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The literature written by members of some minorities is recently popular not only in 
the countries proud of their policy of multiculturalism like Canada but all over the 
world. Michel Noël fits perfectly in this category as he is partly a native American. He 
treats the topic of mixed identity in his novels for teenage readers where a half-blood 
child character connects an aboriginal and non-aboriginal world vision. The following 
text will focus on one of the differences between these two worlds which is a 
figurativeness of the language spoken by a native narrator. The basic statement that 
the Indian language is poetic, comes directly from the novel Nipishish by Michel Noël. 
Is this premise relevant? Despite the fact that the novel is written in French, is it 
possible to find some traces of Algonquian language in the narrator's speech? 

 
 
Pictures in the text...    

 
It is a white man who comes up with the idea that the „Indian language“ is poetic. The 
narrator. called Nipishish, travels with a lawyer by bus and they discuss Indian names. 
Due to that discussion, the lawyer says that the Indian language is figurative and 
poetic. Let us explain where that idea of poetic language comes from. The white man 
and the narrator start their communication by introducing each other and the white 
man asks Nipishish what his name means in his language. The narrator answers that it 
means “small water”. And here comes the misunderstanding. The lawyer supposes 
that the name is composed of two words Nipi and Chiche as his own name Michel 
Létourneau. He thinks that one word means “water” and the other “small”.  In this 
case, it sounds really poetic. But the reality is much more complicated. Algonquin is a 
polysynthetic language, which means that it is based on the composition of  several 
morphemes in complex units. The basic morpheme is in reality “nipi” (written also as 
“nibí”) which means the water. The joined morpheme “shish” specifies the quality of 
the basic morpheme. The point is that it is not a metaphor with the purpose of 
creating an ambiance of poetry. It is a common type of word formation. Let us prove it 
on the current word “a telephone” which is giigaadoobii’aapikonhs in Algonquin. The 
basis of the word is the morpheme “giigaadoo” which means “to speak”. The second 
part “bii’aapik“ stands for metallic things, for example a wire. “Onhs” is a common 
diminutive ending that indicates a small size. So literally said  giigaadoobii’aapikonhs 
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means a small speaking wire. In English and in French this translation appears poetic or 
even naively cute. However, it is a common way of creating a neologism in Algonquin. 
In conclusion, the Indian language is not poetic in the way the lawyer Michel 
Létourneau understands it because its imaginary poetry consists in its polysyntetic 
character. 

Let us go back to the name “Nipishish”. When the narrator had been taken to a 
boarding school, the director of this school changed his name. He was called Pierre 
Larivière, which corresponds with his Algonquian name in the meaning of the water 
but it looks more “white”. Its meaning was more or less, however the name Larrivière 
is not exceptional in French and nobody would claim that it is poetic. So why is the 
name Nipishish poetic and Larrivière not? Is the white man able to make a relevant 
opinion on the language if he knows only one name? The lawyer Létourneau says that 
he likes Indians but at the same time he admits that he has never seen any real Indian 
and that his idea of the Indians comes from one single TV series. It is an exceptional 
experience for him to see a “real” Indian. He is amazed by his own naive idea of 
Indians so the Indian language also sounds probably poetic to him under the influence 
of that idealistic vision. However, the narrator accepts that particular statement a little 
bit later when he meets an unknown woman. He listens to her speech and he comes to 
a conclusion that she must be Indian because her speech is poetic. So the narrator uses 
this linguistic poetic element to define the difference between himself and white 
people. Why even the narrator agrees with his statement? Obviously, his mother 
tongue is not exotic to him. We will look for the answer in the imagery of the language, 
particularly in metaphors and comparisons. 

Sapir and Whorf propose that the language we speak influences the way of our 
thinking. According to that theory, we should be able to find some traces of the 
narrator's mother tongue in his speech. We already described how the Algonquian 
language puts the morphemes one after another, which is typical of that language. We 
can find a corresponding procedure in the narrator´s speech when he accumulates 
metaphors one after the other making complex pictures, describing the situation. For 
example when the narrator is arrested because he was drunk and he fought, he 
compares his behavior to the common animals' behavior: 

 
Je suis ébloui par les lumières qui clignotent, projeté de tout mon long sur le 

plancher arrière  de la voiture de police. Je me sens comme un chien dans une 

cage. J'essaie de me redresser, de m'asseoir, mais sans mes mains, je ne le peux 

pas. […] Je rassemble toutes mes forces et, le cou tordu comme une bête 

enragée, je crie pour les écœurer […] Qu'est-ce que j'ai fait? J'ai gueulé, hurlé 

comme une meute de loups. J'ai donné des coups de pied. […] Là, je me suis 

déchaîné comme un ourse pris au piège. (Noël, 140 and 141, highlights mine) 
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The dog, the wolf and the bear. The narrator creates a picture of himself as a cornered 
beast which fights for its own life. Another example of the complex picture is 
presented when the narrator thinks about freedom: 

 
Moi qui veux être un homme autonome, un Indien fier, libre comme l'air, un 
homme qui ne dépend de personne d'autre que de lui même, je suis piégé. […] Je 
me sens prisonnier d'une toile d'araignée. Serais-je un jour réduit, pour survivre, 
à attendre ce chèque maudit […] L'argent qu'on nous donne ne fait que nous 
avilir davantage, nous asservir. Nous sommes comme des animaux domestiques 
sur une ferme. Nous dépendons du fermier qui chaque jour vient nous nourrir. 
Cette pensée me bouleverse. J'ai le cœur ratatiné, pris dans les griffes d'un aigle. 
[…] notre orgueil n'est pas éteint. Il couve dans notre sang comme la braise sous 
la taïga. Il suffirait qu'un bon matin le vent sec se lève pour que les tisons 
rougissent et que la nature s'embrasse. Et moi, je jure qu'à la première occasion, 
je serai ce vent. (Noël, 191, 192, highlights mine) 
 

The Indians receive money from the Canadian government. Despite the fact that this 
money limits them in some way like a spider's web, they will not break it because it is 
still more comfortable to live from the government's money than to risk the traditional 
lifestyle, which means a risk of death from hunger every single winter. They feel like 
domestic animals that are used to farmer's everyday care. Wind and the air, however, 
are free, so they can get wherever they want and nothing can stop them. These can be 
a force which makes things move.  

In both examples, the narrator uses many metaphors and comparisons together 
and he creates a complex picture illustrating reality. The specificity of that point of 
view lies in the fact that a human being is represented as a part of nature and not as 
somebody who is supposed to dominate it. This message corresponds to the Indian 
traditional world vision that assumes a human being to be equal with the other 
creatures, including stones, for example.  
 
 
… make some system ... 

 
As we already mentioned, the narrator's speech is rich in different kinds of metaphors 
and comparisons. We can find some examples typical of common French: «Léger 
comme un chevreuil» (Noël, 126). Other are frequently used in Indian culture: «Nous 
sommes tenaces comme la tortue. Nous avançons lentement, mais nous irons loin.»1 

                                                 
1
 It is a typical picture. The turtle can represent different functions in Native mythology. According to 



 

 

Text Conference PETRA STRAŽOVSKÁ 107 

 

 

(Noël, 168). The last part represents the original narrator's metaphors which reflect 
the Indian lifestyle. We are going to look for the traces of the narrator's mother tongue 
so we put aside the first group – the typical French comparisons, because we obviously 
cannot find the Indian language in it. We are going to treat the comparisons 
concerning native lifestyle and the original narrator's comparisons. Let us try to find 
some categories in it. 

 
The following categorization seems to be appropriate: 
A) animals 
B) plants 
C) nature in general 
 1) water 
 2) wind/air 
 3) stones 
 

The biggest amount of examples falls into the first group - animals. The narrator uses 
comparisons involving either hunting or hunted animals:  «Ils me cernent comme une 
meute de loups dans un ravage d'orignal.» (Noël, 109) ; «Ils nous ont tendu un piège et 
nous sommes maintenant pris au collet comme des lièvres et plus nous tirons, plus nous 
étouffons.» (Noël, 30). We can also find the imagery of relaxed or highly alerted  
animals:  «Elle s'est enfermée dans un profond silence, comme une marmotte qui 
somnole les yeux mi-clos.» (Noël, 154); «[…] le regard fixé au sol comme un renard qui 
a peur de se faire enlever la proie qu'il tient dans sa gueule.» (Noël, 191). The narrator 
observes different degrees of relationship between the animals and people. It can be 
an accidental contact: «[…] la tête basse et le regard fuyant comme celui des chiens qui 
se sentent coupables d'avoir volé un morceau de viande pendant que les chasseurs 
dépècent un orignal.» (Noël, 29) –  or a total dependence: «Nous sommes comme des 
animaux domestiques sur une ferme. Nous dépendons du fermier qui chaque jour vient 
nous nourrir.» (Noël, 191). The Canadien government is compared to the most evil 
animal of the Indian mythology – wolverine: «le gouvernement est pareil au carcajou: 
on reconnaît ses traces, on sent son odeur, on est victime de ses méfaits, mais il est 
invisible, insaisissable. De plus, il a le pouvoir d'éviter tous les pièges.» (Noël, 18).     

The second group of is the category of plants. To be more precise, not plants in 
general, but trees. The narrator compares Indians to trees: «Leurs corps sont comme 
les troncs des grandes épinettes noires profondément enracinés dans le sol et collés les 
uns aux autres.» (Noël, 47). “Épinette noire” or the black spruce is the most typical 

                                                                                                                                               
some myths, it was a turtle who brought the grain of send to a Great Spirit from the bottom of the 
water. The Great Spirit created the whole world out of that grain. Another myth says that the Great 
Spirit put the world on the back of the giant turtle. This animal is a symbol of a wisdom and serenity.   
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tree used in the comparisons. It is an extremely tough tree, typical of the Canadian 
climate. Thanks to its weatherproof character, this tree is particularly suitable to 
represent an analogy to the Indian capacity of resisting enemies. Similarly to the trees 
in the forest that are protected if they grow one close to another, the Indians can resist 
only if they stay together. This analogy can be observed in the scene where the 
Algonquins protect their sacred wood. For them, it is a cemetery in a way, but for the 
white people it is only a group of trees that they can sell. So the Algonquins protect the 
trees with their own bodies and Nipishish claims the following: «Couper un arbre 
vivant, c'est tuer un Indien.» (Noël, 233). We can interpret this statement in different 
ways. First, metaphorically speaking, it means a big loss. If we consider the spiritual 
function of small woods which play the same role in Indian culture as a cemetery in our 
culture, every single tree represents one dead ancestor as a tombstone in European 
culture. Consequently, to cut one tree means to destroy the memory of one particular 
ancestor. This is a really big loss for the Indians because their identity is based on the 
stories about their ancestors. Secondly, we can understand it literally: as the 
Algonquins protect the trees with their own bodies, there is a possibility that it will be 
possible to cut one tree only if the white people kill the Indian who protects it. Another 
parallel between the trees and Indians are roots because the Indians are joined to the 
land like trees. This is an advantage because it is almost impossible to deracinate them. 
On the other hand, it is a sort of  limitation because like two trees standing on the 
opposite river banks that are unable to join their branches, Nipishish who is only half-
blood Indian cannot exceed his possibilities and marry an Indian girl.  

The metaphors including stones and rocks represent the stability and the elders or 
ancestors. The ground is a part of nature that is related to mother Earth, so the idea of 
ancestors is logical. The rough lips of an old lady are compared to stone destroyed by 
the weather. The old Indian people's curved backs remind the narrator of old 
mountains formed by the wind.  

As for the wind itself, it represents a power or energy that makes things move. It is 
an analogy to the native feeling of pride about their particular Indian identity. That 
identity is described as: «[...] la braise sous la taïga. Il suffirait qu'un bon matin le vent 
sec se lève pour que les tisons rougissent  et que la nature s'embrasse. Et moi, je jure 
qu'à la première occasion, je serai ce vent.» (Noël, 192) But the wind can also be a 
harmful kind of energy, it can bend and even break the trees. We already said that the 
trees are like the Indians, while the wind represents the white people. One Indian 
characters in the novel calls white people “coups de vent” that means something like a 
gust of wind because, in her opinion, white people are exactly like this. When they 
come to the reservation, everybody goes quickly up and down, everything moves, like 
when the wind moves the trees in a storm. But as the calm comes after each storm, 
the reservation is quickly quiet again when the white invaders leave.  
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Water has a special significance in the novel. We already explained that the 
narrator's name Nipishish means water and that he received a new name Larrivière at 
the boarding school. His father's name was Shipu, which means 'river'. We would like 
to underline that the Indian approach to names is different from ours. The 
desemantization is typical of our family names. Normally we do not see the name´s 
real meaning. Nipishish, however, explains that his name means something like the 
small water with the potential of becoming big. And he wishes to become as wise and 
respected as his father was and then he will accept his father's name “Shipu”. The role 
of the father is important in the novel – it is strongly related to death. «La frontière est 
tellement mince entre la vie et la mort. Comme une glace trompeuse d'automne, elle 
paraît solide, on s'avance, on fait un pas, deux pas, en se faisant léger pour vérifier. 
Tout va bien. On s'aventure. On se fait plus lourd, et tout à coup elle cède sans crier 
gare, et on disparaît dans les ténèbres de l'eau glacée.» (Noël, 155) Shipu, Nipishish's 
father, died in water. The plot itself culminates in the scene where Nipishish's worst 
enemy risks to die in the cold water of the frozen lake and the hero saves his life, 
which is the proof of his moral superiority. Besides, the water illustrates the narrator's 
feelings. For example his idea of a suicide is a kind of quiet cat nap at the bottom of 
the river, which can help him be separated from the rush and noises of the world. 
Another example is when he is desperate: he feels like a big cloud full of water which 
can produce a violent storm and strong rain. Water sometimes is an invisible kind of 
force which is almost omnipotent at the same time. «Elle se fait cependant insistante 
comme une goutte d'eau qui filtre à traverse un barrage et finit par creuser le lit d'une 
rivière.» (Noël, 12) 
 
 

… and another system from the Indian point of view. 
 

The previous system that we have just presented reflects our non-aboriginal world 
vision, but if we consider the Algonquian language, our present system falls apart. One 
of the basic traits of that language is the distinction between the animate and 
inanimate gender. The fact that some entity is conceptualized as animate or inanimate 
influences the morphology of noun, for example the plural forms, but it has an impact 
even on the verb conjugation as there are different verb endings for animate subjects 
and for inanimate ones. Although the polarity animate –  inanimate characterizes this 
language, there is a surprisingly vague border between the animate and the inanimate 
entities, and it even varies according to local dialects. A good example is the 
Algonquian word for money “zhooniyaa“ which can be animate or not. It is also 
common that the inanimate words become animate according to the situation. Some 
verbs need an animate subject, for instance “to speak” because logically only live 
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subjects can speak. For that reason, we can see, especially in myths, that the inanimate 
things become animate. It means that when the inanimate mirror speaks to the hero, 
it must become animate. Last but not least, the change of the gender is also a common 
word creation process. If the inanimate „gichi-mookomaan“ means a kind of long 
knife, its animate form denominates “white man”. That was probably inspired by the 
weapons used by Canadian soldiers. 

Now it seems that there is absolutely no system in what is actually animate and 
what is inanimate. So are there any rules? There are, more or less. Many linguists or 
native speakers tried to make a list of rules but no theory fits perfectly. People and 
animals are obviously animate without any exception. There are many other animate 
entities but it is important for our categorization that even the trees and stones are 
animate in Algonquian language. The wind as a meteorological phenomenon is 
supposed to be inanimate. But its function in the novel is to make things move, as we 
mentioned. It is a power which is a source of some movement. According to the theory 
by Straus and Brightman, everything that has a special power, is animate. If we 
consider the fluid borderline between animate and inanimate things, we can afford to 
consider the wind as a power close to the animate category, kind of a bridge between 
animate and inanimate entities. The last group of metaphors was related to water. In 
Algonquian, water is always inanimate, but we already pointed out that the topic of 
the water has a specific position in the novel as it is related to the narrator. To sum up, 
the previous classification falls apart and we are tempted to create another 
classification based on the correlation animate - inanimate, which is: 

a) animate nouns 
b) wind 
c) water 

That classification reflects much better the novel's fictional world. The Indians as trees 
are an  inseparable part of nature. The novel's conflict results from the competition 
between two forces: one of them is the wind and the white people, the other one is 
water, representing the narrator with his mixed identity. 

In conclusion, we wanted to answer the question whether the narrator's French is 
influenced by his mother tongue Algonquin following the Sapir Whorf thesis. We find 
this influence in the original metaphors and comparisons reflecting the way the 
narrator perceives the world. They help the narrator to create a specific fictional 
world, different from the worlds made by white narrators. He emphasizes the idea that 
man is a part of nature and that he does not have any specific position among all the 
creatures made by Kitchi Manito. He proves it by comparing people's behavior to the 
common animals' behavior. Despite their active role, even water and the wind are the 
same part of nature as passive trees. This concept of human as an equal partner of the 
other creatures is in sharp contrast with the white man's belief that they are superior 
to nature and particularly to Native people. 
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