
PowWow

Rules of Etiquette 

1) A Powwow is a celebration of life and joyful gathering. Powwows are both social and spiritual in nature. The circle, the drums, the eagle feathers, the elders, and the veterans, as well as other items and aspects of the Powwow circle are very sacred to the American Indian people and their diverse cultures. Each of these things must be treated with respect and reverence. 

2) Alcohol, Drugs, Firearms, or Weapons are NOT ALLOWED! Do not bring them. 

3) The key to enjoying and understanding a Powwow is Respect! 

4) Listen to the Master of Ceremonies, who will usually speak over a microphone. .

5) The dance circle is Sacred. Please do not let your children enter the circle unless they are dancing. Please walk around the circle (clockwise is best), not across it, and remember the circle represents the circle of life. 

6) Do not sit in the arena or dance circle. 

7) During the Grand Entry, Flag Songs, Invocation, Memorial, Victory Songs, Veterans’ Songs, and Closing Songs, please stand; women wear shawls and men must remove their hats. 

8) Do not touch anyone’s dance regalia without his or her permission. 

9) Do not take pictures without the Powwow host’s permission. Then check with the person you would like to take a picture of and ask their permission too. 

10) All tape/voice recording must be done with the permission of the Master of Ceremonies and the Lead (or Head) Singer of EACH drum. 
11) Only those with the permission of the Lead Singer may sit at a drum. It is common courtesy to ask the newcomer to lead the next drum song. 

12) If you are asked to dance by an elder, do so. It is rude and disrespectful to say, “I don’t know how.” How can you learn if you turn the elders down? 

13) American Indian dances are more than the word “dance” can possibly describe. They are a ceremony and a prayer which encompasses all life and produces many emotional and spiritual responses and reactions. 
14) Respect Mother Earth! Please put your trash/recyclables in their proper receptacles. 

15) And last but not least, the most important rule: Have fun! Ask questions (politely)!  Bring your friends! 

Terminology Used at Powwows

Arbor: Also called the Dance Arena or Dance Circle. It is blessed before the Powwow begins and is considered to be sacred ground for the duration of the celebration or event. It should be treated as one would treat the inside of a church or other sacred places. There should be no drugs, alcohol, profanity, or unruly behavior in the Arbor or in the area around it. 

Head Staff: A group of people who have been selected by the Powwow committee for special honors; their role is to “officiate” over the Powwow and make the event happen. It is a great honor and sign of respect to be part of the Head Staff of any Powwow. 


Master of Ceremonies: He or she maintains adherence to the schedule of events established in the Organizing Committee’s agenda; ensures protocol is followed; guides the Arena Directors in their duties; and tries to keep the participants entertained with commentary, insights into powwow protocol, recognition of honorees, and humor. 


Arena Director: This person maintains order in the dance circle, ensures that protocol is followed and that conflicts are resolved; may act as security, and assist the Master of Ceremonies in ensuring the Powwow progresses smoothly. This is who one should talk to about sponsoring any specials or events, or to ask questions about protocol at the Powwow. 


Head Man Dancer: This man has been honored to represent all male dancers as the head man. 


Head Woman Dancer: This woman has been honored to represent all female dancers as the head woman. 

Head Dancers are selected primarily for their dancing ability; knowledge of a wide range of dances, customs and protocols; and often for their reputation, popularity and following. 


Host Drum(s): Selected because of their knowledge and reputation. There may be a Northern and Southern host drum if the Powwow has representation from both groups. 
A Southern Head Drum is set up in the center of the dance arena. Other drums are set up around the circle.  The drum is the heart of the Powwow. Without a drum, there is no Powwow. 


Host Color Guard: A group of veterans that serve to carry in the eagle staff and the flags and represent all of the many warriors who have fought in all conflicts. 

Grand Entry: Parade or procession of dancers that starts each session of a Powwow; the procession is lead by the Eagle Staff. The Staff itself is carried by a veteran and followed by the Color Guard, then the Head Staff and then all the dancers.

Eagle Staff: Sometimes also called the American Indian Flag. A staff, very sacred and spiritual in nature, covered with cloth and/or fur and hung with Eagle Feathers and other decorations commemorating the veterans; this Flag is carried by a veteran. It carries all the same type of respect and protocol given to the American Flag, but means much more to the Indian people. 

Dance Categories: Dancers are categorized by age (from tots to over 65) and gender as well as dance styles and their particular regalia. When watching the dance, pay close attention to items that mirror what was worn by earlier warriors: a breast plate made of animal bones or shell to ward off arrows, a neck choker for protection against knives and a shield made of animal skin and decorated with tribal symbols. Categories include, but are not limited to:


Men’s Traditional Dancers: Also called Men’s Northern Traditional. Dancers wear natural outfits with beads and patterns traditionally based in both color and design. The dancers generally wear bustles (a feathered disk symbolic of a battlefield) made of eagle or hawk feathers, carry an eagle or hawk feather fan and often have a dance stick that is tipped with the claw or head of an eagle or hawk. They wear a “roach” headdress with one or two eagle feathers. These dancers are proud and deliberate and represent the warrior tradition and glory of the Plains people. 



Men’s Southern Straight Dancers: These men are dressed in the traditional dress of the Southern Plains tribes and the Eastern tribes. These hunters/Warriors are distinguished by a roach headdress with one eagle or hawk feather, cloth or buckskin outfits, and precise and beautiful beadwork. They generally wear an otter-skin trailer, mirrors and bandoleers and sashes. Their overall dance is one of smoothness and dignity in representing the warrior tradition and glory of the Plains people. 



Men’s Fancy Dance: This is a dance style that originated in Oklahoma. The participants wear bright, fancy colored and flashy outfits with brilliantly hued hackle (stiff) feather bustles. 
Dancers are noted for their fancy footwork and athletic movements in addition to their agility and originality. This is the favorite and most popular of the contest categories as it is a contest between the dancers and the drums. 



Grass Dancer: Considered Northern Dancers, these dancers wear brightly colored outfits with yarn or ribbon fringe. They move their arms, shoulders and hips along with intricate footwork and many strenuous movements and steps to evoke wind blowing over Plains grasslands. 


Women’s Traditional: The natural outfits are beautifully decorated with elaborate bead work, or shell work, or elk teeth. In the Buckskin category, the women have precise movements and dance steps that causes their long buckskin fringe to move and sway in gentle harmony with their bodies and the beat of the drum. These dancers are very proud and deliberate and represent our Indian women with beauty, style and grace. 


Jingle Dress: These women wear fabric dresses in beautiful and bright colors with numerous ‘jingles” attached to them. This dance came from the Ojibwa nation. The jingles are generally made from the lids of snuff cans and are sewn in line or chevron patterns. The distinctive sound they make represents waves of water or thunder and is considered good luck because it chases away any unhealthy spirits. 


Fancy Shawl: This is the women’s equivalent to the Men’s Fancy dance. The outfits are beautifully and brightly colored and often made from taffeta or other shiny material with ornate designs and patterns. The dancers often wear elaborately beaded belts, hair ties, and barrettes. Most importantly, the shawl is worn over the shoulders and is held out as the dancer does her twirls, elaborate footwork and fluid movements. 


Singer/Drum: The drum is the heartbeat of Mother Earth and the Powwow; it is the heart of the people for whom it is used.  The term “drum” refers to the musical instrument itself or to a group of singers and drummers who function as a unit. Each drum has its own name which it keeps, even though the singers associated with it may change.  Drums are known to have inherent power; a variable whose effect is obvious but unquantifiable in the playing of songs as well as in competition. The drum is a large base covered with the hide of buffalo, deer, or cow.  Forming a circle, eight or more men strike the drum in unison with covered wands (drumsticks). Each person who sits at the drum is a Singer. The Lead Singer starts the songs, and others repeat the line with melody on a different key.  Singers have many styles of songs, some use words and others use only vocables.  It is difficult to over-exaggerate the importance of the drum: it epitomizes the heartbeat of the Indian people.  No drum means no Powwow. 

Dance/Song Types: In all aspects of the dance, the traditional dancer presents an air of dignity, pride and enjoyment. In some aspects of the dance, movements imitate the warrior or hunter, or various animals and birds, or forces of nature. 


Exhibition Dance: Usually a performance by a single person or group such as a hoop dance or a tribal cultural dance. 

Grand Entry Song: Song played for the procession of dancers that begins each session of the Powwow. 

Flag Song: Song composed to honor veterans and the eagle staff. The songs have the same meaning and should be treated with the same reverence as the “National Anthem”. 


Veteran’s Song/Victory Song: Song composed to honor veterans of all wars, Indian Wars, WWI, WWII, Korea, Vietnam, Desert Storm, etc., or a single war veteran. Indian people accord special recognition to their veterans and pay special tribute to the men and women who have served and are serving their country. American Indians have served in all major conflicts, even before they were “citizens” of this country. Per capita, American Indians are the most decorated of any minority and have the largest percentage of people who have served. 

Honor Dance/Song: A special dance played to honor a person or event. Participants are family or group members and friends and relatives, or spectators who come into the dance arena to donate funds or food, shake hands and honor those being honored. 

Round Dance: A two-step danced in a circle. This is a social dance. All people are invited to dance: Indian, non-Indian, in regalia or not. 


Two-Step: Another social dance where partners dance and follow the lead couple and copy their movements and actions. Usually everyone is encouraged to participate. This is the only dance where men and women dance together as partners. 


Intertribals: Include all dance types and categories and is a social dance for all ages and genders.


Blanket Dance: A dance that has the purpose of gathering money. The purpose for the colection and the placement of the blanket will be announced. Spectators may contribute voluntarily and in whatever amount they feel appropriate. 

Shawl: A fringed garment made of cloth worn around the shoulders of women not already wearing regalia and worn over the shoulders or carried by women in dance outfits. Women generally put on their shawls when they are not dressed in regalia before entering the dance arena for an honoring, intertribal, two-step, round dance, or any other purpose. It is considered respectful and appropriate for women to wear a shawl. Today, the women wear shawls to honor the modesty and beauty of their grandmothers as well as their own femininity. If you don’t have a fringed shawl, a blanket will do... It’s about respect! 


Roach: A headdress made of porcupine guard hair and deer tail that is worn by men dancers and may be brightly colored or more traditionally colored depending on the dance style. 


Bustle: A circular burst of feathers worn by male traditional dancers and fancy dancers. The male traditional dancer generally wears one bustle at his waist that is made of eagle feathers. The Fancy dancer wears two bustles, one at his waist and one at his neck that are very colorful and contain many hackles (stiff feathers). 


Special/Give Away: A distribution of gifts by a family to friends, relatives and visitors in honor of a person or event; in this way the ancient redistribution/reciprocity system balances out the contemporary society in both material and non-material wealth. Often the head staff has giveaways. The giveaway is always preceded by an honor song. 


Indian Time: The time all Indian events, especially Powwows, run on. Things happen when they happen.  People come together when the time not the watch is right.  There is always a schedule, but the schedule is not often adhered to because things start when they start and end when they end…so relax and leave the Rolex at home! 


Raffle: At Powwows, one common way of soliciting money and paying the bills is by raffling off items such as star-quilts, craft items, blankets, etc. Another common raffle at a Powwow is a 50:50 where the Committee and the Winner split the money gathered. Have fun…buy a winner! 
Brief Powwow History


Though the Powwow as we know it today was largely influenced by the Plains Indians of the Nineteenth Century, it had its roots in the celebrations of North American tribes centuries before non-Indian arrival into the western hemisphere. In the old days, Indian people gathered at various times of the year to hunt, plant, gather, and celebrate. They came together to renew family, clan, and tribal ties, to forge social and political alliances, build mounds, celebrate victories or assuage defeats, and to practice religious and spiritual rites. Often, the desire for companionship and social exchange was the major reason for the gathering. 


Powwow comes from the word used by natives in New England to refer to medicine and its practitioners with secular and religious abilities.  Indian music is used to convey human thought and prayers to the supernatural world. It forms a body of oral poetry, prose, history and saga. 


Dance in many Indian contexts is interpreted as the human manifestation of moving in harmony and balance with the forces of nature. Dances are usually circular, representative of the view of the universe as a great wheel. The direction of group movement usually corresponds to the direction in which the group believes that power moves in the universe. 



By the 1880’s the Northern and Southern Plains possessed distinctly different inter-tribal cultures, largely centered around secular hunting and warrior societies. Reinforcing this schism was differing religious practice. Although the division was by no means absolute, the Northern Plains tended toward the Sun Dance Way and the Southern Plains tended toward the Peyote Way. 


In the North, many Siouan tribes practiced the Grass Dance, so named because men wore grass “tails” attached to their waists and moved to have them sway as in a wind.  Inter-tribal Powwow gatherings were not as prevalent in the North as in the South until after 1890, as protracted warfare against the US Cavalry and the spread of the Ghost Dance took precedence. 


In a general sense, the contemporary Powwow is a cultural, ritual, social and sometimes spiritual gathering of Indian people, celebrated principally through music and dance. It is an opportunity for people to celebrate the identification with their specific society or tribal group. It is a celebration of intertribal pan-Indianness as well, marked by an environment of mutual respect, friendship and conviviality. It must be recognized that the Powwow gathering may have many different meanings for different Indian people and groups. 


