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Figure 2: Food Fish (July 2007) is being prepared for the T’aakú̲ K̲wáan Dancers fund
raising barbecue at the Atlin Arts and Music Festival.

All of these words connect the salmon to the land, but also suggest the other
connections to the heart, arterial veins, the veins of the Taku River, and ties to matrilineal
clan.

Since 2006, some of the fish from the Taku fishery’s harvest has been given to the
community’s dance group, the T’aakú̲ K̲wáan Dancers, in order that they can put on a
Salmon Barbecue and raise funds to travel to Juneau, Alaska to participate in Sealaska
Heritage Institute’s Celebration (see Figure 2).

The Taku River Tlingit participated with their own dance group for the first time in
2006. I volunteered at the dance group’s barbecue at the Atlin Arts and Music Festival
in 2006, 2007, and 2009, and they have consistently been very successful. I have also
been privileged to join the T’aakú̲ K̲wáan Dancers in Juneau, Alaska for Celebration in
2006, 2008 and most recently, in 2014. During their stay in Juneau, the dance group has
also begun to host a salmon barbecue on Sandy Beach on Douglas Island. Historically,
this was an important locale for this K̲wáan (Thornton 2012) and they are renewing this
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coastal connection. Community members have also been renewing their inland Tlingit
connection through the hosting of a salmon feast in Teslin, Yukon for the Inland Tlingit
Celebration, which has run since 2011 in the odd-numbered years between Sealaska’s
Celebrations. At the Inland Celebration, known as Hà Kus Teyea, each of the Inland
Tlingit communities (Teslin Tlingit Council, Taku River Tlingit, and Carcross-Tagish First
Nation) take turns hosting a feast. The Taku River Tlingit feast features salmon and they
also host a salmon filleting contest earlier on the day of the feast, where contestants
compete for the fastest filleting and best filleting skill awards.

As can be seen above, salmon helps to promote physical and mental health, as well as
social connection. Similarly, in 2007, Wayne Carlick, dance leader and renowned carver,
also developed a skit for the children’s dancers, Dikée Aankáawu Yátx’i (Children of the
Creator), at the Atlin Arts and Music Festival that illustrated the ceremony associated
with the first salmon caught each year down river. In this ceremony, to respect the salmon
after it is eaten, the bones are placed back in the water to replenish the salmon for future
generations. As Lakoff and Johnson write, “the metaphors we live by, whether cultural
or personal, are partially preserved in ritual” (Lakoff and Johnson 1980: 234). Salmon, the
bloodline of the Taku people, is therefore also helping to feed the spiritual and cultural
well-being of the Taku River Tlingit people, as well as their physical well-being.

The connection between the Taku River and community health can also be seen in the
community’s desire to keep the land healthy. In the Lands and Resources Department’s
Vision and Management document, Hà t_tátgi hà khustìyxh - Our Land is Our Future,
it is written, “Just as without land we cannot exist, without healthy land we can not be
healthy people” (2003: 17). It is the land, particularly the Taku River, which makes people
feel good and stay healthy. Terry Jack, who I mentioned earlier, told me that during the
winter he misses the Taku and being on the land, and how he feels restless until he’s
there again. Other people have mentioned this to me as well. Andy Williams, a former
Spokesperson and Wolf Clan director and one of Mrs. Nyman’s sons, is another person
who has told me about the connection he feels to the Taku River. Andy, who lives in
Whitehorse, has said that he tries to get to the Taku as often as possible in the summer
because it feels like home and his roots are there (Schreyer field notes 2006). During an
interview with Sandra Jack, the Spokesperson or leader of the Taku River Tlingit First
Nation in 2006, I asked if she ever has the time to make it to the Taku. Sandra replied:

I haven’t [been lately], no, but I’ve been down to the Taku. I did a fishing
season when I was down there. It was really good because I ended up
commercial fishing, and it was just a beautiful time. A lot of people talk
about how it changes your life…or it really helps you to heal up more so
you can get through the rest of the year, and do reasonably well, and take
care of the other part of your life. For myself, I ended up going down there
knowing that it was a special place, but not knowing really what to expect.
I’d never commercial fished, you know, I’d never been out on the river…. I
think what was really important though, what I walked away with was just
that experience of being down the Taku, and there were a lot of people that
were down there at the time, I think there might have been twenty Tlingits
that were all commercial fishing. So, it was something new that we were all
trying, not that we knew exactly what we were doing, we just knew that we’d
done it before. I mean it’s got to be in our blood (laughing). So, we ended up
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getting down there and just getting out and enjoying the land, and enjoying
the work. [Jack interview September 2006]

From the above examples, it should be evident that the metaphor of the Heart of the
Taku has been expanded amongst community members from knowledge of the landscape
to the actions of individuals and I now discuss the implications for the community as a
whole.

6. Metaphors as Social Action Basso in his work on the hunting metaphors of
the Western Apache people has written that, “one of the properties of any successful
metaphor is that is can be refined and enlarged in different ways” (Basso 1996: 60). Potter
has commented similarly that, “conceptual metaphors are generally imbricated—that is,
overlapping and reinforcing—and operate at a variety of scales” (Potter 2003: 325). This
can be seen in the expanded and extendedmetaphors of theHeart of the Taku that are used
amongst the members of the Taku River Tlingit First Nation. While some might argue a
connection to metaphor might be lost as the name is translated from the Tlingit T’aakú̲
Téix̲’i to the English meanings of the words, I disagree. English has become the language
of the community and is the language that is most often used to promote stewardship
throughout their territory. Darnell observed the role of English as a language for social
action, when she argued that:

In the absence of political, economic, and personal empowerment, language
comes to the forefront of the new traditionalism as a powerful symbol of
Native-ness, of the right to reclaim lost skills and ways of life…But language
enters the equation in another way which is at least as interesting. That
is, language is also discourse, a discourse of social action and political
empowerment. It is a discourse in English. [Darnell: 1994: 75]

As noted above, the Taku River Tlingit First Nation has been a role model for other
Indigenous communities in terms of their many court cases, documents, and government-
to-government negotiations that promote themselves as the rightful stewards of their
lands. Paul Nadasdy writes about the members of the Kluane Lake First Nation to the
north in the Yukon:

If, in the context of the modern nation-state, aboriginal people wish to claim
some form of control over their lands, and they wish those claims to be seen
as legitimate by others, they must as Richard Handler puts it, speak “in a
language that power understands” (1991: 71). And that language is, and has
long been, the language of property. [Nadasdy 2002: 253]

The language of property in this area of Canada is English and the Taku River
Tlingit First Nation therefore use English geographic names to convey their own cultural
concepts of property and heritage. In this way, the members of the Taku River Tlingit First
Nation are using English, as well as Tlingit, to their advantage through the use of these
metaphors and through performatives of stewardship. My definition of “performatives of
stewardship” is actions that assert leadership and responsibility in caring for a community’s
lands and resources and (re)define who has this responsibility in a particular territory. This
definition is based on Sullivan’s (2006) ideas “performatives of sovereignty” and is highly
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linked to the Taku River Tlingit First Nation’s own definitions of stewardship, which are
outlined in their Vision and Management documents (TRTFN 2003).

Austin examined the performative nature of language in his book How to Do Things
with Words (1962). He described the way that “the issuing of an utterance is the
performing of an action” (Austin 1962: 6). Austin separated utterances into illocutionary
force (what the utterance does) and perlocutionary force (how the audience reacts).
However, Mac Cormac writes that metaphors “often seem to fuse these into a single
feature of language” (Mac Cormac 1985: 160). Mac Cormac sees metaphors then as a
type of speech act, where one metaphorizes. He writes that:

Metaphors not only convey and stimulate meanings, but also perform
significant actions. Metaphors suggest, convey, and generate emotions;
puzzle; and often form an intimate bond between speaker and hearer (Mac
Cormac 1985: 179).

When this meaning moves beyond the individual to the larger community Mac
Cormac says, “we can discover an additional dimension of meaning – that of cultural
meaning” (Mac Cormac 1985: 178). This cultural meaning can be seen in the ways
that the Taku River Tlingit community members have taken on the historical metaphor
of the Heart of the Taku and applied it to contemporary physical, social, cultural, and
economic domains. As I have written elsewhere, the genres of place that Taku River
Tlingit community members use to promote stewardship in their territory can be seen
as performatives of stewardship (Schreyer 2016). The polysemic, imbricated metaphors
that are tied together via two languages are another performative of stewardship that
communitymembers are involved in, but these are tied to a very specific locale—the island,
T’aakú̲ Téix̲’i or the Heart of the Taku.

7. Conclusions Thornton, in the abstract for his chapter entitled, “Language and
landscape among the Tlingit”, writes, “although the language is considered endangered,
Tlingit toponyms and geographical nomenclature are well documented and many groups
continue to occupy and use their traditional territory in ways that support traditional
concepts of the lands and waters of their living space” (2011: 275). This is what I have been
attempting to show for the specific place, T’aakú̲ Téix̲’i, the Heart of the Taku, located in
Taku River Tlingit territory. However, the impact of language endangerment has made
this discourse one that is also tied to English. In this chapter, Thornton also argues for
a new understanding of the concept of “ecotope” or “the smallest ecologically-distinct
landscape features” (Hunn & Meilleuur 2010: 15ff), in order that, “cultural landscapes
may come to be understood not simply as named sites but as a composition of meaningful
places within a sociological system” (276). Thornton discusses islands as one particularly
relevant type of ecotope within Tlingit society (2011: 284). Therefore, throughout this
in-depth discussion of the numerous ways that the Heart of the Taku is understood and
used by Taku River Tlingit community members, I feel that we can use this specific island
as a case study of Thornton’s concept. Thornton includes four processes that affect how
ecotopes are viewed and understood. These are: perception, affordance, practice, and
biospiritual forces (2011). I, therefore, review each of these processes in reference to the
discussion provided above about the Heart of the Taku in order to discuss the specific
ecotope of the Heart of the Taku.
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First,Thornton discusses perception or the different ways that aspects of the landscape
are categorized. Using the concept of embodiment from phenomenology,Thornton writes
that:

Given this logic and the primacy of the body as instrument of landscape perception,
we would expect to find widespread metaphorization and anatomical referencing of the
body in the landscape. Indeed this is the case in Tlingit… (Thornton 2011: 278).

Thornton goes on to discuss the types of body parts that are referenced in Tlingit,
which generally are those focusing on the head, and are often orifices. In his other work,
Thornton has commented in regards to anatomical metaphors that Tlingit speakers seem
to have a “marked preference for naming places after external bodily features, as opposed
to internal ones” (2008: 97). He does note, however, the heart is one of the few internal
organs he has seen represented (2008: 215). In terms of perception, the Heart of the Taku,
is classified in relation to body parts, like many other Tlingit names, although it seems
that its reference to an internal organ is rather special. Similarly, we should remember
that the internal organ in question belongs to a giant, who is a powerful being from a
different time period, rather than a human or an animal, and this may invoke different
forms of perception.

Next, Thornton discusses the concept of affordance, which he describes as “a means of
understanding how particular objects or environments ‘invite’ certain action possibilities
and constrain others” (2011: 279). In particular, Thornton references Cruikshank’s work
(2005), which examines the dialogues that occur between people and glaciers amongst
Tlingit and Athapaskan groups (2011: 280). Similarly, a recent Taku River Tlingit
community newsletter remarked, “Elders say, the land is alive. We just have to have
the conversation. How? Be on the land. Be alive in it. Listen, and Talk” (TRTFN 2009:
1). As well, one of the motivations for the Learning to Talk to the Land participatory
mapping project was so that community members could learn how to further develop
their stewardship practices through learning how to call the land by its correct name
(Schreyer et al 2014). When asked if she thought it was important for people to learn the
correct Tlingit place names, Susan Carlick replied, “I think that our land would appreciate
it” (Carlick, S., interview, 2011), which again shows that the land is inviting certain actions.
T’aakú̲ Téix̲’i was one of the first places to be included within the Taku River Tlingit place
names mapping project. There are more pictures included on the website for the Taku
River, T’aakú̲ Héen, and T’aakú̲ Téix̲’i than any other place and during the design of the
website it was important to our community research partners that photographs of T’aakú̲
Téix̲’i appear in the set of photos that circulate through the website’s cover page. This
priority inclusion of T’aakú̲ Téix̲’i continues to illustrate the importance of this particular
place name, locale, and ecotope.

The third process that Thornton discusses is practice, which he describes as the way
in which people put the possibilities of dialogue from affordance into practice. He also
states that, “an ecotope’s utility is a reflection of its practical significance to those who
make a living from it” (2011: 281). In this case, the possibility that is enacted through the
use of the place name of the Heart of the Taku and all of the associated metaphors is the
practice of stewardship and respecting the land and the relationship people have to the
land, which includes the plants and the animals that make their homes there. Thornton
also states that, “another critical dimension of ecotope conceptualization was cultural
keystone species (Garibaldi & Turner 2004)” (2011: 282). As mentioned above, one of the
metaphors that is associated with the Heart of the Taku is the set of extended metaphors
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of bloodline, lifeblood and lifeline and one of the meanings associated with these is a
keystone species from the Taku River, salmon.

Last, Thornton discusses the concept of biospiritual forces, or the animate and
powerful spirits that are a part of the landscape. He writes that similar to other animistic
societies, “So it is in Tlingit country, where the oceans, rivers, mountains, glaciers, and a
variety of other landformswere considered alive or animated by spirits to whom one could
appeal (Swanton 1908; de Laguna 1972)” (Thornton 2011: 283). As mentioned previously,
the origins of the name the Heart of the Taku come from the mythohistoric time of the
giants, but beyond this there is the conception that the land is listening. As well, the
respect for the land and the biospiritual forces can be seen in the ceremony, which is
performed at the Taku River, where the first salmon bones of the fishing season are put
back into the river to help sustain its power and life force.

In sum, T’aakú̲ Téix̲’i, the Heart of the Taku, fits well within Thornton’s concept of an
eoptope. The metaphors that the community members are using are further embedding
their concepts of stewardshipwithin both the Tlingit language and the language of English
through the processes of perception, affordance, practice, and biospiritual forces. In his
discussion of performatives, Austin (1962) also discussed what he called “the felicity
condition”, which means that in order for the performative to be completed it has to
be both heard and understood to be a performative by the listener. As the language of
stewardship in this community has often been tied to English, performatives through
English metaphors are a necessary part of this felicity condition. As a result, the multi-
layered meanings of T’aakú̲ Téix̲’i, and specifically, the English Heart of the Taku, means
that insiders and outsiders to the community may have a different understanding of this
ecotope depending not only on where they stand, but where their ancestors have stood
and how they have engaged this landscape since time immemorial.
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