
163. Bandolier bag.  

Lenape (Delaware tribe, Eastern Woodlands). C. 1850 C.E. Beadwork on leather 

 Article at Khan Academy 

 Bandolier Bags are based on bags carried by European soldiers armed with rifles, who used the bags to store 

ammunition cartridges 

 Bandolier Bags were made by different tribes and First Nations across the Great Lakes and Prairie regions, they 

differ in appearance. The stylistic differences are the result of personal preference as much contact with 

Europeans and Euro-Americans, goods acquired in trade, and travel 

 This example: made by a Lenape artist (the Lenape are part of the Delaware tribe or First Nation, who lived along 

the Delaware River and parts of what is today New York State).  

 are often large in size and decorated with a wide array of colorful beads and ribbons. They are worn as a cross-

body bag, with a thick strap crossing a person’s chest to allow it to rest on the hip. 

 The Woodlands area encompasses the Great Lakes Region and terrain east of the Mississippi River. This 

enormous geographic area has a long, complex history including the production of objects we today recognize 

as “art,” that date back more than 4,000 years. 

 Due to events and laws like the Indian Removal Act of 1830 (signed by President Andrew Jackson), the 

Lenape were forcibly removed from these ancestral lands and relocated to areas of Oklahoma, Wisconsin, 

and Ontario, Canada. Despite these traumatic relocations, tribes like the Lenape continued to create objects as 

they had in ancestral lands. Bandolier bags are one example of this continued artistic production. 

 While men most commonly wore these bags, women created them. Initially, Bandolier Bags did not have a 

pocket, but were intended to complement men’s ceremonial outfits. Men even wore more than one bag on 

occasion, dressing themselves in a rainbow of colors and patterns. Even those bags with pockets weren’t 

necessarily always used to hold objects. 

 The tiny glass beads, called seed beads, were acquired from European traders, and they were prized for their 

brilliant colors. 

 Glass beads replaced porcupine quillwork, which had a longstanding history in this area. Before the use of glass 

beads, porcupine quills were acquired (carefully!), softened and dyed. Once they were malleable enough to bend, 

the quills were woven onto the surfaces of objects (especially clothing or other cloth goods like bags). Quillwork 

required different working techniques 

 In addition to glass beads, the NMAI bag is decorated with silk ribbons—also procured via trade with Europeans. 

Much like the glass beads, silk ribbons offered a new material with a greater variety of color choices 

 Also on this particular bag is: red wool fringe, capped with metal cones that attach to the bag’s rectangular pouch. 

Like the ribbons and beads, the fringe and metal offered more colors and textures to the bag’s surface. 

 designs on the bag are abstracted and symmetrical 

 It is possible that the contrasting colors represent the Celestial/Sky and Underworld realms. The abstracted 

designs on the sash may also be read in relation to the cosmos because they branch into four directions, which 

might relate to the four cardinal directions (north, south, east, and west) and the division of the terrestrial (earthly) 

realm into four quadrants 

 Bandolier Bag relates to a broader array of objects that demonstrate the Prairie Style. The artist of the Bandolier 

Bag borrowed from older Delaware traditions, as well as those of other native peoples after they were forcibly 

relocated 
o The Prairie Style used colorful glass beads fashioned in floral patterns 



o The Prairie Style is the result of peoples coming into contact with one another, particularly in the wake of 

removal from their ancestral homelands. Floral forms, combined with the use of ribbons and colorful 

glass beads, not only attest to the transformations in artistic production, but also testifies to the creativity 

of people as they adapted to new situations. 

 Bandolier Bags, as well as other objects and clothing, helped to express group identities and social status. In the 

wake of forced removals and threats to traditional ways of life, objects like the Bandolier Bag demonstrate the 

resilience and continued creativity of groups like the Lenape 

 still made and worn today 
 

 


