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ASIATIC SURVIVALS IN INDIAN SONGS

By Dr. MARIUS BARBEAU
ANTHROPOLOGIST AND FOLK-LORIST, NATIONAL MUSEUM, OTTAWA, CANADA

TaE Siberian origin of our northwest-
ern natives can no longer be doubted.
Abundant evidence, gathered for the
National Museum of Canada in the last
twenty years, shows how the Athapascan
nomads, after they had crossed Bering
Strait into America, spread in various
directions over a large part of our con-
tinent. Some of their roving bands, fol-
Jowing the game, journeyed south along
the Rockies, or down the northwest
coast, where salmon was plentiful.
Many of them scattered over the vast
swamps of the far north almost as far as
Hudson Bay, while others ascended the
Mackenzie into the grasslands of the
prairies. Once they had discovered the
buffalo, they vied in the hunt with the
earlier prairie occupants, eventually dis-
placing some of them with hammer-
blows. For they were of the breed of the
Tartars. They penetrated as far south
as Arizona, and were only prevented by
the white man from invading Mexico, as
the Aztecs had done a millennium before.

The recent recording of the songs of
the northwestern Indians has provided
an opportunity for a study of their rela-
tionship to Asiatic songs. The results
have been startling. Some of the songs,
from both sides of Bering, have proved
8o strikingly akin to each other that an
intensive study of our museum collec-
tions of phonographic records, with the
object of ascertaining whether the songs
had a common origin, was bound to fol-
low. Indeed, it is under way, and is
likely to continue. A few conclusions,
even at this early stage, may be of gen-
eral interest.

Among Europeans, there is an ample

supply of religious and ceremonial songs
E that are more than a thousand years old,

e.g., the Ambrosian musie of the Catholic
church which adheres to the musical
language of the ancients. The innate
conservatism displayed in the Ambrosian
chants may be observed also in the ritu-
als of other creeds. Songs, in set forms,
do not readily change. Handed down
from generation to generation, they nat-
urally hark back to the past, sometimes
a very remote past. Their tunes and
words linger on and on and, often de-
formed, travel far from their birthplace.
Indian ceremonial-songs, in this respect,
do not differ from others.

But, curiously enough, the idea of
comparing Indian songs with those of
Siberia or China as a means of discover-
ing the origin of the former, did not
occur to me until recently. Still, plenty
of material has been ready at hand for
years. Nearly one thousand native songs
of British Columbia and Alaska were
recorded in the past thirty years for the
National Museum of Canada, and many
others are conserved in collections of the
United States and Germany. Many an-
cient Chinese and Japanese songs have
been marketed by the phonograph com-
panies. Besides, over a hundred Si-
berian songs were taken down about
forty years ago for the Jesup Expedi-
tion, and the records have long been
stored away at the American Museum of
Natural History in New York. They are
now in the keeping of Columbia Univer-
sity (Anthropology).

When studying the Indian tribes of
the Nass River on the Alaskan border
some years ago, I heard on the phono-
graph a Japanese tune that arrested my
attention. It closely resembled some of
the songs of the Yukon and northern
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British Columbia, which T had been re-
cording among the natives.

_The tune at the beginning scaled a
high curve, touched a top note, then
dropped over wide intervals to the bot-
tom, where it droned leisurely, just as
d9 the tunes of a number of typical In-
dian songs. The melodic resemblance
between the Japanese and Indian songs
reminded me of other things: the near-
ness of Alaska to Japan; the Mongolian
features of both natives and Japanese;
the fan-like migrations of the Indians
away from Bering, which I had been
probing; and the cultural stamp of Asia
noticeable on the whole northwest coast.

Incessant contacts tended to reunite
the related peoples on both sides of
Bering, long after they had parted and
those on our continent had strayed away
to farther districts. Bering is only forty
miles wide. It is dotted with islands,
freezes over in winter and can be crossed
in a day or two. The American and
Siberian natives kept in close touch with
each other for barter. A trade route
extended, since prehistoric times, from
Siberia into Alaska, and almost as far as
Hudson Bay. The strait was navigated
in skinboats during summer, and it could
be crossed, over the ice, in winter. No
real barrier ever interfered with those
widely scattered people, who sought each
other seasonally for the exchange of com-
modities essential to life. Customs and
culture passed back and forth also,
slowly but surely. There was no com-
plete break.

Ancient traditions accompanied the
early migrators in their trek eastward
into the Alaskan tundras. It may be
easily surmised that, together with other
things, some of the ancient songs sur-
vived among them, at least in type or
melodic pattern. Or else, newer songs
might have spread from one end to an-
other along the trade routes. Traders
were wont to sing during the ba.'rter, to
impress would-be purchasers with the
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excellence of their wares. Asia had much
to furnish. She was like a large con-
tainer overflowing with riches into a still
uncultivated and hungry America.

The little Japanese song I heard on
the phonograph at the Arrandale can-
nery of the Nass was enough to remind
me of all this. But to what use! To
compare Indian customs and songs with
those of northeastern Asia is not an easy
undertaking, since materials must be
secured at first hand.

After having transeribed for publica-
tion nearly one hundred British Colum-
bia and Yukon songs, I recently showed
about twenty of them to Professor Kiang
Kang-hu, an eminent Chinese authority,
then on the staff of McGill University
at Montreal. The results of his inspec-
tion far exceeded my expectation, par-
ticularly when we came to dirge or
funeral songs. I shall recount here two
or three examples of these results.

A funeral song, the Dirge of Raven-
drum, is the exclusive family property
of Kweenu, a Raven chief of the Kit-
winlkul tribe, on the Grease-Trail be-
tween the Skeena and the Nass, in
northern British Columbia. The ances-
tors of this family in the recent past
migrated down from the north. Their
traditional dirges, of which the follow-
ing is one, were used only at the .deaﬂ;
of chiefs, and during the incineration ¢
the body on a pyre.

The Raven drum now has come back. :E:
can hear nothing but its large voice. It 18
a great brightness.

The great voice of the
Raven all covered with pearls,
We can hear nothing but its large

i i is India?
Professor Kiang said thai(:i ctilll:lisst e

song quite resembled a Bu e
forgftllmeral services, used aﬂ“‘l‘gm
nomads of Mongolia. Ihad not egal o
at the moment, that it was & f‘}ﬁse ot
of a family of Indians W_e-a on ¢
stands in the Canadian Rockie%
Grease-Trail, running sou

Raven, the cawing
is ,allaad of meé
voice. » **
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His statement led me to look for other
significant similarities between the mor-
tuary rituals and songs of Asia and the
northwest coast. How startling a turn
my eomparison would take if the resem-
blance were to change to identity in such
things as ritual forms (in the use, for
instance, of similar drums to mark the
rhythm), or the appearance of Asiatie
words—perhaps Chinese words—in the
songs! Buddhism, though in eastern
Asia typically Chinese, has traveled far
to the north, among the primitive Si-
berian tribes. It is familiar among the
present Siberian tribes of Kamechatka,
close to Bering. Who knows but it micht
have been there early enough to eross the
strait with the ancient Siberian ancestors
of the present natives of the Canadian
Rockies!

The next song examined, the Dirge of
the Eagles, was one that is found exclu-
sively in a branch of the Eagle clan of
the Kitwanga tribe, in northern British
Columbia. This clan partook in the most
recent invasion from the north. It has
belonged to this distriet for less than two
hundred years.

I looked up to the sky. Daylight eame down
early from the East.

This funeral chant reminded Profes-
sor Kiang ‘“very mueh”’ of a Chinese
ceremonial song he had heard coffin-
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amazed. Hayu means
Chinese, and is exactly what dirge-sing-
ers in China are accustomed to exclaim
in frequent repetition. It forms an
habitual part of familiar Buddhist rit-
nals. The Indians of the northwest
coast were unaware that they were sing-
ing a Chinese relizious refrain. This
was indeed a significant and startling
discovery.

Looking over a number of other songs,
I find that the refrain Hayu (alas!),
wherever it appears, is used with the
right eontext, ie., in songs of mourning
over the death of a relative, and that, in
every instance, it is employed by mem-
bers of the Eagle and the Wolf elans,
both of which were recent invaders from
the far north.

The sing-song-like way of moaning
because of the death of relatives and
friends, familiar among those Indians,
suggested other striking resemblances in
mortuary customs. While I was at the
Arrandale cannery, on the Nass River,
close to the Alaska border, during the
fishing season of 1928, a tragedy brought
grief to the natives stationed there. Sev-
eral of them died of poisoning, after eat-
ing decayed salmon roe. Dirges broke
out early one morning, and throughout
the following days women could be
heard moaning in the woods.

As soon as the news of the misfortune
broke out in the summer village, old
women began to wail pitifully. Crouch-
ing on the ground in front of their
houses, they tore their hair and beat the
ground with their foreheads. For once
in their lives, those Indians cast restraint
to the winds and gave vent to grief.
Professional mourners, like those of an-
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Jament, and sprinkled ashes on their

heads. :
¢ Just as it woul

Professor Kiang ad

d happen in China!”’
ded after I reported
the occurrence to him. “Th_ere nl&fo
mourners pound the ground _‘“th their
foreheads, and they are paid for 1t.
uite typical!l”

QFroni I:zrhe dirges, quoted above, Pro-
fessor Kiang and I passed on to others.
One of the most striking, because of its
strange melody, was Hano! (a funeral
song belonging to a leading Wolf clan
of Gitlarhdamks on the Upper Nass.)
Somehow it seemed quite familiar to
Professor Kiang, ‘‘It sounds very much
like a Buddhist chant in a funeral ser-
vice,”’ he declared. ‘‘This chant comes
from Hindu music.”’ Another link in
the long chain of origins: from Alaska,
we pass on to Siberia, to China, to
India.

.t_&.I-mther Indian dirge of northern
Br]tlsp Columbia, that of Small-Raven
of Kitwanga, ‘‘sounds like a mnight-
wateh:t_nan’s song in Pekin,’’ said Profes-
sor Kiang. ‘‘The watchman goes out
and shouts: ‘Be careful of your fire and
your doors! Beware of thieves!’”’
Drum-beats accompany the ni
The rhythm of th pany the night-calls.

e Indian dirge, Small-

Raven (Hlkwa ;
drum-beats. qaq), also is marked by

Hohaleanagwah, T be
i 4 moan th
like Raven of my sorrowful he e small human-

The Raven here is the prinei
E:le:t:; :f the singer’s clan,pwhiZ;lnga:srg;
heaf.’t-t'.hlifeef‘?‘r hToﬁﬂ;::éﬂ;lthB Sl

el S0 inel
Tore, 5 1 o S
I zggember all my a::;:;;;sgﬂaee, =

e i:rl iiah?e songs from i3ritish C

ke immnewme resemble Asiatic gop .
g No(::’h a lyrie tune of the Yukgs.
it e wgsi’;, often calleq a ‘] 02
was“likeountam ' song, “Honek Ah
a harvest Song of Ching oa;:l;
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ging it while working in the fi
picking tea leaves.”” Like many i
3 ; pradekes S v A81a4,

songs, its melody is in the 1"'“1'2110]]-\
lig

Ids ang

seale.
Another, a lullaby of the Nass (th
5 at

of Nampks) ‘‘resembles a Chinese g,
herd song. It is very much like _“l“‘}!-
A ““peace song’’ of the Haidas ang 1,
Nass people, the works of which are in]~t
foreign h_mguug‘i: }mt understood by Ih:
singers, is reminiscent of ‘‘a Chineg,
sacrificial song.”” It was learnt hy ,
Nass River Indian, the old siuu}r"q
father, from Haida Indians on Qum‘l
Charlotte Islands. The Nass people hag
fought the Haidas long before, and peace
had been restored after prolonged en.
mity. Nine canoes of the Nass tribes
went to Tlawaq, on an island, and a
feast was held. The Haida chief sang
the peace-song during the ceremony.
The guests from the coast of the main-
land stayed there for three weeks and
learned some of the songs of their hosts.
After that time the Haidas and Nass
people intermarried. The learning of
the ‘‘peace song’’ by the singer’s father
shows how songs often travel from tribe
to tI:ibe. Many Nass River songs are in
foreign languages, mostly those of north-
ern tribes.
“ A lyric melody of the uplands, the
Fireweed’’ song of the Skeena head-
waters, resembles a ‘‘Chinese street
tune_.” Its first part certainly sounds
exotic, almost European, if heard amon
other Indian songs.

AR Fireweed people will drink formented
%;}ca with the Wolf and the Raven tribes- T4
ka you that we know not how to bre¥ it
We walk about proudly, because we have made
it for a long time.

f Another song, a lullaby, reminds Pro
essor Kiang of a Japanese Jullaby; ¥
:: ﬂ;lccompaniment of which Nippfmesy
swayart%ea‘;g_lndi&n mothers a]so,11 ge«;eir
shoulders, ildren wrapped up® :
The use of the drum in the 14"
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songs is an important element to con-
sider in tracing their origin. The Indian
drum of Alaska and the Canadian
Rockies consists of a tanned skin dried
and stretched over only one side of a
closed circular band of wood. It is ex-
actly similar to the instrument which the
Koriak tribes of northeastern Siberia use
in funeral rituals. Siberian drums, ac-
cording to Jochelson,* are ‘‘covered on
both sides with hide, like those found
among the American Indians. . . . To-
gether with drums covered on but one
side’’ they “‘are used in Siberia only by
the Buddhists,”” in ‘‘their divine ser-
vices.”” Even in size the Siberian and
Alaskan skin-drums are much alike, as
our photographs show. In northwestern
America, the drums were used not only
in ““divine services’” but in rituals of
incineration. For dead bodies, as in
Siberia, were burnt on a pyre sur-
rounded by dirge-singers and mourners.

In the light of these discoveries, a new
field for investigations lies open before
us. Theorists for many years have en-
deavored to explain the independent
origin in America of cultural features
known elsewhere. Primitive men were
supposed to find within themselves the
faculty of recreating the same processes
over and over again wherever they might
chance to be. For lack of historical
records, it was impossible to check the
application of the theory to features that
refused to reveal their origins to inves-
tigators, and were accordingly swamped
under a deluge of vague, if not senti-
mental, assumptions. But things may
now take another turn, should the com-
parison of native songs on both sides of
Bering prove that they go back to com-
mon Asiatic gsources,

The new evidence under observation
may turn out to be of a historical na-

14¢The Jesup North Pacific BExpedition,’’
1v.
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ture, should it be finally established that
an early derivative form of Buddhism
long prevailed, as now seems practically
certain, in the mortuary rituals of the
northwest-coast Indians. Things like
Buddhism and the Chinese mortuary
rituals can not be considered essential
to human nature. They are a culture
growth, largely accidental, like all other
such growths. Besides, there is explicit
evidence of the migrations from Asia of
the people themselves.

Once this is generally taken into ac-
count, many other so-called independent
creations of prehistoric America are
bound to prove derivations. Professor
Kiang, impelled by the new drift of
things, is already working upon a series
of striking similarities, if not identities,
between Mexican and Chinese civiliza-
tions. His work may be the beginning
of the end for native American ‘‘insu-
larity’’ in culture.

A thorough analysis of northwestern
American and Siberian songs and rituals
is an unavoidable step in the right direc-
tion. It is fortunate that it is now being
undertaken. Over a hundred wax rec-
ords of Siberian songs have been pre-
served, unpublished, for about forty
years at the American Museum of Nat-
ural History in New York. They were
recorded for the Jesup North Pacific
Expedition to the Northwest Coast and
Siberia. Their usefulness in the present
investigation can hardly be exaggerated.
T was startled, when I studied them early
in January, 1933, with the definite evi-
dence they yielded in a number of un-
foreseen directions. What was only
conjecture without them, now becomes
something demonstrable. Unexpected
relations, of a semi-historical nature, are
brought out between people on both sides
of Bering—some of them far removed
from each other—such as we had not
even thought of before.



