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	The Dëne Sųłıné Constellation Yeda or Yéhda
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	Figure 41. Ası̨ı̨ Nàyı̀ıhtǫ (he is taking something in), the Boy or Man in the Moon identified by Yellowknives Dene Elders in Dettah and Ndı̨lǫ, Northwest Territories.
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Foreword

I am a Chief and Elder of my tribe, the Yellowknives Dene First Nation in Northwest Territory. When I was a teenager, seventeen years old, I used to live off the land with my nomadic family: my parents and my grandfather. Every evening they would look up in the sky by the campfire and tell stories. Stories of the past, the old people, the legends.

The Elders are not here today, but their work and stories that they left with us are that the old people used to travel the universe out of their bodies. The healers in those days worked closely with the stars, all the stars. As my grandfather used to say, “they would leave the body and they would travel into the universe.” They would travel to distant stars in their own world. And some would heal people using the stars as well. That’s how they have knowledge of Yamoòzha or Yámorıa who became Yèhdaa in the sky.

The stories of Yèhdaa are legendary and are well-known among all Dene people. We may have called him different names, but we all have the same story of the man in the sky with his wife. We look up in the sky and we see him almost every night when the sky is clear. For all Dene, we understand that Yèhdaa is with us today. He said, “I will be in the sky forever and ever and I will continue to watch you on Earth. All you children, watch me in the sky and believe that I was here at one time on Earth. I am now in the sky, and I will continue to watch you from here.”

So Yèhdaa placed himself in the sky with his wife. They were leaving the Earth when the Evil One came and hunted him and put an arrow in his back. So that story is there so that many generations of Indigenous people can look up in the sky and say, “Yes, the legend and the story that Yamoòzha left us is with Yèhdaa who is in the sky for all of us to see.” When the sun goes down Yèhdaa is in the sky and continues to be there watching us on Earth.

The stories about Yèhdaa and the world are all written in the sky, but the work and writing that Chris Cannon has done with Dene people is also very important because the new and global world might not understand Indigenous peoples’ knowledge about the universe. This information can be used for education and passed on from generation to generation. For those of us who carry this knowledge, it is also important that we teach it to our youth and children so that it continues to be passed on as living knowledge.

Dene people have a troubled history of racism and misrepresentation by scholars. In the 1970s several anthropologists wrote a series of papers claiming that our Yellowknives Dene language and culture are extinct. We didn’t know we were supposed to be extinct until we read about ourselves in these papers. Today we still speak our language and maintain our culture, but there is still no correction in academic papers or books that refutes these claims. Cannon’s work helps reset this relationship by listening to our Elders and leaders, working on this project together in a respectful way, receiving corrections and feedback, and sharing our Yellowknives Dene knowledge and understanding of the sky in our Wıìlıìdeh and Tetsǫ́t'ıné languages. As a Chief, Elder, and contributor of this book, I give this work my sincere blessing and hope that many benefit from the wisdom in these pages.

Mahsì Cho

Chief Fred Sangris

Ndilǫ, Northwest Territory
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Introduction


All knowledge comes to us personally.

Ahtna Elder Charlie Hubbard



The sky and its contents are regularly overlooked in Northern Dene studies as a meaningful part of life, language, heritage, and culture. However, fifteen years of collaborative fieldwork (2009 to 2024), learning with and from Dene Elders, speakers, and tradition bearers across Alaska and Canada, have shown me that astronomical knowledge is deeply rooted in both practical and spiritual ways of knowing. Drawing from a comparative and multi-sited approach using experiential learning, this book explores the ways in which Northern Dene peoples perceive, conceptualize, and integrate the sky and its contents into systems of knowledge, practices, world view, cosmology, and spirituality.

The inception of this research was during my previous work in education outreach at the University of Alaska Museum of the North, where I delivered a statewide astronomy program throughout rural Alaska. Cultural responses during school and community presentations, such as students whistling at images of the northern lights, inspired me to seek a deeper understanding of Alaska Native perceptions and relationships to the sky. John MacDonald’s eloquent study on Inuit astronomical knowledge and practices provides significant background and context for the High Arctic while also demonstrating the merit of a comparative approach that has widely appealed to both academic and lay audiences.1 A deep search, however, in libraries and archives revealed a notable and curious dearth of comparable linguistic and cultural knowledge in each of the thirty or so Northern Dene languages across the Alaskan and Canadian Subarctic.

Although Northern Dene ethnology has produced important work on intimately related topics such as cosmology, world view, and spirituality, these studies are primarily focused on land-based knowledge, practices, and experiences.2 In those ethnographies where Dene astronomical knowledge occasionally appears, the coverage is slim and generally wanting of developed interpretations, descriptions, and contextualization that adequately situate this linguistic and cultural knowledge in meaningful systems of knowing, being, and relating.3

The oversight of astronomical knowledge and practices in Northern Dene studies is not because of a lack of attempts to explore cultural constructions of this domain. Rather, the field experiences of scholars have simply not inspired a focused and long-term approach for investigating the sky as an essential or significant part of Northern Dene life. For instance, Robert McKennan states: “The astronomical knowledge of the Upper Tanana is extremely slight. Star lore plays no part in their mythology, and only a few stars and constellations are identified by name. . . . Small as the astronomical knowledge of the Upper Tanana is, it apparently is no smaller than that of other Northern Athapaskan groups.”4

While McKennan’s assessment is supported by other prominent scholars, statements such as these inspired me to seek input from Northern Dene Elders about their Indigenous knowledge, practices, and relationships to the sky.5 Thus began an immersive journey in Dene learning and socialization that remains close to my personal life and to my teaching, research, and reflexive process.

Gwich'in partners and friends whom I met in previous work helped me coordinate initial meetings with Elders in their communities. Although these tradition bearers readily shared terminology and knowledge about practical uses for objects and phenomena in the sky, it became apparent that an interview-style approach was completely inadequate for addressing deeper meanings and relational significances. For example, after my second trip to Fort Yukon, Alaska, my primary Gwich'in mentor, Paul Herbert, identified the names and positions of stars that compose a massive and previously undocumented whole-sky constellation. However, he insisted that learning the identity of this constellation would come gradually only if I paid attention and spent enough time travelling the land where the knowledge and practices have context. Even then, there was no promise that I would learn and grasp the greater significance of the constellation. As such, I spent the first five or six years of this research deeply reflecting on Indigenous epistemologies and the process of learning how to learn (deutero learning) in a Dene framework.6

It was mainly reflecting on my early experiences with Paul that led me to the work of Jean-Guy Goulet, who, among others, has written extensively about the importance of experiential learning through participant observation among Northern Dene. In this respect, Goulet states:


Social competence among the Dene Tha begins with the recognition that learning ought to occur primarily through observation rather than through instruction, a practice consistent with the Dene view that true knowledge is personal knowledge. The investigator’s willingness to learn experientially is the prerequisite to grasping Dene ways of living and doing things. Investigators who cling to research methods that clearly separate observer and observed stand to lose, because in the eyes of the Dene, they distance themselves too much from what the Dene consider the authoritative source of true knowledge. If the investigator seeks an explanation, he or she is offered one according to the Dene estimation of his or her experiential learning and understanding. This estimation of the ethnographer’s knowledge, not the investigator’s research agenda, determines the flow of information, which is, preferably, provided in the form of stories between Dene and anthropologist.7



In another passage, Goulet emphasizes, “Questioning is not the avenue to more knowledge.”8 Rather, for Northern Dene, according to Ronald Scollen and Susan Scollen, true knowledge is unmediated and “considered to be that which one derives from experience.”9 Guy Lanoue shares a similar sentiment with respect to learning from Northern Dene collaborators and states:


Asking questions, no matter how insightful or provocative the answers they evoke, is sometimes so inappropriate that it will tacitly frame the apparent exchange of questions and answers between anthropologist and host as a hierarchical relationship. By asking questions that emerge from a series of insights temporally bounded by the field experience, anthropologists may be contributing to reproducing an institutionalized form of anthropology that needs its hypotheses to obtain funding. It may be possible, in other words, that the best insights come from forgetting we are anthropologists while in the field and from confronting our emotional reactions to the field after the fact.10



Learning how to effectively use a local or Indigenous epistemology for investigation, however, requires experience and socialization into that specific way of knowing. It is Goulet’s approach to anthropological fieldwork as an immersive “experience in socialization” that I particularly identified with, where one engages in cross-cultural contexts as a student and learner as opposed to a reputed expert with academic credentials.11

Although I had arrived at similar conclusions with respect to learning and following local epistemologies for investigation, Goulet’s writing brought grounding and perspective to my early experiences in the field. Reflecting on this work helped me set a course towards more meaningful relationships with my Dene hosts that better shared in the humanity and vulnerability of research. Field experiences that centred on relationships and relinquishing my own research methods in favour of local epistemologies not only led to long-term relationships and advanced learning but were also sensitive to the fact that research can be a colonizing process in and of itself.12 On the significance of sharing experiences and allowing oneself to be vulnerable, Goulet states: “Moments of vulnerability, however, are not deliberately chosen. They are lived in the midst of the unanticipated crises that are part of any life and relationship. It is the sustained day-to-day involvement with others that allows for a greater appreciation and a deeper understanding of the manner in which Dene Tha see the world and seek to live their lives within it.”13

This approach is not always easy or comfortable as it requires greater commitment to the total human experience than many other research approaches. To a certain extent this also requires letting down one’s guard and ethnocentric comforts to permit oneself to be authentically open to experience the realities of one’s hosts and teachers while also becoming entwined in mundane life, which inevitably includes sharing in tragedies, joys, fears, dreams, problems, opinions, ambitions, and accomplishments. It is often in moments of simply sharing in the lives of one another or in other moments of letting go, such as when one is brought into the deep fold of a spiritual experience, that one begins to sense and understand the perspectives and realities of others. This approach not only better informs how others constitute reality and their place in it, but it is also conducive to creating reciprocal paths for learning between researchers and their hosts. This is not to dismiss the value of other complementary methods such as interviews or linguistic elicitation, which Elders sometimes preferred; it simply underscores the crucial role of following local epistemologies in the investigation of complex ways of knowing, being, and relating.

Particularly with my Gwich'in, Ahtna, Upper Tanana, and Sahtúot'ı̨nę mentors, we invested in creating long-term relationships and experiences necessary to learn from one another in an advanced, open, and meaningful way that was built on relationships that transcended the field site. As such, I interpret my immersion into astronomical knowledge with my closest Dene teachers as a joint venture in search of knowledge and a shared part of the human experience, a deeper understanding of self, others, the spiritual journey, and a more meaningful relationship with the world. It is not just that Northern Dene regard true knowledge as that which is acquired experientially, but when we devote time to creating experiences with Dene partners, we establish contexts most conducive to advanced learning that may reveal deep systems of knowledge such as those embodied in the Northern Dene sky. As I show throughout this book, it is not that Northern Dene astronomical knowledge is lost or heavily eroded; it is the contexts for learning about this knowledge that are most at risk of loss.

My immersion into Dene astronomical knowledge grew from my work with Paul Herbert, who did much heavy lifting as I learned to better approach research questions with him using a Dene epistemology. A significant part of my education with Paul was non-verbal, as he began to show me what it is to be Dinjii Zhuh (real person) on the land and how to learn through observation and action as opposed to learning through oral instruction. I vividly remember one November day on his trapline when we shared hours of near silence only to hear him explain later that evening that he had been “teaching me all day long.” Through Paul I made mistakes and became aware of cultural faux pas while growing as both a person and a researcher better socialized in Dene ways of knowing. It was not that we negotiated how to work together; it was simply that the only avenue to learn was to follow and trust Paul’s teaching process irrespective of my own immediate agenda and timeline.

After travelling hundreds of kilometres together on the land, I came to realize that what seemed to be our random excursions were probably intentionally designed to help me establish a deeper relationship and understanding of place, origins, and the inhabitants we encountered along the way. Moreover, a basic grounding in Dene land-based knowledge and practices proved essential to knowing and understanding what is in the sky, particularly with respect to “the sacred,” a term I use to refer to that which is transcendent and, as Daniel Gervais describes it, “pertains to religious and spiritual beliefs, practices or customs.”14 It is also important to emphasize that some degree of personal competency with subsistence and outdoor skills, such as hunting, dressing big-game animals, hauling meat, chopping wood, plucking ducks, building a fire, or driving a boat and snow machine, for example, was important in my work and travels with Paul, given that everyone is expected to contribute to everyday work and chores. Although I emphasize these early experiences as a formative part of my immersion into Dene astronomical knowledge, Paul and I continue to visit, travel, and work together.

What I learned from Paul over the span of years provided a path to learn and discuss astronomical knowledge more directly with Elders in other languages areas, primarily because I shared from a perspective of experiences. In this regard, Goulet states: “Dene tend to restrict their discussion of experiences of dreams, visions and power to people they know well. Such discussions occur between those who are ‘in the know.’ Therefore, to live such experiences and to share them with other Dene of like experience is to provide evidence that one is not totally deaf or blind to events of the inner life that are intimately connected to developments in our land and in the other land. Before communicating about knowledge obtained through dreams and visions, the Dene assess the investigator’s personal experiences of such phenomena.”15

Charlie Hubbard, an Ahtna Elder whom I began working with during the latter half of this research, augmented my experiential learning on the land by providing an uncommon openness to discuss Dene cosmology, world view, and spirituality, and ultimately how to live and relate according to Dene laws and values. Charlie not only became one of my closest friends but was instrumental in expanding my terminology and ways of thinking and talking about Dene astronomical knowledge that could not be achieved without verbally broaching sensitive subjects. However, Charlie also taught through riddles (ne'eł stahwdiłdzak') and metaphors that required active learning and promoted the personal discovery of meanings and significances that we would later discuss and interpret together. It is largely through my lengthy conversations with Charlie that I first learned intricacies of Dene cosmology and the journey of the spirit as contextualized by an ancient Dene Traveller figure on Earth and in the sky. Charlie was an exceptional teacher, friend, and consummate supporter of this research. With plans to continue working together on a couple of Charlie’s personal projects, such as recording his knowledge of medicinal plants and his life story, it was with a heavy heart and a great sense of loss that I mourned his passing in January 2021.

In addition to my travels with Paul and my work with Charlie, my Sahtúot'ı̨nę teachers in Délı̨nę, Northwest Territories, helped me better recognize that I could not fully appreciate the meaning of Dene astronomical knowledge without also experiencing its spiritual dimensions removed from my own ethnocentric comforts. It was in Délı̨nę from 2018 to 2020 where this research came full circle as I learned to better understand the significance of the sky and its contents by permitting myself to finally engage with the emotions of spiritual experiences in ceremonial and place-based contexts with my Dene hosts and friends. One of their main points of emphasis is that there are more ways to learn and know than simply with the mind.

With contributions from more than sixty Elders and tradition bearers across twelve Dene languages in Alaska and Canada, this research is among relatively few book-length studies on cultural astronomical knowledge, perceptions, and practices informed directly from Indigenous partners. Most of the research in cultural astronomy more broadly has focused on physical artifacts devoted to astronomical observation and calculation (archaeoastronomy). Relatively less attention has been invested in understanding systems of astronomical knowledge with members of the respective culture (ethnoastronomy). Of the world’s approximately 7,000 languages, roughly 1,000 or 15 percent have received adequate linguistic documentation, comprised of a corpus of audio or video recordings and a dictionary, grammar, and texts.16 In comparison, I estimate that fewer than fifty book-length studies have investigated the sky as a detailed system using an ethnographic or culturally informed approach.17 That is, our current understanding of at least somewhat comprehensive systems of astronomical knowledge informed by living consultants is based on a sampling of less than 1 percent of the world’s ethnolinguistic groups. Even if these estimates were multiplied by a factor of ten, our understanding of human conceptualizations, practices, and relationships in reference to the sky would still be relatively impoverished. Although I do not suggest that the sky looks the same everywhere in the world, opportunities for experiencing the sky and establishing relationships to it are available across humanity. The same cannot be said for experiencing other aspects of the environment, such as deserts, oceans, forests, the tundra, mountains, polar regions, grasslands, wetlands, or even metropolitan areas.

However remote the sky may be, humans have knowledge of it and relationships to it that are no less a part of culture than other land-based knowledge, practices, and experiences. The human relationship to the sky runs deeper than what is consciously observed, influencing circadian rhythms and abstract concepts such as heaven, or a layered structuring of the universe, for example. The Earth and sky are not exclusive of one another; rather, they are part and parcel of a society’s cosmology and world view. It is at the intersection of these domains where meaningful relationships between social processes and order and cosmological processes and order can be found.

Nonetheless, Von Del Chamberlain states: “When it comes to the sky, the gaps in the ethnographic record are often more impressive than what is recorded.”18 The absence of Indigenous astronomical studies in North American cultures is particularly striking.19 What studies do exist suggest that Indigenous knowledge of the sky may differ significantly from that found in the Western tradition. In particular, Indigenous star groupings or constellations may pattern very differently, reflecting unique cosmologies and projections of world views that may likewise edify lived experiences and model proper social relations, behaviours, and actions.20 However, most Indigenous astronomical knowledge systems are presumably eroding due to rapid language shift, religious change, replacement by modern technologies, indoor living, light and atmospheric pollution, and globalization more broadly. However, as this research will demonstrate, inadequate approaches and investments of time have also contributed to an overly bleak assessment regarding the continued maintenance of these knowledge systems.

Although Northern Dene astronomical knowledge and practices are at risk of going dormant, they are well remembered, lived, and constituted in the realities of those few Elders and tradition bearers who grew up with them. This research therefore comes at a critical time, given that more than one-third of the Elders whom I learned from have passed away since the inception of this work. In addition, nearly every Northern Dene language is endangered or moribund. Even among those Dene languages that remain relatively vibrant, complex knowledge systems, such as astronomy, are particularly susceptible to loss even though everyday language may be maintained. It is with the aim of bringing about new awareness that I hope this research conveys the great extent to which the sky is a part of Northern Dene language and culture while also opening other paths of understanding and reflection.

Throughout this book, I quote passages and stories shared from Elders and others whom I consulted with and learned from. Unless otherwise stated, these quotations are taken from my own field notes and recordings and are printed here with permission to share. Likewise, unless otherwise stated, the maps, figures, and tables are taken and/or assembled from my own research notes, photographs, and recordings.

I use astronomical notation in tables throughout this book as a way of relating Dene star names to their Western counterparts. The Bayer star naming system that I reference uses a Greek letter preceding a three-letter abbreviation of the Latin name for the constellation that the star belongs to. Because the Bayer catalogue is not exhaustive, I also refer to the Flamsteed system, which is composed of a number preceding the Latin name of the constellation that the star belongs to. When a star also has a common name recognized by the International Astronomical Union (IAU), it is shown in parenthesis.


Northern Dene

Northern Dene are a group of peoples consisting of approximately thirty related languages and cultures who have traditional lands with near-contiguous distribution from central-western Alaska to Hudson Bay (see Maps 1 and 2). Although, in Alaska, these ethnolinguistic groups are acceptably referred to as “Athabaskans,” the term has fallen out of use in Canada in favour of the term Dene. This term is derived from the word for “person” in Slavey and related varieties, such as dena in Lower Tanana, dina in Upper Kuskokwim, dëne in Dëne Sųłıné, done in Tlı̨chǫ, and dinjii in Gwich'in, etc.21 In contrast, the word Athabaskan derives from Ahđapaskâw, a Woods Cree place name for Lake Athabasca that, according to Michael Krauss, means “where there are plants [reed-like grasses] distributed in a net-like pattern.”22 This designation traces to Albert Gallatin, a former secretary of the treasury to Thomas Jefferson, who wrote: “I have designated them [Northern Dene] by the arbitrary denomination of Athapascas, which, derived from the original name of the lake since called ‘Lake of the Hills’ [i.e., Lake Athabasca], is also that which was first given to the central part of the country they inhabit.”23


[image: Map of Alaska and Western Canada with solid and dashed lines showing the boundaries of Northern Dene ethnolinguistics groups and major dialects.]


Map 1. Northern Dene ethnolinguistic groups, adapted from Krauss et al., “Indigenous Peoples and Languages of Alaska”; and Kari, “Lower Tanana Dene Dictionary,” xix.




[image: Map of Alaska and Western Canada with dots and triangles and names of communities where the author worked with Dene contributors.]


Map 2. Communities of Northern Dene contributors who worked with the author. Black triangles represent the communities visited by the author, whereas shaded circles represent the home communities of Dene participants who worked with the author at another location.



Nonetheless, various spellings and approximations of the word Dene also appear as ethnonyms in the early literature.24 Given the strong preference for this ethnonym among First Nations peoples in Canada and its increased use in Alaska, I use the phrase Northern Dene to refer to this collective group of related languages and cultures throughout the North American Subarctic. Northern Dene languages and cultures are, however, widely regarded as what Robert McKennan calls a “continuum”25 lacking discrete “family-tree branches,” given that, according to Michael Krauss and Victor Golla, “intergroup communication has ordinarily been constant, and no Northern Athapaskan language or dialect was ever completely isolated from the others for long.”26 With respect to cultural traits, McKennan states: “When one moves from local group to local group, the cultural continuum is readily apparent. It is the similarities that are impressive and not the differences.”27

As once highly nomadic hunting, fishing, and gathering peoples, Northern Dene demonstrate subsistence patterns that reflect a life closely attuned to resources of the season in a territory predominated by transcontinental boreal forest interrupted in places by rugged mountains and treeless tundra.28 This region experiences long and very cold winters followed by short but warm summers. Due to the relatively high latitude of the Subarctic, there is too much daylight to see stars from about late April to early August, and many stars are circumpolar (follow circular paths without rising or setting), a perspective that increases closer to the poles. Although long winter nights may seem optimal for viewing stars, extremely cold temperatures produce atmospheric ice that reduces clarity, often making it difficult to see fourth-, fifth-, and sixth-magnitude stars which are dimmer than stars assigned a lower numerical magnitude but are usually within the bounds of naked-eye observation through an unpolluted sky. In contrast, the darkest and most ideal time for viewing the night sky occurs in late summer and early autumn before temperatures plummet and before there is snow to brighten the landscape by reflecting ambient moonlight.

Many Northern Dene societies (often referred to as “bands”) observe a moiety system with reciprocal obligations to the opposite side or group. It is not uncommon for moieties to be subdivided into additional exogamous matrilineal descent groups or clans. The size of Northern Dene social groups formerly changed throughout the annual cycle with larger groups forming for communal hunts and summer fishing, which then broke into widely dispersed hunting groups usually composed of one or more families.29 Rivers and their tributaries are major routes of travel and are essential aspects of Northern Dene place names networks and directional systems. Beginning in the latter half of the nineteenth century, the transition from a nomadic lifestyle to settlement in permanent communities along rivers and lakes underscores the continued importance of inland waterways to Dene life and culture. The Dena'ina of Cook Inlet, Alaska, is the only Northern Dene group that resides on the coast and has a well-documented lexicon of marine flora and fauna.30

In addition to Northern Dene, the Apachean or Southern Dene (Navajo and Apache) in the American Southwest and Pacific Coast Dene, who historically occupied small coastal regions in present-day Washington, Oregon, and northern California, compose the broader Dene language family. These three major groupings are based on geographical distribution as opposed to linguistic relationships between Dene languages.31 Collectively, Dene is the largest and most widespread Indigenous language family in North America, where the maximum distance between languages (Koyukon and Lipan) is approximately 6,200 kilometres.32 However, most languages in the larger Northern group are moribund with numbers of speakers ranging from several to the thousands.

The Dene language family is one branch of a larger linguistic phylum known as Na-Dene, which includes the more distantly related languages Eyak and Tlingit, in the eastern Gulf of Alaska and parts of British Columbia and the southern Yukon.33 Based on a robust hypothesis centred on linguistic cognates, Edward Vajda posits a wider connection to the Yeniseian language family in central Siberia.34 If correct, as James Kari and Ben Potter point out, this connection reflects “the first substantiation of a language stock between Asia and North America”35 and, according to Johanna Nichols, stands as the “longest pedestrian language spread on Earth” with a separation of about 11,000 kilometres between Ket and Lipan.36 Moreover, as Kari and Potter note, “it appears that the combined branches of Yeniseian and Na-Dene . . . may have maintained the largest hunter-gatherer territories in the world.”37



A Note on Dene Orthographies

Each Northern Dene language has at least one practical orthography (spelling system). A diversity of orthographies means that even though Northern Dene languages share many of the same sounds, these are often represented differently in written form. As such, comparisons of the written languages may give the impression that certain words exhibit greater differences or similarities than reflected in the spoken language. I identify several issues below.

One issue relates to sounds that are the same but spelled differently, such as the correspondence between <x> and <kh> as found in the Sahtúot'ı̨nę and Gwich'in words for winter, xaı and khaii, respectively. When used in Dene orthographies, the <kh> almost always corresponds to <x>, and <gh> is its voiced counterpart.

A second issue relates to sounds that are different but are in direct correspondence (cognate) with respect to the historical shift of a sound or sounds from Proto Dene. For example, tł'yah, tl'ił, tl'uuł, and tł'ul are cognate terms for “rope” in Gwich'in, Dena'ina, Tanacross, and Dëne Sųłıné, respectively. Again, orthographies must be consulted to identify correspondences, given that sounds may not be spelled the same. For example, Ahtna <k> is cognate to Upper Tanana <k>, but the sounds are different (phonetic [q] and [k], respectively). On the other hand, Ahtna <k> is cognate to Dena'ina <q>, but those sounds are the same (phonetic [q]).

While the representation of vowels is best understood by referring to specific orthographies, it is worth noting that the Koyukon writing system is a near-special case with its doubled consonants (e.g., <kk>, <gg> = no English equivalents) and English vowel spellings (e.g., <ee> = i, <oo> = u). Although many Dene languages mark either high or low vowel tone, the tone is often inconsistently marked from one transcriber to the next. In some instances, however, tone crucially distinguishes between minimal pairs, as exemplified by the Gwich'in words shih (grizzly bear) and shìh (food). The number of minimal pairs tends to increase in Northern Dene languages further to the east.

In this study I use the practical orthographies developed by the Alaska Native Language Center for each of the twelve Alaska Dene languages.38 For all dialects of Dëne Sųlıné and the Wıìlıìdeh dialect of Tłı̨chǫ, I follow Alessandro Jaker and Emerence Cardinal’s Grammar, and Alessandro Jaker’s PhD dissertation, respectively.39 Note that the Yellowknives Dene are a distinct cultural group whose members predominantly speak the Tetsǫ́t'ıné (Copper People) dialect of Dëne Sųlıné and the Wıìlıìdeh dialect of Tłı̨chǫ. For the Sahtúot'ı̨nę dialect of North Slavey, I follow Keren Rice, with the exception of the schwa “ǝ,” which is a more recent convention.40 In all cited material I use Native language spellings as they appear in the original source unless stated otherwise.

I include ISO (International Organization for Standardization) 639-3 language codes in all tables of comparative Dene terminology. These internationally standardized codes are composed of three letters to identify naturally spoken languages and to provide clarification when names may be ambiguous or else vary in the literature and in modern usage.











Chapter 1 The Traveller Constellation Part I


He went ahead of us to pave the way [and] he is the keeper of all knowledge.

Ahtna Elder Charlie Hubbard



In this chapter I describe an enigmatic area of Northern Dene astronomical knowledge as I have come to understand it in a comparative context. At the centre of these knowledge systems is a Traveller-Transformer figure (hereafter referred to as the “Traveller”) who went around the world in ancient time to make the Earth a safer and more useful place for humans to live. During his journey, the Traveller transformed dangerous giant animal people into the distinct animal species present today. He removed a common language formerly understood by all things and made agreements with his transformed subjects, which established a core of protocols and rules that shaped Northern Dene lifeways and attitudes towards the world and its inhabitants. He also invented Indigenous technology such as the canoe, snowshoes, fire drill, and the bow and arrow, and is often regarded as the keeper of all knowledge. The Traveller’s journey and legacy are also indelibly imprinted in Northern Dene landscapes as the one who went ahead to pave the way for people.

Stories of the Traveller are extensively documented in the literature and are known in nearly every Dene language. Although treated as a more comical figure or trickster, the Traveller and his story cycle are equally widespread throughout the Algonquian language family1 and have analogues in the Inuit and Iñupiaq figures Kiviuq and Qayak, respectively.2 The Traveller cycle also extends to the Siouan language family3 and shades into a variety of other similar hero and trickster-like figures known from Siberia to South America. These story cycles frequently, but not exclusively, overlap with the “Earth-diver” motif primarily distributed throughout northern Asia and northern North America.4

Writers, storytellers, and scholars often describe the Northern Dene Traveller as the first medicine person who acquired uncommon knowledge and power during his ancient journey and vision quest around the world.5 For example, Robin Ridington and Jillian Ridington state: “Tsááyaa was the first hunter, the first person to go on a vision quest, and a model for the first dreamer.”6 Likewise, Marie-Françoise Gúedon identifies the Dene Traveller as the “prototype of the human shaman.”7 David Krupa writes: “Indeed most versions of the [Traveller] narrative do concern the origin, purpose, and social context for the human acquisition and use of spirit power.”8 Chad Thompson states that Distant Time stories are “the canon upon which Koyukon religion is based,” of which the Traveller cycle is “the longest of these stories.”9

Notably, the Traveller commenced his solo journey during adolescence after receiving a vision, usually through his dreams. After encountering and overcoming each obstacle along his path, the Traveller incrementally gained and embodied the knowledge and power (spirit) of each of his transformed subjects (everything on Earth), thereby becoming a powerful medicine person while also establishing the proper conditions for a balanced and inhabitable world. The stories and places related to the Traveller’s transformations and adventures not only explain and contextualize lived experiences, origins, and relationships with the land and its inhabitants, but they are also edifying with respect to socialization, gaining wisdom and power, and proper personal conduct. As such, the Traveller is a central organizing figure and locus of Indigenous Northern Dene world view, cosmology, and spirituality.

Although the Traveller cycle is the longest of Northern Dene stories related to the events of ancient time, his fate after completing his journey is either unresolved or left open-ended in traditional stories. In this and the following chapter, I present ethnographic sketches based on my work and partnerships with Northern Dene Elders and tradition bearers from twelve Northern Dene groups to show that the Traveller’s spirit incarnated (became real or visible) in the sky or stars after completing his worldwide journey.

I begin this chapter with a description of the Gwich'in Traveller constellation, Yahdii, to provide background and context about my gradual immersion into Dene astronomical knowledge at a time when I was new to linguistic and cultural fieldwork and could not have anticipated the direction or outcomes of this research. This section emphasizes that learning about this enigmatic domain of knowledge hinged on learning how to learn in a Dene framework and that understanding the sky involves paying attention to everything else. As I will show, it is the learning process itself that instills the constellation with meaning and establishes a personal relationship with this world custodian par excellence.

The remaining sections in this chapter describe the Ahtna, Lower Tanana, and Sahtúot'̨ınę Traveller constellations. I present these in tandem to illustrate the maintenance of analogous stellar systems in widely separate Northern Dene communities (more than 1,200 kilometres apart); and also to provide a basis for comparison in four cultural areas where I developed especially close relationships with bearers of these knowledge systems. Taken together, the Traveller embodies a massive epistemology for understanding Dene conceptualizations and relationships with the land and sky that integrate into a more holistic cosmology, world view, and spirituality than has been previously described in Northern Dene studies. As an ally, teacher, gamekeeper, and world custodian, the ancient Dene Traveller figure continues to watch over the world as the spiritual embodiment of all things.


The Gwich'in Constellation Yahdii

Paul “Snook” Herbert began learning Gwich'in astronomical knowledge at a young age from his great-grandmother Belle Herbert, who raised him at Shuman House and Chalkyitsik in northeastern Alaska (Figures 1 and 2).10 In reference to his childhood, Paul explained, “My great-grandmother used to take me out there every night to talk about the stars; every clear night.” Although few individuals were taught specialized stellar knowledge, it was integrated as part of that child’s broader education. These lessons and experiences centred on learning values; respecting the world and its inhabitants; becoming aware and paying attention; learning the local landscape, trail systems, animal behaviours, and fishing locations; bearing hardships; and, generally, becoming a knowledgeable and contributing member of society. Each family had their own ways of teaching children, and Paul commented on the crucial role that Elders played in his education after he moved from Shuman House to Chalkyitsik around age nine:


[image: Two wooden-hulled motorboats with chipped paint in front of a row of five cabins under an overcast sky.]


Figure 1. Chalkyitsik, Alaska, June 2016.




[image: A man wearing a plaid shirt and jeans sits on the edge of a bed. He holds the frame of a wooden dip net in his hands.]


Figure 2. Paul Herbert at his cabin in Chalkyitsik, Alaska, in June 2016. Paul is demonstrating a technique for dip-netting muskrats from beneath the ice while holding an antique dip net (deetł'yah) made by his grandfather.




When I was growing up there was a lot of old people in the village and my grandfather [Sam Herbert] was one of them. I had two grandfathers, okay, but my grandfather that stayed with us, he get up at four o’clock in the morning, every morning at four. Then he’d go outdoors. I don’t know what he does out there, but he’s doing the same thing that I’m doing now. He’s going out there and sees what the day’s going to be like. And then he come in and he eat breakfast. He eat and then he goes out the door.




And all these old people, early in the morning they gather, and they tell stories. They tell stories about what they did, what their ancestors did, where they trap, where they hunt, and all that—and what they did. And man, I was hot on his heels when he was going to their little meeting early in the morning. And I just sit in the corner and I listen. I listen real good. You know, wide-eyed and all ears. I took it all in. Okay, then when it was my time to get out trapping and hunting, I knew where the trails were. I know where to go. So, I paid attention. I listen real hard and nobody had to teach me. I didn’t have to go with anyone. I did it all on my own. And when I went places, it was just like I had already been there.



I first met Paul in November 2011 when I knocked on his door in Fort Yukon, Alaska, unannounced after a local family recommended that I talk to him about Gwich'in astronomical knowledge. As I approached his house, I walked past a recently harvested black bear and then stood at his front door and read a faded tin sign that stated, “Trespassers will be shot.” I hesitated and then knocked. After hearing a muffled response to “come in,” I pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Although I momentarily found myself in the hot seat explaining who I was and what I was doing, Paul offered me tea and a seat at his kitchen table. A porcupine hung from a rack near the living room, and I mentioned something about his recent harvest, which led to an opening conversation about hunting and trapping.

When Paul asked what I wanted to know about the sky, I explained that I was hoping to find someone who knew Gwich'in names for stars. To provide context, I showed him a


Table 1. Names documented as the Big Dipper or Ursa Major in Northern Dene, Tlingit, and Apachean languages.







	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	


















Table 2. Identification of asterisms in the Gwich'in whole-sky constellation, Yahdii, the three morning stars, and Polaris. Stars are identified by Bayer or else Flamsteed designations, when necessary, followed by common name in parentheses.







	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	

	

	




	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	















































The Ahtna Constellation Nek'eltaeni






















Table 3. Identification of asterisms in the Ahtna whole-sky constellation, Nek'eltaeni. Stars are identified by Bayer or else Flamsteed designations, when necessary, followed by common name in parentheses. Numbers preceding asterism names refer to locations in Figure 6.







	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	


	


	
























































The Lower Tanana Constellation Nogheyoli










Table 4. Identification of asterisms in the Lower Tanana whole-sky constellation, Nogheyoli. Stars are identified by Bayer or else Flamsteed designations, when necessary, followed by common name in parentheses. Numbers preceding asterism names refer to locations in Figure 10.







	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	



	
	
	














































The Sahtúot'ı̨nę Constellation Yı́hda or Yámǫréya




































Table 5. Identification of asterisms in the Sahtúot'ı̨nę constellation Yámǫréya/Yı́hda and other conceptually related stars and constellations. Stars are identified by Bayer or else Flamsteed designations, when necessary, followed by common name in parentheses.
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