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n 1884, as part of its ellonis 10 prohibit certain Indian ritual practices, the United States Government
banned participation in a number of Indian ceremonies. For the tribes of the Northern Plains, this
prohibition applied directly to the Sun Dance, a central religious rite, but it also impinged upon dances
of the warrior and dream societies. Although some of these activities continued away Irom government
scrutiny, it wasnot until 1933 that the government lifted its ban and dance activities resumed in the changing

contexts of reservation and “Americanized” life.

Today, dance and dance events — including the songs, dance dress, anc gatherings of the people —are
nﬁnng the strongest overt expressions and measures of the perpetuation of Indian life and culture among the
peaple of the Northern Plains tribes. Although the powwow is the mast visible public dance complex shared
by Northern Plains peoples, participation in the ceremonial Sun Dance has increased in some areas and winter
social dances are still held in community halls and some homes (fig. 139)*

Inn earlier times, male warrior society members were the primary participants in the warrior-related dance
complex. Today, however, powwows are more open— men, women, and even young hoys and girls dance
o express, explore, and celebrate their “Indianness” (fig. 140).* This participation by young and old dancers,
along with the large cash prizes at contest powwows, indicates that Indian dance and music are alive and well

and that they will remain a significant element of Indian culture and group life in coming years and generations.






he Northern Plains culture and dance area is generally considered to be between the Rocky Mountains
and the wooded lakes country of Minnesota and Ontario, covering the Dakotas, Wyoming, Montana,
Alberta, and Saskatchewan. The corresponding tribes are: the Lakota/Dakota, Northern Cheyerine,
Shoshone, Arapaho, Crow, Flathead, Gros Ventre, Assiniboine, Blood, Blackfeet, Plains Cree, and Plains
Ojibwa, among others. Certain other tribes to the west —including the Ute, Taos, and various tribes in
Washington, Oregon, and British Columbia —also share certain dance elements of the Plains tribes. These
tribes speak languages primarily from the Siouan and Algonquian linguistic families, which are unrelated. While
each has its own traditions and styles of dress and dance, these tribes also share many relaied and analogous
practices in terms of dance and dress styles, types of dances, and types of dance complexes and events
Northern Plains dance, dress, and song styles have been distinguished from Southem Plains styles by
secondary details such as feather busile construction, song tessitura (northern songs are usually higher than
southern), drumming patterns, and etiquette. The overall aesthetic of northern styles tends to be looser or [reer,

while southern styles tend, comparatively speaking, to be more controlled or more formal and reserved.

he dance practices of the Lakota or Dakota Sioux people are representative of the Northemn Flains area.
These people, popularly referred 1o in English as the Sioux, comprise seven major divisions and refer
to themselves variously in the three respective dialects of their language as the Lakota, Dakota, or Nakota
people. The Lakota people have home reservations west of the Missouri River in North and South
Dakota, Dakota groups live in the Dakotas and Minnesota and in Canada, while Nakota speakers live
in Montana, near the Dakota speakers. Eastern and northern groups also share some cultural characteristics
with Algonquian and other Siouan tribes, including the Ojibwa and Winnebago.
The earliest origins of Plains Indian dances remain obscure, but origin stories and explanations exist for the
Sun Dance, for some warrior societies, and lor some social dances and modern dance styles. It is clear that earlier
male grass dancers imitated animals as well as hunting or warrior actions.” Such imitative, pantomimic actions
are seen today in the Sneak-up Dance, in which dancers crouch to sneak-up and scout the enemy, and in some
versions of the Pick-up Dance, in which a dancer (or set of four dancers) dances to pick up an eagle feather
that has dropped from a dancer’s outlit. They circle and approach the fallen leather as they would surround and
attack an enemy. Each then extends his hand or fan over the feather as if counting coup on it — ie., each
imitates touching an enemy to gain war honors. Veterans are normally chosen to perform the Pick-up Dance
because only a veteran has the right to wear, or pass on the right to wear, eaple feathers as pant of dance dress.
Lakota and Dakota people have also attributed the traditional male grass dancer style to the imitation of
the strutting of the male prairie chicken, and at least one commentator has indicated a courting as well as
warrior function for the dance (fig. 141).°
During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the Lakota/Dakota tribes had numerous soldier organiza-
tions or warrior societies. Each society, such as the Cante Tinza (Strong Hearts) and the Tolala (Foxes), had its
own songs, dances, and dance regulations, as well as specific dress items and paraphernalia worn or carried only
by particular officers and members.” These warrior society dances, dance styles, dress items, and paraphemnalia

are the origin of, and basis for, many of today’s powwow outfits and lor particular dances and dance procedures.
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LIne sOCle Ly, Ine Limana and the Omaha Dance, which came to the La <ota from the Cmaha tribe Decame

1e basis ol traditional powwow practices, including use of the eagle-feather bustle and the porcupine-hair

roach” headdress (fig. 142).

During the latter nineteenth century, the warrior societies declined. At the same time, intertribal contact
was spreading the Omaha Dance. A general powwow type of dance became common. It also became more socia
n nature, and even women and children, whao had had only limited participation in the warrior dances and
soC1eles, now 100K 8 more active _‘Z'_.':

[he reasons for performing the Sun Dance, the Ghost Dance of the 1880s, and even the warrior society
dances obviously go beyond performance. Dances portraying a warrior's exploits served directly to recount
ind reward such deeds. The early Sun Dance also contained warrior-related elements, and dancers [requently
were warriors dancing their fulfillmem of vows® Further, all dances involved the individual's and the

people’s relationship with mystic power or powers in the universe, both spiritual and material. Dancers dance

1o fulfill religious vows, to acquire or celebrate power or protection, or to bring blessings upon themselves or

relatives or the people. Dance dress outfits use sacred eagle leathers (fig. 143), cosmic designs, and elements

"

such as red paint in the hair part that come from other ceremonies. Even a drum may be named and blessed.

Thus, there were and are many specific prescriptions and proscriptions about proper procedure and

|'f:|:'ZL'I|‘-.i|I.'IZ EVEN In VE MOTE SSCular .'-.':,l and social POWWONY SELLINES, Specilic eliquells poverms

dancers’ and others’ behavior or movements around the dance arena or at the drums, or when handling certair
dress items and paraphernalia. At the same time, as indicated below, there are also social dances today

are done purely for the enjoyment of dancers and spectators
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Today a powwow is & get-together by the people to dance, look on, and visit (figs. 144, 145). The main purpase

may be social, but civil and even religious ceremonial elements remain important, such as honoring a veteran

£

or other person with honor songs, or receiving a lamily back into public life after a period of mouming Throug

these practices, powwows help to sustain traditional values and tribal and kinship ties

|-dress Monthe

Dance is by nature visual movement {fig. 146). And fu ' Plains powwow dancing is

self-consciously visual in movement and dress. Newcomers visiting and watching a major powwow are

invariably struck by the bright colors and elaborate detail of the feathered, quilled, beaded, appliquéd, fringed

and otherwise decorated dance outfits and the varied indis idual movements and styles af the dancers ifig. 1477,

Int recent years, there has been a renaissance in both traditional and modern-style dance clothing, Indian people

enjoy and appreciate the effects of this creativity; many do so with the practiced eye of the connoisseur, noting
smaller details of style and correctness. And even in non-costume social dances, such as the Rabbit Dance.
subtleties of movement and style are noted by discriminating viewers as well as dancers.

Nevertheless, rraditional Lakota and Northern Plains Indian dancing are never conducted in a Western “art
lor art’s sake” fashion. Lakota dances, while complete, legitimate artistic performances, are also always social and
cultural events. The dancers and singers,
even while enjoying and displaying
dancingand singing as such, do not dance
as separate from the people (as audience)
or the social setting. Rather, the dances
and songs are vital parts of the gather-
ing of the people. Singers are absolutely
NECESSATY, and dancers ¢ ssential, to pow-
wows and related events

Although the Lakota people call a
local dance or larger intertribal powwow
a wacipi (dance), dancers are most often
thanked by those putting on the event

not for their fine performance, but for

“helping out.” The dancers dance neither

forthe

mselves nor just to present a perfor

mance tothe audience, but Lo help make the gathering of the people and the continuation of tribal culture possible

and eflective. One dances with, for, on behall of, and in relationship to the people and the social

cultural purposes of the event. Active, prominent dancers are recognized and appreciated not only for dance

prowess, but for their leadership and consistent contribution to the life of the people by making events possible

and successful. Similarly, good singers are those not merely with good voices, but with the know ge and

hy
L

memory of the various specific songs needed or requested. Such memory is important to the neople.

The social importance does not exclude personal enjoyment. Again, Black Bear says:

In the dances the reason why the men, young men, boys, women, young women and girls dance the
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Powwows are thus a major petforming arts form in contemporary Indian culture that offers an impor-
tant performing experience for participants. But, more than this, they bring the people together specifically
as members of a tribe or as Indian people. Powwows help sustain particular social or kinship positions,
relationships, and values — through the honoring songs; the giving of gifis 10 selected people; through the
chaices afhead singers and dancers and other positions; and through the procedures, etiquette, and explanatory
speeches incorporated as part of the proceedings (fig, 148).

These events provide one arena, one setting in which traditional and neotraditional ways can be acted out
and verbalized, and in which Indian identity can be openly and directly expressed, practiced, and promoted —

n contrast to many other settings, in which Indian people must survive in the dominant society.
*
*Ie
*

powwow consists of many different program items and elements. The event or program normally
begins with the Grand Entry, a flag song, and an invocation. The Grand Entry is the parade entrance
of all costumed dancers (fig. 149), Spectators generally stand in honor of the dancers, and of the flag—

traditional stalf and/or U.S. flags — carried by the lead dancers, The song used may be a general

ntertribal Omaha or specific parade or grass-lattening song.
The llag song or national anthem is a specially composed song with a text honoring llag and country, Many

tribes have their own flag song. The text of the Lakota National Anthem states the words of a soldier:

Tunkasilayapi tawapaha kin othanke sni najin htelo
Iyohlate oyate kin wicicagin;

ktaca, lecamon.

(The flag of the United States will fly forever.

Under it the people will grow and prosper;

Therefore have I done this [fought for my country])."

Everyone stands without dancing for this. This song, like “The Star Spangled Banner,” is also used on
other formal occasions. In Indian schools serving Lakota and Dakota students and communities, for example,
It is sometimes sung at the start of school graduation ceremonies and belore basketball games.

Following the flag song, the person who is asked to pray the invocation then offers a prayer, either in a
traditional Indian or Christian manner, depending on his personal belief and practice. This may be followed by
a welcome from the head of the commitiee or organization sponsoring the powwow.

Various kinds of dances are usually performed during the course of a powwow. The Sneak-up Dance, also
called the Scouting or Wounded Warrior Dance, is ofien done first. The dance is traditionally performed by
male dancers who imitate the sneaking up on, and battle with, the enemy; today children and women often
join in.

One version of the song tells of a brave warrior who has been wounded in battle and is being carried back
by his comrades:

Le yuha manipe,
eca blotahunka ca wisoseyape.
(They are carrying him;

he was a very brave man, so they wounded him).”



Lakota people’s powwows

The main kind of general dancing that makes up the core of the Dakota anc

is called the Grass Dance — referring to the earlier Grass Dance society dance style and the braided sweet

grass womn in dancers’ belts — or Omaha Dance (so-called because they received this dance from the Omaha

people). At today’s powwows around the country this general dancing is also termed intertribal dancing, since

sresent. The songs may have words, but often use only vocables (sing

members of various tribes are often

syllables). Among the Winnebago, Omaha, Eastern Dakota, and several other Siouian-speaking people, the

traclitional SONgEs, forms l.‘l--.:l.ll'l.".r.:;:_ and dance event are called Helushha (War Dance), refe ring Lo the "-"‘|'|l"'.'|r.'i.|

ANCErS.

male warnor ¢

Several additional dances are often included in the powwow event. The Round Dance is a circle dance

that derives in different tribal areas [rom earlier victory or friendship dance forms. Today it is done as an open
dance in which everyone, including visitors, may
participate, whether in powwow dance dress or not

The Rabbit Dance and Two-step are social
partner dances done for fun; the texts to the dances
are often love songs. They are “ladies’ choice” dances
and participants need not wear any special dance
or traditional dress. A typical Rabbit Dance song
Iwith English words) says, “Dearie, why don't yvou
look at me? | know you will come back to me, so
| don't worry

Several other special kinds of dances may be
"-n,,il,.\,l INLG I'I.\_ |':l. TN 5L :_ll,.l'||l.'l' |'||'|'.'.l.-.\,'" Inier=
tribal dances. These can be older dances from a
particular tribe'straditional practices that are not par
of the powwow customs directly, such as the
Winnebago Snake or Bean dances. They can be social
dances, such as the Northern Plains Owl Dance {Oklahoma Two-step; fig. 150). Or they can be newer fun dances,

such as the Dollar Pick-up Dance or Men's Fancy-Shawl Dance

During intertribal dancing, a number of specific dance and dress styles can be clearly distinguishec
both men and women. During contest powwows, these styles are used as dance contest divisions or categories.

Specific details of costume style, such as the type of beadwork design or feather-bustle construction, may

g5 and cate

identify and distinguish the specific tribal identity of individual dancers, but the [ollowing sty

garies are generally recognized and used in the Northermn Plains region today

for




From the latter vears of the eighteenth century, unul it reached its apex in the 1880s, one ceremony loomed
ahove all the rest as typical of the translormative process and worldview of those who had left behind their
woodland traditions and re-created themselves into the peoples we know today as the Plains tribes, That
ceremony 1s known by many names by different tribes—the Sun Dance, They Dance Staring at the Sun, the
Thirst Dance, the Medicine Lodge, and the Dance for the World (fig. 151).

The whole ceremony is not technically a dance. While dancing in place or bobhing to the sound of the
drum and sacred songs over an extended period of time does take place, this aspect is only part of a series
of other complex and profound rituals that make up the Sun Dance.

At the appointed time of year, in the summer, sometimes near the summer solstice, the tribe (or, in
some cases, several allied tribes) would gather in great camps on the Plains. After selecting sacred leaders
and associates, the participants would enter into a four- or eight-day period of fasting from food and water.
Practicing ritualized behavior and restraint, the people would demonstrate awesome respect for the sacred
drama of re-creating the world and all that is in it in a miniature version ol the cosmos. This miniature
version took the form of a sacred lodge, circular in shape, walled in and roofed over by some tribes, but
always made ol natural materials (posts and beams of newly cut trees, foliage, vines, and reeds).

A sacred tree, or wds munei, is placed at the center and the lodge is demarcated into the four quaners
of the universe, which are marked by smaller decorated trees or sacred altars. Offerings of precious animal
skins— and, in modern times, brightly colored vard goods, a once-precious trade itern — adom the sacred
tree and those of the four quarters. Other esoteric offerings (almost always including tobacco) are placed on
the crotch at the top of the sacred tree.

In solemn procession, the accoutered participants, sacred leaders, singers and drummers, and audience
enter these sacred worlds and proceed o oller themselves up as sacrifice to the ancient gods, in thanksgiving
for lile itsell and all that sustains life. In due time, each individual’s vow to undergo this sacrifice becomes
part of a great collective prayer for the life of all things and all peoples of this world.

The elements of the Sun Dance are simple—dancing in place, the sound of an eagle-wing bone-whistle
blowing in rhythm to the great drum (or drums), and the ancient voice-prayer-music of the singers as they
address the Sun and other powers of the universe: “Oh, holy powers, we honor you this day that we may live.
Have pity on me, Accept my suffering this day in reciprocation for all you have given us.”

The essence of the prayer rises out of the teachings of the shamanic tradition of communion with the
gods via sacred acts: music, dance, visual-ans compositions, and projection of one's will into the heant of
the experience of relationship. First and foremost in this relationship is the recognition that humans are
but one of many beings among all the plants, insects, reptiles, birds, other animals, minerals, and hidden
mysteries of the earth itsell. Tribal teachings emphasize that all are children of an infinite and ongoing
process that transcends our most basic understanding of time itsell.

At the heant of the Sun Dance prayer is a cyclical view of time and process, this great circle of life that
varous tribes call “That Which Moves,” “The Great Holy,” “The Great Spirit,” or “The Great Mystery.”

It is this concept, o its perceived parts, that the tribes in their sacred lodges have demarcated and

manilested as symbol in their visual arts, music, oratory, poetry, dance, drama, and vernacular architecture.



Through the use of these forms in
ritual, tribal people interact; they
express, celebrate, and reaffirm their
relationship to the originating
powers of their very being and their
particular roles in the great cyclical
potency that governs all dimensions
of the environment that sustains
them — as long as they behave as
stewards and respect it and recipro-

cate in a benevolent manner.

Arthur Amiotte

Editor's note: Some of this material has alzo
appeared in Anthur R Huseboe and Anhur
Amintte, An Hiustrated History of the Aris in
Seieth Dakota (Si0ux Falls, So. Dak.: Center
for Western Studies, Augusiana College,
1989), pp. 123-24.
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CIRCLE. THE MEM [N THE HILLS ARE SEEN
ENGAGED IN SACRIFICE, PURIFYING
THEMSELVES THREOUGH THE SWEAT
LODGE, OR MAKING THEIR WAY TO THE
SUN DANCE LODGE, WHICH 15 FESTOONED
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Men's Traditional. The traditional men's dance stvle and ¢
[rom earlier, mneteenth-century warrior society dance stvles and

i

dress items. Men usually wear one eagle-feather bustle at their waists,

£ . raarch bk | ———— 1 5 2 1 5
and a porcupine-hair roach headdress with one or two eagle-ail

feathers standing I.|‘.I'IL'_||' in the roach. The dance stvle is Nat-Too

and earth bound, but may incl de active head and u ner

ALY MOYEMENLS pOTITayIng b ng. Lrag KINg, Of | _:_"':|;|::,|,
In traditional men's and women's dances, specific tribal dance styles
ind dress — includi g specilic kinds of feather bustles, beadwork
! S1ETS and -L\|I are .'I..”:- .-"1-\,_“".-._'| I S0mme | il
there is less pantribal blending than in the modern Fancy and Shawl
dance styles. 3 oung people and children also may dance in any of

||".' 10 I'..' l' 18 CRESCTTDEC I Ere
Women's Traditional. Women's traditional dance dresses are ysy-
ally full-length and macde of either buckskin or tradecloth (fig

The dance style is modest, consisting of either a single o

double step going forward around the dance circle, or a vertical
movement sometimes called a “washboard™ motion done in place
with only very subtle foot movements

Men's Northern-Style Grass. This dance and costume style origi

ol
nated

in North Dakota in the early 1900s and has again become
popular. These costumes commonly use fringed V-s iped shirl
yokes and fringed shint and pants seams." Dancers do not wi
bustle and may use a side-to-side swaying motion (fig. 153).

Men’s Fancy. Alter World War 11, the men’s traditional dance and

dress styles saw increasingly fancy and colorful innovations, espe

cially in the beadwork and laroer bustles wom. Today's laney dancers
usually wear two bustles, one at the back waist and one ar

with more el 'x___:'-_. |'.*.| t and leg

movements, and use many visual elements in both costume, face
pamt, and movements to attract the judges attention during dance
contests (see lig. 146)

Women's Fancy-Shawl. Women traditionally wear a shaw
as a sign of proper etiquette when dancing or otherwise called into
a dance arena. For younger women, however, the traditionally

restricted dance style has beer .l..|:| wed with a more + IEOTIS -':-ﬁ:'

not unlike the men's Fancy Dance. Younger shawl dancers may

wear only a shawl over day-to-day street clothes, but fully outfitted

tancy-shawl dancers wear beautiful cloth dresses. beaded moee asins

and leggings, and a shawl, or beaded or decorated cape (fig, 154)
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Women's Jingle-Dress Thi

s dance and dress stvle is named from the tin,
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Women's Jingle-Dress. This dance and dress style is named from the tin, cone-sl aped jingles that are
SEWTI In rows around the dress to move and jingle against one another (fig. 155). The dress s yle, which has
some parallels with that of the northern style grass dancers, also began in the early 1900s. One story attributes
ts origin to a dream by an Ojibwa holy man in Minnesota, in which four women appeared in iingle dresses.
From there the dance spread to North Dakota and Montana. Today it has regained popularity among women
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['wo important ingredients of most powwows — honor songs and give
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social activities than as dance performance, An hone SOME 15 SUNE In ROMOT o1 TEToryT Ol 4 .--|'-.x.|'; person
or group, usually with the person or group's Indian name inserted into a text recognizing their bravery o
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generosity. When the song is sung, the person being honored is accompanied around the dance floor by thoss

equesting the song or by other relatives and friends who dance to honor the person.
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