Claude Lévi-Strauss
The Story of Asdiwal

Since 1963 Lévi-Strauss and his associates have published
a variety of ‘structural analyses’ of myth, but prior lo the
appearance of Le Cru et le cuit in the autumn of 1964
‘La Geste 4’ Asdiwal’ was, by general consent, the most
suceessful of all these pieces. ‘Asdiwal’ has hrice appeayed
in Irench, but this is the first English translation. The
Editor is deeply indebted to Professor Ldvi-Strauss for
graniing permission to publish the translation and to Mr
Nicholas Mann for making it.

f

This study of a native myth from the Pacific coast of Canada
has two aims. First, to isolate and compare the various levels
on which the myth evolves: geographic, economic, sociological,
and cosmological — each one of these levels, together with the
symbolismm proper to it, being seen as a transformation of an
underlying logical structure common to all of them. And,second,
to compare the different versions of the myth and to look for the
meaning of the discrepancies between them, or between some
of them; for, since they all come from the same people (but are
recorded in different parts of their terrvitory), these variations
cannot be explained in terms of dissimilar beliefs, languages, or
institutions. -

The story of Asdiwal, which comes from the Tsimshian
Indians, is known to ns in four versions, collected some sixty
years ago by Franz Boas (1895; 1902; 1912; 1916).

We shall begin by calling attention to certain facts which
must be known if the myth is to be understood.

The Tsimshian Indians, with the Tlingit and the Haida,
belong to thé northern group of cultures on the Northwest
Pacific coast. They live in British Columbia, immediately south
of Alaska, in a region which embraces the basins of the Nass
and Skeena Rivers, the coastal region stretching between their
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estuaries, and, further inland, the land drained by the two
rivers and their tributaries. The Nass in the North and the
Skeena in the south both flow in a northeast-southwesterly
direction, and are approximately parallel. The Nass, however,
is slightly nearer North-South in orientation, a detail which, as
we shall see, is not entirely devoid of importance.

This territory was divided between three local groups,
distinguished by their different dialects: in the upper reaches of
the Skeena, the Gitskan; in the lower reaches and the coastal
region, the Tsimshian themselves; and in the valleys of the Nass
and its tributaries, the Nisqa. Three of the versions of the myth
of Asdiwal were recorded on the coast and in Tsimshian dialect
(Boas. 1895, pp. 285-288; 1912, pp. 71-146; 1916, pp. 243-245
and the comparative analysis, pp. 792-824), the fourth at the
mouth of the Nass, in Nisqa dialect (Boas, 1902, pp. 225-228).
* It is this last which, when compared with the other three,
reveals the most marked differences.

Like all the peoples on the Northwest Pacific Coast, the
Tsimshian had no agriculture. During the summer, the women’s
work was to collect fruit, berries, plants, and wild roots, while
the men hunted bears and goats in the mountains and seals and
sea-lions on the coastal reefs. They also practised deep-sea
fishery, catching mainly cod and halibut, but also herring
nearer the shore. It was, however, the complex rhythm of
river-fishing that made the deepest impression upon the life of

the tribe. Whereas the Nisqa were relatively settled, the |

Tsimshian moved, according to the scasons, between their
winter villages, which were situated in the coastal region, and
their fishing-places, cither on the Nass or the Skeena.

At the end of the winter, when stores of smoked fish, dried
meat, fat, and preserved fruits were running low, or were even
completely exhausted, the natives would undergo periods of
severe famine, an echo of which is found in the myth. At such
times they anxiously awaited the arrival of the candlefish!
which would go up the Nass (which was still frozen to start
with) for a period of about six weeks in order to spawn (Goddard,
1934, p. 68). This would begin about 1 March, and the entire
Skeena population would travel along the coast in boats as far
as the Nass in order to take up position on the fishing-grounds,
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which were family properties. The period from 15 February to
16 March was called, not. withont reason, the ‘Month when
Candlefish is Eaten’ and that which followed, from 16 March to
15 April, the ‘Month when Candlefish is Cooked’ (to extract its
oil). This operation was strictly taboo to men, whereas the
women were obliged to use their naked breasts to press the fish;
the oil-cake residue had to be left to become rotten from
maggots and putrefaction and, despite the pestilential stench,
it had to be left in the immediate vicinity of the dwelling-

* houses until the work was finished (Boas, 1916, pp. 398-399 and

44-45).

Then everyvone would return by the same rounte to the Skeena
for the sccond major event, which was the arrival of the salmon
fished in June and July (the ‘Salmon Months'). Once the fish
was smoked and stored away for the year, the families would
go up to the mountains, where the men would hunt while the
women laid up stocks of fruit and berrics. With the coming of
the frost in the ritual ‘Month of the Spinning Tops’ (which were
spun on the ice), people settled down in permanent villages for
the winter. During this period the men used sometimes to go
oft hunting again for a few days or a few weeks. Finally, towards
15 November, came the ‘Taboo Month’, which marked the
inauguration of the great winter ceremonies, in preparation for
which the men were subjected to various restrictions.

Let us remember, too, that the Tsimshian were divided into
four non-localized matrilineal clans, which were strictly
exogamous and divided into lineages, descent lincs, and
households: the agles, the Ravens, the Wolves, and the Bears,
also, that the permanent villages were the seat of chiefdoms
(generally called ‘tribes’ by native informants); and finally that
Tsimshian society was divided into (three) hereditary castes
with bilateral inheritance of caste status (each individual was
supposed to marry according to his fank): the ‘Real People’ or
reigning familes, the ‘Nobles’, and the ‘People’, which last
comprised all those who (failing a purchase of rank by generous
potlatches) were unable to assert an equal degree of nobility in
both lines of their descent (Boas 1916, pp. 478-514; Garfield,
1939, pp. 173-174 and 177-178; Garfield, Wingert & Barbeau,
1961, pp. 1-34).
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Now follows a summary of the story of Asdiwal taken from
Boas (1912) which will serve as a point of reference. This version
was recorded on the coast at Port Simpson in Tsimshian dialect.
Boas published the native text together with an English
translation.

Famine reigns in the Skeena valley; the river is frozen and
it is winter, A mother and her daughter, both of whose hus-
bands have died of hunger, both remember independently the
happy times when they lived together and there wasno dearth
of food. Released by the death of their husbands, they simul-
taneously decide to meet and set off at the same moment.
Since the mother lives down-river and the daughter up-river,
the former goes eastwards and thelatter westwards. They both
travel on the frozen bed of the Skeena and meet half-way.

Weeping with hunger and sorrow, the two women pitch
camp on the bank at the foot of a tree, not far from which
they find, poor pittance that it is, a rotten berry, which they
sadly share.

During the night, a stranger visits the young widow. It is
soon learned that his name is Hatsenag,? a term which means,
in Tsimshian, a bird of good omen. Thanks to him, the women
start to find food regularly, and the younger of the two
becomes the wife of their mysterious protector and soon gives
birth to a son, Asdiwal (Asiwa, Boas, 1895; Asi-hwil, Boas,
1902).% [is father speeds up his growth by supernatural
means and gives him various magic objocts: a bow and arrows
which never miss for hunting, a quiver, a lance, a basket,
snow-shoes, n bark raincont, and a hat, all of which will
enable the hero to overcome all obstacles, make himself
invisible, and procure an inexhaustible supply of food.
Hatsenas then disappears and the elder of the two women dies.

Asdiwal and his mother pursue their course westwards and
settle down in her native village, Gitsalasert, in the Skeena
Canyon (Boas, 1912, p. 83). One day a white she-behr comes
down the valley.

Hunted by Asdiwal, who almost catches it thanks to his
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magic objects, the bear starts to climb up a vertical ladder.
Asdiwal follows it up to the heavens, which he sees as a vast
prairie, covered with grass and all kinds of flowers. The
bear lures him into the home of its father, the sun, and reveals
itself to be a beautiful girl, Evening-Star. The marriage takes
place, though not before the Sun has submitted Asdiwal to a
series of trials, to which all previous suitors had succumbed
(hunting wild goat in mountains which are rent by earth-
quakes; drawing water from a spring in a cave whose walls
close in on each other; collecting wood from a tree which
crushes those who try to cut it down; a period in a fiery fur-
nace). But Asdiwal overcomes them all thanks to his magic
objects and the timely intervention of his father. Won over
by his son-in-law’s talents, the Sun finally approves of him.

Asdiwal, however, pines for his mother. The Sun agrees
to allow him to go down to earth again with his wife, and
gives them, as provisions for the journey, four bagkets filled
with inexhaustible supplies of food, which earn the couple a
grateful welcome from the villagers, who are in the midst of
their winter famine.

In spite of repeated warnings from his wife, Asdiwal
deceives her with a woman from his village. Evening-Star,
offended, departs, followed by her tearful husband. Half-way
up to heaven, Asdiwal is struck down by a look from his wife,
who disappears. He dies, but is at once regretted and is
brought back to life by his celestial father-in-law.

For a time, all goes well; then, once again, Asdiwal feels a
twinge of nostalgia for earth. His wife agrees to accompany
him as far as the earth, and there bids him a final farewell.
Returning to his village, the hero learns of his mother’s death.
Nothing remains to hold him back, and he sets off again on
his journeyv downstream.

When he reaches the Tsimshian village of Ginaxangioget,
he seduces and marries the daughter of the local chief. To
start with, the marriage is a happy one, and Asdiwal joins
his four brothers-in-law on wild goat hunts, which, thanks to
his magic objects, are crowned with success. When spring
approaches, the whole family moves house, staying first at
Metlakatla, and then setting off by boat for the river Nass,

5


http:protect.OI

Claude Lévi-Strauss

going up along the coast. A head wind forces them to a halt
and they camp for a while at Ksemaksén. There, things go
wrong because of a dispute between Asdiwal and his brothers-
in-law over the respective merits of mountain-hunters and
sea-hunters. A competition takes place — Asdiwal returns
from the mountains with four bears that he has killed, while
the brothers-in-law veturn empty-handed from their sea
expedition. Humiliated and enraged, they break camp, and,
taking their sister with them, abandon Asdiwal.

He is picked up by strangers coming from Gitxatla, who
are also on their way to the Nass for the candlefish season.

As in the previous case, they are a group of four brothers
and a sister, whom Asdiwal wastes no time in marrying. They
soon arrive together at the River Nags, where they sell large
quantitics of fresh meat and salmon to the Tsimshian, who
have already settled there and are starving.

Since the catch that year is a good one, everyone goes
home: the Tsimshian to their capital at Metlakatla and the
Gitxatla to their town Laxalan, where Asdiwal, by this time
rich and famous, has a son. One winter’s day, he boasts that
he can hunt sea-lions better than his brothers-in-law. They
set out to sea together. Thanks to his magic objects, Asdiwal
has a miraculously successful hunt on a reef, but is left there
without food or fire by his angry brothers-in-law. A storm gets
up and waves sweep over the rock. With the help of his
father, who appears in time to save him, Asdiwal, transformed
into a bird, succeeds in keeping himself above the waves,
using his magic objects as a perch.

After two days and two nights the storm is calmed, and
Asdiwal falls asleep exhausted. A mouse wakes him and leads
him to the subterranean home of the sea-lions whom he has
wounded, but who imagine (since Asdiwal’s arrows are invis-
ible to them) that they are victims of an epidemic. Asdiwal
extracts the arrows and cures his hosts, whom he asks, in
return, to guarantee his safe return. Unfortunately, the
sea-lions’ boats, which are made of their stomachs, are out of
use, pierced by the hunter’s arrows. The king of the sea-lions
therefore lends Asdiwal his own stomach as a canoe and
instructs him to send it back without delay. When he reaches
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Let us keep provisionally to this version alone in order to
attempt to define the essential points of its structure. The
narrative refers to facts of various orders. First, the physical
and political geography of the Tsimshian country, since the
places and towns mentioned really do exist. Second, the
economic life of the natives which, as we have seen, governs
the great seasonal migrations between the Skeena and Nass
Valleys, and during the course of which Asdiwal’s adventures
tako place. Third, the social and family organization, for we
witness several marriages, divorces, widowhoods, and other
connected events. Lastly, the cosmology, for, unlike the others,
two of Asdiwal’s visits, one to heaven and the other below the
earth, are of a mythological and not of an experiential order.
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land, the hero discovers his wife, and his son alike, inconsol-
able. Thanks to the help of this good wife, but bad sistor
{for she carries out the rites which are essential to the success
of the operation), Asdiwal makes killer-whales out of carved
wood and brings them to life. They break open the boats with
their fing and bring about the shipwreck and death of the
wicked brothers-in-law.

But onee ngain Asdiwal feels an irrepressible desire to
revisit the scenes of his childhood. He leaves his wife and
returns to the Skeena valley. He settles in the town of
Ginaddos, where he is joined by his son, to whom he gives
his magic bow and arrows, and from whom he receives a dog
in return.

When winter comes, Asdiwal goes off to the mountains to
hunt, but forgets his snow-shoes. Lost, and unable to go
either up or down without them, he is turned to stone with
his lance and his dog, and they can still be seen in that form

at the peak of the great mountain by the lake of Ginadéios
(Boas, 1912, pp. 71-146).

I1I

—

First of all, the geographical framework.

The story begins in the Skeena valley, when the two heroines
leave their villages, one upstream, the other downstream, and
meet half-way. In the version that Boas recorded at the Nass
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estuary (1902) it is stated that the meeting-place, this time on
the Nass, is called Hwil-lé-ne-hwada, ‘Where-they-met-each-
other’ (Boas, 1902, p. 225).

After her mother’s death, the young woman and her son
settle in her native village (i.e. her father’s, where her mother
had lived from the time of her marriage until her husband’s
death): the downstream village. It is from there that the visit
to heaven takes place. This village, called Gitsalasert, ‘People
of the (Skeena) Canyon’, is situated not far from the modern
town of Usk (Garfield, 1939, p. 175; Boas, 1912, pp. 71, 276).
Although the Tsimshian dialect was spoken there, it was outside
the ‘nine towns’ which strictly speaking formed the Tsimshian
province (Boas, 1912, p. 225).

On his mother’s death, Asdiwal continues his journey down-
stream, that is to say, westwards. He settles in the town of
Ginaxangioget, where he marries. This is in proper Tsimshian
country on the lower reaches of the Skeena. Ginaxangioget is in
fact a term formed from the root of git = ‘people’ and gi.k = ‘hem-
Jock tree’ from which comes Ginax-angi.k ‘the people of the
firs” (Garfield, 1939, p. 176). And Ginaxangioget was one of the
nine principal towns of the Tsimshian (Boas, 1916, pp. 482-483;
Swanton, 1952, p. 606, gives ‘Kinagingeet, near Metlakatla’).

When Asdiwal leaves with his in-laws for the Nass to fish
candlefish there, they go first by the Skeena estuary, then take
to the sea, and stop at the capital city of the Tsimshian,
Metlakatla — a recent town of the same name, founded by
natives converted to Christianity, is to be found on Annette
Island in Alaska (Beynon, 1941; Garficld, Wingert & Barbcau,
1951, pp. 33-34). -

Old Metlakatla is on the coast, north of Prince Rupert and
half-way between the Skeena and Nass estuaries. Ksemaksén,
where the first quarrel takes place, and where Asdiwal is first
abandoned by his brothers-in-law, is also on the coast, a little
further north.

The Tsimshian-speaking tribe called Gitxatla, which is
independent of those centres around Metlakatla, is a group of
islanders living on Dolphin Island, south of the SkeenaEstuary.
Their name comes from git ‘people’ and gzatle ‘channel’
(Garfield, 1939, p. 175. Also Boas, 1916, 483. Swanton, 1952,
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P 60731 gives ‘Kitkatla, on Porcher Island). Having travelled
from‘hast to West, Asdiwal accompanies them to the Nass,
that is to say in a South-North direction, then in the opposite
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direction, to ‘their town’, off-shore from which {and probably
to the West, since it was a deep-sea expedition) the visit to the
sea-liong takes place.

From there, Asdiwal returns to the Skeena, that is to say
this time from West to Hast. The story ends at Ginaddos,
Ginadoiks perhaps, from git ‘people’, na ‘of’, doiks ‘rapid
current’; the name of a torrent which flows into the Skeena
(Garfield, 1939, p. 176; cf. also Boag, 1912, p. 223: Ginadaiks,
‘onc of the nine towns of the Tsimshian’).

Let us now consider the economic aspect. The activitics of this
order which are brought to riotice by the myth are no less real
than the geographical places and the populations evoked in the
preceding paragraphs. Everything begins with a period of
winter famine such as was well known to the natives in the
period between mid-December and mid-Janvary, before the
moment at which, theoretically, the spring salmon arvived,
which was just hefore the arrival of the candlefish; the period
ealled ‘the Tnterval’ (Boas, 1916, pp. 398-399). After his visit
to the heavens, Asdiwal takes part in the spring migrations to
the Nass for the candlefish season; then we are told of the return
of the families to the Skeena in the salmon season.

These seasonal variations — to use Marcel Mauss’s expression —
are on a par with other diferences none the less real which are
emphasized by the myth, notably that between the land-hunter
(pevsonified by Asdiwal, born on the river and upstream, that
is to say inland) and the sea-hunter, personified first by the
Pcople of the lirs who live downstream on the estuary, and
then, still more clearly, by the inhabitants of Dolphin Island.

When we move on to the sociological aspects, there is a much
greater freedom of interpretation. It is not a question of an
acenrate documentary picture of the reality of native life, but a
sort of counterpoint which seems sometimes to be in harmony
with this reality, and sometimes to part from it in order to
rejoin it again.

The initial sequence of events evokes clearly defined socio-
logical conditions. The motherand daughter have been separated
by the latter’s marriage, and since that time each has lived
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with her own husband in his village. The elder woman’s
hushand was also the father of the younger woman, who thus
left her native village to follow her own husband upstream.
We can recognize this as a society where, although there is a
gystem of matrilineal filiation, residence is patrilocal, the wife
going to live in her husband’s village; and where the children,
although they belong to their mother’s clan, are brought up
in their father's home and not in that of their maternal kin.

Such was the (real) situation among the Tsimshian. Boas
emphasizes it several times: ‘In olden times it was customary for
a great chief to take a princess from each tribe to be his wife.
Some had as many as sixteen or eighteen wives . . .” which
would clearly be impossible if a man had to live in his wife’s
native village. More generally, says Boas: ‘There isample
evidence showing that the young married people lived with
the young man’s parents’, so that ‘the children grew up in
their father’'s home’ (Boas, 1916, pp. 355, 529, 426; cf. also
pp- 420, 427, 441, 499-500).

But, in the myth, this patrilocal type of residence is quickly
undermined by famine, which frees the two women from their
respective obligations and allows them, upon the death of their
husbands, to meet (significantly enough) half-way. Their camp-
ing at the foot of the tree on the bank of the frozen river, equi-
distant from up-river and down-river, presents a picture of a
matrilocal type of residence reduced to its simplest form, since
the new honschold consists only of a mother and her daughter.

This reversal, which is barely hinted at, is all the more
remarkable because all the subscquent marriages (in the myth)
are going to be matrilocal, and thus contrary to the type found
in reality.

First, Hatsenas’s marriage with the younger woman. Fleeting
though this union between a human being and a supernatural
being may be. the husband still lives in his wife’s home, and
therefore in her mother’s home. The matrilocal trend is even
more apparcnt in the version recorded on the Nass. When his
son Asi-hwil has grown up, Hatsenas (who here is called Héux)
says to his wife: ‘Your brothers are coming to look for you.
Therefore I must hide in the woods.” A short time after he had
left, the brothers came, and left again the following morning,
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laden with supplies of meat given to the women by their
protector:

‘As soon as they left, Hoéux returned. The [women] told him
that their brothers had asked them to return home. Then
Hoéux said “Let us part. You may return to your home; I
will return to mine.” On the following morning many people
came to fetch the women and the boy. They took them to
Uitxaden. The boy's uncles gave a feast and his mother told
them the boy’s name, Asi-hwil . . > (Boas, 1902, p. 227).

Not only does the husband seem an intruder, regarded with
suspicion by his brothers-in-law, and afraid that they might
attack hun, but, contrary to what (really) happens among the
Tsimshian and in other societies characterized by the association
of matrilineal filiation and patrilocal residence (Boas, 1918,
p. 423; Malinowski, 1932), the food gifts go from the sister’s
husband to the wife’s brothers.

Matrilocal marriage, accompanied by antagonism between
the husband and his in-laws, is further illustrated by Asdiwal’s
marriage to Jivening-Star; they live in her father’s home, and
the father-in-law shows so much hostility towards his son-in-law
that he sets him trials which are deemed to be fatal.

Matrilocal, too, is Asdiwal’s second marriage in the land of
the People of the Firs, which is accompanied by hostility
between the husband and his brothers-in-law becanse they
abandon him and persuade their sister to follow them.

The same theme is expressed in the third marriage in the
land of the People of the Channel, at any rate to start with. For
after Ardiwal’s visit to the sea-lions the situation is reversed:
Asdiwal recovers his wife, who had refused to follow lher
brothers, and was wandering in search of her husband. What is
more, she collaborates with him to produce the ‘machination’ -
in the literal and the figurative sense — by means of which he
takes revenge on his brothers-in-law. Finally, patrilocality
triumphs when Asdiwal abandons his wife (whereas, in the
previous marriages, it had been his wife who had abandoned
him) and returns to the Skeena where he was born, and where
his son comes alone to join him. Thus having begun with the
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story of the rcunion of a mother and her daughter, freed from |
their affines or palernal kin, the myth ends with the story of the
reunion of a father and his son, freed from their affines or
maternal kin. ’

But if the initial and final sequences in the myth constitute
from a sociological peint of view a pair of oppositions, the
same is true, from a cosmological point of view, of the two
supernatural voyages which interrupt the hero’s ‘real’ journey.
The first voyage takes him to the heavens, and into the
home of the Sun, who first tries to kill him and then agrees
to bring him back to life. The sccond takes Asdiwal to the
subterranean kingdom of the sca-lions, whom he has himself
killed or wounded, but whom he agrees to look after and
to cure. The first voyage results in a marriage which, as we
have seen, is matriloeal, and which, moreover, bears witness
to a maximal exogamous separation (between an earth-born
man and a woman from heaven). But this marriage will be
broken up by Asdiwal’s infidelity with a woman of his own
village, which may be seen as a suggestion of a marriage which,
if it really took place, would, so to speak, neutralize matri-
locality (since husband and wife would come from the same
place) and would be characterized by an endogamous proximity
which would also be maximal (marriage within the village). It
is true that the hero’s second supernatural voyage, to the
subterrancan kingdom of the sea-lions, does not lead to a
marriage, but in any case, as has already been shown, this visit
brings about a reversal in the matrilocal tendency of Asdiwal’s
successive marriages, for it separatcs his third wife from her
brothers, the hero himself from his wife, their son from his
mother, and leaves only one relationship in existence: that
between the father and his son.

1V

In this analysis of the myth, we have distinguished four levels:
the geographic, the techno-economic, the sociological, and the
cosmological. The first two are exact transcriptions of reality;
the fourth has nothing to do with it, and in the third, real and
imaginary institutions are interwoven. Yet in spite of these
differences. the levels cannot be separated out by the native
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mind. Tt is rather that everything happens as if the levels were
provided with different codes, each being used according to the
needs of the moment, and according to its particular capacity,
to transmit the same message. 1t is the nature of this message
that we shall now consider. o

Winter famines are a recurrent event in the economic life of
the Tsimshian. But the famine which starts the story off is
also a cosmological theme. All along the Northwest Pacific
Coast, in fact, the present state of the universe is attributed to
the havoe wrought in the original order by the demiurge Giant
or Raven (Txamsen, in Tsimshian) during travels which he
undertook in order to satisfy his irrepressible voracity. Thus
Txamsem is perpetually in a state of famine, and famine,
although a negative condition, is seen as the ‘primuwm movens’
of Creation.* In this sense we can say that the hunger of the

two women in our myth has a cosmic significance; these

heroines are not so much legendary persons as incarnations of
principles which are at the origin of place-names.

One may schematize the initial situation as follows:

Mother (is opposed to) Daughter
{lder (» . »» ) Younger
Downstream (,, . » ) Upstream
West {, . ., ) East
South (. . ., } North

The meeting takes place at the half-way point, a situation
which, as we lave seen, corresponds to a neutralization of
patrilocal residence and to the fulfilment of the conditions for a
matrilocal residence which is as yet only hinted at. But since
the mother dies on the very spot where the meeting and the
birth of Asdiwal took place, the essential movement, which her
daughter begins by leaving the village of her marriage ‘very
far upstream’ (Boas, 1912, p. 71), is in the direction East-West,
as far as her native village in the Skeena Canyon, where she in
her turn dies, Icaving the field open for the hero.

Asdiwal’s first adventure presents us with an opposition:
heaven/earth which the hero is able to surmount, by virtue of
the intervention of his father, Hatsenas, the bird of good omen,
The latter is a creature of the atmospheric or middle heaven and
consequently well qualified to play the role of mediator between
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the earth-born Asdiwal and his father-in-law the Sun, ruler of
the highest heaven. Kven so, Asdiwal does not manage to
overcowme his earthly nature, to which he twice submits, first in
yielding to the charms of a fellow-countrywoman and then in
yielding to nostalgia for his home village. Thus there remains a
series of unresolved oppositions:

Low High
Earth Heaven
Man Woman
Endogamy Exogamy

Pursuing his course westwards, Asdiwal contracts a second
matrilocal marriage which generates a new serics of oppositions:
Sea-hunting
Water
These oppositions tooarcinsurmountable, and Asdiwal’s earthly
nature carries him away a third time, with the result that he is
abandoned by his wife and his brothers-in-law.

Asdiwal contracts his last marriage not with the river-
dwellers, but with islanders, and the same conflict is repeated.
The opposition continues to be insurmountable, although at
each stage the terms more closer together. This time it is in
fact a question of a quarrel between Asdiwal and his brothers-
in-law on the occasion of a hunt on a reef when the scas are
running high; that is to say, on land and water at the same time.
In the previous incident, Asdiwal and his brothers-in-law had
gone their separate ways, one inland and on foot, the others
out to sea and in boats. This time they go together in boats,
and it is only when they land that Asdiwal’s superiority is
made manifest by the use he makes of the magic objects
intended for mountain-hunting:

Mountain-hunting
Land

‘It was u very difficult hunt on account of the waves which
swept past [the reef] in the direction of the open sea. While
they were speaking about this, [Asdiwal] said: “My dear
fellows I have only to put on my snowshoes and I'll run up
the rocks you are talking about”.” He succeeds in this way,
whilst his brothers-in-law, incapable of landing, stay shame-

facedly in their boats (Boas, 1912, pp. 125-126).
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Asdiwal, the earth-born master of the hunt, finds himself
abandoned on a reef in high seas; he has come to the furthest
point of his westward journey; so much for the geographic and
economic aspects. But, from a logical point of view, his adven-
tures can be scen in a dilferent form — that of a series of
impossible mediations between oppositions which are ordered
in a descending scale: high and low, water and earth, sea-
hunting and mountain-hunting, etc.

Consequently, on the spatial plane, the hero is completely
led off his course, and his failure is expressed in this maximal
separation from his starting-point. On the logical plane, he has
also failed because of his immoderate attitude towards his
brothers-in-law, and by his inability to play the role of a
mediator, even though the last of the oppositions which had
to be overcome - between the types of life led by the land- and
sea-hunters ~ is reduced to a minimal separation. There would
seem to be a dead end at this point; but from neutral the myth
goes into reverse and its machinery starts up again.

The king of the mountains (in Nass dialect, Asdiwal is called
Asi-hwil, which means ‘Crosser of Mountains’) is caught on a
mockery of a mountain, and doubly so because, on the one
hand, it is nothing more than a reef and, on the other, it is
surrounded and almost submerged by the sea. The ruler of wild
animalg and killer of bears is to be saved by a she-mouse, a
mockery of a wild animal® She makes him undertake a
subterranean journcy, just as the she-bear, the supreme wild
animal, had imposed on Asdiwal a celestial journey. In fact, the
only thing that is missing is for the mouse to change into a
woman and to offer the hero a marriage which would be
symmetrieal to the other, but opposite to it; and although this
clement is not to be found in any of the versions, we know at
least that the mouse is a fairy: Lady Mouse-woman, as she is
called in the texts, where the word ksem, a term of respect
addressed to a woman, is prefixed to the word denoting a rodent.
Following through the inversion more systematically than had
been possible under the preceding hypothesis, this fairy is an
old woman incapable of procreation: an ‘inverse wife’»

And that is not all. The man who had killed animals in their
hundreds goes this time to lieal them and win their love.® The
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bringer of food (who repeatedly exercises the power hef receixfed
from his father in this respect for the benefit of his family)
becomes food, since he is transported in the sea—lion’s;v, stolma,ch g

Finally, the visit to the subterra,nean world (which is also,
in many respects, an ‘upside-down world’) sets the course'of the
hero’s }otum, for from then onwards he travels from West to
Fast, from the sea towards the mainland, from the salt water
of the ocean to the fresh water of the Skeena.

This overall reversal docs not affect the development of.the
plot, which unfolds up to the final catastrophe. V\’l?en A:sdlwa.l
returns to his people and to the initial patrilocal SltllﬁthOIl, l¥c
takes up his favourite occupation again, he.lped. by lnsis magic
objects. But he forgets one of them, and this mistake is fatal.
After a snccessful hunt, he finds himself trapped half-way up
the mountain-side: ‘Where might he go now? He could not go
up, he could not go down, he could not go to either side’ (B.oas,
1912, p. 145). And on the spot he is changed to stone, that is to
say paralysed, reduced to his earth-born nature in the stony
and unchangeable form in which he has been seen ‘for genera-
tions’.

v

The above analysis leads us to draw a distinction between two
aspects of the construction of a myth: the sequences and the
schemata (schémes).® The sequences form the apparent content
of the myvth: the chronological order in which things happen:
the mvvt-.ing of the two women, the intervention of thelsup‘el.'-
natural protector, the birth of Asdiwal, his childhood, his stm
to heaven, his successive marriages, his hunting and fishing
expeditions, his quarrels with his brothers-in-law, ete. 1

But these sequences are organized, on plancs at diﬂerc‘nt
levels (of abstraction), in accordanco with schemata, which exist
simultancously, superimposed one upon another; just as a
melody composed for several voices is held within bounds .by
constraints in two dimensions, first by its own melodic line
which is horizontal, and second by the contrapuntal schemata
(settings) which are vertical. Let us then draw up an inventory
of such schemata for this present myth.

1. Geographic Schema. The hero goes from East to West, then
17
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he returns from West to East. This return journey is modulated
by another one, from the South to the North and then from the
North to the South, which corresponds to the scasonal migra-
tions of the Tsimshian (in which the hero takes part) to the
River Nass for the candlefish season in the spring, then to the
Skeena for the salmon-fishing in the summer.

NORTH

EAST >WEST

»HAST
SOUTH

2. Cosmological Schema. Three supernatural visits establish
a relationship between terms thought of respectively as ‘below’
and ‘above’: the visit to the young widow by Hatsenas, the
bird of good omen associated with the atmospheric heavens;
the visit by Asdiwal to the highest heavens in pursuit of
Evening-Star; his visit to the subterranecan kingdom of the
sea-lions under the guidance of Tady Mouse-woman. The end
of Asdiwal, trapped in the mountain, then appears as a
neutralization of the intermediate mediation (between atmos-
pheric heaven and earth) established at his birth but which
even so does not enable him to bring off two further extreme
mediations (the one between heaven and earth considered as

the opposition low/high and the other between the sea and the

land considered as the opposition East/West):

Highest heaven

Atmospherie !
Heaven
' | Peak
(Asdiwal's  ®masT y (Asdiwal’s
birth) > I death)
WEST
\ Valley
Earth
v
Subterranean ’
world
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3. Integration. The above two schemata are integrated iz? a g
third consisting of several binary oppositions, none of which
the hero can resolve, although the distance separating ‘t«ho
opposed terms gradually dwindles. The iniL?zzl ’aind final
oppositions: high/low and peak/vallcy are ‘vertical’ and p}ms
belong to the cosmological schema. The two intcnjncdmt,o
oppositions (water/land and sea-hunting/mountain-hunting) are
‘horizontal’ and belong to the geographic schema. But in
fact the final opposition (peak/valley), which is also the narrow-
est contrast, brings into association the essential characteristics
of the two preceding schemata: it is ‘vertical’ in form but
‘geographical’ in content. This double aspect, natural a.n.d
supernatural, of the opposition between peak and valley 18
already specified in the myth, since the hero’s perilous situation
is the result of an earthquake brought about by the gods (see .
below, p. 22). Asdiwal’s failure (in that, because he forgot his
snow-shoes. he is trapped half-way up the mountain) thus
takes on a threefold significance: geographical, cosmological,
and logical:

—High

—Water

—Low—
—Sea-hunting

—FLand—
—Peak

—Mountain-hunting—

—Valley
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When the three schemata are reduced to their bare essentials
in this way, retaining only the order and amplitude of the
oppositions, their complementarity becomes apparent.

Schema 1 is composcd of a sequence of oscillations of constant
amplitude: Fast — North - West — South - East,.

Schema 2 starts at a zero point (the meeting half-way
between upstream and downstream) and is followed by an
oscillation of medium amplitude (atmospheric heavens - earth),
then by oscillations of maximum amplitude (earth - heaven,
heaven - earth, earth -- subterranean world, subterrancan
world — earth) which dic away at the zcro point (half-way up,
between peak and valley).

Schema 3 begins with an oscillation of maximum amplitude
(high-low) which dies away in a series of oscillations of
decreaging amplitnde (water - land; sea-hunting — mountain-
hunting; valley - peak),

4. Sociological Schema. To start with, patrilocal residence
prevails. Tt gives way progressively to matrilocal residence
(Hatsenas's marriage), which becomes murderous (Asdiwal’s
marringe in heaven), then merely hostile (the marriage in tho
land of the People of the Firs), before weakening and finally
reversing (marriage among the People of the Channel) to allow
a return to patrilocal residence.

The sociological schema has not, however, a closed structure
like the geographie schema, since, at the beginning, it involves
a mother and her daughter, in the middle, a husband. his wife,
and his brothers-in-law, and, at the end, a father and his son.?

{mother, danghter
without husband)

SN

Patriloeal malriloeal residence  Patrilocal
residence (husband, wife, —— residence

bros.-in-law) \ /

(father, son
without wife)
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5. Techno-economic Schema. The myth begins by evoking a
winter famine; it ends with a successful hunt. In between, the
story follows the (real-life) economic cycle and the seasonal
migrations of the native fishermen:

TPishing Salmon Successful
FFamine——>  for  —-—>Fishing——> Hunt
Candlefish

6. Global Integration. If the myth is finally reduced to its
two extreme propositions, the initial state of affairs and the
final, which together summarize its operational function, then
we end up with a simplified diagram:

(Initial State) (Final State)

FEMALE MALE

- 68" . IIGH-LOW s
EAST-WEST axis b ___I G 4 axis
FAMINE ]RE‘PLET[ON
MOVEMENT IMMOBILITY

Having separated out the codes, we have analysed the
structure of the message. It now remains to decipher the
meaniug.

Vi

In Boas (1916) there is a version of the story of Asdiwal that
is remarkable in several respects. First, it brings a new character
into play: Waux, the son of Asdiwal’s second marriage, who
seems to be a doublet of his father, although his adventures
take place after those of Asdiwal. In chronological order, they
form supplementary sequences of cvents. But these laler
sequences are organized in schemata which are at the same
time homologous to those which have heen described and more
explicit than them, Everything seems to suggest that, as it
draws to its close, the obvious narrative (the sequences) tends
to approach the latent content of the myth (the schemata); a
convergence which is not unlike that which the listener dis-
covers in the final chords of a symphony.

When Asdiwal’s second wife (his first earth-born wife) bore
him a son, he was called Waux. That means ‘very light’, for
this son used to fly away like a spark.1®

The father and son loved each other very much and always
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hunted together. And thus it was a cause of great sorrow to
Waux when his uncles forced him to follow them after they
had left his father (Asdiwal) at Ksemaksén. The mother and
son had even secretly tried to find Asdiwal and had only
abandoned the attempt when they were convinced that he
must have been devoured by some wild animal.

Waux, following in his father’s footsteps, became a great
hunter. Before his mother died, she made him marry a
cousin, and the young couple lived happily. Waux continued
to hunt on his father's hunting-grounds, sometimes in
company with his wife, who gave birth to twins.

Soon Waux’s children went hunting with him, as he had
formerly done with his father. One day he went with them
into an unexplored region. The children slipped on the
mountain and were both killed. The following year Waux
returned to the same place to hunt, armed with all the
magic objects he had inherited from his father, except the
lance, which he forgot. 'Taken unawares by an earthquake, he
tried in vain to make his wife (whom he saw in the valley)
understand that he needed her ritual help. He shouted to her
to sacrifice fat to the supernatural powers in order to appease
them. But the wife could not hear and misunderstood,
repeating not what her husband had said, but what she
wanted to do herself, “You want me to eat fat?’ Discouraged,
Waux agreed, and his wife sated hersclf with fat and cold
water. Satisfied. she lwy down on an old log. Her body broke
apart and was changed into a veined flint which is still found
all over that place today.

Waux, because he had forgotten the lance which enabled
him to aplit the rock and open a way through the mountain,
and having lost, his last chance of placating the clements
because of the misunderstanding which had arisen between
his wife and himself, was turned to stone, as were also his
dog and all bis magic objects. They are still there to this day
(Boas, 1916, pp. 243-245).

Several significant permutations will be noticed if \this is
comparcd with the version which we have taken as a point of
reference.

22
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Asdiwal had an only son (in fact, as we have seen, two only
sons, born of consecutive marriages and confused into one
single one in the story), whereas Waux has twins. We do not
know much about these twins, but it is tempting to sel up a
parallel between them and the two magic dogs that Asi-hwil
was given by his father in the River Nass version: one red, the
other spotted — that is, marked by a contrast which suggests
(when compared with the symbolic colour systems so common
among the North American Indians) divergent functions.

Moreover, the existence of twins already provides a pointer.
In the American series of mediators, twins represent the weakest
term. nnd come ab the hottom of the list, after the Messiah
(who unites opponents) and the trickster (in whom they are in
juxtaposition). The pair of twins brings opposites into associa-
tion but at the same time leaves them individually distinct (see
Lévi-Strauss, 1963a, Ch. x1, “The Structural Study of Myth’).

The change from a single mediator to a pair of twins is thus
a sign of & weakening in the function of the mediator, all the
clearer becausc only shortly after their appearance on the
mystical scene the twins die in unexplored territory without
having played any part.

Like Asdiwal, Waux ends by being turned to stone as a result
of forgetting a magic object; the identity of this object, however,
changes from one version to another. In Asdiwal, it is the
snow-shoes; in Waux the lance. These magic objects are the
instruments of mediation given to the hero by his supernatural
father. Here, again, there is a geadation: the snow-ghoes make
it possible to climb up and down the steepest slopes; the lance
enables its owner to go straight through walls of rock. The

lance is thus & more radical means than the snow-shoes, which -

come Lo terms with the obstacle rather than doing away with it./
Waux’s omission scems more serious than Asdiwal’s. The weaker
mediator loses the stronger instrument of mediation and his
powers ate doubly diminished as a result.

Thus the story of Waux follows a dialeetic regression; but, in
another sense, it reveals a progression, since it is with this
variant that a structure which had remained open in certain
respects is finally closed.

Waux's wife dies of repletion. That is the end of a story which
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opened by showing Asdiwal’s (or Asi-hwil’s) mother a victim of
starvalion. It was this famine which set her in motion, just as,
now, abuse of food brings Waux’s wife to a halt. And before
leaving this point let us note that in fact the two characters of
the initial sequence were two women who were single, unfed,
and on the move, whereas those of the final sequence were a
couple composed of a husband and his wife, one a bringer of food
(who is not understood) and the other overfed (because she does
not understand), and both paralysed in spite of this opposition
(but also perhaps because of the negative complementarity that
it expresses).

The most important transformation js that represented by
the marriage of Waux. It has been seen that Asdiwal contracted
a series of marriages, all equally unsuccessful. He cannot
choose between his supernatural bride and his fellow-country-
women; he is abandoned (though against her will, it is true) by
his Tsimshian spouse. His Gitxatla wife remains faithful to him
and even goes so far as to betray her brothers; it is he who
abandons her. He ends his days, having joined forces with his
son again, in a celibate state.

Waux, on the other hand, marries only once, but this
marriage proves fatal for him. Here, however, it is a case of a
marringe arranged by Waux’s mother (unlike Asdiwal’s
adventurous marriages) and a marriage with a cousin (whereas
Asdiwal marries complete strangers), or more precisely, with his
cross-cousin, his mother’s brother’s daughter (which explains
the intermediary role played by his mother).!!

As Boas cxplaing in the text quoted in the footnote above,
there was a preference for marriage with the mother’s brother’s
daughter among the Tsimshian, especially in the noble classes
from which onr heroes are drawn. Garfield doubts whether the
practicc was strictly in accordance with mythical models
(Garfield, 1939, pp. 232-233), but the point is of secondary
importance, since we are studying schemata with a normative
function. In a society like that of the Tsimshian, there is no
difficulty in seeing why this type of marriage could be thought
ideal. Boys grew up in their fathers’ homes, but sooner or later
they had to go over to their maternal uncle when they inherited
his titles, prerogatives, and hunting-grounds (Boas, 1916, p. 411,
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where he contradicts p. 401. We shall return to this contradic-
tion later.) Marriage with the matrilateral cousin provided a
solution to this conflict.

Turthermore, as has often been found to be the case in other
societies of the same type, such a marriage made it possible to
overcome another conflict: that between the patrilineal and
matrilineal tendencies of Tsimshian society, which, as we have
seen above, is very deeply conscious of the two lines (p. 3. See
also on this point E. Sapir, 1915, pp. 6 and 27, and Garfield,
Wingert & Barbeau, 1951, pp. 17-25). By means of such a
marringe, a man cngures the contimied existence of his heredi-
tary privileges and of such titles as he might have within the
limits of a small family circle (Swanton, 1909; Wedgewood, 1928;
Richards, 1914). ‘

I have shown elsewhere that it is unlikely that this interpreta-
tion may be secn as the universal origin of eross-cousin marriage
(Lévi-Strauss, 1949, pp. 158-159). But in the case of a society -
which has feudal tendencies, it certainly corresponds to real
motives which contributed to the survival, or to the adoption,
of the custom. The final explanation of this custom must, .
however, be sought in those characteristics which are common
to all societies which practised it.

The Tsimshian myths provide, furthermore, a surprising
commentary on the native theory of marriage with the matri-
lateral cross-cousin in the story of the princess who refuses to
marry her cousin (her father’s sister’s son).

No less crucl than she was proud, the princess demands that
her cousin prove his love by disfiguring himself. He slashes
his face and then she rejects him because of his ugliness.
Reduced to a state of despair, the young man seeks death
and ventures into the land of Chief Pestilence, master of
deformities. After the hero has undergone rigorous trials,
the chief agrees to transform him into a Prince Charming.
Now his cousin is passionately attracted to him, and the
young man, in his turn, demands that she sacrifice her beauty,
but only in order to heap sarcasm upon her head. The now
hideous princess tries to move Chief Pestilence to pity, and
at once the maimed and deformed race of people who make
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up his court set upon the unfortunate woman, break her
bones and tear her apart.
Boas’s informant sees in this tale the myth which lies at the

origin of the rites and ceremonies celebrated at the marriages
of cross-cousins.

‘There was a custom among our people that the nephew of
the chief had to marry the chief’s daughter, because the tribe
of the chief wanted the chief’s nephew to be the heir of his
uncle and to inherit his place after his death. This custom
has gone on, generation after generation, all along until now,
and the places of the head men have thus been inherited.’

But, the informant goes on, it is because of the disaster that
struck the rebellious princess that it was decided that on such
oceasions ‘no young woman should have any say about her
marriage. . . . Even though the young woman does not want to
marry the man, she has to consent when the agreement has
been made on both sides to marry them’ (that is to say after
negotiations between the maternal descent groups of the young
people).

‘When the prince and princess have married, the tribe of
the young man’s uncle mobilize. Then the tribe of the young
woman’s uncle also mobilize and they have a fight. The two
parties cast stones at each other, and the heads of many of
those on ecach side are hit. The scars made by the stones on

the heads of each chief’s people are signs of the marriage
pledge’.1?

In his commentary Boas notes that this myth is not peculiar
to the Tsimshian, but is found also among the Tlingit and the
Haida, who are likewise matrilineal and likewise faithful to the
same type of marvriage, Thus it is clear that it portrays a
fundamental aspect of the social organization of these peoples,
which consists in a hostile equilibrium between the matrilineal
lineages of the village chiefs. In a system of generalized
exchange, such as results, in these feudal families, from the
preferential marriage with the mother’s brother’s daughter, the
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families are, so to speak, ranged around a more or less stable
circle, in such a way that cach family occupies, at least
temporarily, the position of ‘wife-giver’ with respect to some
other family and of ‘wife-taker’ with respect to a third.
Depending on the society, this lopsided structure (lopsided,
because there is no guarantee that in giving one will receive)
can achieve a certain equilibrium - more apparent, however,
than real ~ in several ways: democratically, by following the
principle that all marriage exchanges are equivalent; or, on the
contrary, by stipulating that one of the positions (wife-giver,
wife-taker) is, by definition, superior to the other. But given a
different social and economic context, this amounts in theory,
if not in practice, to the same thing, since each family must
occupy both positions (Lévi-Strauss, 1949; 1963a, pp. 311-312).
The socicties of the Northwest Pacific Coast could not, or would
not, choose one of these points of balance, and the respective
superiority or inferiority of the groups involved was openly
contested on the occasion of each marriage. Each marriage,
along with the potlatches which accompanied and preceded it,
and the transfers of titles and property occasioned by it,
provided the means by which the groups concerned might gain
an advantage over each other while at the same time putting
an end to former disputes. It was necessary to make peace but
ouly on the best. possible terms. French mediaeval society offers,
in terms of patrilineal institutions, a symmetrical picture of a
gituation which had much in common with the one just
described.

In such circumstances, is there anything amazing about the
horrid little story in which the natives see the origin of their
marriage institutions? Is there anything surprising in the fact
that the ceremony of marriage between first cousins takes the
form of a bloody battle? When we believe that, in bringing to
light these antagonisms which are inherent in the structure of
Tsimshian society, we are ‘reaching rock bottom’ (in the words
of Marcel Mauss), we cxpress in this geological metaphor an
approach that has many points of comparison with that made
by the myths of Asdiwal and Waux. All the paradoxes conceived
by the native mind, on the most diverse planes: geographic,
economic, sociological, and even cosmological, are, when all is
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said and done, assimilated to that less obvious yet so real
paradox which marriage with the matrilateral cousin attempts
but fails to resolve. But the failure is admitted in our myths,
and there precisely lies their function.

Let us glance at them again in this light. The winter famine
which kills the husbands of the two original heroines frees them
from patrilocal residence and enables them first to meet and
then to return to the daughter’s native village, which will
correspond, for her son, to a matrilocal type of residence. Thus
a shortage of food is related to the sending out of young women,
who return to their own descent groups when food is scarce.
This is symbolic of an event which is illustrated in a more
concrete fashion cach year, even if there is no fanine, by the
departure of the candlefish from the Nass and then of the
salmon from the Skeena. These fish come from the open
sea, arrive from the South and the West, and go up the rivers
i an easterly direction. Like the departing fish, Asdiwal’s
mother continues her journcy westwards and towards the sea,
where Asdiwal discovers the disastrous effects of matrilocal
marriage.

The first of his marriages is with Evening-Star, who is a
supernatural being. The correlation of female heaven and male
carth which is implicit in this event is interesting from two
points of view,

First, Asdiwal is in a way fished up by the She-Bear who
draws him up to heaven, and the myths often describe grizzly
bears as fishing for salmon.’* Like a salmon too, Asdiwal is
fished up in a net by the compassionate Sun after he has
crashed to earth. But when Asdiwal returns from his
symmetrically opposite visit to the subterranean kingdom of the
sea-lions, he travels in one of their stomachs, like a food;
comparable to the candlefish which are scooped up from the
bed of the River Nass, the ‘Stomach River’. Furthermore, the
hero now goes in the opposite direction, no longer from East
to West like the food disappearing, but from West to East like
the food returning.

Second, this reversal is accompanied by another: from wnatri-
local to patrilocal residence; and this reversal is in itself a
variable of the replacement of a celestial journey by a sub-

28

The Story of Asdiwal

terranean one, which brings Asdiwal from the position of:
earth, male, dominated, to that of: earth, male, dominant. V
Patrilocal residence is no more successful for Asdiwal. I‘Io
gets his son back but loses his wife and his affines. Isolated in
this new relationship, and incapable of bringing together the
two types of filiation and residence, he is stuck half-way at the
moment when he has almost reached his goal; at the end of a
successful hunt, he has reconquered food but lost his freedom of
movement. Famine, which causes movement, has given way to
abundance, but at the price of paralysis. .
We ean then now better understand how Waux’s marriage
with his matrilateral cousin, following that of his father,
symbolizes the futile last attempts of Tsimshian thought.and
Tgimshian socicty to overcome their inherent contradietm{m.
For this marriage fails as the result of a mismzdcrstandm‘g
added to an omission: Waux had succeeded in staying with his
maternal kin while at the same time retaining his father’s
hunting-grounds; he had managed to inherit in both the
maternal and the paternal lines at the same time; but, although
they are cousins, he and his wife remain alienated from (.)nc
another, because cross-cousin marriage, in a feudal society, 1s &
palliative and a decoy. In these societies, women are always
objeets of exchange, but property is also a cause of battle.

Vil

The above analysis suggests an observation of a different kinc.l:
it is always rash to undertake, as Boas wanted to do in his

monumental Tsimshian Mythology, ‘a description of the life, -

social organization and religious ideas and practices of a
people . . . as it appears from their mythology’ (Boas, 1916,
p. 32).

The myth is certainly related to given (empirical) facts, but
not as a re-presentation of them. The relationship is of a
dialectic kind, and the institutions described in the myths can
be the very opposite of the real institutions. This will in fz.u,'t
always be the case when the myth is trying to express a negative
truth. As has already been seen, the story of Asdiwal has landed
the great American ethnologist in no little difficulty, for Waux
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is there said to have inherited his father’s hunting-grounds,
while other texts, as well as eye-witness observation, reveal that
a man’s property, including his hunting-grounds, went to his
sister’s son, that is to say from man to man in the maternal line. s
But Waux’s paternal inheritance no more reflects real con-
ditions than do his father’s matrilocal marriages. In real life,
the children grew up in the patrilocal home. Then they went to
finish their education at their maternal uncle’s home; after
marrying, they returned to live with their parents, bringing
their wives with them, and they settled in their uncle’s village
only when they were called upon to succeed him. Such, at any
rate, was the case among the nobility, whose mythology formed
a real ‘court literature’. The comings and goings were one of the
ontward signs of the tensions between lineages conneeted by
marriage. Mythieal speculation about types of residence which
arc cxclusively patrilocal or matrilocal do not therefore have
anything to do with the reality of the structure of Tsimshian
society, but rather with its inherent possibilities and its latent
potentialities. Such speculations, in the last analysis, do not
- seck to depict what is real, but to justify the shortecomings of
reality, since the extreme positions are only imagined in order
to show that they are untenable. This step, which is fitting for

L
Co

mythical thought, implies an admission (but in the veiled

language of the myth) that the social facts when thus examined
are marred by an insurmonntable contradiction. A contradic-
tion which, like the hero of the myth, "Tsimshian society cannot
understand and prefers to forget.

¢ This conception of the relation of the myth to reality no doubt.
limits the use of the former as a documentary source. But it
opens the way for other possibilities; for in abandoning the
search for a constantly accurato picture of ethnographic reality
in the myth, we gain, on occasions, a means of reaching

Junconscious, categories,

s ot

“. A moment ago it was recalled that Asdiwal’s two journeys -

from East to West and from West to Fast — were correlated
with types of residence, respectively matrilocal and patrilocal.
But in fact the Tsimshian have patrilocal residence, and from
this we can (and indeed must) draw the conclusion that one of
the orientations corresponds to the direction implicit in a
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real-life ‘reading’ of their institutions, the other to the opposite
direction. The journey from West to East, the return journey,
is accompanied by a return to patrilocality. Thercfore the
direction in which it is made is, for the native mind, the only
real direction, the other being purely imaginary.

That is, moreover, what the myth proclaims. The move to
the Iast assures Asdiwal’s return to his element, the Karth,
and to his native land. When he went westwards it was as a
bringer of food putting an end to starvation; he made up for
the absence of food while at the same time travelling in the
same direction as that taken by food when it departed.
Journeying in the opposite direction, in the sea-lion’s stomach,
he is symbolically identified with food, and he travels in the
direction in which the food (of actual experience) returns.

The same applics to matrilocal residence; it is introduced as
a negative reality, to make up for the non-existence of patrilocal
residence caused by the death of the husbands.

What then is the West—East direction in native thought? It
is the direction taken by the candlefish and the salmon when
they arrive from the sea each year to enter the rivers and race
upstream. If this orientation is also that which the Tsimshia;'n
must adopt in order to obtain an undistorted picture of their
concrete social existence, is it not because they see themselves
as being sud specie piscis; that they put themsclves in the
fishes’ place, or rather that they put the fish in their place?

This hypothesis, arrived at by & process of deductive reason-
mg, is indircetly confirmed by ritual institutions and mythology.

Fishing and the preparation of the fish are the occasion for
all kinds of ritual among the natives of the Northwest Coast.
We have already seen that the women must use their naked
breasts to press the candlefish in order to extract the oil from
it, and that the vemaing must be left to rot near the dwellings
in spite of the smell. The salmon does not rot, since it is dried
in the sun or smoked. But there are further ritual conditions
which must be observed: for instance, it must be cut up with a
primitive kuife made of a mussel shell, and any kind of stone,
bone, or metal blade is forbidden. Women set about this
operation sitting on the ground with their legs apart (Boas,
1916, pp. 449-450 and 919-932 (Nootka)).
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These prohibitions and prescriptions seem to represent the
same intention: to bring out the immediacy of the relationship
between fish and man by treating fish as if it were a man, or
at any rate by ruling out, or limiting to the extreme, the use of
mamifactured {objects which are part of culture; or, in other
words, by denying or underestimating the differences hetween
fish and men.

The myths, for their part, tell of the visit of a prince to the
kingdom of the salmon, whence he returns, having won their
alliance, himself transformed into a fish. All these myths have
one incident in common: the prince is welcomed by the salmon
and learns that he may in no circumstances eat the same food
as they, but must not hesitate to kill and eat the fish themselves,
regardless of the fact that they thenceforth appear to him in
liuman form (Boas, 1916, pp. 192-206, 770-778, 919-932).

1t is at this point that the mythical identification hits upon
the only real relationship between fish and men: one of food. It
persists, even in the myth, as an alternative: either to eat like
salinon (although one is & man) or to eat salmon (although they
are like men). This latter solution is the right one, and thanks
to it they are reborn from their bones, which had been carefully
collected and then immersed or burned. But the first solution
would be an abuse of identification, of man with salinon, not of
salmon with man. The character in the myth who was guilty
of this was transformed into a root or a rock — like Asdiwal ~
condemned to immobility and perpetually bound to the carth.

Starting with an initial situation characterized by irrepres-
sible movement, and ending in a final situation characterized
by perpetual immobility, the myth of Asdiwal expresses in its
own way a fundamental aspect of the native philosophy. The
start presents us with the absence of food; and everything
which has been said above leads us to think that the role of
Asdiwal, as bringer of food, consists in (bringing about) a
negation of this absence, but that is quite another thing from
(saying that Asdiwal’s role equates with) the presence of food.
In fact, when this presence is finally obtained, with Asdiwal
taking on the aspect of ‘food itself’ (and no longer that of
‘bringer of food’), the result is a state of inertia.

But starvation is no more a tolerable human condition than is
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immobility. 'Thercfore we must conclude that for these natives
the only positive form of existence is a negation of non-existence.
It is out of the question to develop this theory within the limits
of the present work. But let us note in passing that it would
shed new light on the need for self-assertion which, in the
potlatch, the feasts, the ceremonies, and the feudal rivalries,
scems to be such a particular characteristic of the societies of
the Northwest Pacific Coast.

VIII

There is one last problem which remains to be golved, that which
is posed by the differences between the Nags River version and
those recorded on the coast, in which the action takes place
on the Skeena. Up to now we have followed these latter ones,
which are very similar to each other. Boas even says that the
two versions are ‘practically identical’.’® Let us now look at the
Nass version.

Famine reigns in the two villages of Laxqaltsap and
Gitwunksilk — it is possible to place them: the first is the
present Greenville on the Nass estuary, and the second is
on the lower Nass, but further upstream.!® Two sisters,
separated by marriage, each live in one of the villages. They
decide to join forces, and meet half-way in a place which is
named in memory of this event. They have a fow provisions.
The sister from down-river has only a few hawberries, the one
from up-river, a small piece of spawn. They share this and
hewail their plight.

One of the sisters — the onc from up-river — has come with
her danghter, who does not enter the story again. The one
from down-river, the younger of the two, is still unmarried.
A stranger visits her at night. He is called Héux, which means
‘Good Luck’. When he learns of the state of the women, he
miraculously provides food for them, and the younger
woman soon gives birth to a son, Asi-hwil, for whom his
father makes a pair of snow-shoes. At first they are useless,
but once perfected, they bestow magic powers on their
wearer. Asi-hwil’s father also gives him two magic dogs, and
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a lance which can pass through rock. From then on, the hero
reveals himself to be a better hunter than other supernatural
beings against whom he is matched.

Then follows the episode of Hoéux’s retreat from his
brothers-in-law which has been summarized above (see pp. 11-
12). They carry off their sister and their nephew at Gitxaden,
down-stream from Nass Canyon.! There, the hero is drawn
towards the sky by the slave of a supernatural being,
disguised as a white bear; but he does not succeed in reaching
the heavenly abode and returns to earth having lost track
of the bear.

He then goes to Tsimshian country, where he marries the
sister of the sea-lion hunters. He humiliates them by his
superiority, is abandoned by them, visits the sea-lions in their
subterrancan kingdom, looks after them and cures them,
gets a canoe made of their intestines which brings him back
to the coast, where he kills his brothers-in-law with artificial
killer-whales. He finds his wife and never leaves her again
(Boas, 1902, pp. 225-229).

Clearly, this version is very poor. It has very few episodes,
and when compared with Boas (1912) which has been our point
of reference up to now, the sequence of events scems very
confused. It would, however, be quite wrong to treat the
Nass version simply as a weakened echo of the Skeena ones.
In the best-presevved part, the initial sequence of events, it is
as if the richness of detail had been preserved, but at the cost
of permutations which, without any doubt, form a system. Lct
us therefore begin by listing them, distinguishing the clements
which are common to both versions from the eloments which
have been transformed.

In both cases, the story begins in a river valley: that of the
Skeena, that of the Nass. It is winter, and famine reigns. Two
related women, one living upstream and the other downstream
decide to join forces, and meet half-way. ’

Already, several differences are apparent:

Place of the Action Nass Skeena v
State of the River ¢ Frozen
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Swtuation of the Two

Villages Not far apart _‘Very far apart’®
Relationship belween the
Two Women Sisters Mother and daughter

Civil Status { 1 married

. } 2 widows
1 unmarried

These differences, it is clear, are equivalent to a weakening of
all the oppositions in the Nass version. This is very striking in
the (contrasted) situations of the two villages and even more
so in the (contrasted) relationships between the two women.
In the latter there is a constant element, the relationship of
elder to younger, which is manifested in the form: mother/
daughter in the one case, and elder sister/younger sister in the
other, the first couple living farther apart from one another
than the second and being brought together by a more radical
event (the double simultaneous widowhood) than the second
(of whom only oue is married — it is not stated whether she has
lost her husband).

One may also prove that the Nass version is a weakening of
tho Skeena vorsion and that the Skeena version is not a
strengthened form of the other. The proof lies in the vestigial
survival of the original mother/daughter relationship in the
form of the maternity of the elder sister, who is accompanied
by her daughter, a detail which in every other respcct has no
function in the Nass version:

(a) [mother : daughter] :: [(mother + daughter) : non-mother]
the constant element being given by the opposition between
retrospective fertility and prospective fertility.

But these differences, which one could consider as being
‘more’ or ‘less’, and in this sense quantitative, arc accompanied
by others which are genuine inversions.

In the Skeena version, the elder of the two women comes from
down-river, the vounger from up-river. In the Nass variant, the
contrary is true, since the pair (mother + daughter) comes from
Gitwunksilk, upstream of the Canyon, and the unmarried sister
(who will marry the supernatural protector and is therefore
identical with the daughter in the Skeena version) arrives from
Laxqaltsap, which is downstream.

In the Skeena version, the women are completely empty-
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handed, reduced to sharing a single rotlen berry, found at their
meeting-place (‘a few berries’ in Boas, 1895). Once again, the
Nass version shows a weakening, since the women Dbring
provisions, though they are in fact very meagre: a handful of
berries and a piece of spawn:

Down-river Up-river
Skeena version: 00— —rotten«———-~0
berry
Nass version: berries——>

+——8pawn

It would be easy to show that on the Northwest Pacific Coast
and in other regions of America, decomposition is considered as
the borderline hetween food and excrement.?! If, in the Skeena
version, a single berry (quantatively, the minimal food) is the
bearer of decomposition (qualitatively, the minimal food), then
it is because berries in themselves are thought of specifically as
a weak kind of food, in contrast with strong foods.

,Without any doubt, in the Skeena version the two women are
tleliberately associated not with any particular food, but with
the lack of any sort of food. This ‘dearth of food’ however,
though a negative category, is not an empty category, for the
development of the myth gives it, in retrospect, a content.
The two women represent ‘absence of food’, but they are also
bound respectively to the East and to the West, to the land
and to the sea. The myth of Asdiwal tells of an opposition
between two types of life, also bound up with the same cardinal
points and the same elements: mountain-hunters on the one
side, fishermen and sea-hunters on the other (Boas, 1916,
p- 403: “The sea-hunter required a training quite different from
that of the mountain-hunter’). In the Skeena version the
‘alimentary’ opposition is therefore double: (1) between animal
food (at the extreme positions) and vegetable food (in the

intermediate position) and (2) between sea-animal (West) and
land-animal (East), thus:

Vegetable food: middle not defined**
4 (non-marqué)
(1)
¥ ’
_ ~ (sca) (land) gtrongly defined®
Animal food: (West)*”_( )‘#_&(Eaﬁt) (marqué)
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From this we obtain the formula:
(b) [land : sea] :: [(sea +land) : middl?] Q _
and the analogy of this with (a) [p. 35] is Jmmedl‘ately obvious.
The alimentary system of the Nass version is based on a
simplified structure (with two terms instead ?f three) and on
weakened oppositions. From being ‘not-defined’, vegetable fqod
moves to a state of being ‘weakly defined’; from a bordeFll‘ne
state between ‘food’ and ‘absence of food’, it becomes a,‘pos.ltlve
food, both quantitatively (a handful of berries) and qualitatively
(fresh berries). This vegetable food is now opposed not to
animal food as such, a category which is strongly defined (and
here distinguished by a minus sign (—1)), but to the weakfsst
imaginable manifestation of this same animal food (t? which
we still assign a plus sign (+ 1)). This contrast between weakly
defined animal food’ and ‘strongly defined animal food’ is
exhibited in three ways:
fish and not meat
fish spawn and not fish
a piece ‘as big as the finger’

Thus we have & system:

sea land

West East

vecretable food weakly animal food
& ) «defined - Jativel
(relatively opposition (rela ively
abundant in PP wealf in
quantity) quality)

From the point of view of the alimentary system, the
corrolation between the two variants of the myth can thus be
expressed by the following formulae:

(¢,) [(—meat) : (—fish)] 2 [de(meat + fish) : tl;r(v‘aget.u,biefood)]
or in simplified form (ignoring the minute quantity (le):

(c,) [meat : fish] :: [(meat + fish) : (vegetable food)]
where the sum of (meat+ fish) constitutes the category of
animal food. It will be noticed, once again, that there is an
analogy betwoen the three formulae a, b, and e. .

The two types of food in the Nass version are berries (down-
stream) and spawn (upstream). Spawn is an animal food from
the river, berries a vegetable food from the land (earth), and,
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of all earth-grown foods, this (in contrast to the game that is
hunted in the mountains) is the one most commonly associated
with the river banks (Boas, 1916, p. 404: ‘Women go out jointly
by canoe or walking in the woods to gather berries’).

Thus the transformation which has oceurred in the process of
transferring the story from the one version to the other can,
from this point of view, be written as follows:

(d) [West : East] :: [sea : land] :: [water : land (earth)
:: [river : bank]
But the opposition between the river and its banks is not only a
wonkoned form of the fundamental contrasts between ‘Kast'
and ‘West’ and between ‘land (earth)’ and ‘water’, which are
most strongly defined in the opposition: sea/land. It is also a
_ Junction of this last opposition.

In fact, the opposition river/bank is more strongly defined
inland (where the clement ‘water’ is reduced to ‘river’) than
towards the coast. There the opposition is no longer so pertinent
because, in the category ‘water’, the sea takes precedence over
the river, and in the category ‘land (earth)’, the coast takes
precedence over the bank. One can thus understand the logic of
the reversal whereby, up-river, we are led to put:

(d) [water : land (earth)] :: [river : bank]
whereas down-river — when the whole of the river and its banks
are assimilated into the eategory ‘land,’ this time in opposition
to the category ‘sea’ — we are led to write:

(¢) [water : land (earth)] :: [sea : (river 4 bank)]
where the combination (river 4+ bank) has, by permutation, been
moved into the position originally occupied by ‘land’.

Sineo (d) and (e) can bo reeast in tho form:

(/) [and : water] :: [(river + bank) : sea]
which is nnalogous to formulae (@), (b), and (¢), this example
shows how a mythological transformation can be expressed by a
series of equivalences, such that the two extremes are radically
inverted (cf. Lévi-Strauss, 1963a, pp. 228-229).

In fact, in the last stage of the transformation, the (down-
stream, West) position is occupied by a vegetable food, that is
to say by an ‘earth-food’, while the (upstream, East) position
is occupied by an animal food, which, since it consists of
fish-spawn, comes from the river and is therefore a ‘water-food’.
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The two women, reduced to their common denominator, which
is the relationship older/younger, have thus, in coherent
fashion, had their positions changed over with respect to the
relationship upstream/downstream.® N

Consequently, in tho Skecua version, the weak opposition
between river and bank is newtralized (this is expressed in the
myth by specifying that the river is frozen and that the women
walk on the ice) in favour of the strong opposition between sea
and land which is, however, negatively evoked (since the
women are defined by their lack of the foods which are associ-
ated with their respective (territorinl) positions). In the Nass
version it is the strong opposition which is neutralized, .by
weakening and inversion, in favour of the weak opposithn
between river and bank, which is positively evoked (since in
this case the women are provided, albeit meagrely, with the
appropriate foods).

Parallel transformations are to be found in the episode of the
supernatural protector as related by the two vcrsiong. In t}}a,t
of the Skeena, he provides meat alone, in an ever-increasing
quantity (in order: little squirrel, grouse, poroupinc, beajrer,
goat, black bear, grizzly bear, caribou); in the }.‘Iass version,
he provides meat and fish at the same time in such Ia:rgff
quantities that in the one case the hut is ‘full of meat and hgh
but only “full of dried meat’ in the other. In the Skeena version
this balance between the two types of life is brought about only
much later and in a transitory way: during Asdiwals third
marriage with the sister of the Gitxatla people, when, aceom-
panied by his hrothers-in-law, he is abundantly provided with
tsalmon and fresh meat’ which he sells to the stavving Psimshian
(cf. Boas, 1902, pp. 225-226, and Boas, 1912, pp. 74-77 and
120-123).

On the other hand, Asdiwal’s father gives him magic objects
which are immediately effective (Skeena version), whereas
those given to Asi-hwil have to be gradually perfected (Nass
version). In each ease, the hero returns from the West like the
food, transported in the insides of a sea-lion; but in the seeond
case the change from stomach (Skeena) to intestines (Nass)
suggests a food that is nearer to putrefaction, a theme that is
final here and no longer initial (a rotten berry and rotten bark
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were the women’s first food in the Skeena version). Nor must it
be forgotten that, from this point of view, the candlefish, the
only hope of escaping from starvation (in Tsimshian, candlefish
is called: hale-md’tk, which means ‘saviour’) must be tolerated
up to the point of decomposition - otherwise the fish would be
offended and would never return.

X

How can a concrete content be given to this double mechanism
of the weakening of oppositions, accompanied by a reversal of
correlations the formal coherence of which we have now
established? It should first be noted that the inversion is given
in the respective geographical positions of the two populations:
the Nisqa, people of the Nass, are found in the North; the
Tsimshian (whose name means: ‘inside the river Skeena’ from
K-sia’n: ‘Skeena’) in the South. In order to marry on (relatively
speaking) foreign territory, the Nass hero goes to the land of
the Tsimshian, that is to say, towards the Skeena, in the
South; and the Skeena-born Asdiwal’s last marriage shows him,
up to the time of the break, camping with his in-laws on the
Nass and thus in the North. Each population spontaneously
forms symmetrical but inverse conceptions of the same country.
But, the myths bear witness to the fact that the duality:
Skeena valley/Nass valley, which, with the region in between,
forms the Tsimshian country (in the broadest sense) is seen as
an opposition, as are also the economic activitics which are
respectively associated with each of the two rivers:

A young man of miraculous birth decided to go up to heaven
while night reigned on carth. Changed into a leaf, he impreg-
nated the daughter of the Master of the Sun, who bore a son
called Giant. The child scized the sun, made himself master of
daylight and went down to earth where he found himself a
companion, Logobola, who was master of mist, water, and
marshes. The two boys had a competition, and after several
undecided contests they decided to shoot arrows and play
for the River Skeena against the River Nass. Giiant won by
a trick and was so overjoyed that he spoke in Tsimshian - in
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the dialect of the lower reaches of the Skeena ~ to voice his
feelings ‘And Logobola says: ‘“You won, Brother Giant. Now
the candlefish will come to Nass River twice every summer,”
And Txamsem (Giant) said, “And the salmon of Skeena
River shall always be fat.” Thus they divided what Txamsem
had won at Nass river. . . . After which the two brothers
parted.’ One of the versions recorded by Boas says: “Txamsem
went down to the ocean and Logobola went southward to
the place he had come from’ (Boas, 1916, p. 70. Cf. also Boas,
1902, p. 7fT.).

In any case, the symmetry of the geographical positions
provides only the beginning of an explanation. We.have seen
that the reversal of correlations is itself the function of a general
weakening of all the oppositions which cannot be explained
merely by a substitution of South for North and North for
South, In passing from the Skeena to the Nass, the myth
becomes distorted in two ways, which are structurally con-
nected: first, it is reduced and, second, it is reversed. In order
to be admissible, any interpretation must take account of both
of these aspects. .

The Skeena people and the Nass people speak similar dialects
(Boas, 1911). Their social organization is almost identical ** But
their modes of life are profoundly different. We have described
the way of life on the Skeena and on the coast, characterized by
a great scasonal movement which is in fact two-phased: between
the winter towns and the spring camps on one hand, and then
between the spring candlefish season on the Nass and the
summer salmon-fishing on the Skeena.

As for the Nass people, it does not seem that they made
periodic visits to the Skeena. The most that we are told is that
those who lived very far up the Nass were called ‘kit’anwi’like’,
‘people who left their permanent villages from time to time’,
because they came down towards the Nass estuary each year,
but only for the candlefish season (Sapir, 1915, p. 3). The largest
seasonal migrations of the Nisqa seem thus to have been limited
to the Nass, while those of the Tsimshian were based on a much
more complex Skeena-Nass system. The reason is that the
candlefish only visit the Nass, which therefore becomes the
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meeting-place of all the groups who anxiously await the arrival
of their ‘saviour’, whereas the salmon goes up both rivers
indiscriminately. Thus the Nisqa lived in one valley, and the
Tsimshian in two,

Since this is so, all the natives are able to conceptualize the
duality Nass/Skeena as an opposition which correlates with
that of candlefish/salmon. There can be no doubt about it,
since the myth which lays the foundation of this opposition was
recorded by Boas in two practically identical versions, one in
Nass dialect, the other in Skeena dialect. But an opposition
which is recognized by all need not have the same significance
for each group. The T'simshian lived through this opposition in
the course of each year; the Nisqa were content to know about
it. Although a grammatical construction employing couplets of
antithetical terms is present in the Tsimshian tongue as a very
obvious model, and probably presents itself as such quite
consciously to the speaker,® its logical and philosophical
implication would not be the same in each of the two groups.
The Tsimshian use it to build up a system which is global and
coherent but which is not communicable in its entirety to
people whose concrete experiences are not stamped with the
same duality; perhaps, also, the fact that the course of the Nass
is less definitely orientated from East to West than is that of
the Skeena adds to the obscurity of the topographical schema
(among the Nisqa).

Thus we arrive at a fundamental property of mythical
thought, other examples of which might well be sought else-
where. When a mythical schema is transmitted from one
population to another, and there exist differences of language,
social organization or way of life which make the myth difficult
to communieate, it begins to become impoverished and confused.
But one can find a limiting situation in which instead of being
finally obliterated by losing all its outlines, the myth is inverted
and regains part of its precision.

Similar inversions occur in optics. An image can be seen in
full detail when observed through any adequately large
aperture. But as the aperture is narrowed the image bgcomes
Llurred and difficult to sce. When, however, the aperture is
further reduced to a pinpoint, that is to say, when communica-
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tion is about to vanish, the image is inverted and becomes clear
agnin. This experiment is used in schools to demonstrate the
propagation of light in straight lines, or in other words .to prove
that rays of light are not transmitted at random, but within the

limits of a structured field. L

This study is in its own way an experiment, since }t is hmtte;d
to a single case, and the elements isolated by analysis appear in
several series of concomitant variations. If the experiment has
helped to demonstrate that the field of mythi?al thought, too,
is structured, then it will have achieved itg‘v‘c‘)‘lgject.

NOTES

1. The candlefish (olacken) is a small very oily fish cu\:lghf, in very lm"ge
numbers. Valued mainly for ita oil, the meat ean be eaton in times of scarcity
DI PR B )
g I{ialt,sjnma (Boas, 1812), Hadsenas (Boas, 1895): it is a bird Ii.ke the robin
but not a robin {Boss, 1912, pp. 72-73). In another inyth tlfe rgbm 81NOUNCOS
the summer (cf. Boas, 1912, pp. 200-201). The term ‘robin’ is applied to a
variety of birds by the English and the Amerieans. It would be r&a}x to f,ry to
identify the species. According to Boas (1895), Hadsenas means ‘luck’, and

deseribses  bird sent as a messenger from Heaven {p. 286). o )
1n this work, which has no linguistic protentions, tho transeription “,f native
terms has been sinplified to the extreme, keeping only those distinctions
which are essential for avoiding ambiguities between the terms quoted.
3. The name Asdiwal certainly has several connotations. The Nass'form,
Asi-hwil, means ‘Crosser of Mountains' (Boas, 1802, p. 226) but ct. also
asdiwal’, ‘to he in danger’ {Boas, 1912, Glossary, p. 267) and Aseawa,olgyot: a
different namo for and special varioty of the Thunder Bird (Barboeau, 1950,
Vol. 1, pp. 144-145 and Vol. 1L, p. 470). '
4. For s summary and comparative analysia of all the toxts which h:w::: been
listed as referring to the greed of the Demniurge, seo Boas (1916, p. ()3()‘{1”.).
5. As the smallest mammal to appear in mythology, and also beftatxso in the
mytholagy of the Northwest Coast the mouse represents the anunsjls .of the
earth at their most modest level: that of domestic life. The monso is in fact
the domestic animat of the oarth, With this distinction she is entitlod to the
tiny offering of fat which drips from woollen ear-ornaments whon they are
thrown into the fire in her honour. o
6. “The love of the master of the sea-lions and of his whole tribe increased
very much’ (Boas, 1912, p. 133). )
7. '}:he Tsim(shinn of the I;\ﬁsqa group ‘look to the river {Nass] for .th‘mr fqod
supply, which consists principally of salmon and can(neﬁsh. Indom% it is owing
to the enormous numbers of tho latter fish that run in to spawn m the early
spring that the name Nass, meaning “the stomach, or food depot’ has been
given to tho rviver' (G. T. Einmons, 1810).
8. In Lévi-Strauss’s writings the notion of a strucmr‘ed conceptual schemeo
(schéme conceptuel), which lies at the back of explicit cultural forms and
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consists in the main of elements linked in binary opposition, is of basic
importance. See, in particular La Pensée sauvage (1862b, p. 173). Throughout
this translation the French schéme has boen consistently rendered as inglish
‘schoma’” and French opposition as English ‘opposition’ even though in places
it might have been more elegant to write ‘framework’ or ‘setting’ for schéme,
and ‘contrast’ or ‘antithesis’ for opposition [E.R.L.].

9. As we shall see later, the apparent gap in the cycle is explained by the fact
that in the story of Waux, Asdiwal’s son, the closure will be the result of a
matrilasteral marriage which ende in a terminal situation: husband and wife
without children.

10. Asdiwal himself had inherited from his father the lightrniess and speed of &
bird, qualities which are ideally suited to a hunter who, according to nativo
thought, should be as light-footed as a bird on the wing {Boas, 1916, p. 403).
Bons'’s informant considers Waux aa Asdiwal’s only child (Boas, 1918, p. 243).
This is a mistake, for Asdiwal also had s son by his third marvinge (Boas,
1912, pp. 123, 133, 138). But this point is unimportant sinco the thivd mnarrisge
was pimply 8 doublet of the second.

11. Boas’s informant seems to have made a mistake which Boas has only
partially corrected. In Boas {1916) the text is as follows ‘I3efore his mother
died she wanted her son to marry one of her own cousius, and he did what his
mother wanted him to do’ {p. 244). Thus it would be a cousin of the mothoer
and not of the son. The corresponding native text is to be found in Durlach
(1928, p. 124) of which herewith a transcription (in simplified signs): na
gauga(?) demn dzake na'ot da hass'x a dem naksde lguolget a k'dlda lgu-
txait. . ..

The kinship term fxaé denotes the father’s sister’s or the mother’s brother's
children — that is to say, all cross-cousins. Lyu- is & diminutive, The suflix -¢is
a third person possessive. In his suminary of the story of Waux, Boas repeats
the suspect plirase: ‘He marries one of his mother’s cousins’ (Boas, 1916,
p. 825). But in the cornmentary he corrects his interpretation by placing this
example quite rightly with all those he quotes of marriages with a matrilateral
cross-cousin. “The normal type of marriage, as described in the traditions, is
that betwoen a young man and his mother’s brother’s deughter. Thus . . . a
mother requests her daughter to marry her cousin (244) (Boas, 1918, p. 440).
Sinen p. 244 only mentions Waux’s marriege, it is clear that this timo Loas
rectifies the kinghip relations, but confuses the sex of the husband and wife.
From this there arises s new contradiction, for this cousin would be the
father's sister's daughter. The roal meaning seoms to be: before dying, his
mother wanted him to marry one of his own cousins.

12. Boas (1916, pp. 185-191): Describing the marriage coremonios of the
Nisqa as roported by another informant, IBoas explains that the fight between
the two groups can become so violent that one of the slaves in the suitor's
gnard is killed: “This foretells that the couple will never part’ (Bosas, 1916,
p- 531),

13. Boas {1916, p. 403). Asdiwal’s double visit to heaven {(which contrasts
with his single journey below the earth) seems to be intended to make even
cloarer the analogy with sslmon-fishing. In fact, his return to hoaven takes
place exactly as if it were a ‘catch’, in a net which is let down through an
opening in the heavons: just like the ritual fishing for the first salmon of
spring, which is carriod out with a net, through a hole made in the icevwhich
still covers the river,

14. Boas (1812, pp. 112-113). If our interpretation is ocorrect, it must be
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admitted that the explicit opposition: sky/earth is here reslized in an implicit
form: sky/wator, which is the strongest opposition inherent in the system of
tho three clomonts as nsed by the myth, ’

This system can in fact be reprosented by the following formula .(n_md th’e
sign : to mean ‘is to', the sign :: to meean ‘ag’, the sign > to mesn ‘is above’,
and the sign / to mean ‘is opposed to’)

1. sky : earth :: earth : water
which can also be written
2. sky >oarth > water

Then the hypothesis put forward above about the ‘fishing up’ of Asdiwal can
be verified by the following permutatiou:

3. sky : water :: earth ; earth
which may be said to correspond to Asdiwal’s second snpernaturel voyage,
whero th(\.np;mb&ili()n to water {(earth) is oxpressed by a subtorranonn voyago.
We are therefore perfectly entitled to put

4. sky/enrth :: sky/water (where ‘water’ stands for ‘beneath the sky’)

5. earth/water :: earthfearth (where 'fearth’ stands for ‘below the ground')
But this duplication of the ‘earth’ pole is only made necessary by the assimila-
tion (in veiled terms) of the major opposition between sky and earth to the
minor apposition, still implicit, betweon earth and water: Asdiwal is fishod up
like & fish off an enrth which is confused with tho liquid elemont, from thoe
heights of a sky pictured in terrestial terms as a ‘green and fertile pmiri’o'.

From the very beginning the myth soems governed by one partscular
opposition which is more vital than the others, even if not immediately
pereeptible: that between earth and water, which is also the one most closely
linked with methads of production and the objective relationships betwsen
mnen and the world. Formal though it bo, analysis of a society’s myths verifics
the primacy of the infrastructures. ‘

15. Sec Boas's hesitations in Boas (19186, pp. 401, 411, 412). Even Garfield,
who gave the problems much attention, cannot bring herself to admit to the
existence of suceession in the paternal line. See Garfield, Wingert & Barbeau
(1951, . 17, _
16, Bons (1916, p. 793). Nono the less, thero are a faw minor difforences which
sugpeat {hat Bons (1893) is a weak varinnt of Boas (1912).

17, J. I, Swanton (1952). ‘Lakkulzap or Greonville’ (p. 536); ‘Gitwinksilk . . .
acar the month of Nass River' (ifem). Tn any case, Barbean's map (1950)
places (Gitwinksilk (Gitwinksihlt) upstream of the Canyon, . '
18, 1. Sapir (1915): ‘Greenville (laxqgaltsa’p) . . " (p. 2). According to Sapir,
the (Gitwankeitlkn, ‘people of the place where lizards live’, from tho third
Nigga group, starting from downstream.

19. Sapir (1915): ‘Gitxate’n, poople of the fish traps’ (p. 3). Barboau (1950,
map) Gitrhatin, at the mouth of the estuary anel downstream from the canyon,
20. That is, nt any rate, what the myth emphatically affirms - but the villags
of the younger woman is not named

21, Many myths treat of the lnss of sahmoen by mankind, thanks to men's
refusing n piera of manldy fish, or to ther diggmt, on discovoring that tho
Mother of Salmon gives birth by hor exceretory eanal,

92 ovi-Mranss's disinetion ppargqud nononragad i horo rendered fdefined’/
‘not defined’. bt note also the distinction ‘marked’/tumarked’ as it oceurs
in general linguistics. To the latter context the words man and anthor ara
‘unmarked’ in comparison with the words woman and authoress which are
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‘marked’. Here the ‘unmarked’ term will be presumed to include the ‘marked’

category unlees the latter is explicitly distinguished. For a full discussion, see
QGreenberg (1968).

23. The younger woman, representing prospective fertility, shows a markedly
feminine character; in the elder this is not so marked. The younger must
always bo in the (earth) position: in the Skeena version, because she is to bear
Asdiwal, master of mountains and earth-born hunter; in the Nass version for
the same reason, and also because of the strictly feminine character of the
gatherer of berries, which stand for earth-food. Cf. Boas (1916): ‘while the men

procure all the animal food except shellfish, the women gather berries and dig
roots and shellfish’ {p. 52, also p. 404).

24. E. Sapir (1918, pp. 3-7), where it is clear that Goddard (1834) was wrong
in attributing only two exogamic divigions to the Nisqa instead of four. This
mistake ean probably be explained by the fact that the Nisga, immoediate
neighbours of the Tlingit, find it necessary more often than the Tsimshinn
to apply the rule of the lowest common multiple to their social organization,
so that the laws of exogamy may be respected in marriages with foroigners.
25. Boas quotes 31 pairs of ‘local particles’ in oppositions of the following
type: up elong the ground —down along the ground; up through the air—down
through the airjinto—ont of; backwards—forwards, ete. (Boas, 1011, pp. 300-312).

REFERENCES

BARBEAU, M. 1850. Totem Poles. National Museum of Canada
Bulletin, No. 119, Anthropological Series No. 30.

nEYNON, w. 1941. The Tsimshians of Metlakatla. American
Anthropologist 43: 83-88.

BOAS, FRANZ. 1895, Indianische Sagen von der Nord-Pacifischen
Kiiste Amertkas. Berlin,

-—— 1902, Tsimshian Texts. Bulletin of Smithsonian Institution,
No. 27. Bureau of American IEthnology, Washington.

— 1911, “Tsimshian’ in Handbook of American Indian Languages,
Part 1. Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of American Ethnology,
Bulletin 40, Part 1.

——~ 1912. T'simshian Texts (New Series). Publication of American
Kthnological Society, Vol. I11. Leyden.

— 1916, Tsimshian Mythology. Annual
Institution, No. 31 (1900-1910).
American Ethnology.

DURLACH, T. M. 1928, The Relationship Systems of the Tlingit, Haida
and Tsimshian, Publieations of American Ethnological Society,
Vol. X1. New York.

EMMONS, 6. 7. 1910, ‘Niska’ in Handbook of American Indians
North of Mexico. Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of American
Ethnology, Bulletin 30, Part II. v

GARFIELD, v, E. 1939. Tsimshian Clan and Society. University of
Washington Publications in Anthropology, Vol. 7, No. 3,

46

Report  Smithsonian
Washington: Burcau of

The Story of Asdiwal

GARFIELD, V. E., WINGERT, P. 8 & BARBEAU, M. 1951 _The
Peimshian: Their Arts and Music. Pufblications of American
Ithnological Society, Vol. XVIIL. New York. ) '

GODDARD, p. E. 1934, Indians of the Northwest 'C,oast. American
Muscum of Natural History, Handbook Series No. 10. New

GR 1':;(;)2\1;1{(‘:, 5. 1. 1966. Language Universals. In T. A,' S(’:b?()k
(ed.), Current Trends in Linguistics, Volume 3: 17 heoretical
Foundations. The Hague: Mouton, pp. G2ff. '

LEVI-STRAUSS, . 1940, Les Structures élémentaires de la parenté.
Paris: Presses Universitaires de France. '

. 19584, Anthropologie structurale. Paris: Plon (Englls?h transla-
tion, 1063a. Structural Amhro_pologg{. New York: Basic Books).

e . Ln Pensée sauvage. Paris: Plon. i

M ALIIZ?i)VSK 1. B. 1932. The Sexual Life of Savages in North-Western
Melanesia, 3rd edu. London: Routledge. ‘

RICHARDS, J. F. 1914, Cross Cousin Marriage in Sgutl't India. Man 14.

sAPiR, B. 1915, A Sketch of the Social Organisation of the Nuss
River Indians. Musewm Bulletin of the Canadian Dept. of Mines,

ical Survey, No. XIX. Ottawa. _

SW Age'ff)og, J. R 1939. Contributions to the Ethnology of the Haida.
Memoirs of American Museum of Natural History, V'ol. VI.II.

1052, The Indian Tribes of North America. Smlthsoman
Institution, Bureau of American Ethnology, Bulletin 145.

WwEDGEWOOD, ¢ H. 1928. Cousin Marriage :
Britannica, 14th edn. /

47

in Encyclopaedia/

)

o 0


http:Washingt.on
http:rtthropologi.st
http:imllledio.to



