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Only the Dead, authored by Jan Notzon, presents a 

compelling narrative set amidst the tumult of a 

revolutionary movement, exploring the intricate ethical 

dilemmas faced by individuals caught in the throes of 

societal upheaval. The story orbits around José Necahuatl, 

a character whose allegiance to Father Hidalgo is 

juxtaposed against his apprehensions about the uprising’s 

violent nature. This central conflict serves as a lens to 

examine the broader implications of war on personal ethics 

and societal norms. 

Through characters such as José Nicolás de Cos de la 

Portilla, the novel delves into the psychological impact of 

conflict, showcasing the internal strife and emotional 

complexity inherent in times of war. The narrative is further 

enriched by the experiences of Miss Luz and Mr. 

Macalister, who confront the stark realities of life during 

such turbulent times. Particularly moving is Miss Luz’s ordeal of captivity and torture at the hands of 

the Comanches, a storyline that poignantly captures the dehumanizing effects of prolonged warfare. 

Notzon skillfully weaves these personal stories into the broader tapestry of a community in 

reconstruction. The struggles faced by José Necahuatl in the Bajío region post-rebellion mirror the 

broader challenges encountered by a community in the throes of rebuilding. Alongside Señor Tomás 

and other characters, the narrative navigates a path marked by uncertainty, shared histories, and the 

collective effort to overcome the aftermath of conflict. Incorporating elements of threat, tragedy, and a 

perilous journey to escape persecution, the novel embeds these experiences within the fabric of the 

characters’ lives. As the plot unfolds, the characters face moral dilemmas, unexpected acts of 

kindness, and the harsh realities of life post-war, drawing the reader deeper into their personal 

journeys. 

Only the Dead paints a vivid portrait of a community undergoing significant change. By balancing the 

personal struggles of its characters against the historical backdrop, the novel offers an intimate 

glimpse into the impact of war and revolution on individual lives and moral decisions. This interplay 

between historical events and personal narratives renders the story engaging and thought-provoking, 

providing a unique perspective on a pivotal historical period. 
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