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Figure 1. Thunderbird Strike, 2017. Image courtesy of Elizabeth LaPensée. 
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Abstract 

Thunderbird Strike, a 2D side-scroller devel- awareness of risks posed by oil pipeline con-
oped by Elizabeth LaPensée, allows a player struction for the conveyance of tar sands. 
fly from the Tar Sands to the Great Lakes as a Thunderbird Strike was developed through
thunderbird protecting Turtle Island with sear- residencies including O k’inādās Residency, 
ing lightning against the snake that threatens The Banff Musicians in Residence Program, 
to swallow the lands and waters whole. The and Territ-Aur(i)al Imprints Exchange thanks 
game encouraged players to learn about the to the 2016 Artist Fellowship grant from the 
indigenous culture, reflect on water protec- Arrowhead Regional Arts Council. 
tion and alternative energy sources, and gain 
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INTRODUCTION 

code, art, writing, and audio—can be acts of 

-

sense of presence, the continuance of native sto-

Native survivance stories are renunciations of 
1 Survivance 

of Indigenous peoples in the face of coloniza-

by settlers—it is about nourishing Indigenous 

Thunder-
bird Strike 
adapts Anishinaabe stories about thunderbirds 

the inspiration for legal discussions regarding 

-
thetic and legal ways.2

Aesthetically, Thunderbird Strike 
brings Anishinaabe Woodlands-style art to stop-

-

-
lines that intrude on Indigenous territories. The 

by oil operations. 

-
3 As the artist and de-

received.4

also used to propose a new bill to control artistic 
5

-
-

not played it—had positive interpretations.6

Thunderbird Strike have described the 

7

-

Thunderbird Strike 

-

in Michigan, tells a version of the story in which 

the lands and waters are split and poisoned by 

around their shared concerns. 
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MOTIVATION 

living in a post-apocalyptic world.8 For Anishi-

ended due to the onslaught of colonization. 

-
Thunder-

bird Strike
-

Through Thunderbird Strike

-
-

Thunder-
bird Strike 
Michif voices. 

-

-
-

Figure 2. Thunderbird Strike, “Thunderbird Woman,” adapted from Isaac Murdoch, 2016. Image courtesy of Elizabeth LaPensée. 
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Figure 3. Thunderbird Strike, “No Pipelines on Indigenous Land,” adapted from Dylan Miner, 2016. 
Image courtesy of Elizabeth LaPensée. 

Figure 4. Thunderbird Strike, “Snake Boss,” 2016. Image courtesy of Elizabeth LaPensée. 
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-

-
ing gatherings regarding issues with pipelines, 

-

9

-

-
ing gatherings for posters, banners, and shirts 

-
low. I integrated his representation into Thun-
derbird Strike, which inspired the way the boss 

are not unilaterally representations of evil. There 

that threatens to swallow the lands and waters 
whole. All life can be honored, and all greed 

-
ance, which carries through Thunderbird Strike’s 

GAMEPLAY 

In Thunderbird Strike

actively guiding the thunderbird player char-

scrolls in the opposite direction of conventional 

of left to right, in recognition of Anishinaabeg 

-

-

based on balance, rather than the good vs. evil 

what I hope for the lands, waters, and all con-
nected life—balance. 

players can choose to focus on the revival and 

-

Figure 5. Thunderbird Strike Level Map, 2017. Image courtesy of Elizabeth LaPensée. 
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Figure 6. Thunderbird Strike Level 1, 2016. Image courtesy of Elizabeth LaPensée.Figure 6. Thunderbird Strike Level 1, 2016. Image courtesy of Elizabeth LaPensée. 

-

-
digenous ways of life that were disrupted by the 
greed of overhunting during the fur trade era.10

-

neutral points towards the total high score. 
-

-

contributes to Restoration points, while gather-

IMPACT 

oil lobbyist (and later a senator in Minnesota) 

Thunderbird 
Strike 
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Figure 7. Thunderbird Strike Level 2, 2016. Image courtesy of Elizabeth LaPensée. 

11 The press release also 

though it was created independently and only 

-
veloping Thunderbird Strike, about which I was 

-

Minnesota senator was alerted by the oil lobby-
ist, because Thunderbird Strike was funded by an 

-

in Minnesota was a proviso of the fellowship) 
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around Fond du Lac reservation. I had delayed 

-

fellowship application. In fact, Thunderbird Strike 

-
self, the accusations by oil lobbyists and the 
senator were aired on national news, includ-

Thunderbird Strike incites and 
even trains eco-terrorists.12

-

peoples.13

-

Figure 8. Elizabeth LaPensée, Nokomis Tends the Lands with Waters in Hand, 2017. Image courtesy of the artist. 
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Thunderbird Strike as the catalyst. The latest at-

a civil penalty for any artist who receives gov-

14

Thunderbird Strike -

-

FUTURE WORK 

-

-
won at Batchewana First Nation in Baawaating. 

with both wind turbines and solar panels, as 
well as participates in testing water cleaning de-
vices that use sound technology. This hope for 

Thun-
derbird Strike 
will continue on with hope for generating dis-
cussion around the wellbeing of lands, waters, 

Thunderbird Strike include festival circulation as 

with art that depicts alternative energy sources 
and draws attention to Indigenous perspectives 

Thunderbird Strike
hope for the future. 

Bio 
Elizabeth LaPensée, Ph.D. is an award-win-
ning designer, writer, artist, and researcher 
who creates and studies Indigenous-led me-
dia such as games and comics. She is Anishi-
naabe from Baawaating with relations at Bay 
Mills Indian Community and Métis named for 
Elizabeth Morris. She is Assistant Professor of 
Media & Information and Writing, Rhetoric & 
American Cultures at Michigan State Univer-
sity and a 2018 Guggenheim Foundation Fellow. 
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