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ABSTRACT

Tanana Athabascan culture may be observed in Nenana and Minto.

These two villages have shared close associations dating from 

prehistoric times up to the present. The music of the two villages 

shares common characteristics. Although studies contributing to the 

general knowledge of Alaskan Athabascan music exist, this is the first 

study emphasizing purely musical characteristics. There are many 

categories of songs among the Tanana music repertoire. For this thesis, 

forty-one Tanana Athabascan dance songs have been transcribed and 

analyzed to yield information regarding general characteristics of this 

class of music. A tape recording of these songs is included with this 

thesis.
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CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTION

Purpose

The study presented here was begun with the intention of compiling 

a repertory of transcribed Tanana Athabascan songs, then to determine 

which musical characteristics profile the music of the Tanana Athabascan 

dance song. Since there are many categories of songs among the Tanana, 

the author limited the study to dance songs. After gathering a 

collection of tape cassettes with dance songs, the author transcribed 

forty-one dance songs. The transcriptions are analyzed to determine a

musical profile for the Tanana dance song. In addition, this study

offers statistical musical data of the Tanana Athabascans that in some 

later study may be compared with similar data from other Northern 

Athabascans. A musical comparison between the Northern Athabascans and

the Pacific and Southern Athabascans would thus be facilitated, with an

emphasis placed upon corroboration with linguistic evidence, supporting 

the divergence of the Northern and Southern Athabascan groups. The 

language indicates that the Northern and Southern Athabascans are 

related; thus, the music of the two groups should be compared to 

determine the musical relationship. This study takes the first step 

toward this musical comparison.

Historical documentation reveals that a close relationship exists 

between Nenana and Minto. The village of Minto originated within 

Nenana. Nowadays, as in the past, the Tanana people intermarry and

1
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share with each other (during funerals, weddings, memorial potlatches, 

and carnivals) the full spectrum of human emotion. Based upon this 

close association between the villages, the authors states three 

hypotheses: (1) this study should reveal similar musical profiles for

both villages; (2) some songs will probably be shared; and (3) musical 

differences that do exist should be the result of the differences 

existing between various factors, such as culture, society, and/or 

environment, influencing each village.

Definition of Terms

Cadence: A melodic formula that occurs at the end of a composition, a

section, or a phrase, conveying the impression of a momentary or 

permanent conclusion.

Coda: A concluding section or passage, extraneous to the basic

structure of the composition but added to confirm the impression of 

fi nality.

Development: The treatment of musical materials to convey a sense of

expansion or exploration. The material may (a) be divided into 

smaller figures; (b) have its motifs or figures regrouped into new 

phrases; or (c) have the contour or character of the motifs altered.

Ernie: Something originating from within a culture. A term used by a
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culture to define something that is part of their own culture.

Etic: An observation made regarding a particular culture by someone 

outside of the studied culture.

Gather-up: An emic term referring to a group of people meeting together

for the purpose of having a good time by singing and dancing. Food 

is brought by everyone.

Glottalization: A rhythmic jerking of the glottis in the throat,

causing the sound to ebb and surge. In these transcriptions the 

glottalization is notated by a dotted line connecting the notes.

Interior: (captitalized) Refers to the geographic area of Alaska bound

by the Alaska Range to the south and the Brooks Range to the north.

Interval: The distance in pitch between two tones.

Iteration: The immediate repetition of a pitch.

M.M. (Maezal Marking): An indication of the tempo of a composition. In

a piece marked M.M. J = 80, the duration of the quarter note will be

= 3/4 second.
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Measure: A group of beats (units of musical time), the first of which

normally bears an accent. Such groups, in numbers of two, three, 

four, or occasionally five, recur consistently throughout a song and 

are marked off from one another by bar lines. Occasional deviations 

from the regularity of accent, syncopation, emphasize rather than 

destroy the general scheme of measure and meter.

Melodic contour: The shape of the melody, with an emphasis placed upon 

the curving, rising, and falling of a series of pitches.

Motion of a song: An emic term referring to the musical representation

of some animal, event, or activity. This is like tone painting.

Opening melody: The melody occurring in the first measures of a song.

Pathogenic descent: The resulting melody caused by naturally expelling

air from the lungs. Characterized by a high opening pitch followed 

by a long-term descent to the lowest pitch.

Phrase: A short musical thought, nearly or fully complete in its

enti rety.

Rhythm of a song: An emic term referring to the parts of a melody

characterized by a series of mostly descending small intervals in a 

rapidly syncopated rhythm. This is like a sequence.
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Segue: To make a smooth transition.

Sib: Related by blood. A group of persons unilaterally descended from

a real or supposed ancestor.

Syncopation: The disturbance of the regular pulse and rhythm. The

opposite of syncopation is regular pulse.

Tempo: The speed of the song.

Transposition: To shift or change the key of a song. In these

analyses, all transcriptions are written in the key of C. A song's 

transposition appears in the upper right-hand corner. Transposed nil 

means that no transposition occurred.

Tremolo: Rapid beating of the drum. This occurs at the end of song 1,

"Entrance Song."

Unison interval: The immediate iteration of a pitch.

Preliminary Considerations

In this thesis, Athabascan areas are defined as the area where a

particular Athabascan language is or was spoken. Thus, the Tanana

Athabascan area includes all parts of Alaska where this language has
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been recorded as being the principal language spoken. The Tanana area 

is located along the lower part of the Tanana River, with the 

approximate middle and upper parts of the Tanana River being the home of 

the Tanacross and Upper Tanana Athabascans. The area of interest for 

this study, the Tanana, has the following physical boundaries: up the

Tanana River as far as Goodpaster, south almost to Cantwell, north just 

above Minto, and east including the Chena and Salcha rivers. It 

excludes the two villages of Tanana and Tanacross because the former is 

too far downriver while the latter is too far upriver.*

The Tanana Indians of interior Alaska today dwell in three 

centers--Nenana, Minto, and Fairbanks. The city of Fairbanks is not 

considered in this study because there is not a distinct group of Tanana 

singers from Fairbanks. The emphasis of this study will be on Nenana 

and Minto, because these villages currently represent Tanana Athabascan 

historical residential communities and because "the Nenana and Minto 

songs are one" (Paul George, personal communication, 1984). The 

population of the Tanana region is 360, only 100 of which are native 

speakers (Krauss 1974).

Today, Nenana and Minto are the two permanent regions of Tanana 

Athabascan speakers. Songs from Nenana and Minto are identified as 

originating from one or the other village, but are sung and known by 

both. This collection combines dance songs from two residential areas 

that are linked linguistically, historically, and musically through

*Refer to the Language Map of Alaska by Michael Krauss (1974) for a 
clearer picture of the Tanana or any other language area in Alaska.
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shared tradition. These songs are typical of Tanana Athabascan dance 

songs.

The name "Nenana" in the Tanana Athabascan language means "fast, 

swift, quick water," or "where we moved in" (Toghottele Corporation 

1983:1). Nenana is located on the Tanana River, off the George Parks 

Highway sixty miles southwest of Fairbanks. The Nenana site has a long 

oral history as a location for large seasonal settlements and native 

celebrations. A large hill across the Tanana River from Nenana gave its 

name, Toghetthele, to the area before the name Nenana came into use. 

Toghetthele is the name of the current village corporation, created as a 

result of the Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (P.L. 92-203) passed 

in 1971 (Shinkwin and Case 1984).

The name "Minto" is derived from a Tanana Indian name published in 

1861 by P. Tikhmeniev as "Oz(ero) Mintokh" or "Lake Mintokh" (Orth 

1971). The Minto band resided in Nenana from about 1907 until the 

1920's (Olson 1968). The move back to the flats and the establishment

of (old) Minto began in 1915 (Olson 1968). Old Minto is located on the

east bank of the Tanana River forty-four miles west of Fairbanks (Orth 

1971). Old Minto no longer has year-round residents. People now reside 

at New Minto, located along the Tolovana River thirty-five miles 

southwest of Livengood (Orth 1971). The new site is not subject to the

yearly floods that inundate the old site. Seth-de-ya-ah is the name of

the current village corporation, created as a result of the Alaska 

Native Claims Settlement Act (P.L. 92-203) passed in 1971. The name 

"Seth-de-ya-ah" derives from a combination of two things, a large

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



mountain north of New Minto called Sawtooth Mountain, and the first 

chief of Minto, Chief Charlie. Both the mountain and Chief Charlie were 

synonymous with geographically identifying the village of Minto.

The history of Nenana and Minto has always been closely 

intertwined. A small fish camp was observed in 1885 near present-day 

Nenana (Allen 1900). By 1898-1899, twenty cabins had been built (Brooks 

1900:491).

Soon after Brooks' visit (1902) a man recalled only as Van Vegger 
from Rampart asked Chief Charlie where he could open a store;
Nenana was the recommended site. The following year Jimmy Duke 
[Song 13] moved from Fairbanks to Nenana and operated the trading 
post. (Olson 1968:129)

In 1907 Chief Charlie lived on the south side of the Tanana River, and

Chief Thomas lived on the opposite side (Olson 1968:131 from Anon.

1907:11). Around 1915 Chief Charlie and the Minto band began to move to

Old Minto because of better trapping and possibly to avoid a political

confrontation between the competing chiefs, Charlie and Thomas (Shinkwin

and Case 1984).

The native parties, more properly described as "gather-ups," in 

Nenana brought together Athabascans from Minto, Kantishna, Toklat,

Chena, Tanana, and the Yukon (Olson 1968:133). At these gatherings, in 

addition to the dancing, stories and legends were exchanged with people 

from all over the Interior, so that today (1968) it is nearly impossible 

to hear a story which has not been mixed with elements from other areas 

(Olson 1968:134). Quite possibly then, the songs in this collection 

have been mixed with elements from other areas.
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The one form of social life and recreation which continued strongly

during the seventeen-year period of 1950-1967 was the singing ai ■'

dancing (Olson 1968:200).

The social significance of the potlatch can be seen from the fact 
that the potlatch has continued over the years. In the fall of 
1967 there was a great potlatch at Minto with visitors from as far 
away as Tanacross. In March 1968 two funerals--one at Minto, one 
at Nenana--were observed with potlatches that attracted people from 
Tanana, Minto, Nenana, and Fairbanks. (Olson 1968:144)

Perhaps the most important function of the potlatch during the early

1900‘s was to renew group ethnic identity in the face of the new

dominant culture (Olson 1968:142).

Potlatches are still common in both Nenana and Minto. Each

community had a large memorial potlatch in 1983. The potlatch remains a

strong institution for the development or reestablishment of an Indian

identity. "Song, dance, potlatch, gathering, and memorial potlatch all

go together, and they all mean dance" (George 1983). It is the word

"dance" that refers to the entire spectrum of the performance. In fact,

the native performance groups are called the Nenana Native Dancers and

the Minto Dancers, not the Nenana or Minto Singers. To be recognized as

a good dancer, one must practice the Indian way throughout one's life.

Therefore, the dance, as defined above, enables all aspects of Indian

life to come together; the dance epitomizes the essence of being Indian,

and dance songs are the core of this thesis. Although there are many

song genres, only dance songs are transcribed and analyzed.

The analyses in this thesis are limited to the following musical

characteristics: pitch content, range, interval frequency, number of

different durational values, and a discussion of significant aspects of
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each song such as melodic and rhythmic patterns, musical structure, 

typical characteristics of Tanana dance songs, or unusual performance 

characteristics. However, these musical characteristics do not fully 

describe Indian music, because to do this, other information such as how 

to hunt a moose, where to find a good birch tree, and what constitutes 

accepted social behavior (as well as the history of the song and the 

song words) would also need to be presented. It is to be hoped that, at 

some time in the future, these additional details will be presented 

under the auspices of the people who use and create the music, the 

Tanana Athabascans.

Potlatch

The potlatch is the important social event for the performance of 

the Tanana dance songs, and is important for other reasons as well, such 

as payment of final respects to the deceased, strengthening of social 

ties, relieving the harshness of long winter months with festivities, 

distributing goods, and verifying the validity of Indian traditions and 

beliefs. Although the primary goal of this thesis is the delineation of 

musical characteristics of Tanana Athabascan dance songs, a working 

knowledge of the term "potlatch" is necessary. Therefore, the following 

discussion of the potlatch (its history, types, purposes, social roles, 

performances practice, and other aspects) is presented. For further 

discussion, please refer to Guedon (People of Tetlin, Why Are You 

Singing?) or Hipler et al. ("The Psychocultural Significance of the
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Alaskan Athabascan Potlatch Ceremony" to appear in Psychoanalytic Study 

of the Child, n.d., n.p.).

Types of Potlatch 

When people get together in the community hall to eat, the event is 

called a "gather-up" or a potlatch. The difference between the two is 

that the gather-up features food brought by everyone. The potlatch 

features food cooked by one family, group, or person, although the food 

may have been donated by everyone. At a potlatch there is singing and 

dancing after eating and sometimes before eating also. At Funeral and 

Memorial Potlatches, gifts are distributed to those attending from those 

sponsoring the potlatch.

There are three emic categories for defining the potlatch:

Holiday, Funeral, or Memorial. The Holiday Potlatch takes place during 

celebrations for Independence Day, Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Years, 

and Spring Carnival. A Funeral Potlatch begins immediately after news 

of the death of a relative reaches the village. The Memorial Potlatch 

occurs after a considerable period of time (usually at least a year) has 

elapsed since the death of the person.

Traditionally, Athabascan Indians of Interior Alaska gathered 

together for winter, summer, and fall festivities. These names, 

Christmas, New Years, Independence Day, and Thanksgiving, come from the 

dominant culture and have been borrowed for traditional occasions of 

celebration. Now they are set into a specific time or determined by the 

date of the holiday: December 25, January 1, July 4, and the third
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Thursday of November. This holiday type of potlatch serves to break up

the harsh winter, celebrate the return of spring, yield fun in the

summer, and prepare one during the fall for winter.

The Funeral Potlatch has two purposes. The main purpose is to show 

respect to the deceased. The second reason is that the event provides 

succor for the mourners--the activity keeps their minds off sorrow.

Many gifts are given away at this time.

The Memorial Potlatch usually will be held for more than one 

person, with several families joining together to pay their last 

respects to their own individual family member(s) who have passed away 

since the last Memorial Potlatch. Usually the Memorial Potlatch will be 

held in the fall. The Memorial Potlatch offers a chance to show one's 

final respects to the deceased. Also, at this time a huge distribution 

of goods takes place. Gifts are given as payment to people who helped 

with the funeral. Such help would include digging the grave, building 

the coffin, or making a song for the deceased. A song maker is highly

regarded in village society, and the gift given to a song maker reflects

this prestige.

Social Roles at a Potlatch

Various social roles are evident at a potlatch. These roles,

though loosely structured, are defined by age, sex, and experience. 

Certain generalities may be inferred regarding the social roles of the

orator, singer, dancer, and server.
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At a Holiday Potlatch, the orator role may be attempted by anyone. 

However, only the elders have the experience, respect of fellow 

villagers, and, consequently, the authority to speak at a Funeral or 

Memorial Potlatch. To be an orator, one must give a speech at the 

potlatch. Accomplishing this task is easy: stand up and talk. The

people respect the rights of anyone to talk. However, if the speaker 

does not hold the attention of the listeners, then they stop being 

attentive. Consequently, everyone is not a good orator, and those who 

attempt oration seem to be rated by the amount of attention given by the 

audience. The better orators are men; most orators are men; 

occasionally, one particular woman may be as good as any man. A general 

theme in the speeches urges young people to work hard, keep up the 

Indian traditions, and asks each other to love one another as brothers.

Obligatory speeches thanking the people who donated food, helped 

cook, chopped wood, or did some special deed for the potlatch are given 

by the person who is in charge of the food preparation. Since this 

speech usually is read from a list, it does not possess the inspiration, 

the drama, or the power possessed in an oration. The orators who get 

the most attention are the elders. Frequently the speeches are in the 

native Tanana language; however, the majority are in English. The most 

common speeches use both the Tanana and English languages. There exists 

tremendous drama when a good orator speaks. An orator with the most 

skill will normally appear at the conclusion of the potlatch. Then the 

most powerful effect will be achieved.
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An orator may speak more than once and may speak from either the 

sitting area or else walk to the center of the community hall but always 

sneaks while standing. (Speaking while sitting does occur, but it is 

not intended for the entire community. It may be considered 

conversation, not oratory.)

The singer role may be attempted by anyone. To be a singer, one 

must sing the traditional songs. The ones who most often begin singing 

the songs are the elders. There is r.o sex distinction in this. There 

seem to be specific persons who normally begin the songs, not because of 

a vote or choosing procedure but rather by custom. These song leaders 

seem to be feeling the music more and are caught up in the excitement of 

the moment.

The dancer role may be filled by everybody and it is. Usually the 

elders dance first. Then they are joined by the little children, young 

girls, young women, preteen boys, and teenage boys in that order. 

Eventually, everyone joins the dancing. A hierarchy formed by the 

intimate personal relationships among the villagers results in a subtle 

prearrangement of who will dance before or after whom.

Song Performances at a Potlatch

Three types of songs might be sung at the potlatches. Sometimes, 

before eating and while guests are arriving, dance songs are sung.

Next, if a potlatch is a Funeral Potlatch, the potlatch songs are sung 

and the dance sticks are hit before the meal is served. Then while 

there is a break after the meal, songs that are slow and mournful are
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sometimes sung. These last types of songs are composed in memory of 

someone who has died and speak of the fine character of the deceased and 

the honor brought to the village by the deceased. This class of song 

may be quite old.

Then, again, the dance songs are sung. These songs are the same as 

the first songs mentioned, those sung while guests are arriving. These 

vigorous songs have texts discussing visits to Fairbanks, airplanes, or 

having a good time on happy days.

The Typical Tanana Potlatch - Past and Present

The original native word for Memorial Potlatch was "whu-tetlh" 

(Olson 1968:135); the term sounds similar to the Koyukuk Athabascan term 

for potlatch used today: HuteetT. A different term that exists only in

the spoken language and has not been written down is used to refer to 

both the Holiday and Funeral Potlatch. Olson (1968:133) stated that the 

practice of gathering up came to be known as potlatch soon after the 

arrival of white men who had heard the name in southeastern Alaska.

In 1915, a person attending a potlatch needed to bring eating

utensils and a sack to bring home the leftovers just like today, with

the only difference being that the 1915 potlatch took place at the 
2

Chief s cabin, whereas today the potlatch takes place in the community 

hall. Olson's (1968:243-245) discussion of the Minto potlatches of 1968 

included the distinction between different types of potlatches.

^Madra, as cited by Olson (1968:140).
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The following discussion presents potlatches observed by the author 

from 1981 to 1984. First, people arrive at the community hall at a 

prearranged time, usually in the early evening. The food, carried in 

huge tubs and cardboard boxes, is brought to the community hall in the 

backs of pickup trucks. In the far right-hand corner, away from the 

entrance, sit the respected elders. In the rest of the hall all ages
3

sit together. During the arrival of guests, some singing may occur. A 

blessing, asked for the food and people, precedes the serving. When all 

food has been served, the gathering breaks for approximately one hour to 

take home leftovers, stretch legs, or have a smoke. Then, as people 

return from the break, dance songs with drumming and dancing start. At 

a potlatch where gifts are distributed, the gift giving follows the 

dancing.

Speeches occur throughout the evening, occurring before the break 

and before going home at the conclusion.

Food served at a potlatch is predominantly meat. Moosehead soup is 

served first, then hunks of moose and beaver meat, and salmon follow. 

Pilot bread (crackers), rolls, and hot tea are continually served. A 

hot dessert combines boiled lowbush cranberries with flour, and Indian 

ice cream, a mixture of fat and moose meat, is served. Children are 

served kool-aid, and tea is served to the adults. The moosehead soup is 

served from big tubs; the meat, crackers, and rolls from cardboard

3
Prior to the mid-x970's the seating arrangement was restricted by 

sex, with all pubescent men and women sitting on opposite sides of the 
room.
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boxes; and the hot drinks from large coffee pots.

It is the responsibility of the guest to bring personal eating

utensils, cup, bowl, plate, and any seasonings wanted. These items are 

brought in a sack. The sack is used for carrying home the leftovers. 

Propriety states that one should never refuse offered food. Indian 

tradition states that if someone refuses offered food (anything 

offered), then that person when needing food in the future might either

not be able to find food or else not be offered any food. (It is as if

the person who refuses the food is saying that he is too good for the 

food.)

Summary of Potlatch

The Tanana potlatch functions as a social focus of village life. 

Nearly the entire village plus relatives, friends, and guests from 

outside the village participate. A community spirit pervades the 

atmosphere; young people are instructed by their elders; Indian ways are 

emphasized as being desirable. The potlatch unites the village 

residents through sharing common social values, and through advice to 

village youth from elders, the potlatch encourages and insures the 

continuation of traditional beliefs and practices.

Nenana and Minto Music

The people of Nenana and Minto have access to many types of music. 

Music may be either heard over radio, tape cassette, phonograph, and
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T.V. or performed in church, in bars, or in the community hall at native 

celebrations such as the potlatch. The influence of radio music is 

significant because usually it reinforces the church music. This is 

because the "friendly ful 1 -gospel station" KJNP, North Pole, Alaska is a 

popular radio station. However, many radio stations are received in the 

village, helping to form an aggregate of music styles from classical to 

folk/country. Little radio programming time concentrates on traditional 

Tanana music.

The church music is folk-gospel. Familiar "down home" hymns, such 

as "Amazing Grace," "In the Sweet By and By," "When the Saints Go 

Marching In," and "Will the Circle Be Unbroken," are sung from Episcopal 

and Pentecostal hymnals. The use of guitars, mandolin, and fiddle 

impart the folk feeling.

When reading the music from hymnals, the accuracy of pitch reflects 

the written notation more closely than does the rhythm. A notated 

rhythm may be sung correctly or become doubled, tripled, or halved and 

is done consistently. However, the melodic rendition of a song is 

generally the same each time, certainly enough alike that the song is 

easily recognizable.

The traditional native music of Nenana and Minto is performed at 

various social functions, the most important of which is the potlatch. 

Traditional native music is music performed by natives for a reason 

relating to the native culture and based upon traditional native values. 

Some types of traditional music are performed outside of the potlatch,
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r-. ;h as Love Songs and Ice Cream Songs. The traditional music 

performances are taped by the Tanana themselves using tape recorders or 

sometimes even audiovisual recorders. The recorded tapes are then 

listened to throughout the year when no performances are occurring to 

help the people learn new songs, or to remind them of the past joyful 

occasions. This thesis discusses only the traditional native music, 

specifically the dance songs.

The Nenana and Minto songs are "like one" (Paul George, personal 

communication, Nenana, 1984). Other villages such as Tanana, Stevens, 

Fort Yukon, Tanacross, Northway, Gakona, and Mentasta know the Nenana 

and Minto songs and often sing them. However, these shared songs are 

recognized as belonging to Nenana or Minto, and the other villages have 

their own song repertory as well. In historic times, the villages of 

Crossjacket and Tolovana (villages no longer inhabited year-round) 

shared songs with the Nenana and Minto bands. Today many Tolovana 

songs, sung from 1910 to 1940, are in the Nenana repertory, because when 

the Tolovana abandoned their village (about 1940) they moved to Nenana. 

Many of the Minto songs, by contrast, were composed by currently living 

members of Minto. Any differences that exist between the Nenana and 

Minto songs may be indicative of a change in musical style between two 

time periods, 1910-1940 versus 1960-1980, as much as differences between 

two communities.

The following two lists depict song categories for Nenana and 

Minto, respectively, and represent the views of two leading singers, one 

from each village. The song categories were named and defined by the
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two singers. Even though some song categories appear in either the 

Nenana or Minto system without appearing in the other village's system, 

one should not view them as separate, distinct entities. A more 

realistic view of Tanana Athabascan song types may be seen by combining 

these two lists. The dance songs are only one category of song type 

taken from among all of the other categories. The analyses and 

transcriptions in this thesis are restricted to the dance song. The 

following two lists are presented so that the reader will understand the 

overall categories of songs present among the Tanana.

Song Categories for Nenana 

Dance Song: (This category comprises the Nenana songs in this

collection.)

a. Emotional Song - the dancer imitates an animal motion (for

example, song 6 "Crow Dance," song 7 "Willow Grouse," song 8

"Porcupine," and song 9 "Seagull Song"); also, the dancer may 

follow or describe a situation or activity (for example, song 

17 "Snowshoe Song," song 18 "Portage Song").

b. Do Your Own Thing (This is the title given by the song

informant from Nenana) - There is no special dance motion (for 

example, song 2 "Happy Day Song," song 11 "Get Up and Dance").

Entrance Song: A song sung when a visiting village comes to another

village as it enters the community hall or before a public 

performance of dance songs. In the first case, everybody would
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listen carefully to hear the new tune and watch to see the new 

dance motion. This type of song is fading away. (The Entrance 

Song in this collection, songs 1 and 24, would be this type of 

style. However, other songs not in this collection could be used.)

Evening Song: A song sung at sunset for the purpose of healing a sick 

person. The same song is used for both the Morning and Evening 

Songs.

Love Song: A private song sung for a loved one, that usually no one

else sings.

Morning Song: A song sung at dawn for the purpose of healing a sick

person. The same song is used for both the Morning and Evening 

Songs.

Respectable Person's Song: Relates the story of a person's life. More

words are used than in the Dance Songs.

a. slow rhythm (slow tempo)

b. fast rhythm (fast tempo)

Sad Songs: A song sung by crying and singing simultaneously when a

family is sad because of the death of a loved one.
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Song within a Story:

a. a song is used within a (true) story to help the 

protagonist.

b. a song within a story that happened in the time long

ago before present times. The songs are part of supernatural 

control of situations, such as making the rain stop.

Songs for Getting People to Cry Over Loved Ones: A song sung during

times of grief. Usually sung by a non-grieving person to a 

grieving person.

Song Categories for Minto 

Animal Songs: These are songs made by the animal and learned by people

through dreams. These types of songs are over 500 years old and 

are secret and intended for private use only. The following 

animals have "made" songs: moose, bear, caribou, and rabbit.

Dance for a Gift: A song sung to thank the people who gave a gift after

a memorial potlatch (such as "I Got Gun"). This type of song has 

also been reported among the Tanacross Athabascan at Dot Lake.

Ice Cream Songs: Songs sung when Indian ice cream is made. Only the

Moose and Caribou Animal Songs are used. To the present writer's 

knowledge, there are no reports indicating other Athabascan groups 

use special songs when making Indian ice cream.
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New Year's Day: Songs sung on New Year's Day, early in the morning,

with people walking and singing from one house to another. If the 

people inside a house do not get up and join the singers, then the 

singers bring them outside and throw them in the snow. The songs 

used are the same as dance songs but are sung faster.

Party Songs:

a. Potlatch Song - a song made for someone who has died. There 

are many words and the songs tell about the life of the 

deceased.

b. Another type of song is connected with the Potlatch Song, but 

it is not as big or emphasized. These songs may be recognized 

by the accompanying dance motions--people wave their hands, 

usually while sitting. (Note that no specific title could be 

given to this particular category.)

c. Dance Songs - accompanied by a drum, these songs are usually 

faster and more cheerful than the other song categories. The 

dance motions are more energetic than the dance motions of the 

other song categories. These songs are presented publicly and 

comprise the Minto selections in this collection. (Although 

songs 35-41 are neither accompanied by a drum nor presented 

publicly, they still are dance songs. The contradiction is due 

to the performance/recording situation and is not inherent in 

the song category.)
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Music Calendars

The following music calendars for Nenana and Minto list events 

occurring throughout the year. However, the calendars show only events 

representing a Westerner's concept of musical performance. When 

properly defining the Indian's own music calendar, other factors must be 

considered. For instance, without native foods and proper behavior, a 

potlatch is just a party. "Song, dance, potlatch, and memorial potlatch 

all go together, and they all mean dance" (George 1983). Therefore, the 

acquisition and preparation of native foods, plus the cultivation of 

traditional values manifested in appropriate behavior, must be included 

in any Tanana definition of music. In all of the events listed on the 

musical calendar for each village, the dance songs will be performed. 

However, the other song categories will not be performed at all of the 

events. Some of the events listed on the calendar were special 

performances and are not annual events.
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Nenana Music Calendar 

Event

Tripod Days

Festival of Native Arts

Fairbanks Native Association 
Potlatch

River Days

Nuchalawoyya

Eskimo Indian Olympics

Memorial Potlatch

Funeral s

Tours*

Celebration of Alaska Railroad 
Golden Spike*

Alaska Statehood Silver 
Anniversary*

Senior Citizens Center 
and various community- 
sponsored activities

* Non-recurring performance.

Time of Year 

late winter 

March

March

June

June

July

Fall

when appropriate

1983
1980

summer 1983

January 3, 1984 

upon demand

Location 

Nenana 

Fai rbanks

Fai rbanks

Nenana

Tanana

Fai rbanks

Nenana

Nenana

Unalaska 
Koyukon area

Nenana

Fai rbanks 

Nenana
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Minto Music Calendar

Event

Festival of Native Arts

Fairbanks Native Association 
Potlatch

Spring Carnival

Denaakanaaga (Elder's Conference)* 

Nuchalawoyya 

July 4th

Eskimo Indian Olympics 

Memorial Potlatch 

Funerals 

Halloween**

Thanksgi ving**

Chri stmas 

New Year's 

Weddings**

Time of Year Location

March Fai rbanks

March Fai rbanks

April Minto

June Mi nto

June Tanana

Mi nto

July Fai rbanks

Fall Minto

when appropriate Minto

October Minto

November Mi nto

December Mi nto

January Minto

when appropriate Minto

* Non-recurring performance.

** These occasions are more like a gather-up than a potlatch.
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Performance Style

The performance style of just the dance song category is presented 

next. In general, the dance songs are performed in public with many 

singers of both sexes and all ages. Songs 1-10 and 35-41 are from an 

artificial recording session with only two singers and one singer, 

respectively, performing. Songs 11-34 are from a public occasion and 

represent a more typical example of dance song performance.

Usually a song is repeated several times, with the number of 

repetitions depending upon the performance context (George jJ 83). In 

general, a song will be repeated three or four times, with each 

repetition nearly exact. Sometimes several songs will be joined 

together (songs 20-23), creating an extended performance. Usually one 

singer will begin the song.

In songs 1-10 and 35-41, the way the songs begin is rather simple 

because of the small number of singer(s), two and one, respectively.

With twenty to one hundred singers in songs 11-34, the songs begin in 

two different ways, each representative of the village singing the song. 

This is due to a difference between the Nenana (songs 11-23) and the

Minto (songs 24-34) performance style. During performances, the Nenana

songs are preceded by a short description informing the audience about 

the song's story, composer, and perhaps why it was made. Then the song 

is begun by one person, the song leader.

In contrast to the neatly organized presentation of Nenana, the

Minto singers sporadically have introductory remarks about the next
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song. Also, nearly anyone may begin the song. This lack of one person

in authority as song leader accounts for the "fading in" of many Minto

songs on the accompanying cassette tape to this study. One must beware

of attaching a significance to one performance style over another. Both

practices have their advantages. While the former helps to educate the

novice listener, the latter provides a continuum of sound based more on

emotion than on planning.

The vocal quality of the Tanana is not "natural" to the Western

ear. Sachs (1962:85) has commented that:

The neat notation of non-[W]estern music that we are offered to 
read, withhold from us one salient fact: that nowhere outside the
modern West do people sing with a voice for which we have coined 
the honorific title of 'natural,' that, to the [W]estern ear, all 
oriental and primitive singing is unnatural and seasoned with 
strange unwonted mannerisms; and that these regional differences in 
handling the voice are often more significant than the tonal ranges 
and structures. . . . [L]et an American Indian, a Japanese or 
Korean, an Arab, or a Negro sing a couple of notes and they cannot 
escape recognition" (1962:85).

The vocal sound of the Tanana distinctly identifies the singer as 

American Indian. The American Indian style has been described as having 

"an emphasis on over-accentuation, sharp staccato, a characteristic 

break-up of longer notes in even pulsation [glottalization]" (Sachs 

1962:86). With regard to Tanana dance songs, this definition may be 

added to by stating that the dynamic level is loud and the rhythm fast.

The accurate representation of a non-Western vocal performance 

style utilizing standard Western music notation is difficult. Even our 

language does not significantly help to clearly define vocal mannerisms. 

As Sachs states:
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Vocal mannerism is the hardest and most neglected branch of our 
studies (ethnomusicology). For expressing what we hear, we have no 
jroper classification or terminology beyond the arbitrary lingo of 
!W]estern voice teachers. (Sachs 1962:85)

The transcriptions presented here do not attempt to describe the vocal

style of the Tanana. One must listen to the accompanying tape cassette

containing the transcribed songs for a clearer perception of the vocal

sound.

Next, other performance style characteristics are presented. The 

drum usually enters a few measures after the singing begins. The drum 

beat usually falls on every quarter-note beat. In the melodic pattern, 

the small intervals tend to slide together. Normally the dynamic level 

and tempo increase slightly near the end of all songs. All singers end 

together; sometimes extra drum beats are added. In general, the tempo 

of the songs remains relatively constant. There are no sudden changes 

of speed. However, when a song is repeated many times, a subtle 

increase in tempo may occur.

Musical Instruments and Costumes

The musical paraphernalia of the Tanana for all song categories 

include the drum, the dance sticks, Ganhok, and dance costume. The drum 

is used with the dance songs, while the dance sticks are not. The 

Ganhok is used only with the dance songs. The dance costume is worn at 

any time.

The drum is made up of a birch-wood circular frame approximately 

1/4 inch thick, 3 inches wide, and 2-1/2 to 3 feet in diameter. The
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wood is gathered during late spring when the sap runs so the wood will 

bend easier. Across this frame a moose (or caribou) tanned hide is 

stretched and tied underneath with thongs from the hide. A birch-wood 

(sometimes willow) stick is used to strike the drum. The stick may be 

shaped in two different styles, either with a complete loop at one end, 

approximately 5-1/2 inches in diameter, or with just a slight angle at 

one end. The loop or curve of the stick strikes the drum. The length 

of the stick is approximately 2 feet. Sometimes when a tambourine is 

used, a recent addition, then a 1/2-inch wooden dowel is used as a drum 

stick.

The dance sticks are two birch dowels approximately 12 inches long 

and 1 inch in diameter. An eagle feather is attached to each dance 

stick. The dance sticks are used for two types of songs and are beaten 

differently for each type of song. The first class of song is made for 

someone who has died, corresponding to the Respectable Person's Song, 

slow rhythm version, of Nenana and to the Potlatch Song of Minto in the 

Song Categories section of this thesis. During a performance of this 

class of song, the dance sticks are hit away from the person holding the 

sticks; i.e., the stick nearest the person holding the sticks travels

away from the person and strikes the farthest away stick. The motion of

the.sticks is away from the person holding them.

In the next type of song class, corresponding to the Evening and 

Morning Songs of Nenana in the Song Categories section of this thesis, 

the dance sticks are hit toward the person holding them. The purpose of

this class of song is to bring longer life to a person still living.
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Therefore, the two different methods of beating the sticks have 

been defined as: for the class of song when someone has died, the

motion of the beating of the sticks is toward the grave. Hence, the 

motions of the sticks convey the message that the performers are 

throwing their luck, best wishes, and final respects into the grave with 

the deceased. In the second class of songs, used to prolong the life of 

someone still living, the motion of the sticks toward the person holding 

them means that the performers are holding on to the person's life and 

bringing the person's health and spirit into the realm of everyone else 

who is healthy. In the first class of songs, the motion of the dance 

sticks symbolically throws the spirit of the deceased into the grave, 

whereas in the second class the beating motion is bringing the spirit of 

the person for whom the song is sung back among the living.

The dance sticks are considered to be spiritually powerful, and 

many rituals and taboos accompany their use. The users of the sticks 

are supposed to burn one of the pair at the end of a potlatch for 

someone who has died. Then when the next potlatch is made, the one 

remaining stick is given to the person making the potlatch. This person 

then makes another dance stick. This transfer of one dance stick from 

the previous pair to the present pair forms a chain linking today's 

dance sticks to the very first dance sticks.

The sound of the dance sticks is said to contain powerful messages. 

During a 1983 potlatch in Nenana, one of the men from Minto spoke to the 

audience, saying "listen to the sound of the sticks and hear what it 

means." Although the present author has not determined precisely the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



32

meaning of the sound, some knowledge has been gathered. However, a

continued discussion of this subject goes beyond the primary subject of 
4

this thesis.

The Ganhok (song 12) is a birch-wood stick used by the best dancer. 

In traditional times the best dancer would be a respected man, village 

elder, or chief. Today young adults or teenagers frequently dance with 

the Ganhok to recreate traditional conditions for tourists (George 

1983). The Ganhok is of uniform thickness, approximately 1/2 inch, and 

is narrow at the handle and wider at the end (similar to the shape of a 

flattened baseball bat), and is decorated with eagle feathers and beads 

that rattle.

The traditional dance costume is made out of moose skin, trimmed in

beaver, and decorated with beads. A dance outfit includes a coat,

jacket, or vest for the men (sometimes women) and moccasins. The women 

wear floor-length pullover dresses and moccasins. Today, costumes are

sometimes made from cotton or some other fabric. Headbands and

ornamental hair barrettes may be worn. Usually the dancers hold 

something in each hand. The men should hold eagle feathers (George

4
The Tanana dance sticks are similar to those used by the Koyukon 

in Nulato for their Stick Dance. The Koyukon sticks are longer, between 
18 and 24 inches, yet nearly the same in diameter and in material 
construction. The Koyukon sticks are colored with red and black lines 
curving around the stick in much the same way as a barber's pole or 
candy cane. The Koyukon use these sticks during the singing of the 
sacred songs on Stick Dance night. At the 1983 Stick Dance in Nulato, 
after the Stick Dance, both sticks were burned.

The Koyukon sticks are similar to the Tanana stick because of (1) 
material construction, (2) size and shape, (3) use during ceremonial 
performance, (4) decoration is used on the sticks, and (5) burning of 
the stick(s) after the performance.
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1983), and the women hold a handkerchief stretched between each hand.

If the dancers do not have something to hold in their hands, 

occasionally paper towels are used.

Survey of Related Research

The following published materials have added to the study of

Alaskan Athabascan ethnomusicology. Perhaps the earliest publication of

an Alaskan Athabascan melody transcription appeared in Travel and

Adventure in the Territory of Alaska by Frederich Whymper (1868:244).

,.5Whymper describes the melody as a song without words.

The Reverend Father Julius Jette discusses stories in an article 

"On Ten'a Folk-Lore" (1908). He presents numerous stories in the 

Koyukon language with literal and free translations into English. In 

each of two of the stories, "The Woman Porcupine" and "Big Raven," two 

songs appear. The songs are in the context of the story. The song 

words are presented in both Koyukon and English. The music for one of 

the songs from "The Woman Porcupine" is transcribed.

Jette presents a two-part discussion: On the Superstition of the

Ten'a Indians (Middle Part of the Yukon Valley, Alaska). A specific 

date for this writing has not been ascertained, but a reasonable date 

would be between 1910 and 1930. Jette presents two song transcriptions

5
The tune sounds like a "Spring Song" from the Koyukon region, 

according to Eliza Jones of the Alaska Native Language Center, 
University of Alaska, Fairbanks (personal communication, 1984).
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with the song words and the performance context (Jette n.d.:255, 715).

He discusses songs which may be used as spells and indicates that the 

Ten'a believe that a song is the proper language to use when addressing 

spirits (Jette n.d.:253-254). The spell songs are divided into nine 

types, with each type determined by the particular spell that the song 

may be used for. Jette gives an account of the Feast for the Dead and 

includes the Mourning Dances and Songs (Jette n.d.:709-717). Song words 

for four mourning songs are given with complementary information telling 

who the song was for, and when and where the person died.

The next transcriptions to appear were important and unique because 

they were written by John Fredson, an Alaskan Athabascan from the 

Gwich'in area. Fredson accomplished many academic goals in the first 

quarter of this century, including the publication of five 

transcriptions in "Wild Melodies from the Arctic," The Etude 47, no. 4 

(1929):271.

In the detailed ethnologies by Osgood (1936a, 1937, 1940, 1958, and 

1959), the circumstances and events involving music are mentioned. 

Although transcriptions were not presented, the dance costumes and a 

taxonomy of song types were documented. Osgood's works placed emphasis 

upon music in a social context. The social use of music and related 

cultural phenomena were presented in his ethnologies, too.

The Upper Tanana Indians (1959) and The Chanda!ar Kutchin (1965) by 

Robert McKennan followed the pattern established by Osgood. A 

description of all facets of the life of the people and ideas of the 

culture were presented. McKennan's Upper Tanana offered the first

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



35

information on musical activities for an Athabascan group on the Tanana

River. The Tanana River is considered by Johnston (1979:6-11) as one of

the five Athabascan regional areas:

Athabascan musical style does not vary by linguistic group, but by 
broad geographical region, the five main regions being the Ft.
Yukon area, the Copper Center area, the Northway area (which 
extends along the banks of the Tanana as far as Minto, river 
communication accounting for diffusion), the Susitna area, and the 
lower Yukon.

Some of McKennan's comments regarding music suggested Tlingit influence 

on the Upper Tanana. For example, a song may be included as an omen in 

magic religious practices (McKennan 1959:159). McKennan also wrote,

"The average Indian . . . relies upon magic songs for a charm or amulet. 

These are the secret property of an individual and are passed from 

father to son" (1959:165). These statements would seem to imply that 

some songs were owned and were passed patrilineally. Proprietory songs 

are common among the Tlingit, but evidence suggests that "Song ownership 

[by the Athabascans] is an important part of kinship phenomena, almost
g

every song being proprietory. . . ." (Johnston 1979:6).

In this collection, song ownership is identified as defined below 

(see footnote 6) by two, four, and five. The dance songs may be sung by 

anyone, at any time, yet the composer of the song is almost always known 

by an informed singer. Note that this collection deals with dance songs

Song ownership may be defined in at least five different ways: 1)
a song which the owner permits no one else to sing; 2) a song which 
everyone identifies as "that's his/her song"; 3) a song which may be 
sung only under special circumstances; 4) a song which someone wrote, 
but which became common; and 5) a song shared by an extended kin group.
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to the exclusion of all other types of songs (see Song Categories, this 

chapter, pages 21-25).

Further evidence supporting a T1ingit/Athabascan musical connection 

is provided by the Athabascan word for dance stick, Ganhok. This word 

sounds like the Tlingit word for button/ The Ganhok is decorated with 

buttons as well as feathers and beads.

McKennan (1959:165) presents the following as songs that may be 

used as "magic songs for a charm or amulet":

1. Moose, sheep, wolverine, wolf, ptarmigan (this last song 

enables the singer to be a fast runner);

2. Prevent bad weather song;

3. Wood chopping song (originate from the sound of thunder);

4. Big Dipper song (prevents sickness);

5. Wrestling and gambling songs which bring success; and

6. Song to sing over various articles of clothing to keep you 

warm.

Also from McKennan (1959:100) comes the statement that "'enough1 is 

shouted to indicate the dance ending." This is not found in the Tanana 

Songs, nor has it been mentioned among the other Alaskan Athabascan 

groups, but it does have a counterpart in this collection--the ending 

musical pattern--which will be discussed in Chapter III, Conclusions.

The next study to contribute to Alaskan ethnomusicology is Olson's 

master's thesis, "Minto, Alaska: Cultural and Historical Influences on

^Chad Thompson, Alaska Native Language Center, University of 
Alaska, Fairbanks, personal communication, 1984.
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Group Identity," 1968. In this account of Tanana culture, in addition 

to discussing many non-musical situations, Olson delved into the history 

and function of the potlatch and various musical activities. Olson 

utilizes historical accounts to trace early potlatch practices.

During potlatches, the Tanana people learned new songs when Indians 

from other villages would bring their special songs. These were sung 

over and over again until all the people knew them and could join in 

with them (Olson 1968:139). This method of learning songs explains the 

simple structural form of the dance songs; if the songs are to be 

learned only by repetition, then the structural form would have to be 

simple. The songs in this collection generally fit into this type of 

framework.

The first rattles used were made out of baking powder cans and
O

buckshot (Olson 1968:134). A connection linking the Ganhok and the 

dance costumes to upriver substantiates McKennan1s earlier report (Olson 

1968:134). Olson also documented a local story about a shaman who, in 

1961, sang a song to determine a missing boy's location. While singing, 

the shaman wrung the jacket of the boy and out came water. This 

indicated the boy had drowned and supposedly proved that the native 

medicine is real (Olson 1968:259).

A detailed study of the upper Tanana potlatch procedures and other 

activities involving music was compiled by Guedon in People of Tetlin,

g
This must have made quite a cacophony out in the woods when 

"families would get together and sing using frying pans as drums"
(George 1983).
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Why Are You Singing?, 1974. This study included an account of the 

social responsibility and etiquette based on the sib relationship 

inherent in Upper Tanana life. Also, the structure of the potlatch was 

explained, based on who gave the potlatch, who received it, and who was 

honored by it, and by showing that sib relationship will dictate each 

individual's role in the potlatch social network.

Guedon documented the native villages that participated in the

Tetlin potlatch of 1969. A diagram (Guedon 1974:218) showed

participants from Tetlin, Northway, Tanacross, Dot Lake, Copper Center,

Gulkana, and Meritasta. The first four villages are the Tanacross and

Upper Tanana Athabascans, while the last three villages are Ahtna

Athabascans. The Ahtna drummers, acting as middlemen between coastal

Tlingit and Interior Athabascans, share their music with the other

Athabascans at the potlatch, thus accounting for Tlingit musical

influence on the Interior Athabascans (Guedon 1974:222). The "Gunho" is

described as being a long dance paddle decorated with beads and ribbons.

It is "used by the best male dancers to direct the dances of the other

men, or simply (to) accentuate the dancing" (Guedon 1974:222). The use

of a stick while dancing to "direct the dances" is a Tlingit 
g

characteristic. The gunho dances" were supposed to have been brought 

by the Dawson Indians. The Dawson Indians could very easily have 

adopted the Tlingit dance paddle as their own "Gunho."

Q
"Carved and painted dance staffs are carried by [Tlingit] potlatch 

dancers. . . . Traditionally these functioned as guide-poles to keep 
masked dancers in line and out of blazing potlatch fires." (Johnston 
1977:6).
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Some of the songs mentioned by Guedon are of interest to this 

study. Supposedly, a Minto tune was adapted by adding new words, and 

the tune now honors Tetlin Hill (Guedon 1974:227). Guedon (1974:222) 

stated that a favorite song was the "Porcupine Song" derived from a 

Minto song. Song 8 in this collection may be the same "Porcupine Song." 

The "Crow Dances" mentioned (Guedon 1974:223) may be the same "Crow 

Dance" in this collection, song 6. Some other songs mentioned by 

Guedon, "Oh, We Go Fairbanks" (1974:221), "New Year, Christmas Day" 

(1974:221), and "the hit song of 1969 by a Northway man" (1974:222) may 

correspond to the recordings of Stephen Northway made by Dr. Thomas F. 

Johnston, University of Alaska, Fairbanks.

A master's thesis by Andrews (1975) consisted of an ethnology of 

the nearly extinct people of the Salcha River.^ The study offers some 

mention of potlatches and types of songs (Andrews 1975:138). In 

addition, Andrews recounted the story of a medicine man who made a song 

after the old caribou leader died. The song asked the new caribou 

leader to guide his herd into the Salcha keyhole entrapment (Andrews 

1975:48).11

Another contribution to the literature of Alaskan Athabascan 

ethnomusicology, Koyukon Athabascan Dance Songs, 1978, resulted from the 

collaboration of a native elder, Madeline Solomon; a linguist, Tupou L.

^The Salcha River is a tributary of the Tanana River upriver from 
Fai rbanks.

^The keyhole entrapment was like a large corral made out of local 
wood and babiche. The caribou were herded into these entrapments and 
then slaughtered.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



40

Pulu; and an ethnomusicologist, Dr. Thomas F. Johnston. This book 

contains nineteen song transcriptions with the Koyukon song words 

underneath the musical notes and an English translation underneath the 

Koyukon words. In addition, a brief introduction before the 

transcription gives the song type, the composer, and the history or 

story behind the creation of the song. This book provides a useful 

collection of Athabascan songs.

A dissertation by Marchiori (1981), "Stick Dance," added numerous 

textual references to the ongoing study of the Stick Dance, a 

traditional native religious ceremony held in Kaltag and Nulato, Alaska. 

The reasons why people dance, sing, and give gifts were described from a 

psychological perspective. Instead of merely documenting the events, 

Marchiori presented the motivating factors causing the events, basing 

them on human needs and desires. Of particular interest is the final 

chapter, which presented an origin of the Stick Dance as being the 

result of Russian attitudes during Russian American times.

Craig Mishler's Ph.D. dissertation Gwich'in Athapaskan Music and 

Dance (1981) handled the difficult task of observing the music of a 

culture that has a tradition of Orcadian fiddle music, yet still 

possessed remnants of aboriginal native music. Mishler presents 

separate chapters on aboriginal music, traditional fiddle music, and the 

dances accompanying the fiddle music. He did not observe any melodic 

convergence between the traditional and aboriginal music, but did 

document a rhythmic convergence. This convergence is noted at the ends

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



41

of the fiddle tunes, where a lengthening of meter takes place.

Mishler's transcriptions of thirty-three aboriginal songs appear with

Gwich'in words and English translation. In addition, the history of

each song and a biographical sketch of each singer were given. Mishler

found that chorus-singing had disappeared and aboriginal songs were sung

only solo. However, this finding certainly does not apply to this

collection of songs from Nenana and Minto, nor to any other Athabascan

group except perhaps the Tanaina, where solo-singing might be the result

of a paucity of people in the villages and not an aesthetic musical

choice. The recent revival of aboriginal songs in Fort Yukon and Arctic

Village perhaps occurred after Mishler wrote his dissertation. At the

1983 and 1984 Festival of Native Arts held at the University of Alaska-

Fairbanks, large groups of singers appeared from these two villages.

Most of the performers were school-aged children, and they were under

the direction of one or more adults.

Richard Nelson (1983) chronicled the ideas of the Central Koyukon

Indians (Huslia and Hughes) regarding the physical and spiritual

attributes of the plants, birds, fish, and animals that dwell alongside

13of them in their subarctic environment. The study emphasized the 

12The author is indebted to the discussion on rhythm and form 
(binary) provided by Pam Swing in Mishler's thesis. She brought to the 
author's attention two characteristics of the Tanana dance songs: a
lengthening of meter toward the end of songs, and a structural form that 
normally is in two sections (binary). The analyses on form and ending 
musical pattern are influenced by her statements (Mishler 1981:232-236).

13Make Prayers to the Raven is a study by Richard Nelson (1983) of 
subsistence practices and spiritual considerations of a Koyukon's view 
of the subarctic environment.

12
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attitudes, beliefs, and proper actions directed toward procuring and 

processing subsistence foods, and included songs supposedly sung by 

bi rds

A series of bibliographies by Curt Madison and Yvonne Yarber on

elders in the villages of the Yukon-Koyukuk School District make some

reference to music. An important contribution by Madison and Yarber was

the documentation of a Hughes Memorial Potlatch on video tape,

15"HbteetT," in which several songs are sung. These songs have been 

transcribed and will soon be used by the Yukon-Koyukuk School District 

in their curriculum as a guide to "HuteetJ."^

A recent publication, Sitsiy Yagh Noholnik Ts‘in‘ (As My 

Grandfather Told It) (Attla and Jones 1983), contains twelve Koyukon 

stories told by Catherine Attla, transcribed by Eliza Jones, and 

translated by Eliza Jones and Melissa Axelrod. Musical transcriptions 

of four songs within the stories are printed at the back of the book, 

along with the Koyukon words. These songs belong to the genre Songs 

Within Stories. The transcriptions were made by this author.

14Some of the bird songs have been transcribed by the present 
author for Eliza Jones, Alaska Native Language Center, University of 
Alaska. The "Robin Song" and the "White Crowned Sparrow Song" were 
transcribed in 1983. These songs are referred to by Nelson (1983:115, 
119).

15A total of four songs from this documentary are transcribed.
Three of the songs are a memorial song for Jimmy and Dolly Beetus
composed by Mary Vent, Joe Beetus, and Ester McCarty, respectively. The
fourth song is a "Welcoming Song" composed by Mary Vent for the siblings
of Dolly Beetus.

16Language transcription, Eliza Jones (1983); music transcription, 
the present author (1984).
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The Nenana Native Corporation, Toghotthele, published Nenana 

Denayee, 1983. The book emphasizes the history of the Nenana native 

people, and consequently brief discussions on musical activities, 

customs, and behavior appear. The significant contribution of this 

publication is the fact that this is a native-controlled document about 

natives. More native studies should be controlled by native groups in 

the future.

Summary of Related Research 

Published research on Alaskan native music has been primarily 

focused on song taxonomy and description of social context where music 

is performed. Although significant contributions from 1930 to 1960 

established foundations from which further research could have begun, 

these contributions were few. Since the mid-1970's through 1984, 

numerous research publications have appeared. This surge in interest 

resulted from the impact of the Alaska Native Land Claims Settlement Act 

(ANLCSA) (P.L. 92-203) passed in 1971. In spite of the numerous 

publications on or about Alaskan native music since ANLCSA, none of them 

have been responsible for a definitive statement about either the music 

of a particular village or a particular class of music. This thesis is 

the first study to delineate the musical characteristics of one song 

class, dance songs, from one particular Alaskan native language group, 

the Tanana. In the future, further research is necessary for both 

defining the other song classes from this same language group and also 

to discern the musical characteristies of all song classes from the 

remaining language groups.
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CHAPTER II. ANALYSES OF SONGS

The Collection

This collection of music from the Tanana Athabascans of Nenana and 

Minto is comprised of dance songs available to the public as of March 

1983. The author has arranged the songs so that songs 1-23 are from 

Nenana and songs 24-41 are from Minto. The sources of these songs 

include a personal tape made by Dr. Thomas F. Johnston of the University 

of Alaska, Fairbanks, 1974 (numbers 1-10); a tape made by KUAC-TV 

Fairbanks at the Festival of Native Arts held at the University of 

Alaska-Fairbanks, March 14-18, 1983 (numbers 11-33); a KUAC-FM Chinook 

radio program, 8252, aired December 29, 1982, courtesy of KUAC Public 

Radio, Fairbanks, (number 34); and tape 1990-165 from the Oral History 

Project of the Rasmuson Library, University of Alaska, Fairbanks, 

collected 1972-73 (numbers 35-41). There are now additional songs 

available that have yet to be transcribed. These songs are included in 

the UAF Oral History Project listed under George, Paul, Nenana.

The dance songs in this collection were gathered from performances 

or interviews that placed no stipulations on the song category. Yet 

these songs, freely sung and chosen by the performers, are all described 

by the Tanana Athabascans as dance songs and are the songs that Nenana 

and Minto singers choose to perform in public. Although there are many 

categories of song, the songs presented here correspond to the 

classification system presented in Song Categories, Chapter I, pages

44
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21-25, under Nenana, Dance Song a and b, and Minto, Party Songs, c.

The author, therefore, assigns the term dance songs to all of the 

transcribed songs in this thesis. The transcriptions presented in this 

thesis are a sample of the repertory of Tanana Athabascan dance songs; 

they should be regarded as representative of dance songs, and the 

corresponding musical characteristics of the analyses are considered 

typical of the song category. The conclusions derived from the analyses 

of the musical characteristics are valid only with regard to Tanana 

Athabascan dance songs.

The songs were transcribed from cassette tapes and were checked by 

Dr. Thomas F. Johnston of the University of Alaska, Fairbanks.

Order of Songs in the Analyses

The order of the songs follows closely the order chosen by the 

performers and presented in their public performances. The numbering of 

the transcriptions from 1 through 41 is for convenience when referring 

to them in the text. The first ten songs are from a recording made by 

Dr. Johnston. The first and tenth songs were switched so the "Nenana 

Entrance Song" would be first. Songs 32 and 33 were switched so the 

"Minto Invitational Dance" would be the last song in the series of Minto 

songs from the 1983 Festival of Native Arts, songs 24-33. Song 34 more

There are other types of dances that are performed occasionally, 
with specific dance movements peculiar to the dance such as the "Rabbit 
Dance," and the dances with everyone on their knees. However, these 
dances are not included here because they are specialized dances that 
are neither always presented publicly nor typical of Tanana dance songs.

1 7
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closely resembles the previous Minto songs because of the group singing. 

Songs 35-41 represent the Minto repertory on deposit in the Arctic Polar 

Regions, Elmer Rasmuson Library, University of Alaska, at the time this 

study began, and they appear in their order of transcription date. The 

titles of the transcriptions are either titles the performers gave or a 

title the author gave for the sake of discussion. The titles in 

quotation marks are the titles given by the Tanana Indians; the titles

in brackets are the titles given by the author.

Transcription Symbols

Following each analysis is the song transcription. Each 

transcription gives a tempo indication and any transposition. The drum 

pattern is notated with the symbol >1 above the staff. The following 

chart lists the transcription notations found in this collection:

Drum beats continue in the same pattern.

Where the song ends on a subsequent repeat.

Glottalized notes. A rhythmic jerking of the 

glottis in the throat, causing the sound to ebb

and surge. In these transcriptions the

glottalization is noted by a dotted line 

connecting the notes. (See song 3, "Costume

> ! ) ! > ! ,  etc.

7 n d |

*. .•'V.Ay
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Dance," measures 1, 4, 5, 1'. and 21.)

Repeat signs indicate repetition of all 

material within signs. If there is not a 

repeat sign on the left, then the repeat 

returns to the beginning of the song.

Measure number.

The arched line groups together notes into a 

musical phrase.

The note is slightly flat, or lower in pitch.

The comma indicates a breathing place or 

momentary pause.

The value of the two notes are considered as 

one value.

This indicates the first and second endings 

(may be more). The first ending is used the 

first time through a song; on the second time 

through (the first repeat), the second ending 

is used in place of the first ending.
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The "v" means that emphasis is placed on this 

beat.

Used in songs 20-22 to indicate where segue to 

the following song occurs.

The opposite-pointing drum beat indicates that 

on some repeats the first drum beat changes 

from a single quarter-note beat to two 

eighth-note beats, i.e., n.
The small note indicates an alternate pitch 

that is sometimes used during the repeats.

The arrow indicates that the pitch is inflected 

first slightly upwards and then downwards. The 

pitch inflection is too subtle to be 

represented using standard western musical 

notation.

The small note with a slash is a grace note.

The grace note does not take value away from 

the note it precedes. It occurs slightly 

before the note it precedes.
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t This symbol indicates that an explanation

appears at the bottom of the page.

# The sharp sign indicates the pitch to its right

is a minor second higher.

"Title" Title of song is given by Tanana Indians.

[Title] Title of song is given by author,

(Title) Translation of title from Tanana Athabascan to

English.

The Analyses

Pitch Content and Range 

The pitch content for these songs appears to be either a three-, 

four-, five-, six-, or seven-note scale which uses tunings familiar to 

the Western diatonic twelve-tone system. It is interesting to note that 

some pitches appear only in some ranges, but not in other ranges. The 

specific pitch content is shown in music notation for each scale. Also 

shown in this category are the range and pitches used, represented 

graphically on a musical staff.
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Interval Distribution 

The number and frequency of intervals is tabulated for each song 

according to size (unison, minor second, major second, etc.) and 

direction (descending, ascending, or unison). The purpose of this 

analysis is to determine the intervals that are used most frequently. 

This reveals interval preference. The interval distribution chart 

presents the intervals from smallest to largest, beginning with the 

unison.

Number of Different Durational Values 

The number shown in this analysis represents the number of 

different durational values that occur within the song. For instance, 

if a song consists entirely of quarter notes, then the number would be 

one. If a song contains two rhythmic values, such as dotted quarter and 

eighth note, then the number would be two; if three durational values, 

such as dotted half, eighth, and sixteenth notes, the number would be 

three, and so forth.

Significant Aspects

This portion of the analyses is intended to reveal the prominent 

18feature(s) of the song. In general, musical characteristics are 

18The discussion in the significant aspects analysis frequently 
uses references to measures in the song. The measures in the 
transcriptions were assigned by grouping together a series of beats, 
with the beat most strongly accented placed at the beginning of each 
measure.
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discussed in this analysis, although for some songs, comments are 

directed toward significant aspects of the performance.

Transcriptions and Analyses

Each transcription precedes its analysis so that the reader will be 

able to see the music first before the discussion is presented.

The interval frequencies are counted as though there were only one 

performance, and the interval between the last and first note is counted 

too. The intervals within any internal repeat are counted twice, such 

as song 4, measures 5-10, or song 11, measures 4-6. In songs with two 

endings, the intervals in the measures before the endings are counted 

twice, while the intervals in the endings are counted once, such as song 

10, measures 1-13 twice and measures 14-19 and 20-25 once, or song 13, 

measures 1-24 twice and measures 25-28 and 29-31 once. The interval 

data are presented with the raw count first, followed by percentage 

distribution.
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Song No. 1 - “Entrance Song"

Recorded: Nenana, 1974
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Song 1 - "Entrance Song"

This song has a three-note scale and a range spanning a minor 

thi rd.

Pitch Content and Range:

a

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending

uni son

minor second 1 = 8.3%

major second 1 = 8.3%

Ascending Uni son 

8 = 6 6 .0%

1 = 8.3%

1 = 8.3%

Number of Different Durational Values: Two

Significant Aspects:

The significant aspect of this song is the chant-like melody which 

features predominance of one pitch; pitch differentiation only to 

neighboring tones; short length of song; and numerous repetitions. This 

recording repeats five times with subtle increases of tempo and rising 

of pitch.
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Song No. 2 - “Happy Day Song"

Recorded: Nenana, 1974

m

132-1**** Transposed up * perfect fifth
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Song 2 - "Happy Day Song"

This song has a six-note scale and a range spanning a major ninth.

Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

unison

minor second 

major second 

minor third 

major third 

perfect fourth 

perfect fifth 

major sixth

Descending Ascending Uni son

8 = 11.0% 

2 = 2.7%

1 = 1.3%

12 =16.0%

2 = 2.7% 

9 = 12.5%

1 = 1.3%

1 = 1.3% 1 = 1.3%

1 = 1.3%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

Measures 1-2, 3-4, and 5-6 share a similar rhythmic pattern. In 

general, the musical figure is presented in each two-measure phrase with 

subtle variations upon pitch or rhythm. The melodic contour and rhythm 

are the same in measures 1 and 3, and 4 and 6. Within the song, between 

measures 6 and 7, is a change of rhythm and melody. At this change
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appears a two-measure pattern in measures 7-8, which is repeated with

only the slightest variation in measures 9-10. In this recorded

version, the song repeats two times and ends during the second repeat on

the first beat of measure 8.
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Song No. 3 - "Costume Dance11

Recorded: Nenana, 1974
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Song 3 - "Costume Dance11

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning a major sixth.

f c =

Pitch Content and Range:

i t

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

major second 

minor third 

major third 

perfect fourth 

perfect fifth

Descending Ascendi ng Unison

2 = 3.2% 

1 = 1.6% 

2 = 3.2% 

6 = 9.6%

35 = 56.0%

9 = 14.0% 

5 = 8.0%

1 = 1.6% 

1 = 1.6%

Number of Different Durational Values: Four

Significant Aspects:

Please note the difference in rhythm between measures 1-6, and both 

measures 7-12 and also 14-19. The last pair of grouped measures, 7-12 

and 14-19, contains the rhythm of the song. Also worth noting is the 

identical group of measures, 12-13 and 20-21. In this recording, the 

song is repeated one time.
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Song 4 - "Here Is the Luck, Here Is the Luck"

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

•>: V * 1

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

major second 

minor third 

major third 

perfect fourth 

perfect fifth

Descending Ascendi ng Unison

34 = 70.0%

7 = 14.0%

3 = 6.2%

1 = 2 .1% 
1 = 2 .1%
2 = 4.2%

Number of Different Durational Values: Four

Significant Aspects:

The melodic contour of this song describes three gradual descending 

curves after an initial precipitous ascent (measures 1-4, and 5-10 

twice). In this song an internal repeat occurs at measures 5-10, then 

the entire song repeats from measure 10, after the internal repeat, 

beginning at measure 1. The internal repeat, measures 5-10, helps to 

shape the form of this song. The last three measures, 8-10, contain the 

quintessential elements of the Tanana Athabascan dance song ending
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pattern, which are:

1) A series of repeated notes on the lowest pitch (or a

relatively low pitch) of the song.

2) The rhythm of the last three measures is regular, then

syncopated, and then regular.

3) The notes in the last measure are glottalized on all but the

final repeat.

4) The song ends on the first beat of the last measure.

During the recorded performance, the song ends on the third repeat of 

the entire song, without observing the internal repeat.
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Song No. 5 - Rock Baby to Sleep"

Recorded: Nenana, 1974

tt.M.J =72-80 7r-»nspos»*il nil
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Song 5 - "Rock Baby to Sleep11

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

>

Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

unison

major second 

minor third 

major third 

perfect fourth 

perfect fifth

Descending Ascending Unison

4 = 9.3%

3 = 6.9%

4 = 9.3% 

1 = 2.3%

19 = 44.0%

7 = 16.0% 

1 = 2.3%

1 = 2.3%

2 = 4.6% 

1 = 2.3%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

Within this song are two different types of rhythms. In measures 

1-3 and 6-3, a similar type of rhythm exists which is different from the 

rhythm found in the other meaures, 4-5 and 9-24. The rhythm of this 

song is interesting because the division of the beat is by three rather 

than by two or four. The meter in this type of rhythm is represented by 

the fraction 3/8. This triple meter, 3/8, is unusual in the Tanana
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Athabascan dance song repertoire. In this recording, the song repeats 

once.
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Song No. 6 - “Crow Dance

Recorded: Nenana, 1974
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Song 6 - “Crow Dance"

This song has a four-note scale and a range spanning a minor 

seventh.

Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

unison 

minor third 

perfect fifth

Descending

2 = 1 5.0% 

1 = 7 .6%

Ascendi ng Uni son 

7 = 5 3.0%

2 = 15.0%

1 = 7 .6%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

The rhythm of the drum beat in this song is significant, because 

of its obvious asymmetry. In the recording for this transcription, 

the drumming begins before the singing, helping to establish the 

rhythm in the singers' minds. The simplicity of this song is the 

outstanding feature. The entire song is repeated three times.
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Song No. 7 - "Willow Grouse Song"

Recorded: Nenana, 1974

M.M. J =lJ?=luu Transposed down a major third
DRUM: J J J etc.
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Song 7 - "Willow Grouse Song"

This song has a six-note scale and a range spanning a perfect 

eleventh.

Pitch Content and Range:

— f
4 *j)...
o --------

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending Ascending Unison

uni son 10 = 35.0%

minor second 2 = 7.1% 1 = 3.5%

major second 5 = 17.0% 3 = 10.0%

minor third 2 = 7.1% 1 = 3.5%

major third 2 = 7.1%

perfect fifth 1 = 3.5%

major sixth 1 = 3.5%

Number of Different Durational Values: Four

Significant Aspects:

The opening ascending major sixth in measure 1 followed by the 

ascending perfect fifth in measure 3 are two prominent aspects of the 

overall melodic line. This song contains an example of the Athabascan 

concept of "the rhythm of a song." The rhythm of a song appears in this 

song at the beginning of measure 5 and continues throughout the
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remainder of the piece. The concept of "rhythm of a song" appears as a 

series of mostly descending small intervals in a rapidly moving 

syncopated rhythm. In general, the rhythm of the song, measures 5-10, 

has a smoothly descending melodic contour, and the division of the pulse 

is greater than in the remaining measures, 1-4, of the song. There are 

two repeats in this recording.
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Song No. 8 - Porcupine Song

Recorded: Nenana, 1974

M.M. J=126-13B Transposed nil
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Song 8 - "Porcupine Song11

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

1

Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

unison

major second 

minor third 

major third 

major sixth

Descending Ascending Unison

4 = 13.0% 1 = 3.3%

3 = 10.0% 2 = 6.7%

1 = 3.3% 1 = 3.3%

1 = 3.3%

17 = 56.7%

Number of Different Durational Values: Four

Significant Aspects:

The syncopation of measure 1 dominates this entire song. This 

rhythmic pattern of eighth, quarter, eighth (J'J J'*) appears in measures 

1, 3, 5, 8, and slightly modified in measures 2 and 6. In this 

recording, the song repeats twice.
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Recorded: Nenana, 1974
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Song 9 - "Seagull Song1'19

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a four-note scale and a range spanning a perfect 

fifth.

4- a" #

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

unison

major second 

minor third 

major third

Descending Ascending Uni son

13 = 54.0%

4 = 16.0% 2 = 8.3%

2 = 8.3% 2 = 8.3%

1 = 4.1%

Number of Different Durational Values: Four

Significant Aspects:

The pounding quarter-note rhythm appears throughout the entire 

song. The sinuous melody line in measures 1 through 6 juxtaposes the 

relative static melodic activity in the last four measures. In this 

recording, the song repeats twice. Also, in this recording, the 

apparent deviation of pitch in the repeats is caused by a technical 

difficulty and is not a vocal gymnastic.

19
This song is known in Fort Yukon as the "Crow Dance."
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Song No. 10 - "Squirrel Song

Recorded: Nenana, 1974
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Song 10 - "Squirrel Song"

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

■)--------- ■—

Pitch Content and Range:

I t

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

minor second 

major second 

minor third 

major third 

perfect fourth 

minor sixth 

major sixth

Descending Ascending Uni son

2 = 1.9% 

10 = 9.8%

4 = 3.9%

55 = 54.0%

6 = 5.8%

10 = 9.8% 8 = 7.8%

1 = 0.9%

2 = 1.9%

3 = 2.9% 

1 = 0.9%

The song ends in measure 25. Therefore, the interval between 

measures 25 and 1 is not counted.

Number of Different Durational Values: Five

Significant Aspects:

The rhythm of this song is significantly syncopated. The melodic 

line of measures 5-7 utilizes a sequentially repeated short figure at 

successively lower pitch. The two endings, measures 14-19 and 20-25,
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are nearly identical except for an octave transposition up in measures 

20 through part of 22 of measures 14 through to the downbeat of measure 

16. The song ends at measure 25.
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Song No. 11 - "Get Up and Dance

Recorded:. Fairbanks, 1983
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Song 11 - "Get Up and Dance"

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a five-note scale and a range of an octave.

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

major second 

minor third 

major third 

perfect fourth 

perfect fifth

Descending Ascending Uni son

2 = 4.2%

2.1%

14 = 30.0%

8 = 17.0% 4 = 8.5%

8 = 17.0% 2 = 4.2%

4 = 8.5% 

4 = 8.5%

Number of Different Durational Values: Four

Significant Aspects:

The beginning ascending large interval, a perfect fifth, again (see 

song 7) is a prominent feature. Here the large ascending interval 

occurs at the beginning of a musical phrase twice, in measures 1 and 4. 

The melody consists of two phrases, measures 1 through 3 plus 7 through 

9 (identical), and measures 4 through 6. The first phrase has a range 

of a perfect fifth, consisting of the lower perfect fifth to jl, while 

the second phrase has a range of a perfect fourth, consisting of the
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upper tetrachord to E. This song consists of two musical phrases with 

each phrase repeated twice within the song. However, the first phrase 

does not immediately repeat. Rather, the second phrase is next heard 

with a repeat and then the first phrase is heard again. Therefore, if 

the first and second musical phrases were assigned a letter, A and B, 

respectively, then the order of presentation may be represented as ABBA. 

Note the end of the song occurs in the first presentation of the musical 

phrase A. The end occurs at the beginning of the second repeat in this 

recording on the first beat of measure 3.
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Sonci ilo» 12 - "Ganhok Song" 

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983
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Song 12 - "Ganhok Song"

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning a major sixth.

i

Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

unison

major second 

minor third 

major third

Descending Ascending Unison

48 = 61.0%

15 = 19.0% 7 = 9.0%

2 = 2.5%

2 = 2.5%

perfect fourth 1 = 1.2% 3 = 3.8%

The intervals between measures 10-19 are counted twice.

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

The long-valued notes are a striking feature of song 12. These 

half notes connected to two glottalized quarter notes appear in 

measures 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11, 16, 17, and 19. A remarkable 

similarity exists between measures 1 through 9 and measures 10 through 

19. The only difference between these two groups of measures happens 

between the corresponding measures, 4, and 12-15. This difference is 

an augmentation of the eighth-note rhythm of measure 4, resulting in
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the quarter notes in measures 12 through 13. Another aspect of the 

long-valued notes is the mirror contour in two instances, measures 1 

through 3 as compared with 6 through 7, and 10 through 11 as compared 

with 16 through 17. The song presented in the transcription contains 

an internal repeat, consisting of measures 10 through 19. This 

recording ended without any repeats of the entire song.
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Song No. 13 - "Jimmy Duke Song"

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

H.M. J*!68 Transposed down a major third
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Song 13 - "Jimmy Duke Song"

This song has a seven-note scale and a range spanning a major 

tenth.

Pitch Content and Range:

The intervals between measures 1-24 are counted twice.

Number of Different Durational Values: Two

Significant Aspects:

Here, conservative rhythm and melody are significant. A 

preponderance of quarter notes marks the rhythmic character. A flowing 

melodic line has both ascending and descending contours, within an 

overall descending melodic framework. The similarity of measures 1 

through 7 and 8 through half of 13 may be easily discerned. The phrase

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending Ascending Uni son

umson 45 = 48.0%

minor second 1 = 1.0%

major second 18 = 19.0% 11 = 12.0%

minor third 6 = 6.3%

perfect fourth 4 = 4.2% 6 = 6.3%

major sixth 1 = 1.0% 2 = 2.1%
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in measures 16 through 21 is similar to measures 1-7, and 8 through half 

of 13, but this similarity is not as easily seen due to its 

transposition down a perfect fifth. An interesting characteristic of 

this particular recording happens at the end of the song. The two 

endings differ greatly in melodic contour and range. Typically, a 

Tanana Athabascan dance song will end on a relatively low pitch. The 

pitch differentiation of the last measure of each ending, an octave, 

supports this analytically observed phenomenon. When the ending pitch 

is high, the song continues. However, when the song actually ends, on 

the first repeat in this recording, the ending pitch is an octave lower.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



86

Song No. 14 - "Trapping Song"

Recorded:' Fairbanks, 1983

M.M. J =152-168 Transposed down a major second
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Song 14 - “Trapping Song"

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning a minor sixth.

Pitch Content and Range:

I
Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

unison

minor second 

major second 

minor third 

major third 

perfect fourth

Descendi ng Ascending Uni son

1 = 2.8% 1 = 2.8%

4 = 11.0% 3 = 8.5%

2 = 5.7% 3 = 8.5%

1 = 2.8%

1 = 2 .8%

19 = 54.0%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

The pulsating quarter-note rhythm prevails over all other features. 

The melody may be divided into three phrases, measures 1 through 4, 5 

through 12, and 13 through 22. The first three measures of the first 

and third phrases are identical, while the first three measures of the 

second phrase differ only by degree. The second phrase begins a major 

third higher, which causes the interval in the first three measures to 

be a minor second rather than a major second as is the case in phrases
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one and two. The rest near the end of the song spanning measures 20 and 

21 is an unusual feature of this song because it is such a long rest.

The infrequent rests appearing in the dance songs are normally short, 

such as an eighth or perhaps a quarter rest. The song repeats twice in 

this recording.
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Song No. 15 - "Chief Matthew's Potlatch Song

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983
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Song 15 - “Chief Matthew's Potlatch Song"

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

>■

1
i t ± j ±

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending Ascending

unison

minor second 3 = 7.5% 4 = 10.0%

major second 3 = 7.5% 3 = 7.5%

minor third

**OO»—III 3 = 7.5%

major thi rd 1 = 2.5% 2 = 5.0%

perfect fourth 1 = 2.5%

perfect fifth 1 = 2.5%

minor sixth 1 = 2.5%

octave 2 = 5.0% 1 = 2.5%

Uni son

11 = 27.0%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

In this song, a melodic and rhythmic figure repeats three times at 

a lower pitch and shorter length. This figure first appears in measures 

5 through 7. Next, the figure appears in measures 8 and 9 a major third 

lower and without the first of three measures. Then the figure occurs
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in measure 10 a minor third lower and without the first and third of 

three measures. Finally, the figure appears in measures 11 and 12 at 

the same previous pitch, with the addition of the third of three 

measures. The transcription presents this above discussion clearly by 

aligning the corresponding measures vertically. The core element of the 

figure is the syncopated rhythm of measures 6, 8, 10, and 11. In this 

recording, the song repeats twice.
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Song No. 16 - "Paul's Go-Go Song"

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983
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Song 16 - "Paul's Go-Go Song11

This song has a six-note scale and a range spanning a minor sixth.

Pitch Content and Range:

Number of Different Durational Values: Five

Significant Aspects:

In this performance, during the first repeat the singers are silent

so only the drum beats are heard. After the drum has been beaten

through the entire song, then the singers enter correctly, once again

singing. This performance display is accomplished by singers who can

20sing the song to themselves, "in their head." To hear a performance 

20 Paul George, personal communication.

d

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending Ascending Unison

uni son 28 = 65.0%

minor second 5 = 11.0% 5 = 11.0%

major second 2 = 4.6%

minor third 1 = 2.3%

diminished fifth 1 = 2.3%

perfect fifth 1 = 2.3%
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without singing for one repeat is rare, and this recording may be 

considered atypical for the performance of the song. However, the drum 

display is not atypical of the musical characteristics available to the 

Tanana, it just happens to be manifest in this recording.

Important aspects of the song include the frequent use of the minor 

second interval, measures 1 through 4 and 9 through 12. The appearance 

of measure 8 with the identical elements included in the ending measure, 

16, in effect separates the song into two large phrases, measures 1 

through 8 and 9 through 16. This song repeats three times in the 

recording.
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Song No. 17 - "Snowshoe Song"

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

M.K.i =168 —s
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Song 17 - "Snowshoe Song11

This song has a four-note scale and a range spanning a perfect 

fifth.

Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

major second 

minor third 

major third

Descending

2 = 7.7%

1 = 3.8%

2 = 7.7%

Ascending Unison 

14 = 54.0%

6 = 23.0%

1 = 3.8%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

This song has two musical phrases of nearly equal length, rhythm, 

and melodic contour. The phrases are measures 1 through 7 and 8 

through 13. The song has a limited range, perfect fifth, and the 

rhythmic figure of measures 1, and 4,J J , are the only

rhythms present. In this recording, the song repeats three times.
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Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

Song No. 18 - "Portage Song"

M.’M. J ilOU-lOB Transposed down a major second

K ® .  J — iI J etc. 155?
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Song 18 - "Portage Song"

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

I
Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

major second 

mi nor thi rd 

major third 

perfect fourth

Descending Ascending Unison

11 = 48.0%

3 = 13.0%

4 = 17.0% 3 = 13.0%

1 = 4.3%

1 = 4.3%

Number of Different Durational Values: Two

Significant Aspects:

In this song the emic compositional techniques of "motion" may be 

discerned. The "motion" of a song arises from the animal, event, or 

activity which is recreated in the song. For example, in this song one 

can feel the strenuous efforts of the portagers teetering on tussocks 

under the weight of their canoe manifested in the heavily accented 

descending quarter notes in measures 1 and 5. These actions, or 

"motions," of portaging give this song its unique feeling. In this
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recording, the song repeats four times, ending on the final beat of 

measure 6.
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Song No. 19 - "Athabascan Twist11

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

m .k . J=ioe 
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Song 19 - "Athabascan Twist11

This song has a four-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending Ascending Unison

uni son 12 = 34.0%

major second 4 = 11.0% 3 = 8.6%

minor third 5 = 14.0% 4 = 11.0%

major third 2 = 5.7%

perfect fourth 2 = 5.7% 1 = 2.8%

major sixth 2 = 5.7%

Number of Different Durational Values: Five

Significant Aspects:

Prominent characteristics of this song are the opening half note 

followed by three quarter notes on the highest pitch, and the descending 

melodic contour in measures 7 through 8 and measures 9 through to the 

first note of measure 10. The song repeats twice.
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Song No. 20 - ''Invitational Dance" f#ll

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983
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Song 20 - "Invitational Dance" [#1]

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a four-note scale and a range spanning a perfect 

fourth.

— ^ —

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

major second 

minor third 

perfect fourth

Descending Ascending Unison

17 = 48.0%

5 = 14.0% 3 = 8.5%

5 = 14.0% 3 = 8.5%

2 = 5.7%

Number of Different Durational Values: Four

Significant Aspects:

The first measure contains two elements utilized throughout most of 

the song. The first element is the quarter note on the high G nearly 

shouted, marking the song in measures 1, 2, and 9. In measure 9, this 

element effectively contrasts with the immediately preceding two 

measures. The second element is the usually descending eighth note 

followed by a usually ascending eighth note tied to a quarter note, 

appearing in measures 1, 3, 5, and 6. The three quarter 

notes on the lowest pitch in measure 8 create a momentary pause within
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the context of the music. Measure 8 helps to make the high on the 

first beat of measure 9 more outstanding. The recording of this song 

includes two repeats, and then song 21 begins on the third beat of 

measure 13. This song is important because of its relation to the 

following three songs, all of which are joined together without 

stopping.
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Song No. 21 - "Invitational Dance" T#21 

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983
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Song 21 - “Invitational Dance" [#2]

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning a minor 

seventh.

11:#=■=

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

major second 

minor third 

perfect fourth

Descending Ascending Unison

9 = 24.0%

5 = 13.0% 3 = 8.1%

9 = 24.0% 7 = 19.0%

1 = 2.7% 3 = 8.1%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

This song, along with the next two songs, 22 and 23, is significant 

within the total collection of songs because these three songs begin in 

the midst of a preceding song. This song begins before "Invitational 

Dance" [#1] stops. For this recording (1983), the performers joined 

together "Invitational Dance" [#1], "Invitational Dance" [#2], 

"Invitational Dance" [#3], and "Invitational Dance" [#4] into a long 

continuous musical piece. This provides a backdrop for the Invitational 

Dance, so that many people may come forward to dance. There is no limit

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



107

to the number of songs that may be joined together in this fashion. The 

rhythm figure found in measures 1 and 2 appears at least partially in 

every measure of the song. During the second repeat on the first beat 

of measure 13, the next song begins.
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M.K.  ̂= 160-168 Tr.innposed down j  {>erfoct fourth

Song No. 22 - "Invitational Dance" [#3]

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983
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Song 22 - "Invitational Dance" [#3]

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning a minor tenth.

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

major second 

minor third 

major third 

minor tenth

Descending Ascending Uni son

20 = 60.0%

4 = 12.0% 1 = 3.0%

4 = 12.0% 1 = 3.0%

1 = 3.0% 1 = 3.0%

1 = 3.0%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

The significance of this song is its inclusion with three other 

songs which are joined together (see significance of song 21 for further 

discussion). The melody in measures 1 through 6 does not contain a 

single ascending interval. The quarter notes in measure 6 provide a 

momentary pause before the final four measures. While repeating for the 

second time, the next song begins, on the last beat of measure 10.
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Song No. 23 - "Invitational Dance" f..41

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

H.M.# *168 Transposed down a major third

last time

Tam drum bears are not equal.The first beat has more 
emphasis, and, at times, siigntly less duration than 
the second beat.
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Song 23 - "Invitational Dance" [#4]

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a three-note scale and a range spanning a perfect 

fourth.

I

1z h
Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

unison

major second 

minor third

Descending Ascending Unison

21 = 77.0%

2 = 7.4% 2 = 7.4%

1 = 3.7% 1 = 3.7%

Number of Different Durational Values: One

Significant Aspects:

This is the last of four songs joined together, yielding the

21continuous sound of dance music. A unique characteristic of this song 

is the repetition of one pitch from measure 6 to the end. In this 

recording, the song repeats once.

21 Refer to the significance of song 21 for further discussion.
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Song No. 24 - fMinto Entry Song]

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

© K.M.J*72 Transposed down a aajor second
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Song 24 - [Minto Entry Song]

This song has a three-note scale and a range spanning a minor 

thi rd.

Pitch Content and Range:

The interval count is taken from measures 2-4. The remainder of 

the song contains variations on these measures and is transcribed 

because of the chance incident of two different pitches being sung 

simultaneously in measures 5-7.

Number of Different Durational Values: Two

Significant Aspects:

This song is identical to the Nenana Entry Song, song 1, and its 

significance is discussed there. Still, song 24 has considerable 

significance, because during the performance a chance incident of 

polyphony is heard. Beginning in measure 5, on the last beat of the 

measure, the polyphony is first heard. This chance incident lasts until

O

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending Ascending Unison

umson 8 = 6 6.0%

minor second 1 = 8.3% 1 = 8.3%

major second 1 = 8.3% 1 = 8.3%
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the end of measure 7. By comparing measure 4 with measure 5, one can 

see what happens to create the polyphony, but first an understanding of 

the performance situation is necessary. The singers number nearly one 

hundred and they are entering onto a stage from the stage-right wing 

single file. The wing consists of a doorway at the end of a short 

hallway, followed by another doorway and another short hallway 

perpendicular to the first, followed by a long hallway perpendicular to 

the second. The effect of the wing's architecture is a limitation in 

clearly hearing the sounds coming from the stage. Now, by comparing the 

polyphony in measure 5 with measure 4, one can see that the upper voice 

sings the correct version of measure 2 through the first beat of 3, 

while the lower voice sings the correct version of measure 4. From the 

perspective of the researcher, and realizing the architectural 

hindrance, the conclusion for the appearance of polyphony stems from a 

chance occasion whereby the back end of a long line of singers did not 

clearly hear what the front-end singers were singing. Also, with the 

simplicity of this song one could be easily confused pertaining to the 

exact placement of the seven quarter notes from measures 4 back to 2.

The lower voices realize the problem, so they simply stay on the 

repeated quarter notes until they can match themselves with the upper 

voices (measures 5-7). The voices come back together in measure 8. 

However, a change has occurred in the structure of the song--elimination 

of one entire measure from the original three-measure phrase. This may 

be best illustrated by comparing the original measures, 2 through 4, 

with the changed measures, 11 through 12. The eliminated measure is 

measure 4. After arriving at the changed structure in measures 11 and
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12, these two measures are repeated 17 times with a slight increase of 

rhythm and a subtle rise in pitch, neither of which is continual.

1 1 5

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



116

Song No. 25 - "Highway Song"

Recorded: Fairbanks * 1983

U.K. J=132-13B Transposed nil
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Song 25 - "Highway Song11

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending

uni son

minor second 2 = 3.4%

major second 9 = 15.0%

minor third 6 = 10.0%

major third 1 = 1.7%

perfect fourth 2 = 3.4%

octave

spanning an octave.

Uni son 

24 = 41.0%

3 = 5.2% 

1 = 1.7%

This song has a six-note scale and a range

I
Pitch Content and Range:

Iee

Ascending

2 = 3.4%

3 = 5.2% 

3 = 5.2% 

2 = 3.4%

Number of Different Durational Values: Five

Significant Aspects:

In this recording, the song fades in near measure 5. The "rhythm 

of this song" is good, especially in measures 8 through 10 and 13 

through 14, and in particular the descending runs in measures 10 and 14. 

In these measures can be heard a fine example of the vocal style which 

is characteristically Athabascan. The overall syncopation of this song 

marks it as a good dance song. Besides the identical measures 10 and
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14, the repetition of the first musical phrase, measures 1 through 5, in 

measures 6 through 9 may be seen. In this recording, the song repeats 

twice.
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Song No. 26 - "Everything is Beautiful11

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

Transposed nil
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Song 26 - "Everything Is Beautiful"

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning a minor tenth.

-M > - ♦ >  —

r

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending Ascending Unison

uni son 27 = 56.0%

major second 1 = 2.1% 4 = 8.3%

minor third 3 = 6.2% 4 = 8.3%

major third 2 = 4.2% 1 = 2.1%

perfect fourth 4 = 8.3%

perfect fifth 1 = 2.1%

minor sixth 1 = 2.1%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

In this recording, the song fades in near measure 5. The rhythmic 

figure of measures 2 and 3 is utilized in the following measures, 4 and

5, 6 and 7, and 9 and 10. The melodic contour of the second measure of 

these two-measure phrases with a generally downward motion provides a 

momentary pause. Another point where the song momentarily pauses is at 

measure 8, where there are three quarter notes. The only surprise on
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hearing these three quarter notes is that they are not on one pitch.

The first measure heralds the song's beginning. In this recording, the 

song repeats three times.
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Song No; 27 - "Back and Forth SonC11 f#11

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1993

H.M. J=r,0-G(. Transrosed ii|> a minor second
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Song 27 - "Back and Forth Song" [#1]

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning a major ninth.

-T+-

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descendi ng Ascending

unison

major second 4 = 16.0% 2 = 8.0%

minor third 1—» II • O **

major third II • O 1 = 4.0%

perfect fourth 3 = 12.0% 1 = 4.0%

minor sixth 1 = 4.0%

major sixth 1 = 4.0%

Unison

10 = 40.0%

Number of Different Durational Values: Four

Significant Aspects:

The tempo of this song and the next song, 28, is the most 

significant aspect. The speed is half the tempo of all the other Minto 

songs (except the Entrance Song). The type of dancing performed to this 

song differs from the dancing performed for all the other songs (except
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the Entrance Song. The dancers form two rows, one female and one 

male. The two rows of dancers face each other and with hands on hips 

they shuffle toward each other. The rows of dancers converge and then 

pass through, proceeding on to the other row of dancers' line of origin. 

Then the dancers simultaneously kneel and turn 180° in the direction the 

sun travels (clockwise). Then the dancers stand up and proceed, 

shuffling toward each other, repeating the entire process. These two 

songs, 27 and 28, will always have this style of dancing.

The drum beats are more noticeable in this song, probably due to 

the slower tempo. There are three repeats in this recording.

22

OO
The dancing pattern used while entering differs from all the 

other dances. The dancers enter in single file, filling the dance area. 
The dance motion sometimes is a shuffle with hands on hips, similar to 
the motion for the Back and Forth Dance, songs 27 and 28.
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Song No. 28 -"Back and Forth Song" [#2]

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

M.Mj0*62-66 Transposed nil
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Song 28 - "Back and Forth Song" [#2]

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a four-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

k
J  „

J . ^
ft

r) r - # -

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending Ascending Unison

uni son 14 = 25.0%

major second 6 = 11.0% 9 = 16.0%

minor third 6 = 11.0% 8 = 14.0%

major third 2 = 3.6%

perfect fourth 4 = 7.3% 2 = 3.6%

perfect fifth 2 = 3.6% 1 = 1.8%

major sixth 1 = 1.8%

Number of Different Durational Values: Six

Significant Aspects:

This song is a special type of dance song. In this thesis, only 

two musical examples of this type of dance song are given, songs 27 and 

28. Refer to the significant aspects of song 27 for a more detailed 

discussion of the dancing occurring with this song.

The music has three prominent features. First, notice that 

measures 1 through 3 and 6 through 8 are repeated. Next, this song
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makes use of grace notes, /  , appearing in measures 3 and 7. Third, 

the long-valued note is prominent in this song. Not only are there half 

notes, measures 2 and 4, but also whole notes, measures 9, 10, and 11. 

Long-valued notes are unusual in this collection of dance songs. 

Normally, the longest valued note will be the dotted quarter, d* .

The entire song repeats once, with the tempo noticeably quickening in 

measure 8 on the internal repeat.
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Song No. 29 - "I'll Hold Hands"

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

M.M. y=126-132 Transposed up a minor second
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Song 29 - "I'll Hold Hands"

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

) -  ..

Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

major second 

minor third 

major third 

perfect fourth 

major sixth

Descending Ascending Uni son

6 = 9.8% 

5 = 8.2% 

2 = 3.3% 

2 = 3.3%

32 = 52.0%

5 = 8.2%

6 = 9.8% 

2 = 3.3%

1 = 1.6%

Number of Different Durational Values: Seven

Significant Aspects:

The significance lies in the form of this song. The form consists 

of two musical phrases, measures 1 through 12 and 13 through 20. 

Although one phrase is twelve measures long and the other only eight 

measures in length, there are remarkable similarities between them. 

Similarities within a song help to unify the music. Comparing measures

8 through 12 with 16 through 20 shows identical pitch, and the rhythm 

differs only be degree in the corresponding measures 8 and 16. The
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first two measures of each phrase (measures 1-2 and 13-14) have the same 

rhythm, same first interval, and a similar melodic contour. In this 

recording, the song fades in at measure 2 and repeats twice, ending 

during the second repeat on the first beat of measure 12. Not many of 

the dance songs have internal endings (see also song 18). When this 

song ends, many of the singers transpose measures 11 and 12 up one 

octave.
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Song No. 30 - "Jaja 
(We're Here to Perform Our Dances for You)'1

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

q.«. ist38-iu»» Transposed nil
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Song 30 - "Jaja" (We're Here to Perforin Our Dances for You)

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

 . » »

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

major second 

minor third 

perfect fourth 

perfect fifth

Descending Ascending Unison

29 = 72.0%

3 = 7.5%

4 = 10.0% 2 = 5.0%

1 = 2.5%

1 = 2.5%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

Measures 1 through 3 are not always sung when first beginning the

23song during some performances. There are two musical phrases, 

measures 4 through 8 and 9 through 14. Each musical phrase begins with 

the identical rhythm, J* J. , which also appears approximately half way 

through the phrases, measures 4, 6, 9, and 11. The melodic contours of

23Paul George, personal communication. See song 41 for an example 
of a performance where these measures are not sung at the beginning.
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the two phrases are quite alike, with both phrases descending. The 

first three measures of the phrases (measures 4-6 and 9-11) are of a 

different quality than the remaining measures because the final 

measures, 7-8 and 12-14, contain only the unison interval. In this 

recording, the song repeats three times.
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Song No. 31 - "Gee Haw" '

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

N.H. 13H-144 Transposed nil
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Song 31 - "Gee Haw11

This song has a six-note scale and a range spanning a major ninth.

1
Pitch Content and Range:

i )
n — •sr*"w

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending Ascending Unison

uni son 20 = 69.0%

minor second 1 = 2.6%

major second 2 = 5.2% 5 = 13.0%

minor third CO II a ** 1 = 2.6%

major third 3 = 7.7%

perfect fourth 2 = 5.2%

perfect fifth 1 = 2.6%

major sixth 1 = 2.6%

Number of Different Durational Values: Four

Significant Aspects:

The first four notes of the song identify the song easily, because 

the title of the song, "Gee Haw," is repeated twice. The remainder of 

the song is just "the rhythm of the song." Notice the momentary pause 

created by the low-pitched glottalized quarter notes in measure 5. In
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this recording, the song fades in near the end of measure 2, and there 

are two repeats.
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Song No. 32 - [Title Unknown]

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

M.M. J«132-138n) Transposed nil
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Song 32 - [Title Unknown] 24

This song has a five-note scale and a range of a minor tenth.

Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending Ascending Unison

24 = 65.0%

4 = 11.0% 1 = 2.7%

4 = 11.0% 1 = 2.7%

1 = 2.7% 1 = 2.7%

. 1 = 2.7%

urn son

major second 

minor third 

major third 

minor tenth

The data for the additional measures on the final repeat (measures 

11-12) are included in the interval frequency.

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

24This song was not introduced in the performance nor could the 
author determine the title of the song through additional research. The 
author asked informants the title of the song, but an answer could not 
be ascertained. It is interesting to note that in the performance of 
this same song by Nenana, song 22, the song was used as part of the 
series of segued Invitational Dances. Therefore, by seguing this song 
into another song, the customary introductory remarks characterizing a 
Nenana performance were impossible, and the title of the song was simply 
ignored.
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Significant Aspects:

This is the same song as song 22. Please refer to the significant 

aspects of song 22 for a musical discussion. An interesting 

characteristic of this song is the addition of measures 11 and 12.

While in this recording the song repeats twice, the first two times the 

double bar repeat sign is observed. Thus, songs 22 and 32 are 

identical. However, when the song is about to end, the repeat sign goes 

unobserved and the extra measures, 11 and 12, are added. Remember in 

song 22 the joining together of four songs, 20 through 23, eliminates a 

normal ending for song 22. The musical characteristics of the added 

measures in song 32 match precisely the criteria for a Tanana dance song 

ending pattern. Thus, the recorded performance supports not only a 

theory regarding typical Tanana dance song ending patterns, but also a 

Tanana musical aesthetic ideal.
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Song No. 33 - "Minto Invitational Dance'V'Onee1 (Come)"

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1983

M.M. J=132-138 
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Transposed down a major second
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Song 33 - "Minto Invitational Dance'V'Onee1 (Come)11

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

unison

major second 

minor third 

major third 

octave

Descending Ascending Uni son

20 = 43.0%

6 = 13.0% 3 = 6.5%

7 = 15.0% 5 = 11.0%

2 = 4.3% 2 = 4.3%

1 = 2.2%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

The opening two measures have just the title word, Onee1, twice, 

and note that the rhythm in measures 1 and 2 differs from subsequent 

rhythms. The musical structure separates into three phrases represented 

by measures 1 through 5, 6 through 8, and 9 through 14. Similarities 

exist between the phrases, for example: the final two measures of

phrases 1 and 2; and the first three measures of phrases 2 and 3.

Again, the typical ending pattern is represented here in measures 12-14.
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In this recording, the song fades in near the end of measure 6 and 

repeats three times.
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Song No. 34 - "Airplane Song"

Recorded: Fairbanks, 1982

H.M. J-J32-1uu Transposed up a perfect fifth
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This song has a six-note scale and a range spanning a major tenth,

Song 34 - "Airplane Song"

Pitch Content and Range:

r#-*-

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

unison

minor second 

major second 

minor third 

major third 

major sixth 

major tenth

Descending Ascendi ng Uni son

24 = 44.0%

1 = 1.8% 1 = 1.8%

6 = 11.0% 3 = 5.5%

6 = 11.0% 2 = 3.7%

6 = 11.0% 2 = 3.7%

2 = 3.7% 

1 = 1.8%

The intervals within the repeat (i.e., measures 5-7) are counted 

twi ce.

Number of Different Durational Values: Five

Significant Aspects:

This recording fades in during the last measure, 11. The prominent 

characteristic of this song is the identical figures occurring in each 

of the first three measures. In these measures, 1 through 3, a distinct
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melodic and rhythmic figure spanning one measure repeats three times, 

consequently establishing this identifying sound to the listener. This 

song contains an internal repeat, measures 5 through 7 repeat after 

measure 8, and then measures 9 through 11 follow measure 7 on the 

repeat. In this recording, there are no repeats of the entire song.
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-Song No. 35 - "Song Made While Hunting Moose"

Recorded: Minto, 1972-73

H.M. i =126-138 

©

Transposed nil
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f r nr a "rnrm
t Measure 13 on the last repeat substitutes the quarter note for 

the quarter re9t. Therefore, on the last repeat, the rhythm of
measure 13 is: j** £ p
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Song 35 - "Song Made While Hunting Moose"

Pitch Content and Range:

This song has a six-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

uni son

major second 

minor third 

major third 

perfect fourth 

perfect fifth 

minor seventh

Descending Ascending Unison

3.6%

32 = 58.0%

7 = 13.0% 2 = 3.6%

4 = 7.3% 4 = 7.3%

2 = 3.6%

1 = 1.8% 

1 = 1.8%

The intervals within the repeat signs are counted twice (measures

1-3).

2

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

The structure of this song is simple and the transcription clearly 

reflects the correct sequence of measures, yet a brief explanation 

regarding the three different endings following measure 3 may be
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worthwhile. Measure 4 contains the ending marked 1 and since there is 

not a repeat sign the following measure is number 7. Measure 5 contains 

the ending marked 2 and 4, so when measures 1 through 3 are heard the 

second and fourth times then measure 5 follows measure 3. Since there 

is a repeat sign in measure 5, then the following measure would be

number 1. Now when measures 1 through 3 are heard following the repeat

sign in measure 5 the correct measure to proceed measure 3 will be 

measure 6 with the endings marked three and five. Since a repeat sign 

is not present in measure 6, then the following measure would be measure 

7. In this recording, the song ends during the verse, using ending five 

at the marked ending point in measure 14.

Measures 4, 5, and 6, have the same rhythm with the identical pitch 

in measures 4 and 5 transposed up an octave in measure 6. Also of note

is the similar melodic contour between measures 1 through 3 and 7

through 10.
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Recorded: Minto, 1972-73
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I r  m  riw

v 1
I}.®-......  h

- P = } = ^

a
■ ------------

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



150

Song 36 - "Neil Charlie Song"

This song has a five-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

unison

major second 

minor third 

major third 

perfect fourth 

perfect fifth

Descending Ascending Unison

43 = 60.0%

10 = 14.0% 2 = 2.8%

6 = 8.3% 4 = 5.5%

3 = 4.2% 

2 = 2.8% 1 = 1.4%

1 = 1.4%

The notes in small print are not counted in the distribution chart,

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

The performance of this song and the following songs differs from 

the previous songs because here there is only one singer, whereas in 

songs 11-35 there is a group of singers. Also, in this song and the 

following songs a drum accompaniment is not present.
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In this song, a separation between two distinct rhythms occurs 

between measures 1 through 7, compared to 8 through 17. Both measures 9 

and 12 are identical, and the identical rhythms in measures 8, 10, and 

13 sound more pronounced than the identical rhythm of measures 9, 11, 

and 12. This song contains an internal repeat, measures 10 through 17, 

and in the recording the entire song repeats once.
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Song No. 37 - “OneeM>

Recorded: Minto, 1972-73

M.H. i =138-1U0 
\0>

' Transposed up a perfect fourth 
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+ This song is cataloged in the Rasmuson Library as "Dorothy M. Titus ?ong"#
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Song 37 -  “ Onee ,,,2 5

This song has a four-note scale and a range spanning a minor 

seventh.

£

P it c h  C o n te n t and R a n g e :

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

unison 

minor third 

major third 

perfect fifth

Descending Ascending Unison

21 = 51.0%

6 = 15.0% 6 = 15.0%

3 = 7.3% 3 = 7.3%

1 = 2.4% 1 = 2.4%

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

The recording for this song comes from the Oral History Project at 

the University of Alaska, Fairbanks. A discrepancy regarding the title 

of this song exists between the University files and Tanana Athabascan 

singers. The former lists this song as "Dorothy M. Titus Song," while 

the latter calls this song "Onee1." Comparing this song with "Onee"'

25 This song is catalogued in the Oral History Collection as Dorothy 
M. Titus Song.
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(song 33) yields more similarities than dissimilarities both aurally 

and visually. Notable similarities of importance between the two songs 

occur between the following corresponding measures:

A notable dissimilarity between the songs and simultaneously a 

characteristic of this transcription (number 37) are the eighth rests in 

measures 10 and 11. Overall, the two songs are quite alike with 

differences in rhythm created by substituting a quarter note for two 

eighth notes or vice versa, and differences in melodic contour effected 

by degree and not direction. Consequently, this song should be 

reclassified at the University under the title "Onee1." During this 

recording, the song repeats five times. On the last repeat, measure 13 

changes slightly with a clear distinction or pause between the first and 

second note. The pause is a signal to the listener or other singers 

that the song is ending.

1. 1 and 2 with the identical rhythm

2. 5 and 8 with the identical rhythm

3. 6 and 9 with the similar opening rhj

and the identical melodic contour with an ascending interval

between the first and second notes.
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Song Mo. 38 - "Christmas Song11

Recorded: Minto, 1972-73

M.M.4 =126-13? Transposed up a minor tnird

- )

r
’ (J

4 - j t

a

-

< 2 >

i_.  0  m - 0  m m  0
* "  w  ■ ■ 4

= £ = :

r

V *

4

------- M ----------l _ l -------------1---
%

| l . s u 3 . y . i :  4 *

- H -
f

r r ? .

f )

1 11V 1

©

. . j , . . .  _
- 4 - rrrr -J|

2 3 . 1 *

------- - r>— c —

T :
n ^ = p

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



156

Song 38 - “Christmas Song11

This song has a three-note scale and a range spanning a perfect 

fourth.

4

Pitch Content and Range:

I s

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval

unison

minor second 

major second 

minor third 

perfect fourth

Descending Ascending Uni son

4 = 9.7% 

3 = 7.1% 

3 = 7.1 

1 = 2.4%

19 = 46.0%

4 = 9.7% 

3 = 7.1% 

3 = 7.1% 

1 = 2.4%

The intervals between the repeat signs (measures 8-10) are counted 

twice.

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

Here is a dance song made for a special occasion, Christmas. 

However, this song may be used at any time of year. The beginning of 

each staff line represents the beginning of a musical phrase. The 

rhythm of the first five beats of each phrase is identical, and the
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melodic contour is nearly identical. An internal repeat occurs from 

measure 8 through to the end of the song. The order of repeat is 

indicated by the numbers above measures 11 and 12. In this recording, 

the song ends on the sixth singing of measures 8 through 10, which would 

be the third singing of the entire song. The notation in parentheses 

represents what is heard on the last repeat in this performance.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



158

Song No. 39 - uNew Yearns Song"

Recorded: Minto, 1972-73

M.M.J =1U«-152

4 - — =— i— f

Transposed nil
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END 1

A
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P * *-i-t J -J pir [di>4 = u
This song remains basically the same during the repeats. 

However, because of additions and omissions of rests, octave 
transpositions, and breath pauses resulting in rhythmic 
irregularities each repeat has unique characteristics.
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Song 39 - "New Year's Song"

This song has a six-note scale and a range spanning an octave.

4 - ------&......  I
0

Interval Distribution Chart:

Pitch Content and Range:

Interval Descending Ascending Unison

unison 16 = 53.0%

minor second 2 = 6.7% 3 = 10.0%

major second 2 = 6.7% 1 = 3.3%

minor third 1 = 3.3%

major third 1 = 3.3% 1 = 3.3%

perfect fourth 2 = 6.7%

perfect fifth 1 = 3.3%

Measures 1-3 are counted twice.

Number of Different Durational Values: Two

Significant Aspects:

Here is another dance song made for a particular occasion (see also 

song 38). This song also may be used at any time of the year. The 

interesting aspect of this song is the different quality of the entire 

song during each of three repeats. Each of the three repeats contains
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essentially the same musical elements. However, because of additions 

and omissions of rests, octave transpositions, and breath pauses 

resulting in rhythmic irregularities, each repeat has unique 

characteristics. Note the internal repeat of measures 1 through 3.
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Song No. 40 - "Old Nenana Song 1912"

Recorded: Minto, 1972-73

M.rt.J*lSO Transposed nil
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Song 40 - "Old Nenana Song 1912 „26

Pitch Content and Scale:

This song has a seven-note scale and a range spanning a major 

ninth.

4
• • •

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval 

uni son

minor second 

major second 

minor third 

perfect fourth

Descending Ascending Uni son

22 = 48.0%

1 = 2.2%

8 = 17.0% 6 = 13.0%

4 = 8.7%

1 = 2.2% 4 = 8.7%

Number of Different Durational Values: Two

Significant Aspects:

This song is catalogued under the title "Old Nenana Song 1912" at 

the University of Alaska, Fairbanks, Oral History Project. This title 

is correct but not specific enough. The song recorded here is the 

"Jimmy Duke Song," see also transcription number 13 in this report. The 

two songs are nearly identical from measure 1 through the first beat of

This song corresponds to song 13, "Jimmy Duke Song."
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measure 14. Then from the second beat of measure 14 through measure 23, 

song 40 is an octave higher than song 13. Then from measures 24 through 

28, the two songs are nearly identical. Whereas song 13 has two 

endings, song 40 has only one and it corresponds to the first ending of 

song 13. During the three repeats of this song, the smaller notation in 

measures 13 through 15 is heard.
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Song No. 41 - “JaJa"

Recorded: Minto, 1972-73
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Song 41 - "Jaja"

This song has a six-note scale and a range of an octave.

Pitch Content and Range:

* j w * * 5 -----—JL>
r

Interval Distribution Chart:

Interval Descending Ascending Unison

unison 37 = 66.0%

major second 3 = 5.3%

minor third 7 = 12.0% 4 = 7.1%

perfect fourth 1 = 1.8% 1 = 1.8%

perfect fifth 1 = 1.8%

minor seventh 1 = 1.8%

octave 1 = 1.8%

Intervals in measure 8 through to the first beat of measure

counted twice.

Number of Different Durational Values: Three

Significant Aspects:

Here is a different performance of the same song from the same

27
village, song 30, "Jaja," Minto. In this song, 41, measures 1-7 and

01

See also songs 33 and 37, "Onee1," for another example of the
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14-21 correspond to one another because of shared melodic contour and 

rhythm, yet are written separately because of pitch deviation.

Song 30 shares similarities with song 41 although differences are 

present too. The same main melodic idea appears in each song. This may 

be seer by comparing measures 1-4 and 14-18 of song 41 with measures 4-7 

of song 30.

In addition, measures 11-13 of song 41 correspond to measures 1-3 

of song 30. This placement of the repeating notes in measures 11-13 

immediately before the entrance of the main melodic idea, following the 

completion of the first time singing through the song, measures 1-10, 

illustrates the statement for song 30 that measures 1 through 3 are not 

always sung when beginning this song during some performances. Here is 

an example, in this performance, where this rhythm appears after the 

song has already been sung through once. This is the only reported 

instance of an ambiguous performance standard for a song in this 

collection.

A different melodic contour exists for the two songs. In measures 

5-7 and 19-21 of song 41, the contour has a prominent octave leap, 

whereas in song 30 the corresponding measures, 9-11, contain a 

contrasting melodic contour, smoothly descending with a slight ascending 

minor third at the end. The change in contour probably results from the 

singer of song 41 trying to fit the melody comfortably into his range.

It should be noted that the slight ascending minor third is present in 

song 41, too, helping to identify the passage as that which corresponds

same song sung by the same village.
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to the passage found in song 30, measures 9-11. In both songs the 

ending patterns share identical characteristics.

In this recording the song does not repeat measures 1-7 at all. 

Measures 8-21 are repeated twice, and then the song ends on the third 

repeat of measures 8-10.
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CHAPTER III. CONCLUSIONS

Music Profile

The following discussion presents selected musical characteristics 

found in this study of Tanana dance songs. The first information 

presented will be a compilation of the data found under the analyses 

categories "Pitch Content and Range, Interval Distribution, and Number 

of Different Durational Values." The statistics should not be regarded 

as an ultimate statement of truth or authenticity but as an indication 

of general musical characteristics. A discussion concerning the 

validity of the statistics will appear at the end of this chapter. Each 

village will have its own music profile which will facilitate 

comparison. Any differences or similarities will be discussed.

The total number of specific scale types for the two villages is:

Scale Type Nenana Minto

Three-note scale 2 2
Four-note scale 5 2
Five-note scale 12 7
Six-note scale 3 6
Seven-note scale 1 1

In both Nenana and Minto songs the scale preference is the five- 

note pattern. However, the Nenana preference is far greater than for 

Minto. For Minto, the six-note scale occurs nearly as frequently as the 

five-note scale. Both villages have the same number of three- and 

seven-note scales. Also, Nenana has more four-note and fewer six-note 

scales than Minto.

168
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Now the range of the pitch count for all the songs is compiled. 

Once again, the data will be separated by village.

Maximum Range of Song Nenana Minto

Minor third 1 1
Perfect fourth 2 1
Perfect fifth 2 0
Minor sixth 2 0
Major sixth 2 0
Minor seventh 2 1
Octave 8 9
Minor ninth 1 1
Major ninth 0 2
Minor tenth 1 2
Major tenth 1 1
Perfect eleventh 1 0

The range of preference for both Nenana and Minto is the octave.

This range is preferred more than any other range in both villages. The

other ranges are interesting if we compare the different ranges of 

Nenana with those of Minto. At a glance, one can see that the middle 

ranges found in Nenana songs are absent in the Minto column, in 

particular the ranges of a perfect fifth, and minor and major sixth.

The choice by Nenana singers for more songs with a restricted range may

be due to the inclusion of many older songs from abandoned villages such

as Tolovana, songs not found in the newer repertory of Minto. However, 

this contrasts with a statement by Francis Densmore that "in certain 

Amerindian communities, 'modern' songs are said to have a . . . [smaller 

range] than the 'old' ones" (Sachs 1962:19).

Next, the interval distribution category from each analysis is 

combined to show the total number and percentage of each interval found 

in the songs.
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Nenana Interval Distribution Chart

Interval Descending Ascending

uni son
minor second 14= 1.5% 15= 1.6%
major second 118=12.0% 86= 9.0%
minor third 80= 8.4% 49= 5.1%
major third 18= 1.9% 11= 1.1%
perfect fourth 22= 2.3% 28= 2.8%
diminished fifth 0= 0.0% 1= 0.1%
perfect fifth 3= 0.3% 12= 1.3%
minor sixth 0= 0.0% 4= 0.4%
major sixth 2= 0.2% 7= 0.7%
octave 2= 0.2% 1= 0.1%
minor tenth 0= 0.0% 1= 0.1%

(259=27.2%) + (214=22.4%) + (479=50.3%)
(952=99.9%)

Minto Interval Distribution Chart

Interval Descending Ascendi ng

uni son
minor second 10= 1.2% 13= 1.6%
major second 81=10.0% 50= 6.1%
minor third 76= 9.3% 53= 6.5%
major third 24= 2.9% 20= 2.4%
perfect fourth 26= 3.2% 14= 1.7%
perfect fifth 4= 0.5% 8= 1.0%
minor sixth 0= 0.0% 3= 0.4%
major sixth 0= 0.0% 6= 0.7%
minor seventh 0= 0.0% 2= 0.2%
octave 0= 0.0% 3= 0.4%-n
minor tenth 0= 0.0% 1= 0.1%^

0.1%major tenth 0= 0.0% 1=
(221=27.0%) + (174=21.0%)

Uni son 

421=52.0%

+ (421=52.0%) = 
(816=100.0%)

A statistical analysis on the interval distribution charts 

utilizing the chi-square technique reveals a significant difference 

(p<.05) in use of ascending intervals between Nenana and Minto. In both 

villages' repertoires the dominant interval is overwhelmingly the 

unison, 50.3% and 52% for Nenana and Minto, respectively. The next two
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intervals of importance are the major second and minor third. In both 

Nenana and Minto, the major second, 21% and 16.1%, occurs more often 

than the minor third, 13.5% and 15.8%. The major second and minor third

intervals, when combined, make up 34.5% and 31.9% of the intervals used

in Nenana and Minto songs. Added together with the unison interval, the 

importance of these three intervals is uniformly dominant, 84.5% for 

Nenana and 83.9% for Minto.

Why the preponderance of unison, major second, and minor third 

intervals? First, notice must be made that these are common non-Western

intervals; second, and more important, the process of learning these

songs, through constant repetition without visual aids, must utilize the 

physical ease with which combinations of these intervals may be sung. 

Finally, and in conjunction with the preceding point, consideration must 

include the purely vocal melody without any accompanying melodic 

instrument. Therefore, a melody with intervals easily sung will be more 

readily accepted.

With respect to the interval distribution charts, the descending 

intervals are used slightly more than the ascending intervals. In 

contrast to the aforementioned preference for all descending intervals, 

the larger intervals are used more commonly while ascending. In the 

Nenana chart from the perfect fourth interval upward, the ascending 

intervals are more preferred than the descending intervals, 5.53% to 

3.0%. In the Minto chart the preference for larger intervals to ascend 

is more marked because of the absence of any descending intervals larger 

than a perfect fifth, 1.9% to 0.0%. These two facts, an overall
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preference for descending intervals coupled with a tendency to favor 

larger intervals that ascend, give a good picture of the general melodic 

contour. Specifically, the melody will meander downward pathogenically 

utilizing numerous small intervals and will rise dramatically, usually 

through the use of one large interval.

The melody may be referred to by the Tanana themselves in two 

indigenous classificatory systems. The concepts of the "rhythm of a 

song" and the "motion of a song" are designations for characteristic 

qualities common to many Tanana dance songs. First, the "rhythm of a 

song" refers to the parts of a melody characterized by a series of 

mostly descending small intervals in a rapidly moving syncopated rhythm, 

for example song 7, measures 5-10. A song considered by the Tanana to 

be "good" dance music will, undoubtedly, have a "good rhythm."

Secondly, the "motion of a song" refers to the musical 

representation of some animal, event, or activity, such as a willow 

grouse, a story of hunting luck, or portaging over difficult terrain. A 

characteristic musical definition for "motion" is impossible, because 

the myriad possibilities of subjects will provide musical creations 

limited only by the imagination of the composer. An example of "motion" 

occurs in song 18.

The last category from the analyses tabulates the "Number of 

Different Durational Values." The following chart represents the 

combined tabulations for Nenana and Minto.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



173

Number of Different Durational Levels Nenana Minto

One
Two

Three
Four
Five
Six

Seven

1
3
9
7
3
0
0

0
3
9
3
1
1
1

The chart shows more similarities than dissimilarities. In both 

examples the divisions of the pulse most used is three, followed by two 

and four. Nenana has a division level of one, song 23, while Minto has

a division level of six, song 28 and a division level of seven, song 29.

The information in the analytic category "Significant Aspects" 

cannot be delineated by charts or tables as easily as the preceding 

categories. Therefore, the remainder of this conclusion section will be 

presented as a discussion of observed musical traits, with information 

gathered from both the significant aspects section and from general 

knowledge.

Nearly every song in this collection when ending has a definite 

feeling of resolution. Whenever these songs are sung with lots of

people singing, either at the Festival of Native Arts or in the village

community hall, everyone ends together. This ending together is the one 

constant in nearly all performances. Even before the present writer 

knew these songs, he could tell when the song would end. What signals 

the singers to stop together? How could over one hundred singers all 

end simultaneously without any prearranged or visual signal?

A careful examination of these songs shows, in general, that an 

"ending musical pattern" exists. In general, the ending musical pattern
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consists of:

1. Three measures with a rhythm that is alternately regular,

performance, such as , where the song ends on the

first beat of the last measure.

4. The melody will approach the ending musical pattern from

above.

5. The shape of the melody in the ending musical pattern is a 

straight line; the pitch ceases to move; the melody is

composed of unison intervals.

6. The relative pitch of the ending musical pattern is low.

Now, the signal(s) for the group of singers to end employs subtle

uses of a combination of the following elements:

1. Drumming gets louder.

2. Drumming gets faster.

3. Drumming becomes more staccato or accented.

4. Singing gets louder.

5. Singing gets faster.

6. Singing becomes more staccato or accented.

7. Singers will transpose the melody up one octave.

syncopated, and regular, such as

2. The final measure will be glottalized on all performances 

except for the final repeat.

3. The final measure will be cut short on the final repeat
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The above seven elements are the "signals" informing the group that 

the end is approaching. Usually these elements are heard during the 

first measure of the final repeat of the ending musical pattern.

The information presented above concerning the ending musical 

pattern shows the mechanics necessary to recognize when a particular 

song will end. First, one must recognize the musical characteristics of 

the end, and second, the singer must be perceptive to the subtle signals 

employed informing him or her of the approaching end. However, the 

question of who employs the signals remains unanswered. The best 

approach might be through a thorough understanding of group dynamic 

behavior, an approach beyond the scope of this paper.

In many songs, a series of measures containing some of the musical 

characteristics of the ending musical pattern may be found at some other 

distinct point separate from the actual end, for instance, song 3, 

measures 12-13; song 16, measure 8; and song 17, measures 4-7. These 

"pseudo" endings provide a momentary stop or grand pause in the music.

In general, the ending musical pattern contrasts noticeably with most 

opening musical patterns. The musical characteristics of the latter are 

not as simply classified as those of the former, yet something 

prominent, such as high pitch or rapid rhythm, will occur at the 

beginning of a song which helps to distinguish it from the typical 

ending pattern when the song repeats.

Besides noting the typically prominent feature of the opening

melody, a discussion of the general melodic contour may be mentioned.

Usually the melody will have a long-term descent. This is probably the
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result of pathogenic descent, a term coined by Curt Sachs, referring to 

the type of singing caused naturally by expelling air from the lungs, 

resulting in a melody with a high opening pitch, a long-term descent to 

the lowest pitch. The melodic contour corresponds with the singer's 

expelling of air.

A common melodic contour is that of the descending major triad 

(Johnston 1979b:7) among Alaskan Athabascans. This is a common 

influence on the melodic contour of the Tanana dance songs, yet the 

triad also shapes the ascending contour and is sometimes minor too. In 

this collection, twenty-one songs have melodic contours at least 

partially shaped by a major triad. The most common major triad is 

C.-E-G. The minor triad shapes the melodic contour in fourteen songs. 

See Appendix A for a chart containing the triads used in melodic 

contours and also the song numbers that use the particular triad.

Other kinds of musical characteristics are present in this 

collection that now should be discussed. These songs have few rests. 

There is music sounding continually. Only rarely does a song even 

contain a rest, and then these are usually just eighth-beat rests. 

Usually, the tempo of the song is between M . M . J  = 104-168. This 

relatively rapid tempo is indicative of the dance song genre.

Many of the songs have a pitch that is emphasized more than any 

other in the note pattern. Emphasis may be created through utilizing a 

pitch as the ending, or opening pitch, by placement in strategic points 

throughout the song, such as beginnings or endings of phrases, or

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



177

through repetition of the pitch. This emphasized pitch may be likened 

to a tonal center because the melody leads toward it.

In this collection, the size of the singing groups varies. In 

songs 1-10, two people are singing, in songs 11-34 from twenty to one 

hundred people are singing, and in songs 35-41 only one person is 

singing. When performed solo, these songs may have a great deal of 

liberty, achieved by adding or deleting rests, beats, and notes, or by 

transposing the melody to fit one's personal vocal range. The 

achievement of unusual liberties with a song becomes progressively 

greater as the size of the group of singers increases. Thus, the 

drumming display during the first repeat of song 16 with the Nenana 

dancers is quite good. This group also displays another type of liberty 

when it joins together four songs, 20-23, creating one long continuous 

"dance song."

The segue occurs during the Nenana Invitational Dance. The 

invitational dance is an opportunity for audience/listeners to 

participate with the performers. It is neither a name of a song nor a 

style of dancing, but a social situation. Proper behavior requires the 

listener to join the invitational dance as a show of good will. Thus, 

the segue provides a longer period of time for non-participants to join 

the dancers. At times during a particularly festive potlatch, when 

emotion is high, several songs will be joined together also. Any dance 

song may be used for an invitational dance.

In general, the Tanana dance songs are short (less than one minute) 

and are repeated over and over again. This continual repetition is a

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



178

type of music structure or form. The short length of the song combined 

with the continual repetition are two helpful aids for learning these 

songs, or any songs that are learned through an oral tradition.

In addition to this continued repetition, some kind of an internal 

form may be discerned. Generally speaking, the overall internal form of 

a Tanana dance song is binary, meaning that there are two distinct 

sections within each song. At various times the ending musical pattern 

may either be part of the second section or the second section itself. 

Under the premise that the binary form is prominent, the following 

information is pertinent: usually the range of the first section is

greater than the second.

Recurring musical fragments shape many of these songs. The most 

ubiquitous of these "building blocks" is a rhythmic or melodic fragment 

repeated at consecutively lower pitch. The terms "sequence" or 

"spinning out" refer to this.

Since Nenana and Minto are closely related, it is not surprising to 

find songs sung by both villages. Songs sung by both villages in this 

collection includes songs 1 and 24, 13 and 40, and 22 and 32. When 

compared, these songs are near-perfect copies of each other. Songs 1 

and 24 are quite alike, yet the performance situation for song 24 (see 

Significant Aspects, song 24 for a more detailed discussion) creates 

some differences. Songs 13 and 40 are generally the same except for 

some differences in measures 16-24. However, these differences are 

octave transpositions of the melody and subsequent molding of the melody 

to accommodate the vocal range of the singer(s). Finally, songs 22 and
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32 are exactly the same. Thus, we may conclude that songs sung by one 

village may be sung by the other village without appreciable or 

significant changes in the composition.

Vocal Profile

The vocal style of both Nenana and Minto is nearly identical in

practice and will be discussed as one. Women and men sing together in

group performances. The vocal style is hard to express with musical

notation. Words hardly suffice to describe vocal quality. To an

accustomed listener, the vocal style of the Tanana is beautiful and full

of rich sounds. Unfortunately, not everyone will be able to devote the

necessary time to cultivate an appreciation for this vocal style.

Therefore, a description of the Tanana vocal quality must compare or

contrast this style with that vocal style with which most readers will

be familiar, and any qualifying descriptions are not meant to demean but

to define this uniquely splendid vocal style.

The vocal style has been described as employing:

a shrill, strident vocal quality, at great intensity. . . . 
Syllables occurring on drumbeats are accented with glottal and 
diaphragmatic pulsation" (Johnston 1979b:7).

This rhythmic jerking of the glottis and diaphragm imparts a 
forward motion to the music. In the case of a large, emotionally 
stirred gathering, this vocal pulsation [along with the drumming] 
appears to cause the whole building to throb. The rhythmic use of 
forceful vocables suffixed to songwords, and of standard sequences 
of vocables as 'fillers,1 imparts another form of energy and drive 
to the music. (Johnston 1979a:13).
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(The use of vocables and the role of songwords will not be discussed 

here.)

The distinguishing aspect of Tanana singing is their particular use 

of microtones. Microtonality refers to the pitch intervals that are 

smaller or larger than those of the classical Euro-America musical 

pattern (Reck 1977:194). These microtones are made to "fit into'1 the 

western music notation through the employment of symbols, such as - or 

+ , to indicate a pitch slightly flat or sharp, and ̂  "^to indicate a 

pitch which unintelligibly moves up and then down. There exists a 

grammar of microtonality consisting of grace notes, fall offs, 

glissandos, and glottalization. The inimitability of the microtonal 

grammar is realized by the Tanana, and they distinguish their vocal 

style from that of the "white man's."

Particular examples of microtonality are presented next. In song 3 

the glottalized notes in measures 1, 4, 5, 13, and 21 feature the 

diaphragmatic pulsations. Also, in measures 2 and 3 the pitches are not 

sung exactly as written but include a slight upward glissando, 

particularly noticeable on the A, in the third measure, the second beat. 

In song 8, measure 10, the half note is sung with a "bend" in it, 

especially noticeable during the first repeat. The bend causes the 

pitch to fluctuate first upward, then downward past the original pitch 

and then back to the written pitch. In song 11, all of the eighth notes 

are sung slurred together, and the pitch does not really become clearly 

focused again until the following quarter note. Also, in song 11, 

measure 5, beginning on the sixteenth note, the four notes under the
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si ur, , represent approximate pitch and rhythm over a

particular time span, two beats plus one-sixteenth. The microtonality 

in this song may be classified as "fall offs" with a glissando.

The next example discusses the most common use of microtones. In 

song 15, measures 6, 8, 10, and 11, the "building block" of a rhythmic 

and melodic fragment repeated at a consecutively lower pitch occurs, 

helping to shape this composition. These fragments utilize a 

characteristic style of microtones, the pitch oscillation of 

rhythmically short notes followed by a pitch of relatively long 

duration. The pitch does not become easily definable until the quarter 

note in the measure following the oscillation. (In this song the pitch 

is redefined in measures 7, 9, 11, and 12.)

In general, the main pitches of the songs in this collection fit 

well into the intervals of classical Euro-American musical systems.

Only a few intervals of most songs differ from this musical system, yet 

it is this difference, the use of microtones, that is the secret which 

distinguishes Tanana dance song singing style from all others.

Rhythm Profile

The rhythm for both Nenana and Minto is nearly identical in 

practice and will be discussed as one. The rhythm of the Tanana dance 

song is driven by both vocal energy, through the use of diaphragmatic 

pulsation and constant vocable infusion, and by drumming. The rhythm 

for Alaskan Athabascan people has been defined as:
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. . . highly rhythmic, with an unvarying drumbeat on every pulse" 
(Johnston 1979a:14), . . . the most striking feature is the
forcible quarter-note rhythmic emphasis, which infuses the music 
with great energy and tends to exert a hypnotic effect, and . . . 
dance songs are sung at a brisk pace to the accompaniment of a 
consistent duple drumbeat. (Johnston 1979b:6-7).

These definitions apply, in general, to the Tanana dance songs.

The continuous unbroken drumbeat does stimulate a hypnotic-like

trance upon participants, especially when they are performing in a

crowded community hall. The duple drumbeat might be accounted for by

man's two-footed stride (Sachs 1962:114). Explaining why rhythm should

exist at all, Sachs wrote:

Singing and playing are indeed successions of acts; they can to a 
certain degree be called automatic; and they have a high degree of 
ease and gusto both as a cause and as a result of rhythm. 
Consequently, even the most primitive music has a trend towards 
regular time units or chronoi protoi, albeit not always in the 
sense of a ticking metronome. The irresistable regularity 
retroacts upon man its creator, and, by the way of his mind, to the 
muscles. (Sachs 1962:112).

In this discussion on rhythm, the retroaction upon the Tanana and his

muscles manifests itself in drumming and dancing. As Sachs further

wrote,

Rhythm, in music (as in poetry and the dance) an organization of 
lapsing time, is based on the keen awareness of time units, equally 
spaced and ever repeating like the monotonous ticking of a clock. 
Such uniform and mostly rapid ticking is often found in percussion, 
in clapping, rattling, and drumming. (Sachs 1962:113).

As a side note, note that the dance stick, Ganhok, which the best dancer

shakes and rattles, would be part of the percussion to which Sachs

refers.

In general, the drumming contains continuous unbroken quarter 

notes, while the vocal rhythm is playfully syncopated. The dotted 

rhythms of the Tanana vocal line are characteristic of Indian music in
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general and other folk music too, as Sachs noted:

Altogether, Indians and Siberians (as well as Norwegians and other 
folk musicians) are particularly fond of dotted and double dotted 
craggy rhythms in whatever form. (Sachs 1962:115)

Some specific examples of drum rhythms found in this collection

will conclude this discussion on rhythm. While the drumming pattern is

characterized as a continuous unbroken string of quarter-note

pulsations, there are exceptions to the rule. At times the drumbeat

sounds unequal and may best be represented as quarter note plus eighth

note, i t  , as in songs 5 and 6.

A very interesting anecdote must be included here. When asked if

the rhythm for the above-mentioned songs was different, a prominent

Tanana song leader replied, "No." When asked why do these songs begin

with drumming rather than singing, as is the case with all the other

songs, the same person replied, "to get the feel of the rhythm before I

start to sing." Evidently, s. >e distinction is made, albeit

subconsciously.

As just stated, the drum usually will enter after the voice has 

begun singing. This fact is corroborated by Sachs, "Whatever the 

rhythm, percussion seldom starts together with the voice; it enters a 

few notes after the singer, or it precedes him" (Sachs 1962:118). Also, 

the drumming will sometimes continue after the melody ends, as in 

song 26, for instance.

A special display of drumming occurs in song 16. During the first 

repeat, the singers stop singing, although they do continue to dance. 

Only the drumming is heard. When the complete pattern of drumbeats for

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



184

the song has been drummed, then the singers reenter, beginning precisely 

on the first drumbeat of the song. This drumming display is achieved by 

singing the song "in your head" while the drumming transpires. Then 

after singing the song completely through, the singer begins the song 

without missing a beat.

The drumming in the final measures of a song, the ending musical 

pattern, has special characteristics too. Usually, the drumming becomes 

progressively louder and faster throughout the final measure. The final 

beat is usually the loudest. However, the final drumming during the 

Nenana Entry Song, song 1, sounds like rapid rattling of the drumstick 

on the drum skin. This drum tremolo signals the end of the song.

Concluding Remarks

Previously, the most prominent feature of the Tanana dance songs 

was stated as being the hard-driving energy as heard through the 

pulsating vocal style and persistent continuous drumming. Elaborating 

on this theme and looking for the cause of this energy, rather than the 

effect, the present writer states that the most prominent feature of 

Tanana dance songs is the prolonged enthusiasm of the performers.

During dances, the entire village population will sing until hoarse and 

dance until exhausted. The dance songs are performed with a contagious 

enthusiasm that brings to mind another previous statement, "song, dance, 

potlatch, and memorial potlatch all go together and they all mean dance 

and without native foods and proper behavior a potlatch is just a party"

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



185

(George 1983). Potlatch here refers to an Indian way of life. The 

enthusiasm of the performers indicates the value they place on their 

Indian way of life.

When this study was begun, there was one objective and three 

hypotheses. The objective was to determine the musical characteristics 

of Tanana Athabascan dance songs. Hopefully, the preceding pages have 

shown some of the musical characteristics. The three hypotheses were 

(1) similar music profiles should exist for the two villages of Nenana 

and Minto; (2) some songs should be sung in both villages because of 

their pre-historical and historically close association; and (3) any 

differences that do exist should be traceable to historical differences 

existing between the two villages.

The first hypothesis, based upon an emic approach, may be answered 

affirmatively. However, this answer must be qualified. Although the 

Tanana Athabascans do consider the Nenana and Minto songs to be "like 

one," they will distinguish between the songs in this collection as 

belonging to either the Nenana or Minto repertoire. Etically, the first 

hypothesis is not true, because there is a significant statistical 

difference between the use of ascending intervals by Nenana and Minto.

The second hypothesis, based upon both an emic and etic approach, 

may be answered affirmatively. The Nenana and Minto singers freely sing 

songs from the other village's repertoire. The musical characteristics 

of songs in this thesis sung by each village are nearly identical.

The third hypothesis will be answered now. The approach must be 

based upon the observations made by the author, an etic approach.
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Because the Tanana consider the Nenana and Minto songs to be "like one," 

an emic approach would yield no information regarding differences 

between Nenana and Minto.

Differences do exist, yet they are not inherent in the music. 

Instead, they exist in the different performance styles of each village. 

Furthermore, the performance styles may be directly linked to observable 

differences between the villages.

First, the performance style for Nenana must be explained.

Normally, the Nenana Dancers number less than twenty, have one 

recognized song leader, and have a narrator read a concise description 

of each song, detailing the composer, date composed, and story or 

special dance actions in the song preceding each song's performance.

Next, the performance style for Minto will be explained. The Minto 

Dancers rarely number fewer than twenty (in the recordings for this 

collection, songs 24-33, there are about one hundred performers), any of 

a number of people may begin a song, and a narrator is present 

i ntermittently.

Consequently, when Nenana performs, there is a clear beginning and 

end to each song, with pauses between each song while a narrator speaks, 

while the Minto performances are more spontaneous and emotional, with 

the music sporadically pausing and flowing.

These differences are a reflection of the nature of each village. 

Nenana is a fairly cosmopolitan city with a large proportion of white 

people and frequent tourists. The Nenana Dancers are frequently called 

upon by the City of Nenana for performances to promote public relations
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and good will at a host of civic functions. Thus, their performances 

have organizational elements reflective of their close associations with 

the cosmopolitan populace of Nenana who may be unfamiliar with the 

origin and history of the dance songs.

Minto, on the contrary, has an almost entirely native population 

and is physically removed from lots of non-village traffic. The Minto 

Dancers include nearly anybody who would like to participate. While the 

Dancers are called upon to perform at many civic functions, too, a clear 

distinction exists from Nenana, because the Minto audience knows the 

songs being sung and perhaps also performs them. Thus, the spontaneity 

and emotional aspects in a Minto performance may be cultivated without 

pausing to explain what is happening.

The Nenana village has more dominant culture influences than does 

Minto. Is it then a contradiction that the Nenana repertoire contains 

older songs from abandoned Tanana villages, while many of the Minto 

songs are recently composed? Perhaps not, because the dominant culture 

is preoccupied with documentation and preservation. A more traditional 

performance style exists in Minto. The continued addition of new dance 

songs to the Minto repertoire suggests that the Tanana dance song music 

is vigorously alive.

Now, consider the implications of the statistical analysis. A 

statistical analysis on the interval distribution charts utilizing the 

chi-square technique reveals a significant difference (p<.05) in use of 

ascending intervals between Nenana and Minto. Throughout this thesis 

the author quoted informants saying the Nenana and Minto songs are "like
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one." Consequently, an apparent contradiction exists between the etic 

(statistical analysis) and emic (informants' knowledge) with respect to 

the relationship between the songs of Nenana and Minto.

Although the Tanana Athabascan people regard the songs of Nenana 

and Minto as one, this opinion may be based upon comparison to the other 

Athabascan groups. For example, the Nenana and Minto songs are like one

when compared to songs from Fort Yukon, Stevens Village, Northway,

Nulato, or any of the other non-Tanana Athabascan speaking villages.

The emic distinction between the different Athabascan villages is based 

mainly upon the language spoken in any particular village. Since the 

language spoken in Nenana and Minto belongs to the same language family, 

the Nenana and Minto songs are considered like one.

Even though the Tanana Athabascan people regard their songs as

"like one," they do distinguish any particular song from the Tanana

28repertoire as belonging to either the Nenana or Minto repertoire. The

identification is based upon the informant's knowledge of the song

context, such as who composed the song, where the composer lived, where 

the composer was when the song was composed, and why and when the song 

was composed. The song context helps the Tanana Athabascans to identify 

the song. Therefore, since the Tanana do recognize or distinguish 

between the Nenana and Minto songs, while still claiming them as being

28The Nenana repertoire contains many songs from now-abandoned 
Tanana Athabascan villages, such as Kantishna and Tolovana. Most 
informants today identify these songs from the abandoned villages, yet 
accept them as being part of the Nenana repertoire. For ease of 
discussion, the author includes these songs from the now-abandoned 
villages when referring to the Nenana repertoire.
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like one, and the statistical analysis distinguishes a significance 

between Nenana and Minto songs, the apparent contradiction between the 

emic and etic data would appear to be resolved.

It is important to note that statistical analysis of elected 

musical parameters will yield characteristics of the music; these 

characteristics can neither be used as a basis for determining cultural 

authenticity nor used to replicate the music. An authentic song belongs 

to the repertoire of a particular culture, because the informants from 

that culture claim the song as being authentic, not because of agreement 

with statistical analysis.

Recommendations for Further Research

The author recommends that an etic analysis of songs from all other 

Alaskan Athabascan language groups be undertaken with the purpose of 

determining statistical characteristics of the music. These statistical 

musical profiles should be compared with the distribution of Athabascan 

language groups to determine correspondence. This analogy of 

statistical musical characteristics corresponding to linguistic 

divergence would allow for a comparison among the northern Athabascans, 

and ultimately between the northern and southern Athabascans, with 

regard to musical similarity.

To allow for easy comparison, the development of a set of musical 

parameters for statistical analyses should be standardized.
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The use of the emic approach should be emphasized in all studies. 

The informants are the experts on their music, and the researcher must 

understand that those musical characteristics that an informant thinks 

are important, are important. There is no further proof of authenticity 

necessary (provided that the informant is qualified).

The songs in this collection need additional information to be 

complete. Additional work is needed to put the song words to the music, 

determine the composer, and the date of composition. Plus, the social 

situation for performances might be described in more detail. Also, the 

musical characteristics plus the additional information suggested above 

for the songs in this thesis must be conducted on the other Tanana song 

categories as well (love song, animal song, etc.).

However, the most important contribution to further research at 

this time would be the development of a music archive containing all 

existing Athabascan songs. Studies such as the present one take a great 

deal of time. While research was proceeding for this study, several 

elders from each village passed away. It would seem more appropriate 

to apply all research toward compiling a master index of currently 

available recorded documents of Athabascan music, instead of directing a 

few researchers to isolated pockets of music. After this is done, 

decisions may be made, based upon discussions with knowledgeable native 

song leaders and scholars in the discipline, to determine both where the 

master index is deficient and also priorities for further projects in 

documentation. Any additional recorded documents of Athabascan music 

should be added to the master index. Finally, the master index should
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be placed in archival repositories at the state and local level, and 

must be made available to the general public, educators, scholars, and 

most importantly, to the Athabascan people themselves.
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APPENDIX A.

TABULATED DATA FROM ANALYSES FOR TANANA DANCE SONGS

Tanana Scale Type Distribution of Songs

Three-note scale 4
Four-note scale 7
Five-note scale 19
Six-note scale 9
Seven-note scale 2

Tanana Maximum Range of Song Distribution of Songs

Minor third 2
Perfect fourth 3
Perfect fifth 2
Minor sixth 2
Major sixth 2
Minor seventh 3
Octave 17
Minor ninth 2
Major ninth 2
Minor tenth 3
Major tenth 2
Perfect eleventh 1

Tanana Interval Distribution Chart

Interval Size Descending Ascending

Uni son
Minor second 24 = 1.4% 28 = 1.6%
Major second 199 = 11.0% 136 = 7.7%
Minor third 156 = 8.8% 102 = 5.8%
Major third 42 = 2.4% 31 = 1.7%
Perfect fourth 48 = 2.7% 41 = 2.3%
Diminished fifth 1 = 0.06%
Perfect fifth 7 = 0.4% 20 = 1.1%
Minor sixth 7 = 0.4%
Major sixth 2 = 0.1% 13 = 0.7%
Minor seventh 2 = 0.1%
Octave 2 = 0.1% 4 = 0.2%
Minor tenth 2 = 0.1%
Major seventh 1 = 0.06%
Total (480 = 26.9%) +

00COCO = 21.8%)

Uni son 

900 = 51.0%

(1768 = 99.7%)
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Tanana Number of Different Durational Values Distribution of Songs

One durational value 1
Two durational values 6
Three durational values 18
Four durational values 10
Five durational values 5
Six durational values 1

Tanana Tempo

Range of Tempo Distribution of Songs

M.M. = 60-88
M.M. = 104-108
M.M. = 126-168

6
1

34

Tanana Triadic Influences

Major Triad Songs with This Triad Distribution

C-E-G
F-7T-C
G-B-D

2, 12, 13, 17, 26, 27, 29, 31, 33, 40 
5, 7, 8, 13, 15, 25, 39, 40 
19, 34, 35

10
8

_3
21

Minor Triad Songs with This Triad Distribution

e-g -b
A-C-E

4, 6, 11, 21, 22, 30, 32, 37 
9, 10, 14, 18, 26, 31

8
_6
14

Songs without Significant Triadic Influence

1, 3, 6, 20, 23, 24, 28, 36, 38, 41 10

Note that four songs have more than one influencing triad: 13, 26, 
31, and 40. These four songs are responsible for the extra four 
songs in the total for the entire table. There are twenty-one 
songs with major triadic influences, fourteen with minor triadic 
influences, and ten without any clearly distinguishable triadic 
influences.
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Classification of Song Subject by Song Title

Reference to Dance - 16 songs

“Entrance Song" - Song 1 
"Costume Dance" - Song 3 
"Crow Dance" - Song 6 
"Get Up and Dance" - Song 11 
"Ganhok Song" - Song 12 
"Athabascan Twist" - Song 19 
"Invitational Dance" [#1] - Song 20 
"Invitational Dance" [#2] - Song 21 
"Invitational Dance" [#3] - Song 22 
"Invitational Dance" [#4] - Song 23 
[Minto Entry Song] - Song 24 
"Back and Forth Song" [#1] - Song 27
"Back and Forth Song" [#2] - Song 28
"Jaja" (We're Here to Perform Our Dance for You) - Song 30
"Minto Invitational Dance"/"Onee‘ (Come)" - Song 33
"Jaja" - Song 41

Reference to an Activity - 11 songs

"Here Is the Luck, Here Is the Luck" - Song 4
"Rock Baby to Sleep" - Song 5
"Trapping Song" - Song 14
"Snowshoe Song" - Song 17
"Portage Song" - Song 18
"Highway Song" - Song 25
"Gee Haw" - Song 31
"Minto Invitational Dance"/"Onee' (Come)" - Song 33 
"Airplane Song" - Song 34 
"Song Made while Hunting Moose" - Song 35 
"Onee"1 - Song 37

Reference to an Animal - 5 songs

"Crow Dance" - Song 6 
"Willow Grouse Song" - Song 7 
"Porcupine Song" - Song 8 
"Seagull Song" - Song 9 
"Squirrel Song" - Song 10

Reference to a Person - 4 songs

"Jimmy Duke Song" - Song 13 
"Chief Matthew's Potlatch Song" - Song 15 
"Neil Charlie Song" - Song 36 
"Old Nenana Song 1912" - Song 40
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Classification of Song Subject by Song Title, continued

Reference to a Holiday and Miscellaneous - 7 songs

"Happy Day Song" - Song 2 
"Paul's Go-Go Song" - Song 16 
"Everything Is Beautiful" - Song 26 
"I'll Hold Hands" - Song 29 
[Title Unknown] - Song 32 
"Christmas Song" - Song 38 
"New Year's Song" - Song 39

In this collection of dance songs, the majority of subjects in the 
songs' titles refer to some type of dance, sixteen times; a 
reference to some kind of activity occurs eleven times; animal 
songs five times; and reference to somebody four times. A couple 
of songs refer to a specific holiday, while five others have 
miscellaneous titles. A total of forty-three songs occurs because 
two songs, "Crow Dance," song 6, and "Minto Invitational Dance"/ 
"Onee1 (Come)," song 33, each appear in two categories--Reference 
to Dance and Reference to an Animal, and Reference to Dance and 
Reference to an Activity, respectively.
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APPENDIX B.

Animal Songs: These are songs "made by" the Moose, Bear, Caribou, and
Rabbit and learned by people through dreams. These types of songs 
are over 500 years old and are secret and intended for private use 
only.

Dance for a Gift: A song sung after a memorial potlatch to thank the 
people who gave a gift. This type of song has also been reported 
among the Tanacross Athabascan at Dot Lake.

Entrance Song: A song sung when a visiting village comes to another
village as it enters the community hall or before a public 
performance of dance songs. In the first case, everybody would 
listen carefully to hear the new tune and watch to see the new 
dance motion. This type of song is fading away.

Healing Song: A song composed for a sick person with the purpose of
healing them. Until the person is healed, the song is sung at two 
different times of the day, and hence is referred to as either the 
Morning Song or the Evening Song.

Ice Cream Songs: Songs sung when Indian ice cream is made. Only the
Moose and Caribou Animal Songs are used. To the present writer's 
knowledge, there are no reports indicating other Athabascan groups 
use special songs when making Indian ice cream.

Love Song: A private song sung for a loved one, that usually no one
else sings.

New Year's Day: Songs sung on New Year's Day, early in the morning,
with people walking and singing from one house to another. If the 
people inside a house do not get up and join the singers, then the 
singers bring them outside and throw them in the snow. The songs 
used are the same as dance songs but are sung faster.

Party Songs:

a. Potlatch Song - a song made for someone who has died. There 
are many words and the songs tell about the life of the 
deceased.

b. Another type of song is connected with the Potlatch Song, but 
it is not as big or emphasized. These songs may be recognized 
by the accompanying dance motions--people wave their hands, 
usually while sitting. (Note that no specific title could be 
given to this particular category.)

TANANA ATHABASCAN SONG CATEGORIES
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c. Dance Songs - accompanied by a drum, these songs are usually 
faster and more cheerful than the other song categories. The 
dance motions are more energetic than the dance motions of the 
other song categories.

1. Emotional Song - the dancer imitates an animal motion, or 
the dancer may follow or describe a situation or activity.

2. Do Your Own Thing - there is no special dance motion.

Respectable Person's Song: Relates the story of a person's life. More
words are used than in the Dance Songs.

a. Slow rhythm (slow tempo)
b. Fast rhythm (fast tempo)

Sad Songs: A song sung by crying and singing simultaneously when a
family is sad because of the death of a loved one.

Song within a Story:

a. A song is used within a (true) story to help the protagonist.

b. A song within a story that happened in the time long ago before 
present times. The songs are part of supernatural control of 
situations, such as making the rain stop.

Songs for Getting People to Cry Over Loved Ones: A song sung during
times of grief. Usually sung by a non-grieving person to a 
grieving person.
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ALASKAN ATHABASCAN ETHNOMUSICOLOGY: 

A SELECTED ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY

APPENDIX C.

The main source for selecting the books for annotation was 

Ethnomusicology, Canadian Issue, published by the Society for 

Ethnomusicology, Inc., Vol. XVI, No. 3, September 1972.

Alaskan Athabascans

Birket-Smith and de Laguna
1939 The Eyak Indians of the Copper River Delta. Copenhagen.

Description of drums, rattles, and whistles used at the 
potlatch. Mention is made of the dance paddle. In this 
book also is Abercrombie's description of the dance which 
tells that the dances were dramas. He gives locations of 
guests, actors, drum chorus. An attempt is made to trace 
the origin of some instruments.

Carlo, Poldine
1978 Nulato: An Indian Life on the Yukon. Fairbanks, Alaska.

She mentions the potlatch singing with its "washtub" 
dancing and the context of the calico singing and 
dancing. The Stick Dance, Hiyo, origin, length, and 
special songs are discussed. When singing mourning songs 
at a potlatch, you sing first for the recently dead and 
then you sing for those who have been dead for a longer 
period. Discussion of suppression of dance by the 
Catholic missionaries and subsequent approval by same 
religion. Mentions that on the next-to-last day of the 
New Year's celebration there are Eskimo songs and dances 
performed.

Clark, Annette McFaddan
Koyukuk River Culture. A discussion of the Messenger 
Feast or Invitation Feast with a personal account of 
specific feasts in history.

Guedon, Marie-Francoise.
1974 People of Tetlin, Why Are You Singing? Ottawa: National

Museum of Man, Mercury Series, Ethnology Division, Paper 
No. 9. Discussion of song taboos with mention that songs
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have been borrowed from other cultures. Mentions the 
different types of songs and says that specialists in the 
village are the ones who compose new songs. Includes an 
eyewitness account of the 1969 Potlatch.

Johnston, Thomas F.
1980 "Athabascan Indian Music in Alaska." Magazine of

Folklore and Folkdance 38(2):6-ll. Songs with 
transcriptions and their social use at potlatches. 
Specific discussion of dances at the Feast for the Dead 
on the lower Koyukon.

McKennan, Robert A.
1959 The Upper Tanana Indians. New Haven: Yale University

Press, Yale University Publications in Anthropology. The 
influence of the phonograph and the violin on traditional 
music. A description of a drum is given. Singing in 
both Native language and in English with both traditional 
and dominant cultural tones is very popular. Dances are 
accompanied by drum or song or both and do not have to be 
ceremonial. Some songs are personal property and give 
supernatural power.

1965 The Chandalar Kutchin. Arctic Institute of North America
Technical Paper No. 17. Description of "slap sticks"; 
they are the only instruments of aboriginal times. In 
spring, willow whistles are made for children. Location 
of dance's origin and the erect body alignment during 
dance are two ideas presented. Sometimes dancers wore 
tin thimbles. However, in earlier times they wore 
caribou-horn thimbles tinged with leather.

Mark, Lindy Li
1955 "The Structure of Inland Tlingit Music." M.A.

dissertation, Northwestern University, Evanston, 111. 
Analytical exposure of "myth" songs, "hunting" songs, 
"spirit" songs or yek, "deer" songs or orkoway'an, and 
"lyric" songs, for a total of seventy songs. The 
methodology is quite detailed and academic. (Note: 
Included because the analytical framework was used as a 
model for the current thesis.)
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