
Junior Language Arts
Native American Literature
Part I:  Background

Read the background information for the Onondaga, Navajo, Modoc, and Iroquois on p. 19, and complete the following chart.

	
	Where did they live?
	What are some of their distinguishing features?
	Do the tribes still exist today?  If yes, where do they live?   

	Onondaga (pg.19)
	
	
	

	Navajo (pg.19)
	
	
	

	Modoc
 (pg. 19)
	
	
	

	Iroquois (pg. 41)
	
	
	


Part II:  Literary Analysis and Reading Strategy  
Read “Literary Analysis” and “Reading Strategy” on p. 18, and define the following terms.
origin myth—

oral tradition (not in textbook)—

archetypes—

Part IV:  Answer the following questions as we read each myth or excerpt.

“The Earth on Turtle’s Back”

1. What does the first sentence of the story describe?  How does this suggest the purpose of the story?

2. What does the Skyland Chief’s wife dream?

3. Why are the animals in the water concerned about the Skyland Chief’s wife?

4. What do the duck, beaver, and loon attempt to do?  What qualities does the animals’ behavior represent?

5. Based on the myth, who deserves credit for the creation of Earth?

6. What does this explanation suggest about the relationship between the Onondaga and nature?

“When Grizzlies Walked Upright”

1. What natural phenomenon is explained in the first paragraph?

2. What is the biggest animal made by the Sky Spirit?

3. What quality about the Sky Spirit’s daughter places her in a dangerous position?

4. Why is the Sky Spirit so angry when he is reunited with his daughter?  What human quality does this reveal?

5. How does the Sky Spirit punish the grizzlies?

from The Navajo Origin Legend
1. What are the stages of the Navajo creation ceremony?

2. What is the wind’s role in the ceremony?  Why might the Navajo have viewed the wind as the source of life?

3. If the myth recounts the creation of the first people, why does the first sentence mention unnamed people washing and drying themselves?  Who might they be?

from The Iroquois Constitution
1. What do the lords plant to commemorate their meeting?  What do the roots of this plant symbolize?

2. What must outsiders do to become part of the Iroquois Confederation?

3. What must confederate lords do to open a council meeting?  This shows the Iroquois placed a high value on what?
Part VI:  Reading Strategy: Recognize Cultural Details

Literature reflects the culture that produces it. While you read a piece of literature, pay attention to cultural details—such as references to objects, animals, or practices that signal how people live, think, or worship—to gain cultural insight. For example, the cultural details in the three Native American myths and the Iroquois Constitution indicate how the Native Americans lived as well as what they valued in life. Read the following excerpts from the selections. Then answer the questions that follow.

“The Earth on the Turtle’s Back”

There was an ancient chief in the Skyland. His young wife was expecting a child, and one night she dreamed that she saw the Great Tree uprooted. The next day she told her husband the story. He nodded as she finished telling her dream. “My wife,” he said, “I am sad that you had this dream. It is clearly a dream of great power and, as is our way, when one has such a powerful dream we must do all we can to make it true. The Great Tree must be uprooted.”

“When Grizzlies Walked Upright”

The Sky Spirit broke off the small end of his giant stick and threw the pieces into the rivers. The longer pieces turned into beaver and otter; the smaller pieces became fish. When the leaves dropped from the trees, he picked them up, blew upon them, and so made the birds. 
from The Navajo Origin Legend
The white ear of corn had been changed into a man, the yellow ear into a woman. It was the wind that gave them life. It is the wind that comes out of our mouths now that gives us life. When this ceases to blow we die. In the skin at the tips of our fingers we see the trail of the wind; it shows us where the wind blew when our ancestors were created.

from The Iroquois Constitution

We now do crown you with the sacred emblem of your lordship. You shall now become a mentor of the people of the Five Nations. The thickness of your skin shall be seven spans—which is to say that you shall be proof against anger, offensive actions and criticism. Your heart shall be filled with peace and good will and your mind filled with a yearning for the welfare of the people of the confederacy.

1. What can you infer about the Native Americans’ attitude toward nature? Support your opinion with evidence from the excerpts.

2. Explain what you can infer about the place of dreams in Native American culture from the excerpt from “The Earth on Turtle’s Back.”
3. What does the excerpt from The Iroquois Constitution tell us about the ideals of the Iroquois people?

4. Explain the significance of the words “the thickness of your skin” found in The Iroquois Constitution. What does it mean today to be “thick-skinned”?
Part VII:  Literary Analysis: Origin Myths

Origin myths are traditional stories that recount the origins of earthly life. Passed down from generation to generation, these myths often explain such phenomena as the beginning of human life, the customs and religious rites of a people, the creation of natural landmarks, and events beyond a people’s control. Complete the chart below by explaining in the right column how each phenomenon in the left column came into being. Review each selection for help.

	Selection and Phenomenon
	Explanation

	“The Earth on Turtle’s Back”

the world


	

	“When Grizzlies Walked Upright”

Mount Shasta, beaver, otter, fish, birds, grizzly bears, people (Indians)
	

	From The Navajo Origin Legend

man, woman, marriage

	


