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Elucidating Abstract Concepts and 
Complexity in Louise Erdrich’s Love 
Medicine through Metaphors of Quilts 
and Quilt Making

DEBORAH WEAGEL

Women’s traditional occupations, their arts and crafts, and their literature and 
philosophies are more often accretive than linear, more achronological than chron-
ological, and more dependent on harmonious relationships of all elements within 
a field of perception than western culture in general is thought to be. Indeed, the 
patchwork quilt is the best material example I can think of to describe the plot and 
process of a traditional tribal narrative, and quilting is a non-Indian woman’s 
art, one that Indian women have taken to avidly and that they display in their 
ceremonies, rituals, and social gatherings as well as in their homes. 

—Paula Gunn Allen

In Louise Erdrich’s Love Medicine, when Nanapush thinks about his future 
death and burial he instructs Lulu, “So when my time comes, you and your 
mother should drag me off, wrap me up in quilts. Sing my songs and then 
bury me high in a tree.”1 Quilts have become a part of American Indian 
culture, and they are mentioned and even highlighted in certain works 
of contemporary Native American literature. For example, in her novel 
Ceremony, Leslie Marmon Silko writes of “the old quilt” that Tayo’s mother 
provides for him while he sleeps on the earth.2 In Reservation Blues, Sherman 
Alexie describes how Thomas Builds-the-Fire wraps Robert Johnson’s guitar 
“in a beautiful quilt” and gives “it a place of honor in his living room.”3 In 
Thomas King’s Truth and Bright Water, Tecumseh’s mother Helen works on a 
quilt that becomes less “geometric” and more “freehand” as she experiences 
disappointment and frustration in life.4 The quilt becomes progressively 
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unusual and strange as she attaches objects to it such as chicken feet, hair, 
porcupine quills, earrings, needles, fishhooks, and razor blades. 

Certain questions can be posed in regard to the inclusion of quilt refer-
ences in contemporary American Indian novels. Do the quilts and the making 
of quilts have some type of metaphorical function in the texts? Is it possible 
for more complex concepts to be articulated and understood better through 
a tangible, concrete household item such as a quilt? How might a patchwork 
textile such as a quilt, which is essentially a non-Native art enthusiastically 
embraced by Native peoples, function as a mediator between white and indig-
enous cultures? Can the concept of a quilt help the reader better understand 
the novel’s structure? In this article, I address such questions by focusing on 
the novel Love Medicine, and I demonstrate that the quilts in the narrative can 
be incorporated into metaphors that help elucidate more abstract ideas, such 
as wholeness. I also show how the notion of a patchwork quilt, with its often-
disparate parts, can illuminate the concept of a mixed blood and further 
clarify the novel’s structure and complexity.5 

QUILT MAKING AMoNG NoRTH AMERICAN INDIANS

To begin, it is important to present a brief history of quilt making among 
Native peoples in North America. Certainly the making of arts and crafts, 
particularly those that were included in everyday life in a functional manner, 
existed for hundreds and even thousands of years among North American 
Indians. Basketry, pottery, leather tanning, weaving, dyeing, embroidery, 
quillwork, featherwork, and jewelry making all took place before contact with 
Europeans. Native inhabitants used the resources available in the particular 
areas in which they lived. Indians in the Southwest constructed sandals from 
braided yucca and agave fibers.6 The Inuit made waterproof coats for fish-
ermen using various parts, such as intestines and bladders, from sea animals.7 
Many indigenous peoples used fibers and dyes made from local plants to 
make baskets. 

As Europeans began to arrive in the New World in the late fifteenth 
century, an exchange eventually occurred that greatly influenced American 
Indians.8 They not only drew on resources from their own environment 
but also now had access to goods and customs from other lands. As time 
progressed, Native peoples began to incorporate some European commodities 
and ways into their own lifestyles. For example, the Huron, who lived in the 
Northeast, decorated their moccasins with porcupine quills prior to contact. 
once Europeans introduced them to items such as glass beads, buttons, and 
ribbons, they began to replace the quills in their attire with some of these 
imported items.9 In addition, Navajo weavers started to use wool from sheep 
brought by the Spaniards. By the eighteenth century’s end, these women had 
become extremely skilled and proficient at their craft. The Spanish governor 
of New Mexico, Fernando de Chacon, said that they worked “their wool with 
more delicacy and taste than the Spaniards.”10

Moreover, in times of winter and cold, and prior to European contact, 
American Indians made blankets and robes from various animal skins. 
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According to Carrie A. Lyford, the Chippewa connected rabbit skins “edge 
to edge” to form a large blanket (in which the side with fur was used close 
to the body).11 This technique was an early type of patchwork that preceded 
the making of quilts created from various remnants of fabric. The Chippewa 
employed another method to make large, thick robes. Lyford writes that 
“rabbit skin robes two inches thick and six feet square were made by sewing 
together full-length braids, each braid consisting of four three-inch strands of 
skin.”12 In this case, as well, the piecing together of certain parts to make a 
whole preceded the making of patchwork quilts of cloth.13

It is believed that quilts and quilt making could have been introduced 
to Native inhabitants as early as the late eighteenth century as people from 
other cultures, particularly Europeans, settled in North America. Quilting, 
as taught through mission churches and schools, began to flourish in certain 
Native communities during the nineteenth century.14 The skill was passed 
on to Native peoples for practical reasons and to promulgate Christianity. 
American Indians learned to piece together scraps from old clothes, flour 
sacks, and other used items and to incorporate colorful calico fabrics in 
their creations. Quilting evolved into a means of artistic expression, and 
quilts eventually replaced traditional crafts such as buffalo robes and blan-
kets made of rabbit skin, wool, cotton, fur, and bark cloth.15 Throughout the 
past decades, quilting has become a prominent pastime in many American 
Indian communities.

Although today Native and non-Native quilt makers use similar tech-
niques and materials, American Indians often integrate colors and symbols 
that are significant to tribal culture. (See, for example, Karen Tootsie, a Hopi, 
displaying her quilt that includes Navajo sandpainting designs in figure 1.)16 
They also incorporate quilts into their daily routines and rituals. Marsha L. 
MacDowell writes that the Potawatomi employ quilts and rope in the construc-
tion of hammocks for young babies; the Hopi create bedrolls with quilts for 
sleeping outdoors; the Assiniboine utilize quilts to record their traditions and 
history; and the Chippewa feature them in fundraising activities. Quilts are 
used in naming ceremonies, at sweat lodges, and during powwows.17 Quilt 
making among Native peoples provides not only an object that is functional 
but also one that includes artistic, cultural, and metaphorical expression.

THEoRIES oF METAPHoR

Although there are a variety of schools of thought in relation to metaphor, 
for the purposes of this article I deal with the cognitive linguistic approach 
as outlined by certain scholars. In their seminal book Metaphors We Live By, 
George Lakoff and Mark Johnson write that metaphors are not limited to 
skilled authors who brilliantly deal with words but are incorporated every 
day by ordinary people.18 They point out that a metaphor is not just an 
exclusive figure of speech but also is actually an inherent element in regular 
daily thought and expression. Lakoff and Johnson argue that metaphors are 
frequently more powerful when the two entities compared are dissimilar 
rather than similar. So although a more traditional view of metaphor can 
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Figure 1. Karen Tootsie and her Navajo Sandpainting quilt. Keams Canyon, Arizona, 2006. 
Photo by Deborah Fillerup Weagel. All rights reserved.



Elucidating Abstract Concepts and Complexity in Louise Erdrich’s Love Medicine 83

be traced back to Aristotle and has been taught for centuries, a number 
of scholars have embraced the more recent cognitive linguistic outlook 
on the subject.19 

In his article “The Contemporary Theory of Metaphor,” Lakoff claims 
that metaphor is found in the manner in which a person can “conceptualize 
one mental domain in terms of another.”20 Zoltán Kövecses provides a model 
for expressing the cognitive linguistic view of metaphor, which is “Conceptual 
Domain (A) is Conceptual Domain (B).” He writes, “The conceptual domain 
from which we draw metaphorical expressions to understand another 
conceptual domain is called source domain, while the conceptual domain that 
is understood this way is the target domain.”21 Thus, in the metaphor “whole-
ness is a patchwork quilt,” wholeness is a target domain, and patchwork quilt is a 
source domain. It is through the concept of a material, pieced quilt, that we 
better understand the more abstract idea of wholeness. 

Furthermore, in his essay “Extended Metaphor—A Text-World Account,” 
Paul Werth writes that metaphor in literature is often analyzed at a sentence 
level. He suggests, however, that a metaphor can actually extend through an 
entire text, often by means of shorter, single metaphors. He presents the idea 
of “extended” or “megametaphors” that can become salient as the result of 
the accumulation of “single” or “micrometaphors.”22 So a conceptual meta-
phor such as “a mixed blood is a patchwork quilt” can apply to a passage, 
section, or even an entire text. Furthermore, a variety of micrometaphors 
associated with the idea that “a mixed blood is a patchwork quilt” can form a 
megametaphor that deals with the same conceptual association. 

My examination of quilt metaphors in Erdrich’s Love Medicine proposes 
that in the model “Target Domain A is Source Domain B,” a patchwork quilt 
can be a source domain for a variety of target domains, such as wholeness, 
mixed blood, and text. The quilt as a source domain can help illuminate 
certain target domains, and by analyzing the quilt in literature in this manner, 
multiple dimensions and viewpoints are possible. A variety of different mega-
metaphors associated with patchwork quilts can be discussed in relation to 
Erdrich’s text.23 However, for the purposes of this article, I present only three: 
“wholeness is a patchwork quilt,” “a mixed blood is a patchwork quilt,” and “a 
text is a patchwork quilt.” In these particular metaphors, patchwork quilt as 
a source domain further elucidates the target domains of wholeness, mixed 
blood, and text.

WHoLENESS IS A PATCHWoRK QUILT 

The notion that a certain unity can comprise a variety of fragments is further 
emphasized with the metaphor “wholeness is a patchwork quilt.” Additional 
details make the metaphor more specific to the text: “Wholeness in Louise 
Erdrich’s Love Medicine is a patchwork quilt.” This megametaphor not only 
permeates Erdrich’s text, but also reflects an American Indian perspective in 
general. Part of achieving balance and harmony, or wholeness, in life involves 
a connection to other elements in the world and universe. The ojibwa believe 
that the orders of creation are as follows: earth, plants, animals, and humans. 
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To them, as explained in Basil Johnston’s Ojibway Heritage, these parts are so 
interconnected that they make one whole, and they depend on each other 
for completion. Each segment “derives its meaning from and fulfils its func-
tion and purpose within the context of the whole creation.’’24 In like manner, 
a patchwork quilt comprises a variety of parts that come together to form a 
unified whole. No piece exists independently of the others, and each frag-
ment relies on the others for a sense of function and completion. A single 
remnant, for example, cannot provide the warmth, beauty, or symbolism that 
can be found in an entire quilt.

This sense of oneness or wholeness can be found in numerous passages in 
Erdrich’s Love Medicine. In one scene, for example, Nector Kashpaw expresses 
a particular sensitivity to animals and humans with whom he shares existence 
in the world. The day he meets Marie Lazarre running away from Sacred 
Heart Convent, he carries two dead geese and reflects on his own attitude 
toward animals: “There are some times . . . checking the trapline, I find a 
wounded animal that hasn’t died well, or, worse, it’s still living, so that I have 
to put it out of its misery. Sometimes it’s just a big bird I only winged. When I 
do what I have to do, my throat swells closed sometimes” (66–67). He explains 
further, “I touch the suffering bodies like they were killed saints I should 
handle with gentle reverence.” This tenderness is not limited to wounded 
animals; it also extends to Marie, a fellow human being who has been injured 
at the convent. Nector says, in reference to the way he carefully handles hurt 
animals, “This is how I take Marie’s hand. This is how I hold her wounded 
hand in my hand” (67). The constituent connections of man to animal, man 
to woman, and man to earth (or any of a variety of combinations) help form 
a wholeness that correlates with the unity of a patchwork quilt made up of 
various pieces of fabric. 

Part of achieving balance and harmony, or wholeness, in life also involves 
an awareness of various natural cycles. Native peoples approach life from a 
communal, rather than an individual, point of view. They think in a cyclical 
rather than linear manner and recognize that various cycles establish both 
order and wholeness in life.25 Black Elk, an oglala Sioux, taught that

everything an Indian does is in a circle . . . because the Power of the 
World always works in circles. . . . The sky is round . . . and so are all 
the stars. The wind, in its greatest power whirls. Birds make their nests 
in circles, for theirs is the same religion as ours. The sun comes forth 
and goes down again in a circle. The moon does the same, and both 
are round. Even the seasons form a great circle in their changing, 
and always come back again to where they were. The life of a man is 
a circle from childhood to childhood and so it is in everything where 
power moves.26

The ojibwa, who separate day into three parts, sunrise (morning), noon, and 
afternoon (concluding at sunset), recognize such cycles. Night also comprises 
three segments, including evening, midnight, and dawn, thus ending at the 
beginning.27 Many tribes follow a twenty-eight-day cycle for each month or 
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moon.28 The objibwa also recognize four distinct times of the year: spring, 
which is the season for gathering sap; summer, the season of abundance; 
autumn, a time of fading; and winter, the season of very cold and freezing 
weather.29 These remnants combine together to form a unified whole that 
can be associated with a multicolored patchwork quilt comprised of parts that 
depend on each other for harmony and completion.

Cycles, seasons, and times are also symbolized in the four directions 
east, south, west, and north, which are important divisions in many tribal 
communities. According to the ojibwa, Kitche Manitou created Waubun 
(east or morning), Zhawano (south), Ningobianong (west or evening), and 
Keewatin (north).30 He then sent each being to a specific space or quarter on 
the earth where they had cordial relations and existed together in peace. The 
Chippewa find specific meaning and relationships with these four parts of the 
world. They affiliate east with the rising sun, creation, birth, knowledge, and 
spring. South continues the cycle and is connected with midday, the process 
of maturing, understanding, and summer. West is the direction of sunset at 
day’s end, when light turns to darkness, and represents the change of life to 
eventual death. It is likened to middle age, maturity, insight, and autumn. 
North relates to midnight, snow, purity, old age, dreams, wisdom, and winter.31 
These four directions all intertwine to form a complete cycle that correlates 
with quilts as they are used from day to day and from season to season.

A patchwork quilt Marie puts on her sleeping son Gordie evokes associa-
tions with all four directions. It coincides with the east, because when Gordie 
comes home and is covered with the quilt, the sun is rising and “pushing over 
the spines and arms of trees in their gold and rust.” The quilt aligns with the 
south, in that it shelters Gordie who is a maturing man. It connects to the 
west, because Marie wakes very early that day to can peaches and tomatoes, 
“boil down” chokecherries, pound venison, and preserve “two bushels of ripe 
corn,” which suggests that it is autumn or nearing autumn, a time of harvest. In 
addition, it is a “cool” day that requires the protection of a quilt (260–61). The 
patchwork covering also links to the north, in that both Marie and Gordie sleep, 
and Marie, the quilt maker, dreams.32 

other quilts mentioned in Love Medicine refer to cycles of life. When she 
goes into labor at home, Marie watches “the breath” of her “children rise into 
the freezing air” as they sleep under their quilts (100). During the time that 
June Morrissey lives with Eli Kashpaw, she sleeps “on the cot beside the stove” 
and appears to be “a lump beneath the quilts and army blankets” (214). The 
use of the quilts that cover the sleeping children and June correspond to the 
cycle of day and night, the sun’s rising and setting, as well as to the colder 
seasons that require greater warmth and protection of quilts. In addition, the 
quilts Nanapush requests to be buried in when he dies are significant in terms 
of the cycle of life and death. Thus, wholeness is achieved by connecting to 
the cycles and seasons that exist in the universe and by piecing the individual 
directions of east, south, west, and north together into one construct. The 
unified fragments of a patchwork quilt correlate with this wholeness. 
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A MIXED BLooD IS A PATCHWoRK QUILT

Another important megametaphor invoked by the novel is “a mixed blood is 
a patchwork quilt,” or, to be more precise, “a mixed blood in Louise Erdrich’s 
Love Medicine is a patchwork quilt.” It is not uncommon for American Indians 
to descend from a mixed parentage that includes Native and white influences. 
Erdrich and many other Native authors have a mixed-blood heritage that plays 
a significant role in their writing. A native of Minnesota, Erdrich’s ancestry is 
German, French, and Chippewa, and she belongs to the Turtle Mountain 
Band of Chippewa Indians. In Other Destinies: Understanding the American 
Indian Novel, Louis owens observes: “In her novels, Erdrich draws upon 
both her mother’s Chippewa heritage and her experiences as the daughter 
of a Euramerican growing up in middle America. Both the wild reservation 
bushland and the weathered edge of the North Dakota prairie permeate her 
novels, stamping their character upon Indian and non-Indian alike.”33 The 
various fragments of Indian and non-Indian cultures and influences that are 
so prevalent in Love Medicine form a complex, multifaceted patchwork quilt 
similar to Erdrich’s mixed-blood heritage.

one salient character in the novel is Marie, a mixed-blood woman who 
lives and struggles to survive in a blended society and who makes quilts. It is 
apparent that Marie is not wealthy and must scrimp and save to make ends 
meet. She says: “I was saving cream to sell in those days, trying to make butter, 
piecing quilts, sewing other people’s clothes, beading dance outfits, whatever 
I could do to get by without Nector. I even tried to sell our cats, our kittens, 
and dried teas and berries we picked” (97, my emphasis). She quilts not only 
for her own family but also sews quilts for others in return for some kind of 
payment that helps the family survive. 

one of Marie’s quilts, the one discussed earlier that covered Gordie, is a 
patchwork quilt made from old clothes and blankets. The quilt is brown and 
mustard yellow with shades of green. It contains remnants from “the first coat 
she had bought Gordie, a faint tough gray patch, and the blanket he had 
brought home from the army. There was the plaid of her husband’s jacket. 
A thick skirt. A baby blanket half turned to lace by summer moths. Two old 
blue pants legs.” Marie’s quilt seems to be more functional than beautiful, and 
the layers are tied rather than hand stitched together. Erdrich writes: “Each 
square was tacked down with a knotted piece of yarn” (261). The technique 
of tying a quilt in this fashion requires much less time and effort than that of 
hand stitching the layers together. So Marie’s purpose seems to have been to 
create a warm quilt in an efficient manner for domestic use. 

The quilt, however, is not just functional; it is also a metaphor of the 
mixed-blood parentage so common in the society in which Marie and her 
family live. The quilt is created not only from clothes worn by family members 
but also includes part of the blanket Gordie received in the army, which is very 
much affiliated with the white world. The quilt’s various patches can be associ-
ated with both cultures, which not only are placed side by side but also are 
meshed into one to form a complex, mixed-blood whole. In the hybrid society 
one finds modern conveniences such as cars, trucks, and televisions as well as 
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“a leaky boat made of bull hide” and “a mud-chink bachelor shack” (76, 91).34 
Fry bread is served along with hot dogs and canned soda pop. In an interview 
with Joseph Bruchac, Erdrich states: “People who aren’t familiar with Indians 
go out to visit and they can’t believe that there’s somebody sitting in a lawn 
chair who’s an Indian. It’s kind of incomprehensible that there’s this ability to 
take in non-Indian culture and be comfortable in both worlds.”35 

There are many examples in the novel that depict the juxtaposition of 
pieces of American Indian and white lifestyles and cultures. Some American 
Indian–oriented fragments include “a bow and my arrow” (32), “Indian time” 
(71), “Kaween onjidah” (80), “Chippewa politics” (136), “powwow” (183), “old 
language” (263), “clans and families” (308), “cradle boards” (310), “Indian 
hunting grounds” (327), and “pipes of kinnikinnick” (341).36 These remnants 
of American Indian traditions are connected to pieces of white culture and 
influence, such as “Silverado pickup” (3), “picture of Saint Francis” (55), “Je 
ne peux pas voir” (58), “Hollywood” (122), “color TV set” (186), “government 
promises” (188), “government housing” (216), “Bureau of Indian Affairs” 
(300), “U-Haul rental vans” (306), and “commodity flour” (333).37 Fragments 
of both cultures are part of a mixed blood’s experience and can be pieced 
together in a textile such as Marie’s patchwork quilt or even the verbal quilt 
seen in figure 2. 

Homi Bhabha discusses the concept of a third space, or blended space, 
in his book The Location of Culture. He writes of African American artist Renée 
Green who explores a physical space that disbands traditional binaries such as 
black/white and self/other.38 He says that rather than being limited solely to 
the gallery, Green creates a metaphor that uses the entire museum. According 
to her, the attic, which is associated with “higher” and “heaven,” is juxtaposed 
with the boiler room, which corresponds with “lower” and “hell.”39 The stair-
well becomes a type of medial space that connects higher and lower, heaven 
and hell, and black and white. Due to the upward and downward movement 
that takes place in the stairwell, traditional binaries become less polarized and 
more integrated so that a type of hybridity can occur.40 A patchwork quilt can 
be associated with this in-between space in its ability to interconnect remnants 
from certain binaries, such as Native/white, in such a way that there are no 
specific hierarchies. A pieced textile has the potential to act, in a sense, as a 
mediator between both worlds, as is found in Marie’s quilt and in the verbal 
quilt in figure 2.

A TEXT IS A PATCHWoRK QUILT

Another metaphor that can be associated with Erdrich’s novel is “a text is a 
patchwork quilt,” or more specifically: “Louise Erdrich’s novel Love Medicine 
is a patchwork quilt.” In this metaphor, patchwork quilt becomes the source 
domain that helps emphasize the text’s fragmented quality, which can be 
viewed as a composite novel. The pieced quilt’s concept highlights the lack 
of a single focal point in the narrative through the use of multiple characters 
and stories. Peter G. Beidler writes that because the novel is “constructed of 
a number of short stories, it is almost impossible to give a meaningful plot 
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summary of the whole.”41 Erdrich skillfully brings together a variety of dispa-
rate remnants to create this patchwork novel in a similar way that Hopi quilt 
maker Edison Tootsie constructed his Nine Patch quilt seen in figure 3, which 
has no main central focus or climactic point.42 

Claire Crabtree describes the patchwork nature of Erdrich’s text and 
asserts that the ultimate goal is to obtain a wholeness or oneness (as in a 
finished quilt). She writes of the cyclic, nonchronological structure, the 
focus on multiple characters rather than a main protagonist, and the presen-
tation of many stories rather than one main tale, and points out that there is 
both a sense of disunity and unity with the overall objective of “redemptive 
oneness.” She reasons that even though the structure of the novel includes 
both a sense of fragmentation and wholeness, “the ultimate theme of the 

- - - - BOW AND ARROW - - - TORNADO INSURANCE - - - 

MEDICINE BAG - - - - CLARINET - - - -  HUNTING SONGS - -  

- - - SUPERMARKET - - - - STEWS - - - BUREAU OF INDIAN

AFFAIRS - - - SACRED HEART CONVENT - - MOCCASINS - - 

- - PAINTED BONES - - - OLD LANGUAGE - - - COMMODITY

RICE - - - - - BLACK BEADS - - - - SILVERADO PICKUP - - - -  

- FEATHER OF THE EAGLE - - HUNTER - - HOLLYWOOD - -  

- - - - MOBY DICK  - - - GOVERNMENT SCHOOL BUS - - - - -

- - CREE SONGS - - COLOR TV SET - - - - - - - CREATION - -  

- - POWWOW - -  - - GOVERNMENT CARS - -  PAINTED 

BONES - - BOARDING SCHOOL - - CHIPPEWA POLITICS - - 

- - - SAINT FRANCIS - - - - - BRAIDS - - - - - INDIAN TIME - - 

- - - - - - - COMMODITY FLOUR - - - HATCHET - - - - JE NE

PEUX PAS VOIR - - - - RED OLDS - - KAWEEN ONJIDAH - - -

- - - HOT DOGS - - - - -  BARK CASE - - - - SITTING BULL - -  

GOVERNMENT PROMISES - -  - - - - - FISHERMAN - - - - - - -  

- - - - - FRENCH PRIEST - - - OLD LANGUAGE - - - - UNITED

STATES JUDICIAL SYSTEM - - - - CRADLE BOARDS - - - - -

- - - BOAT MADE OF BULL HIDE - - - - - - - - - CHEVY - - - - -

- - MARLBOROS - - - - - - SAINT THERESA - - - - - - INDIAN 

HUNTING GROUNDS - - - - - - - - CLANS AND FAMILIES - - - 

- - - - TOMAHAWKS - - - - - U-HAUL RENTAL VANS - - - -  - -  

- - HUD - - - - MOTHER SUPERIOR - - - - BEADING DANCE

OUTFITS - - - CORN - - - - - - WHITE BUCKSKIN FRINGE - -  

- - - - - PIPES OF KINNIKINNICK - - - - - VIETNAM - - - - - -  -  

- - GAMBLING CASINOS - - - - - - - MISSION BUNDLE SALE

Figure 2. Mixed Blood Verbal Quilt, by Deborah Fillerup Weagel. Based on passages from 
Louise Erdrich’s Love Medicine.
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Figure 3. Edison Tootsie and his Nine Patch quilt. Keams Canyon, Arizona, 2006. Photo by 
Deborah Fillerup Weagel. All rights reserved.
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novel is not the disruption of the characters’ lives, but the redemptive oneness 
which reconciles painful polarities and dissolves alienation.”43 The text as a 
patchwork quilt is a third space where certain binaries can be disrupted and 
then brought together into a harmonious whole. The act of quilt making, 
which frequently includes ripping, tearing, or cutting apart articles of 
clothing, fabric, and/or other items, can be associated with the dissolution 
of various binaries. The subsequent gathering, arranging, and connecting 
of fragments into one integrated unit, or quilt, can be affiliated with the 
former binaries successfully blending into one unified, nonhierarchical 
space with the result of “redemptive oneness.”

References to fragmentation in the text further underscore its patch-
work quality, as can be seen in the following passages: “horse-trading with 
the government for bits and shreds” (19), “shreds of talk” (30), “every scrap 
of Latin” (51), “a shred of devotion” (52), “a scrap of Indian blood” (240), 
“sweat had darkened patches on his workshirt” (284), and “sad gray patch of 
space” (348). In these few excerpts, some references are specific to American 
Indian culture, such as “horse-trading” and “Indian blood,” as well as to white 
culture, such as “Latin” and “devotion” in relation to Catholicism. There are 
also passages that single out the concept of the fragmented female, such as 
“she never stops moving long enough for me to see her all in a piece” (62), 
“I scrubbed the pitiful scraps of her” (87), and “I am a woman of detachable 
parts” (115). Erdrich utilizes the micrometaphor “connecting threads of 
power,” which is significant because the quilt maker uses thread to connect 
the fragments of a pieced quilt, and there is a certain power in the creative act 
of arranging, manipulating, and organizing raw materials (341). She meticu-
lously combines these references or remnants with many others to form her 
unified work, and the micrometaphors collectively support the megameta-
phor that Erdrich’s novel is a patchwork quilt. 

This concept of piecing fragments in a text also correlates with the manner 
in which American Indians view the world as an interconnected whole. Unlike 
the perspective found in western, male-dominated culture, which often tends 
to have a centered focus, Native peoples view the world from a more inclusive 
point of view. In The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in American Indian 
Traditions, Paula Gunn Allen points out that with an inclusive-field perception 
the various elements involved have equal value without any one part receiving 
more importance than another. Thus, all elements are in the foreground, 
and, as a narrative unfolds, each part receives attention until all the main 
points have been presented.44 The manner in which a tribal narrative includes 
multiple areas of interest rather than one singular climax can be connected 
with the construction of many patchwork quilts.45 

Allen also explains that there are strong similarities between a Native 
perspective, which includes a sense of multiplicity, and women’s culture. To 
consider these ideas about Native narratives in relation to women’s writing, we 
can turn to Elaine Showalter who discusses how piecing quilts and writing texts 
are associated. In her article “Piecing and Writing” she says, “In literary theories 
of a Female Aesthetic, the metaphor of piecing has been used as a model for 
the organization of language in the wild zone of the woman’s text.”46 She cites 
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Rachel Blau DuPlessis, who argues that piecing in women’s writing becomes 
“nonhierarchic . . . breaking hierarchical structures, making an even display 
of elements over the surface with no climactic place or moment, having the 
materials organized into many centers.”47 This quality of avoiding traditional 
masculinist Western binaries and hierarchies and including a multiplicity of 
ideas, themes, and stories correlates with the balanced field perception of Native 
narratives. Indigenous narratives, women’s writing, and patchwork quilts, with 
their frequent emphasis on multiple points, all present a nonhierarchical field 
of perception that includes the voices of women and men.48

A variety of North American women writers have pieced together texts 
that implement a nonhierarchic, quiltlike structure. For example, in Beloved 
Toni Morrison not only makes references to quilts but also constructs the 
novel in the manner a quilt maker creates a patchwork quilt.49 Sunny Falling-
rain relates the novel to a crazy quilt, in which remnants are joined together 
in a random fashion.50 Cathy Peppers concurs with Falling-rain in regard to 
the text’s pieced, nonlinear nature and adds that Beloved “is a patchwork of 
scraps of memory that contains remnants of lived, bodily experience.”51 She 
also points out that the fragments are held together and unified through 
themes, repeating voices, and other elements. Morrison is one of a variety 
of women writers who have incorporated quilting themes, metaphors, and 
structures in their work, including Alice Walker, Eudora Welty, Whitney otto, 
Margaret Atwood, and Bharati Mukherjee (to name a few).52

Many of these authors construct their prose in a particular novel by 
piecing together fragments in a nonlinear manner as does Erdrich in Love 
Medicine. The concept of scraps or fragments existing in the structure of 
her text correlates with the creation of a pieced quilt, which is made of 
remnants and can be connected to cyclical patterns (for example, day and 
night, the four seasons, life and death). Catherine Rainwater observes that 
Love Medicine follows a cyclical structure in which it begins in the 1980s, 
passes through former decades, and then returns to the 1980s. She explains 
that “through this organization, Erdrich’s text suggests that the meanings 
of events and conditions in the present moment lie piecemeal in the endless 
round of time.”53 The characters, stories, and events that appear in the novel 
are stitched together into one whole, a patchwork quilt with multiple parts, 
harmonious relationships (even of disparate pieces), and nonlinear and 
nonhierarchical construction. 

CoNCLUSIoN

In conclusion, these metaphors are effective because quilts are a common 
household item in the lives of many North Americans, both Native and white, 
and are concrete objects that they know, relate to, and understand. Thus, the 
concept of a material, physical quilt can be used as a source domain to help 
an individual better understand an abstract idea, such as wholeness, which 
includes a respect for and dependence on the universe’s various parts (earth, 
plants, animals, humans, seasons, cycles). It also aids a person in relating to 
a type of third space that juxtaposes Native culture with white culture, ideally 
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in a nonhierarchical way. Finally, the patchwork quilt assists the reader in 
better appreciating the text’s actual structure in which multiple characters 
(who frequently use the first-person “I”), a variety of intertwined stories, and 
a cyclical treatment of time all combine to form a complete and whole narra-
tive. Drawing on the proclivity of American Indians toward crafts in general, 
their eventual sense of fragmentation after European contact, and their 
continual efforts to understand personal identity in a mixed society today, 
metaphors of patchwork quilts and quilt making enhance a reading of this 
complex and multifarious novel. 
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