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THE ARTIST
Masks of Ned Bear: “Pawakon” 

— Spirit-guides of Nature

Ned Bear

Ned Bear’s carved wooden masks are well
known in New Bruns wick and beyond; his rep u -
ta tion for cre at ing spir ited pieces is grow ing
inter na tion ally. He cur rently resides within the
city of Fred er ic ton, New Bruns wick. His late
father was a Plains Cree from Muskoday First
Nations, just out side Prince Albert, Sas katch e -
wan, and met Ned’s mother while sta tioned in
New Bruns wick before being sent to France in
World War II. Com ing from a fam ily of nine
sib lings, Bear recalls that his fam ily barely sur -
vived finan cially. His father was wounded in the 
war and received a meagre pen sion, and his
mother sup ple mented this with house keep ing
work and childcare.

Today, Bear attrib utes his artis tic out look to his boy hood expe ri ence of liv ing
in abject pov erty. “I believe these life events of scar city in mate rial pos ses sions
did affect my worldview per cep tion. This, of course, reflects upon my cre ative
approach and how I attempt to express my artis tic con cepts, which are essen tially
spir i tual in nature, or per haps I can say spirits of nature.”

Bear has always felt a com mu nion with var i ous spir i tual aspects of life that
were close to his her i tage. As a young boy, Ned was play ing within the com mu -
nity when he came across a white-haired Native Elder carv ing in his work -
shop. Imme di ately he felt a call ing to stop and observe this old man. As he did
so, he began to feel very calm and reas sured, and knew at once that he had it in
his heart and soul to be a carver also. For Bear, this was an extraor di nary hap -
pen ing and he con sid ered it as a very per sonal epiph any. To this day, he is still
not quite sure if this event really occurred, or if it was actu ally a wak ing dream
or vision. Which ever it was, the expe ri ence inspired Bear and he became deter -
mined to become an accom plished carver. With lit tle or no sup port he pur sued
this vision, and has been an accom plished art ist of nat u ral media for the past 20
years.

Bear received for mal train ing at the New Bruns wick Col lege of Craft and
Design in Fred er ic ton, and was the first Aborig i nal stu dent to grad u ate from that
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insti tu tion. He cred its George Fry (for mer Direc tor of the school and a close per -
sonal friend) for mak ing a major dif fer ence in his artis tic career. About to give up 
on his aca demic stud ies, Bear was per suaded by Mr. Fry to return and con tinue
his stud ies; Ned even tu ally grad u ated with Hon ours. Ned pur sued fur ther stud ies
in Native & Fine Arts at the Sas katch e wan Indian Fed er ated Col lege (now known 
as The First Nations Uni ver sity of Can ada) in Regina, Sas katch e wan, and then
moved on to study at The Nova Sco tia Col lege of Art and Design, in Hal i fax,
Nova Sco tia. He holds a Bach e lor of Edu ca tion degree from Uni ver sity of New
Bruns wick with his major in Native Arts; with this dis ci pline always being his
choice, he also continued to pursue a master’s degree in Art Education.

Bear’s focus is on giv ing a con tem po rary inter pre ta tion to tra di tional spir i tual
beliefs. He expresses this in sculpted masks of var i ous wood types, and also works 
in carv ing fig ure-forms into mar ble or var ied lime stones. Ned has been involved in 
the research, pro duc tion and play ing of the tra di tional Native Amer i can flute and
hand-drum. Among other pro fes sional involve ments, he is Co-Chair of ‘Na tions in
a Cir cle’, an East coast First Nation art ist-sup port orga ni za tion. Ned con tin ues to
par tic i pate in numer ous national and regional solo and group art shows, pre sent -
ing artworks that are guided by his sense of spir i tual val ues got ten from his
Native back ground and from his keen inter est and per son ally ded i cated stud ies in
‘Tao ism’ — a com pre hen sive east ern phi los o phy.

He is cur rently teach ing part-time the art of Native-flute mak ing and play ing
to stu dents of the music depart ment at the Leo Hayes High School in Fred er ic -
ton. He also recently received a research fel low ship from the ‘Smith so nian Insti -
tute’, New York City, set to hap pen this fall, and was also awarded with Can ada
Coun cil sup port to carve sev eral ‘pawakon’ (spirit-help ers) along a his toric Native
trail in New Bruns wick.
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