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Chapter Two 

Crossing Boundaries 

 

I. Introduction 

 

 In Gardens in the Dunes, there is a type of character who lives in the world of 

capitalism, adheres strictly to its vales, and conducts their lives based on its ways of 

looking at things.  These are the people of the dominant culture.  They tend to view 

themselves as the “civilized” and the “superior.”  They are capitalists and exploiters 

who gain profit and fame from Mother Nature, imposing on Native Americans the 

manipulated ideology of the Self while marginalizing the Other.  Characters like 

Susan and Edward Palmer belong to this category.  They symbolize the hegemonic 

Self, who considers all the other marginalized cultures as “savage” and “vulgar” and 

the result is that the general attitude of the white public toward Native American 

culture becomes biased and confined. 

 Africans, Native Americans, third-world individuals or non-white females have 

long been categorized into the group labeled as the inferior.  According to 

JanMohamed, professor of English at UC Berkeley, the central trope of imperialism is 

"the Manichean Allegory" that converts racial difference "into moral and even 

metaphysical difference" (80).  In his essay, “the Economy of Manichean Allegory,” 

this allegory characterizes the relationship between the dominant and subordinate 

cultures as one of ineradicable opposition (82).  Although the opposing terms of the 
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allegory change--good and evil, civilization and savagery, intelligence and emotion, 

rationality and sensuality--they are always predicated upon the assumption of the 

superiority of the outside evaluator and the inferiority of the native being observed. 

Tracing its origin through modern history, we may find that the Manichean 

Allegory begins with colonialism.  However, there are two phases in colonialism, as 

proposed by JanMohamed: the dominant and the hegemonic.  The dominant phase 

spans the period from the earliest European conquest to the moment at which a colony 

is granted independence.  Although the colony proclaims its autonomy, another kind 

of colonialism, not surprisingly, emerges as the colonizer endeavors to continue their 

exploitation on the colonized.  In the hegemonic phase, Native Americans accept the 

version of the colonizers’ systems of value, religion, morality, and institution.  The 

dominant colonizers enforce on the colonized the Manichean allegory as a tool to 

reassure and justify their plundering: a dualism of Caucasians and colored, Self and 

Other, Christianity and paganism, good and evil, superiority and inferiority, 

civilization and savagery.  Most white characters are epitomes of Self when they are 

trapped in the “absolute values” of capitalism, colonialism, nationalism, patriotism 

and even Christianity. 

Hattie, who diverges from the dominant Anglo-American culture, bridges the Old 

Europe with the Native American ways and gains spiritual integrity when 

encountering Indigo, Aunt Bronwyn, and professoressa Laura.  She is able to step 

out of the Self and enter the territory of the indigenous Other.  In this chapter, I will 

first focus on Susan and Edward and explore their ways of life to see how Silko 
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depicts them as two Anglo-Americans who no longer show respect to the land and 

care for nothing but their own interests.  Then I will shift my attention to Hattie by 

examining her changes as the journey unfolds. 

 

II. Pursuing Terminal Creeds: Susan and Edward 

  

A. Susan Palmer 

This feeling of the importance of land is also present in Western counties, 

but is has undergone a radical change.  It has transformed itself into 

patriotism on the one hand and religious nationalism on the other.  With 

the transformation, the whole nature of religion and land has been lost.  

Land is no longer a major element in Western religion but forms a 

tangential influence often manifesting itself whether or not the Christian 

religion intends that it do so. (Deloria 145) 

 According to Vine Deloria, land is no longer a prior concern in modern Western 

religion as clearly manifested in the novel with the vivid description of characters 

such as Susan and Hattie’s husband, Edward.  Land becomes a tool with which 

human beings make their progress into a more bankable and prosperous future.  

According to Huang, “the white government sacrifices not merely Native American 

benefits but the relationships of humans to the natural world” (2004: 9-10) and the 

result is “a great holocaust” (qtd. in Huang 2004: 10).  

Take Susan for example.  Every year Susan and her husband, Colin, hold an 
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extravagant party in the Blue Garden.  In order to prepare for the party, Susan takes 

pains to “renovate” (Silk, 2000: 161) the garden because she does not wish her guests 

to see the same plants as the year before.  She enjoys creating and challenging new 

possibilities of organizing the blue flowers in her garden.  However, in other 

people’s eyes, Susan’s renovation is more like “demolition” (2000: 161).  In order to 

have a new and startling effect, she causes damage to the “trees and hedges [that have] 

reached full maturity only recently” (GD161).  She has workers “move the dark soil 

and others with steel bars and picks dislodge the marble tiles and remove the stone 

blocks of the balustrade.  What a ghastly mess, Edward thought […]” (GD161-162).  

In order to satisfy Susan’s craving for vanity and fame, the costs and expenses for 

organizing the Blue Garden is tremendous, including buying and preparing the rare 

and expensive flowers and hiring gardeners and workers.  Take her lemon garden for 

example.  Susan wants it to be “a natural garden filled with colors–an English 

landscape garden with swaths of flowers in all colors from the bright to the shade” 

(186).  However, as Edward has pointed out “why bother with an English landscape 

garden when the wooded hills of the island were quite lovely themselves” (GD190).  

Her expectations for a garden are primarily of beauty and luxury, and she cares little 

about keeping the original vitality of the plants and ornaments in the garden.  

According to Lin, “the value of system of witchery is reflected in the attitude of the 

characters toward the animate and the inanimate in the gardens” (GD34).  By seeing 

the gardens and the living beings of the gardens as objects, Lin argues that “one can 

claim the total ownership of the gardens and of the living” (34; emphasis added). 
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Susan’s attitude toward the gardens is clear in her attempt to govern them as to 

show off.  As a result, Susan is conditioned by her culture to “seize, control and 

consume nature” (Rollings 122).  The idea of human domination and nature’s 

submission is rooted in European ideology, as Anderson has pointed out saying: 

“European consciousness about nature has been deliberately constructed over time to 

support colonialist objectives” (qtd. in Lin 37).  Blaeser quotes from Linda Hogan’s 

novel, Mean Spirit, to demonstrate this attitude toward other living things: 

“Well, son,” Horse said to the priest. “I think the Bible is full of mistakes. I 

thought I would correct them. For instance, where does it say that all living 

things are equal?” 

The priest shook his head. “It doesn’t say that. It says man has dominion over 

the creatures of the earth.” 

“Well, that’s where it needs to be fixed. That’s part of the trouble, don’t you 

see?”  (qtd. in Blaeser 19) 

 To Susan, the meaning of Christianity is replaced by secular miscellanea, such as 

vanity and adultery.  Susan asks workers to remove all the statuary in the garden 

because “she [is] concerned about the propriety of the nude figures” (GD 186).  

Nevertheless, she is witnessed having sexual intercourse with her gardener by Indigo, 

and Indigo comes to realize that the nude statues camouflage the bright white nude 

bodies of them “wiggling and bouncing around” (GD191).  It is ironic to see when 

Susan tries to remove the ‘improper’ elements from the garden but conduct even more 

outrageous action in it.  Her renovation of the garden for the party only fits her 
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craving for attention and admiration.   

As Blaeser has pointed out, Native American writers begin to highlight the fact 

that “missionaries and colonizers have provided the best example of sin through their 

own actions” (1994: 16).  Many Christians have already forgotten what God has 

intended them to be and what actions God has expected them to take.  Susan and 

Mrs. Abbott also forget what it means to be Christian.  Although she and Mrs. 

Abbott join the bishop’s aid society, it turns out to be like an idol-worshiping club: 

“Hattie watch[es] the women of the aid society line up to kneel to kiss the bishop’s 

amethyst ring. The bishop’s visit was their reward.  […] The bishop’s booming 

voice and jolly chuckle [rise] above the happy hum of the aid society women, who 

excitedly whisper to one another after they kiss the bishop’s ring” (GD 182).  No 

trace of any respect and longing for God can be found among these women.  

Religious teachings have overwhelmed the basic spirit of religion and Christian rules 

become something “learned by heart but never taken to heart” (Blaeser 22). 

 

A. Edward Palmer 

 

 According to Charlene Spretnak, white masculine’s society is a malady that lacks 

the grounding in the natural world because the patriarchal goal is all about dominating 

nature and the female.  As a botanist, Edward follows the historical path of 

Columbus and Darwin in his pursuit of a new plant species.  Silko writes,  

Edward [travels] to places so remote and [collects] plants so rare, so subtle, few 
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white men ever [saw] them before.  […] His ambition [is] to discover a new 

plant species that would bear his name, and he spen[ds] twenty years of his life 

in this pursuit before their marriage. (78) 

He wishes to name the new species he finds after himself.  In this regard, he is 

repeating what Columbus had done hundreds of years ago: naming the New World.  

Ever since Columbus ‘discovered’ the New World, exploitation and destruction 

followed.  As a successor to Columbus, Edward is given “the impetus to travel and 

carries out the new imperial country’s directional and territorial ambitions” (Lin 28).   

 Edward’s ambition takes him into the distant lands time after time although only 

three of them are mentioned in the novel.  Beside the hope of finding a new species, 

commercial purpose is always of primary interests to both Edward and his sponsors.  

According to Deloria, religion and commerce have gone hand-in-hand to destroy 

non-Western parts of the world.  He states, “Without the initial Christian doctrines 

giving Europeans free reign over the rest of the world, much of the exploitation would 

not have occurred” (Deloria 261).  As Deloria notes earlier in the book, before 

Christian doctrines were used to justify their exploitation, Greek philosopher Aristotle 

supplied the only available support through his philosophy that “divided mankind into 

men and slaves” (Deloria 256-257).  White men believe themselves to be men while 

tribal people their slaves.  However, afterwards, numerous theories and reasons were 

used to justify conquest of the natives and their lands with Christian doctrines, 

claiming that God wants all nations to trade with one another.  Christianity has 

become a tool to justify colonizers’ exploitation in trade relationships.   



Wang 58

Edward’s expeditions, supported by the government, are in fact the continuation 

of commercial colonialism.  His first expedition is to the Pará River in Brazil, which 

is supported by Lowe & Company to collect rare orchids.  Finding rare orchids and 

locating the range of inhabitants, Edward helps the Lowe & Company to gain 

considerable profits in trading rare orchids to rich orchid lovers and collectors.  

During this expedition, requested by Lowe & Company, Edward is accompanied by 

Mr. Eliot, whose mission is said to “obtain disease-resistant specimens of rubber tree 

seedlings from their original source, the low land drainages of the Pará River […] by 

special request of Department of Agriculture in cooperation with officials at Kew 

Gardens” (GD 129).   

On the surface, Mr. Eliot’s mission is to assure cheap supplies of rubber and 

prevent Brazil from becoming the sole source of rubber.  Nonetheless, his real 

mission is to set fire on the Pará River site because “the investors wish to make 

certain they possess the only specimens of Laelia cinnabarina” (GD 142).  For 

selfish and greedy reasons, these ‘investors’ attempt to secure the rarity of their 

orchids at the cost of nature.  What is left after the big fire is an unbearable and 

barren scene.  Silko writes, “the blackened jungle [is] silent and motionless and 

Edward [feels] a chill of horror spread over him: the sunny river’s-edge habitat of the 

lovely Laelia and their kinsmen the Cattleya and Brassavola now [lie] in ashes” (GD 

141).  Due to white men’s selfishness, the vitality of the land and the lives of living 

creatures are endangered. 

Edward’s second expedition is to the Caribbean Sea to collect sampling for the 
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Smithsonian Institute and the Bureau of Plant Industry, which intend to join the World 

Industrial and Cotton Centennial Exposition in New Orleans in the following year.  

This exposition is mainly about showing off the commercial power of the U.S. 

The focus of the exhibit [is] to be the commerce, industry and natural 

history of the Gulf and the Caribbean Sea, with special attention to the 

commercial and other sponges, the ornamental corals, and the larger 

species of mollusks and crustaceans fit for human consumption.  (GD 92; 

emphasis added) 

Edward’s mission is to record the locations of every specimen collected: “[A] work 

party, using his notes and maps, would retrace his steps to collect the large quantities 

of specimens needed for the displays at the Centennial Exposition.  […] Congress 

ha[s] appropriated $75,000 for elaborate preparations” (GD 92).  Huang notes, 

“herbs are used for abused to the capitalist benefit” (2004: 20).  As a knowledgeable 

botanist, Edward sells his knowledge about plants to the government, helping the 

authorities enforce commercial imperialism upon the ‘Other.’  Instead of preserving 

the land and caring for the life forms on it, Edward chooses to smuggle the profitable 

and even valuable plants into the U.S. illegally, betraying the morality and conscience 

that a human being is supposed to possess. 

 Edward’s third expedition to Corsica is accompanied by Hattie and Indigo.  His 

real purpose is to use them as disguise and decoys so that he will not be noticed and 

arrested easily.  A single man is always more suspicious in the eyes of the customs 

officers than a man with a woman and child and Edward makes use of his wife and 
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Indigo as tools to achieve his goal.  The U.S. government has something to do with 

this mission, too.  The offer to bring back the newly obtained cuttings of citrus 

medic’ is arranged specially by the Bureau of Plant Industry because  

the demand for candied citron by confectioners and bakers [increase] each 

year, especially during the holiday season. Candied citron [is] quite 

fashionable now, strewn in everything from bride’s cake to oatmeal 

cookies. […] Currently, Corsica and her French and Italian owners [control] 

the world’s commercial supply of citron.  (GD 162) 

In desperate need for money, Edward continues to carry out the plan even though he is 

informed “[not] to proceed and return at once” (GD 278).  Not assisted by the 

government, his task fails and he is arrested by customs officers when trying to 

smuggle cuttings of citrons.  After being released, “[Edward expresses] no regrets 

[…]  He really [isn’t] himself.  Even his appearance seem[s] changed, though 

[Hattie] could not say exactly how.  […] His tone of voice had an uncharacteristic 

edge of bitterness as he blame[s] the Plant Industry Bureau and the Department of 

Agriculture” (GD 329). 

As Huang has pointed out, “Edward is too obsessed with the classificatory 

system of botany” (2004: 20) and so he overlooks the important people around him as 

well as beautiful plants and Old European artifacts.  On their way to Corsica, they 

stop in Aunt Bronwyn’s gardens in Bath and Professoressa Laura’s gardens in Lucca.  

Instead of feeling touched,  

[Edward is] not much interested in the crude stone and pottery figures of 
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the Old European cultures, which he [finds] quite ugly; however, he [is] 

interested in the old gardens of the villa.  He [is] curious to see if any of 

the oldest varieties of Persian roses might be found […] Of course he [is] 

always on the lookout for old pots of citrus trees on the chance he might 

see a specimen of the Citrus medica in Tuscany.  (GD 281) 

His focus has always been on plants and objects which yield abundant profits. 

“Edward [thinks] he could make a decent profit if he [sells the carnelian depicting 

the goddess Minerva seated with a serpent] in the United States” (GD 258).  Such a 

tendency is evident in his collection of meteor irons or other celestial curiosities.  

Once he sees them, he wants to possess all of them.  Once again, Edward exhibits 

the characteristic of trying to claim ownership over objects which are profitable and 

inferior to human beings in Christian doctrine.  When he notices a stall in Tampico 

that sells “chunks of lustrous black meteor iron” (GD 87) he immediately proposes 

to buy them all.  The desire to own and sell valuable objects is also manifested in 

Edward’s attempt to take photographs of almost everything worthwhile when he 

cannot have it as his possession.  

 Later in the novel, Dr. Gates and Edward work together on a meteor iron crater 

site in Arizona.  It is said that “inside the nearly pure cadmium [are] threads of pure 

silver and gold; but more astonishing yet, the specimens [are] shot through with black 

diamonds that penetrate with great velocity” (GD 374).  Edward then borrows 

money from Hattie to invest in the mining the meteorite.  Again, his interests in 

meteorites are based on profit-making.  However, the crater is in fact the remains of 
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an Indian burial.  The Indians had found out the meteorite crater earlier than Dr. 

Gates and Edward.  The latter spend money to buy the property of the crate and then 

begin digging and excavating the burials for the valuable minerals.  However, as 

Huang points out that “in addition to gold/silver mining, the mining of toxic 

chemicals creates even worse disaster to Native lands” (2004: 14).  Lands are 

seriously damaged by the mining operations on reservations and white exploiters take 

the land as “a subjugated biosphere with man in charge” (2004: 18).  

Even when Edward’s life is about to come to the end, he still dreams about the 

mine with its walls “embedded with black and white diamonds” (GD 426).  His 

mind is preoccupied with thoughts of digging the earth to yield profits.  He dreams 

that he would be able to repay Hattie’s loan, that he could stand next to Susan at the 

party in the Blue Garden to match her “rich sapphire blue silk brocade that cost 

hundreds” (GD 426) and that he possesses again all the property in the Riverside with 

the money he earns from the meteorite crate.  His thoughts then drift back to the time 

in Corsica with regrets: “[I] should have bribed the customs officers in Livorno before 

they embark to Corsica. [I] should have concealed the citron slips more ingeniously” 

(GD 426-427).  Edward’s life is driven by his desire for wealth and fame even to his 

death bed when he “pursues his scientific and mercenary ambitions at the cost of 

subordinating the ‘Other’” (Lin 31).   

What Susan and Edward represent are more than two minor characters in the 

novel.  Instead, their longing for financial and economic superiority is the 

microcosm of hegemonic and dominant white culture.  This profit-oriented 
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exploitation of the land’s products－plants and rocks－marks the general attitude of 

whites toward Mother Nature.  Money is the absolute value for the invaders.  

Looking in military and technological superiority, Native Americans are deprived of 

freedom and homeland which is tramped upon violently.  Their lands are 

unscrupulously spoiled and exploited.  In Gardens in the Dunes, Silko mentions the 

construction of the dam on the Colorado River.  When Sister Salt sees the 

construction site, she is shocked: “the earth [is] blasted open, the soil moist and red as 

flesh.  […] The river [has] been forced from her bed into deep diversion ditches, 

where her water [runs] angry red.  Big earth-moving machines [pulled] by teams of 

mules uprooted groves of ancient cottonwood trees” (211).  In order to construct a 

dam, the course of the river is diverted and it is the residents there who have to pay 

the price.  After the construction, Sister Salt concludes that “this place [is] almost as 

bad as the reservation at Parker” (GD 212).   

Following the traditions, Susan and Edward are two typical characters belonging 

to the category of Self in the Manichean Allegory.  Being confined, they are unable 

to cross the boundary to have the experiences of Other.  Regier notes, “Edward 

experiences the archeological dimensions of the traveling experience to be alienating, 

whereas Hattie and Indigo experience them as regenerating” (151).  Seeing the same 

things Hattie and Indigo have seen and traveling to same places where they have been, 

Edward does not share the same refreshing experience with them.  Instead, “his 

mining attempts in the service of global trade eventually are foiled by the profit 

schemes of his morphine-addicting doctor-partner” (GD 152).  As a man whose 
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mind is occupied with his own absolute value, science, it is difficult for Edward to 

find a way out of his perplexity.  When Hattie confides to Edward that she is thought 

to be “the heretic of Oyster Bay” (GD 77), he shows no sign of contempt or shock.  

For people like Edward and Susan, there is no Messiah that can save them from the 

dead end of complete devotion to profits and science.  Edward’s death is both tragic 

and pathetic, foreshadowing the doom of the dominant culture if it persists with 

terminal creeds.  

 

III. Crossing the Boundary: Hattie  

 

A. The Heretic of Oyster Bay 

 

Hattie is a well-educated woman of a privileged family from Long Island.  She 

pursues her study in the Divinity School at Harvard.  According to Silko, she 

originally conceptualized Hattie’s origins as a “cross between Margaret Fuller and 

Alice James (qtd. in Regier 146).  Like Margaret Fuller, she receives an all-male 

scholarly education and has come up with her own revolutionary ideas.  Like Alice 

James, she shares some symptoms of female hysteria, partly resulted from the failure 

of her proposed thesis topic and partly the assault of Mr. Hyslop.  Appearing as a 

polite and hospitable young gentleman, Mr. Hyslop is “the first of her classmates to 

introduce himself, [. . .] while other students continue to ignore her” (GD 98).   

However, Mr. Hyslop does not turn out to be the gentleman or Christian he 
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appears to be.  In the day following the committee’s decision, Mr. Hyslop attempts to 

attack Hattie when he offers to give her a ride home in his coach: “Mr. Hyslop 

suddenly embrace[s] Hattie.  He pin[s] her against the seat with his chest and 

shoulders, while one hand [seeks] to pull her around to face him and the other hand 

fumble[s], then grab[s] her right breast with the cloth of her dress” (GD 102).  This 

incident has left Hattie with the thought that “her confidence in her entire life and her 

very being [are] changed forever” (GD 103).  Her subsequent illness comes partly 

because of this assault. 

Though a Christian, she has great interest in the studies of heresy.  Her proposed 

thesis topic, “The Female Principle in the Early Church,” is rejected by the 

committees because on the one hand it is too outrageous and on the other it is 

heretical.  Silko writes, “It [is] a peripheral detail, too minor to merit much scholarly 

attention” (GD 101).  This failure has dampened her enthusiasm in the heretic 

studies and she suffers a lot from it mentally.  Besides, her asexual marriage with 

Edward is not completely satisfactory due to the fact that she is not yet recovered 

from the terrible memories of Mr. Hyslop.  Having the mixed identities of Margaret 

Fuller and Alice James, Hattie appears as a wounded white woman who bears the 

scars of fighting and resisting the patriarchal dogmas and practices of the society.  

Hattie’s father, Mr. Abbott, contributes significantly to the formation of Hattie’s 

character and epiphany.  In the nineteenth century, women’s role in the society is of a 

man’s mother or wife, supporting and serving her children or husband.  Spending 

time on books is considered as waste of time and reading too many books is thought 
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of as ruinous.   

With a book in her lap Hattie [becomes] a different person, thousands of 

miles away, in the middle of the action.  Her mother [worries] that books 

at such an early age would ruin a girl, but Mr. Abbott [doesn’t] agree.  He 

[admires] the theories of John Stuart Mill on the education of women and 

he [is] proud of his precocious child.  (GD 74) 

Mr. Abbott even encourages Hattie to “look beyond narrow interests of current 

feminists－prohibition of alcohol and the vote for women－and look to the greater 

philosophical questions about fee will and God” (GD 93).  As Deloria has proposed 

that “it seem[s] that we have a duty to search for another interpretation of 

humankind’s life story instead of the traditional Christian view of the world and what 

it means” (Deloria 263).  The special insight of Mr. Abbott makes Hattie different 

from other young women of her age.  However, to assure that Hattie grows up 

‘normally,’ Mrs. Abbott, who believes in the traditional role of women, insists on 

Hattie’s attending the Saturday afternoon catechism classes, yet ironically the 

lecturers inspire Hattie’s interest in the “the history of church heresy” (GD 95).  

When she attends the Harvard Divinity School, she takes a course on heresy.  She 

finds the Gnostic heretics the most interesting.  According to the Gnostic beliefs, 

“the world was not made by God but by a power remotely distant from him.  He 

looks forward to a millennium when a Messiah would rule for a thousand years of 

peace.  […] They believe in a supreme God of pure benevolence, not found in the 

Old Testament” (GD 97-99).  Because of her special education and background 
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provided by Mr. Abbott, Hattie has a chance to familiarize herself with the Old 

European heresies and acquaint herself with the alternative explanations of the 

existence of God and the world.  Hattie is able to open wide her mind to new and 

different people, beliefs, and possibilities and this attitude leads to her encounter and 

friendship with Indigo, who changes her significantly and plays an important role in 

Hattie’s healing. 

 

B. Involving with Tribal Culture: Indigo and the Ghost Dance 

 

It is important to note that “[Hattie loves] Indigo with all of her heart; without 

the girl she [doesn’t] know what she would do” (GD 409).  Unlike Edward’s 

anthropological examination of Indigo, Hattie treats Indigo purely as a little girl who 

needs help when they first meet.   

The child [is] too young to abandon!  It [is] outrageous!  It [is] criminal.  

Anything might happen to a child, especially a girl!  Hattie [feels] 

ashamed, she [feels] fierce.  The Indian child [means] nothing but trouble 

to the school authorities; they [don’t] care if she [is] lost or died－that 

meant one less Indian they had to feed.  (GD 107) 

Able to bemoan the state of the universe and pity the fate of others, Hattie’s encounter 

with Indigo opens the threshold for her to a different world.  Without Indigo, Hattie 

would still be struggling and suffering in the world of the “Self,” feeling incompatible 

with capitalist and patriarchal values.  Restricted on one side of the binary, she will 
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never be recovered from the loss of the failure of her thesis proposal and whenever 

she witnesses the injustice of the society; anger and resentment would fill her again. 

The awakening of her female sexuality helps her not only face her perplexity but 

also be unconcerned about it.  Indigo is the reason why Hattie wants to travel to the 

East with Edward and “[she stirs] Hattie’s maternal instincts and [causes] her to 

change her mind; now that she [wants] to conceive a child” (GD 292).  Before that, 

Hattie had never thought of giving birth.  The awakening of Hattie’s female sexual 

instinct is triggered and begins to take effect when Hattie finally realizes that 

“marriage [with Edward is] over” (GD 329).  However, the end of marriage does not 

mean the end of her womanhood or her female sexuality.  Instead, both Indigo and 

the trip to Europe have changed Hattie overall.  As Regier notes, “She finds the 

history of her own sexuality at last” (151), which is inscribed in a carved stone, 

engraved with what appear[s] to be an eye on its end of the outline of a curled 

snake.  She [is] about to reach out to touch its edge when suddenly she recognize[s] 

it [is] a human vulva,” something that looks like an incised egg and Laura tells her 

that it is from “the fourth millennium in Macedonia.  (GD 292) 

Her contact with the “collective past of female sexuality” (Regier 151) evokes the 

personal transformation.  Her feminine autonomy has emerged and she no longer 

considers the institution of marriage and education important parts of life. 

Furthermore, when Hattie sees the light in the second Ghost Dance at the end of 

the novel, “she recognize[s] it at once and [feels] a thrill sweep over her.  How 

soothing the light [is], how joyously serene she felt” (GD 469).  The light she 
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witnesses brings her comfort and consolation and as a result gradually heals her 

wounds from an early assault. The same light she has encountered earlier in Aunt 

Bronwyn’s stone garden and such a light brings about the epiphany and solves her 

puzzlement.  Silko writes, “She [Hattie] told them how she w[akes] feeling so much 

better and then notice[s] the beautiful glow outside the lean-to, so much like the 

strange light she saw before” (GD 469).  The light, the dance, and the prayers all 

heal her, as Silko continues, “the dancers’ prayers save her life－each night of the 

dance she recover[s] a bit more as the Messiah came nearer” (GD 471).  The light 

she sees in the Ghost Dance saves Hattie’s soul and body and gives her the will and 

strength to go on her life. 

Silko demonstrates that the Ghost Dance can not only save lives of the Indians, 

but also that of the white girl, Hattie.  The holy light, morning star, will bless not 

only the Indians but also Hattie.  To see this from a different angle, Hattie’s trauma is 

healed by an Indian ceremony.  Despite the difference in beliefs (Hattie has always 

wanted to correct Indigo’s understanding about Christianity), conduct, and races, the 

Ghost Dance benefits them all. 

 

C. Connecting Europe and Native Americans 

 

 In Hattie’s letter to Mr. Abbott, she says “Aunt Bronwyn with her old gardens 

and old stones change her outlook entirely. […] The rain garden serpent goddesses [in 

professoressa Laura’s gardens are] quite wonderful. They [win her] over entirely” 



Wang 70

(GD 423-424).  Indeed, Hattie’s visits to the real European gardens of Aunt Bronwyn 

and professoressa Laura exhibits the “cultural connectedness” (Regier 148) when the 

old European artifacts keep challenging the “binary cultural classification of 

snake-worshipping cultures as ‘savage’ cultures, in contradistinction to those 

considered ‘civilized’” (GD 149).  The image of snake is brought up over and over 

again in the novel, partly coming with the Sand Lizard girls in the old gardens in the 

dunes and partly appearing as the subjects of Old European artifacts. 

 In the Bible, the serpent is depicted as evil animals which Satan uses to seduce 

Eve to eat the forbidden fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil in the 

Garden of Eden.  From Eve’s first bite, mankind is doomed to scratch a living from 

the soil, to make clothes and grow food.  Nothing will come easily－not even 

childbirth.  Most of all, human beings will no longer be immortal and the snake is to 

be blamed.  However, in many pre-patriarchal cultures, the snake is often associated 

as a “fertility deity” (Witcombe para. 1).  Christopher Witcombe is a professor of Art 

History with a Ph. D from the Bryn Mawr College, Pennsylvania.  By examining a 

figurine of Minoan Snake Goddess from Knossos, Crete, Witcombe discusses the 

meaning of the Snake Goddess.  According to Christopher Witcombe, “it is a general 

patriarchal bias to perceive the world and all that is in it from a male point of view. 

This view tends to eliminate any thought of the possibility that a demonstrably female 

figurine such as the "Snake Goddess" might have been made specifically for and have 

had particular meaning for women” (Witcombe para. 2).  As a matter of fact, snake 

becomes a life-giving force associated with lands and female.  Silko has juxtaposed 
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this concept repetitively in different cultures in Gardens in the Dunes “as the reminder 

that what’s good in earth and the animals (qtd. in Lin 75) as she suggested in an 

interview with Ray Gonzalez. 

 When Laura tries to explain to Hattie the meaning of symbols found on Old 

European artifacts, she says:  

The wavy lines symbolize rain; Vs and zigzags and chervrons symbolize 

river meanders as well as snakes and flocks of waterbirds; goddess of the 

rivers transformed themselves to snakes and then waterbirds.  The 

concentric circles were the all-seeing eyes of the Great Goddess; and the 

big triangles represented the public triangle, another emblem of the Great 

Goddess.  (emphasis mine, GD 291) 

As respected and valued in many cultures, the snake begins to take on different 

meaning in Hattie’s mind when she gradually realizes that divinity can also be found 

in animals and nature. 

Besides snakes, some natural elements that coexist in the Native and Old 

European practices are mentioned in the novel, such as the power of rain, and 

meaning of the hybridity of snake and other life forms.  Hattie notes, “the small 

terra-cotta [is] a snake-headed figure with human arms and breasts that [holds] a baby 

snake, but her legs [are] two snakes” (GD 296).  This image of a ‘Fertility Goddess’ 

excites Indigo because it reminds her how “Grandmother used to talk to the big snake 

that live[s] at the spring above the old gardens; […] thank[ing] the snakes for their 

protection” (GD 297-299).  Indigo’s remark shows that it is at this point that their 
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travel experience to Britain and Italy is linked to the gardens of the American 

Southwest.  To Native Americans, the snake is also believed to be a symbol of life.  

According to Huang, “considering Maya, Aztec, and Pueblo (Navajo) myths, Silko 

identifies the archetypal snake as the source of water and life, which tends to bring 

about certain cultural homogeneity to the American indigenous traditions” (2004: 18).  

In Laguna Pueblo religion, a giant snake is “the messenger for the Mother Creator” 

(Lin 74).  Although Hattie and Edward both witness an alternative system of beliefs 

different from that of Christianity and close to Indigo’s, only Hattie feels the 

regenerative power from the gardens or the objects in them while Edward remains 

indifferent.  

 Regier notes, “for Hattie, a reclamation of female sexuality and power becomes 

possible.  By her exposure to the artifacts, Hattie confronts more directly her own 

sexuality and its constant repression as taught by her earlier scholarly” (Regier 151).  

When she sees “the luminosity of the light” (GD 248) in Aunt Bronwyn’s stone 

gardens, she feels that it is as if “starlight and moonlight converge over her as a warm 

current of air enveloped her” (GD 248) and then she cries with joy.  Hattie’s 

encounter with light happens several times and each experience either gives her great 

joy or releases her from pain and suffering.  When attending the Ghost Dance 

gathering, “the light she [sees is] the morning star, who [comes] to bless her” (GD 

469).  According to Sister Salt, this light is the Messiah, who travels around the 

world.  Similar versions of the light also appear in the heretic belief of Illuminism:  

“May you be illumined by the Light’ [is] the greeting of its followers” (GD 97) who 



Wang 73

believe that God will give special enlightenment directly to those who are in need.  

This ‘heretic’ explanation may also be applied to Hattie’s experience but whatever the 

light is, it is definite that it helps heal Hattie’s traumas.  The power of the light has 

taken effect in Hattie and becomes the Messiah for her. 

 Hattie’s emotional and physical state of transformation along the journey not 

only shows female subjectivity can both be fluid and moving but also expose the 

problematic repression and restriction of sexuality and gender roles in patriarchal 

cultures.  Not confined and repressed by her culture, her flowing and mobile 

consciousness takes her out of the boundaries into the world of hybridity and 

syncretism.  Regier argues that when she burns down the barn, “metonymically [she] 

burn[s] down a culture parallels the attempt to burn the patriarchal barn in William 

Faulkner’s ‘Barn Burning’ (1938), as well as the burning of colonial structures in Jean 

Rhy’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966)” (Regier 153).  Reacting to the world decayed by 

rapid industrialization and colonization, Hattie not only resists it in ways the Ghost 

Dancers do, but also finds an alternative Messiah of her own, one that is different 

from the Christian God in the Bible.   Although her Messiah is closer to the ‘heretic’ 

divine power, Hattie’s bewildered mind and wounded body are soothed and pacified 

by it.  In the attempt to subvert the binaristic categorization, Hattie demonstrates the 

transgressive capacity of border crossing.  As a result, Silko suggests that by 

exposing oneself to the land and its natural elements, and by incorporating different 

beliefs and values, one can strike a particular route to attain salvation.  
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