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Explore the Cultural Significance of a Lunar Myth

Essay Exploring the Cultural Significance of the Myth of the Moon as Nokomis Giizis, or 'Grandmother Moon' and her role from the origins of the Ojibwe people in North America.
Word Count: 3026

Introduction
	This essay aims to explore the cultural significance of the myth of the Ojibwe (Anishinaabe) people of North America, as retold by Edward Benton-Banai (1933-2015), which described how the moon became known and respected as Grandmother Moon (Nookomis Giiziis), raising and teaching the first ancestor of the Anishinaabeg, Wanaboozhoo[footnoteRef:1].    [1:  Edward Benton-Banai, The Mishomis Book - The Voice Of The Ojibway, (Hayward, Wisconsin: Indian Country Communications Inc., 1988), pp. 2-37.] 

 
	The Anishinaabe people (re-named Ojibwe or Chippewa by the early Europeans, as highlighted by Gerald Vizenor[footnoteRef:2]), were descendants of the Lenape people in the west of North America, who migrated across to the Atlantic coast.   Thomas Peacock and Donald Day have described that they remained there until approximately 600 years ago when they began migrating back towards areas around Lake Superior, including Minnesota, Wisconsin and Canada.[footnoteRef:3]  Their history, knowledge and stories had been successfully passed down orally from generation to generation, however their encounter with Europeans, which, according to Victor Barnouw, took place in the 17th century[footnoteRef:4], was said by Peacock and Day to have 'forever altered tribal life[footnoteRef:5] and by the first half of the 1800s William Warren (1825-1853) recorded that, although they still lived in the ways of their ancestors, change was 'so rapidly taking place, caused by a close contact with the white race, that ten years hence it will be too late to save the traditions of their forefathers from total oblivion.'[footnoteRef:6]   [2:  Gerald Vizenor, The Everlasting Sky: New Voices From The People Named The Chippewa, (New York: Crowell-Collier Press, 1972), p. 8.]  [3:  Thomas D. Peacock and Donald R. Day, 'Nations Within A Nation: The Dakota And Ojibwe Of Minnesota,' Daedalus, 129, no. 3 (2000), pp. 137–59, p. 141.]  [4:  Victor Barnouw, Wisconsin Chippewa Myth & Tales And Their Relation To Chippewa Life, (Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1977), p. 6.]  [5:  Peacock and Day, 'Nations Within A Nation', p. 141.]  [6:  William W. Warren, 'History Of The Ojibways Based Upon Traditions And Oral Statements', Collections Of The Minnesota Historical Society Vol 5. (St. Paul's, Minnesota: Minnesota Historical Society, 1885), pp. 21-394, p. 25.] 


	However, along with the oral tradition kept by the Elders, written records were subsequently made by early Europeans, including descendants of Ojibwe and European intermarriages of whom Warren, whose family had included distinguished chieftains of the tribe, was one[footnoteRef:7], as described in the Preface (written posthumously) to his manuscript.  These manuscripts recorded history, traditions and stories from the Elders, together with observations of and experiences with the Ojibwe people.  Acknowledging the influence of the traders and Christian missionaries on the Ojibwe people, however, the Preface to Warren's book also described how 'the old story-tellers of a tribe unconsciously repeat as ideas of their race, those which have been obtained by intercourse with white men.'[footnoteRef:8]   [7:  Committee of Publication,  'Prefatory Note', Collections Of The Minnesota Historical Society Vol 5. (St. Paul's, Minnesota: Minnesota Historical Society, 1885), pp. 3-4, p. 4.]  [8:  Committee of Publication,  'Prefatory Note', pp. 3-4, p. 4. ] 


	Despite this influence however, this essay focuses on the early time of the Europeans' arrival in the Ojibwe's history and, following a short examination of the concepts of myth and culture, the Ojibwe's relationship with the moon and the cultural significance of the myth are discussed and possible conclusions drawn. 

The concept of myth
	Raymond Williams (1921-1988), described that 'myth is now both a very significant and a very difficult word' which could be negatively used as a contrast to fact[footnoteRef:9], but which had also taken on the meaning of an account of origins, acting as a form of social organisation.[footnoteRef:10]  Edwin Krupp's description has elaborated on this latter sense, with the idea of myth being 'broadly recognized as narrative that details the character and behavior of gods, spirits, and other supernatural beings'.[footnoteRef:11]   With regard to North American Indians, a lack of distinction between truth and fiction was perceived by Franz Boas in the early 20th century who claimed that there was little difference between 'tales of incidents which happened before the world had assumed its present form and later historical tales which may include the appearance of animals that become supernatural helpers . . .'[footnoteRef:12]   Victor Barnouw also acknowledged the connotation of 'error', unlikely to be true,  but explained that  'in folklore studies, a myth is defined as a sacred story which is usually accepted as true in the society in which it is told'.  He described their value, saying that 'From these stories we can learn something about the belief systems of the people who told and listened to them'.[footnoteRef:13]    [9:  Raymond Williams, Keywords A Vocabulary Of Culture And Society, (London: Fontana Press, 1976), p. 212.]  [10:  Williams, Keywords, p. 211.]  [11:  E.C. Krupp, 'Sky Tales And Why We Tell Them', Science Across Cultures: The History Of Non-Western Science, Vol 1 Astronomy Across Cultures, Eds. Helaine Selin and S. Xiaochun, (Amsterdam: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2000), pp. 1-30, p. 7.]  [12:  Franz Boas, 'Mythology And Folk-Tales Of The North American Indians', The Journal Of American Folklore, 27, no. 106 (1914), pp. 374–410, p. 378.]  [13:  Barnouw, Wisconsin Chippewa Myth & Tales, p. 4. ] 


	Instead of looking at 'myth' as a story solely from the past, however, Von Del Chamberlain has described that 'Something very basic within us produces the need to interpret what we see around us, both on the earth and in the sky' going on to say that these interpretations are expressed in many ways, 'through language, stories, religion and ritual, arts and crafts, our sense and methods of measuring time'.[footnoteRef:14]  Del Chamberlain further highlighted  the importance of our observations of the beauty in nature as being 'a key to cultural identity and survival'[footnoteRef:15]  and it is apparent that, in the case of the Ojibwe people, observation, interpretation and myth-telling was also important to the survival of the people themselves. [14:  Von Del Chamberlain, 'Native American Astronomy: Traditions, Symbols, Ceremonies, Calendars, And Ruins ', Science Across Cultures: The History Of Non-Western Science, Vol 1 Astronomy Across Cultures, Eds. Helaine Selin and S. Xiaochun, (Amsterdam: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2000), pp. 269-298, p. 269.]  [15:  Del Chamberlain, 'Native American Astronomy', p. 269.] 


The Concept of Culture 
	Both Terry Eagleton[footnoteRef:16] and Raymond Williams[footnoteRef:17] have described culture as being one of the most complex words in the English language.   Eagleton 'loosely' summarised  culture as the 'complex of values, customs, beliefs and practices which constitute the way of life of a specific group'[footnoteRef:18], which concurred with Edward Tylor's description.[footnoteRef:19]  Its importance to human existence was also described by Eagleton as having to be 'dimly present for us to be able to act at all'[footnoteRef:20], which idea was echoed by Clifford Geertz who described the importance of cultural patterns without which, he claimed, man would be functionally incomplete.[footnoteRef:21]   [16:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Limited, 2000), p. 1.]  [17:  Williams, Keywords, p. 87.]  [18:  Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, p. 34.]  [19:  Edward B. Tylor, Primitive Culture, Researches Into The Development Of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art, And Custom, Vol. 1, 6th edn. (London: John Murray, 1920), p. 1.]  [20:  Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, p. 28.]  [21:  Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation Of Cultures, Selected Essays, (New York: Basic Books, 1973), p. 19. ] 


	Eagleton further added that 'Cultural truths - whether high art or the traditions of a people - are sometimes sacred ones, to be protected and revered.'[footnoteRef:22]  In this essay, the Ojibwe's moon myth is discussed using Eagleton's description of culture as values, customs, beliefs and practices, some of which are sacred and which constitute their way of life, as a frame of reference. [22:  Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, p. 2.] 


The Moon Myth and the Ojibwe People
	The moon myth described by Benton-Banai related on many levels with the Ojibwe people, revealing a high level of regard for the moon's importance as a source of light and knowledge, nurturing and caring.  In the myth, this is indicated through the important task given to it of raising and teaching the ancestor of the Ojibwe people, with the first mention of the moon in Benton-Banai's story being that 'the moon is called Grandmother'.[footnoteRef:23]  Together with the immense value of the moon itself, the myth illustrated other themes which were very important in the lives of the Ojibwe people, including an understanding of their origins, the interdependence of people with the sky and the land, the role and status of the elders, and the role and status of women.   [23:  Benton-Banai, The Mishomis Book, p. 2.] 


Respect for the moon
	Brian Hayden and Suzanne Villeneuve included the Ojibwe people among the complex hunter gatherers in North America, with either seasonal or fully sedentary communities, living in the forests and near the lakes and most commonly using a lunar calendar system[footnoteRef:24].  In the myth, the Grandmother, speaking from the moon, tells Waynaboozhoo (original man) about the 'powers of the moon'[footnoteRef:25].  For the Ojibwe people, the moon's significance was demonstrated in the role of time-keeping, which was crucial for survival.  Anthony Aveni described the moon moving across the sky as 'A visible short-term-cycle clock with a recognizably changing face'[footnoteRef:26] with Clive Ruggles confirming that, due to its cycle of phases being easily tracked, the moon was an obvious candidate for time-keeping, to 'provide potential temporal markers of excellent reliability, the need for clear skies being the only constraint'.[footnoteRef:27]  [24:  Brian Hayden and Suzanne Villeneuve, 'Astronomy in the Upper Palaeolithic?',   Cambridge Archaeological Journal,  21:3, 2011, pp. 331-355, p. 336.]  [25:  Benton Banai, The Mishomis Book, p. 37.]  [26:  Anthony Aveni, People And The Sky, Our Ancestors And The Cosmos, (London: Thames and Hudson, 2008), 
p. 76.]  [27:  Clive L.N. Ruggles, 'Calendars And Astronomy',  Handbook Of Archaeoastronomy And Ethnoastronomy, Ed. Clive L.N. Ruggles, (New York: Springer, 2015), pp. 16-30, p. 17. ] 


	Evidence for the use of the moon in the lives of the North American Indian groups was also discussed by Alexander Marshack who described how 19th century ethnologists noted the presence among diverse North American Indian groups of what seemed to be a generalized lunar "calendar" consisting of named moons or months.[footnoteRef:28]  The names, which differed with each tribe, described the 'seasonal phenomena or human activities occurring in a particular season and within a particular moon' which presented, according to Marshack, an 'entirely different picture of the decision-making processess and the level and pattern of the subsistence strategies that may have been involved.'[footnoteRef:29]  The assigning of names for each month of the moon was important to the Ojibwe people, illustrating their extensive reliance, as described by Peacock and Day, on the forests, rivers, and lakes for food, materials for clothing, tools, housing and transportation[footnoteRef:30], together with their reliance on maple trees, wild rice, and berries harvested in summer as described by Ron Morton and Carl Gawboy[footnoteRef:31]. [28:  Alexander Marshack, 'A Lunar-Solar Year Calendar Stick From North America', American Antiquity 50, no. 1 (1985), pp. 27–51, p. 28.]  [29:  Marshack, 'A Lunar-Solar Year', p. 44.]  [30:  Peacock and Day, 'Nations Within A Nation', p. 150.]  [31:  Ron Morton and Carl Gawboy, Talking Rocks, Geology And 10,000 Years Of Native American Tradition In The Lake Superior Region, (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), p. 71.] 


	Morton and Gawboy confirmed that 'The Ojibwe were not farmers' who created solar calendars including the medicine wheels.  They described them as hunters who welcomed the Wintermaker and celebrated his coming with a snowshoe dance[footnoteRef:32].  According to Morton and Gawboy, the Ojibwe did this because during the long winter months, hunters could cross frozen lakes and swamps and overtake caribou, deer, and moose.  Meat could be preserved easily on raised platforms, and fur bearers came into prime.  Winter to these hunters did not mean death and decay, but opportunity and sustainability'[footnoteRef:33].    Hayden and Villeneuve have noted that the winter solstice appeared to have played an important role in terms of celestial observations, in commencing the year, rituals, dances and feasts[footnoteRef:34].  As hunter gatherers, closely monitoring the sky, the sun as well as the moon, was crucial to survival and it is evident that the moon was a highly significant timekeeper, its indicative role playing a major part in their culture.  [32:  Morton and Gawboy, Talking Rocks, p. 192.]  [33:  Morton and Gawboy, Talking Rocks, p. 192.]  [34:  Hayden and Villeneuve, 'Astronomy In The Upper Palaeolithic?', p. 337.] 


Respect for Origins and the Interconnection between the Sky, Land and Animals
	The myth described how the Great Spirit created the Original Man (Waynaboozhoo), from whom descended the Anishinaabe people.   Although the theory that the people of North America crossed over the Bering Straights has predominated, Morton and Gawboy have related how the Ojibwe people retained their belief that their people originated in North America which therefore held deep significance, as according to Peacock and Day, 'Home . . .  is the whole of a place - its lakes and woods, animals, sounds, spirit, and cycles. It is the sacred place of ancestors'. [footnoteRef:35]  In the myth, the Great Spirit told Waynaboozhoo to find his Grandmother (Nokomis) who lived across a vast lake.  'She is not from the world you have walked, she has the wisdom of the spirits'.[footnoteRef:36]  After great effort, Waynaboozhoo reaches his Grandmother, indicating the connection between the earth, his home, the moon and the world of spirit.  Peacock and Day further explained that 'This deeper meaning is why tribal people have such a deep and abiding veneration for this land many know as Turtle Island, or North America. In this sacred land, all things are interrelated'.[footnoteRef:37]  [35:  Peacock and Day, 'Nations Within A Nation', p. 138.]  [36:  Benton-Banai, The Mishomis Book, p. 11.  ]  [37:  Peacock, p. 138] 


	Through the myth's description of the Moon being given the role of raising the first ancestor of all the Anishinaabe people, the significance of the sky is evident.  Additionally, the concept of the Moon, as Grandmother, being on earth and then transitioning and speaking from the sky has illustrated the connectedness between the sky and the earth.  This has been described by Morton and Gawboy as 'The Ojibwe . . . believed they were one with the land, physically and spiritually.  For them the ultimate expression of this was the changing of the seasons.'  They continued, relating that  'As the seasons changed, so did Ojibwe camps and villages, hunting and gathering activities, social obligations and overall lifestyles. It was this seasonal change that defined them as a people.'[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Morton and Gawboy, Talking Rocks, p. 69.] 


	The descriptions of the culture of the Ojibwe people's life have indicated that the sky was as much, if not a greater, part of their world as the land, with the sky's occupants being as animate as the people on the land and, due to their constant battle for survival against cold and starvation, the sky's occupants required total respect.  Boas stated that 'On the whole, the mythical world, earth, water, fire, sun and moon, summer and winter, animals and plants, are assumed as existing, although they may not possess their present forms'[footnoteRef:39] and Annette Lee has highlighted that 'both realms are real.  Both realms are important and meaningful', describing the Ojibwe's position as standing in a doorway with a flow between the two worlds.[footnoteRef:40]   [39:  Boas, 'Mythology And Folk-Tales', p. 390.]  [40:  Annette S. Lee, 'Ojibwe Giizhiig Anung Masinaaigan And D(L)akota Makoce Wicanhpi Wowapi: Revitalization Of Native American Star Knowledge, A Community Effort', Journal Of Astronomy In Culture, 1(1), 2016, pp. 41-56, p. 49.] 


	The harmony between sky and land, spirit and physical is further illustrated in the tradition of story-telling, stories themselves being described by Linda Grover as 'honoured themselves as living entities'.[footnoteRef:41]  She stated that out of respect, sacred stories, including those about creation and how the world came to be, were only told during winter, storytelling season, and described that 'This tradition has been passed from generation to generation and we continue to honour it. This is so that the animals we are talking about will not hear us.'[footnoteRef:42]   This describes the depth of reverence present in the Ojibwe's culture for all elements of the natural and supernatural world.   Peacock and Day described how, in the fall, the Ojibwe people began preparing for the cold winter ahead by stocking up on food and building and reinforcing housing shelters, describing that 'To a great extent, American Indians did not pursue technological advances or the domination of the land, choosing instead to live a spiritual existence in harmony with nature'.[footnoteRef:43]   This reverence for nature portrays the deep culture of respect and reverence in which they held the land and the sky. [41:  Linda LeGarde Grover, Onigamiising: Seasons Of An Ojibwe Year, 147–50. (Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 2017), p. 161.]  [42:  Grover, Onigamiising: Seasons Of An Ojibwe Year, p. 160.]  [43:  Peacock and Day, 'Nations Within A Nation', p. 150.] 


Respect for Elders
	Along with respect for the moon, another key feature communicated by the myth is described in the status of the moon as Grandmother.   The respect for Elders, which term embraced grandfathers and grandmothers, has been constant and in significant contrast to other cultures.  Peacock stated 'Our culture teaches us that the things of greatest worth in this world are our Elders, our children, our natural resources, and our sovereignty. [footnoteRef:44]  [44:  Peacock and Day, 'Nations Within A Nation', p. 156.] 


	The first mention of the moon in The Mishomis Book has combined the idea of the moon and the Elders, stating 'When the earth was young it was said that the earth had a family, the moon is called grandmother and the sun is called grandfather.'[footnoteRef:45]  In his manuscript, Warren noted the importance of the elders saying that 'Their aged men. . . carry with them the records of the past history of their people; they are the initiators of the grand rite of religious belief . . .' and described that 'in the bosoms of these old men are locked up the original causes and secrets of this, their most ancient belief'.[footnoteRef:46]   Education was naturally important, as described by Peacock and Day, both 'to teach practical lifeskills and to enhance the soul and encourage spiritual growth' with each of these relying on the other to ensure survival and living a life with purpose, depth and meaning.[footnoteRef:47]   The concept of a Grandmother Moon was reflected in the culture by the fact that, before joining parents to learn vital skills, children up to the age of seven were cared for and nurtured by grandmothers, aunts and elders.   [45:  Benton-Banai, The Mishomis Book, p. 2.]  [46:  Warren, 'History Of The Ojibways', p. 25.]  [47:  Peacock and Day, 'Nations Within A Nation', p. 145.] 

	This social and cultural system worked successfully, with Morton and Gawboy describing that, having reached the areas around Lake Superior, there were approximately 30 clans, or 'grand family' groups, each of up to 300 people with its own emblem or symbol, but there was no one 'chief'.[footnoteRef:48]   Additionally, the strength and endurance of this culture of respect for Elders and Grandmother Moon is shown by current academics who reference them, including Susan Chiblow whose research investigated the relationships of water, water governance, and law, with Grandmother Moon, Anishinaabek women, grandmothers, grandfathers and traditional knowledge holders[footnoteRef:49].    The importance in the culture of 'Elders' is also reflected in their inclusion in current academic papers, of which Lee's paper, which has listed the Elders in her team[footnoteRef:50], is one.   [48:  Morton and Gawboy, Talking Rocks, p. 67.]  [49:  Susan Chiblow, 'An Anishinaabe Research Methodology that Utilizes Indigenous Intelligence As A Conceptual Framework Exploring Humanity's Relationship to N'bi (Water)', International Journal of Qualitative Methods, Vol. 20: 2021, pp. 1-14, p. 1.]  [50:  Lee, 'Ojibwe Giizhiig', p. 42.] 


Respect for Women 
	In Benton-Banai's myth, the Grandmother, speaking from the moon, also told Waynaboozhoo how the Moon is symbolic of womanhood and the cycle of birth.  She explained that woman was used by the Creator to cast the light of knowledge on man just as the Moon casts its light on the Earth.  She described that alone, man is backwards and undeveloped and needs the light that woman gives to make him whole.[footnoteRef:51]   The connection of the moon to women and fertility has been ubiquitous possibly due to the cycles of the moon being, as described by Ruggles, 'of a convenient periodicity which coincides broadly with the human menstrual cycle'[footnoteRef:52]. [51:  Benton-Banai, The Mishomis Book, p. 37.]  [52:  Ruggles, 'Calendars And Astronomy', p. 17. ] 


	In Ojibwe culture, the connection to women and fertility was recognised, however Catherine Denial has described motherhood in Ojibwe culture as 'the manifestation of female power . . , power recognized in the naming of the Earth and in the rites that surrounded pregnancy and childbirth'[footnoteRef:53] adding that this power was central to the Ojibwe's cosmology and structure[footnoteRef:54].  First menstruation was marked with a 'coming-of-age ceremony' at which time a young woman 'would fast and pray for several days.'[footnoteRef:55] Contrasting Ojibwe spiritual tradition with Christian teachings, she described that maternity was celebrated as the originating source of all life on Earth, whereas in Christian teaching, the pain of childbirth originated as a punishment imposed by a fatherly deity in consequence of feminine sin.[footnoteRef:56]   [53:  Catherine J. Denial, ‘"Mother Of All The Living": Motherhood, Religion, And Political Culture At The Ojibwe Village Of Fond Du Lac, 1835–1839', Early American Studies 17, no. 4 (2019), pp. 443–473, p. 444.]  [54:  Denial, ‘"Mother Of All The Living"', p. 444.]  [55:  Denial, ‘"Mother Of All The Living"', p. 447.]  [56:  Denial, ‘"Mother Of All The Living"', p. 445.] 


	Denial has commented that 'Ojibwe origin stories contained roles and relationships for men and women that were very different from biblical Christian ones'[footnoteRef:57] and Benton-Banai's myth reflected the fact that the Moon cycle meant more than just fertility to the culture of the Ojibwe people, with pregnancy and childbirth marking a period of great power for a woman.  [57:  Denial, '"Mother Of All The Living"', p. 445..] 


Conclusion
	This essay has attempted to identify some main themes relating to the culture of the Ojibwe people arising from the moon myth described by Benton-Banai.  The moon's presence as Grandmother, part of a family with the earth and the sun, and its role in raising and teaching the ancestor of the Ojibwe people, gave it huge importance.  Constant reference needed to be made to the moon in respect of months and seasons, crucial in guarding against starvation, leading to its reference in the myth as being wise.  Its time cycle gave it a particular relevance to women, and these two aspects became embodied in the character of Grandmother.   J.W. Slaughter summed up by stating that 'chief mythological personages are ultimately representations of natural objects and natural phenomena'[footnoteRef:58], adding 'With this universal animistic view of nature as a background, it seems natural that a great mythological and legendary accumulation should appear in connection with the moon.'[footnoteRef:59]  As described in this essay, Benton-Banai's Moon Myth has clearly borne out this statement. [58:  J. W. Slaughter, 'The Moon In Childhood And Folklore',  The American Journal Of Psychology, Vol. 13. No. 2 (April, 1902), pp. 294-318, p. 295.]  [59:  Slaughter, 'The Moon In Childhood And Folklore', p. 296.] 
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