
Menõs Northern Traditional 
 

Lavish bustles of long feathers, usually from an eagle or another raptor, burst from the 

dancerõs waist in this dance. It may be the original dance of the northern plains Indians.  

Though its origin is lost in antiquity, its style allows for much individual expression by the 

dancer. The storyline is similar to the Southern Straight Dance ð that of a war party  

recounting its feats for the tribe. The Menõs Northern Traditional is a time for the men to 

dance in the footsteps of their fathers and grandfathers, and regalia may be passed down 

from generation to generation. Regalia may include a red eagle feather, which denotes a 

veteranõs battle injury.  Spectators should remove their hats as a sign of respect during this 

dance. The tempo of the dance is slow, allowing the dancer to convey his emotions. The 

dancer always faces his enemy, never turning a complete circle. Faces may be painted for 

an intimidating effect and strong emphasis put on the fierceness of the brave.  
 

What to watch for  
 

In the menõs Northern Traditional each dancer challenges the enemy, and it is interesting to 

watch the storyline develop. Though the tempo is slow, the rhythm must be in harmony 

with the drum.  Try to interpret each motion and compare the different ways dancers  

imitate the eagle or the Porcupine.  
 

Menõs Southern Straight 
 

Regalia is important in this dance that preserves memory of important events in tribal  

history.  Men usually wear cotton or buckskin pants and shirt, a breastplate of bones to the 

waist or knees, a comb - like headdress of porcupine guard hair and deertail hair and an 

otter tail that extends down the dancerõs back.  The dance, often known as a ôgentlemenõs 

danceõ or expression of the harmony of the universe, originated on the southern plains.   

Its storyline follows a hunting or war party on the trail of enemy or prey.  The Southern 

Straight dance is constantly in search of his prey, and makes an occasional shoop when the 

trail is sighted.  Singers may heighten interest by singing their own song or sing one of 

many ancient songs that go with this dance.  
 

What to watch for  

The dancers are judged on their ability of stay in step with the beat and to look convincing 

in their search.  Pay special attention to the storyline as revealed by the actions of the 

dancers and differences in regalia that may denote tribal identity.  

 

Grass Dance  
 

The Grass Dance is among the most ancient of the surviving tribal dances.  There are at 

least three different tribal versions.  To some it is simply an expression of grass swaying 

gently in the breeze.  The abundance of fringe and ribbons enhances the graceful  

movement of dancersõ bodies as they sway in an imaginary breeze.  Another tribe  

remembers dancing for the purpose of flattening the long prairie grass to prepare the 

ground for a tribal ceremony.  To others it originated to celebrate victory over an enemy.  

Each tradition may reflect an ancient purpose.  What is left for our enjoyment is one of the 

oldest expressions of a traditional culture.  
 

What to watch for  
 

The motions of the bodies cause the flowing regalia to move like the long, blowing grass of 

the prairie.  It should be danced in perfect time to the music, responding as the grass does 

to the motion of the wind.  This dance is an expression of the harmony of the universe.  
 

Menõs Fancy Dance 
 

Agile dancers spin through this most athletic of powwow dances in richly colored outfits.  

Their energy and brilliantly colored finery, with double bustles and smaller arm bustles, are 

clues to the spectators of this exciting dance.  Friendly competition may develop between 

singers and dancers because stopping with the end beat can mean winning or losing 

points.  The singers may perform ôtrick songsõ with unexpected last beats. Though the 

dance is marked by freestyle movements, the drum beat must be followed.  The dance is 

based on the standard ôdouble stepõ employed by traditional and grass dancers.  Added to 

the basic rhythm are fancy footwork, increased speed, acrobatic steps and wild body  

movements.  
 

What to watch for  
 

Following the rhythm of the drum with the steps, the motion of the head and the flow of the 

body are important elements of the Fancy Dance.  Since the styles are individual, the  

expression of the musicõs emotion and the tempo change from the slow northern style to 

the faster southern beat are important.  As in all American Indian dancing, the finish in  

exact time with the song is significant in the judging.  
 

Womenõs Southern Traditional 
 

In this elegant dance, women step to every other beat of the drum.  With each step they rise 

slightly.  The gentle motion of the shawl, folded over the arm, must be in harmony with the 

motion of the drumbeat.  Traditional womenõs regalia features beadwork, elk teeth, or shells 

adorning the top of the buckskin or cloth dress, with these elements designed to have  

special meaning for the owner.  Most traditional dancers wear or carry a shawl, a fan of  

eagle or hawk feathers, a single feather or beaded bag.  
 

Womenõs Northern Traditional 
 

This category includes more than one dance style, depending on the individualõs tribe.   

Usually the dancers remain relatively stationary, bending their knees with a slight up and 

down movement of the body, shifting the feet subtly and turning ever so slightly.  In some 

traditions this symbolizes women gazing into the distance looking for their warrior to  

return.  The dancersõ fans may be raised during honor bets of a song or when the women 

hear words of particular meaning to them.  
 

Womenõs Jingle Dance 
 

As with the grass dance for men, this dance comes with a legend.  According to the  

Chippewa, an old man, on what his family believed to be his death bed dreamed of his 

daughter, clothed in a dress heõd never seen before.  Spirits explained how to make the 

metal cones to be sewn around the cloth.  Then the daughter and three friends danced in 

their jingle dresses.  He liked the sights and sounds he saw in his dream.  Later, after a  

miraculous recovery from his illness, he instructed his daughter and her friends to make  

the special dresses, and the lyrical, tinkling dance was born.  
 

These dresses are traditionally decorated with metal lids of snuff boxes which have been 

rolled into shape.  The dancers do not wear or carry a shawl.  The left hand usually rests on 

the hip and the right hand recent origin have been created for the rapid, side - stepping style 

which distinguishes jingle dress dancing.  
 

The Jingle dance is a dance of pride and dignity, and allows for much individual expression.  

The dance has no set step - pattern but is always active and exciting to watch.  The jingle 

dress, with its bouncing metal cones, provides much of the musical accompaniment to the 

dance.  
 

What to watch for  
 

Dance steps and body movements which are not in time with the music are easily detected 

because of the music of the dress itself.  Reverence, pride and grace are necessary in the 

attitude and movements of the dancer.  
 

Womenõs Fancy Shawl 
 

The Fancy Shawl is the most modern of the womenõs dances and gives young ladies an  

opportunity to demonstrate their agility and grace.  Dance steps are individually  

choreographed but are always in rhythm to the beat of the drum.  Many of the moves are 

intricate.  A close viewer will be rewarded with an added dimension, but the overall effect 

can be seen from any distance.  Though the Fancy Shawl involves more motion and agility 

than most womenõs dances, the dancerõs grace is always evident.  The dress is brilliantly 

colored and often adorned with beautiful beadwork, complementing the shawl that is an  

integral part of the dance.  
 

What to watch for  
 

Since each dancer has her own individual style, how well the steps and motion express and 

harmonize with the drum is the essence.  Being in time with the beat is important, as is the 

ability to end the dance precisely.  

 

POWWOW ETTIQUETTE 

 

The Gathering arena is blessed before the Gathering begins and is considered 

a sacred area.  Consequently, it is highly impolite to walk through the arena if 

you are not an active participant.  Should you need to move from one side of 

the arena to the other, please go around, not through.  Also, please do not 

allow children to enter the arena unless it is to dance during one of the social 

dances.  

 

PHOTOGRAPHY is generally permitted when the performers are in the arena 

area using existing light only , NO FLASH PHOTOGRAPHY. 

 

PHOTOGRAPHY IS NOT PERMITTED during some of the spiritual ceremonies, 

most important the òDropping of the eagle feather ceremonyó and òThe Grand 

Entry Ceremony.ó  Please do not touch or try to retrieve the dropped eagle 

feather, and refrain from picking up, touching or otherwise handling eagle 

feathers.  

 

PLEASE STAND AND REMOVE YOUR HAT when the Eagle staff is brought in 

during the Grand Entry.  The same applies to Flag Songs, Veteransõ Songs, 

Invocations, Eagle Feather Retrieval Ceremonies, Memorials, Honor Songs and 

Closing Songs.  

 

POLITENESS always goes a long way toward over - coming ignorance and  

innocent mistakes, if you are curious, ask some polite questions.  The  

interest you demonstrate and the attention you pay to a dancer or singer  

will be flattering.  However, also remember going beyond some questions  

can become impolite.  

 

Pointing with a finger, particularly the index finger, is considered impolite.  It 

is best to indicate a person or direction by pursing the lips and pointing with 

the eyes, a general wave of the hand or to nod in the direction.  

 

SPECTATOR SEATING areas are the bleachers and chairs may be set up as 

long as it is outside the circle of the arena.  Chairs placed near the arena are 

for dancers, singers and their families.  It is rude to sit with persons you do 

not know in their participant area without being invited.  Please do not move 

chairs or blankets and do not touch other peopleõs belongings. 

 

PLEASE LISTEN TO THE MASTER OF CEREMONIES.  The Master of Ceremonies 

will instruct the participants, announce what they need to know as well as 

inform the spectators of the significance and history of traditional dances, 

music and ceremonies.  Feel free to join in the òIntertribal Dancesó. 

 

OTHER COMMON COURTESY includes never hindering or bothering the  

performers or stand in front of those preparing to dance or those singing.  

DO NOT touch a dancerõs clothing without permission, much or all of what a 

dancer is wearing is handmade.  Some items of regalia may be heirlooms or 

have special or spiritual meaning.  Many items are very delicate and some 

have been handmade by a respected family member, and especially cherished 

by the dancer.  

 

We thank you for being a part of this joyous celebration and cultural festival 

of the Native American peoples!   



1517 Broadway, Suite 101, Scottsbluff, NE  69361-3184 

 
       Phone:  308-632-1311        È         FAX:  308-632-7671  

 

Experiencing The Gathering  

At Fort Robinson State Park  

Crawford, Nebraska  

Information about Dance Competitions  

 

Gatherings are celebrations, social gatherings and friendly dance com-

petitions.  But, as with the sacred thread that runs through all of life, 

there are sacred traditions to be found in this coming together of peo-

ple.  There is a circle in most dances, representing the circle of unity, 

the cycle of life.  Dancers often follow the clockwise pattern of the sun.  

Some of the dress and ornaments signify special events or honors in a 

personõs life, special religious traditions or legends. 

 

Everyone is welcome at a Gathering, regardless of tribe ð non -

American Indians, too.  For newcomers to the powwow, a bit of expla-

nation may enhance the enjoyment and understanding of the event.  

Some of the dances one might see at a Gathering are listed on the fol-

lowing pages.  

 

 

 

 

Current members of the Friends of the Intertribal Gathering include Joe Simmons, 

Chairman, Robert White, Vice Chairman, Jan Iron, Treasurer, and Mike Barnes, Linda 

Brockbank, Scott Campbell, Mervin Garneaux, Laura Good Buffalo, , Ann , Richard 

Hoffman, Bob Iron, Merlin Kesselring, Mike Kesselring,  Steve Lenzo, , Sara Polak,  

Frank Sherwood, Angie Taylor, Luke Taylor, Vincent Ten Fingers,  Joyce White, 

Lonnie White Mountain, Richard Williams, Madeline Yellow Boy,  

and Hansen Poor Bear.  

 

Ron Moore, Panhandle RC&D Coordinator, Blanca Stronsky, Agate Fossil Beds Na-

tional Monument Superintendent, and Mike Morava, Fort Robinson State Park Superin-

tendent, are Friends advisors. There are currently no membership fees for the Friends 

group. 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the  

basis of race, color, national origin, sex, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, or marital 

 or family status.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  Persons with disabilities who require  

alternative means for communication of  program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.)  
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To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W,  

Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC  20250-9410  

or call 202-720-5964 (voice and TDD).   
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