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A MODERN DENE WOMAN STANDS AS TESTAMENT TO THE POWER OF
SHARING ANCESTRAL WISDOM IN AN INSPIRING CONTEMPORARY WAY

“I am my ancestor’s wildest dreams... a Matriarch rising.” 

Vashti Etzel is a Shuhta/Kaska Dene artist who resides in 
Faro in the Yukon Territory. A self-taught artisan, Etzel, 
through her business Golden Eye Designs, is continuing the 
gift of her grandmother’s legacy as she weaves her ancestral 
knowledge into her creative offerings. Displayed within 
her work are the culture and traditions of her Indigenous 
forebearers. 

“Where we come from is as important as where we are 
going,” Etzel says.

So much of Etzel’s life and work are about bringing depth 
and meaning to the surface so that it can be appreciated 
and preserved. The name Vashti means ‘pretty one’ and 
‘thread’. Golden Eye reflects her eye colour - green and 
grey with golden specks – a connection to her European 
great-grandfather. Gold Eye is also a type of beading needle 
that Etzel uses in her work. Because Etzel has learned her 
craft through experience, she says she believes her talent 
is inherited, a gift through the generations that comes 
from blood memory. Her inspiration comes from her 
grandmother, her Dene roots, and the land around her. 

Etzel taught herself beadwork and moccasin making when 
she wanted her first son to have a pair of moccasins like 
the ones her grandmother had made for her. She copied 

her grandmother’s pattern and then tasked herself to 
learn beadwork. A short time later, a beaded poppy that 
she initially posted online ‘blew up’ her social media feed 
and provided her with the confidence and validation that 
people loved and wanted her work. 

Golden Eye Designs is a six year old business with an ever 
growing community that follows her closely on social 
media and who are quick to snap up the ‘slow fashion’ 
offerings that Etzel showcases and markets online. Etzel 
now excels at design, pattern making, sewing and caribou 
tufting as she incorporates caribou hair, moose hide, and 
materials from the land into the moccasins, jewelry and 
fashion accessories she creates. In her words, she brings a 
“Contemporary Flair to Traditional Items” and often refers 
to her statement pieces as “Dene Adornments”. 

Prior to her current business and stage of life, Etzel worked 
in the mining industry for ten years. Before she entered 
mining she attended Mount Royal University in Calgary 
to take an Earth Science program. Geology and geography 
had always been interests of hers, and it was her intention to 
start a business that would create on-the-land jobs for her 
people. Instead, she went on to do the physically demanding 
work of mining, holding her own in a male-dominated 
industry for a decade. To this day she is proactively involved 
with land management and uses her artist platform to raise 
awareness of environmental issues.

matriarch rising

Vashti Etzel is a Shuhta Dene 
and Kaska Dene artist. Born 

in Fort Smith, N.W.T., Vashti 
spent her childhood in Ross 

River, Yukon. Vashti grew up 
on the land and was immersed 

in stories passed down by her 
family. At the age of 16, she 

dreamed of becoming a well 
known artist. The birth of her 

first child renewed her passion 
for art and inspired her to 

continue her late grandmother’s 
legacy in traditional arts. A 

self-taught artist, Vashti draws 
her inspiration from her late 
grandmother, her roots, and 
the land. Vashti is motivated 

to preserve her Indigenous 
heritage and culture.

Visit www.goldeneyedesigns.ca.
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Born in Fort Smith, N.W.T., Etzel spent much of her 
childhood in Ross River, Yukon, partly raised by her 
grandparents. Etzel admires the multifaceted life her 
grandmother lived – she was a hide tanner, sewer, hunter 
and gardener who also raised nine children. During her 
youth, Etzel’s grandparents taught her how to use a rifle, a 
much needed skill in the wilderness terrain and for hunting. 
From an early age, Etzel was schooled to be extra careful 
when out on the land harvesting, as there are no hospitals 
close by or medi-vacs to aid those who became injured. 
Her grandmother also taught her how to garden, because 
being so far north, fresh produce is not always available for 
purchase in the stores. 

Etzel loves the rootedness of her current life where she lives 
in the interior of the Yukon. A busy mom to three boys 
ages seven, three and 10 months, Etzel and her partner 
Brian - who is also an artist - have created a work-at-home 
schedule that allows each of them the time to pursue their 
work daily.  On a typical day Etzel spends the morning with 
her children, works in her studio from lunch to dinner 
and often works into the evening as well. As important as 
working is, Etzel also focuses on her own wellness and self 
care, with daily practises that help her manifest a ‘good day’  
before she steps foot into her working space. 

Like anyone who lives in rural Canada, the internet is often 
a challenge for Etzel. She also must accept the time it takes 
(two to four weeks) to receive inventory, such as supplies, 
materials and tools from other parts of Canada or the U.S. 
This is a part of her everyday life - as is the lack of cell 
service between towns. Whenever the family sets off on a 
trip, even if it is only the 30 minute drive to Ross River, 
Etzel says their gas tank is full and they have extra warm 
clothing packed for the entire family. 

If she had more time beyond her current roles and 
responsibilities, Etzel says she would love to spend more 
time with Elders to learn and hear the stories that have been 
passed down through the generations. She would also like 
to learn how to tan a moose hide so that she could use it 
within her work and creations. 

Etzel hopes to teach beadwork next winter as a way to share 
and pass along what she is mastering. Through her teaching 
she would like to share the importance of preserving Dene 
traditions and lifestyles and sees this as a way to inspire 
youth in the community. In this way she can also continue 
her grandmother’s legacy. Etzel hopes her two nieces might 
follow her footsteps some day as well. 

@goldeneyedesigns

“Where we 
come from is 
as important 
as where we 
are going.”
 
Vashti
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3 things 
I CAN’T LIVE WITHOUT 

1. Traditional foods
2. Shiny beads
3. Smoked moose hide
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Her advice to other women embarking on an entrepreneurial 
journey...

“Be proud of who you are... discover your roots and where 
you come from. It’s okay to do things that make you 
uncomfortable; they will help you become a better person.”

Etzel stands as a testament to the power of connecting to 
one’s roots. A modern Dene woman, she gains her strength 
and vision by sharing her ancestral knowledge and feels 
empowered by how it often becomes a catalyst that inspires 
others. 

PHOTOGRAPHER BROOKE MARTEL OF BROOKE AMY 
CREATIVE Brooke Martel is an all-around northern girl who was born 
and raised in the Northwest Territories and Yukon. Martel’s life currently 
involves keeping up with her fishing-obsessed fiancé and raising two 
adventurous boys. Martel sees and appreciates all the beauty the world 
has to offer, and thrives when getting to capture people being their most 
authentic selves. Follow Brooke on IG @brooke.amy.creative or visit
www.brookemartel.com

Living a values-based life is the underpinning of what 
creates a sense of belonging, connection, understanding, 
peace, or productivity within us. It is a feeling of coming 
home to ourselves. 

Personal values keep us moving forward when we are 
faced with adversity and are a representation of our most 
meaningful ideals, desires, and ideas. Core values are 
ingrained from childhood by the way we were parented, 
taught, coached, and by what we observed. Therefore, it is 
important that in our adult life we are being proactive in 
adopting values that resonate with our present life or where 
we see ourselves going in the future.
 
Is it important to know and be clear about our values? 
Have you ever heard the theory that we are the average of 
the five people we are around the most? This is not just 
in characteristics; we also adopt the values of those we are 
around most, which when we are not being intentional can 
create confusion, a sense of misalignment and a misguided 
path of the purpose within us. 
 

The environment in which we live and interact can also have 
an incredible impact on who we feel safe to be. Our culture 
is influential and our home environment is where we seek 
comfort, rest, safety, meaningful connection, and self-care 
- which affects our choices and experience of the world. 
There is a projection of values interwoven throughout 
our education systems, media and other organizational 
institutions that may or may not be true to each of us as 
individuals, but is being created as a societal norm. There 
are definite pros and cons to allowing where we live to 
impact how we perceive who we are.

As an example, the prevalent value system in urban centres 
tends to be more impersonal, individualistic, indirect, 
marketed, industrial and focused on material well-being, 
career advancement and a steady stream of hustle. There 
are more opportunities for individuals to “find their tribe,” 
through similar interests, to try new things and have an 
advanced nurtured mindset open to diversity around belief 
systems. However, with the pace that is set to be successful, 
people often feel an increased sense of isolation and 
loneliness. 
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ARE YOU LIVING BY YOUR VALUES?
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