of the text more closely to the original patterns of speech.

The last pages of the book are devoted to Doig’s own near death experience from 

drowning in the Pacific ocean, while hiking along a beach in winter. As he is, apparently, 

drowning, Doig remembers his father and grandmother. Rescued from the stormy waters he 

is, “ left to think through the fortune o f all we experienced together. And o f how, now, my 

single outline meets the time-swept air that knew theirs” (THOS p314). Doig survives his 

experience and he lives on to write of his father and his way of life. In this way Charlie’s 

actual death is partially undermined, for Doig has presented his own version of him and of a
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now vanished Montana. This is a kind of re-birth, a re-birth of Charlie, and, mirror-like, a re

birth of his son too, into the writer/narrator of the text, one who, in the text, is present before 

his own physical birth. This is possibly why his actual birth is delayed within the pages, for 

it underlines the fact that the writer now has hegemony over the past, it is his version of a 

history. Also revealed by using this complex narrative structure is the cyclical nature of the 

text, ending as it does with Doig thinking of what he will eventually write about, which has 

already been written. This kind of structure is a feature of postmodernism, for “a fiction may 

have no ending at all, but circle back to its own beginning”(Smyth 1991: 146).

The beginning of Doig’s own fascination with versions of “reality” started early, as 

he remembers when recalling the aftermath of his mother’s death.lx For it is then that he 

begins, “to mull and prod away at all versions”, forming a dialogue between himself and 

Charlie and between them summoning up of a kind of truth (THOS p i4). This dialogue 

between two men is echoed in Doig’s next text, Winter Brothers which is a meditation 

between Doig, and the findings of his research into the life and times of James Swan. x The 

interest which Doig showed in complex narrative technique in This House o f Sky is
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continued and developed into a unique form of narrative in Winter Brothers. In the text, 

Swan’s life is neatly counter-pointed by Doig who uses the main form of Swan’s writings, 

diaries, to create a “new diary”, as Doig puts it, “a diary of a diary”(Morris 1995: 74). The 

original diaries, along with Swan’s book on Indian tribes of the North West, letters and 

public records are used by Doig to illuminate Swan’s life and world. They serve a double 

function. Doig compares Swan’s experiences in the past, as a comparison with his own 

experiences in modem America, and by implication, to the reader’s experiences of the
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combined text. As Malcolm Clark remarks, “The book is a learning experience which the 

author invites the reader to share. Together they learn a great deal about Swan and Swan’s 

world and how that world saw Swan” (Clark 1985: 102). Doig does not simply reproduce 

Swan’s words, the sheer number of them, “over two and a half million”, (WB p240) 

precludes this. But so does the impulse of the author to shape and make his own version of a 

reality, and Swan’s writings are themselves only one version of a reality. Nevertheless it is 

always, with one exception, clear who is speaking in Winter Brothers. The exception comes 

towards the end of the text, when the last diary entry, dated January 1900, seems to be Swan 

summing up his life. However at the end of the entry Doig writes, “Swan did not write those 

words. I have written them for him, or rather for both of us” (WB p239). He then explains 

that the real entry for that day is lodged out of reach in a private collection. Doig, judging 

from the 1898 diaries, thinks the entries have been “dwindling anyway”, (WB p239) so for 

artistic reasons, Doig has imagined a more satisfactory one. 30 It seems that Doig has 

underlined this fictional construct because it is masquerading as an historical source. Doig 

appears to be implying that it is one thing to write a version or versions of a “reality”, so 

long as they result in a “kind of truth”. Doig’s fictitious entry can never achieve this. From 

the start it has no basis in reality, its “truth” is a fiction. The fictitious diary entry does, 

however, reveal another sort of “reality”: how writers and readers “make closure”, 

(Hutcheon 1996: 59) for it displays a “neat” fictional ending which was common in Swan’s 

century, but which has now lost much of its former status. However a “neat” ending is still 

something which often seems right or appropriate, and it is this “feeling” and/or desire for a 

comfortable closure that Doig both underlines and, ultimately denies.
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However Doig moves from the unusual Winter Brothers into a more regular genre, 

when he embarks upon the Montana trilogy, a trilogy which is based upon the experiences 

of one family. From immigration to homesteading, sheep rearing, to forest ranger, their path 

through American history is unexceptional and that is what makes them exceptional in 

Doig’s eyes. They symbolise the ordinary people whose contribution to the building of 

America is anonymous and whose lives are equally so. Doig by making them the focus of a 

trilogy shows a developing sense of a grand narrative, which is also echoed by the constant 

use of multiple and often disparate narratives or texts. Dancing At The Rascal Fair, the first 

(chronologically in fictional time, 1889-1920) of the texts, immediately introduces this 

complexity. For although recounted in the first person, it is a text which also introduces the 

idea of different versions of reality. This can be seen in the different ways Angus McCaskill 

and Rob Barclay, “see” the land. Angus sees it as a natural resource to be best used in, or as 

near as it can be, in its original state. His neighbour Rob sees it as something to be tamed, to 

be altered, whether it is needed or not. He dams a spring to make a reservoir, despite having 

free use of Angus’s ample supply of water. As Angus confirms, “ that private earthen basin 

of his... only proved to me... the difference in the way he saw the planet and the way I did” 

(RF p298).

Yet another way of “reading” or seeing “reality” seems to be an amalgam of both 

white and Native American influences. This way or text is mediated through the character of 

Toussaint Rennie, who appears in, or who indirectly influences, some events in all three 

novels of the trilogy. Toussaint is himself unreadable, for his history is unknown beyond the 

knowledge that he may be partly French and that his Indian blood does not come from the
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Blackfeet tribe xu {EC p i46). By virtue of his background he has a completely different 

perception of reality from both Rob and Angus’s European one:

In his mind, time was not a calendar bundle of days but a steady unbroken 

procession, so that a visitor counted equally whether he was appearing to 

Toussaint at the very moment or long past {RF p i59).

By including Toussaint in the grand narrative of his trilogy Doig is able to incorporate 

another often muted voice, that of the Native American and his oral tradition, thereby 

undercutting the main grand narrative of the West: the European conquest and consequent 

hegemony. Toussaint also represents an approach to narrative which is not linearly temporal.

Narratives disseminated within the oral tradition often suffer from the inherent 

fragility of the medium. One such “story” appears in both Rascal Fair and English Creek 

and shows how a certain story might not have survived if it had existed solely in an oral 

form. In Rascal Fair Angus retells Toussaint’s story of a famous incident in the Lewis and 

Clark expedition. In English Creek it is made plain that the story has not been retold to 

Angus’s descendants, for Jick says, “That piece of reservation country to us was simply 

grass, until my father deduced from reading in a book... that somewhere off in there near 

where Badger flows into the Two Medicine River was the place Lewis and his men killed a 

couple of Blackfeet over a stealing incident and began the long prairie war between whites 

and Indians” {EC pi 15). Doig “replaces” Lewis’s version of the events with Toussaint’s 

version, “Meriwether Lew is... He was a bad sign for these Blackfeet... Came to the Two
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Medicine, looking... There where Badger Creek runs in, he found something, do you know. 

These Blackfeet” (RF 168). The thrust of this alternative narrative centres on the fact that 

Lewis and the others would not have been shot at if they had not come into the Blackfeets’ 

territory in the first place. This is unlikely to be the attitude adopted in the expedition’s 

journal, which is the only version available to Jick and his father Varick in the nineteen 

thirties. Doig is showing how one’s perception of history can be changed by presenting an 

alternative viewpoint to the official or accepted version. He is giving voice to those, like the 

Native Americans, whose histories have been muted and/or distorted.

How narratives are shaped and sometimes distorted in shown In Ride With Me 

Mariah Montana, where Doig explores the world of journalism and photography. Using the 

device of a journey, Doig is able to drop into any location he wishes and examine its present 

and its past. This motif constantly reappears in the many texts within the work. There is, for 

example, the journey taken by the characters and, in a way, the reader too. There is also 

Montana’s hundred year journey through time, then there is the journey of recovery from 

widowhood and into a new relationship for Jick. A Holiday Inn wedding symbolises the start 

of another journey into marriage, and the “never ending” journey of the seven old men who 

drive cars, in convoy, is yet another. This last “journey”, like many of the others in the text, 

allows Doig to “journey” even further and detail the personal journeys or texts of these 

seven men. Italics and layout are used to separate these “texts” from the main narrative, for 

they are presented as the oral testimony of the men, but also as words recorded, framed and 

edited by journalist Riley:
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Like a flexible creature o f the night, the chain o f cars compresses itself to a 

halt on the shoulder o f the freeway, then moves on.

“Bill Bradley, I  am...I guess I  would want to tell about the 

grasshoppers. My folks and I  was farming over towards Malta, there in the 

Depression... ” (MWp72).

The photographs accompanying the articles are taken by Mariah, and they are, like the 

articles, compositions or versions of a reality. 5av This is shown when Mariah takes 

vengeance on a barmaid,

Mariah5 s picture had caught the smiling countenance of Kimi in the beer glass 

where the top portion begins to bulge out of the slender base. The woozy 

distortion puffed Kimi5 s cheeks out like a squirrel loaded for the winter, made 

her teeth enormous, and squinched her eyes together {MMp57).

Doig is demonstrating how the world is mediated or framed by others. The context of the 

original is changed by this process and becomes something else. A poor state pensioner’s 

mundane memory is, by framing it with lyrical text, given an importance and an authority 

which would otherwise be lacking. Despite a belief that the camera never lies, Doig shows 

the opposite, for a pretty girl is made to look ugly. It is all, he seems to imply, a question of 

presentation. Elizabeth Simpson notes that the photography and the journalism which are so 

predominant in Mariah Montana, are an “alternative means of seeing and articulating
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[which] suggest that any depiction of the world is an interpretation of the world, not merely 

captured but created by selection and representation.” (Simpson 1992: 58).

How far selection and representation should go, what should be left and what excised 

in fiction is a subject that Doig touches upon in Mountain Time. Partly set in that most 

modem of cities, Seattle, Mountain Time touches upon the software revolution and how this 

technology is now being incorporated into most people’s lives.^ Lexa McCaskill’s partner, 

Mitch, a middle-aged journalist, who sometimes assists her with her outside catering 

business, helps out at a party held at a software magnet’s mansion. He is unprepared for the 

party’s centre piece, the host, Frelinghuysen playing the theme tune of the film Chariots o f 

Fire, on a “synthesizer”. The artificiality of both music and film are doubly underscored by 

the sudden metamorphosis of a wall into a screen of running figures, a younger 

Frelinghuysen and some youthful competitors.

This version of a historical reality, one which film has made acceptable, quickly 

changes into something unacceptable, Mitch soon realises that he is watching Roger 

Bannister running the first four-minute mile at Oxford in 1954, mere history for the young 

party goers, but an actual event in the older Mitch’s life which is “true” However the 

version which Mitch is watching has been digitally changed so that the runner at Bannister’s 

shoulder, “was no longer Chris Chataway, it was Frelinghuysen...the simulation, the 

templates or whatever they were—the mask of Frelinghuysen shouldering history along 

before he was bom—looked utterly seamless” (MT p83). Mitch is both “fascinated and 

appalled” (ibid). Frelinghuysen produces a version of history which displays his 

technological skill, but which simultaneously demonstrates his lack of integrity. He is
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undermining the factuality of an historical event. Technology, as Doig shows, can now be 

used to distort what is often seen as another historical “source” or version of history. Yet the 

lack of integrity, and basic respect for the “truth” of an historical source/event shown by 

Frelinghuysen, also marks a metaphorical frontier across which Doig will not go. He adheres 

to the belief that there is “a kind of truth” (THOS p i4) to be found in past events, and that 

the past is not something which should be deliberately falsified. On the one occasion Doig 

did this, writing an diary entry for Swan, he immediately labelled it as fictitious and 

explained the reason behind its existence. For unlike Freylinghuysen, Doig displays the 

seams of his construction. It is this openness which underlines that his text is only one 

version out of many, for he believes in the unending multiplicity of texts, of the present and 

of the past, in fiction and in history. He is modelling this concept through the invention of 

texts.

One of Doig’s versions of an earlier past is The Sea Runners, set in 1853. It tells 

how four indentured Swedes try to escape from Russian Alaska to freedom in the U.S. This 

novel resulted from archival research.

Doig was reading through back issues of a regional newspaper... when he 

came across an article about three Swedes who in 1853 had made a daring, 

twelve-hundred mile canoe run... from New Archangel... to... the Washington 

coast (Simpson 1992: 33).

The newspaper article is only a fragmentary version of the reality of the men’s experience

12
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but without it Doig would have been unaware of both them and their experiences. So the 

article acts as a donnée for Doig, from which he fictionalises this journey. In the text he 

describes a coastline long re-written. Geographical places have been re-named, New 

Archangel is now Sitka, and Shoalwater Bay now Willapa Bay (Simpson 1992:32). A world 

long gone, and yet by means of historical research Doig is able to re-create it using 

language. However his is a re-creation which constantly refers to its own construction, as he 

confirms, ‘“my sea runners “have lived only in the world of this book.” He goes on to detail 

what little is known about the original men and then says of his characters, “I would hope 

that [they] are in the spirit of those actual voyagers” (TSR 276,277).

Doig is not pretending to recreate a reality, he is not doing a “Frelinghuysen”, he is 

creating an artistic and craftsmanlike version of the only surviving version he has access to. 

Kerry Aheam states that in The Sea Runners “characterization is subordinated throughout to 

a sense of the narrator’s firm grasp; for example, both the glib Melander and the inarticulate 

Wennberg have yams taken from them in mid-course to be piloted home by the dominant 

voice, which also gives frequent asides of historical perspective and folksy commentary” 

(Aheam 1983: 348). The omniscient narrator employed by Doig is a characteristic 

nineteenth century device and reinforces the “feel” of the period. However Doig twice 

“allows” the narrator to address the reader, “But now, here at the northern pivot of 

Vancouver, say you are Melander”, and again, “And so you/Melander in perhaps three days, 

not more than four, bring your canoe and crew to the stretch of Queen Charlotte Straight” 

(TSR pl91, 192). This direct form of address is not one which is often found in nineteenth 

century realism, it is a literary feature of today, the postmodern world which Doig inhabits,
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not the Swedes. Doig, by using this device undercuts the realism of the omniscient 

narrator, it is a device to draw attention to the artificiality of the text for Doig is a modem 

writer.

The abrupt end of The Sea Runners, with the narrative jumping from the survivors 

lying on an unidentified beach, to a stranger sitting in a cabin and preparing to write a letter 

to the Editor of the Oregon Weekly Times, also surprises in another way. For despite the 

reader knowing that these men are nineteenth century Swedes, and so foreigners to the U.S. 

and to the English language, (in a way that is almost impossible to comprehend in the twenty 

first century), xwn this knowledge is, from the start, constantly neutralised by Doig. His 

characters speak in English and there seems to be no real attempt made to “reconstruct5’ how 

a nineteenth century Swedish workman might speak, other than the way some sentences are 

constmcted. For example Braaf s short, inarticulate sentences, “They don’t spend thought 

on us at all by now”, (TSR p97) reflect his lowly social status, but his way of speaking is 

also a foil for talkative Melander and so a characterisation device as well. There seems little 

difference between the conversations of these characters and those one can hear now. 

Sometimes Swedish words and transitions of words are used for things, as shown when 

Braaf says “This time, there’re crocks on parade...there they were, riksdaler” (TSR p i41). 

The “reality” and/or familiarity of this imagined world, with its seemingly English-speaking 

protagonists, is shown to be merely an illusion, when, in the letter to the newspaper it is 

made clear that these characters are suddenly rendered speechless, for they possess virtually 

no English. “One of the poor fellows could only utter again and again 5Merica, 

'Merica... Among us...has been a Dane...and through his endevors [sic] we succeeded in

14
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conversing with the hard-used pair” (TSR p274). The predominant style of the text, the 

fictional realism, is by this device, whisked away, revealing the extent to which the reader is 

“involved” in a text which is more complex than it seems. Doig is underlining that it is 

impossible to be a “part” of a past in which we have no part, and that realism can only 

produce an illusion, not a reality.

Yet the past is still part of today, it affects everything we are and do, as well as 

leaving its signature on the land. Fort Peck Dam does this, marking the thirties for 

contemporary Americans. Doig shows this with his novel, Bucking The Sun (1997) which, 

like the dam, is constructed on an epic scale, over four hundred pages long, with “350-some 

scenes gliding in and out of the character’s lives” (Doig “Making’s: Trying to put the West 

together”, 1996: 4). At least seventy-three different occupations or jobs are described or 

mentioned, and thirteen,™11 “boom time” shanty towns are listed and named. Doig is trying 

to recreate a little of the reality of the historical Fort Peck Dam project, make concrete the 

ten thousand workers, and the immensity of the epic construction task they have engaged 

upon: a dirt dam four miles long and the height of a twenty-five-story building, which will 

create a reservoir one hundred and thirty-five miles long (BTS p25, 394). The immensity of 

the real Fort Peck project, also emphasises the immense authorial task which Doig has set 

himself in constructing this fictional version. For the thousands of “real” things or 

ingredients which go into constructing the dam: gravel, rocks, electricity, pumps, boats, 

trucks, people, paperwork, trains, pipes, money, politics and spades are matched in this 

novel by the constant referencing to the task of writing. Here Doig shows how the fictional 

building project is depicted in different ways, thereby demonstrating how historical events
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can be disseminated differently too.

One of the ways Doig shows this is in the character of Rosellen, an aspiring writer. A 

typist by profession, typing out pay checks and reports in the administrative building at the 

Fort Peck Project, she is also starting to write her first magazine articles and embarking 

upon a novel. Just like her creator, writing her own version of the Fort Peck story. Her 

account is descriptive and echoes Doig’s, for her typed sentences are punctuated with 

observations taken from the local landscape, but they are also punctuated with 

observations/recollections of other characters already created by Doig in the text. For 

example Rosellen thinks of her spoilt sister Charlene who claims that “you could get 

frostbite from the nailheads” in the walls of her home at the Corps townsite, when Rosellen 

writes a description of these homes as being, the “overly warm houses of the Corps’ 

townsite” (BTS p239). This version is a version of a version: Doig’s version of Rosellen’s 

version of his version. And Rosellen wishes that yet another version had been written, an 

epistolary one in which she could have “written letter after letter telling whichever one all 

the things of these years here” (BTS p351). Still another version is referred to in the text, the 

official version of the project which is also being typed up by Rosellen, “She had spent this 

week... typing up the Corps’ history of the dam project, Colonel Parmenter having instructed 

Major Santee to compile it and Major Santee having delegated it to Captain Brascoe, and 

Captain Brascoe might as well have written with only one letter of the alphabet, zzzzzz” 

(BTS p351).

Official, personal, fictional, descriptive, all these versions are mentioned here, but it 

is Doig’s version which is being read. He is completing a task which Rosellen and the
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workers of the Fort Peck project are incapable of doing, writing about their 

accomplishments from their perspective, and thereby presenting an epic of the common 

man. A common man who, Doig constantly underlines, is a hero, for he worked the West 

with courage, muscle and determination. These same men and their families who settled in 

the West are also those who, when forced to leave their land for economic reasons, learn 

new skills and build the Fort Peck dam which still stands as a monument to those times and 

those men. Bucking The Sun is Doig’s own monument to these, paradoxically, ordinary men. 

It is not part of the Montana Trilogy, but it is part of it in the sense that, symbolically, the 

dam shows what all the ordinary people of America have achieved together. Something 

which his narrative has been leading up to throughout his work: a recognition of the quietly 

ordinary which is actually, on reflection, extraordinary.

Linda Hutcheon posits that postmodernism is a “direct reaction against the tendency 

of our times to value only the new and the novel, it returns us to a re-thought past to see 

what, if anything, is of value in that past experience” (Hutcheon 1996: 39). Doig re-thinking 

the past is essentially what his work is about. His use of an unusual genre, like Winter 

Brothers, to explore temporal boundaries between Swan’s world and himself is postmodern. 

His use of complex multiple narratives, even within his autobiography (a genre which 

usually focuses solely on the writer’s own narrative) is also postmodern, as is his refusal to 

allow realism hegemony over his writing, which he demonstrates with such effect towards 

the end of The Sea Runners, where the realistic style is overtly undermined revealing a 

postmodern consciousness of the past. These things and others are postmodern features and 

separate Doig from earlier Western writers, such as Wallace Stegner or A. B. Guthrie.
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CHAPTER TWO:

VERSIONS OF “HISTORY”: UNDERCUTTING WESTERN/AMERICAN MYTH

Doig may be separated from earlier writers with his use of postmodern literary 

devices, but these devices, like the multiple narratives with their use of the vernacular, also 

lend a feeling of authenticity to the texts which would otherwise be lacking. This feeling of 

authenticity is further strengthened by his use of the different texts that exist in the real 

world. For in his texts one can find (in their historically correct context): newspaper articles, 

maps, printed pictures, photographs, diaries, letters, advertising material, novels, textbooks, 

the Bible, poetry, blueprints, films, court records, television news, e-mails, and web sites. 

And from the oral tradition: stories, songs, speeches, and one of the original radio soaps.™ 

The realism engendered by the use of these artefacts is again reinforced with the use of 

historical background and events which also show Doig’s concern with “reality”, what 

“really” happened, as he says “that’s what a lot of life is, brushing against major 

events...and so my characters are quite aware of history and its effects” (Doig letter to S. 

Stallwood, 8/2/2000). However his portrayal of history also betrays his acceptance of one of 

the grand narratives of earlier writers: humanism, the universality of a common human 

nature.

This belief of his can be seen in Bucking The Sun where the history of other 

civilisations is referred to: the pyramids of ancient Egypt, classical Greece and Rome and 

the British Empire are all mentioned.5“ Most of the ancient classical cultures built large

18



cultural monuments, and similar “icons” of civilisation were also desired in the twentieth 

century, and Stalin’s Dnieperstroy Dam is discussed unfavourably in the text, as are the 

“reigns” of Hitler and Mussolini. 500 Of all these civilisations only the American one could 

be said to be building its “icons” (New Deal building projects) within a democracy. It is this 

version of reality that Doig is privileging, he is showing that although the political system let 

the American people down in the thirties, the political solution to the financial crisis was 

quite different from those chosen by the people in other countries. However Doig believes 

that there are similarities between people as well as differences, as the “desire” to build 

these large cultural icons is shared between all these disparate civilisations. So the 

references to ancient civilisations not only underscore the epic nature of the Fort Peck 

project that the real dam builders, the fictional dam builders and Doig himself have 

undertaken, it also introduces the humanist idea that, essentially, people do not change. Only 

the world and their perception of it does. For instance one of the characters is described as a 

“Roman-nosed little man”, Charlene “carried herself like one of those hieroglyphic 

princesses, head tautly up, shoulders just so”, and the narrator affirms that “Empires, armies, 

crusades had been built on lads such as these. A willing set of hands, durability, 

availability—those were the pegs history made use o f’ (BTS 86,27,158).

This humanist belief is not problematized in Doig’s texts, but realism is. The 

“reality” of Doig’s texts is eroded by Doig’s belief that it is impossible to return to the “real” 

past, it is beyond reach. The character of the old sheriff in Bucking The Sun illustrates this 

point. He is, in the 1990’s, still trying to solve the mystery of Rosellen’s death in 1938. He 

will never know what “really” happened, and this ignorance is mirrored by any 1990’s
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reading of the Great Depression. However Doig, while acknowledging this limitation, this 

ignorance of the “real”, still believes that it is possible to write a fictional version of it and 

he does reveal what happens to Rosellen. By enabling her “story” and that of her fellow 

workers to be heard, against a background of historical events and details, Doig is both 

inscribing and, paradoxically, subverting the prevailing “reality” or ideology within 

American society.5™1 He is using realism to make “real” these ordinary people, and make 

“real” their extraordinary and heroic feat, and, simultaneously, he is showing that their lives 

fall far short of the Western myths, of heroic cowboys trailblazing their way across the 

West, and Westerners enjoying freedom, autonomy and independence in their far flung 

lands.

For Doig, freedom and independence disappeared with “incorporation”. The word 

represents an historical movement which deprived his family and many others of the land 

which was once theirs. In Heart Earth: A Memoir, Doig explains what “incorporation” 

actually means:

That Western Civil War of Incorporation, the businesslike name given it by its 

leading historian, powerfully pitted financial capital and government against 

those who occupied land or jobs in inconvenient unconsolidated fashion. Indian 

tribes and Hispanos: defeated onto reservations and into poverty’s enclaves. 

Miners, loggers and other industrial working stiffs: defeated in strikes and 

resistance to technological dangers. Homesteaders, small farmers, backpocket 

ranchers: defeated from insufficient acres. The lariat proletariat, where my
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grandparents and parents started out, was done in by mechanization, ending up 

in town jobs or none (HE p25).

It is this West, the West of ordinary people, homesteaders, shopkeepers, and waitresses, to 

which Doig returns again and again, and it is these workers who appear on his pages. These 

people and their work, as Doig makes clear in his texts, actually “made” the West and by 

implication, America.

American identity, in contrast, has been, mainly, forged on various memories or 

constructions, as Doig shows in English Creek. When on that most important day of national 

identification, Independence Day, speeches are made to the picnicking crowds at Gros 

Ventre, the first is made by a sheepman and state senator from Choteau. In it he remembers 

that Gros Ventre used to be part of a particular voting area, which, since, has been broken up 

into smaller units. So the memory of a previous construction is the first thing and almost the 

only thing the senator talks about. The second speaker, Lisbeth McCaskill also uses 

memory. But in contrast with the senator’s acceptance of a previous construct, a political 

one, Lisbeth constructs a history of Gros Ventre and The Two Medicine country which 

means something to her, and as it turns out, something to her audience too. She does this (as 

Doig himself does in his texts) by telling the story of an ordinary man, Ben English. A man 

who went,

“from the drudgery of a freight wagon to the hell deck of a stagecoach to a 

dry-land homestead to a ranch of green water-fed meadows that nicely
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supported a family, that was the Montana path of Ben English...This is the 

day to remember a man who did it that way...Ben English is gone from us.

He died in the summer of 1927, of a strained heart. Died, to say it plainly, of 

the work he put into this country, as so many have” {EC p l5 9 ,160).

Lisbeth’s speech gives meaning to the past in a way that also gives meaning to some of her 

audience, the ordinary people of the fictional, Two Medicine country. Doig is privileging the 

local above the universal, personal histories are shown to be more important than political 

constructs, the grand narratives of political systems and official history give way to the local 

and individual narrative. This also reveals Doig’s centring, not in the past, but firmly in the 

present, for postmodernism “substitutes for History the value of histories, revealing how it is 

we who give meaning to the past, how it is we who make histories into History” (Hutcheon 

1996: 214).

One of the most pervasive of these texts or histories of the past is the cowboy myth, 

of which Doig says, “The West was settled by a hell of a lot of people...miners, 

homesteaders, schoolteachers, merchants, sheep ranchers...and the guy out herding cows 

was pretty minimal among them in most cases. So I find it bizarre that the cowboy is the 

emblematic Western figure that so much potboiling fiction has made him.” (Morris 

1995:69). It is also a myth which Doig works against in the Montana trilogy, and in 

Mountain Time.**111 He does this in part by the simple expedient of privileging sheep rearing 

over cattle rearing. In Rascal Fair Angus and Rob rear sheep, in English Creek Jick’s father 

is no longer a sheepman but a forest ranger, but he checks on the leased grazing in the forest
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and instead of describing a cattle counting check, Doig chooses to describe a sheep counting 

trip instead. Jick also helps out Stanley who is tending to the sheep herders camps, and in 

Mariah Montana it is shown that in his later life Jick becomes a rancher, growing crops and 

raising sheep. This undercutting is also strengthened by the presence of the Double W cattle 

ranch in the Two Medicine country, the owners of which, the Williamson family, are bad 

neighbours, allowing their cattle to range over their boundaries and to eat and drink other 

people’s resources and running too many cattle for the land to accommodate without 

damage. In Mountain Time the cowboy myth is uncut by simply excluding any reference to 

cowboys altogether.

Cowboys and sheepherders are conventionally seen as separate, or even opposed 

occupations. Yet, in This House o f Sky Doig remembers how his father worked at both. He 

and others like him, possess the skills to work either livestock, and with jobs often scarce, do 

wliat ever is available at the time (THOS p53). So cowboy hero of cattle drives, is suddenly 

transformed into a keeper of sheep. The Romantic rhetoric, which for example, Owen 

Wister employs in his book The Virginian (1902) to describe cowboys, “in their spirit sat 

hidden a true nobility, and often beneath its unexpected shining their figures took a heroic 

stature”, (The Virginian p23) is, with this simple “truth”, fatally undermined. The heroic 

image is damaged still further when Doig records the many near fatal accidents Charlie 

suffered, for as Doig recalls, “the most casual swing into the stirrups could almost cost you 

your life” (THOS p39). Charlie survived, two of his brothers did not. One died after being 

thrown from a saddlehorse, the other had his horse fall on him while “/ze and the boys were 

working calves'”. This brother “lay unconscious for more than two years before the last life
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went from him” (THOS p52, 253). These are industrial accidents, things which are not 

commonly associated with the carefree life of the mythical cowboy, where death is usually 

not only heroic but, relatively, quick and clean being caused either by an arrow or a bullet.

Film and television perpetuate myths. Enjoyable as these versions may be, they 

misrepresent the past, and can confuse the present. This is confirmed when Doig says that 

the “major media event” in Montana in the centennial year, was a cattle drive, “even 

though...the significant cattle drive into Montana...was by railroad boxcar from the 

Midwest, instead of up the trail.” He reveals that the “organizers of the centennial trail drive 

got the idea from the television version of... Lonesome Dove”, and that this “emphasis on 

Montana’s supposed cowboy past ignores the bigger historical story...the largest 

agricultural migration in North American history” (Morris 1995: 69, 70). In Mariah 

Montana, Doig has Riley writing an article which remembers this migration, “mostly in the 

first fraction of the twentieth century, came scores of thousands of homesteaders in the 

greatest single spate of agricultural migration in American history” (MM p237). It is ironic 

that about the time Doig was writing these words, the cowboy myth, in the form of the 

symbolic cattle drive, was being further embedded into the “history” and “reality” of 

Montana. The symbolic cattle drive will become part of Montana’s real history because it is 

part of the state’s centennial celebrations and it will become part of the State’s history. This 

embedding also extends to the memories of those who organised and took part in the cattle 

drive, and the spectators of the real event and the televised version. In this way the myth 

becomes more than official history, it also becomes part of people’s personal histories. Thus 

the migration is further marginalized, and those voices or personal histories which are part
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of it are disenfranchised.

The boxcars which actually transported the cattle into Montana in the 1880’s ran on 

rails, pulled by a steam engine, and all were owned by the industrial barons of the East. This 

method of transport being employed, rather than a cattle trail, with all its hazards and 

challenges, symbolises how industrialisation, profit making and time keeping actually 

subdued the West, and how this same force, labelled “the incorporation of America” by 

Alan Trachtenberg, removed the little land that was in the hands of the common man, in this 

most republican of societies, and transferred it, gradually, into the ownership of the great 

conglomerates of today. Doig shows this process using the fictional Williamson family, 

who, over the years buy up all the available land in the Two Medicine country, thereby 

incorporating previous sheep ranches into its new cattle holdings, and denuding the land of 

people. This incorporation and greed continues long after the last Williamson leaves, for the 

outfit is then bought out by “a big land conglomerate back east” (MM p3 5). This “truth” or 

incorporation, as the organisers of the centennial trail drive demonstrate, today’s Americans 

either don’t wish to acknowledge, and/or are ignorant of. As Linda Hutcheon points out, 

some theorists posit that ‘“what we accept as “real” and “true” in historiography, as in 

fiction, is that which “wears a mask of meaning”, the completeness and fullness of which we 

can only imagine, never experience” (Hutcheon 1996: 143). The “mask” in this case is the 

myth that, politically, the West and by extension the rest of America, is a place of freedom, 

one where the individual has, like the mythical cowboy of old, a kind of independence, and a 

freedom of choice and movement but where his real status, like that of the actual cowboy, is 

most often that of a land-less, paid employee, almost entirely dependent upon his employer.
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It is these western workers, relying on wages, that Doig depicts in his texts. Most of them 

have never been cowboys, they are journalists, office workers, engineers and hairdressers. 

Even at Fort Peck the majority of the workers are former homesteaders, labourers and casual 

workers. None of them fit the dominant Western culture of the cowboy, with his freedom 

and independence of movement.

In 1835 the French political analyst, Alexis de Tocqueville, after visiting the new 

republican democracy of the United States, wrote of American society

The woof of time is ever being broken and the track of past generations lost.

Those who have gone before are easily forgotten, and no one gives a thought 

to those who will follow. All a man’s interests are limited to those near 

himself (Mayer 1966: 478).

One hundred and sixty years later Ivan Doig echoes de Tocqueville’s concern30av when he 

remarks that “writing is automatically political” (Morris 1995:75). He elaborates on this 

remark when he says he is “trying to deal with politics, historically, in my fiction. It’s 

difficult, in a society as present-fixated as America is, to get people to realize that the 

consequences of what happened in the past go on and on” (Ibid). This political and historical 

awareness prevents Doig from using history in a simplified fashion. It is not just used to 

ground his work into a kind of historical and fictional reality, for, as Elizabeth Simpson 

notes, one theme of Doig’s novel, English Creek, (and the same can be said of all his fiction) 

is “the role of the past in the present—what texts comprise history, who controls and shapes
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them [and] what effect they have on our lives” (Simpson 1992: 46). As Angus McCaskill 

muses in Dancing At The Rascal Fair, “The past past, so to speak... What can we ever truly 

know of it, how can we account for what it passes to us, what it withholds?” (pi 1). Oscar 

Wilde said, “The one duty we owe history is to rewrite it”(Hutcheon 1996: 96) and Doig, in 

a way does this. In so doing he underlines how the history we know as history is a construct, 

and despite the consequences of history affecting us daily, that it is only actually accessible 

to us in a textual form for history or the past itself is “non-narrative” and “non- 

representational” (Hutcheon 1996: 143). Further, like all constructs, some materials are 

used, others not, and the process of selection shapes versions which can be fairly “true” to 

the past but which can also distort (as in the cowboy myth) and twist the little “truth” that 

has survived.
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CONCLUSION:

A NORTHWEST OF THE IMAGINATION

Doig’s realism is undermined by his postmodernist awareness of multiple narratives 

and Lisbeth’s speech shows him privileging the local, and the individual narrative above the 

grand narratives of political systems and official history. However Lisbeth is part of a grand 

narrative herself, that of Doig’s Montana Trilogy. This paradoxical position is echoed 

throughout the texts, Doig “knowing” how Rosellen died, despite showing how it is 

impossible to ever “know” the past, and the Swedes “really” speaking Swedish in The Sea 

Runners. However Doig’s work is itself an individual narrative, a fiction, and as such is a 

“reading” or version of the past, not the past itself, as he makes clear when he talks of his 

characters emulating “the spirit” of the escaping Swedes (TSR p277). This is why Doig is a 

writer of fiction, not a historian. He uses his fiction to write a version of the past which 

illuminates the present, and shows how little the ordinary citizen is actually regarded in 

American history and society and yet, outwardly, this same society places much importance 

on the individual and his rights. Doig is replacing one grand narrative with another, far more 

personal and questioning one.

Doig is, geographically, a Western writer, for he and his work are both grounded in 

the Northwest and therefore he is often classified as a “regional writer”. Yet Doig is more 

than a regional writer, for as he points out, “I’m utterly convinced that a writer of real 

caliber can ground himself in specific land and lingo and yet be writing about that larger

28

I



country: life” (Morris 1995: 77). He expands this belief when he says “most of the time I’m 

writing about the Montana in my mind... Joyce wrote...the best book about Dublin after he 

went to Paris. He has his own Dublin in his head” (Finley 1996: 2). Doig’s is a Northwest of 

the imagination and one which reaches beyond political or geographical borders, for Doig is 

not a regional writer because he writes about things and beliefs which are almost universal, 

not parochial concerns. Firstly he undermines the hegemonic idea that “a” history can exist. 

His use of multiple narratives in This House o f Sky, partially undermine the authority of the 

main narrator and this problematizes the idea of a neat individual history, and implicitly 

questions the idea of a “standard” autobiography. Doig’s autobiography has expanded to 

become “histories” not “a” history. Then he questions “History” by presenting other 

versions, such as Toussaint’s story of the Lewis and Clark expedition, and by relating to 

international concerns not just regional ones. Doig is showing that History is a construct and 

often a politically expedient one. When the prevailing ideology is undermined in this way it 

is then possible to question the fundamental or underlying core structure of a society. Doig 

says that “growing to maturity in the Big Sky State...taught me to despise a number of 

things I still believe are worth despising. Economic domination from afar, whether afar is 

across a continent or up the stories of a corporate high-rise” (Robbins 1987: 137). 

Economic domination and its effects on ordinary people in a democratic country is a theme 

which runs throughout Doig’s work. These ordinary people, the lariat proletariat, are also 

symbolic of other supposedly free peoples, whose lands and lives have also been 

“incorporated” throughout the world. Doig writes about the American West and its histories, 

but he is also writing about us and ours.
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I James Gilchrist Swan died at the age of 82.

II The Sea Runners is set in 1853, the same year in which the report of the real escapers appeared.

III English Creek is set in the year of Ivan Doig’s birth.

,v This is confirmed by Elizabeth Simpson who says that ‘“he chose to write English Creek before Dancing at 

the Rascal Fair because even though the former book takes place a generation after the latter, it was the 

quicker of the two to write. When asked how he managed to meld the incidents and characters in the two 

novels since wrote the first without a detailed outline of the second, Doig replied that he had left “windows of 

opportunity” in English Creek which could be explored and developed in Rascal Fair.™ (Simpson 1992: 7). 

v The thirties years depicted in Bucking The Sun go from 1933 to 1938, for the dam is not completely finished 

when Doig’s narrative leaves the 1930’s section of the text. Bucking The Sun also displays Doig’s 

Faulknerism type habit of having some characters appear in cameo like roles who appear elsewhere in the 

Montana Trilogy. There are also references to places and connections with people who also appear in the 

trilogy. For example the Duff family on whom the narrative is centred, are related to one of:the old patriarchs 

living near or on English Creek, Ninian Duff, and his character appears in Rascal Fair.

Vl Mountain Time seems to be set in 1996 as Mariah MacCaskill is now 42 years old and she was 35 years old 

in Ride With Me Mariah Montana. This “year” was confirmed by Doig himself in a speech made to the alumni 

of the University of Washington School of Forest Resources (pl3). The notes for this speech was sent by Doig 

to the author o f this dissertation and are held by her. 

vu The actual year o f his birth appears on page 53.

VU1 In the “Preface to the Fifteenth Anniversary Edition”, Doig describes how he wrote the last three-fourths of 

the book in six months. He knows he has to spend the summer back in Montana, re-visiting people and places 

from his past and his parent’s past. At least eighteen people were interviewed, using both a tape-recorder and a 

note-book (IH O S  p xv).

1X Doig’s birth-date is June 27, 1939 which is pertinent because his mother died on his sixth birthday (THOS 

p3/p9). William G. Robbins records Doig’s matter of fact attitude to his mother’s death when viewed as a 

source for a writer, “In cold-blooded terms, I knew it was an arresting fact.” (Robbins 1987: 135). This

“arresting fact” could well be why Doig chooses to start his text at this point in time, it could also signal
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another type of re-birth, the new life of a “mother-less” boy. However this still does not disallow the hegemony 

of the writer over the past.

x This similarity has not gone unnoticed by one critic for Kerry David Ahearn writes, “Doig finds a more 

compatible father-figure to place at the center of Winter Brothers, grafting himself to James Gilchrist Swan” 

(Ahearn 1983: 14). There is a doubleness here. Ahearn is also one o f the few critics to posit that, in This House 

o f Sky, the book’s structure hints that “Doig’s persona hates Montana, and not necessarily with the liberating 

hatred Faulkner said a writer must feel for his region.” (Ahearn 1983: 12). He also holds, unusually, a very 

negative view of the relationship between Charlie and Doig, describing the young Ivan as a person who 

“tolerates his upbringing until he can leave” (Ahearn 1983: 12).

** Herman Melville once said, “The symmetry of form attainable in pure fiction cannot so readily be achieved 

in a narration essentially having less to do with fable than with fact. Truth uncompromisingly told will always 

have its ragged edges.” (Trachtenberg 1991: 201). Doig, in this example, shows that Melville’s words are true. 

M1 Toussaint does, however, claim some descent from the Lewis and Clark expedition. “I come down from 

William Clark himself. My grandfather had red hair.” {EC pl46).

xin Doig, by placing these two accounts in different books, also achieves an actual physical reconstruction of 

this process, for one has to read both texts to have access to the different accounts. This shows how haphazard 

the whole process can be.

X1V This marriage between photography and written text, reflects Doig’s own marriage. For his wife, Carol 

Doig, often photographs places and things to augment or help Doig’s research. Her photographs also illustrate 

various other texts o f Doig’s, for example his 1996 lecture, “Makings Trying to put the West together” at the 

University of Colarado’s web site (see bibliography).

^  Mitch’s son communicates by e-mail, the paper Mitch works for folds due to competition from the classified 

adverts on the internet. Mitch’s father, Lyle, has a new next door neighbour out in Twin Sulphur Springs, 

Montana, who says he can live there now because ‘“I can run my consulting business mostly by E-mail and 

cell phone—FedEx when I have to. Nice to be able to do that and have all this, too.” Brainerd indicted 

proprietorally toward the Rockies behind Mitch.’” (M T p i 18). Lyle himself uses the Web and the internet and 

so does Mariah.

XV1 This was also used in the eighteenth century for example in M oll Flanders and Joseph Andrews.
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xvu For now is a time when colour photographs, television, and film have long provided impressions of places 

the viewer may never visit, and where English is the international language of communication. Melander, who 

spent ten years sailing the “Baltic and the North Sea” probably knows some English, (TSR p6) but the others 

have had little exposure to the English language.

XV1" The shantytowns are listed on p84 of Bucking The Sun.

xlx The hugely popular American Thirties radio soap, M aPerkins (Bucking The Sun p i34).

There are at least twenty references to ancient Greece and ancient Egypt, with two references to either the 

British Empire or perhaps the smaller entities of Indian principalities. However Roosevelt is described (p340) 

as the “rajah of the Hudson River”, which could be construed as a reference to the “white” rajahs, the senior 

civil servants/merchants who actually ruled on the ground in the British Empire. The reference to Roosevelt 

also underlines the irony of a Democratic president of the republican United States, acting like an Imperialist. 

For he does, thanks to his New Deal politics and his general popularity, centralise power and ride “rough shod” 

over previous individual States’ legislation.

300 Like Stalin these leaders also had grand building plans. Hitler planed a new classical city to replace the old 

Berlin, and Mussolini commissioned “imperial testimonies” of marble and concrete”’ (Simon Wiesenthal 

Center Online).

xxu The words echo Linda Hutcheon’s, but the theory she is describing is one that I had already worked out for 

myself, and have used in previous essays.

xxm In M T  cowboys/cows seem to be completely absent from the text, but farming and sheep rearing are not, 

for com fields are cleared of stones, and there is the sheepherder’s monument which evokes memories for Lexa 

and, and later still, memories of sheep trailing in the area are shared between both the McCaskill sisters and 

Mitch (M T p229, 241).

XX1V Gregory L. Morris’s book, published in 1995, consists o f interviews with Western authors. The individual 

interviews are not exactly dated and, therefore, 1995 is the only date reference available.
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