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As physical evidence of the past, Indigenous cultural material expresses a great deal about the 

dramatic changes that have taken place in the lives of Indigenous peoples’ ongoing resiliency and 

continued sovereignty [1]. On the surface raised beadwork is an adornment, a thing of beauty 

and expression of both the unique eye of the artist and the collective development in community 

of unique styles and methods of applying beads to fabric. However, approaching beadwork with 

a critical lens allows us to think more deeply about the intersections of colonialisms and 

Indigenous knowledge expressed through this art form [2]. 

 

Raised beadwork has a particularly strong connection to Haudenosaunee communities, various 

styles and examples have been produced as items of trade by women from communities from the 

Niagara River to the mouth of the St Lawrence [3]. The impacts of colonialism were felt in 

dramatic ways for Haudenosaunee people. Through disease, dispossession of land, and imposed 

gender power imbalance the lives of women were dramatically altered, however they continued 

to uphold cultural knowledge through their art. 

 

Seed beads became a popular trade item in the early 1700s and began to be applied to leggings, 

skirts and dresses [4]. Initially most seed beads were produced in Venice, however by the mid-

nineteenth century Bohemian (Czech) beads were also traded in North America [5]. This hat 

displays a typical method of Haudenosaunee raised beadwork, where the beads are applied over 

a paper pattern which is secured to a velvet backing. 

 

The floral pattern which is the prominent feature of the main three panels of the hat, expresses 

movement and balance through its use of alternating rows of color in each of the blossoms and 

leaves as well as the use of asymmetrical forms across a central vine. Floral patterns continue to 

play an important role in Haudenosaunee beadwork, as they do in the beadwork of other 

Indigenous nations. In the Haudenosaunee creations story a woman - whose name is sometimes 

translated Mature Blossom - falls from the sky world. [6] As she falls, she grabs onto the to the 

roots and seeds of plants which she brings into our world. The central role of plants in 

Haudenosaunee worldview and the respect for their continued annual cycles of growth and 

medicinal powers are expressed through this beadwork. [7] 

 

The fabric lining the hat is cotton, a cloth built on the backs of the North-Atlantic slave trade and 

the pattern has origins in the fabric of Kashmir shawls. The shawls were the height of fashion in 

England from the late 1700s to early 1800s. In India this pattern finds its origin in the boteh, buta 

or kairi, which was appropriated by British textile manufactures, the most well- known of these 

textiles came from the town of Paisley in Scotland [8]. Although the cloth and pattern are 

symbols of colonialism the origin and meaning behind the original boteh create a unique 

connection between the Haudenosaunee artists and this fabric. The boteh pattern may have been 

based on the cypress tree and a flower (Boteh means flower in Persian) a symbol of life, eternity, 

and fertility [9][10] [11]. 

 

The style of the hat is an interesting reflection of the mediation between British fashion and 

Indigenous peoples during the Victorian era. [12] The Glengarry cap or Glengarry bonnet rose in 
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popularity as a reflection of its adoption into British military dress and a fashion for dressing in 

Scottish attire made popular by Queen Victoria. Although it has been argued that pieces like this 

were primarily made for display, in this case the sweat damage to the interior lining may indicate 

that it was a well-worn and loved personal item.[13] 

 

As with many Indigenous art pieces, this hat expresses ideas about worldview, cultural beliefs 

and lived experiences. Most significantly it has a story to tell us about the adaptability and talent 

of Haudenosaunee women whose art was an expression of a world deeply impacted by 

colonialism but still rooted in the values of creation and thanksgiving. Raised beadwork 

continues to be practiced in Haudenosaunee communities, artist like Nino Perkins, Samuel 

Thomas, Dakota Brant, and Naomi Smith have continued to adapt to new media and lived 

realities. Today Haudenosaunee students can be seen wearing beadwork yokes and cuffs to 

graduations and beadwork has been displayed at the United Nations [14]. The stories, forms and 

methods continue to be taught in workshops, at kitchen tables and in classrooms across 

Haudenosaunee territory, physical expressions of our resiliency. 
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