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Bless Me, Ultima Study Guide
Chapter 1, pp. 1-13
1) Amtonio, the main character, says that everything changed the summer that Ultima
wmived. What word dines he wse 1o descoribe this change?
2) Why has Uhima comse 1o stay with the Merez family?

3 According 1o Antonio, where did the family wsed g0 live, why did they move, and how

dise=s his Father feel about this?

4) Where ane Anonio's older brothers?
5} Uliema is a curandera, which means
i) Describe the first dream that Astonio tells ws abowt.
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Chapter 2, pp. 14-26
1) What is Antonao’s father’s dream?

) What dioes Ultimas teach Antondo™ What does she believe abowt the
Ranad?

1) What crime does | -||pi1|'| commitT What makes him dio this? What is the
comsequenoe”

4} How does Amtonio feel shout the river amd his town after be witnesses thas? How
dises hee feel about the owl?

51 Why does Gabriel Marez { Amtonin™s father) choose b build o house in the hills mstesd
of the fertile river valley?

i) What rele does Antonio tnke on in his st dream of this chapler?

Chapter 3, pp. 27-38

1) What are some of the differences between Antonio's mother and father? What are the
differemces between the Luna and Marer famalies?

21 What does Antomin”s mother mean when she says that “Rrow i"l-: mbe manhood 15 0
1 i

¥ How does Tony {Antomio) feel about going (o school at first? How does this change
wheen he meets the boys on the way o church?

Bless Me, Ultima Study Guide
Introduction to "Bless Me, Ultima"

"Bless Me, Ultima" is a coming-of-age novel written by Rudolfo Anaya, published in 1972.
Set in New Mexico during World War I, the story follows Antonio Marez, a young boy who
navigates the complexities of his identity, culture, and spirituality through the guidance of
Ultima, a curandera (healer). This study guide aims to provide insights into the major
themes, characters, and symbols within the novel, along with discussion questions and
analysis to enhance understanding.

Overview of the Plot

The narrative unfolds as Antonio, or Tony, grapples with the expectations placed upon him



by his family and community. Ultima, who comes to live with the Marez family, serves as a
mentor, helping Antonio explore his spiritual beliefs and the world around him. Key events
include:

1. Antonio's Birth and Early Life: The novel begins with the significance of Antonio's birth
under the full moon, heralded as a time of great destiny.

2. The Influence of Ultima: Ultima's arrival marks a turning point in Antonio's life, as she
introduces him to the world of healing, nature, and the spiritual realm.

3. Conflicts with Family Expectations: Antonio struggles with the conflicting expectations of
his parents—his mother’s aspirations for him to become a priest versus his father’s desire
for him to embrace the Marez legacy of wanderlust.

4. Tragedy and Growth: Key tragedies, including the deaths of loved ones, force Antonio to
confront the realities of life, death, and his own beliefs.

5. Search for Identity: As Antonio interacts with various characters and experiences, he
embarks on a journey of self-discovery that shapes his understanding of good and evil,
faith, and cultural identity.

Main Characters

Understanding the characters in "Bless Me, Ultima" is crucial for a deeper grasp of the
themes and symbols. Here are the central figures:

- Antonio Marez: The protagonist, whose journey of self-discovery and struggle with cultural
identity forms the core of the narrative.

- Ultima: A wise and spiritual healer who acts as a guide for Antonio, representing the
connection between the natural and spiritual worlds.

- Gabriel Marez: Antonio’s father, a figure who embodies the wandering spirit and desire for
freedom.

- Luna Marez: Antonio’s mother, who desires for him to follow a path of religious devotion
and stability.

- Andrew, Eugenio, and other siblings: Antonio's brothers who illustrate different aspects of
family expectations and cultural identity.

- Other characters: Including Ernie, Florence, and Narciso, who contribute to Antonio’s
understanding of morality, friendship, and community.

Major Themes

Several key themes permeate "Bless Me, Ultima", each contributing to Antonio’s growth
and understanding of the world:

1. Identity and Culture

Antonio's struggle with his identity as a Mexican-American is central to the narrative. He
grapples with the expectations of his family and the cultural dichotomy of his heritage. This
theme is explored through:

- Cultural Dichotomy: The contrast between his mother’s Luna heritage (which emphasizes
stability and tradition) and his father’'s Marez lineage (which celebrates freedom and
adventure).

- Spiritual Identity: Antonio's exploration of spirituality, influenced by both Catholicism and
indigenous beliefs introduced by Ultima.



2. The Role of Women
Women in "Bless Me, Ultima" play crucial roles in shaping the narrative:

- Ultima as a Guide: Represents wisdom and the healing aspects of femininity, contrasting
with societal norms that may undervalue women’s roles.

- Maternal Influence: Antonio’s relationship with his mother showcases the expectations
placed upon him and the nurturing aspects of women's roles in family life.

3. Good vs. Evil

The theme of good and evil is prevalent throughout the novel, often represented through
nature, human actions, and spiritual beliefs:

- Spiritual Duality: Antonio learns that good and evil are not merely black and white but
exist in a continuum. Ultima teaches him that both are necessary for balance.

- Moral Dilemmas: Antonio faces several moral challenges, pushing him to define his sense
of right and wrong, separate from societal expectations.

4. Nature and Spirituality

Nature serves as a backdrop to the story, symbolizing the interconnectedness of life and
spirituality:

- Healing and Nature: Ultima’s connection to nature illustrates the importance of the
environment in spirituality and healing.

- Symbolism of Animals: Various animals, such as the owl, are emblematic of spiritual
guidance and transformations in the narrative.

Symbols in the Novel

The use of symbolism enriches the narrative and deepens the reader's understanding of the
text. Key symbols include:

- The Owl: Represents Ultima’s spirit and wisdom, signifying protection and the connection
to the spiritual world.

- The Golden Carp: Symbolizes the idea of a different kind of divine being, representing a
more naturalistic approach to spirituality.

- The River: Often associated with life’s journey and the flow of time, it reflects Antonio’s
transitions and experiences.

Discussion Questions

To facilitate a deeper understanding of "Bless Me, Ultima", consider the following discussion
questions:

1. How does Antonio's relationship with Ultima shape his understanding of spirituality?

2. In what ways do the cultural backgrounds of Antonio’s parents influence his identity?
3. Discuss the significance of the owl as a symbol in the novel. What does it represent for
Antonio?

4. How does the theme of good versus evil manifest in the characters' actions and



decisions?
5. What role does nature play in Antonio’s spiritual journey and understanding of the world?

Conclusion

"Bless Me, Ultima" is a profound exploration of identity, culture, and spirituality through the
eyes of a young boy. By understanding the characters, themes, and symbols, readers can
gain insights into their own lives and the complexities of human experience. This study
guide serves as a tool for deeper engagement with the text, encouraging reflection on the
rich tapestry of life that Anaya weaves throughout this seminal work. Through Antonio's
journey, we are reminded of the importance of mentorship, the struggle for self-identity,
and the intricate balance between cultural heritage and personal belief.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Bless Me,
Ultima'?

The main themes in '‘Bless Me, Ultima' include the conflict between good and evil, the
search for identity, the role of nature and spirituality, and the importance of cultural
heritage.

How does the character of Ultima serve as a guide for
Antonio?

Ultima serves as a spiritual guide for Antonio, helping him navigate his confusing childhood
and understand the complexities of life, morality, and his own identity.

What role does the setting play in 'Bless Me, Ultima'?

The setting in 'Bless Me, Ultima' is crucial as it reflects the cultural and spiritual landscape
of New Mexico, influencing the characters' experiences and shaping Antonio's journey.

How does the author, Rudolfo Anaya, use symbolism in
the novel?

Anaya uses various symbols, such as the owl representing wisdom and protection, and the
river symbolizing the flow of life and change, to deepen the narrative and convey themes.

What is the significance of Antonio's dreams in the
story?

Antonio's dreams are significant as they reflect his inner struggles, desires, and fears,
acting as a window into his subconscious and highlighting his journey towards self-
discovery.
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