
 
 
 
 



Anishinaabe (North America, United States, Great Lakes/Woodlands Region) 
Cape, 1800s–early 1900s  
Cotton, glass beads, fur, metal, mirrors 
H.29 x W.15¾ inches 
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Theme 

This elaborately decorated cape was made by an Anishinaabe (ah-nish-ih-NAH-bay)/Ojibwe 
(oh-JIB-weh) woman for a man of her community to wear on special occasions such as family 
and social events or religious ceremonies. 
 
 

Background 

In ancient times, many Native Americans lived throughout the Northeast region of the United 
States and Canada, from the Atlantic coast to the Great Lakes and beyond. The arrival of 
European settlers dramatically affected Native Americans in this region. Europeans took control 
of Native land and through treaties or by force, pushed Native Americans westward and 
northward into Canada. At the same time, there was tremendous demand for animal hides by 
European traders. Native American men hunted and trapped small game, and sold or traded the 
animal hides to French and English merchants. The fur trade became important for the 
livelihood of Native American communities in these areas and a major source of their interaction 
with the Europeans. 
 
Anishinaabe migrated into the Great Lakes region from the east coast in the 1600s and 1700s. 
Anishinaabe, means “original people.” Today, the Anishinaabe, also known as Okibwe, are 
among the largest groups of Native Americans. Anishinaabe live in parts of Canada, North 
Dakota, Michigan, Wisconsin, and Minnesota. There are seven Anishinaabe reservations in 
Minnesota. 
 
The Anishinaabe way of life was guided by the cycle of the seasons. In the winter, men would 
hunt and trap game, while women furnished their homes and prepared food and clothing for 
their families. In the spring, men and women gathered in the maple groves to collect sap for the 
preparation of maple sugar and planted crops like corn, squash, and pumpkins. Summer was a 
season of fishing, gardening, and berry gathering, and autumn was the time for the harvesting 
of wild rice growing in the shallow lake waters.  
 
Working together, Anishinaabe women and men often divided the community and family 
responsibilities. Anishinaabe women tanned hides, wove domestic items such as mats and 
baskets out of reeds, and made a variety of birch bark objects such as containers, storage 
vessels, canoes, and even the coverings of their dome-shaped wigwams (dwelling). They also 
made their family's clothing. The men made a great variety of wood sculpture, such as bowls, 
spoons, and pipes. 
 
Until commercially woven materials such as broadcloth, cotton, and velveteen were introduced 
in the 1800s, Anishinaabe people wore clothing made of tanned leather. Women used various 
materials to embellish clothing, including moose hair, which they embroidered on skins, and 



even pieces of birch bark. The art of quilling with real porcupine quills is a technique often used 
to adorn clothing and personal articles. With the arrival of European traders, glass beads were 
introduced to the Great Lakes region as another source of adornment. Since the 1600s, these 
tiny bits of glass tubing, known as “seed beads,” were manufactured in Europe (primarily in 
Venice, Bohemia, and Holland). Enormously popular, they became highly valued trade items, 
admired for their beauty and great versatility. Over time, the Anishinaabe gradually replaced 
quillwork with beadwork, often using the same patterns and designs. The Anishinaabe word for 
beads is manidoominensag, which means “berries of the Great Spirit.” The term goes back to 
the early use of seeds that were dyed, pierced, and strung for necklaces. 
 
Like other Native American peoples, the Anishinaabe came into conflict with Euro-Americans 
over land ownership. As the American continent continued to attract European settlers in the 
1700s and 1800s, the federal government took increasingly aggressive action against Native 
American people, confining them to small areas of land, called reservations, and attempting to 
assimilate them into Euro-American culture.  
 
For the Anishinaabe in Minnesota, the reduction of tribal land impeded their traditional way of 
life, with such seasonal activities as hunting, fishing, trapping, and the gathering of wild rice and 
maple sugar dramatically reduced. The government as well as missionaries tried to convert 
Native Americans to the Euro-American way of life by establishing schools such as St. 
Benedict's at White Earth and St. Mary's at Red Lake. Native American children were also sent 
to boarding schools, away from the guidance and love of their own families. Despite the 
struggles they faced, many Native Americans held fast to their beliefs and traditions while still 
adapting to a changing way of life. 
 

Woodlands Cape 

This richly decorated beaded cape was once worn by a Minnesota Anishinaabe man as part of 
his festive attire. The cape was worn on special occasions as an object of pride and display. 
Traditionally, there were many occasions for Anishinaabe men to wear such impressive 
clothing. During the early reservation period, however, new social and ceremonial events 
developed, for example, expanded powwows (North Native American ceremony involving 
feasting, singing, and dancing), Fourth of July festivities, and school and mission ceremonies. 
To all these occasions, Native Americans brought their own traditions and practices. Beaded 
articles were also valued as gifts and were often exchanged between friends. 
 
Like many Anishinaabes' traditional objects, this cape incorporates materials obtained through 
trade, such as manufactured cotton cloth, mirrors, and beads. It is richly decorated on both the 
front and back with thousands of brightly colored glass beads. In the 1800s, Anishinaabe 
decorative work became known for its distinctive floral motifs in bright colors and curving, 
flowing lines. As can be seen on this cape, the style was naturalistic to a certain degree, in that 
the flowers reflect nature with some degree of accuracy; for example, there are clearly marked 
petals, leaves, and stems. At the same time, the images are stylized with simplified forms, 
creating a pleasing two-dimensional design. 
 
In earlier times, most Anishinaabe quillwork was done in geometric patterns. The naturalistic 
treatment of flowers and foliage in Anishinaabe beadwork appeared later. These textiles may 
have provided new designs that could be translated into beadwork. The Anishinaabe were 
inspired by their surroundings, and the designs found in the abundant plants and flowers of their 
natural environment certainly served as models for their naturalistic leaf and floral motifs. Many 
of the colors used also match with those found in nature, with bright warm hues of reds, pinks, 



and yellows for the flowers, and green tones for the leaves and stems. Despite this naturalistic 
treatment, the plants are whimsical, with their vivid multicolored flowers, stylized shapes, and 
symmetrical arrangement. The bright colors and clear design stand out dramatically against the 
white beaded background. These new motifs were influenced by a variety of textile arts, such as 
embroidery, lacework, and needlepoint, which the colonists had brought with them to the New 
World. 
 
The cape also combines an interesting variety of textures, such as the smooth glass mirrors, the 
uneven bumpy surface of the glass beadwork, and the soft cotton and fur. The mirrors bordering 
the beaded design are used here as striking embellishments. The regularity of these circular 
shapes contrast with the beaded area with its playful arrangement of stems, leaves, and flowers 
that curve around the surface. The organic shapes of the bending plant forms complement the 
geometric shapes of the mirrors. Many circles also appear within the beaded design (for 
example, in the shapes of the flowers). The entire cape is governed by a careful and 
symmetrical arrangement of forms.  
 
This cape was worn over a shirt, something like a vest, and tied at the neck and on each side. It 
would have been part of a man's ensemble of beaded clothing, perhaps including leggings, a 
breechcloth or “apron,” one or two bandolier (shoulder) bags, and a hat or headdress. All these 
articles of clothing were covered with curving floral designs in bright colors applied on black 
velveteen. With his beaded costume, the man wore soft-soled moccasins, probably of hide. 
While Anishinaabe people had, for the most part, adopted Euro-American clothing for daily wear 
by the reservation period, they continued to make and wear distinctively decorated clothing for 
special and festive events, a practice that continues today. 
 

Technique 

An Anishinaabe woman made this cape out of cotton material. To create the beadwork design, 
she may have used birch-bark stencils for tracing the leaves and flowers. The beads were first 
strung on cotton thread and then stitched onto the fabric with “spot stitching” at regular intervals. 
The lines of the beads follow the contours of the design, set within a background of solid white 
beading. This bead embroidery technique, allows large areas to be filled with flat color. It also 
facilitates the creation of curving, free-form shapes. Most of the fabric of the cape was covered 
with beads except for the border around the entire form. Fur lines the border in the back, while 
glass mirrors are affixed in the front.  
 

Artist 

While the name of the individual who made this cape is unknown, it was most likely made by a 
Minnesota or Wisconsin Anishinaabe woman for a male relative in the late 1800s or early 
1900s. Except for objects made of wood, stone, and silver, Anishinaabe arts and crafts were 
primarily made by women. Their knowledge and skills are still passed on from generation to 
generation. Creating elaborate beaded attire like the cape not only fulfilled a practical need, but 
also enabled Anishinaabe women to demonstrate their artistic excellence, and this excellence 
continues to be highly valued.  
 
 
 
 



 
Suggested Questions 
 
1. Describe what you see. What colors? Shapes? Textures? Materials? (Paraphrase, 

expand, and connect students’ responses.) 
 
2. Based on the designs you see, what do you think was important to the people who made 

and used this cape? 
 

3. What aspects of this cape do you think were difficult to make? Why? This work is made 
of beads, glass, cotton, and fur. What skills do you suppose the artist needed to make 
this cape? What kinds of tools might she have used? 

 
 


