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The title of my talk draws attention to several key concepts in indigenous American stories. Notice I do not use the word “myth.” Nothing is more offensive to American Indians than to hear the revered teachings of their elders and ancestors referred to as “myths.” Native storytelling deals with cosmic and eternal truths. It is almost always tribally specific, like Indian languages, hence the label “Cherokee story.” This story belongs to the Cherokee people; no other blood group is entitled to tell it. In fact, no other tribe or nation would be interested in telling it. We’ll shortly discover why. 

Another important characteristic reflected in the title is the “living” nature of American Indian culture. A substantial number of people in today’s mainstream culture seem to think that Indians either inhabit some remote bygone era or else all live in dwindling pockets of poverty out west. Their culture and intellectual life is relegated to the practice of archeology, history and the lunatic fringe. Things are changing, though it is still unusual for an Indian to be accepted as an authority on his or her own culture. Non-Indian folklorist Barbara Duncan’s recent book of contemporary storytelling from North Carolina is rightly titled Living Stories of the Cherokee. It includes some of our oldest treasures, such as the story of Kanati and Selu on the origin of meat and corn. 

Thirdly, Indian stories are about places, usually sacred places. Vine Deloria in God Is Red has eloquently established this important difference between Western and non-Western philosophies. Whereas Christian and Eurocentric people tend to dwell on time and destiny and change in their religions and creative constructs, the red man speaks and teaches about places. The locale featured in our story of the sacred dog is Monterey Mountain, a very real place in the Cumberland Mountains of Putnam County, Tennessee, not far from the city of Crossville. Our story could not be set anywhere else, and there are no “variants” about other mountains or a bear taking the place of the dog, for instance. Folklorists or philologists would hardly know where to begin in analyzing a unicus, a testimony that is instanced only once, when it originates, and does not change over time.

Finally, we might note that our story is not about a famous person but a dog, an “animal,” if you will, variously known as the Sacred Dog, the Beloved Dog, or the Principal Dog – in Cherokee, simply Kili.

Let us contrast the oral and written versions of this story and attempt to arrive at some generalizations about what happens to a story when it is stripped of its social context, collected and written down, when it becomes “literature” or “folklore” instead of an act of storytelling. Most scholars today only know American Indian stories from books.

Mooney’s version, called “The Deluge,” appears on page 261 of his large double volume titled Myths of the Cherokee and Sacred Formulas of the Cherokees, published by the Smithsonian in the 1890s. It is presented as one of the “cosmogonic myths,” coming just before the animal stories (some of which you may recognize as similar to Uncle Remus). Mooney recorded it in 1890 from James Wafford, an Oklahoma Cherokee who heard it from his grandmother about 1810, nearly eighty years earlier in Georgia. As you can see, it’s short, only about 250 words, and it has been embellished with certain literary flourishes—whether by Mooney or Wafford, we don’t know. Wafford apparently spoke in English, so the story didn’t have to be translated. Three-fourths of the stories came from the informant Mooney calls Swimmer, who spoke only Cherokee.

THE DELUGE



A long time ago a man had a dog, which began to go down to the river every day and look at the water and howl. At last the man was angry and scolded the dog, which then spoke to him and said:  “Very soon there is going to be a great freshet and the water will come so high that everybody will be drowned; but if you will make a raft to get upon when the rains comes you can be saved, but you must first throw me into the water.” The man did not believe it, and the dog said, “If you want a sign that I speak the truth, look at the back of my neck.” He looked and saw that the dog’s neck had the skin worn off so that the bones stuck out.


Then he believed the dog, and began to build a raft. Soon the rain came and he took his family, with plenty of provisions, and they all got upon it. It rained for a long time, and the water rose until the mountains were covered and all the people in the world were drowned. Then the rain stopped and the waters went down again, until at last it was safe to come off the raft. Now there was no one alive but the man and his family, but one day they heard a sound of dancing and shouting on the other side of the ridge. The man climbed to the top and looked over; everything was still, but all along the valley he saw great piles of bones of the people who had been drowned, and then he knew that the ghosts had been dancing. [Italics added for emphasis.]

Now hear the true story as it was passed to me years ago one starry night beside the fire in Tennessee by Paul Russell, an elder resident and fellow Cherokee of Macon County. The social context, always of paramount importance in storytelling, was my instruction before a naming ceremony.  After hearing his story, I made a pilgrimage to the obscure town of Monterey and paid homage to a broken piece of rock; I still regard the episode as one of the most significant moments in my education.  Russell began by saying, “Most Indian people today don’t know where they came from; they haven’t learned their origin stories. The Tsalagi was one of the big tribes but they lost their traditions early on. They don’t remember why they was called the Ani-Yunwiya in the first place.”

Story of the Sacred Dog


“When the pioneers came through the Cumberland Gap into Tennessee they stumbled onto the Cherokee stronghold. They followed what was known as the Avery Trace. On its northern end, this went to Kentucky and joined the Great Warrior Path to Iroquois lands. On its southern end, it continued on through Nashville and became the Natchez Trace. These roads once connected empires. They went from capital to capital, sacred place to sacred place. The Cherokee had their sacred place on Monterey Mountain. It was marked by a stone monument to their national hero, the dog. The people had carved a large dog out of the top of the mountain in gratitude for their deliverance in the long-ago times.


“Before the Great Flood there lived a man and his wife in a land now below the waters called Lami. There were no Cherokee at that time. The people of that place were a single nation with one tongue. Many had become wicked. They turned to witchcraft to satisfy their desires. This man and his wife kept to the old ways and were faithful. They had a dog that was loyal to them, that they loved very much.


“The dog spoke to the man and his wife in their dreams. One night it told them the world was going to be destroyed. They should make preparations to save their family. The man did not want to believe this. When he saw the dog in the morning he asked the animal what he meant. The dog whimpered and cowered and tried to show fear. The man shook his head. He petted the dog but the dog was not to be comforted. Finally, the dog took the man down to the river and jumped into the rushing water. To show the man what he meant, he tore his arm and leg muscles with his teeth and drowned. The dog gave his life to save the lives of his people.

“The man now knew what he was to do. He began building a boat. He put food and other necessities on it. The neighbors laughed at him because the ocean was far away even though they lived on an island. The stream was too small to carry his boat. When the man tried to warn them, they made fun of him for talking with dogs! It began to rain, and they ridiculed him all the more. The man quietly gathered his family and loaded their things on the boat.


“The flood waters swept them down the river to the sea. It rained for many months. There were earthquakes and the entire earth was covered with water. Finally, their boat came to rest on Monterey Mountain. This is why the Cherokee still live in the mountains, because they are afraid of another flood. They do not like to live where there are no cedar trees either.


“The man and his wife had children, and the children had children. The Cherokees spread out to the east and settled the Cherokee outlet to the sea along the Savannah River. They are called the Principal People [ani yunwiya] to show they are all descended from this couple. The original Wolf Clan is still the most common.


“What happened to the Dog? The settlers in the Cumberland chipped away at it. Soldiers dynamited it. The atrocious Bledsoe brothers built their fort in the middle of the Avery Trace overlooking sacred ceremony ground. They took potshots at the Indians who came to trade and worship there. By the 1970s the Cherokee Dog had dwindled to a foreleg. This was removed by some civic group. Eventually, it was placed on a pedestal in a park in the nearby town of Monterey, where you can see it today.

For ease of comparison, I have placed elements and features of the two versions in the following table. 

	Mooney
	Russell

	· Collector is non-Indian

· Audience is readers, non-Indian

· Myth

· No context unless anthropological

· Collected, heard once

· Published, standardized

· Written, fixed in words

· One to many (author to audience)

· Binary, linear structure

· Focus on conflict, contrast, drama, “but…but”

· Emphasizes sequence of events

· Purpose is information, entertainment

· Persuasion rests on logic

· Author is James Wafford, or his grandmother

· Fossilized, a relic, fragment

· Few details

· Dog speaks, explicitly shows, etc.

· Not related to present

· No explicit moral

· Has tidy ending

· Characters are not equal

· No God or deity

· “ghosts”

· Nature is frightening

· No role for women; “his-story”

· No humor

· No structural markers, confused

· Style lacks concrete, individual

· Distant, detached tone

· ?

· Rhetoric celebrates individual

· ?

· Subject is myth, symbol

· No religious meaning inferred

· Economic, scientific imperative (publish books, findings) 
	· Teller is Indian

· Listener is Indian

· “Where you come from”

· Context communal, educating child

· Heard many times, not written, oral

· Tailored one-on-one

· Told, with hand signs, partly translated, partly archaic, formal language

· Many to one (ancestors talking)

· Circular structure

· Focus on continuity, joining people to past, sense of inclusion, “and”

· Emphasizes sense of place

· Purpose is teaching, healing

· Persuasion depends on speaker’s ethos

· Tribal authorship, spirit speaking

· Living, dynamic, has coda, update

· Many details

· Dog is in dream, spirit, acts

· Updated and adapted to present

· Moral is to reveal meaning of “Ani-Yunwiya”

· Has no ending, encourages listener to reflect, think for himself, act

· Characters are equal

· Great Spirit

· “Spirit”

· Nature is wise

· Role for women

· Humor

· “Do you know where the term Principle People came from? A long, long time ago…and that’s why most Cherokee are wolf.”

· Style colorful, even off-color

· Emotional tone, from heart

· Does not villainize the enemy (white man), protest is peaceful, accepts unfortunate events with equanimity

· Rhetoric celebrates group

· Not aimed at winning the case but at taking cosmic perspective and gently inspiring understanding

· Subject is real event

· Religious overtones

· Storytelling a communal experience (free, egalitarian)


Many of the contrastive points I have listed can be found, mutatis mutandis, in a perceptive little book by Lois J. Einhorn, which claims to be one of the first published on its subject.
 Other features agree well with George Kennedy’s groundbreaking survey of North American Indian rhetoric, for instance, the lack of metaphorical speaking in Indian oratory, a rather surprising finding.
 Any one of the pairs would provide material for an entire scholarly article.

In conclusion, if we can generalize at all from the two versions we must say that the social context is of far more importance in Native storytelling than non-Native “literature,” that Native storytelling is first and foremost an act rather than just words on paper, and that attempts to capture it within the Western academic tradition are probably doomed to distortion and misunderstanding. How can you take a picture of fire? Even if you do manage to get a reasonable image of it, you cannot cook on it or be warmed by it. 
� Lois J. Einhorn, The Native American Oral Tradition. Voices of the Spirit and Soul (Westport, Conn.:  Praeger, 2000).


� George A. Kennedy, Comparative Rhetoric. An Historical and Cross-Cultural Introduction (New York:  Oxford University Press, 1998), see p. 108.
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