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SNEA DESIGN TEXT 
Southern New England Algonquin (SNEA) design can possess symbolic content more meaningful than simple 

decoration. Design can represent the spiritual force (manut) that emanates through all things. Symbols are 

representations of that force. Design symbolism can function as a way of defining cultural separation, social 

interaction, and in some cases, an opportunity for economic exchange. 

●​ Design can imbue an object with manut. 

●​ Design can help maintain balance and harmony. It is an agreement with nature. 

●​ Design can record history using ancestral symbols to provide a frame of reference to the present. 

●​ Design can document agreements. 

​ Design interpretation is based on the tradition of symbols passed culturally. Design symbols can be 

specific to a region, a particular community, a particular clan, or to an individual. 

​ Reading of design symbolism uncovers a script of traditions that preserves and maintains spirituality, 

honoring manut, continuity of culture, empowering one’s self and one’s people, and the resistance to the 

effects of others/ to not be controlled. Historically, design was separated into three zones or into three 

horizontal or strongly diagonal bands.  Generally, 2 colors were most commonly used. Red, (from 

cranberries) and dark blue, (from pokeweed berries) has been used by Mashantucket Pequot people for 

generations. 

​ Some of the ways design symbols have been employed 

●​ Etched into stone, shell or bone 

●​ Etched into skin (tattoos) 

●​ Etched into ceramics 

●​ Carved onto wood 

●​ Pokerwork (Pyrography/ wood burning) 

●​ Woven into objects 

●​ Embroidered onto objects 

●​ Painted, stamped, and swabbed onto objects 

●​ Inlayed into objects 

●​ Constructed within ceremonial structures 

 

As in all forms of communication, designs have transformed and continued over time. 

THE FOLLOWING ARE INCLUDED BUT NOT LIMITED EXAMPLES OF SNEA DESIGN 
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3 banded motif: The 3 band motif is 3 distinct bands of design encircling objects. Each band 

represents realms of the Sky world, the Earth, and the Underwater world. 
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Dots: Can represent beings, such as human beings, ancestral beings, and star beings. They can also 

represent the spirit force when placed centrally. 

 

Life Trails: Represent one’s life’s journey depicting the people one meets (represented by dots) 

and the food and medicine plants one encounters (represented by floral motifs). Undulations 

represent the successes and challenges in one’s life.  
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Medallions:  

Domed:  Can represent homes, conveying group cohesion and community. The central dot 

represents the spirit force. Concurrently this can represent the 4 directions emanating from the    

spirit force as domes and the additional 4 directions represented with differing design elements.
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Stockade: Stockaded medallions can represent borders of the community. Design elements 

outside the borders represent community members living outside the community in enclaves. 
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Crosses: Crosses can represent the 4 directions. Supplemental design elements to the basic “X” 

represents the additional cardinal directions. 
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Pinwheels: Can represent the 8 directions / winds. Each line representing North/Northwest, 

East/Northeast, South/Southeast, West/Southwest. 
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Triangles: Can represent community or alliance. 
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Bars: Bars incorporate the 3 band motif (Sky, Earth, Underwater). Can be used to separate design 

zones or border an object. Bars can also represent the weave of a basket. 
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Domes: Domes can represent the Sky World (covering Earth) 
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Celestial Bodies:  Circles can represent the sun, moon, or stars. These can also represent the 

spirit force when placed centrally. 
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Water: These designs can represent water and when inverted can represent rain. 
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Floral Motifs:  Plant depictions symbolize the food that sustains life and medicines to heal 

or ward off illness. Dots surrounding a floral image can indicate a plant particularly useful to people. 

Leaves: 
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Flowers:  
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Chains: Vertical chains sometimes were used to border a design field encompassing the design 

story within. Chains have also been used to indicate one’s lineage. 
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Celestial Tree: The Celestial tree connects the earth to the sky realm. Can represent greater 

knowledge, growth, and understanding. 

                 



26 
 

 



27 
 

 



28 
 

Anthropomorphic: 

Manutooak: Depicting Spirit in design can imbue an object with manut. Depicting Spirits can also 

honor a particular Spirit. 
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Human Beings: 
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Thunder Beings: Sky Realm Beings. Maintain balance in the world. Communicate with the 

Stars/Star Beings 
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Horned Serpent: Maintain balance in the underwater realm. Often in opposition to the 

Thunder Beings. 
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Animal depictions: Animal depictions can symbolize the respect for life and the 

importance of maintaining balance and harmony in nature. Vivid depictions generally are not used as 

to not offend or be directed at an individual animal. Similarly, eyes are generally not depicted. Eyes are 

used, however, when a spiritual quality is assigned to the depiction. 

Sky Beings: 
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Land Beings: 
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Water Beings: 
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Northeastern Regional Depictions: 

Trickster Rabbit: Pipe Smoking indicates magic/communication with the Sky World. Smoking 

Rabbit is depicted having eyes due to this magical quality. 

 

 

 

 

Curvilinear Designs:  
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