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The	
  Indigenous	
  Beothuk	
  of	
  Newfoundland	
  disappeared	
  as	
  a	
  cultural	
  entity	
  in	
  the	
  
early	
  nineteenth	
  century.	
  Prior	
  to	
  this,	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  had	
  few	
  direct	
  interactions	
  with	
  
Europeans,	
  and	
  those	
  that	
  occurred	
  were	
  generally	
  of	
  a	
  hostile	
  nature.	
  As	
  a	
  result,	
  
very	
  little	
  is	
  known	
  about	
  Beothuk	
  religious	
  life.	
  Drawing	
  on	
  available	
  ethnohistoric	
  
records,	
  an	
  analysis	
  of	
  burial	
  site	
  locations	
  and	
  funerary	
  objects,	
  we	
  offer	
  an	
  
interpretation	
  of	
  Beothuk	
  sacred	
  cosmology	
  that	
  places	
  birds	
  at	
  the	
  centre	
  of	
  their	
  
belief	
  system.	
  
	
  
The	
  island	
  of	
  Newfoundland,	
  in	
  northeastern	
  Canada	
  (Fig.	
  1),	
  was	
  home	
  to	
  the	
  
Indigenous	
  Beothuk	
  at	
  the	
  time	
  of	
  European	
  voyages	
  to	
  the	
  region	
  in	
  the	
  late	
  
fifteenth	
  century.	
  By	
  then,	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  had	
  been	
  living	
  on	
  the	
  island	
  for	
  over	
  a	
  
thousand	
  years.	
  In	
  the	
  intervening	
  time	
  they	
  had	
  forged	
  a	
  mobile,	
  primarily	
  coastal	
  
way	
  of	
  the	
  life	
  that	
  was	
  centred	
  on	
  island	
  archipelagos	
  located	
  in	
  protected	
  bays	
  and	
  
inlets	
  (Holly	
  2002;	
  2005;	
  Kristensen	
  2011;	
  Rast	
  et	
  al.	
  2004;	
  Reader	
  1998;	
  Renouf	
  &	
  
Bell	
  2009;	
  Rowley-­‐Conwy	
  1990;	
  Schwarz	
  1994).	
  From	
  these	
  locations	
  they	
  procured	
  
an	
  assortment	
  of	
  marine,	
  terrestrial	
  and	
  avian	
  resources	
  while	
  making	
  seasonal	
  
forays	
  into	
  the	
  interior	
  for	
  beaver	
  and	
  caribou	
  (Cridland	
  1998;	
  Cumbaa	
  1984;	
  
Gilbert	
  2002;	
  Kristensen	
  2011).	
  Accordingly,	
  the	
  coast	
  played	
  a	
  central	
  role	
  in	
  
Beothuk	
  subsistence.	
  We	
  argue	
  in	
  this	
  article	
  that	
  the	
  coastal	
  landscape	
  (particularly	
  
small	
  islands)	
  and	
  its	
  fauna	
  (particularly	
  seabirds)	
  were	
  also	
  central	
  to	
  Beothuk	
  
belief	
  systems.	
  The	
  Beothuk,	
  for	
  instance,	
  buried	
  their	
  dead	
  in	
  coastal	
  enclaves	
  
accompanied	
  by	
  bird	
  remains	
  and	
  artefacts	
  that	
  we	
  interpret	
  as	
  representations	
  of	
  
birds.	
  We	
  hypothesize	
  on	
  the	
  basis	
  of	
  burial	
  goods,	
  burial	
  distribution	
  and	
  
ethnohistoric	
  records,	
  that	
  birds	
  served	
  as	
  spiritual	
  messengers	
  who	
  conveyed	
  souls	
  
of	
  the	
  dead	
  to	
  an	
  island	
  afterlife.	
  

	
  
Initial	
  European	
  interest	
  in	
  the	
  island	
  of	
  Newfoundland	
  was	
  focused	
  on	
  the	
  coast.	
  
Lured	
  by	
  the	
  region’s	
  abundant	
  fish	
  stocks,	
  fishermen	
  from	
  western	
  Europe	
  came	
  
each	
  spring	
  and	
  spent	
  the	
  summer	
  fishing	
  in	
  Newfoundland’s	
  waters	
  before	
  
returning	
  home	
  in	
  early	
  autumn	
  (Cell	
  1969;	
  Pope	
  1997;	
  2004).	
  While	
  in	
  
Newfoundland,	
  Europeans	
  sporadically	
  encountered	
  the	
  Beothuk,	
  although	
  the	
  
nature	
  of	
  the	
  early	
  engagements	
  is	
  poorly	
  understood.	
  Surviving	
  historical	
  records	
  
and	
  archaeological	
  evidence	
  suggest	
  a	
  complex	
  encounter	
  experience,	
  marked	
  by	
  a	
  
mix	
  of	
  hostile	
  and	
  friendly	
  engagements	
  (Gilbert	
  2011;	
  Holly	
  et	
  al.	
  	
  2010).	
  By	
  the	
  late	
  
seventeenth	
  century,	
  however,	
  relations	
  had	
  clearly	
  soured	
  to	
  the	
  point	
  that	
  the	
  
Beothuk	
  began	
  to	
  abandon	
  key	
  areas	
  of	
  their	
  traditional	
  coastal	
  realm.	
  The	
  retreat	
  
continued	
  throughout	
  the	
  next	
  century	
  as	
  European	
  encroachment	
  and	
  competition	
  
over	
  key	
  resources	
  (such	
  as	
  salmon	
  and	
  bird	
  colonies)	
  led	
  to	
  further	
  violence	
  
(Cartwright	
  1792,	
  7;	
  Marshall	
  1996,	
  67–8).	
  Eventually	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  were	
  compelled	
  
to	
  turn	
  away	
  from	
  the	
  coast	
  and	
  adopt	
  a	
  more	
  specialized	
  caribou-­‐hunting	
  lifestyle	
  



in	
  the	
  interior	
  (Le	
  Blanc	
  1973;	
  Holly	
  2008).	
  This	
  way	
  of	
  life	
  proved	
  unsustainable,	
  
however,	
  and	
  plagued	
  by	
  disease	
  and	
  continued	
  harassment	
  by	
  Europeans	
  
(Marshall	
  1981;	
  Upton	
  1977),	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  dwindled	
  in	
  number.	
  The	
  last	
  recorded	
  
Beothuk	
  is	
  Shanawdithit	
  who	
  lived	
  for	
  a	
  short	
  time	
  among	
  Europeans	
  before	
  
succumbing	
  to	
  tuberculosis	
  in	
  1829.	
  
	
  
The	
  surviving	
  ethnohistoric	
  record	
  is	
  mostly	
  a	
  series	
  of	
  brief	
  observations	
  and	
  
encounters	
  owing	
  to	
  the	
  transitory	
  nature	
  of	
  early	
  European	
  interest	
  in	
  the	
  island	
  
and	
  poor	
  relations	
  with	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  in	
  later	
  periods.	
  Early	
  accounts	
  offer	
  very	
  little	
  
information	
  that	
  bears	
  directly	
  on	
  Beothuk	
  social	
  life	
  and	
  even	
  less	
  on	
  religious	
  
beliefs.	
  Extant	
  records	
  have	
  been	
  mined	
  extensively	
  (Howley	
  1915;	
  Marshall	
  1996)	
  
and	
  the	
  search	
  for	
  new	
  ethnohistoric	
  documents	
  is	
  unlikely	
  to	
  reveal	
  new	
  
dimensions	
  of	
  Beothuk	
  ideo	
  logy.	
  Consequently,	
  the	
  greatest	
  potential	
  sources	
  of	
  
new	
  insight	
  into	
  Beothuk	
  beliefs	
  are	
  archaeological	
  research	
  and	
  re-­‐evaluations	
  of	
  
material	
  records.	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  
Figure	
  1.	
  Location	
  of	
  Newfoundland,	
  Canada.	
  The	
  lower-­‐right	
  inset	
  depicts	
  island	
  
archipelagos	
  off	
  the	
  northeast	
  coast	
  of	
  Newfoundland	
  where	
  the	
  majority	
  of	
  
Beothuk	
  burial	
  sites	
  are	
  located.	
  
	
  



This	
  article	
  revisits	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  pendant,	
  a	
  funerary	
  object	
  that	
  we	
  suggest	
  links	
  
seabirds	
  to	
  broader	
  Beothuk	
  beliefs	
  about	
  the	
  dead	
  and	
  the	
  afterlife.	
  Many	
  Beothuk	
  
pendants	
  appear	
  to	
  depict	
  aspects	
  of	
  seabird	
  anatomy,	
  including	
  feathers,	
  webbed	
  
feet	
  and	
  bodies	
  in	
  flight.	
  We	
  argue	
  that	
  such	
  representations	
  of	
  avian	
  movement	
  
relate	
  to	
  a	
  belief	
  that	
  seabirds	
  were	
  spiritual	
  messengers	
  capable	
  of	
  navigating	
  
through	
  upper	
  (sky)	
  and	
  lower	
  (sea)	
  worlds	
  en	
  route	
  to	
  the	
  Beothuk’s	
  ‘happy	
  island’	
  
afterlife	
  briefly	
  mentioned	
  by	
  Shanawdithit	
  (McGregor	
  1836,	
  322).	
  The	
  association	
  
of	
  Beothuk	
  pendants	
  with	
  the	
  dead	
  supports	
  this	
  view,	
  as	
  do	
  skeletal	
  motif	
  
engravings	
  on	
  the	
  pendants	
  that	
  allude	
  to	
  the	
  transformative	
  role	
  of	
  birds	
  in	
  the	
  
life–death	
  journey.	
  We	
  also	
  reconsider	
  the	
  distribution	
  of	
  Beothuk	
  settlements	
  and	
  
burials	
  on	
  the	
  island	
  in	
  light	
  of	
  this	
  interpretation.	
  Land-­‐use	
  patterns	
  suggest	
  that	
  
coastal	
  areas	
  and	
  archipelagos	
  were	
  the	
  focus	
  of	
  Beothuk	
  subsistence	
  efforts	
  and	
  
ceremonial	
  activity.	
  	
  Small	
  islands	
  in	
  particular	
  are	
  associated	
  with	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  
dead	
  (Fig.	
  1).	
  They	
  are	
  also	
  home	
  to	
  Newfoundland’s	
  abundant	
  seabird	
  colonies	
  that	
  
loomed	
  large	
  in	
  Beothuk	
  diet	
  (Kristensen	
  2011).	
  Accordingly,	
  we	
  suggest	
  that	
  the	
  
close	
  proximity	
  of	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  living	
  and	
  dead	
  to	
  seabirds	
  is	
  indicative	
  of	
  both	
  the	
  
importance	
  of	
  seabirds	
  as	
  food,	
  and	
  food	
  for	
  thought.	
  

Birds	
  in	
  Beothuk	
  subsistence	
  
	
  
The	
  distribution	
  of	
  archaeological	
  sites	
  attributed	
  to	
  the	
  Little	
  Passage	
  complex	
  —	
  
the	
  late	
  prehistoric	
  ancestors	
  of	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  —	
  attests	
  to	
  the	
  coastal	
  orientation	
  of	
  
these	
  people	
  (Holly	
  2002;	
  2005;	
  Rast	
  et	
  al.	
  	
  2004;	
  Renouf	
  &	
  Bell	
  2009;	
  Schwarz	
  
1994).	
  In	
  particular,	
  there	
  appears	
  to	
  have	
  been	
  a	
  preference	
  for	
  sheltered	
  bays,	
  
inlets	
  and	
  archipelagos	
  that	
  offered	
  strategic	
  access	
  to	
  a	
  range	
  of	
  resource	
  
environments.	
  That	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  took	
  advantage	
  of	
  this	
  is	
  evident	
  in	
  the	
  
archaeological	
  record	
  and	
  in	
  accounts	
  of	
  observers	
  in	
  the	
  early	
  contact	
  period.	
  Both	
  
indicate	
  that	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  procured	
  a	
  wide	
  variety	
  of	
  foods	
  and	
  that	
  birds	
  made	
  
important	
  dietary	
  contributions.	
  
Bird	
  remains	
  are	
  common	
  in	
  faunal	
  assemblages	
  from	
  late	
  prehistoric	
  and	
  Beothuk	
  
sites	
  (Kristensen	
  2011;	
  Kristensen	
  &	
  Curtis	
  2012).	
  Furthermore,	
  over	
  one	
  quarter	
  of	
  
all	
  prehistoric	
  and	
  historic	
  Beothuk	
  sites	
  are	
  located	
  directly	
  on	
  small	
  islands	
  and	
  
half	
  are	
  within	
  one	
  kilometer	
  of	
  an	
  island	
  (Kristensen	
  2011,	
  308).	
  These	
  small	
  island	
  
archipelagos	
  were	
  and	
  are	
  ideal	
  habitat	
  for	
  seabird	
  colonies	
  because	
  they	
  provide	
  
critical	
  protection	
  from	
  terrestrial	
  predators.	
  No	
  Newfoundland	
  animal	
  is	
  as	
  
strongly	
  associated	
  with	
  islands	
  as	
  birds:	
  roughly	
  95	
  per	
  cent	
  of	
  Newfoundland’s	
  
340	
  largest	
  seabird	
  colonies,	
  for	
  example,	
  are	
  located	
  on	
  small	
  islands.	
  We	
  presume	
  
that	
  late	
  prehistoric	
  and	
  Beothuk	
  settlements	
  were	
  positioned	
  in	
  and	
  near	
  
archipelagos	
  to	
  capitalize	
  on	
  the	
  spatially	
  and	
  temporally	
  predictable	
  abundance	
  of	
  
bird	
  meat	
  and	
  eggs	
  provided	
  by	
  seabird	
  nesting	
  colonies.	
  Burial	
  sites	
  are	
  even	
  more	
  
strongly	
  associated	
  with	
  islands,	
  the	
  significance	
  of	
  which	
  will	
  be	
  explored	
  in	
  the	
  
following	
  section.	
  
Ethnohistoric	
  documents	
  clearly	
  convey	
  the	
  importance	
  of	
  birds	
  to	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  
(Crout	
  1613,	
  in	
  Marshall	
  1996,	
  67,	
  305;	
  Kristensen	
  2011;	
  Whitbourne	
  1971,	
  21–2).	
  



Early	
  observers,	
  for	
  instance,	
  noted	
  that	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  spent	
  a	
  great	
  deal	
  of	
  the	
  
summer	
  paddling	
  through	
  archipelagos	
  in	
  search	
  of	
  seabirds	
  and	
  eggs	
  (Cartwright	
  
1826,	
  36;	
  Chappell	
  1818,	
  in	
  Howley	
  1915,	
  63;	
  Lloyd	
  1875,	
  29;	
  Whitbourne	
  1971,	
  
21–2).	
  It	
  was	
  apparently	
  a	
  time	
  of	
  plenty;	
  Cartwright	
  (1826,	
  314)	
  states	
  that	
  the	
  
Beothuk	
  ‘fed	
  luxuriously	
  during	
  the	
  egg	
  season’.	
  They	
  also	
  boiled	
  and	
  dried	
  bird	
  
meat	
  and	
  eggs	
  for	
  winter	
  use	
  (Crout	
  1613,	
  in	
  Marshall	
  1996,	
  67,	
  305;	
  Chappell	
  1818,	
  
in	
  Howley	
  1915,	
  63;	
  Cartwright	
  1826,	
  314;	
  Whitbourne	
  1971,	
  21–2).	
  

	
  
Table	
  1.	
  List	
  of	
  recorded	
  sites	
  where	
  Beothuk	
  pendants	
  have	
  been	
  recovered	
  
(adapted	
  from	
  Marshall	
  1978).	
  

	
  
The	
  Beothuk	
  made	
  long-­‐distance	
  voyages	
  to	
  obtain	
  birds	
  and	
  eggs	
  from	
  island	
  
rookeries.	
  These	
  expeditions	
  included	
  trips	
  to	
  Funk	
  Island,	
  located	
  60	
  km	
  off	
  the	
  
northeast	
  coast	
  of	
  Newfoundland	
  (Blake	
  1888,	
  913;	
  Cartwright	
  1792,	
  10;	
  Lloyd	
  
1875,	
  29;	
  Montevecchi	
  &	
  Tuck	
  1987,	
  42).	
  With	
  six	
  thousand	
  breeding	
  pairs	
  of	
  
gannets	
  and	
  four	
  hundred	
  thousand	
  murres,	
  the	
  island	
  supports	
  the	
  largest	
  seabird	
  
colony	
  in	
  the	
  province	
  today.	
  At	
  the	
  time	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  visited	
  Funk	
  Island,	
  the	
  island	
  
was	
  also	
  home	
  to	
  the	
  now	
  extinct	
  great	
  auk.	
  Indeed,	
  Funk	
  Island	
  supported	
  the	
  
largest	
  known	
  colony	
  of	
  these	
  birds	
  in	
  the	
  Northwest	
  Atlantic,	
  if	
  not	
  the	
  world	
  



(Montevecchi	
  &	
  Kirkam	
  1987,	
  147).	
  The	
  potential	
  food	
  yield	
  from	
  bird	
  eggs	
  alone	
  on	
  
Funk	
  Island	
  is	
  staggering.	
  Kristensen	
  (2011,	
  294)	
  estimates	
  that	
  there	
  is	
  as	
  much	
  
edible	
  egg	
  on	
  the	
  island	
  today	
  (over	
  39,000	
  kg)	
  as	
  there	
  is	
  meat	
  in	
  a	
  herd	
  of	
  800	
  
caribou	
  or	
  a	
  pod	
  of	
  100	
  beluga	
  whales.	
  This	
  estimate	
  includes	
  neither	
  the	
  potentially	
  
significant	
  yield	
  of	
  great	
  auk	
  eggs	
  nor	
  the	
  decrease	
  in	
  bird	
  populations	
  as	
  a	
  result	
  of	
  
European	
  exploitation.	
  Although	
  some	
  35	
  million	
  seabirds	
  visit	
  Newfoundland’s	
  700	
  
breeding	
  sites	
  annually	
  today,	
  far	
  more	
  birds	
  must	
  have	
  visited	
  the	
  island	
  in	
  the	
  past	
  
before	
  seasonal	
  fishermen	
  and	
  local	
  settlers	
  eradicated	
  numerous	
  bird	
  colonies	
  and	
  
caused	
  the	
  extinction	
  of	
  the	
  great	
  auk	
  (Montevecchi	
  &	
  Tuck	
  1987;	
  Montevecchi	
  et	
  al.	
  
2007;	
  Pope	
  2009).	
  
Given	
  the	
  sheer	
  presence	
  of	
  birds	
  in	
  the	
  environment,	
  their	
  importance	
  in	
  Beothuk	
  
diet,	
  and	
  the	
  unique	
  role	
  of	
  birds	
  in	
  Beothuk	
  activities	
  —	
  such	
  as	
  dangerous	
  voyages	
  
to	
  rookeries	
  —	
  we	
  suggest	
  that	
  birds	
  provided	
  a	
  plethora	
  of	
  source	
  material	
  for	
  
Beothuk	
  belief	
  systems.	
  The	
  ethnographic	
  record	
  of	
  northern	
  hunter-­‐gatherers	
  
demonstrates	
  that	
  people	
  often	
  make	
  deep	
  spiritual	
  connections	
  with	
  animals	
  in	
  
their	
  environment,	
  particularly	
  with	
  those	
  on	
  which	
  they	
  depend	
  for	
  food,	
  occupy	
  
unique	
  ecological	
  niches,	
  or	
  exhibit	
  remarkable	
  behaviour.	
  Notwithstanding	
  the	
  
probable	
  significance	
  of	
  other	
  animals	
  to	
  the	
  Beothuk,	
  we	
  suggest	
  that	
  seabirds	
  
commanded	
  a	
  prominent	
  place	
  in	
  Beothuk	
  ideology.	
  

	
  
Pendants	
  

	
  

Perhaps	
  no	
  other	
  object	
  is	
  as	
  closely	
  associated	
  with	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  today	
  as	
  the	
  
enigmatic	
  bone	
  pendant.	
  Pendants	
  were	
  often	
  fashioned	
  from	
  caribou	
  bones	
  that	
  
were	
  split,	
  ground	
  down	
  into	
  thin	
  tabular	
  forms	
  and	
  then	
  exquisitely	
  carved,	
  
engraved	
  and	
  coated	
  with	
  red	
  ochre.	
  Over	
  400	
  of	
  these	
  objects	
  (Table	
  1)	
  have	
  been	
  
found	
  on	
  the	
  island	
  (Marshall	
  1978,	
  139).	
  The	
  largest	
  public	
  collection	
  is	
  housed	
  at	
  
The	
  Rooms	
  Provincial	
  Museum	
  Division	
  in	
  St	
  John’s,	
  Newfoundland	
  and	
  Labrador	
  
(over	
  150	
  specimens)	
  while	
  additional	
  smaller	
  collections	
  are	
  at	
  the	
  Canadian	
  
Museum	
  of	
  Civilization	
  and	
  the	
  McCord	
  Museum.	
  

Beothuk	
  pendants	
  are	
  typically	
  very	
  thin	
  (less	
  than	
  0.5	
  cm)	
  and	
  range	
  from	
  2.5	
  to	
  
16.9	
  cm	
  in	
  length	
  with	
  an	
  average	
  of	
  6.9	
  cm	
  (Marshall	
  1978,	
  139).	
  Most	
  exhibit	
  bi-­‐
conically	
  gouged	
  holes	
  on	
  one	
  end,	
  suggesting	
  that	
  they	
  were	
  attached	
  to	
  clothing	
  or	
  
worn	
  as	
  necklaces.	
  This	
  interpretation	
  is	
  strengthened	
  by	
  the	
  occasional	
  thread	
  of	
  
associated	
  sinew	
  (Cartwright	
  1826,	
  321).	
  Some	
  pendants	
  appear	
  to	
  have	
  been	
  
reworked	
  following	
  breakage	
  indicating	
  that	
  they	
  were	
  worn	
  or	
  handled	
  during	
  
their	
  use-­‐life	
  and	
  therefore	
  played	
  some	
  role	
  among	
  the	
  living	
  (see	
  Marshall	
  1973,	
  
22–3;	
  Patterson	
  1891,	
  155;	
  Speck	
  1940,	
  225).	
  This	
  is	
  supported	
  by	
  the	
  recovery	
  of	
  
pendants	
  from	
  a	
  Beothuk	
  settlement	
  (Pastore	
  1992,	
  32).	
  	
  

	
  

The	
  great	
  majority	
  of	
  pendants,	
  however,	
  are	
  associated	
  with	
  the	
  dead	
  (see	
  Blake	
  
1888,	
  913;	
  Carignan	
  1973,	
  12;	
  Dawson	
  1860;	
  Howley	
  1915,	
  291,	
  328,	
  334;	
  Jenness	
  



1929,	
  37;	
  Kirwin	
  et	
  al.	
  1997,	
  225–6;	
  Locke	
  1974,	
  29;	
  Marshall	
  1973,	
  23;	
  Patterson	
  
1891,	
  157–8;	
  Ryan	
  1948).	
  Of	
  the	
  28	
  recorded	
  Beothuk	
  burial	
  sites	
  in	
  Newfoundland,	
  
11	
  are	
  known	
  to	
  have	
  yielded	
  bone	
  pendants	
  and	
  numerous	
  other	
  burials	
  likely	
  
housed	
  pendants	
  prior	
  to	
  extensive	
  looting.	
  Pendants	
  also	
  have	
  been	
  found	
  at	
  three	
  
sites	
  that	
  lack	
  human	
  remains,	
  but	
  that	
  are	
  otherwise	
  typical	
  of	
  burial	
  locations	
  
(rockshelter	
  features	
  and	
  caves	
  on	
  islands).	
  	
  Since	
  each	
  of	
  these	
  sites	
  had	
  been	
  
looted,	
  it	
  is	
  possible	
  that	
  skeletal	
  material	
  was	
  removed	
  at	
  an	
  earlier	
  date.	
  	
  
Alternatively,	
  these	
  pendants	
  may	
  have	
  been	
  buried	
  in	
  the	
  absence	
  of	
  the	
  
individuals	
  they	
  belonged	
  to;	
  for	
  example,	
  in	
  cases	
  where	
  bodies	
  were	
  lost	
  at	
  sea	
  or	
  
could	
  not	
  otherwise	
  be	
  recovered.	
  
Pendants	
  are	
  often	
  found	
  in	
  clusters	
  (Table	
  1).	
  In	
  at	
  least	
  one	
  case,	
  several	
  pendants	
  
were	
  attached	
  to	
  a	
  burial	
  shroud	
  of	
  a	
  single	
  individual	
  (Howley	
  1915,	
  331).	
  
Plausibly,	
  some	
  of	
  the	
  pendants	
  represented	
  in	
  clusters	
  may	
  have	
  once	
  belonged	
  to	
  
other	
  individuals	
  who	
  offered	
  them	
  to	
  the	
  deceased	
  at	
  the	
  time	
  of	
  burial.	
  	
  This	
  seems	
  
unlikely	
  however,	
  given	
  the	
  personal	
  character	
  of	
  grave	
  goods	
  often	
  found	
  with	
  
burials.	
  Unfortunately,	
  no	
  undisturbed	
  Beothuk	
  burial	
  has	
  ever	
  been	
  professionally	
  
excavated.	
  The	
  precise	
  provenience	
  of	
  pendants	
  relative	
  to	
  skeletal	
  material,	
  
therefore,	
  is	
  largely	
  unknown	
  (Marshall	
  1973,	
  18).	
  
The	
  antiquity	
  of	
  pendants	
  is	
  often	
  difficult	
  to	
  assess.	
  Looting	
  and	
  a	
  history	
  of	
  
unsystematic	
  excavation	
  make	
  it	
  a	
  challenge	
  to	
  date	
  graves,	
  since	
  reported	
  
assemblages	
  could	
  contain	
  material	
  from	
  multiple	
  burials	
  or	
  different	
  eras.	
  Owing	
  to	
  
the	
  uncommon	
  and	
  sensitive	
  nature	
  of	
  these	
  objects,	
  it	
  is	
  also	
  unlikely	
  that	
  pendants	
  
will	
  be	
  subject	
  to	
  destructive	
  radiometric	
  dating	
  in	
  the	
  near	
  future.	
  We	
  are	
  only	
  
aware	
  of	
  one	
  burial	
  that	
  has	
  been	
  radiocarbon	
  dated.	
  The	
  date	
  was	
  obtained	
  from	
  
the	
  body	
  tissue	
  of	
  a	
  child	
  who	
  was	
  wrapped	
  in	
  a	
  leather	
  shroud	
  that	
  had	
  been	
  
smeared	
  with	
  red	
  ochre	
  and	
  to	
  which	
  ‘Several	
  carved	
  bone	
  ornaments	
  and	
  a	
  couple	
  
of	
  birds	
  feet	
  …’	
  were	
  attached	
  (Howley	
  1915,	
  331).	
  The	
  child	
  was	
  also	
  buried	
  with	
  a	
  
wooden	
  doll,	
  an	
  extra	
  set	
  of	
  moccasins,	
  two	
  miniature	
  birch	
  bark	
  canoes,	
  miniature	
  
bows	
  and	
  arrows,	
  red	
  ochre,	
  and	
  a	
  package	
  of	
  dried	
  or	
  smoked	
  fish	
  (Blake	
  1888,	
  
914;	
  Howley	
  1915,	
  331).	
  The	
  burial	
  was	
  discovered	
  in	
  the	
  late	
  1800s,	
  and	
  was	
  long	
  
thought	
  to	
  date	
  to	
  the	
  historic	
  period,	
  given	
  its	
  proximity	
  to	
  another	
  individual	
  who	
  
was	
  buried	
  nearby	
  with	
  iron	
  objects.	
  	
  The	
  child’s	
  burial,	
  however,	
  has	
  since	
  yielded	
  a	
  
late	
  prehistoric	
  date	
  (549±62	
  bp;	
  ad	
  1311–1443)	
  (Jerkic	
  et	
  al.	
  n.d.)	
  which	
  confirms	
  
that	
  pendants	
  pre-­‐date	
  the	
  arrival	
  of	
  Europeans.	
  

Beothuk	
  pendants	
  come	
  in	
  a	
  variety	
  of	
  shapes	
  and	
  designs	
  (see	
  Marshall	
  1978).	
  We	
  
suggest	
  that	
  many	
  (but	
  not	
  all)	
  pendant	
  types	
  resemble	
  aspects	
  of	
  avian	
  anatomy.	
  
Some	
  bone	
  pendants,	
  for	
  instance,	
  represent	
  primary	
  wing	
  feathers	
  based	
  on	
  their	
  
shape	
  and	
  the	
  presence	
  of	
  a	
  centralized	
  vertical	
  tube	
  or	
  feather	
  rachis	
  (Fig.	
  2).	
  Such	
  
feather-­‐shaped	
  specimens	
  are	
  typically	
  7.0	
  to	
  13	
  cm	
  long.	
  Virtually	
  all	
  of	
  the	
  feather-­‐
shaped	
  pendants	
  are	
  asymmetrical	
  like	
  distal-­‐tip	
  bird	
  wing	
  feathers,	
  in	
  contrast	
  to	
  
symmetrical	
  body	
  and	
  tail	
  feathers.	
  Some	
  pendants	
  exhibit	
  feather	
  design	
  
engravings	
  but	
  are	
  blunt-­‐ended	
  and	
  appear	
  distally	
  truncated	
  (e.g.	
  VIIIA-­‐495	
  and	
  
VIIIA-­‐492	
  in	
  Fig.	
  2	
  and	
  VIIA-­‐455	
  in	
  Fig.	
  3).	
  We	
  posit	
  that	
  these	
  pieces	
  began	
  as	
  



asymmetrical	
  feather	
  representations	
  but	
  were	
  reground	
  and	
  modified	
  when	
  the	
  
distal	
  tip	
  broke.	
  	
  	
  

	
  
Figure	
  2.	
  Representations	
  of	
  Beothuk	
  feather-­‐shaped	
  bone	
  pendants.	
  The	
  scale	
  bar	
  
below	
  each	
  image	
  is	
  1	
  cm	
  and	
  catalogue	
  numbers	
  refer	
  to	
  specimens	
  from	
  The	
  
Rooms	
  Provincial	
  Museum	
  Division	
  or	
  images	
  from	
  Howley	
  (1915)	
  or	
  Marshall	
  
(1978;	
  1996).	
  We	
  drew	
  specimens	
  with	
  CAD	
  software	
  to	
  enable	
  visualization	
  of	
  
often	
  obscured	
  engravings.	
  The	
  image	
  at	
  left	
  is	
  a	
  photograph	
  of	
  a	
  tern	
  primary	
  wing	
  
feather.	
  

	
  
Figure	
  3.	
  Photograph	
  of	
  truncated	
  feather-­‐shaped	
  pendant	
  with	
  ground	
  incisions	
  at	
  
distal	
  tip.	
  Scale	
  bar	
  is	
  1	
  cm.	
  (Photograph	
  courtesy	
  of	
  The	
  Rooms	
  Corporation	
  of	
  
Newfoundland	
  and	
  Labrador,	
  Provincial	
  Museum	
  Division.)	
  
Other	
  pendants	
  appear	
  to	
  be	
  abstractions	
  of	
  bird	
  feet	
  (Fig.	
  4).	
  These	
  pendants	
  are	
  
typically	
  smaller,	
  measuring	
  between	
  2.75	
  and	
  5.5	
  cm	
  in	
  length.	
  An	
  association	
  
between	
  pendants	
  and	
  bird	
  feet	
  was	
  initially	
  proposed	
  by	
  Marshall	
  (1978,	
  152;	
  
1996,	
  388)	
  on	
  the	
  basis	
  of	
  their	
  tri-­‐pronged	
  shape.	
  We	
  extend	
  this	
  hypothesis	
  by	
  
arguing	
  that	
  the	
  engravings	
  are	
  designed	
  to	
  mimic	
  toe	
  joints	
  and	
  that	
  tri-­‐pronged	
  
pendants	
  constrict	
  after	
  the	
  junction	
  of	
  the	
  three	
  toes,	
  as	
  do	
  bird	
  feet	
  (Fig.	
  4).	
  



Sinusoidal	
  outlines,	
  hatch	
  marks	
  and	
  circular	
  engravings	
  on	
  these	
  pendants	
  also	
  
appear	
  to	
  depict	
  scales	
  commonly	
  found	
  on	
  bird	
  feet.	
  Furthermore,	
  three-­‐toed	
  
animals	
  in	
  Newfoundland	
  are	
  limited	
  to	
  aquatic	
  birds.	
  Newfoundland	
  mammals	
  
have	
  either	
  five	
  toes	
  (e.g.	
  bear,	
  seal	
  and	
  beaver),	
  four	
  toes	
  (e.g.	
  wolf),	
  or	
  two	
  distinct	
  
toes	
  (e.g.	
  caribou).	
  The	
  pendants	
  most	
  strongly	
  resemble	
  the	
  webbed	
  feet	
  of	
  diving	
  
seabirds	
  based	
  on	
  shape	
  and	
  the	
  presence	
  of	
  a	
  central	
  area	
  from	
  which	
  three	
  toes	
  
extend	
  (the	
  ‘sole’	
  of	
  the	
  foot).	
  We	
  hypothesize	
  that	
  smaller	
  two-­‐pronged	
  pendants	
  
(Fig.	
  4)	
  may	
  represent	
  stylized	
  bird	
  feet	
  or,	
  in	
  some	
  cases,	
  specimens	
  that	
  had	
  been	
  
repaired	
  after	
  the	
  third	
  prong	
  broke	
  off	
  (Fig.	
  5).	
  The	
  interpretation	
  that	
  these	
  
pendants	
  represent	
  bird	
  feet	
  is	
  strengthened	
  by	
  the	
  fact	
  that	
  actual	
  seabird	
  feet	
  
(from	
  three-­‐toed	
  black	
  guillemot	
  -­‐	
  Cepphus	
  grille)	
  have	
  been	
  recovered	
  from	
  a	
  grave	
  
garment	
  of	
  at	
  least	
  one	
  Beothuk	
  burial	
  (Howley	
  1915,	
  331–2;	
  Marshall	
  1996,	
  346).	
  
	
  

	
  
Figure	
  4.	
  Representations	
  of	
  Beothuk	
  foot-­‐shaped	
  bone	
  pendants.	
  The	
  scale	
  bar	
  
below	
  each	
  image	
  is	
  1	
  cm	
  and	
  catalogue	
  numbers	
  refer	
  to	
  specimens	
  from	
  The	
  
Rooms	
  Provincial	
  Museum	
  Division	
  or	
  images	
  from	
  Howley	
  (1915).	
  The	
  image	
  at	
  
left	
  is	
  a	
  photograph	
  of	
  a	
  goose	
  foot	
  (Branta	
  sp.).	
  

A	
  final	
  class	
  of	
  pendants	
  resemble	
  the	
  outstretched	
  tails	
  of	
  flying	
  birds	
  (Fig.	
  6).	
  They	
  
deviate	
  from	
  the	
  aforementioned	
  two-­‐pronged	
  carvings	
  in	
  the	
  lack	
  of	
  constriction	
  
after	
  the	
  prong	
  junction	
  and	
  the	
  absence	
  of	
  engravings	
  that	
  mimic	
  the	
  scales	
  on	
  bird	
  
feet	
  (Fig.	
  7).	
  Forked-­‐tail	
  carvings	
  are	
  typically	
  6.0	
  to	
  9.0	
  cm	
  in	
  length	
  (3.0	
  to	
  4.0	
  cm	
  
longer	
  than	
  feet	
  pendants)	
  and	
  exhibit	
  a	
  central	
  notch	
  (between	
  the	
  two	
  prongs)	
  
that	
  extends	
  less	
  than	
  half	
  way	
  up	
  the	
  pendant	
  (Fig.	
  7).	
  The	
  forked-­‐tailed	
  pendants	
  
strongly	
  resemble	
  the	
  flying	
  outline	
  of	
  an	
  arctic	
  tern	
  (Sterna	
  paradisaea),	
  which	
  
commonly	
  breeds	
  in	
  coastal	
  Newfoundland.	
  	
  The	
  pendants	
  may	
  also	
  depict	
  species	
  
of	
  cave-­‐dwelling	
  swallows	
  from	
  the	
  island.	
  Bird	
  skulls	
  have	
  been	
  reported	
  from	
  
Beothuk	
  burial	
  sites,	
  including	
  one	
  instance	
  where	
  several	
  skulls	
  (Macdougall	
  1891,	
  
102)	
  were	
  found	
  together	
  in	
  a	
  ‘medicine	
  bag’.	
  Only	
  one	
  skull	
  (that	
  of	
  an	
  arctic	
  tern)	
  
has	
  been	
  positively	
  identified	
  (Howley	
  1915,	
  331–3,	
  pl.	
  35).	
  
The	
  beak	
  of	
  the	
  arctic	
  tern	
  is	
  bright	
  red	
  (Fig.	
  8),	
  as	
  are	
  the	
  aforementioned	
  guillemot	
  
feet	
  (Fig.	
  9).	
  	
  Given	
  the	
  significance	
  of	
  the	
  colour	
  symbolism	
  of	
  bird	
  parts	
  in	
  other	
  
cultural	
  contexts	
  (Jackson	
  &	
  Scott	
  2003;	
  Jones	
  &	
  MacGregor	
  2002;	
  Krech	
  2009;	
  
Mannermaa	
  2008,	
  60),	
  we	
  suggest	
  that	
  the	
  representation	
  of	
  these	
  parts	
  at	
  Beothuk	
  
burial	
  sites	
  is	
  not	
  coincidental.	
  The	
  Beothuk	
  are	
  famous	
  for	
  their	
  prolific	
  use	
  of	
  red	
  



ochre,	
  which	
  was	
  smeared	
  on	
  their	
  skin	
  and	
  clothing,	
  used	
  to	
  coat	
  pendants,	
  
deposited	
  with	
  the	
  dead,	
  and	
  was	
  associated	
  with	
  special	
  architectural	
  features	
  
(Holly	
  et	
  al.	
  2011,	
  78;	
  Marshall	
  1996,	
  409–10,	
  417).	
  All	
  of	
  which	
  has	
  led	
  to	
  the	
  
assertion	
  that	
  the	
  colour	
  red	
  had	
  special	
  ideological	
  significance	
  for	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  
(Black	
  et	
  al.	
  	
  2009,	
  661;	
  Holly	
  2000,	
  89–90;	
  Marshall	
  1996,	
  384–5;	
  Speck	
  1922,	
  58,	
  
62–4).	
  Given	
  its	
  association	
  with	
  the	
  dead,	
  perhaps	
  the	
  colour	
  red	
  was	
  believed	
  to	
  
have	
  life-­‐renewing	
  qualities	
  (see	
  Hamell	
  1986–87,	
  75–6;	
  Wreschner	
  et	
  al.	
  1980).	
  

	
  
Figure	
  5.	
  Overlay	
  of	
  smaller	
  two-­‐pronged	
  pendants	
  on	
  a	
  larger	
  three-­‐pronged	
  
pendant	
  to	
  illustrate	
  potential	
  that	
  smaller	
  pieces	
  have	
  been	
  reworked	
  after	
  one	
  of	
  
the	
  three	
  prongs	
  was	
  broken.	
  Scale	
  bar	
  is	
  1	
  cm.	
  

	
  
Flight	
  

An	
  association	
  between	
  birds	
  and	
  shamans	
  was	
  common	
  in	
  northern	
  North	
  America	
  
and	
  Eurasia	
  (Balzer	
  1996;	
  Fitzhugh	
  2009;	
  Hayden	
  2003,	
  77–80;	
  Jordan	
  2003,	
  217–
20;	
  Morrow	
  &	
  Volkman	
  1975,	
  148;	
  Pavlinskaya	
  1994;	
  Pearson	
  2002,	
  134;	
  
Prokofyeva	
  1963;	
  Ridington	
  1978;	
  Salls	
  &	
  Hale	
  2004;	
  Serov	
  1988;	
  Webber	
  1977),	
  as	
  
was	
  the	
  notion	
  of	
  a	
  tiered	
  cosmology	
  (Armitage	
  1992;	
  Balzer	
  1996;	
  Brightman	
  
1993;	
  Hornborg	
  2008,	
  32;	
  Jordan	
  2003;	
  Ridington	
  1978;	
  Serov	
  1988,	
  242).	
  A	
  
fundamental	
  feature	
  of	
  this	
  ideological	
  pattern	
  was	
  the	
  believed	
  ability	
  of	
  
individuals	
  to	
  transcend	
  worlds	
  through	
  a	
  spiritual	
  journey	
  akin	
  to	
  flight	
  (Balzer	
  
1996;	
  Hayden	
  2003,	
  77–80;	
  Pearson	
  2002,	
  70–73).	
  Logically,	
  birds	
  were	
  often	
  
enlisted	
  as	
  spiritual	
  messengers	
  on	
  such	
  journeys.	
  Among	
  the	
  Evenk	
  of	
  eastern	
  
Siberia,	
  for	
  instance,	
  eagles,	
  cuckoos	
  and	
  ducks	
  served	
  as	
  messengers	
  to	
  the	
  upper	
  
world	
  while	
  loons	
  and	
  cormorants	
  were	
  sent	
  to	
  the	
  lower	
  world	
  (Grusman	
  &	
  
Konovalov	
  2006).	
  Waterfowl	
  and	
  seabirds	
  were	
  believed	
  to	
  be	
  particularly	
  adept	
  
guides	
  because	
  of	
  their	
  ability	
  to	
  move	
  through	
  opposing	
  realms	
  of	
  water	
  and	
  air	
  
(Balzer	
  1996,	
  311;	
  Hornborg	
  2008,	
  42;	
  Morrow	
  &	
  Volkman	
  1975,	
  149).	
  
Bird	
  remains,	
  particularly	
  feet	
  and	
  feathers,	
  are	
  often	
  found	
  in	
  northern	
  hunter-­‐
gatherer	
  burial	
  sites	
  (Fitzhugh	
  2009,	
  77;	
  Hoppa	
  et	
  al.	
  2005;	
  Jochelson	
  1975,	
  178;	
  



Larsen	
  &	
  Rainey	
  1948,	
  121–7;	
  Mannermaa	
  2008,	
  44,	
  62;	
  Tuck	
  1976).	
  Their	
  presence	
  
in	
  this	
  context	
  further	
  supports	
  a	
  generalized	
  association	
  of	
  birds	
  with	
  soul	
  flight	
  
and	
  suggests	
  that	
  birds	
  had	
  a	
  part	
  to	
  play	
  in	
  conveying	
  souls	
  of	
  the	
  dead	
  to	
  the	
  
afterlife.	
  We	
  suggest	
  that	
  this	
  was	
  the	
  case	
  among	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  based	
  on	
  art	
  motifs	
  
and	
  burial	
  patterns.	
  

Actual	
  and	
  symbolic	
  bird	
  parts	
  (pendants)	
  used	
  as	
  grave	
  goods	
  clearly	
  link	
  birds	
  to	
  
the	
  Beothuk	
  dead.	
  Many	
  pendants	
  also	
  include	
  vertebrae	
  or	
  skeletal	
  ladder	
  motifs	
  
(Marshall	
  1978,	
  151),	
  that	
  may	
  reference	
  internal	
  bone	
  structures	
  and	
  major	
  bone	
  
articulations	
  such	
  as	
  the	
  pelvic	
  girdle,	
  pectoral	
  girdle	
  and	
  skull/	
  neck	
  joint	
  (see	
  
Meldgaard	
  1960;	
  Sutherland	
  2001a,	
  16;	
  Tanner	
  1984,	
  95).	
  Skeletal	
  ladders	
  appear	
  
on	
  all	
  of	
  the	
  pendant	
  types	
  (Fig.	
  10),	
  but	
  are	
  most	
  common	
  on	
  the	
  forked-­‐tail	
  types.	
  

	
  
Figure	
  6.	
  Representations	
  of	
  Beothuk	
  forked-­‐tail	
  pendants.	
  The	
  scale	
  bar	
  below	
  
each	
  image	
  is	
  1	
  cm	
  and	
  catalogue	
  numbers	
  refer	
  to	
  specimens	
  from	
  The	
  Rooms	
  
Provincial	
  Museum	
  Division	
  or	
  images	
  from	
  Howley	
  (1915).	
  The	
  image	
  at	
  left	
  is	
  a	
  
photograph	
  of	
  an	
  arctic	
  tern	
  (Sterna	
  paradisaea:	
  reproduced	
  with	
  kind	
  permission	
  
from	
  photographer	
  Arthur	
  Morris).	
  

	
  

	
  



Figure	
  7.	
  Stylistic	
  differences	
  between	
  forked-­‐tail	
  (left)	
  and	
  feet	
  pendants	
  (right).	
  
Scale	
  bar	
  is	
  1	
  cm.	
  (Photograph	
  courtesy	
  of	
  The	
  Rooms	
  Corporation	
  of	
  Newfoundland	
  
and	
  Labrador,	
  Provincial	
  Museum	
  Division.)	
  

	
  
Figure	
  8.	
  Photograph	
  of	
  arctic	
  tern	
  depicting	
  red	
  beak	
  and	
  feet.	
  (Reproduced	
  with	
  
kind	
  permission	
  from	
  photographer	
  Nigel	
  Pye	
  2012.)	
  

	
  
Figure	
  9.	
  Photograph	
  of	
  black	
  guillemot	
  depicting	
  red	
  feet.	
  (Reproduced	
  with	
  kind	
  
permission	
  from	
  photographer	
  Mikko	
  Vihtakari	
  2012.)	
  

	
  
Bones	
  are	
  often	
  associated	
  with	
  death	
  which	
  has	
  led	
  researchers	
  to	
  the	
  
interpretation	
  that	
  skeletal	
  features	
  or	
  X-­‐ray	
  motifs	
  depict	
  transformations	
  from	
  life	
  
to	
  death	
  (Hayden	
  2003,	
  53;	
  Rasmussen	
  1929;Taçon	
  1989,	
  245;	
  Taylor	
  1989,	
  374–7).	
  
X-­‐ray	
  motifs	
  are	
  found	
  in	
  the	
  Arctic	
  (Sutherland	
  2001b)	
  but	
  are	
  largely	
  unknown	
  
among	
  the	
  Beothuk’s	
  northern	
  neighbours,	
  the	
  Innu	
  of	
  Labrador	
  and	
  Québec.	
  
Tanner	
  (1984,	
  95),	
  however,	
  observed	
  an	
  Innu	
  ceremonial	
  hide	
  marked	
  in	
  places	
  



that	
  corresponded	
  to	
  the	
  key	
  anatomical	
  parts	
  of	
  the	
  animal.	
  Examples	
  of	
  skeletal	
  
art	
  among	
  the	
  Mi’kmaq,	
  the	
  Beothuk’s	
  neighbours	
  to	
  the	
  southeast,	
  are	
  equally	
  
sparse.	
  We	
  are	
  only	
  aware	
  of	
  one	
  example,	
  which	
  depicts	
  a	
  serpent	
  messenger	
  to	
  the	
  
underworld	
  (Lenik	
  2002,	
  21).	
  

	
  
Figure	
  10.	
  Beothuk	
  skeletal	
  ladders	
  on	
  bone	
  pendants.	
  Scale	
  bar	
  is	
  1	
  cm.	
  
(Photographs	
  courtesy	
  of	
  The	
  Rooms	
  Corporation	
  of	
  Newfoundland	
  and	
  Labrador,	
  
Provincial	
  Museum	
  Division.)	
  

The	
  appearance	
  of	
  skeletal	
  motifs	
  in	
  Dorset	
  Palaeoeskimo	
  art	
  has	
  led	
  researchers	
  to	
  
suggest	
  a	
  shared	
  artistic	
  tradition	
  and	
  possible	
  historical	
  connection	
  with	
  the	
  
Beothuk	
  (Marshall	
  1978,	
  151).	
  Dorset	
  Palaeoeskimos	
  and	
  the	
  Beothuk’s	
  ancestors	
  
both	
  occupied	
  Newfoundland	
  at	
  the	
  same	
  time	
  (Renouf	
  et	
  al.	
  2000)	
  therefore	
  it	
  is	
  
possible	
  that	
  Dorset	
  symbolism	
  (see	
  Renouf	
  2000)	
  influenced	
  Beothuk	
  artistic	
  
traditions.	
  	
  Fitzhugh	
  (1985,	
  103)	
  argued	
  on	
  the	
  basis	
  of	
  stylistic	
  similarities	
  of	
  
pendants	
  for	
  an	
  historical	
  relationship	
  between	
  Beothuk	
  and	
  the	
  much	
  older	
  
Maritime	
  Archaic	
  of	
  Newfoundland	
  and	
  Labrador.	
  According	
  to	
  this	
  historical	
  
continuity	
  model,	
  Beothuk	
  pendants	
  represent	
  bears	
  and	
  seals	
  (Marshall	
  1978)	
  and	
  
are	
  part	
  of	
  an	
  ideological/artistic	
  tradition	
  that	
  links	
  the	
  ethnographic	
  period	
  to	
  the	
  
first	
  human	
  occupants	
  of	
  Newfoundland	
  and	
  Labrador	
  (Fitzhugh	
  1985,	
  105).	
  	
  	
  

Unlike	
  skeletal	
  motifs,	
  artistic	
  and	
  ethnohistoric	
  records	
  of	
  multi-­‐tiered	
  cosmologies	
  
among	
  the	
  Beothuk’s	
  neighbours	
  are	
  well	
  known.	
  The	
  Mi’kmaq	
  and	
  Innu	
  had	
  
complex	
  tiered	
  cosmologies	
  that	
  involved	
  islands	
  and	
  aquatic	
  realms	
  (Armitage	
  
1992;	
  Hornborg	
  2008).	
  Wavy	
  lines	
  and	
  zigzag	
  motifs	
  in	
  indigenous	
  art	
  of	
  the	
  greater	
  
Northeast	
  and	
  Great	
  Lakes	
  region	
  have	
  been	
  connected	
  to	
  water,	
  sky,	
  lightning,	
  
serpents	
  and	
  thunderbirds	
  (Lenik	
  2010;	
  Oberholtzer	
  2007;	
  Penney	
  1989;	
  Phillips	
  



1984).	
  Both	
  design	
  types	
  appear	
  on	
  Beothuk	
  pendants	
  and	
  in	
  other	
  art	
  of	
  the	
  
eastern	
  Subarctic	
  (Fitzhugh	
  1985,	
  92–5;	
  Speck	
  1977;	
  Tanner	
  1984,	
  93–4;	
  Webber	
  
1973–74;	
  1982)	
  and	
  may	
  be	
  read	
  in	
  conjunction	
  with	
  the	
  skeletal	
  motifs	
  as	
  symbolic	
  
references	
  to	
  spiritual	
  journeys	
  and	
  a	
  tiered	
  cosmology.	
  
Each	
  of	
  the	
  three	
  bird	
  parts	
  depicted	
  in	
  Beothuk	
  pendant	
  carvings	
  (Figs.	
  2,	
  4	
  &	
  6)	
  
are	
  logical	
  representations	
  of	
  different	
  forms	
  of	
  avian	
  transportation.	
  We	
  argue	
  that	
  
wing	
  feathers	
  and	
  outstretched	
  tails	
  represent	
  flight,	
  while	
  seabird	
  feet	
  represent	
  
movement	
  through	
  water.	
  We	
  further	
  hypothesize	
  that	
  artistic	
  references	
  to	
  avian	
  
movement	
  through	
  air	
  and	
  water	
  are	
  symbolic	
  of	
  a	
  type	
  of	
  soul	
  flight	
  through	
  a	
  
multitiered	
  cosmology.	
  
Ethnohistoric	
  evidence	
  supports	
  the	
  notion	
  that	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  believed	
  in	
  soul	
  flight	
  
and	
  conceptualized	
  death	
  as	
  a	
  journey.	
  Shanawdithit	
  stated	
  that	
  souls	
  of	
  the	
  
deceased	
  abided	
  on	
  a	
  ‘happy	
  island’	
  to	
  the	
  west	
  (McGregor	
  1836,	
  322)	
  and	
  she	
  
expressed	
  concern	
  about	
  being	
  buried	
  with	
  things	
  that	
  she	
  would	
  need	
  to	
  make	
  the	
  
journey	
  to	
  the	
  land	
  of	
  the	
  dead	
  (Marshall	
  1996,	
  384).	
  This	
  statement	
  is	
  corroborated	
  
by	
  the	
  presence	
  of	
  provisions	
  and	
  travel	
  equipment	
  in	
  other	
  Beothuk	
  burials	
  (Blake	
  
1888,	
  914)	
  including	
  miniature	
  birchbark	
  canoes,	
  extra	
  clothing	
  and	
  dried	
  food	
  
(Cormack	
  1873;	
  Howley	
  1915,	
  129,	
  290–93,	
  331–4;	
  Patterson	
  1891).	
  Canoes,	
  in	
  
particular,	
  indicate	
  that	
  such	
  travel	
  included	
  an	
  aquatic	
  component	
  (see	
  Blackman	
  
1984	
  for	
  ethnographic	
  records	
  of	
  miniature	
  canoes	
  in	
  Haida	
  burials),	
  which	
  is	
  also	
  
consistent	
  with	
  the	
  close	
  proximity	
  of	
  burials	
  to	
  the	
  sea.	
  

	
  
Figure	
  11.	
  Depiction	
  of	
  Beothuk	
  burial	
  scene	
  (painted	
  by	
  Rae	
  Braden	
  2012).	
  
Pendants	
  are	
  being	
  placed	
  next	
  to	
  an	
  ochre-­‐coated	
  skeleton.	
  

Given	
  that	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  conceived	
  of	
  the	
  afterlife	
  as	
  an	
  island,	
  it	
  is	
  perhaps	
  not	
  
surprising	
  that	
  with	
  one	
  exception,	
  all	
  known	
  Beothuk	
  burial	
  sites	
  occur	
  on	
  the	
  



coast	
  —	
  a	
  sensible	
  departure	
  point	
  for	
  journeys	
  to	
  a	
  distant	
  happy	
  island.	
  
Furthermore,	
  a	
  great	
  majority	
  of	
  coastal	
  burials	
  are	
  located	
  on	
  small	
  islands.	
  Of	
  the	
  
28	
  recorded	
  coastal	
  burial	
  sites,	
  22	
  are	
  located	
  on	
  small	
  islands.	
  Significantly,	
  this	
  is	
  
not	
  simply	
  a	
  reiteration	
  of	
  late	
  prehistoric/early	
  historic	
  settlement	
  patterns.	
  We	
  
performed	
  a	
  chi-­‐square	
  goodness	
  of	
  fit	
  test	
  to	
  compare	
  the	
  ratio	
  of	
  island	
  burial	
  
sites	
  to	
  island	
  non-­‐burial	
  sites	
  (χ²	
  =	
  45;	
  df	
  =	
  1,	
  61;	
  p	
  =	
  0.01,),	
  which	
  supports	
  the	
  
hypothesis	
  that	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  specifically	
  buried	
  their	
  dead	
  on	
  islands,	
  rather	
  than	
  
simply	
  in	
  areas	
  where	
  they	
  were	
  also	
  foraging	
  and	
  living.	
  In	
  addition,	
  most	
  burials	
  
and	
  pendants	
  have	
  been	
  found	
  in	
  caves	
  or	
  under	
  rock	
  overhangs	
  (Marshall	
  1996,	
  
416)	
  on	
  these	
  islands.	
  This	
  could	
  suggest	
  that	
  subterranean	
  chambers	
  might	
  have	
  
been	
  conceptualized	
  as	
  portals	
  to	
  other	
  realms	
  (Earle	
  2008),	
  with	
  islands	
  
functioning	
  as	
  the	
  nexus	
  of	
  upper	
  (aerial)	
  and	
  lower	
  (aquatic)	
  worlds	
  (Hamell	
  
1986–87,	
  77–8;	
  Pearson	
  2002,	
  71).	
  	
  	
  

The	
  ideological	
  significance	
  of	
  this	
  sacred	
  landscape	
  can	
  be	
  read	
  in	
  the	
  continued	
  
Beothuk	
  practice	
  of	
  burying	
  the	
  dead	
  on	
  coastal	
  islands	
  even	
  after	
  these	
  people	
  had	
  
been	
  pressed	
  into	
  the	
  interior	
  (Holly	
  2003).	
  Cormack	
  (1829,	
  325),	
  for	
  example,	
  
asserts	
  that	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  transported	
  the	
  dead	
  over	
  great	
  distances	
  to	
  bury	
  them	
  on	
  
the	
  coast.	
  The	
  only	
  known	
  non-­‐coastal	
  burial	
  site	
  is	
  a	
  cemetery	
  established	
  in	
  the	
  
early	
  nineteenth	
  century	
  when	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  were	
  largely	
  confined	
  to	
  the	
  interior	
  
(Holly	
  2003,	
  61–2).	
  	
  This	
  cemetery	
  included	
  burial	
  scaffolds	
  and	
  wooden	
  crypts	
  
(Cormack	
  1829,	
  323–5),	
  which	
  could	
  indicate	
  that	
  it	
  was	
  intended	
  only	
  as	
  a	
  short-­‐
term	
  burial	
  place	
  until	
  bodies	
  could	
  be	
  brought	
  to	
  the	
  coast	
  (Le	
  Blanc	
  1973,	
  46;	
  
Holly	
  2003,	
  62;	
  Marshall	
  1996,	
  405).	
  
Food	
  for	
  thought	
  

Ridington	
  (1978)	
  provides	
  an	
  insightful	
  ethnographic	
  model	
  for	
  understanding	
  how	
  
peoples’	
  observations	
  and	
  experiences	
  in	
  the	
  natural	
  world	
  inform	
  religious	
  beliefs	
  
(see	
  also	
  Brightman	
  1993;	
  Nelson	
  1983;	
  Tanner	
  1979).	
  The	
  Dunne-­‐za	
  (Beaver)	
  of	
  
northwest	
  Canada	
  interpret	
  the	
  annual	
  flight	
  paths	
  of	
  swans	
  as	
  heavenly	
  trails	
  to	
  
and	
  from	
  unknown	
  realms.	
  These	
  trails	
  are	
  believed	
  to	
  be	
  accessible	
  to	
  humans	
  
through	
  ritual	
  acts,	
  dreaming,	
  and	
  the	
  harnessing	
  of	
  swan	
  medicine	
  (Ridington	
  
1978).	
  Thus,	
  observations	
  of	
  birds	
  provided	
  raw	
  material	
  for	
  the	
  construction	
  of	
  a	
  
cosmological	
  journey.	
  

Similarly,	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  had	
  ample	
  opportunities	
  to	
  witness	
  the	
  aerial,	
  diving	
  and	
  
swimming	
  feats	
  of	
  seabirds	
  in	
  their	
  daily	
  life	
  and	
  in	
  the	
  course	
  of	
  subsistence	
  
pursuits.	
  Such	
  observations	
  plausibly	
  led	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  to	
  enlist	
  birds	
  as	
  partners	
  in	
  
multi-­‐realm	
  soul	
  flights.	
  Observations	
  of	
  annual	
  bird	
  migrations	
  and	
  daily	
  bird	
  
movement	
  may	
  have	
  provided	
  raw	
  material	
  for	
  the	
  basis	
  of	
  cosmological	
  journeys	
  
while	
  seabird	
  nesting	
  colonies	
  (the	
  target	
  of	
  bird	
  migrations)	
  fostered	
  belief	
  in	
  a	
  
happy	
  island	
  of	
  the	
  afterlife.	
  	
  

Modes	
  of	
  seabird	
  access	
  and	
  the	
  unique	
  ecological	
  niche	
  of	
  birds	
  may	
  have	
  also	
  
inspired	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  to	
  elevate	
  their	
  spiritual	
  importance.	
  During	
  late	
  spring	
  and	
  
summer	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  visited	
  seabird	
  colonies	
  to	
  obtain	
  meat	
  and	
  eggs.	
  Depending	
  on	
  
skill	
  and	
  weather	
  these	
  expeditions	
  surely	
  involved	
  varying	
  degrees	
  of	
  difficulty	
  and	
  



danger.	
  They	
  involved	
  scaling	
  cliff-­‐faces,	
  landing	
  fragile	
  canoes	
  on	
  rocky	
  shores,	
  and	
  
navigating	
  Newfoundland’s	
  often	
  foggy	
  shorelines.	
  In	
  particular,	
  60	
  km	
  voyages	
  to	
  
Funk	
  Island	
  would	
  have	
  entailed	
  great	
  risk	
  and	
  required	
  navigational	
  acumen	
  
(Montevecchi	
  &	
  Tuck	
  1987,	
  42).	
  But	
  once	
  there	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  encountered	
  an	
  island	
  
teeming	
  with	
  birds	
  and	
  covered	
  with	
  eggs.	
  It	
  was	
  perhaps	
  just	
  the	
  sort	
  of	
  trip	
  and	
  
destination	
  that	
  provided	
  ideological	
  inspiration.	
  The	
  island	
  rookeries	
  were	
  places	
  
where	
  birds	
  came	
  to	
  give	
  birth	
  to	
  new	
  life	
  before	
  departing	
  for	
  distant	
  points	
  
beyond	
  the	
  horizon	
  —	
  but	
  perhaps	
  not	
  beyond	
  the	
  imagination.	
  We	
  envision	
  that	
  
the	
  Beothuk	
  hitched	
  the	
  souls	
  of	
  their	
  dead	
  to	
  this	
  great	
  mystery	
  of	
  bird	
  migration;	
  
they	
  buried	
  their	
  dead	
  in	
  places	
  where	
  birds	
  created	
  life	
  (islands)	
  and	
  hoped	
  that	
  
when	
  the	
  birds	
  departed	
  they	
  took	
  the	
  souls	
  of	
  their	
  dead	
  with	
  them	
  to	
  their	
  island	
  
afterworld	
  (Fig.	
  11).	
  	
  
Conclusion	
  	
  

Some	
  Beothuk	
  likely	
  sought	
  refuge	
  in	
  Indigenous	
  communities	
  in	
  Labrador,	
  Québec,	
  
or	
  Nova	
  Scotia	
  but	
  by	
  the	
  middle	
  of	
  the	
  nineteenth	
  century	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  ceased	
  to	
  
exist	
  as	
  a	
  cultural	
  entity.	
  Today,	
  there	
  remain	
  some	
  outstanding	
  historic	
  accounts	
  of	
  
Beothuk	
  life	
  (Howley	
  1915;	
  Marshall	
  1996)	
  but	
  the	
  archives	
  are	
  largely	
  silent	
  
regarding	
  the	
  complexities	
  of	
  Beothuk	
  cosmology.	
  Accordingly,	
  advancements	
  in	
  our	
  
understanding	
  of	
  Beothuk	
  belief	
  systems	
  are	
  apt	
  to	
  emerge	
  from	
  new	
  archaeological	
  
research	
  and	
  from	
  re-­‐evaluations	
  of	
  the	
  material	
  record.	
  	
  
Belief	
  systems	
  are	
  among	
  the	
  most	
  elusive	
  dimensions	
  of	
  ancient	
  life	
  and	
  are	
  best	
  
approached	
  within	
  the	
  context	
  of	
  lived-­‐experience	
  and	
  with	
  multiple	
  lines	
  of	
  
evidence.	
  Our	
  interpretation	
  of	
  the	
  role	
  of	
  birds	
  in	
  Beothuk	
  cosmology	
  is	
  based	
  on	
  
archaeological	
  records	
  of	
  subsistence,	
  burial	
  goods,	
  burial	
  distribution,	
  bird	
  ecology	
  
and	
  surviving	
  ethnohistoric	
  accounts.	
  	
  
There	
  is	
  ample	
  archaeological	
  evidence	
  that	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  were	
  a	
  coastal	
  people	
  at	
  
the	
  time	
  of	
  contact.	
  Settlement	
  patterns	
  clearly	
  indicate	
  an	
  emphasis	
  on	
  sheltered	
  
bays	
  and	
  the	
  small	
  island	
  archipelagos	
  that	
  seabirds	
  frequent.	
  Historic	
  observations	
  
and	
  faunal	
  evidence	
  also	
  indicate	
  that	
  birds	
  and	
  bird	
  eggs	
  played	
  an	
  important	
  role	
  
in	
  Beothuk	
  diet.	
  Through	
  these	
  experiences	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  must	
  have	
  acquired	
  an	
  
intimate	
  knowledge	
  of	
  daily	
  bird	
  movement	
  (flying,	
  diving	
  and	
  swimming),	
  and	
  the	
  
cyclical	
  nature	
  of	
  bird	
  migration	
  to	
  and	
  from	
  their	
  nesting	
  grounds.	
  We	
  argue	
  that	
  
Beothuk	
  belief	
  systems	
  regarding	
  the	
  dead	
  were	
  informed	
  by	
  these	
  experiences.	
  	
  
One	
  manifestation	
  of	
  bird	
  cosmology	
  is	
  the	
  bone	
  pendant,	
  which	
  depicts	
  avian	
  
anatomy,	
  movement	
  and	
  skeletal	
  motifs	
  suggestive	
  of	
  a	
  transformative	
  state	
  
between	
  life	
  and	
  death.	
  Pendants	
  and	
  bird	
  parts	
  are	
  associated	
  with	
  burials,	
  which	
  
we	
  suggest	
  connects	
  birds	
  to	
  a	
  belief	
  in	
  soul	
  flight.	
  The	
  distribution	
  of	
  Beothuk	
  
burial	
  sites	
  on	
  small	
  coastal	
  islands	
  —	
  places	
  strongly	
  associated	
  with	
  seabirds	
  —	
  
further	
  link	
  the	
  dead	
  to	
  birds.	
  We	
  conclude	
  that	
  birds	
  were	
  spiritual	
  messengers	
  
enlisted	
  to	
  bring	
  the	
  dead	
  to	
  the	
  Beothuk	
  ‘happy	
  island’	
  afterlife.	
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