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Foreword

Enter into the world of the Wahzhazhi, which is what the 
Osage call themselves. I am a Wahzhazhi.
My grandmother Mary Lookout Standing Bear was the daughter of Prin-

cipal Chief Fred Lookout of the Wahzhazhi. She was fluent in our Wahzhazhi 
language and learned the English language and Anglo cultural traditions when 
she attended boarding school. Before that, the ways of our Wahzhazhi people 
were the only ways of life that she knew. Most of what I learned about our 
traditions came from her, from my great- uncles and great- aunts, and from my 
many other relatives who understood that world.

This book contains rich descriptions of our Wahzhazhi history and tradi-
tions. Of the many sources that appear in this book, I personally knew or met 
a few of them, and every one of them was well versed in Wahzhazhi knowledge 
and practices. For the many sources whom I never knew, I rely on the profes-
sional integrity of the two authors. I met Jim Cooley in 1985 at the Osage Indian 
Days celebration in Hominy, Oklahoma, and I have known Daniel Swan for 
decades as a respected scholar on the Wahzhazhi and as a friend.

Osage wedding clothes is the theme of this book, a wonderful subject that 
connects to a vast range of teachings. This book traces our Wahzhazhi wedding 
clothes from their beginning long ago as military uniforms that were given to 
my people. Our ancestors decided that the women in our wedding ceremony 
would wear the coats. The authors have used a broad range of written and oral 
sources to describe the Wahzhazhi wedding ceremony. Surrounding these de-
scriptions are related subjects that are themselves vast and complex. The authors 
then take us into the modern era where wedding coats are used in our largest 
traditional dance, the Ilonshka, when a person who is designated as a new drum 
keeper gives several of these wedding outfits away when he “pays for the drum.”

I talked to the authors after reading the manuscript and told them that I 
was amazed that so much information had been collected and then organized 
into a readable story.

Note: Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community (2019): p. ix–x, DOI: 10.2979 
/weddingclothesosagecommunity.0.0.01
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I am just one person with, as I said, a very limited amount of knowledge. 
I can only speak for myself. Other Wahzhazhi may read this and come to dif-
ferent conclusions. I hope that all people who read this book will find it as 
interesting as I have.

Principal Chief Geoffrey Standing Bear, Osage Nation
June 28, 2018
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A Note on Orthography  
and Osage Surnames

In this book we adopt orthography for the Osage language 
used by Francis La Flesche in his ethnographic publications on the Osage 

tribe (1921, 1925, 1928, 1930, 1939). He gained training in this system from 
his mentor Alice Fletcher during their joint research among the Omaha tribe 
(Fletcher and La Flesche 1911). La Flesche worked to adapt this Omaha- based 
orthography and its associated pronunciation to the nuances of the Osage 
language, ultimately producing a comprehensive Osage dictionary (La Flesche 
1932). We defer to this work with additional semantic reference from Quintero 
(2009).

We admittedly fail to incorporate the official phonemic alphabet developed 
by the Osage Nation Language Program in the body of this work. We based 
this decision on our desire to support a broad readership of the manuscript. 
The Osage Nation’s phonemic alphabet and unique font were developed be-
tween 2012 and 2014 by a team of community members that included Mogri 
Lookout, Cameron Pratt, Ryan Redcorn, Jessica Harjo, Janice Carpenter, and 
Stephanie Rapp (Everson, Lookout, and Pratt 2014). The orthography for the 
Osage phonemic alphabet was included in the release of Unicode 9.0 in 2016 
(Osage News 2016b). The glossary to this book provides additional support for 
readers and introduces them to the Osage Nation’s unique orthography, used 
in the Nation’s language programs and the larger contemporary Osage speech 
community. This achievement provides an important example of intellectual 
sovereignty and community leadership in language revitalization initiatives.

In the twenty- first century, a variety of methods have been adopted to ren-
der surnames that represent English translations of the Osage language. This in-
cludes Big Horse, Red Corn, and many others. It is not uncommon for different 
renderings to be used among the members of the same family. We have chosen 
to respect individual preferences throughout the text. For example, members 
of the Standing Bear family spell their name as Standing Bear, Standingbear, 
and StandingBear, depending on preference.

Note: Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community (2019): p. xv, DOI: 10.2979 
/weddingclothesosagecommunity.0.0.03
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Introduction

I want to tell you a story that you never did hear.
If I don’t tell you now you are never going to hear it.
All of this combined, it fits.
Like you and I.
A long time ago.
They told me it was here, in this hemisphere I guess.
It seems like it happened here.
On our tribal land.
It could have been over here on this hill or over on that hill.
It was somewhere where Osages was there.
Cherokees claim it was them.
Osages say it was Osages.
All tribes were all around there.
They had a big gathering.
Anyway, they had a gathering, and they never told me what it was for.
But they told me what it was all about.

I guess they were talking or praying and they looked up there.
“Somebody’s coming, somebody is coming.”
It got right where they were, and somehow, they must have had a seat, a seat 

out there for him, or something to sit on, because somebody is coming.
It came.
It was just so powerful they couldn’t keep their eye on it.
It was so holy.

Man, they said, a man came, they called it a man.
And he came and he sat down on that place and they were all around him.
And it seemed like they knew him and he knew them.
So he came down and he sat in that chair.
He sat down and he talked.
He talked our language.
They might have made that up.
But he told them, “I can understand all tribes and I am going to tell you.”

Note: Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community (2019): p. 1–18, DOI: 10.2979 
/weddingclothesosagecommunity.0.0.04
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He said, “I come from father above.
He created everything.
He created you; he created me.
He created everything around us.”
We call him Wakonda, now that’s our language.
“And I am that Wakonda Ezhinkay”—that’s Jesus and the Holy Spirit right 

here.
“I just come here to see what my father made.
I didn’t come here to criticize or ridicule or anything like that.
I came here to tell you what he made.”

“I’m sitting here to tell you that he made everything.
He made water for you, in here, here.
He made this water for you to drink.
For you to clean yourself.
If you drink it your waste goes out.
The poison in your system, everything goes out of you.
He made it for you to clean yourself outside.
To bathe.”

Now, in the eats he said, “He made meat for you to eat so you could grow,” 
we’d say.

Just go down to the creek and get you a deer.
Made this deer for you, made this bison for you.
There’s millions of them in this acreage all around you.
If you want to eat fish there is plenty of fish.
Get you fish.
If you want to eat potatoes there is Indian potatoes.
So you can sustain life, eat.”
He said, “He made the most wonderful berries for you.
If you want anything sweet you just go right down there and get some berries 

and bring them home.
He made it for you all.”

“He made everything, he even made you,” he told those Indians.
“And he gave you program to go by.”
He told them, our people, “to multiply.”
That means marriage.
“He made that proper for you.
You get married and you have children.
There is a certain way you get married.
You don’t just go out there and pick a gal and go in the bushes.
That’s the most wonderful order he’s given to you.
To have children.
He gave that to you.”

“He gave everything to sustain your life on this earth.
Each and every thing.
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How to take care of yourself.
Sons don’t marry sisters and fathers don’t marry daughters.
That’s the order he gave you.”
They raise a girl over there and tell her what I am telling.
And you all raise a boy over here.
Don’t never let them see one another.
That’s hard.
They put them together and bring all their relatives.
You eat and the minister will marry them.

You might think they are just saying it, but you are telling him about it.
Father in Heaven.
Our Father in Heaven.
Go tell him about it.
So when you raise one, you keep going in cycle.
That’s where you are going to go in this world.
You keep that and you are going to get home.
That’s what I hear.

—Preston Morrell, 1994

The epigraph for this introduction is an excerpt from a 
story shared by Preston Morrell with the authors on dozens of occasions 

over the course of our friendships and professional associations.1 Daniel Swan 
collected many versions in recorded interviews with Morrell (1994a, 1994b, 
1996, 1999) during their extended research partnership, and the text presented 
in the epigraph is drawn from two renditions recorded in 1994.2 In its totality, 
this story provides a modern version of the Osage creation story that explains 
the formation of the natural world and the development of the Osage people 
within it. The segment presented above is a part of a much larger narrative 
about Osage history and culture that comprises Morrell’s teachings and experi-
ences as an Osage citizen born in the 1910s. This story provides a foundation 
for Morrell’s deeply held beliefs as a member and leader of the Osage Native 
American Church, or Peyote Religion, and his personal attitudes and perspec-
tives on life as an Osage citizen in the twentieth century. For Morrell, this story 
mediated the relationship between traditional Osage beliefs and Christian-
ity, placing Osage Peyotism within a longer continuum of Osage philosophy 
and worldview. This story also informed his relationship to his ancestors and 
justified his loyalty and confidence in their decisions regarding the political, 
economic, and social choices that brought the Osage community into the twen-
tieth century. Ultimately, this story influenced his views on settler colonialism 
and Osage nationhood, always emphasizing the need for Osage sovereignty in 
directing their future.3
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In his efforts to teach us about Osage worldview and history, Morrell em-
ployed the story in a variety of ways. Often it provided important context for 
more specific aspects of Osage history and personal experience. At other times, 
the telling of this story provided a foundation for the discussion of contempo-
rary issues and events in the Hominy community, the Osage Nation, and the 
larger world outside Osage County. As with all oral tradition, each telling was 
highly contextual and modified for audience, emphasis, and intent. Each telling 
assumed a slightly different slant and sometimes revealed or omitted details 
and specific examples. In our current effort, the value of this story is not in the 
details of any particular rendition but instead lies in its conveyance of larger 
aspects of Osage ideology and social practice.

In the context of our book, this story provides the philosophical founda-
tion for the Mízhin form of marriage, which is described by Morrell (1994a, 
1994b) as “the most wonderful form of order he’s given you.” The narrative 
infers that the introduction of this “order” transformed marriage into a proper 
form through divine intercession. No longer would you “just pick a gal,” but 
you would instead adhere to a system of arranged marriage in which a young 
man and woman are betrothed never having seen the other until the day of the 
wedding. The goal of these unions was to produce exceptional children and 
ensure that they enjoyed a long life that included marriage according to the 
rules and procedures of Mízhin.

Preston Morrell’s interpretation also incorporates a basic set of Osage incest 
prohibitions that minimally reflect the degree of “relatedness” that was scruti-
nized in the process.4 The fact that participants in the Mízhin form of marriage 
considered it a sacred obligation to marry in this manner is an important aspect 
of this book. The insistence that prospective spouses have no contact or even 
awareness of the other prior to marriage is casually mentioned by Morrell, as a 
matter of fact, an unquestioned and accepted practice of his generation. Mor-
rell reinforces the sacred nature of the obligation to obey one’s parents with the 
admonition that if you follow this way of life you are “going to get home,” a 
common Osage euphemism for the successful transition to the afterlife.

Morrell’s comment “They put them together and bring all their relatives” 
speaks to the roles of a broad set of kin required to sponsor a Mízhin wedding. 
His narrative also provides additional detail regarding the intent of these mar-
riages: “so when you raise one, you keep going in cycle,” which alludes to the 
fact that the Osage are most cognizant that society is sustained through adher-
ence to an orderly existence based on respect and obedience.

In this book, we examine the role of gift exchange, motivated by the val-
ues of generosity and hospitality, as a critical factor in the preservation and 
perpetuation of Osage society. We examine this foundational cultural practice 
over two centuries and in multiple social contexts. We begin with an in- depth 
examination of the Mízhin form of marriage and then follow the movement 
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of Osage bridal regalia into the Paying for the Drum Ceremony of the Osage 
Ilonshka. The Ilonshka is the Osage variant of the Plains Grass Dance, a na-
tivistic movement that spread throughout the Plains and Prairie regions of the 
United States in the 1880s. The Ilonshka has been an important part of the 
cultural life of Osage people for over a century. The dance and its associated 
organization provide a spiritual charter for the survival of the ancient Osage 
physical divisions—or “districts,” as they are called today.5 This process of re-
chartering elements of material culture and their associated meanings represents 
an example of the propensity of the Osage people to adapt their cultural values 
to changing economic and political conditions. At the core of this historical 
trajectory is a broad system of social relations predicated on status, reciprocity, 
and cooperation.

In the Osage case, we are fortunate to have the data necessary to examine 
the procedures and protocols associated with Mízhin marriages and the Ilonshka 
dances in detailed fashion. Our research provides insight into the processes 
of accumulation and distribution associated with the gift exchanges that are 
central to both cultural practices. The cooperative efforts behind these public 
exchanges demonstrate the ways in which networks of social relations are cre-
ated, modified, and reinforced. The Mízhin form of marriage provided ample 
opportunities for the members of two families to put aside their individual in-
terests and sacrifice for the benefit of their extended families and lineages. In the 
twentieth century, the Ilonshka increasingly provided opportunities for Osage 
citizens to cooperate and contribute to the sponsorship of the annual dances 
for the greater good of their communities. Through both of these processes, 
the Osage people reinforced and strengthened the social relations that provide 
a foundation for their respective communities.

Our initial interest in the material culture of Mízhin weddings led us to 
document an important period in the evolution of Osage society in the twen-
tieth century. As Mízhin weddings increased in physical scale in the 1920s, 
they began to wane as a standard social practice. Acculturation and the desire 
to pursue marriages predicated on romantic attraction and individual choice 
caused Osage children to increasingly resist the strict protocols of arranged 
marriage. As Mízhin weddings ceased to support the formation and reinforce-
ment of social relationships in the Osage community, the Ilonshka became a 
more viable arena for social action, given the changing conditions and circum-
stances.

The Ilonshka provided an alternative source of meaning and motivation to 
cooperate and place collective interests above those of individuals, instilling a 
sense of service. These social actions of incorporation and redefinition are im-
portant concepts that we will revisit throughout this book. Our research docu-
ments one period in a much longer continuum of social history that brought the 
Osage people together as a nation and guided them into the twenty- first century. 
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The factors that caused Mízhin marriages to wane and cease also fostered the 
increased importance of the Ilonshka dances in both the identity of the Osage 
people and as a means to adapt and perpetuate collective values and standards 
that extend back to antiquity. Central among these is the desire to have children 
who live a long life.

This book draws from a tremendously strong set of resources that docu-
ment Mízhin and the Ilonshka as practiced by the Osage people in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. Our combined research has identified in excess of 
one hundred photographs of traditional Osage weddings between the 1870s 
and 1930s. The abundance of visual data and the continued importance of 
traditional bridal attire in the context of the modern Ilonshka contributed to 
our initial interest in this topic. Photographic evidence accessed in our research 
is preserved in a number of public and private collections. In Oklahoma, the 
largest resource on the topic is the Osage Nation Museum, whose considerable 

Myrtle Morrell–Albert Maker wedding, Hominy, Oklahoma, 1936. The bride (center, in 
light colored coat) and her attendants are standing in front of the residence of the bride’s 
father, Robert Morrell. This expansive, two- story brick house is representative of Osage 
homes constructed in the 1920s. Courtesy of Osage Nation Museum. #2017.
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photographic collection is singular in scope of coverage. The willingness of the 
Osage Nation Museum to provide us with complete access to this collection has 
been essential to our project. The Western History Collection of the University 
of Oklahoma Libraries in Norman also has an important suite of photographs 
from Osage weddings. The Dickinson Research Center at the National Cow-
boy and Western Heritage Museum in Oklahoma City, has an extensive series 
of Osage wedding photographs taken in the early twentieth century by Vince 
Dillon from Fairfax, Oklahoma. Numerous other public repositories, private 
collectors, and Osage families shared additional photographs of Osage wed-
dings and other important contextual materials that were vital to our research. 
We also benefited from the generosity of many families and individuals who 
shared their personal photographs from the Ilonshka dances.

Another important source of data for our study is the material culture of 
Mízhin weddings and the Paying for the Drum Ceremony in the Ilonshka and, in 

Paying for the drum in the Ilonshka dances. (Left to right) Maude Cheshewalla, Mary 
Fish, and Cissy Daniels were “brides” when John Williams paid for the drum in the 
Gray Horse District in 1965. Courtesy of Joe Cheshewalla.
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particular, the distinct form of Osage bridal attire. A number of public collec-
tions provided important data for our analysis, and many Osage people shared 
their personal and family collections of wedding regalia with us, which led us to 
conclude that the majority and best quality of these wedding materials remain 
in the Osage community.

Our research on Mízhin wedding ceremonies and the Ilonshka dances is 
greatly enhanced by the rich and varied oral tradition that survives today in 
both archival and community contexts. The Doris Duke Indian Oral History 
Project, launched in 1966, was conceived to provide American Indian people 
with the opportunity to discuss their history from a community perspective 
and to create a lasting resource for both Native and non- Native audiences. Her 
broad philanthropic interests and dedication to heritage preservation motivated 
Duke, a tobacco heiress of considerable resources, to provide financial support 
for the project. The University of Arizona, University of California at Los An-
geles, University of Florida, University of Illinois at Urbana- Champaign, Uni-
versity of New Mexico, University of Oklahoma, University of South Dakota, 
University of Utah, and others were each tasked with implementing the project 
in their regions of the country (Repp 2005, 11, 17–20).

The Doris Duke Collection at the University of Oklahoma includes 695 
interviews conducted between 1967 and 1972, of which 84 were interviews 
with members of the Osage community. The collection is particularly strong 
in the area of traditional Osage weddings, based on interviews with a number 
of women married in this manner and the elders who worked to arrange these 
unions. Community members conducted the majority of the Osage interviews, 
providing a rapport and knowledge base that would not have been possible 
with other interviewers. The interviews were all transcribed and were first made 
available in bound volumes, transitioning to microfiche, and then to online 
PDFs (Jasper 2005, 158–59).6

Romaine Shackleford, an Osage citizen and avid historian, conducted a 
series of interviews in 1971–72 with Osage elders to discuss the clan structure 
of the tribe and investigate his own family history. A World War II veteran, 
Shackleford was initiated into the Ilonshka dances in 1941 and has served as 
an officer in several positions over the past seventy years (Osage News 2016a). 
His main objective in this research was to better understand the genealogy of 
his and his wife’s extended lineages. These interviews inevitably came to focus 
on the cultural practices of the Osage people in the early twentieth century, in-
cluding the Mourning Dance, child naming, Mízhin weddings, and the Ilonshka. 
Shackleford’s interviews provide an important resource on the changing nature 
of the Ilonshka in the twentieth century, including the introduction of wedding 
regalia into the Paying for the Drum Ceremony. His work was vitally important 
in our research and heavily informed our interpretations. We owe him a great 
debt for his friendship, prior research, and assistance.
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Marguerite Waller and Lucille Robedeaux, daughters of Hominy elders 
Walter Matin and Helen Pratt Matin, made significant contributions to the 
documentation of selected aspects of Osage culture and history, including the 
Ilonshka and Mízhin weddings. Their father was a former drum keeper in the 
Hominy District and a roadman (leader) in the Osage Native American Church. 
Their mother was the daughter of Henry Pratt, also a leader in the dance and 
church. Lucille was married according to the procedures of Mízhin in one of 
the last of these weddings conducted in the Hominy District. Both sisters, and 
Waller in particular, were avid historians, spending considerable time with their 
father and others in their community to document selected aspects of family 
and Osage history. Their work resulted in numerous publications and is also 
documented in oral history interviews.

An additional set of oral history interviews was produced during Swan’s 
tenure as director of the White Hair Memorial in the 1980s.7 The interview 
project was conceived and organized by Morris Lookout, a veteran of World 
War II, a former drum keeper in the Pawhuska District, a respected professional 
in healthcare policy and administration, and a singer at the Ilonshka dances. 
Lookout desired to undertake a series of interviews to document the history 
and organization of the Ilonshka in the Pawhuska District, and he came to Swan 
with the idea to interview current and former officials in the dance.8 Lookout 
led the majority of the interviews and was assisted in others by Garrick Bailey 
and John Henry Mashunkashey. These interviews provide tremendous insight 
into the contemporary nature of the dance and its continued adaptation to 
changing economic and social conditions (Lookout 1988b).

The oral history resources consulted in this project also include an extensive 
series of semistructured ethnographic interviews that Swan has conducted over 
the past twenty- five years (1985–2010). Considerable amounts of incidental 
information on Mízhin weddings and the Ilonshka are contained in interviews 
Swan conducted that focused on the history of Peyote Religion in the Osage 
community. In 2015–16, Swan undertook a series of focused interviews with 
former drum keepers and their family members to discuss their preparations 
to pay for the drum. In this context, we also documented multiple approaches 
used to create contemporary interpretations of Osage wedding attire, an under- 
acknowledged genre of Osage folk art.

Combined, these interviews provide an incredible record of Osage history 
and heritage from the perspective of Osage citizens who participated in the 
activities that were central to Osage identity in the twentieth century. The avail-
ability of this material allowed us to incorporate Osage voices and narrative in 
our discussion and analysis.

Central to our research methodology for this book was a series of collab-
orative programs with the Osage Nation Museum and the Wazhazhi Cultural 
Center to promote and facilitate the direct participation of Osage citizens in 
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this work. The research for this book and its accompanying exhibition benefited 
tremendously from the participation of hundreds of members of the Osage com-
munity who attended information sessions, assisted in photo identification, dis-
played personal and family collections of wedding regalia, and, most important, 
shared the oral tradition of their families and their own lived experiences. These 
efforts were made possible through the cooperation and assistance of Kathryn 
Redcorn, director emerita of the Osage Nation Museum, and Vann Bighorse, 
past director of the Wazhazhi Cultural Center. Public events at each institu-
tion brought hundreds of Osage community members into communications on 
our topic through lectures, discussions, and workshops. Our interaction with 
members of the community at these workshops and other community events 
also informed the objectives of our research. Paramount among the topics of 
interest to the community is the circumstances and rationale for the incorpora-
tion of Osage wedding clothes into the Ilonshka.

On October 23, 2014, we held a public event at the Osage Nation Museum 
to introduce the project to the larger Osage community. More than one hundred 
people attended the event. Following an introduction by Swan, the attendees 
broke into groups to review historic photographs of Osage weddings from the 

“An Evening of Photographs,” Osage Nation Museum, Pawhuska, Oklahoma, February 
23, 2015. Left to right: museum director Kathryn Redcorn, unidentified, Anna Jefferson, 
unidentified. Courtesy of Osage Nation Museum, James Elsberry Jr. photographer.
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collections of the Osage Nation Museum, the Western History Collections, 
University of Oklahoma Libraries, and the Jim Cooley Collection. The event 
produced expanded identification of photographs for date, place, and partici-
pants. We also made important contacts with community members that led us 
to additional resources, and following this event, the museum received numer-
ous inquiries regarding additional opportunities to contribute to the project.

In response to this outpouring of interest, we produced a binder of wed-
ding photographs that was made available at the Osage Nation Museum so 
community members unable to attend the event could review photographs and 
provide comments. We also built a project website that hosts historic photo-
graphs and images of Osage wedding clothes in museum collections. The site 

Homepage for Osage Weddings research website. Courtesy of Daniel C. Swan.
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was interactive and provided a means for community members and others to 
comment on the photographs and learn about the project through updates and 
news reports.

At the second event at the Osage Nation Museum, held on February 19, 
2015, we provided the approximately sixty community members in attendance 
with a progress report on our research and responded to questions. The high-
light of the evening was the viewing of two historic films of Osage weddings 
in the 1920s, one from the collections of the Oklahoma Historical Society and 
one from the Tulsa Historical Society.9

The highlight of our collaborative research program in the Osage com-
munity was an informal exhibition of Osage wedding attire at the Wazhazhi 
Cultural Center on May 2, 2015. Nine community members joined the Sam 
Noble Museum in displaying Osage bridal attire and its accessories. The display 
included eighteen wedding coats and fifteen hats. We believe this to be the larg-
est gathering of Osage wedding regalia since the last Mízhin weddings in the 
1930s. A major part of the program was a dressing of the bride, led by Renee 
Harris with support from Danielle Cass and Leah Bighorse. Harris provided 
narrative commentary while Bighorse dressed Cass in a full set of Osage bridal 
attire, including a coat Cass’s brother, Bruce, received from incoming Hominy 
drum keeper William Shunkamolah in 2009.

Our efforts to engage the contemporary Osage community in our research 
was informed by Swan’s experience in museum collaborations with Native 

Osage Bridal Attire, community exhibition. Wazhazhi Cultural Center, Osage Nation, 
Pawhuska, Oklahoma, May 2015. Courtesy of Daniel C. Swan.

Facing Osage wedding hat. Courtesy of Renee Harris.
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American communities to produce exhibitions, publications, and their as-
sociated public programs. Event- sponsored fieldwork of this type is particu-
larly well situated to promote new forms of collaboration often predicated on 
reciprocal community service projects (Hertz 2017, 336). Swan and Michael 
Paul Jordan (2015, 49–50) identify the importance of longitudinal institutional 
and professional relationships and the capacity to undertake projects that 
primarily address community heritage agendas and priorities. Swan’s work in 
the Osage community over the past thirty- five years has afforded many such  
opportunities.10



Danielle Cass wearing the wedding outfit gifted to her brother, former Pawhuska drum 
keeper Bruce Cass, by William Shunkamolah when he paid for the drum in the Hominy 
District in 2009. The sash securing the coat is unfinished, a traditional characteristic 
of wedding belts that is perpetuated by some drum keepers. Wazhazhi Cultural Center, 
Pawhuska, Oklahoma, 2015. Courtesy of Daniel C. Swan.
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Finally, it is important to note that the research discussed in this publica-
tion also supported the development of the interpretive content for the traveling 
exhibition A Giving Heritage: Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community. 
The exhibit was developed by the Sam Noble Museum to share the rich tradition 
and unique style of Osage wedding clothes and their multiple cultural contexts 
to a broader public. The exhibition opened its tour at the Mathers Museum of 
World Cultures, Indiana University (September–December 2017); then traveled 
to the Osage Nation Museum, Pawhuska, Oklahoma (May–November 2018); 
and concluded its tour with a venue at the Sam Noble Museum, University of 
Oklahoma (January–March 2019). The exhibition and its associated public 
programming created an additional context of the expanded use of Osage 
wedding clothing beyond that of community usage. In this instance, wedding 
clothes are a vehicle to educate a broad public on the social history and enduring 

Public program 
card for gallery 
talk and “dressing 
the bride” 
demonstration. 
Courtesy of 
Mathers Museum 
of World Cultures, 
Indiana University.
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value system of the Osage community. The exhibition also introduces the major 
distinctions between gift and market exchange systems.

We decided to adopt a somewhat unorthodox format for this book, at-
tempting to satisfy two highly related yet stylistically distinct objectives. Our 
main goal is to present an approachable narrative that provides proper respect 
for the place of Mízhin and the Ilonshka in Osage society and acknowledges 
the Osage community members who worked diligently to document and share 
these aspects of their tribal history. We relate this in the five chapters presented 
in this book. Our secondary goal is to present an anthropological assessment 
of the role of gift exchange in Osage society in the nineteenth, twentieth, and 

Exhibition 
poster, Osage 
Nation Museum, 
Pawhuska, 
Oklahoma. 
Courtesy of 
Osage Nation 
Museum.
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twenty- first centuries. We address this topic in an appendix to this book. The 
appendix provides an anthropological discussion of the role of exchange in the 
perpetuation of Osage society. This approach also clearly delineates the author’s 
voice and academic interpretations from those of the Osage community. Here 
we situate our findings within the larger contexts of exchange theory, heritage 
construction, and material culture studies. We do not mean to diminish the 
direct relationship between the two research themes but hope that this format 
facilitates access to our work by a broad audience. Precedent for this approach 
is its use by Anthony F. C. Wallace in the publication of his study of the Hand-
some Lake Religion of the Seneca (Wallace 2004, vii).

Notes

 1. Preston Morrell (December 25, 1915–June 27, 2001) was a full- blood, native- 
speaking Osage from Hominy, Oklahoma. He participated in the Ilonshka dances, 
serving as a water boy, whip man, and advisor on many committees in the Hominy 
District. Morrell assumed leadership of his father’s Black Dog Peyote Church in 
1965 and continued as roadman at his family’s church until his passing. He also 
served a term as the state priest for the Native American Church of Oklahoma in 
the mid-1980s.
 2. Swan met Mr. Morrell in 1984, early in his efforts to establish a cultural re-
source center for the Osage community through the White Hair Memorial (see note 
5). Swan was encouraged by Geoffrey Standing Bear to visit Morrell and explore 
a project to document the history of the Peyote religion among the Osages and, in 
particular, the octagonal church houses associated with the Osage form of that re-
ligion. Swan and Morrell developed a close professional and personal relationship 
that spanned seventeen years. They served as coprincipal investigators between 1985 
and 1989 on an extensive project to document the spatial and chronological context 
of Osage Big Moon Peyote Churches. See Swan (1990, 1998) for a detailed discus-
sion of this project and its results.
 3. Settler colonialism is a form of imperialism in which settlers replace in-
digenous societies through territorial displacement and the development of a new 
colonial society of sovereign authority and distinct identity. As such there can 
be no postcolonial period. Examples of settler colonial societies include Canada, 
the United States, Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa (LeFevre 2015). See 
P. Wolf (1999, 2006) for an expanded discussion of settler colonialism as a perpet-
ual structure of territorial displacement and genocide.
 4. Mary Nora Lookout Standingbear told Swan (1984–2004) that the ideal 
standard for incest prohibitions in Osage society required seven generations of sepa-
ration for a Mízhin form of marriage.
 5. The term Ilonshka refers to both the formal organization of initiated mem-
bers and the annual dance that it sponsors each June. While the annual dances are 
the largest and most visible activities of the Ilonshka committees, the organization 
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serves a range of roles in the community throughout the year. These activities are 
discussed in chapter 3.
 6. To access the Doris Duke Collection at the University of Oklahoma see the 
University of Oklahoma Western History Collection website, accessed August 18, 
2017, https://digital.libraries.ou.edu/whc/duke/.
 7. The White Hair Memorial is a cultural resource center for the Osage com-
munity that is administered by the Oklahoma Historical Society. The center was 
created in 1984 through the bequest of Lillie Morrell Burkhart, who left her estate 
in a trust to create a memorial to her ancestor Chief White Hair. In the 1980s the 
memorial engaged in a broad range of community- initiated programs that included 
language revitalization, public school Indian education programs, community heri-
tage research, and oral history interviews.
 8. The history and structure of the district committees of the Ilonshka society 
are discussed in detail in chapters 4 and 5.
 9. The most extensive piece of film of an Osage wedding can be found in the 
Haskell Pruett Collection, Oklahoma History Center, indian wedding ceremony, 
F2011.012.060. The film may be viewed in its entirety online at https://www 
.youtube.com/watch?v=F-6QQTN3ZrI&list=PL7BF683ECBDE30617&index=33, 
accessed August 18, 2017. Eugene Standingbear was a member of the Osage com-
munity who filmed a range of activities in Pawhuska and Tulsa, Oklahoma, in the 
1920s, including a clip from an Osage wedding. A video with family members and 
featured clips from the collection (sans wedding) can be viewed at https://www 
.youtube.com/watch?v=Ap_MHBoLFbg, accessed August 18, 2017.
 10. For a discussion of the longitudinal collaboration between the Sam Noble 
Museum and the Kiowa Black Leggings Warrior Society see Swan and Jordan 
(2015).
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In this chapter, we present a synthesis of historical and eth-
nological sources to reconstruct the Osage wedding ceremony and discuss its 

variations over time. A proposal of marriage and its acceptance or rejection in-
corporated social, biological, and economic considerations. While a traditional 
Osage wedding is generally conceived by Anglo observers as a nonreligious 
ceremony, the underlying philosophy for the Osage institution of marriage is 
highly spiritual in nature. The Osage people consider marriage a holy union, 
largely based on its ability to produce an environment in which children are 
raised in a specific manner. This is a major element in the reproduction of Osage 
society. The actual wedding ceremony, while lacking direct religious reference, 
had a strict protocol that reflected a clear set of moral standards. The proper 
conduct of the Mízhin, or sacred form of marriage, invoked spiritual interven-
tion for the health and long life of individuals married in this manner and the 
children born to them.

The evidence we consider in this chapter is particularly rich, based on the 
broad attention that Osage weddings have garnered from observers of their 
elaborate ceremony and spectacular material culture. Of all the sources avail-
able on Osage marriages, the most important are interviews with the partici-
pants in Osage weddings during the first decades of the twentieth century. Most 
relevant are accounts of the experiences of women who were married in this 
manner and the men and women who arranged the weddings. Our work ben-
efits greatly from community-based oral history projects and the publications 
of community and tribal historians. The richness of this record was a major 
factor in our decision to pursue this project.

| 1 | 

mízhin wedding ceremonies

Note: Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community (2019): p. 19–75, DOI: 10.2979 
/weddingclothesosagecommunity.0.0.05
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The chronological scope of the research reported in this book and the com-
munity narrative that supports our interpretations is anchored in the first half 
of the twentieth century. It is important to provide a historical overview of the 
physical conditions that frame this period in Osage history because the political 
and economic nature of the Osage Nation and its citizens inevitably impacted 
the social and material topics we address.

The Osage suffered a pattern of forced dislocation and territorial erosion as 
a consequence of the American colonial period. Throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury, the Osage repeatedly ceded territory in Missouri, Arkansas, Oklahoma, 
and Kansas through a series of treaties with the United States. One provision of 
the Treaty of 1825 was further restriction to a limited reservation in southeast-
ern Kansas (Wilson 1985, 8–10). In 1872, the Osage made a final move to a res-
ervation in Indian Territory that today constitutes Osage County, Oklahoma. 
The Osage people established their villages in accordance with the traditional 
physical divisions of the tribe. The Osage Indian agent, the local authority of the 
Department of Indian Affairs, responded by dividing the reservation into five 
administrative districts that correlated to these concentrations of villages across 
the expansive territory (Swan 1990, 211). These districts correspond to the five 
traditional physical divisions of the tribe (La Flesche 1921, 45).1 The Waxakolin 
settled in the area that today comprises the city of Pawhuska, Oklahoma. The 
Zonsolin are located in Hominy, Oklahoma, and the Pahsolin in the commu-
nity of Gray Horse, close to the present-day town of Fairfax, Oklahoma. The 
Thontse washpe and the Utseta divisions settled in the area around Barnsdall, 
Oklahoma (Bailey 1970, 42–45; Bailey and Swan 2004, 145–46).2

In 1906 the Osage people were forced to adopt individual homesteads 
through the coerced allotment of their reservation (Bailey 1973, 157–60; Wil-
son 1985, 88–98). The Osage Allotment Act called for division of the Osage 
reservation, into tracts for individual ownership. Every man, woman, and child 
listed on the official tribal role as of July 1907 received 640 acres of land and 
a trust account of $3,000. A total of 2,229 individuals were listed as Osage on 
the final roll and received allotments.3

A provision of the Osage Allotment Act was the creation of three reserves of 
160 acres each in Pawhuska, Hominy, and Gray Horse to accommodate those 
who desired to continue communal life. Today several families continue perma-
nent and seasonal residence in these “villages” often in houses that have been 
in their lineage for several generations (Bailey and Swan 2004, 145). An elected 
board of five directors set standards and provisions for local governance of the 
160-acre villages. These villages are the sites of the annual Ilonshka dances and 
contain chapels and community buildings used for other community events.

Another significant element of the Osage Allotment Act was the provi-
sion that the subsurface mineral rights to the former reservation would be 
held in common, with proceeds divided in equal shares among the original 
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2,229 allottees, each receiving what became known as a “headright.” In 1926, 
these headrights paid each holder the sum of $16,000 (Bailey and Swan 2004, 
141–42; Wilson 1985, 121–47). The perception of the Osage people during this 
period by the larger American public was one of the “oil rich Indian.” In actu-
ality, the Osage were one of a very few American Indian tribes who achieved 
affluence in the early twentieth century due to the discovery of a huge oil reserve 
beneath their reservation. As petroleum became a major asset in the early part 
of the century the Osage gained the reputation of being “The Richest People in 
the World” (Bailey and Swan 2004, 137–41).

This wealth reached its zenith in the 1920s when oil payments to the 
Osage were at an all-time high. As a result, journalists from newspapers and 
the popular magazine media flocked to Oklahoma writing stories about the 
Osages’ fabulous wealth and their lavish and extravagant spending of it on fine 
automobiles and red brick mansions. These articles were often highly exagger-
ated and emphasized the absurd in their accounts of Osage spending with sen-
sational titles such as “Where Everyone Is Wealthy” and “Lo, the Rich Indian, 
How He Blows His Coin!”(Layng 1927, 404; “Lo, the Rich Indian” 1920, 62). 
This wealth also attracted a segment of the non-Indian population who arrived 
on the former Osage Reservation with the specific intention of separating the 
Osage from this wealth by whatever means necessary. This included murder, 
resulting in what became known as the “Osage Reign of Terror,” which was 
chronicled in a 2017 New York Times best-selling book, Killers of the Flower 
Moon, by David Grann.

The relative affluence experienced by the Osage people in the first decades 
of the twentieth century had a tremendous impact on the evolution of Osage 
society. It is clear that many Osage people used their wealth to support the tradi-
tional activities and observances important to community and family life. This 
affluence contributed to the development of a set of standards and expectations 
that are critical components in the modern identity of the Osage people (Bailey 
and Swan 2004, 142–47; Harmon 2010, 180, 186–87; Thompson, Vehik, and 
Swan 1984, 47–50). We will return to the discussion of relative wealth and 
Osage society later in chapter 5 of this work, particularly with regard to its 
subsequent erosion through a decline in the productivity of the mineral estate 
and partible inheritance of the original 2,229 headrights, now fractionated into 
tens of thousands of partial shares (Bailey and Swan 2004, 149). In response to 
this situation, the Osage community developed new strategies and mechanisms 
to maintain established conventions of generosity and hospitality.

Osage Weddings

Francis La Flesche, an Omaha student of pioneer ethnologist Alice Cunning-
ham Fletcher, spent the majority of his career documenting the ritual practices 
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of Osage tribal religion, which was largely moribund at the time of his fieldwork 
in the early twentieth century. La Flesche provides the first academic assess-
ment of Osage marriage practices in both their idealized and practical forms, 
discussing the sacred form of arranged marriage:

The marriage customs of the Osage are clearly defined, well established, and 
are observed to this day by the full-bloods. . . . There are two forms of mar-
riage that are recognized as legal [in terms of Osage social mores] one which 
takes place between a youth and a maiden and is called Mízhin, and another 
in which one or both parties had been married before and is called Omíha. 
The marriageable age is reached shortly after puberty and those who have 
attained that period of life are known as Tséga non, or newly grown. These 
young people, unless near relatives, are not allowed to mingle or even speak 
to one another. All are strictly guarded so that none can arrange their own 
marriage affairs and open courtship. (1912, 127–28)

In describing the ceremony La Flesche (1912, 128–29) documents reciprocal gift 
exchanges that are focused on the distribution of horses and blankets to the 
extended kin of the bride and groom. He makes no mention of the elaborate 
bridal regalia discussed in this work, which suggests La Flesche never attended 
an Osage wedding, more likely from lack of interest than from lack of oppor-
tunity. His focus was on Osage society in the past, and he rarely mentions the 
reality of life in the Osage communities he visited in 1910–20.

In one of his larger works documenting the evolution of the formal social 
organization of the tribe and its ritual expression, La Flesche (1921, 48–49) 
places Osage marriage practices within the larger worldview of the Osage 
people and underscores the philosophical foundation of Osage incest rules:

It would appear from the story handed down by the old men, in mythical 
form, of the origin of the people, that the Non’-hon-zhin-ga [tribal elders] 
arrived at the idea that life was conceived between two great fructifying 
forces—namely, the sky and earth—and continued forever to proceed there-
from. This conception the Non’-hon-zhin-ga not only expressed in the mythi-
cal story mentioned above, but also in dividing the tribe into two parts—one 
to represent the sky and the other the earth—they further emphasized this 
symbolic expression by requiring the men belonging to one division to take 
wives from among the women belonging to the other division. This tribal 
arrangement did not arise from an idle thought, but from a belief, born of 
a long study of nature, that such was the means employed by Wa-kon’-da to 
bring forth life in bodily form.

In accordance with the religious significance of these two great divisions, a 
rule was prescribed that required the men of one division to take wives only 
from the women belonging to the opposite division. The rule was strictly and 
religiously observed.
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Conversations in the early twentieth century with the Nonhonzhinga led La 
Flesche to conclude that they modeled Osage marriage on the same order that 
Wakon’da used in his creation of life on earth. They divided Osage society into 
two groups: the Tsizhu, or sky, and the Honga, or earth, with each compris-
ing several clans and extended lineages. The requirement that men from each 
group marry only women from the other was grounded in the moral values of 
the Osage people and viewed as a sacred obligation.4 The mention of disruptive 
forces in this order is a rare consideration by La Flesche of the contemporary 
contexts in which his Osage consultants lived at the time of his field research.

Historical Accounts

A diverse range of historic and ethnographic sources provides consistent notice 
and varying degrees of documentation of Osage weddings. The earliest pub-
lished account of an Osage wedding appears in Paul Vissier’s Histoire de la 
Tribu des Osages, published in Paris in 1827 (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 
94). The volume was released to coincide with the visit of a delegation of Osages 
to Paris the same year.5 The content of Vissier’s work was derived largely from 
the existing literature of the day, and in particular the works of Nicolas Perrin 
and Conrad Malte-Brun, who both published their works in the 1820s (Heat-
Moon and Wallace 2013, 65, 67).6 Through Malte-Brun, Vissier provides an 
amazingly detailed description of an Osage marriage ceremony that coincides 
closely with the practices documented in the early twentieth century.

Vissier provides important details of the diverse social and economic rela-
tions involved in Osage marriages, including a desire to marry within or above 
one’s social station (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 95). He identifies a set of 
“privileged families [who] form a patrician caste surrounded by a certain dis-
tinction” and the important role of uncles on both sides of the marriage pro-
posal, whose approval is required for the wedding to proceed.7 Vissier identifies 
a group of men that he calls “cooks” as central to the process:

Once the young man receives his uncles [sic] approval, he announces the mar-
riage to the rest of his family who limit their reactions to congratulations. 
Then he calls in the cooks and, according to his wealth, gives them a num-
ber of horses. This can be as many as twenty—the greater the number the 
more his future wife is honored. The young man instructs the cooks to lead 
the horses to the doorway of the woman he wants to marry and to tie them 
there. The cooks’ mission is limited to securing the horses to the entrance of 
the girl’s lodge and saying they come on behalf of so-and-so. (Heat-Moon 
and Wallace 2013, 95) 

Vissier’s use of the term cooks to describe these men follows Malte-Brun’s 
usage to describe a class of men who would be viewed today as shamans or 
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healers. Vissier felt that cooks (cuisinier) better captured the nature of these 
individuals and their activities than the term juggler, a term commonly used 
in the nineteenth century to describe Native Americans engaged in shamanic 
curing rituals. The duties of these individuals included cooking at ceremonies 
and service “as a sort of town crier, master of ceremonies and arranger of mar-
riages” (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 77).

Vissier describes the important role of the prospective bride’s relatives, 
particularly uncles, in the deliberative process and discusses the reciprocal 
exchange of gifts as critical components in Osage weddings: “She understands 
what that means and tells her uncle or her brother, who gives his consent—if he 
approves of the marriage. If he refuses to consent, the horses are sent back to the 
domicile of the young man, who is then forced to renounce the marriage. If the 
request is accepted by the girl and her family, the horses are distributed among 
her relatives who are quick to offer the future groom presents of comparable 
value. These gifts consist of horses, scarlet cloth, guns, jewelry and household 
utensils” (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 196–97). Here Vissier introduces 
the pattern in which the horses gifted by the groom are distributed among 
the bride’s relatives, cementing social relationships throughout an extended 
network of lineal kin.

Vissier describes the gift exchange process in great detail:

This exchange takes place by means of the cooks the day before the arranged 
marriage ceremony. The following day, between 4 and 5 o’clock, the relatives 
of the bride, after having adorned her in her best finery, lead her, mounted 
on one of their best horses, to the young man’s lodge. She is preceded by the 
cooks who announce the marriage as they go along. The mother and sisters 
of the groom hurry to meet and compliment her, help her dismount, and 
greet her with titles of “daughter” and “sister-in-law.” They ask her to come 
in to their home, inviting her family as well, and they have her sit on a new 
mat—a most beautiful one—spread out in the middle of the room to receive 
her. There they quickly remove all her clothing and ornaments, and imme-
diately replace them with others equally fine and new. Those she wore will 
become property of the mother and sisters of the groom because everything 
remains in their lodge. The remainder of the day is spent in congratulations 
and family feasting. (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 96)

This passage is particularly rich in ethnographic detail, providing the first men-
tion of “wedding clothes” and the formal procession where the bride rides a 
horse to the groom’s camp and is led by the “cooks,” who announce the event. 
Here we also encounter the first mention of a ritual undressing of the bride by 
the groom’s female relatives, who then re-dress the bride with fresh clothes. Vis-
sier provides the sole mention that the “undressing” of the bride is conducted on 
a new mat, presumably one woven from cattails and nettle fiber in a traditional 
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manner that achieved sacred status in the Osage tribal religion (La Flesche 1930, 
682–83). Based on information from the early nineteenth century, this use of a 
woven mat would tie the wedding to the prevailing religious idiom of the day.

Vissier also provides an interesting mention of a part of the marriage cer-
emony that is referred to by Osage community members as the “return of the 
bride”:

Between nine and ten in the morning, dressed in wedding clothes given to 
her by the mother and sisters of the husband, the bride gets on a horse and 
returns to her father. . . . Soon after the return of the concerned bride to the 
parental roof, her relatives send a cook, natural master of all ceremonies of 
important days, to invite her husband to join them. He immediately obeys 
and goes on foot. As soon as the family sees him, the father, brother and 
uncle of the wife approach him with the familiar names of “son-in-law,” 
“brother-in-law” and “nephew” and invite him to come into his new home. 
(Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 96)

It is important to note that in this element of the wedding ceremony, the bride 
is returned to her natal home dressed again in “wedding clothes,” this time 
provided by the groom’s female relatives. This exchange of wedding clothes 
might provide public evidence that the two families joined in this manner were 
of equivalent wealth and social status.

Vissier completes his section on Osage marriage by noting that the new 
son-in-law becomes the head of the bride’s paternal household and owner of 
all its contents and of the food, robes, and other materials produced through 
its collective labor (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 97). The Osage people em-
phatically adhere to a system of patrilineal decent in which a child is a member 
of their father’s clan.8 A system of postmarital residence in the bride’s paternal 
household runs counter to the patrilocal patterns anticipated by traditional 
anthropological theory.9

Vissier provides important comments on the nature of Osage arranged 
marriages, explaining the practical and social considerations at hand and then 
comparing them to arranged marriage in “civilized” society: “This completely 
pastoral institution obliges family members to give careful attention to the 
choice of a new master. Apart from the interest of the girl—so often sacrificed 
among civilized peoples to the frivolous desire to arrange a rich marriage—
among the Osages, every relative is directly interested in a choice almost always 
justified by the qualities of the new husband” (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 
98). Vissier concludes his discussion of Osage marriage with an assessment 
of sororal polygyny, in which the husband of the oldest daughter becomes 
the head of her natal household and then has the right to marry her sisters, if 
she has any. Vissier justifies this practice in the name of household stability, 
preventing a number of incoming husbands vying for power and control. He 
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also notes that this practice concentrates wealth and resources as opposed to 
disbursing it to several households, which would be the case if the wives were 
drawn from different families (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 98–99). These 
are very sophisticated interpretations and presage any additional analysis of 
Osage social practice.

Vissier’s passage on polygyny mentions the salient point, but it fails to take 
notice that the rule applies only to the husband of the first daughter, in a system 
in which male and female children are strictly ranked within families based on 
their birth order.10 The first son and first daughter enjoy rights and privileges 
not extended to their younger siblings, including marriage in the Mízhin form. 
It is highly doubtful that such a wedding would be sponsored for a second son 
or daughter, particularly if one had been previously held for an older sibling. 
In this case the sibling rank of the brides governed both the rule of sororal po-
lygyny and the rank of sons-in-law in a mixed extended household.

Victor Tixier, a French medical student, traveled to America in 1839 and 
remained for nearly a year. After spending three months in New Orleans, he 
ventured to St. Louis, where, through the trader Edward Chouteau, he met a 
group of Osages and then quickly left with them for the Osage “country.” Tixier 
spent the majority of his remaining time in America among the Osages, and he 
published a memoir of his observations and experiences in 1844 (McDermott 
1940, ix, 8, 15–16). There is no evidence to indicate that Tixier witnessed an 
Osage wedding, so his interpretation and comments must have been based 
on his well-documented conversations with his Osage hosts, talks that would 
today be termed semistructured ethnographic interviews. His assessment of 
Osage marriage practices generally coincides with earlier works and empha-
sizes “bride price” and the transfer of property as the result of a marriage: “A 
man gives to the father of the bride-to-be the number of horses, bison robes, 
or blankets equal in value to the woman who will work for him: therefore, he 
pays for her. Any man who marries the eldest of several sisters is by right the 
husband of the younger ones. . . . The marriage ceremony is quite simple. The 
bridegroom-to-be comes to pay the price of the girl, takes her to his lodge along 
with her male relations and gives a feast for them” (183). Tixier describes the 
means of payment for the bride to be as bison robes, horses, and blankets. He 
also notes a tendency for sororal polygyny with the additional wives drawn 
from the younger sisters of the first wife (183). Tixier viewed Osage weddings 
as purely economic matters with the price of the bride wealth determined by 
the labor potential of the bride in terms of her contribution to the newly formed 
household. At the height of the robe trade, women’s labor consisted mainly of 
the skinning and initial processing of green hides.11 Tixier also mentions an 
Osage pattern of inheritance in which the oldest son inherits the horses of the 
deceased father and the eldest daughter receives the lodge and its contents (184).
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Another account of Osage weddings from the mid-eighteenth century is 
given in Josiah Gregg’s (1954) Commerce of the Prairies, based on his travels on 
the Santa Fe Trail between 1840 and 1843. Gregg also emphasizes the economic 
nature of Osage marriage and provides the first indication that the groom and 
his family initiate these unions. The “proposal” takes the form of the hopeful 
male leaving a suitable number of horses tied to the lodge of the prospective 
bride’s father. Gregg also identifies the arranged nature of these unions, the 
strict protection of the virtues of young women, and the use of horses or other 
goods of value in a pattern of reciprocal exchange initiated by the young man 
and his family:

The habitudes of the Osage do not appear to have undergone any material 
change, notwithstanding the exertions of the government and the missionar-
ies to civilize and Christianize them. Some of their matrimonial customs are 
very curious and rather peculiar. The eldest daughter seems not only “heiress 
apparent,” but, when married, becomes absolute owner of the entire prop-
erty and household of her parents—family and all. While single however, 
she has no authority, but is herself held as a piece of merchantable property 
estimated somewhat in the civilized life, in proposition to her “charms,” and 
to the value of her “hereditaments”. She is therefore kept under the strictest 
watch by her parents, that she may not diminish her worth by any improper 
conduct. (429)

Gregg’s passage presents a common view among Anglos that Osage marriage 
provides a clear case of bride purchase, based on deeper economic motivations 
at work among all parties. While the concept of arranged marriages and dowry 
had widespread relevance in Europe well into the eighteenth century (Goody 
1983), Native peoples were quickly judged for these practices in a harsh man-
ner. Parental consent in marriage ended in Europe in the Middle Ages but 
continued to be the norm in the remainder of the non-Western world until the 
1950s (Goody and Tambiah 1973). The treatment of Native women versus their 
Euro-American counterparts at various points in time has received considerable 
attention, and the characterization of Native women as work drones and slaves 
is largely the product of a complete lack of understanding of Native preferences 
and standards with respect to gender roles in economics and society (Albers 
and Medicine 1983).12

The unique nature of Osage marriage incorporates elements of bride wealth 
and dowry, making the covenant one of reciprocal exchange as opposed to 
purchase:

When some warrior “beau” has taken a fancy to the heiress and wishes to 
possess her and her estate of sisters, dogs, rugs and household, he takes his 
finest horses (and if she is a “belle” he need not attempt unless he have some 
of the noblest), and tying them at her lodge door departs without saying a 
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word; leaving them, like a slow-match, silently to effect his purpose. After the 
“pretender” has disappeared, the matron of the premises and her lord inspect 
the valuables, the “demure damsel” barely venturing a sly peep through the 
wigwam. If the offer be found unworthy, the horses are sent back to the 
owner as silently as they came, or maybe with some apology, provided he be 
a warrior whom they are afraid of offending. But if accepted, the father takes 
instead some of his own horses and ties them at the door of the proposer, as 
a token of admission. If the parties are without horses some other valuables 
are employed in lieu. After this the marriage is solemnized with a joyous fete, 
and their primitive customs. But now the son in law is fully indemnified for 
his heavy “disbursement” in the purchase of this bride; for he at once be-
comes the possessor of the entire wealth of his father in law—master of the 
family lodge and all the household: if there be a dozen younger daughters, 
they are all his de droit—his wives or slaves as we may choose to consider 
them. (Gregg 1954, 429)

Despite the dramatic emphasis and failure to understand the place of women—
daughters, sisters, mothers—in Osage society, Gregg reinforces previous reports 
of Osage weddings, including the exercise of sororal polygyny, the role of 
feasting, and the unique property inheritance traditions of the Osage people. 
He was among the first to note that the return of the initial gift of horses ends 
the negotiations. But Gregg’s over emphasis on the economic considerations 
of Osage weddings represents his bias toward Western ontologies, beliefs that 
prevent his understanding of the true intent and purpose of Mízhin marriage.

We place the first extant photographic documentation of an Osage wedding 
on the Osage reservation in Indian Territory, the contemporary state of Okla-
homa, in the early 1870s. It was not long after their move to this new reserva-
tion that Osage marriage practices began to attract notice and comments from 
the Osage agents and other government officials in the late nineteenth century. 
The traditional Osage form of marriage was viewed as a major impediment to 
the assimilation policies of the federal government. One of the more popular 
attacks leveled against Osage arranged marriages was outrage over the young 
ages of the brides. In 1881, Osage agent L. J. Miles (Commissioner of Indian 
Affairs Annual Report [hereafter cited as CIA-AR] 1881, 84) reported the fol-
lowing to Washington: “They still persist in selling their girls for wives while 
quite young, and I have been compelled to separate one or two the past year, 
the girls or would be wives not being over eight or nine years old.” This preoc-
cupation with the age of marriage among the Osage people belies the fact that 
in Europe local traditions of arranged marriages at younger ages had come into 
direct conflict with changing doctrine from the church (Goody 1983, 185–86). 
The Osage system of Mízhin was a logical target to be exploited in a general 
campaign of assimilation propaganda. In discussing this aspect of Osage mar-
riage La Flesche (1912, 1) states, “The marriageable age is reached shortly after 
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puberty and those who have attained that period of life are known as Tse’-ga-
non or newly grown.” This is only logical given that the implicit and explicit 
purpose of marriage in Osage society was to procreate.

While all we have at our disposal are largely biased age estimates for Osage 
brides in the late nineteenth century, we have direct data from individuals mar-
ried in this manner in the early twentieth century. Information from a number 
of Osage brides from this period support an average age at marriage of fifteen 
years old with a trend toward older brides in the 1920s and ’30s (Hill 1967, 9; 
Iron 1967, 1; Unap 1968, 6).

A. J. Standing, assistant superintendent of Carlisle Indian School, visited 
the Osage Reservation in 1887 to conduct an investigation of the current condi-
tion of recently returned students from the Carlisle Institute, and a synopsis of 
his report was included in the Osage agent’s annual report for 1887.13 Stand-
ing’s comments on the returned female students included the following: “One 
of the girls has been heavily tattooed on hands and arms, but not by her own 
desire. She has also been sold in marriage for thirteen ponies. The husband in 
this case is an ex-school boy of good character who has maintained his stand 

Osage wedding, ca. 1870–75 (detail). This is the first extant photograph of an Osage 
wedding and was likely taken shortly after the Osage had arrived at their Indian 
Territory reservation. Only the bride wears elaborate Osage bridal attire, and note the 
wedding bell on the bride’s horse. Courtesy of Jim Cooley. 
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[sic] as a white man until within two weeks of his marriage. Although these 
young people were not consulted parties, it is possible the marriage may prove 
a happy one” (CIA-AR 1887, 86). Standing decries the return of students to 
the reservation, portraying it as an extremely negative environment and paint-
ing a picture wherein Osage children are forced to abandon their “civilized” 
learning and unwillingly revert to traditional life. Begrudgingly, he admits that 
this particular marriage might prove successful. The full set of body tattoos 
mentioned in the report would represent a long, accumulative process in which 
the woman would have been tattooed at various points in her life with images 
representing an increasing initiation into the secret and religious societies of 
the tribe. This level of tattooing would have been present in older women, 
necessarily married in order to achieve the highest degrees of honor and their 
associated tattoos (Bailey and Swan 2004, 84). Standing’s misrepresentation 
causes us to seriously question the credibility of this report and suspect it may 
present an amalgamation of cultural attributes and practices intended to create 
and perpetuate negative impressions.

In the same year, the Osage agent responded to what appears to have been 
a general question from the commissioner of Indian Affairs regarding the man-
ner in which the various Indian agencies participate in the marriage of Native 
Americans. The Osage agent reported: “The agent at this agency does not is-
sue marriage licenses nor perform the marriage ceremony as it is the practice 
at some Indian agencies, and consequently there are no record [sic] kept here 
of Indian marriages. Most of the full-bloods are married according to their 
ancient ceremony, but the mixed bloods now marry according to civilized 
custom. Polygamy is still in vogue to a limited extent among the full bloods, 
but is rapidly dying out” (CIA-AR 1899, 296). This passage is important be-
cause it affirms that customary marriage was still in effect for the majority of 
the Osage Indian community at the beginning of the twentieth century while 
instances of polygyny were in decline. In the nineteenth century, the designa-
tions “full-blood” and “mixed-blood” became associated with political, social, 
and religious distinctions in the Osage Nation, often without regard to actual 
ancestry and genealogy.14

Osage marriages and their associated economic negotiations continued to 
attract attention from scholarly and popular writers. Kate Burrell (1903, 89) 
noted that this system of arranged marriage was beginning to feel the strains 
of acculturation at the beginning of the twentieth century. She is also the first 
to mention the gifting of food to the family of the prospective bride as an 
important aspect of the marriage proposal. Frank Speck (1907, 168) provided 
an early ethnological note on Osage marriage in which he failed to recognize 
the arranged nature of Osage marriages but gave great detail on the structure 
and multiple forms of negotiation associated with a proposal of marriage. His 
general structure and chronology of the events associated with Mízhin weddings 
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are amazingly consistent with those reported in the 1820s. Speck was also the 
first non-Osage observer to mention a ceremonial race as an important social 
component of the event.

Arranging a Marriage

In the context of Mízhin, a mother and father have a son who has just passed 
puberty, and they want to secure a life mate for him. They call together all 
their relations and discuss the matter. They look for a girl of marriageable age 
who comes from a respectable family within the Osage tribe, a family that is 
at least their equivalent within the community with parents who were married 
in the same traditional Osage way that they wish for their son. On the girl’s 
side of the proposal, the family is passive in that they cannot seek out a male 
for their daughter’s mate and must wait to be approached by some boy’s family 
(La Flesche 1912, 127).

In speaking about her marriage to Albert Maker conducted in the Mízhin 
form, performed in September 1936, Myrtle Unap (1968, 6) described her ex-
perience and its social referents:

The boy and I never spoke to each other, although we lived in the same 
town, but that’s why we had this wedding. We never spoke to each other. We 
listened to our parents. That is the Osage way. They bring two families that 
coincide with their background, to rear children in this Osage way, which, 
in my opinion, compares to the royal houses of Europe. That’s the way they 
were married and we are told that when we are married in this fashion it’s 
a royal marriage. That we have to raise blue-blooded children for the Osage 
people, and we were counseled in this fashion by the older and wiser men of 
the Osage tribe at that time.

Unap described the sense that Osage children were strictly regulated in their 
social interactions, stressing relations with lineal kin while isolating and closely 
monitoring children of the opposite sex. She also exposes the role of social pres-
tige and status in these deliberations. Each party would be concerned that their 
child might be considered to have married below their class while the opposite 
would have been desirable. This sense of “royalty” is well in keeping with the 
manner that the eldest son and daughter assumed their rank in Osage society.

Nora Stewart, an Osage elder from the Gray Horse District who was de-
scended from hereditary and elected chiefs, described the role of genealogy and 
lineage in Osage marriages: “On my father’s side he was the chief family. On my 
mother’s side they called that the chief family. So they got my mother and father 
together and married them. . . . Bluebloods they called them. And that’s where 
I come from. My father’s people asked for my mother when she was born” 
(Jones 1986 36). Lineal descent, as expressed through Osage clan structure, 
provided the foundation for Osage incest rules, requiring several generations of 
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separation of lineages for the marriage of two individuals to be considered. The 
desire to marry someone of equal or greater status was particularly important 
in “chiefly” lineages, where political stature and social standing were at the 
core of prestige. The position of one’s family in the Osage community was an 
important concern in the proposal of marriage and its consideration. Stewart’s 
suggestion that children were betrothed at birth might have influenced which 
children were closely watched to prevent any contact between them prior to 
marriage, a contention supported by other members of the community (Shaw 
and Shaw 2015).

Decent from a chiefly lineage remained an important element in social sta-
tus among the Osage well into the twentieth century. In discussing the standing 
of her father, Joe Shunkamolah, Lottie Pratt (Pratt and Pratt 2002, 1B) stated: 
“My father, when he was living, he was always called upon. His grandfather, he 
was a chief, a hereditary chief of the Pahsulin so he was respected in that way, 
he had chiefs blood in him and that was his station in life. And he was very well 
respected and in turn he always carried himself like that.”

The chief in question here was Pawnenopahshe, Governor Joe, himself the 
son of a notable war chief. Pawnenopahshe was educated at the Jesuit mission 
school in Kansas and could speak, read, and write English. In addition to his 
credentials as a traditional chief of the Big Hill Band of the Osage, he was 
elected by popular vote to the office of governor of the Osage in 1878, providing 
leadership for the Osage tribal business committee. In 1882, the Osage Nation 
adopted a constitutional-based government and Pawnenopahshe was elected 
to the office of principal chief (Wilson 1985, 25, 27, 33; 1988, 52–54). These 
chiefly ancestors continue to be valued and embraced in the Osage community. 
Genealogies are an important component of public oratories that accompany 
events in the public life of Osage communities and their members.

While a proposal is formally initiated by the boy’s family it is also clear 
that the parents and other close relatives of the prospective bride were deeply 
involved in the process. Rose Albert Hill was married in a traditional Osage 
wedding ceremony on July 3, 1905, when she was seventeen years old and had 
recently graduated from the eighth grade at the St. Louis Boarding School in 
Pawhuska, Oklahoma. Her memories provide insight into the personal experi-
ence of an arranged marriage and its social underpinnings:

After I came back from school—St. Louis School—[my dad told me] that he 
was going to marry me off. He said I need protection ’cause I didn’t have any 
mother and he couldn’t look after me and take care of me anymore. . . . And 
he said he had already talked to my aunt. That was my mother’s sister. She 
was willing. She wanted me to be married off. I didn’t like the idea myself. I 
would rather go on to school, which I wanted to do.

Well, I was, going to go where the rest of the students were going. . . . 
At the time the Sisters were making the arrangements for all those students 
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to go. Some of them went to Chilocco and some went to Haskell [boarding 
schools]. . . . I guess they had already arranged it. They were going to marry 
me off. After that, I saw that I wasn’t on the list to go to school. I was going 
to pick Haskell.

I couldn’t say anything. Because he had already planned it. . . . And I told 
my father I would rather go away to school, but he wasn’t going to allow me 
to go. And he said if I didn’t get married he would disown me. That’s what 
he said to me. So that naturally scared me. I didn’t want to be disowned. So 
I stayed there. I had to obey him, which I did. (Hill 1967, 9–10)

While this event took place in 1905, it was likely a common reaction among 
Osage children to this system of arranged marriage. The will of individuals had 
to be subdued in favor of the greater good of the family and extended lineages, 
reinforced by the values and mores of Osage society. Obedience to parents 
was paramount and one’s relationship to an expanded set of kin brought ex-
pectations of respect and mutual support. Hill’s experience also represents an 
increasing rupture in this traditional system, as a range of new forces impacted 
Osage life in the twentieth century. Historian Terry Wilson (1982 192) identifies 
marriage to non-Osage men and increased opportunities for women as major 
factors in the decline and ultimate end of Osage arranged marriages.

In a later interview, Hill related an important component of her reaction to 
her impending marriage and explains her father’s threat to disown her:

I didn’t want to marry, but there was nothing I could do. That was the way 
they believed—the Osages believed in marrying their children off. . . . When 
I learned what they were trying to do with me and I ran away, I ran off. . . . I 
came there to Mrs. Branner and she felt so sorry for me, you know. And my 
father came after me. . . . And I got away from him again. And I went out 
to St. Louis school to the sisters where I went to school. And he came out 
there after me. . . . There aren’t very many of ’em that do that, but I did it. I 
ran off. . . . So the sisters told me I had to obey my father. I didn’t want to. I 
wanted to stay with the sisters. Course my father came after me. After I saw 
what they was trying to do to me I just got up and left. . . . I had my mind 
made up to go away to school, you know. (Hill 1968, B5–B6)

This is not the only case of attempted marriage avoidance; there are numer-
ous stories in the community of individuals who eloped in order to avoid these 
arranged marriages. It is interesting to note that the sisters chose not to get 
between a father and a daughter on this matter, indicating the mutually sup-
portive relationship the Osage developed with the Catholic Church in contrast 
to the intrusive actions of government boarding school employees.

Unap (1968, 2–3) relayed a very different sentiment in recounting her ex-
periences on her wedding day:

And so, one day, as I was in my bedroom—my father came and he—told 
me, he said, “Daughter, I want you to come with me downstairs, this is your 
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wedding day and I want you to put on your wedding clothes.” And I have 
always been taught to honor thy mother and thy father and whatever they 
said, I must do, I know no other way. So, I followed, my father, and as we 
were going down the steps, he paused and he told me that he wanted to tell 
me that I had courage and he praised me for that and I was going to do what 
he asked me to do.

This was in 1936 when arranged marriages were waning, and it is quite prob-
able that this was one of the last such weddings conducted in the full sense of 
the Mízhin process and ceremony in the Hominy District. Her father’s apprecia-
tion suggests his acknowledgement of the sacrifice his daughter was making on 
behalf of the family.

Osage boys were not exempt from the restrictions imposed by a system of 
arranged marriages and were passive observers while their futures were deter-
mined by others. Charles Whitehorn (1969, 13–14) explained this situation:

They carried it out in a good way. For instance, the people that’s married 
and got family they try to raise their children in good way. It’s a girl, or it’s 
a boy. They try to teach ’em good and to go about through their life. How 
they must carry themselves and so on. In that way they had, all the parents 
were doing all that. Well, when they get ready to go, get old enough to get 
married, they want him to listen. And they tell him that we’re going to pick 
you out a girl in a certain family. The one that we think is going to work out 
good. So, you got to mind and you got to do like we tell you and to carry 
on. And if you do, you might make a success in the world in your lifetime.

This statement conveys the view that the marriage of two individuals is one 
point on a long continuum of social and ideological instruction that each child 
receives from their elders in order to live a long and successful life. A signifi-
cant mark of success in this value system was the birth of healthy children and 
their positioning to live long lives and produce a steady line of descendants (La 
Flesche 1921, 296). In this context, arranged marriages exemplified the concept 
of wahón, or the special respect among relatives, that is a foundational concept 
in Osage kinship ideologies. The weddings also echo values expressed in many 
of the rituals, or wigies, of the Osage tribal religion, in which a range of plants 
and animals serve as important symbols of the Osage desire for long life for 
themselves, their children, and their grandchildren (Bailey 1995, 35–40).15

Osage boys were also conflicted through their exposure to American society 
and the adoption of non-Osage beliefs and practices, often associated with op-
portunities afforded by education. Marguerite Waller (1971) provides insight 
into the experience of her father, Walter Matin, who upon returning to Hominy 
from an absence to attend business school in Bartlesville, Oklahoma, was told 
that his father had arranged for him to marry a girl he had never met. When she 
asked her father how he felt about this, knowing how much he enjoyed school 
and learning, he responded:
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“Well, I’ll have to tell you that when I was reared at home as an only child, 
I was reared to believe in God, and next I was reared to obey my parents. 
And if my parents saw that I was ready to be married, well then I took their 
word and I didn’t want to have any regrets where my parents were concerned. 
So that’s the reason. Your mother and I never had any romantic inclinations 
because we never saw each other.” But he said, “Through the years we have 
grown to love each other and respect each other, and we’ve had you girls 
and we think we’ve lived a full life. So I think that a parent selecting for each 
other is a good idea. I believe it is. I think it’s proved itself out.” So that’s 
what he told me about himself.

This sense of responsibility and respect for parents is a consistent theme in 
the memories conveyed by many of the Osage people married according to 
the standards of Mízhin. We have collected several accounts from community 
elders betrothed in the 1930s of the elation they experienced when a proposal 
was refused and the individuals were released from their arranged marriages 
(Swan 1984–2004, 94). These children were expected to acquiesce to their par-
ents’ wishes and resign themselves to their impending marriage to an unknown 
individual. The accounts reflect a range of responses and reactions as Osage 
citizens worked to reconcile the changing conditions of life in the twentieth 
century with an earlier set of social values and prescribed behaviors.

La Flesche (1912, 129–30) documents that the Osage developed the means 
to “salvage” a union instigated by two young people and turn it toward some 
minimal compliance with the requirements of Mízhin, thus restoring some level 
of propriety and honor among all parties:

It sometime happens that a young man falls in love with a maiden and de-
sires to marry her. Fearing opposition, either by his own parents or by those 
of the maiden, should he endeavor to marry her openly, he cohabits with 
her in secret. This is not recognized as a marriage, but is called Gashon’the 
migthonge, which freely translated means a union in the natural state or 
in disregard for tribal custom. If this act becomes known to the parent or 
to other close relatives of the young man, they hasten to make the union a 
marriage by delivering the young man to the maiden and her relatives, with 
gifts of horses and other valuables, thus making the union equivalent to a 
marriage in the Mízhin form.

While it is impossible to ascertain the frequency of this equivocal action at any 
point in time, it is reasonable to assume that it existed in ancient times, given 
human nature. It is also reasonable to assume that these extreme measures were 
exercised more frequently as Osage children gained exposure to competing sets 
of Western values and practices. Cohabitation without regard for tribal defini-
tions of legal marriage was highly discouraged, and children from these unions 
were social outcasts. Nontraditional marriage was considered disruptive to the 
tribal order and ran counter to community morals and respect for authority 
(La Flesche 1912, 130).
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The Proposal

When the boy’s parents have identified a suitable bridal candidate, the mother 
and father choose someone to approach the girl’s family with a marriage pro-
posal. These individuals are identified as “cooks” by Vissier (Heat-Moon and 
Wallace 2013, 76–77) and as nígka donhe, “good men,” by La Flesche (1912, 
127). These men were recognized as elder wise men married in accordance 
with Mízhin, and they had children who were married in this manner and had 
grandchildren. Four of these men were actually hired to approach the parents 
of the bride with a proposal of marriage extolling the character of the prospec-
tive groom and his family. One of the important responsibilities of these men 
was to investigate the histories of the families to ensure that the strict incest 
taboos of the Osage people were observed, and they were expected to possess 
considerable genealogical knowledge for the members of their community  
(Wright 1937, 2).

In more modern times the role assigned to Vissier’s cooks role was as-
sumed by the boy’s relatives, usually led by the boy’s maternal uncle and other 
prominent members of his family. Otis Russell (1968, 23) described the selec-
tion process:

Maybe your boy grows up, they want to get a wife, well, the father and 
mother talk it over. They don’t say anything, they just look at the girls, see 
what they do. Talk about different ones, and they might find fault in her, 
and so on, like that. Finally find somebody. Finally see somebody they think 
would be all right. Then they get their aunt, their close relations. They try to 
tell them what they want. So, they get four men to go see her, their father and 
mother over there, and they go over there and tell them what they come for. 
They tell ’em they . . . got a boy there, they want him to marry their daughter. 
Maybe they say “Well, we want to think about that, but I’ll get—we’ll let 
you know. I’ll get her brother, uncle, or somebody, or aunt. I’ll get ’em all 
together. Then we’ll talk this over. I’ll let you know what to do.”

The representatives of the boy’s family, the “good men,” approach the mother 
and father of the selected girl and present their proposal. The girl’s father re-
ceives them politely, listens to their proposal, and then tells them that he needs 
to call all his relations together to discuss the matter. He calls the relatives 
together for a dinner that likely provides the first opportunity for the extended 
family of the intended bride to gather to discuss and evaluate the proposal, and 
it is reasonable to conclude that a number of proposals were rejected at this 
point in the process.

Whitehorn (1969, 13–14) elaborated on the process by the groom’s family 
extends the marriage proposal and the manner in which it is received by the 
bride’s family:
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Well, when they do that, they call the men—old men, maybe two of them—
and tell them their stories. How they want it and who they are, to go to that 
family’s home and to tell them people that they like for their boy to marry 
that girl of theirs. So, they do that, and then sometimes they make a suc-
cess. The family over there probably sometime tells them to wait little while. 
Maybe they call her brothers or sisters or uncles to tell them about it. See 
what they think about it. All the time they’re the ones raise the child, but 
then they all the time want somebody to share in [this decision]. And that was 
the kind of respect we show one another in those days. . . . Sometimes they 
approve of it right off the reel. . . . Someone would just go right on ahead, 
you know, and accept. Well, when they do, they report back to the parents, 
boy’s parents. . . . And everything is all right to get ready. Well, right at that 
time, well then, they’ll go to inviting their relations and her relations. It’s the 
parents and they give a dinner, and they all come and they explain it to them, 
what’s going to take place, and they’re there to share in.

This passage demonstrates that the decision to enter into a Mízhin form of 
matrimony was truly a decision made by two extended Osage lineages together 
based on economic, biological, and social rationales. The use of dinners to 
communicate important news and posit a request for support from extended 
family members was and remains an important convention in Osage society. 
A hosted dinner is considered the proper manner to conduct social business in 
the Osage community and to request assistance in a respectful way by dining 
together without commitment or consequence. Marriage in Osage society was 
not a joining of two individuals but was instead a seriously considered alliance 
between extended families.

While the Osage people are emphatically patrilineal in kinship orientation, 
the role of the mother’s lineage is well represented in the wedding ceremony, and 
it is clear that the potential bride’s mother and her family had general control 
of this process. When the family of the prospective bride was called together, 
the person placed in charge was usually the mother’s eldest brother, and gener-
ally, his permission was paramount if the proposal was to be accepted (Hill 
1968, 7). He would be put in charge of negotiations with the groom’s family 
if the proposal was pursued. Word was then sent to the groom’s family about 
whether the proposal would advance to the next stage or was rejected out of 
hand (Hill 1968, 7; Whitehorn 1969, 13–14). In a similar manner, the bride’s 
oldest paternal aunt commonly served as the bride’s matron of honor, guiding 
the bride through the process (Iron 1967, B-3). The important roles assumed 
by these two individuals, the brother of the bride’s mother and the sister of the 
bride’s father, in the wedding ceremony was likely indicative of their role as 
elders and therefore leaders in the extended family. In union with their respec-
tive spouses, they brought two additional lineages into the social and economic 
networks of the new bride and groom. In addition to establishing new sets of 
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social relationships, the Osage wedding ceremony was also key in maintaining 
relationships created through previous marriages.

The importance of the mother’s lineage is also evidenced in the manner in 
which the message that the proposal has been accepted is communicated to the 
groom’s family. Rose Albert Hill (1967, 8) described how it was done: “Well, as 
I said, they send about two or three persons to the boy’s family that they will 
accept the boy. And . . . usually they send, I think, about three mostly maybe 
their uncles, like their mother’s brother or someone on the mother’s side. That’s 
all they have to do, on mother’s side. And the father’s side doesn’t have so much 
to say about it. It looks to me like the way I remember it. It is always mostly on 
the mother’s side, you know.” Incorporating maternal relatives in the decisions 
regarding arranged marriages would have the immediate effect of reinforcing 
social relations produced through previous marriages and would also broaden 
the support network needed to meet the financial and labor requirements of a 
traditional Osage wedding. This practice also expanded the set of individuals 
invested in both the betrothal and future success of the new couple and their 
prospective children.

At this point, the groom’s family was called together again, through an 
invitation to a dinner, to receive the news that the bride’s family had accepted 
the gift of food and negotiations would ensue (Wright 1937, 3). This was also an 
important occasion to solicit the assistance of the extended lineage in facilitat-
ing the wedding ceremony and sponsoring gifts to the bride’s family (Hill 1968, 
8): “They all get together. The boy’s folks get all their relatives in and reports 
about it, and tells the relatives, you know, that the boy has been accepted and 
then everybody has to help, you know. Like maybe some of them put maybe two 
or three horses in and like that, you know. The boy’s people help. We all say to 
buy the girl, you know.” This again underscores that fact that an extended set 
of lineal and affinal kin were involved in the entire wedding process and that 
once assent was granted all would be expected to support the wedding through 
their social influence, labor, and financial resources.

In discussing the preparations for a wedding Whitehorn (1969, 18–21) 
introduces important comments that dispel the common view that Osage wed-
dings were largely economic arrangements, a viewpoint predicated on Western 
concepts of return on investment. Whitehorn refutes this interpretation:

I remember my cousin . . . her daughter was going to get married, and we 
all had to take part. And I saw one of my cousins come there with a truck 
with a whole beef, all cut up, loaded in that beef and then a hog there and 
he brought dishes. Oh, I imagine that in those days a beef cost, a good beef 
cost a hundred dollars. . . . And he did that. I saw it with my own eyes. And 
I thought it was wonderful, you know. And he didn’t get over, maybe one 
little blanket out of it. It’s not what you get out of it. It’s what good you can 
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do. Satisfy the people because you been called on. And you try to do things 
a bit better than what you get out of it. . . . It’s not what they get, it’s what 
good they can do. What good they can do for the parents. To make it, you 
know, agreeable.

This passage frames the sponsorship of Osage weddings as the responsibility of 
the extended family and describes the tremendous value placed on generosity in 
Osage society. The adage “you give the best you can” is persistent in the oral 
histories presented in this book and in the continued relationships within Osage 
families and communities. Contributions of this sort are a form of gift given to 
members of one’s family and, as such, represent both returns for past support 
and investment on the future. This is the nature of reciprocity exercised within 
extended families in which the social network is sufficient to spread both the 
frequency and quantity of contributions to sustain the system, but it should not 
dismiss instances when the obligation to support one’s family may ultimately 
result in personal sacrifice and even hardship. Whitehorn (1969 20) continued 
his comments on this ethos of generosity in Osage weddings to include the ideal 
of giving the items you might receive through participation in a Mízhin wedding 
to your in-laws, be it horses, blankets, or other materials.16

Once a proposal was formally accepted for further consideration, the next 
step would be for the groom’s family to move close to the home of the bride’s 
parents. A substantial camp that often included a large circus tent and several 
smaller shades and shelters was established in walking distance from the home 
of the bride or her close relative. From this camp the groom’s family and rela-
tions would cook meals three times a day and send this food to the home of 
the bride’s family:

And the way they do it, they go to that person’s home. Well, them days they 
had farms, they lived out in the country, you know, and sometimes close to 
the village. Well, they go there and they camp around there, or close, you 
know, good places. And they start to cook the food, you know, and they take 
it over there. The boy’s family does that. The girl’s uncles and aunts, they 
all take big part in it and do a lot of cooking. And of course, the parents all 
mostly furnish pretty near everything, the beefs and stuff to eat, you know. 
They take it over there. They have long poles. Men put it on their shoulders, 
put them pots, you know, hang it on. Just lined up, you know, lot of food. 
They take it over to the girl’s people, and they’re ready to receive it over there. 
(Whitehorn 1969, 14–15)

In the idealized form of Mízhin, this gifting of food went on for four days, 
three meals a day. It was designed to show the bride’s family what they could 
expect the groom to provide for their daughter throughout their life together 
(Iron 1967, B-1; Russell 1968, 23). It is difficult to gain a sense of the scale of 
the food sent to the bride’s home, but based on photographs and a core size 



40 | Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community

for an extended family, we suggest that it was sufficient to feed thirty to fifty 
people. In addition to providing the food sent to the bride’s family, the family 
of the groom also had to feed the members of their camp. The photographs 
of “wedding camps” suggest they included dozens of people, so it would not 
be an exaggeration to estimate that more than one hundred people were being 
fed three meals each day, a considerable investment of capital and labor by the 
extended family.

The food was left for the bride’s family, and if they received it, it was a sign 
that the proceedings could go on. If the family ate the meal and desired to con-
tinue the negotiations, the dishes and kettles were washed by female members 
of the bride’s family, her “bridesmaids,” and returned to the groom’s relatives 
(Iron 1967, A1, B2; Russell 1968, 23). As explained by Whitehorn (1969, 15): 
“The bridesmaids, the girl’s sisters, cousins, they got it all figured out over there. 
Then they receive that food and all rest of them relatives and they set that food 
on and they eat it. And these—when they take it over there they don’t stay there. 

Groom’s wedding camp, Fairfax, Oklahoma, ca. 1916. Courtesy of National Cowboy 
and Western Heritage Museum. 2000.005.0782.
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They just come back. Well, when they get through eating over there and clean 
up everything, pots. They take it back over there and they do that for at least, oh 
two or three days.” The participation of an extended kin group in this process 
is vital, and it is apparent that networks of lineal and affinal relationships were 
actualized in both the groom’s and bride’s families. It is important to note that 
these networks played out in real terms through the everyday, regular activities 
of life, such as washing pots and pans and serving dinner. Once the food was 
brought to the home of the bride it still needed to be divided and served to the 
waiting family members and visitors.

This process is described by Julia Lookout (Wright 1937, 1–2). She and her 
husband, Chief Fred Lookout, were key figures in the organization and execu-
tion of many weddings in the 1920s and ’30s:

The next thing they have to do is take some food over to the girl’s family 
and . . . it either be already cooked or just groceries. Then the girl’s people 

Groom’s wedding camp (detail), Fairfax, Oklahoma, ca. 1916. Courtesy of National 
Cowboy and Western Heritage Museum. 2000.005.9.0971.
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they gather and they will gather their near relatives and tell them that this 
family are asking for the girl, you know. They brought some food for them. 
Then they will talk it over and then if it is all right why they go ahead and 
if it is already cooked they just set table and they all eat it. And if they are 
not going to accept it they send it back. Then the next thing—after they get 
through eating they take the things back, the kettles or things they brought 
the groceries in, or if it is already cooked they send the kettles back empty. 
Then they tell the boy’s folks. If the girl has aunts, her father’s sisters are the 
one[s] to handle the food in the kettles and they are the ones to take them 
back and tell the boy’s people they brought the kettles back to them. Then 
the family knows it is accepted, but if they do not, why she tell them not do 
this anymore [send food]. Won’t accept it. That is the way it is. That is the 
beginning of it.

Lookout’s oral history provides additional detail regarding the formal proposal 
and its consideration by the extended family of the prospective bride. It is 

The large circus tent and associated shades and tents in the background is the groom’s 
camp, and the Wakon Iron residence is in the foreground. This is during the wedding of 
May Vest and John McKinley, Pawhuska, Oklahoma, ca. 1938. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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important to note that her depiction identifies the paternal aunts of the intended 
bride as the individuals responsible for dealing with the “food business” of the 
proposal, symbolically returning the cooking pots as indication that the pro-
posal was accepted for continued consideration.

The negotiations would appear to have been vulnerable at any point in the 
process and there are well-documented instances of failure at various junctures. 
If the initial offer of food was rejected, this meant that the proposal had been 
rejected and the matter was closed. At any point in the process, the return of 
dishes and pots that were not cleaned provided clear notice that the proposal 
had been rejected (Whitehorn 1969, 15). The precision and comprehensive 
nature of the Osage wedding ceremony includes procedures to attend to failed 
negotiations, whatever the cause: “If they decide not to accept the boy they just 
send everything back. Un-huh. And, if they ate the food, why, they pay for it. 

Bringing food to the bride’s family, Vest- McKinley wedding, Pawhuska, Oklahoma, 
1936. Chief Fred Lookout walks in front carrying two large coffee pots with two men 
carrying a large pot of prepared food supported by a long pole, a method of transport 
mentioned in Osage wedding narratives. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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Maybe some of the folks bring blankets, or things, and then when they take the 
horses back, why they take the stuff back with it, you know. If they ate the food, 
they pay for the food, you know” (Hill 1968, 9–10). This passage demonstrates 
that economics were an important factor in every consideration and aspect of 
Osage marriages. The use of food as the medium of exchange and communi-
cation is again interpreted as an aspect of Osage attitudes toward the gift of 
food and the importance of feasting. It is interesting to note that even when the 
family decides not to accept the proposal, they consume the food and return 
the pots and pans unwashed, signaling the rejection. They also return any other 
gifts that may have been exchanged up to this point in the negotiations.

It is important to remember that each Osage wedding was a separate event, 
and while they all appear to follow a basic structure and process, there was 
considerable latitude and opportunity for differences in practice. One such 
difference was the manner in which the food was sent to the family of the 

Bringing food from the groom’s camp to the bride’s family, Vest- McKinley wedding, 
Pawhuska, Oklahoma, 1936. Prepared food in buckets and pails are followed by women 
carrying baskets of groceries. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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prospective bride, either cooked or in the form of groceries. Lottie Pratt (Pratt 
and Pratt 2002, 1B) recollected the following of Osage marriages in the 1930s:

And they were very particular on who they mix their families with so they 
would choose someone and then the uncle of this boy, he would go talk to 
this girl’s uncles, tell them what they wanted. He would take groceries over 
there. A big wagon full of groceries. Then that uncle of the intended bride 
would call her family together. He would tell them that they wanted their 
daughter. They wanted their boy to marry her. Then they would discuss it. 
Big long discussions went on. And they would either take him or they didn’t 
and if they didn’t you would see that big wagon of groceries going back. 
That meant no. But if they kept the groceries that meant that they accepted.

It is possible that the sending of groceries instead of cooked food to the bride’s 
family impacted the duration of the proposal process and the timing of the ac-
tual wedding. Groceries would expand the amount of time afforded the bride’s 
family to consider the proposal and, if accepted, prepare for the wedding. In 

Gathering the horses for the final day of sending food to the bride’s family, Vest- 
McKinley wedding, Pawhuska, Oklahoma, ca. 1938. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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its idealized form Mízhin progressed from proposal to marriage in a matter of 
days. Changing circumstances, perhaps indicative of the adoption of Western 
practices, including a decline of communal residence may have combined to 
retard the immediacy of Mízhin in its idealized form.

On the fourth day of sending food, horses were taken over to the bride’s 
family. The horses were led by the camp crier, who was followed by the Ameri-
can flag (Dickerson 1906, 21; Hill 1968, B2). This was the groom’s flag.17 This 
gift of horses has been a consistent element in every description of Osage wed-
dings dating back to the early nineteenth century. Well into the 1930s, horses 
comprised the single most important element of the negotiation phase of the 
wedding ceremony: “Well, about the fourth day these horses go along with the 
food. Take that food and all these others, horses. They give, you know, like 
relatives, they put in one, or two. Oh, twenty or forty head of horses, you know. 
And these girl’s [sic] family over there, they got it all figured out, too, whose 
going get these horses, you know” (Whitehorn 1969, 15). These were horses 
that members of the groom’s family had provided, each member donating one 
or two or more to make up a respectable number, between twenty and forty, 
or whatever it took to satisfy the uncles and brothers who were in charge of 
negotiations on the bride’s side (Russell 1968, 23). If the family of the bride was 
not happy with the number of horses, they might send them back requesting 
more. If more horses were sent and were still not sufficient to meet the bride’s 
family’s requirements, they might be sent back again. According to most com-
munity members, the horses could be sent back twice but no more than that. 
One Osage matron remembered one case that they were sent back three times, 
but twice seems to have been the usual limit (Hill 1968, 3).

It was a matter of pride that these be quality horses, and one can see from 
the photographs that they were prize stock. In the 1920s and ’30s, quality 
horses among the Osage were thoroughbred racehorses. Myrtle Unap (1968, 
5) described the horses given at her wedding: “And from there, I believe, there 
were other activities at that time of exchanging prize horses to my family, race 
horses . . . the finest horses they could get at that time, were given to my family 
which were the boys of my family. . . . My brothers and my cousin, my uncle’s 
oldest son, received the prize race horses, which were quite valuable and they 
had blankets on them and they received the blankets on the horses and saddles. 
And I believe there were maybe, forty head of horses given to my family at that 
time.” The acceptance of the horses and their distribution among the relatives 
of the bride signaled that the proposal had been fully accepted, and the bride’s 
family then presented a reciprocal set of gifts to the groom’s family: “And on 
that side, the girl’s side, they bring dishes and blankets and stuff to help out, 
you know. Those dishes goes to the boy’s family after everything is over with. 
Take that over there and they divide that over there, the boy’s family does. But 



Mízhin Wedding Ceremonies | 47

the horses, the girl’s people they get all of that, and then in return they [the 
groom’s family] get the dishes and blankets, you know, and trunks. They take it 
over there the last day. They go on like that” (Whitehorn 1969, 15). These gifts 
likely contribute to sponsorship of the wedding feast, in which these materials 
are repurposed and further distributed to the bride’s family and the broader 
community. Whitehorn’s comments also introduce the important element of a 
“trunk” in Osage gift exchange. This term represents both the container and 
its packed contents that focus on domestic goods, including dishes, linens, 
blankets, personal accessories, and money (Lookout Standingbear 1988).

It is important to emphasize that each of these gift exchanges provided op-
portunities for the renewal, or reproduction, of broad social networks defined 
by bilateral kinship and personal relationships. This was largely accomplished 
through the processes associated with the accumulation and distribution of the 

Horses ready to accompany the final delivery of food to the bride’s family, Vest- 
McKinley wedding, Pawhuska, Oklahoma, 1936. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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materials necessary to sponsor and affect a Mízhin wedding. The phrase “they 
had it worked out” is used repeatedly to describe the manner in which the gifts 
were distributed within families, suggesting that a combination of protocol and 
discourse worked to establish this ranking prior to the actual receipt of gifts.

The Wedding

With the proposal accepted, preparations were quickly made for the wedding 
on the following day.18 Similar to the actions of the groom’s family, the bride’s 
immediate relatives would have been preparing for this event by gathering to-
gether various types of gifts and components of the bridal outfits that would be 

Bride and bridesmaids on the way to the wedding site, Fairfax, Oklahoma. Courtesy of 
National Cowboy and Western Heritage Museum. 2000.5.9.0758.
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worn over to the groom’s camp and presented to the groom’s female relatives 
(Speck 1907, 167–68; Unap 1968, 1–2; Waller 1978, 10; Hill 1967, 10, and 
1968, 3; Harper 1968, 11–12; Unap 1968, 3; Whitehorn 1969, 16–17). This is 
interpreted as a common practice in families with female children approach-
ing the marriageable age. Given the nature of the wedding regalia and the fact 
that it was largely handmade, together with the elaborate decoration of the 
broadcloth blankets, it understandably required considerable time to produce 

Maggie Morrell (left) 
and Marion Coshehe 
(right), as members 
of an Osage bridal 
party. Pawhuska, 
Oklahoma, ca. 1930. 
Courtesy of George 
Weston.
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and accumulate the wedding goods. As Osage wealth increased in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the number of bridesmaids increased, 
and their regalia assumed the highest level of Osage artistry and refinement.

The bride, her matron of honor, and bridesmaids or attendants wore a 
unique form of attire referred to as Osage wedding outfits. These consisted of 
swallowtail, military-style coats decorated with embroidery and epaulets and 
secured with wide finger-woven belts of yarn and beads. Osage bridal parties 
also wore top hats surrounded with multicolored hat plumes held in place 
by German silver bands and colorful ribbon. Brims were often covered with 
brightly colored hackle feathers (Hill 1968, 7–8; Unap 1968, 2–3). Underneath 
these bridal outfits, the women wore a set of traditional Osage women’s attire 
composed of skirts and half leggings of wool trade cloth, silk blouses, finger-
woven sashes, German silver, and pierced brooches. These bridal outfits are 
very elaborate and costly, and the bride and bridesmaids may be wearing three 
layers of this clothing under them to give away to the groom’s female relatives 
(Unap 1968, 3).

Osage bridesmaids accompanied by flag- bearer. Hominy, Oklahoma, ca. 1920.  
Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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On the day of the wedding, the bride is brought down and dressed by a 
female relative, usually her paternal aunt, who is also the matron of honor (Hill 
1968, B-1). Unap (1968, 2–3) relayed vivid memories of this day in her life:

So, we went downstairs. And the living room was filled with many Indian 
women, and in our wedding ceremony, we had bridesmaids and, I believe, 
they are women of both my mother and my father as my cousins and my 
aunts were there, and so we went in and I saw them about the room and there 
was much activity going on, and I saw them putting on their garments, their 
wedding garments and their bridesmaids garments. . . . And the honor to 
dress me was given to the chief at that time, Mrs. Fred Lookout. . . . So, we 
were dressed and my matron of honor—we have a matron of honor—was my 
aunt, my father’s oldest sister, and my younger aunt, her younger sister, was 
one of the bridesmaids, and my cousins and my mother’s sister was among 
the bridesmaids. I believe there were—there must have been about, ten or 
eleven bridesmaids.

The number and composition of the bridesmaids in this wedding is indicative of 
the general affluence of the Osage tribe during this period in their history. Wed-
dings in the early twentieth century generally discuss two or three bridesmaids 
while in the 1920s and 1930s ten or more was common (Hill 1967, 10). Unap’s 
account describes an important detail regarding the composition of the bridal 
party of bridesmaids, including members from both the father’s and mother’s 
lineages. This passage also introduces the role of “dresser of the bride” a very 
well-respected position and one that Julia Lookout often fulfilled. She and her 
husband, Chief Fred Lookout, appear to have been involved in both arranging 
and conducting Osage weddings during this period.

Unap’s narrative captures the mood as she prepared for her wedding cer-
emony: “There was much activity and there was an air of gaiety and laughter 
among the bridesmaids while putting on our clothes. We put our clothes on in 
the living room. It was a large living room and we laughed and talked while we 
were dressing ourselves and of course, the lady was putting on my clothes and 
as I observed around the room there was an air of gaiety and laughter, and it 
was just a happy occasion” (1968, 7). Her experience provides balance to the 
negative impacts, both real and imagined, that tend to represent Osage mar-
riages in the literature. The idea of marriage absent romantic love is beyond the 
comprehension of most individuals in modern American society, and arranged 
marriages in developing nations is often decried in terms of human rights vio-
lations and female exploitation.19 But Unap remembers a sense of celebration 
and happiness, reminding us again that Osage marriages united families, not 
just individuals, with perhaps the greatest celebration and fellowship occurring 
within each family rather than between bride and groom.

After the dressing of the bride and her bridesmaids, the wedding party 
forms a procession and the bride is placed on a prize horse with another prize 



Anna Collum–John Bates wedding, Fairfax, Oklahoma, ca. 1916. The bride and her 
attendants heading to the wedding procession. Courtesy of Osage Nation Museum. 
#1043A. 

The wedding procession, Collum- Bates wedding, 1916, Fairfax, Oklahoma. The bride is 
at the center, wearing a decorated hat and military- style jacket and standing next to the 
horse with the wedding bell. Bridesmaids can be seen walking and riding in a carriage 
in the background. Wilson Kirk, a traditional leader in the Gray Horse community, is at 
the far right, leading a horse. Courtesy of George Weston.
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Collum- Bates wedding, Fairfax, Oklahoma, 1916. Courtesy of Courtesy Osage Nation 
Museum, #1041.

Wadsepian (crier) and flag- bearer lead the bridal procession at May Vest and John 
McKinley’s wedding. Pawhuska, Oklahoma, 1936. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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horse led beside her. These horses are covered with broadcloth blankets, beaded 
martingales, and German silver headstalls. The bridesmaids also rode horses 
to the location of the wedding, the groom’s camp, and were sometimes placed 
in a carriage or buggy together with the matron of honor (Russell 1968, 24).

The procession was led by the camp crier (Wadsepian), followed by the 
flag-bearer. The duties of the camp crier are stated by Hill (1968, 10): “And the 
flag always has to be first, you know, the American flag. The American flag. 
. . . Some of the boys [sic] folks carry the flag. And that man that hollers is sup-
posed to be in the lead, but he don’t carry the flag. I know that another man 
carries the flag. . . . He just hollers and to notify them. . . . Wadsepian, that’s 
what they call him.” The camp crier plays a significant role in Osage society, 
both past and present, and should not be confused with similar positions and 
roles in ceremonial contexts. The Wadsepian had the literal role of announcing 
the names of individuals as they participated in important points in life and 
community (Matin 1971a). The other flag appearing at this point is that of the 
bride, and again it is carried at the front of the procession by a male relative.

Unap (1968, 3) provided significant detail and introduces an important 
change in her memories of the procession to the groom’s camp in her wedding 
in 1936:

At that time we rode vehicles to the other camp. I rode [in] the first car and 
blankets on the car and a robe on my lap, that were made of broadcloth, and 
yarn belts sewn across the broadcloth, which were most elaborate. And as I 
recollect, my mother and my aunts spent many years collecting these blan-
kets and these clothes that I am supposed to wear, which are all handmade. 
And from, and as—as I rode the first vehicle or car, which was going to be 
given away and my matron of honor, she rode a car also, which was going 
to be given away, and the others rode horses and some of them just walked 
with their horses. And we were going down to the other camp, I remember, 
I believe the American flag preceded the bride. And the town crier is doing 
his duty at that time announcing that we are coming.

Her experience documents the incorporation of new material attributes, partic-
ularly automobiles as the mode of transport for the bridal party and a medium 
of gift exchange in the early twentieth century. This is also another example of 
the long-term preparations that families with female children undertook for a 
traditional Osage wedding.

Margaret Iron (1967, 3) further documented this transition based on her 
observation of weddings in the 1930s, including those of her sisters: “Some of 
them [bridesmaids] rode horses, some rode in the buggy, or hack, or whichever 
name they had. But in my sister’s wedding, my grandfather . . . bought a Stude-
baker. I could just see the car. It was kind of odd looking, as I think of it now, 
but it was a Studebaker car. He bought that for my sister to ride in.” It appears 
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that the bridal procession included multiple forms of transportation, and it is 
important to note that while the mode of transport for the bride and her party 
changed with the times, the gift of horses from the groom to the bride’s family 
remained a critical element in the wedding ceremony.

Hominy elder Lottie Pratt participated in an Osage wedding as a brides-
maid at a very early age and related her experiences at Unaps’s wedding in 1936:

When I was a bridesmaid for Myrtle Morrell [Unap] my dad had a race horse 
and that was the best he had and since I was a bride’s maid I had to have the 
best horse so I had a racehorse. . . . You know racehorses are so spirited. My 
dad got me up on the horse, with that skirt on so I kind of had to side saddle 
that horse and [I had] that hat on. It was all right, you go from here down to 
the groom and they would always come and meet us but they would run a 
race—they would run to see who would get there first. So they had a gun and 
I was just ready to go because you know, I rode horses all my life, I wasn’t 
scared of it or anything but that horse was skittish and they fired that gun, 
boy that horse just went straight up in the air and I was holding my hat and 
the reigns and I was screaming to my dad, “Dad, dad” and he had to come 
and that horse was going round and round pulling out too tight my dad 
was saying “loose the reigns, loose the reigns,” [but I] couldn’t do anything. 
So anyways that’s how things get started, so the bride, the wedding I was 
in, she rode [in] a convertible. The rest of us, the bride’s maids, we all had 
horses you know. So that is why the horse has always been something that 
they said was an honor gift so when they pay for the drum why they always 
gave a horse. (Pratt 1994, 1)

In addition to their ethnographic content, Pratt’s comments remind us that the 
unexpected events of life that interrupt idealized patterns of behavior often 
dominate personal memories but rarely gain mention in formal accounts. The 
Osage interest in horse racing is well documented, and races during the day are 
associated with the Ilonshka in all three districts (Lookout Standingbear 1988).

An important event on the day of the wedding was a footrace held as the 
procession comes within one hundred yards or so of the groom’s camp. At this 
point, a gun is fired, which signals the start of a race among the groom’s rela-
tives to see who can reach the bride first. Prizes are awarded, the first being 
the bride’s horse or the horse that is being led beside her. Speck (1907, 167–68) 
describes the event as follows:

On this day both families gather together. The girl, dressed in her best fin-
ery and armed with a gun, is mounted on a pony and is brought toward her 
prospective husband and his family until within a short distance. Suddenly 
she fires the gun and dashes off as if to escape. The bridegroom’s family, at 
this signal, start in pursuit of her and everyone tries to be the first to seize 
her. The first to reach her, if he is a man, gets her horse; the second, the gun. 
If a woman be first, she gets the bride’s finery and outer clothes; the second 
woman gets what is left.
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The race led Speck and others to suggest that this was a symbolic form of bride 
capture. While the exact details regarding the distance and the prizes awarded 
vary among sources, it is clear that it was the groom’s family that raced to the 
bride and that the bride’s horse and gun that signaled the start of the race were 
consistent prizes. In some renditions, there were separate prizes for men and 
women, separate races for men and women, and diverse interpretations about 
who actually competed in the race. Consistent elements in the oral history sup-
port the interpretation that the race was an important component of the bride’s 
procession to the groom’s camp, where select individuals from the groom’s 
camp raced to greet the approaching bride. The prizes represent yet another op-
portunity for gift exchange between the two families, and the ceremonial race 
provides an excellent example of the multiple approaches that were possible to 
satisfy any particular element in the wedding ceremony (Dickerson 1906, 21; 
Hill, 1968, 3; Russell 1968, 25; Unap 1968, 4–5; Harper 1968, 11; Iron 1967, 
4; Red Corn 1968, 3).

Lottie Pratt witnessed the race at Unap’s wedding in the 1930s and included 
an important detail regarding the nature and form of the race: “And on the day 
of the wedding the bride’s family would be over here and the groom’s would 
be over here. So they had a footrace. If they had eight bridesmaids, why they 

Bride on a horse 
wearing the wedding 
bell. This is believed to 
be either just prior to, 
or perhaps just after, 
the race to the bride. 
The presence of a car 
fits with descriptions of 
this transitional phase, 
in which modernity 
gained a role alongside 
tradition. Courtesy 
of Western History 
Collections, University 
of Oklahoma 
Libraries. #213.
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would have eight runners, and they would all line up and the bride would line 
up down here. And somebody would shoot a gun off and the race was on, to 
see who could get up there first” (Pratt and Pratt 2002, 1B). Her description 
suggests that the race may well have taken place in the distance between the 
respective camps of the groom and bride. Pratt’s comments regarding the 
number of racers, all from the groom’s family, having equaled the number of 
bridesmaids “given away” is unique to her observations.

At the conclusion of the race, the bridal procession formed and traveled to 
the groom’s camp. Upon arrival, the bride was lifted off her horse and placed 
on a blanket to be carried into a covered arbor where the wedding dinner took 
place. While we encountered no explanation of the meaning of this practice 
from Osage sources, the custom is well documented in Osage oral tradition: 
“Well, we reached the bridegroom’s camp and they all rush out to meet the 
procession. And I get out of the car and they had a blanket spread on the 
ground, and they carry me, several of their men carry me in the blanket to the 
seat of honor under the big tent, where they have spread a table on the ground, 
a long table, for all the wedding party to feast together” (Unap 1968, 4). The 
individuals who carry the bride to the site of the wedding were all relatives of 
the groom, and they could be either men or women.

Although this ceremonial act has no clear explanation in Osage oral his-
tory, it is a well-documented tradition among other tribes, as recorded in the 
journals of European and American explorers who first came in contact with 

Collum- Bates wedding, Fairfax, Oklahoma, 1916. The bride is carried in a blanket or a 
sheet to the wedding site by female relatives of the groom following the honor custom of 
ceremonial lifting. Courtesy of George Weston.
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Native Americans living in the Plains, Prairie, and Great Lakes regions. Meri-
wether Lewis and William Clark documented two such occasions when they 
encountered this custom of carrying an honored person: one with the Yankton 
Sioux on August 29, 1804 (Moulton 1987, 22), and again on September 26 of 
that year, when they were met by an unnamed division of the Sioux tribe. In 
his journal entry for that day, Captain Clark related, “I was approached by 10 
well Dressed young men with a neet Buffalow Roab which they Set down before 
me & requested me to get in they Carried me to ther Coincil Tents forming 3/4 
Circle & Set me down btwn 3 Chefs” (Moulton 1987, 115–16).

The Jesuit missionary Father Pierre-Jean De Smet was similarly honored by 
the Blackfeet in October 1840: “The head chief took me by the arm and lead-
ing me to the skin made me a sign to be seated. I had no idea of the meaning of 
this ceremony, but I sat down, thinking that it was an invitation to smoke the 
calumet with them. Judge of my surprise when I beheld the twelve warriors seize 
this kind of carpet by the ends, lift me from the ground and, preceded by their 
chief, carry me in triumph to the village, where everybody was instantly afoot 
to see the Black-robe” (De Smet, Chittenden, and Richardson 1905, 253). The 

Father de Smet is carried into a Blackfeet camp, 1840. Lewis and Clark and other early 
explorers mention this practice of ceremonial lifting when they first encountered Native 
Americans in their explorations. Originally published by Francis P. Harper, 1905. 
Drawing by Father de Smet.
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first-person documentation of colonial encounters is replete with references to 
the use of “lifting” as a mark of respect and honor. Many explorers, soldiers, 
traders, missionaries, and other Europeans shared De Smet’s surprise at this 
widespread and persistent practice (Havard 2017).

In commenting on Lewis and Clark’s encounter with this custom, George 
Bird Grinnell (1911, 149–50) noted that the custom of honoring individuals by 
lifting and carrying them to a place of honor extended beyond visiting digni-
taries:

The custom of carrying a person who was to be highly honored on a robe or 
blanket by young men is very old. It was practiced to show honor to aged or 
brave people, and also if two young people of good family were about to be 
married, the young girl, as she drew near the home of the bridegroom’s par-
ents, riding on a horse led by some old kinswoman, was often met by young 
men related to the bridegroom, who spread down a robe or blanket, assisted 
her from her horse, asked her to sit down on the robe, and then carried her 
to the lodge of her future husband.

It would appear that the custom of carrying the bride on a buffalo robe or 
blanket by the groom’s kinsmen was widespread among Plains and Prairie tribes 
at one time, but the Osage people had continued to observe this precontact 
tradition into the mid-1930s with the last of the Mízhin weddings.20

After the Mízhin bride and her attendants had entered into the groom’s 
camp, the elaborate outfits worn by members of the bridal party, along with 
their decorated wearing blankets and other accessories, became the property 
of the groom’s family (Unap 1968, 4; Whitehorn 1969, 1). It is unclear exactly 
when the bride herself was undressed, but it is assumed to have occurred when 
she entered the wedding enclosure and prior to the wedding meal. All these 
items of clothing were exchanged in a prescribed manner (Iron 1967, 5): “They 
carried the bride—so they carried my sister, and the rest of us walked. . . . One 
[of the groom’s family] was assigned to come and get us and they hold our 
arm and they lead us in. Then when we get in there, well, they have clothes 
there that they exchange with us. What we wore over, they took, then they put 
something back on us to wear home.” The items were removed from members 
of the bridal party, who were then given a fresh set of clothes to wear. It is 
generally assumed that this consisted of a broadcloth “wrap” skirt, blouse, and 
moccasins. The process of formally greeting each member of the bridal party 
and escorting them into the shaded area is indicative of repeated practices that 
instill a sense of serious purpose. These details and nuances are the substance 
of practice and protocol.

Additional detail of this exchange process is provided in a newspaper ac-
count (Daily Journal-Capital 1927, 1) of the wedding of Henry Lookout and 
Dora McCarthy in 1927: “These costumes were similar, but the bride had 
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the most and the finest of all. Layer by layer this clothing was removed to the 
final layers. The attendants then opened up a large black bundle containing 
clothing which had been provided by the Lookout family, to take the place 
of that removed, for all that comes with the bride, clothing, cars, horses, is 
a gift to the family of the groom. To replace the elaborate coats a rich black 
blanket bordered with gorgeous appliqued patterns of vari-colored silks was 
[sic] wrapped around the bride and each bridesmaid.” This passage indicates 
that the attire provided by the groom’s family to replace that recently removed 
greatly exceeded the minimum required by modesty and included elaborately 
decorated wearing blankets. The “black blankets” are broadcloth wearing 
blankets adorned with large amounts of Osage ribbon work. This report also 
demonstrates the level of importance given to the gift exchanges between the 
two families; no opportunity to reinforce the spirit of generosity and hospitality 
was left unrealized. The quality of these items provided an opportunity for the 
family to reaffirm and display their social status by giving the best that they 
possessed.

The procession of the bridal party, its arrival at the groom’s camp, and the 
gifting of the special attire and accoutrements was the ceremonial and material 
equivalent of the gifting of horses by the groom’s family. In this case, the fam-
ily of the bride come together to make a significant effort to provide material 
and symbolic evidence of their standing in the community. Additional detail 
regarding the manner in which these gifts are distributed within the groom’s 
family are provided by Charles Whitehorn (1969, 16):

And over there, where they’re going to receive it, the boy’s side, they all 
picked out their share. They all come in by numbers, you know, first brides-
maid, second, third, and so on. And the same way at the boy’s side. They 
got them numbers over there and they know which one they going to get and 
they’re ready. And they’re ready for their food over there when they come 
there. . . . When they go over there, well then they receive them over there. 
They already got places for them over there. People that’s going to receive 
these bridesmaids, well, each one has their blankets down and everything 
ready. They receive them and then they have a dinner and everything ready 
for each one. Each one, they both have a little table there. Each on the 
ground, they didn’t have no tables in them days.

Whitehorn’s passage reinforces the conclusion that rank and status within 
families and lineages, gained expression in the division of the gifts at Osage 
weddings. This was evident with the horses given by the groom to the bride’s 
family and, on the wedding day, the division of bridal outfits among female 
relatives of the groom. In this manner, Osage weddings directly benefited men 
in the bride’s family and women in the groom’s. In a system with strict incest 
prohibitions that went back numerous generations, this distribution of gifts 
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following their exchange also helped establish social relations with entire lin-
eages who had not previously been allied through marriage.

Whitehorn (1969, 18) also added that individuals who received a gift of a 
horse, a blanket, or some other object should in turn give that item away, prefer-
ably to a mother-in-law or a father-in-law. It should be given to someone who 
has themselves contributed to Osage weddings in the past. It is also interesting 

Inside the wedding tent at unidentified wedding. Courtesy of Osage Nation 
Museum, #300.
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to note that each bridesmaid was provided a blanket on which to stand while 
being “undressed.” These blankets represent a more contemporary analogue 
for the “newly woven mat” described by Vissier (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 
96) in the 1830s that was provided for a new bride to stand on while she was 
undressed.21

After all were seated for the dinner, the town crier called out for the groom 
to come out, and he was seated next to his bride. Once they completed the 
meal, they are married according to Osage practice (Unap 1968, 4). Whitehorn 
described this portion of the ceremony: “But the table’s set for the girl and 
everything to set down. Then they call the boy in. They holler. The holler man 
[Wadsepian] hollers at that boy, and he’s already over there, anyhow, and his 
uncles, and different cousins, they bring him over. Sit down with him with the 
bride maiden and all the other bridesmaids, you know they’re there, too. So they 
eat together. When they eat together it’s completed” (1969 17). It was this final 
element of the ceremony—the simple act of eating together—that caught the 
attention of non-Osage observers and led them to characterize Mízhin weddings 
as a simple feast among the members of the bride’s family. In doing so, they 
failed to note the complex practices, social protocols, and serious consideration 
that govern this foundational element of social renewal.

Pratt (Pratt and Pratt 2002 1B) provided important details regarding the 
gifting associated with the Osage wedding ceremony. The process of giving is 
enacted in multiple layers at every occasion. No opportunity to express hospi-
tality went unrealized and creative forms of hospitality were greatly respected. 
Pratt described such an occasion at a wedding she witnessed as a young girl: 
“Then they bring her in and she would sit down. They had dishes and food 
and everything on there, at each place setting, all the dishes and things. So 
whenever they finished eating they would tie up what was in front of them. 
That was theirs, dishes and everything. That was a wedding in Fairfax.” This 
account is a great example of the extent to which the Osage went to express the 
social value of hospitality through feasting and gift giving. The gift of the place 
setting provided one additional level of hospitality and worked to distribute 
the material elements of an Osage wedding into broader reaches of the Osage 
community. It is an effective way to incorporate an individual giveaway for each 
attendee without drawing public attention. This implies that such exchanges 
were understood as prescribed behavior and conducted without thought or 
discussion, in this case at the conclusion of the meal. This sort of practice also 
creates biographical objects that provide physical evidence of participation and 
witnessing.22

There was actually very little role for the groom in the Osage wedding 
ceremony and mentions of the groom in Osage oral traditions are minimal, 
many of which state that he “hid” just beyond the view of the bridal party and 
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guests as they were seated for the wedding dinner. The limited information 
available indicates that he was simply attired in Western-style “street” clothes. 
The groom was escorted to the wedding site by elder male relatives, giving the 
sense that he was presented to the bride. There is no indication that the groom 
accompanied the food, horses, or other gifts that were presented to the bride’s 
family, and he was totally absent when his family greeted the bridal party.

The groom waited out of view and was called in to the marriage by the 
camp crier. Philip Dickerson described this situation in his popular account 
of an Osage marriage in the early twentieth century: “When she reaches the 
groom’s home the other women lift her off her pony, and put her on a blanket, 
and take her in, not letting her touch the ground, she is lifted from the blanket 
to a white spread, or table cloth where the wedding supper is spread. Then the 
groom is called from his hiding place, for he never appears till called, being 
much more bashful than the white grooms. He seats himself beside her and 
if both are happy in their parential [sic] choice they eat and drink together” 
(Dickerson 1906, 21, 23). This report confirms the staged entry of the groom 
into the wedding setting and emphasizes the incredibly subdued nature of his 
behavior and appearance in the ceremony, particularly in contrast to that of 
the bride. This passage also affirms that the act of the bride and groom eating 
together sanctified the union and concluded the ceremony. It is not insignificant 
that the sharing of a meal symbolizes the creation of a new union and serves 
as a prayer for the long life of the bride and groom and, more importantly, the 
offspring they will produce.

This highly public act in the wedding ceremony also provided one final op-
portunity for the parties to exert their individual will and resist finalizing the 
arranged marriage. An interview with Julia Lookout (Wright 1937, 8) provides 
a detailed account of this behavior at the conclusion of the ceremony:

Q. When the bride is called into the tent and the caller goes out and calls this 
boy, if the boy didn’t want to marry her would he not come in?

A. He has got to come in. If he is bashful sometimes they run away and hide 
out, but he will come back in the night.

Q. Does that ever happen when they run away?
A. That is the way it happens sometimes. The bride has to wait on him. 

Henry Pratt married my sister and they said he wasn’t there. I guess he 
just went way off into the woods and he came back in the evening and 
my sister was there.

We can only imagine the drama that ensued in these situations, with the bride 
waiting for the return of the groom. Lookout’s interview suggests that this re-
luctance of Osage children to obey their parents and readily accept an arranged 
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marriage, even at the point of finalizing a long process, was not an unexpected 
occurrence.

Dickerson (1906, 21, 23) reports an additional opportunity for recalcitrance 
after the groom joins the bride at the wedding “table”: “If not pleased they 
may sit moody, solemn, or sullen for hours. In one case a young boy, being a 
graduate of Carlisle, and imbued with young America’s ideas of courtship, did 
not care to take the girl whose [sic] parents selected and forced him to wed, nor 
did the girl like the choice better. Both cried and could not be persuaded to eat 
at first. He was 21 and his bride 16 and educated in the National Government 
School. After weeping for long hours, they finally smiled at each other, and ate 
then drank together, the Osage wedding ceremony.” Our sense is that these 
acts of resistance and refusal increased in the early twentieth century as Osage 
children and young adults became more inclined toward the social norms of 
settler colonialism, which in this instance modeled the grounding of marriage 
in romantic attraction. It is interesting that in this and similar reports from 
Osage oral history all agree that the couple finally acquiesced.

A newspaper article on Henry Lookout’s wedding in 1927 provides an in-
dependent report of this point in the ceremony, approximating other accounts 
provided by the community: “This exchange of clothing having been made, 
the feast was spread and the bride escorted to her place at the table with room 
beside her for the groom. Then the crier went forth uttering his call, which 
surely must be a love call, and the stalwart young groom appeared, escorted 
by his three attendants Charlie Lookout, Fred M. Lookout and Simon Hender-
son. With quiet dignity he took his place beside his chosen bride and the tribal 
ceremony was over” (Daily Journal- Capital 1927). This passage confirms that 
the groom was hidden in a nearby location and was called to the wedding site. 
It also introduces the concept of formal attendants accompanying the groom, 
in this case his two biological brothers and an elder from the Hominy District.

After the wedding feast, the newlyweds were counseled by tribal elders. 
They were told what is expected of them as a traditional Osage couple and 
why they were married in this manner: “[It] is traditional .  .  . in this sort 
of wedding, that they bring the elder members of the tribe, the chief and all 
prominent men at that time, to come and council the young couple on how to 
be and how to—what is going to be, and we were counseled in that manner. 
They sat around the room and they talked to us and we were told—and I was 
told, why we were married in this way, in this fashion” (Unap 1968, 5). This 
instruction and mentoring is a consistent theme in Unap’s narrative. At various 
points in the process, from the decision to extend a proposal to the dressing of 
the bride and the following wedding feast, the bride and groom are reminded 
of the purpose behind this system and instructed on its critical importance for 
the continuation of the Osage people. It is important to note that Unap stated it 



Mízhin Wedding Ceremonies | 65

was respected men of the tribe, including the chief, who provided this counsel-
ing. The individuals who spoke to the new couple were ideally speaking from 
experience, themselves having married according to Mízhin. The bride and 
groom then spend their wedding night at the home of the groom’s parents (Hill 
1968, B1–2; Unap 1968, 2–3; Whitehorn 1969, 15–17).

Return of the Bride

As documented by Vissier in the mid- nineteenth century, the final component in 
the Osage wedding ceremony is the return of the new couple to the natal house-
hold of the bride (Heat- Moon and Walker 2013, 96). A procession is formed to 
take the bride and groom back to the home of the bride’s parents, where they 
will maintain permanent residence (Hill 1968, 5). The town crier led the proces-
sion and announced their approach to the home of the bride’s family. A male 
member of the groom’s family who was carrying a large American flag on a 
pole followed him. The newlyweds followed behind this man, with the groom’s 
family bringing up the rear. The bride’s family and relations welcomed them:

And the next day, they return the bride back to the bridegroom, which is 
another wedding procession. We rode back in a buggy and a team of white 
horses. And . . . his main member of his wedding party, she rode in a car, 
which is to be given to the bride’s family. I believe my matron of honor and 
his [the groom’s] main person in his wedding procession exchanged gifts 
which were the automobiles and—and we were in a procession on the way 
back to my family and my home, which was led by the American flag, and 
the town crier, announcing that we were coming back, which is a wedding 
procession—taking the bride home. (Unap 1968, 5)

This passage provides further description of the gift exchanges between ranked 
attendants of the bride and groom. A large Osage- style feast has been prepared 
for them and gifts of considerable magnitude are once again exchanged. After 
this feast, the newly wedded couple assumes residence with the bride’s parents 
until their own home can be provided. This might mean that a man from the 
Pawhuska District who married a girl from the Hominy District would now 
become a member of the Hominy District due to his marriage.

Consistent with other steps in the Osage wedding ceremony, the return of 
the bride provides an additional opportunity for gift exchange and feasting 
between the two families: “And after the wedding dinner, well, we were all 
permitted to go home—come home except the bride, she stays all night over 
there. And early the next morning they send her back . . . with the groom . . . 
they come back in those days, makes his home with the bride’s people. And 
the family of the groom comes with them. And they cook a big dinner—and 
then—if I remember right, my people furnished the dinner and they had gifts for 



66 | Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community

them, too. I believe they divide among themselves after they have this dinner” 
(Iron 1967, 6). The bride’s family once more prepares a lavish feast to receive 
the delegation of new in- laws through proper hosting and hospitality. In these 
gift exchanges, we again see the materials shared among the members of the 
families with their distribution governed by gender, age, and rank within the 
family. In the context of the wedding ceremony, these positions correspond to 
the ranked bridesmaids and the groom’s attendants. This pattern of reciprocal 
gift exchange and feasting continues through to the end of the wedding cer-
emony. The return of the bride also celebrates the arrival of the new head of 
household, the groom, who will now reside with his in- laws.

Considerable status and prestige was gained through sponsorship and 
participation in Mízhin weddings. This display of wealth, labor, and kinship 
brought a significant level of respect for the family from the larger community. 
Unap (1968, 6) related this sentiment in her comments on her arranged marriage 
to Albert Maker in 1936:

Myrtle Morrell–Albert Maker wedding, return of the bride, Hominy, Oklahoma, 1936. 
The bride and groom are seated in the carriage for her “return” to her natal household. 
The Morrell family’s Big Moon Peyote church is in the background. Courtesy of Osage 
Nation Museum.
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At that time, he was the keeper of the drum for the Osage people in the 
Hominy District and he was honored in many ways—we were honored in 
many ways during our marriage. When we attended any functions together, 
as one would say, the red carpet was rolled out for us because of this merg-
ing of the two prominent families at that time. And that’s what they tried to 
achieve, the parents at that time. The marriage of good families that stood up 
together, that stood for the same things. And I am very proud to have done 
this for my father and my mother. Today, I realize what it all meant. It is a 
wonderful life that I have led and I performed my duties as a dutiful daughter 
and my father commended me for that. And . . . as my father did, and as his 
father did, and his father and so on, which came down to me as the last one 
to perform this genuine Osage tribal wedding ceremony.

Unap’s comments convey a sense of the commitment and obligation that was 
a cornerstone of Osage society in the previous century. The loyalty of children 
and their willingness to sacrifice for their families is only one aspect of the tra-
ditional Osage wedding. It required the support and assistance of a large cohort 
of bilineal kin, and ideally both families were of equal status in the community. 
Those, including Unap, who were among the last to marry in this manner likely 
shared in her pride and sense of duty.

Not only were the individuals married in this manner given a special status, 
but so were the offspring of such unions. In discussing the distinction between 
children produced through a Mízhin marriage and those from parents married 
through other means, Russell (1968, 24) noted: “But this other way [Mízhin] 
if they raise children, their children is something. They think lots of it, both 
kinds of people around. They kind of worship their baby. They respect it, but 
this other one they don’t pay no attention to them. That’s the difference.” Ar-
ranged marriages performed according the requirements of Mízhin contributed 
to the maintenance of social order in Osage society, marked by the alliances 
and networks created through this manner of marriage and the children they 
produced. Status in this system was accumulated through generations of creat-
ing and reaffirming social relations.

Change and Modern Interpretations

The historic and ethnographic sources we employ to produce a generalized 
reconstruction of the Osage wedding ceremony are derived from weddings 
conducted in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a period of approxi-
mately one hundred years. The delineation of the philosophical foundations of 
Osage marriage in the mythical texts of the tribe suggests that these practices 
reach back into antiquity and are viewed as an important element in the evo-
lution of Osage society. In the story told by Preston Morrell that begins the 
introduction for this book, the Osage system of marriage was a form of holy 
matrimony given to the Osage people by Wakon’da as part of his plan for the 
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Osage people to multiply and prosper. The continued observance of Mízhin 
weddings into the twentieth century was the direct result of the ability of Osage 
culture to adapt to changing material and social conditions.

Our interpretation of the available data suggests that the most significant 
adaptation to changing material conditions was one of scale, as the Osage 
enjoyed higher standards of living through income from their tribal resource 
base over time. The development of the tribal mineral estate, particularly oil, 
in the twentieth century brought a new level of affluence to the Osage com-
munity. Many members of the community used their wealth in the observance 
of traditional methods of generosity and hospitality, and weddings provided 
prime opportunities for this activity with its multiple forms of gift exchange. 
If the Osage form of marriage, predicated on a foundation of moiety exogamy, 
did extend back in time to the initial development of the tribal organization, 
then it preceded the introduction of horses and the elaborate wedding coats 
that formed the core of gift exchanges associated with Osage weddings in the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

At the same time, the values and controls that had previously served to re-
produce the Osage Nation’s social fabric had become strained in the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries. European contact initiated in 1673 and accelerated 
throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, bringing increased levels 
of contact, material exchange, and political engagement with European colonial 
interests. The advent of American settler colonialism at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century exacerbated the erosion of the standards and values that 
governed the behavior of Native individuals and motivated them to reproduce 
the foundational elements of Osage society. Factors that directly affected the 
practice of arranged marriage included exposure to popular American culture, 
continued Osage population decline, and increased marriage with non- Osage 
spouses. Despite these challenges, parents continued, and perhaps heightened, 
their efforts to maintain selected elements of customary Osage practices in 
the early twentieth century. Venues for this cultural exuberance included the 
performance of the tribal mourning dance, initiation into the tribal priesthood, 
and marriage according to the conventions of Mízhin.

In the twentieth century, the village allotments at Pawhuska, Hominy, and 
Gray Horse increasingly became the site of ceremonies and community gather-
ings including Osage weddings (Harper 1968, 10, 13; Russell 1968, 6). The use 
of the district villages as ceremonial sites represents a break with historical prac-
tice in Mízhin weddings, where traditionally the groom established his camp 
close to the bride’s residence. An excellent description of an Osage wedding held 
in Hominy in 1932 captures these changing circumstances: “The setting for the 
wedding was a valley just outside this little city [Hominy]. On opposite sides of 
a country road the members of both families and their relatives were encamped 
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for days although each is possessed of fine homes nearby built with the riches 
accruing from oil. Garbed in brilliantly colored robes and blankets the Osages 
came in the camp grounds in new eight and twelve cylindered sedans and 
sports coupes and feasted on dried beef roasted over an oak fire and chickens 
baked in a modern gas oven” (Blackwell Morning News 1932, 10). This report 
details many changes beyond that of physical setting that came to be reflected 
in the Osage wedding ceremony and introduces the impact of the affluence the 
Osage people experienced from the proceeds of their common mineral estate. 
Undoubtedly the scope and scale of Osage weddings increased with the wealth 
of the Osage people, providing an additional example of the use of their afflu-
ence to support and elaborate traditional institutions and practices.23

Significant changes in the scale of Osage weddings over time is explained 
by Julia Lookout (Wright 1937, 9) in her comments about the numerous wed-
dings she arranged: “I have gone through it and I have bought wives for about 
a half a dozen. I married my two brothers off and I married my sons off. Now 
they send about ten or fourteen bridesmaids. A long time ago it is one or two 
or three, and four is the largest number, but they are getting bigger all the time 
and inviting lots of people we don’t know [if] they are relatives even. It is too 
bad, getting large and too much work.” Lookout’s comments are indicative of 
general descriptions of Osage weddings as “buying a bride” by both Osage and 
non- Osage observers. Her account indicates many changes in Osage society, 
as individuals used their sizeable incomes to support religious and cultural 
pursuits.

The proliferation and rebuilding of Osage peyote churches in the 1920s and 
’30s (Swan 1990, 206, 404, 439; 1998, 65), the scale of feasts and celebrations 
during this period (Bailey and Swan 2004,146–47), and accelerated initiation 
into the tribal priesthood (La Flesche 1917, 121; 1921, 84; 1928, 73; Speck 1907, 
165) provide evidence that the disposable wealth of members of the Osage Na-
tion was often invested in the elaboration and perpetuation of Osage customary 
pursuits. In many ways, this represents the ultimate expression of sovereignty, 
through the investment of capitalist resources into community capital. During 
this time period, the Osage also engaged a range of Native and non- Native sup-
pliers to provide elaborate ribbon work, beaded blankets, and jewelry (Bailey 
and Swan 2004, 148).

In what appears to be a significant reversal of roles, Whitehorn (1969, 19) 
related that his son Tom was not only the instigator of his arranged marriage 
to Lucille Matin in 1932 but worked to convince his father that it was his duty 
to sponsor a Mízhin wedding for his son: “He insisted on me to do that. They 
thought it was a great thing. I know it cost money to do that. I wasn’t too anx-
ious about it. I thought the boy had the right to go and pick the girl he wanted 
like I did. That’s the way I thought but these Indians they teach that way and 
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they believe that way. They want you to do it. They keep nagging you, make 
you do it.” Whitehorn’s account gives the strong impression that he felt these 
practices were of the past and implies that his son was influenced by teachings 
that he no longer possessed or felt compelled to observe. It is unknown if this 
was a unique situation or indicative of a more generalized desire for connec-
tion to the recent past in a sense of heritage and nostalgia. Regardless, a Mízhin 
wedding was the source of considerable recognition and prestige for the new 
spouses and their respective extended families.

In the twentieth century, it became common for the Osage wedding cer-
emony to be followed by a Christian religious ceremony, in accordance with 
the laws of the state of Oklahoma. By this point in time, many members of 
the tribe had embraced a range of religious pursuits and affiliations, including 
participation in Catholic, Baptist, and other Christian denominations. Hill 
(1967, 11) explained how this syncretic act impacted the usual process: “When 
the bride goes over to the boy’s parents they usually stay all night there. But I 
didn’t. My father fixed it so I came back the same afternoon. And he had a priest 
there ready for us—to marry when I got back. Father Edward.” Unap (1968, 4) 
stated that she and her new husband went directly from the wedding feast to a 
Methodist church to be married by a minister. It is interesting to note that in 
Unap’s interview, she stated that they were married in a “civil ceremony” by the 
pastor, suggesting legality was the major motivation as opposed to a spiritual 
conviction. Unap’s family, the Morrells, have been devoted members of the 
Native American Church for more than a century. Henry Lookout and Dora 
McCarthy, both members of families deeply involved in the Native American 
Church, had their wedding confirmed by the pastor of the local Friends church 
(Daily Journal- Capital 1927, 1), providing additional evidence that this practice 
of Christian weddings represented an acceptance of the need to satisfy the con-
ditions of legal marriage according to the requirements of settler colonialism.

An alternative approach is preserved in the work of Hominy historian 
Marjelen Olita Whitehorn Mitts, daughter of Lucille Robedeaux, the bride in 
this instance. As a publisher of family and community history, Mitts follows 
the lead of her aunt, noted tribal historian Marguerite Waller. In discussing 
the marriage of her mother to Tom Whitehorn, Mitts (1978, 406) related: “My 
parents were married in the old Osage custom of marriage being arranged by 
the elders. In May 1932 Grandfather Whitehorn, with an elder of his clan, 
approached Mr. and Mrs. Walter Matin for the hand of their eldest daughter, 
Lucille, for his son, Thomas [Tom] Whitehorn. A civil ceremony took place 
May 21, 1932, and then the Osage wedding followed in June. After several 
days of bargaining—gift exchanges—feasting, the wedding day arrived. Sev-
eral families are involved on both sides of the family. It is usually a big event.” 
This is the only case that we encountered in our research where the civil service 
preceded the Osage ceremony. This may well have resulted from the fact that 
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Tom Whitehorn pressed his father to conduct a traditional Osage wedding for 
him. Charles Whitehorn’s previous comments make no mention that his son 
was already married via civil ceremony to Lucille Matin when Tom pressed his 
father to support a Mízhin wedding.

Our review and interpretation of the available material leads us to believe 
that Osage weddings of the Mízhin form ceased in the 1930s. We employ a few 
key elements to define a Mízhin wedding: an arranged betrothal where bride 
and groom are not included in the decision to marry or in the choice of their 
spouse, the sending of food as a proposal, the offering of horses to the bride’s 
family and gifts of bridal attire to the groom’s family, feasting, and the return of 
the bride.24 The final arranged marriages often ended in separation, sometimes 
within days of the wedding, suggesting that the independent will of children 
superseded the matchmaking ability of their parents.

After World War  II, a few traditional Osage marriages, some arranged 
prior to the war, were held in abbreviated fashion, but they do not appear to 
have met all the requirements for a Mízhin wedding, particularly the lengthy 
negotiations and gifting of horses. In the later twentieth century, a number of 
families incorporated elements from the wedding ceremony into more syncre-
tized ceremonies. These revivals focused on the incorporation of bridal attire, 
processions, community dinners, and gift exchanges that included horses, 
blankets, and wedding outfits (Litchfield 1970; Wilson 1988, 101–2).

While customary Osage Mízhin weddings may have come to a conclusion in 
the 1930s, the Osage community continues to exercise core elements of arranged 
marriages through encouragement and suggestion, including the desire to join 
two families of commensurate rank and status, continued avoidance of Osage 
incest prohibitions, and the desire for abundant, healthy offspring, supported 
by a broad social network of lineal and affinal relatives.

Notes

 1. The Osage maintain an oral tradition of a great flood that separated the tribe 
into different geographic areas. As the people fled this natural disaster, they moved 
upland to a large hill. One group found themselves in an area of thorny thickets and 
were known as “Dwellers in the Thorny Thickets,” or Waxakolin Another group 
found themselves in a forested area and called themselves “Upland Forest People,” 
or Zonsolin. The third portion of the tribe emerged on hill tops and were known 
as the “Big Hill Osages,” or Pahsolin. Two smaller groups, the “Heart Contented,” 
or Thontse washpe, and the “Dwellers Below,” or Utseta, later merged to create a 
fourth division (La Flesche 1939, 201).
 2. In the vernacular of the community and consistent with our usage in this 
work, the terms village and district are used to distinguish the three physical divi-
sions preserved today in Osage community life.
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 3. The official Osage Roll can be found in Tinker (1957). For additional discus-
sion of the Osage allotment process see Bailey (1970) and Wilson (1985).
 4. The Osage people are divided into two moieties, the Tsizhu (sky) and the 
Honga (earth), which are comprised of ranked clans including ranked subclans or 
extended lineages. Moiety exogamy was the general rule in marriages, and moiety 
affiliation was a central factor in the ceremonial division of labor in the Osage tribal 
religion. At some point in the nineteenth century, moieties lost relevance and were 
replaced by clan exogamy as the foundation of incest prohibitions. Clanship contin-
ues to be an important component of Osage society, governing the bestowal of per-
sonal names, a requirement for membership in the Ilonshka society. For many Osage 
families the bestowal of a personal name for their children is a major life event, pro-
viding continued linkages to the past through the inheritance of clan names, many 
previously used by close lineal relatives. See Bailey (1970, 196–97; 1995, 35–42), 
Bailey and Swan (2004, 56–57), and La Flesche (1928, 122–24; 1930, 682) for com-
prehensive discussions of Osage clans and clanship.
 5. In 1827, twelve members of the Osage Nation left their villages on the Mis-
souri River with the intent to travel to France. Ultimately six people, four men and 
two women, made the journey and toured France, Belgium, and the Netherlands. 
See Foreman (1943) and Heat- Moon and Wallace (2013, 3–10) for details of their 
journey.
 6. Of these early reports, Perrin’s contribution consists of a comprehensive 
review of the captivity narrative of John Dunn Hunter. Hunter claimed to have 
lived for twenty- five years as a captive among the Osages. While his story has been 
largely refuted and was likely devised to capitalize on the tremendous popularity of 
such narratives in nineteenth- century Europe, the information he presents is clearly 
based on close association with the tribe and in general coincides with other historic 
and ethnographic documentation. His main source appears to be Conrad Malte- 
Brun who published the eight volume, Précis de la Géographie Universelle, between 
1810 and 1824 (Heat- Moon and Wallace 2013, 67, 76).
 7. Membership in a specific clan or lineage might provide some differentiation 
of status as would gender and birth order. This positioning was enhanced by the 
general position of the extended family in the community, as defined through vari-
ous manners with support for community affairs and generosity considered core vir-
tues. Individual action and accomplishment, regardless of the historic and economic 
context, was expected. Status was also obtained through wealth—in the historic 
period wealth composed of horse herds—and through chiefly lineages.
 8. The Osage are portrayed as a classic, patrilineal society, with clanship and 
descent determined through one’s father. This practice does not diminish the impor-
tance of the mother’s lineage in the life of an individual. The impact of the colonial 
experience, and in particular marriage with non- Osage men, required deviations 
from the rule with individuals gaining clanship through bilateral relationships and 
adoption. See Bailey (1970, 197).
 9. Swan (1990, 396–97) provides an economic explanation for the development 
of this form of postmarital residence, based on the increasing economic autonomy of 
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Osage residence bands and the advantage provided by broad networks of social rela-
tions with their affinal kin.
 10. Children in Osage families were ranked according to sex and birth order, 
and the eldest son and daughter were provided exceptional preference by their par-
ents. This included significant difference in the manner in which they were treated 
within the family, ranging from the quality of purchases for them and sponsorship 
for community and political positions. The rank and status among siblings in an 
Osage household even extended to the order in which people were served during 
meals (Bailey and Swan 2004, 56–57).
 11. The gender roles and status of Indian women were largely misconstrued by 
European observers, based on their failure to understand that such social relations 
are cultural constructions. They often cast women as inferior beings and slaves to 
their male superiors, but these characterizations obscure indigenous ontologies and 
gender relations. See Bailey and Swan (2004, 59–60), and see Albers and Medicine 
(1983), Klein (1977), and Moore (1987) for discussion of the value of women’s labor 
in the Plains robe trade.
 12. See Graeber (2011, 131–32) for discussion of bride price. He clearly identifies 
the limitations of the concept and its failure to recognize the deeper nature of the 
exchange taking place.
 13. For a history of Carlisle Indian School and its role in the assimilationist poli-
cies of the United States, see Brunhouse (1939). For a summary of recent treatments 
of the boarding school experience from Native perspectives, see Davis (2001).
 14. Blood quantum has long been a focus in the legal definition of American 
Indians and in the membership rules of tribal nations. These rules and their under-
lying philosophy continue to racialize Native American citizenship and encroach 
on the sovereign rights of Native nations to define their memberships according to 
criteria defined by the community. See Garrouette (2001), Fletcher (2013), and Tall-
Bear (2003) for critical analysis. In the 1800s, a “mixed blood” band was added to 
the administrative units of the Osage Agency, due to the growing size of a resident 
group of mixed households, often composed of a female Osage and a non- Osage 
male. The terms “full blood” and “mixed blood” came to represent political orien-
tations in the Osage community, commonly with the mixed bloods supporting pro-
gressive agendas and the full bloods cast as conservatives. As political labels these 
designations often had little to do with ancestry and more often reflected economic 
and cultural preferences. For additional discussion see Bailey (1970, 146–49), Swan 
(1990), and Wilson (1985).
 15. The Osage child- naming rite was an important component of the tribal re-
ligion, establishing a relationship between individuals and the life symbols of their 
clan and invoking the grace of Wakon’da for the long life of these children (La Fle-
sche 1928). The bestowing of a clan name was an important aspect of situating per-
sonal identities within larger networks of kinship (Bailey 1995, 32–35). The Osage 
people continue to bestow clan names to their children according to their gender 
and birth order. Today, these naming ceremonies are conducted in conjunction with 
religious services of the Native American Church, at special dinners and breakfasts 
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held specifically for this purpose. Individuals who often possess considerable genea-
logical knowledge for their clan are authorized to name children. These ceremonies 
display great variance, but all focus on the desire for a long life.
 16. Whitehorn (1969, 20) traces this practice of supporting and respecting one’s 
in- laws back to the days of hunting as a subsistence strategy. In those days, it was 
common for a son- in- law to share the meat from a successful hunt with his in- laws.
 17. The role of the American flag image in American Indian art and history is 
a complex matter. The gift of national flags was an important element of colonial 
diplomacy in the Americas. Chapter 2 will examine the specifics of the flag in the 
material culture of Mízhin weddings. For reference to the literature on the American 
flag and Native Americans, see Herbst and Kopp (1993) and Pohrt (1975).
 18. Our sense is that the timing of the sequential events of a Mízhin wedding 
lengthened and became more complex over time. The earliest documentation sug-
gests that Osage weddings have long included a proposal, an acceptance or denial, 
and a feast to conclude. This appears to have taken place in a matter of two to three 
days. In later time periods, as the ceremony expanded and Osage life became more 
influenced by Western practices, the duration of the wedding appears to have in-
creased. Reports from the 1930s suggest this time expanded to a month or more.
 19. For an overview of the history of arranged marriage and its economic ratio-
nales in world societies, see Batabyal and Beladi (2002) and Coontz (2004).
 20. The authors were alerted to the custom of “honor lifting” by a paper deliv-
ered by Gilles Havard entitled “Lifting of Europeans in Native American Villages 
Either on Native Shoulders or on Animal Skin,” delivered on September 15, 2017, at 
the symposium, “Indiana at the Crossroads of American Anthropology and History: 
Symposium in Honor of Raymond J. DeMallie.” Havard, a French ethnohistorian, 
documented early examples of first contact French and Native encounters where 
French explorers and fur traders were either carried on the backs of Native people, 
or on buffalo robes, in the Great Lakes, Plains, and Lower Mississippi regions.
 21. A related practice is found in the contemporary Osage community. It is com-
mon for an individual to be “dressed” in formal Osage attire while standing on a 
blanket or piece of wool broadcloth. If the occasion is special, as in the first time a 
person is dressed in this attire, they might ask an elder relative to assist and then gift 
the blanket to the elder in appreciation (Pipestem 1974, 94; Swan 1984–2004).
 22. The ordinary and largely ignored objects of everyday life can gain mean-
ing, importance, and value based on the manner in which they are experienced by 
humans. For an in- depth examination of the ways that objects contribute meaning 
and value to individual lives, see Hoskins (1998). Cloth and clothing offer a prime 
example; worn close to the skin and passed from generation to generation, these 
objects acquire significant biographical agency and contribute in important ways to 
the definition of self and the place of individuals in society (Hoskins 2006, 85).
 23. The modern conveniences reported for camp life in Osage weddings in the 
1930s provide important indication of the form communal efforts would assume 
in later periods in the twentieth century. “Camping” in modern Osage context is 
the cooking of food outside according to traditional standards and protocol and 
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the hosting of guests to eat. There is a considerable social dimension to these fam-
ily camps, and they also provide a place and space where people visit and circulate. 
These camps assume a rhythm and exhibit a range of formality. District camps at 
the Ilonshka grounds in each community are the most formal and are largely gov-
erned by customary practice. Family camps range from highly formal to highly 
informal. Modern Osage camps in connection with the Ilonshka and the Native 
American Church incorporate the modern conveniences, including refrigerators, but 
continue to use wood exclusively as a cooking fuel. This mix of modernity and tra-
dition typifies Osage culture in the modern era.
 24. Our definition of Mízhin is based on a set of normative criteria derived 
through a general comparative method of the available data, but the limitations 
of this approach include its static nature. In weddings conducted in the 1930s the 
conditions of Mízhin marriage were satisfied, but the bride or groom appear to have 
been involved in the decision to marry. The case of Tom Whitehorn, who pressed his 
father for a Mízhin wedding, is particularly relevant.
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It is important to view objects of exchange through the lens 
of their materiality (Buchli 2002; Miller 2005b, 1997; Tilley 2004), in which 

objects and the meanings people construct around them greatly influence social 
thought and behavior. “Materiality” is the manner in which people and com-
munities express intangible ideals through tangible objects, and the materiality 
of Osage weddings contributes to our understanding of the roles of objects 
in the cultural identities of Osage citizens and their respective communities. 
Important events provide motivation for social actions that contribute to com-
munity cohesion and cooperation. The adherence to patterns of customary 
action to observe these important life events is a central element in the delinea-
tion of “Osage” identity at both the individual and community level. In several 
ways the cultural identity, customary practices, and intangible heritage of the 
contemporary Osage community is inextricably tied to these material objects 
and the social actions they inspire.1

We gain insight from Jean Dennison (2012, 6–8; 2017, 117–18), following 
her concept of “colonial entanglements” to describe the Osage response to the 
forces of settler colonialism. In Dennison’s scheme, the Osage response to the 
introduction of European trade goods was one of innovation, as the material 
agents of assimilation were used to develop new expressions of sovereignty 
and nationhood. Jami Powell (2009, 13; 2014, 13–14), an Osage citizen and 
doctoral student of Dennison, identifies Osage ribbon work as a prime example 
of the ongoing ability of the Osage people to turn material and nonmaterial 
aspects of settler colonialism into domains of intellectual sovereignty and na-
tional identity, in direct opposition to their intended purpose as instruments of 
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subordination and assimilation. In many ways the material culture of Osage 
weddings encompasses an expanded story of colonial exchange and the selective 
adaptation of materials and the emergence of constructed meanings. There is 
perhaps no better example of this than Osage bridal attire and its political and 
social significance.

Osage Society and Colonial Exchange

Prior to contact with Europeans, Osage people made their garments exclusively 
from hides and skins and decorated them primarily with painted designs. Ar-
chaeological and ethnographic collections attest to the great skill exhibited by 
the Osage people in transforming wood, stone, shell, hair, feathers, bone, horn, 
and other natural materials into beautifully carved pipes, ornate bowls and 
spoons, beads for necklaces, headdresses, musical instruments, dance wands, 
fans, and other objects (Bailey and Swan 2004, 4–5, 8; Berry, Chapman, and 
Mack 1944, 9; Callahan 1993, 118–19; Powell 2009, 13). It is also evident that 
Osage women employed various twining techniques to create sashes, bags, and 
mats from a range of animal and plant fibers prior to European contact (Austin 
2000, 5; Callahan 1993, 122; Conn 1963, 6). Items of precontact Osage cloth-
ing are nonexistent, and Osage materials dating to the eighteenth century are 
exceedingly rare and are largely housed in European museums.2 Most of the 
ethnographic materials attributed to the Osage tribe in American museums date 
to the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.3

The Osage material world changed dramatically with the introduction of 
European-produced goods. Beginning in the late seventeenth century, tailored 
clothing and raw materials, including glass beads, yarn, silk ribbon, wool and 
cotton cloth, metal, and the tools to work them, were quickly incorporated 
into the traditional economy of the Osage people. Regular access to new ma-
terials provided the means to perpetuate existing designs and their symbolism 
through new media and also contributed to the emergence of new forms and 
an expanded aesthetic (Bailey and Swan 2004, 8–9; Powell 2009, 13). It is 
important to remember that indigenous people of the Western Hemisphere 
established extensive economic, social, and political relations with one another 
long before the intrusion of Europeans into the hemisphere. These systems also 
facilitated the movement of technologies, ideologies, and citizens in and out 
of new geographic and social contexts (Baugh and Ericson 1994; Her Many 
Horses 2007; Wood 1980).

The initial material exchanges between Native Americans and European 
interests operated on the basis of very different worldviews, with early “trade” 
patterned after the gift exchanges that Native people of North America em-
ployed as rituals of respect and allegiance (Alberts 1953, 14; Jacobs 1950, 
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12–19; Washburn 1966). The presentation of goods to the headsmen and war-
riors of Native communities by European colonial authorities functioned to 
control the flow of early status goods to political leaders and other important 
figures in Native communities. Central among these “presents” were official 
medals struck in a variety of metals, manufactured clothing, and silver jewelry 
(Nash 2017; Viola 1995, 104).

Osage contact with Europeans was initiated in the late seventeenth century 
through encounters with French voyageurs, and their engagement in colonial 
commerce rapidly accelerated in the eighteenth century under the newly estab-
lished Spanish colonial administration (Bailey 1970; Din and Nasatir 1983; 
Rollings 1992, 82, 87–95). The Osage people quickly embraced cloth and 
manufactured clothing as prized commodities in early colonial trade, a pat-
tern that is fairly consistent in early Native exchanges with colonial entities in 
North America and more generally by indigenous peoples worldwide (Becker 
2005, 727; 2010, 153; Rollings 1992, 91, 123; Schneider 2006). The geographic 
location of the Osage tribe in southwestern Missouri in the seventeenth cen-
tury proved to be of great advantage and placed the Osage people in the role 
of intermediaries in the flow of European trade through the area. Combining 
a favorable locale with their keen economic awareness and political sophistica-
tion, the Osage people assumed a key role in colonial trade and exchange in the 
middle Mississippi Valley for over two centuries.

Cloth and clothing are prominent in the material culture of colonialism on 
a global scale. The work of many scholars (Kuchler 2002; Kuchler and Miller 
2005; McDonald 2015; Miller 2005a; Weiner 1989; Weiner and Schneider 1989) 
examines the diverse ways in which cloth intersected with indigenous aesthetic, 
economic, social, and religious domains. Osage people possessed the creative 
vision necessary to transform these new materials into forms and types that had 
previously been unrealized. This is particularly true for two expressive forms 
that define modern Osage material culture and aesthetic production: ribbon 
work and finger weaving.

Arguably the most enduring and important items of colonial exchange for 
Osage society was the introduction of cloth, thread, steel needles, and scissors. 
These materials greatly affected the artistic endeavors of Native American 
communities and fostered the development of a diverse set of fabric arts that 
are collectively referred to as ribbon work (Pannabesker 1986, 228–29). As a 
Native American artistic form, ribbon work is unique, and it is a direct product 
of an indigenous aesthetic expressed through European trade materials (Den-
nison 2012, 117; Pannabesker 1986, 228, 273; Powell 2009, 13; 2014, 16–17). 
While many tribal communities continue to produce ribbon work for decorative 
detail on customary clothing, Osage artisans have earned a position of great 
stature based on their distinctive patterns, high standards of quality, and the 
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sheer volume of the ribbon work that they have produced and commissioned 
(Bailey and Swan 2004, 164, 166).

Modern Osage ribbon work is created from rayon taffeta strips through 
three closely related techniques, depending on the number of strips or “ribbons” 
(Powell 2009, 6; 2014, 69). The first type is the “saw tooth” pattern that uses 
one or two ribbons cut, folded, and stitched into triangular designs, which is 
often used as a border treatment. The second style uses four strips in an “over-
lay” method, in which two strips are sewn together to form a base and two 
additional ribbons of contrasting color are cut and folded to create a design. 
The last type is the “stripped” method, employed to produce more complex 
designs that require a larger number of ribbons, as many as thirteen to fifteen. 
In this type of ribbon work, the silk or rayon taffeta is torn into strips that are 
then basted together into offset layers. A series of strategic cuts and folds are 
used to create a wide range of patterns in a technique referred to as “reverse 
appliqué” (Powell 2014, 14–15). Color selection is an important aspect of Osage 
ribbon work and often incorporates a bold juxtaposition of two dark colors 
with a white or pastel-colored ribbon that is used as an outline or “piping” for 
the major design elements (Powell 2009, 17).

Ribbon work is used as the major decorative treatment on formal Osage 
dress constructed from high-quality wool broadcloth. For men, this comprises 
a set of leggings and aprons, a tailpiece or trailer, and an optional vest. For 
women’s formal attire, ribbon work is used as the central decorative treatment 
for skirts and half leggings. Ribbon work of significant scale and diversity is 
also used on wearing blankets and shawls. In broader contexts, contemporary 
Osage people also use ribbon work to decorate pillows and cushions used on 
folding chairs and by members of the Native American Church and in custom 
fashion items. In her treatment of ribbon work, Jami Powell (2014, 11, 59–66) 
documents the art’s migration to print and digital media. Ribbon work pat-
terns and designs are found on the Osage Nation’s license plates, website, and 
offices. They are used extensively on campaign materials for elected office in 
the Osage Nation and on a range of popular items, including business cards, 
cooking aprons, and T-shirts. Ribbon work patterns provide an important form 
of national branding that, in turn, dictates the production of such materials as 
statements of Osage identity and authenticity.

Finger weaving is a term used to describe a variety of techniques and forms 
of fiber braiding found throughout the world. Finger weaving is used to produce 
woven strips without the aid of any mechanical devices or tools (Austin 2000, 
5; Conn 1963, 6–7). In its simplest form, this finger-weaving braiding technique 
requires three strands of fiber to produce a narrow strip (Whiteford 1977, 52). 
Multiple variations of the basic technique developed in Native North America. 
Finger weaving predates European contact and was used to produce a range of 
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woven items, including belts, garters, straps, and bags (Barbeau 1913, 25–26; 
Conn 1963, 5–6). Finger weaving is like ribbon work in its status of central 
importance to the identity of the Osage people. The two forms complement 
one another, and artists often master both techniques. In this instance, a pre-
colonial technique was expanded by Osage artists through the introduction of 
new materials and the exchange of techniques between Native and non-Native 
producers.

Prior to material exchange with Europeans, Osage women employed a 
variety of braiding and twining techniques to convert vegetal fibers into mats, 
bags, ropes, and other utilitarian objects (Bailey and Swan 2004, 165; La 
Flesche 1921, 64–65; 1930, 681–83). Cattail and nettle fibers were used to con-
struct the mats that served as both an inner lining and a place of display for 
the sacred Waxobe bundles (La Flesche 1918, 1930). Mat making carried out 
under ceremonial conditions imbued the mat with sacred, protective powers 
(La Flesche 1930, 683–84, 687). Buffalo hair, spun by hand into long strands, 
created pliable fibers that could be used to braid ropes, bridles, and other cord-
age (Bushnell 1909, 421–22). The most elaborate products of this method were 
the exterior coverings of the Waxobes in the form of heavy “woven” bags con-
structed from twined and braided yarn produced with buffalo hair (La Flesche 
1918, 87). Fine strands of buffalo-hair yarn were woven into long sashes and 
belts with designs created by working a lighter-colored hair from buffalo calves 
onto a darker field of adult hair. European glass seed beads, generally white in 
color, were strung on the strands of fiber and woven into the strips to create 
a range of designs (Bailey and Swan 2004, 165; Wilson 1988, 36). The Osage 
name for finger-woven sashes is hcii shin, which literally translates as “buffalo 
hair” (La Flesche 1932, 159; Quintero 2009, 59).

By the eighteenth century, the tribes of the Missouri River were using com-
mercial yarns in their finger weaving with the expanded color palette greatly 
increasing the number of possible design elements. Native American finger 
weaving techniques were acquired by non-Indians, who brought modifications 
to the form based on the incorporation of braiding techniques of European ori-
gin. This hybrid technique was used to produce the well-known L’Assomption 
sashes of the fur trade era (Conn 1963, 7). At the height of the fur trade, fin-
ished sashes were an important trade item manufactured as a cottage industry 
by both European and Native weavers (Becker 2005, 757–58). Modern Osage 
finger weaving combines both aboriginal and European methods of braiding 
to produce wider works, primarily belts and sashes, that require hundreds of 
strands of yarn (Austin 2000, 5).

In Osage women’s attire, a broad finger-woven sash secures the skirt while 
narrower finger-woven ties are used to secure half leggings below the knee. A 
blouse covers the broad woven portion of the belt sash so that only the long 
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fringe is visible hanging in the back. This fringe provides a kinetic element to 
the outfit, and the dance step used by Osage women incorporates a dip in the 
knees that causes the fringe to sway from side to side. Men wear a set of finger-
woven garters and side drops as important elements of formal attire. In earlier 
times, men wore a long sash that wound one and a half times around the waist 
so that the ornate fringe hung down along the outside of the legs (Howard 1976, 
35). These have largely been replaced with the side drops generally constructed 
through finger weaving. Finger-woven bags are used by Osage members of the 
Native American Church as cedar bags, holding dried leaves of the red cedar 
that are used as a purifying incense in their religious ceremonies. Finger weaving 
has also entered usage on hatbands, key fobs, and neckties.

The Osage people have maintained a consistent legacy of finger weaving 
and ribbon work with many individuals working to meet local demand at any 
given time. Osage finger weaving is a long-established technology while ribbon 
work represents a more modern form of aesthetic expression. The techniques 
to produce these works are freely shared today and accomplished artists lead 
workshops at a variety of venues in Osage County, Oklahoma.4 Finger weaving 
and ribbon work are key skills in the creation of Osage customary attire and 
represent the investment of considerable time to both perfect the art forms and 
execute the final products. Among the primary sites for wearing this traditional 
clothing in the early twentieth century were Osage weddings and the annual 
Ilonshka dances.

The History of Osage Women’s Attire

The first published information on Osage attire of any substance was provided 
by Paul Vissier, reporting on the ethnographic observations of others dating to 
the beginning of the nineteenth century. Vissier provided the following descrip-
tion of Osage female attire in the early 1800s: “Women do not cut their hair at 
all instead keeping it flat, long and hanging down, divided on top of the head 
by a part painted red with vermillion. They, like the men, wear necklaces, ear 
pendants, medallions on the breast bone and arm bands. Their tunics reach 
from the neck to the knees. When women cannot obtain material to make a 
tunic they cover their breasts with a piece of calico, chintz or sheeting, and 
like men wear loin cloths to cover themselves from the hips to the back of the 
knees” (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 79). This description gives few details 
regarding the actual garments in question. Although unidentified, the proper 
material for “tunics” is distinguished from cotton fabrics, used for decades by 
the Osage to fashion shirts and blouses.

Vissier also provides one of the earliest descriptions of ribbon work among 
the Osage people in his description of a pair of male leggings: “When they are 
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able to obtain scarlet cloth in order to make themselves a kind of pantaloons 
they decorate with brightly colored ribbons and sew with special stiches, they 
are much delighted” (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 80). This undoubtedly 
refers to male leggings but is important for its documented production of rib-
bon work and for the detail regarding “special stitches,” which likely indicates 
the cross-stitch often used in hand-sewn ribbon work (Ackerman 2008, 90).

Victor Tixier’s assessment of Osage female attire in the 1840s provides 
insight into the “tunic” mentioned by Vissier and also documents distinctions 
based on age and changing styles and materials):

For cloaks they use wool blankets of white, blue, or green colors, although 
red ones are preferred. .  .  . They [the women] wear their hair long and 
flowing. The young girls and the half-breeds, braid it and tie it at the back 
of their heads, or tie it in two curls in front of their ears with a red ribbon 
adorned with silver rings. The old women wear some sort of tunic which is 
passed under one shoulder and is attached on the other. The young ones are 
clad with a sort of man’s shirt made of bright colored material. All of them, 
whether young or old, wear skirts of blue or scarlet cloth; the mitas [half 
leggings] are red when the skirt is blue and vice versa. They also wear skin 
moccasins. (McDermott 1940, 139

We propose that Vissier’s and Tixier’s writings capture a transitional period 
in which women were moving from a draped fabric garment to a more tailored 
blouse as the standard form of upper body attire. It is clear that this “tunic” 
is a separate piece of attire from wearing blankets. European artists and pho-
tographers documented these tunics in a consistent manner, including George 
Catlin’s portrait of Wah’chee te, in 1836 and a photograph from the 1870s 
(Troccoli 1993, 132). An object in the collection of the National Museum of 
Natural History provides a possible example of a large Osage wearing blanket 
that conforms to the garment documentation discussed above. Juxtaposed to 
this form of female attire are the tailored blouses depicted in drawings of the 
female members of an Osage delegation to France in 1826, which reveal fairly 
consistent renditions that include tailored clothing, trade silver jewelry, and 
bead necklaces (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 25–33; Musée du quai Branly 
2016). Other renditions, including Charles Bird King’s portrait of Mo-hon-go, 
in 1830, clearly indicate a finely tailored blouse.

The wearing blankets described in these sources are commercial trade 
blankets, while the blue and red cloth used in the tunics is undoubtedly wool 
broadcloth, a plain weave fabric that was popular in the eighteenth century for 
European wearing apparel, including men’s suits and overcoats and women’s 
cloaks (Cole 1892, 37–39). The “mitas” commonly mentioned is likely a short-
ened and anglicized version of mitad, Spanish for “half” or “portion,” used in 



Wah’chee te, Osage, 
George Catlin, 1836. 
Catlin’s portrait 
captures an Osage 
woman wearing a 
tunic- style dress. 
Watercolor on 
paper. Courtesy of 
Gilcrease Museum, 
Tulsa, OK, 
0226.1522.

Hle ah toe me and 
child, Osage, Indian 
Territory, ca. 1875. 
This photograph 
depicts an Osage 
woman wearing a 
tunic- style dress 
covered by a 
wearing blanket 
that is decorated 
with ribbon work. 
Her husband 
was killed at the 
battle of Medicine 
Lodge. Courtesy of 
Huntington Library, 
photo Cl 275 fid. 
19 [6].
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this instance to describe female half-leggings that run from above the knee to 
below the shin. These descriptions clearly document the transition from hide 
to wool and cotton fabric as the common material for Osage apparel in the late 
eighteenth century.

The popular and scholarly literature pertaining to Osage attire in the lat-
ter half of the nineteenth century is largely devoid of detailed descriptions. In 
1899, the Osage agent included the following in his annual report to the com-
missioner of Indian Affairs: “The females wear blankets, a short skirt, leggings 
and moccasins, with their hair hanging loosely down their backs. The brighter 
and gayer the colors of their blankets the better dressed they imagine them-
selves” (CIA-AR 1899, 294). This description lacks specifics, but it is relatively 
easy to surmise that the blankets mentioned in this quote are the trade blankets 
that the Osage people quickly embraced (Kapoun 1992, 37–41). These trade or 
commercially manufactured blankets specifically supplied to the Indian trade 
differ greatly from the wool broadcloth wearing blankets, and both enjoyed 
tremendous usage among the Osage tribe.

Osage woman’s blanket, ca. 1884. Wool broadcloth, cotton fabric, brass bells. This 
piece is cataloged as a skirt, but its large size would indicate that it is more likely a large 
wearing blanket that would serve as skirt and shoulder wrap. The addition of a fabric 
chest cover would provide a complete ensemble. Courtesy of National Museum of 
Natural History, Smithsonian Institution. E 168403.
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Frank Speck (1907, 162–63), then an ethnologist with the University of 
Pennsylvania Museum, visited the Osage Indians in 1906 and reported the fol-
lowing description of Osage attire at the beginning of the twentieth century:

Women however wear waists that hang loose over a belt, and skirts, which 
reach about half way from the knee to the ankle. The breech cloth, leggings 
similar to the men’s but shorter, moccasins and a blanket or shawl, complete 
the women’s usual attire. . . . Quantities of white and purple beads are worn 
loosely about the neck of both sexes. . . . It must be remarked that the modern 
native costumes of both sexes is among the Osage and neighboring Indians in 
Oklahoma, intrinsically remarkably pleasing, cleanly and comfortable. The 
tendency among many of the educated young people, especially women, is to 
retain it with the sanction of their liberal and intelligent teachers. Ornaments 
in the nature of very attractive German silver and silver bracelets, brooches 
fastenings, hair combs, head bands, arm bands, finger rings and earrings 
are very common.

This is a complete and largely accurate description of Osage female attire 
throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first (Callahan 1993, 

Mo hon go, Osage, 
Charles Bird King, 
ca. 1830. She is 
wearing a more 
tailored blouse with 
trade silver brooches 
showing that this 
style of clothing had 
been adopted by this 
date. Hand- colored 
lithograph, plate 4, 
McKenney and Hall, 
History of the Indian 
Tribes of North 
America. Courtesy of 
Library of Congress. 
LC=DIG- pga-07.



Child’s blouse with brooch, Osage, ca. 1900. Silk fabric, satin ribbon, German silver. 
These are referred to as handkerchief blouses, constructed from four silk handkerchiefs. 
Courtesy of National Museum of Natural History, Smithsonian Institution. E 367863. 

Woman’s leggings, Osage, ca. 1920. These leggings were worn below the knee, 
extending to the top of moccasin. Wool broadcloth, satin ribbon. Courtesy of Denver 
Art Museum. 1956.201A- B. 



above Skirt, Osage 
County, Oklahoma, ca. 
1930. Wool broadcloth, 
satin ribbon. Courtesy 
of Sam Noble Museum, 
University of Oklahoma. 
E 2015.1.049. 

left Woman’s 
moccasins, Osage County, 
Oklahoma, ca. 1925. Deer 
hide, glass seed beads. 
Courtesy of Philbrook 
Museum of Art. 
1967.13.6. 



Osage women and boy, ca. 1880. The silk handkerchief blouses worn by the women 
are similar to the one on page 86. Their jewelry includes finger rings and earrings, sets 
of pierced brooches, and seed bead chokers. Their wearing blankets are broadcloth 
decorated with cut and fold ribbon work. Their attire is completed with cloth half 
leggings and Osage- style moccasins. Courtesy of National Cowboy and Western 
Heritage Museum. 2002.183.



Skirt, Osage County, Oklahoma, ca. 1940. Wool broadcloth, glass seed beads, satin 
ribbon. Courtesy of Sam Noble Museum, University of Oklahoma. E 2015.1.035.
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112–16). Here we also receive the first notice of jewelry as an important ele-
ment in Osage female attire, particularly the brooch sets worn on the bodice 
of blouses.

The customary dress of Osage women in the early twenty-first century 
evolved in the early nineteenth century and was standardized in the mid-
twentieth century (Bailey and Swan 2004, 10). The attire described by Tixier 
(McDermott 1940, 138) as observed in 1839–40 is amazingly consistent with 
the ceremonial attire worn by Osage women today. A basic form of attire that 
incorporated a blouse, wrap skirt, leggings, moccasins, and a wearing blanket 
or shawl was upgraded through the addition of a standardized set of jewelry 
and more highly decorated versions of skirts and blankets. The most notable 
transition was from this basic form of Osage dress as everyday wear in the early 
twentieth century to standard American fashion, which incrementally replaced 
traditional wear. In the 1940s the use of Osage attire became increasingly 
restricted to specific occasions like heritage dress in other parts of the world 
(Bailey and Swan 2004, 143; Powell 2014, 17).

The early decades of the twentieth century represented a period of increas-
ing affluence in the Osage community, largely stemming from the annual return 
on the Osage Nation’s trust fund with the US government and growing income 
from its national mineral estate. Community members used this wealth to em-
brace modern conveniences, including substantial Western-style brick homes, 
automobiles, university education, and international travel. While embracing 
certain elements of Western culture, the Osage Nation also made significant 
investment in the enactment of Osage cultural pursuits. This relative affluence 
also inspired a new level of the quantity and quality of ribbon work, finger-
woven products, jewelry, and beadwork produced by members of the Osage 
community, members of other tribal communities, and non-Native producers, 
particularly jewelers. As Terry Wilson (1982, 198–99) states, “Income from the 
oil boom obviated the need for the Osage to sell arts and crafts objects to sup-
port their families. In fact the Osage were major purchasers of Indian crafts.”

Osage women’s attire incorporates three main forms of jewelry: a loop 
necklace, a seed bead choker, and a set of matching brooches that are worn 
in a vertical row at the center of the bodice of the blouse. Women also wear 
earrings of various types with a preference for the older “ball and cone” style. 
They might also wear a set of matching bracelets, decorated with stamped 
designs, although this largely fell out of practice in the late twentieth century. 
The oldest form of necklace documented among Osage women is the form 
reported by Speck (1907) that uses hand-formed beads from the shell of the 
quahog clam, commonly referred to as “wampum,” a central material in the 
indigenous systems of gift exchange for diplomacy and alliance (Jacobs 1950, 
18–19). In the eighteenth century, metal and glass necklace beads, as the status 



Necklace, Osage. 
Quahog shell beads 
(wampum) and 
commercial bone hair 
pipes. Courtesy of 
National Museum 
of the American 
Indian, Smithsonian 
Institution. 
020776.000.

Choker necklace, 
Osage County, 
Oklahoma, ca. 1920. 
Strung commercial 
iris beads. Courtesy 
of Sam Noble 
Museum, University 
of Oklahoma. E 
2015.1.19.
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markers of the day, replaced wampum beads. At some point in the early his-
tory of colonial trade, Osage women adopted a unique form of a close-fitting 
bunch-style choker, composed of dozens of strands of faceted, dark-colored 
“iris” beads that create iridescent reflections of light. These strands are given a 
half twist as they are tied around the neck. The result is quite elegant, and this 
style is believed to be an Osage innovation.

The jewelry that Speck observed on his visit to the Osage tribe in 1906 was 
the product of a complex history that begins with the early fur trade in North 
America. A range of ornamental pieces, beginning with medals produced in 
silver, bronze, and pewter (Fredrickson 1980, 23), were first introduced to 
Native Americans as presentation pieces, reserved for visiting delegations and 
prominent individuals. These medals were inscribed with national symbols, 
renderings of monarchs and heads of state, and official inscriptions.

Jewelry made from silver, copper, and brass were prime objects in North 
American colonial trade between 1760 and 1821 (Washburn 1966, 200–201). 
The earliest were crescent and round gorgets, a decorative item used by Eu-
ropean military officers as homage to ancient forms of armor (Baerreís 1950, 
77; Fredrickson and Gribb 1980, 27). Burgeoning interest and desire for metal 
jewelry led to an expanded set of objects that included pins, buttons, brooches, 
arm bands, finger rings, hair combs, hat and head bands, earrings, and pen-
dants (Alberts 1953, 65–66; Van Stone 1989, 8, 34). These objects incorporated 
diverse designs embellished through the methods of engraving, piercing, and 
stamping. During this period, a number of metalsmiths in Quebec and Philadel-
phia produced items to augment their importation from Europe (Frederickson 
1980, 33). In the mid-1700s, a number of tribes are documented to have had 
Native smiths working to satisfy local demand. As the fur trade waned, these 
local smiths gained increased importance in meeting the continued demand for 
metal jewelry (Alberts 1953, 72; Baerreís 1950, 81–82; Fredrickson 1980, 66).

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries a range of influences from the 
Southwest, Southeast, and Prairie regions coalesced in Oklahoma to create a 
Southern Plains style of jewelry characterized by chisel cut pieces with detailed 
stamped designs. In the mid-nineteenth century, Native smiths gained regular 
access to German silver, an alloy of nickel, copper, and zinc that is much harder 
than silver but capable of maintaining a high sheen when buffed and polished 
(Alberts 1953, 77–88). In the early twentieth century several Native smiths were 
active in Oklahoma, working in Plains, Woodland, and a hybrid Oklahoma 
style to meet local demand in their communities (Ellison 1976; Feder 1962; 
Douglas and Marriott 1942). A matched set of brooches, or “buttons,” arranged 
vertically at the center of the bodice of their blouses has been an important 
component in Osage women’s attire for almost two centuries.5 These pins are 
decorated with pierced and engraved work that displays European and Native 
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influences (Baerreís 1950, 80–81). In the twenty-first century, Osage and non-
Osage Native smiths are able to produce sufficient quantities of work to meet 
current demand although work from non-Native sources is increasingly used 
in the Osage community.

While impossible to quantify, it is a safe assumption that wearing robes 
have been an important element in the dress and ceremonies of the Osage 

above Brooches, Osage 
County, Oklahoma, ca. 
1890. German silver. 
Courtesy of National 
Museum of the American 
Indian, Smithsonian 
Institution. 021005.000.

right Brooch, Osage 
County, Oklahoma, ca. 
1875. German silver. 
Courtesy of National 
Museum of the American 
Indian, Smithsonian 
Institution. 021167.00.
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people for a very long time (La Flesche 1932, 91–92). Originally made from 
tanned hides of buffalos and other species, this garment served both practi-
cal and cultural purposes. A large robe provides a wrapped garment of great 
flexibility and adaptability (Fletcher and La Flesche 1911, 360). As previously 
discussed, manufactured cloth and blankets were important trade items and 
quickly supplanted the use of animal hide robes (Kapoun 1992, vii). The Osage 
term min is used for both “hide robe” and “blanket” and more generally refers 
to any garment worn in a draped or wrapped manner (Quintero 2009, 144). 
As such, these blankets were commonly two-yard-long pieces of wool broad-
cloth devoid of additional decorative treatment beyond a single ribbon binding. 
Historic photographs document that these blankets were worn in a variety of 
manners—gathered about the waist while standing and sitting, draped over the 
shoulders, and wound around the body under the armpits. The transition to the 
use of Osage customary attire on only special occasions led to declined use of 
undecorated broadcloth blankets.

Commercial wool blankets and shawls quickly gained broad usage by Na-
tive American communities following their introduction by the Dutch in the 
1680s. In the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the blankets traded 
to Native people were manufactured in England. These blankets quickly be-
came a standard unit of exchange in the colonial fur trade (Kapoun 1992, 21, 
28). The nascent production of wool blankets in the American colonies in the 
early eighteenth century blossomed in the 1850s with the establishment of 
several commercial blanket mills throughout the country. Significant advances 
in weaving technology in the early 1880s ushered in a golden age of commer-
cial Native-inspired blankets that lasted through the 1930s. In the late 1880s, 
Pendleton Mills began to specialize in the production of blankets exclusively 
for Native American markets, and it continues to dominate this market today 
(Kapoun 1992, 38–39). Commercial wearing blankets remained a standard 
dress accessory among Osage elders of both genders well into the 1950s, worn 
in conjunction with Western daily wear.

In the twentieth century, a number of factors influenced a florescence of 
Osage customary clothing, best characterized as an enhancement of the scale 
and detail of decorative treatments. Women’s wearing blankets of this era in-
clude a range of decorative enrichments, including ribbon work, bead work, 
and thread embroidery. Osage women’s blankets are decorated with multiple 
panels of ribbon work that run along the two vertical edges with German silver 
brooches spaced along the horizontal edge at the bottom. Additional decora-
tive elements for women’s blankets include a wide panel of ribbon work at the 
bottom edge and silk appliqué figures in the shape of horses, hands, and hearts 
that are outlined by one or two rows of white appliqué beadwork. An additional 
form, believed to be unique to Osage apparel, combines ribbon work panels and 
multiple bands of finger weaving. Beadwork decoration on blankets from the 



Osage women, ca. 1900. The woman on the left is wearing a broadcloth blanket with 
simple ribbon binding. The other two wear Pendleton shawls, blankets with short, yarn 
fringe. The woman on the left wears a pair of Southern Plains legging moccasins as a 
replacement for half leggings and Osage- style moccasins. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.





Woman’s wearing blanket, Osage County, Oklahoma, ca. 1930. Wool broadcloth, 
satin ribbon, wool yarn. In a uniquely Osage style, this blanket is decorated with a 
combination of ribbon work and finger- woven sashes. Courtesy of Philbrook Museum 
of Art. 1976.9.2. 

facing top Woman’s wearing blanket, Osage County, Oklahoma, ca. 1930. Wool 
broadcloth, satin ribbon, glass seed beads, German silver. 581/2 × 673/4 in. Courtesy of 
Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, OK, 84.2960.

facing bottom Woman’s wearing blanket with horse motifs, Osage, ca. 1920. Wool 
broadcloth, silk ribbon, embroidery floss, glass seed beads. Courtesy of Denver Art 
Museum. 1953.131.
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twentieth century includes abstract floral designs, patriotic motifs, and minimal 
designs executed with dark iris cut beads.

Wearing blankets appeared prominently in Osage weddings, providing a 
clear example of one of the reciprocal exchanges that delineate major junctures 
in the process of completing a Mízhin marriage. Finely decorated wearing blan-
kets were incorporated into the gifts given to the groom’s relatives during the 
presentation of the bride and bridesmaids just prior to the actual wedding. The 
bride’s procession used the blankets to decorate the mode of transport for their 
party, be it horse, carriage, or automobile. Blankets were also draped over the 
back of some of the horses given to the bride’s family and worn as outer skirts 
by bridesmaids, increasing the scale of the gift of a set of Osage bridal attire. 
Members of the families of both the bride and groom donned decorated wear-
ing blankets for the wedding ceremony.

Many of these highly decorated wearing blankets have assumed the status 
of “heirlooms,” passed from generation to generation, with an elder female 
member of the family acting as the steward or custodian of the tangible heritage 
of an extended family. The wearing blankets that were so prominent in Osage 
weddings assumed this position, becoming what Annette Weiner (1992) identi-
fied as inalienable possessions, objects that become representative of ancestors 
and provide a direct physical link to the past. These blankets do not circulate 
and remain the property of the extended family with their use determined on 
a case-by-case basis. Today, these Osage blankets are best experienced at the 
annual Soldier and War Mother dances and the annual Ilonshka, where they are 
referred to as “Sunday” blankets, worn when the family songs are sung during 
the Sunday session of the dance.6

In addition to the practical aspects of wearing a blanket, there are a number 
of social elements in play. The Omaha tribe, linguistic and cultural relatives 
of the Osage, have a well-documented system of symbolic communication ef-
fected through the manner in which a blanket, or previously a robe, was worn 
in social settings (Fletcher and La Flesche 1911, 356, 360–62). It is logical that 
the Osage people at one time possessed a similar system that extends to the 
modern usage of these blankets. The manner in which Osage men and women 
handle a blanket is extremely important and reflects a learned set of standards 
that contribute to an Osage aesthetic. The knowledge of how to put on and 
remove a blanket and how to wear it while standing, sitting, and walking in a 
number of different configurations is expected of every Osage person who has 
been taught proper “ways” of dressing and presenting oneself in public.7 An 
example of this traditional knowledge that was documented among the Omaha 
tribe and finds modern expression in the Osage community is using the reorga-
nization of a wearing blanket as a mechanism to pause during public orations. 
Another is pulling the blanket over one’s head while worn over the shoulders 
as a request for privacy.
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The commercial blankets also assumed higher levels of meaning and signifi-
cance among the Osage people, as expressed in the following observations by a 
member of the Pawhuska community: “A blanket is an extension of an Indian 
man’s status and feelings. In the past, an Indian man judged wealth and status 
in number of horses. Today, trade blankets are like horses were in past times. 
They define a person’s means and are part of his personal wealth. For example, 
if a man’s daughter is chosen to be a princess for a gathering or a powwow, he 
shows his appreciation by giving trade blankets to the people who bestowed 
this honor on his daughter” (Kapoun 1992, 3). This statement clearly isolates 
blankets, and more importantly the ability to give them away, as outward ex-
pressions of a person’s economic and social standing in the community. In this 
manner, blankets have become a standard medium of social exchange, more 
symbolic than material, and provide the means to establish, recognize, and 
reinforce social relationships.

The narrative in the previous paragraph is told from the perspective of an 
individual gifting a blanket. At the other side of any exchange is the recipient. 
The following perspective is provided by the same individual but recast in the 
role of recipient: “Just as giving the gift of a trade blanket is important the 
receiving of a blanket is another show of acceptance within the Indian commu-
nity. I have vivid memories of the first time I danced. On Sunday one of the most 
respected elders of the tribe gave me a blanket. I felt like I was then an integral 
part of the occasion. I was accepted among and appreciated for participating 
in our tribal dances. I was accepted among our people. I still respect this feel-
ing and I will hold it dear for all my life” (Kapoun 1992, 5). In this instance, 
the act of receiving the gift of a commercial blanket is representative of the 
feelings engendered by the act: belonging, pride, achievement, and acceptance. 
The blanket as physical object is transcended by the memory of the event, and 
it is the act of presenting it, not the object itself, that is celebrated. This is not 
meant to negate the importance of the object; many individuals maintain a 
set of blankets that have considerable biographies and are not open to ready 
circulation and exchange.8 These blankets also transfer into domestic contexts 
serving as blankets on beds, covers on couches, and other uses associated with 
this key utilitarian object.

Osage Bridal Attire

The central set of material objects, or tangible cultural heritage, associated with 
Osage weddings are the elaborate outfits that are worn by the bride, her maid 
of honor, and a set of attendants, or bridesmaids. These sets of bridal clothes 
are uniquely Osage and serve important roles in Osage heritage and identity. 
Myrtle Morrell Unap (1968, 2–3) described Osage bridal attire in her recollec-
tions of her wedding day in 1932:
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They were, broadcloth skirts of elaborate ribbon work and silk shirts and the 
Osage traditional pins were worn on their blouses or shirts as you may call 
them. And the honor to dress me was given to the chief [chief’s wife] at that 
time, Mrs. Fred Lookout. And I put on my garment of broadcloth skirt and, 
as I recollect, I wore about six silk handkerchief–made shirts. And we wore a 
coat of bright colors and a belt, an Osage sash on top of it and our wedding 
hat is made of a silk top hat with bright-colored plumes on this wedding hat 
and that is the bridal gown.

This overview of wedding attire worn by an Osage bride in the 1930s reveals the 
product of a complex history and powerful material expressions of nationhood 
and sovereignty. Osage wedding dress has been fairly consistent in design and 
generally represents a high level of the economic, political, and social standing 
of the bride’s lineage. This status is reinforced and accentuated by the fact that 
it was common for Osage brides and bridesmaids to wear two or three layers of 
traditional female clothing under their more prominent wedding coats and hats.

Juxtaposed to Unap’s personal memories of her bridal clothes is the fol-
lowing popular account of an Osage bridal outfit in the 1920s that provides an 
observer’s perspective and additional details of the wedding coats. Osage wed-
ding coats and hats became standardized in the early nineteenth century and 
are well reported due to the unique form of the bridal attire and its ceremonial 
exchange: “Thus began the exchange of clothes, which constitutes an important 
part of the ceremony. The brides and each attendant was [sic] literally swathed 
in gorgeous silk raiment, of varied hues and over-all was a coat, military in its 
style and decoration of gold braid and gold epaulets. Each wore a headpiece of 
colored silk bearing a decoration of many plumages. This was in the shape of a 
high hat, and most elaborately trimmed” (Daily Journal-Capital 1927).

Colonial powers in the Western Hemisphere employed a range of devices 
to recognize political leaders with material markers of their status and prestige. 
It was hoped that the presentation pieces would help develop more substantial 
economic, political, and military relationships. These gifts also functioned as a 
sort of credential and signal of allegiance. Common gifts of this type included 
national flags, military uniforms, so-called peace medals, and items of trade 
silver jewelry. Elements of each can be identified in the material culture of 
Osage weddings.

Among the Osage tribe, this pattern likely emerged in its initial deal-
ings with officials from the Spanish colonial administration in the eighteenth 
century. In the early 1760s, these gifts included “flags, medals, gorgets and 
clothing” (Din and Nasatir 1983, 58). In 1794, an Osage delegation traveled 
with René Auguste Chouteau to New Orleans to be received by Governor 
Francisco Luis Hector Carondelet with great pomp and circumstance, including 
ample salvos from batteries of artillery and parading of significant numbers of 



The Material Culture of Osage Weddings | 101

infantry. In their effort to both intimidate and coopt the delegation, the Spanish 
also regaled the visiting Osage chiefs, presenting them with military coats and 
hats “that had differences in the braid to distinguish their respective ranks” 
(Din and Nasatir 1983, 260).

In 1806, President Thomas Jefferson followed suit and introduced the use 
of material elements in US government relations with Native nations and their 
leaders. Prior to the initiation of the Lewis and Clark Expedition, Jefferson 
invited delegations from the known tribes of the lower Missouri River valley 
to Washington. In his initial communication to the visiting Osage delegation, 
President Jefferson (1806, 2) made clear his agenda and rationale for these in-
novations. His three objectives were trade, the enlistment of Native hosts for 
American parties of exploration, and the reunification of the Great and Little 
Osage into one tribe: “Our dwellings indeed are very far apart, but not too far 
to carry on commerce and useful intercourse. You have furs and peltries which 
we want and we have clothes and other useful things which you want. Let us 
employ ourselves then in making exchanges of these articles useful to both.” 
This statement reinforces the claim that cloth and clothing were the number-one 
commodity traded to Native peoples in the colonial era. Native peoples traded 
furs and hides, which fed the European market, for cloth and finished clothing, 
providing new markets for English produced goods.

Of course, though Jefferson (1806, 4) was working to set the stage for the 
exploration of the newly acquired Louisiana Territory, he frames this invitation 
as a reciprocal desire to better understand the territories and inhabitants on 
opposite sides of the Mississippi River:

As you have taken so long a journey to see your fathers, we wish you not to 
return till you shall have visited our country & towns towards the seacoast. 
this [sic] will be new and satisfactory to you, and it will give you the same 
knowledge of the country on this side of the Missisipi [sic], which we are 
endeavoring to acquire of that on the other side, by sending trusty persons 
to explore them. we [sic] propose to do in your country only what we are 
desirous you should do in ours. we [sic] will provide accomodations [sic] for 
your journey, for your comfort while engaged in it, and for your return in 
safety to your own country, carrying with you those proofs of esteem with 
which we distinguish our friends, and shall particularly distinguish you.

We can only surmise that the “proofs of esteem” to distinguish friends included 
the military-style coats and other accoutrements. The Osage were among the 
first Native delegations to visit Washington after the acquisition of the Louisi-
ana Territory by the United States. Led by White Hair (Pawhuska), chief of the 
Big Osage, the delegation visited in the summer of 1804 (Moore and Haynes 
2003, 135; Viola 1995, 172). Research on the material culture associated with 
the Lewis and Clark Expedition (Moore and Haynes 2003, 135) indicates the 



102 | Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community

members of the visiting Osage delegation were outfitted with military-style 
clothing in St. Louis prior to the train ride to Washington, DC.

French artist Charles Balthazar Julien Févret de Saint-Mémin sketched the 
portraits of White Hair and another member of the Osage delegation and ac-
curately captured important details of a field artillery officer’s coat brought into 
service in 1803 (Moore and Haynes 2003, 135; Viola 1995, 172). His portrait of 
White Hair also captures extensive use of trade silver, including gorgets, peace 
medal, arm bands, and earrings. Native delegations visiting Washington, DC, in 
the early nineteenth century received a range of gifts that included chief’s coats, 
hats, cotton shirts, silk handkerchiefs, gloves, hair combs, clothes brushes, 
sashes, and other items of tailored clothing (Viola 1995, 117–18). These objects 
were important material symbols of the assimilationist policies that dominated 
federal relations with Native citizens and their nations. These were often the 
final gifts the delegations received when they reached St. Louis on their journeys 
home (Viola 1995, 117–18).

Payouska Chief of the Big 
Osage, Washington, DC, 
1804, Charles Balthazar 
Julien Févret de Saint- 
Mémin (1770–1852). 
This is the Osage chief 
Pawhuska wearing 
a military coat with 
epaulettes, a peace medal, 
and trade silver armbands. 
Courtesy of New York 
Historical Society Museum 
and Library. 1860.96.



The Material Culture of Osage Weddings | 103

The Osage people were not unique in their desire for manufactured clothing 
generally and military uniforms specifically, nor were they the only community 
to modify and augment these garments to reflect individual and group identities, 
as documented among indigenous groups in the northeast in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries (Becker 2005, 762–64; 2010, 160, 175–76). The use 
of military officers’ coats is described by Herman Viola (1995, 120):

Instead of the so-called citizens clothing, which became standard issue after 
the Civil War, the Chiefs much preferred military uniforms. Giving uniforms 
to Indian leaders was, like the distribution of peace medals, a carry-over from 
the colonial era. Although the practice was at variance with efforts to civilize 
and Christianize, the delegates with their warrior traditions so prized the 
uniforms and military trappings that pragmatists in government continued 
the custom well into the nineteenth century. When distributing military in-
signia and equipment, government officers generally made some attempt to 
distinguish the chiefs according to their tribal status. For instance, the coats 
of full chiefs would carry two epaulets, half chiefs one, and warriors none.

Pushmataha, Choctaw (ca. 
1760–1824), Charles Bird 
King, ca. 1837–44. Hand- 
colored lithograph on 
paper. Pushmataha led the 
Choctaw in support of the 
Americans in the War of 
1812 and negotiated several 
treaties between the United 
States and the Choctaw 
Nation. This portrait was 
drawn in 1824 during 
his visit to Washington, 
DC, to lobby against 
further land cessions by 
the Choctaw. Pushmataha 
perished during this visit 
and was buried with full 
military honors in the 
Congressional Cemetery. 
Courtesy of Smithsonian 
American Art Museum. 
1985.66.153.311.



Toby Mongrain. He was one of General George Custer’s Osage scouts during the 
Washita Campaign against the Cheyenne in 1868. In this undated photograph, he is 
wearing a military- style coat with epaulettes. Courtesy of National Anthropological 
Archives, Smithsonian Institution, photo lot 24 SPC Plains Osage BAE 4460 #7–12 
00699700.
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The presentation of military coats, tailored clothing, and top hats to Native 
American delegations visiting Washington became standard practice, and these 
gifts are well documented in numerous paintings and photographs. The im-
portance and use of military coats and hats is also well documented in Native-
produced drawings from the nineteenth century.9

A range of stories and interpretations continue to circulate in the Osage 
community regarding the manner in which military-style coats were introduced 
in their society. Common themes include a range of colonial encounters, often 
attributed to the French, and direct gifting by Meriwether Lewis and Wil-
liam Clark. An alternative interpretation is provided by Marguerite Waller 
(1976, 2B):

Osage and Kiowa, Bad Eye (Bird Chief), Kiowa, ca. 1877. Pen and ink, colored pencil 
on ruled paper. The figure on the left is an Osage wearing an Osage style of dress typical 
of the 1870s. The two figures on the right are Kiowa wearing typical Kiowa clothing 
from this period but also wearing military coats and peace medals. The middle figure 
is wearing a military top hat with a soldier plume at the front of it. Taken from a book 
of drawings produced by Bad Eye during his imprisonment at Fort Marion, Florida. 
Courtesy of Fairbanks Museum and Planetarium, St. Johnsburg, Vermont, 7743–
plate 43.
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Wah-Ti-Anka and Edward Chouteau left on horseback on the slow trip that 
was to take one and half years. Wah-Ti-Anka had a daughter who was near-
ing marriage age and would attain this during his absence. The pair was 
called to attend an event on a foreign embassy ship. During the meeting it is 
said that the Osage observed a military coat worn by an officer he thought 
to be the ship captain. As the men made ready their departure from the 
ship, a gesture of appreciation was extended to the Osage. Embassy officials 
asked if they could present Wah-Ti-Anka with something to show their ap-
preciation. He remembered the coat and pointed to it. The officer is said to 
have willingly removed his coat and hat and handed them to Wah-Ti-Anka. 
As the months passed the men made their way back to Osage country. They 
stopped and washed up just outside of camp. Wah-Ti-Anka donned the coat 
and the plumed hat that went with it and the men rode into camp. It was his 
prized possession. Shortly after his arrival, Wah-Ti-Anka’s daughter was to 
be married. Before the wedding it is said he explained that the coat meant 
more to him than anything he possessed and to show his love, he gave it to 
his daughter as part of her dowry. The daughter wore the coat and hat as 
her wedding apparel. Since that time, the military coat and the plumed hat 
has been the traditional Osage wedding apparel.

This story is interesting on a number of points. Watianka is a major cultural 
hero in the Osage community and renditions of his travel to Washington, DC, 
to investigate the Americans by visiting the nation’s capital are prominent. 
Among his many celebrated deeds is the belief that Watianka was responsible 
for selecting the Oklahoma reservation lands of the Osage tribe and the multiple 
bounties that it has provided.10 It is important to note that in 1806 members 
of an Osage delegation did visit the frigate Adams accompanied by President 
Jefferson and the secretaries of the army and navy (Viola 1995, 137). Despite 
variances among individual circumstances, the historical narrative regarding 
the adoption of military coats and plumed hats as Osage bridal attire shares 
a number of important elements and multiple origins and transfers are well 
documented.

The gifting of tailored clothing, particularly military-style coats, by the 
US government continued into the late nineteenth century. In November 1873, 
Osage agent Isaac T. Gibson forwarded a letter to the commissioner of Indian 
Affairs to accompany “a schedule of seventeen Osage Indians together with 
their measurements for coats to enable the office to fulfill a promise made by 
the Commissioner on his late visit to Indian Territory” (Office of Indian Af-
fairs 1873, 00659). These were likely “matchcoats,” a style of clothing that 
evolved simultaneously with the development of military uniforms during the 
early colonial period (Becker 2010, 163, 165, 175). It is assumed that these were 
military- style coats and that the seventeen recipients were the chiefs and head-
men of Osage annuity bands in 1873 (CIA- AR 1877, 91–92).



top A finger- woven wedding sash in the chevron pattern with white beads woven into 
the body of the sash and the fringe, as well. Courtesy of Sam Noble Museum, University 
of Oklahoma. E 1965.22.2. 

Above Sash for a juvenile in the arrowhead pattern Osage, County, Oklahoma, ca. 
1960. The fringe on the sash has been braided into a number of narrow, flat strips that 
have white seed beads interwoven intermittently along the edges. Courtesy of Sam 
Noble Museum, University of Oklahoma. E 1965.22.15.



top Sash, Osage County, Oklahoma, ca. 1950. Wool yarn, glass seed beads. This is a 
wide sash, woven in one piece with white seed beads woven into the design to accentuate 
the red arrowhead figures. The fringe has been braided into wider tabs that essentially 
divide the repeating design elements of the sash into ten separate pieces. The three braid 
strands are used to tie the sash. The tabs hang vertically from in under the blouse and 
over the skirt, and the sash itself is concealed under the blouse. Courtesy of Sam Noble 
Museum, University of Oklahoma. E 2015.1.031. 

Above Sash, Saucy Calf’s Mother, Fairfax, Oklahoma, ca. 1860. Older Osage finger- 
woven yarn belts lack the braided tabs that appeared in the early twentieth century. 
Wool yarn, glass seed beads. Courtesy of National Museum of Natural History, 
Smithsonian Institution. E 276519.
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Military- style matchcoats in the eighteenth and nineteen centuries lacked 
buttons and were bound closed through the use of a finger- woven sash (Becker 
2005, 757–58; 2010, 160). Despite the presence of various forms of closures, 
including buttons, loop closures, and braid knots, the Osage brides continued 
to wear a wide finger- woven sash over their wedding coats. There is general 
agreement in the community that a special form of sash was employed with 
wedding coats, and these “wedding sashes” were unfinished according to mod-
ern standards with the yarn strands of the fringe portion untreated. In many 
museum collections, these belts are cataloged as “unfinished” based on their 
comparison to “finished” belts, in which the yarn strands at the ends of the sash 
are converted to fringe through a number of techniques that include braiding 
three or more strands with beads added at regular intervals and additional fin-
ger weaving to create narrow strips or woven tabs. Osage wedding sashes are 
intentionally unfinished in order to allow the recipient, who is unknown at the 
time the sash is produced, to complete the sash to their specifications. Sashes 
used with Osage wedding regalia from the early twentieth century exhibit very 
short fringe, supporting our contention that the tab form of fringe treatment is 
a more current form, introduced after World War I, and it quickly became the 
standard treatment.

One aspect of wedding coats that has escaped serious discussion is the pro-
cess through which the coats themselves have been obtained over the history 
of their use in the context of Osage weddings. We suggest that wedding coats 
and hats are a previously ignored genre of Osage arts. While external, colonial 
sources have long been identified as the original source of the coats and hats 
used in Osage wedding attire, the majority would appear to have been created 
locally by members of the Osage community. After reviewing more than one 
hundred original photographs of Osage weddings between about 1870 and 
1935 and examining dozens of historic examples in private, largely Osage, 
and public collections, we have never verified the use of an actual US military 
uniform piece as an Osage wedding coat. It appears that the irregular supply 
of military uniforms and government- issued “match coats” ended in the late 
nineteenth century. To continue the use of these coats in Osage bridal attire, 
it became necessary for the Osage people to either produce these garments for 
themselves or modify commercial military and band uniforms to meet com-
munity standards.11

While less prominent than officer’s coats, hats of both popular and military 
styles were among the gifts presented to chiefs and headsmen by European 
and American colonial powers (Din and Nasatir 1983, 260; Viola 1995, 117). 
Military- style hats with feathers or plumes were common gifts to visiting del-
egations to Washington, DC, and commercial top hats were later popular items 
in trade between Americans and Native communities The unique hats worn 
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by the bride and her attendants consist of a top hat embellished through the 
addition of vertical wooden staffs layered in feathered plumes, secured to the 
hat with ribbon and metal bands. The decorative treatment of wedding hats 
was completed with a hackle feather cover for the outer brim. Early examples 
in Osage family collections identify a range of European sources for the materi-
als, mostly from France and the United Kingdom. The brightly colored feather 
wands used in Osage wedding hats were likely commercial horse plumes com-
monly used for formal events that included horses as a means of transporta-
tion and to haul freight in the nineteenth century. This would include military 
details, circuses, fire and police departments, and marching bands. In a manner 
similar to that in which Osage people began producing military- style wedding 
coats, hat plumes at some point became a component in Osage expressive cul-
ture, obtained through both commercial outlets and local production.

The general consensus in Osage oral history is that families began prepar-
ing for these weddings years in advance of the actual events. The decision to 
marry a daughter according to the requirements of Mízhin was often made 
early in the life of one’s firstborn daughter, or mi’na (Shaw and Shaw 2015). 
Given that the groom’s family must initiate the marriage proposal, these actions 
could be viewed as speculative. This preplanning also speaks to the view that 
Mízhin was the expected life course for a first daughter born into an established 
family and lineage. In reflecting on her wedding, Unap (1968, 3) related the 
following regarding the bridal clothes used in her Mízhin marriage in the early 
1930s: “And as I recollect, my mother and my aunts spent many years collect-
ing these blankets and these clothes that I am supposed to wear, which are all 
handmade.” This implies multiple sources for these materials, and it would be 
usual for family members to contribute to these preparations. Charles White-
horn (1969, 19) stated that once he made the decision for his son to marry in a 
Mízhin ceremony, he began saving assets to support the event, including cattle 
and horses. He quickly acknowledged the expenses incurred by the bride’s fam-
ily, highlighting the high cost of the wedding outfits and associated goods. He 
emphasized that to effect a successful Mízhin, the parties “got to be a position 
to handle all that stuff” (Whitehorn 1969, 19), a subtle reminder that not all 
members of the community were capable of the task.

Marguerite Waller (1976, 10) introduces another element in her description 
of the activities of the bride’s family following the acceptance of a proposal: 
“Now real plans are begun which takes three to four weeks. Women of the 
girl’s family start sewing wedding clothes. There is a beehive of activities in 
both homes for her family and his family.” Her comments are indicative of a 
general pattern that emerged in the twentieth century, extending the date from 
the acceptance of the proposal to that of the actual wedding from four days to 
several weeks.



Sash, Irene Bacon Rind, chevron pattern, Osage, Pawhuska, Oklahoma. ca. 1930s. Wool 
yarn. Courtesy of Denver Art Museum 1953.680.



Bird Chief, Arapaho, ca. 
1870s, William S. Soule 
(1836–1908). Bird Chief 
wears a Hardee hat, standard 
issue for US Infantry 
beginning in 1858 and 
continuing through the Civil 
War. The bugle ornament 
was an infantry insignia. In 
military issue, the hat was 
pinned up on one side and 
was completed with a long 
ostrich plume. Courtesy of 
National Anthropological 
Archives, Smithsonian 
Institution. 01622802.

Top hat, American, ca. 1845. 
Fur and silk. Courtesy of 
the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art, Costume Institute, 
2009.300.6133.



Wedding hat, Osage County, 
Oklahoma, ca. 1920. The 
plumes are made from dyed 
turkey body feathers and 
the feathers on the brim 
are dyed rooster hackle 
feathers. There is a wide 
hatband of ribbon and a 
narrow one made of German 
silver trade silver. Courtesy 
of Sam Noble Museum, 
University of Oklahoma. 
E 1964.19.001b.

Wedding hat, Pawhuska, 
Oklahoma, ca. 1915. 
Commercial top hat, ribbon, 
body feather plumes, and 
rooster hackles. Courtesy 
Jodie Revard.
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Rose Albert Hill (1968, 7) stated that the majority of the wedding coats 
she was aware of were made locally, and her oral history introduces informa-
tion on the use of tailors outside the Osage community. Hill had a coat made 
in Wichita, Kansas, but she had to send an older coat along with the order to 
provide the tailor with a pattern. One documented source of these coats in the 
1920s was M. C. Lilly & Company of Columbus, Ohio, a major supplier of 
uniform garments and accessories from 1856 to 1953 (McBride 2000; Autry 
Museum 2015). Its 1891 catalog included several styles of epaulets, buttons, 
braids, chevrons, hat plumes, and military uniform coats (US Militaria Forum 
2008, 1–3).12

It is clear that the Osage community accessed a range of sources for the 
military- style coats used as bridal attire, with the majority of them constructed 
by members of the community. There is no reason to believe that the skills nec-
essary to create and decorate wedding coats exceed those required to produce 
the intricate ribbon work and finger weaving. The coats are rarely tailored in 

M. C. Lilley & Company label, inside collar, Osage Wedding Coat, ca. 1930. M. C. Lilly 
& Company was a major provider of uniforms for military and civilian markets from 
1865 to 1953. Courtesy of Renee Brumley.
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design and are generally constructed from broadcloth and decorated with me-
tallic braids, satin accents, epaulets, and brass buttons. Embellishments include 
the addition of pierced metal brooches and ribbon drops on the back and the 
use of a wide finger- woven sash to close the coat. The Osage also acquired coats 
from commercial suppliers of band- and military- style uniforms and employed 
a variety of non- Native tailors and seamstresses, as well.

Horses were very important in the material exchanges associated with 
Osage weddings, and from the perspective of the groom’s family, they constitute 
one of the greatest economic investments in the proceedings. The Osage people 
first received access to horses in the early eighteenth century, around the same 
time they gained regular access to firearms. The acquisition of these European 
tools of production inspired and facilitated the increased Osage reliance on 
raiding as an economic strategy and equestrian nomadism as a primary form 
of subsistence (Din and Nasatir 1983, 22–23). Horses expanded their hunting 
range and allowed more efficient transport of hides and meat, but dependence 

Wedding coat (front & back), Osage County, ca. 1920. Wool broadcloth, satin fabric, 
brass epaulets, German silver brooches, metallic fringe, metallic ribbon, brass buttons. 
Courtesy of Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, OK, 8426.1783.
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on horses also brought the Osages into a pattern of actively raiding horses from 
their neighbors to the west and south of the Arkansas basin and trading them 
in the north and east.

In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the Osage tribes con-
formed to a general pattern of equestrian nomadism in which each household 
maintained a ready supply of horses bred and trained for multiple purposes, 
primarily hunting, raiding, and warfare (Klein 1977, 125–28; Moore 1987, 
167–72). Following the collapse of the bison robe trade in the 1840s and the 
cessation of seasonal bison hunts in the 1870s, the Osage people continued to 
maintain large herds of horses. The annual reports of the Osage agent stated 
that most Osage families kept “ponies” and that the Osage consistently held 
over 3,500 head of horses (CIA- AR 1884, 309; 1886, 133; 1889, 518).

Following the allotment of their reservation in 1906, most Osage individu-
als maintained town homes on their selected town lots and rural residences 

Wedding coat (front & back), Osage, ca. 1920. Wool broadcloth, satin fabric, cotton 
fabric, brass epaulets, German silver brooches, cotton ribbon, brass buttons. This coat 
would appear to be of Osage manufacture. Courtesy of Philbrook Museum. #1967.13.
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on their significant land allotments (Bailey and Swan 2004, 145). In the post- 
allotment period, many Osage families engaged non- Osage as tenant farmers to 
work their rural lands, and others became casual ranchers who kept and bred 
significant herds of horses in addition to cattle.

Horses continued to be an important form of ceremonial payment among 
the Osage people into the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In the 
complex Osage Mourning Ceremony, last performed in 1911, there are several 
points when different individuals receive gifts for their contributions and at-
tendance, which often included horses as a form of ceremonial payment (Bailey 
2010, 22, 28). The gift of a horse and a blanket were made to Shunkamolah 
when he performed an abbreviated form of the Child- Naming Ceremony for the 
son of Wahreshe in 1925 (La Flesche 1928, 73). This continues a long tradition 
of the exchange of horses as an integral component of Intertribal “smokes” and 
the Ilonshka dances.

Lucille Matin and Thomas Whitehorn, Hominy, Oklahoma, 1932. The bride and groom 
have been given a new roadster automobile by the bride’s father, Walter Matin. The 
bride is wearing traditional Osage women’s clothing including a beautiful ribbon work 
wearing blanket while the bridegroom is dressed in Western attire except for his men’s 
wearing blanket, wrapped around his waist and draped over his shoulders. By this date, 
automobiles were a common prestige gift in Osage weddings. Courtesy of Osage Nation 
Museum, 2436b.
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It is important to note that while horses continued as central objects of ex-
change in Osage weddings, the types of horses in play reflected both the Osage 
economic condition and their changing interests in horses over time. Lucille 
Robedeaux related that fifty horses were ultimately delivered at her wedding in 
1936 and were lined up for a full block in front of her home (Robedeaux 2005). 
It is also notable that the bride’s father, Walter Matin purchased a new automo-
bile to transport the bridal party to the groom’s camp and then presented the 
car to the bride and groom as a wedding gift (Waller 1971).

Horses also figured prominently in the wedding procession, when the 
bride and her attendants traveled to the site of the ceremony. The bride and her 
matron of honor would ideally travel to the groom’s camp via horseback. An 
additional element of material culture associated with Osage weddings were 
the brass bells that hung from the necks of the bride’s horse on finger- woven, 
beaded, and satin ribbon strips. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, the inclusion of two horses in the procession was largely symbolic, as 
carriages and eventually automobiles had largely replaced them as a mode of 
transportation. Like wedding horses, Osage wedding carriages and automo-
biles were commonly adorned with decorated wearing blankets. A newspaper 
report of the wedding of Henry Lookout in 1927 provides an example of this 
practice: “The bridal party left the house of her mother in four cars, elaborately 
decorated and bedecked with flags, the bride and her parents in the second car. 
Perhaps in memory of older time when the horse meant so much to the Indian, 
two horses were in the party, gaily caparisoned and covered with decorated 
blankets” (Daily Journal- Capital 1927, 1). In discussing the “return of the 
bride,” Julia Lookout provides a wonderful bit of detail regarding this practice 
and the continued use of horses as a form of payment for ceremonial services:

The next morning, that is the time they have these two best horses for them to 
ride on to the girl’s home. And these that were taking care of the horses you 
know, they be there, they come along, and the boy’s people they have trunk(s) 
to bring things to keep for the boy, you know. They have blankets and leg-
gings and things like that, or feathers. They pack it in a trunk and bring 
it over, and nice bedding they have for the boy. They bring it for the girl’s 
people, with the two horses they ride to the girl’s family. (Wright 1937, 6)

In addition to the description of this important and final phase of a Mízhin 
wedding ceremony, Lookout’s account documents the use of horses as both 
transportation and important gifts back to the bride’s family. Lookout’s com-
ments also record an interesting use of horses as a mode of payment for support 
services: “Then they bring breakfast for them again. Then they have groceries 
for them to eat again, and these that have been taking care of the horses, they 
give them another horse to sell, to get something to eat for themselves” (5). An 
important role in the use of horses as a ceremonial commodity is the individual 
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who handles the animals as the livestock that they are. These “wranglers” are 
prominent in the historic photographs of Osage weddings. The gift of a horse 
to those “taking care” of the animals, in this case as an intended item for sale, 
represents a different use of horses as compensation for services rendered.

In the early twentieth century, more modern forms of transportation and 
status joined horses, as automobiles came into regular use in Osage weddings: 

top Wedding bell, Osage County, Oklahoma. These bells were worn on the martingale 
collar placed on the lead horse of the bridal procession to the groom’s camp. Courtesy of 
Sam Noble Museum, E 1965.22.013. 

above Wedding bell, attached to a beaded martingale, Osage County, Oklahoma. 
Courtesy of Jerry and Ruth Shaw. 
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“I saw two times [cars given away] at a wedding. One was the time when my 
boy married Mr. Matin’s, Walter Matin’s daughter. That was old man Pratt’s 
granddaughter. They exchanged gifts, you know. We give about thirty head of 
horses away. And those relatives over there each got one a piece, you know” 
(Whitehorn 1969, 17–18). The transition to automobiles assumed many varia-
tions and appears to have included a combination of transportation modes, 
most often with the bride and her matron of honor riding in modern vehicles, 
a carriage or automobile, while her other attendants rode horses. But it is im-
portant to note that the Osage people continued to view horses as an impor-
tant form of ceremonial payment long after the time when horses represented 
economic wealth and served a practical purpose. It is clear that the role the 
horse was largely transformed into a heritage object, symbolic in its continued 
inclusion in Mízhin weddings in the 1930s.

We have previously noted the use of American flags in Osage weddings 
by both the groom’s and bride’s camps. As anthropologists Michael Logan 
and Douglass Schmittou (2007, 209) noted, the relationship between Native 
Americans and the American flag is a complex one in which attitudes and 
representations have taken on a range of meanings and interpretations. The 
flag is a common motif that appears consistently in the decorative works of nu-
merous Native communities from multiple regions of the country. Flags figure 
prominently in ledger drawings from the reservation period on the Plains and 
continue to be used by Native artists working in fine, folk, and traditional art 
forms. Motivations for the Native use of flags and flag motifs can be viewed 
through a number of lenses, including efforts to satisfy touristic demand, apolo-
gist cover for traditional activities, and respect and recognition for the service 
of Native American veterans. Each explanation holds validity and the history 
and continued usage of this element is beyond the scope of this study.

Yet photographs of Osage weddings in the twentieth century provide con-
sistent evidence that American flags were prominent in processions of the 
families of the bride and groom as they moved between their respective camps 
during the ceremony. The bride’s party was led to the groom’s camp by indi-
viduals carrying American flags on long poles, one for the bride and one for the 
groom. The introduction of this item in the wedding ceremony and its rationale 
are well stated by Julia Lookout:

Then they always want to have a flag to take the lead of the horses. And this 
flag, Mr. Lookout and I often talk about it, the way the old people, my old 
people tell me away back. The chiefs went, it must be to Washington, where 
the head- men when they met them they give each of these Osages that went 
a flag. Then they gave them those coats you know for them to wear home. 
It is just a gift to them, and have these what- you- calls [epaulettes] on their 
shoulders. Anyway when this chief they call Paw- hu- ska, he is the one that 
took some of the chiefs with him and they brought those things back. Then 
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we thought maybe when they come home this old Paw- hu- ska he marry his 
daughter off and let her wear that coat, and this flag they brought.

The old lady U- ses- tah- weh- hah’s wife (Me- se- che- he #889), she hasn’t 
been dead long, she died real old.13 She was the same clan as I am and she 
used to tell me my great- grandfather was along with old Paw hu- ska and 
brought a flag and then they took this flag first in my father’s wedding when 
they were trying to get my mother you see. She said my great- grandfather 
brought the flag from Washington, gave to him. That is why she thought this 
is the way it started. (Wright 1937, 3)

In her statement, Lookout attributes the introduction of the American flag into 
Osage ceremonialism through the gifts provided by President Jefferson in 1804 
to White Hair and other headmen of the Osage people. Lookout suggests that 
flags are used in the wedding ceremony for the same reason flags and military 
coats were originally gifted to the chiefs, in order to recognize in material form 
the chiefly status of the bride’s lineage on the occasion of her marriage.

Flags were one of the most important items presented to the chiefs and lead-
ers of Native nations, and they were used to signify a formal relationship with 

Wedding procession, Hominy, Oklahoma, 1932. Marriage of Lucille Matin and Thomas 
Whitehorn. This photo shows the elaborate nature the wedding ceremony reached as it 
neared its end in the 1930s. Visible in this photo are three American flags, an automobile 
to be given away, and sixteen Osage bridesmaids all dressed in wedding clothes, holding 
their plumed top hats. Courtesy of Osage Nation Museum, 2436a.
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colonial governments. Gifts of flags are well documented between the Spanish 
and the Osage in the eighteenth century, in conjunction with higher status 
medals to ease their transition from Spanish to French administration (Ewers 
1997, 103). The presentation of national flags to Osage chiefs and prominent 
warriors by Spanish diplomats is well documented in the eighteenth century 
(Din and Nasatir 1983, 58–59). After the Louisiana Purchase, the newly formed 
US government followed suit and presented custom- made and slightly revised 
American flags to Native leaders until the 1830s, when it abruptly halted this 
practice (Viola 1995, 105–6). We interpret this change as tangible evidence of a 
major shift in federal Indian policy. Attitudes of Native Americans toward the 
American flag have changed over time, coming to largely reflect Native service 
in the US military and a general respect for national patriotism despite the his-
tory of settler colonialism.

American flags also became an important material element in the burial 
practices of the Osage people. Washington Irving introduced the concept in his 
journal entry for October 4, 1832 (McDermott 1940, 125). He described a ma-
jor feature of the White Hair camp in the form of a monument to Chief White 
Hair, the leader of the Osage delegation to Washington in 1804. Irving describes 
the grave in the following manner: “A monument of chief [White Hair] who 
recently died lately—mound on a hill surrounded by railings—three poles with 
flags—trophies,—a scalp, scalping knife, etc. He had killed four Pawnees” 
(125). Irving is the first to note the presence of flags displayed from poles in 
association with Osage graves. This practice finds elaboration in the work of 
John Joseph Mathews (1961, 591), who cited Irving but added significant detail 
and expansion to his interpretation without further citation. Mathews stated 
that the military coats were inserted into the Osage wedding ceremony while 
the flag was to be used at the chief’s grave and flown in an inverted orientation. 
According to Mathews (1961, 631), White Hair required that the flag be placed 
at his burial site and flown upside down.

An account of Osage burials from 1890 documents the continued placement 
of a “bright” flag at the gravesite and features an image of an inverted American 
flag next to the laid rock burial cairn, but the provenance of the photograph is 
unknown (Pryor 1903, 44). This practice of placing American flags at graves 
continued into the twentieth century with the transition to more modern forms 
of interments in commercial cemeteries with flagpoles placed at gravesites as a 
regular part of the burial. There is no indication that these flags were inverted, 
possibly indicating a movement toward increased association of the flag with 
the expanding service of Osage citizens in the US military.

The use of flags in formal processions also finds reference in the older 
Mourning Ceremony of the Osage people. The last reported performance of 
this ceremony was held in Gray Horse in Osage County, Oklahoma, in 1911. A 
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major dance is held to conclude the ceremony, often referred to as a “war dance” 
to acknowledge the successful taking of a scalp to accompany the deceased to 
the afterlife: “The War Dance is usually danced just outside of the village and 
is a big event. The Indians dance in a circle around the person who carries a 
flag—the Stars and Stripes. It is turned with the stars down, and they follow 
this flag and visit every camp in the village” (Lookout Standingbear 1988). This 
report provides substantiation that the use of an inverted American flag was 
a regular component in Osage ceremonialism and that it was used in multiple 
contexts throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Logan and Schmittou (2007) completed a comprehensive examination of 
the use and portrayal of flags in an inverted position in Native American art 
and culture. The authors concluded that in general the inversion of the flag was 
an overt act of resistance, and in the case of Osage chief White Hair, it was 
used to protest his forced participation in the cession of significant territories 
to the United States following the Louisiana Purchase. Among the illustrations 
in their work is a photograph of an Osage cairn burial and the Ilonshka lodge 
in Pawhuska, each with an inverted American flag (Logan and Schmittou 2007, 
211, 215).

In the same article, Logan and Schmittou (2007, 219) quoted Lakota elder 
Howard Bad Hand: “History shows that a conquered people will adopt some-
thing, a symbol or some material representation from their captors to maintain 
a sense of being and identity that helps them survive.” By inverting the US flag, 
the Osage people showed that they were part of the United States but differ-
ent and distinct at the same time. So we think the inverted flag is used at the 
Ilonshka and on an Osage grave simply to announce that this is an Indian event 
and an Indian grave.

We agree with Logan and Schmittou (2007) that the use of American flag 
motifs by Native Americans followed patterns and were not the product of 
happenstance. We propose that the flag and its orientation in Native works are 
best viewed as representative of a range of meanings and symbolism that may 
include protest and displeasure. The Osage peoples’ pattern of taking materials 
of the colonial experience and turning them into powerful objects of sovereignty 
and identity supports a consistent interpretation of the meaning behind their 
use of an inverted American flag.

American flags were one more manner in which chiefly descent was in-
voked and displayed in Osage weddings, complementing the chiefs’ coats as 
symbols of status and prestige. The use of two flags is also symbolic of the 
dual organization of the tribe into sky and earth divisions and similar to the 
former standards employed in the ceremonialism of the Osage tribal religion 
(La Flesche 1930, 650).
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Camp Life

As Osage people became more invested in Western systems of residence and 
standards of convenience and comfort, which they could readily afford, they 
never lost the ability or motivation to reconstitute “camp life” to better serve 
the needs of social and ceremonial life. Osage weddings conducted in the 1920s 
and 1930s exemplified this practice. The large camp established by the groom’s 
family, and later by both families, represented the continued ability of the Osage 
to host large gatherings of people in rural settings. These endeavors included 
dozens if not more than a hundred people in residence at any one time. Not all 
would have stayed the night, but many did. The organization, planning, and 
experience necessary to host and feed all comers—visitors and guests—were 
significant responsibilities.

Recalling the memories of his mother, Jerry Shaw provided insight into the 
social nature of these wedding camps in the 1930s: “They said everybody was 
invited. Everybody in the tribe was invited. They all came over and camped 
out. They played Indian dice and pitch [card game] and they would have horse 
races and just regular races for boys and girls. All kinds of things they talked 
about. She said it was kind of like a carnival like atmosphere. Everybody was 
just having fun” (Shaw and Shaw 2015).

Photographs of these camps in the early twentieth century document the 
use of a variety of tents and shades for sleeping, lounging, and eating. These ac-
commodations ranged from simple tarps to large, commercial event tents, quite 
likely rented and installed by outside providers. The ample numbers of buggies 
and cars in the background substantiate a large attendance. This atmosphere is 
similar to that documented for the congregation of families and visitors in the 
Peyote camps on the occasion of religious ceremonies (Swan 1990, 384–86). A 
considerable infrastructure was necessary to support camp life: cooking tools, 
fire grates, pots, pans, serving and tableware, tables, and benches. An ample 
and steady supply of water and wood for fuel are prime examples of the critical 
yet largely hidden elements that are required to support a large camp for even a 
few days. At their most basic, these camps necessitated a great deal of financial 
and logistical organization just to ensure a flow of groceries into the camps and 
sufficient labor to transform the food into meals for the guests.

Announcements in the local newspapers are abundant for Osage weddings 
in the late 1920s and early 1930s. An article on the Henry Lookout wedding in 
Pawhuska concluded with a “Noted Guests” section that read: “Many guests 
attended this wedding. Scores of high- powered autos brought their tribal friends 
in great numbers. Then, too, their white friends came from Pawhuska, Hominy 
and all the camps of the Osages. Noted among them were Commissioner Burke, 
representative of the federal government, J. George Wright, superintendent of 
the Osage Agency, with Mrs. Wright and other friends” (Daily Journal- Capital 
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1927). While this guest list no doubt reflects the position of the groom’s father, 
Fred Lookout, as principal chief of the Osage Nation, particularly for the at-
tendance of representatives of the federal government, it also illustrates the fact 
that these events drew a large attendance of Osage and non- Osage guests from 
throughout the country.

Food assumes a sacred place in the cosmology of the Osage people, as both 
a gift from the Creator but more importantly as the means through which 
parents nourish their children so they might grow and continue the Osage 
way of life. The consecration of certain plants and animals as “life sources” 
is both literal and allegorical in the sacred rituals of the Osage tribal religion 
(Bailey 2010, 58–59, 65–66). The ability to feed the assembled clan officials 
and their families was an important requirement for initiates at the time of 
their initiation into the tribal priesthood and at important life events, such as 
the naming of a child (Bailey 2010, 22, 26, 28). The offering and acceptance of 
food is a deeply held Osage cultural value and it remains an important social 
transaction to feed someone, particularly in community settings associated with  
life events.

Feasting and gifting of food were central components in traditional Osage 
weddings. The taking of food to the prospective bride’s home was a major 
organizational element in weddings. This ceremony provided four days for 
the offer of both marriage and dowry to be negotiated and considered. At 
each point in the proposal process, food was consistently used to bring people 
together to discuss, deliberate, and decide. This process began with the meal 
that brought the immediate families of both groom and bride together to dis-
cuss prospective spouses and to evaluate offers of marriage. The camps were 
established by the extended families of the groom in proximity to the home of 
the prospective bride, as a major site for the production of the meals that were 
taken to the bride’s household but also used to feed the assembled members of 
the groom’s family. Over the course of four days, this required a considerable 
amount of food and supplies and significant labor to prepare, serve, and clean 
up after these meals.

Osage dinners are well known for their scale and formality. An amazing 
assortment of dishes is prepared in vast quantities for community dinners. The 
ability of an experienced “head cook” and a set of experienced assistants to 
produce these meals from scratch can be a multiday affair requiring efficient 
planning and execution. Unap (1968, B-2–B-3) provided one of the best descrip-
tions of the supplies ideally needed to feed two hundred people:

For about two hundred people, well, we usually buy a beef. Sometimes it’s 
already dressed, and sometimes we buy one and have it dressed. And it would 
take about a beef to feed about two hundred people, and then to vary the 
menu, we have pork. We would buy one hog and the chickens. We prepare 
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baked chicken and stewed chicken, and then we would fry chicken. And 
for about two hundred people, one would buy about twelve hens and about 
twenty fryers, for the meat for this big dinner. Now the meat is prepared for 
a large dinner—we start with the beef. It is cut different. It is butchered and 
cut up different from the usual way that meat is sold today. It is different 
cuttings. It’s Indian fashion way of butchering the beef and the main way to 
prepare—the way we like to serve our beef, is barbecue. And it is very dif-
ficult to prepare it this way for such a huge crowd. And several days before 
the dinner, the women flatten these good lean pieces out into barbecue—to 
barbecue, they are thinned out, the good lean pieces which we serve. These 
are the choice pieces of the beef. And another delicacy we like to serve at our 
dinners is smoked stripped beef. It’s cut in strips and it’s hung in the smoke-
house where they can get/smoke and give them a different taste. Smoked beef. 
And we call this stripped meat soup. Another favorite dish that we serve at 
our traditional dinners is hominy, which is what Osages are known for. We 
take the raw corn, and we prepare this two or three days ahead of the dinner.

Unap’s description of traditional feast foods draws attention to the multiple 
days of preparation required to make only three of the preferred dishes: bar-
becue beef, stripped beef, and hominy. She also included important informa-
tion regarding butchering preferences, using certain cuts governed by Osage 
preference as opposed to those of American settler society. To gather and cut 
meat is a prelude to the feasts that accompany most community events and this 
continues to provide an important occasion for socialization and the reinforce-
ment of group identity.

Unap (1968, B-1) continued her description of her wedding feast with a 
note about the wedding cake, an example of material syncretism, then a quick 
return to a summary of the common, main dishes to which people add a range 
of side dishes and desserts:

And just like other people, we borrowed from the white people and had the 
traditional wedding cake. And like most elaborate feasts, the main course 
was barbecued beef and fried chicken and baked chicken and pork, prepared 
in many ways and I imagine at that time there was corn, fresh corn and dried 
corn. We have several ways to prepare corn. And another delicacy that we 
serve on such occasions is the Osage meat pie and Osage fry bread, were our 
main entrees at that time. And I observed fresh fruits were served, and pas-
tries and fruit drinks. The Osages have a nice grape drink that they prepare 
and serve at dinners. And we had several other vegetables that are known by 
the Osage people such as the “Yonkapins,” [North American lotus] that’s an 
Osage delicacy, which is served. It’s cooked with pork or beef.

Osage hospitality in feasting contexts was extended to the ability to send home 
a good helping of main dishes, and stacked lunch pails were a common sight at 
community feasts prior to World War II (Unap 1968, 7). Today, it is common at 
community dinners to have a piece of fruit, a boiled egg, half a boiled potato, 



above Dinner table at the 
wedding of May Vest and 
John McKinley, Pawhuska, 
Oklahoma, 1936. By this 
point, eating at tables had 
replaced the Osage custom 
of eating on a tarp spread on 
the ground. Courtesy of Jim 
Cooley. 

right Lunch pail, Osage 
County, Oklahoma, ca. 1950. 
The nesting sections of this 
pail create a perfect vehicle 
to store and transport corn 
soup, hominy, chicken and 
dumplings, and meat gravy. 
Courtesy of Sam Noble 
Museum, University of 
Oklahoma. E 2016.11.001. 
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a piece of fry bread, a slice of Osage barbecue, and sometimes a meat pie on a 
plate at each place setting with a paper or plastic bag placed under each plate. 
After a blessing is offered for the food, each attendee places the food on the 
plate into the bag to consume later. It is also common for any leftovers on the 
table at the conclusion of the meal to be added to this bag or placed in plastic 
containers brought to the dinner for a similar purpose.

Jason Baird Jackson (1998, 184) noted that contemporary Indian foods in 
Oklahoma represent a mix of indigenous, European, and African influences. 
Added to this current feast menu might be fry bread, a colonial innovation that 
has become standard practice today. This menu remains amazingly consistent 
with Osage dinners and feasts in the early twenty- first century, as is clearly the 
case with Osage foods at the turn of the twentieth century (Swan 2010, 252).

Formal dinners are a consistent convention in the social life of the Osage 
community. Held for significant events ranging from births to funerals, they 
function as a foundational element of Osage social intercourse. These meals 
function at a level beyond individual belief and family practice and conform to 
a set of social protocols and physical elements that are required for these events 
to meet the culturally constructed definitions of “a dinner.”14

Material Accumulation and Osage Weddings

Given the material demands of a Mízhin form of marriage, it is only practi-
cal that a family desiring this for their child would begin thinking about and 
preparing for the event long before to its execution. There is indication that a 
family might begin preparing for the event upon the birth of the first daughter 
(Shaw and Shaw 2015). Unap (1968, B-1) suggested a long period of accumu-
lation prior to the proposal in order to meet the economic requirements of 
a traditional Osage wedding. “For years, they gathered the finest china and 
glassware, and some were crystal, and some were imported and—the linens 
on the table were the finest that could be bought at that time.” This statement 
provides an additional example of the attention to detail exercised in efforts to 
maintain and expand the level of sophistication and refinement that became 
the standard in Osage hospitality. It is important to remember that these place 
settings are provided by the bride’s family and ultimately become gifts to the 
groom’s family. Unap (1968, B-6) detailed that her family possessed sufficient 
fine china and silverware to seat two hundred people. This raises the point that 
every Osage extended family possessed the place settings and serving bowls to 
facilitate a large community dinner and that those used in the wedding were 
assembled specifically for that purpose.

It is also important to note that the average extended Osage family pos-
sessed the means in terms of the tools, experience, and labor to host large 
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gatherings of people and in particular to provide culturally appropriate meals 
at multiples times in the history of the family and its members. This includes 
cooking and camping gear in addition to serving and tableware. The Osage have 
a long history of employing Native people and non- Natives as cooks, chauf-
feurs, and general “hands.” They also readily accessed a range of commercial 
suppliers for goods and services, including the rental of large event tents, and 
retail outlets in nearby Tulsa for linens and fine tableware.

The marriage of Thomas Whitehorn and Lucille Matin in 1932 was one 
of the final Mízhin weddings conducted in the Hominy District. This wedding 
was perhaps the most extravagant Mízhin wedding conducted in the 1930s, 
when the Osage Nation experienced a substantial standard of living based on 
the per capita distribution of proceeds from the tribal mineral estate (Wilson 
1985, 127–32).15 The father of the bride gave away several cars as gifts to the 
groom’s family, including one to the father of the bride and one to the bride 
and groom (Waller 1972). Charles Whitehorn (1969, 19), father of the groom, 
gave a clear statement regarding his preparation for the marriage of his son in 
a Mízhin wedding: “You start in saving stuff. Saving horses, cattle and stuff. 
You get ready for it. When you are real ready, then you notify your relatives and 
you carried it on. I know my boy got married that way and it cost me over three 
thousand dollars [approximately $50,000 in 2017]. You know, considering all 
the trouble, work and helps, cattle [and gifts].” In addition to the expenses he 
assumed as the father of the groom, Whitehorn’s oral history (14–15) also high-
lights the need for the groom’s family to send food to the bride’s camp several 
times a day while providing meals each day for the family members and visitors 
in the groom’s camp.

The cost to the bride’s family was equally extravagant in this instance. The 
father of the bride, Walter Matin (1971a), went into exceptional detail regarding 
the gifts that he returned to the groom’s family. His costs included the outfit-
ting of sixteen bridesmaids, a considerable undertaking. There is indication 
that this sponsorship increasingly fell to a smaller set of relatives as the Osage 
people became more invested in per capita monetary distributions and private 
ownership of income property.

After the cessation of Mízhin marriages in the 1930s, a large inventory of 
Osage wedding regalia remained in the possession of families and individuals in 
the community. Few made their way to museum and private collections outside 
Osage County. At the same time, participation in the annual Ilonshka dances 
was increasing, becoming more prominent in the community as a focal point 
for Osage identity in the twentieth century. In the next chapter, we present an 
overview of the introduction, adoption, and expansion of the Ilonshka in order 
to establish a context for the introduction of elements from Mízhin weddings 
into the dance.
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Notes

 1. Jami Powell reminds us that there are several measures of Osage citizenship 
beyond those of anthropology, a colonial enterprise that often privileges definitions 
based on participation in customary, or traditional, activities. Powell’s concerns 
stem from the fact that these occasions are often viewed as separate from the every-
day lives of community members. See Powell (2014, 38–40).
 2. Examples include a painted bison robe in the Musée du quai Branly, http://
www.quaibranly.fr/en/explore- collections/base/Work/action/show/notice/969629 
-peau- de- bison- peinte/page/1/ a gourd rattle in the British Museum, http://www 
.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx 
?objectId=526205&partId=1&searchText=Osage&page=1; and a gun stock club in 
the Pitt Rivers Museum, http://objects.prm.ox.ac.uk/pages/PRMUID24783.html, 
accessed June 6, 2017.
 3. Significant collections of Osage material from the late nineteenth century 
and early twentieth centuries are housed in major American museums, including the 
George A. Dorsey Collection (1900–1901) at the Field Museum of Natural History, 
the Stewart Cullin Archival Collection (1911) at the Brooklyn Museum, and the 
Francis La Flesche collections (1911–14) at the National Museum of Natural His-
tory, Smithsonian Institution.
 4. Louise Gray Red Corn, Genevieve Gray Tomey, and Georgeann Gray Rob-
inson, three sisters, opened the Red Man Store in Pawhuska, Oklahoma, in 1958 to 
satisfy local demand for traditional Osage ribbon work and attire. While their in-
tent was to provide for the needs of their family and community, they also wished to 
ensure the future of ribbon work by teaching their relatives, community members, 
and anyone else who wished to learn. See Powell (2014, 19–22; 2015, 16–17). An 
additional source of Osage ribbon work for consumption by the community was the 
Kihekah Indian Shoppe, also in Pawhuska, Oklahoma, managed by Josephine Pryor 
Hamilton. See Wilson (1982, 198–99; 1988, 91). Additional Osage proprietors have 
subsequently established Indian stores in Pawhuska, Skiatook, and the surround-
ing region to cater to the needs of the Osage and neighboring tribes. Maudie Che-
shewalla, former director of the Osage Nation Museum, began finger weaving in the 
1970s and perfected the form, becoming an accomplished artist and teacher who 
had a significant impact on both the medium and its continued vitality. She stated 
that Osage finger weaving perpetuates a set of designs that are unique to the Osage 
community (Argo 1986, 28–29).
 5. Some members of the contemporary Osage community interpret the number 
of brooches worn by women in historic photographs as determined by a combina-
tion of marital status and age.
 6. The character and nature of the individual dance sessions in the modern 
Ilonshka are explained in chapter 4 of this work. Sunday is the day on which the 
“individual” songs are sung and families host giveaways to acknowledge and respect 
their ancestors. This is also the day that members of the family wear their heirloom 
wearing blankets when they dance on their song.
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 7. Osage people are quick to intervene when their children, younger siblings, or 
relatives experience problems in wearing a blanket or shawl in a manner consistent 
with community protocol and standards. The failure to conform to these standards 
reflects poorly on the family.
 8. Pendleton blankets and shawls remain popular in the Osage community and 
beyond in Greater Indian Country. They are available through a number of dealers 
and distributors who often discount the retail price of these products for the Osage 
people based on the large number used in the community.
 9. Osage oral tradition states that the coats presented to the visiting chiefs were 
far too diminutive for the stature of Osage men in the early nineteenth century and 
that the coats were immediately given to their daughters as symbols of rank and 
prestige.
 10. In the 1980s, Swan witnessed a number of memorial services for Watianka 
in conjunction with the annual Osage Days celebration in the Hominy District. 
Prominent among the stories that elevated Watianka to the status of a cultural hero 
was his role in determining the location of the Osage reservation in Oklahoma. For 
details on the Osage mineral estate, see Wilson (1985, 127–32).
 11. Several examples of the methods employed to obtain Osage wedding coats in 
the late twentieth century are presented in chapter 3.
 12. Our research collaboration with the Osage community included a commu-
nity exhibit at the Wazhazhi Cultural Center in Pawhuska, Oklahoma, where we 
facilitated a temporary exhibit of wedding regalia from personal and private collec-
tions. One family displayed a set of epaulets in their original packaging to document 
their special order from a company in Paris, France.
 13. U- ses- tah- weh- hah’s wife was named Me- se- che- he, and 889 was her Osage 
Roll number. The Osage Roll determined who would be eligible for an allotment 
when the former Osage reservation was divided into parcels of individually owned 
land. The official Osage Roll can be found in Tinker (1957). For additional discus-
sion of the Osage allotment process see Bailey (1970) and Wilson (1985).
 14. Mary Douglas (1997) explored the “grammar” of meals to reveal complex 
sets of rules that govern the sequence of consumption, including the methods in 
which these episodes of consumption are marked and the food specific to particular 
meals. Meals are also graded according to social context, assuming sacred and secu-
lar statutes. The rules of meals define community expectations and standards with 
respect to certain types of dining events and provide a means to determine the suc-
cess of these events.
 15. Headrights, payments on the Osage tribal mineral estate, reached a high of 
$13,200 per share, per year in 1926, making the Osage tribe the richest people, per 
capita, on the planet. See Wilson (1985, 127).
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The relationship between Mízhin weddings and the Ilonshka 
dance relates to their critical roles in the organization of Osage society at 

different points in the tribe’s history. Both ceremonies share a reliance on gift 
exchange to create and reinforce social relationships of kinship and friend-
ship to create a strong Osage community, but the dance provides a continued 
rationale and forum for these gift exchanges that has survived long after the 
cessation of Mízhin weddings.

This was not a direct, mechanical transfer but was instead a process of 
adaptation in which Ilonshka gift exchanges developed over time to produce the 
social relations central to the identity construction of Osage communities in the 
twentieth and twenty-first centuries. In many ways, the economic and social 
factors that contributed to the decline of Mízhin marriages fostered the growth 
and development of the Ilonshka. Both cultural practices worked to create and 
strengthen alliances among social groups and promote solidarity and common 
purpose above individual interests. The annual Ilonshka became an important 
device for the continued reinforcement and enactment of the virtues of selfless-
ness, service, generosity, and hospitality.

The Ilonshka was brought to the Osage people by other tribes as part of a 
Native revitalization movement referred to as the “Grass Dance” that appeared 
in the last quarter of the nineteenth century and spread rapidly to the majority 
of tribal communities in the Plains and Prairie regions of the United States. 
On the plains, the dance was referred to as the “Grass Dance,” and among the 
Prairie and Great Lakes tribes, it was called the “Dream Dance,” or “Drum 
Religion.” The Grass Dance was social and secular by nature, whereas the 
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Note: Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community (2019): p. 132–180, DOI: 
10.2979/weddingclothesosagecommunity.0.0.07
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Drum Religion, as the name implies, was more spiritual, coming with an origin 
story and a doctrine.1

The Grass Dance was one of several nativistic movements that emerged in 
the latter half of the nineteenth century. This period signaled an intensified ef-
fort of forced assimilation by the now dominant Euro-American social order. 
The economic foundation for the tribes was disappearing as the vast herds of 
bison were hunted to near extinction.2 In many Native American communities 
the dominant American culture encouraged the cessation of traditional tribal 
religious practices and promoted conversion to Christianity. In the face of this 
physical, spiritual, and emotional devastation, social movements arose that 
attempted to fill the void left by the disintegration of the traditional religions 
of these individual tribes. The best known of these movements was the Ghost 
Dance Religion, which was well documented by James Mooney of the Bureau 
of American Ethnology (Mooney 1896).3 Another nativistic movement that 
achieved great success and continues to thrive today is the Peyote Religion, 
which uses the psychotropic cactus, peyote, as a holy sacrament. Chartered as 
the Native American Church of Oklahoma, the religion continues to provide a 
spiritual foundation to the lives of hundreds of thousands of Native Americans.4

The Grass Dance had its origins in the ceremonies of earlier fraternal 
warrior societies, such as the Pawnee Irushka and the Omaha and Ponca 
Hethushka. The Omaha passed their version of this dance to the Sioux tribe, 
most notably the Yankton and Santee Sioux divisions, who in turn modified it 
into a form of social dance with an emphasis on the establishment of peaceful 
relationships with all other tribes, even those who had previously been bitter 
enemies (Wissler 1916, 870; Vennum 1982, 64–65).

The Sioux also transferred the dance to the Ojibwe where it took the form 
of a religion and was called Dream Dance or Drum Religion. The Sioux and the 
Ojibwe tribes were traditional enemies who had been at war with each other for 
generations. It was the Santee Sioux who brought the drum to the White Earth 
community of the Ojibwe people in 1891 (Vennum 1982, 70). According to the 
origin story, a Sioux woman was fleeing from US soldiers who were killing her 
people, and she hid in a lake for four days. During this time she was visited by 
the Great Spirit, who instructed her to make a large dance drum and taught her 
the songs and (presumably) the ritual for their use. The drum was revealed to 
her as an instrument for establishing peaceful relationships, and it was meant 
to be copied and passed on to other tribes to bring an end to intertribal warfare 
(Vennum 1982, 45).

The passing of the drum with its songs, ritual practices, and equipment was 
an essential feature of both the Grass Dance and Drum Religion.5 In his “Gen-
eral Discussion of Shamanistic and Dancing Societies,” Clark Wissler (1916) 
traces the movement and diffusion of both forms of the dance from the Sioux 
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to other Plains tribes in the form of the Grass Dance and to the Woodlands and 
Prairie tribes in the form of the Dream Dance or Drum Religion. It is interest-
ing to note that the Sioux then passed this new form of the dance back to the 
Omahas from whom they had originally obtained the dance (Wissler 1916, 
868–69). They also gave their version of the Grass Dance to the Pawnee, whose 
Irushka was considered by Clark Wissler (1916, 859) as the original form of the 
dance. The Ponca, whose Hethushka society represented the older form of the 
dance, received this new form from the Sioux calling it “Can Helocka,” which 
translates as “Sioux Hethushka,” and they, in turn, passed it on to the Kaw 
tribe (Skinner 1915, 784).6 It was the Ponca and the Kaw tribes who brought 
this dance to the Osage in the latter quarter of the nineteenth century.

Osage War Dances

The name the Osage gave this ceremonial dance is Ilonshka, which translates 
as “Playground of the Eldest Son,” but it has been known by other names, as 
well.7 It has also been called the “Smoke Dance,” the “Smoke Pony Dance,” 
the “Man’s Dance,” and the “War Dance.” This last name, War Dance, is often 
used to reference the dance by the non-Indian population as recorded in popu-
lar media. An example is found in an article in the Fairfax Chief that reports: 
“On Sunday, June 24, 1956 Mrs. Lillie Morrell Burkhart was honored at the 
Osage men’s war dances at Pawhuska Indian Village, which are held there each 
year, and where the great and the little Osages [groups of] meet and dance” 
(“Honored in Osage Tradition” 1956). Occasionally, the Osage people refer to 
their dance as the War Dance, although the ceremony is more a promotion of 
peace, friendship, fellowship, and generosity among the Osage community and 
their invited guests.

Prior to their reception of the Grass Dance in the 1880s, the Osage had a 
ceremonial dance that was part of their religious organization that dealt with 
the institution of warfare. This particular ceremony was conducted to provide 
supernatural sanction for war expeditions of the Osage people (La Flesche 
1939). This older form of the dance was called the Wa-shá-be A-thin Wa-tsi, 
which is translated as the “Charcoal Dance,” deriving its name from the prac-
tice of burning wood from the redbud tree to make charcoal, which was then 
pulverized into dust with which the bodies of Osage warriors were blackened 
as part of the ceremony. The warriors also wore the charcoal dust later when 
they went to war against the enemy. The Charcoal Dance was held “for the 
purpose of exciting the warlike emotions of the younger men of the tribe” (La 
Flesche 1939, 3). An abbreviated form of the dance was performed in the Osage 
Mourning Ceremony that was performed upon the death of a tribal member.8



Program for the Pawhuska Ilonshka in 1942. The Osage often refer to the Ilonshka as the 
“War Dances.” Printed programs and brochures have been popular with the Osage since 
around the time of this one. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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The War Dance, like most ceremonies of the Osage tribal religion, was 
highly ritualized and involved the singing of appropriate ceremonial songs and 
the recitation of wigies, or ceremonial ritual verse. The full war ceremony took 
place over a period of four days and included highly choreographed dancing 
with the participants divided into two groups to represent the division of Osage 
society into Honga and Tsizhu moieties. A war party then left the village to en-
gage the enemy and take scalps, which were brought back to the village where 
another set of dances, ceremonial songs, and wigie recitations took place as 
part of the War Ceremony and the Mourning Ceremony, depending on what 
the occasion may have been (La Flesche 1939, 86–87).

The cessation of intertribal warfare in the mid-nineteenth century, confine-
ment to a reservation, and increased government restrictions on cultural activi-
ties relegated the Osage use of the War Dance to its more abbreviated form as 
a Mourning Ceremony. Paramount among the ceremonial changes at this time 
was the prohibition of collecting the required scalp, which led to the use of sur-
rogate ritual items, including hair purchased from white settlers or an animal 
scalp (Dorsey 1902, 410–11). The last observance of the traditional Osage War 
Dance took place in 1911 when it was held in the Gray Horse District and was 
attended by members of the other Osage communities, as well (Sebbelov 1911).

It is quite possible the Osage people had been performing the War Dance 
as entertainment for other Indian tribes even before they performed it for non-
Indian audiences. There are references to the “Osage Dance” or “Osage War 
Dance” throughout eyewitness accounts by non-Indians dating back to 1804 
and visual representations in nineteenth-century ledger artwork produced by 
members of other Southern Plains tribes. This version of the dance was highly 
dramatic and apparently was quite impressive to Native and non-Native people 
alike. The Osage seem to have been fully aware of this, and it became a kind 
of “exhibition dance” performed for the benefit of other Indian tribes and in 
theaters in cities of the northeastern United States.

In the summer of 1804, a group of Osages traveled to Washington, DC, 
and then later toured Boston, Philadelphia, and New York. The Osage travelers 
arrived in New York on August 8, 1804, and gave a performance of their War 
Dance, which was recounted by a critic who witnessed the event:

There is more meaning in their dances than there is in ours. Their war dances 
accompanied with gestures, are musical and pantomimical representations 
of a war. Like our plays, their war dances are divided into three acts: prepa-
ration for war, attack, battle, returning home, or rather their reception by 
their wives, young children & etc. and the celebration of victory. There is 
some meaning in such dances; much more indeed than in our scraping and 
bowing and flirting and hopping and flipping to the orders of a fiddlestick. 
There is gravity and ferociousness in their movements, as well as regularity 
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and tho’ we are not pleased with their music, perhaps they are not pleased 
with ours. (“Osage Indians” 1804, 380)

The Osage made a return visit to Washington in 1805 giving a performance of 
the War Dance at a theater on Pennsylvania Avenue on December 27 of that 
year (Janson 1935, 234–35).

When a group of Osages visited Europe in 1827–30, a performance of the 
War Dance was a regular feature of the tour. Its performance in Paris in 1827 
was reported in Six Red Indians from the Tribe of the Great Osage, a book 
of uncertain authorship that was published to coincide with the tour of the 
Osage. Again, the War Dance is described as a pantomimed reenactment of 
Indian warfare in dance form: “The objective of the dance is to represent the 
way they capture, kill, and scalp their enemies; they mix cries and shouts which 
would make one think them to be wild, crazy men or demons rather than people 
performing an inoffensive entertainment” (Heat-Moon and Wallace 2013, 
53). Another account of the 1827 War Dance performance in Paris is found in 
Paul Vissier’s History of the Tribe of the Osages: “The war dance is the most 
impressive of all, or perhaps the most terrifying. It involves fencing, and, in 
this respect, one can associate it with a match between our weapons masters. 
The dancers appear fully armed and have a sham battle. This also partakes of 
drama because the participants often interrupt themselves in order to recount 
and depict the action of their gloriously waged exploits in combat. These prac-
tical amusements, which all young men are eager to attend, maintain in them 
the love of glory and increase their impatience to show valor” (Heat-Moon and 
Wallace 2013, 82). Victor Tixier describes a danse du charbon, or Charcoal 
Dance, that he witnessed in 1840 when he visited the Osage. His description is 
similar to both previous and later reports on the Osage War Dance:

Two groups, on leaving the two war lodges, turned in opposite directions 
and, whenever they met, stopped to face each other. The warriors made 
maniacal contortions, jumping and capering like madmen. These people, so 
serious and so composed the day before, looked as if they were possessed of 
the devil. They were making such faces that they seemed to be on the point of 
dislocating their jaws, rolling their eyes wildly and twisting their limbs about, 
mumbling indistinct words, and uttering the war-cry in a low voice, beating 
drums or blowing tsu-tsehs (reed flutes); some took up a warlike song, which 
they accompanied by striking their fans on some pieces of wood. After this 
intermission, they completed the turn of the camp and came back to their 
lodges. The dancers, out of breath and covered with perspiration, began to 
eat. Such was the first part of the danse du charbon. (McDermott 1940, 212)

One consequence of the Osage’s presentation of the War Dance outside the con-
text of the Osage Mourning Ceremony for native audiences was its performance 
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by other groups (La Flesche 1939). There are at least two contemporary eye-
witness accounts of the Osage War Dance as performed by non-Osage dancers 
that were recorded by non-Indian observers in the mid-1870s. One was by a 
St. Augustine, Florida, newspaper reporter who witnessed the Osage Dance at 
Fort Marion during a Fourth of July celebration in 1875. It was performed by 
members of Southern Plains tribes who had been sent to Florida as prisoners of 
war. He described the dance as follows: “One of the most amusing, grotesque, 
indescribable performances ever witnessed . . . a spectacle which filled every one 
with admiration and wonder. Every motion, every song, and every utterance 
had its meaning. The carrying off of the dead and wounded was performed 
exquisitely. Indeed, everyone was impressed with the spectacle as magnificent” 
(Peterson 1972, 89).

A more detailed account of an Osage War Dance that was performed by the 
Kiowa is found in Thomas C. Battey’s Life and Adventures of a Quaker among 
the Indians. Battey, a Quaker schoolteacher and missionary, was living among 
the Kiowa in 1874 and was awakened from sleep one night, as he recounts, “by 
a fearful combination of noises, drumming, howling of dogs, yelling of men, 
laughter of women and children, and soon after, the voice of Trotting Wolf near 
my tent, shouting my name, and, addressing me in Kiowa, bids me ‘be quick, 
come and see’” (1875, 124). Battey got up, dressed, and proceeded to an area 
where a large fire had been built and a group of a hundred men, women, and 
children, both young and old, had assembled, the closest to the fire being the 
warriors of the tribe. Battey described the actual performance:

Among these the drum was beating continually, while their clear voices 
arose at intervals in a weird kind of wild harmony. A couple of braves, nearly 
naked, but painted and with feathers in their hair, having long lances orna-
mented with feathers of various colors, left the others and advanced towards 
the fire in a series of fantastic jumpings, jerking up of one foot, and a variety 
of indescribable gestures and bodily contortions. These turning about near 
the fire, a number of others in similar habiliments, with uplifted tomahawks, 
hatchets, war-clubs, and one old cavalry sword, rushed upon them with the 
same indescribable gesticulation and jerking step, bowing, jumping, striking, 
dodging, and yelling. In this latter exercise the whole assembled multitude, 
with one exception, joined their vocal powers. (125) 

Battey concluded his account by saying, “This was a kind of Indian theatrical 
performance in which on the present occasion the Osage war dance was enacted 
by the Kiowas” (126).

The Osage War Dance is also documented in the ledger artwork of Indian 
artists who were imprisoned at Fort Marion, St. Augustine, Florida, at the end 
of the Indian wars in the 1870s. These renderings by Kiowa and Cheyenne 
artists were apparently based on personal experiences, their having witnessed 
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a dance performance by the Osage. They were sufficiently impressed with the 
dance to record it in individual colored drawings and attribute the War Dance 
to the Osage. These pictorial versions of the dance likewise portrayed a panto-
miming of warlike poses with the dancers brandishing weapons, and dancers 
being rendered in clothing typically worn by the Osage in the mid-1870s.

At the end of the Indian wars of the 1870s, the noted Cheyenne artist Wil-
liam Cohoe was imprisoned at Fort Marion in St. Augustine, Florida, along 
with other Southern Plains warriors identified as war criminals. As part of their 
rehabilitation, prisoners were provided with colored pencils and paper, which 

This drawing, The Osage Dancers, was made by Cohoe, a Cheyenne warrior, while he 
was a prisoner of war at Fort Marion in St. Augustine, Florida, in 1875. The clothing 
and roached hair styles of the dancers are all indicative of the Osage attribution. 
The dancers carry a variety of weapons, including lances, tomahawks, and a rifle, 
and they are wearing otter turbans, horned headdresses, deer tail roaches, bear claw 
necklaces, and cloth tab leggings with beaded garters, all distinctive items of Osage 
dress. This is the old- style War Dance, and it was drawn nine years before the Kaw 
and the Ponca tribes brought the Ilonshka to the Osage. Courtesy of William Cohoe, 
“The Osage Dancers,” 1876, ink, graphite, and colored pencil on paper, 85∕16 × 111/2 × 
3∕8 in, Minneapolis Institute of Art, Bequest from the Karen Daniels Petersen American 
Indian Collection, 2008.14.2, Photo: Minneapolis Institute of Art.
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they used to record their journey and events taking place during their captivity, 
as well as scenes and ceremonies from their traditional lives including warfare 
and dances. Cohoe’s rendition of the Osage dance is entitled The Osage Danc-
ers and depicts Osage warriors in various dancing poses holding lances, toma-
hawks, a rifle, and feathered standards. To the side, are the drum and singers 
who provided the musical accompaniment for the dance. It is most interesting 
that Battey’s verbal account of the Osage War Dance as presented by the Kiowa 
coincides perfectly with the ledger artists’ visual depiction of the dance.

Another Fort Marion prisoner, the Kiowa warrior Zotom, recorded the 
dance in a sketchbook in a drawing dated 1877 and titled An Osage War-
Dance. It is similar to Cohoe’s drawing and depicts dancers dressed in Osage 
clothing holding a cavalry saber, a war club, lances, feathered standards, and 
an arrow. One dancer is wearing a military coat with epaulettes. A ledger 
drawing entitled War Dance attributed to a “Comanche boy,” depicts warriors 
wearing distinctive Osage dress, carrying tomahawks, a quirt, and an arrow, 
and shows one Osage drummer in front of a drum with a raised drumstick. 
Though attributed to a Comanche, the artist was more likely a Kiowa due to his 

A drawing by Kiowa artist Zotom entitled An Osage War- Dance depicting Osage 
dancers engaged in a pantomime dance of war gestures. The dancers are carrying 
weapons including a saber, an arrow, lances, a war club, a tomahawk, and feathered 
standards. All are dressed in clothing typical for the Osages in the 1870s, and one 
dancer is wearing a US military coat with epaulettes. Courtesy of of the Braun Research 
Library Collection, Autry Museum, Los Angeles; 4100.G.1.25. 
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familiarity with the Osage War Dance, since the Kiowa had their own version 
of the dance that they copied from the Osages.

In all likelihood, what is being described in both the ledger art and these 
eyewitness accounts is a part of the Mourning Ceremony that the Osage adapted 
for dramatic purposes and performed for both Native and non-Native audi-
ences as early as 1804 and perhaps earlier. In his account of the Osage War 
Ceremony, Francis La Flesche gives a more subdued version of this part of the 

A ledger drawing entitled War Dance and attributed to a “Comanche boy,” drawn at 
the Kiowa, Comanche, and Wichita Agency. All dancers are dressed in Osage clothing, 
including cloth tab leggings with beaded garters, bear claw necklaces, otter turbans, 
and roached hair with deer tail roach headdresses. The dancer on the far left is wearing 
a cloth shirt with beaded hands on it, and the dancer to his right is wearing a mussel 
shell disk choker, both are of distinctly Osage styles of dress and accoutrement. The 
dancer third from left holding the quirt is wearing a US military coat. The dancers are 
carrying tomahawks, a quirt, and an arrow. One figure holds an upraised drumstick 
and is seated in front of a drum. The artist was most likely a Kiowa, as they were the 
tribe most familiar with the Osage style of dancing, and they had their own version of 
the dance that they copied from the Osages. Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society. 
WHS-35058. 
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dance where, after the participants have reached the ceremonial houses of their 
respective Honga and Tsizhu divisions, they dismount and sit facing each other. 
They then, in turn, arise and dance:

This dance is popular with the people, as the dancers are usually graceful 
and spirited in their actions and their make-up is colorful. The crimson deer 
tail headdress with its upright eagle feather; the splotches of black [charcoal] 
upon the nude body; the gaily embroidered flaps of the breechcloth; the or-
namented leggings and moccasins, and the white standard with its fluttering 
eagle feathers, all made a picture that never failed to delight the old as well 
as the young. The women in their conversation around the fireplace took 
pleasure in discussing the skill of the dancers and in criticizing those whose 
movements they considered to be ungainly. (La Flesche 1939, 22)

Though La Flesche is describing the old form of the dance that was last 
performed in 1911, with the exception of the “splotches of black upon the 
nude body” and the white eagle standard, he could easily have been describing 
a modern-day Osage Ilonshka on a Saturday night during the month of June.

The Passing of the Grass Dance to the Osage

In the mid-1880s, the Kaw and Ponca brought the Grass Dance to the Osage 
tribe, the Kaw to the Osages residing in the Hominy and Pawhuska Districts 
and the Ponca to the Osages living in the Gray Horse District. The precise 
date of the transfer of the Grass Dance to the Osage people of the Hominy 
and Gray Horse Districts has not been determined, although it would appear 
to have occurred in the mid-1880s. For the Pawhuska District, however, the 
date is precise: 1884. The centennial of this event was celebrated in 1984 on 
Thursday and Saturday mornings of their four-day Ilonshka ceremonial. On 
June 21, 1984, a plaque was unveiled next to the dance arbor to commemorate 
one hundred years of dancing by the Waxakolin Osage. On Saturday morning, 
June 23, 1984, members of the Kaw tribe, whose ancestors brought the dance 
to the Pawhuska District, spoke at the commemoration ceremony. They were 
joined by a number of Osage elders who had many years of participation in the 
dance (Littlewalker 1984).

One of the Kaw speakers, Newman Littlewalker, then vice chairman of 
the Kaw Tribal Council, recounted the events leading up to the gifting of the 
drum to the Waxakolin people at Pawhuska. He told how three men—James 
Pepper, Little Jim, and Barly Delano—came to the Osages to instruct them in 
how to conduct the dance: “These three men stayed here three months through 
the Winter and talked, negotiated what would go on, and how it would go on” 
(Littlewalker 1984). The Osage man who received the drum for the district 
was MonZhonKaShey, or Mashunkashey, who was accepting the drum for his 
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young son, Ben. The instructions for the dance included teaching the Osage 
the songs that went with the dance, the protocol for conducting the dance, the 
duties of the officers of the dance, and the formation of a “committee” that 
would support those officials and help with all the necessities required to spon-
sor the dance.

In his discussion of the Kaw version of the dance, the Helucka Wacti or 
Hethushka Dance, Alanson Skinner (1915, 755) lists the official positions as-
sociated with the Kaw adaptation of the dance:

2 chiefs
one drum owner
six leaders (dudan)
two ushers (wawe’la)
two “tails” (sinje)
one water carrier (niai)

Bronze plaque that was 
unveiled on Thursday 
morning, June 21, 1984, 
at the Pawhuska District 
dance arbor to recognize and 
celebrate one hundred years 
of Ilonshka dancing by the 
Pawhuska Osages. Courtesy 
of Jim Cooley.
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two whip carriers (wan’uci)
five singers (h’oka)
four speakers (nij’etenuhe)
six women singers (oyaze)
two waiters (onhuxe)
x members

It is not clear whether the Osage accepted all of the Kaw positions or accepted 
only those positions they chose to use. It is also quite likely that the official 
positions of the dance changed over time. What is certain is that all the Osage 
versions of the positions of drum keeper (drum owner), head committeeman 
(chief), committeemen (leaders), whip men (whip carriers), tail dancers (tails), 
water carriers, and women singers remain mainstays of the modern Ilonshka 
ceremony to the present time. Other positions, like that of “pipe lighter,” are 
not listed for the Kaw and are assumed to be Osage additions. The pipe lighter 
was a position in the Osage dance from its inception, but it was later dropped 
as the dance evolved.

Chief among the official positions of the Osage Ilonshka is the drum keeper, 
the person who would look after and care for the physical drum, make it avail-
able whenever the community called for the dance, and provide the financial 
and physical support for putting on the dance with the assistance of the commit-
tee he had chosen to help him (J. Lookout 1984, 3–9). The drum keeper retains 
his position for a self-selected period of time and then “passes” the drum to 
another member of his district who is willing to accept the responsibilities of 
the position. The new drum keeper then “pays” for the drum by giving gifts to 
the outgoing drum keeper and his family.

In the case of the original dance at Pawhuska in 1884, the first drum 
keeper was a young boy, Ben Mashunkashey, the ilon, or firstborn son, of 
Mashunkashey. This boy and his family took on the responsibility of hosting 
this particular dance and paid the Kaw for passing the drum to the Waxa-
kolin District. Other officers in the Ilonshka include the head committeeman, 
dodonhonga, who oversees the dance and acts as a master of ceremonies. There 
would be two wanoshe, or whip men, who would serve as ushers in the dance 
and arrive at the dance arbor prior to the dance to inspect it and make certain 
it was ready for use by the society. They would also police the dance arena 
during the dance to pick up dropped articles of clothing and dance parapher-
nalia, commonly bells, beads, and feathers, that became loose and fell to the 
dance ground. They also would urge the dancers to arise and dance on every 
song. There were tail dancers, sinje, who had been accorded the honor of be-
ing the only ones allowed to dance on the repeat final chorus, or “tail,” of the 
song after the song had ended and all the other dancers had taken their seats.9 
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There would be five appointed singers, hoka, who would supply the music for 
the dance, which consisted of singing accompanied by drummers on the large 
wooden framed, hide covered drum. The Kaw, who ceremonially transferred 
the dance to the Pawhuska District, provided the physical drum. There was also 
a water carrier, niai, who carried water in a bucket with a dipper to refresh the 
dancers and singers during rest breaks taken between sets of songs. The an-
nouncer for the dance was the wadsepian, or crier, who called out the dancers 
by their Indian name whenever they gave something away, or were otherwise 
recognized during the dance (Skinner 1915, 755). These positions continue in 
the modern Ilonshka.

Mary Lookout Standingbear’s mother, Julia Lookout, was sixteen years old 
when the Kaw brought the dance to the Pawhuska Osage in the winter of 1884 

One of a series of photographs taken by G. W. Parsons, ca. 1900. The roundhouse is in 
the background, and the dancers are circling the singers and the drum (center right). In 
the center foreground of the photo is the wadsepian, or dance crier. The dance crier is 
dressed in non- Native clothing with a sheet wrapped around his waist, the same style of 
dress worn by dance criers of the present day. Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society, 
William A. Jones Collection. WHS-28195.
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(Lookout Standingbear 1988). Julia Lookout told her daughter that the first 
dance was held on the Mashunkashey farm, northwest of Pawhuska. A dance 
arbor was erected that consisted of vertical plank boards with a brush roof. 
From the top of this arbor a US flag was flown. When the time to start the dance 
approached, according to Lookout Standingbear (1988): “[Mashunkashey] rode 
by horseback, and he was gone two, three days, I guess, telling everybody. They 
didn’t have phones or letters, or anything like that. And then he told all of them 
to bring their, you know, camping equipment and camp there at his home, that 
they would start that dance. So a lot of them, you know, closed up their homes 
and loaded up their wagons and buggies, and had their extra horses. They came 
up there, and they had a big tent camp there.” Mashunkashey had a herd of 
cattle from which he butchered two or three beeves each day to provide meat 
for his visitors, and he brought two wagonloads of flour, baking powder, and 
coffee from Elgin, Kansas, to give as provisions or “rations” to his assembled 
guests (Lookout Standingbear 1988).

Lookout Standingbear (1988) continues her mother’s account: “They 
danced four days, just danced until the evenings when the sun got dark, then 
they quit. . . . They enjoyed it so much that they danced another four days. They 
rested couple of days. Then they danced four more days before the Kaw Indians 
went home. Then after they went home they had a dance of their own, just the 
Osages. They did real good and they had the dance there [on Mashunkashey’s 
farm].”

That the Osages of the Waxakolin District danced for sixteen days after 
having been given the drum by the Kaw is evidence of the immediate popularity 
of the dance. When each Osage district had received their drums, they began 
to invite the other two districts to come dance with them whenever they hosted 
a dance. They would also invite other tribes living in their vicinity to come 
dance and feast with them. Besides the Ponca and Kaw, the Osage invited such 
neighboring tribes as the Sac and Fox and the Delaware (1971a).

The Kaw took another drum to the Zonsolin (Hominy District) people. 
There, Tom Big Chief took the drum for his son-in-law, Black Dog, who was 
a chief of the Osages who settled around the Hominy area. Black Dog was an 
adult when he became the first drum keeper for the Hominy District. The songs 
used in the Ilonshka were all new for the Osages, who had to be taught how 
to sing them by their Kaw and Ponca mentors. According to Walter Matin, 
whose father was one of the first two tail dancers at Hominy, the Kaw had to 
teach the Osages at Hominy how to tail dance because they were unfamiliar 
with both the music and that style of dancing (Matin 1971a). At the Pahsolin 
District of Gray Horse, John Blackbird, who was seven years old, was selected 
to be the first drum keeper (Callahan 1993, 25). This time, the drum was 
presented by the Ponca, who had previously given the drum to the Kaw tribe  
(Skinner 1915, 755).
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The Ilonshka was a dance that had immediate appeal to the younger mem-
bers of the tribe. When one surveys the photograph of the 1884 Pawhuska 
Ilonshka, it is clearly evident that the majority of the dancers are young men. 
Even Ben Mashunkashey’s parents are young people, and Fred Lookout was 
only nineteen years old at the time. Walter Matin’s father was one of the original 
tail dancers at the Hominy District. Matin’s father, Iron Necklace, and the other 
tail dancers, Ingthon’ga zhinga (Old Man Shinke), Henry Pratt, and Bacon Rind 
were all young men in their early to mid-twenties in the mid-1880s.10

The first Ilonshka in the Pawhuska District. The small boy between the two women 
to the left of the drum is Ben Mashunkashey, the first drum keeper for the Pawhuska 
Osages. Behind him is his father, Mashunkashey, and to the right of his father is 
Fred Lookout, a member of the original Pawhuska Committee. Though someone has 
penciled “1882” in the upper right of the photograph, the general consensus within the 
community is that this event occurred in 1884. Most of the dancers are holding calumet 
pipes, which were used to “smoke” or give horses away to those attending the dance. 
Courtesy of Oklahoma Historical Society. 21518.17.
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The Early Development of the Ilonshka

The original name used to refer to this new Osage dance in early written ac-
counts by anthropologists and local writers (Speck 1907, 170–71; CIA-AR 
1894, 242) was not Ilonshka but rather the Smoke Pony Dance or, more simply, 
the Smoke Dance. This name was derived from the custom of giving away 
horses, from one individual to another, by lighting a calumet pipe and passing 
it to the intended recipient of the horse. If both men took puffs off the pipe, 
the gift was both given and accepted. A special office was that of pipe lighter, 
the individual who possessed the honor and responsibility of lighting the pipes 
whenever tobacco was smoked in the dance. There was even a special song, the 
Smoke Song, that was sung whenever this gifting took place. Thus a horse, or 
pony, was said to have been “smoked” to someone (Feder 1980, 5; Speck 1907, 
170–71).11

As previously discussed, horses were highly valued as currency in the early 
days of the Ilonshka, and the Osage people were horse wealthy at that time. 
Since they had never been at war with the US government, they had been al-
lowed to keep their herds of horses, whereas the Plains tribes involved in the 
last of the Indian wars had their horse herds confiscated or, in some cases, 
destroyed. In his 1873 report to the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the Osage agent 
estimated that the tribe possessed in excess of twelve thousand horses (Bailey 
and Swan 2004, 159). The Pony Smoke Dance allowed for a redistribution of 
this wealth when other tribes were invited to come to the three districts and 
dance and feast with the Osage.

The manner in which an invitation was extended to the other districts 
and tribes to participate in the Ilonshka involved the use of the pipe. Here the 
pipe was used by one district to invite the other two districts to their four days 
of dancing. This process was recounted by Hominy Osage elder Otis Russell 
(1970, 15–17) “Well, before they dance, you know, the Gray Horse people, they 
brought four old people to get together, like Drum Keeper . . . whoever works 
in that Committee, they get together. They talk this over. They all take pipe, 
they call it, they bring it over, way over here [Hominy District]. [They] talk to 
this man over here, the Drum Keeper, the [Hominy] Committee. . . . Then if 
they all agree to it, they tell them when to come, when to come again.” Russell 
stated that the same process would be used to invite the Pawhuska District to 
come to the dance. The use of the pipe in the invitation process demonstrates 
the continued importance of this item from the Osage tribal religion. When the 
other districts arrived, they would be shown where to camp. Their invitations 
implied a certain level of hospitality, as described by Otis Russell (1970, 16): 
“When they do come and see about ’em, you don’t come for nothing. You got 
to give a horse. When they come, they collect. The head drummer gets that [a 
horse]. Each one gets a horse a piece. They take ’em home, [and] go on.”
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The Osage districts invited other tribes to come dance with them as well. In 
his report of August 18, 1894, H. B. Freeman, the Osage agent, commented on 
the dances: “The smoke dance is another. This is an entertainment to visiting 
bands of their own and other tribes. The pipe is passed, then a dance, which is 
followed by the making of presents to the visitors. As the one who gives the most 
is regarded as the greatest, the hosts frequently strip themselves of all moveable 
property. There does not seem to have been any persistent effort to prevent this. 
The Indians say they have always done so” (CIA-AR 1894, 242). Freeman com-
plains that the Osages have hired white people to work their farms on shares 
and to look after their livestock: “The Indian spending the greater time during 
the summer at the dance houses of which there are four on the reservation. The 
one at the agency consists of a round house, where they dance in bad weather, 
and a collection of 25 or 30 houses, where the Indians live in preference to liv-
ing on their farms. I have sent them away several times, but they come back 
in a little while” (CIA-AR 1894, 242). At the time of this report the dance 
arbor had been moved from Mashunkashey’s farm, northwest of Pawhuska, 

Smoke Pony Dance. An Osage man has just been gifted a horse and is leading it away. 
The early version of the Ilonshka was called the Smoke Pony Dance. Courtesy of Jim 
Cooley.
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closer to the agency. The Osage people had established residences around this 
dance house, forming what became known as the “Pawhuska Indian Village” 
where the Waxakolin Osages continue to hold their Ilonshka dances to the  
present day.

In the late nineteenth century, the Osages also traveled to visit other tribes 
to participate in local forms of the Grass Dance. Matin, a drum keeper in the 
Hominy District in the early years of the dance, recalled the Hominy Osage 
traveling to visit and dance with the Sac and Fox. They would take a pipe, or 
“smoke,” to the other tribes: “Non-nin-o-ba, they called it, when they visit a 
tribe like that, Ponca, Delaware, Sac and Foxes. They had a ceremony for that, 
too. They don’t go right into camp, they camp before they get there, early in 
the morning before they go [in]” (Matin 1971a). The host tribe would then 
bring the Osage visitors a pipe and tobacco, as the proper way of inviting them 
into their dance grounds to dance, feast, and enjoy fellowship with them. This 
procedure is well documented in accounts of reciprocal “smokes” held between 
the Osage and Delaware at the beginning of the twentieth century (Dean 1968; 
Smith 1983; Webber 1937, 99–105).

The Osages even traveled to southwestern Oklahoma to dance with the 
Kiowa at their Ohoma, a corruption of the word Omaha, the Kiowa name 
for their version of the Grass Dance (Meadows 2012, 107). Rose Pipestem, a 
member of the Gray Horse District Ilonshka, related how Osage people would 
have Kiowa women make moccasins, men’s leggings, and women’s boots for 
the Osages. When the Osages traveled down to southwest Oklahoma to dance 
with the Kiowa, they would bring along a horse-drawn wagon filled with these 
moccasins, men’s leggings, and women’s leggings and throw out one half of the 
pair to their Kiowa hosts telling them, “If you want the other half, then come 
to our dances and we will give them to you there” (Pipestem 1974).

At the present time, the Osage dances take place only once a year during 
the month of June, but in the early days of the Ilonshka, dancing could take 
place at any time during the year when a member of the community asked the 
drum keeper to furnish the drum for the occasion (H. Lookout 1993, 3). There 
were dances when the Osages received their quarterly headrights payments, 
after planting their crops, and after harvest. Arthur Birdwell, a schoolteacher 
in Cleveland, Oklahoma, described a visit he and five other schoolteachers 
made to the Hominy Village dance house, which the Osage refer to as “round-
houses,” on April 18, 1909, to watch the Osage dance. In an article for Sturm’s 
Oklahoma Magazine, Birdwell describes a dance remarkably similar to what 
one would see today at an Ilonshka in Hominy. He refers to a tail dancer as a 
“tail ender,” recalling that when the dancer “places his wand or baton on the 
ground and circles about it, something like a strutting turkey gobbler, emotions 



The Osage Ilonshka | 151

of admiration for purely physical perfection and ease of carriage arise from all” 
(Birdwell 1909, 51).12

Rose Pipestem, whose father, Wilson Kirk, was involved in the Gray Horse 
Ilonshka from its beginnings, related that in the early days of the dance, if the 
spirit of the dance was high, the dance would sometimes continue for another 
round of four days of dancing or even longer, and there were times when all 
three districts would spend the whole summer dancing and feasting with each 
other (Pipestem 1974). Lookout Standingbear (1988) remembered early dances 
at Pawhuska: “In the olden days, they danced whenever they got ready, and 
they danced in May, soon as it got warm, they’d have their dance. I know my 
brother Charlie had the drum and they danced in May, one time, and another 
time they danced in September.”

It was not until later in the twentieth century that the dances became re-
stricted to the month of June. Although the exact date this occurred has not 
been documented, we do know that Osages were holding Ilonshka dances at 
other times of the year in the early twentieth century since the Hominy dance 
attended by Arthur Birdwell and his fellow schoolteachers took place in mid-
April 1909, which would have coincided with the spring planting season (Bird-
well 1909, 43). Ed Red Eagle Sr. (1993) noted the seasonal nature of the early 
dances: “Years ago, there were seasonal dances. If someone wanted to dance, 
they brought groceries to the drum keeper and they danced. Now, we dance 
once a year.” But he did not give a specific date that this change was made.

The current pattern of all three districts dancing in June was in place by 
World War II as evidenced by John Joseph Mathews’s account of the Ilonshka 
dances in Talking to the Moon, published in 1945: “The dance, called the Ee-
lon-shecah [sic], or men’s dance, is held about the eighteenth or twentieth of 
June at the [Pawhuska] Village. . . . The dance is also held about the same time 
in the villages of the other divisions of the tribe, except that they plan the time 
so that there will be no conflict” (78). In more recent times, a district has held 
their dances in the early fall, but this was more in the nature of a postpone-
ment occasioned by the death of a prominent committeeman or, in one case, 
the drum keeper, immediately prior to the district’s Ilonshka taking place (Red 
Eagle Sr. 1988).

The popularity of the Grass Dance in its various forms was universal among 
virtually every tribe within the Plains, Prairie, and Woodland regions. Almost 
all Plains tribes were conducting Grass Dances by the early 1900s. One reason 
for the wide appeal of the Grass Dance to all of these tribes was that it filled a 
vacuum left by the demise and disappearance of previous religious forms and 
practices. The dance also provided an opportunity for tribes, some of whom 
had once been bitter enemies, to dance together, feast together, and give gifts 
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to each other. This new dance allowed tribes to interact peacefully and enjoy 
themselves, together, without respect to previous tribal enmity.

Not least of the factors enhancing the popularity of the dance was the music 
itself, as noted by Clark Wissler (1916, 870): “There is, however, an accidental 
factor, generally acknowledged by the Indians themselves for to this modern 
revival of the grass dance the Dakota contributed some splendid songs and 
important social features. These songs make a strong appeal to Plains Indians 
and are said to have great individuality. They appeal particularly to young 
people and as we have noted, the great enthusiasm for new ceremonies came at 
the time when there were few outlets for the interests of young men.” Wissler 
notes that the reservation way of life was especially difficult for young men, 
who found themselves in a depressive state of hopelessness: “According to the 
testimony of one who came to manhood during this period, many young men 
were so overwhelmed by the vacuity of the new life that they took to suicide or 
other less direct ways of throwing their lives away. In our opinion this status 
afforded unusual condition for the assimilation and diffusion of new traits, and 
the somewhat abnormal character of the stimulus should be recognized in all 
theoretical discussions based on this phenomenon” (869–70). At the time the 
Ilonshka was introduced among the Osage, the ceremonies of the tribal religion 
were in serious retrograde, and it became increasingly difficult to assemble the 
required full complement of initiated members from each clan to conduct these 
ceremonies. Some of the larger clans continued to train younger members as 
priests in the tribal religion despite the lack of opportunities to participate in 
ceremonies (Bailey 1970, 151–53; Swan 1998, 66). The Osage situation clearly 
supports Wissler’s contentions.

Another factor accounting for the broad and immediate appeal of the Grass 
Dance was its flexibility. As one tribe gave the dance to another, the recipient 
tribe was not obligated to adopt every aspect of the dance as it was presented 
to them. For example, the eating of dog flesh was an integral part of the Da-
kota version of the dance, but a recipient tribe had the option of accepting this 
feature or they could reject it if it was objectionable. Traits and practices could 
be “discontinued, abbreviated, or blended with other ritual activities by some 
drum societies” (Vennum 1982, 104). The Osage people apparently rejected 
one important feature of the Sioux version of the dance: the “crow” or feather 
bustle that was worn by two of the officers of the dance, the tail dancers. Skin-
ner (1915, 755) reports that in the Kaw version of dance, the “crow belt,” the 
well-known eagle feather bustle, is worn. The crow bustle was apparently not 
an item the Osage adopted with the new dance, though it had been an integral 
part of their old Charcoal Dance (McDermott 1940, 213), and there is no evi-
dence, either photographic or anecdotal, that the crow belt was ever a part of 
Ilonshka dress. The Osage did accept the emblematic ritual headdress that came 



The Charcoal Dance, rendered by Victor Tixier. The dancer third from right is wearing 
the feather bustle known as the “crow.” Though the crow was a part of the original 
Osage War Dance, it was rejected when the Ilonshka was brought to the Osage by the 
Kaw and Ponca tribes. Courtesy of University of Oklahoma Press. 

Tcha- tó- gan, Mad Buffalo, 
Osage. A watercolor portrait 
by George Catlin, ca. 1832. 
Mad Buffalo is wearing the 
roach headdress made of 
scarlet deer hair fringes with 
longer fringes made from 
either porcupine guard hair, 
or turkey “beards,” which are 
modified hair- like feathers that 
grow from the breast of wild 
turkeys. The roach headdress 
was the traditional Osage 
warrior’s headdress long before 
the Ilonshka was brought to 
the Osage people. Courtesy of 
Gilcrease Museum, Tulsa, OK, 
0226.1527.
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with the dance, the tasintse, or “roach,” made of dyed red deer tail with turkey 
beard or porcupine guard hair, a long-standing form of headwear among the 
Osage and a form of headdress long known to the tribe.

The Ilonshka and the Osage Tribal Religion

At the same time the Plains tribes were receiving the Grass Dance, recipient 
tribes had the freedom and flexibility to incorporate features that were more in 
keeping with their previously held beliefs and traditions. When the dance was 
transferred from the Sioux to the Ojibwa and other Central Algonquian tribes, 
it took on a form that was “almost unrecognizable” in what became known as 
the Dream Dance (Wissler 1916, 872). Wissler accounts for the divergence from 
the original elements of the Sioux version of the dance, explaining:

Notwithstanding the great uniformity in the grass dance we have a geograph-
ical grouping of the minor differences and that when we look a little deeper, 
we find evidences of pattern phenomena in that some dominant ceremonial 
concept of the respective localities have been incorporated in the grass dance 
and have inhibited the continuance of others. It is also suggested that very 
great differences in the culture of two groups of people will retard diffusion, 
or at least tend to modify and obscure the identity of borrowed traits. Finally, 
we may suspect that the preceding differences in the grass dance are due to 
cultural differences in the tribes concerned. (867–68)

While more modern interpretations of culture change might temper Wissler’s 
reliance on trait diffusion, his observations on the development of local adapta-
tions of the Grass Dance are relevant to our discussion.

For the Osage people, as with other tribes who accepted the dance, this 
meant the freedom to add and incorporate elements of Osage ceremonial prac-
tice, material culture, and community values in the new dance. In Osage tribal 
religion, there was a ceremony for using cedar when someone died (Matin 
1971a).13 This practice was not a part of the dance that the Osage received 
from the Kaw and Ponca, and the Osage put it into the Ilonshka after they had 
accepted their drums from these two tribes. This interpretation is supported 
by Osage oral tradition (Pipestem 1974): “But when the Poncas brought this 
drum [to Gray Horse], they gave the Osages the privilege of making their own 
regulations. And see . . . they put [in] mourning for a member, you know? Why 
that’s all Osage set-up. Ponca don’t even have that.” Walter Matin (1971b) gave 
a detailed account about how the cedar ceremony entered the dance at Hominy 
out of necessity when someone died while the dance was going on:

During the dance, while they were dancing, [my] wife’s grandmother was 
telling the story about somebody, you know, just fell over and died during 
the dance. And that’s the first time they ever used cedar, burned cedar for 
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the people. Before, why at that dance, it was new to that. But back there in 
them old war dances, why they knew what to do when anything like that 
happened. But this was a new dance and this fellow died, so [my] wife’s 
father [Henry Pratt, Nopawalla] here, his clan are the ones who took care 
of this cedar. No other clan has the right to fool with it, only his clan. And 
when anything like that happened, why, they usually get that clan to burn 
cedar and smoke people like that. So they got him to burn cedar for those 
people, relatives at that time during the dance before they even, you know, 
moved their body away. That’s what she says. That’s a long time ago, all that 
way back there, it didn’t come with this dance, from Kaw Indians. This is 
what Osages had already. They just added that. Nowadays, why, when the 
committee man or somebody dies, why we have to get up early in the morn-
ing and burn cedar for this. They say the drum is in mourning. That’s the 
reason they smoke the drum and also the family of the deceased. That’s the 
way they do it, here.

This is a well-documented example of the transfer of the ceremonial division of 
labor among Osage clans into the Ilonshka. This case also exhibits the Osage 
Nation’s use of the dance to continue specific practices, beliefs, and values from 
the tribal religion after it was no longer practiced.

At the last performance of the old version of the Osage War Dance in 1911, 
many Osages came to observe this event and brought their children so they 
could witness this old religious ceremony (Sebbelov 1911). One of those children 
was Walter Matin (1971b), who described what he saw sixty years later: The 
dancers were “going around the Village, kinda parade like. I see ’em do that. 
Well, that’s all together a different dance.” The dancers trotted in pairs, like 
horses, around the village and the songs, along with this style of dancing, were 
put in the Ilonshka after the old War Dance had ceased to exist. This dance is 
called the “Trot Dance” and is still being performed on Saturday night toward 
the end of the dance session in all three Osage districts. The songs for this dance 
are of a different style, structure, and rhythm than other war dance songs and 
the dance steps differ, as well, from the war dance style of dancing (La Flesche 
1915–18).

Walter Matin (1971b) provides additional details on the last performance 
of the Mourning Ceremony: “Those fast songs they sing during the dance, you 
know, when we kind of trot? Well, that’s the way we danced. That’s the kind 
those songs are. . . . All those songs are like that. Just all Osage singers at that 
time [at the old War Dance]. They only do that [now] when they Ilonshka dance. 
That’s the only time they dance like that.”

Lookout Standingbear (1988), a Pawhuska Osage who also observed the 
final performance of the Mourning Ceremony, similarly commented on the 
difference between the dance steps the Osage used in the Trot Dance and those 
brought to them by the Kaw: “The Osages, you know had War Dances when 
they bring home the scalp. But their steps, you know, that—what do you call 
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that trottin’ song they sing? Well, that was the original Osage War Dance, but 
the Kaws, this Ilonshka dance, the steps were different, so they had to learn 
that.”

Charles Kirk (1971), a member of the Gray Horse District Ilonshka, a former 
drum keeper, and son of Wilson Kirk, one of the men who participated in the 
last performance of the Osage Mourning Ceremony in 1911, also witnessed the 
ceremony at the Gray Horse Village:

But they was a running and trotting and rattling them gourds and kind of 
a little chant, and they was all keepin’ time to it, the same step, you know? 
They just had on breechcloths and moccasins and they had a gourd in their 
hand, a rattle gourd. And they run plumb around this four mile square and 
they went east and come in, back in from the west and come right in there by 
that old store building, back in there where old Bill Fletcher lived . . . and they 

The last performance of the old Osage War Dance in 1911. This dance took place in the 
Gray Horse Village and was attended by Osages from the other two districts. There are 
two drums pictured because each of the two tribal divisions, the Honga and the Tsizhu, 
had their own drum. Other items associated with this dance are feathered standards, 
crooked staffs, and gourd rattles. Seated third from the right is Wilson Kirk, father of 
Rose Pipestem. Standing fourth from left holding a gourd rattle is Saucy Calf, one of 
Francis La Flesche’s principal consultants on the War Ceremony, as well as other rituals 
of the older Osage tribal religion. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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was a trotting and they [was] rattlin’ that gourd, and they was chantin’, they 
was singing a little chant and keeping time with that trot, that rattle gourd 
and I could hear [it]. That’s about all I can remember about that.

That these three Osage elders—Walter Matin, Mary Lookout Standingbear, 
and Charles Kirk—all from different Osage districts, witnessed this final per-
formance of the War Dance is indicative of the importance that their Osage 
parents placed on the event. Parents wanted their children to experience a cer-
emony that had once been a vital part of the Osage way of life. By putting the 
Trot Dance portion of the old War Dance into the Ilonshka, the Osage preserved 
and honored this old- time institution for future generations.14

The Osage also transferred certain ritual items associated with the Mourn-
ing Ceremony into the Ilonshka. One of these was the crooked staff that was 
carried by the leaders of the ceremony. The introduction of this item into the 
Ilonshka is documented for the Pawhuska District by Lookout Standingbear 
(1988) who recalled her father carrying one of those staffs as a badge of office: 
“My father was the fourth committeeman [in the Ilonshka] and, at that time, 
they had a staff and it just looked like a shepherd’s staff, had that curl, then 
they have eagle feathers on it clear down. They had it wrapped in brown cloth 
and then had those eagle feathers hanging down and the fourth committeeman 
had to carry that staff when they danced.”

In 1840, Victor Tixier visited the Osage people and observed their Charcoal 
Dance, another name for the older War Dance. He made a sketch of six dancers, 
including one who is carrying a staff of this type. Tixier gives this description 
of the staff (McDermott 1940, 213): “The ‘baton crochet’ is a stick bent to a 
semicircular shape and ornamented with Swan down, little bells, and eagle 
feathers hang to the convex part of its curve. It is the ensign of the red warrior, 
the flag that has to be brought back in perfect condition.” In the Forty- Fifth 
Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology, Francis La Flesche illustrated two 
such crooked staffs complete with eagle feathers “hanging down” as Lookout 
Standingbear described (La Flesche 1930, 625). These staffs served as standards 
or, “flags,” and there were eight of them, four for the Honga division of the 
Osage tribe and four for the Tsizhu division (La Flesche 1930, 650).

Another instrument of great ceremonial importance in the old religion 
was the gourd rattle. A gourd rattle was used in the Rite of Waxobe, a critical 
component in the full Osage War Ceremony. The gourd rattle symbolized tribal 
unity “in purpose in action” and was also an ancient life symbol of the Honga 
Utanondsi, or “Earth People clan” (LaFlesche 1930, 578). As previously noted 
in Kirk’s account of the last Osage Mourning Ceremony, gourd rattles were 
used as rhythmic accompaniment for the dance performances in the ceremony.

Evidence that the gourd rattle made its way into the Ilonshka, at least in 
the Pawhuska District, can be found in a photo of the Pawhuska dance officers 



Feather staffs, or standards, carried in the older Osage War Dance. Courtesy of 
National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution. 04173 A01. 



Gourd rattle used in the Rite of Waxobe. 
Courtesy of National Anthropological Archives, 
Smithsonian Institution. 04171 B. 

Pawhuska Ilonshka officers, W. S. Prettyman 
photograph, ca. 1890. The young man on the left 
is Ben Mashunkashey, the original drum keeper 
for the Pawhuska District. From left to right: Ben 
Mashunkashey, drum keeper; unidentified, tail 
dancer; unidentified, drum carrier/warmer; John 
Straight, head committeeman; unidentified, pipe 
lighter; Charles Wahreshe, whip man. Courtesy 
of Western History Collections, University of 
Oklahoma Libraries, 223. 



Osage Ilonshka dancers, ca. 1885. Seated are Bacon Rind (left) and Laban Miles (right). 
Standing at left in the rear (left to right): Newalla, Black Bird, unidentified individual. 
Laban Miles is holding a ceremonial sword of the type used by the Knights of Columbus 
(the same kind of sword held by Charles Wahreshe in the image on page 159). These 
swords were emblematic of the whip man position and were later replaced by quirts in 
the dance. All five men appear to be in their early twenties. This photograph was taken 
by Oscar Drum and later published by G. W. Parsons. Courtesy of of the Wisconsin 
Historical Society, WHS-30789. 
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taken by W. S. Prettyman in the early 1890s. Ben Mashunkashey, who contin-
ued to serve as the drum keeper, is standing to the far left and he is flanked by 
his committee. The young man next to him is holding a stick, emblematic of 
the tail dancer position. The next individual to the right, the “drum carrier” 
or “drum warmer,” holds the drum in a sack slung over his shoulder. Immedi-
ately to his left is John Straight, the dodonhonga, or head committeeman, who 
is holding a gourd rattle of the type described previously. To his left stands the 
pipe lighter holding a firebrand in one hand and a pipe tamper in the other. At 
the very end stands the whip man holding a sword, emblematic of his position 
as a “sergeant of arms,” a variation introduced by the Sioux (Flannery 1947, 
42, 50; Wissler 1916, 866). An additional instance of this use of the sword by 
Ilonshka dancers can be seen in an 1885 photo of Osage dancers. The use of 
the gourd rattle as an emblem of the leader of the pipe ceremony in the tribal 
religion would appear to have carried over into the dance in its use as a badge 
of office for the head committeeman.

Of the items most important to the original Osage religious ceremonies 
and to the early days of the Ilonshka was the stone pipe. In Osage tribal reli-
gion, there were twenty- four clans and each clan had a sacred bundle that was 
accompanied by a pipe. The pipes associated with the Waxobe bundles had 
round, disc- shaped bowls. The pipes used in the Ilonshka, however, were the 
elbow and T- shaped style pipe bowls with long, porcupine quillwork wrapped 
stems. This style of pipe was favored and crafted by the Dakota tribe, who had 
been the originators of this new form of Grass Dance. These were the pipes 
that the Osage used in the Pony Smoke Dance to give away their horses by the 
smoking of tobacco between the giver and recipient. In the 1884 photograph 
of Osage and Kaw dancers lined up in front of the dance arbor (see page 147), 
almost every one of the dancers is holding a pipe of this type. The Osage word 
for the fourth day of the Ilonshka, the Giveaway Day, is Non Nia Kushi, which 
translates as “stone pipe” (H. Lookout 2015). The stone pipe used earlier in 
Osage tribal religion was easily transferred to the Ilonshka, based on the pipe’s 
use to open channels of communication and cooperation.

The inclusion of these older ritual articles and elements from the Osage 
tribal religion into the Ilonshka would indicate that the dance provided a new 
structure in which the leaders of the tribe attempted to perpetuate selected ele-
ments of customary Osage beliefs and practices. At the same time, the Ilonshka 
was new and modern, something that the younger men of the community could 
participate in and even hold ceremonial office in, something they could not do 
in the old religious order. In a 1983 interview with the Oklahoma Historical 
Society, Morris Lookout (1983), a former drum keeper in the Pawhuska District, 
head singer for many years at all three districts of the Ilonshka, and a grandson 
of Chief Fred Lookout, went so far as to say, “The old religion was incorporated 
into this Ilonshka that we have perpetuated.”
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The Decline and Resurgence of the Dance

The popularity of the Ilonshka continued into the final decade of the nineteenth 
century, but in the closing years of that century, another revitalization move-
ment was introduced to the Osage people that would soon compete with the 
dance for membership and participation. This new movement was the Native 
American Church, or Peyote Religion. The Osage people were exposed to the 
standard Kiowa- Comanche version, or Little Moon variant, of the Peyote 
Religion prior to their adoption of the Big Moon variant of the religion in the 
late 1890s (Swan 1990, 1998).15 The Osage tribe followed the teachings of John 
Wilson, or “Moonhead,” a religious visionary of mixed Caddo, Delaware, 
and French descent. His Big Moon variant of the Peyote Religion derives its 
name from the expanded size and complexity of the ritual altar or “moon.” 
The standard Kiowa- Comanche altar is a crescent, shaped from clean soil or 
sand with an incised line running from tip to tip. Big Moon altars are generally 
permanent in nature and often constructed from concrete. They are larger in 
size with more elaborate, symbolic markings incised on the surface (Swan 1990, 
157–66; Bailey and Swan 2004, 110, 113). The Wilson Big Moon was based on 
a personal vision, in which he received divine instruction and sanction for his 
actions. While sharing many material and philosophical elements with the Little 
Moon form, Big Moon Peyotism incorporates an expanded set of ceremonial 
officers and a more elaborate set of ceremonial procedures.

Though John Wilson was not the first man to conduct peyote meetings 
on the Osage reservation, it was his missionary work that solidly established 
Peyotism as a major religious force within the tribe. In the mid-1890s, Wilson 
conducted peyote meetings among a band of Quapaw that had settled on the 
eastern edge of the Osage reservation. Several Osages attended these religious 
services and invited Wilson to establish an altar for the Osage Nation in the 
Hominy area. From there, Wilson established churches for the two Hominy 
chiefs, Black Dog and Claremore, both members of the Hominy Ilonshka Com-
mittee. Wilson constructed Big Moon altars for each of them and instructed 
them in how these meetings should be conducted, in much the same way that 
the Ponca and the Kaw had instructed the Osage in how to dance the Grass 
Dance. After the two men and their congregations had become familiar with 
the ceremony and the songs that went with it, Wilson handed over the right to 
conduct Peyote Ceremonies to Black Dog and Claremore. The popularity of this 
new religion was immediate with Peyote churches active in all three districts 
of the Osage reservation by 1904. At the point of maximum diffusion in the 
1920s, there were at least twenty- five active peyote churches among the Osage 
people (Swan 1990, 413–15)

The new Big Moon religion posed an immediate challenge to the Ilonshka 
because of the emphasis Wilson’s doctrine placed on putting away all practices 
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of the older Osage religion. Whereas the Ilonshka incorporated several of the 
now moribund elements of the older tribal religion, Wilson insisted that all 
practices and ritual items of the former religion be discarded. Objects that had 
been staples of traditional Osage religious practices, such as the sacred clan 
bundles, crooked staff standards, and the large gourd rattles, were now looked 
upon with disfavor by the newly converted Osage Peyotists. The stone pipe, 
which was an essential ritual item in the Ilonshka, was no exception.

At the first Peyote Ceremony conducted by Wilson for Chief Black Dog of 
the Hominy Osages, the chief attempted to bring his stone pipe into the meeting. 
Wilson immediately forbade Black Dog from bringing his pipe into the church. 
Leroy Logan, an Osage “Road Man” (the leader of a church), whose family had 
been involved in the Peyote Religion from its beginnings in Hominy, recalled 
what his father told him about this incident (Logan 1986): “And Wilson told 
him, no. He should leave that alone, put it down, just leave it there ’cause that 
peace pipe, I don’t know what he [Wilson] knew about it, but he said ‘its been 
spoiled,’ he said, ‘and it’s not good.’ So he said, so you take that corn that Indi-
ans had all these years . . . that corn shuck, you take that, take this tobacco and 
that’ll be your pipe. So he said that was the best for them to do. So that’s how 
come that peace pipe lost out in there.” Tobacco rolled in a corn shuck, a ciga-
rette, became the “pipe” in this new religion replacing the stone pipe of their old 
religious ways. Geoffrey Standing Bear (Lookout Standingbear and Standing 
Bear 1983), a member of the Lookout Native American Church, whose great- 
grandfather Fred Lookout was an original member of the Pawhuska Ilonshka 
Committee, remembered being told by an elder in his family that “Moonhead 
said you have to give up this old way because it’s not working.”

As a result, there was a wholesale rejection of most aspects of traditional 
Osage religious life. Men and women who had been tattooed as part of the 
ceremonies of the old rites refused to discuss their tattoos with younger family 
members who were curious about their meanings:

They quit telling it. . . . Both my [Leroy Logan’s] parents, Mother and Dad, 
they went through all these ceremonies and they used to have tattoos, like 
the old ways. My mother had tattoos on her hands, her ankles, her calves, 
her legs. My dad, he had tattoos on his chest, here, and on his neck, here. 
Ceremonies they had, and when they were babies, they tattooed them when 
they were kids. “What those mean? What you got that for? We see other 
people, they don’t have it.” And they never would tell us why. They said, 
“That’s bad. We don’t want to talk about it.” (Jones 1986, 33)

The rejection of the older religious practices was not limited to the Peyotists. 
Some Osage parents felt that the continuation of the old beliefs would inhibit 
their children’s progress in adapting to their new way of life that was being 
imposed by settler colonialism. Charles Kirk, whose parents were not members 
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of the Native American Church, was told by his father, Wilson Kirk: “He 
said, ‘well that kind of stuff is all gone. . . . We don’t live like that. Just forget 
about them kind of things . . . and I never could get him to tell me anything 
about that, what it was all about. And I asked Ben [Harrison, another Gray 
Horse elder] about it and he didn’t have much to say about it, either. I guess 
they kinda, [those] old fellows wanted to forget about all them old time ways” 
(Kirk 1971). The adherents of the Peyote Religion were especially critical of the 
old religion. Gerda Sebbelov, a visiting anthropologist from the University of 
Pennsylvania Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, was present at the 
last performance of the old Osage War Dance in 1911. In an account published 
in The Museum Journal of the University of Pennsylvania, Sebbelov (1911, 
71) reported: “The dance is one of the old religious observances, and the mes-
cal [peyote] eaters call it the devil’s work.” However, that did not prevent the 
Peyotists from attending this event and bringing their children, as she observed, 
“Even the mescal eaters declared that they liked their children to have an op-
portunity to see the customs and ways of their fathers” (71).

Because the Ilonshka contained elements of the old tribal religion it, too, 
was rejected by the members of the Peyote Religion, and they stopped attend-
ing dances. The Ilonshka was looked at as being “earthly ways” and Peyotists 
rejected the spiritual aspects of the dance as well (Matin 1971a). In the 1984 cel-
ebration of the centennial of the Ilonshka in Pawhuska, Red Eagle Sr., head com-
mitteeman of that district and roadman in the Osage Native American Church, 
remarked to the assembled gathering: “They thought that this [Ilonshka] was 
a religion, too. But that man [John Wilson] that brought that religion said ‘it 
will get you so far, but it won’t get you to heaven’” (1984).

The wholesale desertion of Peyotists from the dance in the early twentieth 
century was so great that participation in the Ilonshka dropped to just a few 
dancers and their families. This was particularly acute in the Hominy and 
Pawhuska Districts, where the Peyote Religion had its strongest hold, and mem-
bership in the Ilonshka and peyote church became mutually exclusive. Walter 
Matin (1971a) described this situation in Hominy: “What caused that [the 
decline in the dance] I guess, mostly was ’round about 1894 when they got this 
peyote religion, why, lots of the leaders, at that time, just went to that peyote 
way. They were new to it, and looked into it, and they liked it. So, that’s the 
way they went and they just let that other part [Ilonshka] alone and didn’t pick 
it up no more. But some stayed with it, you know, but there wasn’t too many.” 
Support for the Ilonshka declined to the point that the Hominy drum keeper’s 
family felt they could no longer put on the dance. Matin (1971a) continued his 
remarks on the situation: “They just left the drum somewhere hanging on a 
pole. . . . They just left the drum there, so this old lady went and got the drum, 
brought it home with her and she didn’t know what to do with it, so she de-
cided to have a dance, and I guess they did have one that year and she wanted 
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someone to take it [the drum]. The old lady approached Ben Wheeler who 
agreed to take it for his son, Fred, and the dance was put on that year [1914].” 
It also became difficult to find anyone who was willing to accept the position 
of drum keeper at Pawhuska. Lookout Standingbear (1988) remembered a time, 
during this period, when the Pawhuska District had “run out of boys to take 
the drum.” Ben Wheeler, who had taken the drum for his son, Fred, in Hominy, 
had a brother in Pawhuska who had no sons but did have a daughter named 
Rhoda, and he accepted the drum for her, making her the first and only female 
drum keeper of the Osage Ilonshka. According to Lookout Standingbear (1988):

Her mother, you know, dressed her in a woman’s skirt and shirt, you know, 
regular women’s shirt. And they didn’t let her wear leggings. They just 
painted her on the calf of her leg, yellow, with that yellow paint, and they 
put bells around her ankles. And then they let her hair hang down, and they 
braided the hair up here [scalp] on a scalp braid. Then they put this tasintse, 
this roach [headdress] up there, and she wore that roach and had her hair 
hanging down. And then she danced, danced like a man. And then she had 
the drum.

The decline of the dance became serious in Pawhuska, with only five dancers 
participating at a certain point (Granberry 1987, 40). Fred Lookout was one of 
the few members of the Pawhuska community to remain active in the Ilonshka 
where he held the position of fourth committeeman. Lookout Standingbear 
(1988) remembered being told about this particular dance by her father. Dur-
ing the dance John Wilson visited the community of Barnsdall, twenty miles 
southeast of Pawhuska to conduct a peyote meeting: “So all the Pawhuska 
Indians all moved down there and left the village, left the drum, they just gave 
up the Ilonshka ’cause it was sin to dance. So they gave up the Ilonshka and went 
down there, except for my father, he didn’t go down there. Only four old men 
and Fred Lookout remained to conduct the dance.”

The Peyote meeting at Barnsdall was a very large meeting and Bacon Rind, 
a prominent Osage traditionalist, had been invited to attend. Bacon Rind was 
one of the men who continued to support the Ilonshka and had not yet accepted 
the Peyote Religion. At the dinner following the meeting, there was a discussion 
among the participants about the dance and how it could be reconciled with 
the Peyotists. Rose Albert Hill (1967, 8) was at this dinner and recalled: “Mr. 
Bacon Rind came down. He . . . hadn’t joined it [the peyote church] yet. . . . I 
remember the argument. I was there. It was the day they were having dinner, 
down to Barnsdall Village, there. I don’t know who started it, but anyway it 
was settled someway ’cause I remember.”

At this dinner, a compromise was made. Red Eagle Sr. was told by his 
father, Paul Red Eagle, who was also at the dinner, that Andrew Bighorse was 
one of the men responsible for negotiating a way for the Peyotists to return 



166 | Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community

to the dance. Bighorse had been a member of the Pawhuska Ilonshka from its 
beginnings but had left the dance to follow the ways of the Peyote Religion. 
The Ilonshka people were told: “‘If you observe this Native American Church 
[Peyote Religion] and you have your dance, and you go parallel, you’ll go a 
long ways, work together.’ They also were told, ‘When you dance, we’ll dance 
with you. When we have meeting, you come to meeting with us, and it began 
to work that way, here.’ Now the other districts had their problems as well, but 
I can’t tell you ‘bout them. I just know what took place here” (Red Eagle Sr. 
1988). Red Eagle’s grandfather, Henry Red Eagle, had not yet joined the Na-
tive American Church, nor had Fred Lookout, but both soon established their 
own churches and “put up meeting houses, and they began to go all the way 
again” (Red Eagle Sr. 1988). The speed with which this reunion occurred is 
further detailed in the report that the Peyotists quickly concluded their services 
in Barnsdall and then traveled to Pawhuska to participate in the remaining days 
of the dance (Granberry 1987, 48).

The specific terms of the agreement are not identified, but it would appear to 
have involved the removal of some of the more objectionable elements that had 
been transferred from the Osage Tribal Religion to the Ilonshka. The crooked 
staff carried by the fourth committeeman at Pawhuska may have been one of 
these items. It disappeared from the dance, and Lookout Standingbear (1988) 
remembered, “My mother said she didn’t know what she had done with that.”

One of the most obvious objects that disappeared from the dance was the 
pipe, which became conspicuous by its absence from the photographic record. 
As noted earlier, in the photograph of the 1884 Pawhuska Ilonshka almost ev-
ery dancer is holding a pipe. After the turn of the century, however, the pipe is 
notably absent from all photographs of the Ilonshka. Vince Dillon, a photogra-
pher at Fairfax, photographed the Gray Horse District Committee and dancers 
standing in front of their roundhouse in 1912. Not a single dancer is holding a 
pipe. It would seem that John Wilson’s strong objection to the pipe coming into 
the Peyote service extended to its use in the Ilonshka, as well. When asked about 
the use of the pipe and tobacco when dancing the Ilonshka with other tribes, 
Matin (1971a) answered: “Lot of that, just like this peyote now I’m talking 
about, when they got into that [Peyote Religion] why, they just kind of omit a 
lot of that, you know, when they start dancing again.” Horses were still given 
away at the dance, mainly as payment for the drum, but they were no longer 
“smoked.” In 1933, forty horses were given away at Pawhuska in payment for 
the drum, but a pipe was not involved (J. Lookout 1984; H. Lookout 2015).

Other aspects of the old religion, such as the cedar ceremony and the Trot 
Dance, remained in the Ilonshka, however. Cedar was also used in the ceremo-
nies of peyote meetings for the same purpose it was used in the dance: purifi-
cation. When someone on the Ilonshka committee dies, cedar smoke is used to 
purify the drum and the members of the committeeman’s family and relatives. 
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In the Osage Native American Church (Peyote Religion), cedar is used during 
meetings to purify members, ritual objects, and the setting of the meeting, and 
it is used at funeral services to purify those attending the dinner for the deceased 
(Swan 1984–2004). That the Trot Dance remains in the present- day Ilonshka is 
evidence that it was not an obstacle to the return of Native American Church 
members to the dance.

When the Peyotists rejoined the Ilonshka, they introduced a number of new 
elements into the regalia and accoutrements worn by dancers. It is commonly 
believed that some of these changes were intended to readily identify the indi-
vidual as a follower of the Peyote Religion. German silver scarf slides fashioned 
in the “church” or “chapel” style and scarf slides that incorporate peyote sym-
bols and motifs into their decoration are early examples. The “scalp feathers” 
attached to the braided lock of hair that held the hair roach in place are drawn 
from the ritual regalia of Big Moon Peyotism. The addition of a small feather 
“bunch” fan to the bead bandoliers worn over the shoulder is also believed to 
have signaled Native American Church membership.

Gray Horse Ilonshka, 1912, Gray Horse, Oklahoma. It is important to note the complete 
absence of any long- stem pipes, which were required objects in earlier forms of the 
dance when horses were given away by means of “smoking.” Photograph by Vince 
Dillon. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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Following their return, the Peyotists became some of the most ardent sup-
porters of the dance, and as Ed Red Eagle remembered, the two religious ways 
had gone “parallel” with both groups cooperating in order to maintain what 
had become the main institutions of Osage traditional life in the twentieth cen-
tury, the Ilonshka and Big Moon Peyotism. In 1971 Walter Matin, an advisor 
to the Hominy Ilonshka Committee, former drum keeper, and roadman in the 
Osage Native American Church, said, speaking of the Ilon’shka: “Since that 
time, why it’s come this far. Peyote people are the ones keeping it up” (Matin 
1971a).

In the early Ilonshka, there were three basic items of material culture associ-
ated with the dance—the drum, the dancers’ regalia, and the place of the dance. 
Over the years, both the drum and the clothing have essentially remained the 
same. The drums in all three Osage districts are the original drum frames with 
countless hide covers replaced through over one hundred years of use. Likewise, 
the clothing worn in the dance has remained very close to the style of clothing 
that was worn by Osage dancers in the nineteenth century. However, the loca-
tions and accommodations where the dance is held have evolved and changed 
over time. A survey of photographs dating from the dance at Mashunkashey’s 
farm in 1884 to the dance arbors in use today document important changes in 
the size, scope, and function of the Ilonshka over its history among the Osage 
people.

In the first known photo of the Ilonshka, the photo taken by Oscar Drum 
in 1884, the Pawhuska Osage and the Kaw are lined up in front of a structure 
that is constructed of commercial plank lumber with a roof of tree limbs and 
brush. This was the first Osage dance house—or “roundhouse,” as they came 
to be called. These structures were common to many tribes who adopted the 
Grass Dance. As Wissler (1916, 864) noted: “A special dance house of a form 
resembling the framework of an earth- lodge was used by the Blackfoot, Gros 
Ventre, Assiniboine, Crow, Iowa, and Teton. The Arapaho, Osage, Kansa, 
Ponca, and the Oto used a special house but no descriptions are at hand.” 
The type of house used by the Osage in the 1884 photograph is typical of the 
Lakota- style dance house, which was the Lakota approximation of an earth 
lodge of the Omaha, the tribe from whom they received their form of the  
Grass Dance.

The original dance houses were personal dwellings of the Omaha, Ponca, 
and Pawnee tribes, the tribes that Wissler credits as being the originators of 
the early form of the dance, who lived in fixed villages comprised of these 
earth lodges. The Hethushka and the Irushka were warrior societies among 
these three tribes and their meetings would take place in the lodge of one of its 
members: “The meetings were held at irregular intervals, usually about once a 
month, always in the same place—in the commodious dwelling of some member 
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who was respected in the tribe” (Fletcher and La Flesche 1911, 460). The circu-
lar seating and dance movements conformed to the circular structure of these 
dwellings. The Lakota were not earth lodge dwellers and used tipis16 that were 
easily set up, taken down, and moved in accordance with their nomadic hunt-
ing way of life as their main form of living shelter. When they were settled on 
their reservations, they constructed dance houses made of logs and timbers with 
a roof made of brush and then covered with earth. A log Lakota dance house 
was located on the Rosebud Sioux reservation and dates from the last quarter 
of the nineteenth century. Later, this style of dance house was modified into 
a more sophisticated structure built entirely of commercial lumber, and these 
were found in Indian communities and reservations where some form of the 
Grass Dance or Drum Religion was being performed.

These structures became known as roundhouses, and each one of the Osage 
districts had one in their community villages.17 Originally, these houses were 

Omaha earth lodge. This particular type of dwelling was common among the Omaha, 
Ponca, and Pawnee tribes, the earliest practitioners of the Grass Dance. It was con-
structed of logs that were then covered with brush and limbs and then with earth. It was 
the meeting place for the Hethushka and Irushka societies and subsequent dance houses 
were based on its form. Courtesy of Nebraska Historical Society. RG1289-20-01. 



170 | Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community

modeled on earth lodges, but at a later date, the houses evolved into a form that 
coincided with a Euro- American structure known as “round barns.” Round 
barns date back to the eighteenth century in America, when George Washington 
designed and built a sixteen- sided barn in 1792 at his farm in Fairfax County, 
Virginia. It was designed as a “threshing barn” and was circular in form with 
spaces between the flooring planks so that horses could be driven in a circle, 
treading over the wheat, the grains of which then fell through spaces in the 
flooring into a granary located below the flooring where it could be gathered; 
thus, this circular design provided the most efficient use of space. Washington’s 
barn is considered one of the first structures of its type in America.

One can trace this evolution of design and construction through an exami-
nation of photographs of dance houses in the Osage districts. After the initial 
plank and brush arbor of the 1884 Mashunkashey farm dance, a more sophis-
ticated roundhouse was built in the Pawhuska Indian Village. No photographs 
of the first Hominy roundhouse could be located, but its history and that of the 
roundhouse that succeeded it was documented by Osage historian Marguerite 
Waller (1978, 11):

The first round house was built before 1900 on the corner of South She She 
and Third Street, the present site of the Assembly of God Church. The first 
round house was used until the town site was laid out in 1905. The present 

Lakota dance house located on the Rosebud Sioux reservation, ca. 1885. It is constructed 
from logs with a branch- covered roof that was then covered with earth. The Lakota 
were tipi dwellers but began to construct these dance houses in approximation of 
the earth lodges of the Omaha tribe, the source of the Grass Dance. John Anderson 
photograph. Courtesy of Nebraska Historical Society. RG2969-02-240. 
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round house, which has been improved from time to time, was built by a 
contractor. My father [Walter Matin] was the first drum keeper to use the 
new round house located in Indian Village. After a period of disrepair it has 
recently been renovated. The round house was used as a general meeting 
place and for dances. Council members who had gone to Washington on 
Indian business came here to give information to tribal members.

This roundhouse was first used in 1919, when Walter Matin accepted the drum 
of the Osage Hominy District. Helen Pratt Matin, wife of Walter Matin, spon-
sored the construction of the new roundhouse to demonstrate respect and sup-
port for her husband (Horse Chief- Hamilton 2015). Leonard Maker Sr. (1968, 
10–11) recalled how the Hominy Indian community used to celebrate Christmas 
Eve in the Hominy roundhouse, where a Christmas tree would be put up and a 
Santa Claus would give out gifts, including Shetland ponies, to Osage children.

A reconstruction of a round barn built by George Washington in 1792. This barn was 
designed for the threshing of wheat by horses walking in a circular direction and drew 
inspiration from the 1787 publications of English agriculturalist Arthur Young. When 
separated from the husk the grain fell through spaces in the flooring into a granary 
located beneath the barn floor. The barn has sixteen sides and double doors. Courtesy of 
Mount Vernon Museum Association.
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At some point, the tribes using dance houses began to have them built by 
local white contractors. The dance houses that began to appear on reservations 
in the Plains and Prairie regions became much more sophisticated in their design 
and construction, featuring wooden shake shingles, cupolas, and bay windows. 
This shift from found materials and Native design to ready- made materials and 
non- Indian contractors is poorly documented but is easily explained in that 
circular, polygonal barns and buildings had become common all across the 
United States by the end of the nineteenth century. The broader popularity of 
this design produced a number of carpenters and contractors who were well 
experienced in the construction of polygonal structures (Falk 2012, 53–56).

When surveying the photographs of these Osage roundhouses, we see that 
the dancers are all seated outside or are dancing outside the roundhouses. The 
roundhouses seem to have been used mainly in cold and inclement weather. 
When the Ilonshka was performed throughout the year, these houses would 

Pawhuska roundhouse, G. W. Parsons photograph, ca. 1890. This roundhouse was built 
subsequent to the arbor located on the Mashunkashey farm. It is constructed entirely 
of commercial lumber, and it has double doors. An American flag flies above it. The 
dancers are seated in wooden chairs outside of the house, but these houses were used for 
dancing during cold and inclement weather. Courtesy of Wisconsin Historical Society, 
WHS-28194.
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have been more useful during cold weather or spring rains. When the weather 
was warmer, it would have been more comfortable to dance outdoors. Also, as 
the dances became more popular they would have outgrown the capacity of the 
roundhouses. When the dances were confined to the month of June, open- air 
arbors were constructed adjacent to the roundhouses for covered outdoor danc-
ing. These arbors were initially constructed of wood but were later replaced 
with arbors constructed of steel pipe with metal roofs. The Gray Horse commu-
nity did so after its roundhouse burned in 1963. Pawhuska replaced its wooden 
arbor with a metal one soon after, and Hominy was the last of the districts to 
replace its wooden dance arbor with a metal one in the 1990s.

The Hominy roundhouse sat vacant and unused for many years, but in the 
late 1980s, Dudley Whitehorn, who had accepted the Hominy drum for his 

The Pawhuska dance house in the 1930s. This photograph was taken during the Vest-
McKinley wedding. This was the last Pawhuska dance house, because the Ilonshka 
dances became larger and were held only in June when it was too hot to dance inside. In 
the mid-twentieth century, all the Osage dance houses fell into disuse and were replaced 
by open-air arbors. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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son Tony in 1984, hosted the Thursday afternoon Ilonshka session in the old 
roundhouse. Because the Thursday afternoon session participation was usually 
small at that time, the roundhouse easily accommodated all of the dancers and 
spectators.

Given the inability of the Osage tribal religion to mediate the changing cir-
cumstances and conditions of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
the transformation of Osage society rested in the Native American Church and 
the Grass Dance (Swan 1990). The tension between the Peyote Religion and 
the Grass Dance facilitated the reorganization of Osage society to better meet 
the circumstances of lingering settler colonialism amid the tremendous wealth 
produced by the tribal mineral estate. The outcome of this debate allowed both 
institutions to flourish and coevolve to promote religious and social order.

Waller (1971) identifies the important social nature of the Ilonshka as a 
significant aspect of its initial appeal to the Osage people:

There were no social gatherings, only family gatherings. And generally it 
was for some specific purpose. So that’s why the Kaw Indians brought this 
drum because the Osages had no social gatherings. Nothing for fun. So they 
brought this drum, they brought it as a “friendship” drum. That’s what they 
called it, a friendship drum. So they brought, the first one they brought was 
to the Osages of the Hominy District. And the Osages were living on Louis’s 
mother’s place, you know where the Big Chief’s place is? Well that’s where 

Hominy dance arbor in 1972. This was the last of the wooden dance arbors. All three 
Osage districts have replaced earlier dance arbors with larger, more modern structures. 
Courtesy of Jim Cooley. 



The Osage Ilonshka | 175

Black Dog’s father- in- law lived back in those days. And that’s where the first 
Kaw drum was brought, that’s the drum that Hominy uses.

Waller’s comments echo the early use of the dance to foster peaceful relations 
with neighboring tribal communities and its continued ability to create and re-
inforce a broad range of social relationships. It is clear that the Ilonshka provides 
a significant social component to modern Osage society.

Drums in Motion

The Osage were one of many tribes who received the Grass Dance during the 
latter half of the twentieth century, but among most of the tribes who received 
the original form of the dance, participation declined in the early twentieth 
century and in some cases ceased all together. One reason for this decline was 

This roundhouse (ca. 1978) is located in the Hominy Indian Village and was built in 
1916 to replace an earlier roundhouse that was located closer to downtown Hominy. The 
first drum keeper to use this roundhouse for the Ilonshka dances was Walter Matin. In 
2017, this roundhouse was disassembled, rebuilt out of original materials, and restored. 
A dedication ceremony was conducted on May 24, 2017. It is the last of the Osage 
roundhouses still standing, and it is listed in the National Register of Historic Places. 
Courtesy of Steven Price. 
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the complex dynamics of drum transfers from one tribe to another. The Grass 
Dance was social in nature but it had some spiritual elements as well. The 
transfer of a drum from one tribe to another was accompanied by elaborate 
gift exchanges, as songs, ritual objects, dance attire, horses, and rations were 
exchanged, and the dances were often followed by feasting events among the 
tribes. By 1900 almost every tribe in the Plains, Prairie, and Plateau regions had 
been given the dance. Among the tribes who practiced the form of the dance 
called the “Dream Dance” or “Drum Religion,” the transfer of drums was an 
essential part of the dance and the process involved a complicated rotation of 
drums among the participating tribes.

Ideally, in the Drum Religion, each drum was to be held for four years and 
then passed on to another group or tribe.18 Anthropologist James S. Slotkin 
surmised an order of rotation wherein drums were given by the Chippewa to 
the Menomini who then passed them to the Winnebago tribe (Slotkin 1957, 52). 
Francis Densmore (1913, 142–83) gave a detailed account of a drum transfer 
that took place in October 1910, when the Chippewa traveled by train and on 
foot to take a drum to the Menomini. Johnny Matchokamow, a Menomini 
consultant to Slotkin, provides a description of these drums in motion: “They 
say, ‘them drums, they keep traveling, keep traveling. They got to keep them so 
long; maybe four years. After four years come, you know, you got to pass them 
on” (Slotkin 1957, 52). But for various reasons, including a decline of interest 
in the dance, some individuals became possessive of their drums and refused 
to relinquish them. Others had converted to various Christian denominations 
and abandoned the dance altogether.

By the mid- twentieth century, the Menomini were not only unable to 
transfer drums to other tribes but were also unable to fill positions in their own 
Drum Religion organizations, and they had to ask for help from other drum 
groups and other tribes (Slotkin 1957, 15–16). The Potawatomi tribe, who also 
practiced the Drum Religion were in the same situation with their accumulation 
of drums exceeding the tribes available to accept them. The Prairie Potawatomi 
attempted to pass a Dream Dance drum to the Osages, who accepted the drum 
but used it in secular dances, much to the horror of the Potawatomi tribe, who 
ceased any efforts to pass other drums to the Osage people (Howard 1966, 123).

The Ponca, who gave the Ilonshka to the Gray Horse District, continued to 
take drums to other tribes in southwestern Oklahoma as late as World War I. 
In 1919, they traveled by train to southwestern Oklahoma for the purpose of 
passing drums to the Comanche and Apache tribes. The Ponca had intended 
to give a drum to the Kiowa only to discover that the Kiowa tribe had previ-
ously been given a drum by the Cheyenne (Le Claire and Le Claire 1976). By 
1925, however, the Ponca Hethuska had fallen into disuse, and the society was 
dormant until the late 1950s, when it was revived among the Southern Ponca 
(Howard, 1965, 1078).19 With the passing of the generation of men from the 
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Kaw community who had brought the drum organization to Pawhuska and 
Hominy, the Kaw version of the dance also ceased to be observed (Littlewalker 
1984, 4). Contrary to the activities of most tribes who received the Grass Dance, 
there is no evidence to suggest that the Osage ever attempted to pass the dance 
to other tribal communities.

The Osage people have a history of continuous performance of the dance 
since its inception, and as we have documented, they have successfully adapted 
the dance to changing circumstances and conditions. The Osages avoided many 
of the issues and challenges experienced by other communities based on the fact 
that their dance developed along district lines with three drums accepted—one 
by each district of the Osage tribe. Each drum has a separate drum keeper and 
committee, who function as autonomous bodies in their respective communi-
ties. The energy and value of “passing the drum” was accomplished through the 
development of a system of drum transfer within a succession of drum keepers 
in each Osage district. The hosting, gifting, and feasting elements of drum 
transfer in the Ilonshka continue to flourish today, as each district hosts the 
other two in a reciprocal pattern among the three distinct drum organizations.20

The return of the Peyotists to the Ilonshka provided stability for the dance 
and the available oral history indicates that both movements experienced a 
period of relative stability followed by decline in the 1930s–40s. In the next 
chapter, we will examine the further development of the Ilonshka in the twen-
tieth century, focusing on the post–World War II era as a time of significant 
reorganization and change in response to a new set of social and economic con-
ditions. These changes included an increased role for women in the dance and 
new developments in the passing of the drum to a new drum keeper, including 
the gifting of Osage bridal attire as a required element in payment for the drum.

Notes

 1. The diffusion of the Grass Dance and Drum Religion and their develop-
ment in a range of locales are well documented in a series of papers (1913–16) pub-
lished by the American Museum of Natural History. These papers were written by 
prominent ethnologists of the day who surveyed dance organizations and societies 
in a broad range of tribal communities. The project was overseen by Clark Wissler 
(1916, 862–73) who acted as editor and contributed a concluding paper, “General 
Discussion of Shamanistic and Dancing Societies, The Grass Dance.”
 2. By the mid-1870s, buffalo hunting had become a dangerous and unproduc-
tive activity for the tribes of the Southern Plains, including the Osage. See Finney 
(1925, 18) and Wilson (1988, 49).
 3. The Ghost Dance originated among the Paiute tribe in the Great Basin area 
of the United States and spread to the Plains, where it was accepted by the tribes 
inhabiting this area, most notably the Sioux, Cheyenne, and Arapaho. The Ghost 
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Dance movement culminated with the violent events at Wounded Knee, South 
Dakota, in 1890, although it did continue on for some years afterward among the 
Arapaho, Kiowa, Pawnee, Caddo, and many other tribes with distinct local his-
tories. For a detailed history of the Ghost Dance see Mooney (1896). According 
to Garrick Bailey, the Ghost Dance was brought to the Osages by John Wilson. 
It was danced once at Gray Horse and once among the Osage at Hominy, both of 
whom rejected the religion. A variant of the Ghost Dance, the Faw Faw Dance, 
was brought to the Osages by the Oto prophet William Faw Faw around 1894. The 
Osages excavated the prescribed dance ground and participated in a complete cer-
emony but ultimately rejected the dance after this one performance (Bailey 2001, 
488; Bailey and Swan 2004, 67).
 4. For an introduction to the voluminous literature on Peyotism and the Native 
American Church, see La Barre (1996), Slotkin (1956), and Stewart (1987). For the 
history of the Peyote Religion among the Osage, see Swan (1990, 1998, 1999) and 
Bailey and Swan (2004).
 5. The term drum is used by many members of the Osage community for the 
actual musical instrument that provides the rhythm for the songs and dancers and 
also for the entirety of the Ilonshska organization in their district.
 6. Tribal oral histories state that the Ponca and the Omaha peoples were once 
one tribe that separated approximately 250 years ago. The Ponca have a tradition 
that they were dancing their version of the dance, the Hethushka, prior to their sep-
aration from the Omaha. As such, the Ponca see themselves as possessing the origi-
nal version of the dance, and it was this later form that they passed to the Osages 
in the Gray Horse District and to the Kaw, who then passed it to the Osages of the 
Hominy and Pawhuska Districts. See Howard (1965, 23) and Skinner (1915, 784).
 7. Ilonshka is universally translated among the Osages as “Playground of the 
Eldest Son.” The Osage term of reference for the eldest son in a family is ilon, and 
shka is a verb stem indicating “sport or play” (La Flesche 1932, 75, 132). At the 
Pawhuska observation of the centennial of its Ilonshka, Ed Red Eagle Sr. (1984) 
translated it as, “The eldest son likes to play.” This is consistent with the Osage 
view of the dance as being a time of enjoyment and good fellowship.
 8. The Osage War Dance has been referred to in the literature in a number of 
sources, including “An Account of the War Customs of the Osages” by J. Owen 
Dorsey (1884), “The Osage Mourning- War Ceremony” by George Dorsey (1902), 
and War Ceremony and Peace Ceremony of the Osage Indians by Francis La Fle-
sche (1939).
 9. The songs used in the Ilonshka are commonly referred to as War Dance 
Songs. These songs are usually sung through four times. At the end of the song, all 
dancers return to their seats on the bench. After everyone is seated, the singers start 
up the song again, but only the short chorus at the end of the song called the “tail.” 
In the original form of the dance, only the two dancers designated as tail dancers 
were allowed to dance on this chorus.
 10. It should be noted that in the photographs of the early Ilonshka, the younger 
men predominate over older ones. While Black Dog was an older man when he 
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accepted the drum for the Hominy District, Ben Mashunkashey was a young boy 
and John Black Bird was a young man when they served as drum keepers for the 
Pawhuska and Gray Horse Districts, respectively.
 11. It had its precedence in performing “Smokes,” or gift- giving ceremonies, 
with other tribes prior to their introduction to the Ilonshka. In 1878, there was an 
incident where a group of Osages killed a young Delaware boy and the Osage made 
a treaty with the Delaware and hosted them in a ceremony where the pipe was 
smoked between the two tribes and gifts given by the host tribe to their guests. This 
event was repeated on an annual basis with the two tribes alternating as hosts and 
continued until 1906, when the last “Smoke” was held between the Osage and the 
Delaware at Post Oak Creek dance grounds, three miles north of Dewey, Oklahoma 
(Bartlesville Examiner, October 3, 1903; “Annual Peace Smoke” 1904; Dean 1968; 
“Smoking the Pipe of Peace” 1906; Smith 1983; Webber 1937, 99–105).
 12. The “wand or baton” to which Birdwell refers is a small stick, usually 
beaded, that is carried by the tail dancer as his badge of office. One of the dance 
moves of the tail dancer is to place his baton on the ground and then dance around 
it as Birdwell describes here.
 13. Cedar is burned as incense for purification on many occasions in Osage 
society, including funeral services. Dry cedar leaves are placed on burning coals in 
a cast- iron container and the smoke from the cedar is fanned with eagle feathers 
onto the mourners. In the context of the Ilonshka the drum, the family in mourn-
ing and individuals who are members of the dance organization of the deceased are 
“cedared” in this manner. The cedar is then taken to the dance grounds and the sur-
rounding camps are smoked as well as the dance arbor. All this must be completed 
before the dances can resume.
 14. A somewhat curious aspect of Wilson Kirk taking the drum for his five- 
year- old son, Charles, is that Charles never danced while he was drum keeper (Kirk 
1971).
 15. The dates for the introduction of the Peyote Religion among the Osages vary 
from 1894 to 1898. See Swan (1990).
 16. Although tepee is the preferred variation in Merriam Webster’s Collegiate 
Dictionary, tipi is the accepted vernacular in Native American communities and 
thus what is used in this book.
 17. In the 1880s, four dance houses were established on the Osage Nation. At 
a later point in history, the group at Barnsdall merged with the Pawhuska District, 
reducing the number of Ilonshka districts to the present three (CIA- AR 1894, 242; 
Red Eagle Sr. personal communication to Daniel Swan, October 1985).
 18. It is interesting to note that many Osage people state that four years is the 
preferred—some might say minimal—length of time to hold the drum before pass-
ing it to a new drum keeper.
 19. The Hethushka, the Ponca version of the dance, was revived by Sylvester and 
Clyde Warrior starting in 1958 (Howard 1965, 107–8). The Ponca continue to play 
an important part in the Osage Ilonshka by providing singers for the dance. As a 
community, the Ponca composed a number of the personal songs in the Ilonshka and 
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are well known for their knowledge of the songs and their skill in singing them. The 
dance crier, wadsepian, has for many years been a man chosen from the Ponca tribe, 
and he serves in that capacity in all three Ilonshka districts.
 20. While the Osages state that the primary purpose of the Ilonshka is the re-
ciprocal hosting of the dance between the three Osage districts, they nevertheless 
welcome members of other neighboring tribes such as the Ponca, Pawnee, and Oto, 
and numerous other tribes from as far away as the Crow in Montana. Many of 
these visitors are inspired by intermarriage and friendships while others represent 
intergenerational relationships predicated on older patterns of “visiting.” Though 
these tribes are not formally invited to the dance by the whip men, their members 
are welcomed and given a seat on a dance bench reserved for visitors. The Osage are 
well recognized for their hospitality and generosity, and visitors are often called up 
on Saturday to receive groceries, or “rations,” and on Sunday to receive gifts at the 
singing of family songs.
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The Ilonshka has continued in all three Osage districts 
without interruption through the twentieth century into the present time. 

There were periods when participation in the dance waned, but there is no 
evidence that there has been a year when the Ilonshka has not been danced in 
all three districts. During World War II, when many of the younger men were 
away fighting in Europe and the South Pacific, older Osage men kept the dances 
going. One example of this was Leo Miles, a man in his fifties during World 
War II, who held the drum for the Pawhuska district from 1941 through 1945. 
After the war, in 1946, Fred M. Lookout Sr. took the Pawhuska drum for his 
son, Morris Lookout, a veteran returning from the South Pacific. In the late 
1940s, additional young veterans returned to their district’s Ilonshka arbors 
to dance again in June. During the 1950s and ’60s, participation in the dance 
waned once again, largely due to demographic and geographic shifts. But at 
the beginning of the 1970s, there was a renewed interest and increased partici-
pation in the Ilonshka from returning veterans of the Vietnam War at a time 
when American Indians began to be recognized by the general population of 
the United States as a positive force and presence in American culture and life.1 
This growth continues in the early twenty-first century, as an increasing num-
ber of tribal citizens renew their connection to the Osage community through 
attendance and participation in the annual Ilonshka.

It is remarkable that the Osage people were able to retain this older form 
of the Grass Dance when many other tribes who adopted the dance were un-
able to continue its practice in its original form. Among many of the tribes who 
participated in the Grass Dance, with its officers, rules, and rituals, the dance 
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developed into what became known as a “powwow” in the early twentieth 
century. These were events that occurred throughout the summer months, es-
pecially on the Fourth of July, and combined the traditional man’s dance with 
social dances such as the round dance and “two step” and included specialty 
dances like the snake, buffalo, eagle, and hoop dances. Men and women danced 
together in these dances, and there were contests to determine the best dancers 
in different dance categories and age groups.2 The style of some dancing was 
faster and more athletic and became known as “fancy dance,” while the tradi-
tional style of men’s dancing was referred to as “straight dance.” Dance regalia 
among these tribes also changed, and certain elements of Grass Dance clothing 
and accoutrements became much more elaborate and picturesque.

The Osages, however, never embraced the powwow as a replacement for 
their traditional version of the Grass Dance. Though individual members of the 
tribe might attend and participate in powwow events, the three Osage districts 
tenaciously maintained the older form of the dance with its required four days 
of dancing, formal officers, and dance organization. Osage Ilonshka dancers 
continued to dress in the same style of dance clothing that they wore when they 
received the dance in the mid-1880s. Neighboring tribes such as the Ponca, 
Pawnee, and Oto might wear similar clothing at their dances, but they refer to 
this style of dress as a “straight dance outfit.” The Osages always refer to this 
ensemble as “Osage clothes” (Bailey and Swan 2004, 164).

The procedures for conducting the Ilonshka today have also remained es-
sentially the same as they were in the early days of the dance. The Ilonshka 
is looked on as a formal event with an organized structure that governs its 
conduct, influenced by custom and tradition as interpreted by the head com-
mitteeman and the advisors. What we present here is a generalized summary 
of sequences, events, offices, and responsibilities that inevitably glosses over 
nuances and differences that reflect district, family, and individual preferences 
and standards. It is important that readers understand the general structure 
and nature of the Ilonshka outside any ethnographic documentation of specific 
occurrences of the dance and its associated activities.

Today, the Ilonshka is held once a year in each of the three Osage districts 
during the month of June. Early in the new year, the drum keeper of each dis-
trict invites his committee to a dinner to set a date for the four days that they 
will host the other two districts and their visitors at that coming year’s dance. 
After this date has been determined, the two whip men are sent out to extend 
a formal invitation to each of the other two Osage districts to come dance with 
them, the same procedure that has been used from the beginning days of the 
dance. For many years, the schedule has been the same: Gray Horse dances 
the first Thursday through Sunday of June, followed by Hominy, and then 
Pawhuska on the successive weekends afterward, sometimes with a vacant week 



A young Osage man dressed in “fancy dance” clothes, ca. 1930. Some Osage men 
and women participated in powwows where this style of dress became popular, 
and they continue to do so in the present time. When they participate in the 
Ilonshka, traditional Osage clothing is the required style of attire. Courtesy of Jim 
Cooley.



Frank Corndropper (left) and Paul Buffalo. This photograph was taken in the studio of 
G. W. Parsons, a local photographer in Pawhuska, Oklahoma, in the mid-1890s. Their 
style of dance clothing would not be out of place in a twenty- first- century Ilonshka. 
Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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intervening between the dance schedules. Occasionally, Hominy will be the last 
district to dance, with Pawhuska dancing after Gray Horse.

The month of June became the time of the annual dances for a number 
of reasons. In the early days of the dance the Osages received quarterly pay-
ments of annuities and per capita payments from the Tribal Trust in December, 
March, June, and October (Bailey 1970, 144–45; Wilson 1985, 29). It appears 
that the occurrence of the dance regularly coincided with these payments in 
order to capitalize on the concentration of people at the agency and the recent 
payments to help finance the dances. In modern Osage lives, June is one of 
the summer vacation months, and many Osage people plan their vacations to 
coincide with the dances, often traveling from states as far away as California 
to attend their annual tribal ceremonies.

The drum keeper assumes lead responsibility for the successful occur-
rence of the dance in his district and sponsorship of camps for the members of 
his community when they are attending the Ilonshka in the other two Osage 
districts. He is assisted in this task by his chosen committee, starting with the 
head committeeman (or dance chairman, as he is referred to in Gray Horse), 
who is long experienced in the Ilonshka. He also has a group of formal advi-
sors made up of tribal elders who have a thorough knowledge of the dance and 
its conduct, as well as many years of participation in the dance. He chooses 
two men to act as whip men, who serve as dance ushers and sergeants at arms 
in charge of maintaining order and policing the dance arena. The original 
Ilonshka only had two tail dancers, but in the modern dance there are as many 
as five tail dancers serving on Ilonshka committees. These men are recognized 
for their dancing skill and a knowledge of the songs that enables them to end 
their dance steps on the final beat of the song with considerable flourish (Gray 
1988; H. Lookout 1993).

The drum keeper chooses a group of singers, who are called “committee 
singers,” to provide the music for the dance. These are men and women from 
both the Osage and other Native communities who are recognized for their 
singing ability and knowledge of the Ilonshka songs, which number in the hun-
dreds. One of these men is appointed “head singer” and is responsible for the 
leading, choice, and order of the songs sung at the dance.

Two younger dancers are also selected by the drum keeper to be water 
boys, and he provides them with buckets and dippers for “watering” the danc-
ers and singers during the breaks between sets of songs. Water boy is often 
the beginning office for young men who may eventually become drum keepers 
in their later years of Ilonshka participation (Bighorse 1988; Mashunkashey 
1988). A drum warmer is chosen who is responsible for tuning the drum by 
heating its rawhide drum heads in front of an open fire prior to the dance ses-
sion and bringing the drum into the arena and placing the drum on its platform 
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immediately before the start of the dance session. Another man is chosen to 
be the crier (wadsepian), who makes announcements and calls out the Osage 
name of dancers and their families when they are recognized during the dance.3

The drum keeper also chooses a female member of his community to be the 
head cook, who, with the other committee cooks, will provide traditional Osage 
meals for the drum keeper’s camp when his district hosts the Ilonshka. These 
committee cooks also prepare the food for their drum keeper’s camp when they 
participate in the Ilonshka in the other two Osage districts. The head cook is 
someone who has long experience cooking for the dance and this office is often 
carried over from one drum keeper to the next drum keeper.

The choice of a head cook is one of the most important decisions a new 
drum keeper faces when preparing to meet the requirements of his position. 
The meals associated with the Ilonshka represent a range of formats and expec-
tations, and they require an extensive support network led by the head cook. 
Marian Cass (1993), herself a head cook in the Pawhuska District for several 
drum keepers, described the roles and responsibilities of that position:

Pawhuska District cooks sitting for a portrait after the committee dinner at Wakon 
Iron Hall in 2012. They are wearing aprons with their district’s name written in the 
Osage Nation orthography. The photo reflects the age diversity of the cooks, as well as 
the number necessary to provide the committee dinner on Saturday. Courtesy of Osage 
News, Benny Polacca photographer.
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The position of Head Cook is an important position. Meals for the away 
dances [Hominy and Gray Horse] are cooked twice a day for the committee 
and invited guests. These dances last for four days. The committee is invited 
to the host’s camp on Saturday for the “Committee Dinner.” The Head Cook 
has to organize these meals, line out menus, and assign cook’s duties to the 
other cooks. At the home dance the Head Cook has to see that two meals a 
day are prepared as well as organizing the Committee Dinner and cooking 
for the visiting committees. There are at least 500 committee people and 
invited guests fed on this day. The duties start in June, but the Head Cook 
and other cooks start early in the year. They get together around March and 
plan a benefit handgame for the drumkeeper. In May the Head Cook tries to 
line out the donations made the previous year and prepare the menus. The 
position of Head Cook is also a teaching position. Sometimes cooks are new 
to the committee, and are unfamiliar with outdoor cooking. Everyone gets a 
turn cooking something. There is lots of shopping, some of it has to be done 

Hominy cooks relaxing and sharing a meal at the 2014 Pawhuska District Ilonshka, 
left side, front to back: Heather Little, April Thornton, unidentified; right side, front 
to back: Dale Jesse (fireman), Margaret Rouwalk (head cook), Carole Jean Hutchens, 
Ann Sleeper, and Susan Hamilton. Cooking meals for the people of their district and 
its guests is hard work, but the task produces strong relationships and good fellowship 
among the cooks and their helpers. Providing food for the participants is one of the main 
ways Osage women contribute to the continuation of the dance into the twenty- first 
century. Courtesy of Osage News, Tara Madden photographer.
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by the Head Cook. There is a lot of organizing. During the dances the cooks 
work very hard, but it is also a time full of fun, visiting, and good fellowship.

Cass’s comments provide indication of the year-round responsibilities of the 
head cook and the other members of the committee. The preparations required 
for the successful sponsorship of the annual Ilonshka dance require a tremen-
dous level of organization, and the effort spans several months. The committee 
cooks are on duty year-round and must be ready to respond to any request from 
the drum keeper for dinners to discuss committee business and for the sympa-
thy breakfasts held when a member of the committee is in mourning (Lookout 
Standingbear 1988).

Obviously, all these efforts entail an enormous expense, so the position of 
treasurer has been added to the traditional offices of the dance to facilitate the 
financial side of putting on the dance.4 Except for the treasurer, all the other 
positions are original to the dance from its early beginnings.

The Osage people dance for four days, through Sunday, in afternoon and 
evening sessions. A large bell adjacent to the dance arbor is rung at four inter-
vals to announce the time before the starting of each dance session. The danc-
ers arrive at the east or west ends of the dance arbor, waiting to be seated by 
one of the host district’s whip men, who will show them to the benches where 
each district sits as a group.5 There is also a bench reserved for the non-Osage 
dancers from other tribes who are visiting the dance, and each of these dancers 
is formally seated as well. Spectators in attendance sit in the grandstands at 
either end of the arbor, on family benches located directly behind the dancers’ 
benches, and along the open sides of the arbor in lawn chairs brought along 
for the occasion.6

The drum warmer and an assistant arrive with the drum and place it on its 
stand in front of the singers.7 The Thursday afternoon session begins with an 
invocation in the form of a greeting to the visiting districts and expressions of 
welcome from the drum keeper and his committee to the visiting districts. This 
is followed by a prayer that emphasizes supportive thoughts for the drum keeper 
and his family and for a successful period of fellowship and enjoyment. In past 
years some drum keepers omitted the Thursday afternoon session, opening the 
dance on Thursday evening. Following the prayer the head singer begins the 
starting song, on which all of the dancers remain seated. On the next song, the 
drum keeper and his dance officers and committee arise and begin to dance, 
signaling that all dancers can now join in. The songs are sung in “sets,” and on 
Thursday and Friday, these sets consist of six to eight songs each. On Saturday 
night, the high point of the dance, the sets are longer, often eight to ten songs 
each (Callahan 1993, 88).

The head committeeman and the head singer regulate the pace of the dance 
with the Thursday sessions beginning slowly and ending abruptly. Subsequent 
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dance sessions increase in length and intensity. The singers largely control this 
aspect of the dance, using slower tempo songs early in the dance and reserving 
songs that have a reputation of popularity among the dancers for evening ses-
sions, increasing in intensity through Friday and Saturday nights (M. Lookout 
1987). The number of dancers, family members, and spectators increases on 
Friday, and Friday evening is typically a time when the family camps of the host 
district enjoy their greatest attendance. This is the appropriate time to honor 
common ancestors and celebrate newly initiated members from the family.

The dancers and singers take a break between the sets of songs so they 
may rest, and the water boys take their enamelware buckets of water and metal 
dippers around the arena and to the drum to “water” the dancers and singers 
during this interval. During these breaks the head committeeman, who acts as 
a master of ceremonies for the dance, may offer a talk or make announcements. 

Dancers at the Pawhuska Ilonshka in the 1940s. This photograph was taken during a 
break between song sets when the dancers rest and are “watered.” One of the water 
boys is visible at the far right carrying his bucket of water. The position of water boy 
is considered an entry- level position into the Ilonshka; many drum keepers start out as 
water boys. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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This is also the occasion for new members of the Ilonshka to be inducted into 
the dance by way of the “roaching” event. The wadsepian calls out the new 
member’s Osage name as he approaches and leads the initiate into the arbor. 
Members of the initiate’s family, who carry bundles of gifts to be distributed, 
follow him. When they have all entered, they form a row in front of their dis-
trict’s bench, where the roach headdress with a single eagle feather attached is 
tied on the new dancer’s head by the head committeeman.8 The new member 
of the Ilonshka and his family then conduct a brief giveaway of gifts to the 
drum keeper and his committee to pay for the new dancer’s seat at the dance. 
A gift is also made to the wadsepian, or dance crier, who once again calls out 
the Osage name of the inductee to the members of the Ilonshka and then he is 
escorted to a seat on his district’s bench. The gift to the wadsepian for calling 
out his clan name legitimizes the new member’s position in the Ilonshka and 
honors the crier for having performed this act (Roark-Calnek 1977, 799). After 
this break, the dancing resumes with another series of songs and a subsequent 
break. These sets continue until the head committeeman makes a decision to 
end the dance session and then invites everyone to return for the following ses-
sion (Red Eagle Sr. 1988).

The Saturday afternoon session is referred to as “ration day.” Prior to the 
beginning of the dance session each member of the host committee is expected 
to bring an ample box of groceries to the arena, where they are arranged in 
a circle around the drum. Before the dance session begins, these groceries are 
given to visitors from other tribal communities, including the committee sing-
ers. It is common for there to be thirty to forty boxes of groceries surrounding 
the drum. Saturday evening is always the high point of the Ilonshka in each 
district with the dance arbor filled with dancers and spectators, and the singers 
bringing out the most popular Ilonshka songs, as well as the Trot Dance songs 
from the old War Dance. One song that is sung during this session is the “no 
stop” song. This can be any War Dance song that is repeated over and over 
until someone comes out to the drum and places money on it, which causes 
the singer to end the song.9 Saturday night also features the “songs where they 
roll the drum” that are the fastest of all the songs producing an atmosphere of 
excitement among the dancers and the spectators. Shouts and cheers go up from 
the crowd as the better dancers gracefully execute fast, intricate steps that end 
abruptly on the last beat of the drum with one foot kicked up in the air. After 
these songs, a group of slower songs are sung, and the session ends with the 
head committeeman inviting everyone to return on Sunday afternoon for the 
final session of the dance.

On Sunday, the final session of the Ilonshka starts promptly at two o’clock 
in the afternoon. This day was originally called “Stone Pipe Day” in Osage 
because it was the day horses were given away by means of smoking the pipe 
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(H. Lookout 2015). Today, this session is commonly referred to as “Giveaway 
Day,” the day in which the personal and family songs are sung and gifts are 
given to honor the memory of those Osage ancestors for whom the songs are 
named. The Sunday session begins with the starting song followed by a set of 
four songs on which everyone dances. When all are seated, the singers sing two 
committee songs used by the drum keeper and members of his committee to 
give gifts to friends and visitors. Then the individual or family songs begin with 
each song announced by one of the committee singers.

Originally when Osages wished to give away, they called for the Smoke 
Song. However, early in the history of the Ilonshka, individuals might compose 

Putting out rations. There have been times when the Osage have rented large tents to put 
on their dances, and this photo may have been taken at the Gray Horse Ilonshka in the 
summer between when the old roundhouse burned in February 1963 and a new metal 
arbor was constructed in the spring of 1964. The photograph accurately portrays the 
Osage practice of placing rations in a ring around the drum to be given to the visiting 
dancers and attendees. The whip men and wadsepian (camp crier) assist members from 
the host district on Saturday afternoon of the Ilonshka at the beginning of the session 
when individuals are called forward to accept one of the bundles. Courtesy of National 
Cowboy and Western Heritage Museum. 1971.5.19.



Leo Miles receives the gift of a horse on Sunday, “Give- Away Day.” Miles was the drum 
keeper for the Pawhuska District during World War II, from 1941 to 1945. During this 
period of time, women began dancing in the dance arena alongside the men dancers, 
while the younger men were away serving in the military. In 1946, the Pawhuska drum 
was passed from Leo Miles to Morris Lookout, a military veteran returning from the 
South Pacific. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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a song, sometimes spontaneously, to commemorate an event that happened at 
the dance. An example of this in the Pawhuska Ilonshka was the making of the 
Red Pony Song. One of the members of the early Pawhuska Committee, Paul 
Akin, owned a racehorse that was famous throughout the Osage reservation. 
It was a beautiful sorrel horse that won every race held in all three districts 
and was highly coveted by all. On Giveaway Day that Sunday afternoon, Paul 
Akin was caught up in the spirit of the dance and gave this horse to another 
Osage individual. The recipient of this horse was Charles Wahreshe and in the 
excitement of having been given this beautiful and desirable animal, he spon-
taneously composed a song that announced that he was now the owner of this 
prized racehorse. He then gave this song back to Paul Akin. The song became 
known as the Red Pony Song and afterward was used by Pawhuska Osages as 
the giveaway song and sung when anyone wished to give away a horse or other 
gifts (Matthews 1945, 83; Lookout Standingbear 1988; Williams 1999, 48).

Likewise, at Hominy, Black Dog, the Hominy drum keeper, composed a 
song for Henry Pratt, who was the head committeeman for that district. The 
song was known as Nopawalla’s Song, Nopawalla being Henry Pratt’s Osage 
name. The composition of this song was occasioned by Pratt being teased by one 
of his brothers-in-law, who jokingly accused Pratt of being stingy in his giving 
away, which caused Pratt to take his brother-in-law by the arm and present him 
as a gift to a Ponca woman who was a visitor at the dance. Pratt’s mother took 
him aside and chastised him for doing this, so Pratt took two mules to the Ponca 
woman and exchanged them for his brother-in-law. Black Dog’s song com-
memorates the gift of these two mules to the Ponca lady and has a humorous 
overtone to it (Matin 1971a). Like the Red Pony Song at Pawhuska, Nopawalla’s 
Song began to be used as the giveaway song in the Hominy District.

Soon other individuals and families were having songs composed to honor 
members of their families or even themselves. These songs were spoken of as 
having been “put on the drum,” which means that the family paid the drum 
keeper and his committee for the right to have these songs included and sung 
on Sunday at the dance, and these songs became their family’s personal give-
away songs.10

As each family song is sung, the family of the individual being honored 
will arise from their seats and begin to dance around the arbor. Other family 
members and friends join them and dance until the end of the song. The fam-
ily then lines up in front of the drum keeper and head committeeman. Many 
of the individuals who danced on the song go through the line shaking their 
hands, extending them their good wishes, and passing a cash gift in the form 
of folded currency transferred during the handshake (Roark Calnek 1977, 719). 
The family then has someone speak for them, usually a male elder of the family, 
after which they give away gifts to their drum keeper and his committee, and 
to anyone else of their choosing.
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In modern times these gifts often consist of Pendleton blankets, women’s 
dance shawls, and other items of dance clothing and accessories. To the drum 
keeper, these families often pledge a beef or a hog for the following year’s dance, 
or other support, including money, to help the drum keeper and his committee 
with the expenses involved in holding the dance for their district. A monetary 
gift is taken by one of the family members and placed on the drum for the sing-
ers, and individual singers are often called up to receive Pendleton blankets as 
well. After all of the family songs have been observed the whip men’s, cooks’, 
and women singers’ songs are sung and their associated giveaways are com-
pleted.11 The session concludes with a short set of four songs on which everyone 
is free to dance. After a closing prayer, the head committeeman dismisses the 
assembly and the Ilonshka ends for that year.

In the speeches made during the Ilonshka one often hears, “We don’t add 
anything to or take anything away from the dance.” However, there have been 
changes in the dance since it first came to the Osages in the mid-1880s. We 
interpret this phrase as a statement that the dance has retained the essential 
elements of its earliest form and that it is still a time when the Osages can come 
together and dance, socialize, share food, and enjoy themselves. There is still 
an emphasis on “keeping order,” and there is a formality and protocol to the 
dance that must be observed. If anyone breeches this protocol, they are “fined” 
and must acknowledge their mistake and make a gift to the party affected. An 
example of this is Tail Dance etiquette.

An important hallmark of the Ilonshka is the restriction that only specific 
individuals are allowed to dance on the “tail” of the song. These individuals, 
or tail dancers, carry a short beaded stick as a sign of their office. The tail, or 
final chorus, of the song is reprised by the singers after all dancers have returned 
to their bench and seated themselves. The tail dancers of all three districts 
then arise and dance this chorus moving toward the drum. If the dancers have 
enjoyed this song and the spirit of the dance is high, a tail dancer can raise his 
stick and move it in a circular motion in the air. This is a signal to the head 
singer to begin the song all over again and sing it all the way through, and it 
is also a signal for all the dancers in the arbor to arise and dance the song one 
more time, which usually causes great enthusiasm among the dancers and spec-
tators. It is the custom that only the host committee tail dancers can do this, 
and in some districts only the head tail dancer of the district has the right to 
restart the song (Gray 1988). Occasionally, a tail dancer from another district 
has become carried away and raised his stick in this fashion. If he has done this, 
the offending tail dancer must acknowledge his mistake and make a gift to the 
host drum keeper and his committee (Lookout Standingbear 1988).12

Likewise, every dancer is expected to have all his dance clothing and acces-
sories well secured for dancing. Sometimes a piece of clothing or other item will 
come loose and fall off or be dropped; for example, bead bandoliers may break 



Eugene Blaine, Osage tail dancer, seated on a blanket, ca. 1920. The small baton he 
holds is the badge of his office and is referred to as a “tail dance stick.” If a tail dancer 
raises his baton above his head in a circular motion, this is a signal to the head singer to 
reprise the song in its entirety and for all the other dancers in the arbor to rejoin the tail 
dancers and dance the full song. Courtesy of Jim Cooley.
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or individual bells come loose from the leather strap wound around the dancer’s 
legs. Dancers are not allowed to pick up any dropped or broken articles from the 
dance ground, only the whip men are allowed to retrieve these articles. During 
the water breaks, the whip men walk around the dance arbor holding out these 
dropped articles in front of the seated dancers. When the item is passed in front 
of the dancer who has dropped or lost it, the dancer must acknowledge his loss 
and pay the whip man for having picked it up. There are many such rules and 
regulations that are enforced in the Ilonshka, rules that were original to the 
Grass Dance during its distribution in the latter half of the nineteenth century, 
but only the Osages have continued to observe these protocols in such detail.

Passing the Drum

One of the main distinctions of the modern Ilonshka is the retention of the posi-
tion of drum keeper and the system of passing the drum within each district. 
As discussed in the previous chapter, we see this transfer and the resulting 
reconstitution of the Ilonshka committees as a critical factor in the continued 
vitality of the dance among the Osage. The drum keeper continues to sponsor 
the dance with the support of his committee. Though the Ilonshka committee 
membership is much larger in recent years, the officers remain the same: head 
committeeman, advisors, whip men, tail dancers, head singer, and head cook.13 
However, it is the drum keeper’s responsibility to actually make the dance hap-
pen each June in his respective district. This requires great effort on the part of 
the drum keeper and his family, who depend on the support of his committee 
and the community to meet the financial and logistic requirements necessary 
for putting on the dance. There is no set number of years that the drum keeper 
is required to hold the drum and host the dance; these lengths have ranged 
from one year to ten. At some point, however, the drum keeper will decide to 
pass the drum and the responsibility for putting on the dance to some other 
individual within his community.

When the drum keeper and his family make the decision that he has held 
the drum for a sufficient amount of time, he and his committee begin looking 
for a suitable replacement from among Ilonshka participants in their respec-
tive districts. This is referred to as “passing the drum” and this rite has been 
observed from the earliest days of the dance. The procedure for passing the 
drum varies from district to district and may even vary from family to family 
(Mashunkashey 1988). A brief comparison of the three manners of passing the 
drum is worthwhile, in order to demonstrate the level of protocol that remains 
associated with the Ilonshka.

When the drum keeper wishes to pass the drum in the Pawhuska District, 
he calls his committee together, and they arrange for a breakfast meeting on 
Sunday morning, the last day of the dance. At this breakfast, they select three 
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individuals as possible candidates for the next drum keeper. The current drum 
keeper announces the first choice for a new drum keeper, the second choice 
is made by the head committeeman, and the third candidate is chosen by the 
head tail dancer (Mashunkashey 1988; Red Eagle Sr. 1988). On Sunday, the 
two whip men are sent out from the drum keeper’s camp, accompanied by the 
crier; these three then approach the prospective candidates in the order of their 
selection. If the first candidate accepts the drum, he invites this delegation into 
his home for food and water and gifts each of them with a Pendleton blanket 
(Mashunkashey 1988). If he declines the offer, the three men approach the sec-
ond candidate. If he is not willing to take the drum, then they advance to the 
home, or camp, of the third candidate, and if he declines the drum, the men 
return to the committee with this news and the current drum keeper must host 
the dances for the following year, when he may make another attempt to pass 
the drum. If, however, one of the three prospective new drum keepers accepts 
the drum, the whip men and the crier return to the Pawhuska Village wearing 
the blankets he has given them, with the crier out in front announcing this ac-
ceptance, the Osage name of the new drum keeper, and the news that the drum 
has been successfully passed to him.

At Gray Horse, the drum keeper and his family decide to whom they wish 
to pass the drum (Callahan 1993, 62). Once again, three potential candidates 
are selected, but these men are not approached until the end of the dance on 
Sunday evening after all the committee songs have been sung. At that time, the 
whip men remove the drum from its support stand in the center of the dance 
ground and place it in front of the first candidate, who is sitting on the dancer’s 
bench. If he declines to accept it, the drum is picked up and carried to the second 
choice and placed in front of him. If he does not accept the drum, it is taken 
to the third candidate and placed in front of him. If he does not accept it, the 
current drum keeper retains the drum and the responsibility of putting on the 
dance for another year in the Gray Horse District.

The whip men are also used to convey the offer of the drum to the prospec-
tive drum keeper in the Hominy District, but the procedure for how this is done 
can vary. One longtime whip man of the Hominy Ilonshka remarked that the 
procedure for approaching the candidate and offering him the drum at Hominy 
varies from drum keeper to drum keeper: “I’ve been in on several of ’em and 
no two was done the same way” (Shackleford 2015).14

In all three districts, when the drum is successfully “passed,” a bench is 
brought out to the dance ground and the new drum keeper and his family are 
seated on it with the drum placed on its edge in front of them. The committee 
and the members of the host dance organization then file past them, shaking 
their hands and offering them congratulations and encouraging words. This 
man has become the new drum keeper of his district’s Ilonshka, effective as of 
that moment.
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Paying for the Drum

The following June, a year after the drum is passed, the incoming drum keeper 
acknowledges his position by honoring his predecessor and his newly named 
committee. Commonly referred to as “paying for the drum,” this term for the 
gift exchange associated with the passing of the drum belies the fact that this 
custom is grounded in an exchange economy as opposed to a market economy 
motivated by profit. Similar to other elements of the Ilonshka, the gift giving that 
accompanies the transfer of the drum appears to have become more structured 
in form and timing as the dance continued to evolve in the twentieth century. 
As we will discuss later in this chapter, one of the more striking and significant 
innovations was the incorporation of Osage brides and their distinctive regalia 
into the ceremony.

In modern times this ceremony takes place on Thursday afternoon, prior 
to the first session of the four-day dance. It begins after all three districts have 
been seated in the dance arbor. The new drum keeper arrives at the arbor in a 
processional led by the wadsepian announcing the new drum keeper’s arrival 
to all present. The crier is followed by the drum warmer and an assistant who 
carry the drum. The position of the horse to be given to the former drum keeper 
is variable, sometimes leading the procession and on other occasions following 
the brides. At Hominy and Gray Horse, one horse is given to the former drum 
keeper. At Pawhuska, two horses are sometimes given away according to the 
tradition of the family who is paying for the drum. Next in the procession is 
the new drum keeper and his immediate family, who are followed by his Osage 
“brides” in their wedding clothes, carrying their plumed top hats in front of 
them. Other family members, close friends, and supporters follow them into 
the arbor.

The procession enters the arbor and the drum is placed on its support frame 
in front of the singers. The horses are the first things to be given to the former 
drum keeper. The horses are oftentimes embellished with painted designs, eagle 
feathers tied to their mane and tail, and a blanket draped over their backs. The 
head committeeman acts as an announcer calling out the names of individuals 
who will receive gifts from the drum keeper and his family. The wedding clothes 
are now given away to female members of the outgoing drum keeper’s family 
and women on their district’s committee. These women accompany the brides 
to the edge of the arbor, where they undress the brides, removing their wedding 
outfits and neatly folding and stacking the pieces of clothing. The brides wear 
tank tops and shorts underneath the wedding clothes and, in past years, some 
individual brides have worn as many as two or three layers of blouses, skirts, 
and sashes underneath the wedding coats that were all given away.

Large trunks and cloth bundles of gifts such as shawls, yard goods, and 
blankets are brought into the arbor and distributed to members of the committee 



top Paying for the Drum processional at Hominy, 2005. The new drum keeper, Billy 
Proctor, leads his family and his Osage brides toward the dance arbor to pay for his 
position as drum keeper. Courtesy of Billy Proctor. 

above The wadsepian leads the procession of incoming Pawhuska drum keeper, Berbon 
K. Hamilton, as he proceeds to the dance arbor to pay for the honor of holding the 
drum in 2016. The drum keeper is followed by eight Osage brides who will give away 
their wedding clothes to the individuals he has designated to receive them. This event 
celebrated 132 years of continuous Ilonshka dancing in the Pawhuska District. Courtesy 
of Berbon R. Hamilton. 



top Drum Keeper Berbon K. Hamilton entering the Pawhuska dance arbor in 2016 to 
pay for the drum. He is followed by eight women dressed in the Osage wedding clothes 
that will be given away in payment for his position. Courtesy of Berbon R. Hamilton.

above The horse given away by Billy Proctor in 2005 when he paid for the drum in 
the Hominy District. This horse was given to the former drum keeper Lance Goodfox. 
A golden eagle tail feather is tied in the horse’s mane and a Pendleton blanket is draped 
over its back. A red hand is painted on the horse’s haunches. In warrior days, the hand 
represented a war honor given to a man who had touched an enemy with his hand. In 
the Ilonshka tradition, a hand represents the open hand of friendship and generosity and 
often appears as a design on women’s wearing blankets. Courtesy of Billy Proctor.



Incoming Hominy District drum keeper, Billy Proctor (left), presenting a horse to the 
previous drum keeper, Lance Goodfox (right), in 2005. Horses have always been valued 
by the Osage people and were once the main gift for drum payment. In the present era, 
the gifting of a horse is more symbolic, paying homage to the prior economic importance 
of horses. Courtesy of Billy Proctor.



Undressing the bride at the 2016 Paying for the Drum ceremony in the Pawhuska 
District. The incoming drum keeper, Berbon K. Hamilton, gave away eight bridal outfits 
when he paid for the drum, including this one to his head cook, Addie Hudgins. The 
brides are taken to the edge of the arbor and undressed by members of the family who 
are receiving the bridal clothing. Courtesy of Addie Hudgins.



Members of the Shadlow family gather under the dance arbor with Amos Shadlow Jr. as 
he prepares to pay for the drum in 1979 in the Hominy District. The drum keeper stands 
with his grandmother Harriett Shadlow and other relatives as they begin to give away 
several sets of bridal clothes, Pendleton blankets, and other gifts carried into the arbor 
in large bundles and cedar- lined trunks. Courtesy of Shadlow family.
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and other attendees, guests, and visitors from the other districts. Pendleton 
blankets are given to each member of the host committee and to other selected 
visitors as well. A cash monetary contribution is taken to the singers and placed 
on top of the drum, and they are also presented with Pendleton blankets. Af-
ter all these things have been given away by the drum keeper and his family, 
the new drum keeper is handed a drumstick by the head singer. He takes this 
drumstick and hits the drum once, which signals that he is officially the drum 
keeper for his district and that the year’s Ilonshka has now begun.

Wedding Clothes and the Ilonshka

In the early years of the Ilonshka, the primary currency of ceremonial exchange 
continued to be horses, as indicated by the name Pony Smoke. In the late nine-
teenth century, the Osage tribe remained rich with horses and their gifting 
conveyed prestige for both the giver and recipient, according to the number and 
quality of the horses given away. In the early 1900s, Osage interests in horses 
were largely focused on their sporting value. The fastest ones were highly prized 
and coveted, as evidenced by the story of Paul Akin and his red pony. Sizable 
herds of horses were given away in payment for the drum up into the 1930s. 
Charles Whitehorn (1969) remembered a time when one man gave away thirty 
horses when he paid for the drum. Mogri Lookout stated that his older brother, 
Ed Lookout, gave away forty horses on Thursday afternoon in 1932 when he 
paid for the drum: “So they had forty head of horses that they give away and 
they came in with so many horses that the ground was tore up and they couldn’t 
dance” (H. Lookout 2015).15

As the dance entered the twentieth century, horses began to decline in value 
as a mode of transportation and as work animals on farms and ranches. Au-
tomobiles replaced the horse as a means of transportation and motorized farm 
equipment supplanted the horse’s role as a work animal. It came to a point that 
the horse joined other bygone elements of Osage traditional life that had once 
been a vital part of their culture and economy but had become a symbol of their 
past. Then it became the custom that only one or two horses were given away 
when the new drum keeper paid for the drum and the horse became a symbolic 
part of the Paying for the Drum Ceremony.

Simultaneous to the decline of the horse as a valued commodity among the 
Osages, the traditional marriage ceremony with its payment of horses to the 
bride’s family and the gifting of wedding outfits from the bride’s family to the 
groom’s was in decline. Automobiles were now being used to transport brides-
maids to the weddings and were also given away in place of horses by some 
families (Whitehorn 1969). The last traditional Osage wedding ceremonies took 
place in the 1930s, with the May Vest–John McKinley wedding, which took 
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place in 1936 in the Pawhuska District, possibly being the last one.16 Wedding 
attire with its military-style coat and plume-bedecked top hat, had been an in-
tegral part of tribal life and history in the nineteenth century but had become 
obsolete in terms of its function in modern Osage marriages.

As traditional Osage weddings declined, several elements were informally 
adopted into the Ilonshka. The date that Osage bridal attire first appeared in the 
Paying for the Drum Ceremony is uncertain. Early photographs of the Ilonshka 
taken by local photographers living on the Osage reservation include images of 
dances, roundhouses, and even the gifting of horses, but no bridal attire. Vince 
Dillon, a photographer working out of Fairfax, Oklahoma, was one of the most 
prolific early day Oklahoma photographers. Dillon photographed all aspects 
of life in northeastern Oklahoma, including cowboy and ranching scenes, the 
early oil industry, and the Miller Brothers 101 Ranch and Wild West shows, 
but his primary focus was the Osage people.

Dillon operated a photography studio in the town of Fairfax, Oklahoma, 
in proximity of Gray Horse. He offered portrait photography for Osages and 
non-Osages alike, but he also went out into the field to photograph all aspects 
of Osage life, including traditional Osage weddings, less formal Osage dances, 
the last performance of the old Osage War Dance in 1911, and even scenes of 
Native American Church meetings. He photographed Ilonshka dances at the 
original Gray Horse roundhouse and at the larger roundhouse that replaced it. 
In our exhaustive search of both private and public collections of Dillon’s work, 
we could not locate even a single photograph of women dressed in Osage wed-
ding clothing appearing in conjunction with any of the Ilonshka photographs 
he took during the years from 1910 to 1930.

Dillon published his photographs in the form of real photographic post-
cards that could be mailed with a one-cent postage stamp. His photographs 
of the Anna Collum–John Bates wedding in 1916 is the most complete photo-
graphic record of an Osage wedding ever made by a commercial photographer. 
Dillon was obviously seeking out the most striking aspects of Osage life in the 
early decades of the twentieth century, but the wedding outfit with its distinctive 
military coat and plumed top hat does not appear in any of his photographs of 
the Ilonshka (Southwell and Reese 2002).

The first mention of wedding clothes being used to pay for the drum that 
we could locate comes in an interview with Frances Holding conducted by 
her niece’s husband, Romaine Shackelford, in 1971. In this interview, Hold-
ing speaks of wedding clothes being used as payment for the drum when her 
nephew, Johnny Hopper, accepted the drum in the early 1940s. Recalling this 
event, Holding (1971) remembered: “The only time that I remember wearing 
these wedding clothes was Johnny [Hopper] paid for the drum and Paul [Pitts] 
paid for the drum. And I guess some of them didn’t want to wear them, it was 
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too hot, or they didn’t want to put all of that on, why they’d get some of us like 
me, I was young then and I think I wore wedding clothes when they paid for 
the drum for Paul [Pitts], and you’d think they’d get his sisters or somebody like 
that, but I think I wore them and Violet [Pitts] wore them.”

Marguerite Waller (1971) also remembered the use of wedding clothes as 
payment for the drum being a later addition to the dance:

Well, I will tell you what has changed a great deal is that drum payoff. Back 
long, years ago they didn’t give all that many clothes away. And besides, they 
didn’t give those wedding costumes away, either. When I was a child they 
didn’t give them away. Well, money did that. Back long years ago they used 
to give a horse away. And then they put in their committee and their advi-
sors and they just sat down together and decided when they’d dance again. 
Sometimes they’d just dance, the new drum keeper would probably go ahead 
and dance two or three days or maybe one day just pay for the drum. And 
then set it aside.

Waller’s comments also indicate that the timing of the payment for the drum 
was much more informal even as to the day when the payment was made. The 
sponsorship of additional days of dancing immediately after the transfer of 
the drum is widely reported for an earlier period in the history of the Ilonshka.

The first photograph of Osage wedding clothes being given away as pay-
ment for the drum that the authors have been able to locate, are two photo-
graphs taken of Morris Lookout paying for the drum in 1946 at the Pawhuska 
Ilonshka. Lookout was a returning World War II veteran, who had served in 
combat in the Battle for Okinawa in the South Pacific, and his family wished 
to honor him by taking the drum in his behalf. These photographs show him 
accompanied by the dance crier, his father, Fred M. Lookout Sr., a wrangler 
leading the horses to be given away, and two of his female relatives dressed in 
military coats, carrying the traditional wedding top hats with their multicolor 
plumes. The group is approaching the dance arbor in the Pawhuska Indian 
Village preparing to pay Leo Miles, the former drum keeper, for the drum. 
That there are two horses and two wedding suits being given away together is 
significant. In an interview conducted in 1988, Mary Lookout Standingbear, 
one of Mr. Lookout’s aunts, explained:

Oh yeah, you know the Pawhuska Drum . . . he [the new drum keeper] takes 
two horses to pay for the drum. The first is for the flag and the second horse is 
for the drum. . . . Well, they use that [wedding clothes] to go with the horses. 
I said never give wedding clothes away unless you got a horse to go with it. 
But a lot of them just use the wedding suits now, and they don’t give a horse 
with them and then, but they always used to say, “never give a wedding suit 
away unless you got a horse to go with it.”



top Morris Lookout preparing to pay for the drum in the Pawhuska District, 1946. The 
wadsepian leads the procession followed by Lookout; his father, Fred M. Lookout Sr.; 
and his sisters dressed as Osage brides. Courtesy of Julia Lookout. 

above Morris Lookout paying for the drum in the Pawhuska District, 1946. Lookout is 
flanked by his aunts, (left) Julia Lookout Red Eagle and (right) Fredrika Lookout, each 
wearing traditional Osage wedding clothes. This is the first known photograph of Osage 
wedding clothes being used in payment for the drum. Courtesy of Julia Lookout. 
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This would account for two horses and two wedding suits being given away 
when her nephew, Morris Lookout, paid for the drum. This appears to be a 
recent practice only in the Pawhuska District and may represent the practices 
of an extended family with multiple generations of drum keepers.

The fact that wedding suits began appearing in the Ilonshka after World 
War II is significant. One of the names the Osage use for the Ilonshka is “Man’s 
Dance”; before the war, women who were seated around the arbor behind the 
dancers’ benches would sometimes arise and dance in place, but they would 
never go out onto the dance ground and dance around the drum with the men 
(Matin 1971a). The rules prior to World War II are clearly described by Lottie 
Pratt: “At that time, they didn’t let the women dance, so we weren’t allowed 
to dance. But we could stand in the back and dance in our place, but the only 
time we danced out in the arena was whenever they would sing the individual 
songs, and that was the only time we were allowed to go inside” (Pratt and Pratt 
2002). The issue of importance was the entry of women into the dance arena, 
which was the domain of the male members of the Ilonshka. While women were 
free to express themselves by dancing in place behind the dancer’s benches they 
could only enter the dance ground when the family songs were sung on Sunday 
(Shackleford 2014).

The impact of World War II and the mass exodus of young men from the 
Osage community to service in the military further enhanced the position of 
women in the Ilonshka. Lottie Pratt related her memories of this transition and 
its practical rationale: “And then, during the war, all of the men were gone but 
we still carried on in World War II, and that’s when the women started danc-
ing. And so they never did change it from there, so now we have a lot of women 
out there dancing. It’s a man’s dance to begin with but they’ve kind of taken 
things over” (Pratt and Pratt 2002). The advent of Osage women participating 
more actively in the dance during this period was representative of the larger 
transformation of American society, including the Osage people, by the enor-
mous changes wrought by the Second World War. The war affected the dance 
directly by the absence of the Osage young men who had volunteered and were 
inducted into the US Armed Services. This limited Ilonshka participation to the 
older Osage men during the years from 1942 to 1945. Leo Miles, the Pawhuska 
drum keeper, was fifty-two years old when he passed the drum to Morris Look-
out in 1945 (Tinker 1957, 14).

World War II was also a time when women throughout the United States 
were being called on to fill vacancies in the American workforce left by men 
who had gone off to fight in Europe and the South Pacific (Erenberg and Hirsch 
1996). Osage women were no exception, and many joined the armed services 
or worked in war-related industrial occupations. Ester Cheshewalla, a young 
Osage woman, was one of the first Native American women in the United 



The Modern Ilonshka and Transfer of the Drum | 209

States to join the Marine Corps, serving as an aircraft mechanic (Wilson 1988, 
95). Della Morrell joined the US Army and served as a nurse caring for combat 
casualties of the South Pacific (Morrell 1987). Women were also among the 
two hundred Osages working in the Douglas Aircraft manufacturing plant in 
nearby Tulsa (Schell 2017; Wilson 1985, 172).

In the 1940s, Osage women became more politically active in the affairs 
of their tribe. In 1941, a tribal political party called the American Party was 
formed by Osages, and women were admitted and served as officers and mem-
bers of the advisory board of this group. One of the goals of this party was the 
attainment of Osage women’s right to vote in tribal elections and to hold seats 
on the tribal council, rights that only male Osage allottees had been allowed in 
the past. These rights were granted in 1942 and Osage women began to vote in 
tribal elections and run for tribal office (Wilson 1982, 198–99).17

Following World War II, Osage women were empowered to enter the dance 
arbor arena and dance on all four days of the dance, not just on Sunday, when 
they had previously been allowed to dance on family songs. However, women 

Pawhuska District Ilonshka, ca. 1950. This is the old wooden dance arbor that was 
replaced with a metal one in the 1960s. Women are dancing in a ring on the outside of 
the male dancers, as became customary during World War II. Before the war, women 
danced in the arena only on Sundays when the individual songs were sung. Courtesy of 
Bartlesville Historical Museum. 2009.06.2106.
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were not given seats in the arbor and were required to exit the dance ground at 
the end of each song, so the tail dancers could perform their duty of dancing 
the final encore of the song. Women were also added to the committee singers 
during the World War II era (Pratt and Pratt 2002; Shackleford 2014).

That women were dancing in the Ilonshka during World War II is substan-
tiated by an account by Marguerite Waller (1971), a member of the Hominy 
District, when she danced at the Pawhuska District Ilonshka where Leo Miles 
held the drum for the duration of the Second World War. Though she doesn’t 
describe her dancing specifically, she details gift giving and wearing buckskins, 
which were mainly worn for dancing. Her story not only verifies that women 
were dancing during the war but also describes the proper protocol necessary 
for women to dance in the Ilonshka at that particular period of time:

I was coming from Chicago, or somewhere, and Dad [Walter Matin] was 
going to dance in Pawhuska; Leo Miles had the drum. So, I told Dad I’d 
like to dance, and he said, “Well, go ahead and dance. I’m on the Hominy 
Committee anyway, I ought to have someone dance, Lenora [Matin-Fields, 
her sister] won’t be dancing.” I said, “Well, I just hate to go in and dance, 
well I’ll take him something.” Dad said, “Well, go ahead. What are you 
gonna take, a horse?” [She laughs] “No, I’m not going to take a horse. I’ll 
take him some groceries and a flag.” So, it was a time we had [war] rations, 
stamps, you know? You had to have stamps for meat and everything. So I 
went up to the Pioneer Store and told them I had to have some meat, and I 
didn’t have enough stamps. Well, they let me have all they could because they 
had some [ration stamps]. So I took some meat, I think, so maybe a quarter 
[of a beef], some groceries. And I took a flag. So I unloaded the stuff, and 
I told Leo [Miles], I said, “I’m just passing through,” and I said, “I wanted 
to dance and I wanted to bring you something to help you out.” So his wife 
came out, and she said, Bertha [Mrs. Miles] said, “Marguerite, now who do 
we give all this to?” I said, “You don’t give it to anyone. You just use it on 
your own table, or put it in deep freeze, or anything.” She said “We can have 
it?” I said, “Yes.” She said, “Well everyone that brings us something tells us 
we have to give it to the person they want it given to.” [She laughs.] I said, 
“No, this is just for you.” I said, “You can use it to help feed the people. If 
you want to use it for the rations [food for visitors], you can do that, or take 
it home and put the meat in your deep freeze. She said, “Well, I didn’t know 
that.” So, last day of the dances, why Leo gave me a broadcloth blanket. So, 
I went over and got it and I thought it was real nice and then when I went 
back to my seat, Lenora was sitting there, you know, and we were wearing 
buckskins, we used to always dance in buckskins, her and I. And there were 
a lot of people didn’t know me. And I guess they were wondering, “What 
in the world, someone was giving her something?” So, pretty soon they was 
dancing and Sylvester Tinker come over and gave me a dollar, and I thanked 
him, you know, and Lenora said, “Well, how come you’re gettin’ a dollar?” 
and I said, “Well, because I brought the things up here so that I can take 
part and not feel obligated, you know.” You just don’t walk into the Ilonshka 
grounds, you don’t do it.
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Waller’s comments document some aspects of the decision- making associated 
with the increased levels of female participation in the Ilonshka. They also em-
phasize the importance of this act at the time and the protocols respected and 
created through the process.18

When Osage men returned from the Second World War, the pattern of 
women dancing and singing in the Ilonshka had been established, and it contin-
ues into the present time. Participation by women has increased to the point that 
one of the complaints made about women dancers is that there are so many of 
them, and it takes considerable time for them to exit the arena so the tail danc-
ers can dance the final chorus of the song (Pratt and Pratt 2002; Waller 1971).

The decline of the horse as an item of wealth and prestige, the end of tradi-
tional Osage marriage ceremonies by the middle of the 1930s, and the advances 
of women in Osage society resulted in changes in the Ilonshka. Osage wedding 
clothes joined one or two horses gifted to the former drum keeper in the Pay-
ing for the Drum Ceremony.19 In a manner similar to that of gifting horses, 

Margaret Gray, Dora Lookout, and Maggie Morrell (left to right), ca. 1948–50, wearing 
wedding clothes to be given away in payment for the drum. Dora Lookout was the wife 
of Henry Lookout, who was the head committeeman for the Pawhuska District Ilonshka 
for many years. Maggie Morrell is the only Osage to have had an individual song in all 
three Ilonshka districts. This photo would indicate that the use of wedding clothes as 
payment for the drum was well established by the end of the 1940s. Courtesy of Gina 
Gray and Addie Roanhorse.
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Osage wedding attire lost the social value created in its original context, and 
transitioned to the status of heritage objects. Once seen as reflections of status 
and wealth, these objects now assumed a symbolic role through their use in 
the paying for the drum.

One outcome of the discontinuation of the traditional Osage wedding cere-
mony was that many families found themselves in possession of sets of wedding 
coats, hats, and accessories. At the time of their original transfer these outfits 
were highly valued as symbols of rank and status in Osage society. By giving 
them away as payment for the Ilonshka drum, these wedding suits enjoyed a new 
life and purpose and became highly prized as gifts. Wedding clothes served as 
a reminder of a past tradition that was incorporated into the dance by 1946, if 
not earlier. Lottie Pratt, an elder in the Hominy District and mother of a former 
drum keeper, explained that the reason Osages started giving away wedding 
clothes to pay for the drum was, “They wanted to give away the best they had, 
like in the weddings” (Pratt 1994; Pratt and Pratt 2002). The wedding suits 
became the “the best they had” in terms of their intrinsic value in Osage society.

Over the years the number of wedding suits given away in payment for the 
drum has increased from two to as many as eight. These suits are items of great 
prestige and are assembled at considerable expense and effort on the part of 
the incoming drum keeper and his family. Just as was necessary in the wedding 
ceremony, the military coats must be handmade or purchased and adapted from 
uniform manufacturers. Each coat is embellished with German silver brooches 
and ribbon drops and secured with a wide finger- woven sash. The signature 
“brass” epaulets have to be purchased either as antiques or constructed by hand 
from modern materials. The plumed top hats are also constructed by hand and 
finished with ribbon and German silverwork hatbands. Each bride also wears 
a new set of women’s customary attire that includes cotton blouses, ribbon 
work–decorated broadcloth skirts, a finger- woven sash, necklaces, jewelry, 
and moccasins. These wedding outfits can cost in the thousands of dollars to 
assemble and it takes up a substantial amount of the family’s time to secure 
the necessary materials and then construct the wedding clothes during the year 
that they have to prepare for paying for the drum at the following June Ilonshka 
of their district.

The Ilonshka and the Osage Community

Over the past 130 years the Osage people have successfully adapted the Ilonshka 
to changing circumstances and conditions, bringing the dance to a powerful 
point in its prominence and importance in contemporary Osage life. Here 
we continue our discussion of the human and financial resources required to 
conduct the dance and the ways in which they are met by the drum keeper, 
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his committee, and the larger Osage community. Our focus is identifying the 
values that motivate members of the Osage community to sacrifice and work 
in solidarity to support the annual performance of the Ilonshka.

When the drum is passed at Gray Horse, traditionally the first district to 
hold the Ilonshka in June, the new drum keeper must immediately form his com-
mittee and be ready to dance at the next district’s Ilonshka, which may be held 
the Thursday following the Sunday on which he received the drum. The same 
is true for the new drum keeper of the second district in the dance schedule, 
which is usually Hominy, but can occasionally be Pawhuska, depending on the 
order these two districts have chosen for hosting their dances. This second drum 
keeper will likewise have to form his committee in the few days he has before 
the third district dance starts on the Thursday following the second district’s 
dances. When the drum passes at the third, and last, district dance, this drum 
keeper has almost the entire year to form his committee and prepare for danc-
ing at Gray Horse in June of the following year. This situation and its broader 
ramifications are explained by Renee Harris (2016), whose son Robert became 
the drum keeper for the Gray Horse District in 1996:

When we accepted the drum, that was on a Sunday, we didn’t have a break 
between Gray Horse and Hominy, so we had to be at Hominy the next week. 
So we set our committee on a Monday and we had to pack- up and be at 
Hominy that Thursday. And of course I come from a large family, the Cass- 
Daniels family, so we packed up our camp and just hauled it to Hominy and 
set it up like our camp. And we had some groceries that Ron gave us and I 
went and bought some groceries. The one thing I want to say is during the 
breakfast that we had when we set our committee, Charlie Tillman got up 
and he pledged money right then and brought us a check. And there were 
other committeemen who followed through, who also handed us checks. And 
there were people who brought groceries to us at Hominy. So the committee 
began to help us take care of this drum.

This required the family to host a committee breakfast on the Tuesday after 
they had accepted the drum at Gray Horse on Sunday. At their breakfast, one 
man stood up and wrote out a large check with other members of their new 
committee following suit. Harris had an aunt who had been a cook at Gray 
Horse for many years, and she volunteered to cook for their district at Hominy, 
during the next Ilonshka, and other assistance was made available by the com-
mittee that made it possible for the new Gray Horse drum keeper to be able to 
transition into his role of taking care of his group’s camp while they participated 
as visitors to the Hominy Ilonshka (Harris 2016).

John Henry Mashunkashey, a Pawhuska drum keeper during the 1970s, 
found himself in this same situation when he accepted the drum on Sunday and 
had to be ready to dance at Hominy on Thursday. This occurred in a year that 
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Hominy was the last of the districts to dance. On Monday, John and his mother 
set out individually to personally invite those they had chosen to come to their 
committee breakfast on Tuesday, two days after he had received the drum. Be-
cause Henry Lookout, the Pawhuska District head committeeman, had retired 
from that position at the end of that year’s Pawhuska Ilonshka, they had to pick 
a new individual to serve in that position. John chose Ed Red Eagle Sr., a man 
of lifetime experience in the dance, who agreed to be his head committeeman.

Again, members of his committee pledged their financial and physical 
support to make this transition happen. Checks were written, groceries were 
donated, and those items necessary to conduct the dance were provided to him 
at that breakfast. When he was younger, John had served as a water boy on 
another drum keeper’s committee, and members of this drum keeper’s family 
brought water buckets and dippers for John to give to the young men he had 
designated as his water boys. Another family gave him whips for his new whip 
men, and a taxicab arrived at his camp at the Hominy dance with six sacks of 
groceries in the backseat, though the cab driver did not know the identity of 
the donor (Mashunkashey 1988).

However, this help doesn’t mean that the drum keeper does not have to 
take on a large share of the financial responsibilities for the honor of paying 
for the drum and hosting the dance, and this often entails great sacrifice on his 
and his family’s part. Billy Proctor, the incoming drum keeper for the Hominy 
District in 2009, was fortunate to have family members who were artistically 
talented and who rallied behind him to provide those items that were neces-
sary as payment for the drum. His grandmother was a talented professional 
tailor who supervised the construction of the wedding coats. His uncle, Kugee 
Supernaw, had long operated Supernaw’s Oklahoma Indian Supply in Skiatook, 
Oklahoma, and he was able to secure brass military buttons for the coats, me-
tallic fringe and braid, and the shoulder epaulettes that completed the wedding 
coats. He recounted the process undertaken by his extended family to prepare 
for his nephew to pay for the Hominy District drum in 2009:

My sister [Rise Proctor], she made five coats. And I do know that she gave 
away fourteen yarn belts. Six sets of five brooches. Three for the blouse and 
two for the coats, you know they put brooches on the shoulders [of the coats]. 
And she gave away forty Spanish embroidered shawls. We started on those 
coats over a year ahead of time. She [his mother, Irene Supernaw] made them 
from scratch. There are so many tricks to that that she showed us. All kinds 
of stuff that I didn’t even know that you had to do to build a coat. She was 
a seamstress; she worked at it all her life. She started as a teenager work-
ing at Miss Jacksons in Tulsa and then they transferred her up to Chicago 
and she stayed up there for a long time. Then she had her own dress shops, 
several of them over the years. But she did it all her life and she was really 
good at it. These were her first wedding coats. We went down and got some 
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Simplicity[™] patterns for winter coats and she just altered them. She came 
up with all of the different designs. I don’t remember her using pictures for 
inspiration. They all came from her mind. We made the hats. Billy did that. 
I bought those stovepipe hats on the internet. I made the silver bands and 
some we may have used commercial, stamped brass. Billy did most of the 
feather work. He tied them, one at a time. (Supernaw 2015)

Supernaw’s son and Billy Proctor’s cousin, Son Supernaw, is an accomplished 
metalsmith who provided all of the German silver brooches that are attached 
to the blouses and wedding coats given away as part of paying for the drum. 
Kugee Supernaw located an indigenous source in Guatemala that could provide 
quality examples of the wide finger- woven yarn belts at a more affordable price 
than what were available locally.20

When John Henry Mashunkashey paid for the drum at the Pawhuska 
Ilonshka in 1972, the dance was of a smaller scale than in later years. Never-
theless, the preparation for payment was substantial, as he recalled in an oral 
interview (1988):

Billy Proctor with his mother, Rise Proctor; his wife, Quinn Proctor; and six Osage 
brides prior to his payment for the drum in 2005 at the Hominy District. In the 
foreground is the original Ilonshka drum brought to the Hominy Osage in the mid-
1880s. The wedding coats were designed and constructed by the drum keeper’s 
grandmother, Irene Supernaw, an accomplished professional clothing designer and 
tailor. Courtesy of Billy Proctor.
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I don’t know how it worked. I think we had, if I can remember, fifty- four 
blankets. I don’t think we had to purchase one blanket. Family members 
came, and family members gave us blankets. They gave us wedding coats, 
they even gave us horses, gave us two horses, just gave them to us. And matter 
of fact is there was a . . . I can’t remember who it was. I believe it was Ervin 
Deroin, one of his daughters brought us buckets and dippers ’cause I was a 
water boy for him and that’s how it all happened. These things were given to 
us, and we accepted; there were a few things we may have had to purchase, 
but we didn’t have to purchase anything if we didn’t already have it, as wed-
ding coats, my mother had these wedding coats people had given them to 
her over the years for being at various different weddings, or cooking, or 
whatever, we had the means and material available. And there were beefs 
that had been given to that [previous] committee that they just automatically 
gave them to us as far as groceries and food.

The Mashunkashey family has a history of drum keepers in the Pawhuska 
Ilonshka District starting with Ben Mashunkashey, the first drum keeper for 
that district in 1884.

Another Pawhuska District family that can trace their family members 
back to the beginning of their Ilonshka is the Lookout family, starting with 
Fred Lookout, who was a member of Ben Mashunkashey’s original commit-
tee in 1884. Other Lookouts who have served as drum keepers at Pawhuska 
include Charles Lookout in 1925, Ed Lookout in 1933, Morris Lookout in 
1946, and Fred’s great- grandson Sammy Lookout in 1984, when the Pawhuska 
District celebrated its one hundredth anniversary of Ilonshka dancing. Sammy’s 
great- aunt Mary Lookout Standingbear was one of the elder advisors for the 
Pawhuska Osages when her nephew Mogri Lookout accepted the drum for his 
son Sammy. The Lookout family had accumulated many items related to the 
wedding outfits both from their participation in wedding ceremonies and their 
participation in the Ilonshka, as well. When her grandnephew paid for the drum 
in 1981, Lookout Standingbear furnished one of the sets of wedding clothes 
that were given away as payment for the drum.

In the Gray Horse District, Harris accepted the drum for her son, Robert, 
in 1996. Her family had no history of keeping the drum or familiarity with the 
preparations required for its payment. As a result, she had to rely heavily on 
her extended family for support and labor to provide the articles necessary to 
pay for the drum at the following Gray Horse Ilonshka. She began by purchas-
ing Simplicity patterns and a cut- down military coat that she obtained from 
Supernaw’s Oklahoma Indian Supply.21 As Harris (2016) explained:

I have a large family. Just because you have a large family doesn’t mean you 
have a lot of money. And I really judge my wealth on my family. And I had 
two aunts who were of Choctaw descent who could sew. And what we did 
was my mother took money from her retirement and gave that to me. So we 
began to shop. Now I did have a family come to me and pledge a coat. And 
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that was Edward Shaw. They pledged a coat to me. So we found a pattern 
at Walmart, a military coat, and my aunt Gladys Cass could make a coat 
in two yards (of cloth). And so we have a summerhouse at our place here in 
Pawhuska and that became our sewing room. So we would buy materials for 
shawls, we would hem them, I would have them embroidered or we would 
put ribbon work on them and then I sent those to my husband’s people in 
Oklahoma City and they fringed all of that.

So, in our summerhouse, every weekend, sometimes every night, we 
sewed. . . . My cousins came in, they’d sew. We would call out to eat dinner. 
. . . My uncle Leroy Cass, one of my mother’s brothers, his wife they bought 
two military coats, they were replicas, and they decorated those with the 
things on there. We made our skirts, we made our blouses, of course we 
bought the pins [German silver brooches], we strung the beads [for chokers]. 
The moccasins, we made those. It was fun because we would have little style 
shows, we would put things on. . . . It took us the whole year, the whole year, 
during the winter we kept the fire going. To prepare for all that. We bought 
blankets, boxes of Pendletons. . . . In addition to paying for the drum, prepar-
ing for that, you had to buy groceries. We had two whips that were given to 
us by Browning Pipestem [Gray Horse dance chairman]. Those were beaded, 
and Morris Lookout brought me a top hat. Judy Lookout made some silver 
epaulets for us that matched a white coat that we made. . . . Our hats, my 
husband and Joe Cheshewalla tied all those feathers on those sticks and we 
put those hats together. All of that. . . . Everybody came together.

Harris concluded her comments with two consistent points expressed by former 
drum keepers and their families: that the experience of having the drum was 
both overwhelming and immensely gratifying (Bighorse 2016b; Harris 2016; 
Pratt and Pratt 2002; Proctor, Proctor and Proctor 2016.22

Harris (2016) also shared insight into her own experience: “And I had a 
woman come to me, Beth Shaw, and she looked at me and she said ‘You don’t 
know what you have done.’ And it took me a long time to realize what that 
meant, after going through a lot of other drum keepers. It’s like we didn’t know 
what we were doing but we came in and we got set up and got everything orga-
nized and settled in and it just worked. I didn’t realize what Beth was saying to 
me. It was smooth. It worked really well for us.” Shaw would know something 
about this, as her son and grandson were both drum keepers in the Gray Horse 
District. Billy Proctor, his wife, and his mother (Proctor, Proctor, and Proctor 
2016) expressed similar sentiment in their comments that their time as drum 
keeper “was a blessing. It was wonderful. When we got the drum we made 
amends and worked together. It all came around at the end. It was blessing.”

Food and the Ilonshka

As Preston Morrell explained at the beginning of this book, food assumes a 
sacred status in Osage society. A gift from Wakonda, food is highly respected 
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and its sharing in both cooked and uncooked forms has been an important 
social construct throughout the history of the Osage people. Our discussion 
of Osage weddings in chapter 1 highlighted the role of food throughout the 
process of conducting a Mízhin wedding. This included the gifting of prepared 
food to the bride’s family over four days and the use of dinners to conduct fam-
ily deliberations and encourage material support for the endeavor. The actual 
wedding itself consisted of the humble act of the bride and groom simply eating 
a meal together to formalize their union.

Formal dinners are also an important convention in the modern social 
life of the Osage community. In today’s Osage society, dinners are associated 
with child naming, peyote meetings, funerals, memorials, weddings, gradua-
tions, and other life events. Dinners continue to be used as opportunities to 
seek advice, solicit assistance, and conduct business in the Osage community. 
These dinners provide the means through which extended kinship networks 
are activated to support a range of family endeavors and community events.

The modern form of the Ilonshka comprises seven separate dance sessions: 
afternoon and evening sessions on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday and a single 
afternoon session on Sunday that often continues well into the early evening. 
One of the core responsibilities of drum keepers is to provide three meals a 
day—lunch, dinner, and a late supper—for the members of his district and in-
vited guests and visitors. The host committee also provides the visiting districts 
with high- quality rations on Friday morning of the dance, mainly a variety 
of meats and groceries. Drum keepers augment these supplies and depend on 
the committee cooks from their home district to produce and serve the meals 
consumed while the dancers from their district are “camping” as visitors dur-
ing the dances of the other two districts. Families also maintain camps in their 
home districts in proximity to the dance arbors. This is where members dress 
to participate in the dances and where individual camps prepare food and host 
meals for the extended family members and invited guests. Patterns of visiting 
and hosting often represent friendships that span multiple generations. Shop-
ping, preparing, cooking, and serving meals comprise the majority of the time 
and effort expended to sponsor camps of various scales during the dances.

On Saturday at noon the drum keeper and his committee sponsor a large 
community feast at which they host the Ilonshka Society members from the 
other two Osage districts. These committee dinners are exciting and joyous 
events. Today, it is common to seat and feed several hundred people at these 
dinners with the committee cooks and a legion of community members coming 
together to sponsor and host this event.

A massive feast then ensues in which an amazing variety of dishes are served 
in never- ending quantities. A large number of younger women monitor the 
tables and are quick to refill any bowl or platter that is emptied. Dishes prepared 
for these dinners include beef meat gravy, corn soup, hominy and meat, steam 
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fried pork, chicken and dumplings, turkey and cornbread dressing, potatoes 
and green beans, yonkapins (Nelumbo lutea) and beef, fry bread, salads, Jell-
 O, cakes, pies, tea, coffee, and fruit drinks.23 A commemorative card is often 
included in the memorabilia that has become a common feature at each place 
setting. The cards are professionally designed and feature artwork or, more 
commonly, a color photograph of the current drum keeper. The reverse side is 
used to present a list of the individual or “family” songs from the host district.

The parallels between this event and the feasting activities described in 
Mízhin weddings demonstrate a strong continuity of practice. These meals 

Cooking at the Pawhuska 
Ilonshka. Most of the cooking 
is done outdoors with wood 
fires. The sizes of these pots 
indicate the large amount 
of food necessary to feed 
the increased number of 
Osage participants in the 
modern dance. Courtesy of 
Osage News, Benny Polacca 
photographer. 

Cooking Osage barbecued 
beef over an open fire. This 
way to prepare meat is a 
particular favorite among the 
Osage people. The meat is 
sliced thin and then cooked 
over direct heat from a 
hardwood fire. Men from 
the host district often assist 
the committee cooks with 
this endeavor. Barbecue beef 
is almost always included 
as part of the menu of the 
committee dinner. Courtesy 
of Osage News, Benny 
Polacca photographer.
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function at a level beyond individual belief and family custom and conform to 
a set of culturally constructed definitions and shared expectations. It is clear 
that the multifaceted task of coordinating and managing the financial, logisti-
cal, and material aspects of the modern Ilonshka are daunting and impossible 
to fully comprehend until they are experienced. The role of extended families, 
the Ilonshka Committee and other community members in supporting and fa-
cilitating the Ilonshka is of paramount importance as the office of drum keeper 
circulates in the community.

Cooks and helpers setting 
the tables for the committee 
dinner in Wakon Iron Hall, 
in the Pawhuska District, 
2012. Five hundred or more 
members of the three Osage 
dance organizations, their 
spouses and children, and 
other invited guests are hosted 
at this dinner. Courtesy of 
Osage News, Benny Polacca 
photographer.

Place setting at the Pawhuska 
District Committee Dinner, 
2012. The items on the plate 
are meant to be taken home 
by the guest and eaten later, 
and a bag placed under the 
plate is provided for this 
purpose. A commemorative 
card displays a photograph of 
the current drum keeper and 
a list of the individual, family 
songs listed in the order they 
are sung during the Sunday 
session of the Ilonshka. 
Courtesy of Osage News, 
Benny Polacca photographer.
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The Continued Growth and Expansion of the Ilonshka

Throughout the more than one- hundred- year history of the Ilonshka there have 
been occasions when circumstances arose that necessitated alterations in how 
the dance and its ceremonies were organized and performed. We have noted 
that the introduction and initial popularity of the Peyote Religion caused such 
a serious decline in Osage participation in the dance that it almost disappeared 
and after deliberation and negotiations between these two groups, a compro-
mise and consensus was reached that allowed the Peyotists to return and par-
ticipate in the Ilonshka once again. When the Osage income from oil revenue 
increased in the 1920s, the dance enjoyed a renaissance reflected in a larger 
participation, the expansion of generosity and gift giving, and the production of 
even finer dance apparel, including women’s wearing blankets, more elaborate 
finger weaving, and traditional jewelry items.24 Likewise, during World War II, 
when large numbers of young Osage men were away from their communities, 
women began assuming a more active role in the Ilonshka by dancing alongside 
the men dancers.

After the Second World War, participation in the dance was small and 
mainly limited to Osage individuals who lived in Osage County and the sur-
rounding areas. In the 1970s, participation increased as the US civil rights 
movement expanded to include Native American communities and their mem-
bers and Native veterans returned from service in the Vietnam War. Native 
American identity and nationhood made substantial gains during this period, 
and a general recognition of Indian values by the larger non- Indian American 
population gained momentum. Osage people who had moved away from their 
communities or had not previously participated in the Ilonshka began taking 
part in the dance as an expression of their identity as Native Americans in 
general and as Osage citizens in particular. These developments created a new 
challenge that had to be faced by the three Osage districts: how to accommodate 
the increased size of the dances and provide the financial and logistic resources 
necessary to put on the dance on a much larger scale.

When Morris Lookout returned from World War II service in 1946, there 
might have been fifty dancers, at most, dancing on Saturday night, the peak 
session of the Ilonshka. At the present time in 2017 there are more than three 
hundred dancers dancing under the arbor on Saturday night at all three districts 
(Bighorse 1988). Likewise, the Saturday committee dinners hosted by each 
district were at one time limited to only the immediate committee members of 
that district and did not even include their wives. This would have comprised a 
relatively small group, numbering less than twenty men (Pratt and Pratt 2002; 
Shackleford 2014). In 2017, the attendees of the Saturday committee dinner may 
number as many as five hundred or more individuals. The committees in all 
three districts have greatly expanded in the last thirty years and their spouses 
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and children also attend the dinners, as well as the committee members from 
the other two districts and their families, the singers, and other invited guests. 
As a result, this Saturday dinner has become a substantial undertaking in terms 
of both effort and expense over the four days of dancing in each district.

In the 1950s and ’60s, when the dances remained modest in size and the per 
capita distribution of income from the Osage tribal mineral estate was strong, 
an individual drum keeper and his family could bear the majority of the finan-
cial requirements for hosting the dance. This is no longer the case. Declining 
oil prices and the division of shares of the mineral estate, or headrights, among 
heirs has resulted in many drum keepers having little if any headright income. 
As a result, drum keepers often need to rely on financial help from members of 
their committees and the community as a whole.

At Pawhuska in the mid-1980s, when Vann Bighorse was the Pawhuska 
drum keeper, he began expanding the number of committeemen as a way to 
meet the financial challenge of hosting the dance: “I’m probably one of the first 
ones that started making the committee bigger. It was kind of myself, prob-
ably, because I wanted to make sure I had someone from every family that was 
involved in them [family] songs. At least have someone, one or two people on 
that list. Well, before you know it . . . we have quite a few on there” (Bighorse 
2016b). Ed Red Eagle, head committeeman for Bighorse, advised him to pick 
one, and sometimes two, members from families that participated and were 
involved in their district’s Ilonshka: “So they go around and try to get every 
family that has been involved, or a participant. Sometimes two out of one fam-
ily” (Red Eagle Sr. 1988).

This expansion of the size of the Ilonshka committee accomplished a two-
fold purpose: it increased opportunities for individuals in the community to 
become involved in the dance and it provided additional financial support for 
dance sponsorship. Ed Red Eagle Sr. (1988) elaborated on the expansion of the 
committee after World War II:

Down through the years we’ve always had those committees as they are now 
and there were very few [members] back before World War II. A lot of elders 
talk about that but it’s the change, I always say, it’s the change because we 
had our children and my children and grandchildren and great- grandchildren 
and they all come and want to get involved because we’re centered around 
it [the drum], and we talk about it. Whether living here locally or in urban 
areas, but they come back and take part and want to be part of it. And that’s 
always appreciated. Back prior to World War II, as I mentioned, they were 
all in this area, each area, each community, they were there. And when they 
got ready for a dance it was all right there.

The expansion of the size of Ilonshka committees between World War II and 
2016 in the Pawhuska District is readily acknowledged. In 1942, Drum Keeper 
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Leo Miles had nine members on his committee. In 1970, Drum Keeper Louis 
Cunningham had fourteen committeemen supporting him, and the number 
had increased to twenty- seven committeemen in 1984 when Sammy Lookout 
held the drum at Pawhuska. Vann Bighorse, who succeeded Sammy Lookout 
as drum keeper, increased his committee to forty- one members, and Berbon K. 
Hamilton, drum keeper in 2016, had one hundred members on his committee 
when he paid for the drum that year (Bighorse 2016b).

Likewise, increased involvement and participation in the Ilonshka has re-
quired that new and larger dance arbors be erected to accommodate the in-
crease in the number of dancers. Hominy replaced its old wooden dance arbor 
with a larger metal one in 1990. The Gray Horse District erected a new, larger 
dance arbor constructed of steel and stone in the configuration of its old 
roundhouse in 2013. Pawhuska, which previously had the largest of the metal 
arbors, built a much larger dance arbor of steel and stone that was finished in 
time for its 2016 June dances. In 2017, the Hominy District broke ground on 

Gray Horse dance arbor, 2014. This arbor was constructed in 2013 and is built of 
steel and native stone in the configuration of the old dance house, which stood in the 
Gray Horse Village until the 1960s, when it was destroyed by wildfire. Courtesy of Jim 
Cooley.



Flag raising at the new Pawhuska Ilonshka dance arbor built in 2016, which is 
presently the largest of all three districts’ dance arbors. The 1984 historical marker 
commemorating the one hundredth anniversary of Ilonshka dancing in the Pawhuska 
District can be seen at the right in the photograph. Courtesy of Daniel C. Swan.
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a new “Village Square” that will include an enlarged dance arbor and a new 
community building adjacent to it with the completion date scheduled in time 
for the 2018 Hominy Ilonshka dances.

Ed Red Eagle Sr. (1988) explained how the Osage people are willing to 
make the sacrifices necessary to continue the dance and meet the challenges 
that come with the sponsorship of the dance on a much larger scale than in 
earlier times:

It never was stressed to the point of bringing gifts or support until there was a 
shortage in the treasury, and then they began to contribute and some of them 
contributed pretty heavy. But if they’re ever called on, they always respond 
real good. I’ve seen them. And there have been times we’ve had to call on 
them, and they have done that. But in between, or in the beginning, or just 
prior to the dances, they come through, some of them, and bring their gifts, 
or bring their contribution, or whatever, to them.

That’s the portion of it that, community wise, with input, coopera-
tion . . . it entices and encourages the families to “put my son in there, my 
daughter in, my grandchildren in there.” And here they come. And they’re 
very much appreciative to that, they appreciate that very much. So they go 
around and try to get every family that has been involved, or a participant. 
And you can see that when the dances come off, you can see these people 
gather. And now, today, they’re putting their grandchildren in there. Some 
of them [are] putting great- grandchildren in there, that we, my generation, I 
say, has got to that age now. And we see these elders, especially the women, 
that are bringing their great- grandchildren in now. And they’re just young-
sters. Well, that’s the ones that some people say “that’s our future, that’s the 
future.” And that’s how that they get them involved.

Members of the committee and the larger community are willing to undertake 
great effort and sacrifice to continue the Ilonshka. They have a larger interest in 
seeing the dance continue in a strong manner, given its importance as a major 
factor in the construction of a traditional Osage identity for themselves, for 
their children, and for future generations. Although there are many prominent 
Osage cultural institutions and multiple factors involved in identity construc-
tion, the Ilonshka has assumed a central position in the identity of Osage com-
munities and their members.

Ed Red Eagle Sr. (1988) spoke about this unique power of the dance to 
reconstitute the Osage community each year: “There’s no other occasion for 
all our Osage people, in our tribe, to gather our people like this drum does. 
We have other functions, we have the Native American [Church] we have the 
enjoyable hand games, the powwows, but it doesn’t gather all our people as 
[does] that drum.” In this same series of interviews, Red Eagle’s son, Eddie 
Red Eagle Jr., then a whip man for the Pawhuska District, described one of his 
duties, which was to greet Osage dancers coming into the dance arbor and con-
duct them to their proper seat on their district’s benches. Red Eagle Jr. (1988) 



226 | Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community

emphasized that it is very important to treat these men with great respect and 
dignity: “You get back to the individual, now he’s dressed. He’s put his clothes 
on he’s made a sense of transformation back to Osage, back to tradition, back 
to his beginnings. He feels that, he feels his ancestry, he feels his tradition, he 
feels the prairies, he feels that, he feels his clanship, he feels Indian. Well, he’s 
not the only one that’s like that. That ground becomes holy.”

Notes

 1. See Joane Nagel, “American Indian Ethnic Renewal: Politics and the Re-
surgence of Identity” (1995), for a comprehensive overview and introduction to a 
broader literature.
 2. Round dancing and “two step” are social dances where men and women par-
ticipate together. In the round dance, dancers form a circle, holding hands, using a 
side step to advance the circle. In the two step, dancers also move in a circle but by 
individual pairs of men and women holding hands in a style reminiscent of Anglo- 
American square dancing. Specialty dances are dances that are intended more as en-
tertainment than as social dancing. The hoop dance is a dance of skill where an in-
dividual dancer dances with a number of hoops that they pass over their body while 
continuing to dance in rhythm with the drum. The eagle dance is an adaptation of 
a Pueblo dance where the dancer wears regalia to resemble an eagle and imitates 
the graceful soaring of the eagle in his dancing. These dances are very popular with 
non- Indian audiences, but Indian people also enjoy them. The Wild West shows 
of frontier entrepreneurs such as Buffalo Bill, Pawnee Bill, and the Miller brothers 
also heavily influenced the development of the powwow. These shows presented 
dramatic reenactments of old west events and featured Indian dancing as part of the 
entertainment for a non- Indian audience. As a result, Indians were encouraged to 
perform their dances in a way that fit the conceptions and expectations of this audi-
ence, which expected Indians to be wild and uninhibited, very much the opposite of 
the graceful and dignified dancing that typified the traditional form of the dance. 
For an in- depth look at the history and development of the modern powwow, the 
reader is directed to Clyde Ellis, A Dancing People (2003) and Clyde Ellis, Eric Las-
siter, and Gary Dunham, Powwow (2005).
 3. For many years, the crier has been a member of the Ponca tribe that speaks 
a cognate language of Osage. He serves all three Osage districts in this capacity. In 
earlier years, Osages themselves were dance criers and on one occasion, an Osage 
woman served as a crier at the Ilonshka (Matin 1971a).
 4. The members of the Ilonshka committee and the larger community support 
a range of fundraising activities to assist in the sponsorship of the annual dance 
in their district. Efforts include refreshment stands at the Ilonshka dances, raffles 
throughout the year, and benefit hand games. Hand game is a traditional social 
activity of great importance in the Osage community, used to celebrate holidays, 
anniversaries, birthdays, and graduations and as fundraising events for a variety of 
causes. The hand game provides a fun activity that draws people together with the 
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actual fundraising accomplished through cakewalks, raffles, pledges of groceries 
and meat, and monetary gifts. Hand game is a broad term that encompasses a range 
of guessing games all based on the ability to hide a bone or bead in one hand with 
a member of the opposing team guessing the hand that holds the object. Musical 
accompaniment is an important component of the game. On the Southern Plains, a 
common drum and group of singers provide the music for both teams while in other 
communities the guessing team often sings in turn. See Cullin (1907, 267–327) and 
Young and Gooding (2001, 1024–25) for history and details.
 5. The whip men seat the dancers from the other visiting Osage districts while 
the host dancers can seat themselves. Occasionally, dancers from the host district 
may wish to be formally seated and they ask one of the whip men to conduct them 
to their appointed seat on their district bench (Eddie Red Eagle Jr. 1988).
 6. Family benches are large benches that are reserved for families from the host 
dance district and are located immediately behind the dancer benches and placed 
along the sides of the dance arbor. They are often church pews with family names 
written on the back of them. These belong to families that have a history of partici-
pation in the dance, and only members of these families and their invited guests are 
allowed to sit on these benches.
 7. In some instances, an additional position, drum carrier, is added to the com-
mittee. Two individuals are sometimes appointed to this position, separate from the 
office of drum warmer.
 8. Osage elders who had knowledge of the earlier days of the dance say that 
the tying on of the roach by the head committeeman is a more recent custom. The 
older tradition was for the inductee to arrive in the arbor with his roach tied in place 
and holding an eagle feather in his hand that the head committeeman placed in the 
socket of the feather holder commonly known as a “roach spreader” (Pratt and Pratt 
2002).
 9. In the original Grass Dance, these songs were known as “punishment songs,” 
and they continued until someone made a gift as payment to stop the song (Flannery 
1947, 54–55).
 10. One Osage woman, Lillie Morrell Burkhart, had three individual songs com-
posed and paid to have them put on the drum of all three Ilonshka districts.
 11. The women singer’s song is the last song sung. On this song, the women sing-
ers, who are seated behind the men at the drum, arise from their seats and sing the 
final round of the song by themselves without drum accompaniment.
 12. At one Ilonshka in the last quarter of the twentieth century, a visiting tail 
dancer raised his baton three different times to restart a song. Each time, his grand-
mother gave him money to pay the host drum keeper for this breech of dance eti-
quette. On the third occurrence his grandmother told him, “If you do it again I’m 
going to burn your [dance] clothes” (Lookout Standingbear 1988).
 13. In the Hominy and Pawhuska Ilonshka Districts, the officer is called head 
committeeman, but in the Gray Horse District this man is referred to as dance 
chairman. Though different names are used, the function and responsibilities of the 
office are the same.



228 | Wedding Clothes and the Osage Community

 14. At the 1984 Hominy Ilonshka, the drum was passed by the Amos Shadlow 
family to the Dudley Whitehorn family, who received it for their son, Anthony. At 
the end of the Sunday dance session, the head committeeman Harry Red Eagle Jr. 
called his two whip men, Romaine Shackleford and Ruben Deroin, along with the 
dance crier, Isaac Williams, and conferred with them. He then sent the three men 
out to approach the Whitehorn family, who were seated in lawn chairs on the side of 
the arbor, and confer with them. After some consultation, the Whitehorn’s accepted 
the drum for their son, and they were brought into the arbor where a bench was 
provided for them to sit on. As they walked into the arbor, Isaac Williams cried out 
Anthony’s Osage name and that his family had accepted the drum. The drum was 
taken off its supports and brought and placed on its edge in front of the Whitehorn 
family. It was announced that the ceremonial drumsticks and flag would be given 
to them after the dance. The members of the Hominy District then lined up, shook 
their hands, and congratulated them on the honor of accepting the drum.
 15. Mogri Lookout and Herman Lookout are the same person. He goes by 
Mogri but his legal name is Herman Mograin Lookout. The authors used Herman 
Lookout (H. Lookout) in citations to distinguish him from Morris Lookout (M. 
Lookout).
 16. Our identification of the “last” Mizhin weddings is dependent on our subjec-
tive definition of what constitutes a “full” or “complete” Mizhin wedding. In this 
endeavor we are mindful of the temptations of “anthropological desire” (Simpson 
2014) and have worked to temper our disciplinary expectations. It is important to 
note that dates for this event are specific to the three Osage districts given their dis-
tinct identities and histories. It is clear that a range of abbreviated and modified in-
terpretations of traditional Osage weddings have occurred throughout the twentieth 
and twenty- first centuries. Our consideration of the available data supports a gen-
eral conclusion that conventional Mizhin marriages, based on a nineteenth century 
model, ceased in 1935–36.
 17. Prior to the constitutional reform of 2006 (Dennison 2012) voting and mem-
bership in the Osage Nation was tied to the provisions of the Osage Allotment Act 
of 1906. Each original allottee received a division of the communal lands of the for-
mer reservation, a share in the tribal mineral estate and a vote in tribal elections and 
other affairs. Partible inheritance divided these financial interests and voting rights 
into fractionated shares with the total vote count set at 2,229, the number of origi-
nal Osage allottees. Female allottees and their female heirs were prohibited from 
voting until 1942. See Bailey (1970, 164–67) and Wilson (1985, 93, 174–80).
 18. During World War II, many items such as meat, automobile tires, and even 
women’s nylon hose were rationed among the US civilian population in order to sup-
ply these materials to the war effort. Stamps were issued to civilians that were re-
quired to accompany monetary payment for these restricted items, in order for them 
to be allowed to purchase them. When the Osage people speak of rations in the 
Ilonshka, they are referring to groceries distributed by the host district to the other 
two visiting districts and the dancers from other tribes. Buckskins refers to dresses 
made from tanned deer skins adorned with beadwork. Osages traditionally wear 
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clothing made from wool broadcloth and commercially available fabrics. Buckskin 
clothing is traditionally worn by Kiowa, Cheyenne, Comanche, and other women 
who belong to Plains tribes. However, Osage women have occasionally worn this 
type of clothing at powwows and, as in this case, at the Ilonshka, itself.
 19. As noted earlier, Mary Lookout Standingbear stated that two horses should 
be given away when paying for the drum in the Pawhuska District. When members 
of the Lookout family have paid for the drum, that has been the tradition. John 
Henry Mashunkashey gave away two horses in his payment for the drum. Other 
drum keepers at Pawhuska have given one horse. Variations in drum payment occur 
in all three districts, and they are often based on elder family members’ recollections 
about how their family paid for the drum in the past.
 20. The Osage people are well known for their appreciation for fine things and 
are less concerned with origins than with quality. An Osage yarn belt was made 
available to a Guatemalan entrepreneur who was able to have local weavers repro-
duce them at a lower price in a quality acceptable to Osage standards. Today, some 
articles of clothing are made for the Osages by non- Indian “hobbyists” who produce 
work of Osage design at a level of quality that is sometimes difficult to obtain lo-
cally.
 21. Simplicity™ established its brand by supplying tissue paper sewing patterns 
for fashionable dress items to the American public during the Great Depression. 
Several drum keepers identified Simplicity™ coat patterns in their discussion of the 
production of Osage wedding coats.
 22. Women’s shawls are a common item given away by not only the Osages but 
other tribes as well. Any woman dressed in non- Indian street clothes is expected to 
be wearing a shawl when she enters the dance arena. These shawls are ornamented 
with long chainette fringe that is intricately tied and meant to sway when the 
woman dances or walks. Shawls are decorated with embroidery, felt appliqué, rib-
bon work and other techniques. The term Pendletons refers to blankets made at the 
Pendleton Woolen Mills of Pendleton, Oregon. At the present time, the drum keeper 
gives a Pendleton blanket to each of his committeemen, dance officers, committee 
singers, cooks, drum officers from the other districts, and other members of the 
Osage community. In 2017, the retail price for the most commonly given Pendleton 
blanket, the Serape, is $189.
 23. See Swan (2010), for a discussion of yonkapins (Nelumbo lutea) as a sacred 
food of the Osage people.
 24. In interviews, older Osages often remark that gift giving became more 
elaborate when the oil money increased and that ceremonies of the dance, such as 
induction into the dance, became more elaborate and the giving of gifts more osten-
tatious. “It’s when they got the money” is often used to explain this elaboration (See 
Holding 1971; Waller 1971; Shackleford 2015). The largest yearly per head right 
income was $13,400 in 1926, an amount equivalent to $107,000 in 2017 (Bailey and 
Swan 2004, 142).



230

In the previous chapters, we provide a detailed examination 
of the customs and practices associated with Mízhin weddings and the 

Ilonshka among the Osage people, focusing our discussion on the way in which 
these institutions have assumed a central role in the perpetuation of Osage 
society over the past two centuries. On the surface these important domains in 
Osage social life share a range of material elements. At a deeper level of inter-
pretation, these ceremonies embody a consistent set of Osage social values and 
attitudes retained amid economic and political upheavals and change. Mízhin 
weddings and the Ilonshka represent related episodes in the longer continuum 
of Osage history.

Garrick Bailey came to this realization when he was conducting research 
for his book The Osage and the Invisible World: From the Works of Francis 
La Flesche (1995), a presentation and analysis of La Flesche’s large body of 
ethnological work on the Osage tribal religion. As part of his research in the 
late 1980s, Bailey spoke with tribal members concerning the Ilonshka, a subject 
La Flesche virtually ignored in his research and writings due to its modernity 
at the time of his fieldwork. Bailey (1995, 6) came to recognize that the same 
concepts and thought processes that La Flesche recorded for the priests of the 
Osage religious order in the late nineteenth century were still present in the 
thinking of modern-day Osages:

For the first time I began to see the nature of the continuity that linked the 
contemporary Osages with their ancestors. Continuity in Osage culture 
was not to be found in formal institutions but rather in ideas, concepts, and 
beliefs. In my conversations with Osage friends over the weeks and months 
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that followed, I heard La Flesche’s ancient priests speak to me time and time 
again through the mouths of their descendants. The basic social norms and 
values, as well as the general concepts of the world expressed in the teaching 
of the old priests, were alive and well in the collective minds of members of 
the contemporary Osage community.

Our examination of Mízhin weddings and the Ilonshka identifies the values 
of order, deliberate action, and sacrifice for a greater good as consistent factors 
that have governed Osage society over the past two hundred years. These al-
truistic values are mediated and modulated by patterns of status, prestige, and 
power. Mízhin weddings and the Ilonshka provide two opportunities to exam-
ine the ways in which these community values gained expression during times 
of changing political, material, and social forces. The richness of the historic 
and ethnographic records for these two important social domains provides a 
significant opportunity to examine the process of adaptation and change that 
is critical in the perpetuation of core Osage societal values.

This book is largely a synthesis of the extensive oral testimony recorded 
over the past fifty years in extensive interviews with members of the Osage 
community, many conducted by other Osage citizens. To the extent of our abil-
ity, we have intentionally sought to emphasize an Osage community voice and 
perspective, and we intend to complete this work in the same manner. To this 
end, we will continue our reliance on Osage sources as we frame the conclusions 
and insights we have gained through our research.

The Concept of Order

One of the consistent themes in both historic and contemporary social discourse 
in the Osage community revolves around the concept of “order” in space, time, 
and behavior. The importance placed on order by the Osage people originates 
from their earliest traditional memories, before they were organized as a tribe. 
“In the early part of the life of the Osages, according to tradition, the people 
kept together for protection and moved about without tribal or gentile orga-
nizations, a condition they termed ‘ga-ni-tha,’ which may be freely translated 
as, ‘without law or order’” (La Flesche 1928, 29). The tribal elders—known as 
the Nonhonzhinga, or “Little Old Men”—came to recognize through observa-
tion and reason that there was an order in the movement of “cosmic bodies as 
they move through the heavens in orderly precision” (La Flesche 1930, 577). 
Through intense study and observation these priests concluded that all move-
ments across the sky and on the earth were guided by a silent, invisible creative 
power that pervaded the earth, “giving to them life, and keeping them in motion 
and perfect order” (La Flesche 1928, 43).

The Osages named this invisible, creative power Wakon’da, the source of life 
itself. The order found in nature provided a model for the logical development 
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of a more sophisticated form of tribal organization and governance among the 
Osage people. The institution of an intricate clan system, comprising ranked 
lineages and subclans, provided a scheme for the ceremonial division of la-
bor and a theological foundation for political leadership. This social order is 
expressed through many devices, including a sophisticated system of kinship 
classification called wahón in the Osage language (Quintero 2009, 230). The 
terms of address and reference used in this system convey the form and level of 
respectful behavior that should be extended to the designated individuals. This 
system of expressing respect between relatives, wahón, is a foundational element 
in defining the behavioral expectations of a proper member of Osage society.

We have seen how the Mízhin wedding ceremony provides a more extensive 
manifestation of this order in the social life of the Osage people. Preston Mor-
rell termed this marriage “the most wonderful order” given by Wakonda, the 
gift of having children produced through a process that involved the thorough 
consideration of genealogy, family character, and social standing. The clear 
objective was to arrange a marriage for one’s child that would produce children 
who would live long and prosperous lives. Likewise, there is a clear emphasis on 
order in the Ilonshka that distinguishes it from the secular powwows performed 
by other tribes. When asked to explain the difference between the Ilonshka and 
other tribes’ dances, Geoffrey Standing Bear (Lookout Standingbear and Stand-
ing Bear 1983) replied, “We maintain order. We Osages are noted for that.”

This order is reflected in the structure and rules that govern the Ilonshka and 
should be observed by all in attendance. An example is found in the manner in 
which the dance ground is seen as being a microcosm of the order of the earth it-
self. As Eddie Red Eagle Jr. (1988), a former whip man in the Pawhuska District 
for many years, described it: “We’re dancing on ground, dirty old ground to 
some people, but to us it’s Mother Earth, that earth being part of life, it comes 
alive. When something is dropped on it, that article has fallen on a live area, a 
live entity. The article, itself, is like it’s alive, it’s got a life to it. Everything in 
there is alive. We’re reenergized, there’s an energy there that’s just unbelievable 
at times. You think it’s just going to carry you away it gets so strong.” Whenever 
an ornament on an item of apparel breaks and falls to the ground, the order of 
the dance is thrown off balance. Dancers become concerned and the whip man 
is alerted to this item, since he is the only individual who has the authority and 
right to retrieve it from the dance ground:

When you drop something, something is wrong. It was all going so good. 
Now, something has happened. Something’s wrong. It’s disturbed the energy. 
It’s upset that. The people, if you’re dancing and you see that, people try to 
be very helpful in this and they’re so concerned that the object gets picked 
up, that they can’t hardly . . . they just stop what they’re doing, they look 
for a Whip Man [to retrieve the object]. It’s a foreign object on the ground, 
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foreign. It’s upset the natural flow that was going, it’s upset it. Something’s 
wrong and they’ll just go “ape” ’til I get there and I pick it up. And then it’s 
completely out of their mind, completely out of their mind. Now we are back 
in order. (Red Eagle Jr. 1988)

As previously noted, as with all breeches of dance etiquette, the person who 
dropped or lost the item must then acknowledge his loss and make a monetary 
gift to the whip man for having picked up the lost or broken piece of dance 
equipment.

Examples from a range of contexts and settings demonstrate the often 
subtle nature of order in Osage society. The practice of using surrogates and 
emissaries to represent oneself in public speaking and action, particularly when 
making a gift or contribution, provides a formal mechanism of restraint and 
humility (Swan 1984–2004). This is very much in keeping with Osage ceremo-
nial patterns that date back to at least the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
(La Flesche 1921, 1925, 1928, 1930). In the Mízhin marriage ceremony, once 
the choice of a prospective bride had been made, four tribal elders, men of 
good character who themselves were married according to Mízhin, were sent to 
approach her family asking for the daughter’s hand in marriage. The Ilonshka 
equivalent is the use of the whip men and crier to extend the offer of the Ilonshka 
drum to a prospective drum keeper and his family. The use of specific officials 
to conduct these actions, in the form of the “good men” in Mízhin weddings 
and the whip men in the Ilonshka, provides examples of this practice in both 
institutions.

Tribal elder Leroy Logan (Jones 1986, 34) introduces an expanded dimen-
sion of the Osage concept of order in his comment that “the Osages, they were a 
great people to put things in order for their own benefit.” His comment implies 
a strategic decision and conscious effort to place things in order, to assume a 
certain level of responsibility for outcomes in life. While Wakonda rightfully 
set the cosmos in order and provided a model for the Osage people to follow 
in their collective decision-making, it was squarely in the domain of the Osage 
themselves to define this order and develop institutions, practices, and proce-
dures to put it in place.

Deliberation and Adaptation

Anthropological assessments of the Osages in the early twentieth century 
generally recognized them as highly “conservative” based on their ability to 
continue older patterns of dress, residence, social life, and religious observance 
(Sebbelov 1911, 71; Speck 1907, 159).1 We contend that a central factor in the 
ability of the Osage people to retain and perpetuate these older institutions is 
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their propensity to adapt their cultural values to changing economic and social 
conditions. Together these practices constitute a shared heritage deemed impor-
tant to the tribal character and collective identity of the Osage people. This is 
not to say that the Osages are rigid and by no means did this characterization 
fit every Osage citizen amid the diverse religious, social, and political idioms 
of the day. As Osage tribal member Mary Jo Webb expressed it: “I think we all 
know culture changes . . . and for us as Osage, we changed. We had to adapt 
and we were good at it. That’s another custom. We’re good at adaptation. And 
we don’t mind giving up whatever in order to gain the better. That’s part of our 
history too” (Dennison 2012, 97).

This approach to adaptation implies a deliberative process that considers 
multiple levels of outcomes, consequences, and opportunities in the process of 
collective decision-making.2 The adaptations that set the course for the Osage 
Nation in the twentieth century embraced economic and material change, 
which in turn supported and often elaborated the continued ceremonial and 
social practices and their associated cultural values.

This process of deliberation has always been highly valued by the Osage 
people, and in the Osage tribal religion it was institutionalized by the elders, the 
Nonhonzhinga, who met on a regular basis in the home of one of their members 
to discuss and deliberate on the current issues and challenges facing the Osage 
tribe. As La Flesche (1939, 3–4) described:

From the earliest times there was among the Osage a “house” or place of 
gathering called Non-hon-zhinn-ga Wa-thin Tsi, House of the Non-hon-zhinn-
ga. At this house the Non-hon-zhinn-ga met almost every morning, sometimes 
officially but more often in an informal way. At the informal gatherings the 
conversation frequently turned to matters of importance to the tribe, such as 
any practices among the people that seemed to be injurious in their effects 
or liable to become a menace to the internal peace of the tribe. Some means 
would then be sought by which to overcome these evils. On the other hand, 
any acts that tended to promote a feeling of friendliness or kindliness among 
the people found hearty expressions of approval in the sacred “house.”

This kind of deliberative action is well evidenced in Mízhin weddings and the 
Ilonshka, truly “acts” intended to promote friendliness and goodwill among 
the Osage people.

A mother and a father who desired a Mízhin wedding for their son would 
call together all their relations and discuss the matter of choosing a suitable 
girl as a potential spouse. The consideration of a potential wife began with a 
thorough investigation of the girl’s genealogy and assessment of the social, eco-
nomic and political standings of the bride’s family. The oral tradition of Mízhin 
weddings suggests that these deliberations might continue for several days as 
new groups of relatives joined the discussion. Once a proposal was extended 
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to the bride’s family they would undertake a similar process of calling their 
extended relatives together to consider the union, incorporating a similar set of 
criteria and standards in their deliberations. These decisions entailed potential 
consequences and opportunities that affected an extended network of people, 
and they were not entered into without intense consideration and counsel. It is 
important to remember that many of these marriage proposals and their associ-
ated negotiations ended in refusals following lengthy periods of deliberation, 
providing evidence that outcomes were far from certain.

In the Ilonshka, a similar situation of consideration occurs when the family 
holding the drum feels that they have met their obligation of hosting the dance 
and the drum keeper desires to select another family to carry out those respon-
sibilities. In this matter, they undertake a similar process of deliberation that in-
corporates an important set of criteria and standards. The offering of the drum 
to a prospective young Osage man and his family by the current drum keeper is 
very similar to the negotiations of a groom’s family asking another Osage fam-
ily for their daughter in marriage. Instead of food and horses, the drum keeper 
is offering another Osage family the drum and the associated responsibility of 
sponsoring the annual Ilonshka dances, a compendium of Osage traditional life 
in the modern era. Just as one Osage family choose another Osage family to 
unite with through the process of a Mízhin wedding of their son to that family’s 
daughter, when the drum keeper and his head committeeman wish to pass their 
community’s drum, they select a suitable candidate who is judged capable of 
carrying on the responsibilities of the Ilonshka for their district’s community.

John Henry Mashunkashey’s (1988) description of the deliberative pro-
cess involved in his family’s selection of a drum keeper to succeed him is also 
a reflection of a continued emphasis of the values a family considered when 
seeking out a suitable bride for their son in a Mízhin wedding. Mashunkashey 
described a similar set of criteria used in the selection of a new drum keeper, 
who would provide “good representation for the community.” A young man 
is sought who comes from a family whose elders have a history of experience 
within the Ilonshka, having served on the district’s committee, as cooks, or as 
officers in the dance throughout the years. Families with less experience in the 
Ilonshka are sometimes chosen if the young man selected is a reliable and sober 
individual who can be depended on to maintain the dance and uphold its tra-
ditions. A man’s education and his service in the military, experiences highly 
valued by modern Osages, are taken into consideration in the selection process 
as well. Just as the selection of a suitable mate for their son would benefit the 
individual families in a Mízhin wedding, their extended lineages, and the larger 
Osage community, the ultimate goal of the selection of a new drum keeper is 
that the drum will find a “good home,” and the new drum keeper and his rela-
tions will benefit the district dance community as a whole. The passing of the 
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drum from one drum keeper to another brings an infusion of fresh energy and 
resources into the dance as new committees are formed, representing continuity 
and transition in their membership.

This deliberative process and its role in the adaptation of social institutions 
to meet the changing circumstances and needs of the Osage people has been 
evident in the Ilonshka from its inception. When the Osage tribe received the 
dance from the Ponca and Kaw they immediately began to modify and adapt 
it to their circumstances and agenda. Central among these was the transfer of 
practices from the Osage tribal religion, such as including the cedar ceremony 
as the means to purify mourners and clear the way for the community to con-
tinue its collective activity, in conducting the Ilonshka. The incorporation of 
the dance steps and songs from the older Mourning Ceremony of the tribal 
religions as Trot Dance songs in the Ilonshka provides an example of the role 
of the dance in perpetuating a range of cultural practices and beliefs that had 
become increasingly endangered in the late nineteenth century.

Another important example of thoughtful deliberation and adaptation, 
based on a decision that would impact the Osage community as a whole, can 
be found when examining the time when the Ilonshka was abandoned by mem-
bers of the Peyote Religion around the turn of the twentieth century. As we 
discussed, a Peyote service was held in Barnsdall during the Ilonshka dances 
in the Pawhuska District. The low attendance and participation in the dances 
is said to have inspired non-Peyotists from Pawhuska, including Baconrind, a 
respected elder and traditional leader, to travel to Barnsdall to meet and discuss 
the rift between the two groups. Reports state that the Peyotists and Ilonshka 
members shared a dinner and then discussed how the two groups might ar-
rive at a compromise that would permit broader participation in the Ilonshka. 
Certain aspects of the dance that were objectionable to the beliefs of followers 
of the Peyote Religion were modified or removed entirely. Many members of 
the community had left the dance based on the continued use of certain objects 
from the Osage tribal religion in the dances. The stone pipe continued to be 
used to invite other districts to the dance and to give away horses, but use of the 
pipe was prohibited for Osage practitioners of the Peyote Religion. Following 
this meeting, the pipes were removed from the dances so the Peyotists could 
return to the Ilonshka for the mutual benefit of both groups (Granberry 1987, 
40; Hill 1967; J. Lookout 1984; Lookout Standingbear 1988; Matin 1971a). In 
turn, the Ilonshka members were invited to attend Peyote meetings, and some, 
like Fred Lookout and Henry Red Eagle, joined the religion and had churches 
built on their property (Red Eagle Sr. 1988).

In the modern context of the Ilonshka, this deliberative body takes the form 
of the drum keeper and his committee, who meet for a dinner and to discuss the 
issues facing their district’s dance that coming June: “We call a meeting together 
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and it’s a committee meeting. And we sit down and we talk about things. We 
try to talk about our dates, and we talk about various, different things. And I 
think things such as deaths, and things in general that go with this Ilonshka. I 
think these things need to be brought out while we’re together, while we’re sit-
ting around, where people will know what’s going on, and that everybody will 
be on the same path” (Bighorse 2016b). This provides additional evidence that 
these procedures of social discourse transcend individual institutions such as 
the Mízhin wedding and the Ilonshka society and are indicative of a continuum 
of Osage philosophical and intellectual processes dating from the earliest days 
of their tribal organization.

The process of careful consideration and deliberation are central features 
in Osage decision-making. Open family and community meetings provide a 
legitimized forum and opportunity for important matters to be considered and 
resolved in a systematic manner, weighing all variables and potential outcomes. 
This process has served the Osage people well over many centuries, working 
to build and reinforce a sense of belonging and purpose that is critical in the 
perpetuation of a community’s identity and substance.

Motion

The Osage concept of motion is also grounded in the careful observations of the 
Nonhonzhinga and the travels of celestial bodies through the sky, in particular 
the regular movement of the sun. The underlying cause of Osage emphasis on 
punctuality comes from the older Osage tribal religion, in which daily life began 
with prayers to the sun as it rose on the horizon. These prayers were directed 
to Wakon’da, the great and mysterious life-giving force that pervaded all the 
earth and cosmic bodies in the sky: “The people also learned that as a tribe 
they must daily appeal to Wa-kon’-da for a long and healthful life. Therefore at 
dawn, when they saw the reddened sky signaling the approach of the sun, men, 
women, and children stood in the doors of their houses and uttered their cry for 
divine help; as the sun reached midheaven they repeated their prayer; and their 
supplications again arose as the sun touched the western horizon” (La Flesche 
1921, 49). The position of the sun in the sky determined the time when these 
prayers took place and timing could not vary as a result. The times of sunrise, 
noon, and sunset are anchor concepts in both Osage ceremonial practice and 
philosophy. A number of members of the contemporary Osage community still 
observe the procedure of rising before daylight to greet the sun, whom they call 
“grandpa,” and offer their prayers to him (Harris 2016; Swan, 1984–2004).

In Mízhin weddings the concept of motion is well evidenced in reciprocal 
movement of materials and people between the camps of the two families of the 
bride and groom. This movement of materials begins with their accumulation in 
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preparation for a wedding and continues to their exchange during the ceremony 
and subsequent dispersal out into the larger community. The dramatic and 
formal processions that accompany these transfers and gift exchanges provide 
opportunities for public displays of status and prestige. The delivery of cooked 
meals to the bride’s family for four days provided public demonstration of the 
standard of living the bride and her offspring would enjoy throughout their 
lives. The additional gift of a herd of as many as forty or fifty horses, along 
with the food on the final day, verified the social standing of the groom’s family. 
In return, the bride’s family provides gifts of several sets of bridal attire to the 
groom’s female relatives at the wedding feast. The day following the wedding 
ceremony the groom’s family conducts the return of the bride ceremony when 
they present additional gifts and a lavish feast for the bride’s family.3

Motion is also a critical force in the internal logic of the Osage Ilonshka, 
governing the patterns of each district’s visiting and hosting dances that have 
emerged as critical factors in the ability of the tribe to preserve many of the 
original features of the dance. The Osage were one of many tribes that received 
the Grass Dance in the latter half of the nineteenth century, and they are one 
of the few tribes that have preserved much of the original elements and pro-
cedures of the dance in the form they originally received. Certainly no other 
Native community continues to practice the Grass Dance at the scale that the 
Osages have brought into the twenty-first century. In the majority of tribes that 
adopted the Grass Dance, it has evolved into the modern powwow. One of the 
major reasons for the cessation of the Grass Dance in many communities stems 
from the decreased opportunities to transfer drums from one tribe to another. 
The last instance of drum transfer between tribes in Oklahoma was the Ponca 
taking drums to the Comanche and Apache around the time of World War I (Le 
Clair and Le Clair 1976). The Ponca themselves discontinued the performance 
of their version of the dance, until its revival in 1958 (Howard 1965, 107, 108).

The transfer of drums was also an essential part of the Dream Dance, or 
Drum Religion, the Woodlands version of the Grass Dance. Ideally, drums were 
held for four years by one of these tribes and then passed to another tribe in a 
clockwise rotation: “Since the Sioux presented the first Drum to the Ojibwa, 
its travel was set in motion from west to east. Once the Wisconsin Ojibwa, 
Menominee, and Potawatomi had been reached circa 1975–80, the line of travel 
turned to the south, toward the Winnebago, and then west. The Fox in Iowa, 
who had received it from the Wisconsin Potawatomi, in turn transferred it to the 
Potawatomi in Kansas, who then brought it to Oklahoma and so on” (Vennum 
1982, 70–71). In both the Grass Dance and the Drum Religion, the intertribal 
nature of visiting, feasting, gift giving, and hospitality were essential to the 
dance’s survival. When a saturation point of drum distribution was reached, 
the dance declined among the tribes who had been vital in its expansion. As 
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this exchange system broke down, drums started to back up with participation 
in the Drum Religion declining to the point that tribes who had managed to 
maintain the dance had to call in help from other tribes in order to meet the 
ritual requirements of the dance (Slotkin 1957, 16; Vennum 1982, 139). When 
the drums were no longer “traveling” or in motion, the original form of the 
dance with all its officers, rituals and practices was abandoned, or dances were 
modified into a modern powwow format (Ellis 2005, 17).

The Osage people, however, have been able to maintain this critical ele-
ment of motion in the dance through the interaction of the three Osage Ilonshka 
districts, the modern representations of ancient physical divisions of the tribe. 
These districts view themselves as distinct, separate, and autonomous entities. 
This outlook is clearly reflected in the way individuals speak of the customs 
and procedures of the dance in each respective district, being very careful not 
to speak for the other districts. A typical comment is “Now that’s the way we 
do things over here, I can’t say how they do it in the other two districts.” In dis-
cussing a Hominy Ilonshka custom, Walter Matin (1971a) remarked: “What I’m 
saying is what happened here, not what took place in Pawhuska or Gray Horse. 
They have their own ways [and] can’t just come over here, or somewhere else, 
and do this. That’s the way it should be.” Each district maintains autonomy over 
its Ilonshka and a member of one group will not speak of how another district 
performs a particular protocol even though, as in the case of Walter Matin, they 
may have been attending the other districts’ Ilonshka for fifty years or more.

Among the Osage Nation, drums are not passed spatially from one district 
to the others; rather, they are passed temporally from drum keeper to drum 
keeper within their respective districts. This allows for a distribution of the 
responsibilities of holding the drum among the families within each Osage 
district. The time spans of holding the drum have varied from one to ten years 
based on available records, with four years generally recognized as a respectable 
tenure for an Osage drum keeper. The autonomy of the three Osage districts 
and their respective cycles of passing the drum, their reciprocal hosting and 
feasting among the Ilonshka districts, the distribution of rations, and the gift 
exchanges associated with the family songs in each district are key factors in 
the cultural life of contemporary Osage society.

It is important to emphasize that the drum keeper does not “own” the drum 
but is the custodian of it, the ownership belonging to the community at large. 
As Ed Red Eagle Sr. (1988) expressed it: “When the drum keeper accepts the 
drum that was passed to him through the process of passing, you don’t give 
the drum away, you pass the drum in that community. It’s a community drum. 
They’re all centered around that drum, and being centered around that drum 
they all feel like they’re a part, especially on Sunday afternoon.” Red Eagle’s 
comments speak to the importance of the drum in providing a core identity 
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focus of action for Osage communities and their members. His reference to 
“Sunday afternoon” invokes the importance of the family songs that are sung in 
the last session of the dance in each district. These songs comprise the intangible 
cultural property of the district and are the intellectual property that the drum 
keeper both protects and perpetuates through sponsorship of the annual dance.

In addition to the symbolic act of providing physical care and protection 
for the drum, the most important work of the drum keeper and his committee 
is to sponsor and conduct the annual Ilonshka dances. The four-day ceremonial 
provides the main opportunity for the Osage district to reconstitute its collec-
tive identities, as its members work to host their counterparts in the other two 
Osage districts. The transition, or passing of the drum, from one drum keeper 
to another creates new sets of social relationships through the reformulation of 
the Ilonshka committees, providing important continuity while accommodating 
change with each new permutation. The passing of the drum and the restruc-
turing of the Ilonshka committees also provide important opportunities for the 
dance to maintain its cultural integrity while making room for realignments 
and reinterpretations.

In discussing the dynamic nature of the Ilonshka, the words “motion” 
and “movement” are commonly used by tribal citizens when they describe the 
vitality of the dance. The Ilonshka is usually translated as “Playground of the 
Eldest Son,” but when Walter Matin (1971a) was asked to translate the word 
he replied: “They called it Ilonshka, the translation, I guess, is just younger 
class movement. Ilon means first son. Shka means move, that would be a move-
ment—like, you know?”

The concept of motion also plays out in the actual performance of the 
Ilonshka. Vann Bighorse (2016a) states that the movement and motion of the 
drum begins in the earlier part of the new year when the drum keeper meets 
with his committee to set the dates for the dance and make plans for hosting the 
other two districts: “Once it’s in motion, it’s like a snowball coming down the 
hill.” This movement is reflected in the planning, gathering of resources, fund-
raising activities, and all the activities necessary to support the dance each year.

Motion is a central concept in the worldview of the Osage people. Modeled 
on the movements observed in the natural world, the Osage Nonhonzhinga estab-
lished a philosophical foundation for social action. This concept of movement 
guided the development and refinement of the procedures and protocols that 
govern the important activities that the Osage people undertake to strengthen 
and perpetuate their communities and the Osage Nation. These various forms 
of movement reflect the dynamic character of the community, its rhythm and 
energy, as Osage people work together to perpetuate and impart important 
values to future generations.
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Unity of Purpose

The Osage people have been able to meet the material and social challenges of 
life through a spirit of mutual cooperation and self-sacrifice toward meeting 
a common objective. This principle finds expression in the tribal ceremonies 
documented by Francis La Flesche (1930, 577): “The ancient Non-hon-shinga 
when formulating the tribal rites persistently held up before people the funda-
mental principle that in all their activities as an organized body, a tribe, they 
must have unity of purpose and unity of action.” This brief passage encapsu-
lates the theological charter for the Osage Nation in its recognition that the 
tribal religion, as developed and defined by the Nonhonzhinga, was predicated 
on the ethos of sacrifice for a common good. As Garrick Bailey summarized La 
Flesche: “In order to survive as a people, the Osage had to organize themselves 
along the model of the cosmos: they had to act as one, and in all things they 
had created and in all these actions, there had to be meaning and purpose. 
This was no easy task. Every individual has his or her own mind with his own 
desires and interests. These differing desires and interests had to be controlled 
and focused toward common goals and objectives” (Bailey and Swan 2004, 
31). We have discussed how this suppression of individual desire was central to 
the system of arranged marriage known as Mízhin. Osage elder Walter Matin 
was a young adult business school student when his parents made the decision 
for him to marry Helen Pratt. He had to set aside his personal ambitions and 
follow the wishes of his mother and father in accordance with the traditional 
teachings under which he was raised.4 This is evidenced through the efforts of 
the individual members of both families to contribute all the labor and materials 
needed to support a Mízhin wedding. Numerous accounts of these preparations 
mention the donation of a horse, a blanket, or some groceries by a number of 
individuals to support the collective effort. In the case of the bride’s family, this 
activity focused on the production of numerous sets of bridal attire and highly 
decorated ribbon work blankets.

In the same way, unity of purpose and action is necessary to meet the enor-
mous challenges of producing the Ilonshka dances in the twenty-first century. 
“There’s nobody that goes into that who knows what they’re getting into until 
they do it. And that’s a big business,” remarked one mother of a former Hominy 
drum keeper (Proctor, Proctor, and Proctor 2016). The individual accepting the 
drum must have a network of family and friends who will support him in this 
undertaking. The first order of business for a newly installed drum keeper is to 
call the extended families of his father and mother together. As Vann Bighorse 
(2016b) recalled: “They instructed me, ‘you need to gather your family up and 
let them know what’s going on. Don’t miss anybody. You go to everybody. You 
go to this one, that one, everybody we’re related to . . . on both sides’ [of your 
family].”
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In earlier times individual extended families were capable of supporting 
the Ilonshka, as they did in the Mízhin weddings. But as the Ilonshka expanded 
throughout the late twentieth century it became increasingly necessary for drum 
keepers to depend on a broader network to support the dance.5 In addition to 
their extended families, drum keepers increasingly depended on their district 
committees and other community members for assistance. Intermarriage in-
creasingly brought members from other tribal communities and non-Natives 
into these networks. In striving to meet the challenges of their position, drum 
keepers and head committeemen often broaden and strengthen the social fabric 
of their respective Ilonshka communities. When new families are brought into 
the circle of drum keepers, the Ilonshka community is both expanded and re-
generated as a result. These drum keepers use a range of support mechanisms 
to meet the demands of the dance, through lineal, affinal, and associative net-
works of friends and family.

The concept of unity of purpose is also expressed at the tribal or national 
level through the annual Ilonshka dances. The system that developed among the 
Osage people revolves around the host-visitor relationships that exist among 
the districts. A completed round of dances in all three districts is an integral 
component of the annual cycle of the dance, and the failure to observe these 
relationships would severely impact the integrity of the organization as a major 
source of tribal integration.

In sharing the drum with members of his own community, as well as his 
participation in the Ilonshka dances in the other two districts, former Pawhuska 
drum keeper Vann Bighorse became aware of his relationships within the Osage 
community as a whole. As Morris Lookout advised Bighorse (1988) when he 
was drum keeper: “Above all, you learn how to deal with people and, by that, 
you learn respect for them. You’ve created a relationship with your own people. 
Not here, but in these other districts I’m talking about, and you know them by 
uncle, aunt, cousin, you know them by different ways than before. They’re not 
just people, they’re your people.” This passage describes the manner in which 
the members of the three Ilonshka districts create, renew, and reinforce social 
relations with nonkin and distant relatives, both fellow Osage and non-Osage, 
through their patterns of visiting and hosting one another. New drum keepers 
develop these wider associations and relationships during their leadership of the 
Ilonshka in their district, much as the general preference for marriage outside 
one’s district accomplished similar networking in the previous social context 
of Mizhin.

It is possible that the greatest expression of unity of purpose to be found in 
the Ilonshka is the ability of a diffuse and diverse community to come together 
to support and conduct the dance each year with minimal distraction. As in 
all communities, inevitably situations exist where there is animosity between 
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families that might date back many generations. Any ill will, hard feelings, or 
self-interest must be controlled and sublimated in the spirit of unity of action 
with the purpose being the successful completion of the dances in that indi-
vidual’s district. Vann Bighorse (2016b) described this Osage spirit of coopera-
tion that has enabled them to maintain the original form of the dance into the 
new millennium:

Osages, one thing they do, what we do here, is that we lay everything aside 
for this dance, and hard feelings, whatever, when you get under there [the 
dance arbor], everybody’s good to one another. That’s what I like about 
this, and I think that’s why it doesn’t work at other places. They’re not able 
to come together. They can’t leave that stuff aside and have that dance like 
they’re supposed to. You got to lay it aside. Be respectful of one another when 
you get under that arbor. They say “when you get under there you be good 
to one another.” And it works that way.

As mentioned in an earlier chapter, Ed Red Eagle Sr. (1984) observed that the 
members of the Osage community are willing to make the sacrifices necessary 
to conduct the Ilonshka based on their desire to continue the positive benefits 
of the dance. This common good manifests itself through the celebration of 
Osage identity, a connection to their shared heritage, and a strong desire to see 
their children, grandchildren, and, in some cases, their great-grandchildren 
participate in the Ilonshka.

Gift Exchange

The gift exchanges that are central in Mízhin weddings and in the Ilonshka, 
particularly in the Paying for the Drum Ceremony, rely on similar forms of 
support from Osage families and communities. We have previously discussed 
the extensive networks of support required to perform a Mízhin wedding or 
conduct the annual Ilonshka dances. The Ilonshka responsibility is amplified 
through the requirement that each drum keeper must complete the Paying for 
the Drum Ceremony in his first year of hosting the dance in his home district. 
Each of these social activities incorporate two distinct types of gift exchange 
that respectively generate and reinforce different forms of social relationships 
that are integral to the vitality and perpetuation of Osage society.

The first form of gift exchanges are smaller in scale and are represented by 
the contributions of family members and other community members to assist 
a family in the accumulation of the materials necessary to sponsor a Mízhin 
wedding or host the Ilonshka dances. These types of individual gifts often take 
the form of a single blanket, a set of epaulets for a wedding coat, a horse, some 
groceries, or a load of firewood. The oral tradition that we present in this 
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volume is replete with anecdotes of such generosity and mutual support. Gifts 
of labor to establish and move camps or to cook the many meals and feasts 
associated with each activity are equally valued and appreciated. The second 
form of gift exchanges are the large, public presentations, where processions 
of brides, horses, and bundles or trunks of blankets and shawls provide an op-
portunity for the community to witness the scope and scale of the gifts being 
tendered and the status and rank of both the givers and the recipients. Most 
dramatic among these presentations is the public undressing of “brides” during 
Mízhin weddings and paying for the drum in the Ilonshka.

When the new drum keeper and his family line up on Thursday afternoon 
to pay for the drum, the procession includes a number of female family members 
dressed in Osage bridal attire. In one sense, these wedding outfits and their 
formal presentation unite the incoming drum keeper and his family with the 
former drum keeper and his family, much as the bride and groom’s family were 
united through the Mízhin form of marriage. We have demonstrated the manner 
in which this connection transcends the level of material transfer and rises to 
one of social reference, producing relatedness and continuity amid a transition 
in leadership while also providing the healthy introduction of new personnel 
and energy. That the Osage people, themselves, recognize this connection is 
exemplified by the occasion when one female tribal elder, who was part of the 
incoming drum keeper’s bridal group, was “given” to the head committeeman 
of her district. As they exited the arbor to have the wedding clothes removed 
she jokingly told him, “Well, I guess this means we’re married,” to which he 
responded, “Well, just don’t tell my wife” (Swan 1984–2004).

Osage Wedding Clothes

Osage wedding regalia combines a range of European garments and materials 
modified and expanded according to an indigenous aesthetic to create a unique 
symbol of power and prestige. This regalia has been deployed in a range of so-
cial contexts over the past two hundred years. Dozens, if not hundreds, of these 
coats and hats reside in personal family collections in the Osage community, 
considerably more than are present in museum collections. Community mem-
bers greatly value these coats, both historic and contemporary in provenance. 
Vintage coats and hats are treasured objects that invoke the memory of the 
female ancestor who once possessed them. The stories associated with Osage 
wedding coats emphasize the identity of the recipients of these gifts, as opposed 
to the identity of the individuals who gave them. As such, they continue their 
role as prestige objects, evidence of the status necessary to receive the special 
recognition of the gift of a “bride” at a traditional wedding. The biography 
of these objects is well preserved and includes the names of each recipient and 



Enduring Values in Osage Society | 245

her relationships with the families joined through these unions. These coats 
and hats provide material evidence and markers of the social, political, and 
economic relationships established through traditional Osage marriage. These 
vintage coats are objects of heritage that embody an idealized past. They repre-
sent early nation-to-nation intercourse as chiefs from the Osage Nation gained 
audiences with European and American political authorities.

Osage wedding regalia has long functioned as a unique material attribute 
and symbol of Osage identity and community. These outfits represent the 
ostentatious and extravagant nature of Osage expressive culture, both real 
and perceived. These wedding outfits have found no purpose or use outside 
Osage society, avoiding adoption by other communities in the cultural milieu 
of Oklahoma in the late nineteenth century. Once placed within the context of 
the Paying for the Drum Ceremony of the Ilonshka, pieces of Osage wedding 
regalia are protected from the diffusional forces of powwow culture. In this 
context modern coats symbolize the special status of drum keepers and those 
who support them. Their exchange (gifting) provides public expression of bonds 
of friendship and respect and marks the transfer of authority and responsibili-
ties associated with leadership positions within the Ilonshka society.

Osage people have always invested creativity and community aesthetics 
into the construction of wedding coats and hats. The use of military officer 
coats as wedding regalia was the beginning of a long tradition of Osage wed-
ding coats. In all cases these garments, either commercially produced or locally 
constructed, were embellished with ribbons, metal brooches, and woven sashes 
that adhere to community preferences and standards. The Osage people have 
employed diverse methods to secure wedding regalia over the years. In this 
process, they developed what we consider a previously unconsidered genre of 
American Indian art. Regardless of the methods employed and the temporal 
context, the assembly of multiple Osage wedding outfits is an undertaking that 
requires considerable labor and the resources of an extended kin network.

Based on five years of research, we conclude that the incorporation of 
bridal attire into the Ilonshka dances occurred at the start of or immediately 
after World War II, certainly at different points of time in each Ilonshka dis-
trict. This was an important period in the history of the dance, when women 
assumed greater participation in both its governance and performance. When 
dance attendance was low during World War II due to men serving in the mili-
tary, women came into the arena and began to dance around the drum in a 
ring outside of the men, a tradition that has continued from that time forward.

Osage wedding attire has also become emblematic of Osage national iden-
tity in external relations with other Native and non-Native communities. It is 
common for the Osage Nation princess to wear bridal attire during the Ameri-
can Indian Exposition in Anadarko, Oklahoma, one of the largest intertribal 
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events in the state. Bridal outfits have also been used in a limited range of secu-
lar activities, including a parade to celebrate the seventy-fifth anniversary of 
the Osage Nation Museum (2013) and in fashion shows (1995, 2012) staged at 
the Osage Tribal Museum that featured both traditional and modern ensembles 
created by Osage designers.

Conclusion

Today, in the lives of contemporary Osage communities, the Ilonshka has be-
come the primary focus of what it means to be Osage. There are other cultural 
institutions that exist within the Osage community, including honor dances, 
hand games, Native American Church services, and Soldier Dances, but as Ed 
Red Eagle Sr. (1988) observed, “There’s no other occasion for all our Osage 
people, in our tribe, to gather our people like this drum does.”6 Whereas other 
cultural institutions are largely confined to the immediate Osage community 
of northeastern Oklahoma, the Ilonshka brings Osage people together not only 
from the three Osage districts but also from the larger cities in Oklahoma and 
from across the country as they return to Osage County every June to partici-
pate in the dances. Former drum keeper and head singer for all three dance 
districts Morris Lookout (n.d.) expressed this modern manifestation of tribal 
unity and purpose as defined by participation in the Ilonshka: “The mainte-
nance of this ceremony presents to the Osages a distinct tribal identity. When 
this ceremony was first introduced, we were told a select group of tribal elders 
and authoritarians set the standards in the creation of an extraordinary social 
device that transmitted a powerful spiritual foundation. It encompasses such a 
force that today it is the basis for the perpetuation of all our cultural values and 
subsequently is the only sense of tribal unity that we have.” Lookout further 
stated, “Today, the principal objective of the Osage Inlonshka ceremony is the 
preservation and perpetuation of the Osage culture, customs and traditions.” A 
partial list of the social domains that have come to cluster around the Ilonshka 
would include the preservation of the ancient Osage physical divisions, the per-
petuation of traditional ribbon work and yarn work elements from the Osage 
tribal religion, bestowal of Osage personal names, horses as symbols of wealth 
and status, and the revitalization of the Osage language.

Each June, the Ilonshka reconstitutes a large “community” of Osage citizens 
in Osage County, Oklahoma. For three weeks each year, the members of the 
Osage Ilonshka districts engage in a modern form of “camping,” largely com-
prised of visiting, dancing, and feasting as each district sponsors the dance in 
its community. While this may serve as a homecoming for many individuals, 
the annual cycle of dancing provides the motivation for the drum keeper, his 
committee, and the community to work together to provide a sense of meaning 
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and purpose and create a vehicle through which they might pass important 
values and principles to future generations. The Osage concepts of order, pur-
pose, sacrifice, motion, and hospitality are observed throughout the four days 
of dancing in each district, culminating in the Sunday observance of the family 
and individual songs that constitute the intangible cultural property of that 
district. The singing of these songs each year is often stated by members of the 
community as the core rationale and most important purpose of the Ilonshka.

This goal of seeing the Ilonshka perpetuated for future generations causes 
the committee, district, and community to support its drum keeper no mat-
ter who occupies that position. As a former Pawhuska drum keeper observed: 
“They honored those positions. It doesn’t matter who was there. But they have 
respect for those positions. That’s what I like about that. No matter who it is, 
they have respect for those positions, those drum keepers. I like that. They sup-
port those positions. Because they want to see it go another time. Fortunate, 
we are” (Bighorse 2016b). The respect that a drum keeper receives from his 
community is similar in nature to that awarded to individuals who were mar-
ried according to the standards and provisions of Mízhin. Myrtle Morrell Unap 
(1968, 5) likened her experience to that of a “royal marriage” producing “blue 
blooded children.” As tribal elder, Walter Matin (1971a) noted, “It’s like I’m 
always telling people the upper class are, you know, the drum keepers. They 
always want to know.”

Former drum keepers and their families are unanimous in their view that 
holding the drum was well worth the sacrifices and responsibilities required of 
their position. “But the blessings you get. . . . That drum takes care of you, it 
really, really does,” said the mother of a Gray Horse drum keeper (Harris 2016). 
A former Hominy drum keeper remarked, “We got something out of that that 
is the greatest gift of all,” referring to the birth of his first son during his tenure 
as drum keeper (Proctor, Proctor, and Proctor 2016). A former Pawhuska drum 
keeper credited his experience of holding the drum for that community as a 
source of his success later on in life:

Mother and father said, “There’s a blessing in this drum, having this drum 
in your family and things happens. . . . All the good that comes out of it . . . 
I think about it every time something happens to me good. I think it comes 
from that. Just like being a director of this thing [Wazhazhi Cultural Center]. 
They could have picked anybody. I just feel that was part of it . . . seems like 
I’ve had a lot of good things happen. . . . To me, there’s more respect in that 
than to sit on the Tribal Council or [Osage] Congress, not taking anything 
from them, but I just think that there’s more there with that. (Bighorse 2016b)

John Henry Mashunkashey (1988), drum keeper for the Pawhuska District in 
the 1970s, credited the drum as having grounded him during a difficult time in 
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his life: “But I was always all right. I always felt good. And that was the way. 
But we don’t understand it. And a lot of time our drum keepers, when there’s a 
selection the first thing that comes to mind is ‘How are we going to do [this].’ 
But there is a faith there, it’s a mystery of life that I don’t understand. We can 
do it. It’s been done. I was a lost person. This position was a gift that could 
be shared and you had to learn how to share it.” Mashunkashey’s comments 
speak to the ability of the blessings derived from service as a gift to be shared, 
reference to the “healings” that families and others receive during their service 
to the drum and to the community. Often these comments focus on family divi-
sions and separations that were resolved over the course of their service as drum 
keepers. In their telling of these stories it is clear they believe that the unity of 
purpose and cooperative spirit needed to support the Ilonshka provides them 
with the ability to achieve these and other positive outcomes for their families 
and communities.

All this would seem to imply that the Osage people are focused solely on 
their past life. However, this is not the case as Garrick Bailey (1995, 6) came to 
realize in his study of the history of the Ilonshka:

One day, during the course of this research, an Osage friend and I were 
discussing historic changes in the Ilonshka dance. In the middle of the con-
versation, my friend, Morris Lookout, suddenly interjected that although 
the history of the dance was interesting, what truly concerned him was what 
the dance was like today and what it would be like in the future. Instantly 
I recalled one of the basic teachings of the ancient priests: “Nothing in the 
cosmos moves backward.” Contrary to popular conceptions about American 
Indians, the traditional Osages were, and the contemporary Osages continue 
to be, strongly future oriented.

It is the future of the Ilonshka that is most important to the majority of Osage 
people in 2019. As Vann Bighorse (2016b) observed based on his lifelong 
experience in the dance, including service as a drum keeper, “They want to 
see it go on.” Just as Osage parents once wanted their children married in the 
Mízhin way, today they want them initiated into the Ilonshka. Parents and their 
extended families sacrificed to ensure that their children could marry in the 
Mízhin manner so they might have healthy children, who in turn would have 
children who would live long and prosperous lives. In a similar manner, contem-
porary Osage people are willing to make the sacrifices necessary to perpetuate 
the Ilonshka so that their children and grandchildren can experience what it is 
to be Osage—in the present and beyond. That they might “grow- up in there,” 
assume positions of importance, and raise children who will have children who 
will identify as Osage and enjoy long and prosperous lives. As Ed Red Eagle Sr. 
observed in 1988: “And they’re just youngsters. Well that’s the ones that some 
people say, ‘that’s our future, that’s the future.’”
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Notes

 1. The term conservative as applied in early twentieth century anthropology is 
a vague and static social classification that often limits interpretations of social evo-
lution and adaptation. The presumption of a “steady state” of cultural practice and 
belief has been thoroughly refuted.
 2. This deliberative process is well evidence in the process through which the 
Osage people accepted the teachings of John Wilson and converted to the Big Moon 
variant of the peyote religion. See Swan (1990, 250–52, and 1998, 260–64) for a de-
tailed discussion.
 3. The return of the bride ceremony is explained in chapter 1 and the gifts pre-
sented to the groom’s parents included additional sets of bridal attire, horses, ribbon 
worked blankets, Pendleton blankets, shawls, yard goods, domestic products, and 
the food to provide a lavish dinner for all in attendance.
 4. The Walter Matin–Helen Pratt marriage resulted in what might be consid-
ered the ideal outcome of a Mízhin marriage. In this case, the two spouses developed 
a close personal relationship based on friendship and love. They raised a healthy 
family and instilled them with a set of traditional values. They became respected 
elders in the Hominy District and leaders in the Ilonshka and Native American 
Church (Waller 1971).
 5. In 2003, the Osage National Congress approved an annual honoraria to the 
drum keeper in each district to assist with the expenses of hosting the dance. In 
2017, this honoraria was $6,500.
 6. It is important to reiterate that participation in selective cultural events and 
organizations is not the only means through which Osage identity and citizen-
ship gain expression. For a critique of an exclusive reliance on external definitions 
of Osage membership and identity, see Dennison (2012) and Powell (2009, 2014, 
2015).
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This appendix situates our research on wedding regalia and 
the Osage community within the academic contexts of exchange theory 

and material culture studies. It also frames the core literature that guides our 
interpretations and conclusions. In consultation with series editor Jason Baird 
Jackson, we decided to place this discussion in an appendix to better support 
our efforts to blend community narrative and our collective ethnographic gaze 
in the main text of this book. Anthony F. C. Wallace (1956, 1967) employed 
a similar approach in the publication of his research on the Handsome Lake 
Religion among the Seneca.1

Our work follows the previous efforts of many anthropologists who real-
ized the importance of gift exchange in the formation and reinforcement of the 
social relations that are central to the reproduction of community life (Douglas 
and Isherwood 1979; Graeber 2011; Godelier 1999; Gregory 1982; Levi- Strauss 
1987; Malinowski 1922; Mauss 1990; A. Strathern 1971; M. Strathern 1988; 
Thomas 1991; and Weiner 1976, 1980, 1992). The role of food and feasting is 
also well documented in anthropological considerations of the production and 
reproduction of human social relations (M. Douglas 1984; Counihan and Van 
Esterik 1997; M. Jones 2007; Levi- Strauss 1969; A. Strathern 1971; Mauss 
1990; Meigs 1997; Weiner 1976). The review of this literature is beyond the 
scope and purpose of this study and is readily available in other sources.2

Gift exchange in Mizhin weddings and the Ilonshka can be viewed as the 
actual work of cultural production, a somewhat overused and often- vague 
concept best articulated in the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1972, 1984, 1994). We 
employ the term to describe the activities that constitute culture making and 
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the efforts of communities and their members to perpetuate core values and 
practices despite the continued forces of assimilation and economic change. In 
both cultural domains, this involved the activation of a broad set of kin to assist 
in the decision- making, preparation, and sponsorship of Mizhin weddings and 
the Ilonshka dances. This activity provides opportunities to create and reaffirm 
social relationships predicated on kinship and friendship.3

Our research on gift exchange and the Osage community provides a com-
plement to the work of Andrew Strathern (1971), A. Strathern and Pamela 
Stewart (2005), Nicholas Thomas (1991), M. Strathern (1988), Annette Weiner 
(1980, 1985, 1992), and others whose research focuses on the intersection of 
gift exchange, ritual performance, and material culture in the reproduction of 
social relations. We also share an interest in the adaptation of cultural produc-
tion to the influences of external elements of change. In the preceding chapters, 
we discuss the forms of gift exchange associated with Mizhin weddings and 
the Passing of the Drum Ceremony of the Ilonshka dances. Our intent was to 
identify some of the ways in which ceremonial modes of production (Berman 
2003) and their social relations have evolved through a process that mediates 
the forces of continuity and change. The disruptions and dislocations created 
by cycles of colonization coupled with the sustained assimilationist agenda of 
settler colonialism create a situation in which survival is predicated on Native 
communities’ ability to adapt to changing economic and political conditions. 
At the same time, these communities and their members work to maintain and 
perpetuate the values, beliefs and practices that they deem to be critical elements 
of their collective cultural heritage. The various ways in which Native commu-
nities and their members have approached this challenge are a consistent theme 
in the contemporary ethnography of Native North America (Cattelino 2008, 
79; Dennison 2012, 96–97; Erikson 2002, 4–5; Jacob 2013, 50–56; Jackson 
2003, 139; Kramer 2006, 10; Marshall 2016, 13–14).

Jean Dennison (2012, 6–8; 2017 117–18) developed the concept of “colo-
nial entanglements” to describe the Osage Nation’s relationship to the forces of 
settler colonialism. Her work documents the process undertaken by the Osage 
community in 2004–2006 to initiate governmental reform based on a new 
constitution. She frames aspects of the colonial situation as opportunities for 
the innovation of new expressions of sovereignty and nationhood. Dennison’s 
work to define colonial entanglements incorporates Native agency in the terms 
of colonial exchange, inserting choice and deliberate action into the equation.4 
In earlier work, Swan (1990, 1998, 1999) identified the critical importance of 
trial, deliberation, and negotiation in the largely collective decision among the 
Osage to adopt the Big Moon form of the Peyote Religion. As we demonstrate 
in earlier chapters of this work, change and adaptation in the social, political, 
and ceremonial lives of the Osage people in colonial contexts is nothing new. 
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The teachings of the Osage social philosophers, the Nohonzhinga, are replete 
with accounts of a restructuring of Osage society to better reflect the chang-
ing environmental, economic, and political conditions they have experienced 
in their collective history (La Flesche 1921, 59–60, 65–69; Bailey 1995, 44–45, 
69–70). This deliberative process and considered decision- making is a consistent 
force in the evolution of Osage society.

Systems of ceremonial exchange have been a topic of special interest in so-
cial anthropology and the focus of ethnographic investigation in several regions 
of the world. Strathern and Stewart (2005, 230) provide an effective general 
conception in which exchange systems commonly focus on the public display 
of objects of value that are then gifted to others. They also note that these ex-
changes often incorporate dancing, singing, and other forms of festivities that 
incorporate the entire community.

Osage Mizhin weddings and the Ilonshka are just such events. Built around 
ritualized gift exchange, they are festive events that emphasize socializing and 
feasting as key elements. As noted by Strathern and Stewart (2005, 230), such 
gift- centered ceremonials are “an important constitutive factor in the politi-
cal order of society.” In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, gift 
exchange associated with Mizhin weddings reinforced a social order in which 
parents held supreme authority over their children, including the choice of their 
spouses. Osage oral tradition reports numerous instances in which young men 
and women acquiesced to this system with pride, accepting the wishes of their 
parent without questions.

The Ilonshka is the Osage adaptation of the Grass Dance, an intertribal 
movement that provided a means to promote peace among neighboring com-
munities in the late nineteenth century. Sometimes referred to as the “Pony 
Smoke,” this dance and its pattern of reciprocal hosting and feasting shifted 
from a focus on neighboring communities to an internal system among the three 
Osage districts. In the twentieth century, the Ilonshka assumed an expanded 
role in the reproduction of Osage society, providing a means to perpetuate cul-
tural practices and their associated value systems. Here our work builds on the 
early transactional analysis conducted by Sue Roark Calnek (1977) to document 
ceremonial and social networks in northeastern Oklahoma. She also identified 
hospitality and generosity as core social values enacted and expressed through 
the Osage Ilonshka (278, 283, 559, 693).5

Mizhin weddings required strict adherence to an extensive set of incest 
prohibitions, first and foremost that one must marry outside his or her clan and 
preferably into a family with whom there had been no unions in several genera-
tions. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Osage sons generally left 
their natal households and became the head of their wives’ households. This 
pattern moved men out of their local environments and allowed women to raise 
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their children with the direct support of their lineal female relatives. While the 
Osages strongly adhered to patrilineal clan exogamy, they consistently exhibited 
matrilocal postmarital residence from the early nineteenth century (Bailey 1973, 
16). This pattern of postmarital residence contrasts with the patrilocal patterns 
documented among the Omaha, a close cultural cognate, in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries (Ensor 2003). The Osage pattern of matrilocal 
residence may reflect the transition to economies based on the fur and robe 
trades and raiding in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and an erosion 
of traditional political authority (Bailey 1973, 44–45). This economic strategy 
emphasized the importance of broad networks of both lineal and affinal kin, 
particularly in situations of high competition for limited resources.

Mízhin weddings and the Ilonshka dances contribute to the reproduction 
of Osage society through their common work to establish and reinforce the 
human relationships that constitute the social fabric of Osage communities. 
Gift exchanges and reciprocal feasting provide an important opportunity for 
the formation and reinforcement of familial and community networks of sup-
port, understanding, and affirmation. The decision to marry was predicated on 
the position of each family, with the goal of expanding relations among Osage 
lineages and communities. The process of Mízhin also reinforced and realigned 
social relations within each family as they worked collectively to consider pro-
posals and sponsor weddings.

The Osage Ilonshka performs a similar function, facilitating the reconsti-
tution of Osage districts each year in June and motivating Osage citizens to 
undertake the collective effort to support their drum keeper in his efforts to 
sponsor the dance in his district.6 The reconstitution of the Ilonshka committee 
with each new drum keeper facilitates the reorganization and redefinition of 
the social relations that are necessary to meet the demands of paying for the 
drum and sponsorship of the annual dances. The motion created by cycles of 
reciprocal hosting and visiting and the passing of the drum is a crucial factor 
in the continued vitality and conservatism in the Ilonshka.

As public arenas for the display of wealth and status Osage weddings inevi-
tably reflected the economic, social, and political changes experienced by the 
community. The available evidence indicates that gift exchange has always been 
a central component of the Osage wedding ceremony, emphasizing the public 
display of material symbols of wealth and in later periods, status in the form of 
a chiefly heritage. In the earliest documentation of the weddings, gift exchanges 
are limited to the presentation of horses to the father of the prospective bride. 
Our longitudinal examination of Osage weddings documents a transition in 
both scale and increased reliance on objects of modernity as evidence of status 
and wealth. Our main example of this evolution was the addition of the chief’s 
coat, a symbol of political rank and status in diplomatic intercourse with the 
US government. The inception of employing chief’s coats as bridal attire in the 
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early nineteen century symbolized the increasing importance of band chiefs in 
networks of colonial trade and raiding as economic adaptations.

Central components in the reproduction of society are conceptions of 
value and purpose, particularly in the framing of social relations through gift 
exchange (Kirshenblatt- Gimlett 1995, 370–72; 2004, 58–59; Graeber 2001, 
226–28; Myers 2001, 55; Weiner 1980, 71–73). People require motivation to 
actively participate in the reproduction of society; they need to find value in 
their actions. Our work contributes to this literature by building on Weiner’s 
(1980, 72) model of social reproduction and the role of exchange in this pro-
cess. She identifies the critical importance of the regeneration of certain values 
as essential elements in the reproduction of society. Weiner characterizes this 
regeneration as a flow that requires feeding that without the system fails. For 
Weiner “the modus operandi of this ‘feeding’ is exchange” (72). Our under-
standing of Osage Mizhin weddings and the Ilonshka dances leads us to isolate 
gift exchange in multiple forms as the “fuel” that feeds the value systems at the 
core of Osage social reproduction over multiple centuries. These include the 
principles of gift exchange and feastings as physical testament to the virtues of 
generosity, hospitality, and sacrifice for the greater good.

In this scheme of analysis, Weiner (1980) uses the terms reproduction to 
denote acts that form or produce something new and regeneration to denote the 
perpetuation or revival of forms previously produced. These elements of value 
are diverse and include “human beings, social relations, cosmological phenom-
ena such as ancestors and resources such as land, material objects, names and 
body decoration” (72). These conceptions of value and purpose draw from the 
past by accessing both tangible heritage, including places, ancestors, objects, 
and spouses, and intangible heritage, including personal names, songs, and oral 
history (Kirshenblatt- Gimlett 1995, 369–70; 2004, 53–54). We find the values 
represented in Mízhin weddings and the Ilonshka dances to be the product of 
both reproduction and regeneration.7

Weiner (1989, 73) clearly articulates the importance of inalienable objects 
in systems of exchange and their ability to address the “fragmentary” nature 
of social life and history by providing a sense of permanence. This process of 
“keeping while giving” is an important aspect of both the Mizhin weddings and 
the Ilonshka. In Mizhin weddings, the bride and groom constitute the inalienable 
possessions “given” through holy matrimony. Despite the fact that they have 
become part of a new family with a new set of social obligations they remain 
members of their natal households, extended lineages, and patrilineal clans. 
Sons and daughters are not truly given, and they retain their membership in 
their families, clans, and communities.

The concept of keeping while giving is clearly a central feature in the 
Ilonshka. In addition to its use as a musical instrument the physical drum is a 
symbol of the collective experience of each Osage District over the past 120 
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years. It is an inalienable object that is circulated through a chain of succes-
sive stewards whose primary duty and responsibility is to provide for the care 
and protection of their district’s Ilonshka drum. Many drum keepers that we 
talked with were intent that the phrase “paying for the drum,” while used in 
great frequency in the community, distorts the nature and importance of the 
exchange, suggesting a market- based transaction as opposed to gift exchange.8 
The drum and the expanded set of social relations and actions that it engenders 
are powerful forces in the continued vitality of the Osage Nation. An additional 
form of inalienable property associated with the Ilonshka dances are the family 
songs that “belong” to the drum in each district. These songs are sung on Sun-
day afternoon in the last session of the Ilonshka. They commemorate ancestors 
and provide opportunities for lineages to reconstitute and for their members to 
celebrate the intricate and expansive kinship networks that comprise contem-
porary Osage society.

Strathern and Stewart (2005, 3), examine the connections between expres-
sive genres, including songs, dances, folktales, rituals, and literature and the 
reproduction of social life. They conclude that expressive forms reflect the 
elements of culture that people value and work to perpetuate, acknowledging 
that these values morph and are “creatively shaped over time.” The research 
presented in their volume demonstrates the ways in which an aesthetic me-
dium might simultaneously represent cultural continuity and change. Objects 
claimed to be traditional might actually be the product of historical change. 
As such, they become important arenas for the analysis of cultural adaptation 
and change, including “bricolage, historical consciousness, and assertions of 
identity, both personal and collective” (Strathern and Stewart 2005, 3). In their 
elaboration on the role of expressive forms in social processes, they include 
“reappraisals of gender relations” and the “remaking of aesthetic domains” as 
examples of the type of change facilitated through expressive forms (Strathern 
and Stewart 2005, 4).

Our examination of Mizhin weddings and the Ilonshka dances identifies 
a broad range of expressive forms, including material culture, acts of proces-
sion and display, elaborate gift exchange, and feasting. In the context of the 
Ilonshka, this inventory expands to include dancing and singing. In each case, 
these expressive domains provide a clear sense of cultural continuity amid 
social, economic, and political change. The concept of bricolage is certainly 
evident in the creation of the “chiefs coats” that are central elements in Osage 
weddings and in the Paying for the Drum Ceremony of the Ilonshka. In the 
context of Mizhin, this attire was an important statement of the rank and sta-
tus of the bride’s family in Osage society. In the context of the Ilonshka, these 
coats symbolize the special status of drum keepers and those who support them. 
Their exchange (gifting) provides public expression of bonds of friendship and 
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respect and marks the transfer of authority and responsibilities associated with 
leadership positions within Ilonshka society.

Consistent with a general pattern that develops in contexts of colonial con-
tact, the Osage readily accepted European manufactured cloth and trimmings 
and then used it to create incredible works of fiber and cloth arts. In many ways 
the material culture of the Osage over the past three centuries is anchored in 
cloth. Here our work resonates with that of Chloë Colchester (2005) on the 
role of material objects as stabilizing elements in times of external change. Her 
work (2005, 139) on the revival and repositioning of chiefly dress in colonial Fiji 
documents an analogous situation in which a physical marker of chiefly status 
and prestige is used to validate and structure new historical contexts. In his 
social analysis of cloth and clothing, Daniel Miller (2005a, 11–13) references 
the ways in which cloth and clothing provide linkages between the present and 
the past and invoke the power of kinship and tradition. In a similar manner, 
Mary Beaudry (2006) discusses the multiple ways in which sewing contributes 
to gender identity and connects people to their ancestors through the act of 
working cloth and replicating older designs. This definitely resonates with the 
sense of pride and empowerment that we encountered among contemporary 
wedding coat makers in the Osage community.

It is also important to emphasize that indigenous peoples were discerning 
and discriminant in their acceptance and subsequent positioning of colonial 
goods and materials within previous worldviews through a process of recon-
textualization. Nicholas Thomas (1991, 103–4, 119) reminds us that Western 
commodities were not universally desired and valued as they spread across the 
world. His examination of the development of the musket trade in the South-
ern Marquesas provides an unexpected analogue to the chief’s coat in Osage 
society (100). Indigenous agency was exercised in this selective process, often 
representing the capacity of societies to realize the potential of colonial contact 
and interaction. Our assessment of Osage wedding regalia certainly resonates 
with Dennison’s conception of colonial entanglements and Thomas’s explora-
tion of entangled objects.

The textile arts of the Osage people provide an important source of cul-
tural continuity that contributes to the evolving identity of the Nation and 
its citizens. Osage people have excelled in the art forms of ribbon work and 
finger weaving, adopting new materials, tools, and techniques to perpetuate 
ancient patterns and their associated symbolism and meaning (Bailey and Swan 
2004, 8–9; Powell 2009, 13). Jean Dennison (2012, 7–8) characterizes ribbon 
work as a uniquely Osage act of decolonization, turning materials and tools 
gained through the colonial process into the means of resistance, nationalism, 
and cultural conservatism. The material culture of Osage weddings provides 
an important opportunity to discuss an expanded artistic tradition that has 
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become inherently entwined with Osage identity from both internal and exter-
nal perspectives. Osage people have consistently invested immense creativity 
and high standards in their community aesthetic and this certainly extends to 
the construction of wedding coats and hats. The adoption of military officers’ 
coats as bridal attire marked the beginning of a long tradition of Osage wedding 
coats and their social positioning.

The Osage people have employed diverse methods to secure wedding regalia 
over the past two centuries. In this process, they developed what we consider 
a previously unconsidered genre of Native American art. Regardless of the 
methods employed and the temporal context, the assembly of multiple Osage 
wedding outfits is an undertaking that requires considerable labor and resources 
derived from an extensive social network. In the course of our research none 
of the wedding coats we examined in museum collections and historic photo-
graphs appear to clearly be of military origin. The majorities are commercially 
produced for the popular market or locally constructed and embellished with 
epaulets, ribbon drops, metal brooches, and woven sashes that adhere to com-
munity preferences and standards.

Constructing an Osage wedding outfit presents an enhanced set of oppor-
tunities to transform the materials of colonialism into new forms of indigenous 
expressions of sovereignty and nationalism. Akin to the development of ribbon 
work the Osage people employed an indigenous aesthetic to combine a range 
of European garments and accessories and create unique symbols of power and 
prestige. These objects represented chiefly status that was transferred to the 
favored daughter as an important component of her bridal attire.9

The introduction of wedding regalia in the Paying for the Drum Ceremony 
of the Osage Ilonshka reinforces a system of status and prestige that invokes the 
concept of chiefly lineages and political authority. This rechartering of a set of 
material culture and its associated symbolism provides insight into the process 
of social change as new domains arise for cultural production and provide the 
community with opportunities to renegotiate the values and motivations that 
drive the process.

One of the more significant outcomes of our research was the ability to 
locate the introduction of wedding regalia into the Paying for the Drum Cer-
emony in the 1940s.10 As with many aspects of the Ilonshka, and Osage social 
practice in general, this occurred at different times in each district.11 The best 
documented example we were able to identify was the Paying for the Drum 
Ceremony in the Pawhuska District in 1946, when Morris Lookout Jr., newly 
returned from combat in the South Pacific, paid Leo Miles for the drum. Ac-
companying him were two horses and two “brides” in what we believe to be 
the first instance of this practice in the Pawhuska District. This is an important 
case in which the material culture developed and deployed in one sociopolitical 
context is rechartered and adapted to another, later context.
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The broad impact of World War  II on gender roles and relationships in 
America manifested in diverse ways in Osage society. The importance of female 
support and increased participation in the Ilonshka during the war is well docu-
mented and, in our opinion, inspired the introduction of wedding regalia in the 
Paying for the Drum Ceremony. This attire symbolized and made permanent 
a female presence in the dance and accompanied the positioning of cooks and 
female singers as formal positions on the district committees.

Dozens, if not hundreds, of these coats and hats reside in personal fam-
ily collections in the Osage community, considerably more than are present 
in museum collections. Community members greatly value these coats, both 
historic and contemporary in provenance. Vintage coats and hats are treasured 
objects that invoke the memory of the female ancestor who once possessed them 
and more modern examples that commemorate the transition of drum keepers 
and their committees. Osage wedding attire finds no purpose or use outside 
the community, avoiding adoption and appropriation in the cultural milieu of 
Oklahoma in the late nineteenth century and the diffusional forces of modern 
powwow culture. We interpret this as evidence that Osage wedding regalia as-
sumes a unique status in the larger Native American community of Oklahoma 
and beyond. As such this wedding regalia is inalienable, lacking significance 
beyond the context of Osage gift exchange.

The Ilonshka did not replace Mizhin weddings; they coexisted for fifty 
years. It was common for many of the men married through the Mizhin form of 
marriage to be present or past drum keepers in their respective districts. Each 
activity was a public statement of class, prestige, and social standing expressed 
through elaborate patterns of gift exchange and feasting. The consistent im-
portance of wedding regalia and horses as central elements in the currency of 
ceremonial exchange in Osage society provide clear examples of the exhibition 
and exchange of heritage objects as important components in the ceremonial 
life of many communities.

Gift exchange in Osage society provides the mechanism through which 
core social values and expectations are realized in the continued context of 
settler colonialism. The alliances formed to support and sustain the elaborate 
systems of gift exchange and feasting comprises the core social relationships 
of the contemporary Osage community. The Ilonshka dances are not the only 
opportunities for the exercise of Osage identity, but they are certainly among 
the most important. The diverse activities that reinforce and reimagine Osage 
identity include a range of pursuits and domains beyond the Ilonshka and 
include a mix of diverse religious practices, school- based activities, sporting 
events, civic organizations, and municipal and county governance. The efforts 
of individuals to support a common cause and to sacrifice for a greater good are 
evident in many of these social domains. People find value in these endeavors 
and work to sustain them.
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Our examination of Osage wedding regalia and its evolving place within 
the social history of the Osage people demonstrates the role of material culture 
as important symbolic and material anchors for the values and ideas that govern 
the practice of social life. They provide tangible and symbolic connections to 
ancestors, ways of life, and practices that constitute heritage and belonging. 
The Osage example provides clear evidence that the production, exhibition, and 
circulation of key objects through gift exchange function at multiple levels and 
forms to perpetuate the social order and its underlying philosophy.

Notes

 1. Wallace (1956) published his theoretical discussion of revitalization fourteen 
years prior to the release of the main body of work. In his introductory comments to 
a volume on reinterpretations of revitalization on revitalizations, Wallace (2004, vii) 
clearly states that he originally intended his theoretical essay to appear as an appen-
dix to his study of the Handsome Lake religion among the Seneca.
 2. See James G. Carrier (2006) for a concise review and bibliography of the 
key sources. Additional detail can be found in Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood 
(1979), Maurice Godelier (1999), Fred Myers (2001), and Yan (2005).
 3. David Graeber (2011, 60, 130–33) presents an interesting discussion of the 
earliest forms of currency. He refers to these as “social currencies” (13) that first 
emerged as a means to influence and reinforce social relations, particularly to “ar-
range marriages and settle disputes” (60).
 4. Dennison (2017) expands her analysis of “Entangled Sovereignties” and the 
Osage Nation to examine a variety of manners in which the Osage Nation works 
to defend and assert sovereignty through interconnectedness and negotiated com-
promise. A current example is the Nation’s fight against wind energy production in 
Osage County, Oklahoma.
 5. Roark- Calnek’s (1977, 666–736) transactional analysis of twentieth- century 
Native American culture in northeast Oklahoma includes an essential chapter on 
the role of the giveaway. The formal exchange systems associated with the Grass 
Dance developed into local variants of the intertribal giveaway, often in connection 
with modern powwow culture. Several scholars have noted the association between 
giveaways in Plains communities and prior forms of ceremonial exchange. For de-
tailed case studies and theoretical discussion, see Alice Kehoe (1980), John Moore 
(1993), Fred Voget (1987), and Katherine Weist (1973).
 6. In the twentieth century, the Ilonshka dances are largely responsible for the 
geographical reconstitution of the Osage tribe and its constituent communities. The 
majority of tribal citizens no longer reside in Osage County, Oklahoma, and assem-
ble each June in the traditional Osage villages for the dances. The visiting districts 
“move into” fixed camps where members will eat and dress for the dance sessions. 
The host district and its drum keeper use the community building in each of the 
villages to feed the members of the district, visitors, and guests. This is also the site 
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where the committee dinner is prepared and served. Permanent and temporary fam-
ily camps fill the areas surrounding the dance grounds.
 7. David Graeber (2001, 2011) provides an in- depth assessment of the anthro-
pological conceptions of value with particular attention to its importance in ex-
change theory.
 8. This situation is similar to popular representations of Osage weddings in 
which the phrases “bartered brides” and “buy a wife” were used to infer a market- 
based exchange when none existed.
 9. Jami Powell (2014, 19, 38–39, 2015, 59–60, 67), a member of a storied family 
of Osage ribbon workers, including Georgeann Robinson, extends this discussion of 
ribbon work to what she frames as the “Osage virtual territory” where graphic and 
digital surrogates of ribbon work attain agency in more recent initiatives in sover-
eignty and nation building.
 10. This was one of the primary goals expressed by members of the community 
during our course of collaborative research.
 11. The available evidence from a fragmentary oral history suggests that the in-
troduction of wedding regalia in the Paying for the Drum Ceremony occurred in the 
Hominy District either prior to or during World War II. This may represent a case 
of hybridity between the paying for the drum and an Osage wedding delayed and 
constricted in form due to the war.
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Glossary

Osage Nation  
Orthography

American Phonetic  
Notation

La Flesche  
Dictionary

Definition Source

ABC

𐒹𐓟𐓧𐓪𐓮𐓤𐓘 ˈhɛluŝkʰa <Helocka> “Sioux Hethuska” ceremonial dance No source information

DEF

𐓈𐓪𐓰𐓘́͘𐓡𐓘͘𐓤𐓘 (𐓈𐓪𐓰𐓘́͘𐓡𐓘) toˈtãhãka  
(Modern. toˈtãha)

<Do-doⁿ´-hoⁿ-ga> N. Committeemen of Ilonshka, Adj. with rank and 
authority

69(CQdic)

𐓈𐓪𐓰𐓘́͘𐓡𐓘͘𐓤𐓘 𐓷𐓘𐓱𐓘͘𐓤𐓘  
(𐓈𐓪𐓰𐓘́͘𐓡𐓘 𐓷𐓘𐓱𐓘͘𐓤𐓘)

toˈtãhãka waʰtãkhąkʰa N. Head Committeeman 69(CQdic)

GHI

𐒼𐓘𐓩𐓣́𐓵𐓘 kaˈniða <ga-ní-tha> Adj. without order; chaotic 46(FLdic)

𐒼𐓘𐓯𐓪́�͘�𐓟  
𐓨𐓣̋𐓧𐓪͘𐓤𐓟

ka šõðɛ ˈmĩlõkʰɛ <ga-shoⁿ´-the mi´-gthoⁿ-ge> N. marriage without regard to tribal custom; Ga-shon´-
the, go forth regardless of danger; without regard 47(LF) 
mi´-gthon-ge, (male) matrimony 91(LF)

𐓋𐓟𐓡𐓣́͘ ʰtsɛˈhĩ <ṭse-hiⁿ´> N. buffalo hair. Narrow woven bands of buffalo hair are 
used for belts and armlets, for straps for tying bundles, 
and for sacred articles. 159(LF)
N. yarn belt 60(CQdic)

𐒹𐓟́𐓧𐓶𐓯𐓤𐓘 𐓷𐓘̄𐓴𐓣́ ˈhɛluŝkʰa wa:̍ tsʰi <helucka wacti> N. Hethushka Dance, Kaw version of the Grass Dance* No source information

nt: íiloška wačhį ́ (MR),-ló- dance for distinguished men OM heðuška

𐒹𐓟́𐓵𐓶𐓯𐓤𐓘 ˈhɛðškʰa <hethushka> N. dances of Omaha and Ponca warrior societies; a dance 
received by Poncas before they had horses, when dogs 
carried their loads. [The dance was given by the Poncas 
to the Kaws; subsequently the Kaws gave their drum to 
Pawhuska and Hominy Osages. Poncas gave the drum to 
Gray Horse Osages. 

No source information
63(CQdic)

𐓐𐓪́�͘�𐓘 ˈxoʰka <hoka> N. all singers of dancing songs 253(CQdic)

ˈxoʰka <Xo´-ḳa> N. Official prompter. 219(FLdic)
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toˈtãhãka waʰtãkhąkʰa N. Head Committeeman 69(CQdic)
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𐒼𐓘𐓩𐓣́𐓵𐓘 kaˈniða <ga-ní-tha> Adj. without order; chaotic 46(FLdic)

𐒼𐓘𐓯𐓪́�͘�𐓟  
𐓨𐓣̋𐓧𐓪͘𐓤𐓟

ka šõðɛ ˈmĩlõkʰɛ <ga-shoⁿ´-the mi´-gthoⁿ-ge> N. marriage without regard to tribal custom; Ga-shon´-
the, go forth regardless of danger; without regard 47(LF) 
mi´-gthon-ge, (male) matrimony 91(LF)

𐓋𐓟𐓡𐓣́͘ ʰtsɛˈhĩ <ṭse-hiⁿ´> N. buffalo hair. Narrow woven bands of buffalo hair are 
used for belts and armlets, for straps for tying bundles, 
and for sacred articles. 159(LF)
N. yarn belt 60(CQdic)

𐒹𐓟́𐓧𐓶𐓯𐓤𐓘 𐓷𐓘̄𐓴𐓣́ ˈhɛluŝkʰa wa:̍ tsʰi <helucka wacti> N. Hethushka Dance, Kaw version of the Grass Dance* No source information

nt: íiloška wačhį ́ (MR),-ló- dance for distinguished men OM heðuška

𐒹𐓟́𐓵𐓶𐓯𐓤𐓘 ˈhɛðškʰa <hethushka> N. dances of Omaha and Ponca warrior societies; a dance 
received by Poncas before they had horses, when dogs 
carried their loads. [The dance was given by the Poncas 
to the Kaws; subsequently the Kaws gave their drum to 
Pawhuska and Hominy Osages. Poncas gave the drum to 
Gray Horse Osages. 

No source information
63(CQdic)

𐓐𐓪́�͘�𐓘 ˈxoʰka <hoka> N. all singers of dancing songs 253(CQdic)

ˈxoʰka <Xo´-ḳa> N. Official prompter. 219(FLdic)
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𐒹𐓘́�͘�𐓘 ˈhãka <Hoⁿ´-ga> N. The name of one of the two great tribal divisions of the 
Osage Tribe. (Osage moiety)

65(FLdic)

𐒹𐓘͘𐓤𐓘́ 𐓪𐓱𐓘𐓩𐓘͘𐓲𐓣 ˈhãka ˈoʰtanãtsi <Hon´-ga U-ṭa-non-dsi> N. The isolated Hon´-ga. The Earth [Name of a gens] 123(FL child naming)

𐒻𐓧𐓪́͘ iˈlõ <iⁿ-gthoⁿ´> N. special kinship term for the first son´ one that only 
immediate family uses. 

75(FLdic)

𐒻𐓧𐓪̋�͘�𐓤𐓘 iˈloõ:škʰa N. war dances or ceremonial dances of the Osage 102(CQdic)

<iⁿ´-gthu-shka> the name of a dance which originated with the Omaha 
and Ponca

76(FL)

iˈruška <Irushka> “they are inside the fire” Pawnee warrior society dance

JKL

MNO

𐓀𐓣͘ ˈmĩ <miⁿ> N. blanket; robe; garment; any item worn like a blanket 
or robe

144(CQdic)

𐓀𐓣̋𐓩𐓘 ˈmi:na <mi´-na> N. eldest daughter [Pawhuska term] 144(CQdic)

𐓀𐓣́𐓻𐓣 ˈmiži <mi´-zhiⁿ> N. the name of marriage custorm which takes place 
btween a youth and a maiden. The marriageable age 
is reached shortly after puberty, and those who have 
attained that period of life are know as <Ṭse-ga-noⁿ, 
“newly grown”. 

94(FLdic)

𐓁𐓣̋𐓘𐓵𐓣͘ ˈni:aðĩ <Niai> N. water carrier No source information

𐓁𐓣́𐓥𐓘 𐓰𐓘͘𐓡𐓟 ˈnikʰa ˈtaãhɛ <Ni´-ḳa doⁿ-he> N. A title eraned by a man who has met all the 
requirements of the old time marriage custom. 
(paraphrased)

38-39(FLdic) 

𐓁𐓪́�͘�𐓪͘𐓻𐓣͘𐓤𐓘  
(𐓁𐓪́�͘�𐓪͘𐓻𐓣͘)

ˈnõhõnžĩka  
(modern ˈnõhõnžĩ) 

<Noⁿ´-hoⁿ-zhiⁿ-ga> N. old men. The title of a man who has been initiated into 
the mysteries of the tribal rites. 

114(FLdic)

(religious society of men sho conducted ceremonies) 158(CQ) 

𐓁𐓘͘𐓩𐓣́�͘�͘𐓬𐓘 nãnĩõpa <Noⁿ-niⁿ´-o-ba> N. A pipe, smoke. 115(FLdic) 

A tobacco bag. An Osage visit to a tribe 153 (CQdic)

𐓁𐓘͘𐓩𐓣͘𐓪́𐓥𐓶𐓻𐓶 nãnĩõhkʰuzu N. give away, the event of giving items away (archaic) 153(CQdic)
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𐒹𐓘́�͘�𐓘 ˈhãka <Hoⁿ´-ga> N. The name of one of the two great tribal divisions of the 
Osage Tribe. (Osage moiety)

65(FLdic)

𐒹𐓘͘𐓤𐓘́ 𐓪𐓱𐓘𐓩𐓘͘𐓲𐓣 ˈhãka ˈoʰtanãtsi <Hon´-ga U-ṭa-non-dsi> N. The isolated Hon´-ga. The Earth [Name of a gens] 123(FL child naming)

𐒻𐓧𐓪́͘ iˈlõ <iⁿ-gthoⁿ´> N. special kinship term for the first son´ one that only 
immediate family uses. 

75(FLdic)

𐒻𐓧𐓪̋�͘�𐓤𐓘 iˈloõ:škʰa N. war dances or ceremonial dances of the Osage 102(CQdic)

<iⁿ´-gthu-shka> the name of a dance which originated with the Omaha 
and Ponca

76(FL)

iˈruška <Irushka> “they are inside the fire” Pawnee warrior society dance

JKL

MNO

𐓀𐓣͘ ˈmĩ <miⁿ> N. blanket; robe; garment; any item worn like a blanket 
or robe

144(CQdic)

𐓀𐓣̋𐓩𐓘 ˈmi:na <mi´-na> N. eldest daughter [Pawhuska term] 144(CQdic)

𐓀𐓣́𐓻𐓣 ˈmiži <mi´-zhiⁿ> N. the name of marriage custorm which takes place 
btween a youth and a maiden. The marriageable age 
is reached shortly after puberty, and those who have 
attained that period of life are know as <Ṭse-ga-noⁿ, 
“newly grown”. 

94(FLdic)

𐓁𐓣̋𐓘𐓵𐓣͘ ˈni:aðĩ <Niai> N. water carrier No source information

𐓁𐓣́𐓥𐓘 𐓰𐓘͘𐓡𐓟 ˈnikʰa ˈtaãhɛ <Ni´-ḳa doⁿ-he> N. A title eraned by a man who has met all the 
requirements of the old time marriage custom. 
(paraphrased)

38-39(FLdic) 

𐓁𐓪́�͘�𐓪͘𐓻𐓣͘𐓤𐓘  
(𐓁𐓪́�͘�𐓪͘𐓻𐓣͘)

ˈnõhõnžĩka  
(modern ˈnõhõnžĩ) 

<Noⁿ´-hoⁿ-zhiⁿ-ga> N. old men. The title of a man who has been initiated into 
the mysteries of the tribal rites. 

114(FLdic)

(religious society of men sho conducted ceremonies) 158(CQ) 

𐓁𐓘͘𐓩𐓣́�͘�͘𐓬𐓘 nãnĩõpa <Noⁿ-niⁿ´-o-ba> N. A pipe, smoke. 115(FLdic) 

A tobacco bag. An Osage visit to a tribe 153 (CQdic)

𐓁𐓘͘𐓩𐓣͘𐓪́𐓥𐓶𐓻𐓶 nãnĩõhkʰuzu N. give away, the event of giving items away (archaic) 153(CQdic)
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N. tobacco pouch, tobacco bag (a long bag for carrying of 
storing tobacco, usually beaded

153(CQdic)

𐓁𐓪́�͘�𐓪͘𐓻𐓣͘𐓤𐓘 𐓷𐓘𐓵𐓣́͘ 𐓳𐓣 ˈnõhõžika wa:̍ tsʰi <Noⁿ-hoⁿ´-zhiⁿ-ga  
wa-thiⁿ ṭsi>

N. House of the Non-hon-zhinn-ga keeper. 114(FLdic)

<o-mi´-hoⁿ> marriage in which one or both partners has been married 
before

No source information 

N. a ceremony by which a widow marries the second time 120(FLdic)

𐓂𐓡𐓪𐓨𐓘 ˈohoma <Ohoma> N. Kiowa name for their Grass Dance No source information 

PQS

𐓅𐓘𐓮𐓶́𐓧𐓣͘ ʰpaˈsulĩ <P̣a-çiu´-gthiⁿ> N. Dellers-upon-the-hill-top 124(FLdic)

N. Pahsolin “Big Hill” Osages, Gray Horse No source information

TUV

𐓉𐓘̄𐓮𐓣̋�͘�𐓟 ʰta:̍ sĩ:tsɛ <ṭa-siⁿ´-dse> N. deer tail headdress 136(FLdic)

𐓋𐓟́𐓤𐓘 𐓩𐓪̋͘ ˈʰtsɛka ˈnõ <ṭse´-ga noⁿ> N. newly grown, just grown to maturity 158(FLdic)

𐓋𐓣́𐓻𐓪 ˈʰtsižu <Ṭsi´-zhu> Osage moiety 144(FL child naming 
rite)

𐓵𐓘𐓮𐓶�͘�𐓶�͘� ʰtasuˈsuɛ <tha-çiú-e> N. reed flutes 140 (FLdic)

WXYZ

𐓏𐓘𐓲𐓣́𐓬𐓸𐓚 waˈtsipʰaĩ <wa-dse´-p̣a-iⁿ> crier, town crier, announcer, crier at Ilǫ́ǫška dances 187(FLdic); 
222(CQdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓡𐓪̋͘ waˈhõ: <wahoⁿ´> address folks with respect 230(CQdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓻𐓘́𐓻𐓣 waˈžažɛ (alt. waˈžaži) <wa-zhá-zhe> The Osage tribe. 210(FLdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓥𐓘́�͘�𐓘 Waʰką́ta <wa-ḳoⁿ´-da> The mysterious, invisible, creative power which brings 
into existence all living things of whatever kind. 

193(FLdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓩𐓘́𐓯𐓟 waˈnažɛ whipman 235(CQdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓯𐓘́𐓬𐓟 𐓘𐓵𐓣́͘ 𐓷𐓘̄𐓴𐓣́ waˈšapɛ aðĩ wa:̍ tsʰi <Washá-be A-thiⁿ Watsi> Charcoal “Dance” is not in LFdic, only carrying the 
charcoal. “Charcoal Dance” (Dance to Possess the Dark 
Object)

198(FLdic)
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N. tobacco pouch, tobacco bag (a long bag for carrying of 
storing tobacco, usually beaded

153(CQdic)

𐓁𐓪́�͘�𐓪͘𐓻𐓣͘𐓤𐓘 𐓷𐓘𐓵𐓣́͘ 𐓳𐓣 ˈnõhõžika wa:̍ tsʰi <Noⁿ-hoⁿ´-zhiⁿ-ga  
wa-thiⁿ ṭsi>

N. House of the Non-hon-zhinn-ga keeper. 114(FLdic)

<o-mi´-hoⁿ> marriage in which one or both partners has been married 
before

No source information 

N. a ceremony by which a widow marries the second time 120(FLdic)

𐓂𐓡𐓪𐓨𐓘 ˈohoma <Ohoma> N. Kiowa name for their Grass Dance No source information 

PQS

𐓅𐓘𐓮𐓶́𐓧𐓣͘ ʰpaˈsulĩ <P̣a-çiu´-gthiⁿ> N. Dellers-upon-the-hill-top 124(FLdic)

N. Pahsolin “Big Hill” Osages, Gray Horse No source information

TUV

𐓉𐓘̄𐓮𐓣̋�͘�𐓟 ʰta:̍ sĩ:tsɛ <ṭa-siⁿ´-dse> N. deer tail headdress 136(FLdic)

𐓋𐓟́𐓤𐓘 𐓩𐓪̋͘ ˈʰtsɛka ˈnõ <ṭse´-ga noⁿ> N. newly grown, just grown to maturity 158(FLdic)

𐓋𐓣́𐓻𐓪 ˈʰtsižu <Ṭsi´-zhu> Osage moiety 144(FL child naming 
rite)

𐓵𐓘𐓮𐓶�͘�𐓶�͘� ʰtasuˈsuɛ <tha-çiú-e> N. reed flutes 140 (FLdic)

WXYZ

𐓏𐓘𐓲𐓣́𐓬𐓸𐓚 waˈtsipʰaĩ <wa-dse´-p̣a-iⁿ> crier, town crier, announcer, crier at Ilǫ́ǫška dances 187(FLdic); 
222(CQdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓡𐓪̋͘ waˈhõ: <wahoⁿ´> address folks with respect 230(CQdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓻𐓘́𐓻𐓣 waˈžažɛ (alt. waˈžaži) <wa-zhá-zhe> The Osage tribe. 210(FLdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓥𐓘́�͘�𐓘 Waʰką́ta <wa-ḳoⁿ´-da> The mysterious, invisible, creative power which brings 
into existence all living things of whatever kind. 

193(FLdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓩𐓘́𐓯𐓟 waˈnažɛ whipman 235(CQdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓯𐓘́𐓬𐓟 𐓘𐓵𐓣́͘ 𐓷𐓘̄𐓴𐓣́ waˈšapɛ aðĩ wa:̍ tsʰi <Washá-be A-thiⁿ Watsi> Charcoal “Dance” is not in LFdic, only carrying the 
charcoal. “Charcoal Dance” (Dance to Possess the Dark 
Object)

198(FLdic)

Osage Nation  
Orthography

American Phonetic  
Notation

La Flesche  
Dictionary

Definition Source

MNO (continued)



268 | Glossary

𐓏𐓘𐓰𐓚́𐓤𐓘 waˈtãĩika Watianka An Osage man that foretold of the Osages move to present 
day Osage county from there Kansas reservation, and 
became an Osage cultural hero. 

𐓏𐓘𐓸𐓘́𐓤𐓘𐓪𐓧𐓣͘ waˈxakaoĩ <Wa-xa´-ga-u-gthiⁿ> N. “Dwellers in the Thorny Thickets,” Pawhuska 207(FLdic)

N. medicine bundle, sacred object, things consecrated or 
honored 

242(FLdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓸𐓪́𐓬𐓟 waˈxopɛ <wa-xo´-be> Waxobes, sacred ceremonial bundles or “war packs” No source information 

𐓏𐓣𐓤𐓣𐓟 ˈwikiɛ <wi´-gi-e> N. orison; prayer; V. Intransitive to pray 216(FLdic)

wigies, rituals, ritual verse No source information 

𐓒𐓘̄�͘�𐓪́𐓧𐓣̄͘ tsã:̍ tsolĩ <Coⁿ´-dse u´-gthiⁿ N. “Upland Forest People,” This group dwell in Hominy, 
Ok.

32(FLdic)

Sources:  FLdic- Francis La Flesche. 1932. A Dictionary of the Osage Language. 
QCdic- Carolyn Quintero. 2009. Osage Dictionary.
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𐓏𐓘𐓰𐓚́𐓤𐓘 waˈtãĩika Watianka An Osage man that foretold of the Osages move to present 
day Osage county from there Kansas reservation, and 
became an Osage cultural hero. 

𐓏𐓘𐓸𐓘́𐓤𐓘𐓪𐓧𐓣͘ waˈxakaoĩ <Wa-xa´-ga-u-gthiⁿ> N. “Dwellers in the Thorny Thickets,” Pawhuska 207(FLdic)

N. medicine bundle, sacred object, things consecrated or 
honored 

242(FLdic)

𐓏𐓘𐓸𐓪́𐓬𐓟 waˈxopɛ <wa-xo´-be> Waxobes, sacred ceremonial bundles or “war packs” No source information 

𐓏𐓣𐓤𐓣𐓟 ˈwikiɛ <wi´-gi-e> N. orison; prayer; V. Intransitive to pray 216(FLdic)

wigies, rituals, ritual verse No source information 

𐓒𐓘̄�͘�𐓪́𐓧𐓣̄͘ tsã:̍ tsolĩ <Coⁿ´-dse u´-gthiⁿ N. “Upland Forest People,” This group dwell in Hominy, 
Ok.

32(FLdic)

Sources:  FLdic- Francis La Flesche. 1932. A Dictionary of the Osage Language. 
QCdic- Carolyn Quintero. 2009. Osage Dictionary.
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