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Iroquois beadwork is a form of American Indian beadwork first created by the natives of 
central New York State in the eighteenth century.  They developed dozens of types of 
pincushions, purses, clothing, and wall hangings in the following two hundred plus years.  
Iroquois beadwork is often referred to as raised beadwork where beads can be sewn flat on the 
fabric or raised up in arches over an inch and a half above the surface of the fabric.  This 
method of creating beadwork is unique to the Iroquois. 

For thousands of years, people have decorated themselves and their possessions with beads.  
The earliest beads are made of stone, shell, bone, quills, seeds, and other natural materials.  
Beads were sometimes made of native copper and meteoritic iron where available. Anything 
with a hole that fits within the definition of a bead was used.  In North America even early 
metallic trade items, such as thimbles, were punctured and sewn onto clothing for decoration 
and hung as fringe to create a musical sound. 

Glass beads were special to people all over the world.  There, early beads were also made of 
stone, shell, bone, and other natural materials, while other beads were formed out of more 
colorful materials, such as agate, jasper, carnelian, amber, lapis lazuli, silver, and gold.  By 
three thousand years ago, glass beads were being made in the Mesopotamian Valley and in 
Egypt.  Beads were so special that Egyptian tombs were lavishly decorated with them. 

Beads made of glass were the most admired of the European goods that were traded into North 
America in the 1500s.  Guns, metal tools, and cloth were interesting and had their purposes, 
but they didn’t have the special sparkle of glass beads.  To some, the sparkle and shine carried 
a supernatural or spiritual aura.  There was little sparkle in the beads made of stone, shell, 
bone, and other natural materials.  Glass beads were special. 

Old world glass beads entered Iroquoia in the sixteenth century through three main routes.  
Cartier and Champlain brought them up the St. Lawrence River.  Verazzano and Hudson 
brought them up the Hudson River, and Spanish traders sent them up the Susquehanna River 
in central New York into Iroquoia. 

Iroquoia is the term used to refer to the territory occupied by the Iroquois (Haudenosaunee) at 
the time of European contact.  The Iroquois lived in a symbolic longhouse that stretched 
across central New York State, with the Mohawks living in the Mohawk Valley as Keepers of 
the Eastern Door of the longhouse.  Next to them to the west were the Oneidas, who lived near 
Oneida Lake; the Onondagas, near Onondaga Lake near present day Syracuse; the Cayugas, 
near the Finger Lake that carries their name; and the Senecas in the Genesee River Valley as 
Keepers of the Western Door of the longhouse.  Their very name for themselves, 
Haudenosaunee, is often translated as “people of the longhouse.” 



At various times over the last five centuries, glass beads were imported into Iroquoia from 
Venice, Amsterdam, Bohemia, and Asia.  No glass seed beads were made in the United States.  
Traders either brought the beads to Iroquois villages or beadworkers went into towns to 
acquire their beads and other beading supplies.  Beads came into Montreal from Europe and 
supplied the many Mohawk beadworkers who lived nearby.  Railroads and the Erie Canal 
helped in the distribution of beads into the interior of New York State from New York City. 

European glass beads were common on seventeenth and eighteenth century village sites 
throughout Iroquoia, where archaeological excavations have retrieved great quantities of 
beads.  It is assumed that most were worn as jewelry and sewn onto clothing. 

By the end of the eighteenth century, glass beads were sewn onto utilitarian pieces, such as 
pincushions.  By the first quarter of the nineteenth century, beaded needlecases, card cases, 
and purses were also being made.  Most feature very small seed beads.  The majority of the 
early beadwork was made by Seneca artists in western New York. 

Lewis H. Morgan, a mid-nineteenth century Rochester lawyer and admirer of the Iroquois, 
described beadwork, such as the purse pictured in Figure 1.  He wrote that the beading technique 
was called the “art of flowering” and that he admired the “delicacy, even brilliancy of their 
beadwork embroidery.”  Morgan published a book, The League of the Haudenausanee or 
Iroquois, in 1851 in which he included several images of beadwork made at Tonawanda, a Seneca 
reservation in western New York. He purchased beads and material and commissioned pieces of 
beadwork to be created for the New York State Cabinet of Natural History, which became the New 
York State Museum.  Morgan is likely the first person to collect beadwork and the first to write 
about it for publication. 

Figure 1.  Seneca purse (both sides), wool, silk, thread, glass beads, ca. 1850.  6 x 5.5 inches. 



By the 1860s, beadwork making had spread to the far ends of Iroquoia.  The Tuscaroras living near 
Niagara Falls created needlecases (Fig. 2), pincushions, and wall pockets.  Their beadwork often 
featured small clear beads and the words “FROM NIAGARA FALLS.”  

Figure 2.  Tuscarora needlecase (both sides), folded trifold, fabric, thread, beads, stuffing, 1860s.  
2.25 x 4.5 inches. 

Figure 3.  Mohawk heart-shaped picture frame, velvet, polished cotton, cardboard, thread, beads, ca. 
1870.  8 x 7.75 inches. 

Figure 4.  Mohawk rectangular pincushion, velvet, polished cotton, thread, beads, stuffing, 1870s.  
9.5 x 11 inches. 

The Mohawks living near Montreal made pincushions, 
purses, and picture frames.  The frames (Fig. 3), featuring 
purple velvet and large colored beads highlighting the clear 
beads, were made as early as 1860.  In all of the Mohawk 
items, clear beads predominated with the inclusion of beads 
in four colors:  blue, green, red, and yellow.

The rectangular pincushion is one of the most common 
forms of nineteenth century pincushions (Fig. 4).  They 
average about eight by ten inches with velvet faces and 
polished cotton backs.  Some people think they were 
made to store hatpins.



In both the Tuscarora and Mohawk communities, various fabrics were and are used.  Velvet, 
velveteen, cotton, silk, and wool have been favored at various times over the last two hundred 
years.  Pincushion stuffings include wood sawdust (often from sweet-smelling pine trees), 
sweet grass, cotton, cattail fluff, newspapers, and polyester.  Cardboard of various thicknesses 
were/are used for the body of purses and wall hangings.  Glass beads of various sizes, metallic 
and plastic sequins, and novelty beads are often incorporated into beadwork designs.  Tubular 
beads (sprengperlen) were popular until the Bohemian factory where they were made closed in 
1917.  Rickrack and cordage is sometimes incorporated into the design, often outlining the 
piece.  All but the largest and heaviest pincushions have cords or some other way to suspend 
the piece. 

The popularity of Iroquois beadwork increased throughout the nineteenth century with the 
peak of production in the 1890s and the first decade of the twentieth century.  Although some 
pieces were made for family and friends, the majority of the beadwork was made to sell to 
visitors at places of interest, such as Niagara Falls, Saratoga, Montreal, and state and local 
fairs.  Traveling members of Wild West Shows took beadwork throughout North America and 
Europe.  The names of the sales sites are often beaded on the pieces, as are the years of 
creation.  Beadworkers made, and still make, beaded souvenirs of special visits or events.  
Although more than eighty beadwork types have been defined, at least fifty percent of the 
pincushions are heart-shaped (Figs. 5 & 6). 

Figure 6.  Mohawk heart-shaped 
pincushion, velvet, polished cotton, 
thread, beads, stuff ing, inscribed 
“MONTREAL / 1920.”  4.75 x 5 inches.

Figure 5.  Mohawk heart-shaped 
pincushion, velvet, polished cotton, 
thread, beads, stuff ing, inscribed 
“EXHIBITION / TORONTO / 1930.”  
6 x 6.25 inches.



Figure 7.  Mohawk boot-shaped pincushion, beads, sequins, fabric, stuffing, cardboard, thread, 
1890s.  10.5 x 7.5 inches. 

Figure 8.  Mohawk boot-shaped pincushion, beads, sequins, fabric, stuffing, cardboard, thread, ca. 
1910.  9.5 x 7 inches. 

It was during the 1890s that pincushions and picture 
frames displayed elaborate elements and the “highest” 
raised beadwork.  The amber-beaded, boot-shaped 
pincushion (Fig. 7) features raised elements further 
decorated with loops.  Its elegance was favored by 
Victorian women who purchased the beaded 
souvenirs.  The boot shape was a popular form in 
Victorian art.  Often the boots are sewn with a 
separate cuff on the front that forms a pocket at the 
top.  Some people suggest that the pocket was 
incorporated into the pincushion to hold sewing tools, 
like scissors, thread, and maybe thimbles.

Many elements were raised by sewing bead arches close 
together, so they could stand in a clump or ball.  The 
early twentieth century boot-shaped pincushion in 
Figure 8 features four extremely raised balls.  Hot pink 
fabric was first introduced in the mid-1890s and was 
popular until about 1920.  Note that this pincushion 
features the four colors favored by Mohawk 
beadworkers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  
The four colors are included in both the seed beads 
used to create the balls and in the four clusters of 
sprengperlen loops hanging from the bottom.  The pink 
fabric and sprengperlen are good time indicators for 
beadwork researchers interested in dating specific 
pieces and types.



 

 

Trilobe hearts are a popular form of heart 
pincushions.  The red trilobe in Figure 9 is an 
especially ornate example of the pieces made in the 
1890s and early twentieth century. 

As hearts are the most common form of pincushions, flat black 
bags with four-color floral designs are the most common form of 
purses (Figs. 10 & 11).  Each of these attractive purses displays 
almost identical beadwork on both sides.  The four-color system 
suggests that they were of Mohawk origin.  However, no historic 
photographs or records have been located that identifies where 
they were made, but tens of thousands were made and no 
identical purses have been noted.  They date to the last half of the 
nineteenth century.

Figure 10.  Mohawk flat purse, with 
red handle, beads, sequins, fabric, 
cardboard.  6.5 x 5.75 inches.

Figure 11.  Mohawk flat purse, with 
magenta handle, beads, sequins, 
fabric, cardboard.  6.75 x 7.25 inches.

Figure 9.  Mohawk trilobe heart pincushion, 
beads, sequins, fabric, stuffing, thread, 1890s.  
10 x 10.5 inches.



One of the most popular forms of Iroquois beadwork are those wall hangings referred to as 
wall pockets or wall slippers (Figs. 12 & 13).  The first were made in the second half of the 
nineteenth century and are still being created today.  Figure 12 is an early example.  The owl 
on this wall pocket is a frequent animal pictured on Tuscarora beadwork.  It is one of over fifty 
animals, including cows, squirrels, horses, and elephants, that have been identified on 
Iroquois beadwork.

Wall pockets are still being made, as evidenced by the wall 
pocket displayed by its maker, Wilma Cook (Mohawk) (Fig. 14).  
She won a First Place ribbon for it at the 2016 Indian art 
market in Indianapolis.  

Figure 14.  Wilma Cook (Mohawk), with her wall pocket and prize-
winning ribbon.

Figure 12.  Wall pocket, with owl, beads, 
fabric, thread, cardboard, early 20th 
century.  7.25 x 3.25 inches.

Figure 13.  Wall pocket, beads, fabric, 
thread, cardboard, early 20th century.  
6 x 3.25 inches.



Figure 15.  Wilma Cook sewing. 

Iroquois beadwork is recognized as an important art form in Canada, as well as in the United 
States.  Last summer, Samuel Thomas (Cayuga) was named the laureate for the 2016 Ontario 
Arts Council Aboriginal Arts Award.  Figure 16 shows a pincushion featuring his trademark 
hummingbird and strawberry designs. 

Figure 16.  Pincushion, made by Samuel Thomas (Cayuga), velvet, beads, stuffing, thread, 21st 
century.  6.5 x 6.5 inches. 

This image shows Wilma sewing (Fig. 15).  
Ironically, she never uses a thimble.  Most Iroquois 
beadworkers do not use them either. 



Figure 17.  Picture frame, made by Dolly Printup Winden (Tuscarora), velvet, cotton calico, beads, 
cardboard, thread, 2000.  10.5 x 8.75 inches. 

It has been estimated that over two hundred thousand pieces have been made over the last 
two centuries.  The majority were made by Tuscarora and Mohawk sewers.  Beadwork was 
never popular in Oneida, Onondaga, and Cayuga communities until recently.  It was not until 
the beadwork revival, starting in the 1980s, that beadworking became popular in all Iroquois 
communities.  The Oneidas in Wisconsin became especially active in the twenty-first century, 
as did the Senecas in western New York.  Beading circles have been formed throughout 
Iroquoia, and an International Iroquois Beadwork Conference of sewers, collectors, and 
researchers has been meeting annually since 2009.  Some twenty exhibitions featuring 
Iroquois beadwork have been mounted in museums in several states and provinces since 2000.  

Over the last two centuries, dozens of Iroquois families have been supported by beadwork 
sales.  Although traditionally most beadworkers have been women, at least six men are active 
beaders in the twenty-first century.  The popularity of Iroquois beadwork has increased 
substantially, and there are probably more active beadworkers today making more pieces than 
at any other time in history.  With new energy and creativity, traditional Iroquois beadwork 
moves into its third century. 
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The remarkable artistry of Iroquois beadworkers 
is illustrated in the picture frame (Fig. 17), 
created by Dolly Printup Winden (Tuscarora), 
who is pictured in it.  There are at least twenty-
nine different shapes, colors, and bead sizes 
incorporated in this masterpiece.
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