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Synopsis
Sneve, born and raised on the Rosebud Reservation, is the recipient of numerous honors and
awards, including the National Endowment for the Humanities Medalist Award from the
President of the United States. Her 25 books and many short stories and essays provide a
wide-ranging picture of Indian life and culture in the state and region. The Trickster and the
Troll, written especially for young people, is a book for people of all ages. Sneve adds
imaginative plotting to well-known stories about the Lakota trickster figure Iktomi and
Norwegian trolls and other myth figures to create a very thought-provoking narrative.
Summary of the Book
South Dakota has a long history of mostly unacknowledged cultural diversity. From at
least the time of the so-called “Indian wars,” ethnic and racial polarization has been the
norm, especially in regard to tribal and majority society people. In a poem called
“Neighbors” by South Dakota Poet Laureate David Allan Evans, there is this line: “They
live alone together.” The poem is about a couple living together but estranged from each
other, but it applies equally well to the two main groups of people in South Dakota.
We live alone together.
Consequently, most of our high school and even college students graduate with
predominantly mono-cultural perspectives. This circumstance is remarkable, given the old
and rich cultures that reside here. It is also terribly ironic, given the increasing need for
cross-cultural understanding in this era of dramatically increasing globalization. Our
students, and indeed our entire citizenry, could benefit greatly from acquiring bi-cultural
and multicultural perspectives.

What is needed now, more than ever, therefore, is the bridging of cultures, and books are
of course a primary means of accomplishing such bridges. Books at their best help us to
understand the mind and hearts of the so-called “other,” and in the process we acquire
what may be the most important of human qualities, which is empathy. As the American
poet Emily Dickinson wrote, “There is no frigate like a book.”
Virginia Driving Hawk Sneve’s The Trickster and the Troll is an exceptionally good
frigate, and an exceptionally good bridge book. Written especially for young people, it is
a book for people of all ages. Drawing upon both her Lakota culture and her husband’s
Norwegian heritage, Sneve dramatizes the two ways of thinking and being in highly
entertaining and informative ways. She adds imaginative plotting to well-known stories
about the Lakota trickster figure Iktomi and Norwegian trolls and other myth figures to
create a very thought-provoking narrative.
The Trickster and the Troll is set in the nineteenth century time of terrible troubles for the
Lakota and other indigenous peoples. The great buffalo herds have been decimated, and
the people of the buffalo culture are being driven from their homelands by gold miners and
immigrants and the federal troops sent to ensure their success. Likewise, the traumas of
displacement from Europe to America are dramatized in this narrative — both the pain of
departure from the old country and the emotional difficulties attendant to adjusting to a
new land. Troll is the vehicle of expressing all of this newcomer angst. He has been
prevailed upon by an anxious mother in Norway to accompany her sons and her daughter
as they emigrate to America, only to be rejected by the young Norwegians because they
fear that the culture and belief system which he represents are irrelevant to them now, and
perhaps even impediments to their progress in the new land.
Despite these honest and informative portraits of the difficult times of the era, however,
there is an impressive range of emotion in this book, and its predominate tone is comic.
The author demonstrates throughout the narrative that humor is survival, through her
stories of the continuing adventures and misadventures of Iktomi, and through her stories
of his often hilarious interactions with Troll and their eventual adventures together. The
places where the laughter dies are the emotional low points of the book, and when the
laughter returns, as it must and always does, the spirits of the book’s characters are
restored.
The author also shows her mastery of narrative technique in the sequencing of the novel’s
events. She employs the intercalary technique of alternating chapters in much of the
sequence, with some chapters focusing on Iktomi and his people and some chapters
focusing on Troll and the Norwegian people. In other chapters, however, the two narrative
lines are intertwined, and the integration of the two stories is complete in the final
chapters, as the narrative moves toward its culminating scenes.
The author also demonstrates her masterful storytelling throughout this book, both in her
re-telling of well-known trickster stories and in her creation of the new stories of the

adventures of the book’s two protagonists together. Early in the narrative, for example,
she re-tells the story of Iktomi and the ducks, perhaps the best known of all of the Iktomi
stories, but she tells it in a new way, adding Troll to the plot so artfully that his presence
enriches the telling. Then, especially later in the narrative, she creates new adventures for
her two protagonists that are both highly entertaining and psychologically consistent with
whom they are becoming in relationship with each other.
Events, of course, take and even make place, and the setting in this book is especially
important to its crucial theme of cultural persistence. The main movement in The
Trickster and the Troll is from east to west, from the farmland of what is now eastern
South Dakota to the buffalo plains and then the mountains of the west, and as the narrative
unfolds, it becomes a moving evocation of landscape, especially the sacred landscape of
the Lakota which is He Sapa, sometimes called Paha Sapa, and, more recently, the Black
Hills. The earth itself becomes a very vital character, perhaps the most important
character, in this culture-based text.
Finally, the book is a dramatization and even a celebration of cross-cultural possibilities.
Its protagonists are in most ways opposites, and at the outset they are foreign and even
alien to each other, but expediency dictates that they find ways to get along, and somehow,
they do. How they eventually move from tolerance to acceptance and even appreciation of
each other’s cultures and traditions as well as each other’s differences in personality and
temperament is both informative and heartening. This is a straightforward and very
accessible narrative, but its messages are thought-provoking and meaningful.

http://covers.openlibrary.org
Note: Information was attained from one of the South Dakota Book Bag
Study Guides (a project supported with funding from the South Dakota
Humanities Council).
http://library.sd.gov/PROG/sdbookbag/index.aspx

