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DIANE FERLATTE
We Were There

Ar t F orm: Storytelling
Style: T raditional
Cultur_e: Nor th Amer_ican

MEET THE ARTIST:

A native of New Orleansstoryteller Dia ne Fer latte
recalls withdndness her childhoodears of sitting on the
porch of her grandpamts® homesptivated ly the oral
stories of famjl generations pasthe nav caries on that
tradition with tales blled with spirifpurneys and fantasy
Diane oférs three diferent perbrmancesHave | Got a Story
to Tell, a solo shav of stories fom Africa and theAmerican
South;We Were There, that brings to li¢ the stories ofAfrican
Americans in histoy;andAesop, Alive and Well, featuring the
fables of\esopThe latter two shaws feature the nusic of
Erik RearsonDiane viavs the at of storytelling as an
effective way of stirring the imagination to mmote reading
readiness and literacyhe has towed inAustria and Nev
Zealand and has beeneafured teller at the National
Storytelling [estival indnesboupugh;Tennesseghe dhn F
Kennedy Centerdr the PerformingArts,and Open House at
the Hollywood Bowl. Diane was honaed by the mgor of
Oakland 6r her role as co-diector of the city®SixthAnnual
National Stowtelling Estival.

ABOUT THE PERFORMANCE:

In We Were There, Diane [erlatte presents the
historical stories of odinary African
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IS MUSIC-CENTER

PREPARING FOR THE EXPERIEN CE:

The accuracy of historicakcords is dependent on the
people who write themthe cultures and societies tlye
representand the era during which the historiesear
written. Unfortunatel, this means that some storiee g
untold,patticularly if the stories ag about a segment of
the population whose histgris ignoed,devalued or @en
misrepresented.

N

The role of AfricanAmericans in the shmng of the
United States was absent in school texisnary years.
Fortunatel, in recent years thee has been ineasing
recognition andwareness of the impdance of the
contributions made pAfricanAmericans in thedunding
and histoy of our country.The stories that ag¢ being
uncovered and shard should be a soge of
enlightenment and pridef all Americans.

As fascinating as thiere numemus,these stories tell of
individuals whose courag®onor and vision helped them
rise abare enormous obstacle€hained in shkaery;,

owning nothing but their beliefs and idedifey each
traveled a heo® journey. Robert Smalls escaed slaery by
commandeering a Coaedlerate ship and sailing it straight
into the Union nay blockadewhere he the ship and its
cannons wre welcomedHe went on to bghtér the
Union as a gatain of the ship he commandeszt.Mary
Fields, freed at the end of the Ciwar, traveled west,
worked for employers as dierse as a gup of runs and
the Pony Expessand was instrumental in

Americans who did extraalinary
thingsUsing nusig songs,

factual and wythical talesDiane shavs
how everyday people! participated
in the unding and building of
AmericaDuring periods of skeery,
Revolution, CivilWarWestwad
expansion and the building of the
railroadsAfricanAmericans actigly
contributed to the e/ents that shped
our country. Unknown and unsung in
most history booksthese
abolitionistsslaves,rebelssoldiers,
pioneers and

cowboys were there -- bghting the
battlestaming the prairigfreeing the
slares and building the radads.
Through DianeQelling of these tales,
students will incease their
understanding of the vital piaplayed
by AfricanAmericans in the @ation

the development of nuch of central
Montanajohn Henry, often thought to be a
legendgould hae been aw of the railioad
workers whose hammersteel spiks and
dynamite blasted holes tbugh the
mountains oWestVirginia and\labama,
moving mountains so that railads could
travel acossAmericaMatching his sength
against the paer of a machinghe gae
everything to succeedn the story of a
young Black girl whose actionsved
GeorgeWashingtonwe see not ony
couragebut tolerance and charitwhat is
amazing is that these stories do not stand
alone -- thee are mary other histories to
be exploed.The internet is a useful soce
of information todg, and is bursting with
websites documenting the stories of other
AfricanAmericans -- most of themveryda
people who helped their counyrgrow to
become what it is todaThey were there!

and building of our nation.




DISCUSSIO N QUESTIO NS:

¥ Think about the storiesqu head in the perbrmance
Which was pur favorite?Why?

¥ All of the stories told about odinary people doing
extraordinary thingsHave you ever done or do you
know someone who has done something
"extraordinary?"

¥ What tools did Diane Erlatte use during her
performance to tell the stories? @ice, face

¥ movement,body)

¥ All of the individuals whose storiesane shaed were
slares.Do you think their being sl&s afécted their
actions? In what w&

FRAMEWORK FOCUS -L.  ANGU AGE ARTS:

People hae alvays shaed stories to entetain,enlighten
and inspie.The histories of eal people and actualents
are the most excitingsince ve know that the e/ents really
hgppenedEeryone has a stoy whete they or someone
they know moved past the mndane and stepped into
events whee life and death matters had to be faced and
dealt withThese @ents might include the death of avied
one, an accident famy crisisa vacation adnture, an
exciting job or lié changeSometimes telling storiesdm
one®own experience is difbculf.privacy is an issye
stories dealing witheal people mabe alteed to provide
anorymity and privacyhe events mg even change sliglyil
as long as the meaning and message behind thg stor
remains the

ACTIVITIES T O ENHANCE THE EXPERIENCE:

I " Discuss hav the perbrmance painted pict@s in yur
mind with words,music and action&elect one of those
mental pictues and dre it, using colors to help exgss
the feelings the stoy createdUse the draving of yur
image to etell what hppened in that pdrof the story,
what you remember about it and wh

%" History books tell about geents and the "famous"
people ivolved in themInWeWere There, audiences see
how ordinary people can be imlved in and aéfct major
historical eents.Select an eent from the perbrmance or
from your history or social studies boolRead the
information,and then imagine what theosld would be
like today if the heo or heroine in the stoly had not takn
action.(For exampleif the young slse girl had not seed
GeorgeWashingtonwhat would America be lik today?)
Write a paragrgh about hav our lives would be acted.
Read wur paragrah to the class and discuss.

""" All of the people in these storieseve slaes.Slaery
existedand still existan mary paits of the world. Find out
more about slgery by reseaching a specibc couy®
history, the ways people became engtal,and if or hav
slaves flom that countty were able to gain their #edom.

# " Discuss wh telling stories is aapd way to educate
and teach an audiendéan audience enys hearing a
story, are they more likely to remember details?

$" Diane [erlatte uses a stortellers "tools"

same

Discuss what
events in an
everydy life
might mak a
good story. Point
out to students

to tell tales:

She changes hepice to bt the stoy®actions
or the characteslemotionsshe changes her
face to match thedelings in each stgrshe
uses meement of her body and hands to help
listeners pictue the characters and the actions
of the story; bnaly, Diane ferlatte sings pds of

that gpod
storytellers ceate pictues in the minds of their listeners
by the wa they describe the place wherthe story
happens (settinghow people (characters) in the stgr
look and what thg beliae in;the things the characters ga
(dialogue)and the things the characters do (action).

Put students in pairs and encourage them to steastory
with their partner.Afterwards,shae the stories with the

class or ask students to write and "publish" their stories.

Legend! I Artistic perception

" " I%2 Creative expression

" " " Historical & cultural context

# Aesthetic valuing

$ ConnectionsRelationsApplications

the storiesEric Rearson plgs nusic to help
audiences visualize what igppaning.

Looking at the tools of the storteller listed abwe, try to
think of what other pofessions might use some of these
tools,and wly? (Bacherspoliticiansministers?)

SUGGESTED RESOURCES:

MacdonaldViargaet ReadShake-It-Up Tales! Stories to Sing,
Dance, Drum and Act Out.August House Publisheiday
2000.

Berlin,Ira.Many Thousands Gone:The First Two Centuries of
Slavery in North America. Belkn@ Press,1998.

On theWorld Wide Web:

www.dianeérlatte.com
www.brightmoments.com/blackhistaf
www.enchantedlearning.com/hisidaframer

Author: Kathryn dhnson
© 2004 The Music Center of LoAngeles County - wwwmusiccentelorg/education




