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BRIAN W. DIPPIE 
University of Texas 

"His Visage Wild; His Form 
Exotick": Indian Themes and 

Cultural Guilt in John Barth's 
The Sot-Weed Factor 

WHEN YOU ARE ACTUALLY IN AMERICA, AMERICA HURTS, BECAUSE IT HAS 

a powerful disintegrative influence upon the white psyche. It is full of 
grinning, unappeased aboriginal demons, too, ghosts, and it perse- 
cutes the white men, like some Eumenides, until the white men give 
up their absolute whiteness. America is tense with latent violence 
and resistance.' 

So writes D. H. Lawrence. His disciple, in this matter at least, Leslie 
A. Fiedler, adds to Lawrence's "aboriginal demons" the specter of black 
power, and then restates the same idea more bluntly: "the Indian and 
the Negro . . . are facts of the American imagination from the moment 
that imagination is formed," and the white American is bound to them 
"by bonds of guilt older than his national identity itself; and of those 
bonds he and those races are both aware." 2 We have, in short, a dark 
underside to the American consciousness, a guilt that all of the sunny, 
sanguine myths and legends of the New World have failed to obliterate.3 

1 D. H. Lawrence, Studies in Classic American Literature (New York, 1964), p. 51. 
2 Leslie A. Fiedler, Waiting for the End: The Crisis in American Culture and a Portrait 

of Twentieth Century American Literature (New York, 1964), pp. 71, 115. 
3 The theme of cultural guilt deriving from white contact with and conquest of the 

American Indian might be profitably examined in relation to the myth of the Ameri- 
can Adam and New World innocence. C. Vann Woodward in his essay "The Search 
for Southern Identity" argued that the South's distinctiveness is the end-product of 
its uncommon history, including its "thoroughly un-American" experience with guilt 
arising from slavery. (The Burden of Southern History [Baton Rouge, 1960], p. 21.) 
In view of his recent attention to the parallels between the Negro and the Indian ex- 
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For the New World was an ironic misnomer. It was new only in that 
it had not been previously subject to European domination. It was hardly 
pristine wilderness, for it was inhabited. This proved a knotty problem 
for the early visionaries. If America was to be the Promised Land, indeed 
a Garden of Eden, it should be free of the corrupting presence of hu- 
manity, not infested with "tawney serpents." As man's last great hope on 
earth, as his last chance to start over, released from the bondage of a 
corrupt past, America was of crucial symbolic importance. Its citizens 
were charged with a divine mission of enormous consequence: to erect 
a "city on a hill" which would be worthy of a new race of men and, at 
the same time, would emit a beacon light of hope for the decadent Old 
World. 

With such prospects at stake, America's savage inhabitants must not 
be allowed to stand in the way. One could rationalize them into legal 
oblivion, like the Spaniards, arguing the morality of conquest while 
conquest proceeded to its conclusion; or simply declare their natural 
rights inferior to the claims of a divine mission, and the land technically 
vacuum domicilium, as did the Puritans. Yet such strategies implicitly 
recognized the fact of a native population, thereby disqualifying America 
as the dreamed-of New World. Surely the simplest solution to this di- 
lemma was a theoretical one. Pronounce the Indian a noble savage, admit 
that he is rude and primitive but nevertheless part and parcel with all 
of Nature, and your problem is solved. The New World is still new in 
that it is Nature untainted, and Europeans might yet realize within it 
their search for Eden (with themselves firmly entrenched as American 
Adams).4 But this resolution was most effective when you were in Europe; 
distance, each mile it was increased, made the savage proportionately 
nobler. For the American who had to live with the Indian, it would not 
do. A more practical accounting of him had to be made. 

perience and his identification of the ghetto with the reservation, Woodward himself 
would probably no longer consider guilt a southern monopoly. 

Beyond the literary inductions of the Fiedlers and the emotional discharges of the 
Helen Hunt Jacksons, support for the guilt thesis might be found in such historical 
studies as Robert G. Athearn's William Tecumseh Sherman and the Settlement of the 
West (Norman, Okla., 1956), which reveals the constant anxiety of the settlers on the 
post-Civil War frontier. The routine reports of Indian scares made to Sherman's office 
mushroomed each spring into rumors of full-scale uprisings and imminent massacres, 
accompanied by frantic demands for military protection. Yet these fears, like appre- 
hensions of slave insurrections in the South, rarely had their counterparts in fact. Per- 
haps they were just western manifestations of white guilt in Lawrence's sense. 

4 Of course, there was always the uncertainty of one's reception in an inhabited 
Eden, summed up in John Barth's The Sot-Weed Factor (Garden City, N. Y., 1960), 
p. 305, in the anguished pleas of that American Adam, Bertrand Burton, when he and 
Ebenezer Cooke are "captured" by Quassapelagh's sons: "'Tell them we're gods!' 
Bertrand urged. 'They mean to eat us alive!'" 
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Throughout the 17th and well into the 18th century it was supposed 
that the Indians might be converted to white civilization, assimilated, 
and thus actually transformed into American Adams. But bloodshed 
followed contact, and by 1775 this notion had changed. The Indian was 
part of Nature, perhaps, but he was an aspect of its unpleasant side. He 
was an obstacle to be overcome by the superior force of the whites, an 
anachronism in a land that was all future, an abstraction called savagism 
which must yield to a God-ordained abstraction called civilization. How- 
ever, the dilemma remained: "IS a dead savage nought? Can you make a 
land virgin by killing off its aborigines?" 5 And the answer, sadly enough 
for the American dream, was (and still is), No. The Indian may be 
eliminated, but his ghost lingers on to haunt the happy traditions of the 
American people. It is a ghost that, as Lawrence pointed out, cannot be 
appeased, and we, as the conquerors, are left, long after the fear of an 
implacable hatred has abated, to experience a guilt that, though never 
explicitly acknowledged, made from the outset the dream of Eden and 
Adam a vast, ironic joke.6 

John Barth's The Sot-Weed Factor, a comic tour de force, is also both 
an exposition and an expose of certain favorite American myths. Barth's 
New World is virtually honeycombed with intrigue, conspiracy and 
rivalry. Whatever innocence it possesses is of the most debased sort, a 
kind of primitive crudeness rather than a natural spiritual elevation. 
The "city on a hill" is Malden manor, a den of thieves, prostitutes, 
opium-smugglers and plotters, while Malden itself is, of course, a par- 
tially inverted Walden wherein all of the wonder of Thoreau's wilder- 
ness has succumbed to "civilizing" influences. The fee-simple yeoman 
posited as the ideal American by Crevecoeur and Jefferson, and embodied 
throughout the 19th century in an agrarian myth, is not apparent on 
the scene, though his predecessor, the indentured servant, is there. In 
fact, before Barth has finished, we are left only with the certain knowl- 
edge that the New World dream was Europe's bequest to America, and 
not a substance sprung from native soil. Adamic innocence was a quality 
brought to America by the Ebenezer Cookes, and not inherent in it, if 
we may use Henry Burlingame III as an example, albeit exaggerated, 
of the native, the Indian. No more conniving, plotting, uninnocent soul 
was ever conceived! The Indian receives considerable attention in The 
Sot-Weed Factor, and Barth's treatment of this dark element in the Amer- 
ican character is at once witty and perceptive. For Barth examines not 
only the basic questions arising from the presence of the Indian (guilt 

5 Lawrence, p. 35. 
6 See Roy Harvey Pearce's closing chapter, "After a Century of Dishonor: The Idea 

of Civilization," in The Savages of America: A Study of the Indian and the Idea of 
Civilization (Baltimore, rev. ed., 1965). 
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as part of the American experience, and savagery v. civilization), but in- 
corporates them into his major theme: the search for identity in America. 

The Sot-Weed Factor could be titled Ebenezer Cooke; or Innocence 
to indicate something of its debt to Candide; ou l'optimisme. Eben's loss 
of belief in innocence underlies his loss of faith in the future. The Mary- 
landiad is the product of naive trust, of optimism; The Sot-Weed Factor 
is the product of bitter disillusionment. And Eben's decision to settle 
down on Malden with his sister, Anna, is in keeping with a chastened 
Candide's resolution, "il faut cultiver notre jardin." 7 Yet Eben does set 
out for America with a song on his lips. He is unequipped in every sense 
to deal with reality, and is so completely isolated in a cocoon of illusions 
that he seems for a time impervious to experience. He is a myth-maker 
supreme because he never lets what he actually sees interfere with what 
he wants to see. His description of the Indian in Marylandiad is sympto- 
matic of Eben before the fall, comprising an external impression, vivid 
with the color of savagery, largely imaginary, and tending to an exotic 
that spirals into the erotic before the fervent virgin poet manages to 
dampen his ardor and turn to the always perplexing task of making a 
decision. Who are the Indians and where do they come from? Typically, 
Eben cannot decide, but he recounts the popular notions, then concludes: 

Finally, if any Persons 
Unpersuaded by these Versions 
Of the Salvages Descent 
Should ask still for the Truth anent 
Their Origins-why, such as these, 
That are so damned hard to please, 
I send to Mephistopheles, 
Who engendered in the Fires of Hell 
The Indians, and them as well!8 

Eben's speculations on the Indian, with "His Visage wild; his Form 
exotick," are not so rhapsodic as those of the 18th and early 19th century 
on the noble savage, but are restrained, as the 17th century's actually 
were. The Indian may not be the idyllic child of Nature, but he is also 
not the bloodthirsty savage who was the dark twin of later thought. 

Perhaps because Eben regards all of his early American experiences 
through European eyes, he approaches the Indian with more curiosity 

7 Voltaire's L'Ingenu might also be recalled, for L'Ingenu and Henry Burlingame 
III offer a fascinating inverted parallel. Thus L'Ingenu arrives in France, a witty, 
urbane savage of the Huron tribe who knows neither his mother nor his father, but 
learns that he might well be of European origin, and is gathered to the bosom of 
l'abb6 de St. Yves as a long-lost nephew. 

8 Barth, p. 399. 
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than fear, an equanimity which allows him to befriend the ailing Ana- 
costin king, Quassapelagh. Bertrand Burton, Eben's companion and the 
voice of prudence, is terrified of Quassapelagh, as he had been previously 
of the Negro Drepacca, and would prefer to destroy him. But Eben, his 
Old World innocence for once serving him in good stead, sees no cause 
for alarm, and in helping both the Negro and the Indian, assures his 
own physical salvation and, by extension, the safety of the colony. Dur- 
ing his captivity on Bloodsworth Island, the prisoner of a band of red 
and black renegades, he muses with admirable detachment on the prob- 
lem of New World guilt, characteristically assuming a share in it: 

To the extent, then, that historical movements are expressions of the 
will of the people engaged in them, Ebenezer was a just object for his 
captors' wrath, for he belonged . . . to the class of the exploiters; as 
an educated gentleman of the western world he had shared in the fruits 
of his culture's power and must therefore share what guilt that power 
incurred.9 

But Eben is absolved of personal responsibility and acquitted by the only 
judges empowered to do so, two Indians and a Negro. Be his other dreams 
ever so impractical, Eben has all-unconsciously realized a dream buried 
deep in the American psyche. He has united himself in brotherhood with 
America's two dark races, thereby escaping the nightmare fears that 
plague us as white conquerors. Barth underlines the magnitude of Eben's 
accomplishment by demolishing our conventional wish-fulfillment, the 
Pocahontas-John Smith legend, when he reveals that the Indian girl 
saved the captain out of lust, not love. Thus he eliminates a fantasy cen- 
tral to the American dream of Indian-white reconciliation. As Lawrence 
observed, "There seems to be no reconciliation in the flesh." 10 

What frets the American subconscious, to amplify Lawrence's notion 
of cultural guilt, is the thought of an uprising of those very people who 
have been oppressed. In The Sot-Weed Factor, the distinct possibility 
that such an uprising will occur persists, and the angry Indians and 
Negroes who congregate on Bloodsworth Island are the embodiment of 
the nightmare. ("You know," Burlingame warns Maryland's governor, 
"that if the Negroes and salvages take a mind to, they can murther every 
white man in America by spring." 11) The terror is abetted by vague 
rumors of a massive uprising of northern Indians to be led by the sinister 
Monsieur Casteene, rumors which have their roots more in a permanent 
condition of nervousness than in fact. Barth's America is, indeed, "tense 
with latent violence and resistance." 

9 Ibid., p. 579. 
10 Lawrence, P. 37. 
11 Barth, p. 759. 
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A dominant theme running through American history is the search 
for an American identity. Roy Harvey Pearce notes that for the colonists 
this search had one distinctive form: 

Even as all American thinking about the Indian was based, at the 
very least, on an implicit comparison of savage and civilized life, a 
great deal of his thinking about himself was based on explicit com- 
parison of the two. For the American before 1850-a new man, as he 
felt, making a new world-was obsessed to know who and what he was 
and where he was going, to evaluate the special society in which he 
lived and to know its past and its future. One means to this end was 
to compare himself with the Indian who, as a savage, had all past and 
no future.12 

The Indian, then, is a touchstone in the quest for an American identity. 
But Barth will not allow us such simple devices as the clear-cut contrast 
between savagery and civilization suggested by Pearce's remarks. For one 
thing, he raises a Melvillian question in Mary Mungummory's world- 
wise ruminations on man's fundamental nature: 

"I wonder again what oft and oft I wonder as I watch the nightly 
circus in my wagon [a portable brothel]: is man a salvage at heart, 
skinned o'er with fragile Manners? Or is salvagery but a faint taint in 
the natural man's gentility, which erupts now and again like pimples 
on an angel's arse?" 13 

For another, the Marylanders hardly appeal to us as civilized men, while 
the Indians at least have the virtue of fidelity. Friendship, once given, 
is never retracted, and an Indian's word is his bond. 

It is in the tale of Billy Rumbly, though, that Barth most directly 
concerns himself with the subtle distinctions between savagery and civil- 
ization. Billy has abandoned his people in a conscientious pursuit of the 
white man's way. Symbolically, he has relinquished a state of savagery 
for one of civilization. He has immersed himself in white culture, and 
not only speaks impeccable English and reads in the classics, but has 
affected the complete appearance of a Maryland gentleman. To all in- 
tents and purposes, Billy is the savage civilized. But the old dilemma 
remains, for in aspiring to become a white man, Billy took Anna Cooke 
as his wife. What was to have been the proudest token of his cultural 
transformation proved instead a lurid blemish on his new veneer. For 
Anna, mortified and humiliated by her submission to an Indian, had 
quickly degenerated into a condition below that of even the lowest 

12 Pearce, P. 135. 
13 Barth, p. 649. 
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savage. She would neither groom herself nor speak, preferring the false 
martyrdom of self-pity. Barth makes his point explicit when, at Eben's 
intercession, Anna begins to recover: 

Was there, . . . [Eben] wondered, some unreckoned law of compensa- 
tion, whereby an access of cultivation on Billy's part reduced Anna to 
bestiality, and her improvement, which her paramour had so devoutly 
wished, necessarily brought him low? 14 

Eben is congenitally incapable of answering his own question, but Billy, 
in recognizing defeat, does so for him. Neither Anna nor white civiliza- 
tion can be his, and in the now pathetic tones of his acquired cultivation 
he renounces both: 

"I congratulate you, sir, [he says to Eben] on achieving both of your 
objectives: your sister now understands that she is no Indian, and I 
that I am no Englishman. I shall go back to Bloodsworth Island in a 
very few days." 15 

So Billy Rumbly reverts to Cohunkowprets, English-hating chieftain of 
the Ahatchwhoops. 

The clash between savagery and civilization thus gains a new perspec- 
tive. It is not a question of whether or not the two can co-exist. Obviously 
they cannot; for even were the savage to be civilized, the two would meet 
not as equals, but once again as opposites. The problem is that of an 
inborn, irrevocable antipathy between white and Indian. As Eben's and 
Burlingame's initial closeness implies, love between the two races is a 
product of ignorance, occurring only when they are unaware of their 
differences. The American, therefore, cannot usefully be characterized 
as the agent of civilization in contrast to the Indian, agent of savagery. 
He can only be painted white, as opposed to red.16 

"What, then, is the American, this new man?" Before we can consider 
Crevecoeur's question, we must ask another: What was that old man, the 
Indian, the first American? And, if we accept Eben's inconclusive specu- 
lations on the origin of the Indian in his Marylandiad, we can only 
reply: What, indeed! But we might essay an answer by juxtaposing two 
questions: What is an Indian? Who is Henry Burlingame III? Henry 
denies all certainty in life, and in his various disguises and personalities 

14 Ibid., p. 705. 
15 Ibid., p. 709. 
16 The Billy Rumbly episode might almost be modeled after the plot of Lydia Maria 

Child's 1824 novel, Hobomok, which is summarized in Pearce, pp. 213-14. Pearce, how- 
ever, draws a different moral from the tale: "It was only apart from civilization that 
[the savage's] nobility could survive." 
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is the nullification of individual identity. Yet he searches relentlessly for 
the secret of his parentage, and learns that he is a grandson of an English 
lord and an Indian woman, son of their half-breed son by a half-breed 
wife, himself the white offspring of this union, his one brother occupying 
the middle ground of the breed, and his other, the eldest, the dark polar 
extreme of the full-blood red man. Is this confused intermingling of race 
the real American Indian? The question is essential, for Henry's search 
has ended in just such doubt rather than in any clear understandings 

Expectedly, the parallel set of questions (What is an American? Who 
is Ebenezer Cooke?) is no more helpful. For Eben, chameleon-like, takes 
on the intellectual tone set by Burlingame, and his own identity is as 
precarious as Henry's challenging it, either directly, through impersona- 
tion, or indirectly, by a metaphysical construct which denies all identity. 
There is also a distressing uncertainty in the minds of others as to who 
the real poet laureate of Maryland is, and throughout the course of his 
wanderings Eben not only loses his identity inadvertently, but is often 
forced to disown it. If Eben is the American, it is not in his innocence, 
nor in any particular dedication to the farming life. In other ways, too, 
he is atypical. His voyage to America is a return, not an embarkation 
for a New World. (" 'My journey's done,' He [sic] wept. 'I have come full 
circle. Yonder's Malden . . .' "s 18) He is the native son come home again 
to claim his patrimony, only to find it spiritually diminished and phys- 
ically elusive. At a time when it seemed he had lost it for good, Burlin- 
game chided him: 

"I mean 'tis Adam's story thou'rt re-enacting. Ye set great store upon 
your innocence, and by reason of't have lost your earthly paradise. 
Nay, I shall take the conceit e'en farther: not only hath your adventure 
left ye homeless, but like Adam ye've your first bellyful of knowledge 
and experience; ye'll pluck easy fruit no more to line your gut with, 
but earn your bread with guilty sweat, as do the mass of men." 19 

If Eben is to serve as a prototype for the American, then, it is as a kind 
of frontier pragmatist, stripped of all preconceptions and illusions by 
the environment. 

17 The story of Father FritzMaurice, Jesuit missionary, is also relevant. His dilemma, 
at bottom, is an inability to locate any uncorrupt Indians to corrupt with the teach- 
ings of white civilization. Finally, frustrated by his failure, he resolves to join whole- 

heartedly in the process of "conversion." So he spends his last night on earth, prior 
to being burned at the stake by a band of Indians, fathering three half-breed children. 

Thus, the question, What is an Indian?, as well as any possible answers to it, are 

further clouded. 
18 Barth, p. 741. 
19 Ibid., p. 423. 
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The spiritual sterility of the New World is a central concern in The 
Sot-Weed Factor. Eben's vacuous inheritance is but one manifestation 
of it. It is also reflected in the sexual incapacity of the Burlingames, the 
decay and death of Joan Toast along with Eben's stillborn child and the 
futility of Anna's love for Henry (and, for that matter, for her brother). 
The dream of a lush garden paradise had expired in a land that was 
never free from the destructive serpent. Identity is negated in this setting, 
and the continuing search for it just a further monument to frustration. 

The Sot-Weed Factor is, I think, a masterpiece, a brilliant entertain- 
ment that questions and rejects many conventional American myths and, 
more importantly, in doing so, refrains from replacing them with new 
ones. John Barth's purpose is satiric, but not corrosively destructive. If 
he demolishes certainties, he at the same time creates opportunities for 
fresh observation and appreciation of the limitless complexities which 
constitute an American. The provocative implications of The Sot-Weed 
Factor's Indian themes are one measure of his achievement. 
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