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Portraits point out ‘We are still here’

Richard Gomez/Commentary | Posted: Thursday, March 15, 2012 12:00 am
“We are still here.” It’s a phrase you hear in Native American communities around the country — a reminder that indigenous people are more than just a long-ago chapter in U.S. history.

We are still here, but we too often are portrayed as only part of the past. That’s why I’m happy in today’s column to tell you about another exciting program of our tribal government’s education department.

An art exhibit, titled “Portraits of a People,” will be on display at the Lompoc Museum’s Centeno Gallery until May 27. You’ll be able to view original pieces of artwork by a dozen artists from the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

It’s an intergenerational exhibit, with the artists ranging in age from 9 to 56. On display will be illustrations, paintings and photographs featuring important individuals in the lives of the artists.

Dr. Niki Sandoval, education director for the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians, explains: “Indigenous peoples often are portrayed as relics of a distant past. While we hold deep respect for our history, we live in today’s world and look to a bright future in the places we have called home for thousands of years.”

Tribal people being viewed as relics of the past has been a problem in films, books and museums. The exhibit at the Lompoc Museum is one step in trying to correct this situation in our community.

The artists are Alulkoy Cash, Michael Elizondo, Michael Elizondo Jr., Allen Garcia, Angelina Hernandez, Sara Romero, Carmen Sandoval, Kristina Talaugon-Rivera, Aya Wyatt, and Kathleen Marshall and her two children, Carlo Marshall and Isabella Marshall.

I am pleased that, beyond the artwork itself, the exhibit also serves to demonstrate the other benefits of our education programs. Four of the artists earned college degrees with the assistance of our tribe’s scholarship program. Two of them — Angelina Hernandez and Michael Elizondo Jr. — are professional artists contributing to the next generations by teaching.  

It’s another example of why we say the most rewarding investment we make is in education.

Elizondo Jr., a painter, holds an M.F.A. and is an artist-in-residence at Jacobson House Native Arts Center in Oklahoma. He teaches fourth-graders at 16 public schools about the artistic traditions of native peoples.

Hernandez has led four community photography workshops for youth and adults. The first digital photography workshop she taught to our young people resulted in an exhibit of photographs at the Santa Maria and Lompoc public libraries. Students sold prints and notecards of their original work. All proceeds benefited the Santa Ynez Valley Humane Society, Santa Maria Valley Humane Society, Bridgehouse Shelter, and Growing Solutions Restoration and Education Institute.

It also was a workshop taught by Hernandez last December that inspired this new exhibit. Students viewed photographic images of native peoples and learned basic portraiture techniques. They then took pictures of important people in their lives. They wrote captions in English and Samala, the first language of the Santa Ynez Chumash people.

As Dr. Sandoval notes: “This exhibition features portraits of living people. It is important for visitors to know that we are still here.”

It is, indeed. Please stop by to see the illustrations, paintings and photographs of our artists. The museum is at 200 South “H” St. in Lompoc. I hope to see you there.

Richard Gomez is tribal vice chairman of the Santa Ynez Band of Chumash Indians.

