
The voice of Disney’s Pocahontas is seduc-
tive and smooth as she speaks on the tele-
phone–e actl  the impression actress 

Irene Bedard doesn’t want to convey, because 
even our politically-correct-obsessed st centu-
ry dismisses Native Americans by over-roman-
ticizing them.

Bedard, who bears an uncanny resemblance 
to Indian Island’s princess Molly Spotted Elk 
(born Mary Alice Nelson), dreams of producing 
a movie about the raven-haired beauty.

The s Penobscot actress, dancer, musi-
cian, poet, and nightclub siren performed in 
Broadway venues, danced for European royal-
ty, and lived the life of a glamorous ex-pat in 
Paris until forced to flee during World War II. 
It’s a story full of irony and wistfulness that Be-
dard first became aware of over a decade ago 
when she read the actress’s biography, oll  
S otted lk: A Penobscot in Paris, by Bunny Mc-
Bride, a Pulitzer Prize-nominated writer who 
spends summers in Bar Harbor researching and 
working with the Abbe Museum. The book viv-
idly recounts the story of Maine’s Penobscot 
Nation and its famous daughter.

But can a film project about a gorgeous Na-
tive American starlet–”the first,” Bedard points 
out, who unabashedly shimmered on screen– 
avoid stereotypes?

Bedard knows about these dangers too 
well. She’s got Maine roots (her mother was an 
Inupiat Eskimo and her father a French Cana-
dian Cree from Skowhegan), and she, too, has 
struggled as an actress to find the courage to 
rise above exploitation, even from well-mean-
ing production companies.

“It’s so funny,” says Bedard, , of the Dis-
ney role that made her a household voice to lit-
tle girls across the globe. “Pocahontas was only 
eleven and a half when she met John Smith, 
and twelve when she threw herself over him to 
save him.”

So why did a politically aware woman of 
twenty-seven agree to play the part?

“ rowing up, I lo ed Disney on Sunday 
nights. You’d see the castle and Tinkerbell going 
across the screen. I knew being part of some-
thing like that could be something your grand-
children will see.”

Disney or not, it was still an emotional deci-

Irene emphasizes she 
won’t rush this proj-
ect: “I am in contact 

with Molly Spotted Elk’s 
family about tribal permissions.”
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BY  CO L I N  W.  S A R G E N T

The actress who voiced Pocahontas is out to 
rescue Native Americana from Hollywood’s 
cliches by putting the story of Maine’s iconic, 
silent-film star–who danced for 
royalty and took Paris 
by fire–up on the 
silver screen. 

The actress who voiced Pocahontas is out to 
rescue Native Americana from Hollywood’s 
cliches by putting the story of Maine’s iconic, 
silent-film star–who danced for 
royalty and took Paris 
by fire–up on the 
silver screen. 

Tomorrow’s a BIG Day! 
Stay HGI Tonight!

The Hilton Garden Inn Portland Airport® is adjacent to the Portland International Airport, and only 10 minutes from 
downtown. Guest rooms offer complimentary wireless Internet, 2 line telephones, voicemail, microwave, refrigerator, 
coffee maker, Herman Miller Ergonomic desk chairs and 32” flat screen HDTV. Our heated indoor pool & whirlpool, 
NEW fitness facility by Precor Now open and a 24 hour airport shuttle and business center will keep you relaxed and 
connected. While American Grill serves breakfast & dinner daily, or our Pavilion pantry is open anytime!

To make reservations,
Visit us at www.portlandhilton.com or call 1-877-STAY-HGI toll free.

Hilton Garden Inn Portland Jetport
145 Jetport Blvd. 
Portland, ME 04102
(207) 828-1117

©2008 Hilton Hospitality, Inc.
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sion. She grew up hearing the word “Pocahon-
tas” used pejoratively. “To me, the one thing 
that stuck in my mind was having been called 
‘Pocahontas’ in a derogatory way.” (As in, 
‘Nice parallel parking, Pocahontas.’)

Besides, this serious actress had already ex-
perienced the indignation of having her char-
acter role neatly wrapped in a pretty little 
package in the Disney live-action film Squanto: 
A Warrior’s Tale.

“My first line in the movie is, ‘Was there 
good hunting, Squanto?’ A stereotypical line. 
He’d just come back from the ocean and had been 
gone for weeks on a hunt. Men don’t survive 
from this! There was this huge relief and cele-
bration, and the very first thing she says is, 
‘Squanto, was there good hunting?’ I fought 
the battle, and I lost the battle to a certain point. 
What I did was, knowing it was a Disney mov-
ie, I ran up to him and said the same words in a 
different way.”

Bedard’s intentional change of tone–from 
innocent and earnest to suggestive and co-
quettish–made her point, and then it went 
straight to the cutting-room floor. Her dia-
logue was edited to a single word: “Squanto!”

“But I accomplished my goal in sort of a 
sideways way. I learned I not only had to stand 
up for the personal directives of my character 
but also the cultural perspectives of my charac-
ter. The best way was not to say, ‘No, this 
doesn’t work.’ It was, ‘Let me show you, let me 
teach you, here’s an alternative.’” 

On the set of Lakota Woman, knowing Be-
dard was wrestling with the guilt and wonder 
of taking on the Pocahontas gig,“the famous 
Native American actress Tantoo Cardinal saw 
me thinking about it and said, ‘Irene, I know 
you. You’re strong and a native woman. I 
know you will fight every battle that needs to 
be fought. You are the right person for this job. 
Take it.’

“It was another ‘manifest destiny’ part. I’d 
just done Squanto, one of the manifest destiny 
characters, and now it’s Pocahontas–a manifest 
destiny character written into a history by the 
victors…[portraying Indians as those] who 
helped and pushed along the prevailing soci-
ety. I went down and met with [Disney].”

Which brings us, after many ambitious 
roles and hunts for edgy, modern parts for Na-
tive American actresses, to Bedard’s dream of 
chasing Molly Spotted Elk and her legend to 
make a movie that will make a difference, that 
will not require “compromised truth.”

“I have started Bundle of Arrows produc-
tion company. Our first projects are a couple of 

and eventually married French political jour-
nalist Jean Archambaud. They had a daughter, 
Jean. When World War II hit France, Molly 
and her daughter had to flee across the Pyre-
nees without her husband (a known anti-Nazi 
activist), who was directing the Red Cross Re-
lief efforts near Bordeaux. Molly never saw or 
heard from him again.

It was a turning point in Molly’s life. “She 
went through a real dark period and was insti-
tutionalized for a time. Then she went to New 
York, but her soul was damaged…I think go-
ing back to Indian Island in Maine and discov-
ering her poetry and dance and basket 
weaving and the creativity–I think that idea, of 
walking in beauty, was her triumph in life. She 
learned how to find beauty on her own terms.”

Asked which scenes she’s itching to shoot 
first, Bedard says immediately, “I think of her 
being in the chorus line in vaudeville, where 
there’s this line of women and they move at 
the same time, wear the same clothes, and yet 
there’s something so different, so out-of-this-
world, about her. 

“When she fought to say, ‘Hey, I want to 
perform traditional dances,’ they put her in a 
short outfit with a feather on her head. It was 
such a stereotype in the shape of sexual dis-
missal and spiritually where she wasn’t 
coming from.” 

As for how Bedard will avoid caricature 
within the Molly project, she’s going to visit 
Maine extensively to better understand Mol-
ly’s haunts here.

“Oh, yes. Definitely. My father actually was 
from Skowhegan, so I have family in Maine 
that I visit; in fact, I’ll be there this summer.”

Because she understands the importance of 
getting things right, Bedard is willing to take 
her time with this project.

“I’m just one woman, doing the work I can 
do. I don’t speak for all Native Americans be-
cause no one can. I try my best to be honest and 
truthful…My whole concept is to bring us into 
contemporary society. We’ve done the histori-
cal stories; now it’s time to be romantic, come-
dic, and contemporary, and a lot of Molly’s life 
[resonates with this].”

What might Molly tell Bedard, her fellow 
actor, from across the years once filming be-
gins? “She’d tell me that loving her daughter, 
and the love she had for her husband, was the 
most important work of her life. The love of 
her people. For her, it’s all about finding your 
true heart through love and beauty.” �

>> For more images, visit portlandmonthly.com.

contemporary projects with full native cast 
and crew, but Molly Spotted Elk is something 
I’ve had in mind for so long. I’d like to work 
with a French production entity or director so 
we can shoot in Paris. Her story is epic in scale, 
so I need a director who can do it.”

Because Molly Spotted Elk was a gifted poet 
and what the Penobscots call “one of the hard 
ones” (that is, endowed with spiritual powers), 
Bedard envisions mystical interior monologue 
to accompany Molly’s deep story arc. 

“She’s coming from this small place and 

going to New York City and trying to fit into 
the prevalent society and realizing she’s not 
going to be able to take what’s truly at her 
heart–her cultural beauty–with her, because 
there was no place for it to shine.”

Molly’s search for cultural acceptance even-
tually draws her to Paris, where–like Josephine 
Baker–she found appreciation for her caramel 
skin and unusual cultural heritage. “[It was] go 
to Paris, go to what’s close to your heart, you 
know, make this trek across the ocean to be this re-
ally exotic human being who doesn’t speak 
their language, yet [in daring to do this] she 
finds a way to become herself with her partic-
ular artistic beauty and really grow and be-
come a beautiful, shining thing.”

Molly was happy in France, where she met 
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Irene Bedard recently appeared on Turner 
Classic Movies to discuss the ways Holly-
wood has done violence to the truth in 
terms of portraying Native Americans. A 
scalding example, the segment shows, is 
Northwest Passage, by Kenneth Roberts, 
the Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist who was 
born in Maine. Just watch the attack on St. 
Francis with today’s eyes, and you see it not 
so much as an act of retribution but a cele-
bration of mass murder. 

Does Bedard think that in the 1930s, 
Roberts had artistic responsibilities to 
see more than one side of this event, or 
was he a product of his times? 

“As a Native American, when you’re 
growing up with those depictions, it’s 
also very confusing! You find yourself 
thinking, ‘Oh, they should have done 
that,’ and then you find yourself realiz-
ing, ‘Oh, wait a minute!’” 

Narrow
Thinking 

FI
LE

 P
H

O
TO

  SG10 70-73 spotted elk.indd   73 6/4/10   2:01 AM




