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discussion with the Tuma performers. The performance came to life in stages
with the initial rough outline gaining greater detail, songs and dances. The
elders were on stage during public performances. storv telling. dancing,
singing, performing characters, and commenting on the performance as it
unfolded. Because of their age and inexperience as theatre performers, the
elders sometimes forgot lines or the sequence of the stories. This fact and
who they were as personalities, was worked into the texture of the
performance with the Tuma performers occasionally helping the women
along. As a consequence the performance took on an informal. spontaneous,
and communal feel befitting its cultural context. The performance was similar
to how elders would tell stories to their children and grandchildren at summer
fish camp. In a sense the audience (both native and non-native) vicariously
became an Athabaskan community. Evelyne would often surprise the
performers by expanding on her stories, or launch into a never before
rehearsed story, advice, or song during performance. Such occurrences were
surprising and remarkable. After one such occasions, Evelvne simply
remarked Itjust come to me. Maybe it is my ancestors. Thev think vou should
know that story.

Yupik Arnaq was similarly developed, however with onlv one performer,
Theresa John, who was also the source material. To develop the performance
Theresa (a Yupik from the village of Toksook Bav) provided both personal
and cultural source material. The performance was shaped through a several
month process of discussions and performance explorations. During the
process others would attend rehearsals, offering comments and suggestions.
My role during the process progressed from that of interviewer to dramaturg,
then director. Having known her for nearly ten vears our rehearsal were
often debates regarding a wide range of topics, mcludmg personal, political,
cultural, racial, and gender issues. For aYupik to perform a one-person show
was a tradition breaking. Being communal and consensus in social orientation,
the Yupik frown upon individuals stepping out of the crowd. It is culturally
ingrained that such action is arrogant. For a woman to do so was especially
provocative within its cultural context. However, for Theresa those culturally
imposed restrictions needed to be broken in order to address the issues of
how individual, modern Yupik (men and women) struggle to live in two
worlds. Like Naam/Genehu, the performance was well received bv both native
and non-native audiences. Yupik Arnaq was viewed by manv Yupiks as an
important declaration of Yupik culture and the under appreciated role of
women. Other issues raised by the performance included how images, stories,
and ideas of the Yupik people have been appropriated and mis-represented
by anthologist and others who seek to exploit the culture for their own gain.

Sound, Space and Emotion

Tuma Theatre explored ancient Yupik, Inupiat, Athabaskan, and Inuit
languages for their literal meanings and for how each specific language
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formulated its sounds of the mouth, throat and articulators to convey emotion
and ideas. English. albeit the lingua franca of the class, was recognized within
our performance context as a power language with much political, social,
and cultural baggage. It was a language to be used with sensitivity and
consciousness and not simply as the most convenient communicator.

Need English be included in an Alaska native performance? How and
whyr Tuma performances such as Child From the Sea used no English at all.
The use of English leads the audience to certain assumptions and
expectations. It brackets a performance within a rational and linear
perspective thereby subverting the affective, atmospheric understanding
required for the presentation of the Alaska native world view. In Paul Jumbo’s
Ltetmun the modern Young Eskimo man only spoke English which
demonstrated his removal from the ancient ways of his Yup’ik-only speaking
grandfather. Ultimately, it was the emotions communicated through sound
and movement that brought the Young Man, Grandfather, and the Animals
together. When the Young Hunter found himself confused by the modern
world at the end of “Qavaq,” the utterance of spoken English came, after
nearly and hour into the performance, like a shock, slashing the atmosphere
like a knife. It was exactly the effect we had hoped for.

On the most obvious level the use of a native tongue offered a certain
sound poetry. Alaska native languages use the mouth and back of the throat
to produce many unique sounds unfamiliar to many and seldom heard in
public. The Eagle’s Gift included the use of Greenland Inuit, spoken by
exchange student Karen Kielsen; Athabaskan, spoken by Paul Mountain;
Yup'ik spoken by Theresa John, Ringo Jimmy, and Esther Stauffer; and
Inupiaq. spoken by Wilma Brown. The performers not understanding each
other’s language was inconsequential to the creation and maintenance of
the performance atmosphere. In Inua, produced by Tuma in 1995, the Tuma
performers experimented with English and applied it from a native point-
of-view. This approach neutralized the English language’s baggage, putting
iton equal terms (for those not speaking a native tongue) with the indigenous
languages used. and significantly opened English to new expressive possibility.

The choice of using a native tongues in performance, even though the
majority of the audience could not understand one, was deliberate if not
provocative. The gesture of having Paul Jumbo in Utetmun or Paul Mountain
in The Eagle’s Gift speak entire monologues in Yupik and Athabaskan
respectively. politically and artistically demonstrated that the performance
was on in native terms. and that the audience must go to the performance
because the performance will not come to them. For native speakers the use
of native tongues on a public stage was a source of pride, implied their
language and culture were flourishing and on equal footing with English.
The use of native languages prompted Tuma theatre member Melanie Brown,
an Inupiaq raised in Anchorage. to learn her ancestral tongue. Others, such
as non-native Geoffrev Stauffer have gone on to become fluent in Yup’ik.
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For some native students speaking in their native tongue was simplv more
comfortable. One assignment asked students to tell a storv told to them bv
an elder. Yupik Erma Hooper became verv stiff and tense when it was her
turn to speak before the group. After a few difficult sentences I asked her to
tell the story in Yupik. Suddenly her entire body and emotional range opened.
Initially her hands were stiff at her side and her head bowed. When she
began speaking Yupik, however, she cracked a big smile. was gesticulating,
and began illustrating all of the actions of the storv. She told the group later
that she doesn’t feel alone when speaking Yupik: It is like my grandma and
ancestors are with me. Repeatedly Tumas native participants proved their
comfort and emotional connectedness while using their native tongue on
stage.

Chant is a fundamental emotional expression of Alaska native people.
With few exceptions, chants are pure sounds with no cognitive meaning.
Meaning comes through emotional connection, phvsical evocation. and
repetition. Many songs of Alaska natives are simplv pure sound chants without
any literal meaning; those songs having descriptive words also have substantial
chant choruses. Chanting allows for a direct emotional communication
between the performers and audience. Chant is a pre-cognitive
communication both highly personal and communal (using and reaffirming
sounds particular to the culture). Quite literally chant allows one person to
vibrate another. Chant allows the performer to speak pure and direct feelings
to another human being. The repetitive, cvclical movement of chant is also
significant for two reasons: 1) it evokes cyclical world view and 2) allows for
the performer to evolve a physical/emotional connection and depth of
expression. Chant expressions, like the dance movements of the Yupik and
Inupiat, find their origin in daily and subsistence activity. Manv chant sounds
and patterns echo animal grunts, sound of the wind, sea, or subsistence
activity. Many geographically and culturally specific chants were incorporated
into the Ritual Preparation and figured prominently in Tuma Theatre
performances. The most frequently used Yup’ik and Inupiat chant sounds
included:

Yuu- yu rru- u u

Unga ya ha ha

Ya Ya raa raa

Nga a- ya ya ya

U-v-u lu a-nga gu -u

Aaya-i ya-a nga ya-iyaa-a

Tuma productions also applied chant sound as a wav to identifv or

emotionally qualify a moment. This type of vocal commenting went far to
add a musical texture and emotional complexity to the performances. It

also was a way to tell the story across cultures—the communication was pure,
direct and beyond cultural qualifiers. During Tumas production of Inua
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(1993). Theresa John and I performed the roles of the angalkuq (shaman)
who facilitated the telling of nine stories. Throughout the performance
Theresa and I would comment on the action by using sounds and chants. At
times the use of pure sounds. such as Ji yi yi yi yi/in disapproval of a character’s
action. would be unrehearsed, coming randomly and improvisationally, as
inspired by the performance. Because of Theresa’s knowledge of Yupik she
would often comment, in Yup'ik, on the action from the side while I would
chant or vocalize a commentary using chant. This application of native
language. chant, and sound added texture, and gave expression to
spontaneity.

Place and Expression

The dance traditions of the Yupik and Inupiat were strongly influenced
by the cramped quarters of a villages ceremonial house, known variously as
the Kashim, Qasigi, or men’s house. These semi-subterranean houses were
where the communitv gathered, performing a wide range of social,
ceremonial. and ritual practices during the long and dark winter.

Because of the lack of architecturally supportive material on the treeless
tundra these houses were small. The smallness was, however, compatible to
the small hunting groups that organized the Yupik and Inupiat. With
driftwood from the Yukon river the Yupik created roof beams. The Inupiat,
bow head whalers, used the ribs of the worlds largest animal for roof supports
to enable them to build larger ceremonial houses. Being in a traditional
Inupiat ceremonial house was like being in the belly of a whale, their primary
subsistence food.

Performance for the Yup'ik and Inupiat people is a transformational
space where for a moment the wholeness of reality is exposed and celebrated.
Traditional ceremonial houses of both the Yupik and Inupiat were less
metaphors and more manifestations of the Alaskan Eskimo universe. Their
womb-like nature was both practical and in keeping with origin myths of
people coming from the earth as wolves. To enter a traditional ceremonial
house a person had to crawl on all fours through an Arctic entry before
standing up in the community house—a reminder of their animal to human
transformation. One can imagine the impression such an entrance had
considering the only illumination was a flickering fire or seal oil lamp and
evervone entering had animal fur parkas. The smoke hole represented the
upper world. the fire pit the lower world, the ceremonial house itself was
the human world. The three levels symbolizing their cosmological belief in
three parallel realties and how though performance there is an interplay
between these realities. Traditionally built ceremonial houses have not existed
since the late 1970s. having been replaced by village community halls and
school gvmnasiums.

Tuma Theatre adopted the traditional ceremonial house as its practical
and metaphoric performance space model. The studio space, which exists
in the basement of the Fine Arts Building, was stripped of its ceiling tiles
and painted black. It was in this dark, womb-like space that most of our
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exploratory and training work occurred. In contrast. the University of Alaska
mainstage theater is a capacious 420 seat proscenium theatre highly
inappropriate for the performance requirements of Tuma. Wooden risers
were brought onto the stage (with painted curtains behind them) to establish
an intimate 200 seat performance space conducive to Tuma’s culturally
specific expression. The average performance space created was
approximately 14 feet by 14 feet and surrounded, depending upon the
performance, on either three or four sides by audience.

Like its inspiration and traditional model, Tuma Theatre performances
stressed an intimacy, comfort, and interaction with its community. To help
facilitate this the tiered seating units were without chairs for the first three
rows. The top row had chairs for those, generally older people. who need
the back support. The padded open seating was by its nature informal,
creating a familiar, open, and village-like atmosphere. The lack of seating
structure motivated more interaction between audience members who could
lounge, adjust, and hold their children informally. The movements and
comments of audience members along with the occasional cries of children
became a part of the performance atmosphere.

Tuma performances highlighted either direct or indirect audience
interaction. Josh Weiser developed a traditional Raven character which
became a prominent part of both Qayaq and Utetmun. Plaving the Raven
trickster (a creator figure for Alaska native people) he intervened variously
throughoutboth productions serving as motivator, trouble maker. and action
manipulator. Establishing a link with the audience he would often play tricks,
improvisationally entertain, and guide the performance action.

The trapped stage floor of the UAF theatre provided an opportunit- for
Tuma performances to included a central fire pit and a varietv other floor
entrances. The use of a central fire pit and such floor entrances were highly
theatrical and expressed the transformational and multiple levels of reality
that underlay the performance. We used a fog machine and lights for our
fire pit, leaving room, as in traditional Kashims, for performers to enter and
exit from the pit. The Tuma performances Qayag: The Magical Man (1991),
Child From the Sea (1992), Utetmun (1992), Eagle’s Gift (1993) and Inua (1995)
all extensively applied the use of the fire pit and other “animal” or “spirit”
holes representing pathways to other realities in the Yup'ik and Inupiat world
view. The use of so many floor holes for entrances were also practical. for it
allowed for the quick and fluid entrance /exit of performers when no standing
scenery existed. Its inspiration however, came from the Yup'ik belief that
shamans flew into the sky to star which were actually holes in the sky. Entering
the hole the shaman would find themselves in a parallel world spirit Kashim
where every action had a direct effect on what happen in the human village.
For the Tuma performer entering though the floor holes, the performance
space was the Kashim existing through the stars. It was a place of origins.
Whatever happen in this kashim happened on earth.
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In keeping with this transformational quality stage actions lived in the
shadows. Though using modern electrical lighting instruments the feel of
mystery and unreality, similar to what we speculated it was like to watch a
traditional performance in a fire-lit kashim, was affected by lighting that was
generally low in intensity and positioned at severe angles. Light shift
motivation often related to emotional or spiritual changes in the action—
that being the story line we wished the audience to follow. Location shifts
were also highlighted and as a consequence location, time and space melded.

To address the needs of this kind of theatre lighting designer Kade
Mendelowitz. set and lighting designer Hugh Hall, and costume designer
Tara Maginnis evolved a Tuma Theatre style. The style was not only revealed
in how things appeared on stage but just as significantly included how they
conceptualized and worked with the performance evolution process. Tuma
performance rehearsals would begin with either a group of stories or simply
ideas. Though discussion and rehearsal attendance the designers would work
with the group and become a part of the consensus. The exchange of ideas
and suggestions between the performers and designers was encouraged and
often proved fruitful.

The use of flown in objects, as if from the upper world, further elaborated
on the performance tradition of things “flying” from the other world.
Traditionallv a sinew rope coated with soot to disguise it was stretch across a
kashim. On the rope elaborately carved birds or other objects would
theatrically flvacross the kashim to the amazement of spectators. In traditional
times the Yup'ik and Inupiat also used sophisticated puppets in performance.
For Qayagdesigner Hugh Hall re<created an elaborate multi-tiered “heaven”
modeled on those used for traditional Yup’ik ceremonies. Constructed of
feathers, sinew, and wood, the “heaven” was attached to the wrist of the lead
drummer and danced with the rhythm of the beat. All Tuma performances,
except Naam/Gen Enu (1996) have variously applied flown objects, puppets,
and carved figures.

The Tuma Theatre style, like traditional performance rituals and
ceremonies. has generally stressed the highly theatrical and at times visually
fantastical. Props. costume, and mask were the primary devices used by Tuma
with the communication emphasizing the performer and their vocal,
movement. and spiritual totality. The performance The thematic emphasis
pervading the performance is transformation. Nothing is as it seems to be,
everything is simultaneously what it is, yet at the same time something greater.
Every prop. mask. dance movement, word or chant aspires to an essence of
its meaning. The simplicity, grounded in pragmatism and a clarity of purpose,
is the ideal way to suggest the greater complexity of their transformational
and dvnamicallv interconnected world view.

The Continuum

For the Yupik and Inupiat. the braid of meaning-reality-context, has
remained as thev have. as a part of the earth they inhabit. They, like other



30 RICCIO

indigenous people, recognize that they remain a part of something greater
than themselves. The forms and meanings of what surrounds them are a
part of them. It through their performance expression thev recognize and
celebrate that sense of greater belonging. Performance is a moment of magic
by which to glimpse the ephemeral and ineffable wonders of a greater whole
we know but will never understand.

When I accepted my position at the Universitv of Alaska-Fairbanks. I had
no idea what I was getting into. In a way I still do not fully understand what
itis I do. And maybe that is as it should be. In this way I will alwavs stav alert
in respect for the mystery surrounding me. Though the work presented above
may seem logical and systematic in progression, it was not. How does one
reveal on paper the personal interactions, contradictions, frustrations, jovs,
revelations, and instinct that was all a part of Tuma. The work is not done,
nor can it ever be done. That is the humility revealed by the work. I am only
a part of something much greater than I will ever know. Tuma theatre was
but one manifestation of the cyclical continuum of the Yup'ik and Inupiat
people.
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