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AN INTRODUCTION TO NATIVE AMERICANS AND MYTHOLOGY


Jon E. Lewis


The history of America does not begin in 1492. There were already millions of people living in the Americas when Christopher Columbus and his weary, salt-splattered white men stumbled ashore in the Bahamas. Columbus thought he had encountered the East Indies, so termed the welcoming natives ‘Indios’. Indians.


Columbus was soon apprised of his mistake in geography, but his name for the aboriginals of the Americas stuck. To themselves, the inhabitants of the continent were usually ‘The People’. Aside from the error in nomenclature, the European explorers also mistook the racial origins of the ‘Red Men’. Commonly, the native people were regarded as being lost Phoenicians, migratory Hittites, or the lost Ten Tribes of Israel. Most fanciful of all were the early voyagers who found a blood link between the American Indian and the Welsh, with the former supposedly the multifarious offspring of the Welsh prince Madoc, son of Owen Gwyneth, who colonized the Gulf of Mexico in 1170.


It is easy to mock ethnographical explanations of earlier centuries, but modern Western science is surprisingly vague and divided about the first settlement of the land that would become known as America. Perhaps the first humans set foot there 30,000 years ago, but then it might have been as recent as 12,000 years ago. Or as far back in the mist of time as 60,000 years ago. What ethnologists do largely agree on, is that the first settlers walked there from Siberia via the land bridge known as Beringia, although ‘bridge’ is a misnomer for a tundra landmass five hundred miles wide. And that these pioneers – who were likely motivated by a hunger for big game, such as the mastodon and giant buffalo – were, anatomically, modern humans, homo sapiens sapiens. In other words, humans did not evolve in America, they migrated there. They were few in number, a scant handful of families, and from them, the DNA evidence suggests, descended 95 per cent of Native Americans – as America’s aboriginals are now usually termed.


After landing in present day Alaska, the first Americans fanned out down the Continent via river valleys as the Ice Age reluctantly thawed; the inhabiting of the New World was a long process, with passage frequently blocked by the Laurentide ice sheet, which covered 5 million square miles of Canada and the USA, sometimes reaching 700 feet thick. According to some anthropologists, it may have taken man 25,000 years to spread from Alaska to Cape Horn. By that time, glacial meltwater had caused the seas to rise, submerging Berengia, and cutting off the New World from the Old. But just before waters lapped over Berengia, there were two late waves of migration, those of the Na-Dene and Eskimo-Aleuts, about 9,000 bc.


Something else modern Western scientific minds largely agree on: the first humans in America were Paleolithic, their culture characterized by the use of crude stone tools. A second stage of development (Upper Lithic or Paleo-American) beginning circa 20,000 bc, saw American aboriginals fashion stone knives and points for spears which were thin, flat and fluted; the spears themselves were launched from a wooden spear-thrower or atlatl. Then, around 10,000 years ago, either because of a shift in the Earth’s axis or because of over-hunting, the giant Pleistocene herbivores that had enticed humans to the Americas vanished, forcing these so-called Clovis People (named after the archeological site near Clovis, New Mexico) to turn to the hunting of smaller game, and even farming. Milling stones and manos began to appear. In this ‘Archaic Stage’ the Native Peoples became spectacularly efficient in adapting to the environments in which they found themselves, whether it was the salmon-rich waters of the Pacific Northwest coast (the Tlingit), the wild rice bearing Great Lakes (the Menominee), or the harsh deserts of Arizona with their life-saving Mesquite trees (the Pima). As the tribes built relationships with their land, so they themselves changed, in shape, culture, religion, and tongue. From the single voice of the first settlers, there came a Babel of languages: Algonquian, Siouan, Iroquoian, Athapascan, Piman, Shoshonean, Shahaptian, Caddoan, Salishan among hundreds of others. The linguist Morris Swadesh estimated that when Columbus waded ashore in 1492, the inhabitants were speaking 2,200 languages.


Although the white latecomers like to talk of ‘the Indian’ when they gate-crashed the New World, 5 or so million original inhabitants living north of Mexico had long diverged into distinct nations – about 500 of them. In much the same way as the French and English both inhabited Europe but were utterly unlike each other, so were the nations of North America. This diversity of nationality ensured that while some tribes would resist the European colonialist, others threw in their lot with the newcomers, either to extend their power over their neighbours (the Mohegans), or to defend themselves from hegemonic locals (as did the Crows, who shared the same neck of the Plains as the expansionist Sioux).


It follows that the Native Americans did not share a single religion. Yet certain generalizations about Native American religion may be hazarded. Running through the religion of Native Peoples was a sense of sacred interconnection between the aboriginal and his environment, a spiritual axis around which myth, morality and aesthetics revolved. To many Native Americans, each tree and animal had its own spirit, with which the individual could commune. If the harmonious relationship with nature was put out of kilter, only bad things could happen until respect, virtuous deeds, beautiful art, dances and prayers harmonized the tribe and their land. Above all, indigenous peoples of the continent sought to preserve balance in their relations with the world by ritual.


Most tribes had shamans, individuals who mixed priesthood with medicine, who were believed to be able to establish direct contact with the spirit world, as well as ward off evil spirits, ensure good hunting, help the crops grow, bring success in battle. But these good things could only happen if the world and its animals were accorded respect, as well as accessed and honoured with ritual. Animals had the power of reason – and they reasoned that they would only give their life to those who honoured them. The Montagnais above the St Lawrence River, to the incredulity of the Jesuit priests who encountered them in the 1630s, would not allow dogs to eat the bones of animals the Montagnais had trapped. Souls of the beaver, patiently explained the Montagnais to the black-clad priests, visited the home of prospective hunters to see how the bones of dead beaver kin were treated. ‘If they [the bones] have been given to the dogs, the other beavers would be warned, and so they would make themselves difficult to catch.’ The Dakota Sioux ceremonially buried the bones of elk and beaver after eating the flesh. The Powhatans made offerings of tobacco for their fish traps.


Although generally bound to the Earth, the Amerindian was especially bound to one corner of it. Common to Amerindian religion was the belief that each nation was created for its own land, and it was special to them. In the words of Geronimo, the famed Apache war chief:


For each tribe of men Usen [God] created he also made a home. In the land for any particular tribe He placed whatever would be best for the welfare of that tribe, the Apaches and their home [were] each created for the other by Usen himself.


And in the words of Luther Standing Bear, who became chief of the Oglala Sioux in 1905:


The American Indian is of the soil, whether it be the region of forests, plains, pueblos, or mesas. He fits into the landscape, for the hand that fashioned the continent also fashioned the man for his surroundings. He once grew as naturally as the wild flowers; he belongs just as the buffalo belonged.


Just as the Native Americans had no common religion, they had no universal mythology. The multitude of tribes each developed their own stories about the creation of the earth, the coming of the first people, and the lives and doings of deities and heroes.


Before exploring the mythology of North America, it is beneficial to consider the geography and climate of the continent because, as Geronimo and Luther Standing Bear so cogently explained, the link between the Native American (and his and her mythology) and the environment is absolute.


In dealing with the vast mythology of North America contemporary anthropologists, for convenience, organize myths by geography to produce nine or so principal culture areas. These are:


Arctic


A vast desert of ice, tundra, cold seas and rocky beaches, the Arctic culture area extends from Alaska around the northern rim of the continent to eastern Greenland. The two primary Native peoples are the Inuit and the Aleuts of the Aleutian archipelago off the southwest coast of Alaska. Both groups in the Archaic Period before white contact developed a hunting lifestyle that was nomadic in summer and sedentary in winter, with the key food source being sea mammals and fish, led by seals, salmon, trout, capelin, the narwhal, beluga whales. Inland in summer and in autumn eggs, roots and berries were gathered. Due to nomadism the Eskimo did not evolve political structures; the Aleuts, who lived a more settled existence developed a caste system, which included a slave category.


Subarctic


The Subarctic culture area covers most of Canada, except for the Northwest Coast and the Arctic margin; it also includes the interior of Alaska. The subarctic tundra and forest was home to numerous Native American peoples that can be divided into two major groups: the Algonquian speakers of eastern Canada (including the Cree, Montagnais and Ojibwa) and the Athapascan speakers of western Canada and the Alaskan interior (such as Chipewya and Dogrib). Most tribes were hunters of the caribou, living in easily transportable dwellings of bent poles and caribou skins. Hunting and fishing were supplemented by plant-gathering. To the south of the culture area birch bark was a staple building material, used for everything from wigwams to canoes. The subsistence lifestyle of the subarctic tribes militated against the formation of large political or social groups, and ‘villages’ were small and based on single autonomous families.


Northwest Coast


Stretching from southern Alaska to northern California, the Pacific Northwest offered a wet but temperate climate, which afforded a comfortable lifestyle based around fishing, predominantly of the salmon that swarmed in the sea and rivers. The forested land behind the shore, which backed onto the Cascade Range, offered easy and rich pickings, with abundant moose, caribou, deer, mountain sheep, birds, berries, eggs among the firs and redwoods. There was no agriculture. Wood was used for the construction of lodges and canoes, and bark fibres, together with goat and dog wool used to make clothing. (The Salish kept a small breed of dog expressly for the purpose of shearing.) Relative affluence and a sedentary lifestyle, based around permanent large shore-side villages, with up to thirty houses, resulted in a sophisticated culture and highly stratified, hierarchical society based on kinship to the chief. War with rival villages was endemic, with the consequence that heroism was a significant strand in the culture’s mythology.


California


The favourable climatic conditions in the culture area of California, approximately the current area of the state absenting the southeast section along the Colorado, provided prolific food and raw materials for housing, cloths and tools. At the time of first contact in 1540, the aboriginal population was estimated to be upwards of 300,000 people. These lived in some 100 tribes and bands, speaking 200 languages. Despite this diversity, almost all native Californians were primarily foragers; only alongside the Colorado River was agriculture practised. Lamas, a type of edible hyacinth, and acorns were major sources of starch. Villages were typically comprised of a small number of families related through the paternal line; the villages were not allied to tribes and rights were extended to all within the curtilage. Indian culture and land holding in California was first eradicated by Spanish missionary activity (‘The Mission Period’), then by the gold rush that began in 1848.


Southwest


The Southwest culture area comprises present-day New Mexico and Arizona together with parts of Utah, Colorado, Texas, and northwest Mexico. An arid region of desert and mountains, the Southwest culture area had been home to different people at different times before white contact. Some of the aboriginals were hunter-gatherers and remained so, while others c. 4,000 bc began cultivating maize and squash, probably after contact with cultures from Mesoamerica.


Because farming in the Southwest was labour-intensive (it required irrigation in the form of hundreds of miles of canals), the local society of the Native Peoples ineluctably transformed into a sophisticated, stratified, sedentary village-based civilization – as had all other cultures based around water-control, beginning with the ancient Egyptians. Three complex cultures emerged in the Southwest between ad 200 and 1100 in the form of the Mogollon, Hohokam and the Anasazi, all of which constructed stone and adobe villages (called Pueblos by the Spanish) overseen by a hierarchy of men who combined in their personages the functions of chief and priest. Until 1882, the Anasazi pueblo at Chaco Canyon, New Mexico, with its five-storey building housing maybe 1,500 people was the biggest apartment block in America.


The Anasazi were the probable ancestors of the Acoma, Zuñi and Hopi, while the Hohokam were the ancestors of the Pima and Papago. During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Hohokam and Anasazi agriculture experienced a decline due to soil depletion and drought. (The same drought affected the Great Plains; in the mythology of the plains there are stories describing how a giant serpent swallowed all the rivers.) The Hohokam abandoned their villages and reverted to nomadic hunting and gathering; the Anasazi, meanwhile, moved south and east into new pueblos.


Approximately two centuries later, archeologists suggest, the Apache and Navajo migrated to the Southwest from the subarctic (both tribes are Athapascan speakers); the Navajo took to the farming lifestyle of the local tribes, especially sheep-herding, but the Apache remained hunter-gatherers. Generally ‘Archaic Period’ Indians in the Southwest outside the Pueblos had a loose system of tribal government because the poverty of the environment obliged them to split into small groups. Shamans were known to all tribes. Unusually, Navajo medicine-men often considered themselves to have been magically transgendered and would wear women’s clothing.


The popular image of the Native American might be a be-feathered hunter astride a pony on the buffalo Plains, but it is nonetheless the case that 60 per cent of the world’s contemporary food comes from plants domesticated by Amerindians such as the Pueblo peoples and their ancestors. These vegetable crops include potatoes, sweet potatoes, tomatoes, tobacco, peppers, pumpkins and maize (or ‘corn’) plants. Maize derived from a wild grass of Mexico called teosinte, and took approximately 7,000 years of genetic selection to provide large, sustaining cobs. The Indians of the Southwest also domesticated the turkey; this, along with the dog, was the only animal domesticated by Native Americans before white contact.


The move to agriculture enabled population growth. Many have tried to estimate how many ‘Indians’ inhabited the New World prior to the arrival of the Europeans. While many scholars suggest 5 million aboriginals lived in North America in 1492, the range of population figures spans from 1 million to 10 million. Beyond dispute is that population density was highest in agricultural areas.


Great Basin


A vast area of inhospitable desert and salt flats run through by mountains, the Great Basin largely overlaps with the states of Utah and Nevada, together with parts of Oregon, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, California, and includes the Columbia and Fraser River basins. Nearly all of the dominant tribes, which included the Paiute and Bannock, spoke Shoshone. Prior to European contact, the tribes were nomadic foragers, with the exception of some sedentary tribes located along the major rivers and the foothills of the Rockies; the absence of large game meant that the diet was often vegetarian, supplemented by small animals, reptiles, fish and insects. People generally lived in small family units, only coming together for specific events, principally the pinion harvest in the autumn. As was typical of hunter-gatherers, leadership and social organization were informal; even shamans had no special rights, and the vocation was open to anyone with a calling. Great Basin tribes were pantheistic, believing that a supernatural force, puha, resided in everything. During the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, some of the Great Basin tribes became horsed and formed bands of mounted hunters which took on the cultural attributes of the Plains Indians.


The Plains


The almost unbroken ocean of grassland known as the Great Plains, home to great herds of buffalo, extends south from Alberta in Canada to the Gulf of Mexico, from the foothills of the Rockies east to the Mississippi. The original Plains dwellers were small bands of nomads who subsisted on foraging along river bottoms, plus the hunting of buffalo on foot (and stampeding them over cliffs into ‘blood kettles’) twice a year, in February for robes and in autumn for meat, before taking up part-time farming. Population expansion in the eastern woodlands pushed more people onto the plains c. ad 1300, so that by the mid sixteenth century the grassland supported upwards of 150,000 peoples. However, the tribes which became renowned as the Plains Indians – the Sioux, Arapaho, Cheyenne, Blackfeet, Comanche – mostly arrived in the 1700s when the white man’s horse had gone native and was available for the taking. These previously pedestrian foragers and farmers took up a mounted, nomadic lifestyle exclusively organized around the hunting of the buffalo. The Sioux found no less than 88 uses for bos bison Americanus excluding food.


Plains tribes spent the winter in conical earth lodges; in summer they lived in portable teepees as they followed the buffalo. Fully nomadic tribes lived in teepees made from as many as thirty buffalo hides; until the horse, teepees had been restricted to between six and ten hides in size, because the dog, the aboriginals’ original beast of burden, could pull no more. The Sioux liked to decorate the outside of their tents with pictographs, believing that these had supernatural powers to ward off misfortune and sickness; in Blackfeet bands, only high status members were permitted to paint the sacred Morning Star symbol on the top of their teepees.


There was little formal governance on the Great Plains, with bands (extended families sharing a common ancestor) organized into tribes led by a chief, who won his position through bravery or wisdom. Plains society, however, was intricate, and was based on ownership of horses, spiritual power derived from visions, and, above all, from war honours. Most tribes had warrior societies, such as the Kit Fox or Crazy Dogs, that jealously administered war honours, which were recorded on teepees and war bonnets. Warfare was a way of life for Plains Indian males. There were certain differences between the tribes as to what counted as the most daring exploit in war, but generally to ‘count coup’ – to touch an enemy warrior harmlessly with hand or weapon – was topmost. Scalping had religious purpose, because scalps empowered the taker and ritually transferred mourning to the enemy. Shamans, priestly magicians and healers, were integral to tribal life.


Southeast


A land of mild winters and high rainfall, the Southeast provided abundant and fertile soil, forests filled with game, and rivers teeming with fish. Native society, much influenced by the Mesoamerican tribes to the south, was advanced. Beginning with the Hopewell civilization, which adopted maize-growing c. ad 100, the region saw successive cultures which constructed vast earthen burial mounds, culminating in the Mississippian civilization that flourished c. ad 750 to 1200. The Mississippians were the benefactors of a new strain of corn so productive it became almost the sole crop. As elsewhere, agriculture encouraged more complex social and political structures; the Mississippian capital of Cahokia (across the river from present day St Louis), which contained over 10,000 people, was ruled over by an absolute monarch, the Great Sun chief. Whereas the previous mound cultures had settled for using the mound as a burial site, the Mississippians topped their tumps with temples and palaces. The Great Sun’s complex at Cahokia stood on top of a mound 100 feet high and 16 acres in extent. Mississippi culture was unique in North America developing a distinct ruling class. Even with the decline of the classical Mississippian culture, life in the region continued to be based around agriculture and permanent large-scale villages. Often these were governed by a council of elders with a chief (or chieftainess) in a presiding role.


Although they consisted of a large number of tribes, the Indians of the Southeast had in common a complex belief system centred on farming. The most important ritual was the Green Corn Ceremony, a festival of thanksgiving and renewal held to coincide with the ripening of the autumn crop. The Southeast tribes, additionally, all followed a matrilineal clan system.


Northeast


The Northeast culture region stretches south from Canada to Tennessee, west from the Atlantic coast to the Mississippi River. In the heavily wooded Northeast culture region the Indian tribes sustained themselves by hunter-gathering and agriculture. Divided principally into two language groups, Iroquois and Algonquin, the peoples of the Northeast lived in small semi-permanent villages (often fortified) and maize was a staple foodstuff, its culture learned from the horticulturalists of the Southeast. The Algonquian language has added ‘tomahawk’ and ‘moccasin’, among other words, to the English lexicon. Most of the tribes of the Northeastern Woodlands were matrilineal. The Iroquois were intensely politically sophisticated, and formed a confederation in the sixteenth century to dominate neighbouring tribes. Native land struggles were intensified by European colonization from 1497 onwards, and by the 1700s many Algonquian nations had migrated west to the Great Lakes, where they in turn displaced some of the existing tribes.


The land struggles of the Northeast tribes were not about ownership in the accepted, Western sense. A band or tribe might claim certain land as their territory – which could be vast, as with the Comanche of the southern plains – but it was held communally. Five hundred years of tragedy resulted from the inability of the whites to understand that the Native American’s hunting or farming grounds were also his home, and the place to which he was spiritually attached.


But it was not just the tribes and their land that were devastated by European colonization. So was their culture, including their mythologies.


No Native American culture had writing. Consequently, myths, legends and tales were transmitted orally. With the eradication of the tribes, whether through war or the white man’s microbes, many myths were lost forever, along with the languages with which they were spoken. About a third of the tongues of native North America were lost for ever.


Although many early European explorers noted the beliefs of the Native Americans they met, Americans and Europeans did not begin recording and collecting Indian myths in earnest until the 1820s, beginning with Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, Indian agent, and spouse of a half-Ojibwa woman. (Schoolcraft’s ethnographical studies of the Ojibwa provided Longfellow with much of the source material for his epic poem, The Song of Hiawatha.) Another early collector of Indian myths was the artist George Catlin. But the recording and translation of Native American myths reached its zenith between 1887 and 1934, as scholars rushed to record these texts before yet more tribes and their mythological heritage vanished.


One such collector was the Scottish folklorist Lewis Spence (1874–1955), author of Myths and Legends of the North American Indians, first published in 1914 and which forms the bulk of the current volume. Spence, rightly, was hugely impressed by the ‘conscientious and enterprising’ United States Bureau of Ethnology, and relied heavily on their endeavours. In recording Native American myths Spence was sound. However, the interpretation and classification of myth has changed considerably in a century, as has the anthropological understanding of Native Americans in the prehistoric times. Consequently, in order to reflect the state of contemporary research on Native American mythology this volume has omitted Spence’s chapter 1 (‘Divisions, Customs, and History of the Race’) and replaced it with the above survey. Additional information about the tribes, their myths, as well as current folkloric concepts (notably the ‘trickster’, ‘culture hero’ and ‘transformer’) is contained in the commentaries which begin each chapter.


As Spence himself recognized so accurately and sensitively, the reader coming to Native American myth for the first time is stepping into a world wholly unlike the safe and certain belief systems of Western science. It is a world which is often threatening and fantastic, a world where capriciousness, deceit and the inexplicable rule. Welcome to the world of the infamous shape-shifting trickster Coyote.


As is obvious from a mere moment’s reflection, myth was the means by which American Indians made sense of an unpredictable universe. Myth was, above all, the method by which the present was explained by the past. Mythology evolved as people sought to answer questions about the world: Who made man? Where did corn – a staple crop of numerous native societies – come from?


Myths have other functions. Another key function of myth is to account for a tribe’s religion and lifestyle; in Sioux origin stories, for example, the ‘culture hero’ (see p 21 for an explanation of the term) White Buffalo gives the Lakota tribes a sacred pipe, the obligation for following seven ceremonies, and the buffalo as their principal food source.


More minor functions of myth are to teach moral values and principles. The recitation of myth plays a role in healing and cultural renewal. The Navajo ‘Blessingway’ ceremony is simultaneously a telling of the tribe’s creation myth and prayer for healing and harmony.


Native myth-making did not stop on contact with the Europeans. Some Native American myths, indeed, were influenced by contact with the first missionaries. This interaction can be detected in the ‘First Creator and Lone Man’ version of the creation myth of the Mandan, in which the second deity character, Jesus-like, is born as a man then disappears from earth after his good works.


Myths are sacred ancient narratives. Legends and tales, in contrast, while commonly containing a moral kernel, are principally for entertainment rather than religious or social purposes. Both myths and legends were, as already noted, oral narratives; the bare words collected by white scholars would have been complemented in their original telling by the speaker’s gestures and illustrative aids, such as stone carvings, shells, or pottery. Speakers in Northeastern tribes used mnemonics to aid their story-telling. The Iroquois had Wampum Belts, while the Ojibwa (Chippewa) recorded the mythical stories of the tribe’s heroes in pictographs on birch bark.


The word myth trails an unfortunate connotation of falsehood. In no sense should Native American myths be regarded as being untrue. They are alternative explanations of reality. They address issues germane to those people who developed them. They contain empirical information about history that passes the muster of Western science and law. In one celebrated example of the validity of myth, in 1997 the Supreme Court of Canada recognized the Bear Mother myth of the Gitksan as evidence in support of the tribe’s claim to 22,000 square miles of British Columbia.


As the case of the Gitksan demonstrates so dramatically, myth is not dead. For Native Americans it is a source of identity, a mechanism for cultural and political renewal. For everyone else, the myths of Native America are extraordinary gateways into the minds and lives of the continent’s original inhabitants.
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THE MYTHOLOGIES OF THE NORTH AMERICAN INDIANS


Animism


All mythological systems spring from the same fundamental basis. The gods are the children of reverence and necessity. But their genealogy stretches still farther back. Savage man, unable to distinguish between the animate and inanimate, imagines every surrounding object to be, like himself, instinct with life. Trees, the winds, the river (which he names ‘the Long Person’), all possess life and consciousness in his eyes. The trees moan and rustle, therefore they speak, or are, perchance, the dwelling-place of powerful spirits. The winds are full of words, sighings, warnings, threats, the noises, without doubt, of wandering powers, friendly or unfriendly beings. The water moves, articulates, prophesies, as, for example, did the Peruvian Rimac and Ipurimac – ‘the Oracles’, ‘the Prophesiers’. Even abstract qualities were supposed to possess the attributes of living things. Light and darkness, heat and cold, were regarded as active and alert agencies. The sky was looked upon as the All-Father from whose co-operation with the Mother Earth all living things had sprung. This condition of belief is known as ‘animism’.


Totemism


If inanimate objects and natural phenomena were endowed by savage imagination with the qualities of life and thought, the creatures of the animal world were placed upon a still higher level. The Indian, brought into contact with the denizens of the forest and prairie, conceived a high opinion of their qualities and instinctive abilities. He observed that they possessed greater cunning in forest-craft than himself, that their hunting instinct was much more sure, that they seldom suffered from lack of provisions, that they were more swift of foot. In short, he considered them to be his superiors in those faculties which he most coveted and admired. Various human attributes and characteristics became personified and even exaggerated in some of his neighbours of wood and plain. The fox was proverbial for craft, the wild cat for stealth, the bear for a wrong-headed stupidity, the owl for a cryptic wisdom, the deer for swiftness. In each of these attributes the several animals to whom they belonged appeared to the savage as more gifted than himself, and so deeply was he influenced by this seeming superiority that if he coveted a certain quality he would place himself under the protection of the animal or bird which symbolized it. Again, if a tribe or clan possessed any special characteristic, such as fierceness or cunning, it was usually called by its neighbours after the bird or beast which symbolized its character. A tribe would learn its nickname from captives taken in war; or it might even bestow such an appellation upon itself. After the lapse of a few generations the members of a tribe would regard the animal whose qualities they were supposed to possess as their direct ancestor, and would consider that all the members of his species were their blood-relations. This belief is known as totemism, and its adoption was the means of laying the foundation of a widespread system of tribal rule and custom, by which marriage and many of the affairs of life were and are wholly governed. Probably all European and Asiatic peoples have passed through this stage, and its remains are to be found deeply embedded in our present social system.


Totemic law and custom


Few generations would elapse before the sense of ancestral devotion to the totem or eponymous forefather of the tribe would become so strong as to be exalted into a fully developed system of worship of him as a deity. That the totem develops into the god is proved by the animal likeness and attributes of many deities in lands widely separate. It accounts for the jackal- and ibis-headed gods of Egypt, the bull-like deities of Assyria, the bestial gods of Hindustan – possibly even for the owl which accompanied the Grecian Pallas, for does not Homer speak of her as ‘owl-eyed’? May not this goddess have developed from an owl totem, and may not the attendant bird of night which perches on her shoulder have been permitted to remain as a sop to her devotees in her more ancient form, who objected to her portrayal as a human being, and desired that some reminder of her former shape might be preserved? That our British ancestors possessed a totemic system is undoubted. Were not the clan Chattan of the Scottish Highlands the ‘sons of the cat’? In the Dean of Lismore’s Book we read of a tribe included under the ‘sons to the king of Rualay’ one battalion of whom was ‘cat-headed’, or wore the totem crest of the cat. The swine-gods and other animal deities possessed by the British Celts assist this theory, as do the remains of many folk-customs in England and Scotland. Our crests are but so many family symbols which have come down to us from the distant days when our forefathers painted them upon their shields or wore them upon their helmets as the badge of their tribe, and thus of its supposed beast-progenitor or protector.


As has been said, a vast and intricate system of tribal law and custom arose from the adoption of totemism. The animal from which the tribe took its name might not be killed or eaten, because of its blood-kinship with the clan. Descent from this ancestor postulated kinship between the various members of the tribe, male and female; therefore the female members were not eligible for marriage with the males, who had perforce to seek for wives elsewhere. This often led to the partial adoption of another tribe or family in the vicinity, and of its totem, in order that a suitable exchange of women might be made as occasion required, and thus to the inclusion of two gentes or divisions within the tribe, each with its different totem-name, yet each regarding itself as a division of the tribal family. Thus a member of the ‘Fox’ gens might not marry a woman of his own division, but must seek a bride from the ‘Bears’, and similarly a ‘Bear’ tribesman must find a wife from among the ‘Foxes’.


Severity of totemic rule


The utmost severity attached to the observation of totemic law and custom, to break which was regarded as a serious crime. Indeed, no one ever thought of infringing it, so powerful are habit and the force of association. It is not necessary to specify here the numerous customs which may be regarded as the outcome of the totemic system, for many of these have little in common with mythology proper. It will suffice to say that they were observed with a rigour beside which the rules of the religions of civilized peoples appear lax and indulgent. As this system exercised such a powerful influence on Indian life and thought, the following passage from the pen of a high authority on Indian totemism may be quoted with advantage:1


‘The native American Indian, holding peculiar self-centred views as to the unity and continuity of all life and the consequent inevitable interrelations of the several bodies and beings in nature, especially of man to the beings and bodies of his experience and environment, to whom were imputed by him various anthropomorphic attributes and functions in addition to those naturally inherent in them, has developed certain fundamentally important cults, based on those views, that deeply affect his social, religious, and civil institutions. One of these doctrines is that persons and organizations of persons are one and all under the protecting and fostering tutelage of some imaginary being or spirit. These tutelary or patron beings may be grouped, by the mode and motive of their acquirement and their functions, into two fairly well defined groups or classes: (1) those which protect individuals only, and (2) those which protect organizations of persons. But with these two classes of tutelary beings is not infrequently confounded another class of protective imaginary beings, commonly called fetishes, which are regarded as powerful spiritual allies of their possessors. Each of these several classes of guardian beings has its own peculiar traditions, beliefs, and appropriate cult. The modes of the acquirement and the motives for the acquisition of these several classes of guardian beings differ in some fundamental and essential respects. The exact method of acquiring the clan or gentile group patrons or tutelaries is still an unsolved problem, although several plausible theories have been advanced by astute students to explain the probable mode of obtaining them. With respect to the personal tutelary and the fetish, the data are sufficiently clear and full to permit a satisfactory description and definition of these two classes of tutelary and auxiliary beings. From the available data bearing on this subject, it would seem that much confusion regarding the use and acquirement of personal and communal tutelaries or patron beings has arisen by regarding certain social, political, and religious activities as due primarily to the influence of these guardian deities, when in fact those features were factors in the social organization on which has been later imposed the cult of the patron or guardian spirit. Exogamy, names and class names, and various taboos exist where “totems” and “totemism”, the cults of the guardian spirits, do not exist.


‘Some profess to regard the clan or gentile group patron or tutelary as a mere development of the personal guardian, but from the available but insufficient data bearing on the question it appears to be, in some of its aspects, more closely connected in origin, or rather in the method of its acquisition, with the fetish, the Iroquois otchina’ ken’da, “an effective agency of sorcery”, than with any form of the personal tutelary. This patron spirit of course concerns the group regarded as a body, for with regard to each person of the group, the clan or gentile guardian is inherited, or rather acquired by birth, and it may not be changed at will. On the other hand, the personal tutelary is obtained through the rite of vision in a dream or a trance, and it must be preserved at all hazards as one of the most precious possessions. The fetish is acquired by personal choice, by purchase, or by inheritance, or from some chance circumstance or emergency, and it can be sold or discarded at the will of the possessor in most cases; the exception is where a person has entered into a compact with some evil spirit or being that, in consideration of human or other sacrifices in its honour at stated periods, the said spirit undertakes to perform certain obligations to this man or woman, and in default of which the person forfeits his right to live.


‘“Totemism” is a purely philosophical term which modern anthropological literature has burdened with a great mass of needless controversial speculation and opinion. The doctrine and use of tutelary or patron guardian spirits by individuals and by organized bodies of persons are defined by Powell as “a method of naming”, and as “the doctrine and system of naming”. But the motive underlying the acquisition and use of guardian or tutelary spirits, whether by an individual or by an organized body of persons, is always the same – namely, to obtain welfare and to avoid ill-fare. So it appears to be erroneous to define this cult as “the doctrine and system of naming”. It is rather the recognition, exploitation, and adjustment of the imaginary mystic relation of the individual or of the body of organized persons to the postulated orendas, mystic powers, surrounding each of these units of native society. With but few exceptions, the recognized relation between the clan or gens and its patron deity is not one of descent or source, but rather that of protection, guardianship, and support. The relationship as to source between these two classes of superior beings is not yet determined; so to avoid confusion in concepts, it is better to use distinctive names for them, until their connection, if any, has been definitely ascertained: this question must not be prejudged. The hypothetic inclusion of these several classes in a general one, branded with the rubric “totem” or its equivalent, has led to needless confusion. The native tongues have separate names for these objects, and until the native classification can be truthfully shown to be erroneous it would seem to be advisable to designate them by distinctive names. Notwithstanding the great amount of study of the literature of the social features of aboriginal American society, there are many data relative to this subject that have been overlooked or disregarded.’


Fetishism


Side by side with animism and totemism flourishes a third type of primitive belief, known as ‘fetishism’. This word is derived from the Portuguese feitiço, ‘a charm’, ‘something made by art’, and is applied to any object, large or small, natural or artificial, regarded as possessing consciousness, volition, and supernatural qualities, and especially orenda, or magic power.


As has been said, the Indian intelligence regards all things, animals, water, the earth, trees, stones, the heavenly bodies, even night and day, and such properties as light and darkness, as possessing animation and the power of volition. It is, however, the general Indian belief that many of these are under some spell or potent enchantment. The rocks and trees are confidently believed by the Indian to be the living tombs of imprisoned spirits, resembling the dryads of Greek folklore, so that it is not difficult for him to conceive an intelligence, more or less potent, in any object, no matter how uncommon – indeed, the more uncommon the greater the probability of its being the abode of some powerful intelligence, incarcerated for revenge or some similar motive by the spell of a mighty enchanter.


The fetish is, in short, a mascot – a luck-bringer. The civilized person who attaches a swastika or small charm to his watch-chain or her bangle is unconsciously following in the footsteps of many pagan ancestors; but with this difference, that the idea that ‘luck’ resides in the trinket is weak in the civilized mind, whereas in the savage belief the ‘luck’ resident in the fetish is a powerful and living thing – an intelligence which must be placated with prayer, feast, and sacrifice. Fetishes which lose their reputations as bringers of good-fortune usually degenerate into mere amulets or talismanic ornaments, and their places are taken by others. The fetish differs from the class of tutelary or ‘household’ gods in that it may be sold or bartered, whereas tutelary or domestic deities are never to be purchased, or even loaned.


Fetish objects


Nearly all the belongings of a shaman, or medicine-man, are classed as fetishes by the North American Indians. These usually consist of the skins of beasts, birds, and serpents, roots, bark, powder, and numberless other objects. But the fetish must be altogether divorced from the idea of religion proper, with which it has little or no connection, being found side by side with religious phases of many types. The fetish may be a bone, a feather, an arrow-head, a stick, carved or painted, a fossil, a tuft of hair, a necklace of fingers, a stuffed skin, the hand of an enemy, anything which might be suggested to the original possessor in a dream or a flight of imagination. It is sometimes fastened to the scalp-lock, to the dress, to the bridle, concealed between the layers of a shield, or specially deposited in a shrine in the wigwam. The idea in the mind of the original maker is usually symbolic, and is revealed only to one formally chosen as heir to the magical possession, and pledged in his turn to a similar secrecy.


Notwithstanding that the cult of fetishism is not, strictly speaking, a department of religious activity, a point exists at which the fetish begins to evolve into a god. This happens when the object survives the test of experience and achieves a more than personal or tribal popularity. Nevertheless the fetish partakes more of the nature of those spirits which are subservient to man (for example, the Arabian jinn) than of gods proper, and if it is prayed and sacrificed to on occasion, the ‘prayers’ are rather of the nature of a magical invocation, and the ‘sacrifices’ no more than would be accorded to any other assisting agent. Thus sharply must we differentiate between a fetish or captive spirit and a god. But it must be further borne in mind that a fetish is not necessarily a piece of personal property. It may belong collectively to an entire community. It is not necessarily a small article, but may possess all the appearances of a full-blown idol. An idol, however, is the abode of a god – the image into which a deity may materialize. A fetish, on the other hand, is the place of imprisonment of a subservient spirit, which cannot escape, and, if it would gain the rank of godhead, must do so by a long series of luck-bringing, or at least by the performance of a number of marvels of a protective or fortune-making nature. It is not unlikely that a belief exists in the Indian mind that there are many wandering spirits who, in return for food and other comforts, are willing to materialize in the shape the savage provides for them, and to assist him in the chase and other pursuits of life.


Apache fetishes


Among the Athapascan Indians the Apaches, both male and female, wear fetishes which they call tzi-daltai, manufactured from lightning-riven wood, generally pine or cedar, or fir from the mountains. These are highly valued, and are never sold. They are shaved very thin, rudely carved in the semblance of the human form, and decorated with incised lines representing the lightning. They are small in size, and few of them are painted. Bourke describes one that an Apache chief carried about with him, which was made of a piece of lath, unpainted, having a figure in yellow drawn upon it, with a narrow black band and three snake’s heads with white eyes. It was further decorated with pearl buttons and small eagle-down feathers. The reverse and obverse were identical.


Many of the Apaches attached a piece of malachite to their guns and bows to make them shoot accurately. Bourke mentions a class of fetishes which he terms ‘phylacteries’. These are pieces of buckskin or other material upon which are inscribed certain characters or symbols of a religious or ‘medicine’ nature, and they are worn attached to the person who seeks benefit from them. They differ from the ordinary fetish in that they are concealed from the public gaze. These ‘phylacteries’, Bourke says, ‘themselves medicine’, may be employed to enwrap other ‘medicine’, and ‘thus augment their own potentialities’. He describes several of these objects. One worn by an Indian named Ta-ul-tzu-je ‘was tightly rolled in at least half a mile of saddler’s silk, and when brought to light was found to consist of a small piece of buckskin two inches square, upon which were drawn red and yellow crooked lines, which represented the red and yellow snake. Inside were a piece of malachite and a small cross of lightning-riven pine, and two very small perforated shells. The cross they designated “the black mind”.’ Another ‘phylactery’ consisted of a tiny bag of hoddentin, holding a small quartz crystal and four feathers of eagle-down. This charm, it was explained by an Indian, contained not merely the ‘medicine’ of the crystal and the eagle, but also that of the black bear, the white lion, and the yellow snake.


Iroquoian fetishes


Things that seem at all unusual are accepted by the Hurons, a tribe of the Iroquois, as oky, or supernatural, and therefore it is accounted lucky to find them. In hunting, if they find a stone or other object in the entrails of an animal they at once make a fetish of it. Any object of a peculiar shape they treasure for the same reason. They greatly fear that demons or evil spirits will purloin their fetishes, which they esteem so highly as to propitiate them in feasts and invoke them in song. The highest type of fetish obtainable by a Huron was a piece of the onniont, or great armoured serpent, a mythological animal revered by many North American tribes.


Fetishism among the Algonquins


Hoffmann states that at the ‘medicine’ lodges of some Algonquian tribes there are preserved fetishes or amulets worn above the elbows, consisting of strands of bead-work, metal bands, or skunk skins, while bracelets of shells, buckskin, or metal are also worn. A great tribal fetish of the Cheyenne was their ‘medicine’ arrow, which was taken from them by the Pawnees in battle. The head of this arrow projects from the bag which contains it, and it is covered with delicate waved or spiral lines, which denote its sacred character. It was, indeed, the palladium of the tribe. A peculiar type of fetish consisted of a mantle made from the skin of a deer and covered with feathers mixed with beadings. It was made and used by the medicine-men as a mantle of invisibility, or charmed covering to enable spies to traverse an enemy’s country in security. In this instance the fetishistic power depended upon the devices drawn upon the article. The principal fetishes among the Hidatsa tribe of the Sioux are the skins of foxes and wolves, the favourite worn fetish being the stripe from the back of a wolf-skin with the tail hanging down the shoulders. A slit is made in the skin, through which the warrior puts his head, so that the skin of the wolf’s head hangs down upon his breast. The most common tribal fetishes of the Sioux are, or were, buffalo heads, the neck-bones of which they preserve in the belief that the buffalo herds will thereby be prevented from removing to too great a distance. At certain periods they perform a ceremony with these bones, which consists in taking a potsherd filled with embers, throwing sweet-smelling grease upon it, and fumigating the bones with the smoke. There are certain trees and stones which are regarded as fetishes. To these offerings of red cloth, red paint, and other articles are made. Each individual has his personal fetish, and it is carried in all hunting and warlike excursions. It usually consists of a head, claws, stuffed skin, or other representative feature of the fetish animal. Even the horses are provided with fetishes, in the shape of a deer’s horn, to ensure their swiftness. The rodent teeth of the beaver are regarded as potent charms, and are worn by little girls round their necks to make them industrious.


At Sikyatki, in Arizona, a territorial nucleus of the Hopi Indians, Mr Fewkes had opportunities of inspecting many interesting fetish forms. A number of these discovered in native graves were pebbles with a polished surface, or having a fancied resemblance to some animal shape. Many of the personal fetishes of the Hopi consist of fossils, some of which attain the rank of tribal fetishes and are wrapped up in sacred bundles, which are highly venerated. In one grave was found a single large fetish in the shape of a mountain lion, made of sandstone, in which legs, ears, tail, and eyes are represented, the mouth still showing the red pigment with which it had been coloured. This is almost identical with some fetishes used by the Hopi at the present day.


Totemism and fetishism meet


Fetishism among the Zuñi Indians of the south arose from an idea they entertained that they were kin with animals; in other words, their fetishes were totemistic. Totemism and fetishism were by no means incompatible with one another, but often flourished side by side. Fetishism of the Zuñi description is, indeed, the natural concomitant of a totemic system. Zuñi fetishes are usually concretions of lime or objects in which a natural resemblance to animals has been heightened by artificial means. Ancient fetishes are much valued by these people, and are often found by them in the vicinity of villages inhabited by their ancestors, and as tribal possessions are handed down from one generation to another. The medicine-men believe them to be the actual petrifactions of the animals they represent.


The Sun-Children


The Zuñi philosophy of the fetish is given in the ‘Tale of the Two Sun-Children’ as follows: ‘Now that the surface of the earth was hardened even the animals of prey, powerful and like the fathers [gods] themselves, would have devoured the children of men, and the two thought it was not well that they should all be permitted to live, for, said they, “Alike the children of men and the children of the animals of prey multiply themselves. The animals of prey are provided with talons and teeth; men are but poor, the finished beings of earth, therefore the weaker.” Whenever they came across the pathway of one of these animals, were he a great mountain lion or but a mere mole, they struck him with the fire of lightning which they carried on their magic shields. Thlu! and instantly he was shrivelled and turned into stone. Then said they to the animals that they had changed into stone, “That ye may not be evil unto man, but that ye may be a great good unto them, have we changed you into rock everlasting. By the magic breath of prey, by the heart that shall endure forever within you, shall ye be made to serve instead of to devour mankind.” Thus was the surface of the earth hardened and scorched, and many of all kinds of beings changed to stone. Thus, too, it happens that we find here and there throughout the world their forms, sometimes large, like the beings themselves, sometimes shrivelled and distorted, and we often see among the rocks the forms of many beings that live no longer, which shows us that all was different in the “days of the new”. Of these petrifactions, which are, of course, mere concretions or strangely shaped rock-forms, the Zuñi say: “Whomsoever of us may be met with the light of such great good-fortune may see them, and should treasure them for the sake of the sacred [magic] power which was given them in the days of the new.”’2


The prey-gods


This tradition furnishes additional evidence relative to the preceding statement, and is supposed to enlighten the Zuñi Indian as to wherein lies the power of fetishes. It is thought that the hearts of the great animals of prey are infused with a ‘medicinal’ or magic influence over the hearts of the animals they prey upon, and that they overcome them with their breath, piercing their hearts and quite numbing them. Moreover, their roar is fatal to the senses of the lower beasts. The mountain lion absorbs the blood of the game animals, therefore he possesses their acute senses. Again, those powers, as derived from his heart, are preserved in his fetish, since his heart still lives, even although his body be changed to stone. It happens, therefore, that the use of these fetishes is chiefly connected with the chase. But there are exceptions. The great animals of the chase, although fetishistic, are also regarded as supernatural beings, the mythological position of which is absolutely defined. In the City of the Mists lives Po-shai-an-K’ia, father of the ‘medicine’ societies, a culture-hero deity, whose abode is guarded by six beings known as the ‘Prey-Gods’, and it is their counterfeit presentments that are made use of as fetishes. To the north of the City of the Mists dwells the Mountain Lion prey-god, to the west the Bear, to the south the Badger, to the east the Wolf, above the Eagle, below the Mole. These animals possess not only the guardianship of the six regions, but also the mastership of the ‘medicine’ or magic powers which emanate from them. They are the mediators between Po-shai-an-K’ia and man. The prey-gods, as ‘Makers of the Path of Life’, are given high rank among the gods, but notwithstanding this their fetishes are ‘held as in captivity’ by the priests of the various ‘medicine’ orders, and greatly venerated by them as mediators between themselves and the animals they represent. In this character they are exhorted with elaborate prayers, rituals, and ceremonials, and sometimes placated with sacrifices of the prey-gods of the hunt (we-ma-a-ha-i). Their special priests are the members of the Great Coyote People – that is, they consist of eleven members of the Eagle and Coyote clans and of the Prey Brothers priesthood. These prey-gods appear to be almost unique, and may be indicated as an instance of fetishism becoming allied with religious belief. They depict, with two exceptions, the same species of prey animals as those supposed to guard the six regions, the exceptions being the coyote and the wild cat. These six prey animals are subdivided into six varieties. They are, strictly speaking, the property of the priests, and members and priests of the sacred societies are required to deposit their fetishes, when not in use, with the Keeper of the Medicine of the Deer. These ‘medicines’ or memberships alone can perfect the shape of the fetishes and worship them.
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