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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines Michael Ondaatje's use of 'docu-

ment' in two works: Coming Throuqh Slaughter and The

collected works of Billy the Kíd. within the study a 'document'

is defined as any piece of writing, literary or non-literary,

brought into a literary text. In ondaatje's work this includes

newspaper articles, photographs, real-life interviews, and

sections altered from other other texts. Within both The

collected works of Billy the Kid and coming Through slaughter

ondaatje's imported material moves in two directions at once:

towards a historical or factual definition of 'document'; and

also towards a fictional or created definition cf 'document.' Bv

giving us a duplicitous version of 'document,' Ondaatje blurs

the line between fictÍon and nonfiction, between history and

myth within his texts. ln this respect he opens textual inde-

terminacy within both the sections he writes and the sections

he appropriates.

Chapter one considers how Ondaatje, by transferring

'outside' 'documents' into his fictional texts, reframes the

material, putting the 'documents' in an entirely new context

and perspective. This leads to an interplay between Ondaatje's

fictional text and the imported material. By challenging the

conventions of 'truth' which documents customarily observe,

and by using many different types of 'documents' within his
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works, Ondaatje opens up his texts in a postmodern fashion.

Chapter two focuses on The Collected Works of Billy the Kid

and shows how in this work Ondaatje uses fabricated, parodic

materials in order to question the 'truth' of history and 'docu-

ment.' Chapter three examines Coming Through Slaughter,

exploring the ways in which Ondaatje uses historical and

archival 'documents.' He sets their relative intactness along-

side the openness and vitality which characterize the life of

his fictional protagonist Buddy Bolden. The issue of represen-

tation is important in that Ondaatje questions conventional

not¡ons of historical fact and 'truth' within both his 'docu-

ments' and his fictional text which swallows those documents.

The final chapter explains the hybrid nature of this study--

how, even as it remains mainly structuralist, it draws upon a

range of critical practices.
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1 . INTRODUCT¡ON

ln this thesis l will examine Michael ondaatje's use of

'document' in two works: Coming Through Slaughter and The

Collected Works of Billy the Kid. For my purposes a 'document' will

be defined as any piece of writing, literary or non-literary, brought

into a literary text. In Ondaatje'S work this includes newspaper ar-

t¡ctes, photographs, real-life interviews, and sections altered from

other texts.

Ondaatje transfers these various literary and sub-literary

'documents' from one place in the culture to another, from a newspa-

per for instance into his fictional text. Precedence for this transfer

of prior, outside 'documents' into a literary work can be found in

much postmodern visual art. ln a series of collage works, photogra-

pher Robert Rauschenberg, for instance, imported figures and images

from Velasquez and Rubens into a collage silkscreen containing

twentieth-century objects such as trucks, helicopters, and coca-

cola signs. According to art critic Douglas Crimp, Rauschenberg

broke down the "boundaries between art and non-art" (161) by ap-

propriating and transferring images "from one place in the culture to

another--from, Say, the daily newspaper to the surface of a paint-

ing" (162). This juxtaposition of images changed the viewer's per-

spect¡ve of the original image and also changed the perspective on

the work of art that the icon entered.

In The Collected Works of Billy the Kid and Coming Through

Slaughter, Michael Ondaatje seems to be carrying out a similar ex-



ercise in his appropriation of literary and non-literary 'documents.'

In Douglas Crimp's theory on found art the postmodern art¡St re-

frames the appropriated image, and thus puts it in an ent¡rely new

and different perspect¡ve. I would argue that this is what Ondaatje

accomplishes in his use of 'document.' The various 'documents' in

Ondaatje's books could be interpreted in two different ways. On one

hand they appear to have a separate, extra-literary status both

within and outside the text. When offered in.an informational manner

(i.e. as pieces of information), the materials seem to offer indis-

putable truth of the world. From this perspective Ondaatje's

'documents' represent some form of authoritative, historical fact. On

the other hand Ondaatje leaves open the possibility that his entries

may have been either partially or wholly fabricated. This notion of

fabricated or invented 'document' brings into doubt conventional no-

t¡ons of authorship, originality, and 'source.' lf fabricated,

Ondaatje's 'documents' could be interpreted merely as fictions unto

themselves.

The first interpretation of 'document,' aS representative of

some kind of authoritative, outside truth, correlates to a conven-

tional definition of 'document.' For instance, the Merriam-Webster

dictionary defines a 'document' as "a paper that furnishes informa-

tion, proof, or support of something else" (227). Ondaatje empha-

sizes the informational, factual side of the materials by giving them

a special status within his text, specifically by setting them apart

both visually and stylistically. For instance, in The Collected Works

of Billy the Kid, various passages are written in italics or are sur-

rounded by brackets and quotation marks, while various photographs

2



and pictures are framed within black borders. All of these literary

and visual markings serve to Set Ondaatje'S 'documents' apart from

the rest of the text.

At the same time that Ondaatje emphasizes the authoritative

nature of these 'documents,' however, he also emphasizes their fic-

tionality. In the "Credits" section at the end of The Collected Works.

for instance, where Ondaatje lists his source books, he invites a

double awareness of his imported material. Key passages from the

recollections of Paulita Maxwell and Sallie Chisum on Billy, and the

description of the death of Tunstall, are credited to a 'historical'

western novel entitled The Saga of Billy the Kid--the source serving

as 'document' and as fiction. Ondaatje also borrows various passages

from a book wr¡tten by the western photographer L.A. Huffman, some

from an account written by Deputy John W. Poe after the shooting of

Billy the Kid, and another from a 1960's comic book entitled Billy

the Kid and The Princess. ln each case the information alerts us to

the various sources as they serve in different linguistic ways

Ondaatje's purposes.

The twofold view of 'document' which Ondaatje sets up, the

true or informational 'document' versus the fabricated or fictional

'document,' affects our interpretation of Ondaatje's text in many

ways. For one thing it opens up an ¡nterplay or dialogue between the

various passages and the rest of the text, between different forms

of 'discourse' and 'story.' When supposedly outside material such as a

newspaper article is imported into a fictional work its context

changes. lt no longer sits outside in 'stor'/,' it is now on the inside of

the text or 'discourse.' Because the 'document' is now on the inside
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of the text it becomes a point of reference to be compared against

the rest of the text, test¡ng the truth of the fictional narrat¡ve at

the same time that its own truth is being tested. Ondaatje's

'documents' certainly do not form a seamless whole, instead they are

juxtaposed within the text, sometimes blending in well with the

rest of the text, at other times openly contradicting the narrative.

Ondaatje's textual 'take-over' of outside 'documents' changes not

only the context of the 'documents' themselves, it also changes our

sense of his texts as a whole. By playing with the fact / fiction, in-

side / outside binaries, Ondaatje blurs the line between fiction and

nonfiction, between myth and history.

The issues which Ondaatje raises in his use of 'document' find

literary precedence in that genre of poetry known as the documen-

tary poem. ln a 1969 art¡cle entitled "The Documentary Poem: A

Canadian Genre," Dorothy Livesay set out what she sees as the

Canadian tradition of the documentary poem. The examples which

Livesay cites include E.J. Pratt's The Roosevelt and the Antinoe, J.R.

Colombo's use of William Lyon Mackenzie King's actual speeches in a

poem, and F.R. Scott's use of "native lndian historical documents"

(267) in Trouvailles. The key to Livesay's definition of the documen-

tary poem entails "the evidence they present of a conscious attempt

to create a dialectic between the objective facts and the subjective

feelings of the poet" (267). The dialectic between the objective and

the subjective is crucial to The Collected Works of Billy the Kid and

Coming Through Slauqhter, where Ondaatje'S 'documents' in one way

represent the objective, historical facts about which his own narra-

tive circulates.
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In The Collected Works of Billy the Kid and Coming Through

Slaughter, however, Ondaatje goes beyond Livesay's definition of the

documentary poem. Ondaatje blurs the line between the historical

and the fabricated text to such an extent that in his work fact and

fiction become virtually indistinguishable. In an essay entitled

"Amelia or Who Do You Think You Are?: Documentary and ldentity in

Canadian Literature," Stephen Scobie amends Livesay's thesis. Using

examples such as Ondaatje's The Collected Works of Billy the Kid and

Margaret Atwood's The Journals of Susanna Moodie, Scobie argues

that in latter-day documentary poems authoritative 'documents' and

historical facts become ambiguous propositions. Scobie argues that

these two poems begin in the literary area mapped out by Livesay

but then go beyond her definition of the 'documentary' poem:

While the attraction of the documentary may begin with

an appeal to the authoritativeness of fact, consideration

of the difficulties involved in ever satisfactorily writing

fact leads quickly to that borderblur area between fact

and fiction, in which the categories collapse into each

other. (Scobie, "Amelia" 272)

The "borderblur" which Scobie describes applies well to

Ondaatje's double use of 'document.' By obscuring the area between

the true 'document' and the fabricated 'document,' and between in-

side and outside text, Ondaatje opens up his work and questions con-

ventional notions of authorship, originality, and 'source.' Working in

other directions, scholars have explored similar matters. In a chap-

ter entitled the "Originality of Texts in a Manuscript Culture," Gerald

Bruns distinguishes between two kinds of texts, "the closed text of



a print culture and the open text of a manuscript culture" (44).

Bruns, too, interrogates'boundaries':

Here I wish simply to reflect on some of the ways in

which texts remain open in a manuscript culture--and

what I wish to address are certain topics having to do

with the finality of authorship: originality, imitation,

translation, and plagiarism. (4S)

The methods that ancient and medieval authors used to keep

their texts open apply quite well to ondaatje's techniques in his use

of 'document.' In his appropriation and re-working of outside sources

and 'documents,' Ondaatje opens up both his texts and the

'documents' themselves. ln both The Collected Works cf Billy the Kid

and coming Through slaughter, ondaatje, to apply Bruns's terms,

"embellishes" and "invents" (Bruns, 53) his source texts, opening

them up to new interpretations and possibilities.

ln his works Ondaatje goes beyond the conventional definition

of 'document' into an area mapped out by critics such as Douglas

crimp, stephen scobie, Robert Kroetsch, Manina Jones,l and Linda

Hutcheon. Guided by their thoughts we can see that ondaatje's

'documents' are not univocal, they do not solely represent the indis-

putable 'truth' of the world. Instead, Ondaatje's 'outside' materials--

l In "The Collected Works of Bill-v the Kid: Scripting the Docudrama," an article
closely reiated to what I am doing here, Jones explores how in Ondaatje's work
document participates in a play of texts to destabilize the figure of Biliy the
Kid. Her strategies and purposes differ from mine in that hèrs are primarily
deconstructionist. In her reading the figure of Bitly is consrantly displaced-
and "de-scripted" by Ondaatje's brand of fiction. Her work stanás therefore in
close but complementary relationship to my more structuralist reading of nvo
ryajor Ondaatje texts and to my focus on literary contexts, structures, and
'histories.'
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newspaper articles, photographs, and interviews--move in two d¡-

rections at once: towards a historical or factual definition of

'document,' and also towards a fabricated or fictional definition of

'document.' Ondaatje's entries open up his texts in a very postmodern

fashion, a Strategy which has not gone unnoticed elsewhere. Some

critics, Robert Kroetsch for instance, have commented on the open-

ended nature of 'documents' in postmodern fiction. Especially impor-

tant is the 'document's' relationship to history. Kroetsch argues that

"document opens up the site; it is the archaeological act that resists

the over-arching generalization of history" (69).

A conventional view of 'document,' in which 'document' repre-

sents the indisputable truth of the world, conflicts with a more

postmodern version in which 'document' opens up the fabricated and

the fictional. 'Ihis interplay between competing notions of

'document' serves to open up the 'site' of Ondaatje's fictional work,

which in part is located in the reader of the text. By breaking down

the boundaries between fiction and non-fiction, between art and

non-art, and by transferring passages from one place in the culture

(from, for example the pages of a newspaper), to another (the fic-

tional text), Ondaatje forces his reader to read the text and inter-

pret its 'documents' in a very unorthodox manner.

What I am arguing here finds some consonance in structuralist

thinking. In Structuralist Poetics, in a chapter ent¡tled "Poetics of

the Lyric," Jonathan Culler discusses the notion of readers' expecta-

tions in relation to textual interpretation. Culler takes a fragment

of journalistic prose and sets it up in the fashion of a lyric poem,

complete with line breaks and margins. Culler then goes on to argue,
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and in some detail to show, that because of this shift from newspa-

per prose to poet¡c line, the reader receives the very same words in

a completely different way. ln Culler's words, "to write this fthe

newspaper articlel as a poem brings into play a new set of expecta-

tions, a set of conventions determining how the sequence is to be

read and what kind of interpretations may be derived from it" (161).

Thus, the exact same words are interpreted differently when placed

in a different context. In respecting this shift, Culler concludes, "we

are dealing less with a property of language (intrinsic irony or para-

dox) than with a strategy of reading" (163)"

Culler's belief that the reader brings a particular set of expec-

tations and conventions to a passage, depending on its situation, re-

lates well to Ondaatje's strategy in using 'document.' In a similar

fashion Ondaatje consciously upsets readers' expectations by givíng

his various 'documents' a special, extra-literary status within the

text at the same time that he emphasizes the fact that the

'documents' may be purely fabricated. The readers of Ondaatje's

texts are forced to alter their strategy of reading and to bring into

play a new set of conventions in order to read and interpret The

Collected Works of Billy the Kid and Coming Through Slaughter.

Thus, in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid the newspaper

interview with Billy in The Texas Star from March of 1881 is af-

forded a special status within the text because it offers a suppos-

edly real-life interview with Billy the Kid. Because the passage is

set up in the fashion of a newspaper article with its short lines,

columns, headline, and date, it may be read--surely asks to be read-

-in an informational, factual manner. Within such expectations, the
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passage may be read as a form of history. On the other hand,

Ondaatje emphasizes the fictional nature of this supposedly authen-

tic interview by introducing his friend and fellow poet bp Nichol,

from another time and another place, into Billy's narrative and so

puts into doubt the historical 'truth' of the entire entry. Billy tells

The Texas Star interviewer that he heard a great Canadian musical

group when he "was up there fin Canada] trying to get hold of a man

who went by the name of Captain P-----*" (84). Ondaatje's

'documents,' because they are set up in visually conspicuous ways

within the work, entice us at least initially to read them in a differ-

ent fashíon than the rest of the text, regardless of their authentic-

ity. ln keeping with Culler, who supposes that the differentiation of

genre "alters the circuit of communication" (162), Ondaatje's read-

ers begin to read and interpret his text and his 'documertts' in a very

unconventional way.

As the reader changes his or her own strategy of reading, he /
she takes on a more important role in relationship to the text. lt is

ultimately the reader who must s¡ft through Ondaatje's various

'documents' and try to find where the truth of history lies, if in fact

it is accessible at all. According to Kroetsch, in much postmodern

fiction the reader becomes part of the 'site' opened up by 'document.'

The reader is left to distinguish--or at least to ponder--the colli-

sions between history and fiction, between truth and fabrication.

Kroetsch's view of history and fiction seems to be close to

Ondaatje's, especially as it involves the relationship of the reader to

a text: "The continuity asserted by history is beyond, lies beyond, the

truth of fiction. The reader, like the writer, becomes archaeologist,

9



seeking the grammar of the fragments" (Kroetsch, 1 1 1 -12).

Thus, Ondaatje's incorporation of 'document' can be divided

into five basic steps, all of them inter-connected. 1. Ondaatje

transfers an outside 'document' into his fictional text, thus re-

framing the 'document' and putting it in an entirely new context and

perspective. 2. The two-way interpretation of 'document'--the rep-

resentational 'document' and the created 'document'--leads to po-

tent¡al textual conflict and opens up an interplay between Ondaatje's

text and the various 'documents.' 3. By appropriating and re-working

the various 'documents' Ondaatje blurs the line between fact and

fiction, between inside and outside text, and thus undermines con-

ventional notions of originality, 'source,' and history. 4. Ondaatje's

'documents' open up his texts, leading to postmodern notions of bor-

derblur and mixed genre. 5. Ondaatje's use of 'document' leads to a

very unconventional strategy for reading, and thus the reader be-

comes unusually active in dealing with Ondaatje.
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2. THE COLLECTED WORKS OF BILLY THE KID

In The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, Ondaatje imports into

the text a variety of 'documents,' including real-life interviews,

photographs, a newspaper art¡cle, and a section from a comic book or

dime novel. What these various 'documents' have in common is that

they appear to have a separate, extra-literary status both within and

outs¡de the text" Thus, the reminiscences of Sallie Chisum and

Paulita Maxwell on Billy, and the passage describing the death of

Tunstall, are italicized and so foregrounded. The comic book dis-

course of Billy the Kid and The Princess, and various photographs,

are set off by being placed inside black borders, while other pas-

sages are emphasized when they are placed inside brackets or quota-

tion marks. All of Ondaatje's 'documents' are set apart visually from

the rest of the text in configurations which give them special status

withín the book. By giving these entries such standing, Ondaatje sig-

nals, evidently, that they have originated from somewhere 'outside'

his text, making his textual 'take-over' very visible.

Ondaatje begins The Collected Works of Billy the Kid with two

'documents': there on the first page is a passage appropriated from a

book by L.A. Huffman, and, surrounded by a black box, an absent pho-

tograph of--the claim is intriguing--Billy the K¡d. The first visual

image in the book is an empty picture frame whose picture is miss-

ing. Underneath the empty frame is what we might receive as a cap-

tion, quoted from the real-life western photographer L.A. Huffman:

I send you a picture of Billy made with the Perry shutter
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as qu¡ck as it can be worked--pyro and soda developer .

I shall show you what can be done from the saddle with-

out ground glass on tripod--please notice when you get

the specimens that they were made with the lens wide

open and many of the best exposed when my horse was in

motion. (5)

ln these opening lines a narrator addresses the viewer of the

photograph and, by implication, the reader of the text. The narrator /
photographer here states that a few of his photographs became over-

exposed because of an open lens. ondaatje gives this dialogue a spe-

cial, authoritative status within the text by positioning it at the

beginning of the book and, further, by italicizing the entire passage.

The narrative here is offered in an informational manner, with its
considered description of the techniques of early photography. At the

end of The collected works, in the subsection entitled "credíts,"

ondaatje writes that "the comment about taking photographs around

1870-80 is by the great western photographer L.A. Huffman and ap-

pears in his book, Huffman. Frontier photographer" (.l10). ondaatje
thus confirms, or seems to confirm, that this appropriated passage

or 'document' is real and authentic. The opening section of The

collected works of Billv the Kid, which ondaatje has transferred

from Huffman's book into his own, seems to offer the indisputable

truth of the world and so gains a privileged standing within

ondaatje's text. The lines are spoken, or can be heard as if spoken, by

someone who has historical, first-hand knowledge of the old west

and of photography, a technology whích so radically informs

Ondaatje's work.
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However, because Ondaatje does not insert Huffman's photo-

graph of Billy the Kid into his text, he raises the possibility that

both the alieged photograph and Huffman's quotation may be either

partially or wholly fabricated. By leaving the picture frame empty,

Ondaatje leaves it up to the reader's imagination to 'fill in the

blank,' and, further, to theorize as to whether or not the photograph

is real. lt is intriguing in this respect to hear what the western

historian Robert M. Utley has to say about Billy the Kid parapherna-

lia. According to him, there is only one verifiable photograph of Billy

the Kid in existence, and the photo was not taken by L.A. Huffman

(Utley, 1 10). L.A. Huffman and Billy the Kid most likely never met,

and, in reality, which is to say in the source text, Huffman's lines on

photography do not even refer to a picture of Billy. lnstead, these

lines speak about a photograph of Huffman's daughter Bessie (Brown

and Felton, 43).

In The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, however, historical

accuracy is not Ondaatje's main goal. Instead, in the interplay be-

tween Huffman's passage and the missing photograph, Ondaatje an-

nounces a two-way interpretation of 'document'--between the au-

thentic 'document' and the created 'document.' In a sense, Huffman's

statement becomes, in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, both

'accurate' and 'inventive.' ln one way the passage quoted from

Huffman is historically 'true,' as Huffman was a frontier photogra-

pher at the time of Billy the Kid's famous exploits. In another way

Ondaatje raises questions as to the authoritative nature of the im-

ported 'document' by leaving an actual photograph of Billy out of the

book. Ondaatje also announces an erosion of the line between 'inside'

13



and 'outside' text, when he says in his "Credits" that the first lines

of the book come from a Source 'outside' his work, in this case L.A.

Huffman's book on photography.

The first-person reminiscences of Paulita Maxwell and Sallie

Chisum on Billy may also be classified as 'documents.' Both women

knew Billy the Kid well, as Paulita Maxwell was the sister of Pete

Maxwell, a friend of Billy's, and Sallie Chisum was the niece of John

Chisum, another acquaintance of Billy's. Paulita's and Sallie's recol-

lections are presented in italics and thus are given a visual promi-

nence within Ondaatje's text. Sallie's and Paulita's passages are also

written in a relaxed, conversational style, which further emphasizes

theír documentary quality. In the first reminiscence of Paulita

Maxwell on Billy she refers, possibly, to the photograph of Billy

missing from Huffman's passage:

ln 1880 a travelling photographer came through Fort

Sumner. Billy posed standing in the street near old

Beaver Smith's saloon. The picture makes him rough and

uncouth. The expression of his face was really boyish and

pleasant. He may have worn such clothes as appear in the

picture out on the range, but in Fort Sumner he was

careful of his personal appearance and dressed neatly and

in good taste. I never liked the picture. I don't think it

does Billy justice. (i 9)

In these early lines Paulita defends Billy and cr¡t¡cizes the

missing photograph, saying it is unflattering to Billy--unflattering

because inaccurate or misleading. Once again Ondaatje does not in-

sert the photograph in question into the book, instead all we are left
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with is Paulita's commentary. ln a way Paulita's words are a defence

of Billy, as she emphasizes his neat appearance and proper grooming.

Even at an early point in the The Collected Works, Ondaatje's

'document' plays off against the rest of the text, in which Billy's

violent nature has already been revealed. Just four pages prior to

Paulita's reminiscence, Billy describes his murder of Gregory:

I'd shot him well and careful

made it explode under his heart

so it wouldn't last long and

was about to walk away . . . (15)

On the page prior to Paul¡ta's recollection Billy also tells of how he

shot scores of crazed rats in an abandoned barn. The interplay opened

up between Paulita's recollection as 'document' and Billy's first-

person narrative, with all the authenticity (of another kind) which

that implies, reveals the contradíctions present in the 'document'

when read against the rest of the text. Paulita's description of the

pleasant, well-dressed young man seems to contradict the picture of

Billy seen in other parts of the book, where he is revealed to be a

young, violent outlaw.

At this point in the book we read this statement of Paulita

Maxwell's as being somehow'true,'as her reminiscence is offered in

an informational, factual manner. Paulita gives the exact date of the

photograph and reveals to the 'interviewer' the location of the

shooting--details whose hint of exactness we may receive as reas-

suring. Ondaatje further emphasizes the importance of this passage

by giving it a title--"Paulita Maxwell: The Photograph." In these

lines a more sympathetic side of Billy the Kid is brought to light in
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the words of someone who ín real life knew him. Paulita's recollec-

tion is offered to the reader as some form of historical truth.

However, as we saw in the case of the Huffman quotation at the be-

ginning of the book, there is a possibility that Paulita's words are at

least partially fabricated. In the "Credits" sect¡on at the end of The

collected works, ondaatje raises our suspicions once again when he

states that "the reminiscences by Paulita Maxwell and Sallie Chisum

on Billy, are essentially made up of statements made to Walter

Noble Burns in his book The Saga of Billv the Kid published in 1926"

(110). ondaatje's statement points in two directions at once here:

the words "made up" seem to imply that Ondaatje has altered the

passage, as does the adverb "essentially," while the words "made to

Walter Noble Burns" seem to indicate that Ondaatje has transferred

the 'document' intact. However we may choose to interpret these

"Credit" lines, Ondaatje here emphasizes that he has appropriated

and re-worked Paulita Maxwell's passage from an 'outside' text, in

this case a 1920's western novel written by walter Noble Burns.

Paulita Maxwell's reminiscence as 'document' can be inter-

preted in at least two ways. As historical 'truth,' the passage ap-

pears to have a separate, distinct presence both within and outside

the text, a conspicuousness which ondaatje stresses when he sets

the section apart typo-graphically by italicizing it. And yet,

ondaatje emphasizes the fictional quality of this passage by reveal-

ing its 'source' ín Burns's text, itself written or composed, and,

further, by hinting at his own alterations of the material. lf Burns's

interview with Paulita is in fact pure fabrication then this

'document,'in tantalizing though unknown ways, is revealed to be a
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fictionalization of a fictionalization, a re-working of another fic-

tional text which may or may not be historically accurate.

This double view of 'document' affects our interpretation of

Ondaatje's text in many ways. Key quest¡ons of appropriation, origi-

nality, and 'source' are raised by the conflicting notions of

'document.' Ondaatje begins by transferring a literary or sub-literary

'document' from one place in the culture to another, in this case

from Burns's fiction into his own work. The ensuing interplay and

conflict between the appropriated material and the rest of

Ondaatje's text, between 'document' as it participates in 'story,' and

'document' as it acts as part of 'discourse,' affects our strategy for

reading Ondaatje's work. Gerald Bruns makes what, for our purposes,

is an especíally illuminating point: "lmitation and translation for

their part are functions of learning that replicate or appeal to the

authority or' a prior text or model; yet they are also acts that disturb

such priorities, often without intending to" (45). In his view of

'document' Ondaatje goes beyond Bruns's argument on the topic of

appropriation and imitation. When Ondaatje transfers passages from

other texts he plays with the assumed authority of the prior text (in

this case Burns's novel), and questions the privileged position of any

source text, historical or fictional. By doing this, Ondaatje con-

sciously disturbs the "authority" of the "prior text."

Thus, when Ondaatje appropriates a passage from Walter Noble

Burns's novel, in this case a reminiscence of Paulita Maxwell's, wê

read the 'document' as a form of history at the same time that we

think of it, given Ondaatje's emphasis, as possible fiction. We read

Paulita Maxwell's recollection as a form of historv because of
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Ondaatje's re-framing of the passage within his own text, and be-

cause of Ondaatje's manipulation of textual context. Like the artist

and photographer Robert Rauschenberg, who imports images of the

masters into a collage silkscreen containing 2Oth-century pop art

symbols, Ondaatje changes our perspective, the way we see, by ap-

propriating and altering sect¡ons from other texts and by bringing

them into play within a larger field of his making. We may read

Paulita Maxwell's passage as history even though we are aware of

its potential fictional nature, and thus we may also begin to ques-

tion the traditional distinctions we might make between fiction and

nonfiction, art and non-art, within the context of Ondaatje's work.

The recollections of Sallie Chisum which we read in The

Collected Works of Billy the Kid also originate from Walter Noble

Burns's novel. Sallie was a real life friend of Billy the Kid's and her

reminiscences are offered as 'documents' by Ondaatje. Sallie was the

niece of John Chisum, who owned the Chisum ranch, a kind of west-

ern way-station for travellers. Our first view of Sallie is as an old

woman reminiscing about the frontier days: "(Miss Sallie Chisum,

later Mrs. Roberts, was living in Roswell in 1g24, a sweet-faced,

kindly old lady of a thousand memories of frontier days)" (30).

Ondaatje sets up Sallie's narrative in the manner of an eyewitness

account, and Sallie becomes a living witness to the men and women

of the wild west. Ondaatje seems to affirm the historical validity of

this passage by giving the 'interview' an exact location and date--

Roswell in 1924. Ondaatje further reassures his reader as to the

factual nature of this passage by giving Sallie a voice which sounds

authentic, and by describing her in a very down-to-earth way. ln her
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reminiscences, the sweet-faced, kindly old lady Sallie Chisum tells

us about her home:

The house was full of people all the time, the ranch was

a little world in itself, I couldn't have been lonesome if I

had tried. Every man worth knowing in the Southwest and

many not worth knowing were guests one time or an-

other. . . . Billy the Kid would come in often and some-

times stayed for a week or two. I remember how fright-

ened I was the first time he came. (30)

Ondaatje presents Sallie's recollections as 'documents"' ln a very

folksy voice, Sallie tells us about the Chisum ranch and describes

what it felt like to be a young woman working there. Sallie also re-

calls some of the men who stopped by the farm, including Billy the

Kid, whose reputation preceded him everywhere he went. Sallie's

passages are thus presented in an informational manner and seem to

offer some kind of historical 'truth.'Both of her passages are itali-

cized, and the first passage is further foregrounded as it is encased

in brackets. According to Victor Li, "translation or citation make

intertextuality visible" (297). Ondaatje's use of italics and brackets

here clearly work in such a fashion, giving Sallie's passages unusual

weight within the text. Ondaatje's 'documents' move intertextually

away from themselves--inwardly towards the rest of the text, and

outwardly towards the outside 'source' text, in this case Walter

Noble Burns's novel.

Ondaatje announces intertextuality on another front by trans-

ferring a framed photograph into the text to complement the written

'document.' Across the page from where Sallie's recollections ap-
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pear, Ondaatje imports into his text a black and white photograph of

a man and woman, evidently homesteaders, staring solemnly into the

camera. However we understand the picture, it is evident here that

the photograph, like Sallie's reminiscence, is an outside 'document,'

imported into the fictional text in order to offer some kind of 'truth'

about the world. The key here is in determining how the written

'documents' play off against this visual 'document.'

Many articles have been written on Ondaatje's use of pho-

tographs and photographic techniques. Some critics argue that the

photographs in Ondaatje's works represent some kind of fixity and

stillness, as opposed to the openness and lífe of the written text.

Linda Hutcheon argues that "the opposition in the book [The Collected

Works of Billy the Kidl becomes one of free motion and life versus

fixed stillness and death" ("Snow Storm," 117). Certainly, the black

and white photograph of the man and woman in Ondaatje's text rep-

resents some kind of immobility. The photograph is lifeless, and it

is also anonymous, as it could be a picture of anyone. Hutcheon fur-

ther argues that "for Ondaatje, the black and white photograph be-

comes an analogue for the black and white printed page of poetry,

and both are potentially images of stasis, of fixity, always placed in

contrast with images of kinesis, or of the flow of time" ("Snow

Storm," 1 18).

The photograph of the man and woman here, possibly in a like-

ness of Sallie and John Chisum, possibly in representation of Sallie

and Billy, represents some kind of fixed, immutable artefact, with

the "live," "kinetic" narrative of time flowing around it. I would ar-

gue, keeping with Hutcheon, that the photograph here represents a

20



closed 'document' set up against an open, live 'document' represented

by Sallie's recollect¡on. The photo, in a way, does not verify the

historical accuracy of Sallie's written or oral passage, instead it

works against the written 'document.' As Robert Kroetsch writes,

"Photo: arrest. Killing. Going. The camera as weapon. W¡th, but

against, the novel" (1 12). Even though Sallie Chisum's reminiscences

on Billy may be fabricated, they contain a life and flow which the

photograph here lacks. Sallie Chisum's passage, then, may be inte.r-

preted as a more accurate version of history than the 'real' photo-

graph because of the way Ondaatje frames and presents these

'documents.'

Sallie Chisum's section "On Her House" links up with her next

recollection entitled "On Billy." Here, Sallie describes her first

meeting with Billy the Kid and emphasizes her apprehension at

meeting him. She anticipates that an evil, cold-blooded killer will

walk through her door, with "the evil ugliness of a blood thirsty

ogre" (52). Instead, Billy turns out to be very different, contradict-

ing her expectations of him:

I heard John saying with a wave of his hand, Sallie,

this is my friend, Billy the Kid. A good looking,

clear-eyed boy stood there with his hat in his hand,

smiling at me. I stretched out my hand automat-

ically to him, and he grasped it in a hand as small

as my own. (52)

Ondaatje does not 'frame' or 'centre' Billy early on in The

Collected Works. He also does not offer a photograph of Billy any-

where within the text. Instead he offers supposedly 'real-life' ac-
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counts of Billy's character and appearance in the words of Sallie

Chisum and Paulita Maxwell. lt is notable, though, that Sallie's and

Paulita's reminiscences seem to contradict the rest of the text. This

anomaly is produced by a deliberate strategy. Sallie's physical de-

scription of Billy, of the smiling, good-looking, clear-eyed boy with

the small, lady-like hands, seems to conflict with the image of Billy

in the rest of the narrative, where Billy describes in cool, graphic

detail the various murders he has witnessed and committed.

Ondaatje's various 'documents' play off against the rest of the

text and do not 'cohere' or 'mesh' within the book. Juxtaposition, as

Manina Jones observes (34), is the key to Ondaatje's use of

'document.'As Billy states earlier in his narrative, "Not a story

about me through their eyes then. Find the beginning, the slight sil-

ver key to unlock it, to dig it out. Here then is a maze to begin, be in"

(20). Billy here announces the contradictory nature of the various

accounts of his life, and he rejects the stories told about him

through the eyes of others, including Sallie Chisum and Paulita

Maxwell. In The Collected Works of Billy the Kid Ondaatje presents a

maze of 'documents' which do not offer any coherent, unified picture

of Billy--instead they at times contradict each other and conflict

with the rest of the text.

At mid-point in the text Ondaatje introduces a few lines which

at first glance seem to be rather innocuous, but which are in fact

very important in Ondaatje's exploration of 'document.' Seemingly

out of nowhere, Ondaatje writes: "A motive? some reasoning we can

give to explain all this violence. Was there a source for all this?

yup-" (54). These lines could be spoken by anyone, by Billy, by a
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third-person narrator, or even by Ondaatje himself" On the surface

this unknown narrator is searching for a motive, and an explanation,

for Billy the Kid's violent actions. The "source" of Billy's violence,

and the answer to the question of his violent nature, are then given

just below on the same page:

Hill leaped from his horse and, sticking a rifle to the

back of Tunstall's head blew out his brains. Half drunk

with whisky and mad with the taste of blood, the savages

turned the murder of the defenceless man into an orgy. . .

. So murdered man and dead horse suggested they had

crawled into bed and gone to sleep together. This was

their devil's mockery, their joke--ghastly, meaningless.

Then they rode back to Lincoln, roaring drunken songs

along the way. (54)

Billy manages to avoid Tunstall's fate, as he is absent at the time of

the shooting, and instead ends up witnessing his friend's death from

a distant hill-side.

Ondaatje sets up a dialogue or an interplay between the two

passages here. The first lines search for the "source" of Billy's vio-

lent actions and the second passage gives an answer: the reason for

Billy's violent nature is due to his observing Tunstall's violent death

at the hands of Hill's gang. According to the narrator the source of

Billy's behaviour can be traced to this cause and effect--the wit-

nessing of Tunstall's murder turned Billy into a killer. Billy's mo-

tives in life thus become tied in with his search for revenge on the

killers of Tunstall.

These passages offer more than an explanation for Billy's wild
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life. Ondaatje doubly emphasizes Tunstall's death by italicizing the

passage and boxing it in quotations. Commonly, as we've seen,

Ondaatje's 'documents' are 'double-voiced,' moving at once between

the 'here' of Ondaatje's text and the 'there' of prior texts. The key

word in the passage is "source," for beyond psychoanalyzing Billy,

these lines refer also to the origin of Ondaatje's 'documents' and ul-

timately to the source of the text itself. In the "Credits" section at

the end of The Collected Works, Ondaatje reveals that both passages,

the one on the search for a "motive," and the one about Tunstall's

death, "are essentially made up of statements made to Walter Noble

Burns in his book The Saga of Billy the Kid" (110).

Ondaatje once again emphasizes a duplicitous view of

'document.' The passage describing Tunstall's death could be read

straight, possibly as history, since it provides what seems to be

factual information on Billy's violent background. However, Ondaatje

also leaves open the possibility that this section of the book may be

purely fictional. By revealíng that the two passages are "made up" of

statements credited to Walter Noble Burns, Ondaatje seems to lead

us towards an invented not¡on of 'document.' Ondaatje's use of quo-

tations makes a double interpretation of 'document' possible, since

the inflected passages not only make intertextuality visible, they

also resist a singular interpretation of text:

The act of translation or citation [or quotation], which

makes intertextuality visible, also disperses meaning,

first, by transgressing the protective limits of the

'univocal' or'autonomous' text . . . and by repeating its

contents in a different language or reproducing them in a
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different context, destroying the univocality of the text

by multiplying and scattering its single voice. (Victor Li,

ze7)

I would argue that ondaatje's 'documents' here do not speak in a

"single voíce." Instead they point in many directions at once, to-

wards fiction and intertextuality, and towards historical 'truth.'

In an essay entitled "Michael Ondaatje: The Mechanization of

Death," Sheila watson discusses ondaatje's re-working of the

Tunstall passage appropriated from Walter Noble Burns's novel. She

observes that ondaatje positions the appropriated passage differ-

ently. lt appears at the beginning of Burns's novel, but at the middle

of his own book: "From the source material which he uses, walter

Noble Burns's The Saga of Billy the Kid, ondaatje lifts a passage

which occurs early in Burns's narrative account (p.aB) to place at the

centre of his own work" (watson, 164). Burns places early in his

book lines describing the search for a motive to explain Billy's vio-

lent nature so that he can justify Billy's criminal behaviour.

However, when Ondaatje transfers Burns's lines into The Collected

works, he not only changes the position of the 'document,' he also

changes its context and meaning. Much in the same way that Robert

Rauschenberg alters by importing images from other paintings into

his collage silkscreens, ondaatje transfers passages from Burns's

text into his own, and thus 're-frames' these 'documents,' putting

them in an entirely new perspective.

we read ondaatje's appropriated passage first in an informa-

tional manner, as a form of historical truth. Then, we read the

'document' on the level of parody. ondaatje is here parodying con-
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ventional notions of 'source' and explanation. The source for "all this

violence," and the source for ondaatje's 'document,' are both found in

Walter Noble Burns's pulp novel, which could hardly be classified as

a moment of historical awareness. The style of Burns's western pulp

writing does not mesh with the rest of ondaatje's text, a discrep-

ancy which further emphasizes the fictional, intertextual nature of

the passage. ondaatje also parodies any search for a single motive

for explaining Billy's violent personality. The narrator here is con-

vinced that he will find the one, single reason for Billy's violent be-

haviour--and Ondaatje uses the narrator's own voice to criticize

this reductionist form of history.

Perhaps the most visible 'document' in The Collected Works of

Billy the Kid appears in the passage entitled "The Kid Tells All:

Exclusive Jail Interview" from The Texas Star, March 1881. ondaatje

presents this section of text as if it were a real-life interview with

Billy the Kid, as if it were an actual, historical 'document.' Ondaatje

foregrounds the newspaper article by granting it all the visual

markings of a newspaper, with its narrow columns of print, ques-

tionnaire style, special newsletter type, and requisite date and

headline. The passage is also written in a conversational style, giv-

ing it all the characteristics of an authentic interview.

Jonathan culler argues, as we have seen, that our strategy for

reading a passage is largely affected by its literary context. Thus, a

poem is read in a different manner than a newspaper article, even if

the words and content are exactly the same. Culler's claim that the

reader brings a "rìew set of expectations and conventions" (161) to a

literary passage, depending on how it is set up and where it is pre-
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sented, relates quite well to Ondaatje's use of 'document"' When

Ondaatje transfers a piece of writing from one place in the culture

to another, from a newspaper, say, into his own work, he affects the

way we read and ¡nterpret the 'document' and the rest of his text.

The point holds, certainly, for what we might make of the

jailhouse interview. In it Billy reveals his age, 22, discusses his

start as a cattle rustler, justifies his violent actions by referring to

the circumstances of war, and reveals his disbelief in God and his

indifference towards death. On the surface there is nothing particu-

larly revelatory in this section of text, Ondaatje simply appears to

be offering Billy's words in a journalistic form. Thus, the everyday

information revealed in this passage does not seem to justify its

prominence within the text. As if further to put the interview into

suspicion, Ondaatje inserts textual evidence which seems to ques-

tion the historical authenticity of this 'document.' Early in the in-

terview Billy defends himself on charges of cattle rustling: "Yes,

but, well let me put it this way. I could only be arrested if they had

proof, definite proof, not just stories" (81). Billy apparently makes

an important distinction when he speaks of "definite proof'; as op-

posed to "stories." On one level this is merely a defence of some of

Billy's criminal activities, but on a textual level--a tongue-in-cheek

level--we may receive these lines as questioning conventional no-

tions of 'story' and 'document.' In turn, once the doubt is planted in

our minds, we realize the newspaper article as 'document' itself may

be heard as just another'story,' no more'true'or historically accu-

rate than the 'fictional' poetry of the rest of the text.

Ondaatje thus presents two distinct interpretations of
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'document' here, the 'true' document, and the 'false' document" The

historically factual 'document' will be read in an informational man-

ner and will operate ¡n the same fashion as a real newspaper, offer-

ing what we are invited to believe are objective facts and the reas-

suring 'truth' of the world. The fabricated 'document' on the other

hand will be read in a more resistant fashion, and the reader will

more likely question its historical accuracy and the truth of its

contents. This two-way view of 'document' opens up an interplay

between the 'document' and the rest of the text. The newspaper ar-

t¡cle at this juncture points us intertextually backwards and for-

wards within Ondaatje's book.

As an aside, we might note that in The Collected Works of Billy

the Kid, Billy critiques the morality of newspaper writing and em-

phasizes its potential inaccuracy:

So if I had a newsman's brain I'd say

well some morals are physical

must be clear and open

like diagram of water or star

one must eliminate much

that is one turns when the bullet leaves you

walk off see none of the thrashing

the very eyes welling up like bad drains

believing then the morals of newspaper or gun

where bodies are mindless as paper flowers you don't

feed or give to drink. (11)

According to Billy, journalistic writing, like that found in a newspa-

per, is too black and white morally--it misses much of the real
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story, and omits the violence in Billy's life. The words of the news-

paper are stagnant and sterile, ultimately lifeless, the newspaper is

a. place "where bodies are mindless as paper flowers."

ln this poem, and in the newspaper ¡nterview, Billy interro-

gates the very form he enters. In Billy's description of newspaper

writing, he emphasizes the potential violence conta¡ned within the

writing process. Billy seems to compare the power of writing to the

power of a gun. Just before the newspaper interview with Billy,

Ondaatje likewise contemplates the potential power of a pencil:

my fingers touch

this soft blue paper notebook

control a pencil that shifts up and sideways

mapping my thinking going its own way

like light wet glasses drifting on polished wood" (72)

Then just after the newspaper interview, Billy thinks of how "a

pencil / harnessing my face / goes stumbling into dots" (85). In all

of the above lines Ondaatje reveals the powerful force that writing

can be, especially as it relates to the capturing of 'reality.'Thus

'document,' as represented by the newspaper passage, becomes more

than just a piece of factual information, it becomes a form of

power, one that affirms control and fixity. As Perry Nodelman ob-

serves, "these dots fthe pencil dots which 'harness' Billy's face]

could be either the reporter's shorthand, or the dots that make up a

photograph in a newspaper" (77). The opposition found in the news-

paper 'document' becomes what Linda Hutcheon has identified as the

opposition between life and death, motion and stillness. I would ar-

gue that Ondaatje gives us both versions of 'document' w¡thin the
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same newspaper article, the live, open 'document' and the lifeless,

closed 'document.'

In the newspaper art¡cle, when the interviewer asks Billy

whether or not he worries about what will happen to him (and to his

story) after his death, Billy replies: "Well I try to avoid it. Though I

suppose not. I guess they'll just put you in a box and you will stay

there forever. There'll be nothing else" (83). This moment represents

the ultimate in closed 'document.' We begin to realize that the vari-

ous stories on Billy, including this newspaper article, become po-

tential coffins for the dead Billy the Kid. The photographic fixity

which Linda Hutcheon has identified in Ondaatje's text, would hold

for a conventional, monologic view of 'document.'

Thus, for Ondaatje 'document' becomes much more than a

means of conveying information, it also becomes a battleground of

sorts, a site of tension, where meaning sometimes conflicts with

itself. One of the textual conflicts present in Ondaatje's text--be-

tween the open, live 'document' and the closed, lifeless 'document'--

essentiall) remains unresolved. In his essay "Approaching 'That

Perfect Edge': Kinetic Techniques in the Poetry and Fiction of

Michael Ondaatje," Steve Heighton comments on this basic tension in

Ondaatje's works. Heighton observes that Ondaatje is especially con-

cerned with the notion of capturing life in art and writing. Thus,

Audubon's drawings in Ondaatje's later novel, Coming Through

Slaughter, "exemplify the urge to capture and treeze life in a static

artefact" (?33). The idea of stuffing dead animals also comes out in

The Collected Works, in Pat Garrett's hobby of taxidermy. This notion

of "static artefact" relates well to a traditional definition of
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'document.' Conventionally speaking, a 'document,' whether it be a

newspaper article or a photograph, attempts to capture life, freeze

time, and close the story

Against that sort of 'document' Ondaage, again and again, pre-

sents a more unrestr¡cted version of 'document' by emphasizing

within it the possibilitÍes of myth and parody. Whatever its limita-

tions, myth can allow for a more open version of story than history,

as it makes room for a mixture of fact and legend. At the end of the

newspaper article the interviewer asks Billy, "How about you, do you

think you will last in people's memories?" (84) Billy then replies

that "l'll be with the world till she dies" (84). Billy assures himself

a promise of immortality here, most likely within western mythol-

ogy. Ondaatje also uses parody as a means of opening-up the

'document.' Ondaatje reveals that he is playing with the newspaper

article by having Billy refer to b.p. Nichol and other contemporary

Canadian poets. Referring to Ondaatje's comic playfulness, Dennis

Cooley argues that Ondaatje's postmodern aesthetics "allow him to

introduce his own contemporaries, bp Nichol and The Four Horseman,

into a fabrícated 1881 interview" (225-26).

Ondaatje consciously affects our strategy of reading by open-

ing up the 'document' and stressing its intertextual nature. Still, we

read and interpret the newspaper article as an authentic, factual

'document,' even as we come to question and resist its contents. In

the newspaper interview Billy claims that there is no solid legal

proof with which to prosecute him: "But the point is that there is no

legal proof to all this later stuff. The evidence used was unconsti-

tutional" (8S;. Just as the "proof" and "evidence" used against Billy
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in the courtroom are subjective and various, so the 'documents'

Ondaatje uses to describe him are double-voiced and, at times, inde-

terminate in meaning.

Because Ondaatje's 'documents' as he brings them into play be-

come polyphonic, and open to various interpretations, a conventional

view of 'document' as guarantee of pure historical fact is no longer

adequate to our reception of them. Robert Kroetsch comments that in

much postmodern fiction a version of archaeology replaces tradi-

tional versions of history because "history, in its traditional forms,

insisted too strongly on a coherent narrative" (24). lf history relies

too heavily on a coherent narrative, then the fragmentary nature of

archaeological interpretation may be more suited to the needs of

postmodern fiction:

Archaeology, of necessity, involves viclence--the un-

covering of past lives. That uncovering, for Ondaatje and

Thomas, involves as well the acceptance of the disconti-

nuity of form. The continuity asserted by history is be-

yond, lies beyond, the truth of fiction. The reader, like

the writer, becomes archaeologist, seeking the grammar

of the f ragments. (Kroetsch ,111-12)

Ondaatje's multi-voiced 'documents' "open up the sites"

(Kroetsch, 69) of his fictional works, resisting conventionai, mono-

logic versions of history and 'document.' Ondaatje's 'documents' are

not coherent in the traditional sense. lnstead, they are, as Kroetsch

argues, discontinuous in form and content. These qualities can be

seen in the newspaper interview, where Ondaatje brings together

history and myth, fact and parody, within one 'document.' The min-
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gling can be seen in Ondaatje's references to the straight 'facts' of

Billy's life, the shootings, hold-ups, and trials, as well as his em-

phasis on the legend of the young left-handed outlaw in terms of

Billy's future immortality. The mixture of genres and conventions

opens up the passages and resists the linearity and structural coher-

ence usually associated with history. Both the open-endedness of

Ondaatje's 'documents,' and the conflict between the true and the in-

vented ones, alter our strategy of reading. The indeterminacy also

gives the reader a more active role ín the interpretation of the text,

as Ondaatje, at times, stresses multiple meanings and interpreta-

tions. For instance, at one point, Ondaatje explains what "you" would

see if "you" dug Billy's grave up and exhorts his reader to "lmagine if

you dug him [Billy] up and brought him out. You'd see very little" (97).

The reader in the text becomes the "archaeologist" in the text, who

must decipher the multiple meanings and distinguish between fic-

tion and nonfiction within Ondaatje's 'documents.'

Ondaatje concludes The Collected Works of Billv the Kid with a

ser-ies.of inter-conriected 'documents' and poems. A Paulita Maxwell

passage, a description of the opening of Billy's casket, a comic book

story, a conversation between Garrett and Poe, a poem, and a photo-

graph conclude the book. The interplay between the various

'documents' and the rest of the text becomes especially important at

this point in The Collected Works. The last remaining 'documents'

and segments of text offer a series of different endings to Billy's

story, and to the book itself.

The last reminiscence on Billy in the text is given to Paulita

Maxwell. According to Robert Utley and Walter Noble Burns, Paulita
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Maxwell and Billy the Kid were lovers just prior to his death" ln the

passage which Ondaatje appropriates from Burns's novel Paulita em-

phasizes Bílly's courteous nature, but denies any romantic link with

him:

An old story that identifies me as Billy the Kid's sweet-

heart has been going the rounds for many years. . . . But I

was not Billy the Kid's sweetheart. I liked him very

much--oh, yes--but I did not love him. He was a nice boy,

at least to me, courteous, gallant, always respectful"

(e6)

Ondaatje's Paulita then proceeds to debunk another romantic rumour

surrounding Billy the Kid and herself:

There was a story that Billy and I had laid our plans to

elope to old Mexico and had fixed the date for the night

just after that on which he was killed. . . . Neither story

was true and the one about eloping on one horse was a

joke. . . . I did not need to put my arms around any man's

waist to keep from falling off a horse. Not l. I was, if you

please, brought up in the saddle, and plumed myself on

my horsemanship. (9G)

Paulita's recollection, once again appropriated by Ondaatje

from walter Noble Burns's text (p.184-85), provides more gloss on

the contradictory life of Billy the Kid. Because of the way ondaatje

sets up Paulita's dialogue within the text it resembles an actual,

historic narrative, despite the fact that its origins lie in Burns's

fictional novel. In her dialogue, Paulita remembers only the courte-

ous, polite side of Billy's character, Paulita's recollection also
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serves to debunk one version of the romant¡c western myth, the hero

and his girl riding off into the sunset on one horse" ln the version of

her story in Ondaatje's book Paulita denies that she and Billy were

lovers planning to elope--thus she invalidates one version of the

romant¡c myth of Billy the Kid.

Across the page from Paulita's narrative, the third-person

narrator, possibly ondaatje, appeals to some listener, describing

what "you" would see if "you" dug up Billy the Kid's grave:

lmagine if you dug him up and brought him out. you'd see

very líttle. There'd be the buck teeth. perhaps Garrett's

bullet no longer in the thick wet flesh would roll in the

skull like a marble The arms would be cramped on the

edge of what was the box. And a pair of hand-cuffs hold-

ing ridiculously the fine ankle bones. (Even though dead

they buried him in leg irons). There would be the silver

from the toe of each boot. His legend a jungle sleep. (gT)

There are many things going on in this passage. The romantic myth of

the western hero is being deconstructed here in. parodic fashion.

There is a comic tone in Ondaatje's description of Billy's buck teeth

and Garrett's bullet "rolling in the skull like a marble." The humour

comes out of ondaatje's series of contrasts--between the conven-

tional image of the western anti / hero (i.e. the handsome, rugged

outlaw), and the image of Billy here, w¡th h¡s buck teeth and a bullet

rolling around his skull. Yet there is also a strong trace of the

western hero left behind amongst the digging into history. The fact

that Billy was considered dangerous enough to be buried in hand-

cuffs and leg-irons adds to the western outlaw myth. The lines "his
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legend a jungle sleep" hint at danger and mystery, and also seem to

promise some form of immortality.

This passage refers us back to Linda Hutcheon's comments on

the flux and fixity found within The Collected Works of Billy the Kid.

The narrative describing the digging up of Billy's grave establishes

the bare-bones of history, and is probably the most factual version

of Billy's story in the entire book. As Ondaatje points out, there is

little.left of Billy the Kid in the real world, just his skeleton, his

wrists enclosed in hand-cuffs and his legs contained in leg-irons.

The hand-cuffs and leg-irons represent some form of constraint,

holding Billy's arms and legs even in death. Billy's remains are then

'framed' by a black box, represented by the coffin.

The graveyard passage represents one possible conclusion to

the story of Billy the Kid. This version of textual ending leads to

closure, as there is almost nothing left of Billy in the real world. ln

Manina Jones's words, "the poem uses the path metaphor . . " to mock

the kind of literalist biographical 'graverobbing' that would attempt

to resurrect its subject, but in fact issues in a kind of dead end"

(ze).

The lines "his legend a jungle sleep" at the tail end of this pas-

sage point us away from the graveyard scene, in the direction of a

key 'document' in Ondaatje's work, the comic book discourse of Billy

the Kid and The Princess. Ondaatje sets off this entire section of

text with a black border, he 'frames' the entire 'document.' The comic

book story is thus given a separate, distinct status within

Ondaatje's text.

The book cover that Ondaatje imports into this section bears
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the title The Five Cent Wide Awake Library: True Life of Billy the

Kid. lronically, Billy's picture on the cover of the dime novel is the

only picture of Billy in the entire text; this is the only time in the

book that Ondaatje 'frames' Billy in this fashion. This picture points

us towards two other passages in The Collected Works: the empty

picture frame on page one, and the photograph of the small boy in a

cowboy outfit on the last page (which will be discussed later in this

essay). The dime novel drawing replaces Huffman's absent photo-

graph from page one, an adjustment which further serves to blur the

line between fiction and non-fiction, between fabrication and his-

tory. The dime novel legend of Billy is labelled the 'true' story of

Billy the Kid. Despite the fact that the picture has been appropriated

from a western pulp novel, Ondaatje gives this section special at-

tention within The Collected Works.

Ondaatje's use of this comic book passage is reminiscent of

Douglas Crimp's theory on 'found' art, in which the role of the art¡st

is to 're-frame' an image or 'document' in order to put it in an en-

tirely new and different perspective. Ondaatje's appropriation and

're-framing' of the 'document,' in this case a comic book or dime

novel, changes textual meaning. We read Billy the Kid and The

Princess and The Five Cent Wide Awake Library as pulp fictions, but

also as something more, perhaps as fragments of pop history, per-

haps as other additions to the legend of Billy the Kid. This interac-

tion between history and pop art brings history down to the level of

popular art, or, conversely, elevates the historical status of the

comic book and the dime novel within Ondaatje's work. By emphasiz-

ing the textual importance of these popular art forms, Ondaatje
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breaks down the boundaries between high art and low or pop art, and

also between various kinds of 'document.'

The image of Billy drawn by Ondaatje in this passage is obvi-

ously at odds with the image we see of Billy in the rest of the text.

The personal, first-person poetry of Billy, and the serious western

themes of violence and vigilante justice, have been replaced by a

parodic, light-hearted take on the pop art of the comic book. The

comic book story contains an image of Billy ri,ding off into the sun-

set, in the arms of his princess" ln this comic book passage Ondaatje

mixes together romance, slapstick comedy, and cartoon violence, all

at odds with the more serious themes and stories of the old west

found in other parts of the text.

The light-hearted style and comedic plot-line which Ondaatje

invites in our reading of Billy the Kid and The Princess contrast

strongly with the personal, at times graphically violent, poetry

found in other parts of The Collected Works. ln the comic book story

Billy saves the princess, the heiress of King Phillip of Spain, from

the clutches of a rival suitor. ln return, Billy wins the princess's

love and gains access to her Edenic kingdom. When the princess in-

troduces Billy to her ancestral home Billy says: "WHOOOEEE! The

Governor's mansion up at Phoenix would fit in one end o' that wick-

iup" (100). Billy's language here is very different from the language

he uses in his poetry. For example, during one of his death scenes,

after being shot by Garrett, Billy refers to "oranges reeling across

the room AND I KNOW I KNOW / it is my brain coming out like red

grass / this breaking where red things wade" (95).The poetic vio-

lence of Billy's language during this shooting scene, and in other
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sect¡ons of the book, does not f¡t with Billy's comic voice found in

Billy the Kid and The Princess. Ondaatje juxtaposes romance, com-

edy, tragedy, and violence withín The Collected Works of Billy the

Kid, opening up potent¡al conflict between the 'documents' and the

rest of the text.

The comic book passage is the last place that we see Billy

alive within the text. At the end of this story, Billy saves the

princess from a cougar, the princess pledges her love to Billy, and

Billy becomes prince of a mythical kingdom. Ondaatje then gives

Billy a dramatic exít, riding off into the horizon in the arms of his

lover. This is how the passage ends: "Before Billy the Kid can defend

himself, La Princesa Marguerita has taken him in her arms and ."

(102). Billy the Kid and The Princess thus ends in the manner of

western romance, complete with a "fade-off into the sunset" (Jones,

33). This 'document' offers another version of errding to Billy the

Kid's story, an idealized, happy ending, one which Stephen Scobie

identifies as "the final transformation of Billy in pop culture into

the upright, clean-living hero" ("Two Authors," 192).

And yet, this fade-out gives the comic book story another and

an open-ended conclusion, implying that Billy's mythic life did not

end after his death at the hands of Pat Garrett. Ondaatje's textual

markers point to open-endedness and absence. As Manina Jones ob-

serves, "the comic book discourse ends with 'an ellipsis and a con-

junction"' (33). Within the constraints of the comic book's cliches

and habitual endings, and within an actual frame which he himself

provides, Ondaatje opens up 'document' and resists closure.

It is ironic, surely, that the comic book discourse as
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'document' should open up the story of Billy the Kid and resist a sin-

gular view of history. Here too Ondaatje blurs the line between art

and non-art to such an extent that he challenges our conventional

notion of 'document.' What Ondaatje seems to imply is that the tales

of Billy the Kid contained in the countless dime novels and pulp fic-

tions are in a way just as valid as the 'true' stories of Billy found in

the history books. lf the real-life story of Billy the Kid ended with

his death, then the legend of Billy the Kid must live on in some kind

of intertextual, extra-literary fashion, as Stephen Scobie comments:

"Within the terms of the legend, it is an inexorable progress, and

what it ends in is not Billy's death but Billy's apotheosis into legend:

the creation, that is, of an aesthetic image" ("Two Authors," 2O4).

The uncertainty of Billy's end figures even in the last dialogue

in the text, between Garrett and Poe. Ondaatje leaves some doubt as

to whether or not Garrett shot the right man in an ambush. After

killing a man whom he thinks is Billy, Garrett tells deputy Poe that

he has shot the Kid. Poe, however, questions Garrett's statement:

"Pat, lbelieve you have killed the wrong man" (103). Garrett then

says that "l'm sure it was the Kid, for I knew his voice and could not

have been mistaken'' (103). Like other passages we have noted, this

one is doubly emphasized by italics and quotation marks. Once again,

Ondaatje draws attention to 'document' through his use of visual

markings. This 'document' offers an account of Billy's death which

contrad¡cts the information found in Garrett's 'official' report.

ln the "Credits" section at the end of the book, Ondaatje writes

that "The last piece of dialogue between Garrett and Poe is taken

from an account written by Deputy John w. Poe in 19.l9 when he was
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the President of the National Bank of Roswell, New Mexico" (110).

Ondaatje grants the 'document' a weighty position within the text by

virtue of its near finalíty. Ondaatje provides the passage with a

date, 1919, and a place, Roswell, New Mexico, and also supplies in-

formation on Poe's later occupation. These lines are credited to

someone who knew both Billy the Kid and Pat Garrett. The passage is

given the weight of history, but history in this case does not close

off the story of Billy; instead it leaves open the possibility that

Billy eluded Garrett's posse and lived to fight another day.

The last poem in the text, "Poor young William's dead," then

offers another version of Billy's death. The narrator, possibly

Garrett, says,

We got the eight foot garden hose

turned it on, leaned him down flat.

What fell away we threw away

his head was smaller than a rat.

I got the bullets, cleaned him up

sold them to the Texas Star.

They weighed them, put them in a pile

took pictures with a camera. (104)

The narrator's irreverent account of the aftermath of Billy's death

leaves no doubt that Garrett shot the right man. The Texas Star here

represents the conventional, closed version of 'document,' as the

people from the paper take photographs of Billy's dead body and buy

the bullets which killed him. This version of 'document' ends on clo-

sure, the newspaper as 'document' fixes Billy to one final reality and

in effect kills him off.
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Across the page from "Poor

serts the final written passage of

Kid:

young William's dead," Ondaatje in-

The Collected Works of Billv the

It is now early morning, was a bad night. The hotel room

seems large. The morning sun has concentrated all the

cigarette smoke so one can see it hanging in pillars or

sliding along the roof like amoeba. In the bathroom, I

wash the loose nicotine out of my mouth. I smell the

smoke still in my shirt. (105)

These lines could be attributed to anyone, to Ondaatje, to an anony-

mous narrator, or possibly to Billy himself in a present which would

imply that he survived Garrett's manhunt. Regardless of who the

narrator is here, this passage in the present tense keeps the text

open and resists closure. In Sam Solecki's words, it "gives the book

an ending without finality or resolution, an ending struggling against

the closure inevitable in every work of art" (146). By ending the book

in the present tense, Ondaatje makes sure that Billy the Kid's story

will carry on beyond the boundaries of the textual ending which he

has imposed.

At the conclusion of The Collected Works of Billy the Kid

Ondaatje inserts the final 'document' into the text--he offers a

substitute picture for the Huffman photograph described on page one.

lnstead of presenting the empty frame filled with a real-life photo

of Billy the Kid, however, Ondaatje now gives us a photograph,

framed within a frame, of what some readers have claimed (how the

legends circle, the facts slide away) to be himself as a young boy in

a trad¡tional cowboy outfit. Ondaatje thus ends the story of Billy the
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Kid parodically, dissolving Billy's photograph into a photo of himself.

The parody opens up Ondaatje's text, and forces us to read and in-

terpret The Collected Works in a very unconventional manner. This

parodic, playful photograph of the author as a young boy serves to

deconstruct the traditional myth of the western outlaw Billy the

Kid, even as it implies an element of reverence for the western myth

as well. Like the majority of Ondaatje's 'documents,' this photograph

points in many directions at once, both within and outside Ondaatje's

text.

This final photograph or 'document' blurs completely any at-

tempt to distinguish between the truth and fiction of 'document.' We

come ultimately to the area of "borderblur" described by Stephen

Scobie--that area where "the categories collapse into each other"

(?72). This may be Ondaatje's final point, that all the 'documents'

and sections of text describing Billy the Kid are equally valid,

equally invalid, as versions of history and fiction. The story of Billy

the Kid being many-sided, Ondaatje presents 'documents' which are

'double-voiced' and open to different interpretations.

In The Dialogic lmagination, Mikhail Bakhtin discusses how the

novel as genre uses parody, especially the parody of high genres. The

characteristics of parody which Bakhtin describes seem to echo

Ondaatje's use of parody in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid.

Bakhtin writes:

What are the salient features of this novelization of

other genres. . . . They become more free and flexible,

their language renews itself by incorporating extral¡t-

erary heteroglossia and the 'novelistic' layers of literary
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language, they become dialogized, permeated with

laughter, irony, humor, elements of self-parody and

finally--this is the most important thing--lhe novel in-

serts into these other genres an indeterminacy, a certain

semantic openendedness, a living contact with unfin-

ished, still-evolving contemporary reality (the openended

present). (6-7)

Bakhtin's lines apply well to ondaatje's text in leading to his

use of 'document.' Ondaatje transfers and imports 'outside'

'documents' into his book, opening up a dialogue between the

'documents' and the rest of the text. This interplay leads to a certain

arrìount of indeterminacy, which in turn leads to the "open-ended

present" defined by Bakhtin. Such a present can be seen in the final

written passage of text (the narrator in his hotel room), and in the

final photograph of the young cowboy. ondaatje's use of 'document' in

The Collected Works of Billy the Kid concludes as it has proceeded--

in open-endedness and parody.

ondaatje never gives us the authentic photograph of Billy the

Kid described by Huffman at the beginning of the book. Ondaatje does

not want to pin Billy down to one set real¡ty in the text. lnstead the

Billy he presents in the various 'documents' and stories is contradic-

tory, moving in many directions at once, as in real life. T.D.

Maclulich states that "ondaatje's images of Billy do not create a

static portrait, but a shifting and elusive picture--like a film which

contains discontinuities, flash-backs, and slow-motion segments"

(108). ondaatje resists 'framing' Billy within a real photograph, and

thus the only 'pictures' of Billy within the text are represented by a
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dime novel drawing and a photo of ondaatje as a young boy dressed in

a cowboy outf¡t. This 're-framing' of the pictures thus disrupts con-

ventional notions of 'document' in its blurring of the difference be-

tween what is received (i.e. the photograph), and what is perceived

(i.e. the pop artist's drawing).

By refusing to centre or 'frame' Billy within the text, Ondaatje

leaves it up to the reader to decide Billy's fate in the story. The

reader in the text must sift through the various 'documents' and

stories of Billy the K¡d and come to some kind of textual conclusion.

Ondaatje gives the reader at least seven different versions of ending

and closure in the series of 'documents' and poems at the end of The

Collected Works, and the reader is given some choice among them. In

Sam Solecki's words, "The reader supplies captions and connections

just as he / she fills in Billy's blank / absent opening portrait--the

'white dwarf' out of which arise and on which depend text and nega-

tive" (340). Thus, Ondaatje transfers various outside 'documents,'

including newspaper articles, photograohs, interviews, and sections

altered from other texts, into his book The Collected Works of Billy

the Kid. By transferring them from one site to another, from a news-

paper for instance into his fictional text, Ondaatje 'takes-over'

these 'documents' and 're-frames' them, putt¡ng them in an entirely

new and different perspective. The transfer then changes the mean-

ing of both the 'document' and Ondaatje's text, putting into play what

is received or 'found,' and what is invented.

The conflict serves to open up the 'site' of the text. Ondaatje's

readers are forced to alter their strategy of reading. They must, as

Jonathan Culler argues, bring into play a new set of conventions in
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order to read and interpret The Collected Works of Billy the Kid.

Because Ondaatje offers many different versions of 'document,' it is

ultimately the reader who must dig through Ondaatje's text and seek

the truth of 'document' and fiction. This search for reality within the

text points us in the direction of Ondaatje's various 'sources'--both

fictional and historical. Stressing the intertextual nature of

Ondaatje's text, Manina Jones observes that "the documents in The

Collected Works both conflict with each other and gesture to other

intertextual 'sources"' (3+¡. ln the end, Ondaatje's 'documents' point

in many directions at once, towards history, fiction, and myth.

The give and take between different 'documents,' Ondaatje's

emphasis on the importance of the reader, and Ondaatje's use of par-

ody all serve to spring open The Collected Works of Billy the Kíd in a

postmodern fashion. In his unconventional use of material Ondaatje

resists a traditional, monologic view of history and 'document.'

lnstead, as Kroetsch argues, the writer and the reader become

"archaeologists" within the multi-voiced text, searching out textual

meaning. ondaatje's 'documents' and text point in the direction of

many different, equally valid, interpretations of the life of Billy the

Kid. The Collected Works of Billy the Kid is a text comprised of what

Bakhtin has elsewhere called "dialogues framed by a story" (29),

where 'document' and text feed off each other, all "framed" by the

story of Billy the Kid.
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3. COMING THROUGH SLAUGHTER

In Coming Through Slaughter Michael Ondaatje transfers a va-

riety of 'documents' into his text, including real-life interviews,

tape recordings, photographs, and a biographical data sheet. As in

The collected works of Billy the Kid, ondaatje's 'documents' in

Coming Through Slaughter move in two directions at once: towards a

historical or factual definítion of 'document,' and also towards a

fabricated or fictional definítion of 'document.' By giving us a double

version of 'document' Ondaatje blurs the line between fiction and

non-fiction, between history and myth, within the two texts.

However, there is a key difference in Ondaatje's use of

'document' within the two books. The key source text for The

Collected works of Billy the Kid, The saga of Billy the Kid by walter

Noble Burns, is a work of fiction, whereas the main source text for

coming Through slaughter, Martin williams's Jazz Masters of New

orleans, is essentially a music history. In The collected works,

Ondaatje at times makes use of comedy and parodies his 'documents'

in order to open up his own text. As we have seen, open-ended parody

can be found at the conclusion of The collected works, where

Ondaatje inserts into his text a passage from a comic book entitled

Billy the Kid and the Princess and a photograph of a young boy

dressed in a cowboy outfit. coming Through slaughter, however, ends

on a darker note, with Buddy Bolden going mad in a parade and even-

tually ending up in an asylum. lt is noteworthy that the 'documents'

which ondaatje uses in Coming Throuqh Slaughter, especially toward
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the end of the book, are primarily historical in nature and tend to be

sombre in tone and content. In Coming Through Slaughter, then,

Ondaatje interrogates his 'documents' more deeply than he does in

The Collected Works, and questions to an even greater extent the

practices of conventional history and the 'closed' versions of docu-

ment upon which they depend.

ln Coming Through Slaughter Ondaatje questions possibilities

of representation--he interrogates his historical'documents,' pho-

tographs, and fictional text equally as methods of representing

'reality.' Thus, in Coming Through slaughter a key issue involves "the

relation of language to the representation of reality" (Linda

Hutcheon, The Canadian Postmodern, 85). The question of

'document's' ability to represent objective 'truth' is addressed in one

of the first passages within Coming Through Slaughter--the dolphin

sonographs at the beginning of the text. In this passage Ondaatje

transfers into his book three photographs along with an accompany-

ing explanatory paragraph. The passage explains that the waves and

lines in the photographs represent the various sounds dolphins make

in the water. The black lines are thus indicators of dolphin speech--

visual representations of auditory sounds: "Three sonographs-pic-

tures of dolphin sounds made by a machine that is more sensítive

than the human ear" (6).

Ondaatje seems to be questioning the belief that the sounds

made by dolphins can be understood in the form of wavy lines in a

photograph. Ondaatje divides the dolphin sounds into two categories:

"squawks," which are "common emotional expressions" (G), and

"whistles," which "give a'pure sound"'(6), and which "are like per-
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sonal s¡gnatures for dolphins, identifying each dolphin as well as its

location" (6). The third photograph, which shows the two different

sounds being made simultaneously, apparently relates to the state-

ment that "no one knows how a dolphin makes both whistles and

echolocation clicks simultaneously" (6). As an informational, sci-

entific 'document,' which Ondaatje has appropriated from a book

entitled Mind in the Waters, the paragraph attempts to explain dol-

phin 'speech' and echolocation. What may emerge at the outset as a

key piece of information is the claim that human science is unable

fully to explain the dolphin's method of communication. More impor-

tantly, with regards to Comíng Through Slaughter, Ondaatje seems to

make a connection between dolphin sounds and written language.

According to Peter Sims the sonograph, or the wavy lines in the

pictures, represent "symbols of writing" (154). In comparing dolphin

echolocat¡on and human language, Ondaatje leaves open the possi-

bility that the process of writing may be more complex than the

conventions of fiction and history would allow for.

In Coming Through Slaughter Ondaatje puts into question other

cultural formations when he uses interviews, archival materials,

and photographs in order to situate his text in some kind of histori-

cal reality. At the same time, however, Ondaatje questions the ve-

racity and reliability of his factual material. Ihroughout his book

Ondaatje contrasts two different versions of 'document': 'document'

as a discourse of 'pure truth,'and'document'as a textual construct.

Stephen Scobie for instance notes that "the whole notion of 'fact'

[within documentary poems] may itself be no more than a fiction, a

linguistic construct" (272). This notion of 'document' as a "linguistic
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construct" comes out in the first two interview passages within

Ondaatje's text.

One of the first 'documents' within the text is an interview

with Dude Botley, a contemporary of Bolden's. Botley describes the

Monday nights when Bolden performed and recalls fondly the groups

of prostitutes who came to hear Bolden play:

Monday nights at Lincoln Park was something to see, es-

pecially when the madams and pimps brought their

stables of women to hear Bolden play. Each madam had

different colour girls. Ann Jackson featured mulatto,

Maud Wilson featured high browns, so forth and so on.

And them different stables was different colours. Just

like a bouquet. (i 8)

This interview with Dude Botley is presented as if it were given

truth. Botley reminisces about Bolden's Monday night concerts and

describes the different-coloured call girls who came to hear Buddy

play. Dude's voice sounds so convincing you can almost hear his New

Orleans accent within the passage. Ondaatje confirms the historical

veracity of this 'document' by stating at the end of coming Through

Slaughter that "Dude Botley's monologue appears in Martin

williams's Jazz Masters of New orleans" (157). Thus, ondaatje not

only verifies the factual nature of Botley's words, he also announces

that the passage originates from outside his own text, in this case

from a jazz history book written by Martin williams (17).ondaatje's

confirmation of these lines lends an air of historical legitimacy to

this passage. These lines reportedly were spoken by someone who

knew Buddy Bolden and who was present ¡n Storyville at the time of

50



Bolden's heyday. In this particular entry Ondaatje uses actual names

and places in order to locate the story of Buddy Bolden in some kind

of historical context and to allow the resonance of history to echo ín

his own book.

The interview with Frank Lewis, the clarinetist in Bolden's

band, could also be classified as a 'document.' Like the earlier in-

terview with Dude Botley, the Frank Lewis passage is set up in the

fashion of a real-life interview, and as such, offers documentary

information to the reader in a conversational form. ln his monologue,

Lewis remembers the originality of Bolden's playing and especially

emphasizes the open-endedness of Buddy's music. Lewis argues that

Buddy's cornet playing was improvisational and beyond conventional

control:

There was no control except the mood of his power . . 
"

and it is for this reason it is good you never heard him

play on recordings. lf you never heard him play some

place where the weather for instance could change the

next series of notes--then you should never have heard

him at all. He was never recorded. He stayed away while

others moved into wax history, electronic history

(37)

In this reminiscence Lewis emphasizes the improvisational, as

well as the emotional nature of Buddy Bolden's music. Bolden's cor-

net playing is controlled by mood and emotion, not rational thought.

Lewis also says that you would have to hear Bolden live and in-per-

son in order to fully understand his music. This statement reveals

the temporary nature of the early jazz. The temporality of art is
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further emphasized by Lewis's statement that Bolden's music was

never recorded or brought to tape. Bolden never became part of what

Lewis calls "wax and electronic history," and to Lewis this absence

is a good thing. By refusing to be recorded, Bolden avoided being

frozen in time by a tape recording. By emphasizing Bolden's reluc-

tance to be recorded, Lewis reveals the conflict between the tempo-

rary nature of art (Bolden's live performance), and permanent

records of art (recordings, books).

This passage gives us information on Bolden's music from the

point of view of a friend and fellow musician. Lewis describes the

emotional power and circumstantial flavouring of Bolden's playing,

something which he argues can never be fully captured on tape. From

another perspective, Lewis, and by implication Ondaatje, is criticiz-

ing the whole process of taping or recording a musician. To Lewis

and Ondaatje, a tape recording (representing a 'document') cannot

fully capture the essence or spirit of a musician's playing. A tape

recording cannot tell us everyth¡ng about a musician's art, it misses

much--such things as the player's mood and emction. Because of the

improvisational, ever-changing nature of Bolden's jazz music it is

impossible, Lewis argues, to fully capture or 'document' his music on

record or tape.

Later in this same passage Lewis comments on the looseness

of Bolden's playing and his belief that Bolden was in fact concerned

with order and discipline:

But there was a discipline, it was just that we didn't un-

derstand. We thought he was formless, but I think now he

was tormented by order, what was outside it. He tore
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apart the plot--see his music was immediately on top of

his own life. Echoing. As if, when he was playing he was

lost and hunting for the right accidental notes. Listening

to him was like talking to Coleman. you were both

changing directions with every sentence (32)

According to Lewis, Bolden's cornet playing was unconventional and

completely original. In Lewis's words Buddy "tore apart the plot,"

and by doing this he resisted conventional musical order. In these

lines Bolden's playing is revealed to be contradictory, at once

chaotic and well-thought out, which Lewis captures in his descrip-

tion of Buddy's technique.

The Frank Lewis interview is a good example of ondaatje's

double-voicing of 'documents.' ondaatje first of all presents this

passage in art informational manner. The interview is offered as a

fragment of oral history, as genuine 'truth.' rt rooks, however, as if

this passage is fabricated. There is no mention of an interview with

Frank Lewis in the "credits" section at the end of coming Through

Slaughter. Another clue that th¡s 'document' may be invented is con-

tained in Lewis's statement that "listening to him lBolden] was like

talking to Coleman." The Coleman referred to here could be Ornette

coleman, a latter-day jazz saxophonist. The coleman could also be

Victor coleman, a poet and personal acquaintance of ondaatje's.

Ondaatje could here be playfully mixing a reference to late twenti-

eth-century canadian poetry and poets into a supposedly genuine in-

terview. such a comic insertion, reminiscent of ondaatje's refer-

ences to bp Níchol and The Four Horsemen in The Texas Star inter-

view in The collected works of Billy the Kid, would then indicate
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that this passage has been invented, or at least fictionally enhanced

by Ondaatje.

The fact that the Frank Lewis interview may be fabricated is

not Ondaatje's main point however. When the Frank Lewis interview

is compared with the Dude Botley monologue it is impossible to dis-

tinguish between the actual 'document,' which has been appropriated

from a jazz history book, and the false 'document' which ondaatje

has composed himself. Both the factual and the fictÍonal interviews

offer information on Bolden's playing techniques, and they also give

us a flavour of early twentieth-century New orleans. Both inter-

views are spoken in convincing voices and both appear to be histori-

cally accurate. Given the way that ondaatje sets up these two in-

terviews, w€ find that the true 'document' becomes virtually indis-

tinguishable from the fabricated 'document.' Both sections of text
can be seen as being 'accurate' and 'inventive' at the same time.

Therefore each interview can be read as being equally valid within

the context of Coming Through Slaughter. ondaatje blurs the line

between fact and fiction here because it is precisely in the grey

area between created and authentic material that the 'truth' of his-

tory and fiction ultimately resides. The Dude Botley interview, de-

spite its historical authenticity, therefore may be interpreted as a

linguistic construct, no more authoritative than the 'fictional' in-

terview with Frank Lewis.

Another key 'document' in coming Through slaughter is the

black and white photograph of the Buddy Bolden band found at the

beginning of the book. The way ondaatje uses this photograph within

the text reveals his strong emphasis on the interplay between fic-
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tional text and 'document.' Ondaatje describes the Bolden photograph

twice in the book: in a scene involving the photographer Bellocq and

the detective Web; and later in a narrator's monologue. ln The

Collected works of Billv the Kid. as we have seen, ondaatje does not

brÍng an actual photograph of Billy into the text, evidently not

wanting to pin Billy the Kid down to one set v¡sual reality. In coming

Through slaughter ondaatje risks committing his version of Buddy

Bolden to a set image represented by a photograph. And yet, the band

photograph, whích Ondaatje uses as epitaph to the text, is blurry and

grainy. As a result the photograph allows for open-ended interpre-

tations.

The first description within the text of the band photograph

occurs in a scene between Web and Bellocq. The detective Web, who

is searching for his friend Bolden after Bolden's mystei'ious disap-

pearance, breaks into Bellocq's home looking for a photograph.

Bellocq agrees to give Web a copy of the band photo and together

they watch the negatíve slowly develop in Bellocq's acid tray:

The two of them watching the pink rectangle as it slowly

began to grow black shapes, coming fast now Then

the faces. Frank Lewis looking slightly to the left. All

serious except for the smile on Bolden. Watching their

friend float into the page smiling at them, the friend who

in reality had reversed the process and gone back into

white, who in this bad film seemed to have already half-

receded with that smile which may not have been a smile

at all, which may have been his mad dignity. (52-53)

Ondaatje presents the actual photograph of The Buddy Bolden
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Jazz Band at the beginning of his text. The photograph is very indis-

tinct, the faces barely recognizable. Ondaatje uses this imprecise

photograph to his advantage within the book. Ondaatje would not

want a clear, precise photograph of Bolden in his text. Instead,

Ondaatje fuzzes the quality of the picture in keeping with his style

of fiction.

The same photograph is described a second time by the book's

narrator. In the later passage the narrator communicates directly

with the reader and gives more historical background on the photo-

graph:

There is only one photograph that exists today of Bolden

and his band. This is what you see: Jimmy Johnson on

bass; Bolden; Willy Cornish on valve trombone; Willy

Warner on clarinet; Brock Mumford on guitar; and Frank

Lewis on clarinet. As a photograph it is not good or pre-

cise, partly because the print was found after the fire.

The picture, waterlogged by climbing hoses, stayed in the

possession of Willy Cornish for several years. (66)

In this passage, the narrator reveals that the particular photograph

of Bolden is the only photo of him that exists today. This 'document'

takes on even greater historical significance within Coming Through

Slaughter when it is revealed that Willy Cornish, Bolden's real-life

bandmate, once possessed the picture. The photo also seems to have

been rescued from a fire at some point, a fact which would explain

its poor physical condition. In this light the photo represents an in-

valuable historical artefact. lt is presented in an informational

manner, perhaps offering us a glimpse into the'reality'of Buddy
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Bolden. From a different, postmodern perspective, however, this

photograph may be perceived in a much different way. ln an article

ent¡tled "Photography 'ln Camera,"' Peter Sims explains that a post-

modern not¡on of photography sees the medium not so much as an ob-

jective representation of 'reality' and 'truth,' but instead as a sub-

jective, individually constructed art-form. Sims writes that a

"photograph, rather than representing an object directly, can be seen

as a representation of the retinal image appearing on the back of a

single eye" (166). In sims's view a photograph is as subjective as

the individual eye which takes the picture.

A photograph, when used in a conventional documentary, is

meant to clarify a point and to give us a better picture of the sub-

ject. In a historical biography a photograph generally fits perfectly

with the written text. ln both these respects ondaatje writes

against the conventions in his use of the band picture. ondaatje

questions the representational 'reality' of this photograph by reveal-

ing that what seems to be straightfonvard may not always be so. As

ondaatje points out, the smile on Bolden's face in the picture may

not be a smíle at all, instead it "may have been [an indication of] his

mad dignity" (53). ondaatje also questions the 'truth' of the photo by

stat¡ng that "in reality IBuddy] had reversed the process [of photog-

raphyl and gone back into white" (52-53). From one perspective the

fictional subject Buddy Bolden cannot be truly represented by an old,

fading photograph, no matter how genuine it is.

Ondaatje is putting into suspicion the closed nature of con-

ventional photography, while at the same time using this grainy

black and white photograph to his advantage. ondaatje gives us an
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example of both an 'open' and a 'closed' 'document' by the ways in

which he promotes the very same photograph. In one respect the

photograph is 'closed': it pins Bolden to one set visual reality within

the text. From another perspective the photo is 'open': it evades

certainty in its very grainíness and imprecision. Commenting on the

double-sidedness of this photograph, Robert Kroetsch argues that
the picture both creates and destroys, gives and takes away: "Here is

the 'real thing,' anticipating, refusing, creating, destroying the fic-

tion that is to come. Photo: arrest. Killing. Goíng. The camera as

weapon. With, but against, the novel" (1l Z).

ondaatje prevents this photograph from becoming what Linda

Hutcheon calls an "image of stasis, of fixity" (118). ondaatje resists

this one-sidedness by emphasizing the ephemeral nature of the

photo's image. ondaatje sets up the photograph so that it resembles

a remnant or after-thought from'somebody's picture album. ln the

same way that the photograph "works both with and against the

novel," the picture also works with and against history and our con-

ventional notion of its documents. on one hand the photograph is an

important historical artefact, representing the truth of the world,

unalterable and immutable. on the other hand ondaatje leaves the

photo open to interpretation, allowing us to see its ambiguity, and in

a sense, the imprecision contained in all photography. The treatment
provides a good example of Ondaatje's blurring the line between the

received or 'found' 'document,' and the perceived or inventive

'document.'

According to ondaatje's sources the Buddy Bolden Band even-

tually broke up. Frankie Dusen, a rival of Bolden's, enlisted a few of
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Bolden's band-mates in his Eagle Band, and hired a seventeen-year-

old cornetist to take Buddy's place. Ondaatje, picking up this real-

life occurrence in Coming Through Slaughter, sets up a scene in

which Buddy sees the Eagle Band onstage, Bunk Johnson playing in

his place. Bolden quickly leaves the concert, Dude Botley following

him. Botley then describes in some detail the following scene, with

Bolden sitting all alone in the barbershop, playing his cornet to him-

self:

Then I hear Bolden's cornet, very quiet, and I move across

the street closer. . . . Thought I knew his blues before,

and the hymns at funerals, but what he is playing now is

real strange and I listen careful for he's playing some-

thing that sounds like both. I cannot make out the tune

and then I catch on. lìe's mixing them up. He's playing the

blues and the hymn sadder than the blues and then the

blues sadder than the hymn. That is the first time I ever

heard hymns and blues cooked up together. (80-81)

The key to Botley's monologue here is the fact that Bolden is

mixing the sexual charge of the blues together with the gospel fer-

vor of the spirituals. By doing this Bolden is creating an entirely

new form of music--jazz. To Botley's ears, however, Bolden is

bringing together the sacred and the profane, and is creating music

which is forbidden and sacrilegious. According to Botley, Bolden's

music becomes a battleground between the Lord and the Devil, be-

tween good and evil:

There's about three of us at the window now and a

strange feeling comes over me. I'm sort of scared be-
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cause I know the Lord don't like that mixing the Devil's

music with His music. But I still listen because the mu-

sic sounds so strange and I guess I'm hypnotized. When he

blows the blues I can see Lincoln Park with all the sin-

ners and whores shaking and belly rubbing and the chicks

getting way down and slapping themselves on the cheeks

of their behind. Then when he blows the hymn I'm in my

mother's church with everybody hummíng. The picture

kept changing with the music. lt sounded like a battle

between the Good Lord and the Devil. Something tells me

to listen and see who wins. lf Bolden stops on the hymn,

the Good Lord wins. lf he stops on the blues, the Devil

wins. (81)

Within his music, Bolden is fighting his personal demons and

battles. The key to Dude Botley's passages within Coming Through

Slaughter relates to the newness, and strangeness, of Bolden's mu-

sic. The entries in which Botley describes Bolden's hymns and blues

have been appropriated, nearly verbatim, from Martin Williams's

Jazz Masters of New Orleans (13-14). lt is not hard to see why

Ondaatje uses these two 'documents' in his text. Within the context

of musica! history, Botley's lines focus on the roots of the early

jazz in spirituals and blues. At the same time, despite the fact that

they are historically authentic entries, both of Botley's monologues

here exhibit a strong mythic or fictional quality. The conflict within

Bolden's music between the spirituals and the blues, the Good Lord

and the Devil, sounds like something invented by Ondaatje, as op-

posed to being an anecdote found in a history book. The Dude Botley
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interviews, in both Martin williams's book, and in coming Through

slaughter, communicate the unresolvable tensions found within

Bolden's music. Finally, in Bolden's form of jazz, there is something

inexplicable and tabooed, a characteristic which Dude Botley says

that he does not want to explore too deeply.

Dude Botley's monologues serve many purposes as an example

of 'document' within coming Through slaughter. In a plainspoken

manner, Botley tells us a little more about Bolden's playíng and

about the possible origins of the early jazz. Botley's voice carries an

air of authenticity--Botley speaks in a conversational manner, de-

scribing a particularly memorable night in his, and Bolden's, life. In

this passage there is also an oral quality which is emphasized by

Botley's distinct New orleans dialect and occasional bad grammar.

Botley's superstitious attitude towards Bolden's music, and hís be-

lief that Bolden is committing a nearly sacrilegious act, lends an air

of everyday historical reality to ondaatje's text. ondaatje blends

fiction and 'document' so perfectly within this scene that we do not

receive Botley's recollections merely as authentic 'documents' ap-

propriated from a history book. lnstead, the materials begin to take

on a mythic quality. As fiction becomes indistinguishable from his-

tory, ondaatje is able to stress the legendary qualities of Buddy

Bolden's music, captured perfectly in Dude Botley's words.

The unexplainable quality of Buddy Bolden's music, which Dude

Botley attempts to communicate in his recollection, could be related

to ondaatje's own amalgam of fiction, history, and 'document' within

Coming Through Slaughter. There is an elusive, mysterious quality to

Bolden's playing which cannot ever be fully 'documented,' whether by
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a tape record¡ng or by a fictional compositíon. ln entering the life of
Buddy Bolden Ondaatje seems to be aware of the limitations of pure

fiction, and pure documentary. In his attempt to translate Bolden's

life and music into words, ondaatje must overcome limitations of
genre and convention. ondaatje accomplishes this by blending to-
gether fiction, history, and myth, and arso by using historical 'facts'
in a very unconventional manner. ondaatje's 'documents' move in
many directions at once, towards a str¡ctly historic interpretation,

and also towards a meta / fictional understanding. The Dude Botley

monologues, for example, are authentÍc statements culled from in-

terviews conducted by jazz historians. However, within the context
of coming Through slaughter, Dude Botley,s words work on two dif-
ferent levels, within their historic context, and within the carefully

structured context of Ondaatje's work.

The Dude Botley interviews point us backwards in ondaatje's
text, toward the dolphin sonograph passage. This is a good example

of the textual interplay that takes prace in coming Through

slaughter among ondaatje's various 'documer,ts.' ondaatje seems to
imply that there is a connection between dolphin communication and

the music of Buddy Bolden. Just as dolphin echolocation is inexpli-

cable in scientific terms, so Bolden's music is likewise difficult to
define or comprehend in literary terms. ln both instances Ondaatje

seems to be questioning possibilities of representation. In the same

way that the lines in the dolphin sonograph cannot fully reveal the
secrets of dolphin communication, written language cannot fully
elucidate the nature of Bolden's jazz playing.

By incorporat¡ng the dolphin sonograph passage and the Dude
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Botley reminiscences as he does, Ondaatje calls into question con-

ventional definitions of 'document.' when materials such as pho-

tographs and interviews are used in history books or biographies

they usually attempt to explain or define a reality, and in effect
close out the story. However, the dolphin sonograph passage admits

in effect that human science is unable to solve dolphin 'speech' and

echolocation. Likewise, Dude Botley's monologue leaves Bolden's

music open to interpretation--the tensions contained within Buddy's
jazz, between the blues and the spirituals, between the sacred and

the profane, remain essentially unresolved. Dude Botley represents

the conventional audience or'biographer'--primarily concerned with
who wins the "war" in Bolden's music between God and the Devil,

between order and chaos. By using Botley's lines, ondaatje seems to
imply that the tensions and conflicts found in music and literature

will not, and should not, ever be fully resolved. The conflicts and

tensions found within art are, fortunately or unfortunately, some-

times beyond human explanation and communicat¡on.

Ondaatje concludes Coming Through Slaughter with a fictíonal

parade and then a series of 'documents,' among them Buddy Bolden's

biographical data sheet, excerpts from East Louisiana State Hospital

records, and tape-reel interviews with Frank Amacker. The archival

'documents' which ondaatje imports into Coming Through slaughter

at this point act as epilogue or postscript to his text. The interplay

between Ondaatje's fictional passages and his historical entries is

especially important at this point in the book.

The pool of 'facts' which ondaatje uses toward the end of
coming Through slaughter give an account of Bolden's life in the
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asylum after his breakdown. The passages ctose off Buddy's story
with finality. ondaatje uses these 'documents' in order to take ad-
vantage of the traces of historical fact found within them. At the
same time, he questions their authority within his own text by re-

vealing their limitations in trury embodying the life and music of
Bolden. ln so doing, he interrogates conventíonal notions of history,
and ultimately, of writing. By using the archival 'facts' as he does,

Ondaatje emphasizes that 'documents' themselves are written or

composed. ondaatje's doubling of 'document' allows him to take ad-

vantage of the historicity of his material, at the same time reveal-
ing the textual nature of his facts: "The document [in the documen-

tary poem] 'proves' the historicity of the subject: but the document
itself is no more than another instance of writing, and is not exempt
from it own context of equivocation" (Scobie, "Amelia,,, zr3)"
Ondaatje thus seems to question the belief that 'found' material em-

bodies a 'pure,' objective representation of reality.

Just before the concruding set of 'documents' ondaatje de-

scribes in dramatically inventíve ranguage Buddy's last public per-

formance. ln the climactic parade scene Buddy Bolden suffers a

breakdown, both physically and mentally, but not before creating and

playing a completely new form of music. Bolden is aware of the
newness of his music even as he follows the parade: "March is

slowing to a stop and as it floats down slow to a thump I take off
and nail long notes jerking the squawk into the end of them to form a

new beat" (130). The reference to "squawks" of course points us back

to the dolphin sonograph passage. As the parade progresses Bolden

revels in his public display of virtuosity: "This is what I wanted. al-

64



ways, loss of privacy in the playing, leaving the stage, the rectangle

of band on the street, this hearer who can throw me in the direction

and the speed she wishes like an angry shadow" (130). rmagining a

female muse in front of him, Bolden plays to her, exalted and victo-

rious. Just before his breakdown and collapse, he thinks to himself,

"for my heart is at my throat hitting slow pure notes into the

shimmy dance of victory, hair toss victory, â local strut" (131).

Bolden then collapses and Cornish catches him as he falls. Ondaatje

concludes the passage with the lines, "What I wanted" (131).

The lines "what I wanted" could be spoken by anyone, by Bolden,

ondaatje, webb, or even the audience. lf these words can be taken to

be Bolden's, they would imply that he got what he wanted--an escape

from webb, audience, fame, and ultimately his life. Bolden plays his

climactic music, a combínation of the blues and the spirituals, and

then is silenced, by physical and mental exhaustion, and finally by

madness. The audience also satisfies its needs, witnessing the self-

sacrifice of a great artist. webb, likewise, receives what he has

wanted because he has succeeded in bringing Bolden back into the

real world, and ultimately back into the trap of fame. The ambiguity

of these final lines leaves the passage amenable to several readings.

lmmediately after the climactic parade scene, rich with

imaginative language, ondaatje introduces the first of his closing

'documents' into the text--Buddy Bolden's biographical data sheet. In

this chronological entry ondaatje gives us general information per-

taining to Bolden's life. ondaatje sets out Bolden's birth-date, his

marital status, and the names of his wives, children, and musical

mentors. ondaatje also writes in Bolden's mother's address, the
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names of Buddy's main haunts and hang-outs, the bars he played at,

the asylum he was admitted to after his breakdown, and then, at the

end, the date of his death. The 'document' is set up in the fashion of

an entry in an encyclopedia, giving us the bare facts of Bolden's life,

but telling us in effect líttle about the man or his music. ondaatje

puts into suspicion the empty, skeletal nature of the material by

placing it, in contrast, immediately after the parade passage, which

is perhaps the most personal, revelatory, and the most obviously

fictive, scene in the entire book.

At first glance the formal language and real names and dates

on the factual list would seem to locate the passage historically in

time and place. From this perspective the information contained in

this 'document' represents assured knowledge. Therefore, the

archival material here should occupy a special, authoritative posi-

tion within ondaatje's text. In Coming Through Slaughter, however,

history--or at least the 'plain facts,' the 'unvarnished truth'--by it-
self is inadequate in telling Buddy Bolden's life story. The bÍographi-

cal data sheet, "the thin sheaf of information" (134), represents a

closed 'document' which is unable to capture the 'reality' of Buddy

Bolden or fully encompass his life. similarly, the archives and the

iazz history books are unable to give us a whole or unified picture of

Bolden and his music. Even the place of Bolden's musical triumphs,

Storyville, New orleans, will not reveal its hidden stories. The data

sheet is not only constrictive and'lifeless,'then, it ¡n effect kills

off Bolden, both literally and figuratively.

Conventional h¡story and 'documents' are obviously insufficient

in explaining the life of Buddy Bolden. The reason for this is at-
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tributable not only to the failure of 'document'; part of the failure

has to do with the elusive nature of Bolden's character. At the con-

clusion of Coming Through Sfaughter the narrator, possibly ondaatje

himself, describes present-day Storyville. Even when the narrator is

physically in Storyville, taking photographs of the sites, he cannot

locate the elusive presence of Bolden. Ondaatje writes that "the

place of his music is totally silent. There is so little noise that I

easily hear the click of my camera as I take fast bad photographs

into the sun aiming at the barber shop he probably worked in" (133).

These lines seem to indicate that latter-day Storyville has very lit-
tle to offer the modern writer or sleuth in search of Buddy Bolden.

Bolden himself is "absent" (133), leaving few traces for historians

or novelist / poets such as Ondaatje to follow. All that is left of

Bolden today, as far as personal records go, is one photograph and a

collection of stories and historic facts. Even Bolden's remains are

untraceable for the modern historian or writer: "There is the com-

plete absence of him--even his skeleton has softened, disintegrated,

and been lost in the water under the earth of Holtz cemetery" (133).

Ondaatje the writer / biographer / historian at this point

seems to have lost the connection with his fictional subject Buddy

Bolden. Fiction and history, poetry and 'document,' seem unable to

account for Bolden's life story. The interviews, photographs, songs,

and stories add up to a very fragmented personal picture--in a melee

whose flurry could be Ondaatje's point. Ondaatje thus attempts to

make the connectíon between the past and the present, between

history and fiction, by relating to Bolden on a personal level, as a

fellow artist. Ondaatje examines the only remaining visual
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'document' of Bolden and writes that "the photograph moves and be-

comes a mirror. when I read he stood in front of mirrors and at-

tacked himself, there was the shock of memory. For I had done that"
(1s3).

ondaatje mixes fact and fiction here, imagines the troubled

artist Bolden víolently looking into himself. ondaatje brings Buddy

Bolden's story into the present by looking inward, toward himself.

ondaatje then admits what his intentions were in writing coming

Through slaughter. There is a feeling of unease in ondaatje's lines

here. Ondaatje concedes the impossibility of ever knowing or telling

the whole story of someone's life, whether by fiction or by fact:

Did not want to pose in your accent but think in your

brain and body, and you like a weatherbird arcing round in

the middle of your life to exact opposites Some say-

ing you went mad trying to play the devil's music and

hymns at the same time, and Armstrong telling histori-

ans that you went mad by playing too hard and too often

drunk too wild too crazy. The excesses cloud up the page.

There was the climax of the parade and then you removed

yourself from the 20th century game of fame, the rest of

your life a desert of facts. Cut them open and spread

them out like garbage. (134)

Ondaatje reveals one of his motives here for writing the book,

saying that he did not want to "pose" in Bolden's "accent," did not

want to pretend or write a superficial account of the cornetist's

life. Instead, Ondaatje desires personal ídentification with his fic-

tional protagonist. Through identification, Ondaatje wants in a sense
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to become Buddy Bolden, and "think in Bolden's brain and body," but

seems to concede the impossibility of the writer's task, as "the ex-

cesses cloud up the page." Ondaatje argues that Bolden consciously

left his life behind, and by doing so, made it very difficult for lat-

ter-day authors such as Ondaatje to follow his trail and to tell his

story.

The lines "the excesses cloud up the page" could point in a few

textual directions within Ondaatje's book. From a historical per-

spective the 'facts' seem to trail away from the narrator and fall

from his grasp. Ondaatje seems to say that the "excesses" of

Bolden's life, the rumored heavy drinking, sexual wildness, and

"craziness," obscure the real 'truths' of Buddy's music. Ondaatje thus

concedes that fact and fiction, history and myth, are in their own

ways valid, and invalid, in chronicling the life of Buddy Bolden. The

"excesses" on the page could also represent language printed on the

page. The way that Ondaatje sets up his final sections of text seems

to point tewards some kind of indeterminacy in language, or at least

to multiplicity in textual meaning. Aiay Heble argues that because

historical entries are themselves verbal constructs, they sometimes

allow for multiple interpretations: "For Ondaatje, history, like fic-

tion, is a form of discourse, a reservoir of potential meanings" (98).

Thus, within the historical and fictional world which Buddy Bolden

traverses, many different realities and truths compete for space.

At the end of Coming Through Slaughter Ondaatje inserts the

final 'documents' into his text: an interview he conducted with

Lionel Gremillion of the East Louisiana State Hospital and a tape-

reel discussion someone has conducted with Frank Amacker. In both
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entries an implied sense of orality adds to the supposed authenticity

of the material. From one perspective the passages represent "the

myth of Buddy Bolden delivered to Ondaatje as recorded oral history"

(Smaro Kamboureli, 1 15). In the Lionel Gremillion interview, for Ín-

stance, ondaatje reveals some fragmentary pieces of information

about the last days of Buddy Bolden. Gremillion wrote a history of
East Louisiana state Hospital, the hospital into which Bolden was

admitted after his breakdown. In the interview Gremillion reveats

that Bolden was a barber in the hospital, that he had a bit of a fol-

lowing, and that he suffered violent swings in mood. ondaatje then

quotes from a few of the doctors who worked in the hospital.

Reverend Sede Bradham states that Bolden continued to play his cor-

net in the hospital, while Dr. Robard remembers Bolden as being a

"patient barber" (137), who "did not publicly proclaim himself as a
jazz originator" (137).

ln the same passage ondaatje states that Borden was "Buried

in [an] unmarked grave at Holtz cemetery after being brought from

the asylum through Slaughter, Vachery, Sunshine, back to New

orleans" (137). Like Billy the Kid, Buddy Bolden, we discover, is

buried in an unmarked grave--put away into an odd anonymity. we

learn too in the lines describing Buddy's return to New Orleans about

the title of the book, as Bolden makes one rast journey through

slaughter, Vachery, sunshine, and New orleans. All this comes to us

within the provenance of recorded speech.

In the passage Ondaatje offers information--information guar-

anteed evidently by the informants' knowledge of the everyday rou-

tine of the asylum. on the basis of what he has heard ondaatje
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sketches a "typical day" in the life of a patient and describes the

early morning wake-up calls, the meals, the recreational activities,
and the 'dances.' The hospital contained isolation blocks, which were

dlvided into three main categories: "'Untidy wards' for old patients

who couldn't control bowels. 'closed' wards for escapees, deterio-
rated psychopaths. 'violent wards' for un-manageables" (13g).

According to ondaatje, Bolden was most likely placed in both open

and closed wards. This official 'document,' with its description of
the hospital and its itinerary, is dark and depressing. As for the in-

terview with Lionel Gremillíon, it provides a good example of a

static, lifeless 'document.' The hospitar passage closes off Bolden's

story, and ends with reports of him trapped in the asylum. The death

found in this material contrasts strongly with the 'life' found in
other parts of the novel, where ondaatje emphasizes the vitality of
Bolden's music and jolts 'facts' to life.

ondaatje also uses a passage from a book by Lionel Gremillion

entitled l. Thís entry
reveals when the hospital was founded and describes the harsh, un-

livable conditions of the early days. lt provides information that the

Wasserman Test was introduced in 1924 and that Bolden's test came

up negative. The hospital record ends on a dark, chilling note with a

comment on "The Medcraft Shock Machine" (144) which was pur-

chased in 1948 "and is still in use today" (144). This'document'
gives us authentíc facts, but in the end tells us next to nothing about

Bolden's music. The medical reports, the Gremillion interview, and

the excerpts from Gremillion's book should represent revelatory,

outside 'documents' but instead they merely catalogue the horrors of
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mental institutions" These entries represent a form of textual ex-

haustion. They are resistant to interpretation, ending Bolden's story

on a pessimistic note.

ln the hospital passages Ondaatje questions the notion of

'document' as a testimony of 'truth.' The arbitrary nature of these

medical facts seems to undercut their supposed authoritat¡ve posi-

tion within ondaatje's text. The 'real' Buddy Bolden, along with the

"roar," "parade of ego, cakewalk, strut" (129) of his music, is

nowhere to be found in the medical reports. In his article on the

modern documentary poem, Stephen Scobie comments on the sombre

nature of the concluding 'documents' in comíng Through Slaughter:

Ondaatje reduces the years in the asylum to flat, prosaic

statements, lists of dates and interview transcripts in

which Bolden is scarcely mentioned--a far cry from

'Billy rhe Kid and The Princess' fthe comic book entry

found at the end of The Collected Worksl. ("Fictional

Magnets," Z0)

The parotJy and humour found at the end of The collected works of
Billy the Kid are indeed nowhere to be found at the conclusion of

coming Through slaughter. Instead, the medical 'documents' repre-

sent a "desert of facts" (134) which attempt to close the story of

Buddy Bolden with finality.

Throughout coming Through slaughter ondaatje questions the

connection between conventional written history and the live jazz of

early New orleans. within the text, Bolden himself reacts against

history in his music. Earlier in the novel, after webb comes to take

him back to New orleans, Bolden says specifically that he does not
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want to be a footnote or remnant left behind in a history book: "l

said ldidn't want to be a remnant, a ladder for others" (1OZ). Bolden

returns to Storyville and goes mad in the parade in order to escape

the constraints of his audience and the later writers and historians

who will attempt to chronicle his life. One of Ondaatje's main argu-

ments in the book is that Bolden's form of art is temporary, fleeting

and fragmentary, capturing mood and emotion at a certain moment or

period. As Ondaatje states earlier in Coming Through Slaughter,

Bolden's music was "coarse and rough, immediate, dated in half an

hour" (43).

Buddy Bolden's jazz, therefore, is not conducive to any form of

documentation, whether by sound recordings or by books. Just as

Frank Lewis argues earlíer in the text that if you could not hear

Bolden live "then you should never have heard him at all" (37), so

Ondaatje supposes that tape recordings, records, interviews, and

books cannot fully 'capture' or explain Buddy Bolden and his music. ln

keeping with our doubts Ondaatje criticizes Willie Cornish's com-

plaints about Bolden's failure to leave some part of his music behind

after his breakdown (145). In effect Bolden representr Ondrrtje's

quintessential artist, his music open and improvisatory. Ondaatje's

version of literature is open, too, at times resisting history, leaving

some things unexplained and uncommunicated.

Ondaatje concludes Coming Through Slaughter with a taped

Frank Amacker interview and a short fictional prose section.

Ondaatje tells us in the "Credits" section at the end of the text that

the interviews with Frank Amacker originate from tape-reels at the

William Ransom Hogan Jazz Archive, Tulane University Library.
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These official interviews with a contemporary of Bolden's should

tell us much about Bolden's life and music. The tape recording as

'document' becomes the detective / writer's evidence in tracking

down Buddy Bolden.

Ondaatje sets up these passages so that it appears we are

watch¡ng the films with him. Frank Amacker was a jazz musician in

Storyville during Bolden's heyday. On the movie reels Amacker plays

a few songs on the piano, describes hanging out with Jelly Roll

Morton, and discusses his musical technique. Amacker also telts the

interviewer that he was present the night of the infamous Billy

Phillips murder, says that he once owned a bar and restaurant, and

discusses various 'rags' and waltzes. These tape-reels, representing

authentic 'documents,' should tell us much about the turn-of-the-

century New Orleans music scene and the people who lived there.

Amacker then gets on the subject of Buddy Bolden, saying tl'iat

Bolden was not the best cornet player he ever heard, but he certainly

was the loudest:

FA fAmacker] answers questions about good trumpet

players by saying that Buddy Bolden was the loudest.

Freddy Keppard was a master, and so was Manuel Perez,

but the most masterful of all was James McNeil who was

college trained. ln contrast Bolden played this 'old

lowdown music.' FA says he remembers 'Funky Butt' (also

known as 'Buddy Bolden's Blues'). (154)

It is obvious that Ondaatje has found some worthwhile infor-

mation on Bolden from these tapes. (The loudness of Buddy's playing

and the lowdown nature of his music are of course emphasized by
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Ondaatje throughout Coming Through Slaughter") However, as a re-

placement for actual recordings of Bolden's music, the Amacker in-

terviews are evidently inadequate. The reels, representing authori-

tative historical passages, are unable to fully bring alive the musi-

cal spirit of Buddy Bolden. Ondaatje's main implication would seem

to be that these 'documents' should not be expected to bring Bolden's

musical legacy 'back from the dead.' By inserting the Amacker mate-

rial Ondaatje is questioning our conventional understanding of his-

torical material. In this interview, Amacker remembers only the

loud, lowdown nature of Buddy's playing--all perhaps that he should

be expected to recall. In Ondaatje's reckoning, authentic 'documents'

should not be expected to be one hundred percent accurate or com-

plete, representing the 'word of God.' As I've noted earlier, Ondaatje

emphasizes the hístoricity of his 'documents' at the same time he

reveals their textual nature. Thus, even a tape recorded interview

could be seen as a construction of reality, just as subjective as a

fictional passage, as Ajay Heble so eloquently points out: "Ondaatje

wants us to realize that history [or document] remains a verbal

construct whose meaning changes as persons and events are recon-

textualized and rewritten" (100). Thus, the interview as 'document,'

like the tape-recording of a musician's playing, has the potential to

miss much of the 'true' story.

The last place that we see Bolden alive in Coming Through

Slaughter actually occurs more towards the midpoint of the text.

Here, Ondaatje describes Bolden sitting alone in the asylum after the

parade scene. Bolden speaks here, and it is evident that he has left

everything behind, including his family, friends, and music, in order
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to escape the trap of fame and audience:

Here. Where I am anonymous and alone in a white room

with no history and no parading. So I can make something

unknown in the shape of this room. Where I am King of

Corners. And Robin who drained my body of its fame when

I wanted to find the fear of certainties I had when I first

began to play, back when I was unaware that reputation

made the room narrower and narrower, till you were

crawling on your own back full of your own echoes, till

you were drinking in only your own recycled air. (86)

Although this passage is not a 'document,' it relates strongly

to Cndaatje's use of factual material in Cominq Through Slaughter.

The white room in the asylum which Bolden sits in has no "history"--

it represents silence, space, absence. Thus, by breaking down and

avoiding the trap of recordings, Bolden has escaped hi.story and the

tracking of latter-day music historians. Ondaatje also allows Bolden

to evade the trappings of fame and audience by having him go mad

during a public parade. Fiction and history intertwine and conflict

with each other, as they do throughout Coming Through Slaughter.

Ondaatje embellishes the parade scene in order to add dramatic and

intertextual weight to the passage, and in order to "suit the truth of

fiction" (158). Within Coming Through Slaughter Ondaatje's

'documents' move in many intertextual directions, towards both

historical "truth" and invented "fiction."

This brings us to the conclusion of Coming Through Slaughter,

where the last fictional passage, though not a 'document,' may be as-

sociated with Ondaatje's use of such material in the book. All the fi-
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nal historical entries in the text, the biographical data sheet, the

East Louisiana State Hospital passages, and the Frank Amacker in-

teruiews, are examples of hermetic 'documents.' These passages at-

tempt to seal off the story of Buddy Bolden and summarize his life.

We might expect Ondaatje at this point to use parody and comedy in

order to open up his text as he did at the end of The Collected Works

of Billy the Kíd. Instead, Ondaatje finds some other textual method

to more fittingly complement the dark, serious tone of Coming

Through Slaughter. Ondaatje ends the book introspectively, almost in

a confessional fashion:

I sit w¡th this room. With the grey walls that darken into

corner. And one window with teeth in it. Sit so still you

can hear your hair rustle in your shirt. Look away from

the window when clouds and other things go by" Thirty-

one years old. There are no prizes. (1 56)

Ondaatje's book ends with Bolden alone in an asylum, Ondaatje

identifying strongly with his tormented, artistic protagonist.

Regardless of who speaks the final lines in the text, "Thirty one

years old. There are no prizes" (156), they seem to indicate that no-

body has won, nothing is solved.

These lines are so ambiguous and unenclosed they could be

spoken by almost anyone: Bolden, Ondaatje himself, or perhaps some

anonymous narrator. lf this passage represents Bolden, speaking

from the hospital after his breakdown, then the text concludes in a

set, confined fashion. Buddy Bolden is trapped by the walls of the

asylum, only thirty-one years old. The walls then would be not only

figurative, they would also be metaphoric, in that they could repre-
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sent Bolden and his music being trapped by history, 'document,' and

fiction. However, if Ondaatje is in fact speaking these lines, or

leaving the identity of the speaker unknown, then he allows the pas-

sage a less certain interpretation. Thus, he would be following a

strategy analogous to the one he observed at the end of The

Collected Works. In that text, Ondaatje replaced an authentic photo

of Billy the Kid with a photograph of himself as a young boy dressed

in a cowboy outfit. Likewise, in Coming Through Slaughter, Ondaatje

identifies so strongly with his main character that author and sub-

ject seem to merge together. In a sense, Ondaatje dissolves Buddy

Bolden, and Billy the Kid, into himself, bringing both books into the

realm of Bakhtin's "open-ended present" (Bakhtin, 6-7).By leaving

the identity of the final narrator unknown, and by bringing the tex-

tual conclusion into the "open-ended present," Ondaatje resists the

closure found in the final 'documents' of Coming Through Slaughter.

Ondaatje's postmodern use of 'document' and fiction allows for

a slightly more optimistic, open-ended interpretation of the book's

ending. Coming Through Slaughter ends as it has begun, in "silence"

and "absence." At the beginning of Coming Through Slaughter

Ondaatje says that "here fin Storyville] there is little recorded his-

tory" (8). After the climactic parade scene Ondaatje writes at the

end of the book that "there is the cornplete absence of him fBolden]"

(133). Ondaatje also adds that "The place of his music is totally

silent" (133). Like the majority of Ondaatje's early 'documents' in

Coming Through Slaughter, "silence" and "absence" could be inter-

preted in at least two different ways. From one perspective Bolden's

"silence" and "absence" could be interpreted as being negative at-
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tributes. ln this understanding the ending of Coming Through

Slaughter could represent the silencing and descent into madness of

a Once great art¡St. FrOm another mOre pOStmOdern view, "Silence"

and "absence" could be interpreted as being positive qualities as

they allow for a certain amount of textual indeterminacy. Bolden's

textual "absence" at the end of the novel could indicate that he has

managed to resist being defined by others, including his audience,

Webb, music historians, and perhaps even the reader of Ondaatje's

text. This would leave Buddy's story somewhat open, resisting the

textual closure of a more conventional work.

Whatever the case, the unease which Ondaatje exhibits in his

chronicle of Buddy Bolden is emphasized quite strongly at end of

Coming Through Slaughter. By writing about the great iazz musícian

Buddy Bolden, Ondaatje is writing about the 'unwritable,' he is

writirrg about Something that 'isn't there.' The "excesses" (13a) of

Bolden's life "cloud up the page" (134),--in extension of the metal¡n-

gual words--preventing the author Ondaatje from reading or writing

an all-encompass¡ng portrait of the artist on the already clouded

page. Reminiscent of related entries in The Collected Works of Billy

the Kid, Ondaatje'S 'documents' and fictional passages in Coming

Through Slaughter are fragmentary, and do not attempt to give us a

whore, unified picture of Buddy Bolden. Instead, Ondaatje's appro-

priations and inventions contain all the contradictions and uncer-

ta¡nties that were most likely present in Bolden's real life. ln

Coming Through Slaughter Ondaatje gives the reader many different

versions of 'document,' open and closed, historical and invented, and

the reader is given some choice to choose among them. lt is my be-
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lief, however, that at the end of the book Ondaatje uses 'document'

as a litmus test, as a comparison, as a version of writing which is

closed and unchanging, standing in contrast to the improvisatory

nature of Buddy Bolden's jazz and Ondaatje's own fiction.

At the end of Coming Through Slaughter Ondaatje has ex-

hausted fiction, history, and 'document' in chronicling the life of

Buddy Bolden. By going mad in the parade Bolden removes himself

"from the 20th century game of fame" (134), the rest of his life a

"desert of facts" (134). At the conclusion of the book both the author

Ondaatje and the fictional / biographical subject Buddy Bolden have

'come through slaughter.'The fact that there are "no prizes" (156)

indicates that no one has won, but these lines also imply that nei-

ther Ondaatje the author nor Bolden the musician have succumbed to

the "20th century game of fame" (134). Bolden succeeds in his quest

as he helps to create a new form of music, jazz, and then manages to

escape the set reality possibly which both fiction and 'document'

would impose upon him.

The various 'documents' and sections of fictional text found in

Coming Through Slaughter present many different versions of the

life of Buddy Bolden. Ondaatje's unorthodox use of fiction, history,

and 'document' in Coming Through Slaughter results in a multi-

voiced, postmodern, at times troubling interpretation of jazz cor-

netist Buddy Bolden. Unlike The Collected Works of Billy the Kid,

where Ondaatje concludes his text confidently in parody and humour,

Coming Through Slaughter is permeated with a feeling of tension and

introspection. Ondaatje's deliberately difficult combination of dis-

courses mirrors the troubled life of his gifted main character, and
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yet, ¡t also allows the reader to understand and help interpret the

fragmented, uncertain, yet glorious music of the legendary iazz cor'

net¡st Buddy Bolden.
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4. CONCLUSION

In this thesis I have examined Michael Ondaatje's use of

'document' in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid and Coming

Through Slaughter in order to reveal how Ondaatje's material moves

in two directions at once: towards a historical or factual definition

of 'document'; and also towards a created or fictional definition of

'document.' By giving us a duplicitous version of 'document,' Ondaatje

blurs the line between fiction and non-fiction, between history and

myth within his texts. ln this respect he leaves a certain amount of

textual indeterminacy within both his fictional passages and his

historical material.

This thesis therefore has studied Ondaatje's The Collected

Works of Billy the Kid and Cominq Through Slaughter from a struc-

turalist, and in some ways postmodern, perspective. Thus, my in-

vestigation follows the theories and critical areas mapped out by

critics such as Jonathan Culler, Gerald Bruns, Douglas Crimp,

Stephen Scobie, Robert Kroetsch, Manina Jones, and Linda Hutcheon.

There is a great range of theories among these critics; for example,

Culler stresses the context of language and meaning, Bruns examines

texts from the perspect¡ve of 'open' and 'closed' manuscripts, while

Crimp looks at the collage and juxtaposition effects of postmodern

visual art. All these theorists owe a strong debt to structuralism

and postmodernism in their writings.

Some of the key issues which arise include: the essential

openness of the postmodern work; in some instances, the indetermi-
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nacy or multiplicity of meaning found in language; a questioning of

conventional history; and the importance of the reader in the text. In

my thesis I have examined Ondaatje's works from similar perspec-

tives. However, by studying Ondaatje's Source texts closely, and by

investigating the interplay between Ondaatje's fictional text, his

written 'documents,' and his visual material, I believe that I have

opened up some new ground with regards to Ondaatje criticism'

Other schools of criticism regarding Ondaatje's work have also

been cited in my thesis. This would include more conventional genre

works such as Naomi Jacobs's study of Ondaatje'S texts as "new fic-

tion biographies," and Ann Wilson's historical / fictional study of

r. Other areas of Ondaatje criticism which

are very important include studies on his use of photography and

photographic techniques within his works. critics cited here include

Peter Sims, T.D. Maclulich, Perry Nodelman, and Lorraine York.

Although I found these theorists very helpful in studying Ondaatje's

photographs, their eSSayS focused more on Ondaatje's visual and

filmic techniques. My thesis on the other hand is more of a textual

investigation of Ondaatje's written 'documents' and photographs.

I would therefore classify this thesis, in a sense, as a hybrid,

rooted in structuralism and postmodernism, but also taking into ac-

count ondaatje's concern and / or play with historical accuracy and

factuality. Because Ondaatje'S 'documents' are, at timeS, duplicitous

in meaning, I have examined Ondaatje's borrowed material not only

from a historical perspective, examining his key source texts such

as The Saga of Billy the Kid and Jazz Masters of New Orleans, but

also from a meta/fictional point of view, studying Ondaatje's use of
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intertextuality both within and outside his own texts. The hybrid or

'mix' found within this thesis, of structuralist, postmodern, histori-

cal, and textual theory influences, is necessary because it enables

us to see the wide-ranging scope of Ondaatje's use of 'documents.'

There is a very complex relationship between fiction and history

within Ondaatje's works. In an interview with Catherine Bush,

Ondaatje says that "ldeally, I want that mental landscape and the

personal story to wrestle against the documentary" (92)"Thus, there

are conflicts, and mutual meeting-points, between fact and fiction,

history and myth, within Coming Through Slaughter and The

Collected Works of Billy the Kid. In my opinion, by bringing together

theoretical and literary criticism with straight historical or

archival studies, we are better able to interpret Ondaatje's works

and investigate the interplay between Ondaatje's 'documents' and his

own fictional text.

Ondaatje criticism could go in many directions in the future.

One area of fruitful investigation might be an indepth look at

Ondaatje's juxtaposition of personal, imagistic language with the

language of 'outside' history and chronicles. Criticism in this vein

includes Steve Heighton's examination of the "kinetic techniques" of

language in Ondaatje's works. Another possible area of research

would be a study of Ondaatje's texts from a more conventional bio-

graphical and / or autobiographical perspective. One more poten-

tially productive area of investigation would be to examine

Ondaatje's historical and archival sources in an even more indepth

fashion than this thesis. For instance, this might involve a close

study of the records at the William Ransom Hogan Jazz Archive at
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Tulane University in New Orleans relating to Coming through

Slaughter. Whichever direction Ondaatje criticism takes, Ondaatje's

questioning of his own works as fiction / history / biography will

most likely result in much productive criticism. In an essay entitled

"For Play and Entrance: The contemporary canadian Long poem,"

Robert Kroetsch writes of the new textual possibilities in the

canadian long poem: "The gap between language and narrative, for our

best poets, generates new possibilities, new long poems" (133).

Thus, the "possibilitíes" in fiction, history, and language withín

Ondaatje's works I feel will ensure in the future sustained, innova-

tive criticism with regards to The Collected Works of Bill)¿ the Kid

and Coming Through Slaughter.

85



WORKS CITED

Bakhtin, Mikhail. "Epic and Novel." The Dialogic lmagination: Four

Essays by M.M. Bakhtin. Trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael

Holquist. Ed. Michael Holquist. Austin: University of Texas

Press, 1981. 3-40.

Bjerring, Nancy E. "Deconstructing the 'Desert of Facts': Detection

and Antidetection in Coming Through Slaughter." English

Studies in Canada 16.3 (September 1990): 32S-338.

Blott, Anne" "Stories to Finish: The Collected Works of Billy the Kid."

Studies in Canadian Literature 2 (Summer 1977): 188-202"

Brown, Mark H., and W.R. Felton. The Frontier Years: L.A. Huffman.

Photographer of the Plains. New York: Bramhall House, 1955.

Bruns, Gerald. lnventions: Writing. Textuality. and Understanding in

Literary History. New Haven and London: Yale University Press,

1 982.

Burns, walter Noble. The Saqa of Billv the Kid. New York: Grosset and

Dunlap, 1925-26.

Cooley, Dennis. "'l am Here on the Edge': Modern Hero / Postmodern

Poetics in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid." Spider Blues:

Essays on Michael Ondaatje. Ed. Sam Solecki. Montreal: Vehicule

Press, 1985. 211-39.

Crimp, Douglas. "Appropriating Appropriation." Theories of

Contemporary Art. Ed. Richard Hertz. New Jersey: Prentice Hall

Inc.. 1985. 157-63.

Culler, Jonathan. Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linquistics,

86



and the Study of Literature. lthaca, New York: Cornell

University Press, 1975.

Heble, Aiay."Michael Ondaatje and the Problem of History." CLIO: A

Journal of Literature. History. and the Philosoph)¡ of History

1 9(2) (Winter 1 990): 97-1 10.

Heighton, Steve. "Approaching 'That Perfect Edge': Kinetic Techniques

in the Poetry and Fiction of Michael Ondaatje." Studies in

Canadian Literature 13 (i 988): 223-43.

Hutcheon, Linda. "'Snow Storm of Paper': The Act of Reading in Self-

Reflexive Canadian Verse." Dalhousie Review 59 (Spring 1979):

114-28.

---. The Canadian Postmodern. Toronto: Oxford University Press,

1 988.

Jacobs, Naomi. "Michael Ondaatje and the New Fiction Biographies."

Studies in Canadian Literature 11.1 (1986): 2-18.

Jones, Manina. "The Collected Works of Billy the Kid: Scripting the

Docudrama." Canadian Literature 1?2-23 (Autumn-Winter

1989): 26-38.

Kamboureli, Smaro. "The poei¡cs of Geography in Michael Ondaatje's

'Coming Through Slaughter."' Descant 14 No.4 (Fall 1983): 112-

26.

Kelly, Robert A. "Outlaw and Explorer: Recent Adventures in the

English-Canadian Long Poem." The Antigonish Review 79

(Autumn 1989): 27-34.

Kertzer, J.M. "On Death and Dying: The Collected Works of Billy the

Kid." English Studies in Canada 1 (Spring 1975): B6-96.

Kroetsch, Robert. "Disunity as Unity: A Canadian Strategy." The

B7



Lovely Treachery of Words: Essays Selected and New. Toronto:

Oxford University Press, 1989. 21-33.

---."Beyond Nationalism: A Prologue." The Lovely Treachery of

Words: Essays Selected and New. Toronto: Oxford University

Press, 1989. 64-72.

"The Exploding Porcupine." The Lovely Treachery of Words:

Essays Selected and New. Toronto: Oxford University Press,

1 989. 1 08-1 1 6.

Lee, Dennis. "Savage Fields: The Collected Works of Billy the Kid."

Spider Blues: Essays on Michael Ondaatje. Ed. Sam Solecki.

Montreal: Vehicule Press, i 985" 1 66-84.

Li, Victor. "The Rhetoric of Presence: Reading Pound's Cantos I to lll."
English Studies in Canada 14.3 (September 1988): 296-309.

Livesay, Dorothy. "The Documentary Poem: A Canadian Genre."

Contexts of Canadian Criticisnr. Ed. Eli Mandel. Chicago and

London: University of Chicago Press, 1971. ?.67-81 .

Maclulich, T.D. "Ondaatje's Mechanical Boy: Portrait of the Artist as

Photographer." Mosaie 14.2 (Spring 1981): 107-1 19.

Mandel, Eli. "The Border League: American 'West' and Canadian

'Region."' Crossing Frontiers: Papers in American and Canadian

Western Literature. Ed. Dick Harrison. Edmonton: University of

Alberta Press, 1979. 1 05-1 21 .

Marquis, Donald M. In Search of Buddy Bolden: First Man of Jazz.

Baton Rouge and London: Louisiana State University Press,

1 978.

Maxwell, Barry. "Surrealistic Aspects of Michael Ondaatje's Coming

Through Slaughter." Mosaic 18.3 (Summer 1985): 101-1 14.

B8



Nodelman, Perry M. "The Collected Photographs of Billy the K¡d."

Canadian Literature 87 (Winter 1980): 68-79"

Ondaatje, Michael. The Collected Works of Billv the Kid. Toronto:

House of Anansi Press, 1970.

Coming Through Slaughter. Toronto: General Publishing Co. Ltd.,

1976.

"Michael Ondaatje: An Interview by Catherine Bush."

Conjunctions 15 (1990): 87-98.

Owens, Judith. "'l Send You a Picture': Ondaatje's Portrait of Billy the

Kid." Studies in Canadian Literature 8.1 (1983): 1 17-139.

Ramsey, Frederic, Jr. and Charles Edward Smith. Jazzmen New York:

Harcourt, Brace and Compâny, 1939.

Rooke, Constance. "Dog in a Grey Room: The Happy Ending of Coming

Through Slaughter." Spider Blues: Essays on Michael Ondaatje.

Ed. Sam Solecki. Montreal: Vehicule Press, 1985. ?68-92.

Scobie, Stephen. "Amelia, or: Who Do You Think You Are? Documentary

and ldentity in Canadian Literature." Canadian Literature 100

(Spring 1984): 264-85.

"Two Authors in Search of a Character: bp Nichol and Michael

Ondaatje." Spider Blues: Essays on Michael Ondaatje. Ed. Sam

Solecki. Montreal: Vehicule Press, 1985. 185-210.

"Coming Through Slaughter: Fictional Magnets and Spider's

Webbs." Essays on Canadian Writing 12 (Fall 1978): 5-23.

Sims, Peter. "Photography 'ln Camera."' Canadian Literature 1 13-1 14

(Summer-Fall 1987): 145-1 66.

Solecki, Sam. "Point Blank: Narrative in the man with seven toes."

Spider Blues: Essavs on Michael Ondaatje. Ed. Sam Solecki.

B9



Montreal: Vehicule Press, 1985. 135-49.

"Making and Destroying: Coming Through Slaughter and

Extremist Art." Spider Blues: Essays on Michael Ondaatje. Ed"

Sam Solecki. Montreal: Vehicule Press, 1 985 . 246-67.

"Michael Ondaatje: A Paper Promiscuous and Out of Forme with

Several lnlargements and Untutored Narrative." Spider Blues:

Essays on Michael Ondaatje" Ed. Sam Solecki. Montreal: Vehicule

Press, 1985. 333-43.

Tatum, Stephen. Inventing Billy the Kid: Visions of the Outlaw in

America. 1 881-1 981 . Albuquerque: University of New Mexico

Press, 1982.

The New Merriam-Webster Dictionary. Springfield, Massachusetts:

Merriam-Webster lnc., 1989. ?27"

Utley, Robert M. Billy the Kid: A Short and Violent Life. Lincoln and

London: University of Nebraska Press, 1989.

Watson, Sheila. "Michael Ondaatje: The Mechanization of Death."

Spider Blues: Essavs on Michael Ondaatie. Ed. Sam Solecki.

Montreal: Vehicule Press, 1985. 156-65.

Williams, Martin. Jazz Masters of New Orleans. New York: Da Capo

Press, 1978.

Wilson, Ann. "'Coming Through Slaughter': Storyville Twice Told."

Descant 14.4 (Fall 1983): 99-1 11.

York, Lorraine. "'Making and Destroying': The Photographic lmage in

Michael Ondaatje's Works." "The Other Side of Dailiness":

Photography in the Works of Alice Munro, Timothy Findley.

Michael Ondaatje. and Margaret Laurence. Toronto: ECW Press,

1 988. 93-1 20.

90


