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h man’s legging, collected by W. J. Hoffman at
Crow beadwork.
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Figure 1




Figure 2. Beaded belt (120" x 7") by Verlie Half of Crow Agency

Crow Beadwork

The Resilience of Cultural Values
by Barbara Loeb

The Crow people have graciously provided me with information on beadwork for more than twelve
years. More traditional sources of information are problematic. Nineteenth-century explorers rarely
talked to Indian women, and leading publications on Crow art focus primarily on style. For example,
see William Wildschut and John Ewers, Crow Beadwork, A Descriptive and Historical Study (New York:
Museum of the American Indian, Heye Foundation, 1959) and the special issue of American Indian
Art, 6 (Winter 1980) devoted to Crow art. Euna Rose He-Does-It of the Crow Culture Committee and
Mardell Hogen Plainfeather critiqued this essay, while Mickey Old Coyote and Dale Old Horn, both
of the Crow Culture Committee, met with me to discuss the article.

Figure 3. Woman’s legging (30" x 41") by Inez Bird-In-Ground
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Myrtle Big Man (center) gives instruction and insights into the intricacies of Crow

beading to her family.

hen a Crow woman begins a new
outfit, she embarks upon a long and
costly task that may take two years to
complete, even with help from other women in her
family. She must purchase many hanks of beads
as well as expensive materials such as soft buck-
skin or, perhaps, fine wool. As she sews she bends
close to the material, straining eyes and back, to
stitch hundreds upon hundreds of tiny glass beads
to the garment. When she is done, she will have
devoted intense effort to creating a garment that
performs almost no function within the larger,
European-based society that presses around her.
Yet, two hundred years after the birth of this art
form, Crow women still bead actively. Most Crow
families treasure atleast one trunkful of finery, and
many individuals continue to don their distinctive
clothing with pride and grace whenever special
Crow events occur (figures 7, 8). They do this in
addition to working eight to five, maintaining
modern wardrobes, balancing checkbooks, and
performing the many other tasks contemporary
life requires.
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Such dedication to an expensive and labor-in-
tensive traditional art form raises intriguing ques-
tions about the ongoing function of beading in
Crow life. Out of the search for answers emerges
a picture of a form of expression that is both
beautiful and fundamentally linked to Crow social
structure. Now, as in the past, beadwork ac-
knowledges marriages, plays a critical role in the
Crow definition of prosperity, and strengthens the
bonds among female relatives. Beadwork lends
dignity and color to the many dances and other
ceremonial gatherings that punctuate the Crow
year; its artistry enhances the singing, drumming,
and dancing that are at the heart of Crow culture.
When the Crow gather to dance, they enjoy them-
selves, but they also create a public forum for
social, political, and family transactions. At a more
profound level, the art form nourishes the rich
fabric of Crow society and protects it from total
assimilation by western society.

In the early days of High Plains life, most no-
madic horse-people decorated their clothing with
dyed quills of porcupines. Around 1800 they began




to sew small glass beads to their garments and
other personal items. These appealing ornaments
were manufactured in the sophisticated glass shops
of Venice and reached the West by long and cir-
cuitous trade routes that began in Europe and
crossed the Atlantic to connect with seaboard
commerce in the fledgling United States. A few
beads were then carried across the country by
early explorers such as Meriwether Lewis and
William Clark, while others found their way into
trading systems controlled by indigenous people.
Some Native American groups of the northern
West actually acquired European beads before
they ever saw European people.

Early supplies were sparse, but beaders, includ-
ing the Crow, must have experimented with their
new materials immediately, because they were
already skilled in the medium when the next wave
of explorers reached them in 1831 and 1832. By
then, as evidenced in sketches by painters such as
George Catlin and Karl Bodmer, beaded clothing
had become quite popular, and early beaders
extended their scanty supplies cleverly by trim-
ming only shoulder seams and moccasins. A few
managed to bead larger surfaces such as belts,
preludes for the elaborate garments to come.

Permanent trading posts soon provided women
with a steady supply of beads, and Venician glass
blowers were beginning to emphasize a tiny prod-
uct called a seed bead, which they produced in
dozens of colors. As a result of these changes, the
craftwomen who lived in the middle of the nine-
teenth century began to refine the art of beading
using their ample bead supplies in a rainbow of
colors. Within decades the Blackfeet, Crow, Sioux,
Cheyenne, and Kiowa, as well as neighboring pla-
teau and Great Basin groups, were evolving dis-
tinctive styles and encrusting horse gear, dress
yokes, vests, bags, cradle tops, and a whole array
of other impressive items with beads.

Beading matured as an art form in times of
prosperity for the Crow, just as it did for most other
Plains people. In the first decades of the nine-
teenth century, they had the freedom to travel
widely in their own territory and in that of their
plateau friends. They had the means to acquire
productsfrom Europe and the eastern United States
but were not yet affected by the masses of settlers
who would arrive later. The horse, introduced
from Europe, provided mobility and strength that
vastly expanded the world of most native peoples
of the northern West and made it possible to
transport larger tepees, more possessions, and

1. Alan Klein, “The Political Economy of Gender: A 19th Century
Plains Indian Case Study,” The Hidden Half: Studies of Plains Indian
Women, eds. Patricia Albers and Beatrice Medicine (Lanham: University
Press of America, 1983), 143-74.

greater stores of food. This powerful animal, along
with the gun, increased the hunting prowess of
Plains men and aided young warriors in their
pursuit of prestigious war coups. Traders brought
iron kettles, knives, and other convenience items
as well as such sought-after commodities as beads,
wool, and other art materials. The fur trade, al-
though threatening to overwhelm the women who
tanned hides for sale, provided an income that
augmented economic prosperity.! Overall, life must
have been satisfying and invigorating.

Within this atmosphere of prosperity, the Crow
began to wear beading of such compositional ex-
cellence that it is still admired as a high point in
Plains artistry (figures 4, 5). Because it appears to
have been shared with the Nez Perce, Cayuse, and
other groups west of the Rocky Mountains, the
style is sometimes referred to as transmontane
beading, the style that crossed the Rocky Moun-
tains.?

/ I \ransmontane design is characterized
by large, bold geometric motifs such as
diamonds, hourglasses, and giant X-shapes,

which beaders made so wide that only one or two

fill an entire object, and so tall that most cover the
full height of the composition. The artist con-
structed these bold motifs with smooth, straight
sides and outlined them with crisp-looking strands
of white beads or wider borders of dark blue. She
limited details to simple stripes and occasional
floating crosses, but made striking use of the rich
assortment of Venician colors that were available
to her. Sometimes she included as many as fifteen
different bead shades, almost always setting the
whole against a background of light blue or pink.

The Crow beader often intensified her color scheme

further by inserting pieces of vivid red wool cloth

obtained from factories in Europe and on the East

Coast through trade. Strips of this red wool are

visible at the top and bottom edges of the mirror

bag in figure 4.

The aesthetic essence of transmontane design
goes well beyond its geometric shapes and eye-
catching color combinations. Many pieces contain
an intriguing optical foreground-background
flux, such as those in figure 4, which initially
appears to be two hourglasses on a light blue
background, but which rapidly transforms itself
into a pale blue diamond and two tall triangles on
a pink and green ground.

2. Barbara Loeb, “Crow and Plateau Beadwork in Black and White:

A Study Using Old Photographs,” Crow Indian Art (Mission, South
Dakota: Chandler Institute, 1984), 15-26.
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