
First Nations Storytelling 
Traditionally, storytelling among First Nations, takes place mostly during the Winter 
months.  Storytelling is both a gift and an old custom, and February is often 
considered to be ‘Storytelling Month’ in Canada. 

1. What did you take/learn from the stories that were shared with you? 

__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________ 

2. What was your favourite part about the stories that were told or the way the 
storyteller told them? 

__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Have you ever heard of Wesahkecahk before, and if so where? 

__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Is storytelling a custom that you grew up with in your home/family? 

__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________ 

  



The Legend of Wesahkecahk 

 In the Cree culture, Wesahkecahk is the most prominent and important character and 
cultural figure.  The role of Wesahkecahk is multifaceted.  He helps people understand the 
world, universe and nature of being human.  He embodies the Cree culture’s ideals of heroic 
action, wisdom and frailties which manifest in various ways. 

 The characteristics of Wesahkecahk include both corporeal and supernatural in that he 
can be physically present or in spirit.  Many stories of Wesachkecahk show him in his trickster 
role, but his serious side is seldom portrayed in moralizing literature.  Humor is often used in 
character building stories where he will do silly or downright stupid things to illustrate a 
point.  His morbid sense of humor, domineering and conniving tendencies often leave his 
victims in a sorry state.  Being part human also leaves room to be a self-serving character, 
which most often gets him into a lot of trouble.  With all his frailties, he also embodies the 
people’s idea of a hero.  He has great supernatural powers that he can use anytime and these 
powers elevate his status in the human realm to a demi-god of sorts.  Wesahkecahk however, 
is bound by the same rules of man that makes it possible for him to lose these powers if they 
are abused, and his human qualities make him accessible to us and very much like you and I. 

Wesahkecahk and the Blindfold Dance 

 Wesahkecahk was wandering about as he always did, adjusting things that he felt were 
not quite right and finding out things for himself.  He was always hungry but he did not go 
hunting as he had done earlier.  He tried to live by his wits and usually was very successful. 

 One day, as he was walking, he became hungry.  He could not find any birds’ eggs and 
the berries were not yet ripe.  There were many geese and ducks on a nearby lake, but he 
was unable to catch them because they did not trust him and would not come when he called 
out to them.  After attempting to catch a little bird and failing, he decided that if he was to 
eat, he must be more cunning. 

 He went into a muskeg and gathered an armful of moss.  He put it in a bundle made 
from his robe and carried it on his shoulder, singing as he went, ‘Blindfold dance I make!”  He 
walked along the shore of the lake, where the fowl were searching for worms and other 
tidbits. 

 Birds are as curious as all other creatures and they wondered about Wesahkecahk and 
his mysterious actions.  They went up to him and asked, “What is this dance, Wesahkecahk 
what is it?” 

 Wesahkecahk kept walking and singing.  Finally he selected a place for his dance.  This 
only increased their curiosity. 

 The birds gathered and appointed a speaker to ask Wesahkecahk what was going on.  
Wesahkecahk replied, “What you see me doing is preparing for a very sacred ceremony.  I 
received a new song and this can only be sung inside a lodge which has one small opening.  If 
you help me built it I will gladly sing the song for you and you may dance.  This bundle is part 
of the ceremony and you cannot see its contents.” 



 Before long, a lodge was built according to plan.  Wesahkecahk and the birds gathered 
inside.  Before starting the ceremony, Wesahkecahk painted the birds.  Each family had a 
distinguishing mark.  The loon received a spotted back and red eyes because of his fiery 
nature; the goose, two striped down the lower jaw; the pintail, a brown head and two long 
tail feathers.  The others were also given peculiar markings they still carry today. 

  

 The birds were very thrilled and eager to join in the ceremony.  Wesahkecahk began to 
hum the new dance which he composed as he went along.  It did not take long for the birds to 
get to their feet and begin dancing.  He then put his hand on the bundle and said, “Dance 
with your eyes closed, sing loudly and flap your wings.  This is a serious ceremony and anyone 
who is not willing to participate should leave.” 

 No one wanted to go.  Wesahkecahk said, “I will put a blindfold on you so it is easier 
to keep your eyes closed.”  He then sang his song and the noisy dance began. 

 He watched the birds dancing round and round and as a fat one came by, he wrung its 
neck.  He thought, “Soon I will have a good supper.”  All was going well until an old bird from 
the hen family took a sly peek. 

 “Fly, fly for your lives!” she cried, “Wesahkecahk has tricked us!”  The next thing 
Wesahkecahk knew, he was knocked down by the panic-stricken birds as they burst through 
the tiny opening of the lodge. 

 As the water hen rushed by, Wesahkecahk trampled on her feet.  This is why today all 
members of that family have webbed feet. 

 Wesahkecahk’s plan had not succeeded and he had to think of other ways to get 
something to eat. 

  



Pictographic Stories 

 Pictographic or Pictorial Stories are tales told using pictographs instead of words.  It is 
a method of storytelling often made use of by the Sioux & Ojibway.  You can see some real-
life examples of First Nations pictographs and rock carvings at a sacred place, Writing-On-
Stone Provincial Park in Alberta.  It is a place of great historical and spiritual significance. 

 A man named William Tomkins put together a book https://www.amazon.ca/Indian-
Sign-Language-William-Tomkins/dp/048622029X where he has a section in it containing 
information on Sioux and Ojibway pictography. 

  

EXPLANATION: An Indian trader by the name of Little Crow went on a journey. He traveled 
for three nights until he came to a river. The reason he traveled at night was because he was 
in enemy country. At the river he secured a canoe, camped there that evening, and at sunrise 
the next morning started down the river and traveled two suns (days). 

He now traveled in daytime, because he was in friendly territory. He was an Indian trader in 
shells, which were used for wampum and ornamentation. At the end of the fifth day’s travel 
he reached the village where the shells were obtainable. He rested there for three days in 
conference with the chief, and as a result he traded for a large amount of shells, and at 
sunrise on the fourth day he loaded his canoe and started down the river and traveled for two 
days. 

On the second day a storm came up, with rain and lightning. He saw the lightning strike a 
tree and set it afire. As a result of the storm he became sick, so he searched and found some 
medicinal plants and waited there a couple of days until he felt better. 

He then traveled at night and hid away in the day time. He knew that the country abounded 
in game because he heard foxes and wolves. He finally reached home, though some days late. 
Twenty braves of the tribe came out to meet him, including their chief, Standing Bear. Their 
hearts were glad as a result of his safe and successful trip, and they all had a very sociable 
time. 

https://www.amazon.ca/Indian-Sign-Language-William-Tomkins/dp/048622029X


  

EXPLANATION: During the great famine of 1787 the Indians were forced, for a time, to live on 
acorns, so a great many Sioux, in desperation, organized a big hunt and started out headed by 
their Chief, White Bear. The weather was clear, fine hunting weather. The first night out they 
camped by a river. The Chief was filled by fear of famine to his tribe, Moro, his heart was very 
sad. He therefore called his council together and told them they must go to the Medicine 
Lodge and make Hunting Medicine for two days and nights. 

At the end of that time a friendly Cheyenne Indian by the name of Drags-the-Rope, came into 
camp and said that he had seen a great many antelope. They believed him and a large party 
went out on the hunt and secured a large amount of antelope meat. 

The Chief, however, was disabled. A wild horse was dragging a rope which caught him, but he 
drew his knife and cut the rope and was saved, and all the tribe was happy. They went back 
to the village and took the antelope meat along. Then they all went to the Medicine Lodge 
and gave thanks for the successful hunt. 



PICTOGRAPHIC STORY ASSIGNMENT 
 You are now going to create your own pictographic story.  View the 
two previous examples on what they should look like.  As you can notice, 
the author of these pictographic stories starts the story in the middle of 
the page and then moves counter-clockwise to complete it, using 
pictographs from the legend on the following page.  You will be expected 
to do the same and to use at least 30 pictographs to complete the story 
you are telling.  Words like ‘the,’ ‘and,’ ‘it’ etc. do not require 
pictographs.  Only the main ideas of your story and marking off the 
amount of days, nights or time that has passed need to be depicted in the 
pictographic story.  If you need to use a concept/word in your story that 
is not covered in the provided legend for pictographs you may design your 
own.  Try to keep it limited to 5-6 original pictographs. 
 See your teacher for the appropriate size paper and materials you 
are to complete this project on. 
 You also need to provide a written piece that translates your 
pictorial story into English, as was done on the two previous examples. 

RUBRIC 

  

Value Expectations

10 Feedback questions completed on the first page.

10 Effort was put in to make the pictographs in your story look 
similar to the ones in the legend provided as possible.

10 Your story was creative and original.

5 Your pictorial story runs counter-clockwise as in the previous 
examples.

10  A minimum of 30 pictographs are used in your story.

5 Appropriate materials are used.

10 Written piece completed in paragraph form, fully translating your 
story.

60 TOTAL



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



CONNECTIONS TO THE CURRICULUM: 

Alberta’s Programs of Study: 

English Language Arts:   

General Outcome 1 – Students will listen, speak, read, write, view and represent to explore 
thoughts, ideas, feelings and experiences.      

General Outcome 2 – Students will listen, speak, read, write, view and represent to 
comprehend literature and other texts in oral, print, visual and multimedia forms, and 
respond personally, critically and creatively. 

General Outcome 3 – Students will listen, speak, read, write, view and represent to manage 
ideas and information. 

General Outcome 4 - Students will listen, speak, read, write, view and represent to create 
oral, print, visual and multimedia texts, and enhance the clarity and artistry of 
communication. 

General Outcome 5 – Students will listen, speak, read, write, view and represent to respect, 
support and collaborate with others. 

Social Studies:    

Skills and Processes: 

S.1 – Develop skills of critical thinking and creative thinking. 

S.2 – Develop skills of historical thinking. 

S.4 – Demonstrate skills of decision making and problem solving.  

S.8 – Demonstrate skills of oral, written and visual literacy. 

Specific Outcomes:  

S.S. 10 - 1.2, 1.4, 1.9, 2.4  

S.S. 20 - 1.1, 1.5, 4.1, 4.5 

S.S. 30 – 1.4, 2.1 

ADDITIONAL LINKS:  

https://www.albertaparks.ca/writing-on-stone.aspx - Writing-On-Stone Provincial Park 

http://www.inquiry.net/outdoor/native/sign/stories.htm - Sample Pictographic Stories

https://www.albertaparks.ca/writing-on-stone.aspx
http://www.inquiry.net/outdoor/native/sign/stories.htm

