
Lesson 4:  Te Ata
Mary Frances Thompson, best known as Te Ata, was born in 1895, in Emet, 
Chickasaw Nation, Indian Territory, near the present city of Tishomingo, 
Oklahoma. Her career as an actor and storyteller spanned more than eight 
decades and led her to perform in England and Scandinavia, at the United States 
White House, and for international royalty.

Te Ata was educated in Tishomingo where she found a mentor in teacher 
Muriel Wright. Later, she attended Oklahoma College for Women (now 
the University of Science and Arts of Oklahoma) in Chickasha, Oklahoma. 
Another teacher, Frances Densmore Davis, recognized Te Ata’s talent for 
drama. About this time she began to use her stage name, Te Ata, reflecting 
her Indian heritage. The name Te Ata means “bearer of the morning” in the 
Chickasaw language. She first began telling Native American stories to finance 
her acting career. Her programs consisted of native legends, myths, chants, and 
performances of rituals while dressed in native regalia.

Davis encouraged Te Ata to attend Carnegie Institute of Technology in 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, for a year. In 1922, she moved to New York City. 
There she met and married Clyde Fisher in 1933. During the 1930s, Te Ata performed at summer camps in New 
York and New England. In 1933, she performed at the first state dinner given by President Franklin D. Roosevelt. She 
performed again for the Roosevelts in 1939, during a state visit by King George VI of England.

Although Te Ata worked as an actor and drama instructor, she is best known for her artistic interpretations of American 
Indian folklore and authored several children’s books on the subject. Her world-renowned talent won her several honors 
including induction into the Oklahoma Hall of Fame in 1957, being named Woman of the Year by Ladies’ Home Journal 
magazine in 1976 and an Oklahoma Cultural Treasure in 1987, and having a lake near Bear Mountain in New York named 
after her. In 1990, she was inducted into the Chickasaw Hall of Fame. Te Ata is also the subject of a video production, God’s 
Drum, the proceeds of which have supported the Te Ata scholarship fund for American Indian students at her alma mater in 
Chickasha, the University of Science and Arts of Oklahoma.

SToryTeLLing AcTiviTieS

Stories have existed long before the written or recorded word and have been shared in every culture as a means of 
entertainment, education, cultural preservation, and instilling moral values from one generation to the next. Long before 
modern media entertained us, storytelling was a common pastime, and a good storyteller was a valuable member to the 
community. All of us can become engaging storytellers with a little practice and imagination. 

Learn to tell a story:

Read Te Ata’s story titled Baby Rattlesnake. First read it to yourself, then practice reading it aloud. Practice using important 
storytelling techniques such as the use of voice (words and sound effects), facial expression and body gesture, mime, pace, 
repetition, rhythm, elaboration, exaggeration and – most of all – engagement with the audience. 

Now, try to tell the story aloud without reading it. In storytelling, it is not important to remember the exact words, but 
rather to improvise and use your own words. Practice telling your story to an audience. 

Word association games:

Before moving on to creating your own story, you can use word-association games to train your mind to think quickly for 
improvisation and encourage free flow of ideas.  

Ask a few friends to play with you. Sit in a circle and have a ball ready to toss to each other. The person holding the ball 
begins the story with one word and then tosses the ball to a random person in the circle. That person comes up with the 
next word of the story before passing it to another person in the story. Try to keep the ball moving at a quick pace and see 
what kind of story you come up with. You can also have the group act the story out as you go, rather than tossing the ball.

create your own story:

A great place to start in creating your own story is to talk to the elders in your family. Ask them about important events 
in their lives that should be passed down to the next generations. Practice being a good listener while they tell you their 
stories. Look for a lesson in their story that would be good to pass along. Listen for places you could describe the imagery 
and sounds in their stories. From this material, come up with your own story to tell to the rest of the family.
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