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Acrylic mural on concrete wall, 9ft x19ft

 Indigenous (2018) is the product of a six-day 
collaborative and evolutionary process with twenty-six 
male Indigenous inmates at a medium security prison 
in Quebec. With the support of Megan Kanerahtenha:wi 
Whyte, a Mohawk First Nations art therapist (ATPQ), the 
men were invited to contribute hands-on input at every 
stage of the creative process from planning to painting. 
In a circle, participants were encouraged to write, create, 



or verbally share a symbol that represented their cultural 
identity within the penitentiary. Conversations emerged 
around cultural safety within the prison system and the 
need for self-exploration in light of the losses gained from 
multigenerational trauma (residential schools, the ‘60’s 
scoop, addictions in communities). The art therapist then 
co-designed an image that reflected the conversations and 
images proposed by the men and each of their varying 
nations, which was then projected and painted onto the wall 
of their Indigenous locale. The art therapist provided both 
the technical and emotional support in help to increase 
self-esteem, self-security and self-expression, but it was the 
men who demonstrated the courage to allow themselves to 
be vulnerable to dream, to create and to discuss common 
experiences.

 With a layer of trauma education, the group as a 
whole explored how ongoing colonization impacts the ways 
individuals and families learn to survive as well as how to 
build resiliency and community within the penitentiary. 
Through this perspective, ceremony and traditional 
medicine were integrated to increase cultural safety and 
self-regulation. The community that was then formed by the 
mural, staff and participants included, created a space for 
cultural restoration. For Indigenous populations, access to 
cultural safety is the staple of the healing process because 
at its core, the teaching is to reconnect after the traumas 
of disconnect.
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