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Chapter Three 

Native Spirituality 

 

I. Introduction  

 

Characters like Indigo, Sister Salt, and Grandmother Fleet represent Native 

Americans who are aware of the relationship between “lands, spiritual energies, and 

people” (Deloria 148).  They are conscious of the land along with all the residents on 

it and they also believe that human beings share a kinship with animals, birds, and 

reptiles, which are usually regarded as lower species in the Eurocentric view.  Indigo 

claims, “rather they [animals, birds and reptiles] are ‘people’ in the same manner as 

the various tribes of human beings are people” (GD 89).  Many tribal religions even 

go further when they extend humanity to “plants, rocks and natural features” (GD 90) 

that are inanimate in the eyes of the whites.  Walking Buffalo, a Stoney Indian from 

Canada says  

Did you know that trees talk?  Well, they do.  They talk to each other, 

and they’ll talk to you if you listen.  Trouble is, white people don’t listen.  

They never learn to listen to the Indians, so I don’t suppose they’ll listen to 

other voices in nature.  But I have learned a lot from trees; sometimes 

about the weather, sometimes about animals, sometimes about the Great 

Spirit.  (qtd. in Deloria 90) 

Indeed, Native Americans have developed their own system of beliefs and values 
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toward Mother Earth and the Great Spirit and these beliefs and values are different 

from the Westerners.  Therefore, in the eyes of Eurocentric Christians, the practices 

in native religions or beliefs in spirituality are recoded by the white observers as 

“childlike and superstitious” (Irwin 105)  To contrast and fight such stereotypical 

images toward Native religions, Silko chooses to write about the worldviews and 

beliefs of the last survivors of Sand Lizards, depicting their capability of recognizing 

the effort of every spiritual existence in maintaining “the mutually dependent and 

regenerative power of the ecosystem” (Lin 7). 

On the other hand, Edward and other exploiters of Mother Nature leave “the scar 

of colonial encroachment engraved on the land and on Native Americans” under the 

cover of “the glorified history of progress” (GD 82).  However, with the destructive 

power of disease and military brought by the whites, tribal religions face the fate of 

total annihilation.  As Jace Weaver indicates, “[w]hen Natives are removed from 

their traditional lands, they are robbed of more than territory; they are deprived of 

numinous landscapes that are central to their faith and their identity, lands populated 

by their relations, ancestors, animals and beings both physical and mythological.  A 

kind of psychic homicide is committed” (qtd. in Lin 82).  In order to survive, tribal 

peoples are destroyed or some of them choose to completely accept the dominant 

culture, including their education and religious .systems.  This leads to the extinction 

of some beliefs, rituals and ceremonies.  However, conversion to Christianity does 

not save their spirits.  The orthodox Christianity cannot bring vitality to Mother 

Earth and Native Americans in the same way that it cannot save Edward and Hattie.  
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Vernon points out that as time progresses, Native Americans’ assimilation changes 

from total incorporation, through partial incorporation until finally they are able to 

“redefine Christianity for Native Americans.  […]  They have discovered a unique 

way to relate to God as Creator” (Vernon 86).  Silko depicts the Sand Lizard girls, 

Sister Salt and Indigo as two with an indefinite future, who inhabit in the world of 

hybridized beliefs and values.  Silko also focuses on how their “religious 

experiences” 1(Deloria 285) have helped them “grasp the essential meaning of their 

existence” (GD 284) and determine for themselves what they mean to them.  As 

Paula Gunn Allen has pointed that “all matters concerning the non-material realms of 

being must be experienced within the subjective mind of each individual, but at the 

same time, they are not merely personal and not exactly private since they derive from 

internalization of oral tradition” (qtd. in Blaeser 18).  Therefore, it is of critical 

importance to undertake personal vision quests or visions within the cultural tradition 

and community.  The religious experience is both personal and relational and this 

denotes that Sand Lizard girls’ experiences in Gardens in the Dunes are also unique as 

well as universal.  Following the traditions passed on by Grandmother Fleet while 

involving themselves in the New World outside the gardens in the dunes, they are 

finally able to put together a mosaic picture of cross-cultural religions in response to 

the rapid change brought by invaders (Rollings 130).   

                                                 
1 According to Deloria, religious experiences which are closely connected to the spirits of places, the 
center of many tribal religions, are very important.  To Westerners, creeds, theologies, and 
speculations － “products of the intellect and not necessarily based on experiences” (285) are placed 
more emphasis on than religious experiences. This is one of the reasons why a Westerner with Christian 
beliefs have difficulty in having the “force of undetermined intensity and unsuspected origin”  
(284) break in them.  
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II. Representing the Other: Grandmother Fleet 

 

As the first generation of the three to encounter the white men, Grandmother 

Fleet loses her young husband to a bullet by a gang of gold prospectors and is kept 

captive for one day.  Her interaction with the outsiders is not as deepgoing and 

thorough as Mama or the two girls, and this is also why the effect is not as strong.  

Grandmother adheres to the Sand Lizards’ beliefs and life style throughout her life, 

behaves as a model for the girls, and becoming the knowledge instructor to ensure 

cultural continuation.  Grandmother Fleet follows the teachings of Sand Lizard 

ancestors and passes these on to the two Sand Lizard girls.  According to Lin, 

Grandmother Fleet plays the role of Mother, a synonym of the medicine woman who 

incarnates the universal feminine principle of creation” (Lin 57).  Behaving as a 

daughter, mother, teacher, homemaker and wise woman, Grandmother Fleet becomes 

the “embodiment of Grandmother Spider” (Lin 57), the medicine woman, who is the 

center of tribal beliefs and practices.  Judging her with JanMohamed’s theory of 

Manichean Allegory, Grandmother Fleet belongs to the ‘pagan’ or ‘uncivilized’ Other 

as the Euro-American Christians “’demonize’ all native religions and their practioners.  

Native religious images [are] all regarded as ‘idols’ and native religious leaders as 

‘servants of the devil,’ ‘necromancers,’ or ‘conjurers’－terms that persist into the 

early twentieth century” (Irwin 105). However, in contrast to the imaginations of the 

Self, Grandmother Fleet exhibits extraordinary wisdom and strength, escaping time 
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after time from the white men, protecting the girls and carrying on her life in the 

gardens.   

Silko’s skillful description of the interaction between Grandmother Fleet and the 

Sand Lizard girls denotes a harmonious and balanced relationship with nature.  The 

Sand Lizards’ extensive knowledge of seasons, weather, healing, sowing, tending 

plants, surviving in the middle of the deserts without doing damage to nature is kept 

intact by Grandmother Fleet.  For Native Americans, it is natural to communicate 

with any form of creation in nature.  Rollings claims that Native American religions 

recognize mankind as but “one of many spiritual creatures inhabiting the universe” 

(Rollings 122) and rituals and ceremonies are held only to maintain the balance of the 

universe when based on the reciprocal principals.  Juan also argues that Native 

American spirituality lies in the principles of reciprocity.  All of these critics believe 

that men and nature are intimately connected and share the same destiny.  By 

retrieving the force of spirituality, human beings are able to find harmony from the 

land.  Michael Doak, who introduces the beliefs of Native Americans, some Native 

American groups and the interaction of Native American spirituality and Christianity 

in an website, also remarks that “[tribal] [r]eligion tends to be closely related to the 

natural world.  The local terrain is elevated with supernatural meaning, and natural 

objects are imbued with sacred presences.  Ceremonial rituals involving these 

supernatural natural objects are meant to ensure communal and individual 

prosperity”(para. 7).  This is exactly what Grandmother Fleet strives to do and teach 

the girls. 
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Grandmother Fleet teaches the two sisters “the differences in the moisture of the 

sand between the dunes” and “each of the dunes and the little valleys between them 

[have] different flows of runoff (GD 47).  She teaches them “where to plant the 

beans, corn, and squash seed and how deep.  Plant in late July or early August after 

the rain [comes]” (GD 45).  She also tells them that “[t]he squashes and melons [are] 

water lovers, so they [have] to be planted in the bowl-shaped area below the big dune 

where the runoff soak[s] deep into the sand.  Wild gourds, sunflowers, and datura 

[seed] themselves were they [find] moisture” (GD 47).  Grandmother Fleet’s 

profound knowledge in geography and botany exemplifies the knowledge of the 

whole tribe since such understanding of the natural world is supposed to be passed on 

from generation to generation. 

However, despite the fact that Native Americans know very well how to cultivate 

the land and use its resources, they would never do so without limit.  Unlike the 

selfish and arrogant white colonists discussed in the previous chapter, reciprocity 

toward nature is always in the heart of the tribal people.  When Grandmother Fleet is 

teaching the girls about the old gardens, she says 

The old-time people [find] the gardens already growing, planted by the 

Sand Lizard, a relative of Grandfather Snake, who invite[s] his niece to 

settle there and cultivate her seeds.  Sand Lizard warn[s] her children to 

share: Don’t be greedy.  The first ripe fruit of each harvest belongs to the 

spirits of our beloved ancestors, who come to us as rain; the second ripe 

fruit should go to the birds and wild animals, in gratitude for their restraint 
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in sparing the seeds and sprouts early in the season.  Give the third ripe 

fruit to the bees, ants, mantises, and others who cared for the plants.  (15; 

emphasis added) 

When instructing the girls how to get fresh meat, Grandmother says “to be careful to 

leave the coyotes plenty of bones; otherwise next time they might not call out an 

invitation to share their feast” (GD 46).  According to Lin, everything she teaches 

the girls and everything she tries to do “contribute to reclaim the balance of the 

complex and intricate relationship between the animate and the less animate and to 

revitalize the old gardens to become a sanctuary” (Lin 61).  The concept of 

respecting and loving the land and its other living habitants beside human beings 

derive from their beliefs in the spirits of the land and all other things on it.  Deloria 

says  

[t]he task of the tribal religion, if such a religion can be said to have a task, 

is to determine the proper relationship that the people of the tribe must 

have with other living things and to develop the self-discipline within the 

tribal community so that man acts harmoniously with other creatures. The 

world is dominated by the presence of power, the manifestation of life 

energies, the whole life-flow of a creation.  (Deloria 88)   

It is obvious that Grandmother Fleet’s beliefs fit into the explanation offered by 

Deloria about Native American religions and she has always endeavored to pass them 

on to the girls. 

Having learned ways of the Sand Lizards, Indigo and Sister Salt do not stay long 
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in the gardens after the death of Grandmother Fleet.  They keep “wondering where 

Mama and the Messiah and his family [are] now” (GD 53).  In order to find Mama, 

they leave the old gardens in the dunes, tracing the footsteps of the Messiah and 

dancers.  It takes them several years to return home from the trip, and both of them 

have undergone tremendous changes which lead to their final spiritual wholeness.  

Crossing the boundaries, they find their own Messiah.  

 

III. Encountering the Alternative Messiah: Sister Salt and Indigo 

 

Perhaps the most overlooked dimension of Native American spirituality is 

the fact that many Native Americans did become Christians.  Further, 

there is considerable evidence to indicate that Christianity preached by 

Native Americans for Native Americans is a vibrant development today in 

indigenous communities.  (Doak para. 21) 

 As a matter of fact, more and more Native Americans have converted to 

Christianity in varying degrees, believing in the divinity of God and Jesus Christ.  

However, Deloria points out that “for a divinity, if indeed one exists, cannot even be 

bound in doctrines and beliefs in any ultimate sense” (266).  In other words, he 

proposes that the image and existence of God should be more fluid and unfixed to be 

something more than fixed written commandments and dogmas.  God, or the Great 

Spirit, should be able to transform into various forms to help people when needed.  

For Hattie, it is the light she sees in Aunt Bronwyn’s stone gardens, on the ship, and 
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finally at the Ghost Dance gathering.  For Black Elk, it is the six Grandfathers he 

sees in his vision.  For Indigo and Sister Salt, Christianity provides them with a 

different insight to look at the world and at themselves. 

In fact, “many contemporary Native Christians are reclaiming their conversations 

and making them their own.  With this action comes a Native view of Christ and his 

teachings, and a break from the bondage of the gospel as interpreted by Eurocentric 

values and ideas” (Vernon 85).  The meaning and significance of Christianity to 

them is different from the ways in which Euro-Americans conduct it.  When Deloria 

emphasizes the importance of understanding “the nature of religion as it occurs in 

specific places” (Deloria 287) by mentioning that “each land projects a particular 

religious spirit, which largely determines what types of religious beliefs will arise on 

it, such as Judaism, Islam, and Christianity” (288).  Therefore, the particular 

religious spirit in New World needs to be discovered and recognized by its inhabitants 

whose mind is “inclusive, not exclusive [to allow] human differences” (Vernon 86).  

In Silko’s work, Sister Salt and Indigo, who are arranged to have an adventure into the 

“civilized world,” are two Native Americans capable of self determination.  They are 

“empower[ed] [to] determine what it means to be Native and Christian” (Deloria 87).  

To them, God is red. 

 

A. Re-establishing the Balance: Sister Salt 

 

When Indigo and Sister Salt are about to leave the gardens, Sister Salt has her 
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first menstrual blood.  After that, she begins to crave the company of other people, 

especially men: “[Sister Salt is] so lonely for another human face besides Indigo’s; 

she beg[ins] to wish someone, anyone－except white men or Indian police－would 

come” (GD 57).  Her womanhood begins to awaken from this moment and when she 

“[takes] the men into the tamarisks and willows on the smooth clean river sand” (GD 

206) on the construction site, she feels great joy.  Although considered ‘sinful’ by the 

preachers who believe in chastity of women, Sister Salt feels happy and relaxed.  

She even links this experience with other tribal experiences.  In the story, when 

River Girls have sex with Whirlwind man and Buffalo man, poor and starving people 

get food.  Her random sexual intercourse with men is considered ‘prostitution’ by 

white men, but Sister Salt imagines her sexual relationship with those men in a 

different way: 

Preachers condemned the sale of sex, but Sister always [feels] happy after 

her walks with the men; […]. Naked on the river sand she always [feels] as 

free and joyous as that River Girl character in the old stories the twins 

heard at Laguna.  The River Girl walks with Whirlwind man and the poor 

receive venison and deer hides; when she goes off with Buffalo man 

during a famine, the buffalo agree to give the starving humans their meat. 

(GD 400) 

In these myths, sexual power draws the River girls to Whirlwind man and Buffalo 

man, who are “the human, the link, the animal and human world” (qtd. in Lin 78) and 

such power has miraculously curative effect.  Silko links the legendary stories of the 
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river girls to the fictitious Sand Lizard tribe, claiming that “[t]he old-time Sand Lizard 

people believe sex with strangers [is] advantageous because it create[s] a happy 

atmosphere to benefit commerce and exchange with strangers.  Any babies born 

from these unions [are] named ‘friend,’ ‘peace,’ and ‘unity’” (GD 219; emphasis 

added). 

 For Silko, sexual transgression implies the power of linking different worlds 

together, “the linkage between the human and nonhuman world” (Lin 78).  What 

Sister Salt does is simply believing in the benefits by having sex with different men.  

Although later on Sister Salt meets Candy and begins a steady relationship with him, 

she still has sexual intercourse with other men to make money.  Candy doesn’t’ 

interfere as long as “Sister Salt and the twins work hard at the laundry and brewery” 

(GD 217).  However, giving birth makes Sister Salt realize what she really wants is 

to go back to the old gardens.  She perceives, “the baby want[s] her to leave at once 

for the old gardens” (GD 353) because “something was going to happen and […] his 

father [doesn’t] believe he would live” (GD 357).  Candy’s attitude toward little 

black grandfather is cold and detached because he refuses to believe that the baby 

would survive, seeing that the baby is too small.  “[Sister Salt] realize[s] that birth of 

the little grandfather [brings] Candy worry, not happiness; Candy seem[s] far happier 

to see a dog circus than his own son” (GD 265).  What is on Candy’s mind is money 

and such desire makes“[him go] off crazy after that Mexican woman and the money” 

(GD 398) and his obsession makes Sister Salt want to leave him altogether.  
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That night the little grandfather2 snuggle[s] against her breasts and talk[s] 

to her as she [sleeps]. When she [wakes] herself answering him, she [finds] 

his black shining eyes gazing at her; the approach of dawn [is] milky gray 

across the east horizon.  He want[s] to return to the old gardens.  Money 

[isn’t] necessary there.  […] His little auntie, indigo, would return there－

she wouldn’t forget the way home. (398) 

 In her son’s gleaming black eyes, Sister Salt feels that they resemble those of an 

old man who wishes to return to the Sand lizard country, away from “the river 

dampness that cause[s] fevers” (GD 399).  Leaving the gardens and giving birth to a 

baby of mixed origins, Sister Salt returns with a metaphorically alternative Messiah, 

one that resembles the Messiah in the Ghost Dance as well as Jesus in the Christian 

heritage.  Little Grandfather, who is an “alternative Messiah” for Sister Salt, brings 

peace and love to Sister Salt and the old gardens.  Messiah, or Christ, comes to love 

her and care for her through the body of the baby.  Following Wovoka’s instruction, 

Sister Salt believes that “the corpse on the cross wasn’t Jesus but some poor white 

man!  She herself ha[s] seen Jesus the winter before last, and he look[s] like he 

might be a Paiute, like Wovoka, with handsome dark skin and black hair and eyes” 

(GD 220).  Borrowing the ideas from Christianity, incorporating them with the 

Native spirituality and linking them to the land and tribes make it possible for Sister 

                                                 
2 Although Sister Salt’s son is still a new-born baby, he’s called Little Grandfather, symbolizing that he 
is the reincarnation of the ancestors who “[has] come back to be with her and love her” (GD 435).  Or 
as Deloria has mentioned that the role of the Grandfather could be linked to the Great Spirit in the 
community, echoing the six grandfathers that Black Elk sees in his vision.  It could be both, but it is 
positive that what Sister Salt has returned to the old gardens with is the long lost paternal continuation.  
The ‘herland’ in the beginning of the novel will return to balance and harmony now that Little 
Grandfather has joined them. 
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Salt to believe that Christ will still be there to help her.  As it turns out, Little 

Grandfather is either the prophet figure or the Messianic figure for Sister Salt.  Just 

as many Native Americans do with Christianity, they “maintain that they can remove 

Jesus and Christianity from the colonizers’ hands altogether, accepting Christ’s 

teachings and making Christianity theirs by placing Christ within a spatial context 

without reference to a historical one” (Rollings 133).  Sister Salt finds her own 

alternative Messiah that fulfills her expectation for a new face in the gardens and 

brings a harmonious balance to the no-man-Utopia since the Messiah is all about 

bringing back people’s beloved family and ancestors and regenerating the earth. 

 

B. A Native Pilgrim: Indigo 

 

1. The Ghost Dance Gathering 

In the beginning of the novel, Indigo and Sister Salt follow Mama and 

Grandmother Fleet to join the Ghost Dance.  This is a large-scale gathering.  Many 

people take part in the dance, and most of them are “Walapai and Havasupai, and of 

course Paiute; but a few traveled great distances from the north and from the east, 

because they heard the Messiah was coming … small groups of Mormons came…” 

(29).  This gathering includes a variety of tribal peoples, visitors from far away and 

even some white Mormons, who also believe in the prophecy of the Messiah’s return.  

All people of various origins have danced together for four days and nights, and some 

of them are visited by their beloved ancestors during these four nights, even the 
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Mormons.  According to Indigo,  

a Mormon [is] visited by his ancestors.  The young man suddenly [falls] 

to his knees with his face in his hands, babbling and weeping before 

slowly [sinking] to the earth and [lying] quietly on his side, no different 

from any of the other dancers who visit with the spirits.  (GD 30) 

Some of the people have the chance of entering a state of trance, in which they 

can hardly control their bodies.  Their spirits reunite with their beloved relatives and 

friends dying from hunger and sorrow brought about by the invaders.  For Indigo, 

although she is “too young to see such things” (GD 29), she senses another aspect of 

the Ghost Dance on the final night－the Earth is about to be reborn: 

Indigo closed her eyes: the sound of the hundreds of voices was not human 

but mountain, as if out of the depths of the mountains a great humming 

rose.  The Earth announced her labor; the ground must shudder and heave 

before she could be reborn.  Indigo felt the Earth’s breathing through the 

soles of her feet; the sound gently carried her along, so she did not tire 

dancing.  (30) 

It seems that Indigo can feel the regeneration of the earth as foreseen by the prophet.  

She and Sister Salt feel soothed and relaxed by encountering the snowflakes, or the 

dead ancestors, and witnessing the approaching revival of the earth as prophesied by 

Wovoka.  To all the participants of the Ghost Dance gathering, the ecstasy and trance 

provide them with the hope and opportunity to find spiritual comfort from the songs, 

dances, rituals and ceremonies.  As a result, the traumas will be healed. 
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Besides, they also see Wovoka the Paiute Prophet and Jesus the Messiah, who 

come to see and speak to the dancers in the language of love that all people 

understand.  Everyone is of the same lineage and descendents of Mother Earth.  In 

the beginning, Silko gives an indirect account of Wovoka and his visionary prophecy 

about Jesus: “…if the Paiutes and all the other Indians danced this dance, then the 

used-up land would be made whole again and the elk and the herds of buffalo killed 

off would return.  The dance was a peaceful dance, and the Paiutes wished no harm 

to white people” (23; emphasis added).  Although the Indians are confined to the 

reservations and suffer greatly from hunger and poverty at that time, all they have to 

do is dance trying to bring life back to the land as taught by Wovoka the prophet.  

However, the peaceful religious act becomes an utter horror. 

The first Ghost Dance concludes in haste right after the final ritual is complete 

when soldiers and Indian policemen appear at the gathering and force an end to the 

dancing.  Indigo sees “white men on horses and white men on foot seizing the 

Mormons, who put up no struggle; she saw dancers running in all directions with 

Indian policemen chasing them” (GD 32).  Escaping, Sister Salt and Indigo are 

dispersed in panic from Mama and Grandmother Fleet.  Although they follow the 

river safely back to the old gardens in the dunes, Mama never makes her safe return.  

Many other Indians must have died together with Mama on the spot or after being 

captured by the authorities, which results in the collapse and separation of many 

families. 

The second or the last Ghost Dance in Gardens in the Dunes takes place at the 
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end of the novel and this time the gathering is not sizable.  Indigo visits her Mama in 

a vision: “Mama was rocking her—she was snug and warm.  What a happy beautiful 

song!  Mama kisse[s] her and [holds] her so close.  […] She felt so much love she 

[weeps]; she [knows] then where Mama [is] and always would be.  Dance, little 

clouds, dance! Play in the wind!” (GD 468).  During the dance, Indigo has the 

chance to visit Mama and realizes the love Mama has for her. Indigo is given the 

power to live in the old gardens again even after she has a taste of the European and 

upper-class life.   

 

2. Pilgrimage into the East  

 

Although she does not see Messiah at the second Ghost Dance gathering, Indigo 

recognizes and feels the existence and love of Mama, who is gone along with Messiah 

during the first Ghost Dance gathering.  As a matter of fact, Indigo leaves the old 

gardens, looking for Mama.  However, as she begins her trip with Hattie and Edward 

to Europe, she is constantly seeking the tracks and evidence of arrival of Messiah and 

his family.  When taking the steamship Pavonia for Bristol, Indigo realizes that  

[n]ow she really [is] far from home.  […] She [is] crossing the same 

ocean that the Messiah cross[ed] long ago on his way to Jerusalem.  After 

they trie[d] to kill him, he return[ed] over the dark moving water; Indigo 

[has] seen him herself that night as he bless[ed] all the dancers. She [takes] 

heart because the Messiah and his followers visit the east and return; so 
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she would, too.  (GD 197). 

This thought of Messiah’s safe return from Jerusalem comforts Indigo’s unease of 

traveling so far because she believes she would also return home to the old gardens.  

In Indigo’s understanding, the Messiah and his family travel on earth most of the time 

“because so many greedy and cruel people [do] damage only the Messiah could 

repair” (GD 455).  However, the Messiah in Indigo’s mind is different from the 

Christian Messiah, Jesus Christ, who has left man’s world nearly two thousand years 

ago.  It is the Messiah, who speaks “the language of love－which all people 

understand [...] because we are all the children of Mother Earth” (GD 32) and shows 

up in the first Ghost Dance gathering. 

 According to Mooney’s recording of the Messiah’s letter, he says that “Jesus is 

now upon the earth.  He appears like a cloud.  The dead are all alive again” 

(Mooney 23; emphasis added).  Wallace also says that same faith of believing in the 

Second Coming of the Messiah is evident in many cultures and the same prophetic 

roles like Wovoka are around the world, such as Joan of Arc and Mohammed.  

However, Mooney argues that when times are hard it is easier for people to respond to 

the prophecy of a Second Coming.  Rollings also argues that “a common feature of 

most of the revitalization movements [is] the presence of a messianic figure who, 

divinely inspired, directed the transformation of Native people’s lives and cultures” 

(Rollings 131).  Under social, economic, and religious oppression, naturally some 

Native Americans begin to take on the roles of a prophet, advocating the coming of 

the Messiah.  There are people like Neolin, Handsome Lake and Tenskwatawa. 
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 In the novel, the prophet is Wovoka and all the Native Americans look forward to 

the coming of the Messiah because “the whole Indian race, living and dead, will be 

reunited upon a regenerated earth, to live a life of aboriginal happiness, forever free 

from death, disease, and misery” (Mooney 19).  Indigo’s pilgrimage denotes her 

desire for reunion with her dead ancestors and for living a happy life back in the old 

gardens.  As she travels, she is constantly trying to make sure that the Messiah has 

visited the place. “Today she would ask Aunt Bronwyn to show her the Christ Church. 

[…]  She [thinks] it might be possible that he stop[s] at his church on his way to the 

Holy Land” (GD 263).  Often she would recall “the joy and love that had filled her 

that night long ago when she [stands] with Sister Salt, Mama, and Grandma to 

welcome the Messiah.  In that instant joy [sweeps] away all her grief, and she [feels] 

their love embrace her” (GD 319).   

The long and difficult pilgrimage ends with Indigo’s returning to the old gardens, 

bringing with her the seeds she has collected along the way.  Some are from Hattie 

and Edward’s gardens in Riverside, some are from Long Island in New York, and 

some are from England and some from Italy.  The new seeds and the various plants 

they grow into after being planted in the old gardens symbolize the syncretism of 

tribal traditions and foreign cultures.  Linnaeus the monkey and Rainbow the parrot 

also come back and live in the gardens with Indigo.  They signify Indigo’s 

open-mindedness to any living creatures.   

In Silko’s notes on the novel, she points out that she mingles “lots of elements 

including ‘orchids, gladiolus, ancient gardens, Victorian gardens, Native American 
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gardens, old European figures of Snake-bird Goddesses’ to write a novel about 

Indigo’s journey” (qtd. in Huang 2004: 25).  Indigo welcomes almost every kind of 

plants and animals in her garden and it is this attitude that allows her to bring home 

everything she cares about.   

Home, the final destination of her pilgrimage is the same place where Indigo 

starts her journey.  It is her homeland and her relatives that would make “Indigo’s 

face glow with such joy. [Hattie] scarcely would have recognized the laughing, 

chattering child as Indigo” (GD 409).  Indigo has proven that what she cares about 

most is back at home in the old gardens, in the Ghost Dance when she is visited by 

Mama, and in various plants grown and seeds gathered.  Attaining them all, her spirit 

is full of joy and ecstasy.  For her, the alternative Messiah lies with them because 

with them she finally understands her meaning of existence and feels a sense of peace 

and vitality even though she is no longer to enjoy the comfortable and easy life with 

Hattie. 
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