
Strengthening Community Across Generations

Zuni Youth Enrichment Project
NOVEMBER 2022

THE ZUNI YOUTH ENRICHMENT PROJECT PAGE 01

NOVEMBER 29, 2022

Dear Valued Partner of ZYEP,

We are entering a sacred time of the year where we reflect and appreciate all 
that this world has gifted to us and how we reciprocate that. The Zuni Youth 
Enrichment Project has had another incredible year of growth, service, and 
reward. This would not be possible without the support and strengths of our 
youth, our community, and our partners like you.

We want to tell you a story about one of our most impactful programs. Our 
Delapna:we (traditional oral stories) Project has created a space where the 
past, present, and future meet. We have partnered with brilliant community 
organizations and individuals who have brought our traditional stories to life 
through theater. This group recognized that the art of storytelling was not as 
widely practiced in the community, and we could not let this treasure fade 
away. We took these stories, turned them into scripts, and brought youth and 
their families together to produce a play. All the while, youth are connecting to 
positive role models, learning our culture, and practicing our language. This 
will be our fifth year offering this program and it has shown some of our most 
impactful data in youth and community health. The next few pages will take you 
through our journey with this project and you’ll see the significance it has for 
the longevity of not only ZYEP, but our Zuni community.

At ZYEP, we aim to create fun, engaging programs that connect youth to cul-
ture, traditions, Zuni language, health, elders, role models, and so much more. 
We have found that these goals are met through the Delapna:we Project. Your 
gift today is an investment in the preservation and sustainability of storytelling 
by supporting this program that honors our past, innovatively connects our 
community today, and creates opportunities for our youth into the future. We 
live in a time of the utmost urgency, but also the utmost potential. We sit at the 
top of a point, teetering in the direction of loss and complacency, but also resil-
ience and reclamation. With partners like you, we know ZYEP will lean in the 
right direction for our youth. Would you consider making a gift today? 

Elahkwa! Many blessings to you and your family.

Tahlia Natachu
Executive Director of ZYEP

Photo by Donovan Tsadiasi

Ho’n A:wa
n

Productions

“Delapna:we”
Zuni word for 

sharing oral history 
or re-telling of 

fables with a moral 
or lesson that 

happened long 
ago.
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Bringing Delapna:we to Life

Storytelling is vital to who we are as Zuni people. 
In the past, our delapna:we — our traditional oral 
stories — were primary sources of entertainment, 
history sharing, intergenerational bonding and 
cultural education for our community.

By the mid-20th century, however, these sto-
ries and our sacred storytelling tradition were in 
danger of being lost. Thanks to funding from a 
New York philanthropist named Doris Duke in 
the 1960s, we were able record our community’s 
storytellers while they were still with us.

During the winter storytelling season of 1965, our community recorded 19 storytellers sharing over 800 stories. When 
the recording sessions were finished, we had more than 400 hours of audio recordings. 

Thankfully, these priceless treasures were preserved through the decades. Four years ago, they became part of our 
ZYEP story as well.

Curtis Quam, director of A:shiwi A:wan Museum and Heritage Center in Zuni, approached ZYEP in 2018. He wanted 
to see if we collectively could find a way to bring delapna:we to life through the performing arts.

“The museum was lucky to come across some archived stories, and I took the initiative to digitize more than 380 
hours of elders who were recorded in the 1960s,” Quam said. “After contacting a few teachers, we experimented by 
playing the stories for the kids, and it was apparent that the kids didn’t understand the stories since they were in the 
Zuni language.”

With the shared vision of bridging that learning gap and creating a children’s program that would resonate with the 
entire Zuni community, ZYEP, A:shiwi A:wan Museum and Heritage Center, Edaakie Arts, ShiwiSun Productions, and 
other Zuni community members came together as “Ho’n A:wan Productions.” The Delapna:we Project was born.

Our first live theater performance took place in February 2019, within the strict storytelling timeframe required to 
meet Zuni cultural protocols. Youth and community members alike responded enthusiastically to the Delapna:we 
Project’s interwoven network of cultural education, language preservation, support and spirit of fun, and the project 
returned to the stage in February 2020.
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A Shared Experience of Delapna:we

When the Covid-19 pandemic erupted that spring, however, we feared loss of momentum. But we are resilient, and 
we knew that with the brilliance of our community partners and the technological innovations available to us, we 
could find our way forward.

In winter 2020-21 with our youth still at the center, we produced a series of animations to tell our stories over Zoom. 
The next year, with the pandemic still raging, we decided to do a film through hybrid programming.

“We knew we had to find a way, because the community looks forward to this every year,” said Keith Edaakie, the 
project’s leader and director. “We wanted to keep things safe but also have face-to-face contact with kids.”

Filming took place in Zuni and in New Mexico’s Chaco Culture National Historic Park, which is part of our migration 
story. Filming scenes in a place with such meaning was indescribably powerful for all involved.

“I enjoy learning and teaching things that are important to our Shiwi self-identity,” Quam said. “If the culture is to en-
dure major outside influences, we need to show our community why and how.”

This coming winter marks our 5th annual Delapna:we Project. As we return to live performances, we seek to 
create an environment in which our youth feel comfortable practicing our language and actively engaging in our 
cultural revitalization, and most importantly, have fun. 

“I grew up learning Zuni first and then English at school,” Edaakie said. “But for a lot of kids now, it’s the opposite, 
and that creates unique challenges. With our project, we utilize the language in our stories and scripts, and we 
want to give our kids a safe space to practice and speak.” 

In addition, we seek to give these young people positive role models who they can lean on for support. We want 
them to know how precious they are — and that their entire community cares about them.

In the modern era, it’s all too easy to bypass traditional stories and cultural 
identity by turning on the TV or logging into the virtual world. Through the 
Delapna:we Project, we hope families will have meaningful conversations 
about Zuni culture, values and language.

“Communication in any language on core values is becoming less common 
within our community,” Quam said. “While stories cannot support the culture 
alone, they can help. We can help shape the future by utilizing our past.”

“I feel we are in a blessed position to use modern tools and platforms to keep 
our culture and language relevant,” he continued. “My favorite experience 
has been seeing community members engaging, and refining ownership 
of where Zuni is going in the future. We now have a shared experience of 
Delapna:we.” 
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TO LEARN MORE AND DONATE TO THIS YEAR’S CAMPAIGN, 
SCAN THE QR CODE HERE OR VISIT US AT 
WWW.ZYEP.ORG/DONATE

TAHLIA NATACHU, EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
P.O. BOX 447
ZUNI, NM 87327
505.782.8000

Q & A with Norene Lonasee
ZYEP Youth Development Specialist

Q. Why do you think the Delapna:we Project is important for the future of 
the Zuni community?
A. I feel the Delapna:we Project is important to the future of our Zuni community 
because in its own way it is preserving parts of our traditional storytelling, cul-
ture, and heritage by reminding A:Shiwi of our past, as well as teaching everyone 
involved from the performers to the audience the messages that are conveyed 
through these stories. 
Q. What are your hopes and dreams for the Delapna:we project?
A. My hopes and dreams for the Delapna:we Project are to cultivate Traditional 
Oral Zuni Storytellers who would be able to use the Zuni language as the main fo-
cus. Much of our beautiful Zuni language is lost each day as we choose to speak 
English. My dream is that the Delapna:we Project would spark interest in learning 
the older Zuni words used in a story, and utilizing them in daily conversations to 
help preserve the language.

Meet Sewa!
My name is Sewa and I am 16 years old. I joined ZYEP’s annual Delapna:we 
Project when I was 13 years old.  I love it because it helps me connect with 
my Zuni culture. I’m half Zuni, and I didn’t really know our stories or where 
they came from. Hearing them is exciting. Through the theater project, I got 
to learn more about our stories and our language — now I can speak to my 
Nana (grandfather) in Zuni!

My favorite memory is when I performed for the first time. I was so scared, but 
when I got on stage, I felt all the stress go away. I love breaking into groups to 
learn our parts, I love hearing the elders share stories and language, and I love 
getting to meet new people. This is such a fun and energetic program.


