
Bridging the Gap:
Seneca Art Across Generations

Cultural objects can connect us to the past and inform and inspire the present. 
�is exhibit features beadwork created by eight contemporary artists from 
Tonawanda Reservation displayed side-by-side with artwork created by their 
ancestors in the 1930s and beadwork made by Caroline G. Parker for Lewis Henry 
Morgan’s collections in the mid-19th century. Re�ections of contemporary artists 
on the three collections spanning 170 years of Onöndawá'ga (Seneca) arts 
demonstrate the power of material culture to connect people across generations.



Bridging the Gap:
Seneca Art Across Generations

Tayadaowuhkuh, “one bridging the gap”

November 21, 2018, marked the 200th birthday of anthropologist Lewis 
Henry Morgan. Born near Aurora, New York, Morgan came to Rochester 
to practice law, though his hobby of mapping local Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) 
archaeological sites and collecting ethnographic materials soon became his 
life’s work. Morgan helped the New York State Cabinet of Natural History 
(now New York State Museum) establish a Haudenosaunee collection with 
crucial assistance from his Tonawanda Seneca interpreter and collaborator, 
Ely S. Parker, and the Parker family. 

A chance 1844 meeting between Ely Parker and Lewis Henry Morgan in an 
Albany bookstore proved mutually bene�cial. �e relationship launched 
Morgan’s career as an anthropologist and social theorist, and Morgan played 
a role in helping the Tonawanda Senecas regain a portion of their land from 
the Ogden Land Company. �e Senecas adopted Morgan into the Hawk Clan, 
giving him the name Tayadaowuhkuh, or “one bridging the gap.” 

 



Allison Smith
Nation/Clan: Seneca Nation/Beaver Clan
WPA Indian Arts Project Ancestors: Elon Webster (uncle), Ernest Smith, Kidd Smith

Artist Statement

My artwork is both therapy and pure joy to me. Joy, in the look of others, as they proudly 
wear something that I have made. Beading relaxes me. I �nd that when I am listening to 
our social songs while beading, it connects me to a time I can only imagine. When our 
ancestors would always be busy making things to bene�t the tribe or family. When I was 
young we lived with my grandparents. My grandmother was a beader but not part of the 
WPA. Every evening, a�er getting all dishes done, she would clear the table. She went about 
gathering all her tools; the small light to help her see better, beads, scissors, thread, and her 
current project. Arranged everything on the table and start beading. She would bead for a 
couple hours, then put everything away.  It seemed like so much work and had no interest. 
My teenage years are when I started to gain an interest. But, by this time, my grandmother 
was no longer here and my mother did not bead. So I learned on my own. I would look at 
things and try to replicate them. I vowed that I would not let this happen to my children or 
grandchildren. I always ask, “do you want me to show you?” I am glad that my granddaughter 
has sparked an interest and I can pass my knowledge onto her. People always ask me how to 
make such-and-such and I respond, “�is is how I do it. I can’t say it’s the right way, but, 
it’s my way.”



Anne Tahamont
Nation/Clan: Tonawanda Band of Senecas/Snipe Clan
WPA Indian Arts Project Ancestor: Robert Tahamont (great-grandfather)

Artist Statement

I never knew how to sew or bead until I had my son.  My mother told me that I was to sew 
and bead his out�t when it came time to get his name.  I was upset at the time because she 
had made many out�ts for her children and other family members.  However, this pushed 
me to learn how to sew and bead.  She gave me a book that had some designs in it and their 
meanings.  When my son got older he started to develop a keen eye for material and 
designing beadwork.  Together we came up with some pretty neat pieces that he will be able 
to pass down one day.  

Jamie Jacobs also brought back quillwork and designs from the late 1700’s to 1800’s and 
through him I began to learn about period speci�c pieces. I learned how to hand sew and do 
di�erent stitches in order to complete a 1790’s style men’s shirt.  I prefer sewing to any other 
cra�, but I’m getting more comfortable beading and prefer the Seneca style of �at work.  



Annette Sundown Tahamont
Nation/Clan: Tonawanda Band of Senecas, Snipe Clan Faithkeeper  

Artist Statement

My artwork is usually based on what is needed to wear for longhouse ceremonies. 
Although I was never related to anyone that worked on the WPA project, I admire 
their work and designs. I feel proud that I can make and produce traditional pieces 
of clothing that my family can wear at ceremonies. Also, that I can pass on my 
knowledge to my family. I like the �at beadwork designs on clothing as opposed to 
raised beadwork. I use the designs that have meaning behind what I make.  



Ashley Shenandoah
Nation/Clan: Seneca Nation/Beaver Clan 

Artist Statement

I learned simple stitch beading from my mother when I was twelve. I lost her at an early 
age so a lot of what I do now has been self-taught by trial and error throughout the years. 
I’ve been beading for thirty-�ve years and I’m still inspired to this day by my mothers’ 
ideas and techniques. I also �nd motivation through the work I see from generations long 
ago. �e older beadwork and what was accomplished with materials available at that time 
is inspirational. I try to incorporate our traditional symbols and culture into my designs. 
My thoughts, feelings, traditions, and beliefs can be expressed in my pieces to commemorate 
something important in our culture or in my personal life. I try to create something that 
resonates with others and makes them feel good when they view it. Beading is a major part 
of who we are as Haudenosaunee. It connects us as a people and gives us a sense of identity 
so it’s important for me to continue to bead, to share my work and encourage others to be 
creative in any form of art.



Barbara “Cookie” Jonathan
Nation/Clan:  Onondaga Nation-Canada/Beaver Clan
WPA Indian Arts Project Ancestor: James Jonathan

Artist Statement

Native beadwork is part our culture and a connection to our ancestors. When I bead 
I think of my relatives who taught me the joy of beading. I teach a beading class to 
help share the knowledge so that it will not become a lost skill and beading keeps a 
connection with the young ones who are coming up. My daisy chains are fun to 
make—so many patterns from a single stitch. My beadwork has a series of numbers 
incorporated to represent our culture: the three sisters, eight clans, the four directions. 
�e daisy chain starts with making a simple circle, but that circle, repeated several 
times over makes something beautiful.



Marilyn Jonathan
Nation/Clan:  Seneca Nation/Wolf Clan
WPA Indian Arts Project Ancestor: James Jonathan



Melissa Smith
Nation/Clan: Tonawanda Seneca/Snipe Clan
WPA Indian Arts Project Ancestor: Melinda Skye (grandmother)

Artist Statement

I have been a beader most of my life. My art is most important to me because it gives 
me a connection to my grandmother, my mother, and my creator. My grandmother 
wasn’t with me very long, but she was a very great bead worker.

My art gives me a connection to our time-honored ways. I love creating things because 
when I’m making it I have a ‘good mind.’ If I have any negative thoughts about people, 
or events that have happened, that has to be laid aside in order for my beadwork to come 
out correctly.

My art gives me enjoyment in many ways. �e �rst is in the creation of it. It also gives 
me satisfaction when someone whom I have never met before, likes something of mine. 
 It makes me happy to know my work will live on, out in the world somewhere.



Joyce Reuben Nanticoke

Nation/Clan:  Seneca Nation/Turtle Clan
WPA Indian Arts Project Ancestors: Ernest and Kidd Smith
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Bridges to the Past and Present
“My beadwork or the art of beading creates for me a bridge to the past and present. �e Native women 
who participated in the WPA produced some beautiful, beaded pieces as did Caroline Parker for the 
Morgan Collection. I feel that I honor all Native women when I bead and I carry forward the hopes that 
beading will remain with our People moving forward.  If you are endowed with a gi� from the Creator 
it is your responsibility to share it and teach it so it remains with the People.” 

         – Cookie Jonathan

�ree collections spanning 170 years of artistry at Tonawanda Reservation demonstrate the resilience of 
Haudenosaunee culture. Re�ections from the third generation of artists who made them are a testament 
to the ongoing resilience of Haudenosaunee people. 

Lewis Henry Morgan

Lewis Henry Morgan described his collections made in mid-19th century as “silent memorials” 
that would enable Native Americans to speak for themselves a�er they became a “departed race.” 
He did much to document and preserve their traditions, social structures, and material culture, 
yet also erased traces of their individual authorship and voices from his published work.

“My inspiration comes from within. It’s a feeling. I don’t know how to best describe it and it comes in waves. 
Sometimes, it’s to draw the designs I want to bead and other times, it’s a need to bead. I take as many 
traditional cra�ing/art classes as I can. �is inspires me to add di�erent techniques to everything I do.”

         -Allison Smith  

“To me beading is like therapy. It's relaxing, and calming and I can only go a few days without beading, 
like a drug…I have to bead something, anything. Sometimes I'll bead a �ower for no particular reason 
and for no particular project just so I'm beading. I'm the last one beading in our family so it's important 
for me to bead so my family has bead work for themselves and hopefully I can pass that on to some one 
else that sparks an interest.” 

         -Ashley Shenandoah

Arthur C. Parker, 1945

Born in the year of Morgan’s death—1881—Arthur C. Parker echoed Morgan’s desire to 
memorialize a culture he thought would become lost. He initiated the WPA Indian Arts 
Project Collection to employ Onöndawá'ga (Seneca) artists at Tonawanda and Cattaraugus 
reservations during the Great Depression and expand the ethnographic collections at the 
Rochester Museum. 







































Martha Skye and Julia Black beading, 1937 William Gordon, Ira Charles, and Cephas Hill making wooden and bark objects, 1937Unidenti�ed WPA Indian Arts Project 
artists making jewelry, 1937

In 2017, the RMSC collaborated with artists at Tonawanda Reservation to renew the bonds of friendship and expand the 
Seneca art collection into the present. Participating artists used materials like glass beads, ribbon, and feathers le�over 
from the 1930s WPA Indian Arts Project to create new pieces for the RMSC Collection.  

�e Lewis Henry Morgan Collection at the Rochester Museum & Science Center (RMSC) is the 
largest one assembled by the pioneering ethnographer that exists today. A 1911 �re in Albany’s 
Capitol Building destroyed all but 50 of the 500 Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) objects Morgan collected 
for New York State, making his personal collection in Rochester even more signi�cant.

Lewis Henry Morgan

In 1924, Arthur Parker became Director of the Rochester Museum of Arts and Sciences (now RMSC). 
He initiated the Indian Arts Project during the Great Depression with funding from the Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) to help support artists on Tonawanda and Cattaraugus reservations and establish 
a collection for the Rochester Museum. In some cases, Parker directed project artists to replicate items 
from the Morgan Collection destroyed in the 1911 Capitol �re.

Arthur C. Parker, 1945

At the time of the Capitol �re, Arthur C. Parker was New York State Archaeologist. 
Parker was also a third generation relative of Lewis Henry Morgan’s primary 
collaborators at Tonawanda Reservation. Parker’s relatives produced many of the 
objects in Morgan’s collections, and he risked his life to save them from the �re.

Caroline G. Parker, 1849Arthur C. Parker
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�e RMSC gratefully acknowledges the generous contributions of Tonawanda 
artists—past and present—that made this exhibit possible. Special thanks to 
Adele DeRosa for planting the seeds of this project 10 years ago; Jamie Jacobs, 
Tonawanda Seneca, Turtle Clan, for his vision, expertise, and help in coordinating 
this e�ort; researcher Deborah Holler and professor Robert Foster for their 
insights and knowledge; and Samuel Schacht for research assistance.  

�is exhibition is part of Lewis Henry Morgan at 200, a University of Rochester 
Humanities Project that o�ers a critical appreciation of Morgan's various legacies. 
Components of the project include: partnerships with community organizations, 
a speaker and �lm series, a research colloquium, public exhibits, and an innovative 
website o�ering digital resources for students, scholars and the general public: 




