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Resources and Activities

Drawing with Scissors
Molas from Kuna Yala

Blouse, mola. San Blas Islands, Panama, 1950-2000. T2010.1.5. Promised gift of Max Allen.
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After Panama became an independent nation in 1903, a law was passed that forbade the wearing of 
molas, blouse panels made and worn by the Kuna women. The geometric and pictorial patterns on the 
molas articulated the Kuna understanding of the world. At this point the Kuna had had enough of colonial 
interference, and the result was their 1925 Revolution. Following a period of negotiation, the Kuna established 
the right to practice their traditions as well as gaining virtual autonomy over their own territory in the San 
Blas Islands, now called Kuna Yala.

The graphic panels on the mola blouses – done in reverse appliqué and embroidery – depict everything 
the Kuna see around them, from ancient plant and animal spirits to reimagined television news and Disney 
characters. Drawing with Scissors includes nearly 200 molas that are among the earliest known and those 
that were made yesterday, some by Domitila De Leon De Fernandez, the granddaughter of the leader of 
the 1925 Revolution. Photos in the exhibition show the Kuna world of the San Blas Islands, where, in order 
to protect old and successful traditions from the negative impacts of globalization, no outsider may own 
property.

General Curriculum Links
1. Social Science: The exhibition illustrates how molas have become an important symbol of the internal 
strength of one of the most successful indigenous groups in the world today, and how their dialogue with 
the outside world is just as important to their survival as a people as the preservation of their own beliefs 
and culture.  
2. Media Literacy: The exhibition offers concise lessons in “reading” messages in atypical media.
3. Visual Arts: The exhibition examines the unique aesthetic sensibility of Kuna women, who combine pattern 
and colour in a striking way. The use of balance and repetition in the design of the molas will be explored, 
as well as their use of various forms of graphic arts media for inspiration for their designs.
4. Mathematics: Focused examination of the molas in relation to pattern, symmetry, space and line will allow 
students to make practical connections between math concepts and the objects around them.
5. Fashion and Creative Expression: The exhibition will examine the unique style of dress of Kuna women, 
which combines hand-sewn mola blouses, wrap skirts made from imported printed cloth, and beaded 
arm and leg bands. Techniques used in the making of the mola panels, including reverse appliqué and 
embroidery, will also be explained.

Questions your students might ask:
1. Who are the Kuna people?
The Kuna people are an indigenous group in Panama. There are approximately 35,000 Kuna, most of which 
live on a series of islands (the San Blas Islands) off the Atlantic coast of Panama, to the south of the Panama 
Canal. Some Kuna live on the mainland in the Darien region, which is where the Kuna once lived, and some 
Kuna now live in Panamanian cities, especially near the capital. The Kuna’s own name for themselves is tule. 

2. How do molas communicate ideas unique to Kuna culture?
The Kuna people have a rich oral tradition, through which they express their understanding of the world. 
Many of their stories and beliefs are communicated visually through molas. The Kuna believe that each part 
of the natural world is a gift from their deities, Great Father and Great Mother.  As a result, birds, animals 
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and other aspects of nature fi gure prominently in molas. The Kuna believe that the world is composed of 
eight layers, and the layering of pieces of cloth in the making of molas may refl ect this world view. The Kuna 
also believe that there is a galu, a fortress or an enclosure in the otherworld where spirits reside, which 
governs each sphere of human or animal activity.  These galus are often featured on molas.

3. When did Kuna women start making molas?
According to the British pirate and surgeon Lionel Wafer, who was taken in by the Kuna as he recovered 
from a gunshot wound in 1681, the Kuna at that time painted and tattooed their bodies, using red, yellow 
and blue, and the women wore short skirts. It is thought that Christian missionaries encouraged Kuna 
women to more fully cover their bodies, and by the late 19th century the body-paint designs had migrated 
onto blouses being made from commercial cloth. These early molas used the same colours used in earlier 
body art. Although the making of molas is a tradition of just over a century, and their making has been 
dependent on materials introduced from outside Kuna Yala – cotton fabric, manufactured thread, needles 
and steel scissors – the Kuna oral history says that molas were created at the dawn of time. Mola making 
was hidden from human view in Tuipis, the galu governing women’s activity, until its discovery by a godlike 
woman named Nakekiriai.

4.  What is involved in making a mola panel?
Kuna women start by roughly basting layers of cloth together. The design is drawn on the top layer, and 
scissors are used to cut away layers of the fabric to expose other colours underneath. The raw edges are 
turned under and stitched to the layer beneath with matching thread, which is a technique called reverse 
appliqué. Smaller pieces of fabric are inserted between the layers to add more colour to the design. Other 
pieces of fabric may be applied on top, and embroidery is used to add further detail.

5. Why are many of the molas in the exhibition no longer part of blouses?
Molas have become popular collector’s items by tourists and art enthusiasts. They are admired for their 
unique sense of aesthetics, bold graphic patterns, and the skill by which their makers execute them. This 
particular kind of complicated cutting and sewing is done nowhere else in the world, making molas unique 
textile objects. Kuna women have realized that the molas sell better when the panels are cut from the blouse 
and sold separately. The blouses do not fi t tourists, who are usually bigger than the Kuna. Also, in panel 
form, the molas are easier to frame and display, like paintings.  

Questions you might ask your students:
1. If you were to create your own mola, what would it look like? What would you choose to represent, and 
why? Students can share their responses to this question on Social Fabric, the museum’s new interactive 
website (see On-Line Resources below.)

2. Look at the images on your own clothing. How might you categorize the sources that have infl uenced the 
designs (e.g. pop culture, nature, geometry, etc.)?

3. The Kuna were forbidden from wearing molas when Panama became an independent nation in 1903, and 
because of this, the Kuna protested the right to practice their traditions. What unique characteristics of your 
own culture would you refuse to give up if you found yourself in a similar situation?
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4. Like many indigenous groups, the Kuna people have passed on valuable information about their culture, 
values, beliefs and ways of life through the telling of stories. These stories have also been represented 
pictorially on molas. How might you communicate information differently through writing, the spoken word, 
or images? Why might one form be chosen over another?

5. More than half of the molas in the exhibition make use of a form of visual repetition called bilateral 
symmetry, in which images are repeated or refl ected from side to side, top to bottom, or in both directions 
at once (include example). What might inspire the use of this form of visual representation?

On-line Resources
To view more images of the artworks on display as part of this exhibition, please visit the Textile Museum 
of Canada’s website at www.textilemuseum.ca. You can also explore the museum’s permanent collection 
through the Web site, which includes many more examples of molas not included in the exhibition.

Social Fabric is an online environment where visitors to the virtual and physical spaces of the Textile Museum 
of Canada can share stories, knowledge and questions related to textiles. Social Fabric users can upload 
photos, videos, audio recordings and text; they can also rate and comment on responses. Teachers may 
wish to assign one of the Social Fabric questions as a class assignment, and have student responses 
uploaded to the site. The most popular objects and responses will be put on display in an exhibition at the 
Textile Museum of Canada. A mola is one of 50 objects currently featured on Social Fabric, and can be 
found under the “Bright Noisy” tab. Social Fabric can be explored at www.textilemuseum.ca/socialfabric.

The Hood Museum of Art has good teacher resources about molas available on their website at:
http://hoodmuseum.dartmouth.edu/docs/0109teachlearnlookmolas.pdf
http://hoodmuseum.dartmouth.edu/docs/0109teachclassactmolas.pdf

Map of Panama. Source: Government of Panama.
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