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By Cindi Molr Alvitre

There was a day ruhen it was next to impossible to coax an lndian into a musert.}ot. resenied the

stagnant displays that "mal<e us lool< lil<e we are all dead!" Others sanl< into deep frustration at the

realization that, historically, Native people have been excluded from participating in the determination

and care for objects they regarded as personal, communal, and sacred.
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"As my father held my hand, he would curiously read each label.

'No, that's not right-we weren't mission Indians, and we aren't extinct!" '



Some Ind ians  looked susp ic ious ly  and c r i t i ca l l y  upon anyone who
co l labora ted  w i th  museums or  an thropo log is ts .  We have t rave led  a
long road to  ge t  pas t  the  doors  and in to  the  arch ives  o f  cu l tu re  and
history-our culture and our history.

A shared way of seeing among Native Americans is that ol l  l i fe
is sacred-including art i facts, a category of things Western culture
perce ives  as  inan imate .  A  s to ry  tha t  has  c i rcu la ted  w i th in  the
Cal i fo rn ia  Ind ian  communi t ies  ta lks  about  a  basket  tha t  " iumoed"

o f f  an  arch iva l  she l f  when a  med ic ine  woman came to  v is i t  the  co l -
lec t ions .  When asked about  the  inc ident ,  she  emphas ized the  obv i -
ous-a t  leas t  to  a  Nat ive  person:  " l t  i s  a  I i v ing  re la t i ve  and needs to
be fed!" fhese relat ives have been separated from their famil ies for
many years .  S ince  the  mid- l8 th  century ,  they  have t rave led  a  long
and separa te  road as  souven i rs ,  t roph ies ,  and tes t imon ies  o f the
co lon ia l  exp lo i ta t ion  o f  Ca l i fo rn ia  Ind ians .  Dur ing  tha t  separa t ion ,
there  has  been an  emphas is  on  the  cons t ruc t ion  o f  who we are
(the exotic Other) based on anthropological templates that excluded
the  producers  o f  the  ob jec ts  as  we l l  as  the  ob jec ts ' ro le  w i th in  the
communi t ies  f rom wh ich  they  were  removed.  Th is  approach has
fai led to consider how Southern Cali fornia Indian people experience
the i r  re la t ionsh ip  to  these " re la t i ves"  and to  the  empi r i ca l  wor ld .

L i l<e  the  open ing  las t  September  o f  the  Nat iona l  Museum o f
the  Amer ican Ind ian  (NMAI)  in  Wash ing ton ,  D.C. ,  the  reded ica t ion
of People of Colit'ornia and People of the Southwest: Changing
Trodit ions at the Southwest Museum this January attests to the
chang ing  re la t ionsh ips  be tween Nat ive  Amer ican communi t ies -
who have long fe l t  es t ranged f rom most  museums-and museum
ins t i tu t ions .  Ind ian  peop le  a re  now tak ing  advantage o f the  oppor -
tunity to reclaim their stories and tel l  them their own way.

Artrfacts, we bel ieve, are not rsolated objects, but tangible
express ions  tha t  a re  in t imate ly  l inked to  a  spec i f i c  p lace  and space,
a  cer ta in  communi ty  and peop le .  The i r  voyage does  no t  cease
because a  communi ty  has  changed.  The acqu is i t ion  o f  a r t i fac ts  i s
no t  necessar i l y  the  las t  s tage o f  the i r  caree i .  When communi t res
o f  o r ig in  a re  invo lved,  ther r  pa th  can cont lnue.  A t  the  Southwest ' s
reded ica t ion ,  Nat ive  and non-Nat ive  communi t ies  w i l l  have the
oppor tun i ty  to  rev is i t  a  museum space tha t  w j l l  con t inue the
journeys of some of those objects.

Of  spec ia l  no te  in  the  reded ica ted  ha l l s  a re  the  contemporary
sec t ions ,  wh ich  present  v is ionar ies ,  a r t i s ts ,  and communi ty  ac t i v is ts
who have part icipated in the creation of the people of Cali t 'ornio
and People of the Southwest: Chonging Trodit ions exhibit ions.
Persona l i t ies  such as  Lorene S isquoc  (Cahu i l la /Ch i r i cahua Apache) ,
cura tor  a t  the  Sherman lnd ian  H igh  Schoo l  Museum,  prov ide
ins igh t  in to  how t rad i t ion  s tays  a l i ve  among s tudents  who l i s ten
to  h ip -hop-and who a lso  weave in t r i ca te ly  pa t te rned,  co i led
juncus  bas l<e ts .

Ar t i fac ts  tha t  have been removed f rom the i r  communi t ies  o f
o r ig in  s t i l l  re f lec t  the  ceremon jes ,  symbol ism,  g i f t  g iv ing ,  payment ,
inher i tances ,  and dowr ies  o f  Southern  Ca l i fo rn ia  Ind ian  peop le  and
the i r  communi t ies .  When s tea t i te  bowls  a re  reconnected  and
reclaimed by contemporary art ists, they go beyond being just "a

t rade i tem f rom Cata l ina  ls land. "  L .  F rank  Manr iquez  (Tongva)  and
Ted Garc ia  (Chumash)  exempl i f y ,  th rough the i r  wor l< ,  the  cont rnue0
diversity and symbolic r ichness of steati te-as bowls, eff igies, ano '

People of California
and People of the
Southwest

l(im Walters Curator

In January 2005, the opening of People of Californio and people of
the Southwest: Changing Traditions brings a fresh face and Native
voices to the exhibit ion spaces ofthe Southwest Museum ofthe
American lndian. As the accompanying art icle by Cindi Alvitre
detai ls, the creation of these exhibit ions speal<s to a new relat ion-
ship between the museum and Indian communit ies. Alvitre and
other Native advisors have collaborated with curators in the selection
of objects and the writ ing of accompanying texts. Their inf luence
shows part icularly in the new emphasis on the persistence and
adaptabi l i ty of Indian tradit ions.

The theme of continuing iradit ions is woven throughout the
People of Californla exhibition. One entirely new area focuses on
the activi t ies of contemporary Native Cali fornia people. This section
highl ights the Cali fornia Indian Basketweavers Associat ion, the
Cali fornia Indian Storytel l ing Associat ion, Nesh ki nu kat: Ca l i fornia
Native Art ists Network, Tit le Vl l ,  Los Angeles Unif ied School Distr ict
Native American Indian Education, and the American Indian
Chamber of Commerce of Cali fornia. l t  also examines Cali fornia
Ind ian  gaming,  revea l ing  gaming as  bo th  a  t rad i t ion  and a  new
economic force in the state.

People of the Southwest: Changing Traditions, on display in
the Norman F. Sprague Jr. Auditorium, offers a concise look at the
cultural history of the Indians of that region. The exhibit ion high-
l ights the interplay of cultural and environmental inf luences as they
have shaped art ist ic trends, and detai ls how Indian people in the
Southwest adapted the form and function of objects created for
their own use to meet both the changing needs of everyday l i fe
and the demands of non-lndian consumers. As in the people of
Calit'ornia exhibition, two cases in People of the Southwesf explore
contemporary innovations stemming from tradit ional designs. I
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"We are no longer the outsiders; we
the same walls we were

are now consultants
often reluctant-and

and partners within
someti mes forbidden-to enter."

functional pieces-in Southern Cali fornia Indian communit ies.
As objects are reconnected with their communit ies of origin, mem_
ory and cultural confidence emerges, and their/our stories are told.
The isolated t l 'ot canoe planks previously displayed in stagnant
exhibit  cases come to l i fe as dramatic photos are shown alongside
them of the Mo'omot Ahiko-the f irst Tongva plank canoe bui l t  in
over 200 years-recently paddling along the Catal ina lsland coastl ine.

Look ing  a t  the  t i ' a t  canoe p lanks  and the  photos  reminds  me
of my father, who kindled my interest in our culture and tradit ions
I recal l  how, as a chi ld, we frequented the Bowers Museum in
Santa Ana, which at that t ime was a modest mission-style bui lding
with a small  col lect ion of objects under glass. As my father held my
hand,  he  wou ld  cur ious ly  read each labe l . , ,No,  tha t ' s  no t  r igh t_
we weren't  mission Indians, and we aren't  ext inct!" A redwood t i 'at
canoe p lank  in  a  d isp lay  case wou ld  jo l t  h is  memory  o f  a  once_
abundant coastl ine f i l led with oopo,,the abalone that my grandfather
and he would gather for an exquisite Tongva meal. My fascination
with these objects grew out the relat ionship I had with each piece,
based on the stories my father told me. l t  was those stories that
made the coi led juncus basket, or the eagle feather skirt ,  whole.
Those stories st i l l  exist,  but l i l<e the aapo', they have become rare
and need to be gathered with care to make the objects whole_
which, in the museums of my chi ldhood, they were not.

I  also remember the conversations I heard as a chi ld, conver_
sations f i l led with the essence of orange blossoms and stories
about  p laces  such as  puvungna,  an  Ind ian  v i l lage  tha t  marked
the emergence of Southern Cali fornia Indian spir i tual phi losophy.
Located within the confines of what is now I<nown as Cali fornia
State University at Long Beach, puvungna was once a place where
you never elevated your voice above a whisper. As a young
Cal i fo rn ia  Ind ian  ch i ld  in  the  1950s,  I  spent  my days  p lay ing  ou t
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Mo'omot Ahiko t i 'a t  and crew approaching Avalon as part  of the september 1998 Ti 'ar  Fest ival .
Photo by Frank Magal lanes and Al thea Edwards.

doors unti l  I  was hungry enough to come inside,
and then, as the night sett led in, the elders' stories
began. Those storytel lers are gone, and the land-
scape of Southern Cali fornia has changed dramat-
ical ly. Yet memory l ives on, tr iggered by space
and place, stories, and the objects that remain
as tangible remnants of t imes gone by.

Fortunately, museums are no longer faci l i t ies
that simply house and store questionably col lected
art i facts from tr ibes. Museums are now becoming
centers of cultural and historical education, art
apprec ia t ion ,  research ,  and pub l ish ing ,  and the
caretakers ofobjects saturated in human history.
Indians are no longer the outsiders; we are now
consultants and partners within the same
walls we were often reluctant-and sometimes
forbidden-to enter.

I t 's important to keep in mind that the world
o f  Nat ive  Amer ica  has  a lso  chansed.  Our  t r iba l

communit ies have reluctantly, yet out of necessity, expanded into
contemporary society. In addit ion, sudden economic opportunit ies,
education, and access to technology and addit ional resources have
changed the way the world looks at Cali fornia Indian people.
We have been pul led out of a sepia-toned romanticism and into
a real i ty that explodes with the colors of real i t ies.

I  spend much of my t ime l istening to recordings on old wax
cyl inders. lnto the evening, I  l isten meticulously to the scrarcny
echoes ofSouthern Cali fornian Indian voices recorded decades ago.
Previously, these songs were not accessible to our community. Now
they are not only accessible but also integrated into exhibit ions that
al low the Native community to experience a voice in our language-
a language that no longer exists-and to be in the spir i tual presence
of the person who is speaking into those wax cyl inders. Non-Natives
also have the opportunity to be educated about the history of a
land we cal l  home. A new cultural language is being wrif ten, one
that expresses a partnership between two communit ies whose prior
relat ionship was testy, at best. So, as the NMAI opens the doors to
mil l ions of visi tors on the East Coast, we on the West Coast proudly
invite the public to share in our world, one that has survived
genera t ions  o f  change and w i l l  con t inue to  change in  un imag inab le
ways. Now that the doors are open, maybe we can imagine that
future together. I
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Cindi MoarAlvitre is a descendant of the Gabrielino/Tongva
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of the Ti'at Society. She is a performance

art ist,  folklorist,  and activist,  and she has represented indige-
nous issues national ly and international ly. She is currently
pursuing her PhD at UCLA in the Department of World Arts
and Cultures.


