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communities. Johnson explains, “Dickie Bird’s mother [Black

Lady Halked] gave birth to him, leaning against a lurid
jukebox, in the Dickie Bird Tavern after which he was named.
Her severe bouts of drinking resulted in the fetal aicohcl
syndrome which left Dickie Bird both mute and emotionally
unstable” (261) .

In true Cree trickster fashion, Nanabush relives an
event where lessons need be learned; in this case, 1t is
Blacx Lady Halked’s behaviour during pregnancy. Plerre and
Spooky tell the story and Nsnabush demcnstrates, warns and
reminds us of the lasting consequences of cur actlons:

“Nine months pregnant and naked, she holds a bottle of beer
up in the air and is drunk almost senseless

Nanabush/Black Lady Halked, begins toc writhe and scream,
ilaugning and crying hysterically at the same time and as she
does, her water breaks” (%92-3). Pierre, the boctiegger of
the community adds, “And that’s when Dickie RBird Halked, as
we know him, came ragin’ out from his mother’s womb . . . in
between beexrs, right there on the floor”(93). Prior to
European contact FAS was not a facteor in the health of
Native communities. As in the historical narratives of the
Crees, Nanabush, in Dry Lips, teaches and brings to light
the seriocusness of inappropriate behaviour like BRlack Lady

Halked’s mixing alcchol with pregnancy. We do not witness

Nanabush preaching 1ike the character, Spcoky Lacrolx, a
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borr-again Christiarn. Nanabush recreates various scenariocs
of what can be; whereas, Spcoky rambles on about the way
things willi end:

When the world comes tc an end? The sky will cpen up.

The clouds will part. And the Lord will come down in &

holy wvapor. And orly those who are born-again

Christian will go with him when he goes back up. And

the rest? They will die. Rig Jcey, for instance, they

will go to nell and they will burn for their wicked,
whorish ways. But we will be taxen up into the clouds

To spend eternity surrcunded by the wondrocus and tThe

mystical glory of god. Clear as a picture, Dickie Bird

Halked, clear as a picture. So I'm telling you right

now, you’wve got fto read the book. {37)

Kenneth Lincoln explores the teaching role trickster
encompasses within traditional Cree stories: “Comicaxly
algspossessed, for the most part disregarding
interdependencies, Trickster stays on the prowl in the
shadows of time, never satisfied, alert to whatever new
original sin disrupts the world and keeps 1t going on
going”({147). ©Nanabush is on the “prow.” throughout the
entire play. She transforms into the memories cof Black Lady
Halked and becomes the spirit of Patsy Pegahmagahbow, Simon
Starplanket’s fiancé.

In Dry Lips, Simon represents the younger generation,
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the future of the community. He believes it is his
responsibility to the Wasaychigan Hill community To bring
back the traditional ways through the drum and through
Indian dancing (45}. Prior to Simon’s speech, scene III
opens with “the magical flickering of a luminescent powwow
cancing bustle . . . & second-and larger-busile appears on
the upper level of the set . . . The two bustles “play” with
each cther almost affectionately, looking like two giant
fire flies . . . The smaller bustie finally reaches the
downstage area and from behind it emerges the face of Simen
Starkblanket. He 1s dancing and chanting in a forest made of
light and shadcocws. The larger bustle remains on the upper
level; behind it is the entire perscn of Nansbush as the
spirit of Patsy Pegahmagahbow” (38). Simon states, “we’ve
get to learn to dance again” (43). Although, the only other
person to witness Simon’s speech besides Nanabush is
Zachary, it seems he 1s the one who needs to hear 1t the
most. Rather than acting respensibly toward his wife and
child ¢r finalizing his plans for his future business, a
bakery, he wakes up at “Gazelle Nataway’s place with no
shorts on” {45). Simon Starblanket dies in the play 2ut his
message 1s delivered, his words remain and so do the dance
images created between him and Nanabush.

Highway relies on a traditional Cree storytelling

formet as the basis for the dramatic structure of Dry Lips.
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Zachary 1s present during Simocn’s speech, and s¢ he is

warned and urged by Simon that “something has toc be done” to
bring back the people’s power (43). Simon states he 1is
going to bring the drum back to the community even 1f it
kills him (52). This forewarning is similar Tc¢ traditional
Cree narratives; Kenneth Lincoln explains its use in
Trickster stories:
The inverse unknowns in ail this tricking, by way cof
narrative parable, make the Cree conscious of radically
contingent variables to keep alive. They survive a
deceptive wcrld vital within critical play. Acted out
dangers, comic or close to the bore, ssrve f{o waxe
listeners up with well imaginesd fear. Skeptism grounds
sympathy to keep the heart honest. The tales pcint
toward a certain cautious empathy with an
anpredictable, uncontrolled world. (1323
Dry Lips is abcut Indian people waking up and taking
responsipblility for the future of their community. At the
end cf the play, Zachary wakes up and realizes ne dreamed
all of the horrific events of the play, including the
Gazelle Nataway's eplsode. He wakes up con his own couch and
sees his wife, Hera Keechigeesik, carrying their baky (127).
Dry Lips, as the play’s epigraph suggests, exposes the
poison so the healing can take place. For example, Dickile

Bird’s kiolecgical father, Big Joey, finally acknowledges
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him, “Eehee, Nigocsis Keetha. Mootha Wellington Halked

Kipapa. Neetha . . . kipapa. (*Yes. You are my son.
Weliington Halked is not your father. I'm . . . your
father.’”)” (101). Two tragic events occur inr the play which

shzke the community members into talking ana intec taking
acticn, the death of Simon Starblanket, and the brutal rape
of Patsy by Dickie Bird.

Bccording to Mark Shackleton, “Patsy’'s rape with a
crucifix is symbclically the rape of Native culture by the
forces of c¢olonizing Christianity, but as Patsy 1s really
cne of the incarnations of the spirit of Narabush, the
shape-shifting trickster can abscrb the pain and survive”
{218). This statement supports the idea that Nanabush draws
attention to the areas in Indian communities where changes
need To occur. Indian people are suffering as a result of
the abuse that has happened since colonization. Since
dighway 1s & procuct ¢ that abuse, stemming from
residential schcel, he incorpcrates the poison {(abuse) into
his writing as part of the healing experience for Indian
pecple. Highway uses his writing to spezk ocut against the
atrocities that he has experienced while at residential
school. Shackleton explains Highway’'s relationship to his
plays, his culture and his colonial experience:

Uprootec from his indigenous culture at the age of six,

he suffered a viclent indoctrination into the
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mainstream culture, a process which involved cnanging

his name, his language and his cultural identity.
Indcctrination for both Highway and his brother Rene
also involved sexual abuse by trusted Roman Cathoiric
authcerities, an experience that would be Transformed
into the potent image of rape as a metaphor for
cclonial subiection in all his works. (2203
Big Joey and {reature witness the rape scene in Dry
Lips. BRBig Jecey actually holds Creature back from Patsy’s
ald. Since Dickilie Bird uses a crucifix tc rape
Fatsy/Nanabush, Nanabush ls drawing attenticrn to the
Christian symbcl., Based on Highway’s own experiences with
Catholic priests, he pecrtrays the ones holding the crucifix
as the biggest sinners. Kenneth Lincoln explains how the
Cree traditional stories address facades and how things are
generally not as they appear:
Trickster teaches, by comic negative example, that this
shifting world bears careful looking into. Masking and
cuplicity are naturally embedded in behavior, as every
naturalist cbserves. The living survive through ard
despite trickery, perhaps even learning from its
inventive, 1f untrustworthy ways. {145)
Dickie Bird is able to start healing because he finally
knows the truth about his biclogical father. Ee 1s lied tc

about who his father is by Spcoky, his uncle: “Why,
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Wellington Haelked’'s your father, Dickie Bird Haiked. Don’'t

you ke asking guestions lixe that . . . And don’t you ever
let no cne tell you different”(37). Through Creature and
Big Joey, the play provides glimpses of Spooky before he
accepted the Lord into his life. Behind the Christian
doctrine is the mask that Spocky wears. Creature advises,
“Don’t listen to Spooky Lacroix, Dickie Bird. You follow
Spooky Lacrcix and you go right down toe Zhe dogs, I'm
tellin’ vou that right new . . . Oh, he was bad, Dickie Bird
Halked, he was bpad.” {(60)

Fcllowing Patsy’s rape, Plerre also speaks up and
acknecwledges his responsibility to help with the healing of
Dickie Bird Halked: “Don't you worry a wart about that court
appearance, Dickie Bird Halked, I’'11l be right there besice
you tellin’ that ole judge a thing or two about that god
damm juke box” {123). Prior to Patsy’s rape, Zachary asks,
“w-w-w where’'s that nephew [Dickie Bird] of vyours, Spook”
(83)7 Dickie Bird Halked has not been home for fcur days
and Plerre informs both Spooky and Zachary that Dickie Bird
Halkea was last seen “pacin’ the bushes . . . lockin’ Ifor
all the world like he had lost his mind” (83). Spoocky’s
feeble repiy is that he’d ke cut there himéelf except his
wife is liable to “pop any minute now” (83). Both Pierre
and Zachary ignore and deny the poison that exists within

the community, apathy. Rather than going out into the forest
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locking for Dickie Birxd Halked, Zachary says, “Lordy, lorzdy,

lerdy, I'm telling you right now, Spooky Lacroix, if you
don’t do something about that nephew of yours, he’s liakle
Lo go out there and kill somecne rext time” (83). Plerre
adds, “Bah. Them folks ¢f his, they don’t care. 1If it’s
not heckey, it's bingo she’s out playirn’ every night of the
week, that Black Lady of a mother of his” (83). The lack of
concern and compassion that these characters display for
Dickie Bird is no different from their reaction te his birth
in a bar seventeen years earlier. Subseguent to Nanabush’s
reenactment of Black Lady Halked’s labour, Simon is
outraged, and Spooky “unwilling to face up to the full
herrer of it . . . turn(s] his back and pretenc[s] to laugh”
(94). Dry Lips is about the breakdown of responsibkbility.
The tragedy that Dickie Bird is involved in, the rape of
Nanabush/Patsy 1s due to a breakdown of community
responrsibility. Through characters like Jocey, Spooky and
Fierre, Highway draws our attention to the lack of
compassion and love within Indian ceountry, urging us tTo take
responsibility to stop the viclence.

If Dry Lips 1s about community disintegration, then as
writers, performers and audience members we need to
acknowledge what 1s happening within Native communities. As

stated earlier, Dry Lips contains many of the functicns of =
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Wasakaychak story, where lessons and cultura: protocol are

lgrnicred, in order to warn people of what can happen 1if
people are no longer willing to take responsibility. Thus,
in order for positive change to cccur in Native communities,
we need To be further inspired from our own cultural
sources, sharing stcocries about our communities.

Unlike our ancestors, contempcrary Native pecple are
free to explore Indigencus story, song anc dance without
persecution. We are free tc¢ learn to dance again., Brian
Titley’s book, A Narrow Vision, includes a chapter that
examines Native repressiorn in Canada when government
officials enforced Section 114 upon the lives ci Indian
people. Severe actions were administered against those who
chese te ignore this particular secticen of the Indian Act:
“P.J. Williams, agent at Battleford, reported in January
1897 that he had arrested five Indians cf Thunderchild’'s
reserxve for holding a “give away” dance. Two had been given
suspended sentences while three had been given a two-month
priscn term” ([1&7).

There are extensive dance ncotes contained within both
The Rez Sisters and Dry Lips. Nanabush in The Rez Sisters
“is To be plavyed by a male dancer--modern, kallet, or
traditicnal” (xi). In Dry Lips, Nanabush is female; she
shimmies and sashays across the play’s opening scene. We

alsc witness this freedom of the body while Eddie tells a
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Wasakaychak story. During a tellirg, his body moves as soft

as a wave and just as quickly transforms into a rigid
Wasakavchak. Highway once stated during an interview that,
“Dance 1g a metaphor for everything in our culture: for
ritual, for art, for religion. Dance 1s a metaphor for
being, so 1f we cannot dance, we cannot pray” {2). 1In The
Rez Sisters we see Nanabush mirroring and imitating the
women as they march o the store: “Nanabush still in the
guise of seagull, fcllews them and continues to play tricks,
mimicking their hand movements, the movements of their
mouths” (35). Nanabush’s role in both of Eighway’s plays is
Zo highlight the gualities c¢f the characters, usually making
fun cof their physical attributes.

Nanabush’s further role is to bring forth the inner
secrets of the plays’ characters, and he/she does this
tnroucgh movement. For instance, in The Rez Sisters,
Nanabush goes through agenizing contertions as Zhaboonigan
reveals to him how two white boys raped her with a
screwdriver (47-8). Through the varicus interludes between
Marie-Adele and Nanabush, we listen to her fears surrounding
ner imminent death. Playwright Hanay Geilicgamah (Kiowa)
refers to Mchican musician Brent Micheal Davids who belleves
that “dance serves as the suppeortive base for positive

tribal/individual identity”(gtd in Gelogamah 286). Davids
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states that ‘the dances and music that can be created are

really about who we are, not necessarily about what we
produce. More importantiy [in precductions] we are tne
dance, and we are the music ourselves’ (2806].

Traditional Cree storytelling, according to Kenneth
Lincoln, “encode[s] ways of remembering, thus preserving
things taken into the tribe” (133). Naturally, the
trickster Nanabush is included in both of Highwavy’s plays;
his plays reccrd and tell the contemporary stories of Indian
communities. Both plays, Dry Lips and The Rez Sisters,
contaln a rape scene. During a 1996 CEC televisicn
interview Highway referred to tThe rape in his work as
symbolic of the abuse Native people suffered as a result of
coleonization. He also spoke of the physical rape of Native
womer that Highway witnessed while living in Winnipeg where
police authorities did nothing teo investigate these
incidences. The trickster sometimes embodies celonization
where these contemporary Indian sitories contain themes of
rape and &buse. That is why both cof Highway’s contemporary
Cree performance plays contain rape scenes; the plays are
revealing the history of these lands.

Johnson argues that Highway’s dialogue should be
understood in relation to the historical context of the play
{255} . One important context 1s the influence of

Christianity within Indian communitfies. As discussed
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earlier in this paper there are two theological belief

systems contained within Dry Lips: Cree traditiocnailsm
represented through Simon Starblanket and Christianity
coming from Spocky Lacroix. One must read the play xeeping
in mind Highway’s experience with the Catholic residential
schools. 1TIn written comments abcut this thesis Craig
Womack, assistant professor cof Native American studies at
the University of Lethbridge, stated:
when you are dealing with Highway'’s work, you are
dealing with a total repudiation of Christianity.
Uniike some Crees, who might see their Catholicism as a
significant part of their “Creeness,” Highway, at least
in his work, only sees Christianity as a means of
violence, physical and psychclogical. The blcody cross
used in the rape in Dry Lips 1s a not too subtle symbol
of this religious absclutism. I think Highway’'s work
advocates the complete overthrow of Christianity,
nothing short of that.
Conseguently, the content c¢f Highwav’'s plays are based both
on his experilences c¢f being raised in a Cree hunting and
trapping lifestyle, to attending a Cathclic residential
school. Accerding to Laguna scholar Paula Gunn-Allen the
awareness we are raised with will uvltimately ke reflected in
our literature and art. She says:

the purpcse of literature is clear only when the
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reader understands and accepts the assumptiocons on which

the literature 1s based. A perscn who was raised in a
given culture has no problem seeing the relevance, the
level of compiexity, or the symboclic significance otf
that culture’s literature. We are all from early
childhood familiar with the assumptions that underlie
our own culture and its literature and art. {54)
Highway’'s plays feature Nanabush, & Cree-0jibway
mythological creature whose purpcse in traditicnal stories
is to teach the community. Highway integrates Nanabush into
his plays, allowing Nanabush to confront the viclence
stemming from Highway’'s experience with residential school.
In Dry Lips the rape of Patsy/Nanabush by a crucifix held by
Dickie Bird may appear cut of context in terms c¢f 1its
symbolic relationship tc Christianity. However, as menticned
garlier by Creek scholar Craig Womack, Highway’'s writing
deals with the damage that Christianity has wrought in the
Native community. Through his plays, Highway shows the
effects colcenization has had on the Cree community. Similar
To the Cree perspective embodied in Eddie’s stories,
Highway's plays are inspired from his own perscnal
experiences with the land; he was born in Northern Manitoba;
his dad was a trapper and fisherman.
When a traditional Cree story 1s teold, the audiernce is

usually familiar with its context. For exampie, the
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langua e, The values, characters or songs ma sound
g

familiar. This is because storytelling is a collective
experience. However, in Highway’s plays the audience may
not be familiar with the Cree/0Ojibway contexts. And as with

"

any “telling” of a stcry, 1t is the responsibility of the
listener or audience to learn and understand what the
Cree/Ojibway symbols represent. Not only 1s the listener
required to remain receptive for the ertire story, but it 1is
also the responsibility of the listensr to understand the
culzural contexts of the story. Richard Preston ir his beox,
Cree Narrative: Expressing the Personal Meaning of Events
explains:
The amount of content that is understood or assumed in
some Cree narratives 1s more than a matter of the
identity of individuals and regquires the active
participation of thelistener in filling in the gaps
with their understanding of the context either from
kxnowing the particular narrative, or from knowing, IZrom
cther narratives or experiences, what belcongs in the
particular context at the particular point indicated.
Thus demand for the participation of the listener iIn
knowing how to interpret omissions or clues is . . . a
kind cof psychological forcing, obliging the listener to
keep pace with the events and with a sense of seguence

of contents that the events reguire. (Z281L)
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The Cree content within Highway’s plays arise from the

Cree language and s8¢ 1t 1s important to recognize the
challenges that arise for Highway during the translation
process. Highway stated during an interview that “the
hardest part I find in the translation process 1is that the
English language is not terribiy funny. It’'s a language cf
the head, itfs a cerebral language, it works from up here.
Cree 1s a very visceral, physical language and instinctual
language . . . 7 {4). I believe that 1s why Hignaway relies
on song, dance and Nanabush so he can convey as autherntic a
rendition as 1s possible of the plays’ Indigenous contexts.
Highway’s plays are similar, in their staging and
embodiment, to that of a Cree storyteller like Fddie (see
Chapter One). Eddie, who incorporates his veice as part of
the telling, adds mcvement, recreating the location and
beings present in the narrative.

Creating his plays from an Indigencus ccre, Highway
demonstrates that prior teo contact Indian people had songs,
dances and stories, ana further that we have libraries full
cf Indigenous histories, emerging from contemporary Native
performance. His plays go beyond the effects colconization
has had upon Indigenous pecple; he exposes the strength of
Indian cultures by integrating Cree-0Ojibway language, dance,
humour and trickster into his work. An cbvious strength of

Indian culture that Highway portrays in Dry Lips 1is that
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despite tragedies, Indian people will endure. The play Dry

Lips ends con a positive and uplifting note with Zachary a
“peautiful naked Indian man lifting this naked baby Indian
girl up in the air, his wife sitting beside them watching
and laughing” (130). Highway's plays are realizations that

b)Y

Indian pecple “had a history, that we had a culture that was
different” (CBC interview).

The inspiration fcr his plays extends beycnd contact
and the introducticn of Euro-Canadian history. Highway
continues to write stories, create drama and tell histories
as Cree people had priocr to contact. Alan Filewcod, in,
“Recelving Aboriginality: Tomson Highway and the Crisis of
Cultural Authenticity,” states that “the idea of
authenticity, of authentic voice, is the idea of culture
ratified by historical experience, and to a large extent is
a reinscribed reaction to oppression--reinscribed in that
the very notion of aboriginality which is itself a category
of understanding introduced by colonialism” (365). Highway
shakes up the relaticnship between the coleonized and the
co.onizer, a process Filewood descripes wherein Native
ldentity and community are defined and objectifiea through
the process of colonizaticn.

In both Dry Lips and The Rez Sisters, Highway creates

two communities where his characters refuse to conform to

commen stereotypes like the stoic Indian or the noble-
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savage. In other words, Through Highway's portrayal of the

Wasaychigan Hil: community, there i1s little roocm for
Filewood’s notions of defining aboriginality as a result of
colonization. Rather, Highway creates his characters from a
Cree perspective based frem his Cree language.

Highway’s p.ays are inspired from Highway's experiences
with the land and with Indian pecple. 1In his play The Rez
Sisters, there are seven Indian female characters: Pelajilea
Patchnose, Philomena Moosestail, Marie-Adele Starblanket,
Annie Cock, Emily Dictionary, Vercnigque St. Pierre and
Zhabconigan Peterscn. These characters live <n The
Wasaychigan Hill Indian Reserve but represent various types
of women from all Indian communities. Every community, for
example, has the “busy body,” the chatterbox, and in The Rez
Sisters Annie Cook fills this role. Annie’s mannerisms and
dialogue are described in the stage directions as, “cheery

fast and perky.” 3Sne often exclaims “Halloocco” and
“Toodle~co” (9] .

Annle’s half-sister Philomena makes fun of her as she
“spies Annie’s approach a distance up the hill.” She
carries on with her sister, as well as Annie’s half sister,
Pelajia Patchnose: “Why 1 do believe that cloud of dust over
there is Annie Cook racing down the hill”(9). Annie is very
proud of the fact that her daughter, Ellen, lives with a

French man cutside c¢f the community. She refers tTo her
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daughter’s boyfriend with a supericr air: “His name 1S
Raymond. Not Raymond. But Raymond. Like Bon Bon”(12).
Everybody 1in the community 1s aware thet Ellen ™ . . . lives

F

with this white guy in Sudbury,” and the cnly reason Annie
mentions her daughter is to allude to the boyfriend whe 1is
Caucasian. 3he says, “then I will go to all the taverns and
all the night c-ubs ir Torente and listen te the live bands
while T drink beer quietly--not noisy and crazy llike here--1I
will bring my daughter Ellen and her white guy from Sudbury
and we will sit together” (35).

Annie demonstrates the presence of nec-co_.onization
within Indian communities. She uses contact with Caucasians
to attempt to raise her own socilal standards. Throughout the
play she makes reference to her internalization of the
dominant culture’s values and 1tTs members Lo be superior
over her own. Annie says, “Aw, these white guys. They're
ricer to their women. Not like Incilan guys. Screw you,
drink all your mecney and reave you fiat on your ass” (86).

In Anne Ncthof's article, "™Cultural Ccllision and

r

Magical Transformation,” she writes, “The seven women-
sisters, half-sisters, step-sisters--all hope to realize
their particular dreams by winning the Jjackpcr . . . 1in
Torcnto. The means, then, 1s heavily compromised by non-

White popular culture, and even the ends--the women's goals-

-are pervasively in terms of materialistic white society”
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(3¢6). If Annie wins the jackpot, she will “go to every
record store in Teoronto [andl . . . buy every single cne of
Patsy Cline’s records” (35). She makes nc reference to her

community, toward helping her family, or toward improving
the conditions of her home.

Philomena on the other hand, dreams of buying a new
tolilet for her home, and if she wins the jackpoet, she will
hire a lawver tc find the child she gave up for adeption
some 28 years age (81l). Even Veronigue, tThe Betty Crocker
cf the community, dreams of buying a “great big stove

the kind that has the three different compartments in the

oven along . . . [She’ll] cook for all the children on the
reserve . . . adept all of Marie Adele Starblanket’s 14
children . . . and even cook for Gazelle Nataways poor

starving kabies” (306}.

The character Veronigue 1is similar toc Annie; she likes
to gossip. Whereas Annie is interested in finding out cther
people’s business, Vercnique is the commurnity informant and
instigator. The other characters refer to her as the

A3

“trouble making old croew” and as some kind of
insect, sticking insect claws into everybody’s business”
(44-5) . It is Veronigque, however, who brings news to the
octher women about the biggest bingo in the world. She keeps

the circle of women informed about the happenings outside as

well as inside the community:
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Enyway. I was walking down by that Big Jcey’s

shameless little shack just this morning wher guess who

pokes her nose out the window but Gaze.le Nataways—-tLne

nerve of that woman. I couldn’t see inside but I'm

sure she was only half-dressed, her hairdo was all

mixed up and she said to me: “Did you krow . . . that

Little Girl Manitowabi told me her daughter, June ZBug

McLeod, just got back from the hospital in Sudbury

where she had ner tubes tied anc tcld her that THE

BIGGEST BINGO IN THE WCRLD is coming tc Teronto.

(27)

Annie compares Vercnique's meddling to a lesch, “sucking
cff everybedy else’s life,” suggesting that Vercnique has
nothing better to do because she has no children of her own
{4€). She has an adopted daughter, Zhabocnigan, but Marie-
Adele accuses Veronigue of adopting her only for the
disability cheque (48;.

The sisters, Pelajia Patchnose and Philcmena Moosetall,
are rareiy apart and serve as the commentators of the
community, together pcking fun at the cther women. Pelajila
wants to leave and move to Toronto. She speaks out abouz
the dysfunction arcund her: “Nco jobs. Nothing to do but
drink and screw each other’s wives and huskbands and forget
about our Nanabush” (6). Pelajia begins the play from her

roof, repairing its shingles, and from there is able to see
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bevond Wasaychigan Hill, beyond its boundaries and its

chaos. She wants nothing better then to be on the North
Channel, "“saililing away somewhere” (2;, Pnilomena dismisses
Pelajla’s vislon and daydream, reminding her that, “This
place is too much inside ycur blood. Ycu can’t get rid of
it. Ana it can’t get rid cf you”(4);. Pelajia says,™the old
stories, the oid language. Almost all gone . . . was a time
Naznabush and Windige and everyone here cculd rattle away in
Indian” (b).

Such pessimistic statements contained within the play
ceme from a community of women who have experienced loss.
They alsc foreshadow Highways next pilay, Dry Lips which is
much darker in tone. By menticning Nanabush, Philomena
acknowledges a memory, integrating him back into the
community where he belongs. She states, “Nanabush will come
back to us because he’ll have paved roads to dance on” (59).
Mark Shackleton writes about thne hope contained in Eighway’s
plays despite the cultural lcsses experienced by the
characters: “In Dry Lips the emphasis 1s on the survival of
a culture; in The Rez Sisters the focus is more individual

The structure of the play is in fact formally a comedy

which is dreamed by Zachary. The strange and
frightening events of the night {the effects of a cclonial
past on the Natlve present) dissclve away to be replaced by

the positive image of harmony in which the play ends” (218;.
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As 1n Highway’s The Rez Sisters, Kane's character,

Agnes, has experienced tremendous cultural Zoss. She 1s
different, however, from Highway’'s characters because she
was remcved from the community, fostered out to non-Native
families, and therefcre does not have an Indian community
with which te identify. Agnes has nc one to share
Wasakaychak stories with or to make references to Nanabush.
She relies c¢n her fragmented childheocd memories and
throughout the play transforms intc the characters she
remembers. Agnes is described in the stage directicons as
giggling, wrapping her arms arcund MCM, laving her head on
her belly. She then remembers that her mom “was laughing
and - hung onto her skirt, my head against her belly . . . I

was making frybread, standing on a stool in front of the

stove for a big dinner . . . Before dinner, Uncle Alvin
sang--in Inazan . . . The room was full of people-and fcod!
Meat and-berries and macaroni salad and frybread. I made

the frybread. Uncle Alvin was singing. (84-5)

Shirley Cheechoco’s Path With No Moccasins and Kane's
Moonlodge are plays based on a young woman'’s Jocurney home,
The everts in the plays revolve arcund the characters
memories ¢f their biclogical families. Agnes states, ™I
wanna go home” (106) and Shirley runs away from residential
schocl several times trying to make it home (20). Both

Agnes and Shirley provide perspectives of what it is like to
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be outside of the Indian ccmmunity. Both characters rely on

memories, pertrayirng a lapse in accessing their cultural
knowledge. The opposite is true fcor The Rez Sisters, and
Dry Lips; we see how cultural loss presently works inside
the community. For example, after the rape of Patsy, her
husband Simon Starblanket calls back the cral tradition and
medicine people, “Wessageechak! Come back! Rosie! Rosie
Kakapetum, tell him to come back, not to run away, cuz we
need kim . . . {110}.

In The Rez Sisters, Pelajia 1s able to bring the women
together because of her ability tc acknewledge the cultural
losses in her community, ccupled with her vision to sse
beyend “the chimneys, the tops of apple trees, the garbage
heap behind Big Joey's dumpy little house” (Z2). She
demonstrates what can be accomplished betweer the women when
they work together, dismissing Veronique's concern about the
location of the meeting: “We should have met at the priest’s
house” {62). Pelajia replies, “No! We're gonna worx this
out on our own. Right here” (&2). Pelajia's words and
actions remind the women that leadership comes frcocm the
people, the community, and not from an outside scurce like
the church. Without band funds, and without the priest’s
influence, the women embark on their fund-raising
activities, having only “10 days to find this money” {€9).

Based on their meeting, chaired by Emily, the women
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“start their fundraising activities with a vengeance” (70).

In the fund-raising scenes the stage directions portray the
women working together: “Annlie, Philomena, Marie-Adele,
Zhaboonigan, and Veronigque stand shoulder te shoulder and
pass the fecllowing [items] . . .7 {71}. We are tocld that
“Emily goes to the cash register and tallies their earnings;
she works the register with tremendous speed and efficiency”
{73). As part c¢f thelr fundraising activities for their

£

trip to the “higgest bingo,” Emiiy and Annie sing at a
cabaret, Philomensa baby-sits, Pelajia hammers and repairs
things, Veronique bakes, and Zhaboonigan washes windows.
Each character draws upon her own skills to raise her share
or more, so all seven women can attend the bingo.

This spirit of ccoperaticn is aiso seen in the Cres
creatiorn story where Wasakaychak interacts with all his
animal brothers. The listener is reminded that the survival
of the community is dependent upon every being. Muskrat
volunteers to dive deep into the water in search of the
eartn. Since Muskrat is one of the smaller animals on the
raft, Wasakaychak doubts Muskrat’s ability to accomplish
this feat and disregards his offer. In the end, it is
Muskrat’s heroic efforts and courage that saves the earth
from its flood-state. In The Rez Sisters, 1t 1s evident
that the contribution of each member of the Wasaychigan Hill

reserve provides the community with a sense of balance; each
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character has her place. Playwright Drew Taylcor savs, “The
Rez Sisters has seven women a.l of equal mportance, all
with an equally important stery. No one person is more
important than the other . . . Each of the Rez Sisters has
her own stery and 1t is of egual weight and equal strength
within the context c¢f the play” (261). The wWasakaychak
story reminds us about our own personal power and how
impcrtant 1t is tc share that with cour community. When
Wasakaychak does not acknowledge Muskrat’s ability tTo aid
him, there is an imbalance and all the other animals on the
raft lose hope. Ccnverse.y, 1n the Wasaychigan Hill
community, with the death of Marie-Adele, Veronigue attempts
to stabilize the loss experienced by the community, offering
to cook for Marie-Adele’s husband and her children:
I bought a roast beef vyesterday. A great big roasz
beef. Almost 16 pounds. It’s probably the bigges:
roast beef that’s been seen on this reserve in recent
years, The meat was s¢ heavy that Nicky, Ricky, Ben,
and Mark nad to take turns carrying it here for me. ©Oh
it was hard and slippery at first, but I finally
managed to wrestle it intec my oven. And it’s sitting
in there at this very moment just sizzling and bubbling
with the most succulent and delicious julces. (111)
This surprising act of goodwill on Veronique’s part is

explained in Deris Johnson’s article, Lines and Circles.
B
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Johnson states:

The death of Marie-Adele creates regenerative ripples
throughout most of the cast of characters. Up tc this
point, for example, Veronique St. Pierre has shown
herself to be 2z small-minded gossip frustrated by her
own childlessness. After Marie-Adele dies, Veronique
breathes life into her own dream by moving intc the
Starblanket home tc take care of Marie-Adele’s family.

(259)

Marie-Adele’s death takes the focus off of the
characters’ individualism, particularly Veronique’s, if cnly
for a while, reminding her that there are children tc be
fed. The changes within the women of the community are
explored by Alan Filewood who supports the idea that
“"Nanabkush 1s a transformative agent whose presence enables
the development cf the plot” {(367). The trickster 1s a
powerful being ¢i tne spirit world. His role in The Re:z
Sisters cr in any Wasakaychak story i1s not to blame the
character feor her wrong ceings or to label her as bad oz
evi:, Nanabush doces not condemn any of the characters in
the play. According te Highway’s notes contained in The Rez
Sisters, the reole of the trickster character within Native
culture 1s to “teach us apcut the nature and the meaning of
existence on the planet Earth; he straddles the

consciousness of man and that of God, the Great Spirit”
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(xidiy. In The Rez Sisters, Nanabush 1s part cf the
Wasaychigan Hill Indian community. Cherckee writer Thcmas
King states that “The trickster is an important figure for
Native writers for it allows us to create a particuilar kind
cf world in which the Judeco-Christian ccncern with good and
evil i1s replaced with the more Native concern for balance
anc harmony” (xiii).

In Act One of The Rez Sisters, “a full scale riot
breaks out, during which the women thrcw every conceivable
insult at each other” (44). Nanabush enters tThe scene with
an exhausted Marie-Adele zlmost collapsing from her illness.
The fight stops as the women watch in silence while Marie-
Adele struggles to regain her balance (50). Nanabush’s
presence 1s crucial for the survival of the community of
these women. Nanabush appears when chaos occcurs in the play
and may even be responsible for its onset. This 1is
consistent with his or any trickster’s characteristics.
According te the Clowns and Tricksters encyclopedia, “In the
escapades of Nanabozhoo, [Nanabush] the Algonguians show the
far-reaching consequences, both positive and negative, of
pecople’s actions arnd interactions. Nanabozhoo both creates

and destreys . . . and in doing so represents the
scheme of possibilities in the world” (14%). That is what

maxes him different from Christianity where God is
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representaed as only good.

James Stevens compiled a book of stories, titled Sacred
Legends of the Sandy Lake Cree, and he includes siories in
which Wasskaychak is destructive. One such story is called,
“Wee-sa-kay-Jac and the Little Baby.” In the story a woman
from the tribe he i1s visiting apprcaches Wasakaychak. This
woman tells him he is s0 slow that he cannct “keep up with
the antics of her little baby” (36). Wasakaychak’s
chailenge is then to imitate everything the baby does. It
he cannot keep up “with the activities cof the _ittle ocne,”
the baby will bhe declared the winner, the winnexr cver
Wasakaychak (36). Wasakaychak coples everything the baby
does. He crawls, digs intc the dirt, plays, cries, and
sings. “Then the little one shit in his pants. Finally,
Wee-za-kay-jac . . . could not keep up with the activities
of the little ocne s¢ he killed him”(36). The darkness
contained within Highways plays can alsc be found in the
Cree oral traditions. Wasakaychak/Nanabush is capable cof
both destructive kehaviour, as in killing the infant, and
procreative behaviour as in Chapter One’s story when he
breathes life into Muskrat.

Kimberly Christen’s Clowns and Tricksters: An
Encyclopedia of Tradition and Culture notes that Nanabush

“has the power to transform himself inte anything or anyone
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he desires. This distinctive abiliity affords . . . [him]

the luxury of finding out many things about the
communities in which he lives . . . [he] . . . liszens to
privafe conversations, sneaks into restricted meetings, and
generally does whatever he pleases” (130). Fer example, in
Highwav’s play The Rez Sisters, Nanabush s aware that
Marie-Rdele wants more time on earth., In resistance o her

eminent death, she tells him, “No! Ch ro! Not yet. Not vet.

Give me time. Please . . . Get away from me” (92). He alsc
is aware that if she wins at the bingo she will buy ™an
igland . . . the most beautiful island in the world” ({(3¢).

Nanabush’s appearances serve as a reminder to Marie-Adele
that her time on earth is limited. Marie-Adele is aware of
her approaching death, and after an encounter with Nanabush,
asks the other women, “what time is 1t?7(94).

Grewing up on & trap-line, Highway listened to numerous
stories abcut Wasakaychak. BAccording tc cpening nctes 1in
The Rez Sisters, prior to residential school, he spent the
“Eirst six years of his life . . . among the lakes and
forests ¢f remote northwestern Manitoba, trapping in winter
and fishing in summer” (vii}. As discussed in the previous
chapters, a traditional stcryteller, like Eddie, has sources
of inspiration for his creativity. The basis of his
storytelling arises from his own perscnal encounters with

the land and its inhabitants as well as the knowledge that
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was passed on to him from storytellers of his childhood.

In The Rez Sisters, Nanabush takes on three contemporary
guises, the seagull, the black hawk, and the bingc master.
Eighway believes the trickster character Lo ke “as pivotal
and important a figure in the Native world as Christ 1s in
the realm of Christian mythology” (xii}.

In The Rez Sisters, Nanabush interacts with the two
characters, Marie-Adele, and Zhaboonigan, who 1s mentally
disabled. When Nanabush appears in the play as a seagull,
these two characters are the only ones who carn see “the
spirit inside the bird and can scrt of . . . recognize him
foer whe he 187 {18). Marie-Adele is dying from cancer, so it
is her illness that heightens her awareness of the spirit
world. In many MNative communities children with mental
illnesses or physical disakilities are viewed as being
closely connected to the spirit world. This is because the
challenges they have To overcome just to survive are far
greater tThan those of a perscn who 1s born without these
aliments.

According to Kimberly Christen, in “the Cree cosmos all
beings interact tc maintain the world and their
community” {228). The interactions between Nanabush and
Marie-Adele preserve that ancient Cree worldview where non-
human and human beings interact. Laguna scholar and

writer, Paula Gunn Allen says that “Christians believe that



98
God is separate from numanity and does as he wishes without

the creative assistance of any of his creatures, while the
non-Christian tribal person assumes a plilace in creation that
is dynamic, creative and responsive” (52). In the producticn
notes ¢f Dry Lips, Highway describes a set designed
specifically for Nanabush, showing the importance of the
relaticnship between the spirit werld of Nanabush (upper
level) and the community (lower level) of Wasaychigan Hill:
“The upper-level cf the set was almost exclusively the realm
of Nanabush . . . easy access was preovided for between the
lower and upper level of this set” (10).

In The Regz Sisters, Nanabush at first appears Lo
restore balance at the “biggest bingo in the world.”
Disguised as the Bingo Master he participates in a scene
where the women are seated at a long takle facing the
audience: “The scene is 1lit so that 1t locks like the, ‘The
Last Supper’” (102}. Immediately thereafter, there is &
revolt on stage, and thus any possible Christian
interpretation of the play 1s replaced by Cree images of the
spirit world. The Wasaychigan Hill women are once more Iin a
state of frenzy, not unlike the fight scene:

The Bingo Master calls out number after number--but not

the B 14--with the women improvising responses. These

responses--Philomena has 27 cards!--grow more and more
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rauccus: B 147 Arnie CZogk? Cne more number to go! The B
14! Where is that B 14 . . ., until the women have all
risen from the table and come running downstage,
attacking the bingoc machine and threwing the Bingo
Master out of the way. The women grab the bingo

machine with shouts of: “Throw this fucking machine

into the lake! It’s no damn good . . . Bingo cards are
flying l1ike confetti. Total madness and mayhem. The
music is going crazy . . . out of this chaos emerges

the calm silent Image of Marie-Adele waltzing

remantically in the arms of the Bingo Master . . . the

Bingo Master changes, with sudden bird-like movements,

into the nighthawk . . . Marie-Adele meets Nanabush,

{103)

Interestingly enough the play moves from the bingo hall
into Marie-RAdele’s funerzl proceedings. Zhaboonigan tis
noted as trying to “go” with Nanabush and Marie-Adele into
the spirit world. 7Zhaboonigan, like the Muskrat of the Cres
Creation Story, does not fear the unknown. Earlier irn the
play, Zhaboonigan makes references to liking “the birdies,”
meaning Nanabush. She is told to stop talking to the birds
as Veroniguae tells her she is “crazy enough as it 1s”(53).

A sense of order and peacefulness replaces the chaotic bingo

scene as the women sing an Ojibway funeral song. It 1s also
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the first time 1in the play when Marie-Adele’s volice wel_comes
Nanabush. She goes from calling Nanabush a “stinking

thing,” in the first section of the play tc speaking of his

wings: % ever sc soft wings . . . beautiful soft
soft . . . dark wings . . . tTake me . . . come
come and get me . . . 7 (1C4).

Cree storytelling is full of mystical keings; the
trickster 1s only c¢ne of them. Highway uses Nanabush in a
contemporary theatrical performance, sharing what Indlan
recp.e have honored in theilr cultures since Lime immemcrial.
When Indians bring spiritual beings into their perficrmances,
they do not contain that mysterious, spooky, or eerie stigma
that is evident in Western performances that have characters
or subject matter dealing with spirits and ghosts. Maybe
for Indians it 1s the trickster character that keeps us all
connected between the living and the dead. Highway adds:

Our Spirituality comes from our dream world . . . we're

very connected to everything else in that way. We

acknowledge that the spirits of our ancestors are still

with us, that they =still walk this land, and are a very

active part of our lives and cur imaginatiocons. We
still have that while mainstream culture dcesn’t. It’s
lost that faith, that magic, that wonder. (Hodgson %)

Since our cultures have always acknowledged the spirit

world, our identity continues to be reflected in plays like
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The Rez Sisters and Dry Lips, which are based on and

connected to our Cree traditional stories. In Dry Lips, as
the cpening epigraph reminds us, 1s about pcison. The dream
framework of Dry Lips demonstrates that the play is equally
about community breakdown as it 1is about restoration. The
Rez Sisters 1s more about the importance of developing
equilibrium among the contributions of a community and its
membership. Also, Highway uses Nanabush, weaving her/him
throughout the plot ¢of each play. Thus, Highway's
inspiration comes from Cree movements, songs and language,
embodying Cree performance through his plays, with Nanabush

continually warning us of what not to become.
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CONCLUSION

After completing this study it became clearer to me
that contemporary Native performance is a natural extension
of ore’s cultural belief system. Specifically, in Cree
contemporary performarce, there exists lineage or memories
inspired from Cree traditions. For instance, the
contemporary plays explored in this thesis illustrate how
the performers and playwrights rely on Cree cultural
knowledge to reclaim and renew traditional storytelling
methodologies. This was particularly evident for me, after
actually witnessing both Margo Kane and Shirley Cheechoo
perform thelr plays on stage. The cne-woman plays of both
Kane and Cheechoo portray the main character engaging in
numercus character transformations. That is to say, they
utilized skills storytellers iike Eddie Bellrose have for
many years by embodying various elements of Cree culture
into their plays, into their tellings.

Through this study, I have also realized that Tomson
Highway’'s plays bring Cree/Ojibway culture into high schcol
and university classrooms, thus into peoples’ imaginations.

Essentially, his plays are based on Cree/0Ojibway contexts,
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reguiring the literary critic’s research to ke culturally

gspecific. In corder for literary critics to discuss his
plays, thev need to ke knowledgeable about the develcpment
of the trickster character within the Native community.
However, similar to listening tTo a traditional story, the
reading of Highway’s plays can too be experienced on many
levels. The responsibility rests with the listener or
reader. The more I research the Cree/0Ojibway contexts of
Highway's plays, the further T perceive his work as a
learning resource for the Native community. Similarly, the
mnore I re-examine a traditicnal story, the further I am able
to witness knowledge that 1s both useful and crucial for the
survival of Cree culture.

As an endnote to this thesis, I am teld that my Great-
granny ccntinued te stubbornly assert her right te live from
the teachinrgs of her Cree grannies. My mother remembers
entering her Granrny's tee-pee one day and it smelling of
fresh pine boughs. Immediately, my mother noticed the fire
burning in the center pit of the tee-pee. It was summer and
something was different because the only time Granny made a
fire inside the tee-pee was at night when she was getting
ready to sleep. CGranny did most of her cocking on the
outside in the fire pit. Althcugh CGranny peacefully
departed, she left my family with the inspiration to dream a

Cree existence.
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