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	Chumash art tells a story
By Nakia Zavalla/Commentary

The Chumash mural being painted on the concrete headwall in River View Park in Buellton for the Santa Ynez Valley Botanic Garden represents a unique way to honor the first people of this area.

Filled with colorful images of people and animals, the mural is the first time that the Chumash people have been depicted in a public art space in the Santa Ynez Valley. As the culture director of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, I am thrilled to see this taking place and honored on behalf of our tribe that a public art space will tell a traditional Chumash story.

Approved by Buellton’s City Council in September, the mural was designed by talented Chumash artist Adrian Hernandez. His previous works include the Chumash art in the Santa Ynez High School chalk festival, gourd rattles that were presented as gifts from the tribe last year, and participation in the Santa Barbara Chalk Festival. He is painting the mural with a group of Chumash volunteers, including Barbi Kaeser.

The mural’s main theme is based on a traditional Chumash story, “The Coyote and the Salmon.” It’s a colorful story of a coyote who is a trickster. He sings a song and entices the salmon to jump out of the river. The coyote catches the salmon, but unfortunately catches too many. It tells a story of conservation and gluttony and at the same time encourages catching only what you can eat. It’s a story of greed and gratitude.

An interesting side note to the story is the mention of salmon in the river. It demonstrates how our tribe used natural resources for food — resources that are no longer available in the way they were previously.

The story was told by our beloved Santa Ynez Chumash ancestor Maria Solares to linguist and ethnologist John P. Harrington. As he traveled throughout various parts of California, meeting and interviewing California Indians, he took meticulous notes and jotted down every word, every emotion and every nuance of each subject. He also used wax cylinders to record his interviews.

In addition to the depiction of the “Coyote and the Salmon” story, the scene in the mural will include rock art, native animals and plants, as well as the story of the rainbow bridge, in which Chumash people migrated by walking over a rainbow from the Channel Islands to the mainland.

The mural is both a whimsical and serious look at Chumash people, tradition and history, and it provides an engaging glimpse into the Chumash world.

I am delighted that the city of Buellton and the board of the Santa Ynez Valley Botanic Garden have agreed to honor the first people of the land through this mural. It represents an important step toward public education of our tribe’s past and present existence.

The mural also symbolizes yet another wonderful partnership our tribe has in the community where we all work collectively toward a common goal. This time we are using art to convey a message of honor and tradition.

Nakia Zavalla is the culture director of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.


