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Fashioning Internal Gathering Houses
and Re-Fashioning the Spaces of Popular
Entertainment through Contemporary
Investigations into “Native Performance

Culture (NpC)™"
by Jill Carter
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—
Gloria Miguel and Monique Mojica. Chocolate Woman Dreams the Milky Way. © Ric Knowles

1 had Oberlin, then I had Spiderwoman, and now
1 have old age. That’s scary. That’s me.

That’s all.

(Gloria Miguel, gtd. in Haugo 60)



SHAKING THE PALUWALA TREE / by Jill Carter

In August 2007, | visited with three
Grandmothers of Native theatre to speak about
life, art, process, and legacy. This series of
interviews was a key part of my doctoral
research, which is focused on the documentation
and dissemination of the Spiderwoman process of
Storyweaving, a distinct dramaturgical and per-
formative methodology authored by Muriel Miguel
and developed by Spiderwoman Theater. At thirty-
four years of age, Spiderwoman Theater is North
America’s longest running Native theatre company
and the world’s longest running feminist theatre
collective. Its core members and co-founders are
octogenarians Elizabeth Miguel (aka Lisa Mayo)
and Gloria Miguel with their youngest sister
Muriel Miguel, who, at the age of seventy, still
bristles when Elizabeth and Gloria refer to her as
their “baby sister” (see Haugo 61).

| returned home from this trip with very mixed
emotions. On the one hand, | was elated; our dis-
cussions had been rich and densely layered. Each
of these artists had let me into her creative
process, and each discussion had deepened my
understanding of the collective works that
constitute Spiderwoman’s canon. At the same
time, | was sad, angry and frustrated; | kept
replaying the final minutes of my interviews with
Lisa Mayo and Gloria Miguel. | kept remembering
a conversation | had had with Muriel Miguel
months earlier, and my mind kept returning to her
words: ‘I wish we had talked more about aging. |
wish we had done a show about aging.”

Six months earlier, Spiderwoman had per-
formed Persistence of Memory at Miami
University in Oxford, Ohio, in what may well be the
final performance of the sisters together as a
company. On that historic February night, we
witnessed three irrepressible Indigenous women
who have created a theatre company, have
authored and developed a workable poetics of
decolonization that draws upon traditional Kuna
aesthetic principles and cosmological understandings,
and have made a way for the generations of Native
performers and theatre practitioners who follow
them. As we watched them dancing on that knife's
edge between forgetting and remembering, |
know that we all felt a deep sense of privilege. The
legacy re-membered on stage that night was our
legacy. They had carved out a path in the
wilderness and inspired us to follow.

But six months later when | returned from my
visit to these Grandmothers, | felt that they had
been betrayed and that | was somehow complicit
in the betrayal. At eighty-one and eighty-three
years of age respectively, Gloria Miguel and Lisa
Mayo were less elated by their accomplishments
than I. After years of battling racism, after years of
being pushed to the margins because of their
brown skin, they are now battling ageism; they are

now being pushed to the margins and denied the
chance to work because of their aging bodies. As
Gloria Miguel has articulated it, it is as if she “took
a breath but never got to say [her] last word”
(Interview).

Days after my return to Toronto, Monique
Mojica (who is Gloria’s daughter) and | began to
discuss this situation. How is it that these women
who have (in the words of one major Native play-
wright), “brokelen] open the doors” for the rest of
us (Haugo 70-71) now cannot even get an audition
with the Native theatre companies for whom they
created a way? Could it be true even within our
communities, which pride themselves on their
reverence for Elders, that (as Gloria has recently
posited) “people talk about respecting elders but
don’t really want to look at old people” (Douglas
2)? If we agree with the Lakota/Sioux Elder
Beatrice Medicine that “Elders are [the]
repositories of [indispensable] cultural and
philosophical knowledge and are the transmitters
of such information” (gtd. in Archibald 37), then is
it not incumbent upon Native theatre practi-
tioners—particularly in urban centers, where
the theatrical event is a key site of knowledge
transmission—to make a place for elderly bodies
upon our stages and to read that knowledge from
those well-worn “books?”

During the November 2007 developmental
workshop for Monique Mojica’'s Chocolate Woman
Dreams the Milky Way, the company’s cultural
advisor and scenic designer, Oswaldo (Achu)
DelLéon Kantule, told us the story of the Paluwala
Tree in Kuna Yala. The Paluwala is the site of life
and plenty on this earth. But within the place
where life abounds, greed sometimes springs to
life. As Achu has told this story, the uppermost
branches of this tree held all salt water, sweet
water, fish, soil, vegetation, etc. But a “fat man”
lived at the top of the Paluwala tree, hoarding all
these good things for himself while the people
below starved. Eventually, the Kuna people decided
to chop down the tree and to release all its good-
ness over all the earth.

As Achu tells it, that fat man in the Paluwala
Tree is a metaphor for those who hoard and work
against the community. And as Poundmaker Cree
Floyd Favel (director of Chocolate Woman Dreams
the Milky Way) opined after hearing this story,
“theatre in North America is situated in
Paluwala.” Or perhaps, if we were to put it anoth-
er way, theatre in North America is like the
Paluwala tree; it contains all the goodness,
sweetness and life-enhancing properties we could
want. But at the heart of theatre today sits a col-
lective, self-serving “fat man” who controls its
infrastructures, its accepted rules, its accepted
forms, and who polices the gateway, prohibiting
all those who do not conform a platform from



which to speak (or even to witness).

Elderly, weak, or “cumbersome” bodies are
by-and-large unwelcome on the professional
stages of the Western world. Indeed, the architec-
ture of these stages seems almost designed to
prohibit access to such bodies. Theatres, which
may be accessible to differently abled patrons, do
not so easily accommodate differently abled
artists onstage or backstage. And when we apply
for grants from provincial and national arts coun-
cils, there is little leeway to extend rehearsal peri-
ods (to double or triple the conventional duration],
to cut work days by half, to include more (fully
paid) rest days in the work week, or to hire full-
time helpers who would devote themselves to frail
or elderly members of the company during the
work day and after hours. Some bodies require an
investment of more time and greater resources
than (it might seem to some) the fruits of their
labours warrant. Furthermore, Western theatre
audiences, it appears, do not even notice the
absence of elderly or differently abled storytellers
on the stage. Monique Mojica, after all, has been
playing Elders since she was thirty-five years old!
And as she has noted, “there’'s something wrong
with that” (“Storying”).

ELDERS: A “Bad” Investment?

In the fall of 2007, Mojica and | came to two reso-
lutions. Monique began to “build windows” in her
latest project, Chocolate Woman Dreams the
Milky Way, that would let in her mother as a co-
performer. And a few months later, with the sup-
port of the University of Toronto’s Aboriginal
Studies Program, the Graduate Centre for Study
of Drama, and the Centre for Aboriginal Initiatives,
| applied for a substantial grant, which would
facilitate Gloria Miguel's visit in an event called
“Story-ing the Human Being.”

| was a little worried: on paper, it seemed, the
amount of monies for which we were applying
could be substantially reduced if we compressed
the proposed activities into a few days. But the
visitor, at eighty-two years of age, would have to
pace her activities. She would require plenty of
free time to rest, so only one activity could be
planned per day; and a completely free day would

© Ric Knowles
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be scheduled into the middle of her visit. She
would require a full-time salaried helper. She
would require door-to-door transportation. When
she taught her Storyweaving workshops, she
would require a salaried co-teacher to take stu-
dents through the warm-ups and to physically
demonstrate any points she was trying to make as
her arthritis has significantly restricted her
movement. So you can imagine how thrilled | was
when the Jackman Humanities Institute graciously
agreed to fund this project exactly as it had been
proposed.

On 10 October 2008, Gloria Miguel concluded
her visit to Toronto with a staged reading at
University of Toronto’s Robert Gill Theatre of her

Something Old: The storyteller. The creation
stories that explain her existence and give her
meaning. And the personal stories of the family in
which she came to awareness of that meaning.
Something New: The stories of the new generation
that she has birthed, that she directs and for
whom she builds her legacy. The relationships
forged between aged storyteller and her youthful
auditors, which will inform the relationships they
forge with the generations that follow them and
the legacies they will leave. Something Borrowed:
Stories told to her by others. Stories she articu-
lates for those women who either have no plat-
form from which to testify or who no longer have

most recent work in development: Something Old, (C
Something New, Something Borrowed, Something
Blue is a one woman show that finds its genesis in

The script she carried was soon
abandoned, as she straddled multi-

the refusal of its eighty-two-year-old creatrix to
succumb to the physical deterioration and the
dismissive and degrading societal attitudes that
constrain, contain, and silence her and so many
others in her peer group. Constructed upon the
dramaturgical foundations of Spiderwoman
Theater’'s Storyweaving process, “this is an
intensely personal piece, which explores personal
and cultural identity and the responsibility of
elders in our society” (Publicity Materials). As she
wove their stories, she alternately embodied a
Kuna Daughter from the Stars whose mission
(according to Kuna tradition] it is to teach the
people on earth to live; her childhood self
witnessing and experiencing abuse from her own
grandmother; elderly female friends who have
experienced abuse and neglect; her sister Lisa
Mayo, who at 85 has been diagnosed, treated, and
forever scarred by a particularly aggressive
cancer; Gloria-the-actress singing in a French
Cabaret; Gloria-the-disappointed-octogenarian
fighting to maintain her will to live; and Gloria-
the-Elder reflecting on what it means to be an
Elder and what is required to earn that title.

Miguel required her cane to move about. She
kept her script close in case her memory failed. At
times, her breathing was laboured. But despite it
all, this aged, cumbersome container, which
houses stories within stories within stories, was
able to transcend its own mortal decay. The script
she carried was soon abandoned, as she straddled
multiple layers of existence and identity in worlds
that she could both see and make us see. Her
cane at times became a Chaplinesque prop, which
she flourished with cheeky aplomb as she danced.
At other times, the cane lay forgotten on the floor
as she embodied a fulsome seductress holding us
in thrall singing in husky tones “La Vie En Rose.”
We gasped. And when she threw her rose into the
audience, the young girls in the front row fought
each other to catch it as if she were a rock star.

ple layers of existence and identity
in worlds that she could both see
and make us see.

by

breath to carry their words. Something Blue: A
momentary indulgence in loneliness and regret.
The pain of being abandoned, forgotten, discarded.
The fear of what comes next. And the purity with
which this new relationship between Elder and
younger [(in the moment of performance) must be
invested despite that pain, despite those fears.

ELDERS: The Payoff

In attendance that evening were sixty students
from my Native Theatre course at Brock
University. Every one of these students was under
the age of thirty. And apart from one young woman
of Jamaican and Rappahannock descent, all of
these students were Euro-Canadians. | identify
these students here because although | (as an
Anishinaabekwe) have been speaking of the
importance of Elders in my community and of their
importance in Native theatre, | contend that their
absence on stage is not just a problem for Native
theatres, affecting how these serve their commu-
nities. The silencing of the aged, the weak, and the
differently abled is a problem that diminishes and
(dis)affects all communities.

| had my Brock students submit written
responses around their reception of Gloria
Miguel's performance. Many of these young peo-
ple had already lost their grandparents, and sud-
denly they were seeing what else they had lost
with these ancestors. They mourned the stories
they would never hear and the knowledge they
could no longer access. These things, some con-
fessed, they had not properly valued. These things



SHAKING THE PALUWALA TREE / by Jill Carter

had belonged to the past, and they had been
looking ahead into the future. Now they wondered
what that future would lack without the legacy that
they had allowed to slip through their fingers.

Others were more hopeful. Their grandparents
still lived. They had Elders in their neighbourhoods,
in their churches, even in their homes. And after
seeing Miguel's performance, something had
changed for all of these students: every one of
them had outlined a plan to address the troubling
lacuna that has sprung up between their
generation and the generations that precede
them. Such plans included scheduling weekly or
monthly visits to particular Elders; some included

taken her back to her community where she and
visual artist/costume designer Erika Iserhoff
(Swampy Cree), under the direction of Floyd Favel
and Monique Mojica, have partnered with Swampy
Cree Elders. These repositories of communal
memory gave their stories to Brunette and
Iserhoff who wove them together and gave them
back in a workshop performance, which was
intended to solicit commentary and criticism from
the Elders as they received their telling. But the
aftermath of this very early stage in the work was
an exciting surprise to all: reading their own
stories from the archives that are the bodies of
Brunette and Iserhoff, the Elders began to
remember long-forgotten remedies (this for tape-
worm, that for lungs, this for burns, that for...) as

to weave these lately recovered texts into the

C( they began to riff off of the duo’s performance and

experience of the theatrical event (Brunette).
Precious IK (Indigenous Knowledge] that may have
been forever lost was re-membered and woven
into legacy, which will inform the lives of future

What is lost to a culture when its
Elders are prohibited access to its
nation’s stages?

b

planned trips to their grandparents’ birthplaces;
some included learning their grandparents’ lan-
guages; some, documenting their grandparents’
stories. And some included putting those Elders
onstage. Furthermore, the responses of these stu-
dents reflected a collective shift in attitude
towards the craft for which they are training. For
instance, in one of the more passionate responses
| received, a young man wrote, “ As an actor, one
of the first things | was taught was never to tell the
audience something, but to show them. After
watching this performance, | totally disagree with
what | was taught” (Student). In every one of these
students, a new internal structure—quite unlike
the internal frameworks that had governed their
actions and attitudes before this encounter—was
beginning to take shape.

What is lost to a culture when its Elders are
prohibited access to its nation’s stages? “Organic
continuity”2 is interrupted. The future is forever
altered and perhaps irreparably compromised
because the past has been lost. And the past has
been lost because relationships have been
fractured. Of course, this does not mean that our
communities’ stories have value only if an Elder is
telling them. Elders do not always need to be on
the stage. But active and ongoing relationships
with our Elders—their pro-active involvement in
the transmission of Story—are required.

Swampy Cree playwright/performer Candace
Brunette is a student and practitioner of
Storyweaving. And from within this process, she
has been developing her Omushkego Water
Stories for the last two years. This project has

generations. Within a short space of time, the first
key stage in the process of decolonization3 was
well under way in this community. And that jour-
ney—like the Omushkego Water project—has only
just begun!

When contemporary Native dramaturgical
models are constructed upon specific tribal tradi-
tions, the possibilities for remembering and re-
membering are great indeed. As our nations’
storytellers work within these traditionally based
models, other “bodies” are remembered. Further,
as the structure of what Floyd Favel has called
tradition’s “younger brother” (30) is being
internally reconfigured (that is, the internal
decolonization of its artists), so too will its outer
structure (that is, the architecture and administration
of the theatre itself] begin to change its shape to
accommodate those bodies (Carter 175).

Here in the house of Paluwala it seems that
this can be no easy feat. But as Monique Mojica
and Ric Knowles remind us, “Doing Aboriginal
theatre, and doing research for Aboriginal per-
formance creation, means something different [for
our peoples] than it does for other communities” (5).
The processual model that Mojica is building has
evolved from the work of her mother and aunties
before her; it contributes to the ongoing project of
decolonization, affecting healing and transforma-
tion in artist and audience alike. Like
Spiderwoman, from whose processual web she
has been “spun” (Turtle Gals 325), Mojica’s methods
are informed by the aesthetic and cosmological
principles that govern Kuna Gathering House
Chants, Medicine Chants, architecture, and the art
of mola-making. Her work is designed to shake
the Paluwala tree in the site of public spectacle
that we might begin to erect internal gathering
houses—traditional spaces of story that connect
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the generations, spaces of relationship that breed
organic continuity, spaces in which we come face
to face with our pre-colonized selves.

With Chocolate Woman Dreams the Milky

Fall 2009), she has come to the conclusion that
perhaps shaking the Paluwala tree is not enough;
like her ancestors before her, she will have to fell
that tree entirely and build her own house from the
ground up (“Storying”).

Way, Mojica has already begun to look for ways to
dismantle the existing structures that threaten to
bar her mother from the stage. As she prepares
for its third developmental phase (commencing

NOTES

T Native Performance Culture (NpC] is a term that | borrow from Floyd Favel. For more than a decade, Floyd Favel—in partner-
ship with Muriel Miguel, Monique Mojica, and other Indigenous artists around the world—has worked to develop performative
and dramaturgical processes, which are informed by specific tribal traditions and ceremonial praxis without utilizing these in a
misappropriative manner.

2 | borrow this phrase from Muriel Miguel, who uses it to express how her own work as artist and teacher and the works of
Spiderwoman Theatre have been influenced by the generations that precede the Miguel sisters and reverberate throughout the
generations that will follow them (Interview).

3 Hawaiian scholar Poka Laenui outlines five crucial steps in the project of decolonization: i) recovery/rediscovery; i) mourning;
i) dreaming; iv] commitment; and v] action (152-58).
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