CURRICULUM CONNECTION

GERI KEAMS

Art Form: Storytelling
Style: Traditional
Culture: Native American

MEET THE ARTIST:

Geri Keams was born and raised on the reservation in the
Painted Desert region of Arizona. Her grandmother; a well-
known Navajo rug weaver, taught her the importance of
passing on the stories of the 'Old Ones.' Geri has shared
these stories in schools and museums all over the United
States, including the Smithsonian Institution and the John F
Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts. She graduated from
the University of Arizona with a degree in drama.An
accomplished actress, Geri is best known for her role in the
classic western, "The Outlaw Josey Wales," with Clint
Eastwood, and for the title role in the ABC TV Children's
Special, "The Secret of Lizard Woman." A published poet, her
work can be found in the anthologies The Remembered Earth,
A Gathering of Spirit,and When Clouds Threw This Light. Geri is
also the author of two colorful children's books, Snail Girl
Carries Water and Grandmother Spider Brings the Sun.

ABOUT THE PERFORMANCE:

Navajo storyteller Geri Keams dramatically brings traditional
Native American myths and legends to life on stage. Her
stories come from many tribes and include: Trickster Coyote
Tales, Creation Stories, Spiderwoman Stories, Serpent Tales
and Animal Legends. Geri also sings ceremonial chants, such
as the Beauty Way, Four Directions Chant, Sunrise Chant and
Navajo Gift Songs.

In her own words, Geri
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PREPARING FOR THE EXPERIENCE:

Myths, Folklore and Trickster Tales: The body of
oral literature that has been passed down by Native
Americans is extremely large. Family and friends have
gathered around a masterful storyteller for hundreds and
hundreds of years. Storytelling sessions served the
function that books do, instructing and entertaining. The
experience of listening to myths and tales brought the
tribe together in laughter and joyful unity. Storytelling is a
way to keep cultural heritage alive, for all peoples, for all
time.

Native American mythology focuses on a kind of story
called an origin or creation myth.The origin myth is
their nearest thing to the Christian Bible. This mythology
explains the uncharted areas of human experience, giving
form to man's imaginative explanation of the world and
its mysteries. Origin myths also contain the directions and
authority for the carrying out of ceremonies and rites.

Folk tales are secular stories. Although things happen in
them which could never occur in ordinary life and are
hence part of the supernatural order of events, they are
told primarily for amusement and entertainment. Among
the stories in the ancient tribal collections were those
that told of a number of "animal-gods" -- supernatural
beings who could take human form, but who most often
appeared in the shape of specific animals, like Bear, Deer
or Eagle.These animal-gods were believed to have been
the first "People" who lived on the earth, and who shared
it for a time with human beings after they appeared in the
freshly-made world.

Nearly every tribe has a special group of stories featuring
a being who takes the form of a

describes her storytelling: "l am
a weaver of words. Storytelling
gives me the opportunity to
intertwine the tradition of orally
handed down stories of the
Native American cultures with
the contemporary experiences
of my life and lives which
continue to survive in the
present age."

This unique storytelling
performance communicates the
experiences of Native American
tradition and culture in ways
that are educational,

particularly clever and mischievous
animal. These stores are called
Trickster tales.The nearest
equivalent in English would be the Br'er
Rabbit stories. The Trickster of some
tribes of southeastern America was
Hare or Rabbit; for eastern forest tribes
it was Bluejay; and among the peoples of
the northwest coast of the Pacific
Ocean, the Trickster was Raven. In
California, in the Southwest and in
Mexico, the Trickster took his name
from the sly dog-like animal who skulked
around the villages hunting gophers,
scavenging the refuse piles and stealing
salmon and deer meat from the drying

entertaining and memorable.

racks.This Trickster was called Coyote.




DISCUSSION QUESTIONS:

« Think about the stories that you heard in the
performance.What one do you remember most
vividly? Why?

+ What characters or symbols appeared in the stories!?
Did any of the animal characters take on human
personalities or have special powers?

« Did you notice anything unique about the language of
the stories?

* What came to mind as you listened to the Navajo
ceremonial chants? Did the singing sound like any
other vocalizing you have heard before?

+ Did any of the stories remind you of stories from your
own culture? Give examples.

FRAMEWORK FOCUS - SOCIAL STUDIES:

Geri Keams is from the area of the United States known
as the fabled "four corners," embracing large chunks of
the northern parts of Arizona and New Mexico and little
pieces each of Utah and Colorado.To the Navajo, this
land is sacred.Within these |3 million acres are
breathtakingly beautiful sights not
seen anywhere else on earth -- the

ACTIVITIES TO ENHANCE THE EXPERIENCE:

@ Read a collection of "Trickster Tales" about Hare,
Bluejay, Raven or Coyote. Make a list of character traits
using adjectives to describe each animal, such as foolish,
vain, noble, wise, etc.

+ Make a sand painting based on traditional native
designs. Use a limited palette of colored sand: red, black,
yellow and blue. Choose symbols which illustrate scenes
from the stories told by Geri Keams or from other
sources about Native American culture.

« Many tribes wear headdresses and elaborate
costume pieces in their rituals and ceremonies. Create
masks and/or costumes patterned after those used by,
for example, the Zuni or Eskimo peoples. Incorporate
them into a story theatre presentation.

D Native Americans used a type of sign or notation
called pictographs which were painted on tree bark or
animal skins. Find examples to use for mural-making,
telling a simple story with selected symbols or images.

= Native American folk tales often have a moral that is

implied by certain characters' actions or the final plot

outcome. State a moral learned from any Native
American story. Describe how the

moral can be applied to your life or

red formations of Monument Valley,
the Grand Canyon, the Painted
Desert, and Mesa Verde.

Divide the class into groups and
assign each group one of these sites.
Have them research the history of
the native peoples who made it their
homeland. How did they live? What
crops did they grow? Describe their
dwellings.What tools or weapons did
they use? What crafts (pottery,
beadwork, basketry, weaving) did

experiences.

S Divide the class into small
groups to dramatize a Native
American legend or myth. Cast one
member in each group as the narrator
who will thread the story along,
revealing necessary information and
setting up the dramatic scenes to be
acted out. Select simple props or
costume pieces to help visually tell the
story. Perform the legend or myth,
improvising the dialogue and action, to

they make? Have each group make
a colorful display illustrating their
research to share in a classroom
presentation.
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create story theatre presentations.

SUGGESTED RESOURCES:

Dutton, Bertha and Olin, Caroline. Myths & Legends of
the Indians of the Southwest. Bellerophon Books, Santa
Barbara, CA: 1988.

Erdoes, Richard and Ortiz, Alfonso. American Indian
Myths and Legends. Pantheon Books, New York, NY:
1984.
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