


tocus Question:

How has Indigenous beadwork evolved as a form of
storytelling and oultural expression, and what does its
ongoing importance reveal about the strength and resilience
of Indigenous cultures in Canada?

“The beads we use are tiny but earry big mean ing. Each b o
is placed with care and intention, telling the story of oy
people and our survival.”

Mary Okpik, Inuit artist




Tntroduction: A Living Art

Indigenous Paoples have been uging the Intricate art of
beading to deplct thein family histories, beliefs, and sense of
self long befora

@ written lnru']lh_u_.!n.- exlsted. Beading Is more
than just decaopat

ative; It is a sacred language, convaying
knowledge, identity, and culture across generations. For
Indigenous Peoples across Canada, each bead san hold
meaning, memory, and message. Although colonlzers trled to
Supprass the culture, beading has persisted through thick and
thin. Today, artists make pleces that speak to Identity,
enviranmental concerns, soolal justice, eto., using traditional
practices sombined with contemporary themes.
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Bafore Eurapean contact, Indigenous peoples made thalr
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| ‘Beading After ‘European “Arrival: '
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The arrival of Europeans in the 17th century introduced new

beading materials to Indigenous people that created a number
of significant changes:

1. Glass Beads: When Europeans arrived, they traded
colorful glass beads. These beads were smaller and
egasier to work with compared to natural materials like
bone or shell. Glass beads quickly became popular among

the Indigenous groups.

- Naw Tools and Trade Goods: With the introduction of
glass beads, Indigenous Peoples began trading them. not
just with the Europeans, but also with other Indigenous
groups. The Europeans exchanged the beads for fups,
food, natural rescurces, and overall knowladge on how to

supvive In these naw conditions, as the Europeans had

nevar lived like the Indigencus peoples did. This created
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* NOL doubt that it was evolving but still was deeply
ted to their identity and family history.
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‘Beading in the

‘The 19th Century:
i Face of Colonization
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““When 4 bead, 4 think of my kohkom

(grandmother). She taught me with patience, and
every stitch is a memory.”

. DEIFIEHE‘ M.. Métis bEﬂd ﬂ!‘-‘ﬁfsf.j as quc}ged in ﬂhe Cﬂﬂﬂdﬁﬂn
Museum of History exhibit.

In the 19th century, beading became a form of resistance
against the government's attemptis to get rid of Indigenous
cultures. As Indigenous languages and traditions were

.pppp‘&"ﬁd keading helped maintain those practices as al
Eu = wf ¥

as keeping history alive. Some families continued taq.ﬂ,_-;ml__! i

rat, while elde
& a way to share knowledge, tell stories, nd

rs passed down techniques to children
set
geading becar
ress pride in Indige
n, It change

;nous identity. Beading didn't die during

(=¥ AS gl d and bacame rasilient. a Femarkable

gymbol of strangth.



20th Century to Present: ‘Beadwork as

Cultural Reclamation and @lobal
“Recognition

In the 20th century, Ind]g@nc‘:us beqding experienced a revival
as both a tool for cultural reclamation and a global art form.
As Indigenous peoples were able to reclaim cultural practices
and identity as their own, beading became a marker of
cultural expression and empowerment.

¢ Cultural Reclamation: Beadwork became a form of
activism that challenged stereotypes, as well as

promoting cultural pride, and setting Indigenous rights in
stone. Artists have started to blend traditional materials
with modern techniques, connecting to thelr heritage
while creating new forms of expression.

e Indigenous Baadwork in Global Art Circles: In recent
decades, Indigenous beadwork has gained recognition on
the ginbm gtage. Beadwork has been featured in
imtepnational art exhibits, fashion shows, and galleries,
showcasing the artistry and cultural slgnificance of the
araft. Artists llke Tanya Tagaq, (whose musical
performances Fﬂf.'.::ll‘;.'nf':l'r't'ltf:* br.:udfng) and Em",- Kama
Kngwarraye (whoea work Includes beaded cdesigns), have
all daeply sontributad to bringing Indigencus beadwork to
4 broader audience, showing all of Its beauty, resilience,
and cultural Impartancal

+ The Impaot of Boolal Madia and tha Digital Age:

The advent of goclal media has also increased the reach
of Indigenous headwork. Through apps like Instagram op
FikTok, Indigenous beaders can share their creations Hoed
creativity with a global audience, connect with othep
panpl'-‘* in tha Indigenous art community, as well ag zel|
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Storytelling Through Beadwork

What Do Beads Say?

Directions — Colors can represent the four sacred directions
in the medicine wheel: North (white), East (yellow), South (red),

and West (black). These directions are tied to teachings about
life, balance, and spiritual growth.

Animals — A beaded eagle might stand for strength or

guidance. A bear might symbolize protection, while a wolf
represents loyalty and community.

Plants and Flowers — Flowers often reprasent family lineage
or a connection to a particular place. In some communities,

specific floral patterns are passed down through generations
and become a kind of family signature.

Tears and Stars — Beaded tEﬂranpg mjghf_ hanor a lost iy
one. Stars or celestial symbols can reflect origin storles,
dreams, or cennections to the spirit world.

The ‘Meaning of Colours:

' loodline
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Tears and Stars — pe

on aded teardrops might honor a lost loved
©. Stars or celestia

| symbols can reflect origin stories,
ns to the spirit world.
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‘The “Meaning of Colours:

Red: represents life, love & bloodline
White: represents truth, spirit & purity
Yellow: represents the sun & growth

Black : represents strength or struggle

Green: raprasents Earth, nature, healing or growth

“The language spoken through beadwork is the
same to me as the language spoken by nature. I

hear stories in both. Stories of pain, darkness,
survival, resilience, hope, community and
ration. They are all part of our journey gs

nous people and are woven together to
CPEGTE a rich TGPESTI“Y,"

celeb
Indige



, Different Beading Style:

1. “Métis (Prairie “Provinces):

The Métis are known as “The Flower Beadwork People”

because they are known for theip detailed and intricate floral
designs that include both First Nations and European
embroidery styles. Beadwork is used to decorate clothing,
moceasins, bags, and sashes, each Piece holding personal

meaning. These flowers often symbolize survival, growth, and
resilience. The designs often feature curved stems op
S=shapes, tiny bead lines called “mouse tracks,’
Bead”, a small mistake added on purpose to sho
Creator can make something perfect.

"and a “Spirit
w that only the

2. cInuit (Arctic “Regions of Canada):

Inuit beadwork features geometric shapes, snowflakes, and
animal symbols that reflect nature and Inuit beliefs. The
beads are sewn onto caribou skin (mainly the most unpleasant
ones), seal fur, and moose hide to decorate parkas, mittens,
and boots. This beadwork shows beauty, status, and persong|
stories. Today, beadwork continues to uphold and present

Inult culture, teach younger generatians, and connect the
artist with an expression of pride,

3. “‘Haudenosaunee (Iroquoi

5) ‘Elstam
cWoodlands:
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‘Manitoba, Canada):
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gnized for theip bold
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diamonds, and crosses. The Lakota's beadwork alsa
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ellow, all carrying deep spiritual meaning. Beadwork js often
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Ojibwe (Great Lakes Region):
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S. Qjibwe (Great Lakes Region):
Ojibwe beadwork ;

All of theip dE‘EI'gﬂ
bE“E'FS of nature

“We say the beads have a spivit to them, We
say each bead is alive.”
—— Randi Candline, Woodland Cree Instructor

6. Woodland cree (Saskatchewan, Manitobaq,
Alberta):

Woodland Cree beadwork features symmetrical flopg| ied
‘s bal It Iz mad gns
that reflect nature’s balance. It is made with moose b
sinew thread, and glass seed beads and is a spirjtuq| et
passed down through generations.



Revitalization: Beadwork as
Resistance and Healing

Ir'lq."lli!:'|,||_1r|r_;.“::: illi;‘LIt:I'l.-an"]r.', |g l'JLH"T"I:Ir'ﬂ.F&I' h.]uing a ﬂign]ﬂf:{'ﬂlt 1'"".5"-!'1.""""-"-
Artists are reclaiming and expressing their own traditional
knowledge, asserting their identity, asserting their
resistance, and healing from trauma. Beadworkers are now
able to utilize social media, art exhibitions, and education
programs to share thelr personal stories and teach others.
The beadwork of '|'.t:-|:|i:!"rﬂ often includes aspects of pr@ggn[‘-dgv
context but Is influensed by their traditional practices, and is
becoming more widely recognized. With the resurgence of
Irhﬂi{_],f_'rh::«u:; art, contemporary baadwonk may include pl:'lii’r.it:u::l
messages, portralts, disturbing accounts of missing and

: murdered Indigenous women, and highlighted enviranmental

CONCEFrNS.

‘Beadwork is resistance. t's reclams ey

Tt's our way of telling the world: ey, are
still here.”

Christ! Belcourt, Métis aptist (cpe 1
s Eksaruet (CBC Indlaarm:: o
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Interview)

Contemporary ‘Beading “Artists
Carrying the ‘Legacy

Christi Belcourt (Métis)

* Christi Belcourt s g visual artist, environmentalist,
and soclal justice advoaate. She paints intricate
floral designs and Patterns nspired by Metis
beadwork. and |s an avid land- based apts and
language learnep.

Her work celebpratas: the land, he

" ancestors, qnd
Indigenous knowledge,

“Liza Shepherd (Métis)
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“Lisa Shepherq (Métis)

* Lisa Shephepd is
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Practices
Conte MROrary artwork q nd garments

traditional Métis flopga] beadwep
* Uses hap wopk Lo speak ghayt Iungunga loss, culture, and
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and materials o create

. She specializes in

kK with q modern twist.
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W Patterns of the Past:
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