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Larisa/Interviewer

Larisa:
My name is Larisa Hope Syverson.  My mother is Sharon ____ Livingston.  I have lived here about 20 years, 20, 21 years.  I left for a few years.  I went down to New Mexico.  I went to school at the Institute of American Indian Arts, got my associates degree in the fine arts.  Had a real good time there.  Met a lot of native people from all over the world.  Kind of found my place in the world I guess you would say.  I guess I’m still just continuing my education teaching others.
Interviewer:
So what does the – to say I’m allute, what does that heritage mean to you?

Larisa:
Being _____, it means a lot actually –

Interviewer:
Hang on one second.  John I’m gonna need you to like – she’s talking up to you.

Interviewer:
Have a seat.

Interviewer:
Yeah, it’s not looking good.  There you go.

Interviewer:
This is what I do for my grandchildren.

Interviewer:
Okay, I’m sorry.  Go ahead and start again with that.

Interviewer:
Um –

Interviewer:
Actually, could I interrupt.  You made a good distinction ___ ___ ___, not everybody’s doing that.  A lot of people still, even your age, just I’m an allute.  I don’t know if it’s possible to – some people refer to us as allutes, but I prefer ______ or something.

Larisa:
Well some people do – well most people refer to us as allutes.  But there really is no such thing as an allute.  That was just a name given to us by Russian explorers basically.  We call our selves unungen.  And I’m proud to be an unungen.  A lot of people think we struggle a lot.  But we really just adapt a lot.  And that’s kind of part of who we are.  It means a lot to me because of the knowledge of the people here.  I mean we have a lot of plan knowledge, especially that was kind of lost.  And part of bringing back knowledge and traditions is a slow process.  It has been a slow process.  But working on the language and the plans and a lot of the art work is really helping.  And especially the dancing, which is what I do.  I do most of the dancing here in ____ Alaska because that incorporates the language, the lifestyle, the basics, and also the spiritual part of it, which has been lost for quite some time.
Interviewer:
Larisa, could you do me a favor.  Could you take your sandals off?  Do you mind?  I’m just picking up a lot of noise from those things.

Interviewer:
Larisa, it’s become obvious to us at least, other people say this, that what the actual unungen dance was has kind of been lost ___ ___.  Just maybe say that ___ ___ if you can.  The traditional dance has been lost.  But I’m still unungen and I believe that I have this whatever, spirit in me, or ___ ____.

Larisa:
Well the dance was lost.  It was banned along with the spirituality, which I really think the dance was based on, this ceremonial kind of a spiritual thing.  Dancing and musical of course is spiritual.  I kind of think that in order to have it come back, you need to be aware that it has been here longer than it has been gone.  So you could still hear the same sounds they heard, the same birds, the same animals, the same weather somewhat.  That’s changing, but you know, it’s still here.  You gotta tap into it.
Interviewer:
So the spirituality that you’re referring to then is coming out of the land itself.  And that has never gone away.  So what I’m trying to get you to do is to say that, to talk about that, that that’s where that originated and so it hasn’t gone away.  It’s just retapping it.  I mean if that’s what you – I think that’s what I hear you saying.

Interviewer:
___ ____ church, orthodoxy, and the spirit that nature –

Larisa:
What’s that?

Interviewer:
Well I actually wanted to do that first and then I wanted to – I don’t want her to go there yet.

Interviewer:
I thought that’s what you were trying to tell me.

Interviewer:
Yeah, no.  I just want to talk about that you’re – okay?  Any time.

Larisa:
Well you pretty much had it worded pretty good.

Interviewer:
[Laughter]  ___ _____ John.  The only problem is I’m not you.  Just do the best you can.

Larisa:
Tapping back into your surroundings and the traditional foods, the hunt, gathering herbs, everything about the lifestyle here if you were to go back to it; I think you would find a lot of the traditions popping up all over the place, the sounds you hear in the morning, the sounds you hear at night, the power of the weather here.  I mean when you can’t even see what’s in front of your face or stand up straight because the wind is blowing so hard, that’s where the spirituality comes from is the natural aspects.  And even though there’s a lot of human nature here, buildings and roads and the fishing industry, if you just take the time to kind of step back, say good bye for a little while and go off, it’s still there.
Interviewer:
So for you, the melding of the Russian Orthodox faith with the allute or unungen customs, does that still have purpose in your life?  Or do you think it’s time to step away from that and go more back to the way that you know that it was pre-contact with the Russians?

Larisa:
Well, Russian Orthodox – they did a lot for us.  They saved our language.  They saved a lot of I would say, designs, traditional designing, artistic techniques.  I wouldn’t say it’s time to leave it behind because it is a part of our life obviously.  It’s kind of what people turned to when there was really nothing for them to follow or have kind of like a guiding light I guess you could say.  But I do believe it can be a little less prominent because we’re allowed to be who we are obviously now.  I’m allowed to have a tattoo on my face.  And I’m allowed to speak the language.  I’m allowed to do the dances.  I’m allowed to carve a death mask if I want to.  So I don’t think it’s time to leave it behind.  I think it’s time to be okay with everything else at the same time.
Interviewer:
That’s great.  Yeah, that’s good, really good.

Interviewer:
That’ll mean a lot to younger people.  So what prompted you in your life to want to go back and have a traditional tattoo on your face?  What was the reason for that?  What motivated you to do that?

Larisa:
Well it’s kind of a funny story why I wanted the tattoo.  I remember sitting in my grandma’s house, and we were eating lunch.  And I swear she had a visitor over with a tattoo on her face.  And we all sat there and had lunch.  And I just thought it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, was this woman’s tattoo.  And she was an elderly woman.  And my grandma doesn’t remember ever doing that.  I asked her who she was.  And so I just thought it was very elegant, very I don’t want to say bold.  I mean now it was very bold of me to do it, but when I saw it it was like the perfect adornment for a woman, the way I would see it.  So that’s kind of what prompted me to do it.

Interviewer:
Do you feel like it ties you back to your ancestors in any way?  Or is it just a new expression?

Larisa:
I feel it ties me with my ancestors, not because of the pain or anything that I went through getting it.  It’s just, it’s the look you get from other people, it’s the look you get from the elders when they look at you and they see it.  And even though they haven’t seen it for a while, you know it’s still familiar to them because it’s in their blood.  So, it does.  It ties me in.  It makes me feel more connected.  It gives me a reason to stay longer, always come back, eventually reside.

Interviewer:
So speaking of that, is that something that’s important to you?  I mean you’ve been to Mexico.  You’ve been to art school.  You’ve seen the outside world.  This is a very small place to move even though you have the big fishing industry and stuff here, it’s still a small place.  And it doesn’t have all of the distractions the outside world has.  But yet, you at 24 years old say it keeps me here and makes it a place to always want to come back.  Why is that?

Larisa:
Well, it doesn’t just keep me here.  It kind of keeps me in check.  In order to survive here that is something not a lot of people can do.  Having gone done – went to school and kind of seen a little bit here and there and what the world is like, it’s not that I don’t like it.  It’s just, I really like it here.  It’s away from everything.  It’s calm.  It’s open.  It’s fresh.  It’s a good place to be.  It’s a good place to create.  It’s a good place to meditate.  It’s a good place to live.  There’s lots of good food here.  When I’m out, it’s good to be out down in the lower 48 or traveling the world of course is wonderful.  But always coming back here is even more wonderful because it’s so familiar.  And it’s just home.  It’s nice to be home.
Interviewer:
Good stuff.

Interviewer:
That’s great.  A plane flew in during that.  And so there’s plane background noise.
Interviewer:
I didn’t hear it real bad though.  It’s the boat.

Interviewer:
No, I think it’s that ship.

Interviewer:
Holy cow, that’s loud.

Interviewer:
I’ve got the earplugs in and I’m not.

Interviewer:
You can’t hear like me.

Interviewer:
Yeah.  When I push them in I hear it.  But I think that’s –

Interviewer:
It came in – it just came in gradually.

Interviewer:
Gradually, okay.  If you had to say something to junior high school kids, elementary kids – yeah that’s better – about walking the path of your ancestors, in terms of culturally keeping you in balance, what would you say to them?  I mean it’s – we’ve talked to people in the ____ about it.  And I’ve been involved with other native indigenous peoples in the lower 48 that have dealt with it.  And there are social ills that come with the outside world.  And it’s easy, as I’m sure you know, having been out to school, to college, and so forth; it’s easy to fall into that.  It was not on the landscape of the indigenous peoples anywhere in the world really.  It was something that came later.  Do you think that attaching to those traditional ways and values can help keep people in balance?

Larisa:
I definitely think keeping the traditional ways, especially the traditional foods, and the traditional ways of getting food can keep you balanced in today’s world.  Not only does it get you outside and gets you fresh air, but it keeps your respect for nature and what it gives you in order to live.  You’re not just going to the store and purchasing packaged everything.  You’re getting it yourself, taking care of yourself.  And it’s quite liberating sometimes.

Interviewer:
Okay, so you practice, you participate in the camp.

Larisa:
Yes.

Interviewer:
Could you express why that camp is important and how?  And why do you get involved with it?

Larisa:
Well the reason I think it’s important is –

Interviewer:
And the camp, the name of the camp.

Larisa:
Well Camp _____ is important because it teaches the younger generations how to value nature and how it incorporates good living, healthy living, true living.  When I teach dance, it’s all about entertainment.  It’s all about entertaining yourself, creating, learning from other people, learning how other people do the same thing that you’re doing, but it’s different.  So everyone’s a little bit different.  And the camp teaches all that.
Interviewer:
One other question.
Interviewer:
No, that’s good.  I think – is there anything you’d want to add.  If you knew that this film was being seen by a lot of not only unungen people, but also other native peoples, is there anything from your place on this planet right now you’d want to say?
Larisa:
There’s a lot I could say.  I guess just living here in ____ Alaska for so long, and being tied into it with my family and the history here, you begin to notice how much people come and go, and how they treat the land, how they treat the locals.  And you kind of begin to see what carelessness can do to people, especially when they come here and they’re careless.  And it’s like they don’t care about the land.  I mean we don’t have recycling here.  There’s garbage lining the beaches from fishing vessels, little things like that.  Little things make a difference here.  And people from the outside world, they tend to forget that.
Interviewer:
Yes.  One thing that we’ve asked some of the younger people in the _____ and maybe you’ve already answered this; do you think there’s a future here for you?  In some ways, you have already said there is.  But on an ability to make a living, do you feel that there’s a future in ____ Alaska for your people?

Larisa:
The ability to make a living [Interrupted by background noise]  Thanks.  The ability to make a living in ___ Alaska can be really difficult if you live on your own.  I think I will always be a part of ____ Alaska.  I will always be living here, physically one way or another.  Right now I’m kind of going back and forth from here to Homer getting into some schools and stuff like that.  In the future, I think I will definitely be making a living here.  If not just living off the land, I’ll be teaching the culture because that’s what matters, especially if we’re going to stay here as a community.  That’s what matters.
[End of Audio]
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