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Works of tremendous energy and ambition during the past few years have

enriched our insights into early contact between Europeans and the

indigenous peoples of the Americas in large part by shouldering the

challenge of understanding alternative, nonalphabetic writing systems.

Annette Kolodny, in her pioneering book In Search of First Contact: The Vikings

of Vinland, the Peoples of the Dawnland, and the Anglo-American Anxiety of

Discovery (2012), deciphers Mi’kmaq pictographic bark scrolls with the help

of Mi’kmaq elders in an effort to recover native understandings of early

contact with Europeans. Birgit Rasmussen’s Queequeg’s Coffin: Indigenous

Literacies and Early American Literature (2012) discusses Ashinaabeg birch bark

scrolls, Incan quipu, and Haudenosaunee wampum, among other non-

Western notational frameworks. Both studies challenge conventional ideas

of what constitutes a literary source.

Anna Brickhouse shares these scholars’ interest...
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