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My art is a reflection of my life, of being in place and time, just as art production is 

essentially a mirror of the self and the self in life. My visual narrative is influenced by my 
current realities such as significant events, challenges and milestones in my life, that are specific 
to the Aboriginal experience, both on a personal and national,  political scale. I tell these stories 
through my art to raise public awareness about issues, and to bridge the human connection. 
Ultimately, they become historical markers of a point of being in place and time.  

In the same sense, my work is a continuation of  visual narratives expressed by my 
ancestors within time and place, that documented  their cultural ideology, of spirituality, 
philosophy, mythology,  social customs, personal experiences and history, that were defined 
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from within their specific territory.  Their forms were both codified abstractions and 
representational imagery, with an aesthetic that sought connections from the physical to the 
metaphysical through aesthetic harmony. 

The indigenous aesthetic has evolved like any other art history and has continued  into 
the present day, though the artist role has changed to some degree. My aesthetic, in mix media 
sculpture, drawing and new media, attempts to distill aboriginal concepts into minimal forms, 
with an objective to have a poetic flow of form and natural materials that invites the viewer in 
and connects with the viewer on a conscious and subconscious level. While artistic expressions 
of the past where intended to contribute to community and family, culturally and aesthetically, 
today artists do both, they contribute to their community through traditional culturally specific 
forms or vicariously through its content, though now, their works are often displayed outside of 
their communities, in galleries and museums, as an art object unto itself, creating a dual sense of 
responsibility with more complex formal and conceptual considerations. 

As an Aboriginal person living in a colonized country, I have had the challenges of this 
dual existence — living in two vastly different worlds that often have cultural collisions. Even 
though these two cultures co-exist side-by-side, they may be very much segregated from each 
other at times. This dual cultural existence requires that I constantly balance on both sides of the 
Canadian and Aboriginal cultural fence, in order to effectively speak to both audiences, and  
bridge connections of understanding through my art work. This is a common phenomenon 
amongst many Aboriginal artists, which at times can be frustrating, and at other times rewarding, 
especially when a connection is made. 

The following autobiographical text reviews this context of place and time through the 
chronicling of my life that has shaped my creative process over the years. The central themes of 
transition that I will discuss are: Origins; Sixties Scoop; Education; Political Activism; Duality; 
Traces;  Roots/Routes; Blood and Stones; Love and; Returning Home. I offer these themes as an 
insight into my life, as they are expressed as a symbolic narrative through my art. Through them 
I represent myself as a Aboriginal person and ask the reader to bear witness to my story. It was 
the Romantic poet, John Keats, who said that an artist’s life is an allegory, which I take to mean 
that artists live within their own symbolic narrative, and that a full interpretation of their oeuvre 
must include an understanding of their life.   

 
 

ORIGINS 
I was born in Fort Qu’Appelle Valley, 

Saskatchewan, in 1964. I am a member of Gordon First 
Nation, located forty-five minutes from Regina near the 
small town of Punnichy. (Figure 2). Most people know 
me by my English name, Mary Longman, though I also 
have a Saulteaux name, Aski-Piyesiwiskwew, which 
translates to Earth Thunderbird Woman, given to me by 
my great-grandmother. As a young child, I lived in 

various places, including Gordon First Nation, a Métis reserve in Labret, and in the city of 
Regina. I had many caretakers: my mother, my great-grandmother, my aunts and uncles. My 
family is one of the three original families which settled on Gordon’s reservation. The Longmans 
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are probably the largest family on the reserve, occupying most of the south side — so large in 
fact, that we have our own cemetery. Over the generations, my family have been practising 
medicine people, and big drum singers, and are survivors of residential school and the sixties 
scoop.   

The ‘roots’ of Saulteaux ancestry, and ‘routes’ of experiences in my life, have navigated 
me through political and personal topics that I have processed within my art production.  My 
context began in the 1960s, when  racism was overt and systemic, with generations of Native 
children being taken by the government through residential school and the sixties scoop and 
corrupt government policies that sought to extinguish Aboriginal lands and rights. The sixties for 
aboriginal people was a time of devastation and low community morale, though at the same 
time, continued government injustices ignited an uprising of political activism amongst 
Aboriginals throughout North America, as they now fought a political war to protect their 
communities.  The average Canadian, for the most part, remained sheltered from the current and 
past wars, simply due to the purposeful submergence of that information by the government, 
educational institutions and media.  It has only been in the past two decades that the history of 
colonization in Canada and current political conflicts have been addressed in texts and other 
media, therefore, it is not surprising that Canadians are shocked when they listen to aboriginal 
accounts of their experience. Even though we co-existed together, born in the same generation, 
lived in the same cities, our Canadian experience is radically different, worlds apart. That is why, 
our stories must be told, to fill in this historical gap and bridge this human connection, and the 
Canadian connection.  
  First Nation artists played a pivotal role in raising public awareness about colonial 
history and many other issues of importance to aboriginal people. They have continued yet 
another generation of documenting  the history, political events, cultural practises, social 
realities, and experience of co-existence in a colonized country through their art work and have 
ultimately preserved this cultural and historical information for generations to come. 

 
 

SIXTIES SCOOP 
Born in the 1960s, I was one of the thousands of Aboriginal children that were 

apprehended by Social Services across Canada and put into foster care. The Sixties Scoop 
overlapped the residential school era and was a time of a tremendous loss of generations of 
children, which proved to have a devastating impact on Aboriginal communities. As residential 
school survivors returned home, soon after many of them would have their children taken away 
from them through the Sixties Scoop. The term the ‘Sixties Scoop’ refers to the apprehension of 
Native children by government social workers.  In 1951, Amendment 88 of the Indian Act stated 
that all provincial laws would be enforced on reserves, thus allowing Social Services to 
apprehend children in reserve communities. Social Services were guaranteed payment for each 
child apprehended (Fournier & Crey, 1997). Other financial gains were made by selling children 
across the border to American adoption agencies, sometimes for as much as $4000.00 per child. 
The number of apprehensions of Native children is staggering, especially when one considers 
that Aboriginals in Canada make up three to five percent of the population. From the 1960s 
through the 1980s, approximately 40 percent of all children in foster care in Canada were 
Aboriginal: in 1980, 15,000 children were in foster care. As a result of the outcry from 
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Aboriginal communities, provincial governments across Canada agreed to place a priority to 
place Aboriginal children in homes that were the next of kin or at least within the community 
first, and external adoption would be the last option. However, this policy has not always been 
acted upon, and in some provinces apprehensions have risen dramatically such as in 
Saskatchewan where Aboriginal children in care has risen to 70% from 40% of all children in 
care. 

 Today, there is much more public awareness about residential schools than the Sixties 
Scoop, which remains unknown to most Canadians. It remains largely unacknowledged that the 
two eras of residential school and the sixties scoop mirrored each other in terms of dislocating 
Aboriginal children from their family and communities, as well as the children’s similarity of 
experience of physical and sexual abuse and exploitation for child labour. I expect that the 
Sixties Scoop will not remain submerged for much longer and these survivors will testify to their 
experience in courts sooner rather than later. 

In my story, after 5 years of being introduced into the world, my six siblings and I were 
taken from our family by Social Services, and split up into foster homes. After being shuffled 
into a variety of foster homes in 1970s, my sister and I were put in a permanent foster home for 
eleven years, without any permitted visitation from my mother or family. I was told that the 
reason we were apprehended was because my mother was an alcoholic, though I found out in 
later years that the real story was quite different. In reality, she wasn’t an alcoholic and rarely did 
she drink, she couldn’t due to medications she had to take for grand mal epilepsy, an affliction 
she had since a child, which developed after she was beaten upon the head with the sole of a 
shoe by a nun in residential school at the age of six. My mother did have her challenges though, 
she was very young when she had children: she had me when she was fifteen and proceeded to 
have six other children one after the other.  

Given my mother’s circumstance, Social Services might have offered some kind of 
support for her first, such as home care support, parenting classes, with the apprehension of her 
children as a last resort. However, at the time, Social Services didn’t offer this type of supportive 
option to Native families, they simply took the children and did not disclose their whereabouts to 
the parents. Their policy stated that all foster children would not have access to any information 
about their family until they were eighteen years of age.  

Figure 3 shows the typical adoption ad for Native children, in this case, describing 
myself and my sister. Our names were changed for the advertisement, mine was Joan and my 
sister’s was Ruthie. The text in the advertisement reads; 

 
Joan and Ruthie are attractive sisters aged 9 and 5 ½. Joan is in grade 3 and doing 
well. She has long since discarded the impediments that are evident in Ruthie’s 
speech. The school where Ruthie attends kindergarten will arrange speech 
therapy if the staff thinks it necessary but it seems likely she will follow her 
sister’s healthy pattern of speech development. Joan has a quiet, thoughtful 
disposition, tending to mother her little sister. Ruthie is content to accept this 
although she has a bouncy personality. Joan loves her Barbie dolls, reading and 
helping with baking and cooking. Ruthie is imaginative and relishes any 
“pretend” game. (Leader Post, 1973) 
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Foster homes during this time were the luck of the draw.  One could only hope that the 
children would be placed with a family that sincerely wanted to provide care and love for 
children. Though these types of places where in the small percentage, many foster homes took 
children in just for the money, and others more corrupt saw an opportunity to exploit these 
children for labour of domestic and farm duties, or even worse, to fulfill their pedophiliac 
desires. With the racism of the times, people who operated foster homes knew that they probably 
wouldn’t be held accountable, aboriginal children were essentially dispensable. The greatest 
crime of all was that many of the children grew up without being loved. 

The permanent foster home in which we 
were placed was one such home. Their incentive 
was a regular cheque in the mail for each child, and 
they also banked on the advantages of having extra 
hands for work. The child labour and discipline in 
this home was excessive. There was a strict regime, 
and if we fell out of line or didn’t do a job exactly 
right we were physically punished. I did all the 
house cleaning and looked after all the other 
children that came into the foster home. Imagine if 
you will the mentality it takes to make a child of 
elementary school age to hang out clothes in 30 
below weather before she goes to school, just 
because they wanted the fresh scent in their clothes. 
This is one of many examples of the extent of 
exploitation that existed in this home. Essentially, 
my childhood was spent being an ‘indian’ slave for 

a white family, a modern Cinderella story if you will, that remained hidden behind closed doors 
for many years. It was clear that we were of subordinate status compared to the biological 
children of the household, and the other children were aware of  that and took advantage of  it by 
casting blame and being abusive without repercussions.  

No child should ever have to endure this type of life, and the governmental system 
should be ashamed of subjecting innocent children to criminals who abuse and exploit children. 
Social Services must radically change their ideology: it must truly act in the best interest of the 
child, and provide preventative measures to support families in crisis, rather than create more 
crisis by apprehending the child and placing it in a foreign, and at times, abusive environment.  

Even though this was a difficult time in my life, it also marked the beginning of my 
passion for art. I discovered as early as grade two that I had the gift of art, with imagination and 
the technical ability to recreate images in 2-D and 3-D form. Perhaps, art-making began as 
escapism for me, in which I could create imaginary worlds that I wished to be a part of. Perhaps 
on another level it was therapeutic for me. I do know that art was a positive force in my life. I 
gained pride in my accomplishments and received praise from my teachers and peers. For a child 
that didn’t have love, that meant a lot.  From grade two onward, I received grade A standings in 
art, and I hoped that I would always be able to create art. 

In 1986, with the support of my band, I was able to attend the Emily Carr Institute of Art 
and Design in Vancouver. In 1988, I dedicated an entire exhibition to the telling of my 
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experience in foster care with the intention of exposing the excessive apprehensions of 
Aboriginal children across the country, and the exploitation and abuse of these children in foster 

homes.  The exhibit was titled, Wolves in sheep’s clothing, 
shown at the Emily Carr Institute of Art and Design. Even 
though it was a risk to share my story with the world, my 
need to bring public awareness to this issue was greater than 
my fear of vulnerability. At the time, no one was talking 
about the Sixties Scoop and therefore it was critical to give 
exposure to the lack of protection of these children. In 
addition, it was critical to point out the obvious racial 
underpinnings of these apprehensions. In a vast majority of 
cases, there was clear disregard for the children’s well-
being and the rights of their parents.   

The painting Separation (Figure 4) depicts the 
apprehension of my siblings by Social Services. We are 
shown pressed up against the back window of the social 
worker’s car. The faces express chaos and sadness as they 
leave behind their mother and drive off with strangers. The 
two babies on the right side of the window are my twin 
brother and sister. It was a traumatic experience for a child, 
I still recall the descendance of social workers and police 

upon my home, the arguing, and my emotionally-distraught mother. As a child I stood in the 
middle, confused and scared.  

The central piece of the Wolves in sheep’s clothing 
exhibit was entitled Exchange (Figure 5), which reflects the 
disempowered feeling a child has as it becomes the victim 
of socio-political circumstances beyond its control and 
comprehension. Children were taken from their mothers and 
fathers, shuffled from home to home, and forced to adapt to 
new rules, beliefs, values and expectations in each foster 
home. Their long hair was cut and they were given different 
names stripping them of their ancestral identity. They 
became commodities for sale, advertised in papers for 
adoption as indicated in the background collage of 
newspapers on the hands made from for-sale and stock 
exchange papers, echoing the image of my own adoption 
ad. 

The style of my work in this exhibit, was unique to 
this time period, and did not reoccur in my later work. I 
expect the narrative nature of the subject matter was 
depicted most effectively through representational images. 
Immediately after this exhibit, my work moved into 
metaphorical images, and assumed a three-dimensional 
focus. Pencil drawing continued to be a favourite medium 
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for sketching out concepts and for large works that combined metaphorical and representational 
images.  

Years later in 2004, I readdressed the Sixties 
Scoop with a digital photo collage work entitled, 
Sixties Scoop child labour, (Figure 6). Ironically, 
the digital medium and style were also new to my 
repertoire and I have not done any other digital 
work since, except for childrens book illustrations. 
Even today, the topic of the Sixties Scoop is not 
often discussed or presented in the media, thus the 
incentive to revisit the topic. This work speaks to 
captivity, child labour and abuse by presenting a 
child locked in a birdcage. The child again, is 
essentially a prisoner, a victim of circumstance over 
which she has no control. The border of this image, 
at first glance reads as a Aboriginal design, though 
is in fact a constructed image made of clothespins 
and pitch forks, subtly referencing labour. The cage 
hovers above the prairie farms, where most of the 
boys were sent to live to assist with farm work. The 
distant horizon is lined with small ghost-like cages, 
symbolizing headstones, and memorializing those 
who became lost and did not survive the experience, 
either by way of suicide, or as a result of 
homelessness, prostitution or prison life.  

The Sixties Scoop chapter in my life ends on a positive note however, when a bizarre set 
of circumstances reunited myself with my family at the age of sixteen.  After recently being 
transferred into a group foster home for teen girls, I discovered that this foster home had a 
reputation for sexually harassing the girls. I lost hope that there were any kind people in the 
world. Everyone seemed to have an exploitative agenda. That night, I stayed awake and stared at 
the full moon and wept, asking someone to help me out of this abusive world and help me find 
my family. The next morning, the foster parents told me that they wanted to give me a car for my 
sixteenth birthday because they felt I was the best girl they had ever had stay at their house. I 
knew this was an unsaid peace offering, though the car meant freedom to me. They offered 
200.00 dollars to purchase a car, so we immediately found one in the paper and went that day to 
check it out. On the way, I told the foster father about my quest to find my family and questioned 
how I could get information. He couldn’t help me because the rules where that I had to wait until 
I was eighteen to receive my file. When we arrived at the place that was selling the car, a Native 
man came to greet us. The foster parent whispered, “Ask them if they know your family.” I 
responded, “Just because they are Native it doesn’t mean they will know my family,” though he 
went ahead and asked anyway, much to my embarrassment. The man replied, “As a matter of 
fact, there are some Longmans living across the street, hold on and I will get them.” Shortly 
after, a smiling couple appeared, the woman had an apple pie in her hand. They said, “Little 
Mary, is that you? We have been looking for you for a long time   ,” and they hugged me. You 
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can imagine my overwhelming emotion. Maybe someone did hear my prayer and cared to help 
me after all.  

The next week, we had a family reunion with my 
mother in attendance as well as uncles, aunts and cousins 
(Figure 7, 8). I was able to sneak my sister out from the other 
permanent foster home so she could meet our family and our 
mother. It took eleven more years to complete our family by 
tracking down the other siblings.  

This reunification with my family marked the beginning 
of a reclaiming of my identity. From that point on, I wanted to 
learn everything I could about my family history, the cultural 
ways, and was eager to learn what ever I could about 
Aboriginal people in Canada and North America as a whole. 
What started off as an effort to catch up for lost time, turned 
into a life-long passion that ultimately became an on-going 
research focus that later provided me with the opportunity to 
teach others at the post-secondary level as a professor of 
Aboriginal art history and Aboriginal education. My drive for 

knowledge about Aboriginal history, culture and current social and political issues would inspire 
years of art work to come. 

 
 

EDUCATION 
 My education involved two types, institutional education 
and independent research in aboriginal history and 
culture. My educational training in institutions included a 
diploma in Fine Art from the Emily Carr college of art of 
Design, (1985-1989), summer exchange in Art Education 
at the Nova Scotia college of Art and Design (1987), a 
year of Fine Art study at Concordia University (1990-
1991), a Masters degree in Fine Art at the Nova Scotia 
College of Art and Design in Halifax (1991-1993), and a 

PhD at the University of Victoria, in art education (1997-2006). My education in aboriginal 
history and culture came from independent research within the aboriginal community and any 
resources I could find. In my generation, aboriginal curriculum was not a part of elementary and 
secondary training and very few classes were available at the post- secondary level. 
Westerncentric education did not validate aboriginal content in courses in its objective to keep 
uncomfortable aspects of history submerged and to maintain its dominate ideology. These 
objectives were simply indicative of racist exclusion of the time.  Even today we still have some 
educators that will continue to resist aboriginal inclusion, stating it is providing special status, 
suggesting we should not include the past 27,000 years of history that happened in Canada, just 
recent history when colonial history began. Ironically, it has been the brief European history in 
Canada, that has maintained special status in educational texts for far too long. 
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 I recall the brief appearances of Aboriginals in my history texts in elementary and 
secondary levels, where they were only referenced as mere, passive backdrops to explorers or 
depicted as uncivilized savages. One image that stuck in my mind over the years was an early 
etching of half naked aboriginals dancing around a large cauldron of boiling water in which a 
frightened, bound missionary stood. This obvious fictious, constructed image, like many others 
of the time, combined with the exclusion of aboriginal content from curriculum, were two 
powerful colonial strategies that situated western education as the dominate epistemology and 
shaped racism in this country. It was difficult to comprehend how the extensive aboriginal 
history, with hundreds of diverse nations were absent or minimized into brief descriptions, or 
could possibly be boiled down into one course. The impact of exclusion and racist portrayals in 
educational curriculum, conditioned internalized racism amongst many aboriginal people, 
especially influential youth, which resulted in a deep sense of shame of their identity.  I was no 
exception, my shame lasted until my early twenties which manifested in a denial of my 
Saulteaux ancestry by claiming I was of  Portuguese or Spanish descent, though honestly I was 
part Basque from my fathers side and had two different indigenous lineages.  

After my education at the elementary and secondary level I left to Vancouver British 
Columbia to seek a new start at life. After several years of soul searching through out British 
Columbia, I finally found myself in the Arctic in the small town of Inuvik, thinking I could make 
enough money in this oil booming town to go to art school. I met a female Inuit artist who 
became a bit of a mentor who inspired me and advised me on pursuing studies in the arts.  
Within that year, I was accepted into Emily Carr College of Art and Design, and my band 
provided educational funding. I packed my bags and hitch-hiked back to Vancouver to begin 
another phase in my life. 

My training in the visual art institutions was certainly valuable in the development of 
technical skills and creative process. Throughout my undergraduate education in 1986-1989 at 
the Emily Carr Institute of Art and Design, I learned a myriad of technical skills in various media 
such as printmaking, painting, drawing, sculpture, installation, performance and even fashion 
design classes. By the third year, I had focused on sculpture and drawing, and my sculptural 
forms were becoming more and more minimalistic and metaphorical. Like most sculptors, I 
loved the tactile qualities of three-dimensional form and materials and I enjoyed the physical 
work and working with tools and machinery that appealed to the tomboy side of me.  My 
sculptural range grew to include working with a wide range of materials and many methods of 
casting such as in metals, concrete, gypsums, resins, and paper. These skills continue to be useful 
in both my art work and in teaching.  

During my time at the Emily Carr Institute, much of my subject matter explored 
aboriginal spiritual and worldview beliefs. In the beginning, my quest to learn about Native 
spirituality began with books, perhaps an experience similar to many other young urban Natives 
living away from home. These books were generic in nature but they introduced me to general 
worldview concepts of the medicine wheel teachings of balance in life. My understanding of 
spirituality gradually matured over the years, as I learned directly from the Aboriginal 
community by attending ceremonies and traditional events, such as sweats, sun dances, healing, 
naming and walking-out ceremonies, pow-wows and round dances, and by learning things 
informally from my family members. These lessons of spirituality affected the content of my 
work whereby I became increasingly interested in portraying concepts of the life cycle, which 



 LONGMAN                                         REFLECTIONS OF BEING IN PLACE AND TIME    10

later became an examination of life and death in my own personal experiences. Spiritual 
concepts led to a deeper examination of metaphysical energy, in both traditional aboriginal 
beliefs as well as the potential it had in art.  

When I began my independent research on Aboriginal history and current politics, like 
many other people who learn about the conspicuously-absent history of the colonization in North 
America for the first time, I was shocked, enraged and felt a sense of grief. The more I learned, 
the more I felt a sense of urgency to bring some kind of justice to atrocities. I felt it was 
imperative to expose this history and its connection to the current political context, in order to 
generate public awareness and support.  My art work provided the immediate outlet to 
disseminate knowledge about Aboriginal issues in this country. On one hand, my work has been 
didactic, concerned with educating the public about Aboriginal issues, on the other hand, the 
work was an act of empowerment and self-determination in  reclaiming Aboriginal history, 
culture and identity through the process of critiquing aspects of past and current colonialism, 
resisting western representation that does not correlate with my reality, all for the purposes of 
‘emancipation’ (L. T. Smith, 1999) and freeing Aboriginal from the social, political and cultural 
controls that have maintained societal inequalities and injustice. In conclusion, these two forms 
of education marked the beginning of political activism that I would express in my artwork, 
writing and participation in political events. 

 
 

 
POLITICAL ACTIVISM 

In 1990, I did a year of study at Concordia University in 
Montreal to sample their facilities for a potential graduate 
program. The other interest that I had in moving to Montreal was 
the intensifying Oka crisis that I wanted to support. The 
Mohawks of Kanesatake and Kahnawake sought to protect their 
traditional burial grounds from commercial development. Shortly 
after arriving in Montreal, I became involved with the peace 
camp at Oka and within a few months and I moved to Kahnawake 
and experienced first hand the dynamics of the crisis. I arrived to 
find army tanks and the Surete du Quebec situated on the edges of 
the reservation, checking band members vehicles and videotaping 
them on a daily basis.  

This experience impacted my work, as it did for so many 
other Aboriginal artists across Canada. At Concordia, I 
participated in an Aboriginal art exhibit entitled, Our home and 
native land. In this exhibit, I made an installation entitled 
Appropriation (Figure 9), which focused on the appropriation of 
land, image, text and identity.  The installation consisted of 
several stainless steel signs, planted amidst soil and bones 
collected from Kahnawake. The signs were replicas of actual 

street signs, with Native names or images on them, and a large central sign which was a replica 
of one found in Oka Park. The latter depicted the tipi symbol for the park, though I added a 
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golfer beside it, which appears to be taking a swing at the tipi. The golfer, of course, 
symbolically represented the attempted take-over of Kanesatake’s burial ground for a golf course 
and condominium development.  

 During my time in Quebec, I also went on a field trip to northern Quebec with other 
Aboriginal students to see first-hand the impact the James Bay dam projects had on the 
approximately 11,000 Cree and Inuit who resided in those areas. We were also interested in 
finding out the details of the ecological impact the damns had on the Cree and Inuit traditional 
territory. We visited Cree communities, stayed on trap lines, and observed the enormous dams 
and flooded village sites and burial grounds. The community dislocation had proven to be 
devastating , especially since their traditional lifestyle has been rooted in the land for probably 
thousands of years. The video, Place of the Boss, Utshi  reveals the psychological impact these 
community relocations have had on the people, such as depression and the significant rise of 
suicides.  

In terms of the ecosystem, chemical reactions occur when dams flood an area, poisoning 
the fish and raising mercury levels in the water. This had an impact on pregnant women that 

resulted in deformed offspring. When the flood gates opened, 
hundreds of animal species were drowned, such as the caribou 
shown in Figure 10. The destruction and poisoning of the 
local wildlife greatly impacted the hunting and fishing of the 
Aboriginal peoples, because the majority still actively used 
their trap lines for subsistence. These traditional practises are 
so significant amongst the Woodlands Cree that their school 
year breaks revolve around hunting and fishing seasons. The 
dams put a sudden end to a way of life and means of 
subsistence for many communities.  

It is a rare circumstance for any governing or 

corporate agency to have permission to flood an entire  
community or cemetery for the sake of economic 
development, though with Aboriginal communities this has 
been a frequent occurrence, without consequence. The 
dislocation of Aboriginal communities for the sake of 
economic development has been a recurring act of racial 
discrimination since colonial contact.  

From this experience, the work Culture Clash 
(Figure 11), formerly known as ‘De-taut’, was conceived. 
De-Taut is a play on a French word Détente, meaning an 
ease of tension in a trigger mechanism — an ease of 
tension between nations. “De-taut’ suggests the opposite: a 
tension and pulling of a trigger. In particular, this piece 
addresses the clash of values pertaining to land and natural 
resources. In governments and big business, values revolve 
around capital gain, and often the land and its resources are 
appreciated solely for their monetary value and for the 
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attainment of economic development. The impact on life and lifestyle tends to be a secondary 
consideration. The simulated justice scales suspend pans of rocks. On one side the rocks are in 
natural form, on the other, the more weighted side contains a pan of golden rocks. The scale is 
constructed with a six-foot metal shotgun with a stylized bow straddling the butt with its string 
around the trigger, seemingly to prevent the gun from re-cocking. 

In 1991, I was accepted into the Masters program of Fine Arts at the Nova Scotia College 
of Art and Design (NASCAD) in Halifax. When I was at the Emily Carr Institute of Art and 
Design, I did a year of exchange at NASCD and was impressed with their studio facilities and 
the academic calibre of the courses, as well as their art education program which was not 
available at Emily Carr. I was already teaching while I was going to school at Emily Carr, first at 
the elementary level with Aboriginal students at Spirit Rising in Vancouver, British Columbia 
then at a post-secondary level at the Native Education Centre. I viewed NASCAD as an 
opportunity to develop my teaching skills and at the same time develop my conceptual skills in 
art.  

During this time, I continued with my politically active work, 
exploring themes of representation such as stereotypes and 
interpretations of Aboriginal history. Western resource shelf (Figure 
12) examined stereotypes of Aboriginal peoples in terms of 
identifying types and sources. The most predominant stereotypes of 
Aboriginals were perpetuated from Hollywood movies, kitsch tourist 
items, and biased history texts. The top shelf displays film reel 
canisters, referencing film media that has been a powerful tool in 
perpetuating the stereotypes of Aboriginal, particularly those of a 
dangerous murderer and the loser to the colonial hero. Even though 
many of these movies are fiction-based, they have influenced the 
public to the extent that they are believed to be true representations of 
history. The middle shelf depicts rows of plastic ‘Indian’ dolls, 150 to 
be exact, that reference the multitude of kitsch images of ‘Indians’ 
found in tourist shops. And lastly, the bottom shelf has leather-bound 
history texts, with the first volume starting in 1492, referring to the 
starting point which typical North American history texts focus 
history on, the arrival of the earliest explorers. Subtle semantics 
through time reinforce the dominant colonial perspective by 
reinforcing categorisations that suggest that ‘prehistoric’ is s a mere 
preamble to the ‘historic’ period.  

The work Reservations (Figure 13, 14), examines the initial 
implementation of reservations and their current impact on Aboriginal communities. The 
purpose of reservations in North America in the mid-1700s, was to localize and control 
Aboriginal people and their lands. The government could tend to the ‘Indian problem’ through 
containment and isolation away from the public eye. Traditional practises were interrupted, such 
as travelling to camps throughout the year to collect food, which led to impoverished 
communities that relied on Indian agents for minimal food. Even though the Indian agents are 
gone and Aboriginals no longer have to receive a permit to go on and off reserve, the legacy of 
this impact remains visible today in Aboriginal communities. Isolation has led to high 
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unemployment rates resulting in a ripple effect of poverty, addictions, suicide, violence, low 
retention in schools and various health problems. In 2005, the Canadian government addressed 
the problem of poverty in reserve communities that has been described as disgraceful Third 

World conditions. One hopes that this government 
recognition will translate into a concrete action plan that 
will assist economic development in reservation 
communities. As destructive as the reservations have been 
to Aboriginal communities, they have had one positive 
impact in that ironically the isolation provided a central 
place for the continuance of cultural and linguistic practises.  

Reservations, primary form is comprised of a pillar 
representing the governing bodies Canada and the United 
States that implemented reserves. The design at the top of 
the pillar  are dominant architectural features of the White 
House, while the bottom are architectural details of the 
Ottawa parliament buildings, with medieval-style designs 
found in the foyer as well as exterior references of  the 
praying monks that peer down from the peak of the 
building. The golden pillar alludes to systems of power that 
profited from the implementation of reserves. The bird cage 
symbolizes the reservation, with a tree inside that represents 
the people. The rusty bird cage has weathered boards 
inlayed in the floor, referencing the poverty and small 
perimeters which at one time confined the people, though 
now the door remains open. This tree stands with its roots 
splayed across the floor boards, overgrowing its perimeters, 
the leaves dying and falling to the floor. Currently the 
aboriginal population is growing at a rate of 70% faster than 
the rest of the Canadian population, which will ultimately 
lead to land shortages on reservations. 

 
 

DUALITY 
At the end of my Masters degree, the issue of 

‘duality’ began to surface. I struggled with questions of 
audience, access, and priority. Who was I creating my work 
for, Canadians and/or Aboriginals? How would I make my 
work culturally accessible to both audiences at the same 
time?  What is my priority, to educate Canadians about First 
Nation issues, or to contribute to the Aboriginal community 
at large?  Could I do both? Even though on one hand I was 
doing both whereby the addressing of aboriginal issues 
educated the public and by an extension contributed to the 
aboriginal community by bridging the gap, my content 
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could be more focused towards issues that were of immediate concern amongst  aboriginal 
peoples , issues that affected their everyday lives, such as family and community dynamics, 
identity, racism and son on. I had found that dealing with political issues at large become 
stressful over the long term, not only for the reasons of helplessness, of slow change and 
continuing racial infringements, but as well, the educational gap was large at the time, the 
viewing public just didn’t have enough foundational knowledge about the aboriginal peoples of 
this land to fully access the work in the way that I desired. I often found that my critiques in 
school would turn into didactic sessions on the historical context of Aboriginals which would 
derail my time for an adequate constructive critique of my work. Given that education and 
contribution is important in my work, I struggled with the fine line of producing accessible 
metaphors without becoming overly didactic and literal. 

There was also the issue of formal presentation that involved a sense of dual conflict, did 
the work have to ‘look’ native so that the aboriginal community could identify with the themes, 
or appear to be ‘authentic’ to appease gallery expectations? I later discovered that this temporary 
phase was in fact linked to identity issues and was a global phenomenon amongst colonized 
peoples. It is a manifestation of the pressures of conflicting ideologies and the reality of existing 
between two cultures. Makdisi (1996) comments on the duelling dichotomies experienced by 
Indigenous peoples; 

 

This is the same dynamic that has generated many of the contradictions now 
characteristic of other post colonial societies that manifest themselves in the clash 
between such categories as the modern and the traditional, the new and old ways of life, 
and of course between western and Native cultures and values. Native intellectuals as 
they have been called, often (though not always) feel trapped between some traditional 
culture (or its residual traces) and the now dominant culture associated within 
imperialism, which forces itself upon them. In response to the alienation from the 
colonial and pre-colonial pasts there have been widespread efforts throughout the Third 
World at returning to coming to terms with the past by revising it and re-narrating it, 
often by literally rewriting the histories of imperialism. (p. 184) 
 
 
The process of sorting through and balancing conflicting ideologies of representation can 

be a laborious process, though the resolve was to arrive at the place where the artist finds their 
own  authentic style beyond imposed expectations and validations. In my quest to find a 
common language that contributed to both audiences, I discovered the power of the human story 
to create understanding about Aboriginal realities, which satisfied my need to contribute directly 
to Aboriginal people by addressing shared experiences. As well, I focused my form on natural 
materials and biomorphic forms, that I anticipated would create more of an uninhibited access. 
These two major realizations manifested in two new bodies of work, Traces of life and death and 
Blood and stones. 
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TRACES 
In 1993, I graduated from the Nova Scotia College 

of Art and Design and moved to Merritt, BC to engage in 
the full-time teaching of visual art and Aboriginal art 
history at the Nicola Valley Institute of Technology. The 
city of Merritt is truly  the ‘wild west’ of Canada with its 
rolling grassy mountains, winding rivers,  rattlesnakes, 
tumbleweeds, coyotes, roaming horses and not to mention 
lots of  cowboys and Indians, whose cowboys 
consequently are mostly ‘Indian’ cowboys due to the large 
population of Aboriginals making up approximately 40% 
of the community. Soon after I arrived I moved to 
Shackan reserve, (Figure 15), a small community north of 
Merritt, I became refreshed and inspired both by the 
immersion into a Aboriginal community again and the 
beauty of the natural setting.  

This period marked two new transitions of work for me, an exploration into the 
technique of large paper cast reliefs and entry into minimal sculpture that incorporated more 
natural materials.  My subject matter changed dramatically at this time, as I moved away from 
the pan-aboriginal political issues and focused more my immediate life experiences. It is at this 
time that I realized that the segregation between Canadians and aboriginals was so vast, that 
perhaps personal narratives would help to bridge that gap of understanding and maybe even help 
to deconstruct lingering stereotypes.  

During the period of 1994-95, I began telling stories of my life and family in cast paper 
reliefs. The move into cast paper wasn’t new. At the Emily Carr Institute of Art and Design, I 
had experimented with paper casting, first by painting on large handmade textured paper, and 
later making small paper casts reliefs. The purpose of exploring handmade paper was to find a 
common ground between three-dimensional and two dimensional. The paper cast relief offered 
textural and formal qualities of sculpture with the addition of mix-media painting and drawing. It 
was also an opportunity to sculpt in clay, which has always been a satisfying way for me to work 
due to its flexible and forgiving nature and earthy qualities. At the time it seemed to be the 
perfect medium to express some personal stories that had happened at the time, in a realistic, 
meaningful way that reflected the reality of my world. By casting directly from my family 
members’ faces, these casts became  realistic traces of their portrait identity, proof of their 
stories,  rather than being distant, faceless or imagined ‘Indians’ from a past long ago. 

 These works culminated into a solo exhibit at the Kamloops Art Gallery entitled Traces. 
Traces referenced memory or imprints left behind. In the exhibit I produced two large paper 
reliefs.  One was Twin lightning (Figure 16) and the other, Blue thunderbird (Figure 17). Twin 
lightning is my Uncle George’s Native name. He was a respected medicine man, sun dancer, and 
traditional singer. He died of a heart attack at a Sundance ceremony on our reserve in the 
summer of 1995. Uncle George had danced and fasted for the entire four days, though on the last 
day as he hung out prints for people in the forest he had a fatal heart attack. Prints are coloured 
pieces of material that are symbolically connected to a specific prayer that people give to 
medicine people.  
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Just prior to his death, I was visiting him on the 
reserve. Sitting in his kitchen, I noticed the interesting 
lines on his face and asked him if I could take of a mould 
of his face and he agreed. At the time, I didn’t know 
what I would do with the mould, I thought maybe use it 
as a reference for a piece, perhaps a drawing. On this 
same day, my uncle asked me to design an image for a 
drum that related to his dream.  I went home and made 
the design and was going to bring it to him later that 
summer and paint it on his drum, but he passed on before 
it could be given it to him. In the end, Twin Lightning 
was produced as an honour piece, and at the same time I 
kept my promise to him by completing the design he 
wanted. In this piece my uncle wears an old and specific 
type of headdress with bison horns and rabbit fur, which 
was reserved for respected people. Since he dedicated his 
life to medicine and helping others, I felt he was 
deserving of the headdress. 

The second cast was dedicated to my younger 
sister, whose native name is Blue Thunderbird. She 
received her name from my great-grandmother because 
she had become severely ill and it is believed that a 
Native name 

will give a person strength. To have the thunderbird in 
your name is said to be an honour as it is the most 
powerful of all birds. Images of thunderbirds have 
existed across the country for several thousands of 
years, found on early artefacts and petroglyphs and 
pictographs. Stories about the thunderbird still exist 
today amongst aboriginal groups, commonly 
described as a massive, powerful bird. In my territory, 
the thunderbird is said to have black feathers and 
large glowing eyes. On the west coast, the thunderbird 
is said to be so large it could pick up whales right out 
of ocean, and its home is a nest made of rocks in the 
mountains. This thunderbird was also known for 
casting lightning bolts and sounding like thunder in 
flight. The Anishnabe stories say that there are two 
kinds of thunderbirds, one of which is a man 
transformed into a thunderbird, the other, the mighty, 
powerful thunderbird.  These birds lived in the 
mountains and some even say left large circular 
impressions of their nests in the earth. The Anishnabe 
say they traveled disguised in storm clouds. Across 
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Canada, the stories of the thunderbird’s power vary, but generally, it is known for its ability to be 
a guardian in life and in ceremony, to protect one from destructive or enemy forces, and to bring 
rain.  

In the work Blue thunderbird, I inserted mould impressions of my sister’s face and my 
own, and added the face of a thunderbird. Our faces are surrounded by seed bead impressions 
and old Saulteaux floral patterns. The work reveals my closeness and love for my sister and the 
concern and protectiveness I felt when she suddenly fell ill after a summer of family tragedies. 

Even though these paper casts works were representational, my sculptural forms were 
moving in another direction of distilled forms with the incorporation of more natural materials as 
opposed to cast materials. Working in a more distilled fashion, there was certainly the lingering 
concern of reducing  access, though I did not want to compromise my creative intuition to 
appease the expectations of the audience, instead I needed to follow my own creative truth and 
felt confident that the natural materials and forms would provide the entry way into further 
investigation of the subject matter.   

The work Goodbye to romance (Figure 18) 
reveals the tragic suicide of my brother, which occurred in 
the same summer that my uncle died and my sister fell ill. 
Goodbye to romance is the title of an Ozzy Osborne song 
which speaks about a broken heart and giving up on life. 
My brother wanted this song to be played at his funeral. 
In this work, I made a cast of a deer heart, and constructed 
an arrow in the traditional way with sinew and flint. I 
suspended the heart and arrow with a noose made out of 
braided synthetic hair, that connected to the ceiling in ten 
feet of length. The initial concept was derived from the 
song he had requested and a photo I saw of him as a child, 
holding a bow and arrow in his hand. Even though my 
brother died of a broken heart and devastation of the news 
of his HIV, I knew that his desperate loneliness and 
depression was post-traumatic stress due to his 
displacement from his family and community as a result 
of  the Sixties Scoop. This work traveled across the 
country in a show entitled Native love, curated by the 
Nation to Nation art collective in Montreal.  
     Two other sculptures in this time period were fine 
examples of the minimal direction evolving in my work, 
Medicine people and Co-dependants.  The work Medicine 

people, exhibited in both the Traces exhibit, and later in the Topographies exhibit at the 
Vancouver Art Gallery in 1996, which was re-worked later in 2006 as a bronze site-specific 
piece at the McKenzie Art Gallery in Regina that I will discuss later in this text. Topographies 
was a major group exhibit of BC artists, held at the Vancouver Art Gallery in 1996. The work 
Co-dependents ( Figure 19) is a result of my observance of co-dependent relationships in 
Aboriginal communities, though of course, is not exclusive to Aboriginal people and it exists 
elsewhere. Co-dependant relationships occur when friends and family maintain a relationship 
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even though it is unhealthy for them, and  even if extreme abuse occurs. Each person disables the 
other from moving beyond the state of dysfunction. People usually stay in co-dependent 

relationships due to lack of self-esteem and/or lack of 
healthy boundaries. They may even over-compensate by 
caretaking, resulting in further preventing their loved 
one from dealing with addictions or unhealthy 
behaviour. Sometimes it doesn’t matter how extreme the 
tension is, the two may still remain precariously 
balanced between love and resentment. Co-dependence 
is all around us, such as in the music we hear everyday. 
In love ballads, we often hear lyrics that reflect 
unhealthy dependency and the loss of the independent 
self; “I would be nothing if I didn’t have you” or “You 
are my everything,” or in the most pathetic case, “If you 
leave me, can I come too?”   

The wishbone in the piece suggests the 
contradictory dynamics of a co-dependent relationship: 
one side wishes that things will get better, the other side 
reversed, becomes a weapon, a slingshot specifically 
intended to injure and cause pain.  This work is currently 
the property of the Canadian Aboriginal Achievement 
Foundation. 

 
 

ROOTS/ROUTES 
In 1998, I was invited to participate in a group 

exhibit called Reservation X, the power of place in Aboriginal contemporary art, that debuted at 
the Canadian Museum of Civilization in Ottawa  and later was shown at the National Museum of 
the American Indian, New York, NY and the Hood Museum, in New Hampshire. Curators 
Gerald McMaster and Arthur Renwick chose 7 artists from Canada and United States to 
participate, they were myself, Nora Naranjo-Morse, Marianne Nicholson, Shelly Niro, Jolene 
Rickard, Mateo Romero, and Maxx Stevens. Artists were asked to explore issues related to 
identity and  community. 

The work Strata and routes (Figure 20, 21) stemmed from an examination of Aboriginal 
identity and place. In researching this topic, I discovered that identity is a highly complex issue 
that involves exploring multi-faceted concepts and issues. In analyzing some of the factors that 
shape identity, I began with ancestral roots and past conditioning. An individual's roots and 
upbringing have a direct bearing on one’s values and outlook on life. These involve a layering of 
experiences where identity is perpetually evolving.  The external influences vary, and play a 
large role in determining lifestyle, and one’s choices in life.   

Aside from past factors that shape identity, there are also the influences of the ‘routes’ 
we travel in life. Places that a person lives influence societal and cultural perceptions. This is an 
important point, for my routes involved a nomadic experience, living in many different 
provinces across Canada, and in the Arctic, and in contexts of the urban centers and reservations. 
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These places have influenced the art that I produce, such as the found natural materials that I 
incorporated in my work and human dynamics that influence my content. 

Identity is also constructed externally by others. 
Representations of a cultural group can influence societal 
perspectives as well as one’s own perception of themselves. 
With the consideration of the many factors that shape identity, I 
resolved that I could not address a definitive, generic 
description of Aboriginal identity, rather I needed to speak from 
my own personal experience. In the catalogue for Reservation 
X, I stated that there is no recipe for Native identity, nor is there 
a fixed address for ‘Reservation X’, because aboriginal identity 
and community is just too diverse, just like any other cultural 
group.   

The initial inspiration for the form of Strata and routes 
came to me one day when I was walking in the forest and noted 
an overturned tree with a large rock embedded in its roots. The 
tree and rock lived together, grew together, and appeared to 
have shaped each other. I thought about this co-existence and 
the connotations of roots, and developed the primary 
metaphorical image for the art work. On this same day, I 
stopped to look at strata layers on an exposed bank. I pondered 
the strata layers in a soil profile, the layers suggesting layers of 
time, the evolution of past to present, and the present building 
upon the past.  The stratified layers also became symbolic 
layers of memories and experiences.   

The overall form of the sculpture evolved into two 
rooted tree trunks attached to each other by simulated strata 
layers, which connected the concepts of the roots of ancestry 
with the ‘routes’ of life passages. Ironically, the tree trunks 
came from two different areas of where I lived, from Shackan, 
and later the piece was completed in Victoria, BC.  The two 
different types of trees, a cottonwood and fir became one hybrid 
form, which spoke to the influences of place on identity and 
also to the dual cultures in which I reside. Nestled within the 
top of the tree trunk is a large rock on which is imprinted with a 
photographic image of my family. This reveals the place of 
family as home. Despite a nomadic lifestyle, home is 
consistently a place to which I always return, and is where I 
truly understand the nature of identity and place. 

 
 

BLOOD AND STONES 
The exhibit, Blood and stones, held at the Thunder Bay Art Gallery in 1999, was a 

culmination of works produced over the years that integrated stones. The purpose of the Blood 
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and stones exhibit was to revive the medium of the stone, and connect it with past plains 
aboriginal traditions that utilized stones to record places and events, stories, experiences and 
ceremonial practises. The term blood in this context refers to ancestry, lineage, relations, 
memory and life force.  

Stone markers left behind on the prairie grasses and cliff faces were traces of the history 
and cultural practices of Plains people throughout thousands of years. Stones were used for its 
practical physical properties and as well for its spiritual and metaphysical properties.  The dense, 
physical properties of the stone served well for utilitarian items such tipi rings, fire pits, burial 
sites, and caches, in addition to items used for tools and warfare. The permanence of the stone 
also served to trace the history of activity that documented important places, events, 
commemorations and memorials. The metaphysical properties of the stone served as a medium 
of communication to the spiritual realm and were found in the forms of medicine wheels, 
pictographs, petroglyphs, petroforms, sacred boulders, amulets or carved into figures and pipes.   

The initial interest of working with stones and 
natural materials was a culmination of many years of 
exploring forests and edges of water for natural art forms 
that have served as inspiration for me several works. 
(Figure 22). I have always been drawn to stones for their 
visual beauty, tactile qualities, and for the energy they 
seem to carry. This energy, which I refer to as a 
metaphysical property, is connected to the concept of the 
Manitou- the soul, presence, and life in all things, animate 
or inanimate. Many people at one time or another have 
picked up a stone that seemed to have a special presence 
within it. Perhaps it was taken home and put it in a special 
place or given to someone special. From Stonehenge in 

Great Britain, to the sphinx in Egypt, to Ayers Rock in Australia, ancient cultures have 
understood and harnessed the energy of stones over thousands of years. I have used the stone’s 
natural form in this exhibit of sculpture and drawings to reveal its essence and metaphysical 
properties. When incorporated into a metaphorical form, I believe that ideally they communicate 
to the viewer on both a conscious and unconscious level, in the way that the forest’s energy 
stimulates a peaceful and thoughtful feeling in people. It seems to remind us of who we are in 
the bigger picture of life as we so often get lost in the chaos of human existence. 

The origin of this body of work began with a triptych drawing I had done in 1996 titled, 
Blood and stones (Figure 23). The work addressed life and death in a personal stories related to 
my two brothers  and their connecting stories of stones. Before my brother Richard passed away, 
he carried six stones in a leather pouch in his pocket, each symbolizing one of his siblings. He 
asked that that the pouch be buried with him. The left panel shows my brother’s grave site that I 
had made for him, and the right panel shows hands holding six rocks with an X-ray of a heart 
above showing intricate blood vessels. As a whole, the heart vessels looked like a branching of a 
tree which connected my idea of blood lines and the family tree. The centre panel shows my 
other brother Gerry and myself back to back. I recall him stating that given that I was the eldest, 
I had to be the stone for everyone. My thoughts were that family support needed to be a mutual 
effort in order to build strong bonds of support. It is similar to the actual structure of stones, 
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whereby each stone is made up of granules of sand that are fused together that ultimately make 
up its solidity. My two brother’s stories were  connected visually with electrocardiogram (ECG) 
graphs, which symbolized life and death.  

 The Thunderbird nest in (Figure 24, 25), revisits the historical stories of thunderbirds 
and imagines what their nest of stones might of looked like. The Thunderbird nest is made out of 
an alpha gypsum and stones with willow branches that form the inner nest. In the nest is a large 
egg that appears to be old and fossilized. The intent of this work not only revives the stories of 
the thunderbird but also quietly poses the question to the possibilities of the great thunderbird’s 
existence. Some would say that thunderbirds were real, as opposed to mythological.  Given that 
Aboriginal history stems back to the Ice Age, it is possible that they were accounts of large 
prehistoric birds that were passed down, either orally or through artistic renditions. Perhaps 
stories of the thunderbird are an amalgamation of oral accounts and mythology.  

The Birth of life (Figure 26, 27) revisits the recurring theme of the life cycle and 
reproduction found in my earlier works at Emily Carr. Essentially, this work is a creation story 
that imagines the birth of all life in the beginning of time. The sculptural form is a poetic gesture 
of the beauty of birth, with an arched tree that transforms into an umbilical cord suspending a net 
of rocks. It embraces mythological and scientific stories that describe all of life evolving from 
the ocean, just as all human existence begins in the salty amniotic fluid of the womb. The stones 
in the net are the beginning cells that metamorphosis into embryos or plants.  It is at this stage 
that all living things have the same form and are equal despite the anthrocentric philosophy of 
western civilization. Instead, the work  encompasses traditional Native philosophies that describe 
the life cycle and reproduction in a holistic sense, each life having an important contribution to 
the ‘web of life’ a necessity that maintains the natural rhythms and dynamics in our environment 
and  in fact keeps humans alive.   
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LOVE 
In 1999 and later in 2004 I created two 

sister pieces surrounding the topic of love and 
courtship. The work Elk man waiting for love 
(Figure 28, 29), produced in 1999, was an 
exploration of the universal topic of love, spoken 
from traditional courting rituals of Plains 
Aboriginals. The elk was a predominant figure in 
Plains courting rituals, with its head carved into the 
flute and its mouth open to allow for the song to 
escape. A male would serenade a women with this courting flute as a form of anticipated 
engagement for marriage. The elk was revered for its powerful songs during the time of mating 
and fertility. Its natural song during the mating season emanates power and longing and if heard 
in the distant forests, can sound magical and intimidating. The traditional courting ritual usually 
occurred at large events, in order to guarantee witnesses at the time of the proposal, and is said to 
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occur at public events such as at Sun dances. These events were not only a time of annual 
ceremonies but an opportunity for socializing and "snagging." If a young man was interested in a 
woman, he would come by her tent at night and serenade her with his flute. It was believed that 
if he played the flute exceptionally well, he could entice any woman with the beauty of the song 
and the power of the elk would assist him. If the woman was agreeable to his request, she would 
bring out her blanket and the two would promenade around the camp, announcing their 
commitment.  

The life size Elk man represents the longing for love and courtship symbolized by the 
two rocks in his hand  bound together with a lock of hair taken from his desired love. His 

longing is expressed though his elk calls that exit 
his mouth, made possible with a recorded loop 
tape played on a CD player, hidden inside his 
body. This work revives traditional courting 
rituals with a contemporary twist, in that the 
humanizing of the elk and reminds us of the 
universal power of love. It is unfortunate that this 
courting ritual is not practised today, as I am sure 
many women would love to have this early 
romantic engagement revived along with 
traditional aboriginal weddings. In such a short 
period of colonial history, these practises have 
been forgotten, being replaced with the Christian 
white wedding, which now is unconsciously the 
norm, despite not having any cultural ties to their 
traditions.  It is interesting that many recent 
immigrants of this country marry within  their 
traditional practises of their country such as those 
of Asian and East Indian descent, yet aboriginal 
people have adopted the colonial wedding, despite 
their long history of traditional practises here, 
which may be indicative of the impact of the 
power of enforced assimilation strategies. 

Elk woman’s strength (Figure 30, 31) was 
initially inspired by my life’s passage into 
motherhood which led to an appreciation and 
acknowledgement of women’s contributions to 
life, family and community. My role as a mother  
began late in life at the age of forty. With years of 
concentrating on education and my career, and 
waiting for the right time to have a child, I 
realized that now I had to make it a priority. The 
experience of giving birth in and of itself gave me 
a renewed appreciation for women’s strength and 
courage. When my son came into my life, he 
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dramatically changed my life in that he filled my heart with an explosion of love and joy that 
was unparallel to anything I have ever felt before. I named him ‘Art’ because he certainly was 
my most favourite work of art and he certainly was the most challenging to produce. I had 
waited and wanted the best situation for my first born, though sometimes life doesn’t go as 
planned and I found myself as a single mother shortly after his birth, so I had to do the best I 

could to provide for him, meet his needs, and give 
him all the love that I had for our journey 
together. 

At this time I thought about woman’s 
natural instinct to nurture and their gift to the 
world which is her life-giving force and her ability 
to provide love and leadership in family and 
community. A testament to her strength is 
evidenced in giving birth itself, which is a 
tremendous act of courage that some women do 
over and over again because their love outweighs 
their pain and discomfort.  A mother can sacrifice 
much for her family, putting aside her career and 
independence in order to concentrate on providing 
a home of love, support and security. In the 
Aboriginal community it is often the women who 
are the silent pillars of strength, who organize 
events which ultimately support the healing, 
cultural pride and strength that is needed to 
advance their communities.  

At times these sacrifices and efforts can be 
taken for granted, and the woman’s personal 
power is undermined. Gender issues and feminism 
have been addressing inequalities for years and 
within our own communities what was once 
egalitarian roles where women commonly held 
leadership roles, as medicine women, as wise 
elders, as the carriers of family names in 
matrilineal societies, has changed in the recent 
past. The adoption of patriarchal perspectives and 
increased violence against women, have led 
community values a stray.  Though now women 
are regaining their positions of leadership in 
communities, becoming educators, medicine 
people and chiefs. With this change, it is expected 
that they will be the ones to address the violence 
against women in their own communities, which 
would require the community to come together as 
a whole to draw upon their courage to stand up 
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and oppose abuse so victimizers realize that abuse is no longer an option because the community 
will no longer turn a blind eye.   

The work Elk woman serves as a reminder to men and women of women’s personal 
power in all its facets. Women deserve the reciprocation of respect and love that they freely give 
to others. In her human and elk metamorphism form, Elk woman appears to return the mating 
call of Elk man as she gently cradles her illuminated unborn fetus. Despite her metamorphic 
appearance, she has a realistic presence due to the materials used to construct her, such as her 
eyes, teeth and tongue which are replicas of elk parts from a taxidermist. Her hair comes from a 
horse and her spine is made of cow bones. Her hands and feet are a direct cast of my hands and 
feet.  

In a recent solo exhibit, that was a 12-year survey of my work at the McKenzie Art 
Gallery in 2004-2005, Elk woman and Elk man were brought  together for the first time. They 
shared an entire room, sitting across from each other, appearing to have a conversation. Their 
physical appearance connects them, the space connects them though physically there is a large 
distance between them. Their longing has taken them on two different paths of love.  In 
conclusion, Elk women revealed my own matters of the heart, of love, separation and 
motherhood as a single parent, though I had hoped that the worked bridged that shared 
experience with other women and inspired them with the reminder of their own personal 
strength. 

 
 

RETURNING HOME 
This last, most current phase of my life completes the circle back home to Saskatchewan 

from British Columbia. I was at the cross roads in my life and had returned to the Nicola Valley, 
which I consider my second home, trying to make an independent living as a single mom, and at 
the same time trying to finish my PhD dissertation.  I was invited to submit a proposal for a 
sculpture for the McKenzie Art Gallery sculpture garden in Regina. My proposal was accepted 

and in 2005-2006, I re-worked Medicine people 
into a new version entitled, Ancestors rising 
(Figure 35, 36).  

This site-specific piece researches 
Wascana Park area in the context of the shared 
history of Aboriginals and early settlers with the 
bison. Since the earliest existence of  Paleo 
Aboriginals in this territory (approximately 27,000 
years ago), they have co-existed with the bison, 
first hunting the giant bison alongside the mighty 
mammoths and in later years, hunting the bison 
we know today. The bison not only contributed 
food for the survival of the people, their hides, 
bones, horns and hooves contributed to many 

aspects of cultural production such ceremonial items like headdresses and Sundance items, to 
narrative hide paintings, to utilitarian items such as tipis, clothing, blankets, and implements.  
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This history is central to the site of Wascana Park, which was formerly known as 
Wascana Creek (Figure 32) until it was built into a lake with the parliament buildings 
constructed beside it. The term, ‘Wascana’ is a variation of a Cree word translating to, “pile of 
bones” which refers to the piles of bison bones that were seen  by early settlers on this prairie 
landscape. The bones were placed there by the local Cree and Saulteaux people, who believed 
that the bison would return to the bones of their dead ancestors, and therefore their people would 
always have food to eat.  

When Colonel Palliser arrived in 
1857, he named the settlement Pile-o-Bone. 
Shortly there after, new piles of bison 
bones were made by the colonists, but for a 
different purposes, export industry  and 
sports hunting. Massive piles of bison 
bones were sold for fertilizer and 
chinaware, colonial sport safaris killed off 
large numbers as they rode through the 
prairies on their trains. As well, 
government policy encouraged the death of 
all bison in order to starve Aboriginal 
people, whom they viewed as a hindrance 
to their colonial expansion. Several 
archival photographs reveal early settlers 
posing beside massive pile of bones ready 

for manufacturing and export. (Figure 31) The combination of the bison industry with sport 
hunting, eventually culminated in the extermination of wild bison from the prairie landscape.  
This extermination marked a significant change of life for Aboriginals of the plains, their main 
staple of food was gone, bringing much hardship, and the long history of cultural production of 
bison materials had ceased.  

Today, ‘pile of bones’ has a different meaning to the people of Regina, it marks the 
annual celebration of colonial settlement. This celebration highlights early 1900 style costumes 

and stage shows of  singing and dancing. Curiously 
absent for many years was any sign of aboriginals in 
these historical re-enactments, until very recently, 
some aboriginal shows began to appear. Perhaps one 
day, ‘Pile of Bones Day’ will truly reflect the original 
history of this land, though for now, the bones lay 
silently beneath the soil of which they dance upon.  

To address the silence of this submerged 
history, Ancestors Rising, becomes the symbolic 
metaphor and the voice of the silenced spirits and 
calls to their resurrection from the soil so their 
presences is known. The bison horn in and of itself, 
was a powerful symbol for Plains Aboriginals, its 
zymology referenced respect, strength and courage. 
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In the old days bison horns could be seen on prestigious head regalia that symbolized the 
wearer’s status of a respected leader. 

 The four horns stand in a circle, each in the position of the exact direction of north, 
south, east and west, referencing the ultimate power of the balance in life. From each of the 
tips of the horns flows a braided rope, which all meet in the center of the circle to suspend, and 
cradle a woven net of rocks, that hovers just above the ground. These braided ropes of copper 
patina, refers to the ancestors power as conduits of energy that combine their energies to help 
heal the people.  

The stones recall early burial sites made of stone mounds and red ochre pigment. The 
stones also reference a long history of their use in Plains culture. The permanence of stones 
traced the history and cultural practices, and documented important places, events, 
commemorations and memorials. They were used for its practical physical properties and for 
its spiritual and metaphysical properties.  The dense, physical properties of the stone served 
well for utilitarian purposes such tipi rings, fire pits, burial sites, and caches, and in items used 
for tools and warfare. The metaphysical properties of the stone served as a medium of 
communication to the spiritual realm, which could be seen in the remnants of medicine wheels, 
pictographs, petroglyphs, petroforms, sacred boulders, amulets and carved figures and pipes.   

In conclusion, the sculpture, Ancestors Rising serves as an urban historical marker that 
memorializes the Aboriginal and bison that lived off of this very land, only two hundred years 
ago. From this work, I ask the audience to bear witness to this history, to acknowledge it and 
give this place and its spirits, the respect and commemoration it deserves. 

 
 

CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, these artworks chronicled within the context of my life reveals how life 

and art are inextricably linked. Of course it would be more safe to describe my work as objects 
unto themselves  and immerse the focus of this paper into critical art theory, though that would 
just continue the segregation between aboriginals and Canadians, as well as between art and the 
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public. I more interested in the bridging the human connection through the human story in my 
work. 

In my routes of experiences, I have developed a better understanding of my own 
connection as a contemporary aboriginal artist. There was a time where I struggled to understand 
my connections to the past and the present, though deduced that it is not so much an exploration 
to find links to past traditions, rather it just naturally evolves, quite simply as an Aboriginal 
artist, I am one small contributing link to the evolving aboriginal art history over the course of 
many millennia. My artistic narratives continue the process of documenting our current realities 
and cultural ideology that in later years, will become a form of cultural preservation just like the 
art work of  my ancestors before me, whose visual records I have learnt from. In this sense my 
work creates and recreates the history of tradition today, because tomorrow my work will be 
seen as traditional while another contemporary artist will have taken my place. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


