
 

 

ArtBridges Tips & Tools Series #7: 
 

Creating Indigenous Art Spaces in the City 
 

 

Artists Chief Lady Bird and Aura In Conversation 

 

 

Chief Lady Bird and Aura at the 2017 Unceded Voices Anti-Colonial Street Artists Convergence in 

Montreal in front of their mural, Hoop Dance. 
 

Artists Aura and Chief Lady Bird share reflections, tips and tools about their experiences              

creating murals in collaboration with communities to create spaces for dialogue,           

healing and self expression. They frequently collaborate with both Indigenous and           

non-Indigenous communities, schools and organizations in Toronto and the GTA. Aura           

and Chief Lady Bird sat down for a Skype conversation with ArtBridges’ Indigenous             

Community  Arts  Outreach  Coordinator, Megan  Feheley. 

 

Chief Lady Bird is an Anishinaabe (Potawatomi and Chippewa) artist from Rama First Nation              

with paternal ties to Moose Deer Point First Nation. She grew up on-reserve and is currently                

based in Toronto. Chief Lady Bird’s work exists at the crux of her experience as an Indigenous                 

womyn, wherein critiques of Nationalism and Indigenous identity reclamation meet, resulting in            

imagery that empowers Indigenous peoples and challenges the lens through which Indigenous            

people are often viewed. She often creates collaborative murals that allow viewers to step into               

our worldviews for brief moments, to create dialogue that is imperative to reclaiming our cultural               

identities in a country that never saw our worth. 

 



 

Monique Bedard (Aura) is Haudenosaunee (Oneida) artist who grew up in a small town in               

Southern Ontario. She has been deeply and passionately involved in visual arts for 13 years. In                

2006, she began a formal study of visual arts at Fanshawe College in London, ON. After three                 

years of studies in London, she moved to Lethbridge, AB to complete an undergraduate degree               

at the University of Lethbridge. She received her Bachelor of Fine Arts (Studio Art) degree in                

2010 and returned to Ontario where she began instructing group art lessons with children, youth               

and adults. Monique currently resides in Tkaronto as an artist, workshop facilitator and muralist. 

  

 

IN CONVERSATION WITH ARTISTS CHIEF LADY BIRD AND AURA 

 

 
Mural in collaboration with Aamjiwnaang First Nation and youth at the All My Relations Youth Symposium                

hosted by the Southern First Nations Secretariat. 

 

Megan: What are some of the challenges that you have run into during your mural               

projects? 

  

Aura: One thing that Chief Lady Bird and I really like to emphasize is community. We                

have our fees that we work within, we’ll always pitch that first, and will always say that if                  

you have a set budget and it is less than our fees, then we will work within that. And                   

whether we need to scale down the project, whether we need to do it a little bit                 

differently- we’re really open to working with people because this work needs to be done               

for  community. 
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Chief Lady Bird: We acknowledge that sometimes funding comes from different places,            

and it’s different if we’re operating within larger institutions or government funded            

projects where they have resources and it’s not directly connected to our community. In              

that case I think it’s important to outline our fees and the amount of work that we do                  

because it is a lot- but when it comes to people in our community, then that obviously                 

can  be  more important to  support. 

  

Megan: Are there any red flags that you, as an artist are cognizant of or avoid when                 

reviewing  projects? 

  

Aura: One thing I think about is when people contact us about projects, and it seems like                 

they're trying to get the cheapest deal by reaching out to multiple artists. I get trying to                 

find the best deal but it's also a concern that they’re not valuing the work or                

contributions that go into a project. We’ve had that happen a few times, and we don’t                

play  games-  we have  what we’re  willing  to work for. 
 

Chief Lady Bird: Not getting a response right away is a fairly good indicator that they are                 

reaching out to different people and places to try to find the cheapest price. It’s hard,                

because when you’re young, you want to take every opportunity, and you want to do as                

much as you can. So even if they’re shopping, you start to think that you should bring                 

your price down. I get that to an extent, but you as an artist or as a young person, you                    

have to value your time and what you put out. It also bothers me so much when youth-                  

because  of age-  are  paid  less  for a  job,  and  I see  that a lot. 
 

 
Water is Life mural at Wellington Heights in Mount Forest, in collaboration with the Native               

Studies/Alternative Education high school students. 
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Megan: Are there any misconceptions for how you should be paid for physical and              

emotional  labour? 

  

Chief Lady Bird: I think a lot of people, mostly from a Western perspective, don’t value                

art as something that involves emotional labour, and that isn’t considered when art             

projects are being funded. I think that for a lot of people who aren’t working in creative                 

fields don’t see art for what it is to people who are actually making art. There are a lot of                    

discrepancies in terms of which jobs are worth more money, and that can be hurtful to                

all types of creative people who are trying to make a living off of this and really, when                  

you think about it, art and film, writing- that is what feeds culture, that is what feeds the                  

economy and that’s what helps us engage with things, learn from each other and              

create spaces. For that to be undervalued doesn’t make any sense. When you look at it                

from marginalized points of view or community based initiatives; from an Indigenous            

perspective, from a queer perspective, from a black or people of colour, refugee or              

immigrant perspective- from these groups of people, there is more understanding and            

value  placed  on  art. 

 

Megan: What are some lessons that you’ve learned through the projects you’ve done?             

What are  some  lessons  that you  are grateful  for? 

  

Chief Lady Bird: The one that stands out to me is that not everyone is going to split the                   

duties the way that we do. We’ve collaborated with people before where things aren’t              

evenly split and a lot of the responsibility falls on one or two people and that’s when                 

communication comes in because when taking on large projects, one person can’t            

possibly do everything. It takes the whole group and the sharing of those responsibilities              

otherwise it becomes way too stressful. Being able to reach out for help too, letting go of                 

that pride  and the “I can do  everything” attitude  is  important. 

  

Aura: I think one of the important things I’ve learned is that everyone works differently.               

Each person will have their own way of working, doing and being within a space and                

project. and I think working to understand each other and giving space is necessary. It’s               

important to use those opportunities as teaching tools and to learn about yourself in the               

process, and in that experience- it gets better with time. It’s okay to have frustrations, it’s                

about naming them and talking through them. That’s one of the biggest teachings I’ve              

gotten  through  this  process. 
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Student participants hard at work with Chief Lady Bird and Aura. 

 

Megan: How  do  you  steer your  larger projects?  What organizational tips  do you have? 

  

Chief Lady Bird: It can be really overwhelming at first when tackling large projects and               

when you think about it all together—all the things that need to be done, it’s a lot. But                  

through my experience organizing larger projects: Pick one thing at a time. For me,              

starting with a to-do list and ordering them based on priority. The biggest thing when               

doing murals is to figure out the size of the wall, the space, location, what place —                

sometimes art will be informed by where it is. Without that information, you can’t order               

materials, or you can’t come up with a sketch until you have measurements and size.               

For us, we do everything together so we divide responsibilities, and then work through              

our  list based on priority. 

  

Aura: A consultation is also really important in a collaborative process to inform what              

people want to see on a mural, how we bring it together and how it’s executed and how                  

is it celebrated— all of this stuff is part of the organization and structure that is so                 

important. 
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Megan: In terms of process and working within community/communities, are there           

strategies you use to self-evaluate your process and the work you do? Do you feel that                

self-reflection  is important? 

  

Aura: It is crucial. I think if we’re not reflecting ourselves and where we’re at, then how                 

can we be fully present with community? I think that is part of the process, and when we                  

learn more about ourselves, we’re able to better understand others. If we’re not self              

reflecting, then there’s no internal engagement process—and then how do you even do             

the work that you’re doing? Even in any relationship—Chief Lady Bird and I are always               

talking about this—when things are going on and then we reflect on ourselves and what               

we’re going through, and how that affects us, we then also come together to discuss. It’s                

always about that collaborative process, even interpersonally or even in the creative            

process —I think that is at the  forefront. 

  

Chief Lady Bird: It’s like that concept of the healed healer, right; in order to encourage                

others to be vulnerable then we have to be vulnerable too, and we have to be honest                 

about our connection to each other and our connection to the issues that we’re tackling               

in the work that we do. If we’re teaching about colonization, how has colonization              

impacted us personally? What are the things that have happened, what are the             

traumas that have happened to us, that have been caused because of colonization? If              

we’re not honest about that and we’re not engaging with self, then how can we expect                

others to do that either, and then it puts up a barrier between us and everyone else if                  

we’re  not actively  looking  in  the  mirror, looking  introspectively. 

 

Megan: The topics that you make work about and engage with others about are very               

personal and very real in your lives- what are your coping strategies with that? How do                

you  protect yourselves? 

  

Chief Lady Bird: For starters, putting it out in creative forums, through visual culture or               

through other means of expressing the pain and the trauma and emotions that we feel;               

bringing that to light is a way of getting it out in itself, and exploring it or sharing it and                    

having conversations with others I think helps me personally get through it, but also              

having someone to collaborate with. Setting up those support systems whether it be             

through seeing a counsellor or through visiting with elders and knowledge keepers and             

engaging with ceremony—things like that to take care of yourself. Aura is big on              

self-care, and she’s always reminding me like everyday—It’s really easy to not do             

self-care  but it’s  really  necessary. 
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Aura: When things are happening, we have the right to set boundaries for ourselves, we               

have the right to determine what we engage in and what we don’t engage in. We can try                  

to get that negativity out of there as much as we can, because we want to stay focused                  

on the positive and the good things that are happening because we always have this               

negative stuff coming at us. It’s exhausting, but in the same sense, taking small              

moments of self care: whether it’s taking a break from the internet or removing yourself               

from hostile situations, through art, going for a walk, and supporting each other in that               

self-care. 

 

 
Aankosjigen Enaadzing mural: bridging cultures and sharing pieces of ourselves with each other. Mural in               

collaboration with the Humewood Community School. 
  

Megan: In terms of working on large art projects (murals) with urban Indigenous youth,              

how  do  you  work  with  the  challenges they are  facing?  How  do you support those youth? 

  

Chief Lady Bird: I think one of the big ones is disconnection. A lot of the young people                  

that we work with here in Toronto maybe didn’t grow up in their community or are just                 

learning about where they come from, and there is a long line of disconnection through               

all of the aspects of colonization that have been so harmful to our people. When we see                 

our youth facing that, it’s about talking and offering resources and just letting them              
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know that it’s okay if you don’t know, it’s about the journey and reaching out to people to                  

help you figure it out. There are even more complex issues that the youth are facing                

here in the city, like experiencing homelessness, there’s drug addiction and alcoholism,            

and suicide is a really big one right now. All of these things become amplified through                

disconnection, and finding safe spaces for them to express their truths and tell their              

stories  and  to  just help  them  figure  it out is  needed. 

  

Aura: One of the things I’m really passionate about is creating and collaborating on              

projects and spaces to share where youth have the power to decide how that is done. I                 

get so inspired every single time I get to work with youth because they are so honest,                 

real and vulnerable —and those vulnerabilities inspire me to be more vulnerable. I’m not             

afraid to share my vulnerabilities anymore because of the youth, and I see how              

important it is to be open about that, as well as building those relationships and               

connections. It’s like working together to bridge that disconnection, and working           

together to get that done. My goal is to provide a consistent space where those               

challenges  can  be explored  continually. 

 

 
Three Sisters mural at St. Benedict Catholic School in collaboration with students. 
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Megan: You two often work on projects with schools, where discussing Indigenous            

history can be challenging and met with resistance. There is an attitude in Canadian              

education that a lot of the history of this land shouldn’t be taught because it might upset                 

children —how  do  you  work  with  this? 

  

Chief Lady Bird: We had a situation once during a project that was very much lead by                 

the students—this group of grade 7’s had asked us to put a residential school in the                

mural. When we were talking to a younger group about it—I think grade one or two, the                 

teacher instantly tried to shut us up and said “they’re too young to learn about this, you                 

cannot talk about this.” My way of discussing this was that our children were this age                

when they were taken, and when they were raped and a lot of them were killed; so much                  

was ripped from our people, so why is this age group not allowed to hear about the                 

atrocities that have happened? For me, it’s about being educated on things that we’re              

teaching, to just really understand why it’s important to teach these things, why it’s              

important to talk about them, and then communicating that clearly when these issues             

come up. And standing up for what we believe in, we know that this has to be taught so                   

we  have  to  stand  strong  and  stand  firm  in the  work that we’re doing. 

 

 

     For the  full  transcript, please  contact info@artbridges.ca  

 

 

Tips  and  Tools  #7: Creating  Indigenous Art Spaces in the  City was  created by Chief Lady 

Bird  and  Aura, and  transcribed  by  Megan Feheley.  If you would like to  learn more about 

Chief Lady Bird  and  Aura,  you can visit their websites:  

www.chiefladybirdart.tumblr.com  &  www.auralast.wix.com/auraLast  

or find  them on social media: @chiefladybird &  @auralast 
 

The  2017 ArtBridges  Tips &  Tools Series is  funded by  the  Ontario  Trillium  Foundation 

and  translated  with  support from  the  Department of  Canadian  Heritage Interpretation 

and  Translation grant. 

 

For more FREE  resources  and  tools  like  this one, please visit www.artbridges.ca 
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