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Think of a revolutionary device and somehow the Native Amencan flute

doesntimmediately pop to mind. But with that handcrafted cedar instrument,

Navajo/ Ute flutist R. Carlos Nakai is prying open the world of possibility

for Native peoples as he spreads his music to every corner of the globe.
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certificd siles of over .'F|-|||'|I|.||:||'| q.'lll'lil,"'u [ makai o sawvs, "Tt’s
around somcplace’) for 1989 Casvore Trilaay and s teeter
ing on his secomd for Eacdh Spéeir. In 1999 Makai received
twor Grammy nomimatons—oe [eeee Vaseer with & 32-psece
string archestra, and for Teside Meonniment Filley, his collabo
ramwe with flaymist Paul Hormn, bath 0 the “Best Now Age
Album™ category, In 1994 MNakai's Ancestrnl Podeer—a ool
laboration with gostar maker Willlam Eaton and powsvios
greats the Rlack Lodge Singers—was a tinabist for a Lramimy
i the “Best Traditional Folk Albom™ category,

His canabing ..r'n:.:;.rrling,s. i pramie M)
plus deep; idiomarically spanning every
thing from tradidonal Marve American
tuwmes to mew age, Er and classical gen
res. Beniwned cloreographer Martha
Giraham cast ber last work, “Nighe
Chant,” to Makai’s “Cyelen™ In s
o, Makan has wriien amd |.H:I'[IIEII:IL"J
sweores for film and ieleviion moluding
work for the Matonal Park Service, Fox
L hannel,
TMAK, the Mational Goographic S0cicth

Televiuon, the DDuasciwven
and many commercial prodoctma. In
moare the USA,
Fl.lrnp:' amid Asia T0-E0D percent of the
wexr, hidds '.|.'n|1-:-:|'.upl. on performance
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ON THE FLUTE

Hi s busy® Anad all of this from a simple
trstrumseit, the ongisal couring trsdi

tiomt oof wiach had desed 0wt amoag

“I've developed the philosophy
that you should not try to change
the instrument but rather to work
with it and learn how to include
it in other disciplines. This
instrument is teaching me.”

Makai™s Diné people bng before he ever saw one

It's one thing to do many things, but to do them as umi
formby well a8 MNakal doss |s amazing. Dressed in tails for che
syrnphaanie solomsts spotlight, Makai arns the mning pecaliar
ithes af his chitch of flutes imto pakniedly coloms that comple-
ment the orchestra to perfection. He 18 4 consummsate virrnoss
on the mstrument, a brfliant impresdsser and 4 soyliseic
chameleon., Rut while a vematile collaboeator, Makal has never
compromised the esence of his imstrument.

=] wrarted finding thaz 1 was developing a dasciphnc for the
bwtrument for myself,™ Makal soys of his mosical josiceey. “The
{lite had a parsicular series of pitches that were related to sta-
dard '|-'_|_|r':|-|1::|11 IMLISSE pr.u'rin:e | and other *wild -card’ p:l..hﬂ all
ity oo ), [e pook of T feom there. | sarted finding more ways to
st this usserument than the mraditional thing. Even maday 1
continue to work with instrumenss mned o the traditaoal
system rather than find a flue maker thar will make ope
pitched ap A=440

“Ower the fificen yeams Pve been
dioing this, I've developed the philosaphy
that you shoaild nor try o change the
imstrument buat rather o work with it and
bearn hiw to mnchide 1t 16 other disci-
planes, Thas instrumeit b teaching me."

Teaching him and takiiag hlm places
he'd only dreamed of

“When | started carly on [ always
wanied 0 be o smphonk musscan. |

thought [ would be a symphonic trus-
peter. That ended. But now, with this
|'|r|:1'|i|:i'|-r flute, I'm sitting not in the
orchestra section bant right next o the
I.IIIII.1I.II.TIII ¥ .||'||‘| I:hl;' conductor asks ME
i e ready.”

akal is a charscier
“mdividual.” He says, straight-out,
what's on lals mand, withowt apology. In
a non-Matlve world hyped up on
romantk notons of Natve Amencan
life and culture, it would be cay fior
Makai to capizsalize on that freney and

Make that an



then being left atter the visit. Fvervone goes in the middle of

the might. You wake up i the moming and you're there with
the dng Yo p,.r1r|.|.|:mru!1|:r s there, wha docsn’t iprah
English, and shes telling you to get up because it's ime to dio
the sheep. Your parents are gome. 8o vou spend a whaole day
betng shocked that you've been shandoned ot there, But
then you get wsed o it and start geming used o the temper of
what it means 1o be o there. ™

He spent time on the Colorado Indizn Reservation with an
uncle in Poston—the former home of one of the L5 WWII
lapancse intcrment camgs,

“I learned a livtde bie about that camp and what Poston,
Anzona stond for. § really emjoyed being down there with the
Maohave and vhe Calnills over by Palm Springs. [ would go o
bird dances and funcrals—all kinds of social privare occasions
with those people.™

MNakai gor shipped off to the Use sde of the family, as well

“One of myv grandmcothers sad o
mever forger that I'm also a Ulee ™ Maka
s “They wert r.lpri'.n.'q. wav back when
aitid they became Navajos by choice

It larer vears | alsn fviemd oot thas
sorne Oof iy greal- grandmothers were
from the Lund pueblo and they hsd been
rimmmng froam the arevw ar thar e
Ihey hid wath the Navaios in the com
ficdds in the Ganado arcd and were raken
1 he Mavajos

Bedore my grandmsother dicd she also
infermed me that | had a Eroat, gredt,
grear grandmasther who was Spanish.
She was & child of o Spanish cuncpumka-
dor ad o Novap woman wha bved
dirwen aroensd Chambers, Arzomna,

Having been Brmed oui like that and
having all thise influences gave ne 2 real
.:I|'l|'-1"'|.'..|i|llll1 _F'||| 'h||.|l; Wihi ||I:I|'i||I1.1I1I: 1]
oy oty lide based o these shings dhag |
Encw about mivachfl ot also sctivities and
sfluences fom evervihing surrounding

mic I will never live there and
| will never tread in the past.”

Makais father (who laer became
Mavajo cribal charrman | and mother had

tve Amencan radks program on
KCLS in Flagstaft for six years when he was 2 boy

*1 wsed togoein with oy parents when they would do their
raclion tagsing and select musc for thelr programs coming op,”
Malksi recalks. “0 would bear all this Nainve maske and thev'd
Atk l.h|'|I|."I canes | really liked.™

“The ope that impressed me was 2 pioce Willlam
Hoerncload had done with 5 flute plaver.” he recalls. “We're
sl nml:;:|'.|_|_ fior iv today, 1 know it was on one of thase LT
Canyoa 78 BPM records, He lked » lirtle bit about the music
and sang the song. and then be plaved it on the fate. That was
iy e CAPEMENCE W ith tHine |-|.I| M srivand 1956 or s, Ever
sinee thar eavie | had thar thoughr in my mind,™

“On the pseudo performing
things that allude to how we
were before the cultural change
came in the 1750s, ... | can't

do that | dont live there now,

[n public schionl, Makai was drasn to music, He dreamed
of becoming & classical rumpeter. Bue a bot of hic would inter
vene. Makai served in the Mavy duning the Viernam war, only
b0 retiirn 1o the Smnes o be pelted with eges and rotten toma
Toeh k9 protesiers. He still has his dress uniform, -.p.:lll:rn! 1]
garbage, in the closer of hin home,

Rack win the reservation wea, there were rescribmenis. Many
ioff his friends had nor repumed from Viemam. Some on the
Rez cruelly asked why he had. Nakai hit 3 low point, ook 1o
drinking and drugging (be's kng over those demons now},
and had a nasty automobile secdent. Witch his jaw mangled, all
hopes o a career i8 3 concert trumpeter vanished

ON HIS MUSICAL CAREER

But in 1974, a chance meecting took place thar would pus
MNakai on 4 new path. =We mee this guy in Santa Fe carrying
& bag of futes aroand. =1 thoughe *This b some scam,™ Nakal
recalls, *1°d never seen flutes like thar in
miy life. Then 1 heard one and 1 traded
for a couple. T went to La Jolla and
found ot he'd been shown how to
make these by an cthnomusicologia ai
Oklahoma University, It was on his
ficor in La Tolls that [ realized 1'd heard
that somind before on the recording 1'd
heard years agn.”

Makad recorded his first  neloase,
while still teaching in
Morthern Anpona. He moved
PMhocnix in 984 where he learned of an
Indian art market coming ap thar week
end at the Heard Miseum. Nakai
packed wp I8 casserres, hanled them
down to the Heard Museum and
pestered the woman in charge of pee
senters foe a place to st up.

'[':,'qﬂn came around, heard Yy
flutes,™ Nakai says, ¥l talked with chem.
Contacrs smarted. Soon afterwands 1 gon
a call from the Heard oo see of [ would
be meerested in working with them
the plapning stage of a new presentation
o be called Nadire Peoplec Owr Ve,
Opir Lanul "

ki wondd spensd the sext three vears a1 the Heasd, helping
1o bexign, amona other things, the hogan that sill resides there,

Another key allianee was made through the lase of Nakai's
125 origmal copies. of Changgr—ile securing of & record con
tract with Phoenix-based Canyon Records Praductions

“l was fortunate eneugh o have sold my Lt pow wos
iy —the one with the beer staing and the cassete case thar
sticks to ipneli=im Bob Nus ar Canyon Beconds Indian Aris
He gave it ©0 Robent Dosle and Raymond Baley (current
Canyon Records  Producrions president and founder, respec-

Chutaypea,

wvely) and they called me. 1 thamegght it was st another flash
iy thee s I'mi wadving for the fAash o end.”



milk it all the way 10 the bank
Makai resens that [racTice oL |l_| 1
“Whar

ICILEFE A FCEmanticees .l.|..| W'E WETE AU £sE TIrmes |"|' o Ik
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rowEr Thes Tutiare amd oo o TNEnEs STosm mv e TeECTIVE, vt
on the influences that surrounsd me,” the former school
v W | |_--,|-||_|||||_ =i % 3 ||||r_|- I eSO il 6 1Ay WeE 1
irvolved in the philosophies of the Thes, Navaps asd the
S, ar's “pever ook back” bue always book roward tomasmos
o sce whit the possitllines could be. 1 operate prmarly
Imvm there

“(n the preudo porforming thoegs that alluce
i v we were before the cultural dhange cone
m the 175ls, and hexrken back o almost g
Pwsney-esgse, lamia kind of culiural perpec
rive of what we uved o be. | can™t do that. |
don’t e there now, | will never live there
and | will never tread i the past.™

“Beut 1 cany alse see whar their suffcnng
was all shoim. The uman  comrmiemicy
pioerenanely, was abways mvalved i sor
wival &% 4 [ArusIry by wirth all oghes
CINTIMAUINTEeE, W miailpgltal
ol e SHvRORmeEnr w
thay we coidd  survive
better and we cotin
i 0 do that S
On,

SNakai's rna-
ner ol dowmng
things has rul

fled some

feathers. Bob always hos vimion of where he's headed s chear

hnel e ds prepared o lot the chapa Gl where they may
“Beconse there wene very bow poople domg any of this
when [ stacied, [ thaught there bad o be 3 way ol brengig
penple to an awancness that we have to got ont there aned start
doing mew things, To pack up the pieces of what we had been
doing i the old days and conmmse on dovn the roaed. e had
the. support, of many traditeens] eldern m the omicmporary
.|||r|||*-.- |||||| aiil '1|.I.J:'I_ that's what we werne '\-||."l||'l||l-l.'|.| o b
dning bair unfortupatcly we've all given up.' 1 thovght, *Well
I|||_' IHUT Wi T |_|;|-r |'||'|l|'l||.' whn've EVED Ap Ty SMarT
maniig s mo confront them with things, T will con
fainsc o oba That
Bait | wall ot carry a e for aiiyone elss. My
D cledern have abways told me “Only speak for
i Tl

ON HIS BEGINNINGS

Makan was born in Flagstaft, Aneonas and spont
summices in Combickds near the Sow Slexbon

border
“We had o leam a licle bit abour what eom
munines wie belonmed 1o aned bearm what
e culmra] system was all absout,™
“The easiest
wiay was [0 g our there and
spend o wigh our mates
vial grandfacher
Sl remember  Belng
tricked [t the carwith
all sy, fomny bosods
and iy gacker and

“akai |."|.|'||JI'1'.

Nakai with o
sampling of his
sxinnuive
cabiection ol
handersed
Hinlms. many
w10 him




“One of the most important

aspects of R.C. is his artistic
generasity. He has encouraged
others to fallow in his lootsteps.
He can’t do it all, nor does he
want lo.”

—Hobert Doyle, Fresicant Camoan Hecands

“I ey to finel things that are inveresting
o e and | ory o find ivolvements amd
collaborytions with ocher mushcians that
v bt COHTRINISE ||_‘:|_' WO Uk 1:'||.: SN, | v
founed musicians who have goose almost
diowmn the sume path amd who have 3 s
lar perspective on thelr own lives and the
lives of those around them, ™

Mikid"s place in the world of Nawmve
Amcrican music is secuare

“There e o couple of dozen great
Matve Amencan tHute players, of both
Mative and non-Mative hentage,” s
Dlowyle. “ Bt it was B Carlos who brooght
it forward most succinctivy and effecovely,
particuladly to non-MNatves, Would it have
happened without him? Probabby, bur noe
o the same depth and imeenssty thar if's
happening.”

“Une of the most imporane aspects. of
B m his AFTEEER _u,:|'|:_'|||'\-\..ll. Hl_- ||.1n.
|_'|'||_'|||.|J!_l||'|| hiers n "||||||l.v. il |l_|-. |i l:[i.l_l_-|_n_
He can®t di it all, twor does he want to,"

Amd Makai's financial suceess lhas given
LCanvon a freer hand to ghve a shot o
other coerging recording artists, and
document the waditlons of a brosder
swath of the Mative Amcncan populstion

“In a way, his helping us allows us o
il .'|ll|" oitheer artists who might mot nec
caanty have been oomaldered by 2 com
mercial 1.'|1r|.'r;lr':-|.'_" [Rowle noics. —



