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Fire Kinship: Southern California Native Ecology and Art, the Fowler
Museum’s second PST ART exhibition, advocates for a return to
Native practices

The Fowler Museum mourns the tragic loss of life and the immense damage
caused by the recent Southern California wildfires. We extend gratitude to
firefighters and first responders, including tribal nations, for their heroic efforts.

At this critical moment, Fire Kinship: Southern California Native Ecology and Art
offers timely insights into Indigenous fire stewardship, ecological resilience, and
climate change. Developed over several years, the exhibition underscores the vital
role of fire as a regenerative force and honors the ancestral knowledge of Native
communities. We hope its messages inspire reflection, healing, and sustainable
rebuilding.

On view January 22—July 13, 2025, Fire Kinship centers the expertise of Tongva,
Cabhuilla, Luisefio, and Kumeyaay communities through objects, stories, videos,
images, and newly commissioned works from contemporary artists.

Los Angeles, CA (January 17, 2025)—Fire Kinship: Southern California Native Ecology and
Art, the second PST ART exhibition at the Fowler Museum at UCLA, opens January 22. The
exhibition reintroduces fire as a generative force, one that connects us to our past and offers a
collective path toward a sustainable future, challenging us to rethink attitudes of fear and
illegality around fire—a reconsideration with potentially profound implications for California, a
state frequently braced for uncontrolled wildfires.

On view through July 13, 2025, the objects, images, and stories in the exhibition make a case for
fire (kut in the Payomkawichum and Cahuilla language, ‘aaw in Kumeyaay, and cha’wot in
Tongva) to be perceived as an elemental relative who creates a cycle that gives all living things a
fresh beginning.

Included in Fire Kinship are loaned object-relatives that Native communities used and continue
to use in partnership with the land, place, and fire: baskets, ollas, rabbit sticks, bark skirts, and
canoes. Fire tempers and hardens clay vessels used for cooking and storing food. It helps
cultivate plant materials employed in the making of baskets, blankets, capes, and skirts—panul,
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se’ill, stul, and sélet (yucca, juncus, deergrass, and sumac in Wanakik Cahuilla language): fire
thins out juncus patches, allowing new shoots to grow. It also softens the tar that, when spread on
cottonwood canoes, makes them seaworthy.

Fire Kinship is organized by the Fowler Museum at UCLA and curated by Daisy Ocampo Diaz
(Caxcan), assistant professor of history at California State University, San Bernardino (CSUSB);
Michael Chavez (Tongva), former Fowler archaeological collections manager and NAGPRA
project manager; and Lina Tejeda (Pomo) M.A. in history at CSUSB. The exhibition is part of
the nation’s largest art event, Getty’s PST ART: Art & Science Collide.

The exhibition has been shaped through collaborations with key community leaders throughout
Southern California: Lazaro Arvizu (Gabrieleno/Nahua), Marlene’ Dusek (Payémkawichum,
Kuupangawish, Kumeyaay, and Czech), William Madrigal (Cahuilla/ Payomkawichum),
Wesley Ruise Jr. (Burn Boss and La Jolla Band of Luisefio Indians Fire Department Chief),
Stanley Rodriguez (Iipay Nation of Santa Ysabel), William Pink (Cupefo), Lorene Sisquoc
(Fort Sill Apache, Mountain Cahuilla descendant), and Myra Masiel-Zamora (Pechanga Band
of Indians).

Fire Kinship provokes viewers to radically rethink their relationship not only with fire, but also
with the earth, which provides our home, food, and water; and to recognize that Native
ecological techniques are not merely stories from the past, but viable practices that hold critical
knowledge for the future. These embodied traditions can significantly contribute to the health of
our air, water, agriculture, artmaking, cultural heritage, and ultimately—the survival of humanity.

“Southern California Native communities are bringing fire practices back from dormancy,” said
Ocampo Diaz. “Colonization, both past and present, disrupted a cycle that honored fire at the
center and caused earth-wrenching ramifications. Native communities have been holding on to
these gentle burns despite California’s ravaging by flames. We are all part of this story, and it is a
time for listening and (un)learning.”

In California, the frequency and ferocity of uncontrolled wildfires have an enormous impact on
people and property—and represent brutal evidence of the erasure of Native ecological practices.
Prior to the colonization of Southern California in the 18th century, Native communities
throughout the region deployed controlled fire regimes to ensure the well-being of their local
ecosystems. Fire-based land management practices ranged from small burns to spur healthy
growth, to larger ones that strategically eradicated invasive species and reduced fuel loads
(preventing catastrophic natural fires).

Baskets frequently represent identity and kinship with the land and are central to ritual practices
and ceremonies. Fire Kinship documents and celebrates the intergenerational knowledge passed
among basket weavers. The exhibition also illustrates the importance of the Land Back
movement, which advocates for Native communities’ ability to regain access to and ownership
of ancestral lands. Such access—not only right, but vital to the cultivation and harvesting of
materials for traditional practices—is currently constrained by private property boundaries and
public land laws and management practices. For cultural burns and fire practitioners to thrive,
access and ownership need to be restored.



“I often wondered what comes after the movement to decolonize museums,” Tejeda said.
“What’s next after exposing the power dynamics in early collecting practices? For Native people,
giving a voice to the land is what’s important. We do this through relationships, tending to plants,
and creating baskets. Fire Kinship is about forging a future where people, land, and fire
stewardship are all part of the same effort to heal and strengthen our communities.”

New commissions from contemporary artists respond to the exhibition’s cultural objects, inviting
a dialogue of critique, reflection, and futurity. Some works use the color and growth patterns of
the California poppy as a point of reflection, as wildfires impact the well-being of this state
flower.

e Commissioned artists include Weshoyot Alvitre (Tongva and Scottish). Her Dormidera
portrait series focuses on the multilayered histories of several women from her tribal
community who fought for their people’s rights. Narcissa Rosemeyer is a Tongva
language keeper; Modesta Avila protested the development of the Santa Fe Railroad on
her family’s land and became the first convicted felon in the state of California; Espiritu
Leonis protected her ancestral homelands by using the United States legal system in a
15-year case.

e A new work from poet Emily Clarke (Cahuilla Band of Indians), Womanfire, is written
in electrocardiogram-esque lines that imitate a Cahuilla basket pattern believed to
represent the mountains and valleys located among Cahuilla homelands. Her piece is a
reflection on the fact Native women are disproportionately at risk of experiencing
violence; their survival of abuse and trauma can be likened to cultural burning, which
encourages renewal, regrowth, and abundance.

® The Heart is Fire, a multimedia work with video, birdsong audio, and natural materials
by Gerald Clarke Jr. (Cahuilla Band of Indians), draws inspiration from multiple places,
including traditional uses of fire, the Cahuilla creation story, and an eponymous book
about the Cahuilla people by Deborah Dozier. His installation also reflects contemporary
burns during all-night funerary ceremonies and bird-singing events that occur within
Cahuilla communities.

o Leah Mata Fragua (yak titYu titYu yak tithini, Northern Chumash) reclaims the
narrative that the land and its people are intertwined in a continuous, living story.
Handmade sculptural paper, dyed with poppies, evokes land stewardship practices that
have shaped the region’s landscapes for millennia. The work is meant to be temporary
and will return to the earth through fire, symbolizing the cyclical nature of yak yak titYu
titYu yak tithini Northern Chumash knowledge.

e Summer Paa’ila Herrera (Payémkawichum) has created two pieces for Fire Kinship: a
ceramic vessel made from t6’xat (clay) sourced on traditional Luisefio lands, gathered
with the help of her father, and processed at their home at Pechanga; and a traditional
skirt made from burned cottonwood bark that Herrera has worn and will continue to wear
in ceremonial settings.



o Sand Acknowledgment 1s an installation by Lazaro Arvizu (Gabrieleno/Nahua) that
reflects traditional and ephemeral sand-painting practices, illustrating the connections
between the land, humans, the sun, the stars, and the animals. This work will return to the
earth at the end of Fire Kinship. Throughout the exhibition, Arvizu will hold space in the
gallery for conversations, facilitated meditations, and art-making activities related to her
installation.

Photographs and archival documents help tell the story of colonization. Journal entries from Juan
Rodriguez Cabrillo, whose company of Spanish settlers was the first party of non-Indians to set
foot in what is now Southern California in 1542, provide some details. Other artifacts point to the
ways we have been indoctrinated to fear fire: the Smokey the Bear campfire campaign, launched
in 1944, created a lasting stigma for Native fire practices. Samples of ancient giant sequoia and
Bigcone Douglas-fir tree rings reveal evidence of fewer and smaller Native fires in Southern
California before the 18™ century.

Native communities in Southern California continue to face institutional barriers to bringing fire
back to the land. Reintroducing and strengthening Native fire practices requires commitment and
accountability from agencies with current jurisdiction over tribal territories. A section of the
exhibition includes videos and images of fire practitioners, such as Marlene’ Dusek and other
members of the Indigenous Women-In-Fire Training Exchange (TREX), sharing knowledge and
participating in controlled burns. They make a case for members of Native communities to
become state-certified Burn Bosses, responsible for planning fires, obtaining permits,
implementing burn plans, monitoring fire effects, and maintaining prescriptive requirements.
This has been an option in California since 2018, but to date, only one Native person in Southern
California is a certified Burn Boss—Fire Kinship collaborator Wesley Ruise Jr.

Fire Kinship follows the Fowler’s presentation of Sangre de Nopal/Blood of the Nopal, which
launched the PST ART initiative at the museum in July 2024, and will be the closing exhibition
of PST ART,_the largest art event in the U.S. This year’s iteration has been engaging audiences
throughout Southern California with the theme of Art & Science Collide. With the support of
nearly $20 million in grants from Getty, dozens of cultural, scientific, and community
organizations have been presenting more than 70 exhibitions and an extraordinary spectrum of
public programs. For more information visit PST.ART.

CREDITS

Fire Kinship: Southern California Native Ecology and Art is made possible in part through lead
grants from Getty (as part of the PST ART: Art & Science Collide initiative) and the Institute of
Museum and Library Services. Additional funding is provided by the Pasadena Art Alliance.
Educational programs are supported in part by the Nissan Foundation.

UCLA is the most-granted institution in PST ART 2024, with more than seven projects,
including major museum exhibitions, research, screenings, live performances, and more.

Media sponsorship is provided by LAist.
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