
CANADA, THE TRANSNATIONAL, AND THE SELF: 
CULTURAL IDENTITIES AND TRIANGULAR RELATIONSHIPS 

IN MICHAEL ONDAATJE'S THE COLLECTED WORKS OF BILLY THE KID 
AND COMING THROUGH SLAUGHTER 

BY
EMILY-ROSE GUILLEBEAU

A Thesis

Submitted to the Division of Humanities
New College of Florida

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 
Bachelor of Arts

Under the sponsorship of Professor Andrea Dimino 

Sarasota, Florida
May, 2010



TABLE OF CONTENTS

page
Abstract..............................................................................................................................iii

Acknowledgements.............................................................................................................v

Introduction

Origin Story.............................................................................................................1

Discussion of Chapter Content................................................................................9

Conclusion.............................................................................................................13

Chapter 1: The Great Canadian Novel?  Ondaatje’s The Collected Works of Billy the Kid

Introduction...........................................................................................................15

The Collected Works of Billy the Kid as a Canadian Novel...................................16

Conclusion.............................................................................................................32

Chapter 2: Three's Company: Triangular Relationships in Ondaatje's Coming Through 
Slaughter

Introduction...........................................................................................................33

Triangular Relationships in Coming Through Slaughter ......................................36

Conclusion..............................................................................................................50

Conclusion.........................................................................................................................52

Works Cited.......................................................................................................................55



Guillebeau iii

CANADA, THE TRANSNATIONAL, AND THE SELF: 

CULTURAL IDENTITIES AND TRIANGULAR RELATIONSHIPS  IN 

MICHAEL ONDAATJE'S THE COLLECTED WORKS OF BILLY THE KID 

AND COMING THROUGH SLAUGHTER 

Emily-Rose Guillebeau

New College of Florida, 2010

Abstract

This thesis examines questions of cultural and individual identity in two early novels by 

Canadian writer Michael Ondaatje.  The thesis's two chapters ostensibly address very 

different topics: Chapter 1 assesses The Collected Works of Billy the Kid (1970) as a 

work of “Canadian” literature and Chapter 2 concerns triangular relationships between 

characters in Coming Through Slaughter (1976).  Nevertheless, both are ultimately 

concerned with rejecting or transcending binary categories in favor of more complex 

conceptions of multiple or fluid identities. Ironically, both of these novels are set in the 

United States.  Chapter 1 outlines the ways in which The Collected Works of Billy the 

Kid both is and is not a work of “Canadian” literature. The novel does feature many of 

the themes identified as “Canadian” by Canadian literary critics of the 1970s, including 

the hostility of nature, animal victimization, and identity crisis. Yet The Collected Works 

significantly deviates from other Canadian literary trends in a number of ways, such as 

its suggestion of a happy future for Canada at a time when many Canadian writers 

believed their country to be on the verge of cultural extinction.  The definition of The 



Collected Works as a strictly “Canadian” novel becomes difficult.  Ondaatje himself is a 

transnational figure, not just a Canadian one: he was born in Sri Lanka and educated in 

England before becoming a Canadian citizen.  Chapter 2 concerns triangles of desire in 

Coming Through Slaughter, with a focus on the homosocial relationships between male 

rivals.  “Homosocial” refers to social  relationships between people of the same sex, and 

especially between men.  Almost all the males of Coming Through Slaughter fall into 

two categories: the artistic and emasculated and the powerful and virile. The main 

character, turn-of-the-century New Orleans jazzman Buddy Bolden, moves between 

these groups, a portrayal that complicates our view of the nature of the self.  Thus 

Ondaatje's two novel are united in their refusal of binary categorizations, favoring instead 

multiple cultural and individual identities. 

Dr. Andrea Dimino
Division of Humanities
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Introduction

Origin Story

I have, in a strange way, grown up with the work of Michael Ondaatje—not in the 

same way I've grown up with A. A. Milne or E. B. White, but Ondaatje has nonetheless 

been a fixture at the edge of my consciousness for a long time.  The film The English 

Patient, based on Michael Ondaatje's novel of the same name, was released in 1996. 

Thanks to director Anthony Minghella's adaptation, The English Patient, though not 

Michael Ondaatje, became a household name.  I was only eight years old when the film 

was released, too young to actually see the movie (nudity and all that), but I was still 

dimly aware of the cinematic fervor surrounding it.  The English Patient was a 

resounding success on all levels—both the critics and the greater American audience 

loved the movie.  For the high-brow Academy crowd, the film offered enough 

postcolonial social commentary to be “deep” and enough David Lean-esque desert shots 

to be “cinematic,” while doomed romance and lush, naked bodies appealed to Titanic-

loving American movie-goers at large.  Ultimately, it raked in more than $200,000,000 

worldwide and, in a true testament to its popular success, became the topic of a Seinfeld 

episode.1   It also swept the Oscars, winning nine awards, including the prizes for Best 

Picture and Best Director.2

 Personally, I tend to dislike film adaptations of books.  To me, they are almost 

1  This was season 8, episode 17, “The English Patient.”  
2 The film's other seven Academy Awards include prizes for Best Supporting Actress (Juliette Binoche), 

Best Art and Set Direction (Stuart Craig and Stephanie McMillan), Best Cinematography (John Seale), 
Best Costume Design (Ann Roth), Best Film Editing (Walter Murch), Best Musical Score (Gabriel 
Yared), and Best Sound (Walter Murch, Mark Berger, David Parker, and Christopher Newman).  The 
film was also nominated for, but did not win, an additional three Academy Awards: Best Actor (Ralph 
Fiennes), Best Actress (Kristin Scott Thomas), and Best Adapted Screenplay (Anthony Minghella).
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inevitably pale shadows of the works on which they are based (I find The English Patient 

movie no exception, by the way).  But film adaptations do have their place; name 

recognition is important to the success of books and, consequently, movie adaptations 

can increase a book's readership.  I am a testament to this fact—because of my passing 

familiarity with The English Patient film, I pulled a copy of the novel from a box of 

paperbacks at a yard sale when I was fourteen.  

In retrospect, that yard sale, that moment of pulling The English Patient from a 

cardboard box, was a turning point for me as a reader.  At fourteen, postmodern fiction 

was a whole new world for me; as a kid, I went in for plot-driven swashbucklers and 

melodramas, so Ondaatje's The English Patient was revelatory.  The pages of that book 

were so densely packed—so many images, so many allusions, so many themes, so many 

possibilities—that its total comprehension seemed attractively elusive.  Even when I had 

finished reading the novel, I felt no ownership over its material.  Bits of phrases and 

pieces of images tumbled around in my head, resisting tidy arrangement.  I was both 

intrigued and a little intimidated.  In fact, Ondaatje continues to intrigue and intimidate 

me to this day.

In the years following my discovery of The English Patient, I read all of 

Ondaatje's books.  They are a wonderfully diverse lot, and I enjoyed each and every one. 

So when it came time to choose a thesis topic, my thoughts fell quickly on Ondaatje's 

oeuvre.  Since he was one of the first authors I had enjoyed as a maturing reader, the idea 

of returning to his books at this point in my literary career seemed appealing.  Working 

on Ondaatje was also attractive for more practical reasons.  He is an interesting author 
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with a substantial, but not an exhaustive, body of work.  By limiting my focus to his 

novels, his oeuvre became even more manageable.  Likewise, there is a significant, but 

not exhaustive, amount of criticism on Ondaatje, meaning that there was, and still is, 

plenty of room for new criticism on the subject.

Of course, I selected Ondaatje as a topic for reasons besides practical suitability. 

For instance, I was attracted to the prospect of working at length with a postmodern 

author.  I have had irregular exposure to postmodern literature at New College.  While 

courses such as Faulkner and Intertexuality and Introduction to Critical Theory provided 

me with a tantalizing taste of the postmodern, I have never had the opportunity to work 

with a collection of postmodern novels for a protracted length of time.  And Ondaatje's 

work is postmodern with a capital 'P' in its exploration of historical narratives and 

historical reconstruction, and the bold way it mixes genres, narrative voices, and cultural 

and stylistic levels, resulting in mongrel texts that “resist traditional literary rubrics” 

(Abrams 203). In an Ondaatje novel, a relatively straightforward block of prose narrated 

in the third-person can give way to a lyrical poem narrated in the first. Surprises wait 

around the turn of each page, particularly in Ondaatje's early work.  Though Ondaatje's 

later novels are increasingly dominated by prose passages, The Collected Works of Billy  

the Kid and Coming Through Slaughter, Ondaatje's first two novels, are works of genre 

collage.3   Interviews, song lyrics, lists, timelines, photographs, and even excerpts from 

comic books exist alongside poetry and prose in an exciting mélange.

3 Even when Ondaatje does write more traditional prose, its genre classification still feels somehow 
shaky.  Like Toni Morrison and Jean Rhys, Ondaatje writes prose that is so lyrical, it frequently feels 
like poetry.  Select almost any passage from an Ondaatje novel at random, and you will find that it is 
“'eloquent, lyrical, splendid,'” and may “'read very well cut out and stuck in an anthology of verse,'” 
thus meeting Woolf's expectations for poetic prose (Woolf qtd. Sellers 55).
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Ondaatje was also an attractive choice to me because of his fascinating biography 

and the wide variety of criticism his unique background attracts.  He was born in 

Colombo, Sri Lanka (then Ceylon) in 1943.  His parents Mervyn Ondaatje and Doris 

Gratiaen were prominent members of Ceylonian society.  From Ondaatje's memoir 

Running in the Family (1987), one gathers that the newlywed Ondaatjes were glamorous 

people, refined but not staid, a little wild, always ready for a party lasting into the small 

hours of the morning.  Sadly, the gay times did not last, and the relationship between 

Mervyn and Doris deteriorated. Mervyn Ondaatje was an alcoholic and, in 1954, Doris 

separated from her husband and moved to England with her children. Michael Ondaatje 

did not return to visit his native country until well into adulthood, and he never saw his 

father again. 

After completing his studies at an English public school, Michael Ondaatje 

moved to Canada to attend university.  Today, he lives in Toronto as a Canadian citizen. 

Along with Margaret Atwood, Alice Munro, and Dionne Brand, Ondaatje is one of the 

most prominent and celebrated figures in contemporary Canadian literature.  He won his 

first Governor-General's Award in 1971 for The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, and his 

star has been rising ever since.  Today, he has a whopping five Governor-General prizes, 

a Booker Prize, and a slew of other accolades.4

As I mentioned before, Ondaatje's unique biography makes him an interesting 

author to scholars working from several different critical perspectives. Ondaatje's 

childhood, split between his native Sri Lanka and England, contribute to his classification 
4 Ondaatje's has won Governor General's Awards for both poetry and fiction.  He has two awards for 

poetry, one for The Collected Works of Billy the Kid (1970), and one for There's a Trick with a Knife I'm 
Learning to Do (1979).  His three prizes in fiction were awarded to The English Patient (1992), Anil's  
Ghost (2000), and Divisadero (2007).   He won the 1996 Booker Prize for The English Patient.  
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as a transnational writer whose work reflects a spectrum of multinational influences. 

Authors like Salman Rushdie, J. M. Coetzee, and V. S. Naipaul are similarly included in 

the 'transnational' category.  A number of postcolonial critics are interested in his Sri 

Lankan roots,  and inevitably discuss the impact of his transnational origins on his body 

of work.  In a reflection of the diversity of his own complex cultural background, 

Ondaatje's characters and locales come from all over the globe.  Though he is now a 

Canadian citizen, he often includes in his novels people and places far beyond Canada's 

borders, or the even the borders of his native Sri Lanka.  To demonstrate my point, here 

is a list of Ondaatje's novels to date together with their respective settings and the 

identities of one or two of their main characters:

–The Collected Works of Billy the Kid5 (1970)

Setting: The American Old West

Main character: Billy the Kid, outlaw

–Coming Through Slaughter (1976)

Setting: New Orleans during the birth of jazz

Main Character: Buddy Bolden, jazz musician and barber

–In the Skin of a Lion (1987)

5 I choose to include The Collected Works of Billy the Kid among Ondaatje's novels, though it has 
sometimes been classified as a poetry collection.  Originally, The Collected Works was released and 
marketed as a poetry collection, and it received the Canadian Governor General's Award for Poetry and 
Drama in 1971.  While the work does include a number of poems, it also features lengthy prose 
passages and a running plotline, aspects which are not present in any of Ondaatje's previous or 
subsequent poetry collections.  On the other hand, the novel Coming Through Slaughter, while 
unquestionably dominated by prose, does feature a number of poems.  Thus The Collected Works, at 
least in my mind, has more in common Ondaatje's second novel than it does with any of the poetry 
collections.  For the record, I am not the only person who thinks this way.  Ondaatje scholar Sam 
Solecki writes that “despite the presence of a handful of lyrics in it.”  The Collected Works of Billy the 
Kid is not really a poetry collection (5).  Furthermore, Ondaatje himself calls the work his first foray 
“into the deep end” of novel writing (The Collected Works 118).  Lastly, Vintage International currently 
markets the book as a novel. 
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Setting: Toronto at the turn of the twentieth century

Main character: Patrick, Canadian blue collar worker and sometime social 

activist 

–The English Patient (1992)

Setting: Primarily Italy during World War II, also England, Canada, India, Egypt

Main characters: Count Almasy, a Hungarian explorer, cartographer, and spy

Kirpal Singh, an Indian Sikh, trained in England as a sapper

–Anil's Ghost (2000)

Setting: Sri Lanka in the 1990s

Main Character: Anil Tissera, Sri Lankan anthropologist educated in America

–Divisadero (2007)

Setting: California in the 1970s, and pre-World War I France

Main Characters: Anna, teenage runaway from California and, ultimately, 

a literary scholar

Lucien Segura, pre-war French poet and novelist, the subject of Anna's 

scholarship

Again, a large portion of recent Ondaatje scholarship examines the transnational and 

postcolonial aspects of Ondaatje's work, with a focus on Ondaatje's blending of different 

cultures.  The English Patient and Anil's Ghost in particular have been singled out as 

subjects for critics interested in these topics.  Characters like Anil Tissera and Kirpal 

Singh, with blended cultural backgrounds similar to Ondaatje's own, are of particular 

interest to the postcolonial critics.6

6  Again, there has been a great deal of work done on this topic, but I will present just one example.  In 
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But Ondaatje's biography has also proved important to some critics working 

outside the postcolonial/transnational field.  Canadian scholar Sam Solecki, for example, 

writes little about the postcolonial aspects of Ondaatje's work, but remains dedicated to 

Ondaatje's biography.  His recently published Ragas of Longing (2003), a book-length 

study of Ondaatje's poetry, relies heavily on biographical material to illuminate 

Ondaatje's verse.  Solecki reads much of Ondaatje's oeuvre as response to the author's 

chaotic childhood.  Because of Ondaatje's early traumatic experiences—exiled from his 

country and separated from his father at a tender age—Solecki tends to view Ondaatje's 

collected works as a catalog of unrelieved losses. Critic W. M. Verhoeven, a favorite of 

Solecki, agrees.  He, too, sees personal loss as Ondaatje's primary theme: “'Again and 

again persons (or their identities) get lost in Ondaatje's stories—lost in legend, lost in the 

bush, lost in the past, lost in history, lost in memory, lost in myth'” (Verhoeven qtd. in 

Solecki 20).  Solecki significantly adds parental loss or parental absence to Verhoeven's 

list.  In keeping with his tendency to read biographically, Solecki directly attributes the 

motif of parental loss to Ondaatje's own fatherlessness (9-10).

Gender critics such as Canadians Lorraine York and Christian Bök, on the other 

hand, tend to leave Ondaatje's biography aside, preferring instead to focus exclusively on 

his texts.  York and Bök single out troubling issues at work in Ondaatje's oeuvre, such as 

the veneration of violent males, and the frequent depiction of women as weak, passive, 

and uncreative.  Despite these glaring gender issues, York and Bök were some of the first 

feminist critics on the Ondaatje scene.  Though Ondaatje has been a major figure in 
“Exploring Transnational Identities in Ondaatje's Anil's Ghost,” critic Victoria Cook studies the 
character Anil Tissera.  Because of her transnationalism, Anil passes back and forth between central and 
marginal cultural positions as she travels from country to country.  The article seeks to capture the 
fluidity of transnational identity and its constant evolution.      
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Canadian literature since the early seventies, York and Bök did not appear with their 

feminist critiques until the nineties.  Bök's essay “Destructive Creation: The 

Politicalization of Violence in the Work of Michael Ondaajte” appeared in 1992, while 

York's still frequently quoted “Whirling Blindfolded in the House of Women: Gender 

Politics in the Poetry and Fiction of Michael Ondaatje” was published in 1994.7  

Discussion of Chapter Content

My own work on Ondaatje brushes up against a number of the aforementioned 

themes and critical trends while modestly exploring some new ground.  The first chapter 

of my thesis touches lightly on Ondaatje's biography, and exists in apart from much of 

the postcolonial and transnational criticism surrounding his work.  While such criticism 

is both valuable and important to understanding Ondaatje's work, its prevalence has 

overshadowed certain other aspects of Ondaatje's oeuvre.  In my first chapter, I 

concentrate on Onddatje's identity as a Canadian (touching upon his participation in the 

7 There was a surge of feminist criticism in Canada during the seventies and eighties, concurrent with the 
flowering of feminism in the United States, so one may well wonder about the long absence of feminist 
criticism in regards to Ondaatje.  As far as I can tell, York is the only critic who even attempts to 
account for it: 

So why don't we have [more] gender criticism of Ondaatje? My hypothesis is as follows: 
feminist critics shied away from Ondaatje because they assumed that there wasn't much 
to write about, or that, if they did write, they would end up compiling a survey of "images 
of women" in Ondaatje –in essence, a catalog of Atwoodian victim positions –which 
would be theoretically sparse and of limited use. And standing before them was this body 
of criticism—for example, the work of critics such as Sam Solecki, Dennis Cooley, and 
Stephen Scobie – much of it very good, but, taken as a whole, belonging to a male milieu. 
(72) 

Thus York rather bizarrely claims that potential feminist critics of Ondaatje saw their hypothetical work 
as somehow useless, and that they were intimidated by the work of Ondaatje's male critics.  I don't 
think much of York's first theory—feminist scholars either missed or glossed over what York herself 
sees as obvious gender issues in Ondaatje's work?  Or they decided that the gender issues present in the 
work of an important and critically lauded author weren't worth mentioning?   I don't buy it.  For lack 
of my own better idea, I'll have to subscribe to York's theory of critical intimidation.   Sam Solecki 
certainly has some nasty things to say about Ondaatje's feminist critics—he states that for York, Bök, 
and their feminist ilk, “literary texts are primarily occasions for the scoring of points, with the author's 
total going up or down depending on his perceived attitude towards women” (4).
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field of Canadian nationalist literary criticism) and assess his novel The Collected Works  

of Billy the Kid as exemplifying Canadian fiction.  Somewhere in the forest of 

postcolonial and transnational  criticism surrounding Ondaatje, his identity as a Canadian 

citizen and Canadian novelist has been quietly laid aside and forgotten.

Perhaps this is because Canadian-ness is such a hard sell.  Even residents of the 

United States, Canada's closest neighbor and largest trading partner, remain largely 

ignorant and largely uninterested in the country.  What is Canadian about Canadians 

anyway?  With the exception of the Québécois, Canadians speak English, and not with a 

charming British accent, either.  Canadians shop at Wal-Mart.  Canadians eat fast food. 

Canadian hockey teams play against U.S. hockey teams.  In short, Canadians appear, 

more or less, to be Americans living north of the forty-ninth parallel.

Recently, Canadians were given a golden opportunity to define themselves and 

their nation for the world, answering for themselves the question of what's Canadian 

about Canadians.  With the Olympics in Vancouver, Canada briefly had the attention of 

the global media.  And how did the country choose to present itself?  During the closing 

ceremonies of the 2010 games, the Canadians fell back upon well-worn Canadian clichés. 

Canadian singer Michael Bublé, in full Mountie uniform, sang “Maple Leaf Forever.” 

Women dressed as giant maple leaves cavorted with dancers in canoes, and, in final a 

display of pure silliness, giant inflatable beavers and moose, piloted by men dressed as 

lumberjacks, rolled around the stage.  The program was one long parade of Canadian 

kitsch.

Maple leaves, beavers, lumberjacks—these are not particularly glamorous or 
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scholarly subjects.  It is perhaps unsurprising then that Ondaatje scholars eschew this 

silliness, favoring instead to focus on Ondaatje as an author with a hyphenated identity, a 

Sri Lankan-Canadian, rather than as a Canadian alone.  And Ondaatje makes it very easy 

to ignore his Canadian-ness.  His novels only infrequently concern themselves with 

Canadian settings or characters.  When I read The English Patient for the first time, I am 

not sure I even knew Ondaatje was a Canadian.  Granted, The English Patient has a 

couple of Canadian characters, but it has Indian, British, and Austrian characters that 

figure just as prominently.  The Collected Works of Billy the Kid features no Canadian 

characters at all, focusing instead upon American icon Billy the Kid.  Likewise, Coming 

Through Slaughter, the subject of my second chapter, concerns early American jazzman 

Buddy Bolden.

  I, too, could have bypassed the Canadian-ness of Ondaatje.  It was tempting—

like most Americans, I couldn't say much about our neighbor to the north before my 

thesis work.  I couldn't even name their prime minister, much less hold forth on Canadian 

literature.8  Pre-thesis, I believe I could identify exactly four writers I knew to be 

Canadian: L. M. Montgomery, Margaret Atwood, Yann Martel, and Michael Ondaatje. 

But the absence of criticism focusing on Ondaatje's identity as a Canadian proved too 

great for me to ignore.  Based on my reading, it appears that Ondaatje at least began his 

career as an emphatically, though not unreservedly, Canadian writer. 

 His first novel, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, features many of the themes 

and motifs identified as most Canadian by Canadian literary critics, specifically Margaret 

Atwood, the grande dame of Candian literature.  “Canadian” themes explored in Billy the 

8  His name is Stephen Harper, and he is a member of Canada's conservative party.
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Kid include the hostility of nature, animal victimization, and identity crisis.  Yet this 

novel does deviate from certain Canadian literary norms, namely in its suggestion of a 

happy  future for Ondaatje's adopted nation, at a time when most other Canadian writers 

believed that Canada was on the verge of cultural extinction.

My second chapter addresses some of the gender concerns raised by critics of 

Ondaatje's work.  I agree with York and Bök: many of the women in Ondaatje's novels 

are a sad lot, often left playing second fiddle to strong male characters.  The women of 

Coming Through Slaughter, Ondaatje's second novel, are no exception.  Most of the 

novel's female characters are relegated to one of two roles—they may be either wives or 

whores.  These women find definition only in their relationships to men.  Nora and 

Robin, the male protagonist Buddy Bolden's wife and lover respectively and the novel's 

two primary females, are nothing more than attractive satellites revolving around Bolden, 

enforcing notions of his natural magnetism and desirability.  Both women spend almost 

all of their page-time having sex with Bolden.  The rest of the novel's female characters, 

mostly prostitutes, remain in the background. Largely indistinct, they act as exciting 

flashes of color and racy pieces of scenery.  In any case, all the women are unpalatable 

and unrelatable.  Not even Robin or Nora seem to have anything of real substance in their 

lives outside of their relationships with men, and there are few hints at their inner 

thoughts.  They are reduced to fleshy, titillating bodies. 

Not all of Ondaatje's books portray women so two-dimensionally.  Divisadero 

(2007), Ondaatje's latest novel, features a female protagonist, an academic, as the novel's 

first-person narrator. Anna is a much more fully realized character than the women of 
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Coming Through Slaughter.  Conspicuously intelligent, she possesses the power and 

creativity to narrate the novel's action.  Much more than a body, Anna obviously has a 

lively inner life. Ondaatje's Anil's Ghost (2000) also features a strong female protagonist, 

this time a young forensics expert, well-educated and determined.  Ondaatje can write 

convincing women.  What, then, explains the weak and pitiable females in Coming 

Through Slaughter?

The answer lies in the novel's greater focus on male-male relationships over male-

female relationships.  (Female-female relationships are not featured in the novel at all.) 

Buddy Bolden uses women for sex, and that is all.  His character does not create 

significant emotional relationships with women.  Instead, Buddy emotionally involves 

himself with the novel's other men, with a woman or series of women acting as a weak 

third point in a triangle of desire.  Female presence in Coming Through Slaughter is 

mostly a nod to heteronormativity, a heterosexual sanction for relations among men. 

My second chapter explores Bolden's triangular relationships in depth, with a 

focus on his choice of homosoical partners.  Bolden establishes relationships with two 

categories of men: the powerful and virile, and the artistic and emasculated.  Bolden 

himself belongs to both groups at various points throughout the novel.  In Bolden's 

relationships with powerful male partners, the two men vie with one another for the 

dominance, with a female or series of females serving as a physical locus for the contest. 

In Bolden's relationships with creative, emasculated male partners, Bolden seeks a sense 

of artistic brotherhood.  Women, meanwhile, become unobtainable objects of lust, muses 

inspiring art born of sexual frustration.   
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Though, as I shall argue, triangular relationships appear to me to be at the heart of 

Coming Though Slaughter and many of Ondaatje's other books, I have yet to come across 

a scholar who has explored the topic at length.  While a number of critics note the 

presence of triangular relationships in Ondataje's work, interest in the subject has so far 

been relegated to brief mentions in articles about other topics.9   Furthermore, the 

aforesaid critics all address triangular relationships found in The English Patient, rather 

than those featured in Coming Through Slaughter.

Conclusion

Ostensibly, the two chapters of my thesis address divergent topics and approach 

Ondaatje's work in very different ways.  While the first chapter is concerned with literary 

nationalism and  focuses as much on Canadian criticism it does on The Collected Works  

of Billy the Kid, the second chapter maintains a tight focus on the text of Coming 

Through Slaughter and my own very specific reading of this text.  Yet both chapters are 

united in their examinations of overlooked aspects of Ondaatje's oeuvre and add some 

original readings to the existing body of Ondaatje scholarship.  

Furthermore, both chapters can be connected through their treatment of 

problematic plural identities.  The first chapter begins by treating The Collected Works of 

Billy the Kid, highlighting its allegedly Canadian characteristics.  Yet the chapter ends by 

pointing to aspects of the novel which run counter to other “Canadian” themes, 

suggesting that while the book may be a “Canadian” novel, it is something else besides. 

In Coming Through Slaughter, the protagonist Buddy Bolden faces, as a character, 
9 For example, one sees such comments in Susan Ellis' ”Trade and Power, Money and War: Rethinking 

Masculinity in Michael Ondaatje's The English Patient”1996), Patrick Deer's “Defusing The English 
Patient” (2005), A. C. Brandabur's “The Ethics of Sexual Limits: The English Patient and the Ebony 
Box” (2005), and so on.
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identity issues similar to those which The Collected Works faces as a novel.  Bolden's 

identity travels back and forth between two different groups: the powerful, virile male 

group and the artistic, emasculated male group. As The Collected Works both is and is not 

a “Canadian” novel, so Buddy Bolden is and is not a member of both groups.  Both The 

Collected Works of Billy the Kid and Coming Through Slaughter are ultimately works 

with category confusion and identity crisis at their hearts.
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Chapter 1: The Great Canadian Novel?  

Ondaatje’s The Collected Works of Billy the Kid

Introduction

Just briefly, I'd like to outline the general plot and structure of Michael Ondaatje's 

The Collected Works of Billy the Kid (1970) before I dive into this chapter's primary 

critical concern, The Collected Works as an example of Canadian writing.   The 

Collected Works is a postmodern piece, one that revels in genre-mixing, narrative 

unpredictability, and the non-traditional rewriting of history.  The book purports to be a 

collection of writings penned by Billy the Kid though, it is, of course, fictional, with 

Michael Ondaatje providing a new and very contemporary sounding voice for the 

western outlaw.  Much of the book is narrated in the first person by Billy who, as it turns 

out, is something of a poet.  He often chooses to express his feelings or to narrate action 

through short lyrics. 

Other voices also help to narrate The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, turning the 

title's “of” into a preposition meaning “about” rather than “written by.”  A third-person 

narrator often relates the action and relevant historical facts surrounding Billy's story.  A 

few excerpts from actual interviews with people who knew Billy the Kid find their way 

into the story as well, along with a nineteenth-century newspaper article written about 

the Kid, a few period photographs and illustrations (and a significant snapshot of 

Michael Ondaatje in a cowboy costume that I'll discuss later), and the text of an 

American Billy the Kid comic book.  Pat Garrett, the lawman sent to capture Billy, also 

speaks.  Like Billy, he speaks in the first person, with a contemporary voice provided by 
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the author.

Garrett's pursuit and ultimate murder of Billy in 1881 constitutes the main plot of 

The Collected Works.  It is a storyline shared by many Billy the Kid tales.   Billy and 

Garrett spend much of the book as solitary figures in a vast and lonely desert, drawn 

slowly and inexorably together for a final showdown.  When it comes, the face-off 

between the two foes is surprisingly anticlimactic.  There is no duel at high noon, no 

shootout between gang and posse.  Instead, Garrett catches Billy sleeping the home of 

Billy's friend Pete Maxwell.  Garrett shoots and kills Billy in the dark, when Billy has no 

weapon with which to defend himself.  Yet Garrett soon expresses some doubts as to the 

identity of the victim, with the mystery remaining deliciously unresolved at the book's 

close.10  

The Collected Works of Billy the Kid   as a Canadian Novel  

One is always wary of assigning characteristics to national literatures.  As 

Canadian critic Elizabeth Waterston phrases it in her book on Canadian themes, one 

10 Ondaatje's account of Billy the Kid's life and death freely mixes popular rumor and historical fact.  The 
real Billy the Kid, whose real name was probably either William Bonney (the name Ondaatje uses) or 
Henry McCarty, was born on New York's East Side around 1860.  His parents are generally believed to 
be Irish immigrants driven to the United States by the Great Potato Famine (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
Wallis 6).  When Billy was still a small child, the family moved to Kansas, where Billy's father died. 
Billy's mother remarried, and the family relocated two more times, first to Colorado, and then to New 
Mexico when Billy was in his early teens.  Shortly thereafter, Billy began traveling with gangs of 
thieves, acquiring a reputation as a notorious gunfighter (Encyclopaedia Britannica).  Popular rumor 
maintained that Billy killed more than twenty men during his career (Ondaatje's Billy claims 19), but 
the historical Billy likely killed no more than four people (Wallis 244).   

In December of 1880, Billy was captured by Sheriff Pat Garrett and stood trial for murder in Mesilla, 
N.M., in April 1881.  He was found guilty and sentenced to hang, but he escaped jail on April 30, 
killing two deputies in the process. He remained at large until tracked down and ambushed by Garrett, 
who shot him dead on the evening of July 14 at the ranch home of Pete Maxwell.  While historians 
generally accept this version of events, there have always been rumors that Billy escaped Garrett.  One 
hypothesis is that Billy the Kid was in fact Ollie “Brushy Bill” Roberts, a Wild West Show performer. 
Roberts died in1950 in Hico, Texas (Encylopaedia Britannica). 
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cannot assume that “just as a country produces a certain kind of wheat and a certain kind 

of whiskey, it will grow a recognizable crop of poetry” (1).  Of course, writers and artists 

are almost inevitably influenced, to a greater or lesser degree, by national trends, and 

inevitably interact with the sticky intertextual web of their country's culture.  However, 

writers and artists also make choices.  They may consciously choose to reflect certain 

national trends, or they may consciously choose to buck them—as Margaret Atwood 

playfully puts it, to make a “jail-break” from the national literary norm (266). 

Canadian novelist/poet Michael Ondaatje is a king among both norm-followers 

and jail-breakers, and, in his novel/poem The Collected Works of Billy the Kid (1970), he 

displays characteristics of both tradition-oriented and jail-breaking groups.  The 

Collected Works is, in many ways, a quintessentially “Canadian” book; it hits an on 

incredible number of those themes and motifs considered most Canadian by literary 

critics of the 1970s.  The Collected Works features such Canadian tags as the hostility of 

nature, animal victimization, and, above all, identity crisis, perhaps the most Canadian of 

all themes according to Canadian critics.   And if that were not Canadian enough, The 

Collected Works arguably falls into that special Canadian genre, the long poem, typified 

by works such as Ann Cuthbert Knight’s A Year in Canada (1816).11 
11 Obviously, the long poem is not an exclusively Canadian form.  It is more of a global one; the long 

poem crops up across many lands and many centuries.  Several classic, and non-Canadian examples, 
spring immediately to mind: Homer's Odyssey, Whitman's Song of Myself, and Milton's Paradise Lost. 
However, the long poem's enduring popularity in Canada has caused twentieth-century Canadian critics 
to appropriate it as Canada’s own special genre.  The appropriation began in earnest with the 
publication of poet Dorothy Livesay’s landmark essay The Documentary Poem: A Canadian Genre 
(1969).  Livesay noted a tendency among Canadian poets to write long narrative poems that “are a 
conscious attempt to create a dialectic between the objective facts and the subjective feelings of the 
poet" (267).  She referred to these long narrative poems as “documentary poems” (267).  Knight's A 
Year in Canada, for example, chronicles the poet's travels across Canada in the early nineteenth 
century.  Knight's poem depicts life in small rural communities across the territory, sympathetically 
presenting three different cultural groups across Canada: Scottish immigrants (of which she was one 
herself), French Canadians, and Aboriginals.  Meanwhile, the poet reflects on different definitions of 
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But the setting for all this Canadian-ness?  Not Manitoba or Winnipeg, but the 

American Old West.  And the protagonist? Not a Mountie or a French trapper, but the 

All-American gunslinger and literal jail-breaker, Billy the Kid.  In his choice of setting 

and protagonist, Ondaatje moves from a traditional Canadian literature into the most 

American of all genres, the Western.  Furthermore, despite all of its Canadian hallmarks, 

The Collected Works of Billy the Kid expresses a distinctly un-Canadian optimism, 

undercutting many of the gloomy fears held by Canadian writers for their country's 

cultural future.

I read this Canadian/non-Canadian juxtaposition as a conscious choice on the part 

of the author.   The Canadian literary identity has been a hot topic since the beginning of 

the nineteenth century.  Even before the declaration of Confederation (Canada’s official 

birth as a nation) in 1867, writers argued for the existence of a distinctly Canadian 

literature.   David Chisholme, the first editor of the Canadian Magazine and Literary 

Repository, states in an 1826 essay:

home and community, musing on her own position as a new immigrant in Canada.  

Livesay herself often utilized the “documentary poem” format.  Her 1950 poem Call My People Home 
is a long poem that “documents” the mistreatment of Japanese Americans during World War II (note 
the use of another American subject) while simultaneously expressing the poet’s personal opinions on 
the subject.   In the case of The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, Ondaatje documents the true (or at 
least popular) facts surrounding the life of Billy the Kid and combines them with his own unique 
aesthetic. It is perhaps interesting to note that both poems address American subjects. The 
“documentary poem” or Canadian long poem remains a topic of lively discussion in Canadian literary 
circles.  More recent publications include Bolder Flights: Essays on the Canadian Long Poem (1999) 
and Re-Rooting: At the Junction of Form and Identity in the Canadian Long Poem (2005).  Bolder  
Flighs collects a diverse series of essays exploring the underlying structures of Canadian long poems, 
specifically their documentary functions.  Bolder Flights is a particularly good collection for scholars 
like me who are new to the Canadian long poem, as it collects both classic and contemporary articles 
on the subject.  Re-rooting is an actual anthology of contemporary long poems, underscoring the 
genre's continuing relevance and writerly appeal.  It is a diverse anthology with Canadian writers of 
many backgrounds, underscoring the increasingly plural nature of Canada's literary community.
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Our climate, soil, productions, scenery and inhabitants are so different 

from those of old countries, that every work on those subjects, the result 

of study and observation on the spot, would necessarily bear the 

impression of its origin; and any instruction which it contained could be 

surely applied to the improvement of the inhabitants with greater facility 

and success than what could be drawn exclusively from imported 

literature. (Ballstadt 8)

The arguments for a distinctly Canadian literary identity have continued up until the 

present day.12

Ondaatje wrote The Collected Works of Billy the Kid during a period of 

particularly fierce literary debate.  It appeared alongside such landmark Canadian literary 

criticism  as D. G. Jones’s Butterfly on Rock (1971) and Margaret Atwood’s Survival  

(1972).  Both books set out to clearly define what the authors felt were traditionally 

Canadian themes and motifs.13  Ondaatje himself worked on several books in the 

seventies which reflect the trend of literary nationalism. In 1971, he edited The Broken 

12 Some current discussions concerning Canadian literary identity focus on emergent cultural groups 
within the country. Afro-Canadian and Caribbean-Canadian literature have inspired several recent 
books of criticism, e.g. George Elliot Clarke's Odysseys Home: Mapping African-Canadian Literature 
(2005), Fred Landon and Kathryn Frost's Ontario’s African-Canadian Heritage (2008), and E. Allen 
Williams's Beyond the Canebrakes: Caribbean Women Writers in Canada (2008).  Other critics have 
focused on Jewish-Canadian literature, Italian-Canadian literature, Asian-Canadian literature, Canadian 
Aboriginal literature, and so on.  Ondaatje, born in Sri Lanka and educated in England, fits into the 
contemporary discussions of Canada as a complex, multicultural literary landscape. 

13 To my mind, there is one major problem with both books, and with much Canadian literary criticism of 
the seventies; namely, critics whitewashed their country.  For Atwood and Jones, Canada is largely a 
nation of white folks.  While both critics do write chapters about Canada's Aboriginal population and 
its depiction in literature, they largely ignore the multicultural aspects of their country and of its literary 
output.  Thus, lumberjacks and French fur trappers abound in Canadian literary criticism from the 
seventies, and minorities do not.  Granted, multicultural literature in Canada was not as prevalent in the 
seventies as it is now, but there were non-white writers working during that decade, including the 
eminent Caribbean-born poet Dionne Brand.  To ignore such writers completely when compiling a 
definition of literary Canada is both naïve and offensive.
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Ark: A Book of Beasts, a collection of Canadian poetry about animal victims, a motif 

highlighted by Jones and Atwood as well.  In 1979, he edited The Long Poem Anthology, 

a collection of work by exclusively Anglo-Canadian poets.  Both The Broken Ark and 

The Long Poem Anthology speak to characteristics of a newly defined national literature

—clearly, Ondaatje was in the literary “know”of the seventies.

 The Collected Works of Billy the Kid reflects Ondaatje’s Canadian literary 

hipness.  The book fits beautifully with the nationalist literary movement of its day, 

featuring many Canadian thematic hallmarks, including the hostility of nature.  Despite 

the book’s setting below the forty-ninth parallel, Ondaatje’s American West is an 

example of a Canadian literary wilderness.  Canadian critics of the era insist on the 

Canadian literary landscape as the polar opposite of the American literary landscape. 

According to such critics, Americans and their writers view the wilderness as an 

opportunity for positive growth; Canadians view the wilderness as a harbinger of doom.  

This particular view of Americans and the American wilderness is, to say the 

least, problematic.14  It draws heavily from an unrealistic mythology of brave pioneers 

and little else, buying with a wholehearted naiveté into the rhetoric of Manifest Destiny. 

Clearly, the American wilderness is not and has not ever been a site of consistently 

positive change.   Frequently, pioneers died in their push towards the west.  Those 

settlers that did survive contributed to the displacement and ruin of and native peoples 

and animals.  Many works of American literature, classic and contemporary, expose the 

harsh reality behind the frontier myth.  For example, Cooper's The Last of the Mohicans 

14 Actually, I'd like to go on the record and say that it is downright ridiculous.  Any third grader who has 
died from dysentery while playing the Oregon Trail computer game can tell you that the myth of the 
American frontier is not all it's cracked up to be. 
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(1826), written when the frontier had only gotten as far west as New York state, 

tragically depicts the extinction of an Indian tribe.  And ecologist Terry Tempest 

Williams's wonderful Finding Beauty in a Broken World (2008) explores the history of 

the prairie dog, a species driven almost to extinction in some areas of the American west 

due to widespread, intentional eradication and urbanization.  Nonetheless, the American 

wilderness, the Mighty Frontier, as the site of opportunity is a centerpiece of the Western 

genre.  Many Westerns provide a certain brand of escapism, one in which a city-dweller 

from Back East can escape the sad, wimpy trappings of his (and occasionally her) life 

and make something of himself on the frontier.  Often, the wilderness of the Western film 

or novel “functions as a symbol of freedom, and the opportunity for conquest ” 

(Tompkins 4).

Conversely, many Canadian writers grapple with their frontier as an instrument of 

oppression.  They conceive of the natural world as “Nature the Monster”; their 

wilderness as a distinctly hostile and unconquerable environment (Atwood 46).  For 

many Canadian writers, the wilderness offers primarily death and destruction.15 

Canadian critic Kenneth Mitchell explains:

[Canadians] are a people locked in constant struggle with their 

environment (and have perhaps lost more battles than they have won). 

Certainly the Arctic frontier of Canada seems less an opulent paradise 

than a kind of frozen avalanche brooding above us, threatening to rush 

15 Lest I be guilty of the same overstatement as those Canadians critics who equate the American 
wilderness with Manifest Destiny, let me say that there are Canadian works in which nature is not a 
monster.  To use an example from earlier in the chapter, Knight's A Year in Canada celebrates the 
majesty and beauty of the Canadian wilderness, and paints flattering pictures of small communities 
scattered across the vast Canadian landscape.
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down and obliterate us all.  Small wonder that ninety percent of the 

Canadian population huddles together within a strip of territory a hundred 

miles from the United States border. (27)

Is or was the Canadian wilderness more dangerous than the wilderness of the American 

frontier?  In the reality of history, I'm sure the ruggedness of both locales killed their fair 

share of cowboys and would-be settlers.  In any case, The Collected Works presents a 

grim pseudo-Canadian environment, nothing at all like the familiar “Big Sky Country” 

landscape of American Westerns.  The glorious vistas of Monument Valley or the Teton 

Range, presented in films such as John Ford's Stagecoach (1939) or Howard Hawks's 

aptly named The Big Sky (1952), are absent from The Collected Works.   Instead, 

Ondaatje presents an almost unrelievedly hellish vision of the West. Pat Garrett, the 

lawman who ultimately guns down Billy the Kid, narrates this portion of The Collected 

Works: 

Mescalaro territory is a flat region, no rivers, no trees, no grass.  In August 

the winds begin and at that time everybody who can moves away.  If you 

stayed, you couldn’t see the sun for weeks because, if opened, your eyes 

would be speckled and frosted with sand.  Dust and sand stick to anything 

wet as your eyeball, or a small dribble of your nostril, or a flesh wound, 

even the sweat on your shirt.  A beard or mustache weighs three times as 

much after you are caught in the storms.  Your ears are so blocked that you 

cannot hear for a good while afterwards, which is just as well for all there 

is is the long constant screech and scream of wind carrying anything it can 
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lift. (42)

In this passage, Ondaatje substitutes the desert for the Canadian Arctic frontier, the 

sandstorm for the brooding avalanche.   If snow replaced the sand, Garrett could be 

describing a blizzard, and the bleakness of the desert landscape (“no rivers, no trees”), 

translates into the bleakness of the Arctic tundra.  Like the northern reaches of Canada, 

the Mescalaro is unfit for habitation.

Elsewhere, narrator Billy the Kid describes the harshness of the Western 

landscape in terms of its effects on wildlife.  According to Billy, not even wild animals 

are at home in the desert’s inhospitable environment.  Like the Canadian population at 

the forty-ninth parallel, animals in The Collected Works huddle together in places of 

relative safety: an old barn at the edge of a deserted farm and the Chisum homestead, a 

small farm in an isolated region of Texas, where “every animal that came within a certain 

radius of the house was given a warm welcome, the tame, the half born, the wild, the 

wounded” (17, 36).    Billy says of the Chisum house: “Their roof would have collapsed 

from the number of birds who might have lived there if the desert hadnt [sic] killed three 

quarters of those that tried to cross it” (36). 

Animal victimization is purportedly another traditional calling card of Canadian 

literature. Canadian critics of the seventies such as Margaret Atwood and James Polk 

credit the resonance of the animal story to nationalist concerns.   Polk reads the animal 

victim as a representation of Canada’s national identity, an identity on the verge of being 

subsumed by American culture: “As Canada's perennial questioning of its own national 

identity is increasingly coupled with a suspicion that a fanged America lurks in the 
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bushes, poised for the kill, it is not surprising that Canadian writers should retain their 

interest in persecution and survival” (58).  Atwood provides a similar reading, equating 

the Canadian fascination with animal victimhood with fears concerning the extinction of 

Canadian national identity:  “Canadians themselves feel threatened and nearly extinct as 

a nation, and suffer also from life-denying experience as individuals—the culture 

threatens the 'animal' within them—and their identification with animals is the 

expression of a deep-seated cultural fear” (79).

I would like to note that Canadian criticism of animal stories has continued since 

the seventies, and some recent critics take issue with the lopsidedness of Atwood and 

Polk’s theories.16  However, in the case of The Collected Works, the Atwood/Polk reading 

of animal victimization as a metaphor for cultural extinction is reasonable.

The link between animal victimhood and cultural extinction in The Collected 

Works is evident in the protagonist’s own relationship to animals.  Like the Canadian 

reading public, Billy the Kid is alive to the suffering of animals while facing his own 

imminent cultural demise due to the rapid civilization of his Wild West. Billy the Kid 

notices animals’ struggles against the harsh wilderness and identifies with them on a 

profound level.  In one memorable passage, Billy is ill and hides in an old barn to 

recuperate.  A host of animals inhabit the barn and, rather than move out, the animals 

adopt Billy into their fold. During his time with the animals, he says,

I saw no human and heard no human voice, learned to squat the best way 
16 Canadian critic John Sandlos points out that Canada does not have a monopoly on the animal-victim 

story. American writers and Canadian writers both have produced this type of story, and such stories 
have experienced popularity on both sides of the forty-ninth parallel.  This cross-cultural popularity 
points to some resonance that animal stories have with people in general, not Canadians in particular. 
As an animal-loving American myself, I heartily agree with Sandlos.  Readers of many different 
backgrounds can empathize with animal characters.   
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when shitting, used leaves for wiping, never ate flesh or touched another 

animal’s flesh, never entered his boundary.  We were all aware of each 

other and allowed each other.  The fly who sat on my arm, after his 

inquiry, just went away, ate his disease and kept it in him.  When I walked 

I avoided the cobwebs which had places to grow to, who had stories to 

finish.  The flies caught in those acrobat nets were the only murder I 

saw.17 (14)

Billy is a true equal in the fraternal order of wild animals.  In the barn, he eats with the 

animals and drinks with them, peacefully coexisting as “a larger breed” (14).  Outside 

the barn, Billy engages in the pursuit of murder, the same as any common spider.

Furthermore, when trouble assails the barn community, Billy feels its effect along 

with the other creatures.  When rats, drunk off fermented grain from the nearby granary, 

attack the barn and savagely kill a chipmunk, Billy flies into action.  He fires “again and 

again into [the rats’] slow wheel across the room,” emptying his “whole bag of bullet 

supplies” (14).  The unprovoked attack on the chipmunk leaves Billy very vulnerable. 

The barn passage ends with narration in the third-person, presenting Billy as very young 

and very alone: “no other animal of any kind remained in that room but for the boy in the 

blue shirt sitting there coughing at the dust, rubbing the sweat off his upper lip” (15).

As previously mentioned, Billy’s animal empathy derives from his own feelings 

of vulnerability and the threat of his own cultural extinction.  The historical Billy the Kid 

17 Ondaatje often writes about spiders, particularly in his books of poetry.  In the poem 'Spider Blues,' 
Ondaatje depicts a spider as “admirable, because ruthlessly dexterous” (Solecki 99).  Billy, too, can be 
admired for his “ruthless dexterity” as a gunslinger.  Coming Through Slaughter contains more obscure 
references to spiders—Buddy Bolden, a character ruthlessly dexterous with both a cornet and a shaving 
razor, is ultimately unable to escape his friend, a police detective named Webb (Solceki 99).  
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(1859-1881) lived during the tail end of the Old West, a time when old-school outlaws 

died out due to the steady encroachment of civilization. To put it another way, men like 

Billy suffered from habitat loss.  Rather like the prairie dog, outlaws were considered 

vermin by civilized settlers, and had to be controlled; the growing population of 

homesteaders on the frontier left no place for the rowdy wildlife of the Old West. 

Just a decade after Billy’s violent demise, historian Frederick Jackson Turner 

released his famous “Frontier Thesis” at the Chicago World’s Fair.  Turner’s influential 

paper The Frontier in American History (1893) states unequivocally that the American 

frontier no longer exists: 

In a recent bulletin of the Superintendent of the Census for 1890 appear 

these significant words: "Up to and including 1880 the country had a 

frontier of settlement, but at present the unsettled area has been so broken 

into by isolated bodies of settlement that there can hardly be said to be a 

frontier line. In the discussion of its extent, its westward movement, etc., 

it can not, therefore, any longer have a place in the census reports." (1)

For Turner, the closing of the frontier suggests sweeping changes, changes far greater 

than the extinction of the outlaw.  He states that the late frontier is the heart of American 

identity and ingenuity. America's erstwhile open spaces forced her inhabitants to evolve 

into an independent and ingenious people distinct from and superior to the placid and 

unchanging citizens of Europe. The frontier, which served to “brea[k] the bond of 

custom, offe[r] new experiences, cal[l] out new institutions and activities,” was the seat 

of American exceptionalism (Turner 38). 
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Though Turner himself never proposes so dire an argument, the closing of the 

frontier suggests the extinction of the American spirit and American progress, and many 

of Turner’s contemporary readers firmly believed that the cultural extinction of the 

United States was imminent.  American society at the end of the nineteenth century faced 

a slew of problems: the stock market crashed just before the Chicago's World Fair, 

precipitating the Panic of 1893. More than 600 banks and 1500 commercial houses 

failed, and seventy-four railroads went bankrupt.  Unemployment was on the rise, and 

conditions were worsening (Faragher 3). Turner's thesis “sp[oke] directly to the state of 

crisis enveloping the intellectual discourse of the nation” and readily offered the closing 

of the Western frontier as explanation for the disaster (Faragher 3).  Thus Ondaatje 

utilizes a time period and setting in his book that reflects a sense of cultural doom, 

echoing the fears of 1970s Canada.  His Billy the Kid, like the Canadian people, is 

threatened on all sides—nature is hostile to him, and encroaching civilization is also a 

threat.

As Billy the Kid’s frontier world erodes, he becomes increasingly confused as a 

narrator, unsure of his own story.  The old and new run together in muddled and 

sometimes frightening ways.  In the following poem, in Billy's voice, the violence of the 

Old West merges surrealistically with the tameness of the settled frontier: 

His stomach was warm

remembered this when I put my hand into

a pot of lukewarm tea to wash it out

dragging out the stomach to get the bullet
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he wanted to see when taking tea

with Sallie Chisum in Paris Texas 

With Sallie Chisum in Paris Texas

he wanted to see when taking tea 

dragging out the stomach to get the bullet

a pot of luke warm tea to wash it out

remembered this when I put my hand into

his stomach was warm. (24)

Billy's gruesome recollection of “dragging out the stomach to get the bullet” contrasts 

strongly with the demure domesticity of tea-taking. The uncomfortable pairing of teapots 

and human innards highlights the difficulty of merging the domesticity of the newly 

civilized West and the traditional brutality of the old.  Billy certainly is not handling the 

merger well.  The childishness of the internal rhyme “he wanted to see when taking tea” 

set besides the grisliness of his memory suggests a desperate regression.  Furthermore, 

the second stanza reflects a great confusion.  The narrative from the first stanza becomes 

muddled.  Suddenly, it seems that Billy is washing out guts with lukewarm tea 

(“dragging out the stomach to get the bullet/a pot of luke warm tea to wash it out”), 

rather than washing lukewarm tea from teapots.  By the end of the poem, it is impossible 

to tell which version of events is real and which version is false.

Billy’s confusion represents the identity crisis, another classic Canadian motif. 

He is unsure of his own narrative—is he a pot washer or a stomach washer or something 
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else?  What sort of world does he inhabit—a world of tea time or a world of bullets? 

This sort of existential confusion lies at the very heart of Canadian literature, and is, as I 

have noted, the motivation behind much of Canadian literary criticism of the seventies. 

And what was the impetus for such criticism?  Canada celebrated its centennial in 1967. 

In preparation for its upcoming anniversary, the country began an earnest “search for an 

independent identity” (Kroller 195). To aid in this effort, the government massively 

increased funding for the arts at both the federal and regional levels, leading to the “ 

“Canadian Lit boom,” a remarkable period which generated a new cultural self-

consciousness” (Kroller 195).   Writers like Margaret Atwood asked themselves seriously 

about the nature of Canada, and tried to draw conclusions about their culture.

 The conclusions they reached about their country were grim.  Due to the 

previous lack of arts funding, Canada was a sort of American cultural satellite, with a bit 

of Britain thrown in.  Up until the centennial, Canadians primarily watched foreign 

television and read foreign books and, according to critics like Atwood, had little 

conception of themselves as a unique cultural group.   Margaret Atwood writes that the 

Canadian public at large was happy this way, or at least resistant to change.  According 

to Atwood, when confronted with a book by a Canadian writer, Canadians respond with 

“the inevitable question” in one form or another: “ ‘Why are we studying him (instead of 

Faulkner)?’ ‘Why do we have to read this (instead of Hermann Hesse)?’ Or, in its true 

shape, ‘What’s Canadian about Canadian literature, and why should we be bothered?’ ” 

(11).

In answer to the first part of the question, “What’s Canadian about Canadian 
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literature?,” Atwood and other writers of her generation point to a number of themes and 

motifs that they consider unique, some of which have already been discussed.  In answer 

to the second part, Atwood states bluntly, “you must read your own literature to know 

who you are, to avoid being sort of a cultural moron” (17).  Billy the Kid, as a 

representation of the Canadian public, is himself a cultural moron, confused and unsure 

of his identity, incapable of successfully expressing himself.

Despite its treatment of Canadian themes, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid 

ultimately “jail-breaks” from the gloomy Canadian outlook of the seventies.  The book, 

as grim as it often is, features a number of humorous passages that lighten the whole 

work considerably.  For example, Ondaatje excerpts the dialogue of a Billy the Kid 

comic book, sans pictures (120-23).  Though the lack of pictures in Ondaatje's work 

makes the details of the plot unclear, the comic book features a heroic Billy rescuing a 

Latino princess from a nefarious villain.  The dialogue, written in a hokey “Western” 

dialect and rife with the “bang, bang” of fired shots, is campily awful, while the lack of 

accompanying pictures renders the whole section absurd.

From the acknowledgments at the end of The Collected Works, one can see that 

the comic bears a 1969 copyright, a date long after the death of Billy the Kid, the demise 

of the frontier, and the predicted extinction of American culture at large.  It seems that 

the iconic Billy the Kid, the mythos of the frontier, and American culture are still 

hanging around in spite of those predicting culture apocalypse.18  In this way, The 

Collected Works may quietly suggest that Canadian culture might stick around a while 

18 Incidentally, the actual American frontier survives as well.  As of 1993, more than 200 counties in the 
Great Plains region have a population density below the frontier threshold established by Turner in The 
Frontier in American History (Louv 274).
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longer, too.  

Finally, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid proves that Canada doesn't have to 

passively undergo Americanization—Canadians can fight back by appropriating 

American cultural objects and “Canadianizing” them.  The Collected Works of Billy the 

Kid brilliantly transforms the Western, the quintessentially American genre, into a 

vehicle for the expression of Canadian themes.  At the last, Ondaatje also suggests that 

there is plenty more appropriation to be done.  The final page features one tiny picture, a 

photograph of the author as a small child, dressed in chaps and a cowboy hat (127). 

Ondaatje the proto-artist wears a gleeful expression.  He, at least, is unconcerned with 

the American origin of his cowboy fantasies.  Whatever its source, the Western is a 

marvelous toy that he may play with and manipulate in any way that seems fun or 

exciting.  Besides the photo, the rest of the final page is blank, leaving plenty of space 

for other artists to join in the game.

And many other artists have joined the game of Billy the Kid appropriation. 

Experimental Canadian writer bpNichol's novel the true eventual story of Billy the Kid 

(1970) appeared the same year as Ondaatje's book and strikes a highly irreverent tone.19 

Luc Moullet's Nouvelle Vague film Une Aventure de Billy le Kid (1971) features the 

gunslinger on the lam in the Alps.  In a more recent makeover, Irish science fiction writer 

Michael Scott reimagines Billy as an immortal gunslinger now living happily in the 

twenty-first century with a red Thunderbird convertible.20

19 bpNichol's novel memorably begins:  “billy the kid was born with a short dick but they did not call him 
richard.  they called him the kid because he was younger & meaner & had a shorter dick. . . . could 
they have called him instead billy the man or bloody bonney? would he have bothered having a faster 
gun? who can tell” (1).

20 Billy the Kid appears in Scott's novel The Sorceress (2009), the third installment of his young adult 
series The Secrets of the Immortal Nicholas Flammel. 
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Conclusion

In summary, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid is a complex work, one that 

seems to both support Canadian literary nationalism while undercutting the pessimism at 

core of Canadian literary criticism.  The Collected Works does utilize Canadian themes 

and motifs (the hostility of nature, animal victimization, and identity crisis) identified by 

critics of the seventies, but in a unique setting: the American (and pseudo-Canadian) 

West.  The setting, along with some of the novel's humorous touches, points to a bright, 

creative future at odds with the cultural extinction envisioned by Canada's pessimistic 

literary critics of the seventies.  Read another way, The Collected Works of Billy the Kid, 

and other international incarnations of Billy the Kid, challenge the very notion of literary 

nationalism. The twentieth century ushered in a new era of increasing globalism, an era 

in which a child in Sri Lanka has access to American westerns and might adopt the 

pistol-wearing cowboy as his personal hero.  With every improvement in international 

media distribution, national lines are crossed.  As it becomes easier and easier to 

disseminate and to access material globally, artists and writers are necessarily drawn into 

an ever-growing international community, a community in which influence and 

inspiration travel readily across regional, national, and continental borders.   
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Chapter 2: Three's Company: 

Triangular Relationships in Coming Through Slaughter

Introduction

Michael Ondaatje followed up The Collected Works of Billy the Kid with Coming 

Through Slaughter (1976).  The construction of Coming Through Slaughter echoes some 

of Ondaatje's other works, namely The Collected Works of Billy the Kid and, to a lesser 

extent, The English Patient. At the hearts of all three books, we find small nuclei of 

historical facts, facts later molded and embellished by the author “to suit the truth of 

fiction” (Coming Through Slaughter 127).  The Collected Works and Coming Through 

Slaughter are particularly similar.  While The Collected Works builds on the piecemeal 

historical leftovers of William Bonney, a.k.a. Billy the Kid, Coming Through Slaughter 

takes us years into the future and revolves around on the few known facts about the life 

of early jazzman Charles “Buddy” Bolden.  Both works maintain a focus on a single, 

isolated masculine character, their relationship to art and violence, and their evolving 

legacy within the historical narrative.

Buddy Bolden, also called King Bolden, was one of the most popular jazz 

musicians in New Orleans at the turn of the twentieth century.  But, in spite of his 

popularity, relatively little information remains about his personal life or career.  Briefly, 

the known facts are these:  Bolden first appeared on the New Orleans scene around 1895 

and reached the height of his popularity in 1905.  He dressed well, was popular with the 

ladies (in spite of being married with two children), and played the loudest cornet in 

Storyville, New Orleans's primary red light district.21  At his musical peak, Bolden began 
21 Evidently, Storyville had good soil for growing great jazz musicians.  Many jazz worthies came from 
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to show signs of mental derangement.  His decline was exacerbated by heavy alcohol 

use, and, in 1907 Bolden was incarcerated in the Jackson Mental Institution, where he 

remained until his death in 1931 (Robinson, Larkin).  While his playing was never 

recorded, his contemporaries have passed down laudatory stories about “the power of 

Bolden’s tone, his rhythmic drive and the emotional content of his slow blues playing” 

(Robinson).   

In Coming Through Slaughter, Bolden follows roughly the same rise-and-fall 

trajectory.  The book opens around 1900, when Bolden seems stable: he holds down a 

steady job as a barber, plays cornet with a band, and edits The Cricket, a weekly gossip 

rag.  In addition to his many professional roles, he plays the reliable family man: he is 

married to Nora, a former prostitute, and together they raise two young children. 

However, Bolden's behavior grows increasingly worrisome: he drinks heavily, and starts 

spending long nights in the company of the eccentric, crippled photographer E. J. 

Bellocq.  Bellocq introduces Bolden to the idea of art for art's sake, fostering the notion 

that art is a pursuit distinct from and at odds with the pursuit of fame and wealth. 

Bolden's erratic behavior culminates in a bloody and unprovoked attack on Nora's former 

pimp Tom Pickett.  Following the fight with Pickett, he abruptly and mysteriously 

disappears.  He spends two years in self-enforced exiled from New Orleans, living with 

Jaelin and Robin Brewitt, a young married couple.  During this period, Bolden seems 

happy, removed from the stress of the New Orleans music scene, but his happiness does 

not last.  Bolden's friend Webb, a police detective, tracks Bolden to his hideout, and 

convinces him to return to New Orleans.  Bolden returns home to a flurry of excitement. 

the district, including Louis Armstrong, the son of a Storyville prostitute.
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New Orleans keenly anticipates his comeback, and spectators turn out in droves for 

Bolden's first scheduled appearance—a parade on Canal Street, one of Storyville's main 

drags.  Bolden goes berserk at the parade, publicly descending into a madness from 

which he does not recover.  At age thirty-one, Bolden is incarcerated in an insane 

asylum, where he lives out the remainder of his days.

Coming Through Slaughter utilizes the narrative structure first used by Ondaatje 

in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid.  The story is told by many narrators speaking 

from many viewpoints: a third-person narrator often relates the action or provides 

historical background, and sometimes Bolden narrates in the first person.  Other minor 

characters, like Bolden's band mates, weigh in, often in the form of interviews.  At the 

end of the novel, a first-person authorial figure, ostensibly Ondaatje himself, enters the 

narrative.  He describes his research for the novel, and his own feeling of connection 

with the tortured, mad figure of Buddy Bolden.  The multiple voices speak in discrete 

sections, many only a page long.  In general, the narrative sections are highly variable: 

there are portions of transcribed interviews with Bolden's musical contemporaries, lists 

of facts and song titles, a few graphics, and relatively lengthy sections of historical 

background.  These are all interspersed with poems and lyrical prose passages—where 

the sketchy official history fails to deliver, different narrators step in with creative 

speculation.  Coming Through Slaughter, like its predecessor The Collected Works of  

Billy the Kid, is a thoroughly postmodern text, indiscriminately mixing together genres 

and creatively rewriting the historical narrative.  In its pages, poetry mingles with prose, 

fiction blends with nonfiction; sometimes words even give way to pictures.  One 
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passage, in the voice of a third-person narrator, dubs this peculiar type of creation 

“subhistory,” a mélange of  “stray facts, manic theories, and well-told lies” all mixed 

together  to suit a certain aesthetic, imaginative vision (24).

Trigonal Relationships in   Coming Through Slaughter  

I am interested in Coming Through Slaughter for its depiction of triangular, also 

known as “trigonal,” relationships.  Bolden establishes fiercely emotional relationships 

with other men, and then uses female characters whom readers would see as 

underdeveloped in fictional terms to act as go-betweens for these male-male 

relationships.  Or, as Luce Irigaray wonderfully puts it, women become “the material 

alibi[s] for the desire for relations among men” (805).  Buddy Bolden, by turns a virile 

hero and an emasculated artist, enters into a series of what Eve Sedgwick calls “erotic 

triangles.”  Drawing on René Girard's work, Sedgwick notes that

the bonds of “rivalry” and “love,” differently as they are experienced, are 

equally powerful and in many senses equivalent . . . Girard finds examples 

in which the choice of the beloved is determined in the first place, not by 

the qualities of the beloved, but by the beloved's already being chosen by 

a rival.  In fact, Girard seems to see the bond between rivals in an erotic 

triangle as being stronger, more heavily determinant of actions and 

choices, than anything in the bond between either of the lovers and the 

beloved. (39)

The greater strength of the bond between male “rivals” than between lover and beloved 

certainly holds true in Coming Through Slaughter. Throughout the book, there are 
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trigonal relationships between a woman or series of women, the protagonist Buddy 

Bolden, and a second male character.  The novel spends relatively little time developing 

the female characters, thus negating their ability to have truly significant relationships 

with anyone, at least from the standpoint of a reader attentive to issues of gender.  Much 

more time is devoted to the development of the male characters and, correspondingly, to 

their homosocial relationships with one another.

Bolden establishes relationships with two categories of men: the powerful and 

virile, and the artistic and emasculated.  As I have noted, Bolden himself belongs to both 

of these categories alternately.  In the powerful, virile category fall Bolden's erstwhile 

friends, the police detective Webb and the handsome pimp Tom Pickett.  Though 

ostensibly amicable, Bolden's relationships with Webb and Pickett contain an 

undercurrent of competition.  In these rivalry-based “friendships,” male contenders vie 

with one another for social capital (social recognition, influence, access to women, etc.), 

with a female or series of females serving as a physical locus for the contest.  

In the artistic and emasculated category, one finds photographer E. J. Bellocq and 

pianist Jaelin Brewitt.  The novel depicts “true” artistry in connection with emasculation 

and powerlessness. Across Ondaatje's novels artists suffer “pain, guilt, and acute hatred” 

for the sake of art: misery serves as the well-spring of “lacerating, self-expressive 

creativity” (Solecki 48, 72).  Both Bellocq and Brewitt follow this tortured artist model, 

with sexual humiliation providing the unhappy inspiration for creativity.  While women 

are objects of a tug-of-war in Bolden's dealings with powerful figures, they are the 

unobtainable objects of lust in Bolden's relationships with other artists.   
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While Bolden pursues Webb and Pickett to accrue power, he bonds with Bellocq 

and Brewitt out of an admiration for their artistry.  Though he initially enters into a 

relationship with Jaelin Brewitt as a rival—he has an affair with Brewitt's wife Robin—

he recognizes Jaelin as a fellow, anguished musician.  On the other hand, Bolden pursues 

Bellocq as an artist from the outset; he greatly admires Bellocq's strange photographs of 

Storyville prostitutes, and respects his use of art as a private means of self-expression 

rather than as a marketable commodity.

Bolden does initially market his own artistic ability. With his powerful cornet 

attractively “shin[ing] and . . . glisten[ing] like a woman's leg” and his slick “white shoes 

and red shirt,” he parades through Storyville, collecting crowds of “people with him all 

the way” up and down Canal Street (5, 27).  Bolden is an image of virility, an early rock 

star with legions of admiring fans, including women.  Though the third-person narrator 

describes Bolden as a “good husband and father,” the narrator also designates Bolden 

“an infamous man about town,” so desirable that prostitutes are willing to service him 

for free (13, 124).

          Bolden enjoys his popularity and its accompanying power.  In one passage, the 

third-person narrator describes Bolden's remarkable control over his audiences.  During 

the middle of a show, a man is murdered, shot dead right next to Bolden's piano player. 

In a superhuman act of audience manipulation, Bolden starts to play his famous Tiger 

Rag, successfully diverting the audience's attention from the dead body lying right next 

to the piano (43).  He enjoys manipulating others—even in his day job as a barber, 

Bolden finds ways to exercise power.  He “persuade[s] men out of ten year mustaches 
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and simultaneously offer[s] raw steaming scandal that [brings] up erections in the midst 

of their fear” (12).  Bolden himself describes the intense control that he exercises 

working in the barbershop:  “This is the power I live in.  I manipulate their looks.  They 

trust me with the cold razor at the vein under their ears.  They trust me with liquid soap 

cupped in my palms as I pass by their eyes and massage it into their hair.  Dreams of the 

neck.  Gushing onto the floor and my white apron” (48).  Bolden's work as a barber is 

rife with the sort of homoerotic potential and male power that runs throughout the novel: 

the image of Bolden as a titillating storyteller caressing the necks and faces of his male 

clients exists simultaneously beside the image of Bolden as Sweeney Todd, demon 

barber and executioner, a man with ultimate power over human life.  

Bolden's interest in power comes into play in his relationships with other, equally 

powerful men.  These arrangements, based on rivalry, closely resemble the erotic 

triangles imagined by Sedgwick and Girard.   Though I use the term “rivals,” the 

relationships between Bolden/Webb and Bolden/Pickett are, as I have already mentioned, 

initially congenial. However, strife rests just below the surface of both friendships. 

Bolden, consciously or unconsciously, ultimately usurps the power of both men.

Bolden's rivalry with Webb represents a quintessential power struggle: the 

Freudian competition between father and son.  Bolden views Webb as surrogate father-

figure (Bolden's biological father goes unmentioned), consciously guiding him through 

the waters of early manhood.  Bolden describes Webb's parenting: “Our friendship had 

nothing accidental in it.  Even at the start you [Webb] set out to breed me into something 

better.  Which you did.  You removed my immaturity at just the right time” (88).  The 
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third-person narrator presents Bolden and Webb's relationship as more casual, more 

haphazard.  As the narrator tells it, Bolden and Webb are primarily roommates, just two 

young men who happen to share an apartment in New Orleans's Pontchartrain suburb. 

They pursue separate interests, maintaining only a casual friendship which the narrator 

describes as “a public act of repartee, bouncing jokes off each other in female company” 

(35).  

Whatever the actual nature of the relationship, Bolden and the third-person 

narrator both agree that during their time in Pontchartrain, Webb enjoys the upper hand. 

To begin with, Webb is the elder of the two men and, considering his future career as a 

police detective, is likely white.22  Both attributes serve to tip the power balance in 

Webb's favor.  Indeed, the narrator relates how, of the two of them, Webb is initially “the 

public figure, Bolden the side-kick” (35).  Furthermore, Webb's peculiar hobby—he 

collects magnets—hints at a watershed of personal/animal magnetism and control.

Furthering a view of the Freudian nature of their relationship, Webb and Bolden 

desire the same women.  Their taste in female flesh grows “embarrassingly similar” 

during their cohabitation, “both liking the tall brown ladies, bodies thin and long and 

winding, the jutting pelvis when naked.  The relationships moved over from Webb to 

Bolden or the other way” (37).  It also seems significant that, over time, both men grow 

to like more masculine-looking (or at least more androgynous) women, preferring 

“ladies” built tall and thin rather than curvy or voluptuous.    
22 New Orleans had just five black police officers in 1900.  New Orleans was the first city in the United 

States to employ African Americans on the police force.  In the 1868, the city employed 170 black 
officers, but their positions were eliminated as the century wore on.  Many were summarily dismissed 
or forced to resign.  The last two African-American police officers in New Orleans, Louis Terrence and 
Jospeh Tholmer, died in service in 1909.  Their deaths “closed an era for black police in the South” 
(Dulaney 17).



Guillebeau 41

The passing of women back and forth represents the power struggle between the 

two men, ending finally when Bolden discovers his own source of personal magnetism: 

jazz.  The third-person narrator describes the effect of Bolden's musical epiphany: 

ultimately, “it was Bolden who had jumped up, who had swallowed everything that 

Webb was.  Webb was left with the roots of Bolden's character, the old addresses they 

passed through” (36). 

          Bolden's rivalry with Tom Pickett contains Freudian elements similar to those in 

his relationship with Webb.  With Oedipus and Claudius as models, Bolden tries to usurp 

the position of reigning district pimp Tom Pickett by gaining access to his woman Nora 

Bolden née Bass.  The third-person narrator informs readers that Tom Pickett is “one of 

the great hustlers, one of the most beautiful men in the district,” a force to be reckoned 

with in Storyville (71).  Nora claims that “Tom Pickett could have hustled anyone” 

thanks to his great personal appeal and social power (127).  For a young up-and-comer in 

bustling New Orleans, deposing a man like Pickett and usurping his power would 

provide a quick route to the top of the Storyville social ladder.  Perhaps that explains 

why Bolden sets his sights on Nora Bass, one of Pickett's prostitutes.  While Nora and 

Bolden's courtship goes undiscussed in the novel, the third-person narrator does note that 

Bolden's marriage comes as  “a surprise to most of his friends,” indicating that he never 

proclaimed, at least publicly, any strong feelings of love for Nora (25).  In fact, Bolden 

“slept with each of Nora's sisters in his time” (25).  Nora, it seems, is just one of many 

women in Bolden's life, initially singled out only for her association with Tom Pickett.   

Even after Bolden wins over one of Tom's “girls,” he still feels a certain anxiety 
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regarding Pickett.  When Pickett walks into Bolden's barbershop, talking about pimping 

and making jokes about a fictional affair with Nora, Bolden loses his cool.  In one of the 

most memorable and violent scenes in the book, Bolden begins shouting at Pickett and 

then mutilates him with a straight razor, finally realizing his demon barber fantasies.  

Months after the incident, Pickett relates the attack to Webb:

He starts shouting at me, I mean real filth.  So I thought it was a game and 

I joked back.  I thought he was joking.  I started to heckle him about Nora 

and me, smiling at him in the mirror all the time and then he slips the 

towel behind my neck and pulls back, pulls my neck back over the chair. 

He got his left arm under my chin—like this—then he opens the razor 

with his other hand . . . puts it in my shirt and slits it open in a couple of 

places.  Once the shirt's open he starts shaving me up and down taking the 

hairs off. . . . Then he slices off my nipple . . . that got me shouting.  Then 

he lets go my neck and starts shaving my face very fast now small cuts I 

was crying from the pain and the tears going into the cuts, then I got my 

thumb into the wrist and with the razor and got free, that's when I got 

really badly cut on the face, this one here.  But I got loose and took a 

small chair against him. (73)

Bolden and Pickett proceed to have a knockdown, drag-out fight, utterly destroying the 

barbershop.   They break the mirror and break out the windows, throwing shards of glass, 

striking one another with chairs, razors, and shaving strops.23  Though Pickett breaks 

23 Like spiders, broken windows and window panes are another recurring motif in the work of Ondaatje. 
Critics like Sam Solecki cite broken windows as a metaphor for a character's desire to break out of 
some type of structure, some restrictive frame around their life (19).  Bolden, shortly after his fight 
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Bolden's elbow, Bolden emerges the victor, and Pickett leaves a broken man.  With his 

handsome features irreparably marred by the deep ruts from Bolden's razor, he retreats in 

shame to New Orleans's opium dens.  When Webb hunts Pickett down for an interview, 

he finds the vanquished Pickett in a squalid room, flies covering the scars on his once 

beautiful face. 

Standing in opposition to his competitive relationships with Webb and Pickett are 

Bolden's relationships with E. J. Bellocq and Jaelin Brewitt.  Bolden, a musician, spends 

his time in pursuit of elusive artistic perfection, and is naturally drawn to other figures in 

search of new creative expressions.  Mutual interest pulls him into emotional 

connections with Bellocq, a photographer, and Brewitt, a pianist.  Coming Through 

Slaughter presents traditional masculine power and artistic creativity as being at odds 

with one another.  Bellocq and Brewitt are both emasculated figures, offering up no real 

competition in the face of Bolden's own power.  The hydrocephalic Bellocq is 

diminutive, “being 4 foot 11 inches,” and walks with a peculiar gait, unable to easily 

bend his legs at the knee, as Webb observes: “he went high on one toe, say of his right 

leg, which allowed the whole left leg enough space to move directly under his body like 

a pendulum, and so travel past the right leg.  Then with the other foot” (57).  Bellocq's 

unique ambulation aligns him with the novel's other strange-gaited characters: the 

“gypsy-footed” prostitutes.24  

Images of Storyville's gypsy-footed prostitutes echo through the book.  The term 

with Pickett, jumps the tracks of his life, leaving the frames of his familial and artistic roles empty.  
Ondaatje's images of broken glass and smashed windows may be inspired by similar images in the 
work of Leonard Cohen.  He has written a monograph on Cohen's work, indicating his awareness of 
Cohen's glass-breaking scenes in such novels as Cohen's The Favorite Game (1970).

24 These women may or may not be creative inventions of Ondaatje's.  I cannot find any historical 
references to “gypsy-footed” prostitutes.
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refers to prostitutes with no pimp.25  In order to operate outside the normal patriarchal 

channels of the New Orleans sex trade, these women suffer terrible indignities. They are 

forced to take to the streets carrying their own mattresses, having sex with men on the 

open sidewalk. They suffer from terrible venereal diseases, eat weeds from the roadside, 

and are so beaten down by the condition of their lives that they passively allow their 

johns to piss on them.   In an effort to regulate the sex trade to their advantage, pimps 

actively seek women who are working the street for themselves. The pimps send men to 

break their ankles, discouraging other women from operating on their own.  Women who 

are caught by the pimp's beaters are given the derisive nickname of “gypsy foot,” a title 

referring to their limping gait and swollen, dragging feet (118).

Bellocq's alignment with the beaten prostitutes underscores the degree of his 

emasculation.  Just like the gypsy-footed women, Bellocq must “carr[y] with him his 

profession always” (57).  Instead of a mattress, a camera and tripod burden the 

photographer as he moves from shipyard to shipyard to document damaged boats for a 

25 While Coming Through Slaughter showcases the power of cruel Storyville pimps, and forces the 
novel's female characters into secondary roles, many of historical Storyville's most influential figures 
were women. Basin Street, at the center of the district, earned notoriety for its “famous and exclusive 
mansions, operated by such famous women as Lulu White, Shaefer, Arlington . . .” (Barker 100).  Lulu 
White's elegantly appointed Mahogany Hall, easily the most famous bordello of the day, boasted 
crystal chandeliers, Tiffany windows, and a whopping selection of forty octoroons (Rose 206).  

Wealthy and prominent, Storyville's madams garnered substantial political clout.  Their money lined 
the pockets of New Orleans's most respected businessmen and enriched institutions like Tulane 
University and the Archdiocese of New Orleans.  Furthermore, madams often rubbed elbows with 
powerful citizens who frequented their "sporting clubs," providing them plenty of opportunities for 
face-to-face political networking (Powell 25).  In one remarkable display of their power, Storyville 
madams led by “Countess” Willie V. Piazza successfully fought an attempt by the city to enact Jim 
Crow laws within the district.  Remarkably, the Louisiana Supreme Court sided with the madams, 
ruling that a city ordinance segregating the district was unconstitutional.  Unfortunately, the federal 
government rendered the court's decision moot, effectively erasing the madams' victory.  Before the 
court's ruling came through, the navy forcibly closed Storyville, ostensibly in the interest of the health 
and safety of sailors stationed in New Orleans (Powell 27).



Guillebeau 45

shipbuilding firm.  Finally, he spends his spare time traveling to whorehouses to 

photograph the women working there, a pursuit which cements his connection with the 

prostitutes of the district.

Bolden's second male artist, pianist Jaelin Brewitt, is, like Bellocq, an 

emasculated figure.  While Bellocq's disease emasculates the photographer, the love 

affair between Bolden and Brewitt's wife Robin emasculates the pianist.  Jaelin, fully 

aware of their illicit relationship, allows Bolden to live in his house.  He does not speak 

of the affair, instead talking “for hours” about neutral topics such as “the machinery of 

the piano, fishing, stars,” leaving the elephant in the room strictly alone (65).  Bolden 

describes how, in the evenings, Jaelin plays cards “and then Jaelin would stay downstairs 

and Robin and I would go to bed, me with his wife” (92).

Both Bellocq and Brewitt have limited access to women.  Bellocq's deformities 

preclude his ability to form relationships women, while, for a significant period, the 

cuckolded Brewitt loses his wife to another man.  For these men, sexual frustration and 

the denial of traditional masculine power over women become the driving forces behind 

their art.  Bellocq takes haunting photographs of prostitutes and then defaces the plates. 

His photographs express his profound anger over his limited physical and sexual 

capabilities, and by extension, his limited social power.   Brewitt, in turn, plays the piano 

to excise his personal frustrations.  Every night, as his wife is in bed with another man, 

Jaelin sits down to play, “to remove the anger and stuff it down the piano fresh every 

night” (90).

Ironically, Buddy Bolden is full of admiration for both men.  In one passage, 
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Bolden lies in bed with Jaelin’s wife Robin, and hears Jaelin playing on the piano in 

another room.  Jaelin, of course, recognizes the affair.  He knows that his wife is in bed 

with another man; Bolden knows that he knows and is awed by Jaelin’s ability to 

transform his feelings into music:

[Jaelin] would sit down and press into the teeth of the piano.  His practice 

reached us upstairs, each note a finger on our flesh . . . I loved the man 

downstairs as much as she loved the man downstairs. . . .  He would wait 

for half an hour as dogs wait for their masters to go to sleep before they 

move into the garbage in the kitchen.” (90)

“God,” Bolden enthuses, clearly impressed, “to sit down and play, to tip it into music!” 

(90). Jaelin’s compositions charm Bolden—he describes them as “heartbreaking and 

beautiful” (90).  Likewise, Bellocq's photographs captivate him.  “They were like . . . 

windows,” Bolden says, struggling to find the right word to describe them (59). 

Elsewhere, Bolden says, “they were beautiful.  They were gentle” (159).

Bolden's reaction to the art of Bellocq and Brewitt is strange.  Oftentimes, he 

describes their work in such innocuous terms as “beautiful,” only occasionally 

mentioning the deeper, darker, anything-but-innocuous motivations behind their art.  The 

work of both men is steeped in profound shame and humiliation, and reflects frustration 

on the point of tipping over into violence.  Jaelin, by virtue of cuckoldry, finds himself 

reduced to a creeping animal, a shy dog waiting to pick through the day's garbage. Yet, 

for all the humility evident in his demeanor towards Bolden, Jaelin is angry, and his 

piano music is violent.  As I have mentioned, Brewitt often plays the piano when Bolden 
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is in the bedroom Robin.  In one such instance, Bolden, going beyond his milder 

descriptions, describes Jaelin's notes as “bullets of music delivered on the bed” (92).

Bellocq, like Brewitt, keeps his artwork private.  His photographs of prostitutes 

embarrass him; he refuses to display them publicly. As far as the photographs reflect his 

inability to build successful relationships with women, Bellocq's sentiments regarding 

his photographs are unsurprising.  The third-person narrator states that Bellocq does not 

consider his portraits “professional” (64).  Instead, they are a secret “fetish, a joyless and 

private game” that Bellocq plays to give vent to his sexual frustrations (64).  Like 

Brewitt's piano music, Bellocq's artwork reflects impotent rage.  In the following 

passage, a third-person narrator describes the truly menacing nature of Bellocq's 

photographs:

Some of the pictures have knife slashes across the bodies.  Along the ribs. 

Some of them neatly decapitate the head of the naked body with 

scratches.  They exist alongside the genuine scars mentioned before, the 

appendix scar and others non-surgical.  They reflect each other.  The eye 

moves back and forth.  The cuts add a three-dimensional quality to each 

work.  Not just physically, though you can almost see the depth of the 

knife, but also because you think of Bellocq wanting to enter the 

photographs, to leave his trace on the bodies.  When this happened, being 

too much of a gentleman to make them pose holding or sucking his cock, 

the camera on a timer, when this happened he had to romance them later 

with the knife.  You can see that the care he took in defiling the beauty he 
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had forced into them was as precise and clean as his good hands which at 

night had developed the negatives, floating the sheets in the correct acids 

and watching the faces and breast and pubic triangle emerge.  The making 

and destroying coming from the same source, same lust, same surgery. 

(55)

Whatever Bolden's opinion, there is no gentleness in the art of Bellocq.  While the artist 

defaces his plates with obvious care and precision, such surgical qualities are little 

associated with gentleness.  More than anything, the narrator's graphic description of 

Bellocq's pictures suggests the careful attentions a serial killer might pay to his victims. 

Bellocq's cuts across his images of prostitutes echo Jack the Ripper, while the frightening 

use of photography hints at Michael Powell's classic British film Peeping Tom (1960).

The women of the district are understandably afraid of Bellocq, and they have no 

interest in posing for him.  This provides Bolden means for establishing his triangular 

relationship with Bellocq. Ever popular with the ladies, Bolden convinces Nora to pose 

for Bellocq.  Other women follow suit.  Thus, by spreading around his own social 

capital, Bolden creates the sort of artistic connection he craves.  But Bolden's 

relationships with lowly, socially bankrupt characters sow the seeds of his downfall. 

Those who associate with the weak become weak themselves, and Bolden ultimately 

becomes the same sort of emasculated artist as Brewitt and Bellocq.  The beginning of 

Bolden's end starts when Webb discovers that Bolden is living with the Brewitts.  Webb 

knocks on the door, looking for Bolden.  Robin directs him to the bathroom.  Bolden, in 

the vulnerable act of bathing, immediately caves to Webb's wishes that he return to the 



Guillebeau 49

city.  In a description echoing the depiction of Jaelin Brewitt as a shy dog rooting 

through the trash, Bolden claims that he too is a dog, a dog faced with the prospect of a 

tyrannical owner.26  He says of Webb: “You produce a leash, curl the leather round and 

round your fist, and walk straight into me.  You pull me home” (89).

When Bolden finally returns to New Orleans, he finds himself supplanted as head 

of his household, another echo of Jaelin Brewitt's unenviable position as a cuckolded 

husband.  Nora now lives with Bolden's former bandmate Willy Cornish.  Though Nora 

claims she still loves Bolden, her feelings are not the same: “I'm sorry,” she says, “Not 

like it was before because I don't know you anymore but I care about you, love you like 

you weren't my husband.  I'm just sorry” (122).  And truly, Nora does not know Bolden 

anymore.  When he left the city, Bolden had been fresh from his triumph over Tom 

Pickett, at the height of his masculine powers.  Now, Bolden is reduced, the sad third 

angle of a trigonal relationship.

Bolden is miserable in New Orleans. Having known the “beauty” and 

expressiveness of Brewitt's piano music and Bellocq's photographs, Bolden finds he no 

longer feels any desire to play jazz publicly.  His gift of music has grown burdensome in 

his absence.  He describes his unhappy state of mind: “My brain atrophied and soaked in 

the music I avoid, like milk traveling over the border into cheese.  All that masturbation 

of practice each morning and refusing to play and these gypsy feet wanting to play but 

drummed back to the edge. . . . My brain tonight has a mattress strapped to its back” 

(119).

26 The animal imagery in Coming Through Slaughter, namely Bolden's identification and sympathy with 
animals, is reminiscent of Billy's identification with animals in The Collected Works.
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Completing his transformation into an emasculated artist, Bolden aligns himself 

with the gypsy-footed prostitutes, just as Bellocq was aligned before him.  Shortly after 

Bolden's self-realization as a gypsy-foot, he goes insane.  Finally, Bolden loses every 

claim to power.  Confined to an insane asylum, Bolden loses his control over the use of 

his time and the use of his body.  Caretakers determine his schedule and conscript his 

movements.  In the end, Bolden does not even exercise the power necessary to rationally 

organize his own thoughts.

Conclusion

Trigonal relationships are an integral part of Coming Through Slaughter and 

Ondaatje's work as a whole.  Divisadero, Ondaatje's latest, features a female-female-male 

relationship; sisters Anna and Clare both desire the young farmhand Coop.  Anna and 

Clare are also points in a non-sexual triangular relationship with their father.  In The 

English Patient, the affections of the nurse Hana are split between the title character and 

the sapper Kip.  Trigonal relationships also feature prominently in Ondaatje's memoir 

Running in the Family.  In that book, Ondaatje claims his father loved equally two young 

women, Ondaatje's mother and his mother's friend.  Erotic triangles seem to be at the 

heart of Ondaatje's personal mythology, and continue to appear even in Ondaatje's most 

recent work.  A longer study than mine examining triangular relationships throughout 

Ondaatje's career—their similarities, their differences, and their possible evolution—

would likely by an interesting and fruitful project for future scholar.

As a brief additional note, I'd like discuss possible connections between this chapter and 

the previous one, i.e. how the triangles of desire in Coming Through Slaughter might be 
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construed as Canadian.  I've given it some thought, and I think the connection lies in 

Bolden's position as both an artist and a power figure.  Bolden's juggling of these two 

identities, which culminates in his insanity, could be read as another instance of identity 

crisis.  Bolden has the same difficulty settling upon a single mode of being as Billy does 

in The Collected Works.  Just as Billy vacillates between being a civilized tea-taker and a 

wild animal living in a barn, Bolden shifts back and forth between retiring recluse and 

bold society figure, between King Bolden of Storyville and shy, gypsy-foot artist.  Also, 

something could be said about Ondaatje's choice of subject in Coming Through 

Slaughter.  Once again, Ondaatje, a Canadian writer, appropriates a mythic American 

figure for his own purposes, just as he does in The Collected Works of Billy the Kid.  It 

would be interesting to explore appropriations of American historical figures throughout 

Canadian literature, not just within the works of Ondaatje, to see what sort of 

appropriation exists, how historical figures are recast, what sort of narrative voice they 

are given, and so on.
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Conclusion

And now, to answer that last remaining question, the elephant in the room: so 

what?  To paraphrase Margaret Atwood, why should anyone study Ondaatje instead of 

Faulkner?  Why should anyone write about a thesis about him instead of one about 

Hermann Hesse?   I'd like to argue for the general importance of American scholars 

reading and writing about Canadians. 

Toward the end of my own thesis work, I got curious about other New College 

theses on Canadian literature.  There are a couple about Québécois authors, and a couple 

more about Alice Munro.  Margaret Atwood, of course, appears in a number of theses, 

including one written in 2005 by Jillian Crowther.  Crowther's thesis, entitled Telling 

Stories: Narratives of Female Identity in Three Canadian Novels, examines the 

relationship between history, memory, and female identity in works by Margaret 

Atwood, Margaret Laurence, and Anne Hébert.  In reviewing Crowther's abstract (I have 

not actually read her whole thesis), I was struck by the following comment: “Even 

though these are three Canadian novels, the truths revealed relate to women's literature 

as a whole” (ii).  

Now I'm sure that Crowther has a great deal of respect for Canadian literature; 

after all, she wrote her thesis about Canadian novels.  As evidenced by her choice of 

topic, she must find some Canadian writing valuable and moving.  Yet her comment

—“Even though these are three Canadian novels”—suggests an anxiety about her 

audience, as if potential  readers of her thesis might write off  her work as irrelevant or 
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uninteresting because she wrote about Canadian authors, rather than American authors, 

or British authors, or French authors.   I can't imagine someone writing “Even though 

these are novels by French women, they still reveal truths about women's literature as a 

whole.”  

As I tried to convey in my introduction, there is some vague stigma that hangs 

around our Canadian neighbors—around their literature, and around their Canadian-ness 

in general. Again, there exists some notion that Canadians and Canadian culture just 

aren't very important, or compelling, or edgy, or sexy, or something.  But then, 

Canadians subscribe to this myth as well.  Montreal-born humorist David Rackoff writes 

that while Canadians do possess a certain sense of national pride, there is also a 

“collective fear of getting too big for our britches,” as if Canadian culture,were it to 

boldly step onto the international stage, would be laughed at, deemed irrelevant, told to 

go back to the obscure frozen regions from whence it came (97).  

All this puts me in the uncomfortable position of defending Margaret Atwood and 

the rest of the Canadian literary nationalists.  Though I disagree with Atwood's narrow 

definition of Canadian literature and her dire, hyperbolic predictions concerning 

Canada's imminent demise as a cultural entity, I sympathize with her zealous insistence 

on the need for Canadian literary scholarship, not to mention Canadian literary 

readership.  I'd like to think, like Atwood, that some great Canadian literature might be 

able to galvanize some interest in Canada and its cultural well-being.

If any nation has literary galvanizing material, it's Canada—at least if the 

Canadian literature that I have read is anything to judge by.  Michael Ondaatje, as a 
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single Canadian author, manages to write work that is compelling, edgy and, as his 

postcolonial and transnational critics will tell you, relevant on an global scale.  His books 

defy the staid and retiring reputation of his adopted country, and Canadians interested in 

changing such a reputation should be shouting about his novels from the rooftops, 

proudly declaring them as national products.  And Americans should be shouting about 

them too—after all, Canada is one of our immediate neighbors.  We should be eager to 

read and to write about great Canadian books as a way of better understanding one of the 

other cultures that shares out continent.  (By the way, I think that Americans should read 

more Latin American writing, too.  Heck, we really should read more World Literature 

generally.) And Michael Ondaatje is far from the only great Canadian writer.  Canada has 

produced so many diverse literary lights: Margaret Atwood, Alice Munro, Anne Carson, 

Northrop Frye, Leonard Cohen, Robertson Davies . . . and those are just some of 

Canada's major literary exports.  Now that I've scratched the surface of Canadian 

literature, I am eager to read the work of more obscure Canadian writers, ones that 

haven't achieved American fame.  I only hope that I can pass on my own newfound 

interest to others, spreading some Canadian awareness in my own small corner of the 

universe.  
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