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Traditional stories to be put on stage
Nakia Zavalla/Commentary | Posted: Thursday, March 29, 2012 12:15 am
Call it history in the making. Our tribe next month is producing a play based on traditional stories that few people today have ever heard. Some tribal members will be taking on roles of their own direct ancestors.

For instance, I will be playing my eighth great-grandmother. There will be at least 12 tribal members and descendants in the play.

All this has never been done before by our tribe. I’ve been intrigued about producing a play on my tribe’s history and stories since, as a teenager, I attended a youth conference in Oklahoma and saw a Cherokee production on the Trail of Tears tragedy.

Our play is another example of the lasting legacy of Maria Solares, a tribal member born in 1842. The play, titled “Maria,” will be performed on her birthday, April 15, at the Clark Center for the Performing Arts in Arroyo Grande before an audience of tribal families and invited guests.

Much has happened to our tribe and our people in the 170 years since Maria’s birth. Many of our traditional stories and words had been lost to history. Or at least that was what some thought.

This is where Maria comes in. In the later years of her life, she collaborated with American linguist and ethnologist John P. Harrington, who took detailed notes of their conversations. 

Based on their work, our tribe recently published a two-volume set that includes more than 700 pages of traditional stories, songs and place names. It also includes “lost” words from our Samala language.

The two volumes and the play are projects of our Elders Council, a division of our tribal government that has a responsibility to protect and preserve the tribe’s cultural resources. 

In addition to Harrington’s notes, he also made audio recordings on wax cylinders of Maria singing. 

Our play begins with one of these recordings. It proceeds to showcase various chapters of her life by sharing the stories and songs she left behind for us. A constant presence in the play is the narrator, who at times comes off as frustrated because of her desire to learn more and more about what Maria has to share.

Maria’s stories that Harrington memorialized go beyond capturing Chumash history. They also provide a window to what’s been lost in California over the past centuries.

For example, one of Maria’s stories involves the salmon runs that once were common on rivers in the Central Coast and Southern California. Our word for salmon is okowoc, and in the past I have been questioned why a Samala word for salmon would even exist because there are no salmon to be seen.

Maria’s story goes back to the times when our ancestors said animals existed in different forms. 

A coyote standing on two legs was trying to trick the salmon in the stream into jumping into his arms so he could eat them. He tried to charm the salmon by telling them that he was their uncle coyote. But, ultimately, the trickster loses out when a magpie in a tree bests him and ends up with the catch.

Maria was a wonderful storyteller. Now, we too are getting the chance to continue this tradition on stage in a play that is a milestone for our tribe.
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