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AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL 19:2 (1995) 85-109

“The Game Never Ends”:
Gerald Vizenor’s Gamble
with Language and Structure
in Summer in the Spring

ELIZABETH MCNEIL

The trickster myths in Gerald Vizenor’s Summer in the Spring:
Anishinaabe Lyric Poems and Stories come nearly verbatim from a
series of tales in The Progress, the first newspaper published onan
Indian reservation in Minnesota.! Appearing in the late 1880s, the
series was originally edited by Theodore Hudon Beaulieu (Sum-
mer, 15-16). From the standpoint of the contemporary literary
scholar, the series might simply seem an historical collection of
tribal lore and a useful collection from which to develop a source
study for Vizenor’s works, but for Beaulieu’s Anishinaabe
(Ojibwe/Chippewa)? audience or Vizenor’s interested non-
Anishinaabe academic audience engaged in the study of the
dynamic function of open-ended trickster discourse, these narra-
tives offer insight concerning the function and enduring value of
native texts.?

A brief review of the publication history of the tales offers
Vizenor’s contemporary audience insight into their original in-
tention. Twenty years before Beaulieu’s publication of the narra-
tive series in The Progress, Anishinaabe families had begun to
experience another in a series of removals, this time from their
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homes in different parts of the state to the newly organized White
Earth Reservation in northern Minnesota.* One hundred years of
the gradual stripping away of Anishinaabe land and natural
resources, as well as the threat of further erosion of tribal sover-
eignty, compelled Gus and Theodore Beaulieu to establish The
Progress.®

With Gus as publisher and Theodore as editor, the Beaulieus
initiated publication of The Progress because they believed the
Anishinaabeg needed a forum in which to share vital news and to
vent frustrations. The “Salutatory,” written by Gus’s brother,
Reverend Clement H. Beaulieu, as the opening article of the first
issue,® states the Beaulieus’ purpose: to advocate for the tribe’s
best interests. Beaulieu specifically notes that, while they do not
wish to antagonize the government, they “may be called upon at
times to criticise individuals and laws, but,” Beaulieu qualifies,
“we shall aim to do so in a spirit of kindness and justice. Believing
that the ‘freedom of the press,” will be guarded as sacredly by the
Government, on this Reservation as elsewhere. . . .”” The
newspaper’s masthead dedicates The Progress to “A higher Civi-
lization: The Maintenance of Law and Order.”®

Despite this rather moderate statement of intentions and con-
servative motto, after publication of the first issue the U.S. Indian
agent on the White Earth Reservation seized the press, charging
the Beaulieus with voicing “incendiary and revolutionary senti-
ments.”® A jury trial and a subsequent hearing before the U.S.
Senate Subcommittee of the Committee on Indian Affairs in
Washington, D.C,, cleared the Beaulieus of the charges, awarded
damages, and restored them to their newspaper.’® After a nearly
twenty-month hiatus for litigation, the Beaulieus published the
second issue of The Progress."

The Progress continued to include criticism of the federal Indian
Bureau, as well as current local, national, and international news.
In the third weekly issue of the renewed publication, Theodore
Beaulieu lets subscribers know that the paper will soon begin “a
series of Indian stories, traditional and legendary . . . which will
date away back when this country was one great reservation and
no Indian agents but Win-ne-boo-zho,” the trickster.”? However,
the Beaulieus’ publication of the text of the Dawes or General
Allotment Act,”® which appears “by request” of their readership,
temporarily held back presentation of the series. The Dawes Act
was of monumental significance to the Anishinaabeg, because it
served to break up the people’s communally held land into
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individual family allotments which then, in concert with further
legislation that followed almost immediately, allowed Anishinaabe
land to be sold to white settlers or lost to speculators, especially
those working for the timber industry.”” The Dawes Act proved
divisive in certain Anishinaabe communities by inspiring compe-
tition and breaking down communal cohesiveness. By delaying
the trickster stories to publish the General Allotment Act text, the
Beaulieus served their readership by informing the people of the
exact nature of the act, hence perhaps discouraging land sales in
communities that resisted allotment.'®

The front-page series of cultural information and trickster
stories finally begins in December 1887, with twelve installments
appearing until May 1888. The Anishinaabe texts edited by
Theodore Beaulieu were narrated by Saycosegay and Day Dodge,
two leaders of the Midéwiwin, the Anishinaabe sacred society
(Summer, 15-16). Day Dodge, “Grand Sachem and Medicine Seer
of the White Earth Ojibwas,” was then about ninety years old,"
“which means he was born before the turn of the nineteenth
century,” Vizenor says, “when the anishinaabeg were not yet
colonized and suppressed on federal exclaves or reservations”
(Summer, 16). In his introduction to the stories, Beaulieu insists
that these men are the best living authorities and that the transla-
tion of their texts is as near verbatim as possible’® because, he later
adds, it is in the readers’ best interest to offer them “the exact
language” of the Meda priests.” The series includes “many inter-
esting and useful lessons on the History, Customs, Traditions and
Legends of the Ojibwas, not omitting the charming jocularity of
the endless tales of the never dying WAIN-NAH-BOO-zHO!”? As the
series unfolds over the months, Beaulieu lets his readers know
that the never-ending “story of “WaINAHBOOZHO" and his many
adventures, will be continued as fast as the manuscript can be
prepared.”?

In 1970, Vizenor published in Anishinabe Adisokan stories he
had selected and edited from Beaulieu’s Progress series. Along
with the third edition of his collection of Anishinaabe lyric poems
(1965, 1970), Vizenor republished the Anishinabe Adisokan stories
in Summer in the Spring: Ojibwe Lyric Poems and Tribal Stories in
1981. The 1993 edition of Summer in the Spring: Anishinaabe Lyric
Poems and Stories is a contribution to the American Indian Litera-
ture and Critical Studies Series.?

The above brief history of the publication of the trickster tales
demonstrates their complex publication context. Because the
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1887-88 series came at a time when the Anishinaabeg were in need
of renewed hope—removal to White Earth Reservation in many
cases meant abandoning homes, possessions, and livelihoods to
begin again in a new place—the myths served Beaulieu’s audi-
ence as a kind of wide-reaching communal invocation of the
people’s enduring strength and humor.” The central figure in the
series is, appropriately, the humorous, “never dying” trickster
Wainaboozho.

With Wainaboozho—or Naanabozho, as Vizenor calls him—
anything is possible. In some Anishinaabe tales, he is stupid,
greedy, lustful, incestuous, abusive. Heengages in mean, thought-
less escapades, sometimes premeditating vengeful tricks; he even
kills his own brothers.? And yet, as the Anishinaabe culture-hero,
Naanabozho also commits the selfless creative acts that he was
put on the earth to perform (Summer, 103). In his introduction to
Summer in the Spring, Vizenor describes Naanabozho in these
Beaulieu-Vizenor narratives as the “compassionate tribal trick-
ster” (Summer, 13). As a culture-hero, Naanabozho recreates the
world after the flood, brings fire, and offers “salvation” to the
people. He is “reputed to possess not only the power to live but
also the correlative power of renewing his own life and of quick-
ening and therefore of creating life in others.”? Naanabozho has
been sent by Giizis Manidoo, the Great Spirit, to teach the people
what is essential for their existence.?

In the “Naanabozho Obtains Fire” tale in Summer in the Spring,
the trickster goes against the wishes of his grandmother (his
nookomis) and sets out to steal a ray—a smile—from the sun spirit,
Giizis Manidoo. Naanabozho, who was born of an earthly mother
and the manidoo (spirit/god) who is the north wind, journeys to
the sun’s island home and then turns himself into a rabbit; the
sun’s daughters find him wet and bedraggled on the lake shore.
They rescue the little bunny, and thus Naanabozho gains entrance
into the sun’s house. The rabbit revives and, “twitching his lips
and nose in a most ridiculous fashion,” is so comical that he makes
the sun smile. Naanabozho catches the burning ray in a piece of
punk he had tied onto his back for the purpose and exits before the
sun can catch him. Because he paddles so quickly back to the earth
and his grandmother’s wigwam, the fire is fanned to a blaze that
spreads to his rabbit fur (Summer, 104-108).

[Blefore he could extricate himself from his rabbit skin, the
hair was afire, and matters looked serious sure enough. He
was now nearing the shore from whence he came, and he at
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once commenced to howl and called loudly for nookomis to
hurry up: Come to me, I am afire, hi-hai, nookomis come quick!
(Summer, 108)

The humorous scene continues with the old woman “so excited
... that she forgot all about her stick and a sprained ankle” in her
haste to get to the canoe—although she does remember to grab a
pot in which she plans to collect the fire (Summer, 108). The
undignified hero yells pathetically for his grandmother, who,
probably because he is not always nice to her, takes her time
attending to him. Only after she has the fire safely in the pot does
she care for her smoldering grandson. Asaresult, “In many places
the rabbit skin had burned through. And when at last nookomis
pulled it off his back, great pieces of his own skin and flesh came
off with it. Poor naanabozho, he was indeed a sorry-looking sight
after he wasrelieved of his fiery jacket” (Summer, 109). As this tale
demonstrates, the trickster isa creator, a destroyer, a shapeshifter—
an agent of transformation. At the same time, even in the same
story, the culture-hero—as a raggedy rabbit or an angry grand-
child—is a comical, risk-taking fool. Although anyone who reads
the Beaulieu-Vizenor stories is likely to make choices more con-
sciously than Naanabozho does, he or she is bound to be con-
fronted at some point with the confusing double role of creator
and destroyer that human beings must fulfill even in the “trans-
formations” of everyday life.

After his brush with Giizis Manidoo, Naanabozho revives
himself through sleep. Then he feasts on food Nookomis has pre-
pared, afterward entertaining the two of them by making speeches.
His heated discourse leads Nookomis to disclose the truth of the
circumstances of Naanabozho’s birth, which, in turn, launches
Naanabozho into his next adventure. The demigod trickster al-
ways has another scheme hatching. If he were as careful and
calculating as someone entirely mortal—like his grandmother
or the Beaulieu-Vizenor reader—he would never set out on such
risky journeys into the natural and supernatural worlds. But
Naanabozho lives on the threshold between worlds, neither be-
longing fully nor living solely in just one, possessing neither
human common sense nor the dignified omnipotence of the
manidoog (spirits). Because he is both human and spirit, like any
living creature Naanabozho can be hurt, but like the manidoog
he cannot die. Since he belongs in part to each world, both affect
him, but neither has full control over his person, spirit, or destiny,
and, significantly, in neither is he in full control of himself.
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After hearing the truth about the circumstances of his mother’s
death, the enraged Naanabozho is determined to take control of
the situation by exacting vengeance. Impetuous as always, the
trickster goes on the “war path” to destroy his manidoo father,
who was indirectly responsible for his mortal mother’s death in
childbirth. However, in the next installment of the series,
“Naanabozho and His Father,” Naanabozho arrives at the “fourth
fold of the skies,” where his father talks him out of revenge. The
manidoo of peace, Naanabozho's twin brother who died with
their mother at their birth, further appeases Naanabozho by
telling him that the council of manidoog are now “giving him the
full control of the earth, as sovereign lord and master” (Summer,
124). When they had seen Naanabozho coming, the council of
manidoog hurriedly had decided on this action, because they
knew Naanabozho was invincible to the manidoog as well as to
human beings (Summer, 124).

In the Beaulieu-Vizenor series, although he is given steward-
ship of the earth and now has the grave responsibilities of a
mature, compassionate leader, Naanabozho is, in some respects,
still the same obstinate risk-taker he has always been. As a
steward who is sometimes heroic, sometimes selfish, he is a
mediator who may intercede for good or to stir up trouble; in other
words, he promotes all facets of life. Naanabozho intercedes
between the people and their earthly environment, and between
the Anishinaabeg and the evil spirits who threaten their lives. The
culture-hero trickster in these tales is also a mediator between the
late nineteenth-century Anishinaabeg and the U.S. government,
in that he ultimately inspires the people to act on their own
behalf.#” Most fundamentally, in the complex way that he is
sometimes hero, sometimes villain, and as that reflects the para-
doxical human condition, for the Beaulieu-Vizenor storytelling
audience the trickster is also a mediating force between active
aspects of the self.?

In “Naanabozho and His Father,” after he has been given
stewardship of the earth Naanabozho tells Nookomis he is plan-
ning tosetouton an extended tour of hisrealm. Sheisalarmed and
tells him that no one has been known to return who “got within”
the power of the assorted evil spirits that “infest” the land (Sum-
mer, 126): “They first charm their victims by the sweetness of their
songs, then they strangle and devour them,” she continues. “But
your principal enemy will be the gichi nita ataaged, the great
gambler, who has never been beaten and who lives beyond the
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realm of the niibaa giizis, darkness, and near the shores of the
happy hunting-ground.”? Nookomis ends her warning by say-
ing, “I would beseech you, therefore, not to undertake so danger-
ous a journey.” But Naanabozho is feeling cocky after his recent
confrontation with his father: “With the increasing laurels of
conquest, naanabozho felt that he was brave and as such, should
know no fear.” He continues to prepare for his journey and the
warning words of Nookomis seem to go unheeded (Summer, 126).

One does begin to wonder how Nookomis, a mortal woman,
has come to know so much that she can warn her grandson in
specific terms about the dangers that lie ahead. She is, at the very
least, a wise woman; we know earlier in the series that she is one
who, indream, receives information from the manidoog (Summer,
113-14). Even though Naanabozho does not heed her warning to
stay home (since the people are in need of his help, this may not
have been what she had intended, anyway), he is forewarned and
hence thoroughly readies himself for a successful journey by
making “all necessary preparations” before setting out (Summer,
126). Possibly because Nookomis—along with sympathetic ani-
mals and manidoog—have made him aware of what lies ahead,
Naanabozho now knows “the place where the great gambler con-
signed the spirits of his many victims” (Summer, 127). Based on
this foreknowledge, his purpose becomes clear, and he vows “that
if he ever destroyed the gichi nita ataaged, he would liberate the
victims who were being tortured” (Summer, 127).

In a brief introduction to this installment of the continuing
trickster story in The Progress, Beaulieu says that “the great spirit
gambler” is destiny.* The gambler’s prisoners, the Beaulieu-
Vizenor text states, are the “victims of sin and shame” (Summer,
127); they are Naanabozho’s Anishinaabe relatives who have
gambled with destiny by risking interaction with this overpower-
ingly evil creature (Summer, 129) or, simply, have “gambled” by
having faced their destiny fearfully. In Naanabozho’s game with
the great evil gambler, “one chance remained, upon which de-
pended the destiny of naanabozho and the salvation of the
anishinaabe people” (Summer, 130).

Beaulieu’s late nineteenth-century Anishinaabe readers were
dealing with their own harsh fates, their worst fears repeatedly
having beenrealized. But, judging from the Beaulieus’ criticism of
white manipulation of their lives, the Anishinaabeg were not
placing themselves in the role of helpless victims—and the trick-
ster story would have served to remind them of their cultural
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resources. Some Anishinaabeg, like Theodore Beaulieu, were
helping the people help themselves, in much the same way as
Naanabozho takes an active, dangerous role when he decides to
face the gambler. One hundred years later, Vizenor’s readers, too,
face a risk-filled destiny (environmental pollution and general
lack of respect for life in the seemingly unending race for material
gain), and, like the readers of The Progress, are challenged to
choose between apathy and action. Both native and nonnative
audiences can relate to Naanabozho as culture-hero and can
understand the idea of people caught in servitude or addiction to
destruction.

In the gambler tale, the images are as grizzly as any that life
might offer. The great gambler’s front door is a mat of human
scalps. Showing Naanabozho the hands of his “relatives who
came here to gamble,” the gambler tells Naanabozho, “They played
and lost and their life was the forfeit. . . . Seek me and whoever
enters my lodge must gamble” (Summer, 129). Naanabozho the
culture-hero has come not because he has an addictive, self-
destructive urge to gamble with his destiny, as the previous
Anishinaabe victims may have had. He is risking his destiny by
using his power to resist and disable the gambler and hence to
liberate/empower his human relations, including the reader—
liberating simultaneously that angry human part of himself that
the manidoog had hurried to try to appease by making himearth’s
steward.

Without his human relations, who provide him his role of
liberator and teacher, Naanabozho's risk is pointless; only be-
cause of them is he a redemptive and instructive figure. For
Beaulieu’s Anishinaabe audience, Naanabozho's interposing as
their never-dying agent is original, ancestral. For both Beaulieu’s
and Vizenor's readers, the model of risk for potential acquisition
of power and restoration of a balance between good and evil is
archetypal.

To reintegrate ancestral story/history—especially given the
instructive elements of trickster texts—is, for the Anishinaabe
reader, to reaffirm the roots of Anishinaabe purpose, liberating
the socially oppressed reader from purposelessness and victim-
ization. With varying degrees of personal apathy, the members of
both Beaulieu’s nineteenth-century and Vizenor’s twentieth-cen-
tury audiences come from spiritually splintered communities
that face uncertain futures; for each the present, and hence the
future, is set against a background of their own century of in-
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tensely violent and psychologically devastating past. For
Beaulieu’s and Vizenor’s readers, strength of will bolstered by the
trickster narrative may help to fortify the spirit in the face of
community fragmentation. Confrontation in the story offers a
model for action against the forces threatening to destroy. The
message is that it is better to take a potentially fatal risk than to
remain a passive victim.

The trickster’s confrontation with the gambler is also signifi-
cantinthat thistaleis set in the afterlife. For the Anishinaabeg, loss
to the gambler means relegation to Anishinaabe hell. Winning
means eternal salvation. The individual’s preparation for en-
trance into either a peaceful or a troubled afterlife is a familiar
spiritual dichotomy for both native and nonnative audiences.
Vivifying clarification, or “salvation,” of personal and communal
sense of purpose—along with the reminder to replace one’s fears
with strength or faith—helps not only to ensure strength in living
but to earn peace in the afterlife (or at least a more peaceful
contemplation of one’s mortality).

Status in the afterlife is generally seen as dependent on one’s
behavior in life. The variety of good and bad in any individual’s
behavior reflects the human-divine dichotomy of heaven and
hell. Like the multiple aspects of the human personality, different
parts of the trickster also exist at once, even within the same story.
Naanabozho's father is “a powerful manidoo for good or evil,”
Nookomis tells her grandson (Summer, 123). Similarly, Day Dodge
explains in The Progress that when, at the onset of menses, a girl
went into isolation and fasted for her life vision, she was a “strong
... spirit for good or evil”;*' she was on the brink of deciding the
major course of her life’s journey. Representing the individual’s
power which, over a lifetime or at a given moment, can work for
both good and evil, Naanabozho and the great gambler are simply
aspects of one being.*> Thus the model for choice is brought to an
intensely personal level for the reader of this tale.

The Anishinaabe trickster is also known as the Great Hare or
the moon, the Great Light, the Spirit of Light, or the Great White
One.®In “Naanabozho Obtains Fire,” discussed above, the trick-
ster changes himself into a rabbit in order to obtain fire from the
sun spirit; his own body catches fire in the course of bringing this
source of warmth and light into the dark of the earthly night. The
trickster performs this feat by drawing the sun to himself, which,
ina sense, is similar to the way the moon “steals” sunlight to send
down to, or reflect onto, the earth at night. In “Naanabozho and
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the Gambler,” the last tale included in the Beaulieu-Vizenor
narrative series, the evil gambler is the polar opposite of the
compassionate trickster, or compassionate human self. The
gambler is “a curious looking being” who “seemed almost round
in shape” (Summer, 129); in his dwelling out beyond the vast
darkness, the gambler is, in other words, the almost-full moon.
The gambler is the trickster in his greediest, most evil mode. In
a human being, such selfish, destructive behavior may be be-
yond the person’s control, because it is an aspect of his/her
behavior that the individual is “in the dark” about. However, the
gambler story shows that the courageous part of oneself that seeks
clarity can bring such negative behavior into the light, as the
trickster does by confronting the gambler. In this story, neither
aspect of the trickster—neither Naanabozho nor the gambler—
possesses a full range of human physical or psychological charac-
teristics; they complement one another in form, purpose, and
behavior. Here the gambler, who is not human, pursues a com-
pletely selfish and evil intent, while Naanabozho operates in
human form as anaaltruistic hero whose goal is the liberation of his
people.

The story is not tragic, however; it is comical. Trickster absur-
dity is at work when the fate of an entire people rests on the
outcome of a game of chance. Only someone as ridiculously
overconfident as Naanabozho would calmly step in to gamble
with others’ lives, not to mention risking his own destiny in the
bargain. Common sense—and a concerned grandmother’s warn-
ing words—would be enough to convince most human beings not
to undertake such a huge risk. But the trickster does not possess
a human conscience, not in the ordinary sense of weighing pro-
posed action against probable outcome.

After the gambler explains what has happened toNaanabozho's
relatives who have come before him—a speech meant to terrify
Naanabozho and thereby render him incapable of winning the
game—Naanabozho “laughed long and heartily. This was un-
usual for those who came there to gamble and the great gambler
felt very uneasy at the stolid indifference of his guest” (Summer,
130). The gambler’s discomfort offers comic relief in the midst of
what has been, for the gambler’s previous visitors, the most
hopeless of situations. Encouraged by the trickster story, readers
of the Beaulieu-Vizenor text thus may discover that laughter is
possible even within what they had previously thought were
impossible situations in their lives.
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Naanabozho’s humor and strength are possible only because
he has properly prepared himself for the journey and has con-
fronted and dismissed his fears. To fear the enemy or oppressors
(in this story comically depicted as an Anishinaabe weakness for
gambling) is to lose footing as one passes through a paralyzing
limbo to make the final gamble with one’s destiny. To be fearful,
to lose one’s command or sense of purpose while in this de-
pressed/oppressed state, is to fall, to be already lost. On his way
to confront the great evil gambler, Naanabozho walks through the
darkness where the gambler has “consigned the spirits of his
many victims.” Naanabozho overcomes his fear because he has
the power of the manidoog with him: “For the first time in his life
he experienced the chilly breath of fear, and wished that he had
listened to the counsel of nookomis. But just then a voice whispered
in his ear saying: I am with you. You should never fear. At this his
fears were dispelled and he boldly walked on” (Summer, 127).

In his typically obtuse way, which Nookomis had surely antici-
pated, Naanabozho had heeded his grandmother’s counsel by
consulting “friendly manidoog” and animals before undertaking
his adventure (Summer, 126). On his journey, he finds he has the
power of the Anishinaabe spirits with him. He passes through the
darkness, the owl his eyes and the firefly his light, until he arrives
again in the daylight, where the great gambler’s wigwam is
visible in the distance. He overcomes that dangerous period of his
fear and then, with his greatest challenge clearly illuminated
before him, he can dismiss his helpers, their assistance no longer
needed. Readers are being reminded that ancestral and animal
spirit assistance, always available, can bring them strength of will
and clarity of purpose.

The narrative continues, “When he was very near the wiigiwaam,
he saw that there were numerous trails coming from different
directions but all leading towards the wiigiwaam” (Summer, 128).
The other visitors to the gambler’s wigwam may not have been so
well prepared as Naanabozho. Because they had no spiritually
bolstering assistance for the journey, when the imminent chal-
lenge came—that is, confrontation with the weakest part of one-
self, which emerges at that lowest psychological point, the final
gamble for one’s survival—their fear and limited sense of com-
munal and spiritual resources had already set them up to lose.

The risk theme works for both Beaulieu’s and Vizenor’s audi-
ences in that, by identifying with the trickster—his ability to
challenge destiny creatively, to exert his free will—readers are
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given a model of behavior that can help them overcome their
propensities toward apathy. The consequences of white encroach-
ment have puta pall over nativelives for generations. Through his
essential liminality and his comic ability to make the story audi-
ence laugh at itself, the trickster—always on the threshold be-
tween worlds, adventures, behaviors, and aspects of personal-
ity—reminds both Beaulieu’s and Vizenor’s readers that life
requires choices, even if the only choice is whether to meet
impossible situations with fear or with resolve.

Vizenor’s series ends as Beaulieu’s does, with Naanabozho
ready to take his turn in the game after the gambler has tossed the
bone figures and Naanabozho has called upon the wind to knock
them down. Naanabozho is not frightened when he seizes the
dish, telling the gambler, “It is now my turn, should I win, you
must die” (Summer, 131). In The Progress, Beaulieu adds that the
tale is “to be continued,” but, as in the Vizenor text, the narrative
is left hanging.*

The trickster story itself does not end, however; the reader must
bring it to closure. The point of the open-ended story is to intimate
that the risk goes on and on and on, just as the traditional—and
archetypal—story itself is sure to be retold, in some form, as long
as life exists. The game—Anishinaabe life and history/story—is
not over. Beaulieu is reminding his audience not to give in or give
up. “Open-ended” means open to change, able to adapt to the
developing needs of a situation by permitting spontaneous and
unguided responses. Beaulieu’s readers were faced with tremen-
dous change. For their own survival, they needed to be able to
formulate wise and creative solutions to the difficult challenges of
their situation.

Vizenor’s intention for his audience may be a similar awaken-
ing to the possibility of human endurance, as well as an apprecia-
tion for the idea of free will in terms of active rather than passive
responses to texts. He argues that “no critical closures, represen-
tations, or essential cultural conditions could hold” these trickster
stories (Summer, 13). Vizenor wants to assure scholars that the
native story—with its balance of humor and struggle—is a tradi-
tion that has resisted colonization. Trickster tales and other Na-
tive American stories continue orally; in addition, as is evidenced
by the Beaulieu and Vizenor texts, for more than a hundred years
now they have taken to a wider intercultural life in print.

Alan Velie points toseveral interesting problems in the Beaulieu-
Vizenor text as a written form of traditional, orally presented
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narrative. Velie implies that the “highly solemn and formal En-
glish” in which Beaulieu originally casts the texts—and that
Vizenor retains—is somehow inappropriate to traditional per-
formed narrative and that Beaulieu and Vizenor have taken
further editorial liberties in their presentation of Saycosegay’s
and Day Dodge’s texts.*

Storytellers invariably cast their tales in language that they
believe best suits the intended audience. Beaulieu’s English was
the educated English of the late 1800s—the same English, we can
assume, used by his educated Anishinaabe audience. Asan editor
who decides how to present the material, what text to keep and
what to excise—forming his own version of the stories—Beaulieu
isoperating in therole of storyteller, only this time telling the story
through the medium of print and in English. The care that at-
tended preparation of the narrative series and the overall mission
of the newspaper to provide tribal members with critical discus-
sion of pertinent issues—both intentions clearly stated in The
Progress—indicate that Beaulieu’s choice of vocabulary would
have been just as carefully tended.

This formal turn-of-the-century English also works for Vizenor’s
academic audience, whose literary expectations are honed to
appreciate the language of oral tradition as recorded in legend
and folktale. Even though he makes minor editorial changes,
Vizenor’s text nearly duplicates the carefully prepared narrative
in The Progress. As mentioned above, Vizenor’s changes include
hisrenaming “Wainahboozho” as Naanabozho. Highly conscious
of the semantic impact of language, Vizenor also italicizes the
Anishinaabe words and and makes them lower case in order to
emphasize “the values of the oral language rather than a total
imposition of the philosophies of grammar and translation” (Sum-
mer, 19-20) and to call attention to “semantic blunders” (e.g.,
“indian”).’ In addition to these revisions, Vizenor does omit or
change certain words and phrases in the text.

An example of one of the more significant and yet still subtle
changes occurs in the translation of Day Dodge’s comments on
traditional Anishinaabe rites for a girl during her first menses,
discussed briefly above. The Progress text reads, “My grandson,
you cannot properly understand without an illustration, how
strong a spirit for good or evil a girl is during this period.”?
Vizenor changes the text in this segment to “My grandchild, you
cannot properly understand without an illustration, how strong
the manidoog, spirits, are during this period” (Summer, 69). As-
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suming that the text he edited represents Beaulieu's point of view,
even though Beaulieu may not have translated the narrative
himself,*® Vizenor’s version may indicate shifts in thought con-
cerning this particular topic. In Beaulieu’s text, the pubescent girl
is the spirit (“how strong a spirit for good or evil a girl is”) and
therefore the active agent, whereas, in Vizenor’s version, the
spirits, existing seemingly both inside and outside the girl, are the
agents of the action (“how strong the manidoog, spirits, are”). Also,
Beaulieu describes the girl’s spiritual power in terms white read-
ers would be likely to respond to as signifying specific polar
extremes—"good or evil”—while Vizenor withholds that oppor-
tunity for judgment by indicating only that the spirits become
strong at this time. The personal example that Day Dodge goes on
to relate in the Progress text, and that Vizenor retains, is an
illustration of a menstruating girl's awesome power. As a young
man, Day Dodge had gone to a girl’s hut during her first menses
in order that she cure the warts on his hands, which she/her
power did accomplish.*

Dropping the “good or evil” phrase that his largely non-Native
American academic audience might perceive as dichotomous
could mean that Vizenor simply wants readers to come to their
own conclusions—based on Day Dodge’s illustration—of what
this female power indicates. Vizenor’s omission of the phrase
could also come from an awareness of his academic readers’
cultural filter, which, in a discussion of women’s power, might
lead them, consciously or unconsciously, to associate evil with the
biblical fall and woman'’s alleged part in it. Beaulieu’s edition of
Day Dodge’s discussion of the first menses does not indicate that
the girl herself may use her power toward a willful or evil end; the
Beaulieu text simply explains that males had to be careful and
conscious of heightened female metaphysical strength (equated
with women’s physical power to create new life) during this
period. That Vizenor’s changes may come from a feminist aware-
ness can be supported by the fact that he also changes the “grand-
son” address of the Day Dodge-Beaulieu text to “grandchild”—
the genderless term encouraging a wider readership that includes
women. In his subtle editing of the cultural information and
trickster tales from The Progress for a twentieth-century audience,
Vizenor does not, however, seem to intend a radically different
reading of the Beaulieu text.

Velie implies that both Beaulieu’s and Vizenor’s “re-
expressions”* of the Saycosegay and Day Dodge text are inappro-
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priate—that the Midéwiwin teacher-storytellers’ earlier versions
of the mythic texts have been compromised in some way.* But as
Vizenor points out, there are as many versions of tribal stories as
there are tellers,* listeners, and readers (Summer, 14). In fact, the
text has proven its essential viability by its reemergence in the
textual repertoire of those generations succeeding the Midéwiwin
elders to which Beaulieu and Vizenor belong.

Velie’s biggest point of contention in regard to Beaulieu’s and
Vizenor’s series is that both end the trickster text in the middle of
the narrative; he claims that thisis not “traditional.”**Naanabozho
has not yet acted and has not yet won—or lost—his battle with the
gambler.

He was not frightened, and when the great evil gambler
prepared to make the final shake, naanabozho drew near and
when the dish came down on the ground he made a whistle
on the wind, as in surprise, and the figures fell. Naanabozho
then seized the dish saying: It is now my turn, should Iwin, you
must die. (Summer, 130-31)

Velie states that “the traditional ending in Anishinaabe myth, as
well as the tales of other tribes, is for the trickster to win and the
gambler to die.”* In other versions of the Anishinaabe trickster re-
creation cycle, after Naanabozho has finished recreating the land
and has completed his task of killing the evil being, the stories end
with his “roaming about.”* However, as nineteenth-century an-
thropologist Basil Johnston points out, Anishinaabe stories he
recorded “are not to be interpreted literally; but freely, yet ratio-
nally according to the Ojibway views of life. Readers and listeners
are expected to draw their own inferences, conclusions, and
meanings according to their intellectual capacities.”* Even if the
trickster completes a task and wanders off, the text is left up to
each story participant/audience member to conclude and possi-
bly later to retell as the particular version of the story that person
has apprehended. Leaving the text in medias res may represent,
to Velie, a lack of aesthetic and thematic sensitivity, but to an
Anishinaabereader (and to contemporary literary scholars accus-
tomed to ambiguous endings), it may not be so jarring; in fact, it
may elicit an entire body of cultural text—other versions and
other tellings of this trickster story, as well as other related texts
and events in the reader’s life.

Jarold Ramsey says that “myth evokes a mood of self-conscious
expectancy.”* Because he is a powerful trope or unit of cultural
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performance, the tribal trickster is particularly capable of conjur-
ing up, within the culturally knowledgeable listener /reader, the
entire traditional cultural “tapestry” or semiotic context. The
mythic trickster and his stories then become much more than
“’merely functional instruments or mediating mechanisms’” en-
gaged in a symbolic process.*® Much more than a comforting
symbol, Naanabozho, in his many aspects and adventures, is an
active element in the Anishinaabe reader’s life—as he can be even
in the life of the culturally sensitive non-Anishinaabe reader.

Velie further suggests that Beaulieu’s tagging of the last install-
ment of the series, the confrontation between Naanabozho and
the gambler, with “to be continued” may be the played-out limit
of the series project for Beaulieu and his collaborators or simply a
literary “trick.”* Actually, “to be continued” establishes an ex-
pectant, enjoyable tension. Evenif the story is not continued—and
even if the story continues and the trickster does die—the call to
the greater continuing body of Anishinaabe oral literature has
been made in the mind of Beaulieu’s audience. Additionalily,
Beaulieu’s Anishinaabe readers, and Vizenor’s mainly nonnative
academic audience familiar with the pan-Indian qualities of the
trickster figure, know that Naanabozho does not die—or, if he
does, he can always come back to life.*® Also, when the tale s told
again in the future—in whatever version—the unending story of
the trickster, and the people, continues.

The ambiguous ending may have been unintentional on
Beaulieu’s part,® but the truncation of the series at this sus-
penseful point would ultimately not have mattered much for the
tribal audience, who could construct their own outcomes and call
up their own remembered texts. On the other hand, Vizenor
clearly intends the ambiguous ending; he deliberately stops the
action at a place where readers unfamiliar with the culture are
forced to participate in the narrative—to learn more about
Anishinaabe lives and texts (his informative and interpretive
sections framing the narrative series indicate that this is what
he wants)* or at least to allow his readers the opportunity to
engage actively enough with the text to produce their own conclu-
sions. The courageous hero has at his command the power of the
manidoog (Naanabozho whistles for the wind, which then knocks
over the figures left standing after the gambler’s toss [ Summer,
130-31]) and is on an altruistic mission to save his people. The
trickster’s demonstrated supernatural power and the right-
eousness of his mission are ingredients Vizenor’s primarily
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non-Indian academic readers are likely to expect will lead to a
“happy” ending.

However, the nonnative reader who is familiar with American
Indian texts will realize that happily-ever-after is an oversimpli-
fication, that the trickster is not simply hero or villain but both, his
actions akin to the ongoing struggle of human existence. In yet
another version of the Beaulieu story in the prologue to his book
The People Named the Chippewa, Vizenor the storyteller says that,
even if Naanabozho does not win, “The trickster had stopped evil
foramomentinagame”;*evenif only foramoment, Naanabozho
has successfully mediated between good and evil.

Similarly, the Beaulieus and then Vizenor have offered a medi-
ating moment to their readers through their published versions of
the trickster text. Participation in the storytelling moment offers
the reader the opportunity to mediate events along with the
trickster and to mediate between aspects of the trickster’s com-
plex self. The threshold inherent for the listener/reader in tribal
texts, specifically here the never-ending trickster story, isa liminal
stance, a rite of passage that transports the actively involved story
participant/reader through what Victor Turner has dubbed a
“moment in and out of time”; this moment homogenizes differ-
ences between the sacred and the secular, between individuals
from different social levels, between past, present, and future,*
and between aspects of self. In the suspension of real time is a
moment of breathing space or inspiration in which all things are
possible.

Comedy, especially trickster humor that deals with human
interactions ranging from the mundane to the taboo, is a vehicle
for serious as well as light concerns that mediates and brings into
balance contradictory aspects of human life. The storytelling
moment that facilitates imaginative engagement in narrative
choices could serve the listener/reader whose life surely involves
choices—action considered and taken. To operate as an objective
actor or intermediary in one’s life is to retain freedom of choice in
thought and action. Most importantly, an intermediary, by defi-
nition, is one who acts as an integrative force, bringing two
seemingly opposed elements together in order to reconcile differ-
ences. Both the trickster and the storyteller, as the mythicand real-
life agents of the stories, offer the reader models for reconciling
and hence integrating oppositional forces.

The traditional multifaceted and multifaced trickster figure—
a communal, many-voiced sign—and the open-ended narrative
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each offer what Vizenor calls “narrative chance.” The unfinished
nature of the Beaulieu-Vizenor text is appropriate to the trickster
genre of tales, as it is, in fact, appropriate to oral literature, which
relies on the quality and principle of open-endedness.” “Senti-
ment and sensation and worldview of the Gambler story denies
closure,” Vizenor states. It is more about “balance,” he suggests,
“but it's not balance”—not really balance because that is a rigid
delineation. “We’re all good and evil,” he says.* The tug of war
between the two aspects of being is, at the level of the individual
or at the level of societies, a game of constant rebalancing. The
game between the trickster and the gambler is also never-end-
ing—the story can always be retold. “The game never ends,”
Vizenor says, and language, including storytelling, is a game,
too.%”

Beaulieu and Vizenor, as storyteller-editors publishing their
interpretations of these trickster tales, are cultural historians.
Beaulieu offered his audience text that was already their own
story and, through that publication, reminded his people of their
strength, pride, and hope as Anishinaabeg. Vizenor intends the
Summer in the Spring series of trickster texts to be a point of open-
ended engagement with Anishinaabe culture, and the readers’
structural interaction with textual open-endedness is an addi-
tional gift intended to remind them of the possibility of spontane-
ous engagement with life.
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NOTES

1. Gerald Vizenor, “A Brief Historical Study and General Content Descrip-
tion of a Newspaper Published on the White Earth Indian Reservation in Becker
County, Minnesota” (M.A. thesis, University of Minnesota, Minneapolis-St.
Paul, 1965), 7.

References to Summer in the Spring: Anishinaabe Lyric Poems and Stories, new
ed., American Indian Literature and Critical Studies Series, gen. ed. Gerald
Vizenor (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993), use the abbreviation
Summer followed by the page number(s).



Vizenor's Gamble with Language and Structure 103

2. Vizenor, Summer, 133-35. About a century-and-a-half ago, Henry Rowe
Schoolcraft, an American Indian studies scholar and U.S. Indian agent who
married Anishinaabe mixed-blood Jane Johnston, “named the anishinaabeg . . .
the ojibwa.” The Anishinaabe missionary George Copway explains, in The
Traditional History and Characteristic Sketches of the Ojibway Nation, that the name
was assumed to indicate the unique type of moccasin gathered at the toe and
ankle that these people wore. Ojibway, Vizenor says, signifies gathering. Vizenor
cites yet another explanation from an Anishinaabe history written by William
W. Warren, “the first person of anishinaabe ancestry to serve on the Minnesota
State Legislature.” Warren says that “‘the word is composed of ojib—pucker
up—and abwe—to roast—and it means to roast till puckered up. . . . The name of
abwenag—roasters—which the ofibways have given to the dakota . . . originated
in their roasting their captives, and it is as likely that the word ojibwa—to roast
till puckered up—originated in the same manner. . ..”” But, Warren continues,
“‘the invented names of the tribe do not date far back. As a race or distinct
people they denominated themselves anishinaabe. . . .’ In his History of the
Ojibway People, Warren also writes that he believes the Anishinaabeg originally
used fire torture in retaliation against the Fox, who had inflicted this kind of
torture on Anishinaabe prisoners of war ([St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society
Press, 1984], 106-107).

Vizenor recounts the story about how “the word ojibwa invented by Schoolcraft
was misunderstood by a traveling bureaucrat who heard chippewa for ojibwa.
Once recorded in treaties the name is a matter of law.” And although today
“anishinaabeg must still wear the invented names,” Vizenor says that the people
“still speak of themselves in the language of their hearts as the anishinaabeg.”

3. Ananonymousscholar reviewing thisarticle hassuggested that Vizenor’s
Summer in the Spring may not be of interest to nonacademic Anishinaabe
readers; in the Anishinaabe community the scholar knows well, no one reads
Vizenor. Perhaps this is because The Progress was owned by Gus Beaulieu, a
Métis (mixed-blood) trader whom the Anishinaabeg, in general, came to
distrust. Melissa L. Meyer cites Warren Moorehead, who, in 1909, had been sent
to White Earth by President Theodore Roosevelt to investigate rumors of
“undue suffering” that had resulted from the dispossession of many
Anishinaabeg from their allotted land. In his investigative report, Moorehead
refers to Gus Beaulieu as the “‘leader of the wolf pack’” and to the Nichols-
Chisolm Lumber Company for which Gus worked as the “’king of the forest, for
which the wolf-pack hunts.” Moorehead was overwhelmed by what he learned:
‘Thave never been so moved, and I am not much given to sentiment’” (The White
Earth Tragedy: Ethnicity and Dispossession at a Minnesota Anishinaabe Reservation,
1889-1920 [Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press], 159).

4. Sister M. Carolissa Levi notes that, from 1795 to 1854, numerous U.S.
government treaties and legal actions resulted in the Anishinaabeg losing much
of their land base and receiving only a fraction of the true value of their natural
resources. Anishinaabe groups were removed from ancestral lands and later
died in great numbers from diseases brought by whites, such as measles,
smallpox, and tuberculosis, and from foul government rations (Chippewa Indi-
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ans of Yesterday and Today [New York: Pageant, 1956], 51-59). Meyer writes, “The
plan to concentrate various Anishinaabe bands together on one reservation first
surfaced in the 1864 Treaty with the Mississippi, Pillager, and Lake
Winnibagoshish bands . . . . The 1867 Treaty with the Mississippi bands
established the White Earth Reservation in an effort to increase the amount of
fertile farming land at the concentration site” (The White Earth Tragedy, 42).

5. In The People Named the Chippewa: Narrative Histories, Vizenor clarifies
that Theodore was Gus’s second cousin and brother-in-law (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1983), 82.

6. Vizenor, “Historical Study,” 28.

7. Theodore H. Beaulieu, ed., The Progress (White Earth Agency, Minne-
sota), 25 March 1886.

8. Ibid.

9. Vizenor, The People, 92. The Progress was “the first tribal newspaper to be
seized by federal agents” (p. 94). Citing U.S. Office of Indian Affairs (OlA)
“Records of Investigation of White Earth Mixed Bloods, 1911-1915,” Meyer
states that, in order to stop Gus Beaulieu from criticizing Indian Office policies
(which included the Indian Affairs Commissioner’s refusal “to allow the
Anishinaabeg any role in managing their tribal or individual resources”) and
determined to defuse Beaulieu’s influence by confiscating the printing press,
agent Timothy J. Sheehan “’disposed of [Gus’s] newspaper with an ax’” (The
White Earth Tragedy, 103).

10. Beaulieu, The Progress, 8 October 1887.

11. Theeditors chose to begin the paper anew, with the 8 October 1887 issue
actually a second volume 1.1.

12. Beaulieu, The Progress, 22 October 1887.

13. Ibid., 29 October 1887.

14. 1Ibid., 22 October 1887.

15. In 1854, the Anishinaabeg ceded all their previously owned lands and
were assigned to reservations where, through the 1887 Dawes Act, they were
later allotted individual parcels that they were supposed to farm, although the
allotted land was often unsuitable for farming. The Nelson Act of 1889 permit-
ted individuals to sell their allotments, which, in turn, allowed the timber
industry to take over much of Minnesota’s woodlands. Meyer further clarifies
that, on top of a series of “destructive” legislative acts (the 1904 Clapp Rider, the
1904 Steenerson Act, and the 1906 Burke Act), “In less than three years [after]
passage of the 1906 [second] Clapp Rider, fully 90 percent of land allotted to full-
bloods had been mortgaged or sold; 80 percent of all reservation land had
passed into private ownership” (The White Earth Tragedy, 160-61). Paulette
Fairbanks Molin adds, “Before the allotment policy ended in the 1930s, two-
thirds of the Indian land in the United States had passed into white hands,” and
Anishinaabe timber, hunting, and fishing rights were severely restricted (fore-
word to Night Flying Woman: An Ojibway Narrative, by Ignatia Broker [St. Paul:
Minnesota Historical Society Press, 1983], x, xii).

16. Meyer notes that White Earth leaders were wary of the Nelson Act,
never having seen the terms of the 1867 treaty of consolidation fully realized.
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“Band members worried most about the likelihood of an immediate cession of
land. They had become accustomed to threats to the reservation land base. Gus
Beaulieu . . . heatedly argued that ‘there should not be a single solitary foot’
disposed of by sale,” but was rebuked by U.S. government commissioners who
demanded that the Anishinaabeg “acquiesce in a cession ‘for your own safety
and protection”” (The White Earth Tragedy, 54). Ironically, through his many
fraudulent land deals, Gus Beaulieu went on to cheat allottees of thousands of
acres. Even Theodore Beaulieu’s real estate dealings included some “inventive
arrangements” that enabled him to hang on to land he had purchased from
allottees whose blood status (and therefore eligibility to sell) was in question
(164-65). :

Imre Sutton points out that those Anishinaabe groups who resisted allot-
ment kept their communal land, which has since afforded these communities a
cohesive, cooperative base from which to embark on various tribal economic
enterprises, such as wild rice cultivation, and has helped to maintain ties with
community-oriented religious and other social traditions (Indian Land Tenure:
Bibliographical Essays and a Guide to the Literature [New York: Clearwater Pub-
lishing, 1975], 82, 102, 194).

17. Beaulieu, The Progress, 17 December 1887.

18. Ibid.

19. Ibid., 4 February 1888.

20. Ibid., 17 December 1887.

21. 1Ibid., 24 March 1888.

22. Keeping the same pagination as the 1981 edition, in the new edition
Vizenor has included a revised introduction and has dropped the acknowledg-
ment page at the end of the text and added a glossary.

23. In Almanac of the Dead, Leslie Marmon Silko writes, “The stories of the
people or their ‘history’ had always been sacred, the source of their entire
existence. If the people had not retold the stories, or if the stories had somehow
been lost, then the people were lost . . .” (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1991),
315-16. .

Similar to Beaulieu’s intention with the Anishinaabe lore and trickster texts,
Leon Surmelian, editor of Apples of Immortality: Folktales of Armenia, states in his
introduction that these folktales came from a literary attempt to evoke Arme-
nian national spirit. The Apples of Immortality stories were taken from oral tales
that had been collected by dedicated folklorists as “part of a patriotic movement
to save the Armenian nation, divided between two rival empires, from extinc-
tion, and to give ita new dignity and pride.” The tales “are mostly from eastern
Armenia, where people on the whole enjoyed physical security, but were
threatened with eventual Russification. It was not very safe to collect folktales
in western Armenia, the major portion under Turkish rule, where ‘Armenia’
was a forbidden word, and where we were threatened by genocide” (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1968), 14. E.D. Hirsch et al. point out that
Armenia has been invaded and oppressed by various nations throughout its
twenty-five-hundred-year history. From 1894, Armenians suffered genocide
organized by the Ottoman Empire/Turks that culminated in 1915-20 when
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more than a million Armenians died due to massacres, executions, and starva-
tion (The Dictionary of Cultural Literacy, 2d ed. [Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1993],
211-12,350). As did the centuries-long Euro-American genocide of indigenous
Americans, the Turkish attempt during World War I to annihilate the Arme-
nians offered a historical precedent for the World War Il Nazi genocide of
European Jews and other targeted populations.

24. William Jones, Publications of the American Ethnological Society: Ojibwa
Texts, vol. 7, pt. 2, ed. Truman Michelson, series ed. Franz Boas (New York: G.E.
Stechert, 1919), 15-41.

25. ].N.B. Hewitt, “Nanabozho,” Handbook of American Indians North of
Mexico, ed. Frederick Webb Hodge, Smithsonian Institution Bureau of Ameri-
can Ethnology Bulletin 30, 2d ed., pt. 2., 2 pts. (Washington, DC: U.S. Govern-
ment Printing Office, 1912), 19.

26. BasilJohnston, Ojibway Heritage (New York: Columbia University Press,
1976), 17.

27. Today, in a time of the resurgence of the Anishinaabeg as a nation and
as individuals, Anishinaabe medicine leaders are being called upon to travel
great distances, often with very limited resources, in order to serve their
communities. As peripatetic as Naanabozho, these leaders move in and out of
whata colleague referred to as that “timeless, spaceless” world of the manidoog
to operate in the still often dangerous liminal space between native and Euro-
American cultures.

28. Ironically, Gus and Theodore Beaulieu became polarized in their func-
tions as community leaders. Meyer writes that Theodore Beaulieu was a
“highly respected reservation leader” who, as one woman reported, “‘worked
more for the benefit of the people, as a whole,”” while Gus ““worked more for his
own’” benefit, in the process becoming “the most influential (and notorious) métis
cultural broker at the White Earth Reservation” (The White Earth Tragedy, 102).

29. In her novel Tracks, Ojibwa-German American author Louise Erdrich
also deals with the idea of gambling taking place in the Iand of the dead: “In the
heaven of the Chippewa there is gambling. . . . They play for drunkenness, or
sorrow, or loss of mind. They play for ease, they play for penitence, and
sometimes forliving souls.” Life can be lost or won back in such games, as when
Fleur, near death herself, gambles to win back her daughter Lulu’s lifeand, after
doing so, then makes her own way back to the land of the living (New York:
Holt, 1988), 160-62.

30. Beaulieu, The Progress, 12 May 1888.

31. Ibid., 17 December 1887.

32. Gerald Vizenor, telephone conversation with author, 5 April 1993.
Historian Christopher Vecsey notes that the Navajo trickster, Coyote, and the
hero actually exchange skins in the “‘were-coyote episode’ common to Navajo
myths”; Coyote and the hero come to resemble each other so thoroughly that the
hero’s wives “cannot clearly tell the difference between the two. . . .” The hero
“must struggle with his own nature. His thirst for attainment must combat” his
lustful Coyote nature. The hero is reduced to a pitiful condition when hit by a
coyote skin and is subsequently revived by the “Hoop Transformation” cer-
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emony, in which the coyote skin is removed and the hero thus is returned to his
normal state. The entire experience in the myth reveals to the listener/reader
“not only the dangers to the hero but also the dangers within the hero” (Imagine
Ourselves Richly: Mythic Narratives of North American Indians [San Francisco:
HarperSanFrancisco, 1991], 143).
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