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Stories, poems, S0ngs, oratory, and chants, was

. 1Ot even recognized by Western scholars until

F the late 1800s. Until then, it was assumed that

; Native Americans had no literature.

: “zrt of the problem scholars had in recogniz-

ing e rich traditions of American Indian liter-
4’2 wos translating the texts from hundreds of
¢Gitroot languages—a task often best done by

Nzt Americans themselves. Over the decades,

varicus American Indian writers—N. Scott
Mornaday, Louise Erdrich, Simon J. Ortiz, and
Leslie Marmon Silko, among others—have
revitalized Native Americap I ite_rature by corg—
bining their fluency in English with Z c:ee;daitt:;; nc;r
standing of their own l'anguages an ral.ya— .
We can make some important gengr:a.I . q
tions about American Indian oral tra mo‘n. ; .
1 11. Native American cultures use sto'n
Firsto}® ’oral lessons and convey practical in-
to teac}_] I:«I]about the natural wqud. A sto'ry .
1cormanOAbenakl’ people of Maine, for example,
frﬁmht}z: Gluskabe catches all of the game ani-
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~American Indian literatyre also reflects g
View of the natyrq] world that js more inclusijve
.ll.mn the one typically seen i Wester .
I'he Native American Universe
by human beings. Animals and humans are
often intcrchangcablc in myths and folk tales,

.()rlgm myths may even feature animalg 4 the
INstruments of creation,
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N Indian cultyres also show a
ness of the power of metaphor.,

make things happen—ca) game animals, bring
rain, cure the sick, or destroy an enemy. For Na-
tive Americans, speech, or Oratory—often rely-
ing on striking similes drawn from nature—is a
highly developed and respected literary form.

Passed on from generation to generation,
oral traditions preserve historical continuity.
But these traditions are also, like the Native
American peoples themselves, tenacious, dy-
namic, and responsive to change. The American
Indian worldview is not that of 4 progressive
straight line, but of an endless circle. This cycli-
cal nature of existence is reflected both in the 1
natural world itself, with its changing seasons
and cycles of birth, death, and rebirth, and in
Native American ceremonies repeated year after
year. Each summer, for example, the 1akota _
people have their Sun Dance. In pre-( ©olumbian
times, they went to the Sun Dance on foot; after
the coming of the Spanish, they rode h(.)rses to
the annual event. Today, the Lakota arrive by
automobile. While a European eye might see.thc
technology of transport as the important point
of this anecdote, to a Lakota the issue pf c}_\angil
ing transportation is ummportant. It 1s, attt; all,
only a different way of getting to the same place.

The sun still rises in the same sky.
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The Sky Tree

n the beginning, Earth was covered with
l water. In Sky Land, there were people living
/ the middle of that
All of the food
me

as they do now on Earth. In
land was the great Sky Tree.
which the people in that Sky Land ate ca

from the great tree. o
The old chief of that land lived with his wife,

whose name was Aataentsic,’ meaning “Ancient
Woman,” in their longhouse near the great tree.
It came to be that the old chief became sick, and

nothing could cure him. He grew weaker and
weaker until it seemed he would die. Then a
dream came to him, and he called Aataentsic

to him.
«] have dreamed,” he said, “and in my dream I

saw how I can be healed. I must be given the fruit
which grows at the very top of Sky Tree. You must
cut it down and bring that fruit to me.”
Aataentsic took her husband’s stone ax and
went to the great tree. As soon as she struck it, it
split in half and toppled over. As it fell, a hole
opened in Sky Land, and the tree fell through
the hole. Aataentsic returned to the place where
the old chief waited.
“My husband,” she said, “when I cut the
tree, it split in half and then fell through a
great hole. Without the tree, there can be no life.
[ must follow it.”
Then, leaving her husband, she went back to
the hole in Sky Land and threw herself after the
great tree.

°Aataentsic (4'td-ent'sik).

Coyote-effigy platform pipe (Middle
Woodland period, 200 B.C.~A.D. 100). ré“

Ohio Hopewell culture.
:mtograph © 1985 The Detroit Institute
Arts. Collection of Ohio Historical B AR -

Society, Columbus. (WL- | 7).
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As Aataentsic fell,
Turtle looked up
and saw her. Imme-
diately Turtle called
together all the
water animals and
told them what she
had seen.

“What should be
done?” Turtle said.

Beaver answered
her. “You are the
one who saw this
happen. Tell us

what to do.”
“All of you must dive down,” Turtle said.

“Bring up soil from the bottom, and place it

on my back.”
Immediately 2l o7 the water animals began

to dive down -« . "~z up soil. Beaver, Mink,

Navajo sand painter at Hubbell
Trading Post, Ganado, Arizona

Muskrat, a7 -« .zh brought up pawfuls
of wet soit 3.t e soil on Turtle’s back
until thr o2 0 0 anisland of great size.

When thev voooo irough, Aataentsic settled
down gently o the new Earth, and the pieces
of the great tree fell beside her and took root.
—trom the Huron tradition,
retold by Joseph Bruchac

The Earth Only

Wica’hcala kin The old men
heya’pelo’ say

maka’ kin the earth
lece’la only

tehan yunke’lo endures
eha’ pelo’ You spoke
ehan’kecon truly

wica' yaka pelo’ You are right.

—composed by Used-as-a-Shield
(Teton Sioux), translated in 1918




