The meaning of Morning Star
Morning Star, Alex Janvier’s immense abstract painting at the Canadian Museum of Civilization, illustrates the history of the land we live in. The deeply symbolic artwork is a commentary on the clash of cultures that took place after Europeans arrived in North America and encountered Indigenous peoples, and expresses hopes of mutual respect and conciliation between these different traditions. These ideas strongly reflect themes found in the Museum of Civilization's permanent exhibitions.

The Morning Star: Seen in its entirety, the painting appears to have exploded from the tiny white circle in the centre. This is the Morning Star — Gambeh Then’ in the artist’s Dene language. It is a guiding light for hunters and trappers, the source of all creation, and a metaphor for the path to respect and conciliation.
Circular Shape: The painting’s round form echoes the spiritual, physical, human and natural circle of life.
Geometric Lines: The sharp beams of colour radiating from the centre evoke traditional Dene porcupine quillwork and represent the various First Nations cultures, united but separate. This inner circle represents the Native value system.
Organic Shapes: The shards of colour are interrupted by a ring of more organic forms representing the appearance of European ideas and beliefs. The juxtaposition of geometric and organic shapes symbolizes the struggle between the two value systems.

Four Quadrants: The painting has four distinct areas of colour representing four distinct periods of Canadian history, seen from an Aboriginal perspective and viewed in a counterclockwise direction. The quadrants reflect the significance of the number four to Aboriginal traditions: four seasons, four cardinal points, four directions. 

Yellow Quadrant: Yellow represents the time of pre-contact. A balance of colour and shape reflects a time when the First Peoples lived in harmony with nature and practiced their own spirituality. This peaceful era was interrupted by Christopher Columbus’s arrival in the Americas in 1492, an event symbolized by a stylized sail.
Blue Quadrant: Blue depicts the contact period and the period of decline. This is a time of turbulence, when the arrival of Europeans overwhelmed traditional Indigenous cultures. Diseases introduced by the newcomers devastated Aboriginal populations and threatened their very existence. According to Janvier, as First Peoples became more Christianized, they turned more to organic, flowing designs and moved away from producing strongly geometric designs.
Red Quadrant: Red is symbolic of an era when Aboriginal people began insisting that their voices be heard. It stands for a time of revival and a new optimism beginning in the mid-20th century, when struggle and disenchantment gave way to a new determination. First Peoples began agitating to take charge of their own future and preserve what remained of their traditional ways of life.

White Quadrant: The white quadrant links back to the white centre of Morning Star. It signifies a time of healing and renewed self-respect for Aboriginal peoples. It also represents the artist’s hopes for the future with reconciliation between the Aboriginal and the non-Aboriginal peoples of the Americas. 
