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A Video Introduction






Author…

• Sherman Alexie is an 
acclaimed author, known for 
his short stories depicting 
contemporary Native 
American issues and life on 
the reservation



Synopsis…
• The story follows the young Victor, as 

he travels to Phoenix to recover his 
father’s ashes

• He is accompanied by a childhood 
friend, Thomas Builds-the-Fire, who 
supports Victor through his journey

• The trip there and back allows for 
healing and an exploration of identity



Title:

• Sherman Alexie uses Title, Plot, 
Setting, and Characterization to 
explore the theme of rebirth in 
“This is What it Means to Say 
Phoenix, Arizona.”

• The title, Phoenix is a signal to 
the theme.



Plot and Setting

• Reservation
• In the air
• In the hot Trailer
• Returning home with Ashes
• Their friendship is reborn from 

ashes of father, and idea of 
father. 



Characterization: Victor

• Main character

• assimilated/ not spiritual

• Complex emotional character

• Experiences internal conflict throughout the story
• Has “a genetic pain, [about his father’s death] 

which was real and immediate as a broken bone 
(Alexie, 278).”

• Begins to reflect on his identity
• “Victor was ashamed of himself.  What ever 

happened to tribal ties, the sense of community? 
(Alexie, 286).”



Characterization: Thomas 
Build-The-Fire

• Tribal storyteller
• Ignored and rejected around the reservation.  

“Thomas was the storyteller whom nobody wanted 
to listen to” (Alexie, 279).

• Wise/insightful.  At age 7, Thomas had insight into 
Victor’s father.  “your father’s heart is weak.  He is 
afraid of his own family.  He is afraid of you” 
(Alexie, 279).

• Humorous/lighthearted.  “I’m half magician on my 
mother’s side and half clown on my father’s” 
(Alexie, 282).



Victor and 
Thomas 

Together

• Alexie establishes the Thomas 
Builds-the-Fire as Victor’s antithesis

• Exact opposites
• They represent different aspects 

of the Native American identity. 
• Together, the characters balance 

one another out. 
• Thomas Builds-the-Fire promotes 

healing within Victor.  “Take care 
of each other” (Alexie 283).

• Thomas re-imaging Victor’s 
father flying like a salmon.  
“Remaking the story of Victor’s 
father into that of a spiritual 
caretaker, Thomas transforms 
Victor’s world by inspiring his 
belief in his father’s magical leap 
from the ashes of his life” (Carroll 
81).



Conclusion

• Alexie explores the theme of 
rebirth through his skillful use of 
Title, Plot, Setting, and 
Characterization.  Victor’s 
relationship with Thomas is 
reborn.  Where there was once 
division, there is the idea that they 
will “Take care of each other” 
when Victor agrees to listen to 
one of Thomas’s stories (286).

• With Thomas’s help, the image of 
Victor’s father is reborn, rising 
from the ashes.  Although our 
character return to the status quo 
the walk away changed
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