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ABSTRACT

This paper is a study of the special form of play among
Eskimo girls which is known as "storyknifing." It consists of
telling stories to one another and illustrating these stories in
snow or mud with a sharp pointed object. Formerly, carved ivory,
bone, baleen, or wooden storyknives were used for the drawings, but
storyknives are being replaced by common metal tableknives, filed
metal strips or other substitutes.

Stories are of two main types: biographical accounts of events
in village life, a;rxd tales which are passed down from friends or
family and contain well-known themes. Analysis of stories and
accompanying illustrations points out similarities and differences in
the knifestory complex as it now exists throughout southwestern
Alaska with brief reference to its form farther north at Unalakleet
and Barrow. The conclusion is that this complex developed as an
enculturation device among aboriginal Eskimos because many tales
have a moral., Ethnographic information from the story texts was
extracted and explained to point out the references to aboriginal
material culture and subsistence patterns in the traditional tales
and the juxtaposition of ancient and modern elements in the bio-

graphical accounts.



PREFACE

Among Alaskan Eskimo girls there is an activity known as
storyknifing. It is a form of play in which the girls tell each
other stories and draw pictures or illustrations for them in the
mud or snow. In fact, it is the presence of the illustrations which
distinguishes a knifestory from any other type of Eskimo oral liter-
ature. Although the content of knifestories is often similar to
other stories, whenever I refer to "knifestories" it will be.to an
jllustrated story.

; One purpose in studying this complex was to learn what the
knifestories are and how they are told.| In spite of the popularity
of this activity throughout most of southwestern Alaska, the knife-
story complex has been mentioned only briefly or ignored entirely in
most ethnographic literature on Eskimos. The only real exception to
this general omission is the excellent article by Wendell Oswalt
(1964) on the Yuk tales from the lower Kuskokwim River area, par-
ticularly Napaskiak. He did not, however, attempt to do any compar-
ative study with the complex as it exists in other areas. There is a
dearth of information from other areas, and I hope to fill in some of
the blanks left on the subject of this Eskimo childhood activity.

T was also interested in tracing the geographical distribution
of this complex and in comparing areal similarities in its basic form.
Differences in particular aspects of the complex, such as illustrative
symbols, preferred types of stories, or implements used were noted.
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A third goal was to discover the significance of the complex,
that is, to determine its social function or value in the aboriginal
and contemporary cultures of the Eskimo.

Finally, I was interested in examining the ethnographic infor-
mation contained in many of the knifestories which confirms our
knowledge of social conditions and subsistence patterns of Eskimos.
Although description of environment, material objects, and activities
is not elaborate, it does play a minor part in the stories so that
mich information about Eskimo dress, food, household utensils, etc.,
can be gleaned from a careful search of the story content. Rapid
changes are leading the Eskimo away from his traditional culture
toward modern western values and lifestyle. More and more material
goods from the outside world are finding their way into the homes
of today's Eskimos with the natural consequence that the goods are
affecting the daily lives of the people using them. It follows
that the girls introduce some of the new possessions into biographical
stories as their own lives are affected by these goods. In tradition-
al stories told by the old people, there are still numerous references
to aboriginal elements of culture, but who knows at what rate the
Eskimo way of life will be converted to that of the rest of the
United States, leaving little or no trace of the old culture? Before
this conversion is complete, and knowledge of native heritage can be
acquired only by reading old books, we should make a thorough inven-
tory of what does remain now, including the knifestories, to collect

and analyze references to the aboriginal way of life.



I have called my paper the Storyknife Complex because the
activity which I will describe and interpret consists of many
parts which combine to give it its characteristic form. First
there are the knifestories themselves. Secondly there is the
method of illustrating the stories with a traditional storyknife or
modern substitute. The style of these illustrations is unique to
storyknifing and includes a special set of symbols which are con-
ventionalized or stylized representations of human beings and material
objects. Finally there is the special purpose this activity serves
in the enculturation of the Eskimo girls.

Each aspect of the complex will be described in the first
part, and my interpretation and analysis will follow in the second
section.

The methods of study varied. Usually I just watched girls
telling knifestories and recorded them on a tape recorder. When
I collected illustrations as well as stories, I either drew them
on paper as the storyteller drew them in the mud, or I photographed
the illustrations, but many photographs did not show up the drawings
well., When I interviewed Eskimo students at the University of Alaska,
I had them draw each scene on a separate tray which I had spread with
about 3/4 inch of Crisco. Rather than erase drawings, the girls
simply moved to the next tray. Afterwards, I asked questions about
the stories and about the illustrations to be sure I understood what
each symbol meant. I interviewed a total of Uﬂyfemales, ranging in
age from 5 to well over 65. They represented 20 villages, all but

2 of which, Unalakleet and Barrow, are located in the Yukon-Kusko-



kwim delta area of southwestern Alaska. Seven of the informants
were students at the University of Alaska at the time they were
interviewed. The remainder were interviewed in St. Mary's, Alaska,
where they were either residents of the village or students boarding
at the Mission High School there. The list of informants and their
villages is found on page « All interviews were conducted between
December 1968 and May 1969, The informants provided the bulk of ny
source material., Publications on general Eskimo ethnography, listed
in the References Cited, were used for background information, and
the article on Yuk knifestories by Oswalt (1964) was used as an aid
in comparing areal similarities and as a check on the validity of my
own findings.,

Vhile studying the storyknife complex, I was helped by many
people. Special thanks are due to Dr. William J. Loyens, Chairman
of the Department of Anthropology, University of Alaska, whose
valuable criticisms and continuing interest in my work have not
only encouraged me in this particular project but have also been
largely responsible for my enthusiasm for anthropology in general.
Dre Erna Gunther, formerly Chairman of the Department of Anthropology,
University of Alaska, was of great help to me during the first stages
of this thesis, and her efforts were instrumental in my being finan-
cially supported for fieldwork. Dr. William Hohenthal and Dr. Herbert
Alexander, both formerly of the Department of Anthropology, University

of Alaska, and Charles J. Keim, Professor of Journalism and English,



































































































































































































































































































































































































