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They Write Their Dreams on

the Rock Forever

Rock Writings in the Stein River Valley of British Columbia

Annie Zetco York, Richard Daly, and Chres Arnett,

Vanoouver: Talonbooks, 1993

Bowl of Bone/Tale of the Syuwe

Directed by Jan-Marie Martell and Annie Zetco York, 1962,

Turtle Productions in association with the Mational Film Board of Canada.

Distributed by Canadian Filmmakers Distribution West.
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Whether or not one can develop authen
tic and viable Nathve,/non-Native collabo-
rations has emerged as a central ques-
tion in Canadian art, They Write Their
Dreams on the Rock Forever and Bowl
af Bone/Tate of the Syuwe are both avi-
dence of a new level of engagement
with emerging isswes. The book and the
film represent problematic milestones
in the formation of new stances or
practices countering approperiation and
providing Tuller freedom for Native
cultural expression.

The ook and the fim ook at the
interconnected threads of traditional
healmg. art, spirituality and sacred
sites of the "MNlaka'pamux of the Fraser
Canyon reghon of interior British Colum-
bia, Thelr focus is on the experience of
ane of the foremaost traditional healers,
Annie Zetco (Zex'tko) York
{1904-1901), and the Stein Valley,
probably the largest and richest anea of
rock drawings in Canada. This vallay
was considered by traditional elders as
a “university” far local lite, art and rel
gious observance., It has also been the
focus of a8 yel unresolved contests be-
tween land claims, conservation, log
gir‘g and road building for over twenty
years, and coukd eventually be a candi-
date for & World Heritage Site designa-

tign. The film Bow of Bone/Tale of the
Syuwe is hased on a fifteenyear collab-
oration and an unfinished dialogue be-

tween Zex'tho and Jan-Marie Martell,

Both prajects ilustrate emerging
contradictions in Mative/non-Native col
laborations hal requite renewed dia-
logues on positioning and appropreation.
The major force in both of these collab-
orations, particularly from the stand-
point of Zextko, was interest in the
sharing of traditional knowledge and.
thus, in the protection of respectve
‘Mlaka'pamux sites.

An additional motive for making
Bowl of Bone,/Tale of the Syuwe in-
wolves an exploration of traditional "Ma
ka'pamuxan healing and the frendships
batween York, her cousin Asthr
Urguhart and filmmaker Martell, There

is a complex and often overwhelming al-

ternation between of a kind of personal-
ized documentary of actual interactions
between Annie and Arthur and accounts
of traditional shamanism, Because An-
nie amd Arthur both had parents with
miged ‘Mlaka'pamux and European
backgrounds, they were non-status Na-
tives and were therefore exempt from
being required to go to residantial
schools. Because they also chose 1o re
main unmarried, they were chosen Dy
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traditional elders to be trained as keep
ers of traditional "Mlaka paEmus culbure
Martell states early on that,

I'want 1o belang here and learm from
i but | feel disguali
fied 50 I'm here pretending to make

Arthur and An

a fibm.... Like & usedess shadow. |'va
ben dagging Annig in hopes of
earning froem her but she can't tleach
me, I'm nob part of her famiby. | don't
bedang bere

Toward the end of the 114 minute
film, Martel looks at photographs of An
nie and Arthur's "Mlaka pamue and
Métis relatives, nating “these people
feel like my family, It hurts 1o ook at
them in this way because they are baing
seen as something that is dead.” Bo-
tween and arcund these points the nar-
rative progresses from an introduction
of Annie and Arthur and the Frasor
Camyon toa narraticn of Martell™s back-
ground, a descriplion of traditional "Nla
ka'pamux medcinal plants, and then to
dual cnges, the death of Zex tko’s men
tor and guardian, Aunt Josophine, and
the logging of the traditional burial site
ol thiir ancestors, It then becomas
clear that Annie had only becorme fully a
traditional healer, a sywwe, after her
protector was gong. But soon aftar, An-
mig dies of breast cancer, forcing the
central (postealonial) mythic rupture in
thi film. In 50 far as Martell is not "Nia
ka'pamux, and was busy making the
filrm, she did not apprentice as a syuwe.
This fact arders the appropriation dis-

1 fited, 194 mo Him, 2004

course, Martell does not pretend to be
able 10 take on the weighty responsibili-
ties of hor Trignd: a collaborative film is
ro substitute; and this highlights a
deeper loss.,

The fAlmmaker's strategy to over-
come the pressures for appropriation is
1o put her “cultural baggage™ up front.
In defence of this approach, relation-
ships batwean the collaborators are
complex and must be carefully under-
stood before the lessons that Zex’tho
wishes to impart can be unveiled. The
“active [Matne) informant™ has a better
chance of taking contral of her own po-
sition when the documentarian clarifies
which parts of the film are more about
his/her own experience. More problem-
atic tham Martell's personal baggage, is
the inadequate recognition of the impor-
tance aof particular sites even while
Martell notes, “the landscape is a reg-
istry of dreams.. .every place has a sto-
ry and a name.” But the underlying in-
ternal constraint of the film is that the
names are only partially remembered.
This compounds both the personal and
cultural losses.

With all of its seif-conscious heavi-
ness, it is fair to say that this document
represents a significant development in
the Canadian documentary tradition
away from the relationship of {white)
filmmaker fethnographer and (Native|
subject/source of cultural informa
tion/ " cultural worker® toward something
more directly controlled by the “infor
mant” and more obvously the result of
provisional decisions between the ndl
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viduals invalved. The film construcis a
brooding Eabyrinth of memary, loss, dis-
appaintment and dreams that spans a
number of eras and cultures, but which
Is more often about the filmmaker,

While the film foatage of Zex'tho in-
volves considerable information and
poserful imagery, in They Wrlte Their
Dreams on the Rock Forever, Zextko's
imerpretations of the Stein pictographs
and petroghyphs anly begin o assert
mer own worldview and aesthetics, as
wedl as provide linkages U issues of
art, site and representation, Unfortu
nately, the effect of the recorders” ac
tive intervention and direction in these
interviews is 0 de-emphasize queshions
of source and location, central o site-
based art, in favour of reducing the
drawings 10 “a Torm of non-alphabetic
literacy” which “transcend those of
works of art” (Daly, p. 223}. Bul this
view of “art” is perhaps less consistent
with bath contemporary and traditional
Mative art practice than with some nine-
teanth century Eurocentric frameworks.

The reduction to line, form, juxta-
position, space and sequence, 1o "pic-
tarial literacy”™ precludes consideration
of the lower Stein Valley as a cohasive
and living configuration of sites of cul
ftural expression, and can be argued 1o
b a&n insidious form of colonialism, par
ticularfy as the area takes on an ex-
panding role in renewed Mative ceremo-
ny and reflection. In this case, the (Na-
tiver} “informant” is stifl being used to
suppart the (non-neutral} aesthetic in-
terpratation of the (white) "“recorder”
in exthange for the somewhat Faustian
bargain of limited support for
land claims.

Daly has the last word in this well-
produced book, asking, “How are we to
braak the code, and read definitively the
writings on rocks... 7" [reviewer's am-
phasis|. Break the code for whom and
for whose purposes? The answers to
these questions, which diverge for Na
tive and non-Mative individuals, groups
and communities, have tfremendous im-
plications for strategies to better under-
stand, appreciate and protect Mative
representations and sites—espacially
since most are still vulnerable to road
bullding and vandalism, as is the in-
tegrity of the entire valley,



These are also questions for much
of contempaorary art, where relation
ships of skte and performance are in
creasingly central, But rather than pur-
sue such a revised "reading” of the
drawings, it is more crucial to support
ongoing Natve-centred reinterpretations
that are not filkered by outside experts
and that reflect the reality of the multi-
plicity of (Native) perspectives, purpos-
es and strategies. It is these emearging
processes of contermporary "Mlaka’pa
s réappropriation and place-making
that the book, unfartuenately, negates

The most problematic aspect of
bth the film and the book 15 the lack of
non-ANative focus on the site-based na
ture of "Niaka'pamux culture and knowl-
edge. Jex'tho was constantly framing
her experience from within the Landg
scape, and the recording tends to re-
monwve this from the respective narra-
thves—information that makes *land
claims,” with their many implications,
more compelling. An achievament of
these projects is how these bwo diamet
rically opposite experiences of culture
and terrlory arg 20 poignantly illustrat
ed. It is a testament to the personal
digraty of Annee @nd Arthur that the con
temporany politics remain secondary to
h lore that may take
generations to be fully appreciated
and understood.

The “cades” have not been brokean
in these two treatments, nor may they
ever be outside of the shamanic and Ta:
milial contexs & 'Mlaka ' parmux., But
noreMative obfuscation, the vestiges of
a colonially cultivated Dlendness 1o site
and cultural memaory. emerges as the
primary abstachs 1o deeper understand
Ing. In the wake of this, more specihc
and critical strategies are inevitable,
particularly for 'Niaka pamus-defined
linkages between land ciaims. conser-
vation, cultural observance, and yes,
the making of art.
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Spontaneous Combustion

In 1989, disillusionad with the lack of
prospects to show their work locally, the
members of the provocatively named
Spontanecus Combustion collective
rented the stunning former industrial
showroom of the Massey Ferguson
compiex and wowed the Toronto public.
Remarkable for its independence from
the gallary systermn, the exhibition of pre
dominantly technology-based work was
one of the first Lo represent a genera
tign of artists who had been virtually ex
sluded from 2ol and curated axhibl
lions, critical attention and even individ
ual grants, & decade earlier, arts coun
cils had proveded funding to similar
artists’ collectives to programme art in
thelr owm centres
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In Mowvembers 1993, with the reces-
sion mow hitting the financial district,
the coflective rented a suite of rooms in
the Confederation Life building at Rich
mond and Yonge Streets. With its plush
offices, shining washrooms, hushed
board rooms and twenty-foot-high cei
ings. it made for an unusual location in
which to wiew art, especially work exam
ining a cross section of issues such as
family, technology, representiation
toursm, homaphobia and the media.

in @ corner office, Gwean MacGre-
EU'.'-‘ nslallation Sody of Knowiedge, a
consideration of women's relationship
to technodogy. incorporates rotting fruit
ani et engraved o
Across @ wall of windows, dozens of

1 hrass stnps.
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