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This dissertation explores the unique political and cultural possibilities that public 

performance held for Native American activists and artists in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century. Not only did these performance texts, generated in multiple genres, 

offer a counternarrative to the mainstream discourse of Native assimilation, they also 

provided Native writer-performers with a vehicle for embodying tribally-specific 

epistemologies, cosmologies, and diplomatic histories. These Native dramatists 

transformed the stage into a site of political possibility left unrealized on the printed page, 

a site where they could revise images of their peoples from shadows and stereotypes to 

sovereign nations.  

Included in this study are analyses of the speaking tours of Sarah Winnemucca 

Hopkins/Thocmetony (Northern Paiute), the performance poetry of Emily Pauline 

Johnson/Tekahionwake (Mohawk), The Sun Dance Opera co-written by Gertrude 
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Bonnin/Zitkala-Ša (Yankton Dakota), and dramatic interpretations of The Song of 

Hiawatha by the Garden River First Nation (Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabe). Drawing 

primarily on contemporary scholarship in Native American literary studies, including 

American Indian literary nationalism and internationalism, the burgeoning work in 

Native American performance studies, and methodologies from theater history, the 

following chapters contextualize both printed and performance versions of these texts 

with tribally-specific political, economic, and cultural histories, as well as performance 

reviews and broader federal Indian policy of the time.  
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Introduction 

Scenes of Standardization 

The four core chapters of this dissertation explore key examples of the significant 

dramatic output of Native American writer-performers in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century, including works by Sarah Winnemucca Hopkins (Northern Paiute), 

Emily Pauline Johnson (Mohawk), the Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabeg of the Garden 

River First Nation, and Gertrude Simmons Bonnin (Yankton Dakota). Because these 

dramatists engage both directly and indirectly with the forces of non-Native politics and 

culture in their work, I begin with this introductory chapter on the policy, legislation, and 

―reform‖ programs that characterized the turn of the century in the US and Canada, 

commonly called the ―era of assimilation‖ for Native peoples. The historical and political 

give way to the cultural when I turn to a discussion of the mainstream images of 

American Indians against which the dramatists of my study positioned themselves. Next, 

I survey both the theories and methodologies that inform this project by reviewing the 

primary fields with which it intersects: Native American literary studies and performance 

studies. Discussing this latter field will also give me the opportunity to detail the 

challenges that a written archive poses, both for a project that attempts to imbue Native 

history with the liveness of performance and for the more general project of crafting a 

legacy of Native intellectualism and artistry. I conclude with a brief description of each 

subsequent chapter, including an overview of the primary texts examined in this study. 
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“Shaped in a Fist”: Indian Affairs in the Era of Assimilation
1
  

By the late 1860s and ‘70s, most Native nations found themselves marooned on 

what Herbert Welsh of the Indian Rights Association referred to in 1882 as ―islands,‖ 

around which ―a sea of civilization, vast and irresistible, surges‖ (qtd. in Hoxie 12). 

These reservations were variously seen as protecting Native peoples from white settlers 

or protecting white settlers from Native interference. Either way, they sought to segregate 

and contain the unassimilated Native nations of the west, and were created without regard 

to traditional Native homelands, food gathering practices, or intertribal tensions. The 

reservation and its superintendent – the Indian agent – were part of a new policy in the 

United States that developed under Ulysses S. Grant after the Civil War, familiarly called 

the ―Peace Policy‖ because of its more humanitarian approach to Native-white relations 

as compared to the overt military engagement and removal policies that had characterized 

the first half of the nineteenth century.
2
 

Despite this shift in method, late nineteenth-century US federal Indian policy 

continued efforts to transform tribal nations from independent entities to wards of the 

state subject to the rules and regulations of the Department of the Interior (DOI), which 

                                                 
1
 Blair Stonechild (Muscowpetung Anishinaabe/Cree) and Bill Waiser describe Ottawa‘s neglect and abuse 

of First Nations people at the end of the nineteenth century this way: ―For those chiefs and their followers 

who chose treaty, the Queen‘s hand was often empty, when not shaped in a fist‖ (29). 
2
 Prior to Grant‘s ―Peace Policy,‖ federal Indian policy was judged on its success in influencing the transfer 

of title from Natives to whites, whether ethical or not. For most of the nineteenth century, violent clashes 

continuously erupted between Native and non-Native forces until the history of the century began to ―read 

like a series of constant wars,‖ as historian Ned Blackhawk (Western Shoshone) writes (Violence Over the 

Land 5). In addition, the decimation of Native populations by diseases brought by white settlers, the 

coercing of Native bands to take up agriculture in place of hunting or migratory food gathering, and the 

forced removal westward of whole nations conveniently created a large amount of ―surplus‖ lands in the 

early nineteenth century (Berkhofer 152). In the reservation system, some of the earliest Indian agents were 

Christian missionaries, appointed by the federal government to provide tribal communities with food and 

clothing, as well as instruction in religion and agriculture (Fixico 382-3). 



 

 3 

was created in 1849.
3
 In his 1871 State of the Union Address, President Grant proudly 

stated that ―many tribes of Indians have been induced to settle upon reservations, to 

cultivate the soil, to perform productive labor of various kinds, and to partially accept 

civilization.‖ Grant continued, ―They are being cared for in such a way as to induce those 

still pursuing their old habits of life to embrace the only opportunity which is left them to 

avoid extermination.‖ Grant‘s passive sentence construction here elides the multifaceted 

efforts of the DOI and the US Army to ensure that government-supervised reservations 

would be the only opportunity left for tribal nations. Skewering the false freedom 

politicians such as Grant ostensibly offered Native peoples, Maureen Konkle candidly 

observes, ―No one gave Indians a ‗choice‘ to do anything. Native peoples could be in one 

of two positions: subordinate or dead. That‘s not a choice; it‘s political oppression‖ (34). 

The subordination of Native peoples occurred on multiple fronts, including military 

engagement, politics, economics, and culture, but all were joined by their lack of 

recognition of Native nations as vital, adaptable, and self-governing entities.  

The US government further denied Native sovereignty when it officially ceased 

signing treaties with individual Indigenous nations three months after Grant‘s State of the 

                                                 
3
 Although by the second half of the nineteenth century Native nations had long been considered ―domestic 

dependent nations,‖ the original intention of this status, as described by Supreme Court Chief Justice John 

Marshall in an 1832 decision concerning the Cherokee Nation, was not to destroy Native governments, as 

the Peace Policy intended. Instead, as Marshall wrote, a domestic dependent nation should be considered a 

―weak state … plac[ing] itself under the protection of one more powerful, without stripping itself of the 

right of self-government, and ceasing to be a state‖ [Worcester v. Georgia (1832); Marshall 719, emphasis 

added]. As Vine Deloria, Jr. (Standing Rock Sioux) and Clifford Lytle point out in The Nations Within, 

much of the ongoing conflicts between US and tribal governments have ―revolved around the question of 

preserving the right to self-government and the attributes of Indian sovereignty as suggested in Marshall‘s 

decision‖ (17).  
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Union Address.
4
 Passed on the final day of the forty-first session of Congress, March 3, 

1871, the legislation reads:  

No Indian nation or tribe within the territory of the United States shall be 

acknowledged or recognized as an independent nation, tribe, or power with whom 

the United States may contract by treaty; but no obligation of any treaty lawfully 

made and ratified with any such Indian nation or tribe prior to March 3, 1871, 

shall be hereby invalidated or impaired. (Future Treaties with Indian Tribes) 

Neither foreign countries nor US citizens, Native peoples, in the eyes of the US 

government, existed in a tenuous limbo. Native nations continued to see themselves as 

distinct societies, while US officials attempted to extend their authority over Native lands 

and cultures.  

With diplomatic relationships uncertain, armed conflicts continued to erupt 

between the US military and Native peoples, particularly those living in resource-rich 

areas west of the Mississippi River coveted by Euro-American settlers and commercial 

interests. In fact, any tacit rejection of the restrictions imposed by Indian Affairs, such as 

failing to report to the Indian agent assigned by the government, invoked, according to 

Bruce Johansen, ―a self-defined invitation to forceful subjugation on a wartime footing‖ 

(105). Still, multiple nineteenth-century Native leaders refused to submit to US authority, 

including Ponca chief Standing Bear. Although the Poncas had begun to transition to 

farming by mid-century, the US government still forcibly removed them from their 

                                                 
4
 Although the US government officially stopped treating with Native nations in 1871, it had not signed a 

treaty since 1868. In addition, the government continued to sign treaties in rare instances until 1904, despite 

the new regulations. 
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homes, in what is now Nebraska, to the Indian Territory, what is now Oklahoma. 

Standing Bear led his people on not one, but two 500-mile marches back to their 

homelands from the IT (133).  

In his retort to the Euro-American officials who had returned with an order to 

remove his people yet again, Standing Bear makes his disdain for both US policy and 

those who executed it unmistakably clear:  

If some man should take you a thousand miles from home, as you did me, and 

leave you in a strange country without one cent of money, where you did not 

know the language and could not speak a word, you would never have got home 

in the world. You don‘t know enough. I want you to go off of this reservation. … 

[I]f you want to buy my land, bring the money with you so I can see it. If I want 

to sell I will talk to you. If I don‘t I won‘t. This is my land. (qtd. in Tibbles 7) 

Standing Bear‘s statement communicates his people‘s sovereignty over their homeland, 

despite the invasive actions of Secretary of the Interior Carl Schurz and the US Army. 

Legally, the US Supreme Court ruled, Standing Bear was right and the lands were 

eventually restored to the Poncas through the landmark case, Standing Bear v. Crook 

(1879). The case also sparked a nationwide outcry from non-Native advocates like Helen 

Hunt Jackson, which resulted in a successful public lecture tour of the East coast by 

Ponca leaders (Johansen 137-9).
5
 In 1879, Standing Bear not only spoke in front of 

Congress, but also appeared on stage in Chicago, Boston, Philadelphia, Washington, and 

                                                 
5
 Helen Hunt Jackson pressed for the Poncas‘ case on her tour up and down the east coast in support of her 

forthcoming indictment of federal Indian policy, A Century of Dishonor (1881). See her Chap. 6 for a 

description of the Poncas‘ struggle to maintain control over their homelands.  
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Baltimore, along with ―two young, well-educated Omaha Indians …: Susette LaFlesche 

and her brother Joseph‖ (Hoxie 8).
6
 The supporters of tribal legal and political claims 

became the paying spectators for the oratory, lectures, and recitals performed by Native 

activists and artists at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth 

century. 

But as these progressive reformers gained political clout, the voices calling for 

Indian assimilation into the American body politic grew louder. The assimilationists‘ 

platform harbored much of the same ambivalence around the ―suitability‖ of non-Anglos 

for Euro-American civilization that characterized much of the US‘s Indian policy 

throughout the nineteenth century, but with a different conclusion. In 1813, Thomas 

Jefferson, upset that some Native nations had sided with the British in the War of 1812, 

opined that Native peoples were not fit to live side-by-side with Americans. Instead, he 

declared, the US must ―pursue them to extermination, or drive them to new seats beyond 

our reach‖ (Jefferson 23-4). In contrast, late nineteenth-century progressives determined 

that with Euro-American intervention, Native peoples might enter mainstream American 

life and be entrusted with at least some of the rights and responsibilities of US 

citizenship. On their own, however, they could neither be trusted to govern themselves, 

nor to worship, socialize, or educate their children.  

Interestingly, reformers were silent on the possibility of Native nations retaining 

their forms of self-governance and their own ideals of citizenship. What came to 

dominate debates over Indian policy at the turn of the century was not whether Native 

                                                 
6
 Susette (Bright Eyes) would go on to her own successful lecturing career, appearing in buckskin regalia, 

which prompted Henry Wadsworth Longfellow to compare her emphatically to his Minnehaha (Hoxie 8). 
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peoples could be shaped into ideal American citizens, but how. By 1880, policy-makers 

had already begun identifying the fronts on which to attack Indian separatism. The Board 

of Indian Commissioners wrote in their Twelfth Annual Report:  

The most reliable statistics prove conclusively that the Indian population taken as 

a whole, instead of dying out under the light and contact of civilization, as has 

been generally supposed, is steadily increasing.… As we must have him among 

us, self-interest, humanity, and Christianity require that we should accept the 

situation, and go resolutely at work to make him a safe and useful factor in our 

body politic. As a savage we cannot tolerate him any more than as a half-civilized 

parasite, wanderer, or vagabond. The only alternative left is to fit him by 

education for civilized life. (7) 

Education became a rallying cry for the Euro-American reform movement and a powerful 

force for those vying to assimilate Native peoples. As historian K. Tsianina Lomawaima 

(Creek) writes, ―Colonial education has redesigned Native families, architectures, 

economies, agronomies, foods, and menus. The goal of Indian education has been total 

transformation, obedience, and assimilation into colonial culture‖ (426). Battlefields 

might have given way to classrooms, but the war on Indianness continued still. 

Formal education for Native children took multiple forms, including both day and 

boarding schools on reservations, Christian missionary schools, and industrial schools far 

from Native communities. One well-known example of this final type was the Carlisle 

Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania, founded by US Army Captain Richard Henry 

Pratt. In Pratt‘s view, the inferiority of Native peoples was cultural, not biological as 
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previously argued by scholars in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
7
 

Speaking at a conference in 1892, Pratt laid out his pedagogical philosophy: 

A great general has said that the only good Indian is a dead one, and that high 

sanction of his destruction has been an enormous factor in promoting Indian 

massacres. In a sense, I agree with the sentiment, but only in this: that all the 

Indian there is in the race should be dead. Kill the Indian in him, and save the 

man. (qtd. in Prucha, Americanizing 260) 

To enact this radical transformation, he renovated the old military barracks at Carlisle 

into a highly-regimented bastion of Euro-American society and culture. He and a small 

fleet of teachers attempted systematically to strip away Native children‘s tribal 

affiliations and build up new individuals in the image of white 

                                                 
7
 For example, William Robertson, author of the popular History of the Discovery and Settlement of North 

America, or simply, The History of America, first published in 1777, argued that Indians would inevitably 

be left behind in the forward march of history because of their inherent physiological, intellectual, and 

moral failings. Robertson lumped together all Native peoples under the name ―Americans‖ and judged 

them too feeble, too ruled by passion, and too animalistic to create sophisticated political and social 

structures (150). Therefore, they were to be made abject subjects of European ascendancy or destroyed 

altogether. 

 

 

FIGURE 0.1 

Student body 

assembled on 

the Carlisle 

Indian School 

Grounds, 

1885. Courtesy 

of Carlisle 

Indian Industrial 

School History, 

http://home.epix

.net/~landis/hist

ry.html 
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civilization.  

Pratt recruited his first class primarily from the Rosebud and Pine Ridge 

reservations in Lakota territory, bringing 109 boys and 38 girls to Carlisle for opening 

day on November 1, 1879 (D. Adams 48). The stripping-away of tribal identity began 

immediately with the cropping of the children‘s hair. Luther Standing Bear, one of the 

first recruits to Carlisle, describes the reason behind this act: ―The fact is that we were to 

be transformed, and short hair being the mark of gentility with the white man, he put 

upon us the mark‖ (189). In addition to being given the ―mark‖ of short hair, the children 

were dressed in the Carlisle school uniform: dark blue high-necked suits (pants for the 

boys, long skirts for the girls) that remarkably resembled military attire (see fig. 0.1). 

They were given new English names, instructed in marching exercises and other military 

drills, required to eat Euro-American food at precise intervals during the day, and 

forbidden to speak their tribal languages. Teachers and superintendents of schools like 

Carlisle applied corporal punishment and even locked students up in small rooms in 

response to any infraction of their strict code of conduct (D. Adams 121).  

Pratt‘s industrial school, and the many schools that the Carlisle experiment 

spawned, were supported by the rising tide of philanthropists committed to ameliorating 

the ―Indian problem,‖ as so many newspaper editorials referred to it (Hays xxv). 

Constituted mainly of eastern, Protestant, middle- and upper middle-class white women 

and men, these reform groups, like the Indian Rights Association and Friends of the 

Indian, lobbied both elected officials and the American public for the funds and support 
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necessary to Christianize, educate, and assimilate Native people.
8
 An important event in 

the development of the Indian reform platform was the annual Lake Mohonk Conference 

of the Friends of the Indian beginning in 1883. At Lake Mohonk in 1895, the US 

commissioner of education beseeched Indian parents to ―Give us your children…. [W]e 

will give them letters and make them acquainted with the printed page…. With these 

comes the great emancipation and the school shall give you that‖ (qtd. in Hoxie 190). By 

this point, the educational system for Native children in the US had grown to a $2 

million-a-year enterprise that featured over 200 day, boarding, and industrial schools 

teaching more than 18,000 students (Hoxie 189-90). 

While pedagogy was the centerpiece of their assimilation efforts, reformers also 

sought legislative support. Members of reform organizations worked closely with 

politicians on laws that would require the abandonment of generations-old spiritual, 

economic, and political tribal traditions. The institution in 1883 of the Courts of Indian 

Offenses, entrusted with enforcing, among other laws, the Religious Crimes Code, 

proved a watershed victory for assimilationists. The Bureau of Indian Affairs set up more 

than 100 Courts on reservations throughout the US and put the Indian agent in direct 

oversight of their administration. Historians agree on the murkiness of the legality of the 

Courts and note that the only government document directly describing their purpose is 

an 1888 District Court case, US v. Clapox.
9
 According to Sidney L. Harring, the Clapox 

                                                 
8
 Francis Paul Prucha offers a valuable and in-depth look at the policies and philosophies of such reform 

organizations in his Americanizing the American Indian: Writings by the “Friends of the Indian,” 1880-

1900. 
9
 The defendant, Clapox, was a Umatilla man who had broken in to the jail where his friend Minnie was 

being held in punishment for being ―disorderly.‖ Clapox, after being arrested for the act, challenged the 
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decision ―held that these courts were not United States courts but more akin to the 

disciplinary codes in schools, punishing children for bad behavior in an effort to socialize 

them to adult ways, an offensive analogy for socializing Indians to American ways‖ 

(448). As vehicles for assimilation, the Courts could issue decisions on disputes over 

property laws, the (illegal) sale and consumption of alcohol on reservations, disorderly 

conduct, and theft. Agents could punish those convicted with jail time, fines, forced 

labor, withholding of rations, or any combination of the above (Talbot 16).
10

 Using the 

Religious Crimes Code, a series of statutes first developed by then-Secretary of the 

Interior Henry Teller in 1883, the Courts also threatened to punish medicine men and any 

who practiced non-Christian Native religions or participated in tribal ceremonies like the 

Sun Dance.
11

   

Perhaps the harshest enforcement of the Religious Crimes Code came on 

December 28, 1890 when US troops massacred over 300 Minneconjou Lakotas who had 

gathered near the Pine Ridge agency to perform a Ghost Dance ceremony. The Ghost 

Dance, which spread quickly through the teachings of Wovoka (Jack Wilson), the 

                                                                                                                                                 
legality of Minnie‘s imprisonment in the first place by the Courts of Indian Offenses. A US District Court 

tried Clapox, finding him guilty and defending the rights of the Courts of Indian Offenses (Harring 448). 
10

 Although the Courts often had Native judges, the Indian agent used the assignment of these positions as a 

form of patronage for those residents of the reservation who displayed the most willingness to assimilate to 

Euro-American lifeways. Moreover, the ultimate authority rested with the agent himself so the Native 

judges often proved more figurehead than actual adjudicator (V. Deloria and Lytle, American Indians, 

American Justice 115). 
11

 I discuss the outlawing of the Sun Dance at greater length in Chap. 4. The American Indian Religious 

Freedom Act (AIRFA) of 1978 attempted to ameliorate some of the damage done by federal policy that 

suppressed Indigenous religious traditions for the previous century, but religious studies scholar Lee Irwin 

argues that ―the suppression of those practices has been pervasive to such a degree that AIRFA has proven 

to be insufficient to grant the freedom that many Native Americans feel is necessary for the complete 

affirmation of their respective religious identities‖ even today (―Freedom‖ 35). For more on the history of 

Native religions in the US – and Native religious resistance – see Irwin‘s ―Freedom, Law, and Prophecy‖ 

and the collection he edited, Native American Spirituality: A Critical Reader. 
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Northern Paiute religious leader, promised a return to a time of abundance, joy, and 

freedom for Native peoples wherein Euro-Americans would disappear from the earth (D. 

Brown 416). Disturbed by such anti-American sentiment, the Indian agent at Pine Ridge, 

Daniel F. Royer, wired his superiors in Washington:  ―Indians are dancing in the snow 

and are wild and crazy…. We need protection and we need it now‖ (Bureau of Indian 

Affairs 128). In response, armed forces moved in to arrest Hunkpapa Lakota chief Sitting 

Bull, who was killed in the attempt. Two weeks later, the US 7
th

 Cavalry cornered a camp 

of Lakota ghost dancers under the leadership of Big Foot at Wounded Knee Creek. 

Controversy persists with regard to who fired the first shot, but the end result was the 

death of hundreds of inadequately armed and completely unarmed men, women, and 

children. Attempts to rescue those wounded in the battle were delayed for three days by 

freezing temperatures and blizzard conditions, compounding the death toll. Many critics 

note Wounded Knee as the end of the ―Indian Wars.‖
12

 But while it may have been the 

last large-scale military conflict between Native people and Euro-Americans, the war on 

Indianness – and actual Indian people – continued under other guises. 

In 1887, Congress passed another landmark bill in Indian policy: the General 

Allotment Act, often called the Dawes Act after its sponsor, Senator Henry L. Dawes of 

Massachusetts. The Dawes Act allowed the US President to survey and divide into 

individual parcels all lands under tribal control (except lands belonging to the Cherokee, 

Creek, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Seminole, Osage, Miami, Peoria, Sac and Fox, and Seneca 

                                                 
12

 For an in-depth examination of the events leading up to and including the Wounded Knee massacre, see 

Jeffrey Ostler, The Plains Sioux and US Colonialism from Lewis and Clark to Wounded Knee, esp. Chap. 

15. See also Dee Brown, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, esp. Chap. 19. 
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nations; see Tribes Excepted from Certain Provisions).
13

 Tribal members, if listed on the 

rolls approved by the DOI, could then choose their own parcel, or the Indian agent would 

allot one, to the individual or head of family. Because one of the primary goals of the 

Dawes Act was to transition Native peoples to sedentary agricultural pursuits, the size of 

each allotment was limited to no more than 160 acres for a head of household; 

individuals received half that amount, sometimes less (Dippie 174).  

Another goal of the Act was to teach Native peoples the value of private property 

in contrast to the communal ownership of land that tribal communities frequently 

practiced. Ambivalence, however, once more colored federal Indian policy as the US 

insisted on holding the title for each allotment in trust for twenty-five years until the 

education and judicial systems could fully assimilate allottees into Euro-American 

society. During the twenty-five year trust period, the three and a half percent interest 

earned on the land, in addition to any other revenue earned from the sale or lease of 

Indian lands, was ―at all times subject to appropriation by Congress for the education and 

civilization of such tribe or tribes of Indians or the members thereof.‖ The DOI had 

complete control over each tribal nation‘s monetary funds and could ―appropriate‖ them 

according to their own desires. Once the trust period came to a close, the US would 

deliver the title ―free of charge‖ to the allottee or his/her heirs, who could then sell or 

                                                 
13

 Lands owned by these tribal nations were later included in the allotment policy through amendments to 

the bill in 1891 and 1906. See Banner 257-90 for greater detail on Cherokee and Creek negotiations with 

the federal government over allotment. 
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lease the land at will (Patents to Be Held in Trust). At that time, the allottee could also 

become a US citizen.
14

  

As a consequence of the small parcel sizes and the limitation of allotments to 

federally-recognized tribal members, millions of acres of ―surplus‖ lands resulted from 

the allotment process. The Dawes Act gave the US government the power to dispose of 

this acreage to ―actual and bona fide settlers,‖ as section 348 of the allotment code 

describes the Euro-Americans salivating for cheap farming, grazing, and mining lands 

(Patents). By combining allotment policies with the closure of seven major reservations, 

the US government effected the loss of more than sixty percent of tribal land holdings in 

the decade and a half between 1880 and 1895 (Hoxie 44).
15

 Such policies also ensured 

much of the land tribal nations did hang on to was pock-marked with white settlements, 

either by the government assigning non-contiguous allotments or by the subsequent sale 

of parcels by impoverished tribal members. In either case, allotment geographically 

fractured tribal communities (V. Deloria and Lytle, American Indians 114).
16

 

Taken together, residential Indian schools like Pratt‘s Carlisle Institute, elements 

of the Peace Policy like the Courts of Indian Offenses and the Dawes Allotment Act, and 

military offensives like the massacre at Wounded Knee, combined to radically alter the 
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 Some reformers lobbied for immediate citizenship upon allotment, but multiple western senators and 

congressmen opposed this move since Native people would then outnumber non-Natives in their districts 

(see Dippie 171-6). 
15

 The territories affected by the closure of these reservations include Ute lands in Colorado (1880), the 

Columbia and Colville reservation in Washington Territory (1884 and 1892), Oklahoma (1889; then a part 

of Indian Territory), the Great Sioux reservation (1889), the Blackfoot and Crow lands in Montana (1889), 

and the Bannock-Shoshone reservation at Fort Hall, Idaho (1889) (Hoxie 44). The US National Archives 

website presents two maps of Oklahoma side-by-side, one from 1885 and one from 1891. By comparing 

the maps, it‘s clear that the land controlled by tribal nations was already cut in half just two years after the 

territory was opened to white settlement (Kelly). 
16

 This was particularly the case on the Uintah and Ouray reservation to where multiple Northern Ute bands 

had moved in the 1860s and ‘70s. I discuss the splintering of band land holdings further in Chap. 4.  
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daily realities of Native life at the end of the nineteenth century. To compound an already 

disempowering and abusive situation, the administration of these policies was flawed and 

corrupt. The Bureau of Indian Affairs regularly appointed incompetent and greedy Indian 

agents who failed to adequately provide for tribal communities and openly stole money 

and supplies. Government agencies also defrauded tribal communities of their rightful 

income from sale and lease of their lands, and residential schools became sites of 

unchecked physical and emotional abuse of Native children. These factors, along with the 

ever-present influx of white settlers and commercial interests, so substantially altered the 

landscape and population of the West in the late nineteenth century that Frederick 

Jackson Turner famously announced in 1893 that the frontier was closed for good.  

Throughout the nineteenth century, Turner argued, the frontier had taken an 

advancing white settler ―from the railroad car and put him in a birch bark canoe,‖ re-

making him in the image of the indigene (201). But as years passed, white settlers pushed 

back against the frontier – and the people encountered there – making the land resemble 

the industrialized center of commerce found on the East Coast. ―This perennial rebirth,‖ 

Turner writes, ―this fluidity of American life, this expansion westward with its new 

opportunities, its continuous touch with the simplicity of primitive society, furnish the 

forces dominating American character‖ (200). With the development of settlements all 

the way to the West Coast, however, the ―first period of American history‖ has ended 

(227).
17

 But where this period was one of ―freshness, and confidence‖ for Euro-

Americans, it proved one of restriction, dispossession, and betrayal for Native peoples.  
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 Turner hints in his conclusion to the inability of Euro-Americans to quench their thirst for expansion, a 
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As stated above, the drive to prepare Native peoples for US citizenship rested on 

the assumption that non-Anglos possessed the capacity and resources (not to mention the 

desire) to assimilate. But theories about the immutable savageness of Native peoples as 

popularized by William Robertson in The History of America did not die out completely; 

such racist xenophobia was merely re-cast in terms of the scientific trends of the day, 

such as Lewis Henry Morgan‘s nascent anthropology or Charles Darwin‘s biological 

determinism.
18

 In fact, by the early twentieth century, according to Frederick Hoxie, 

Euro-American reformers began abandoning assimilation attempts because of an increase 

in the belief that Native peoples faced insurmountable biological and socially-conditioned 

limitations (x-xi).  

By 1920, the end year of my study, rising racial tensions in the South and on the 

West Coast, the surging populations of non-Anglo urban residents, and the continued 

pressure to expand abroad had led to a new period of Native-white relations. No longer 

                                                                                                                                                 
thirst that at the turn of the twentieth century had turned to locations abroad. Significantly, this international 

expansion into places like the Philippines, was carried out ―largely by American officers who had received 

their practical training in campaigns against the ‗savages‘ of the Western plains of the 1870s‖ (Jacobson 

264). 
18

 See note 7 above for more on Robertson. Morgan and Darwin actually met and discussed their work 

together over a lunch in London in 1871. They possessed similar ideas about social evolution, Darwin 

commenting ―at length on the various factors which seemed to drive the ‗lower‘ races into a decline 

towards extinction when confronted by white colonists‖ (Bowler 189). But while Darwin believed in white 

supremacy, he also advocated the belief that all humans came from the same ancestor (monogenism). 

Similarly, Morgan argued that different human societies (for example, New England Anglo-Americans and 

Northern Paiute tribal members) all had a single origin, but had ended up at different points on the 

spectrum of civilization. He put forward ―three distinct conditions‖: savagery, barbarism, and civilization, 

and argued that social forces and some biological factors (like brain size) dictated which condition applied 

to which specific person or society. At the same time, he argued that a society‘s ―condition‖ was dynamic 

and able to be changed through, most importantly to Morgan, the ownership and inheritance of private 

property (Morgan 3; see also Jerry D. Moore, Visions of Culture Chap. 2 for more on Morgan). Other 

―scientists‖ of the nineteenth century, like physical anthropologists Samuel George Morton and George 

Gliddon, argued for the immutable difference of the races based on multiple original ancestors 

(polygenism). Such theories were used as justification for slavery, Jim Crow segregation, and Native 

oppression (see Stephen Jay Gould‘s popular The Mismeasure of Man for more on the (mis)use of science 

in the US‘s history of colonialism and imperialism, esp. Chap. 2). 
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were reformers intent on absorbing Native people into a homogenous US, but instead 

rationalized the hierarchical structure of American society. ―Consequently,‖ writes 

Hoxie, ―assimilation became equated with locating each group in a discrete place within 

the social structure‖ (238). For Native peoples, their place remained as wards of the state, 

―guarded‖ by the government from either exploitation or socio-political advance. 

Therefore, when policy makers declared the campaign for Native assimilation complete 

with the passage of the Indian Citizenship Act in 1924, it was only because the vision of 

assimilation had changed from a generation before. Clearly, Pratt‘s vision of killing the 

Indian and saving the man did not succeed on a community-wide scale. The resurgence 

of tribal national politics, identities, and cultural practices in both the 1930s with the 

Indian New Deal and the 1960s and ‘70s with the Red Power movement gives the lie to 

the ―era of assimilation.‖
19

     

 While up to this point I have focused primarily on developments in US Indian 

policy, conditions were similar for Canadian First Nations in the same period. The 

frequent movement of Native dramatists back and forth across the border, performing in 

both Canadian and American venues, complicates a stark national divide between the US 

and Canada. Specifically, Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee (Six Nations, or Iroquois 

Confederacy) communities in the Great Lakes and St. Lawrence River regions, whom I 

discuss in Chapter 3, ―have persistently seen the border as an artificial construct,‖ 

according to Anishinaabe historian Karl Hele (Lines xv). Tribal members continue to re-

                                                 
19

 The Indian New Deal was characterized by legislation aimed at increasing Native autonomy and self-

control, including the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA), sponsored by John Collier and passed in 1934. For 

more on this period in US federal Indian policy see V. Deloria and Lytle, The Nations Within, esp. Chap. 6; 

and Tom Holm, The Great Confusion in Indian Affairs, esp. Chap. 8. 
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define the Canadian borderlands as Native space when they regularly cross the border to 

conduct business, socialize, and worship. But at the same time, non-Native policies, 

economics, and peoples equally invaded this Native space at the turn of the century, 

whether north or south of the lines drawn by Euro-Western settlers. 

Hele confirms that the Peace Policy of the US in the last few decades of the 

nineteenth century mirrored what was happening in Canada. In both locales, Native 

peoples were ―buffeted by the ‗cyclone of civilization,‘‖ consisting of reserves with 

Indian agents and missionaries vying to eradicate Native religions, languages, economies, 

governments and educational systems (2). The main purpose of the 1876 Canadian Indian 

Act was the forced assimilation of Indian peoples and the undermining of First Nations 

cultural and political systems (Miller 190; Shewell 14; Francis 200-2).
20

 The Act 

consolidated past colonial policies and instituted new regulations on Native identity and 

lands. It dictated who possessed status as ―Indian,‖ who was eligible for rations and 

resources from the federal government, and who held authority over Indian territories.
21

 

The multiple amendments throughout the decades that followed its initial ratification only 
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 Canada remained a colony of Great Britain until the Constitution Act of 1867 began the process of 

Confederation, or the creation of a ―federal dominion‖ out of the four colonial provinces (New Brunswick, 

Nova Scotia, Quebec, and Ontario).  The Confederation annexed the Northwest Territories in 1870, which 

would develop into the provinces of Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, Yukon, and Nunavut. British 

Columbia joined the Confederation in 1871, Prince Edward Island in 1873, and Newfoundland (now 

Newfoundland and Labrador) in 1949. While Canada is no longer subject to British law (they formally 

broke those ties with the Constitution Act of 1982, it remains a ―constitutional monarchy,‖ with Queen 

Elizabeth II as the ceremonial head of state. See J.M. Bumsted‘s A History of the Canadian Peoples for an 

overview of the political and social development of Canada.  
21

 An individual designated as ―Indian‖ according to the Indian Act is called a ―Status Indian‖; a ―Treaty 

Indian‖ is a Status Indian who belongs to a First Nation that signed a treaty with the Crown. ―Indian‖ status 

was conceived of as temporary protection for Native people, to be abandoned once they became fully 

assimilated into Euro-Canadian culture. Native people could become Canadian citizens if they gave up their 

status, which meant also forfeiting any reserve lands they owned and giving up any cultural or political 

connection to their tribal nation (―Terminology‖).  
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served to increase the Act‘s paternalistic stranglehold on First Nations governments and 

cultures.  

Canadian Indian policy, like that of the US, launched a multi-pronged assault on 

Native identity, politics, and economies. White settlement and the influx of commercial 

interests necessitated the creation of reserves over which officials from the Indian 

Department held almost total control. Two amendments to the Indian Act in the 1880s 

gave these officials the additional power of magistrates to uphold federal laws (1880) and 

to remove First Nations leaders from office and prevent their re-election (1884 Indian 

Advancement Act). Other amendments, resembling the 1883 US Religious Crimes Code, 

outlawed dances, religious observances, and ceremonial practices, like the potlatch and 

the Sun Dance (1884 and 1895) (Miller 192-3). Another gave Indians east of Lake 

Superior the right to vote in Canadian elections, but only if they gave up their tribal 

citizenship (1885 Franchise Act, withdrawn in 1898). Yet another gave Anglo towns and 

cities the right to claim sections of reserves for public works projects without Indian 

approval (1911) (189-91).  

Like Dawes and the Indian reform organizations in the US, Canadian legislators 

urged tribal nations to transfer their land holdings from ―in common‖ to ―in severalty‖ to 

promulgate individual property ownership and to, as Indian Commissioner Hayter Reed 

declared, ―implant a spirit of individual responsibility‖ (qtd. in Miller 191).
22

 Such a 

―spirit,‖ legislators hoped, would unravel the bonds of Native societies and eradicate the 

existence of a separate class of ―Indians‖ altogether. To assist in this process, missionary 
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 This attempt to legislate individualism and private property in Canada proved less successful than its 

American cousin in generating ―surplus‖ Indian lands for white settlement (Miller 191). 
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and governmental organizations set up residential and industrial schools far from the 

influences of Native families and tribal nations. Like in the US, Indian children, removed 

(often forcibly) from their families, were educated in the mores, values, and languages of 

the settler culture. Meanwhile, young and middle-aged adults on reserves received 

agricultural instruction from a handful of government-appointed farm instructors. These 

instructors rarely possessed the necessary knowledge of the harsh climates and rugged 

landscapes of the western provinces and often neglected to provide tools and seeds for 

reserve residents (Miller 200).  

Throughout the newly formed Canadian dominion, First Nations peoples at the 

turn of the twentieth century were confronting the harsh effects of direct interference in 

their self-governance and cultural practices that their counterparts to the south were 

facing. However, the socio-political histories of the US and Canada do differ in 

significant ways, most notably in the continued influence of Great Britain in Canadian 

political affairs. These variances clearly affected the way each country interacted with 

Native nations and how Native nations interacted with them. Therefore, each chapter on 

First Nations dramatists – Chapters 2 and 3 – discusses the Canadian military officials, 

policies, business interests, and treaty agreements relevant to the specific works under 

consideration.
23

 

As my focus on US federal Indian policy in this introduction may seem to 

outweigh a similar attention to Canadian Indian affairs, it may also seem to come at the 

expense of the perspectives of late nineteenth-century Native people themselves. With the 
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 Similarly, each chapter on writer-performers from US-based Native nations – Chaps. 1 and 4 – delves 

deeper into the relevant local historical and political contexts for their work. 
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diversity of tribal nations and the multitude of steps taken by tribal members to persist as 

distinct peoples, however, the task of outlining ―Native American‖ history in the 

nineteenth century is colossal at least and misguided at best. Therefore, I will discuss in 

each chapter the specific tribal histories and political systems of the nations connected to 

the writing and performance of the work being explored. Each chapter will also outline 

significant cultural and spiritual elements of the tribal communities involved, including 

creation stories, religious ceremonies and dances, and epistemological frameworks. It is 

to the significance of Native people in Euro-Western culture that I now turn, sketching 

out how the assimilation policies of the late nineteenth century generated seemingly 

sympathetic images of American Indians, as well as a ruthless backlash, in non-Native 

popular media. When Native dramatists took to the stage, it was with these visions that 

they variably conformed and contended. 

  

Subjects/Objects: Images of Indians at the Turn of the Century 

By the end of the nineteenth century, Native people had been subjects of pictorial, 

photographic, and narrative works by white artists and writers for more than two 

centuries. Such images offered Euro-Westerners a vehicle by which to generate and 

reinforce their own definition of self in a multitude of ways. First, Native racial and 

cultural differences, exaggerated in popular culture stereotypes, helped establish what 

Westerners were not, thereby allowing them to define their identities in opposition to 

non-Christian, non-capitalist brown bodies. Secondly, romanticized images of Plains 

Indians common in popular culture offered a physical manifestation of the freedom and 

rugged self-sufficiency at the heart of frontier mythologies. Such images also offered a 
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direct contrast (and potential antidote) to images of modern urban dwellers, portrayed as 

anemic and overly-dependent on technology. White residents of the US found a particular 

value in representations of Native people. The assimilation tactics of the boarding 

schools, government policies, and reform organizations aimed at Native people 

reinforced the US‘s image of itself as a nation that, as Teddy Roosevelt urged in ―The 

Strenuous Life,‖ ―play[s] its part well in the great work of uplifting mankind.‖ Failing at 

such a mission at home might call into question the US‘s subsequent attempts in the 

Caribbean and the Pacific to ―advanc[e] the cause of civilization‖ (Roosevelt 19). 

Ironically, by generating images of a mythic, ahistorical Indian, Euro-Americans assured 

themselves of their success in the very historically-situated processes of imperialism and 

assimilation.
24

 

Artists in the second half of the nineteenth century hurried to capture the 

Vanishing Indian, convinced that either approach to westward expansion – with or 

without ―honor‖ – would result in the extinction of Native peoples and cultures. 

Following in the footsteps of portrait painter George Catlin, photographer Edward S. 

Curtis worked to create ―a comprehensive and permanent record of all the important 

tribes … that still retain to a considerable degree their primitive conditions and 

traditions‖ in the second half of the nineteenth century (Curtis xiii).
25

 He photographed 
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Images of Native peoples in Euro-Western society have been discussed at length. See Berkhofer, esp. 72-

111, and Daniel Francis‘ The Imaginary Indian, esp. 171-90, for more on the Indian stereotypes deployed 

in US and Canadian pop culture. Roy Harvey Pearce‘s Savagism and Civilization, Philip Deloria‘s Playing 

Indian, Shari Huhndorf‘s Going Native, Alan Trachtenberg‘s Shades of Hiawatha, and Stephanie 

McKenzie‘s Before the Country, among others, detail how white North Americans created and relied on a 

non-specific Indianness in their own nation-building and identity-formation processes. 
25

 Joshua Bellin offers an in-depth exploration of Catlin‘s relationship with his Mandan subjects and the 

influence they had on his work in Medicine Bundle, Chap. 1. 



 

 23 

more than eighty tribes living west of the 

Mississippi River, publishing his 

photographs and notes from over thirty years 

of work in The North American Indian, an 

epic tome consisting of twenty volumes of 

large photogravures and twenty 

corresponding volumes of illustrated text. 

Where Curtis ran into trouble locating 

subjects who matched his pre-conceived 

image of primitive pre-moderns – or as 

Cherokee author Thomas King writes, 

―Indians who did not look as the Indian was 

supposed to look‖ – he added ceremonial 

pipes, head dresses, robes, and other paraphernalia he had brought along to an 

individual‘s dress or surroundings (see fig. 0.2) (T. King 34).
26

 All of Curtis‘ subjects, 

regardless of tribe, ended up in the ―beads and buckskin‖ that have come to symbolize the 

stereotypical Plains Indian, although by the early twentieth century, almost all Native 

people had taken on styles similar to their white neighbors: shirts and trousers for men, 

cotton print dresses for women (36).  

Curtis‘ photographs exude nostalgia for a culture outside of time, a sort of 
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 Mick Gidley, in his Edward S. Curtis and the North American Indian, Incorporated, offers more detail 

about these ―constructions produced at the behest of a prevailing ideology‖ (70).  

FIGURE 0.2 Edward S. Curtis carefully staging a 

photograph a Kwakiutl man, [1914] (Francis 40). 
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homogenous ―Indianness,‖ that, through its connection to nature and a primitive 

spirituality, transcends the corruption and degradation prevalent elsewhere in the modern 

world. As Mick Gidley comments, ―historical change as it actually affected these people 

is kept at bay,‖ cementing them in their iconoclastic position (―Ways of Seeing‖ 52). 

Through their erasure of the passage of time, these photographs, along with other visual 

and narrative representations from the nineteenth century, create static, mythic Indians 

with no place in modern American society, what Gerald Vizenor (Anishinaabe) refers to 

as ―indian simulations‖ (25). Such images appealed to and repulsed white audiences who 

imagined themselves caught inexorably in the tumultuous flow of modernity. Such 

images absolved white viewers and readers of any responsibility for the encroachment on 

Native lands or destruction of Native communities, reassured them of their technological 

and cultural superiority, and helped to assuage their anxieties about the  ―cyclones of 

civilization‖ buffeting their own communities.
27

  

Euro-Westerners did not just create and look at representations of Indians, they 

also embodied them. As Dakota critic Philip Deloria detailed in his 1998 book on the 
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 The end of the nineteenth century saw technological and industrial advancement that changed human 

labor, communication, and transportation, thereby altering American and Canadian lifeways. The first 

overland telegraph connecting the west and east coasts was completed in 1861, the first transatlantic 

telegraph was installed in 1866, the transcontinental railroad was completed in 1869, incandescent light 

bulbs revolutionized electric lighting in the 1870s, wireless radios began to appear in the 1890s, the first 

North American-built gasoline automobile engine appeared in 1895, the diesel engine in 1897. In only the 

seven years between the 1893 World‘s Fair in Chicago (the World‘s Columbian Exposition), and the 1900 

World‘s Fair in Paris, ―man had translated himself into a new universe which had no common scale of 

measurement with the old‖ (H. Adams 381). In his autobiography, Henry Adams explains how technology 

radically reconfigured human consciousness at the turn of the twentieth century. He describes electricity, 

manifested in the dynamo at the Paris exposition, as ―a symbol of infinity… a moral force, much as the 

early Christians felt the Cross. The planet itself seemed less impressive, in its old-fashioned, deliberate, 

annual or daily revolution, than this huge wheel, revolving within arm‘s length at some vertiginous speed, 

and barely murmuring – scarcely humming an audible warning to stand a hair‘s-breadth further for respect 

of power – while it would not wake the baby lying close against its frame. Before the end, one began to 

pray to it‖ (380). For Euro-Westerners confronted with this awesome and anxiety-inducing new force, the 

figure of the pre-modern Indian offered a nostalgic palliative. 
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subject, ―playing Indian‖ has a long and complicated relationship with identity formation 

in the United States. Beginning with colonial patriots posing as Mohawks when dumping 

tea into Boston Harbor to the New Age ―plastic shamans‖ of the last thirty years, non-

Natives have continually taken on Indian identities to ―tangle with their ideological 

dilemmas‖ (P. Deloria, Playing 8). In the nineteenth century, such play took the form of 

staged readings of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow‘s The Song of Hiawatha, participation 

in the costumed rituals of fraternal organizations like the Improved Order of Red Men 

and New Confederacy of the Iroquois, and primitivist summer camps for children. By the 

beginning of the twentieth century, Euro-Westerners were also appearing in ―red face‖ in 

acclaimed Indianist operas. Their children were joining organizations like the Boy Scouts 

and Camp Fire Girls that played Indian with zeal as a way to stave off the degradation of 

modernity.  But as Deloria points out in his introduction, ―[i]t would be folly to imagine 

that white Americans blissfully used Indianness … while native people stood idly by.‖ 

Instead, as the nineteenth century turned into the twentieth, ―increasing numbers of 

Indians participated in white people‘s Indian play, assisting, confirming, co-opting, 

challenging, and legitimating the performative tradition of aboriginal American identity‖ 

(8). ―Playing Indian‖ was not just for white people anymore. 

 In fact, many critics (negatively) read the dramatists of this study as participants 

in this legacy of playing Indian because they similarly capitulated to and commented on 

the stereotypes and simplified cultural practices engendered in white play. However, I 

locate these writers and performers in another legacy – actually multiple alternative 

legacies: the political, cultural, and economic histories of their specific tribal nations. To 
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do so is to recognize how Native peoples indigenized Euro-Western drama by 

synthesizing it with their own creative and political forms. As Acoma Pueblo author 

Simon J. Ortiz attests, Native people, like all people, possess ―the creative ability … to 

gather in many forms of the socio-political colonizing force which beset them and to 

make these forms meaningful in their own terms‖ (8). Reading Native drama as 

adaptations of generations-old storytelling, ceremonial, and diplomatic traditions learned 

within specific tribal communities does not discount its active role in Euro-Western 

appropriations of Indian imagery. It does, however, importantly offer further proof that 

the extermination and assimilation attempts of colonial forces failed to eradicate the 

distinctive tribal national identities of Native peoples at the turn of the twentieth century.  

My project traces the tribal national influences on multiple Native performance 

artists in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century and delineates how they nod 

toward a sophisticated and politically-charged performance tradition outside of playing 

Indian. The stagecraft explored in these four chapters simultaneously speaks to Euro-

Western and Native audiences, makes room for both art and politics, and initiates both 

separatist and cross-cultural Native identities and alliances. Most importantly, these 

works demand that spectators and critics of Native drama today recognize the long 

history of Indigenous performance, a history whose significance we are just beginning to 

recognize, analyze, and understand.  

 

Native American Literary Studies 

By articulating these goals of my work, I engage with the central concerns of 

Native American literary criticism from the last three decades that emphasizes the 
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important relationship of creative work to Native political struggles. Such criticism asks 

scholars to recognize the interpenetration of art and politics in Native literatures, to note 

how tribal political histories shape texts and how writing, whether creative or critical, can 

impact tribal politics. In his transformative text Red on Red, Creek and Cherokee author 

Craig Womack writes, ―Native artistry is not pure aesthetics, or art for art‘s sake.‖ 

Instead, Native writing is an ―invocation that will upset the balance of power, even to the 

point … where stories will be preeminent factors in land redress‖ (16-7). Contemporary 

Native writers join a long line of Indigenous authors concerned with the political 

valences of their texts. From Samson Occom condemning the sin of drunkenness at the 

execution of his fellow Mohegan, Moses Paul, in 1771, to William Apess arguing for 

Mashpee land rights in his 1835 Indian Nullification, to E. Pauline Johnson‘s strident 

1892 essay, ―A Strong Race Opinion,‖ which critiques stereotypes of Native women, 

Native men and women have long inserted their voices into public political discourses.  

Sean Teuton (Cherokee) traces this concern for politics back to forms of tribal 

governance ―where debate is a public and social obligation‖ (108). Consequently, Teuton 

argues, we can see Native writers throughout history ―developing theoretical paradigms 

to serve practical actions in the midst of an ongoing USA colonial invasion of Native 

homelands‖ (113). This deep linkage between writing and politics in Native intellectual 

and artistic history, what Jace Weaver terms ―communitism,‖ obliges contemporary 

Native studies scholars to underscore the contributions the texts they study (and write) 
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make to political conversations in Indian Country today.
28

 Because, as Weaver writes, 

―language and narrative have such power to create community,‖ critics and scholars 

engaged with the work of peoples still deeply embroiled in the decolonization process 

must recognize the formative and transformative potential of those works, and of their 

own writing (That the People 40). Such texts can be the stories of Native survival, both 

politically and culturally, which is why in each chapter I detail both the political histories 

of the tribal nations out of which the performance texts arose and the implications those 

texts carry for ongoing debates over tribal nationalism.  

Tribal nationalism has undergirded Native writing long before it became a 

theoretical concept in Native literary studies. Luckily, however, great thinkers and writers 

in the past three decades like Ortiz, Womack, Teuton, and Robert Warrior (Osage), 

among others, have begun to articulate its parameters and establish it as an important 

foundation for literary criticism. In his landmark 1981 essay ―Towards a National Indian 

Literature,‖ Ortiz describes how Native storytellers and writers have long used language 

as a response to colonization ―to retain and maintain their lives.‖ This politicization of 

language, Ortiz argues, gives contemporary Native literatures ―a particularly nationalistic 

voice,‖ resistant to colonization (10). Ortiz‘s vision of nationalism encompasses all 

Native peoples because of their shared struggles for survival and self-governance, what 

Teuton calls ―indigenous ‗immediacy‘‖ (107). But he also suggests how tribally-specific 

knowledge systems and practices are vital to personal and community survival. By 
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 Weaver‘s neologism ―communitism‖ combines ―community‖ and ―activism‖ to evoke the sense of 

community responsibility within Native literature. This responsibility, Weaver argues, is to ―participate in 

the healing of the grief and sense of exile felt by Native communities and the pained individuals in them‖ 

(That the People xiii). This healing is multifaceted, including both redress of traditional homelands as well 

as community-wide empowerment through song, ceremony, and stories (38-40). 
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performing the give-away dances on fiesta days at Acoma, Ortiz‘s Uncle Steve (whose 

Acoma name is Dzeerlai) ―struggled to teach history, knowledge of our community, and 

understanding of how life continues‖ (Ortiz 12). While Ortiz outlines Indigenous 

nationalism with broad brush-strokes, the real power of the paradigm manifests in the 

tribally-specific details of his home community.   

More recent tribal nationalist critics have expanded on the need for tribally-

specific criticism. Womack‘s Red on Red focuses almost exclusively on Creek literature 

because, as he writes, ―tribes recognizing their own extant literatures, writing new ones, 

and asserting the right to explicate them constitute a move toward nationhood‖ (14). 

Womack bases his critical discourse on Creek political histories, ceremonies, and oral 

traditions, arguing that these ―are central to an understanding of Creek literature‖ (17). 

Similarly, in Our Fire Survives the Storm, Daniel Heath Justice (Cherokee) details 

significant historical events and political structures in the Cherokee Nation with the goal 

of highlighting ―the interpretive links between the social, political, historical, and 

cultural‖ in a Cherokee literary tradition (7). Several other critics have also used specific 

tribal histories and cultures to illuminate Native texts: Robert Warrior emphasizes Vine 

Deloria, Jr.‘s and John Joseph Mathews‘ connections to Standing Rock Sioux and Osage 

socio-political contexts, respectively, in Tribal Secrets; Greg Sarris (Pomo/Miwok) 

locates the stories of Mabel McKay, a Pomo basket weaver and elder, in relation to Pomo 

oral traditions and linguistics. On the other side of the continent, Lisa Brooks (Abenaki) 

looks to Abenaki oral traditions and linguistics to  shape her literary criticism in ―Digging 

at the Roots,‖ while Joanna Brooks situates Samson Occom‘s Collected Writings in 
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Mohegan political and religious histories, to list just a few examples. These studies stress 

that literary criticism that pays attention to the politics embedded within Native writing 

must also pay attention to the specific histories, lands, and cultures from which that 

writing originated. Can scholarship really advocate for Native sovereignty and survival, 

these studies seem to ask, if they ignore the specific experiences and epistemologies of 

the people intended to survive as a sovereign nation?  

The alternative to tribal specificity – pan-Indian criticism – is not necessarily 

apolitical. As stated above, Indigenous peoples of North America share similar 

experiences of colonization and their writings can illustrate overlapping responses to this 

condition. Okanagan writer Jeannette Armstrong takes up this topic in an interview with 

Hartwig Isernhagen, in which she describes Native literature as ―many different cultures 

producing different kinds of literatures,‖ but which share thematic resemblances ―because 

of our commonalities of experience in terms of the colonization process‖ (Isernhagen 

135-6). These shared responses to colonization have led literary critics like Vizenor, 

Paula Gunn Allen (Laguna Pueblo/Sioux), Kenneth Lincoln, Elaine Jahner, and Louis 

Owens (Choctaw/Cherokee) to produce readings of Native literatures more attendant to 

the more general concerns of Indian Country than the political identities and histories of 

specific tribes, including issues of gender discrimination and Indian stereotyping.  

The danger of a wholly pan-tribal approach, however, is the labeling of Native 

peoples as just another US ―minority‖ group. While Native communities often suffer the 

high unemployment rates, poverty, and poor healthcare of other racial or ethnic 

minorities in the US, their specific political histories on this continent distinguish them in 
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significant ways from these other communities. As Elizabeth Cook-Lynn (Crow Creek 

Lakota) writes,  

to say that indigenous peoples are American ethnic societies is to omit the most 

important thing about their existence in America: their long-established and 

historical blood relationships to one another as well as their political status as 

nations-with-a-nation and signers of treaties with the US government. (New 

Indians 124-5) 

Instead of solely by race or ethnicity, Indigenous peoples in North America define 

themselves by history, land, and politics, another reason that connecting Native literatures 

to specific tribal political contexts is not just appropriate, but imperative for 

contemporary debates about Native identity.
29

  

 In light of the tension between tribally-specific and pan-tribal literary criticism, 

recent conversations in Native literary studies have raised a third alternative. What is 

variably called relational regionalism, intertribalism, or tribal internationalism, this third 

approach strives to demarcate tribal national boundaries while also documenting the 

shared histories, economies, and decolonization strategies of Native nations in North 

America. The direction such criticism takes, including the extent to which tribal national 
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 This is also the reason that, wherever possible, I identify writers, performers, and scholars by their 

specific tribal nations. When I refer more generally to descendants of the first inhabitants of North 

America, I use Native American, Native, Indigenous, Indian, and First Nations (for Canadian Native 

peoples). ―Native‖ and ―Indigenous‖ are the most inclusive terms, encompassing ―Indians‖ as well as other 

Indigenous groups like Native Hawaiians, Alaskan Eskimos, Canadian Inuits, and Aleuts, who all consider 

themselves non-Indians, so I use these most often.  I tend to use ―Indian‖ only when trying to capture the 

language or specific attitude of a historical period or region. For instance, when discussing the mainstream 

images of Native people circulating at the turn of the twentieth century or when referring to ―Indian 

Country,‖ a phrase commonly used to describe self-governing Native communities throughout the United 

States. However, all of these terms, including tribal names assigned Native nations by European settlers 

(such as Mohawk, Sioux, and Paiute), carry with them inaccuracies and generalizations that do not 

acknowledge the diversity of distinct tribal histories, languages, and cultures in North America. 
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politics and self-governance concerns remain central, can vary widely. For instance, Shari 

Huhndorf (Yup‘ik) reads Leslie Marmon Silko‘s Almanac of the Dead through a singly 

internationalist lens, claiming that the novel ―confoun[ds] the nationalist paradigms that 

have dominated Native literary studies‖ by ―rewrit[ing] the history of the Americas from 

a transnational perspective that … attempts to negotiate a collective revolutionary 

identity based on histories shared by Native peoples across cultural and national 

boundaries‖ (Mapping 141).  In contrast, Tol Foster (Creek) leaves those national 

boundaries intact in his reading of the work of Cherokee writer-performer Will Rogers, 

even as he explores the concomitant layers of relationships Rogers formed with other 

Native and non-Native people. These relationships, Foster asserts, should not be ignored 

and produce a ―relational regional‖ or ―tribal cosmopolitan‖ frame for reading Rogers. 

Rogers‘ writings, Foster argues, ―engag[e] the local, regional, national, and the global,‖ 

yet at the same time are ―based in a particular tribal history that is both productive and 

problematic‖ (292).   

As Foster reads Rogers‘ model for engaging with the wider world as grounded in 

a Cherokee-specific upbringing, Lisa Brooks reads eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 

Native relationships in the northeast as generated from tribally-specific concepts of space. 

For example, Brooks argues that Mohawk leader Joseph Brant‘s vision of a United Indian 

Nations derived from his experiences with Haudenosaunee consensus-building diplomacy 

and the metaphor of  ―the dish with one spoon‖ (The Common Pot 125). Like the 

Confederacy, Brant‘s United Indian Nations used intertribal alliances to bolster their 

political power vis à vis British Canada and the United States, while continuing to 
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recognize the distinctiveness of individual nations. Such historical and political 

developments determined Brooks‘s own methodology of reading both within and across 

tribal nations in a specific historical moment and a specific region.  

As will be apparent in the chapters that follow, Staged Encounters aligns most 

readily with this final approach to Native writers. Each of the four chapters describes and 

analyzes a dramatist or group of dramatists from a specific tribal national background, 

illuminating the local cultural, political, and historical contexts necessary to read their 

work deeply. Often, however, the individual, familial, and tribal histories of these 

dramatists have directed them toward roles as ambassadors to other tribal nations, the US, 

and Canada. Moreover, the necessarily collaborative nature of theater demands a far-

reaching assortment of cross-cultural and international relationships. But, as Foster and 

Brooks point out in their work, the very work of building relationships with leaders, 

artists, and audience members of multiple nations often originates in an epistemology or 

political system specific to a writer‘s tribal nation. The enactment of and commitment to 

these relationships should in no way discount the dramatist‘s connection to her or his own 

tribal nation, and, in some cases, proves a direct endorsement of it. 

 The performance texts explored in the pages that follow also demonstrate a 

connection to traditions of orality and verbal art in Native communities. Within Native 

communities, storytelling traditions – both sacred and everyday – served community-

building purposes. As in many of her published works, Silko (Laguna Pueblo) 

communicates the power of stories and storytelling in her collection of essays, Yellow 

Woman and a Beauty of the Spirit:  
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When I was a child at Kawaik, in the Laguna Pueblo reservation in New Mexico, 

the old folks used to tell us to listen and to remember the stories that tell us who 

we are as a people. The old folks said the stories themselves had the power to 

protect us and even to heal us because the stories are alive; the stories are our 

ancestors. In the very telling of stories, the spirits of our beloved ancestors and 

family become present with us. (152) 

In Silko‘s Laguna Pueblo community, the oral traditions carry with them strategies for 

physical and national survival, topographic maps of traditional homelands, and 

collectively-formed memories of specific events. Through the communal re-telling of 

these stories, ―the community was able to piece together valuable accounts and crucial 

information that might otherwise have died with an individual‖ (31-2). Along with scores 

of other writers, critics, and scholars, Kuna/Rappahannock writer and performer Monique 

Mojica agrees with Silko, affirming, ―In First Nations cultures, stories are never ‗just 

stories.‘ They are essential ways of communicating memory, history, belief, and 

tradition‖ (Mojica and Knowles, Staging v). To embody those stories, and bring them to 

life for a Native audience, serves a crucial function in communities fighting for cultural 

survival. 

Virtuosic oral performance has proved additionally valuable for Native peoples in 

political situations. For instance, decision-making at the Grand Council of the 

Haudenosaunee requires open debate and consensus-building among the at least fifty 

chiefs present from six tribal nations, each with their own retinue of clan mothers and 

sub-chiefs who influence the stances taken. Deliberations among the Haudenosaunee 
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leaders present at a council or a treaty can take days before a response is agreed on. Such 

group collaboration in decision-making reflects the participatory ethics of 

Haudenosaunee life. In the Sky Woman creation story, as Lisa Brooks points out, ―the 

earth materializes through the interrelated activity of its inhabitants‖: the water animals, 

the geese, Sky Woman and her offspring, and the soil and seeds (―Digging‖ 238). In his 

speeches, Sagoyewatha (Red Jacket), a much-heralded Seneca orator of the 1790s and 

early 1800s, consistently emphasizes such ongoing collaboration by using the pronoun 

―we‖ and referring to the multiple nations represented. He also references both past and 

future generations, as at the end of his final speech at Council of Tioga in 1790, he 

asserts, ―Now we must follow the steps of our forefathers, & keep peace that our children 

may grow up in peace & quietness‖ (Ganter 14). The community determining the 

decisions includes those that came before; the decisions made will influence generations 

well into the future. Sagoyewatha‘s oratory expands the impact beyond the present 

moment and creates an intergenerational Indigenous body held together by its members 

shared responsibility for the proper care of their land and desire to live in peace. 

 But Native oratory did not always evoke the desired response in Euro-Western 

audiences. Although the eloquence of Native leaders was a largely undisputed fact in 

eighteenth-century North America, regard for this eloquence among Euro-Westerners 

often overshadowed the claims and arguments they made on behalf of their nations. As 

Maureen Konkle has ironically observed, ―Indians‘ oratory can be picturesque, 

metaphorical, and bold, but they do not have reason, and therefore they do not have the 

capacity for forming civil societies‖ (Konkle 232). Therefore, focusing on Native 
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performance in this project carries with it the risk of perpetuating some of the stereotypes 

Euro-Westerners formed about Native orators centuries ago. By celebrating Native 

oratory, non-Native audiences implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) categorized Native 

leaders as illiterate. The ―savage‖ speaker, as described by early American critic Sandra 

Gustafson, encountered both acclaim for his ―greater authenticity than textbound white 

orators‖ and  disapprobation for ―demonic speech‖ not supported by writing (xxii). 

Therefore, the concurrent textual production of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Native 

public figures went largely unnoticed.  

Even today, some scholars of Native oratory and literature assume, as Arnold 

Krupat does in The Voice in the Margin, that oral performances are ―the best 

representatives of … Indian literature‖ (209). In response to this bias – and, of course, the 

upsurge in the publication of Native texts since the 1970s – Native studies critics of the 

past thirty years have focused primarily on written documents. Without de-valuing the 

printed page, the growing field of Native American performance studies, led by 

playwright and scholar Hanay Geiogamah (Kiowa/Delaware) and dramaturge and scholar 

Jaye T. Darby, seeks to explore the physicality, liveness, visual power, and collective 

experience that performance offers Native communities. Staged Encounters joins this 

movement and offers a historically-based study heretofore missing from the criticism, 

which tends to focus on Native theater since 1970. This project, then, pushes the 

boundaries of both late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Native literary criticism 

and contemporary Native theater criticism to argue for the essential interpenetration of 

writing and performance in the work of Native dramatists a century ago. From the 
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concert halls of Montreal to the school auditoriums of Northern Utah, these writer-

performers transformed the stage into a site of political possibility left unrealized on the 

printed page, a site that offered a complicated visibility from which to interrogate the 

conditions of their oppression. For this approach, I rely heavily on the innovative work 

coming out of performance studies – Native-focused and not – and theater history 

methodologies, which I will review in the next section.  

 

Performance Studies 

Through diverse genres, including oratory, solo performance poetry, historical 

pageants, and operas, the artists considered in Staged Encounters shatter the brittle 

rigidity of Curtis‘s ―Indian,‖ vivifying and trumpeting the Indigenous physical and 

intellectual presence the US government and Euro-Western artists had spent years 

variously trying to undermine. Central to the power of these performances is the 

enactment of – on stage, for a spectating public – the words and movements created by 

politically- and culturally-engaged theater artists. Such embodiment, and the attendant 

material aspects of its theatrical production, has been usefully examined and theorized by 

performance studies scholars, including Diana Taylor, Jill Dolan, and Elin Diamond. 

Locating their theories in the post-structuralist shift of the last twenty years, as well as in 

feminist and queer studies, these critics frequently outline how live performance can shift 

―delimiting cultural conventions‖ and destabilize restrictive social identities (Dolan, 

Geographies 65). Meanwhile, Native theater scholars, like Geiogamah, Darby, Bruce 

King (Oneida), and Monique Mojica, have developed similar theories on the 

transformative potential of performance, drawing instead on generations-old ceremonial 
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and ritual traditions in Native communities that possess the power to re-imagine and re-

shape identity. In this section, I review both fields to illuminate their potential similarities 

and fundamental differences, and to examine how they both usefully inform this project. 

First, I want to offer my own project-specific definition of performance. Central 

to my project is an expansive conception of the term that includes a wide array of 

dramatic genres. My definition begins with the words of theater studies critic Marvin 

Carlson, who writes that the ―performing arts … require the physical presence of trained 

or skilled human beings whose demonstration of their skill is the performance‖ (3). 

Within this definition I find three key elements: the physical presence of human beings, 

the training and skill possessed by those human beings, and the demonstration of that 

skill for other human beings (an encounter). How we interpret each of these elements in 

late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Native performance texts carries profound 

ramifications for the meaning we ascribe to those texts, as well as the potential impact of 

those texts both for and on Indigenous and Euro-Western communities. As I describe 

above, Native bodies and physical representations of Native people possess peculiar 

weight in Euro-Western cultures, while Native communities themselves have distinct 

histories of embodiment and verbal art. Tracing how these histories served as the 

foundation for the training and skills Native performers demonstrated for their audiences 

via a distinctly Native physical presence is a central priority of this project. That Native 

dramatists enacted this tribally-specific presence after generations of disease, poverty, 

military engagement, and assimilation programs had so ravaged their communities makes 

their work especially powerful and worthy of study.  
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Such a move towards the political and cultural implications of performance for 

colonized peoples also makes Carlson‘s somewhat abstract definition of performance 

more concrete. Performances do not occur in a socio-political or cultural vacuum; they 

involve real people embedded within specific histories who emerge from the performance 

process or the auditorium changed, however slightly, from before. Jeffrey D. Mason, in 

his introduction to Performing America: Cultural Nationalism in American Theater, 

describes the force of performance as permeating the many layers of society. He writes 

that performance is ―a product, an expression, and an integral constituent of its culture. 

Performances and para-performances persist in venues scattered throughout society, and 

any of them can employ and interrogate the discourse that permeates and drives the 

culture as a whole‖ (1). Performances, like writing, both reflect and influence the 

cultural, national, and social identities of the communities from which they arise.  

This understanding of performance derives from J.L. Austin‘s concept of 

―performative utterances‖ and Jacques Derrida‘s work on ―citationality.‖ A ―performative 

utterance‖ refers to a speech act that actually generates an effect upon enunciation, 

although Austin discounts language spoken on stage or in poetry from such efficacy 

(832-8). Derrida, in his essay, ―Signature, Event, Context,‖ addresses this exclusion and 

argues that both world and stage are characterized by a pervasive theatricality wherein 

identities are constructed ―iteratively through repeated and necessarily complex citational 

processes‖ (Castillo 14). In concert with these theories of speech acts, the power of 

performance and the authority of the performer derive from citing pre-existing 
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conventions of physical and discursive authority.
30

  

Negotiating intercultural relationships requires a set of conventions that must 

reference existing traditions, however obliquely. Christopher Columbus‘ initial contact 

with the Arawak Indians in the Caribbean exemplifies this citational process as he uses 

physical, verbal, and written conventions to make the relationship legible to a European 

audience and to situate it in a lineage of similar performances. Through this citation of 

embodied and scribal elements previously enacted by European explorers and colonizers 

elsewhere, Columbus actually produces colonization through performance. As Diana 

Taylor points out in The Archive and the Repertoire,  

Grounded in past acts of possession, whether in relation to the Canary Islands or 

the Reconquista, the scenario [of colonization] was choreographed in Spain. 

Certain things had to be said and done to accomplish the transfer. Reiteration lent 

the scenario intelligibility and legitimacy…. The scenario thus bridges the past 

and future as well as the here and there. It‘s never for the first time, and never for 

the last, yet it continues to be constantly reactivated in the now of performance, 

explaining why ―we‖ have a right to be there, whether it‘s expeditions or space 

films, adventure getaways or land grabs. (57-8)  

Contemporary performance theorists like Taylor recognize the power of live performance 

to both reflect and engender cultural, political, and historical conditions through its 

reference to preexisting codes of authority. As she reminds us, ―it is impossible to think 
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 See J.L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words; Jacques Derrida, ―Signature, Context, Event‖; and 

Andrew Parker and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Introduction to Performativity and Performance for more on 

the linguistic foundations to notions of performance. 
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about cultural memory and identity as disembodied. The bodies participating in the 

transmission of knowledge and memory are themselves a product of certain taxonomic, 

disciplinary, and mnemonic systems‖ (86). To ignore the material produced through 

embodied practice, what Taylor terms the ―repertoire,‖ in favor of written documents is 

to privilege one way of reading history, most often the version endorsed by those with the 

power and resources to record it in the archive. The archive and the repertoire have 

always worked in tandem, and in conjunction with other systems of transmission, like the 

visual and the digital, to create and pass on knowledge; scholarship on performance texts 

must inhabit their juncture.    

Live performance differs in its potential to reflect and shape experience from a 

written text because it is susceptible to the ―eruption of the outside into the work,‖ as 

Henry Sayre describes it, with the ―outside‖ encompassing all political, personal, cultural, 

and site-specific physical contexts (96). Such an intrusion carries with it the 

transformative potential of performance, or the possibility that, if only for a moment, an 

audience member or actor can imagine a reality in different terms from those that shape 

his or her current reality. Feminist theater critic and scholar Jill Dolan theorizes this 

potential as a ―utopian performative.‖ A utopian performative (referencing the J.L. Austin 

sense of the word) describes how a performance can actually do the work, in ―small but 

profound moments,‖ of ―lift[ing] everyone slightly above the present, into a hopeful 

feeling of what the world might be like if every moment of our lives were as emotionally 

voluminous, generous, aesthetically striking, and intersubjectively intense‖ (Utopia 5). I 

adapt Dolan‘s inspiring concept to theorize the more specific potential for political 
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change and emotional healing held for Native artists and audience members in turn-of-

the-century performance. To do so, I turn back to theories of Native literature and also to 

the burgeoning work in Native American performance studies.   

To be sure, the writer-performers of my project expertly deploy Euro-Western 

tropes, images, and stage techniques in order to legitimize themselves (both authorize and 

make legible) to non-Native audiences. But the training and skill that Carlson asserts 

performers demonstrate does not need to come solely from one source. In fact, I posit that 

the tribal and familial backgrounds of these dramatists, along with the specific historical 

and political circumstances of their lives, trained them in such a way as to be not only 

skillful authors, speakers, and actors, but also intertribal and international negotiators 

through the medium of performance. The alternative authorities of tribal national 

performance, political, and diplomatic traditions carry with them a Native-centered 

transformative potential. Craig Womack states in his introduction to Red on Red, ―Native 

artistry is not pure aesthetics, or art for art‘s sake: as often as not Indian writers are trying 

to invoke as much as evoke. The idea behind ceremonial chant is that language, spoken in 

the appropriate ritual contexts, will actually cause a change in the physical universe‖ (16-

7). In Womack‘s insistence resonates J.L. Austin‘s theory of performative utterances, but 

also the distinctive legacies of ceremony and ritual at work in Native art. Womack‘s 

statement, and the work of contemporary Native performance studies scholars, reveals 

the integrative environment of Native performance. Ritual, community, and activism are 

all encompassed by artistic creation, especially embodied artistic creation that more 

closely echoes ceremony.  
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Theater written, produced, and performed by Native people is one way to ensure 

the stories vital to Native survival continue to be shared. As playwright Bruce King 

writes in his essay, ―Emergence and Discovery: Native American Theater Comes of 

Age,‖ ―Theater is the ideal vehicle for the presentation and the preservation of oral 

tradition, but more than that, it empowers us to confront and examine the present, to look 

at who we are today so that we may better understand ourselves‖ (167). But more than 

just a tool for understanding the present realities of Native America, theatrical 

performance offers the possibility to imagine and present an alternate reality, one closer 

to the goal of tribal artistic, intellectual, spiritual, and political sovereignty, even if just 

for an evening. The medium of live performance, therefore, has the potential to be, as 

Darby and Geiogamah describe it, ―ceremonial literature‖ that can ―restore balance and 

harmony within the community at all levels, from the personal to the cosmic‖ (Darby, 

―Come to the Ceremonial Circle‖ 197).
31

  

Such a potential has been inherent in Native storytelling and performance for 

countless generations, but works at either end of the chronological spectrum – either 

traditional stories or contemporary drama – usually receive critical attention. Staged 

Encounters explores the understudied Native performance scene at the turn of the 

twentieth century, but maintains a wider view of the lineage of Native orators, 
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 See also Geiogamah‘s essay ―Ritual and its Deeper Rhythms in Ceremonial Performance,‖ and Darby‘s 

―Into the Sacred Circle,‖ both in the recent collection American Indian Performing Arts: Critical 

Directions, for more on Native theater and ceremony. Cherokee poet and scholar Qwo-Li Driskill also 

draws parallels between Cherokee performance rhetorics and healing ceremonies in his dissertation, 

Yelesalehe hiwayona dikanohogida naiwodusv/God taught me this song, it is beautiful: 

Cherokee Performance Rhetorics as Decolonization, Healing, and Continuance. Finally, Monique Mojica 

and Ric Knowles contribute an instructive dialogue about the transformative potential of Native 

performance in ―Creation Story Begins Again.‖ 
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storytellers, activists, and playwrights in which they belong. The dramatists of this study 

form an important link between storytelling practices, early American Native oratory, 

contemporary Native theater, and twenty-first century political discourse. Their forebears 

were Sagoyewatha, Pocahontas, Canassatego; their descendants are Drew Hayden Taylor 

(Anishinaabe), Spiderwoman Theater, and Tomson Highway (Cree). These orators, 

performers, and writers all demonstrate the varied and diverse ways Natives have 

embodied belonging to a tribal community and demonstrated how Native artists have 

continually used performance to imagine responses to colonial policies that so often 

endeavored their disappearance.  

This is not to claim my study as one of simple, or even explicit, victory against 

colonization. Even Dolan notes the fleeting nature of utopian performatives; they are only 

able to be partially grasped before they disappear ―around the corners of narrative and 

social experience‖ (Utopia 6). Native performance at the turn of the twentieth century 

neither revolutionized federal Indian policy, nor warded off the territorial, cultural, and 

economic dispossession such policy engendered; in fact, some Native performers, 

including Sarah Winnemucca Hopkins, whom I discuss in Chapter 1, are often rebuked 

for their support of government intervention in Native affairs and perpetuation of generic 

Indian stereotypes. The moments of transformative potential engendered by Native 

performance at the turn of the century might not even register with activists and scholars 

in a post-Red Power Native America. But while this project cannot tell one clear-cut 

resistance story, it does tell multiple stories of Native resistance, subversion, and, most 

importantly, creative and political autonomy. 
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These stories, of course, were not limited only to late nineteenth- and early 

twentieth-century Native dramatists. Embodiment and performance, as expressed in the 

comments above by Mason, Austin, and Taylor, pervade all aspects of lived experience.
32

 

Without a doubt the performance texts of this study reflect the larger role-playing Native 

public figures enacted in ―venues scattered throughout society‖ for Native and non-

Native audiences. Each selected from a ―repertoire of identity‖ – a term Amelia Katanski 

uses to describe the ―multivalent identities‖ of American Indian students attending off-

reservation boarding schools at the turn of the century – depending on the 

communicative, cultural, or political exigencies of a particular situation (15). For the 

purposes of this dissertation, however, I narrow the scope of ―performance‖ to refer 

primarily to self-consciously theatrical works, whether autobiographical like Sarah 

Winnemucca‘s speeches or more fictional, like Gertrude Bonnin‘s The Sun Dance Opera. 

Because I look at the political foundations and potential of performance, I pay particular 

attention to those texts that are purposely designed for public presentation on a large 

scale. I should also note that, because of my grounding in literary studies, I focus on 

works with a written text, avoiding dance and music, for the most part. I do address the 

music for those performances that include it, like The Sun Dance Opera and the 

Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabe adaptations of Hiawatha, but I consider it only in the 

context of the larger production. Limiting my focus in this way helps me bound the 

expansiveness of this project because ―performance‖ can characterize so many of the 
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 See Dolan‘s essay ―Geographies of Learning: Theater Studies, Performance, and the ‗Performative‘‖ in 

Geographies of Learning for insightful commentary on how many academic disciplines turn to 

performance and performativity as metaphors for the social identities taken on in everyday life, esp. 67-70. 
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interactions between Native and white people. Also, the archive tends to work against 

scholars seeking evidence of ephemeral embodied encounters, especially those without a 

written text, not specifically denoted as ―theater,‖ and enacted by non-white subjects.  

Nevertheless, my research relies heavily on archival sources, whose written and 

historical nature may seem to work at cross-purposes to my attempts to imbue Native 

performances with their original vitality. To compound this challenge, the history of the 

archive has been one of imposed absence of Native peoples, making locating and 

accessing relevant sources even more difficult. Though many Native cultures had systems 

of writing prior to colonization – including birch bark writing in Anishinaabe 

communities, the Mayan codices, and the mnemonic wampum strings and belts woven by 

tribal communities of the northeastern woodlands – non-Natives imposed a hierarchy that 

privileged their form of writing over these forms and alternative forms of communication 

like performance. The archival process – selecting the letter, map, or other physical 

record to catalogue, separating the record from its creator or caretaker, then classifying it 

according to an arbitrary system – is a crucial element in the creation of cultural memory 

and power. Because of their distance in space and time from any specific person, the 

documents – and the archive as a whole – are deemed unmediated, objective, and static. 

They are also removed from the communal context out of which they were formed, seen 

instead as singular objects derived from one individual. Divorcing objects in the archive 

from their creators and communities thereby absolves those in power from the damage to 

other communities represented in the record. It also readily allows those in power to 

strategically select or de-select items to remain in the archive, depending on the version 
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of history preferred. As a result, not only the colonial atrocities perpetrated on Indigenous 

peoples, but also the lifeways and experiences of Indigenous peoples ―fade into 

‗absence‘‖ when writing alone functions as archival evidence, as proof of presence‖ 

(Taylor 34).  

However, recent scholars invested in harnessing the wealth of the material 

available in archives, however mediated and incomplete, to enrich our understanding of 

Indigenous legacies of live performance, including Diana Taylor and Qwo-Li Driskill 

(Cherokee), have emphasized the need to contend with their limitations and question the 

narratives found there to uncover alternative forms of cultural memory. Embodied 

practice, which is available to the weak as well as the strong, offers a competing and 

correlative vehicle for storing and transmitting knowledge. Commenting on the 

knowledge(s) available via performance, Qwo-Li Driskill writes, ―Performance is both 

rhetorical and historiographic, it re-embodies the past and leads us to remember that the 

ways that the dead – our ancestors – return to us and remain present through our 

embodied practices‖ (89). The arguments made and memories held within embodied 

practice more than a century ago are difficult to access, however, and I find myself 

relying heavily on the documents of the archive – often unpublished playbills, reviews, 

production notes, and correspondence – to communicate how these performance texts 

looked and moved. In the process, I have had to read against the paternalistic rhetoric of 

Euro-Western reviewers, dig through folders labeled just ―Indian pageants,‖ and try to 

glimpse in the motionless faces and bodies of sepia-tinged photos the kinesthetic and 

affective power of the live.  
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Waiting in the Wings: The Chapters that Follow 

Despite the challenges of the archive, the chapters that follow use the documents 

held there, as well as religious, political, and cultural histories of tribal nation(s) related 

to the performance, to situate Native-authored dramatic texts within the contexts of 

performance history, relevant tribal events and epistemologies, and contemporaneous 

political movements and legislation. Chapter One, ―‗The Wandering Princess‘: Sarah 

Winnemucca‘s Speaking Tours as Northern Paiute National Resistance‖, traces 

traditional Northern Paiute migration routes over the speaking tours of Sarah 

Winnemucca Hopkins to offer a more complicated reading of her Life Among the Piutes: 

Their Wrongs and Claims (1883). By reinscribing the range of tribal land holdings, her 

body underscores a Native geographic autonomy that the pending Allotment Act and 

white settlement sought to undermine.  

Chapter Two, ―‗Dawn is Not the Opposite of Dusk‘: The Mohawk Performance 

Poetry of Pauline Johnson‖ grounds poetry performed by E. Pauline Johnson in the 

foundational Haudenosaunee oratorical technique ―double wampum discourse‖ and early 

Six Nations treaty agreements. Through these lenses, I argue that performances of works 

like ―A Cry from an Indian Wife‖ (1885) activate her tribal nation‘s sophisticated 

diplomatic history on stage night after night. Moreover, they perpetuate this history 

through nuanced arguments against the late nineteenth-century Canadian Indian Act and 

military campaigns against the Crees in Canada‘s North-West Territory. Similarly, the 

third chapter, ―The People‘s Pageant: Anishinaabe Dramatic Interpretations of 

Hiawatha,‖ considers the Native-language adaptations of Henry Wadsworth 
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Longfellow‘s epic poem by the Garden River First Nation (GRFN) for Euro-Western 

tourists as a continuation of the international socio-economic network of the Great Lakes 

region that had developed centuries before. More than fifty Native actors performed the 

pageant repeatedly each summer beginning in 1899, maintaining their language and 

tribally-specific oral traditions and diplomatic practices, while also generating much-

needed revenue for their community. 

Chapter Four, ―Stages of Red: Intertribal Indigenous Theater in Zitkala-Ša‘s The 

Sun Dance Opera,‖ explores a five-act opera co-written and directed by Gertrude 

Simmons Bonnin/Zitkala-Ša and William F. Hanson in 1913. In this chapter, I argue that 

the libretto of the opera and details of its original performance in rural Utah present a 

critical vantage point from which to re-examine US treatment of Western tribal nations 

and the intertribal collaborations of Native activists that proliferated in the early twentieth 

century with organizations like the Society of American Indians, of which Bonnin was a 

member. Though seemingly an apolitical romance, The Sun Dance Opera attacks the 

tyranny of the reservation system and the injustices of the Courts of Indian Offenses, all 

while staging a deeply cathartic ritual that re-energized tribal national and intertribal 

bonds. In my conclusion, ―Bodies in Relation,‖ I explore how my readings of these turn-

of-the-century dramatists travel across the intervening years to speak to Native theater 

artists in late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Though the historical and 

political contexts have changed in the last century, the concerns of Native peoples, such 

as cultural and governmental autonomy, have not. Native performers and playwrights 

today, like Spiderwoman Theater (made up of the three Kuna/Rappahannock sisters 
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Muriel Miguel, Gloria Miguel, and Lisa Mayo), Janet Marie Rogers 

(Mohawk/Tuscarora), Marie Clements (Métis), and Tomson Highway continue to grapple 

with how Native people embody tribal national belonging and intertribal activism, while 

also struggling to heal themselves and their communities both physically and financially.  

Spiderwoman Theater, the oldest continually-performing Native theater company, 

opened the door for me to this project when I began working with their plays for my 

master‘s report. The company has paved the way for countless Native performers in the 

last thirty years. But ―the sisters,‖ as many Native theater critics lovingly call them, 

likewise came after Native performers who found success on the stage more than a 

century before. Spiderwoman Theater‘s work today can be said to share the multiple 

audiences, ambivalent engagements with stereotypes, and geographic peregrinations that 

characterize the work of the dramatists studied in Staged Encounters. At the same time, 

they also share in the commitment to Native nationhood, healing, and survival. Indeed, 

the complex paths that turn-of-the-century Native performance texts chart through 

national belonging meaningfully illuminate the intricacies of contemporary Native 

writing and politics.  
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Chapter One 

 

“The Wandering Princess”: Sarah Winnemucca’s Speaking Tours as Northern 

Paiute National Resistance
33

 

 

It is good that we are gathered here. 

This Woman really makes us feel proud. This woman met the challenges of her time. 

Few people don‟t understand but the history of the things she did are what brought her to 

this great place. Avoiding any and all controversy we all pay tribute to her…. 

Bless the people in higher places, Bless all the Numu people she helped. We show honor 

and respect for all things she did for Numu People.... 

 

Numu historian Ralph Burns, March 9, 2005, spoken in Paiute at Statuary 

Hall, Washington, DC, at the dedication of the Sarah Winnemucca statue 

 

With civilization spreading across the continent, we never can submit to the roaming and 

reckless habits hitherto permitted to the Indians.  

 

New York Times editorial, November 22, 1869 

 

 

Early in her autobiographical narrative Life Among the Piutes: Their Wrongs and 

Claims (1883), Sarah Winnemucca Hopkins describes what many scholars read as an 

argument for Native literacy: her grandfather, Truckee, repeatedly brandishes a letter of 

introduction signed by John Charles Frémont – what he calls his ―rag friend‖ – to secure 

food, gifts, and safe passage from white settlers in the area (25).
34

 Indeed, paper 

possesses great power and mystery in the eyes of the Northern Paiute people (or Numu, 

as they call themselves) as it ―can travel like the wind‖ and ―come back to tell what 

[people] are doing, and whether they are well or sick‖ (19).
35

 Moreover, as with the 

                                                 
33

 The title comes from an article in the St. Louis Globe-Democrat on February 19, 1885 (―Princess of the 

Piutes‖ 6). 
34

 Frémont (1813-1890) was an American military officer, explorer, and politician. 
35

 Numu is also often written as Numa, as in Gae Whitney Canfield‘s biography of Sarah Winnemucca and 

Numa: A Northern Paiute History. I use the spelling found in Michael Hittman‘s A Numu History: The 

Yerington Paiute Tribe and in the speech given by Ralph Burns (Northern Paiute) at the dedication of the 



 

 52 

supplies and security that Truckee received with his ―rag friend,‖ it serves as an 

important tool in negotiating the complex and often hostile terrain of Native-white 

interactions that arose on Northern Paiute homelands in the second half of the nineteenth 

century.
36

 Critics are right in reading Life as an affirmation of literacy and Truckee‘s ―rag 

friend‖ as a symbol of the power of written texts in a new era of Northern Paiute 

diplomacy with Euro-Americans. But such a reading can simultaneously neglect the role 

that performance – particularly Winnemucca‘s own history on the lecture circuit – also 

played in this period of transition.  

As scholar and critic Malea Powell notes, ―Winnemucca‘s text is much larger 

than Life Among the Piutes‖ (88); this chapter considers this larger ―text‖ – which 

includes Winnemucca‘s other writings and her lectures and performances – in order to 

demonstrate how writing and embodied practice partnered in Winnemucca‘s artistic and 

activist work to argue for her people‘s self-determination. Contextualizing readings of 

Life Among the Piutes with the details of her early tableaux vivants and later speaking 

tours reveals a more complex, politically-engaged, and tribal nationalist body of work 

than usually ascribed to Winnemucca, who has long been criticized for her ostensibly 

accomodationist  relationship to Euro-American politics and culture. Such a process also 

reveals Life to be not only an argument for Native literacy in English, but also a record of 

                                                                                                                                                 
Sarah Winnemucca statue in Washington, DC in 2005 (see epigraph; qtd. in Reno 3). In this chapter, I use 

Numu and Northern Paiute (the Euro-American term for Winnemucca‘s nation) interchangeably. While I‘m 

on the topic of terminology, I should also mention that Winnemucca‘s text, Life Among the Piutes, uses 

spellings of place names and people that are no longer standard today (e.g. Yakima, instead of Yakama, or 

Hayworth, instead of Haworth). In my own writing, I use the standard, twenty-first century spelling, but 

leave her spelling alone and do not mark it with [sic], which would become cumbersome in this instance.  
36

 Numu lands traditionally included areas of what is now western Nevada, eastern California, southeastern 

Oregon, and southern Idaho (see fig. 1.1 for a map). 
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the Winnemucca family‘s adaptations and revisions of Numu political, economic, and 

cultural traditions to lead their people more ably into the new century. While US officials 

divided her tribal nation‘s population among multiple reservations, restricted traditional 

band migrations, and placed rations and supplies in the hands of corrupt Indian agents, 

Winnemucca crafted a web with her moving body that connected her divided people and 

secured the resources needed for their survival. She crisscrossed the Great Basin, the 

West, and, eventually, all of North America, using her body as well as her words to 

undermine the geo-political constriction enacted by the influx of US law and non-Numu 

settlement. In an approach drawn directly from Numu migration traditions and her own 

family‘s diplomatic history, Winnemucca fashioned a presence through performance that 

cites, adapts, and updates centuries-old Numu strategies for collective survival in this 

turbulent era.  

 

“For You Are the Only One That Is Always Ready To Talk For Us”: The Legacy 

and Power of Native Oratory
37

 

Persuasive oratorical performances had served a political purpose for Numu bands 

long before Sarah Winnemucca began her speaking career. As Winnemucca biographer 

Sally Zanjani asserts, ―The ability to express oneself movingly and persuasively was an 

essential component of leadership among the Great Basin Indians – indeed, the Shoshone 

word for chief meant ‗talker‘‖ (81). The community maintained a system of government 

based on persuasion and connection. At the center of socio-political organization was the 

                                                 
37

 Winnemucca quotes her band as saying this to her in 1879 (Hopkins 140). The band, led by her father, 

was called the Kuiyidika-a after their reliance on the cui-ui fish as a staple in their diets. The cui-ui is a type 

of suckerfish that comes out of the depths of Pyramid Lake once a year to spawn in the shallows of the 

Truckee River. It is currently considered ―critically endangered‖ (Scoppettone et al.). 
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―outfit‖ or extended family, a small and flexible group who often switched allegiance 

from band to band depending on availability of food and resources, as well as on the 

proposals of the head authority of the band.
38

 This headman, a respected male leader, 

maintained his authority through his ability to convince others of the worthiness of his 

ideas through skilled oratory and reasoning. He also shared his authority with other 

respected members of the band: different individuals led hunting, ceremony, and healing 

activities, respectively.
39

 In addition, decision-making was a collective endeavor, the 

responsibility of either a small group of elders or, more frequently, large general councils 

in which the entire band, including women, participated (Zanjani 8-9).  

Winnemucca offers a glimpse of this discussion- and persuasion-based socio-

political structure early in Life Among the Piutes. Her father, who acts as headman and 

antelope shaman for their band, gathers the people together to share his apprehension 

about the arrival of Euro-Americans in the region: 

―I fear we will suffer greatly by their coming to our country; they come for no 

good to us, although my father said they were our brothers, but they do not seem 

to think we are like them. What do you all think about it? Maybe I am wrong. My 

dear children, there is something telling me that I am not wrong, because I am 

sure they have minds like us, and think as we do; and I know that they were doing 

                                                 
38

 ―Outfit‖ is a common expression used by Northern Paiute tribal members to describe the traditional 

extended family social structure: ―the ‗outfit‘ is an extended family. Extension occurs both vertically across 

generations or horizontally among siblings…. In some cases, both extensions exist simultaneously. An 

‗outfit‘ can also refer to a polygamous unit where a Numu man marries more than one woman‖ (Hittman 

4). 
39

 Winnemucca asserts that the band‘s healer (who she refers to as ―doctor‖) is the ultimate authority as he 

―is greater than any human being living.‖ She also explains how women, ―doctresses,‖ also could hold this 

role (Hopkins 15).  
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wrong when they set fire to our winter supplies. They surely knew it was our 

food.‖ (Hopkins 14) 

Built into Chief Winnemucca‘s speech is an openness to divergent opinions and 

alternative arguments. At the same time, he makes his case using both observable 

evidence – the behavior of the white settlers – and the spiritual tropes of Numu 

prophesy.
40

 As his second form of evidence, he relays a dream he has had three nights in 

a row: 

―I dreamt this same thing three nights,—the very same. I saw the greatest 

emigration that has yet been through our country. I looked North and South and 

East and West, and saw nothing but dust, and I heard a great weeping. I saw 

women crying, and I also saw my men shot down by the white people. They were 

killing my people with something that made a great noise like thunder and 

lightning, and I saw the blood streaming from the mouths of my men that lay all 

around me. I saw it as if it was real…. You may all think it is only a dream,—

nevertheless, I feel that it will come to pass.‖ (14) 

Chief Winnemucca turns his dream into observable evidence with the repetition of the 

language of the senses.
41

 The verbs he uses evoke the sights (dust, death, blood), sounds 

                                                 
40

 Although dream prophesy gained a particular valency during the upheavals of the nineteenth century, as 

evidenced by the rapid spread of Wovoka‘s Ghost Dance religion, the practice has a long history within 

Paiute communities. The Northern Paiute dreamer-prophet Wovoka (Jack Wilson) was the son of another 

dreamer-prohet, Tavibo (Northern Paiute), who apprenticed with Wodziwob, a Northern Paiute from 

California. For more on Wovoka‘s place within a tribally-specific and intertribal lineage of dreamer-

prophets, see Irwin, ―Freedom, Law, and Prophecy.‖ 
41

 Chief Winnemucca is also sometimes referred to as Old Winnemucca or Old Chief Winnemucca in 

newspaper accounts from the era. Interestingly, a 1906 article in the Nevada-based Reese River Reveille 

stated that Chief Winnemucca was Sarah‘s uncle, not her father (qtd. in Inter-Tribal Council of Nevada, 

Life-Stories 26). However, because Sarah‘s own narrative, Life Among the Piutes, and several other sources 
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(weeping, guns), and emotions (sadness, fear) of his vision. This portrayal of the dream, 

this performance, transforms the imagined (dreamt) to the tactile and real for his 

audience. Considering the reliance on discussion and collaborative argumentation in 

Numu decision-making processes – and how often band and tribal leaders gather in 

Sarah‘s Life Among the Piutes to discuss responses to the Euro-American invasion – 

these persuasive performances must have been common.  

Their appearance in Life Among the Piutes also indirectly emphasizes the role of 

live performance and embodiment to the creation of cultural memory. A fact frequently 

mentioned, but rarely explored, is that most of Life‘s chapters are transcriptions of 

Winnemucca‘s many public lectures, and that what‘s missing from a literary reading of 

the written text is the collective element of her father‘s and her own speeches. When 

Chief Winnemucca relates his dream to the gathering of Numu bands at the Carson Sink 

in the late 1840s, a system of community response and confirmation was set in motion. 

As Sarah describes, ―one could see the old women getting together talking over‖ what her 

father had said. They concur that ―it [was] not a dream,‖ but a powerful vision of the 

future that ―will surely come to pass‖ (15). Following this small-group deliberation, one 

of the Numu healers calls a council for discussion on a larger scale. At the council, the 

healer confirms Chief Winnemucca‘s vision with his own prophesy that whites ―will kill 

a great many with their guns,‖ and spread ―a fearful disease that will cause us to die by 

hundreds‖ (16). In fact, the healer‘s vision takes precedence over the Chief‘s because the 

                                                                                                                                                 
claim that Sarah and her brothers Natchez and Lee Winnemucca were Old Winnemucca‘s children, I will 

continue to refer to them as such. 
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people gathered ―believed this word came from heaven‖ (16).
42

 In action, Numu 

decision-making and governance occurred through collaboration and a multivocality lost 

in the singular perspective of a written narrative. While the written document, as Sarah 

Winnemucca makes clear through her emphasis on Truckee‘s ―rag friend,‖ takes 

precedence in Euro-American culture, to understand how she perpetuated Numu socio-

political practices of collective discussion and persuasion that combined both the real and 

imagined, as the stage always does, we need to look to embodied practice to fill in the 

holes on the page. 

Numu forms of consensus government began to change with the settlement of 

Euro-Americans in the Great Basin. As Zanjani relates, ―the concept of chieftainship was 

alien to the Paiutes, only developing when whites demanded a central authority they 

could deal with‖ (9). As others have noted, Sarah Winnemucca‘s career as an advocate 

and activist orator bears a complicated relationship to this shift in Numu political 

structure. One one hand, she capitalizes on the increased recognition and access that 

results when first her grandfather, then her father, and finally her brother are treated by 

                                                 
42

 The healer, referred to as alternately a ―doctor‖ and a ―medicine man‖ by Winnemucca in the text, 

embodies a different form of persuasion in his performance of his prophesy. Although an extensive 

comparison and contrast of the modes of performance between the types of leaders in a Numu band 

(headmen, hunt bosses, healers, to name a few) is beyond the scope of this chapter, I find it significant that 

Sarah Winnemucca‘s brand of persuasive oratory is most like that of her father (and grandfather) in that she 

combines objective, material evidence with emotional appeals. This similarity in styles across generations 

reinforces reading Winnemucca‘s oratory as participating in the perpetuation of a specific Numu tradition 

of embodied persuasion, and also demonstrates how she enhanced the political aspects of the dreamer-

prophet tradition mentioned in note 38. In contrast, her contemporary Wovoka stressed the spirituality of 

the tradition, enlivening his community and several other tribal nations with the Ghost Dance. Both 

individuals strove to lead their people through the tumult of the late nineteenth century using two distinct, 

but overlapping and equally ―traditional,‖ Numu styles of community engagement to do so. In the words of 

Gae Whitfield Canfield, ―While Sarah Winnemucca would travel the continent, Wovoka stayed in Mason 

Valley [south of Pyramid Lake]. … Sarah Winnemucca would attempt a political change while Wovoka 

prophesied a spiritual one‖ (161). With careful reading of Winnemucca‘s Life Among the Piutes, though, 

we can see that both approaches have their roots in the leadership of previous Numu generations.  
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Euro-American officials, military officers, and journalists as head chiefs of the tribal 

nation and able to speak on behalf of the entirety of the People. As a member of the ―first 

family‖ of the Northern Paiutes, Sarah obtains access to education, travel, and publicity 

unavailable to the average Numu woman. Newspaper articles accentuate this class 

distinction, describing Sarah as ―an Indian Princess in the Sage Brush‖ and referring to 

her residence in western Nevada as a ―royal court‖ (Bancroft Scraps 93: 8). Such status 

ensures her the audiences that populate the concert halls on her speaking tours.  

On the other hand, these same speaking tours signify Sarah‘s commitment to the 

well-being of her people, as well as her adaptation of Numu cultural and socio-political 

conventions to the exigencies of late nineteenth-century American Indian activism. 

Because of her status, Sarah is able to avoid the confinement the majority of her people 

must suffer on, at various times, the Pyramid Lake, Malheur, and Yakama reservations. 

She utilizes this ability to move (relatively) freely to visit government officials in 

California, Washington, DC, and Boston, as well as speak out to large audiences about 

what one newspaper calls ―the condition of her people and their future prospects‖ 

(Bancroft Scraps 93: 8). Like her father‘s aforementioned argument for avoiding white 

settlers, she pairs reason and emotion to convince her (mostly non-Native) audience of 

the needs of her people and, upon returning West, to advise her people as they negotiate 

the reservation and ration systems, allotment, and the move towards agriculture. Like 

Chief Winnemucca, Sarah relies on the power of embodied practice to make manifest the 

future she foresees for her people. Although she makes no claim to prophesy as her father 

did, she has experienced enough of Euro-American culture and behavior – and the radical 
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shifts in her own tribal nation‘s political and economic structures – to anticipate what 

continued interaction with white settlers and officials will mean for Numu survival.  

By engaging white audiences through oratory, Winnemucca steps into not only 

her own tribal nation‘s legacy of persuasive performance, but also a wider intertribal 

network of famed Indian speakers. Just as she bore a complicated relationship to Euro-

American mandates for a single tribal leader, she also simultaneously capitulated to and 

challenged the popular figure of the ―Indian orator.‖ As discussed in the Introduction, 

British and French colonists recognized the skillful verbal art of tribal leaders like 

Sagoyewatha and Canassatego during the Revolutionary and early Republican periods. 

Newly-minted Americans praised ―the savage speaker who exerts power through 

persuasion rather than commands, a view that emerged at the center of Revolutionary 

ideology‖ in contrast to the coercive form of monarchical sovereignty (Gustafson 139). 

This romantic view of Native governance did not necessarily translate into political 

power for Native peoples and the skill of the famed Indian orator was quickly 

appropriated and deployed by pseudo-Indian groups like the Improved Order of Red Men 

and the Tammany societies who counted solely white men as their members.
43

 The 

political and diplomatic speeches from nineteenth-century treaty councils selected for 

publication were more concerned with, as Barbara Alice Mann (Seneca) writes, ―happy 

little birds and babbling brooks‖ than land claims and self-governance (―Introduction‖ 

xiii). 

                                                 
43

 For more on these organizations, see P. Deloria, Playing Indian, Chaps. 1 and 2. 
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Winnemucca‘s oratory strays from other nineteenth-century speeches attributed to 

Native speakers, like that of the Duwamish and Suquamish leader Sealth (Seattle), whose 

eloquent (and controversial) concession of Native land rights and entreaty for ecological 

conservation has often been quoted by both proponents of Manifest Destiny and 

environmentalists.
44

 In some ways Winnemucca did resemble the stereotypical Indian 

orator captured in anthologies of Native speeches that primarily ―focus on west-of-the-

Mississippi peoples caught up in the nineteenth-century chaos of Manifest Destiny‘s push 

to the Pacific‖ (Mann, ―Introduction‖ xiv).
45

 But her speeches are far from 

accomodationist. While she did include tantalizing ethnographic tidbits in her speeches, 

most often Winnemucca harangued her listeners about the mismanagement of Indian 

affairs by the US government and her tribal nation‘s need for their own territory far from 

white settlers. ―My people could provide for themselves before the white people came in 

our midst,‖ she declared in San Francisco in 1879, ―They can do the same thing now‖ 

(―Sarah Winnemucca‘s Farewell Lecture‖). Winnemucca‘s demands for adequate land 

and resources for her people, as well as her encouragement of both the Numu language 

and customs through her brother Natchez‘s contributions to her performances, hardly 

presents an individual acquiescing to her nation‘s inevitable disappearance.  

 

 

 

                                                 
44

 Contemporary scholars disagree about the authenticity of Sealth‘s speech, many claiming that the 

translation recorded only a fragment of what was said by the chief in 1854. For a fuller analysis of the 

speech and its controversy, see Denise Low‘s article ―Contemporary Reinvention of Chief Seattle: Variant 

Texts of Chief Seattle‘s 1854 Speech.‖ 
45

 Some of these anthologies include Roger Moody, The Indigenous Voice; Peter Nabokov, Native 

American Testimony; and Steven Mintz, Native American Voices. 



 

 61 

Embedding Winnemucca in Land and Legacy 

 My approach to Winnemucca‘s work builds on the scholarship of other Native 

studies critics who view geography as integral to the meanings made by Native American 

texts. As anthropologist Keith Basso writes in his award-winning Wisdom Sits in Places: 

Landscape and Language among the Western Apache, ―Deliberately and otherwise, 

people are forever presenting each other with culturally mediated images of where and 

how they dwell. In large ways and small, they are forever performing acts that reproduce 

and express their own sense of place—and also, inextricably, their own understandings of 

who and what they are‖ (110). Basso sees the process of creating a ―place-world,‖ of 

narrating ―a particular universe of objects and events … wherein portions of the past are 

brought into being‖ as intimately connected to understandings of self and community (6). 

In other words, by emphasizing a certain relationship to a particular place – whether in 

writing, verbal art, or embodied practice – groups repeatedly reinscribe their identity as a 

nation, as a people built out of a specific location and landscape.
46

 

                                                 
46

 My definition of ―nation‖ strays from the more mainstream concept of a nation-state held together by a 

system of laws, boundaries, and national mythologies. Instead, I use the term to mean peoplehood, which 

exists through a shared history and culture. This definition most closely resembles Ernest Renan‘s in ―What 

is a Nation?‖ Though identifying multiple factors in the creation of a nation, Renan boils down the concept 

to the following two principles: ―One lies in the past, one in the present. One is the possession in common 

of a rich legacy of memories; the other is present-day consent, the desire to live together, the will to 

perpetuate the value of the heritage that one has received in an undivided form‖ (19). Renan‘s definition 

resonates with Craig Womack‘s, who writes ―To exist as a nation, the community needs a perception of 

nationhood, that is, stories … that help them imagine who they are as a people ….‖ (Red on Red 26). In line 

with Basso, I would add to both Renan and Womack that both the ―legacy of memories‖ and the stories that 

help the people imagine their shared identity are frequently grounded in a particular relationship to a 

specific place. Furthermore, where I believe scholars of American Indian literatures frequently get 

sidetracked in our critical work is when we assume an inflexibility in ―the heritage‖ that Indigenous authors 

have ―received‖ from their tribal nations.  Although Renan makes this heritage seem static and 

homogenous, citizens of nations, and thus nations themselves, in fact, engage in ongoing processes of self-

definition that involve adapting past experiences and even reconceptualizing that ―legacy of memories‖ in 

response to the exigencies of their contemporary circumstances.  Tom Holm ascribes the survival of Native 

peoples to this flexibility of peoplehood, what he describes as ―a matrix, a complex, organic, and integrated 
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  Abenaki literary critic Lisa Brooks takes Basso‘s concept of ―place-world‖ 

further to explore how Native writers in the northeastern United States built both a 

national identity and accommodated intertribal and international exchange through their 

relationship to the surrounding landscape. In The Common Pot, Brooks offers readings in 

both linguistics and literary history to demonstrate how Native writers in the eighteenth 

century crafted metaphors like ―the common pot‖ and the ―dish with one spoon‖  to 

represent ―a coopertative, interdependent Native environment‖ that included both 

landscape and people (3). Use of these metaphors increased in Native writing and oratory 

as British settlement expanded through Native lands, offering a counternarrative to 

colonial rhetorics of uninhabited wilderness.
47

 Significantly, Native writers and activists, 

like Samson Occom, William Apess, and Joseph Brant, drew on Native relationships to 

geography to insist on specific types of relationships to diplomacy; interaction with the 

land offered a model for interaction among Native peoples and with colonial powers. The 

ability to conceive of oneself and one‘s nation geographically, Brooks argues, translates 

into an understanding of one‘s political and economic relationship to other peoples and 

nations.  

Brooks‘s approach proves enlightening not only for early Native writing, but also 

for the performance texts of Sarah Winnemucca a century later. Winnemucca‘s speaking 

tours adapted models of migration and political leadership passed on by previous Numu 

leaders, including her father and grandfather. As detailed below, Numu bands conceived 

                                                                                                                                                 
system of knowledge, symbols, relationships, and behaviors‖ that manifest in both lived experience and 

artistic and cultural production (Holm xv). 
47

 For more on European and Euro-American views on North American lands and landscape, and their use 

to dispossess Native peoples of their lands, see Johansen‘s preface and introduction to Shapers of the Great 

Debate, and Banner, How the Indians Lost Their Land 16-20. 
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of themselves in relation to specific landscapes and patterns of movement within those 

landscapes. Their migrations not only contributed materially to the well-being of the 

people with access to different foods and shelters, but also spiritually and politically. 

Without the communal ceremonies held annually when multiple bands gathered for rabbit 

hunts and fishing expeditions, the bands‘ would have been alienated both from Numanah 

(the Creator) and from each other. Winnemucca witnessed the fracturing of Numu 

communities as a result of the restrictions of Euro-American reservations, the 

encroachment of white settlers, and the poverty that plagued her people due to corrupt 

Indian Affairs agents. However, she used her body and her voice, in addition to her pen, 

to perpetuate the economic, cultural, and political survival of the Northern Paiute tribal 

nation – a people born from a homeland – of which Winnemucca was an unquestioned 

citizen. 

 In the past, the only scholars who studied Winnemucca in relation to her tribal 

nation were anthropologists studying Northern Paiute culture. Even then, ethnographers 

like Omer Stewart (in the 1939 The Northern Paiute Bands) and Ruth Underhill (in the 

1941 Northern Paiute Indians of California and Nevada) saw her as an aberration who 

used solely Euro-American mechanisms, like English language and literacy and Victorian 

dress, to move within the dominant culture. Most often these studies seek to underscore 

the exceptionality of a Native woman speaking out publicly in a time and place hostile to 

Native peoples and dismissive of women‘s perspectives. Some of this scholarship, 

however, might suffer from such myopic views of Indigenous public intellectuals itself; 

for example, Stewart describes her as wholly self-serving and only ―trying to attain self-
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aggrandizement by exalting her father‖ in her writing. Twenty years later, anthropologist 

Robert Heizer, in contrast, credits her with ―selfless motives and tremendous energies and 

high purpose,‖ which makes her ―a person to admire in the history of our far West‖ (qtd. 

in Fowler, ―Sarah‖ 33). But while the scholarly opinion of Winnemucca may have 

changed over the course of two decades, her work was still being read in the same way: 

as authentic ethnography of an individual writer more assimilated than Indigenous.  

It would take several decades before Winnemucca‘s work would be considered 

beyond the fields of ethnography or western US history, as exemplified by the additional 

attention given her by George F. Brinlow in his frontier history, Harney County, Oregon, 

and Its Range Land, and by Catherine Fowler in American Indian Intellectuals, the 

proceedings of the American Ethnological Society. Thought to be ―lacking literary 

grace,‖ mid-twentieth century scholars read Life for its catalogue of historical events, its 

picture of a rapidly developing frontier, and its supposedly faithful depiction of 

Winnemucca‘s experience (Brinlow 147). But, as Robert Warrior reminds us, ―the Native 

nonfiction tradition … is not a vein of experience to be mined. It is made up of texts, 

texts in need of interpretation‖ (The People xxix). Scholars in the humanities eventually 

began to view Life Among the Piutes in this fashion, drawing attention to the work as an 

artistic creation as much as an activist or ethnographic tract. 

 Gae Whitney Canfield‘s biography of Sarah Winnemucca published in 1983 

generated a new scholarly interest in Life, including a similarly well-researched 

biography by Sally Zanjani in 2001. Essays coming out of literary studies and women‘s 

studies in the last twenty-five years have variously analyzed the relationship of gender to 
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the text‘s narrative techniques (Georgi-Findlay), the conditions of its production with 

non-Native editor Mary Peabody Mann (Rodier), and its uneasy affiliation with Euro-

American women‘s autobiographical traditions (Sands). Most often, critics underscore 

Winnemucca‘s ability to slip easily between white and Native communities and how 

―double consciousness is the result of Hopkins‘s frontier, liminal existence as a translator 

and mediator between cultures‖ (Lape 260). In such readings Winnemucca‘s role as 

―cultural mediator‖ takes precedence over explorations of the political and historical 

contexts shaping her work; readings frequently focus on how Winnemucca‘s writings, as 

Margo Lukens argues, ―create links between Paiutes and white Americans,‖ rather than 

the specific conditions and experiences making such negotiation necessary (96). 

Winnemucca is read as alternately alienated or empowered by her place between two 

cultures, but always ―at home in neither‖ (Fowler, ―Foreword‖ 4). As in the earlier 

―ethnographic era‖ of Winnemucca criticism, these studies almost always position 

Winnemucca as an ―exceptional Indian,‖ loosed from the moorings of community by her 

Euro-American education and relationships. Though she may have spoken for her people, 

these essays seem to argue, she was surely not of them. 

 The prolific and productive discussions on tribally-specific literary criticism and 

Native intellectual traditions coming out of the 1990s and early 2000s have shifted the 

conversation once again: scholars have begun to turn their attention more fully to the 

implications of Winnemucca‘s writing for Native politics, both historical and 

contemporary. However, in the drive to highlight a clear lineage of Native resistance, 

Winnemucca‘s works, like so many others from the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
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century, have often been overlooked because of their complicated relationship to US 

assimilation policies and programs. As critic Cari Carpenter notes, even on the Pyramid 

Lake reservation where Winnemucca is from, the writer-performer persists as both ―an 

impressive representative of this indigenous nation‖ and ―an object of suspicion‖ because 

of her close ties to the US Army and Henry L. Dawes‘s allotment policy (117). In recent 

years, however, critics have combined the recovery of Native women‘s writing with a 

more nuanced analysis of how such writing may engage with and challenge colonization.  

Critics like Carpenter, Eric Gary Anderson, Siobhan Senier, and Malea Powell 

explore Winnemucca‘s continued connection to Native culture and politics, despite her 

work on behalf of the US government and military. Anderson argues that Winnemucca‘s 

―textual construction of authority‖ results from a savvy deconstruction of the Euro-

American voices she cites and that she ―upholds a strong sense of Paiute culture while 

adapting and making that culture and her experiences accessible to a larger American 

audience culture‖ (129). Senier observes how Winnemucca‘s narrative presents diverse 

voices and opinions from her Numu community – including a nationalist perspective – a 

multivocality that ―may be a feature of Paiute oral tradition‖ and encourages a reading of 

Life in line with Jace Weaver‘s concept of communitism (Senier 103). While this 

complexity of perspectives signals Winnemucca‘s skill as a writer and insistence on 

incorporating her tribal community into her work, it also resonates with the obstacles she 

faced communicating with a white audience:  

In some sense, to tell the story of Indians speaking to whites in the nineteenth 

century is necessarily to tell a story of failure, the failure of the audience. … 
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[S]peech and self-creation do not arise in a vacuum, but rather in dynamic, 

communicative encounters where the interlocutor has a defining role to play. And 

sometimes that interlocutor is less than amenable. (104-5)   

While Winnemucca ―speaks and constitutes herself as an empowered subject,‖ according 

to Senier, her audience does not have to listen, understand, or interpret her in ways 

sympathetic to her purpose (105). In other words, the ongoing controversy over 

Winnemucca‘s dedication to her tribal nation results not from a failure of her texts to 

produce evidence of such dedication, but the erroneous ways in which a non-Native 

audience interpreted and framed such evidence from the late nineteenth to the early 

twenty-first centuries. I would take this argument further to assert that the ongoing 

misinterpretation of Winnemucca‘s activist writing and performance occurs largely 

because of critics‘ over-reliance on the written artifacts of Winnemucca‘s life, rather than 

layering those artifacts with the active practices that both drew from and constituted 

Paiute modes of diplomacy and political engagement at the turn of the century. 

Approaching Winnemucca‘s career in this way is important not only because the amount 

of her writing in the archive is so limited, but also because it changes the meaning of Life 

Among the Piutes from primarily an argument for English-language literacy to a record of 

a multi-faceted approach to sovereignty, or tribal national survival, that incorporates 

tribal histories and traditions, writing, and embodied practice, and which addresses 

multiple audiences.
48

   

                                                 
48

 As Taiaiake Alfred (Mohawk) suggests in Peace, Power, Righteousness, ―there is real danger in the 

assumption that sovereignty [in its classical sense] is the appropriate model for indigenous governance.‖ 

However, I use the term here more in line with Alfred‘s more complicated rendering of Native nationhood, 

than in ―the context of the Western understanding of power and relationships‖ (Alfred, Peace 56, 54). 
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   Both Powell and Carpenter also explore how Winnemucca‘s writing functioned 

within her carefully constructed image as a ―civilized Indian woman‖ (Powell 80). As 

Powell asserts, ―Audience is the crucial term here,‖ as she navigates both the scholarly 

interpretations of Winnemucca‘s life and work and that work itself. While other scholars 

try to fit Winnemucca into pre-defined categories of ―Indianness‖ and ―womanhood‖ in 

order to create ―new interpretive frames that can then be applied to all Western 

women‘s/women‘s/Indian women‘s/Indians‘ lives and texts,‖ Powell highlights the 

complexity of Winnemucca‘s rhetorical sophistication as ―a practice of survivance‖ (71, 

72). Similarly, Carpenter claims that while Winnemucca‘s role as liaison between the 

Northern Paiutes and the US government has often cast her as a ―traitor‖ to her people, 

she is successful in using anger, sarcasm, and sentimentality to both criticize whites and 

affirm her Northern Paiute nation (88). Instead of the ―exceptional Indian‖ model of 

earlier criticism, Carpenter argues that Winnemucca relies on a collective model of 

agency in her writing and ultimately ―returns authority to the Paiutes‖ in her text (115). 

Thus, through her acts of translation for her people – acts in which Winnemucca calls 

attention to the duplicity of the colonizers‘ message and encourages her people to judge it 

for themselves – she creates a cultural and political distance between the US and the 

Northern Paiute nations (115). While Carpenter also acknowledges the controversial 

image that persists of Winnemucca on the Pyramid Lake reservation, she ultimately 

credits Winnemucca with using Life to communicate a vision of Paiute nationhood that 

continues to impact the nation today. 

                                                                                                                                                 
Alfred, like other Native studies scholars mentioned above, view sovereignty as a practice, a sense of 

peoplehood generated from ongoing processes that recognize and respect difference and multiplicity (63-9). 
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My work here builds on readings such as Senier‘s, Powell‘s, and Carpenter‘s as I 

also see her people‘s survival as Winnemucca‘s motivation for writing and performing. 

This reading expands the ―audience‖ in question from solely Euro-American to include 

also Winnemucca‘s own Numu nation and a larger intertribal network of activists. 

Limiting Winnemucca‘s intended audience only to Euro-American readers and spectators 

keeps the focus on how her work makes meaning for those outside her tribal national 

community. When a work ―has become the subject of another‘s desire and authority and 

had its meaning absolutely transformed,‖ as is emphasized in this type of reading, it then 

becomes colonized, according to Taiaiake Alfred (―Our Art is Our Life‖). To access the 

decolonization power of Winnemucca‘s writing and performing, we must explore how it 

responds to Northern Paiute desires, as well as how it cites a Northern Paiute authority, 

an authority rooted in the relationships of people and land. Winnemucca‘s oratory 

manifests a profound connection to and concern for Numu peoples, cultures, and 

homelands, as well as adapts and re-imagines Numu embodied practices for the 

challenging conditions of the so-called ―era of assimilation.‖ Why wouldn‘t this work 

also be directed to Indigenous audiences?  

By reading Winnemucca‘s work through the cultural, political, and historical 

contexts that influenced her and her tribal nation, I strive in this chapter to articulate her 

belonging to, rather than exception from, a distinctly Numu culture and history, despite –

or perhaps based on – this culture‘s ongoing adaptation to new conditions and 

circumstances. Unlike earlier efforts to identify Winnemucca as an aberration among her 

people – and Native peoples more generally – this chapter grounds her among the 
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epistemologies, practices, and material realities of her tribal nation, as well as in an 

intertribal family of Native orators speaking across cultural lines to accomplish security 

and survival for their peoples.  

 

“Artfully Designed”: The Start of Sarah Winnemucca’s Performance Career 

Sarah Winnemucca‘s career as a performer began in the fall of 1864. Along with 

her father, Chief Winnemucca, a sister and brother, and several male members of her 

band, she performed in a series of ―Tableaux Vivants Illustrative of Indian Life‖ first in 

Virginia City, Nevada (a mining town of about 15,000) and then in San Francisco (―City 

Items‖; ―Amusements‖). The twenty-year-old Sarah not only performed in the tableaux, 

but she also translated speeches given by her father both before and during the 

performances. Already she displayed an artful understanding of her appeal to non-Native 

audiences. Nevada journalist Sam Davis describes their first performance in Virginia 

City:  

The old chief betrayed no embarrassment as he walked to the footlights and 

commenced what was probably a good talk; but the princess [Sarah], overcome 

by stage fright, got all tangled up in her attempted interpretation, and finally sat 

flat on the stage, and, putting her hands before her face, said: 

―I‘m so ashamed! I can‘t tell you what Winnemucca is saying.‖ 

If she had artfully designed to make a hit she couldn‘t have succeeded better. 

There was a storm of applause, and thereafter it was nothing but applause, though 

the audience learned little of what the old chief was saying. (qtd. in Zanjani 75) 
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In this first professional public speaking experience, Sarah already seems to know how to 

capture the hearts and minds of her non-Native audience with a combination of Indian 

exoticism and feminized modesty. 

In both Virginia City and San Francisco, the performers made their arrival in town 

in open carriages as much a part of the entertainment as the stage show later in the 

evening; they donned feathered headdresses, buckskin outfits, and face paint to ride 

throughout the city streets both in the morning and the afternoon (Canfield 37). 

According to California newspaper accounts, the chief wore brass epaulets on his 

shoulders and two of his followers ―held a crescent above his head that was bound with 

red, white, and blue stripes‖ (Bancroft Scraps 93: 10). While white settlers in California 

and Nevada would have been familiar with the Paiutes and other area tribal nations, 

crowds still lined the streets to watch the troupe‘s colorful approach. Arriving at the 

theater in full regalia not only enticed passers-by to become paying customers, but it also 

served to confirm the authenticity of the evening‘s performance, a crucial element for 

white audience members eager to witness the novelty of the Noble Savage, but in a 

controlled environment, of course.
49

  

 Because of the hostilities that regularly flared up between US and tribal forces in 

the 1860s, the appearance of a group of Indians in distinctly foreign garb and ―war paint‖ 

would have simultaneously intrigued and disturbed Euro-American audience members. 

Aware of this ambivalence, the chief delivered a speech in Paiute during the afternoon 

parade, with Sarah interpreting for the assembled mass. Apparently, leaders from 

                                                 
49

 See my Introduction for more on Euro-Americans‘ fascination with Indianness, particularly as a conduit 

to an ―authentic‖ and anti-modern Euro-American identity.  
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neighboring tribal nations had approached the elder chief and his band about joining them 

in a war against the whites, but he wanted to assure the new settlers that he had only 

friendly intentions towards them: ―Though he and his tribe were poor,‖ he said, ―they 

would not fight against the palefaces.‖ Spectators got up a collection of funds and gave it 

to the troupe, after which the performers continued their procession through town amid 

much staring (Bancroft Scraps 93: 10). 

The San Francisco newspapers described the performance that followed the 

parade as a combination of educational lectures, tableaux, Indian dances, and oratory by 

Chief Winnemucca and translated by Sarah. Ten tableaux dramatized scenes from the 

recent war between the Northern Paiutes and the Bannocks, while five tableaux 

―represent[ed] Pocahontas saving the life of Captain John Smith,‖ with Sarah‘s sister 

Mary playing the role of Pocahontas and the chief portraying Powhatan.
50

 The reviewer 

noted that ―some of the tableaux were very good, the Indians seeming to possess the 

power to maintain an inanimate position as if carved in bronze,‖ but that ―the crowning 

feature of the unique entertainment was the address in the Pi-Ute dialect‖ by the chief 

(Bancroft Scraps 93: 10). While the reviewer falls back on ridicule to describe Chief 

Winnemucca‘s speech in Paiute, he applauds Sarah‘s speaking ability, asserting ―she … 

knew just what to say, and it came to us in her sweet English voice‖ (―City Items‖). She 

had already come a long way from Virginia City‘s performance just a few weeks earlier. 

                                                 
50

 I find it fascinating that the Winnemuccas would have portrayed this scene on their first performance 

tour; not only does it reveal an awareness of and attempt to fulfill Euro-American expectations about 

Native people, especially Native women, as a calculated strategy to bring in a bigger paying audience, but 

also because much of the controversy surrounding the figure of Pocahontas surrounded Sarah Winnemucca 

as well. Pocahontas‘ image as a ―traitor‖ to her people for saving Smith‘s life mirrors Winnemucca‘s, who 

was accused of ―selling‖ her people to the Indian agents in her position as interpreter (Hopkins 236).   
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“What the Cattle Left the Agents Took”: Numu Homelands and Euro-American 

Emigration 
51

 

The funds earned on the Winnemuccas‘ performance tour would barely have 

covered expenses. With the cost of theater rental, travel, hotel rooms, meals, promoter‘s 

cuts, and paying the performers, they would have had little left over to disseminate to 

relatives and band members. However, even a small profit with which to purchase a few 

sacks of flour and blankets would have helped Winnemucca‘s band survive the winter 

(Canfield 42). Indeed, the possibility of survival for Northern Paiutes seemed bleak 

during the last decades of the nineteenth century. The influx of white settlers (or taivo in 

Paiute) following the discovery of gold and silver west of the Rocky Mountains caused 

great upheaval in Numu communities. It also radically altered the economy they had built 

among their own families and with the nearby Washo, Miwok, and Western Shoshone 

nations.  

Sarah Winnemucca was born into a Numu world on the cusp of these radical 

changes; the year of her birth, ―somewhere near 1844,‖ was also the year that John 

Frémont, Kit Carson, and their expedition ventured south from Oregon into Numu 

country in Nevada (Hopkins 5). The Numu had already met white explorers in 1841, but 

Frémont would fill a role of much magnitude in the Winnemucca family‘s experience of 

white settlement. Her grandfather, Truckee, joined with Frémont in his fight against 

Mexican settlers in California during the Mexican-American war in 1846-47 and their 
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 From ―The Pah-Utes,‖ an article written by Sarah Winnemucca for the weekly newspaper The 

Californian in 1882. 
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relationship resulted in Truckee‘s ―rag friend‖ and subsequent travels to California to live 

near white settlements.  

The adjustments Winnemucca and her band made in the second half of the 

nineteenth century were not the first for the Numu people. They had long lived in the 

Great Basin, and the changing landscape had often required them to adjust and adapt their 

food gathering practices and migratory patterns. Long before Euro-Americans arrived in 

the region, what once had been lush forests and lakes became inhospitable playas and 

sulfurous bogs after decades and then centuries of drought (Egan 2). The harsh conditions 

forced the Numu to live in small, nomadic outfits that capitalized on any and all food 

sources, including fish from the ever-shrinking lakes and rivers, roots and grasses, 

rabbits, and pine nuts. However, certain hunting and gathering practices – like the rabbit 

drives and pine nut harvesting – brought the far-flung outfits together. In the fall, tribal 

members gathered to collect pine nuts in the mountains and participate in the Pine Nut 

Festival called the tubanuga, in which individuals would hold hands during a group 

dance to ―express their unity as a people‖ (Hittman 10). Fall was also the time for rabbit 

drives, during which a line of hunters would herd jackrabbits from the sagebrush towards 

a large net; another group of hunters would club the rabbits to death, or, later, shoot them, 

once they were caught. Numu families also dried and smoked fish, as well as gathered 

several different types of grasses, roots, seeds, mud hen eggs, and insects – anything that 

would enable them to endure the long, cold winters (11).  

In the spring, the search for food began again in earnest. Some outfits gathered on 

the shores of the Truckee and Humboldt Rivers to spear the spawning salmon trout, while 
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others would travel to Walker Lake or Pyramid Lake to fish (Egan 2; Hittman 12). Once 

the heat of summer arrived, bands would often travel across the Sierra Nevada range to 

trade with the Washoes and the Miwoks in what is now California. The mountains 

provided a respite from the desert heat, and game was more plentiful in the gulches and 

canyons. Sarah describes traveling with her band on an antelope hunt (led by her father) 

in which they ―charm‖ the herd to give itself over to the people. Over the course of 

several days, the band builds a circle of wigwams and mounds, after which they walk a 

path around the antelope herd each day for five days.  On the fifth day, the charmed 

antelopes follow the people back into the circle of wigwams where they are corralled: 

―They [the antelopes] ran round and round inside the circle just as if there was a fence all 

around it and they could not get out, and they staid there until my people had killed every 

one.‖ Sarah‘s account of this antelope hunt, with its detailed recollections of the use of 

sage brush and stones to build the wigwams and mounds, emphasizes the painstaking 

exactitude with which the band created the camp and scouted the herd in the five days it 

took to charm the antelopes. If a member of the hunting party ―stumble[d] over a sage-

brush root, or a stone, or anything‖ or ―let their thoughts go away‖ from the antelopes at 

any time, ―he must tell of it,‖ for it would jeopardize the whole affair (57).  

While anecdotes such as this may seem to serve a primarily ethnographic function 

for non-Native readers of Life Among the Piutes, they also serve to communicate the 

priorities of the narrative. Sarah‘s account portrays her band as well-organized, precise, 

and skilled in calling forth the power of the supernatural to aid its survival. It also 

reinforces the seriousness of the hunt for food in the region. For the rules and regulations 
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of the antelope hunt to be seared into a small girl‘s memory in such detail, and for any 

infraction or neglect of these rules to lead to the failure of the entire hunt, such an 

endeavor must have meant the difference between life and death for tribal members. 

Sarah‘s meticulous recall of the antelope hunt could suggest not only the centrality of 

food procurement to the Northern Paiutes, but also the profound knowledge the 

Kuyuidika-a possessed of the geography, flora, and fauna in the Great Basin region, as 

well as the sophisticated protocols they had developed for interacting with their 

surroundings. ―The animals and plants, the rocks, lakes, and desert formations among 

which they lived, all helped to determine the patterns of Numa [sic] society,‖ write 

historians from the Inter-Tribal Council of Nevada in Numa: A Northern Paiute History 

(15). Although Numu bands had consistently adapted to changing weather, territorial 

boundaries, and technologies, the incursion of white settlers into the region presented 

new challenges to the patterns and relationships they had developed with their 

homelands.  

On January 4, 1848, gold was discovered at Sutter‘s Mill in California; the 

resulting westward rush by prospectors and miners brought a continuous stream of Euro-

Americans through Numu territories. Jacob Holeman, an agent sent to the area by the 

Office of Indian Affairs, remarked that he saw three hundred wagons come along the 

Humboldt River each day (Inter-Tribal Council, Numa 22). Eventually, white emigrants 

stopped viewing the Great Basin as a brief stop on their way to California and began 

settling permanently in the region. Sarah Winnemucca describes this first season with 

their new neighbors who ―had hair on their faces, and had white eyes‖ as a tense 



 

 77 

combination of fear and fascination, but she makes sure to emphasize Paiute hospitality 

towards the newcomers (20)
52

: 

That same fall, very late, the emigrants kept coming. It was this time that our 

white brothers first came amongst us. They could not get over the mountains so 

they had to live with us. It was on Carson River, where the great Carson City 

stands now. You call my people bloodseeking. My people did not seek to kill 

them, nor did they steal their horses – no, no, far from it. During the winter my 

people helped them. They gave them such as they had to eat. (10) 

Winnemucca then goes on to describe how ―fearful news‖ relayed how ―their white 

brothers were killing everybody that came in their way, and all the Indian tribes had gone 

into the mountains to save their lives‖ (11). In contrast to the newspaper accounts coming 

out of the West of Indians as savages, Winnemucca‘s description of the interaction 

between Native and non-Native peoples reverses the primitive-civilized binary.
53

 The 

Northern Paiutes extend a gracious welcome to the whites, sharing their hard-won winter 

food stores with them, while the whites indiscriminately murder Indians and chase them 

from their homes. Moreover, Winnemucca‘s description reinforces the primacy of Numu 

people in the region, ghosting Carson City with an Indigenous presence and calling 

attention to the whites‘ dependence on Numu knowledge, skills, and hospitality to 

survive in an unknown landscape. Clearly, the emigrants do not belong; no amount of 
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 The Inter-Tribal Council of Nevada details how ―hospitality was central to Numa life. As Numanah 

shared with them, they shared with others. Any stranger who visited a Numa home was asked if he had 

eaten and offered food‖ (Numa 5).  
53

 Western newspapers like the San Francisco Chronicle, the San Francisco Alta, and the Virginia Evening 

Chronicle (out of Virginia City, Nevada) regularly chronicled the developments in what they referred to as 

the ―Indian Wars‖ and the ―Indian Troubles‖ of the Plains and the Mountain West regions. Bancroft Scraps 

Vol. 92, ―Indian Miscellany,‖ offers a representative collection of these articles. 
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Manifest Destiny rhetoric could transform the Great Basin into their homelands, a fact 

emphasized by the final behavior of these first settlers: 

Well, while we were in the mountains hiding, the people that my grandfather 

called our white brothers came along to where our winter supplies were. They set 

everything we had left on fire. It was a fearful sight. It was all we had for the 

winter, and it was all burnt during that night.… This whole band of white people 

perished in the mountains, for it was too late to cross them. We could have saved 

them, only my people were afraid of them. (Hopkins 12-13) 

Since, as Paiute historian Ferol Egan explains, ―No source of food was overlooked,‖ in 

the inhospitable Great Basin, the white emigrants‘ destruction of Northern Paiute winter 

supplies marks them not only as cruel, but also unmistakably foreign (3). Winnemucca‘s 

story of that first winter with white settlers imparts a clear judgment: the non-Natives 

were the ruthless, savage ones and were justly punished for their ignorance and iniquity. 

The Numu, on the other hand, were knowledgeable and peaceful, and willing to help the 

whites if the emigrants would simply behave in line with Numu protocols for 

international relations.
54

  

Even though the whites end up perishing in the mountains, they wreak enough 

havoc before they do to convince the Numu leaders that their people ―will suffer greatly 

by their coming‖ (14). Already white emigrants provoked violent encounters with the 
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 This reversal of savage-civilized takes the form of the language of assistance/salvation common in 

progressive circles of the era; the incorrigibility of the white settlers and their unwillingness to accept the 

help they obviously desperately need from the Northern Paiutes echoes the same sentiments from white 

reformers who chastised American Indians for not following their assimilation programs unquestioningly. 

Both Carpenter and Powell discuss how Winnemucca adapts the discourses of the reform movement to 

argue for Paiute rights.   
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Numu by not only destroying winter stores, but also shooting unarmed individuals 

without cause, driving bands away from their traditional hunting and fishing territories, 

and allowing livestock to completely consume many of the plants the Numu relied on for 

food (Inter-tribal Council, Numa 21-2; Hittman 17-19). In result, as Winnemucca relates, 

her father encourages his band to change their traditional migration patterns and ―live in 

the mountains all summer and all winter too‖ (Hopkins 15). Discussing this shift in their 

seasonal movements, elder Numu women declare: ―We shall no longer be a happy 

people, as we now are; we shall no longer go here and there as of old; we shall no longer 

build our big fires as a signal to our friends, for we shall always be afraid of being seen 

by those bad people‖ (15). The emphasis in ―We shall no longer be happy people‖ is not 

only on happy but also on people: not only does white settlement and aggression 

jeopardize the pleasure of life, but also the very existence of the individuals and 

mechanisms that make up the Northern Paiute nation. If bands are unable to follow their 

usual movements in search of food and supplies, they risk illness and death among their 

members. If bands are unable to build signal fires to communicate with other Numu 

factions, the communal identity of the Northern Paiute nation, the women argue, would 

disintegrate. Moving freely around the territory and making oneself visible to other 

Indians and Euro-Americans become two of the most dangerous acts for Numu people, 

but also remain two of most vital acts for the survival – both physical and social – of the 

nation. Sarah Winnemucca, like her father and grandfather before her, continuously faces 

this danger in order to provide the resources and communication threatened by the 

invasion of their lands. 
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“A Sea of Civilization”: The Pyramid Lake War and the Rise of Numu Reservations  

Further encroachment by white farmers, ranchers, and miners continued to cause 

loss of land and rising tensions among the tribal nations and settlers in the Great Basin 

region. Such tensions elsewhere in United States had, decades earlier, led to the creation 

of a reservation system for tribal nations. By the close of the removal era of US Indian 

policy (which generally denotes the period from the late 1820s to the early 1840s), the 

federal government realized that the ―sanctuary‖ the West was thought to be for Indians 

was in fact a hotly contested arena of white settlement, ranching, and mining.
55

  The 

solution, legislators believed, was to create reservations.
56

 The descendants of the 

―praying towns‖ and ―Indian villages‖ of eighteenth-century New England, and related to 

the ethnic ghettoes of urban America, reservations in the nineteenth century were 

designed to protect whites from Indian interference as they moved through and settled in 

the west. Simultaneously, Indian policy reformers saw reservations as a ―safe place‖ for 

tribal members as they traveled the path from savage to civilized. This dual purpose of 

reservations, as historian Stuart Banner asserts, led to confusion about how the 

boundaries of reservations actually worked: 

If a reservation was to keep Indians away from whites, the boundaries of the 

reservation would face inward. The purpose of the reservation would be to 

                                                 
55

 During the Removal era, the US government, under the leadership of President Andrew Jackson, forced 

most of the remaining eastern Indians to migrate west of the Mississippi River. According to historian 

Stuart Banner, ―between 1828 and 1838, more than eighty thousand Indians were removed from the east to 

the west,‖ so their lands could be parceled out to white settlers (191). For more on Removal, see Banner 

Chap. 6, Holm 2-3, and Prucha, American Indian Policy in the Formative Years Chap. 9. 
56

 As noted in the Introduction, the founder of the Indian Rights Association, Herbert Welsh, referred to 

reservations in 1882 ―islands‖ around which ―a sea of civilization, vast and irresistible, surges‖ (qtd. in 

Hoxie 12). 
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confine the Indians, in order to increase the settlers‘ freedom of movement. On 

the other hand, if a reservation was to keep whites away from Indians, the 

boundaries of the reservation would face outward. The purpose of the reservation 

would be to confine the settlers, in order to increase the Indians‟ freedom of 

movement. (236, original emphasis) 

The process by which the federal government coerced Numu people onto reservations, 

and denied them rights and resources once there, revealed Great Basin reservations as 

more prison than haven.  

 After the discovery of gold and silver ore just east of Lake Tahoe in 1859, known 

as the Comstock Lode, even greater hordes of prospectors and miners flooded Numu 

homelands. Relations between the settlers and the Indians worsened: a series of unsolved 

murders caused the whites to view the Northern Paiutes with ever-increasing suspicion 

and paranoia, while the rapid loss of food resources and blatant disrespect of Numu land 

rights forced the Indians to retaliate against the newcomers. Provisional Territorial 

Governor Roop encouraged the settlers to ―sleep with their guns‖ and requested back-up 

troops and ammunition from the US government on the grounds that ―We are about to be 

plunged into a bloody and protracted war with the Pah-Ute Indians‖ (qtd. in Zanjani 57). 

Yet even some settlers recognized why relations were deteriorating. Richard Allen, 

writing to the San Francisco Herald under the name ―Tennessee,‖ remarked in 1858, 

―The occupancy of their wonted hunting grounds by the whites, with their accompanying 

herds, has driven game from the country‖ (49-50). He goes on to argue that ―the root of 

the trouble with Indians lay in the morbid thirst for Indian blood and Indian Territory, 
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which, like a pestilence, has taken possession of the minds of the unlettered, half-

civilized, but Anglo-Saxon sans culottes of Western Utah‖ (160-1). Although many 

Numu leaders advocated for peace, the Pyramid Lake War broke out in 1860, leading to a 

string of hostilities that would ebb and flow for the next two decades.
57

  

Following the Pyramid Lake War, Numu bands scattered to different regions in 

the northwest. Some escaped up into the mountains and deserts of Idaho and Oregon, but 

most acquiesced to the US government and began settling on the multiple small 

reservations set aside for tribal members. Originally, the Numu living in the region of 

Pyramid Lake, including Sarah Winnemucca‘s band, signed a treaty for lands around 

Pyramid and Mud Lakes. Her father, sensitive to how white settlers interpreted the 

unfettered movement of Native peoples as a threat, declared in an 1860 interview that 

appeared in Carson City‘s Territorial Enterprise newspaper, that he was ―anxious for 

peace, and desire[d] that his people may be taught the art of cultivating the land, in order 

that they may abandon their wandering and uncertain modes of life.‖ By possessing 

―permanent places of abode,‖ the journalist argues, the Northern Paiutes would ―become 

not only the good friends but useful allies of the whites‖ (Bancroft Scraps 93: 18).
58

 

                                                 
57

 Winnemucca frequently spoke about the start of the Pyramid Lake war during her lectures in the late 

1870s and early 1880s in an attempt to convince her white audience that the Northern Paiutes only resort to 

violence in extreme conditions. She blames two white men who had kidnapped two young Numu girls and 

kept them locked in their root cellar for the hostilities; when the girls‘ families finally find them, they kill 

the men and set off a wave of violence that escalates into the 3-month-long Pyramid Lake war. See ―Sarah 

Winnemucca‘s Lecture‖ for a contemporaneous description of this incident. Winnemucca also describes it 

in Life Among the Piutes 70-2.  
58

 Based on what we know of Chief Winnemucca‘s later rejection of the reservation system after the 

massacre at Mud Lake, this statement about settling down into a stationary agricultural economy seems 

uncharacteristic. The statement seems more in line with Sarah‘s rhetoric in Life Among the Piutes and her 

own newspaper interviews in which she argues that the Northern Paiutes ―are beginning to learn that it is 

better for them to work; and usually they will do such labor as is offered them‖ (Bancroft Scraps 93: 8). 

However, as I argue in this chapter, any of Sarah‘s public rhetoric about abandoning the migrations of her 
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Indeed, in 1860 at the start of the ongoing hostilities between the Great Basin Indians and 

the US Army, white settlers would have looked for any indication that tribal communities 

could be segregated from the burgeoning centers of Euro-American commerce and 

culture.  

The mechanism for containing Winnemucca‘s band, the Kuyuidika-a, was the 

Pyramid Lake reservation, which, according to historians at the Native American Rights 

Fund and National Indian Law Library, was set aside in 1859 by ―the Commissioner of 

the General Land Office … for the Paiutes who had always been there and for other 

Paiutes who came to join them, as white settlers encroached on the river bottoms and 

gold fields elsewhere in Nevada‖ (qtd. in Inter-tribal Council, Numa 35). However, no 

survey was made of the Pyramid Lake lands and the Northern Paiutes had few advocates 

in the US government to protect their interests. Between the creation of the reservation in 

1859 and the official Executive Order given by President Grant in 1874, white settlers 

invaded the reservation and took over some of the best ranching and farming lands (Inter-

tribal Council, Numa 36; Egan 274).
59

  Winnemucca‘s narrative is surprisingly sparse of 

details on the creation of the Pyramid Lake Reservation. She writes that after ―peace was 

made,‖ her brother, Natchez, then a leader of the band, signed ―a treaty giving the 

Pyramid Lake Reservations to my people. I have no way of telling the particulars‖ (73). 

She does, however, note that she ―never knew of any issue after that first year‖ of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
ancestors is belied by her continued travels throughout the west and the continent. Perhaps similarly, Chief 

Winnemucca delivers a soothing image of contained, agricultural Indians to a white audience, while never 

intending to fully break the relationship with the region‘s geography that had sustained his people for 

generations.  
59

 The Senate Committee on Indian Affairs eventually legitimated these white squatters by issuing them 

official title in 1937. For details of this decision, see the transcript of the committee‘s decision, United 

States. Cong. Senate. Committee on Indian Affairs, Hearing, Authorizing Patents Issued to Settlers. 



 

 84 

food and supplies promised them. Moreover, she records how since the railroad began 

running through the reservation in 1867, ―the white people have taken all the best part of 

the reservation from us, and one of the lakes also‖ (76).
60

 

Sarah‘s experience at Pyramid Lake in the 1860s produced an enduring mistrust 

of the Office of Indian Affairs and Indian agents in particular. In Life Among the Piutes, 

she explains how her people dug an irrigation ditch on the reservation in order ―to put up 

a grist-mill and saw-mill‖ (76). However the $25,000 appropriated by the US government 

to build the mills never materialized, and the ditch was soon taken over by the white 

settlers. Although records indicate that the mills and the irrigation ditch ―were sold for 

the benefit of the Indians who were to be paid in lumber for houses, … no stick of lumber 

have they ever received‖ (76-7). She accuses the Indian agents of cheating the 

government, thereby positioning both the Indians and legislators as unwitting victims of 

the corrupt agents. ―Now, dear readers,‖ Winnemucca imparts, ―this is the way all the 

Indian agents get rich‖: they start a store at which they charge exorbitant prices, they rent 

out Indian lands to cattle ranchers, and they embezzle the funds distributed by the US 

government; ―In this way they get rich very soon,‖ she concludes, ―so they can have their 

gold-headed canes, with their names engraved on them‖ (86). Meanwhile, the Numu 

bands at Pyramid Lake received barely enough fabric and food to keep themselves 

                                                 
60

 The Central Pacific Railroad ran through the southern tip of the reservation beginning in 1867, despite 

the objections of the Pyramid Lake Numu. Instead of moving the railroad, the Department of the Interior 

reduced the size of the reservation by six miles ―so that the Indians would not be near the railroad and the 

town of the white people‖ (Harnar 75-6). The Wadsworth station on the Pyramid Lake reservation also 

brought many white settlers to the area, and some obtained government title to Indian lands. However, the 

railroad offered free passage transport for all Northern Paiutes; farmers and fishermen and women found 

this a useful way to bring their food to Euro-American markets. They also used the railroad ―to find jobs or 

attend social gatherings, fandangos, or pow wows‖ (Inter-tribal Council, Numa 69-70).  
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clothed and fed throughout the long winter months. Some men ―went round with only 

one leg dressed in flannel‖ to emphasize how scant the provisions given them by the 

agent were (87). 

Crooked Indian agents were only a fraction of the challenges facing the Numu in 

the 1860s and ‘70s. Since the end of the Pyramid Lake war in 1860, a tentative peace had 

extended over the Great Basin. However, there were still violent encounters between the 

white settlers and the tribal nations in the area, including the Paiutes, the Bannocks, the 

Washoes, the Shoshones, and the Pitt River Indians. Just before the Winnemucca family 

appeared on stage in Virginia City and San Francisco in 1864, leaders from surrounding 

tribes tried to induce Chief Winnemucca and other Northern Paiutes to join with them in 

an intertribal offensive against the whites. As Chief Winnemucca emphasized in his pre-

show speech, translated by Sarah, he refused. But despite these attempts to maintain 

peaceful relations with white settlers, the year following the Winnemuccas‘ theatrical 

appearances saw a flare-up between area tribal communities and US forces. Reports of 

cattle thefts and the murder of two white miners led to the Mud Lake massacre of 1865 in 

which Captain Wells and his men gunned down and burned to death over thirty Northern 

Paiute old men, women, and children, including members of Sarah‘s own family 

(Hopkins 77-8). In result, Chief Winnemucca refused to live any longer on the Pyramid 

Lake reservation; he took a small band of followers into the northern mountains where 

they could pursue the spiritual, cultural, and economic processes that the US 

government‘s assimilation program wanted to eradicate (Zanjani 87-8).  
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In contrast, Sarah and her brother Natchez became more embroiled in reservation 

politics. They served as liaisons between the 8
th

 Cavalry stationed at Camp McDermitt, 

the Indian agents at various reservations in Nevada and Oregon, and Numu tribal 

members. Much of Life Among the Piutes details the younger Winnemuccas‘ movements 

among these different factions, smoothing over miscommunications, demanding 

provisions for their people, and relaying messages among both Native and non-Native 

leaders. Many paragraphs begin with variations on where Winnemucca, whether alone or 

with family members, was then en route: ―Brother and I started for Camp McDermitt, 

Nevada.… It took us twenty-eight days 

to reach Camp McDermitt,‖ or ―We 

started for Camp Harney the next 

morning, and arrived there before the 

evening. The distance is twenty miles,‖ 

or ―With this message, I left my father 

on the morning of the 15
th

 of June.… 

Away we started over hills and valleys. 

We had to go about seventy-five miles 

through the county. No water‖ (Hopkins 

134, 163).
61

 Winnemucca portrays these 
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 See the map, fig. 1.1, for where Sarah Winnemucca travels throughout Life Among the Piutes.  

FIGURE 1.1 The region of Sarah Winnemucca‘s 

travels in the Great Basin (Canfield 2). 
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travels as vital to the well-being of her tribal nation, whether to convey diplomatic 

messages to US officials, to complain to the US Army about the Indian agents, or to 

spread a call to action among the scattered Numu bands.  

Even with Winnemucca‘s frenetic pace to share information among the diverse 

groups living in the region and to spur the Indian agents and army officials into issuing 

the allotted rations to her people, the relations between Northern Paiutes and whites 

continued to deteriorate (Canfield 44-58; Hopkins 76-85). As Winnemucca relates in Life 

Among the Piutes, ―the trail began which is marked by the blood of my people from hill 

to hill and from valley to valley‖ (Hopkins 78). No longer are Numu bands free to move 

about their territories; their migratory practices have transformed from life-giving to life-

risking as suspicious and fearful Euro-American settlers and soldiers continually resort to 

violence against the Indians they encounter. More often, Numu bands are forcibly 

prevented from traveling on their own, as when, in 1872, several hundred tribal members 

are placed under military guard and marched to the Malheur Reservation in what is now 

southeastern Oregon (Inter-tribal Council, Numa 35).  

Although far from their original territory around Pyramid Lake, Malheur had at 

first offered Northern Paiutes the opportunity to escape the impending starvation brought 

on by the over-grazing of the limited Great Basin grasses and roots, as well as the 

pleasures of living close to family and friends as multiple bands lived together there. The 

Indian agent, Samuel Parrish, even hired Sarah as his interpreter and treated her people 

fairly, assisting them with farming, as well as supplying them with clothes, firearms, and 

ammunition for hunting. He also provisioned a small school for Numu children, at which 
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his sister taught. However, the arrival of Major William V. Rinehart, a ―proponent of … 

extermination style warfare,‖ as Parrish‘s replacement as Indian agent, brought an end to 

the peaceful prosperity the Numu were creating for themselves there (Canfield 110). 

According to Sarah Winnemucca, Rinehart told the Indians, ―Nothing here is yours. It is 

all the government‘s,‖ and that they could all leave if they didn‘t like the way he ran 

things (Hopkins 109-11). He withheld blankets, clothing, and food rations; he closed the 

school and fired Winnemucca as interpreter because she had written several letters 

against him to the US government and Army. Winnemucca‘s father, who had been 

enticed to settle on the reservation by the fair treatment by Parrish, refused to remain. 

Rinehart tried to force him back to Malheur, angered by his choice to ―continue to roam 

the country at will in defiance of the wishes of the whites,‖ as Parrish wrote in April of 

1877 (qtd. in Zanjani 142).  

The threat of ―roam[ing] the country at will‖ was used not only as an immediate 

recourse to mistreatment on the reservation, but also as a discursive tool in debates with 

government officials. In 1879, when a representative from the US Department of the 

Interior, J.M. Haworth, arrived in Nevada to address the ―unrest‖ among the Northern 

Paiute communities stirred up by Sarah‘s public speeches that fall, Natchez informed 

him, ―I am glad to hear you talk and not make promises. If you came like Indian Agents, 

I would fly to the mountains where I could not be found.‖ Natchez‘s statement 

communicates to Haworth that the talks between the US government and Numu leaders 

are predicated on choice on both sides. If Haworth persists in acting dishonestly, as 

previous US officials and Indian agents had done, Natchez would not hesitate to close 
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down the conversation through a physical relocation. Moreover, Natchez emphasizes, 

like Sarah in Life Among the Piutes, his people‘s belonging in the region in contrast to 

Euro-Americans‘ lack of knowledge of the terrain: he could move into the mountains, as 

the Numu people have always done, and ―not be found‖ by Haworth, who, like the other 

whites in the region, are in a foreign country.  

In fact, Natchez seems to use the freedom to move at will through the region as a 

metaphor for a more general relationship with the US government, similar to the way that 

Lisa Brooks reads New England Native leaders as structuring diplomatic relationships 

through geographic metaphors. Later in the same speech to Haworth and his entourage, 

Natchez declares, ―This driving talk is not right, we are all human beings. … We want 

our liberty to go when we feel like it on the same terms as white men‖ (qtd. in Canfield 

169). Natchez simultaneously criticizes the government‘s methods of forcing the Numu 

people onto certain reservations and makes a larger statement about the equality of 

Natives and non-Natives through the language of migration. For Numu people to move 

freely in the region, it would not only re-establish their relationship to the Great Basin as 

their homeland, but also make a larger statement about the diplomatic (and personal) 

relationship of the Northern Paiutes to the US as one of equals.  

Geographic restrictions were being keenly felt by the Winnemucca family and the 

majority of Numu people at the time of Haworth‘s visit because of the recent forced 

removal of a great number of their kin several hundred miles north to a reservation in 

Washington state. In 1878, in the aftermath of the Bannock War, over 500 Northern 

Paiute men, women, and children were forced to relocate from Malheur to the Yakama 
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reservation, despite not having been officially involved in the war. Winnemucca details in 

Life Among the Piutes how she, Natchez, and her father worked tirelessly for years to 

gain the release of the bands at Yakama. While Sarah wears a path among various Numu 

leaders, encouraging them in an embodied resistance (i.e. joining together at Malheur to 

present a united front to the US), the leaders repeatedly ask after the exiled bands: ―Then 

I went from place to place, trying to get my people to go to the Malheur agency; but they 

told me to go and get those who were at Yakima to come back there, then they would go‖ 

(Hopkins 226). In result, Sarah makes the longest migration yet in search of the means 

for keeping her people whole. On a visit to Washington, DC in January 1880, she argues 

with officials at the Department of the Interior that the Numu at Yakama were innocent 

and never joined in the Bannock War:  

I have come to plead for my poor people, who are dying off with broken hearts, 

because they are separated from their children and husbands and wives and sons. 

… My people who are over there at Yakima did not do so any more than you have 

scalped people. … I have done my work faithfully. I told the officers that if they 

would surrender I would give up all the bad ones, which I did, and I ask you only 

to return to their homes all that have helped the white people. (218) 

Whether they return to Malheur with a new Indian agent, or decide with their families on 

another location in which to settle, Winnemucca argued that her tribal community should 

be allowed to determine for themselves where to live.  

Winnemucca‘s trip to Washington in 1880, and her later speaking tour to New 

England and the mid-Atlantic in 1883 and 1884, bore a different relationship to Numu 
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migration patterns than her rounds of the Great Basin‘s reservations as diplomatic liaison 

discussed above. In Indians in Unexpected Places, critic Philip Deloria describes how 

trips to the east coast made by Native leaders ―served as a primer on the size and power 

of the United States‖ and thus ―had a long history as a tool for crafting Indian subjects 

into docility.‖ Perhaps these travels to the east coast did impress upon Winnemucca the 

odds stacked against the Northern Paiutes as they struggled against the influx of Euro-

American settlers and business interests in their homelands, as Deloria argues was the 

case for other Native leaders brought to Washington in the nineteenth century, including 

Sagoyewatha (Seneca), Keokuk (Sac), Black Hawk (Sac and Fox), Lone Wolf (Kiowa), 

Ouray (Northern Ute), and Pushmataha (Choctaw) (Indians 71). However, 

Winnemucca‘s popularity as a performer served as its own threat in response to the US 

government‘s.  

Bolstered by her success on stage in San Francisco the previous fall, Sarah 

mentions her wish to lecture while in Washington, DC in 1880. Secretary of the Interior 

Carl Schurz tries to delay her plans: ―Don‘t lecture now; go home and get your people on 

the reservation – get them located properly; and then, if you want to come back, write to 

us, and tell us you want to come back and lecture, and we will pay your way here and 

back again‖ (Hopkins 221). To ensure Sarah does not give any public lectures, Secretary 

Schurz assigns Haworth, the same official sent to Nevada to evaluate the Numu ―unrest‖ 

there the previous fall, to keep Sarah and her family away from the media. Winnemucca 

writes,  
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We had a great many callers who wanted to see us, but the man Hayworth was 

with us every minute, for fear I would say something. We were taken somewhere 

every day, only to come in and get our meals. Reporters would come and say, 

‗We want you to tell us where you are going to lecture that we can put it into our 

papers.‘ But Hayworth would not let us talk to them. (219)    

The containment of the Winnemuccas‘ by US officials in DC echoed that of the Numu 

bands in Nevada, Oregon, and Washington state. Aware of how nervous the idea of her 

lecturing publicly made Secretary Schurz and Haworth, Sarah continued to push for 

speaking engagements and pretended to make plans to travel to New York, ―only … to 

make the man who was with [them] angry, because he was forever listening to what [she] 

was saying‖ (222). Instead, Sarah Winnemucca and her family board the train for home 

in the late summer of 1880, chaperoned by Haworth as far as Omaha. 

While in Washington, the Winnemuccas had succeeded in obtaining a release 

order for the Numu people at Yakama and permission for them all to live together at 

Malheur, written and signed by Secretary Schurz (reproduced in full in Hopkins 223-4). 

But communications sent directly from Washington to the Indian agents in the Great 

Basin contradicted Schurz‘s letter and instructed them to continue holding Northern 

Paiutes at Yakama. The failure of the written document brought from Washington echoes 

a long history of the instability of textual authority in white-Indian relations. Even into 

the eighteenth century, several hundred years into international negotiations between the 

nations of North America and Europe, most of the written correspondence pertaining to 

treaty councils and land sales was still executed by white representatives. ―Despite its 
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usefulness,‖ writes early American oratory scholar Sandra Gustafson, ―the medium 

generated uncertainty and anxiety‖ in Native people. Gustafson cites several incidences at 

eighteenth-century treaty councils in which Haudenosaunee delegates complained of 

―letters that had never been written, had gone astray or remained unanswered, or whose 

authenticity could not be confirmed, suggesting that lapses in communication and even 

active deception accompanied reliance on the written word‖ (133-4). In response, 

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Native leaders maneuvered the complicated terrain 

of international diplomacy through a blend of oratorical eloquence and the exchange of 

written documents.  

By the end of the nineteenth century, Northern Paiute leaders like Sarah 

Winnemucca could read and write in English themselves, and thus maintain a greater 

degree of control over textual exchange.
62

 Winnemucca engages with government 

officials and newspaper reporters through letters and published interviews before writing 

her own narrative in 1883. In an introduction to a lengthy interview with Winnemucca in 

the Sacramento Reporter, one journalist notes, ―She conversed freely upon the condition 

of her people and their future prospects, and expressed herself as willing that her 

statement should go into print‖ (Bancroft Scraps 93: 8). Even so, the repeated failure of 
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 Following the lead of her grandfather, Truckee, Sarah emphasized the need for Numu children to learn to 

read and write in English. She served as a teacher at the Pyramid Lake reservation in 1870, as well as while 

working as interpreter at the Vancouver barracks in what is now southern Washington state (Canfield 63; 

Hopkins 244-5). In a lecture given in San Francisco in 1879, Winnemucca ends by exclaiming, ―[S]end 

teachers and books among us. Educate us‖ (qtd. in Canfield 167). After returning from her lecture tour to 

the east coast in 1883-4, she opened a new school near Pyramid Lake with the financial support of 

Elizabeth Palmer Peabody and Mary Peabody Mann, the two liberal, east-coast women who helped her 

publish Life Among the Piutes. For more on this school, see Peabody‘s two reports from the 1880s, Sarah 

Winnemucca‟s Practical Solution of the Indian Problem and The Paiutes: Second Report of the Model 

School of Sarah Winnemucca, as well as Katharine Rodier‘s essay, ―Authorizing Sarah Winnemucca? 

Elizabeth Peabody and Mary Peabody Mann.‖  
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writing in Life Among the Piutes to secure food, protection, or freedom for the Northern 

Paiutes reveals ambivalence about the reliability and effectiveness of writing alone. 

Several months after Winnemucca returns from Washington, the tents and food promised 

by the Department of the Interior still have not arrived and Agent Wilbur at Yakama still 

refuses to release the Numu bands held there, leading Sarah to indict the promises the US 

government made in writing as mere fantasy: ―[Schurz] told me they would grant all I 

asked of them for my people, which they did; yes, in their minds, I mean in writing, 

promises which, like the wind, were heard no more‖ (Hopkins 221). Still, Sarah writes 

again to Secretary Schurz, but she ―never had any answer … to any of the letters [she] 

wrote to Washington, and nothing was ever done to fulfil [sic] the promise of Secretary 

Schurz‘s paper, nor was any canvas sent for our tents‖ (245). With the power of writing 

uncertain, Winnemucca threatens to lecture again in order to bolster public support for 

her people. Where Truckee relied on his ―rag friend,‖ Sarah‘s recourse comes via 

performance. 

When arguing with Agent Wilbur over charging her people for the rations 

intended to be distributed for free, she retorts, ―‗You will not get off as easily as you 

think you will. I will go to Yakima City and lecture. I will tell them all how you are 

selling my people the clothes which were sent here for them.‘ I had my say, and got up 

and went away‖ (240). Although Winnemucca does act out her threat to speak in Yakima 

City, she recognizes that her arguments hold more weight when publicly embodied, 

rather than privately expressed in writing. What her Numu elders saw as fearsome – 

being seen by ―those bad people,‖ the Euro-Americans – becomes a source of political 
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power for Winnemucca in her negotiations with government officials (15). Sarah quickly 

learns the power of a white audience as she pushes for her people‘s right to self-

governance. 

 

“Weird and Touching Eloquence”: Sarah Winnemucca’s Speaking Tours
63

 

Although the tableaux she performed with her family in young adulthood failed to 

achieve either their financial or diplomatic goals, Winnemucca turned again to the theater 

to, as Zanjani writes, ―raise a clamor that Washington could not ignore‖ (197). She began 

her public lectures in San Francisco in November 1879. Not only were her people yet 

held captive at Yakama, but the Indian agent there, James Wilbur, withheld clothing and 

food leading to their utter destitution (223). Corruption of Indian agents was not limited 

to the Great Basin (as Gertrude Bonnin‘s complaints from the Uintah and Ouray 

reservation in Utah at the turn of the twentieth century make clear) and Sarah‘s speaking 

tours mark the first sustained attempt by a Native woman to use the theater to win over 

public opinion on a national Indian rights issue.
64

  

In San Francisco, Sarah lectured at Platt‘s Hall for almost a month, pulling in 

large and distinguished crowds with her often extemporaneous appeals. Although the 

subject matter and delivery of her talks varied, her costume rarely did (see fig. 1.2). One 

newspaper reporter for the Daily Silver State described it as:  

                                                 
63

 From a review of one of Winnemucca‘s speaking engagements in San Francisco in December 1879 

(Bancroft Scraps 93: 58). 
64

 Although in the 1880s other Indian performers appeared in Buffalo Bill‘s Wild West Show and Sitting 

Bull continued the Winnemuccas‘ tradition of tableaux vivants, Winnemucca‘s lectures most likely were 

the first solo attempt by a Native woman at a self-consciously activist theatrical performance.  The only 

other Native woman lecturing at this time was Susette LaFlesche on the east coast. Following 

Winnemucca‘s and LaFlesche‘s lead, Gertrude Bonnin received a prize for her oratory in 1896 from 

Earlham College.  
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a short buckskin dress, the skirt bordered with fringe and embroidery, short 

sleeves, disclosing beautifully-rounded brown arms, and scarlet leggings, with 

trimmings of fringe. On her head she wore a proud headdress of eagle‘s feathers, 

set in a scarlet crown, contrasting well with her flowing black locks. (qtd. in 

Canfield 280)  

Another calls more attention to her legs than her ―beautifully-rounded brown arms‖: 

―Bright red hose showed below the short skirt, and it might have been the pair of gaily 

embroidered moccasins worn on the feet that attracted the attention of the men in that 

way,‖ the reporter joked (―Sarah Winnemucca‘s Lecture‖). Clearly Sarah‘s exotic, 

voluptuous, and relatively scantily-clad figure 

attracted much attention, and the city‘s 

newspapers often covered her speaking 

engagements on their front pages.  

  In her early speeches, she criticized Agent 

Rinehart for his abuses and hypocrisy. ―I will 

expose all the rascals,‖ she declared, ―I will save 

nobody.‖ Surely she did, excoriating Rinehart for 

―beckoning them to be good, kind, and honest 

with one hand while the other was ‗busy grabbing 

FIGURE 1.2  Sarah Winnemucca in one of her lecture 

costumes. Taken by Elmer Chickering of Boston, 

Massachusetts, c. 1883 (courtesy of http://commons. 

wikimedia.org) 
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behind their backs‘‖ (qtd. in Zanjani 200). As one later review notes, ―She is at her best 

when metaphorically scalping the Indian agent‖ (―Princess of the Paiutes‖ 6). Her 

audiences exploded into laughter at her searing portrait of the greedy Rinehart, wept 

along with her as she pleaded for justice, and cheered her on as she argued for Paiute land 

rights. One account that appeared in the San Francisco Chronicle in 1879 described the 

exuberant response to Sarah‘s performances: ―The attention accorded her every utterance 

and the spontaneous bouts of applause that followed each telling hit, made up a reception 

that any lecturer would have been proud to receive‖ (Bancroft Scraps 93: 58). A record of 

one of her speeches given in San Francisco includes actual audience responses to some of 

her most impassioned lines, almost like stage directions. For example, Winnemucca 

exclaimed, 

You take all the nations of the earth to your bosom but the poor Indian … who 

has lived for generations on the land which the good God has given to them, and 

you say he must be exterminated. (Thrice repeated, with deep passion, and 

received with tremendous applause.) … Where can we poor Indians go if the 

government will not help us? If your people will help us, and you have good 

hearts,… I will promise to educate my people and make them law-abiding citizens 

of the United States. (Loud applause.) It can be done – it can be done. (Cheers.) 

(qtd. in Canfield 167) 

The rhetoric of American citizenship in her lectures is just one of the reasons that 

Winnemucca persists as a controversial figure in Native American studies today. But, as 

critic Cari Carpenter points out, Winnemucca‘s use of sentimental conventions, like 
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―poor Indians,‖ and her unflagging support of education as the means to become self-

sufficient citizens ―affords her agency in [the] domestic terms‖ of the white women 

reformers most able and willing to invest in her cause (114). 

 This type of reformer most surely dominated her audiences on her lecture tour to 

the east coast from 1883 to 1884. While there, Winnemucca lectured more than three 

hundred times in Boston, New York, Pennsylvania, Baltimore, and throughout New 

England (Zanjani 244). While in Boston, where she arrived with her husband, Lewis 

Hopkins, in the spring of 1883, she met the Peabody sisters, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody 

and Mary Mann, two philanthropists and advocates for social and educational reform. 

They heavily influenced Winnemucca‘s decision to record the lengthy story of her 

people, which she had been telling in bits and pieces in her lectures, in a full-length book, 

Life Among the Piutes, edited by Mann and published in Boston in 1883. They also 

arranged to have Winnemucca lecture in the homes of Ralph Waldo Emerson, John 

Greenleaf Whittier, several congressmen, other members of Boston‘s intellectual and 

social elite, and even Senator Henry Dawes, the architect of the General Allotment Act 

(243). Sarah also lectured in halls and churches, charging ten to twenty-five cents 

admission and selling signed copies of Life Among the Piutes after each performance 

(Canfield 211).  

 At her lectures, Winnemucca also circulated a petition, which was eventually 

signed by 5,000 people, asking that Native peoples be given lands in severalty and rights 

of citizenship (209). When this petition was presented to Congress in the first session of 

1884, Sarah spoke before the Senate subcommittee on Indian affairs, chaired by Senator 
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Dawes. The Allotment Act passed the Senate on July 6, 1884, with Sarah‘s petition and 

Dawes‘s support two key factors in its success. Sarah‘s involvement with Dawes and 

what critic LaVonne Ruoff calls her ―staun[ch] support [of] the General Allotment Act‖ 

has long contributed to scholars reading Winnemucca‘s work as at cross-purposes with 

Paiute nationalism (262). For Winnemucca, though, allotment offered protection from 

Indian agents like William Rinehart who greedily usurped all produce, grain, and 

livestock produced on the Numu reservations for their own profit. Winnemucca, like 

most of the Numu, were unsettled and anxious when Rinehart took over the Malheur 

reservation and reversed Agent Parrish‘s land policy, telling them all reservation lands 

belonged to the government, rather than to the people. Such instability and corruption 

among those hired to manage their reservations would have spurred Numu leaders to find 

a better means of protecting their lands; perhaps allotment would offer more long-term 

security. Winnemucca and other Numu leaders, as Siobhan Senier writes about 

Winnemucca‘s east coast contemporary Susette LaFlesche, considered allotment, and the 

attendant concepts of citizenship, agrarian cultivation, and possessive individualism, as a 

way to extend the rights of Indigenous peoples, and ―as a way of securing legal protection 

for tribal lands‖ (44). Moreover, in 1879, when Winnemucca first proposed distributing 

160-acre parcels of the Malheur reservation to each head of family, the Numu bands at 

Yakama were not yet even allowed to travel to Malheur, nevermind live there with other 

Numu bands. Winnemucca‘s narrative during this time focuses far more on freeing the 

Northern Paiutes at Yakama so they could re-unite with their families – the most 
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important social unit in the Numu nation – than on advocating for individual property 

ownership to speed assimilation.
65

  

Not only did Winnemucca advocate for allotments to protect Numu lands from 

corrupt Indian agents, but also from the ever-increasing numbers of white farmers, 

ranchers, and miners in the region. The loss of Numu lands to white emigrants through 

the mid-nineteenth century had already forced a shift from subsistence hunting, 

gathering, and fishing to a cash-for-labor system. By the 1880s, Paiute men and women 

were making between $1.00 and $1.25 a day working on white-owned ranches or farms, 

or as servants in white homes.
66

 These low wages quickly went towards food and 

clothing, with little to nothing left over to share with family members unable to work. 

Tribal members who did try to continue the subsistence methods soon found that the 

increase in farming and ranching in the area had destroyed much of the flora and fauna on 

which these methods depended. Fish became trapped in irrigation ditches, rabbits died off 

in alarming numbers from the strychnine used to eliminate gophers in the fields, and 

piñon pines were cut down to be used in mine shafts and as fuel for the smelters (Hittman 

22). Anthropologist Michael Hittman describes the changes effected on Northern Paiute 

migration patterns by this shift to wage labor: 

                                                 
65

 Eventually, a new Indian agent, sympathetic to the Northern Paiutes, took over for Wilbur at Yakama. 

Out of intense homesickness, the Numu there begin slipping away from the reservation in small groups so 

that the agent would not to notice. But with the Malheur reservation officially closed in 1881, the Numu 

coming from Yakama had little option but to disperse among the multiple small reservations in Nevada 

(Pyramid Lake, Walker River, or Duck Valley). By the end of 1884, no Numu remained at Yakama. Of the 

510 removed there in 1878, only 264 lived to escape (Zanjani 224-5). 
66

 Numu men worked as farm hands, clearing sagebrush, digging irrigation ditches, and planting, weeding, 

and harvesting crops. Men also worked on the ranches, driving cattle to and from summer pasture and 

cutting wood for firewood and fence posts. Women worked in the gardens and homes of the non-Native 

settlers, bottling and pickling fresh produce, washing clothes, and cleaning houses. They also worked in 

laundries and hotels in the newly established and growing cities of the Great Basin region (Hittman 21-22). 
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A Numu outfit could no longer make their annual trek to the pinyon pine 

mountains to pick pine nuts when their members were expected to harvest 

potatoes in October. A Numu rabbit boss could hardly lead a rabbit drive when 

jackrabbits were being poisoned by Taivo ranchers as ―pests‖ and barbed wire 

fences were in the path of their drives. (22) 

Yet, despite the ever-increasing legal and biological restrictions, Northern Paiutes 

continued to rely on the migratory lifestyle passed down by their ancestors in the new 

economy. Hittman continues, ―Throughout, the Numu outfit persisted, built, adapted to 

the cycle and movements of wage work instead of the seasonal patterns of ripening plants 

and the habits of wild game. The Numu moved from place to place or job to job 

depending on Taivo economic endeavors‖ (23). Sarah‘s peregrinations throughout the 

second half of the nineteenth century, both as an activist and performer, reflected this 

approach to Numu survival. She moved restlessly among the various Numu settlements, 

carrying messages among band leaders, acting as interpreter for Indian Agencies and the 

US Army, and advocating to Indian agents and military officials on her people‘s behalf. 

In her lectures, as in Life Among the Piutes, Winnemucca consistently aligns 

herself with the Numu tribal nation as an outsider to Euro-American society, or as one 

reviewer derisively comments, ―she recounted the privations of her ‗people,‘ as she 

feelingly termed the red men, whom she fondly claims as her countrymen and kindred.‖ 

Audiences clearly picked up on her self-conscious distancing as reviewers frequently call 

attention to the ―weird and touching eloquence of this dusky daughter of the forest‖ 

(Bancroft Scraps 93: 58) and judge her manner of speaking ―most decidedly odd, and 
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because of its oddity, attractive‖ (―Sarah Winnemucca‘s Lecture‖). Although the ―oddity‖ 

of Winnemucca‘s appearance on the concert hall stage might have led some spectators to 

dismiss her as mere entertainment in the vein of the Wild West shows that would explode 

in popularity in the coming decades, her lectures carried forceful commands for dealing 

with her specific tribal nation. While reviewers quote her as using the generic term 

―Indian,‖ her performances were highly localized and specific to Numu history and 

politics. In her last lecture in San Francisco before traveling to Washington, DC, she 

―publicly accused a resident of Reno of the murder of an Indian boy, at the Trader‘s post 

at Camp McDermott,‖ a crime for which he was never punished (―Sarah Winnemucca‘s 

Farewell Lecture‖).  

Winnemucca covers not only violence and injustice in her lectures, but also land 

rights. By 1885, with the best lands of the Pyramid Lake reservation taken over by whites 

and the Malheur reservation officially closed, the Northern Paiutes still lack an 

acceptable territory where they can create a self-sufficient community. Winnemucca‘s 

―chief aim,‖ according to a reporter for the St. Louis Globe-Democrat, ―is to secure for 

the Piutes a better reservation, remote from the railroad and the white settlements. … The 

chief obstacle in the way of this, she declares, is the Indian Bureau‖ (―Princess of the 

Piutes‖ 6). Repeatedly, Winnemucca asserts the corruption of the Indian agents, who only 

use their post as a way to make money, and advocates for Numu self-determination. 

Although Winnemucca has a reputation for using the lecture stage only for her own gain, 

or to push an assimilationist message, the records of her speeches demonstrate that land 

rights and economic separatism were frequent topics.  
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Winnemucca brought her people with her on stage not only in the content of her 

lectures, but also physically. Though few critics mention it, she often included her 

brother, Natchez, and other family members in her performances. Although Natchez 

could speak English almost as well as his sister, he insisted on making his remarks in 

Paiute, with Sarah acting as interpreter. At the close of a lecture in San Francisco in 1879, 

Natchez and two cousins, Jerry Long and Charley Thatcher, also sang ―a song expressive 

of the various emotions of a warrior who has been subjected to some deep indignity.‖ 

Following the song, to close out the show, a ―Nez Perce Indian boy‖ gave ―an interesting 

display of his skill in handling a musket‖ (Bancroft Scraps 93: 58). Such an evening of 

―entertainment‖ tells a different story than that of Numu tribal national disintegration and 

powerlessness. Instead, Sarah‘s political demands are literally backed up by her family 

arrayed behind her on stage and punctuated by Numu language and culture, and the 

implicit threat of violence. The men‘s warrior song re-casts the stage from a site of 

presumed cultural loss to one of revivification in which generations-old protocols for 

military and diplomatic engagement supplement Sarah‘s pointed critique of US 

colonialism. Moreover, the boy‘s ―display of his skill in handling a musket,‖ while only 

―interesting‖ to the reviewer, communicates a military preparedness unexpected from a 

supposedly ―vanishing race,‖ an intertribal alliance built through the performance 

process, and, more generally, the way Native peoples absorbed and adapted Euro-

American technologies, like guns and speaking tours, for tribal interests.    
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Conclusion 

The persistence of Life Among the Piutes – the first book-length autobiography 

published by a Native woman – as an object of study for Native American literature 

scholars proves the importance of textual documentation in identifying and maintaining 

Indigenous artistic and intellectual lineages in English. Undoubtedly these lineages rely 

on the contents of a written archive, but such a body of material is undeniably fickle and 

incomplete. As I discussed in the introduction to this project, these lineages grow and 

shift when we layer non-written, embodied practice with the documents of the archive. 

Because I believe, like Robert Warrior, that these artistic and intellectual traditions 

―should inform the contemporary work of Native intellectuals‖ and artists (The People 

xiii), the overarching goal of this project is to provide a richer and more nuanced picture 

of these traditions than Native writing alone can provide.  

In this particular chapter, I re-visited Sarah Winnemucca‘s most famous 

contribution to the archive, Life Among the Piutes, to explore how a tribally-specific 

reading of her history as a dramatic performer and public lecturer prompts a re-

conception of her written work. Clearly her performance history bore a significant 

relationship to her writings, not only because Life was the textual record of the 

extemporaneous speeches she gave between 1879 and 1884. But more than that, 

Winnemucca‘s oratory underscores certain elements of the written narrative, elements 

that are often overlooked in the practice of reading Life for the arguments it seems to 

make for English-language literacy and other assimilationist endeavors. By reading 

Winnemucca‘s speaking tours within the context of a Numu culture and economy in flux 
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due to the flood of white ranchers and miners settling in their homelands after the initial 

1849 gold rush, as well as across a long history of Indian oratory as political negotiation 

in North America, we see how previous readings of Life do not tell the complete story of 

Winnemucca‘s tribally-specific activism. Like her words, her body refused the 

confinement and subjugation instituted by the reservation system and refused the static 

timelessness of Euro-America‘s indian simulations (Vizenor 25). Instead, she 

crisscrossed North America in search of resources for her people, just like her ancestors 

had traversed the mountains and deserts around Pyramid Lake and Honey Lake for 

generations in an annual migration for food, shelter, and community. Today, the 

boundary between Nevada and California runs between these two lakes, but 

Winnemucca‘s band had created a homeland with the movement and migratory patterns 

of their bodies, one that continued to exist despite the geopolitical boundaries of the 

United States. Similarly, Winnemucca‘s speaking tours – overflowing the boundaries of 

reservation, state, and stereotype – re-inscribed North America as Native space as she 

sought the means of tribal survival through migration.  

Until recently, most of the scholarship on Indian oratory focused on male leaders 

from the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Not only does this neglect the words of 

countless female leaders, but the prioritization of male speakers creates a skewed 

perspective of individual tribal nations‘ political structures. Undoubtedly, Winnemucca 

capitalized on relatively revealing costumes and accounts of personal scandals for 

Victorian America‘s attention, but her speeches also direct us back to Numu politics in 
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which women had long joined men in the decision-making processes.
67

 Like the other 

dramatists of this study, Winnemucca appeals to multiple audiences and presents multiple 

messages, depending on the lens through which she is read. But also like Johnson, 

Bonnin, and the Hiawatha acting companies at the turn of the twentieth century, this 

multivalency does not mean she is not at home anywhere. In fact, her fluidity among 

multiple sites – both in her oratorical style and content, and in her physical travels – roots 

her deeply within the dual Numu legacies of oratory and migration. 

By perpetuating the legacy of Numu oratory, a skill that Zanjani claims was ―as 

widely admired as their expert horsemanship and their proficiency in tracking,‖ as well as 

the traditional embodied practices used for community survival, Winnemucca‘s speaking 

tours became imbued with the fortifying power of ceremony, a power being newly 

theorized by scholars working in Native American performance studies.
68

 Winnemucca‘s 

work derives not only from Euro-American forms and techniques, but also, more 

importantly, from a Numu legacy of migration, oratory, and diplomacy. By reading 

Winnemucca‘s writing and speaking in the context of this alternative authority, her 

performance texts are transformed from literary manifestations of assimilation to records 

of an ongoing ceremony of tribal revitalization. The written text, thus destabilized as a 

reliable ethnographic record, actually undermines the use to which so many of 

Winnemucca‘s contemporaries and subsequent generations of anthropologists put it. No 
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 Numerous newspaper articles survive that describe Winnemucca‘s multiple marriages, drunken 

gambling, and knife attacks against male intruders. Most likely, these articles were fabricated by her 

enemies in the Office of Indian Affairs to tarnish her reputation. But they also garnered her more public 

attention, which would have increased audience attendance at her lectures, if only out of curiosity. See 

Canfield and Zanjani for more on these ―scandals‖; see also the Idaho Avalanche January 14, 1882 for a 

report of a fight between Winnemucca and her new husband, Lewis H. Hopkins, over a poker game. 
68

 See my Introduction for more on this topic. 
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longer is it untarnished evidence of either the benefits or failures of the US‘s ―civilizing‖ 

project (depending on how you read it); it becomes instead just one locale in the ongoing 

processes of revivifying and adapting Numu cultural and political histories  to changing 

circumstances.  

In the following chapter, I turn to another Native writer and performer who 

traveled the continent, and even abroad, to embody a similar legacy of tribal national 

political and artistic agency. Like Winnemucca, Mohawk poet-performer E. Pauline 

Johnson adapted and updated the long legacy of Haudenosaunee oratory for the 

exigencies of a tribal nation living under an increasingly repressive colonial framework 

of policy and legislation. Like the delegation of ―Kings‖ from the Haudenosaunee who 

visited Queen Anne at St. James‘s Palace in 1710, Johnson crossed geographic and 

cultural borders to introduce Native concerns into European discourses of settlement and 

colonization. But unlike Winnemucca and previous generations of Six Nations diplomats, 

Johnson crafts her arguments into English-language poetry so that, as I demonstrate, the 

layers of her writing and performance, from content to form to style, align with the 

structuring technique: double wampum discourse. Johnson revises and adapts double 

wampum discourse, a specifically Haudenosaunee model of verbal art, to bring the 

divergent parties of the Canadian Indian rights debate into balance.   
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Chapter Two 

“Dawn Is Not the Opposite of Dusk”: 

The Mohawk Performance Poetry of Pauline Johnson
69

 

 

E. Pauline Johnson (Tekahionwake or ―Double Wampum‖), the poet, essayist, 

and performer from the Six Nations Grand River reserve in Ontario, Canada, carried with 

her a distinctive business card: ―PAULINE JOHNSON / MOHAWK Author-Entertainer‖ 

(see fig. 2.1). While all elements of the charcoal gray card suggest important contexts for 

reading Johnson‘s work, I want to focus on ―MOHAWK,‖ the capitalized declaration that 

falls, significantly, between her name on the first line and her occupation that ends the 

second. Not only does ―Mohawk‖ describe the woman herself, but also her work.
70

 Yet 

few scholars have taken this as a directive in their analyses of the many poems, short 

stories, and essays Johnson published and performed in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century. While recent scholars and critics have recognized her strong personal 

ties to the Mohawk nation, most stop short of an in-depth look at how Mohawk political 

and artistic traditions and concerns shaped her professional output. This chapter initiates 

the process of situating Johnson‘s writing and performance in the context of Mohawk 
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 My title comes from Seneca scholar Barbara Alice Mann‘s explanation of the complementary pairs 

within Haudenosaunee religious and social structures: ―Dawn is not the opposite of dusk, but its 

complement. West is not the antithesis of East, but its analogue. Sapling [Skyholder] is not the enemy of 

Flint, but his sacred Twin. There is no hostile duality here, no battle to the death, and most certainly no 

vanquishing of one by the other‖ (93).  
70

 In describing Johnson‘s Native cultural, spiritual, and political background, I alternate between 

―Mohawk,‖ which is her specific tribal nation, and the larger confederacy of nations, the Haudenosaunee 

confederacy (Rotinonhsiónni in Mohawk, which means ―People of the Longhouse‖), of which the Mohawk 

nation was a member, and which I discuss further below. I use Mohawk as the name of her tribal nation 

because it was the term Johnson herself used. However, I recognize this name was given to the nation by 

Anglo settlers and based on an Algonquian word that translates as ―man-eaters‖ or ―cannibal monsters,‖ not 

a particularly positive national image. Kanien‟kehà:ka, or ―People of the Flint,‖ is the name the people 

traditionally use to refer to themselves. See Alfred, Peace, Power, Righteousness xxv-xxvi, and Gerald F. 

Reid, Kahnawà:ke: Factionalism, Traditionalism, and Nationalism in a Mohawk Community, 189 n1.  
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traditions of public discourse and demonstrates her adaptation of these traditions to the 

political and theatrical realities of her time. 

 

 
 

By the end of the nineteenth century, as scholars such as Roy Harvey Pearce and 

Robert Berkhofer have demonstrated, the hundreds of tribal nations in North America 

had long been homogenized under the label ―Indian.‖ So why would Johnson‘s business 

card, ostensibly distributed to booking agents, well-connected fans, and potential creative 

collaborators, announce her specific tribal nation? No doubt ―Mohawk‖ capitalized on the 

exotic allure of the cultural Other as much as a more generic term, but why go to the 

trouble of differentiating oneself from the cohort of Indian performers touring North 

America at the turn of the century?
71

 The employment of her tribal nation in such public 

documents suggests not only a strong allegiance to a specifically Mohawk cultural, 

political, and artistic heritage, but also a refutation of a generic ―Indianness‖ conceived 

by non-Native legislators and artists.
72

 Certainly Johnson used public representations of 
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 Popular conceptions about Mohawks, like other Indigenous peoples, were often contradictory. However, 

the Mohawks‘ decision to side with Great Britain in the American Revolution meant they were often 

lauded for their intellect, valor, and loyalty in Canadian representations (see Lighthall; Beauchamp, ―An 

Iroquois Condolence‖; and Ho. Hale, ―An Iroquois‖) and reviled for their savage cruelty in US popular 

culture (the ultimate example being Cooper‘s The Last of the Mohicans). 
72

 I discuss this generic Indianness in the Introduction. As discussed there, examples of such legislators and 

artists in the late ninand early 20
th

 centuries include Teddy Roosevelt, Buffalo Bill Cody and other ―wild 

west‖ show proprietors (see L.G. Moses, Wild West Shows and the Images of American Indians 1883-

FIGURE 2.1 E. Pauline Johnson‘s business 

card (the card is actually gray). Courtesy 

of the Johnson collection, William Ready 

Division of Archives and Special 

Collections, McMaster University, 

Hamilton, ON (hereafter WRDASC).  
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pan-tribalism in her poetry, costumes, and other publicity materials to her financial and 

political advantage; however, she repeatedly demanded her audience recognize her as 

specifically Mohawk.  

In 1892, Johnson published a stinging critique of non-Native authors who 

replicate the ―regulation Indian maiden‖ they find in novels without considering their 

specific tribal national backgrounds. Her harangue in ―A Strong Race Opinion‖ attacks 

the processes of racial categorization at the same time it asserts the diversity and 

distinction of tribal nations in Canada. It deserves to be quoted at length for both its 

entertainingly acerbic tone and educated, politicized content: 

The term ―Indian‖ signifies about as much as the term ―European,‖ but I cannot 

recall ever having read a story where the heroine was described as ―a European.‖ 

The Indian girl we meet in cold type, however, is rarely distressed by having to 

belong to any tribe, or to reflect any tribal characteristics. She is merely a 

wholesome sort of mixture of any band existing between the Mic Macs of Gaspé 

and the Kwaw-Kewlths of British Columbia, yet strange to say, that 

notwithstanding the numerous tribes, with their aggregate numbers reaching more 

than 122,000 souls in Canada alone, our Canadian authors can cull from this huge 

revenue of character, but one Indian girl, and stranger still that this lonely little 

heroine never had a prototype in breathing flesh-and-blood existence! [Johnson, 

Collected Poems and Selected Prose (hereafter CPSP) 178] 

                                                                                                                                                 
1933), and photographer Edward Curtis, among countless other authors and public figures, including 

reform groups sympathetic to the struggles of tribal nations during this period.  
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With a flash of biting humor, Johnson skewers those who profit from stereotypes of 

Indian women. Such stereotypes, she complains, have no basis in the real world, and 

merely serve the literary and economic interests of non-Natives.
73

 Not only does she 

demand that Indian women be seen as ―flesh-and-blood‖ realities, a radical claim in a 

period when Indigenous peoples were more often seen as vanishing relics of the past, but 

as belonging to a specific nation and homeland.  

Even while arguing for Indigenous peoples‘ tribal national specificity, Johnson 

displays a commanding knowledge of other First Nations and the current state of 

Indigenous peoples in Canada as a whole. Throughout her career, Johnson repeatedly 

demonstrated how to balance tribal national belonging with a wider, intertribal awareness 

and concern. Her sometime use of non-Mohawk costume elements and her commitment 

to non-Mohawk communities, including the Squamish nation in what is now British 

Columbia, never cancelled out the fact that, as her business card states, she was a 

―MOHAWK Author-Entertainer.‖ I am fascinated by the image of this talented and 

multifaceted writer criss-crossing the continent and the ocean, performing night after 

night in churches, parlors, and concert halls to support herself and her family after her 

father‘s death, all the while sharing with anyone who cared (and often those who didn‘t) 

her allegiance to her tribal nation. Johnson‘s business card explicitly states this 

allegiance, but the point I want to make in this chapter is that her poetry and performance 

make the same statement in more subtle ways. Without embedding her work in socio-

                                                 
73

 Johnson‘s essay anticipates by several decades similar arguments made by contemporary theorists of 

Native identity and femininity. See Vizenor, along with P. Deloria, Playing Indian (esp. Chap. 6), for the 

former and Rayna Green, ―The Pocahontas Perplex‖ for the latter. 
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political frameworks central to the Mohawk Nation at the turn of the twentieth century, 

we miss how it participated in the complex negotiations for Indigenous self-

determination and tribal national autonomy that are so often subsumed under rhetoric 

about the ―era of assimilation.‖  

In this chapter, I analyze Johnson‘s performance poetry as distinctly Mohawk 

work, manifesting the same values and frameworks that have shaped Haudenosaunee 

intra- and international relationships for generations. Because of my focus on the tribal 

national underpinnings, my interpretation differs from the assimilationist, bi-cultural, or 

feminist readings that form the bulk of the scholarship on her work. Instead, I highlight 

how foundational Mohawk values (non-binary dualisms), oratorical strategies (double 

wampum discourse), and international treaties (Two-Row Wampum) that have built and 

sustained Mohawk society from creation to the twenty-first century are woven throughout 

the content and form of Johnson‘s artistic output. Reading Johnson‘s work in this way not 

only reinforces its belonging to a distinguished archive of distinctly Mohawk writing and 

performance, but also ties it explicitly to the political concerns facing the Haudenosaunee 

and other First Nations peoples in Canada at the turn of the twentieth century.  

In a period when a post-Confederation Canada was determined to subjugate the 

Indian population through legal, cultural, and political means, Johnson‘s performance 

poetry tried to pull the two sides into a balanced, complementary relationship of equals, a 

strategy that had produced fruitful alliances for the Mohawks for centuries. When we 

read her work through the contexts suggested by her Mohawk name, Tekahionwake – her 

great-grandfather‘s family name – no longer do the poems and their performances 
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suggest a life suspended between two cultures, or convey merely a romanticized view of 

generic Indianness for Anglo audiences‘ entertainment.
74

  Instead, they communicate the 

strength of generations of Mohawk diplomats and public speakers, of cultural and 

political traditions that still have worth in a colonized world, and a canny Mohawk 

woman who adapted such traditions for the exigencies of her nation assaulted by 

destructive policies and the threat of assimilation. As we begin another century of 

Indigenous colonization, Johnson deserves another look for how she kept the 

distinctiveness of the Mohawk Nation alive using the readily available artistic tools of her 

time, for how she indigenized romantic poetry and the space of the platform, and for how 

she adapted foundational Mohawk texts and practices in meaningful ways for her and her 

people‘s contemporary realities.   

The assumption underlying my reading of Johnson‘s work is that she did not 

perform only for Anglo audiences. Perhaps these audiences made up most of her paying 

customers, supporting her publication of six collections, countless poems and stories in 

periodicals, and costumes, props, and other production elements for her innumerable 

performances. But how she titillated and thrilled non-Native audiences with what a 

reviewer in 1892 called her ―fiery compositions‖ interests me less than what performance 

meant to her and her people facing deliberate subjugation under Canadian governmental 
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 In an 1892 interview in the Toronto Globe, Johnson explains that her great-grandfather, Tekahionwake, 

was baptized Jacob Johnson by his godfather, Sir William Johnson, the British Indian superintendent in 

New York before the American Revolution, thus bestowing upon their family his own Christian name. 

Wampum, small white and purple shells, were traditionally woven into strings and belts by members of the 

Iroquois Confederacy for use as a currency for exchange, a record of significant political or tribal events, a 

document of a specific tribal relationship, or as a method of communication.  For more information on the 

traditional significance and use of wampum in Iroquois society see Brenda Katlatont Gabriel-Doxtater and 

Arlette Kawanatatie Van den Hende, At the Woods‟ Edge. 
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policies (qtd. in Strong-Boag and Gerson, Paddling 70). How did her writing and her 

stage presence insist, as much as her business card, that she was Mohawk? Cherokee 

author Thomas King, reflecting on Johnson and another member of the turn-of-the-

century cohort of Indigenous intellectuals and artists, ponders their role as entertainers: 

―Charles Eastman and Pauline Johnson entertained White audiences. Did they entertain 

other Natives? Sure. Did they entertain themselves? One would hope so.… Maybe 

[entertainment] is what you‘re left with when the only defence you have is a good story. 

Maybe entertainment is the story of survival‖ (89). Non-Native audiences clamored for 

Johnson‘s poetry, but as she performed night after night, her nation‘s political history was 

revivified and put to work for the vision of a distinctly tribal national future.  

 

From Mohawk Princess to Spiritual Grandmother: A Summary of Critical Views 

 

Canadian audiences avidly welcomed Pauline Johnson‘s poetry when it first 

appeared in print in 1885, but it was her performance career lasting from 1892 to 1909 

that would push her fame to electrifying heights both at home and abroad. Because of the 

remoteness of certain regions and the dearth of locally-produced theatrical events, touring 

platform entertainers in Canada at the turn of the century were plentiful and well-

received. Johnson was especially beloved, to the extent that, as biographer Marcus Van 

Steen notes, her death ―became almost an occasion of national mourning‖ (37). Despite 

her success while alive, Johnson quickly fell out of favor among literary critics after her 

death. Her poetry was deemed ―shallow verse on contemporary topics‖ designed to 

inspire the emotions of a live audience, but ―far from being the stuff out of which lasting 

literature is made‖ (Van Steen 25). Such a response reveals the ever-widening split 
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between high and popular culture ushered in by the early twentieth century modernist 

movement, a movement that proved unkind to writers who produced work more often for 

economic and/or political reasons than for lofty aesthetic ideals. 

Biographies of Johnson‘s life periodically appeared throughout the twentieth 

century and Anglo-Canadian children dutifully memorized ―The Song My Paddle Sings,‖ 

one of her most famous poems, each year in school. Yet literary critics paid scarce 

attention to Johnson‘s writing until feminist scholars began (re)publishing texts by 

women of color in the 1980s and 90s. A. LaVonne Ruoff edited and introduced an edition 

of Johnson‘s The Moccasin Maker (1913) in 1987 and included Johnson in a critical 

essay that appeared in Karen Kilcup‘s Nineteenth-Century American Women Writers in 

1998; Penny Petrone briefly mentions Johnson in her 1990 collection, Native Literature 

in Canada: From the Oral Tradition to the Present; and Paula Gunn Allen included one 

of Johnson‘s short stories, ―As It Was in the Beginning,‖ in her 1990 anthology of Native 

women‘s writing, Spider Woman‟s Granddaughters. Since this upswing in critical 

attention, the number of articles and book chapters devoted to Johnson has risen steadily. 

Veronica Strong-Boag and Carole Gerson, two Canadian feminist scholars, have 

contributed the most material with a book-length study, Paddling Her Own Canoe, in 

2000, multiple articles, and a comprehensive collection of Johnson‘s poetry and prose in 

2002.  

The increased availability of Johnson‘s work in print has led to a similar rise in 

scholarly criticism, replacing the mostly biographical-focused studies of the last century. 

Taken as a whole, those commenting on Johnson‘s writing tend to fall into one of three 
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camps. The first, exemplified by biographers Van Steen and Annie H. Foster, considers 

her life and texts in terms of a Canadian national history.
75

 They credit her with 

―[keeping] alive the sparks of Canadian patriotism‖ (Foster 113) and ―preach[ing] the 

gospel of a united Canada‖ (Van Steen 26). These critics also tend to focus on the 

aesthetic value of her poetry in relation to other non-Native writers of the time and 

critique the variegations in the quality of Johnson‘s work due to her demanding touring 

schedule.
76

 By focusing on Johnson‘s individual life story and her literary contributions 

to a Canadian nationalism, critics in this camp tend to ignore Johnson‘s ―patriotism‖ to 

the nation in which she was born: the Mohawk nation.   

The second camp, arising within the last three decades, leans more toward 

feminist readings of Johnson‘s work. She was, without a doubt, a charismatic, powerful, 

and groundbreaking woman who capitalized on both her cultural difference and 

conventionally feminine sexuality – sometimes in tandem – to become a commercial 

                                                 
75

 During Johnson‘s life, Canada was in the process of defining itself as a nation while still strongly linked, 

both culturally and politically, to Great Britain. As discussed in the Introduction, the Constitution Act of 

1867 brought about Confederation, or the combining of the British colonial provinces into one ―federal 

dominion.‖ Over the course of the next several decades, Canada accumulated more land and attained more 

autonomy from the British government (a process called ―patriation‖ of Canada‘s constitution), however it 

remained under British law until the proclamation of the Constitution Act of 1982. See Lighthall‘s 

introduction to Songs of the Great Dominion (1889) in which he praises Canada as the ―Eldest Daughter of 

the Empire,… the one first come of age and gone out into life as a nation‖ (xxi). Lighthall‘s inclusion of 

two of Johnson‘s poems in this volume and invitation to perform at a gathering of Canadian poets in 

Toronto in 1892 contributed greatly to her burgeoning fame. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century, Canadians were eager to delineate a distinctly Canadian nationalist voice in literature and quickly 

annexed Johnson‘s poems in praise of North American landscapes and indigenous history (see McKenzie 

for more on Canada‘s use of Native images and voices to secure its own national identity).  
76

 Both Foster and Van Steen assert Johnson‘s works after The White Wampum (1895) ―were not of a 

standard set by the first book‖ (Foster 102). Van Steen goes on to add that her ―platform appearances did 

little for her art, or for Canadian literature, [but] they did make a contribution to Canada‖ for bringing 

―word of a great new country stretching from the Atlantic to the Pacific‖ to all the provinces (25-6). 
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success.
77

 While recognition as a feminist surely does not cancel out the tribal allegiances 

of an author, critics in this second camp, such as Strong-Boag and Gerson and Anne 

Collett, tend to emphasize Johnson‘s bi-nationality and borderland status between two 

cultures.
78

 As Strong-Boag and Gerson write, ―Although connected to the Native 

community, she was also a career-minded woman with bohemian aspirations and close 

ties to the Anglo-imperial world‖ (Paddling 60). Influenced, perhaps, by Anglo society‘s 

fascination with indigenous women who seem to have a foot in both Indian and white 

worlds (like La Malinche, Pocahontas, and Sacagawea), these critics accentuate 

Johnson‘s ―dual lineage‖ and how she was often ―viewed as a test of the outcome of 

racial mixing in border spaces‖ (Strong-Boag and Gerson, ―Championing‖ 48). While her 

parents‘ cross-cultural marriage resulted in a home life founded as much upon British as 

Mohawk values, this chapter seeks to show how this sort of adaptation to and absorption 

of other cultural practices was no anomaly for citizens of the Six Nations.
79
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 One needs only to examine the publicity photographs of Johnson in which she poses alluringly in a 

buckskin dress and then demurely in a Victorian evening gown to understand how Johnson shaped the 

synchronicity of her race and sexuality in her Anglo audience‘s minds. Johnson purposely positioned 

herself as a feminine object [see her letter to Lighthall on September 18, 1892 in which she declares she 

wants her ―Indian dress‖ to be ―made up of feminine work,‖ (original emphasis; qtd. in Strong-Boag and 

Gerson, Paddling 110)], walking the line of propriety so as not to alienate the ―many people [yet] in 

Canada who frowned on the idea of a woman taking on a career outside the home‖ (Van Steen 20). She 

also Cari Carpenter‘s chapter on Johnson in Seeing Red, in which Carpenter argues ―white male audience 

members found her emotional display – and her anger in particular – sexy‖ (62). 
78

 Beyond Paula Gunn Allen‘s foundational text The Sacred Hoop, numerous conference papers, graduate 

courses, and essay collections have addressed the role of feminism in indigenous communities. See Joyce 

Green, Making Space for Indigenous Feminism; Anne Waters‘ introduction to the special issue of Hypatia 

on ―Native American Women, Feminism, and Indigenism‖; and Andrea Smith and J. Kēhaulani Kauanui‘s 

introduction to the June 2008 issue of American Quarterly on ―Native Feminisms Without Apology.‖  
79

 Johnson‘s father, George Henry Martin Johnson (Onwanonsyshon), married Emily Susanna Howells in 

1853. Howells, English by birth, had moved to the Six Nations Grand River reserve to live with her sister, 

Eliza, the wife of the Anglican missionary Adam Elliott. George was then the interpreter for the mission 

church, where the two met and married, despite objections from both families. 
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To read Johnson as ―mixed‖ culturally would be to assume there were definitive 

and clear-cut cultures prior to the mixing. For Mohawks, as for any people, such a static 

reading of culture does not apply.
80

 Even before the arrival of the French, the British, or 

the Americans on their homelands, the Mohawks had joined with four other tribal nations 

– the Oneidas, Onondagas, Cayugas, and Senecas – to form the Haudenosaunee, 

familiarly known as the Six Nations or Iroquois Confederacy.
81

 Maintaining peaceful and 

productive relationships among all nations in the Confederacy required frequent 

negotiations, skillful diplomacy, and the facile maneuvering among communication 

strategies and cultural practices, all skills Pauline Johnson later demonstrates in her 

career as a poet and entertainer. Careful study of these tribally-specific strategies and 

practices must necessarily change the way we read Johnson‘s work. Where critics once 

found value in her work for how it communicated a much-desired Canadian nationalism, 

we can now actively seek expressions of Mohawk nationalism. Such readings importantly 

contribute to a recognition of the longevity, creativity, and innovation of Mohawk artists 

and activists in a colonial landscape. 
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 I want to make a distinction here between ―static‖ and ―distinct.‖ I am neither arguing that Mohawk 

culture did not have distinctive elements to it nor am I trying to deconstruct the idea of cultural identity 

altogether. I am arguing that this identity was a process, in motion, and always changing and adapting to 

new historical situations. See Sean Teuton‘s critique of ―trickster discourse‖ in Red Land, Red Power for an 

important reminder of the dangers of a theory that disenables any claims to a knowable sense of self and 

community. 
81

 Throughout this chapter, I use the more common term ―Haudenosaunee‖ to refer to the Confederacy, 

even though it is derived from the Seneca, not the Kanien‟kéha, or Mohawk language. The sixth nation of 

the Confederacy, the Tuscaroras, would join the confederacy in the eighteenth century. While there are 

several helpful books on the history and political structure of the Haudenosaunee, I have found the 

following most useful: Alfred, Peace, Power, Righteousness; Francis Jennings et. al, The History and 

Culture of Iroquois Diplomacy; the collection of turn-of-the-century anthropological records, An Iroquois 

Sourcebook, edited by Elisabeth Tooker; Barbara Alice Mann, Iroquoian Women; and Laurence Hauptman, 

Seven Generations of Iroquois Leadership. Arthur C. Parker (Seneca) also published a version of the Six 

Nations‘ constitution (the ―Great Law of Peace‖ or the ―Great Binding Law‖) based on documents from the 

Six Nations reserve in Ontario as The Constitution of the Five Nations.  
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Although she is indeed trying to get non-Natives to understand and behave 

differently toward Native peoples, and although it may appear that she is using the tools 

of both cultures to teach the other, the framework of her public life can be, and I argue 

should be, read as primarily Mohawk in origin. Johnson‘s work reminds us why cultural 

and historical contextualization is critical to understanding writing and performance; 

knowledge of these contexts might actually challenge a conventional reading or require a 

reconceptualization of a long-held theory about such work. Seen through the lens of 

Mohawk political history, Johnson‘s role as ―cultural mediator‖ becomes far less 

exceptional; rather, it confirms her work as historically-grounded and as central to 

Mohawk international relations. Such a shift requires critics, especially those of us raised 

and trained in non-Native, Euro-Western theories of individualism and singularity, to 

reconsider our own biases and assumptions about Native artists and intellectuals. 

Johnson‘s work, though often read as a product of a woman forever on the margins of 

both Anglo and Native worlds, actually relies on primarily Mohawk tools to exercise her 

commitment to the continued sovereignty of the Mohawk Nation and other First Nations.  

As Craig Womack and others assert, literature is of profound importance to 

Native nationalist movements. Moreover, in their recent American Indian Literary 

Nationalism, Womack, Jace Weaver, and Robert Warrior argue Native American 

literature should be considered ―separate and distinct from other national literatures‖ (15). 

Criticism of this literature, then, should emphasize this distinctiveness for both literary 

and political reasons. I take the following assertion by Craig Womack as foundational to 

my analysis of Johnson‘s work in this chapter (and Native literature as a whole):  
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Radical Native perspectives, voices of difference rather than commonality, are 

called for to disrupt the powers of the literary status quo, as well as the powers of 

the state – there is a link between thought and activism, surely. Such disruption 

does not come about by merely emphasizing that all things Native are, in reality, 

filtered through contact with Europe, that there is no ―uncorrupted‖ Indian reality 

in this postcontact world we live in. (Red on Red 5) 

Womack calls for literary critics to make connections between a Native text and its 

―primary culture,‖ the culture from which it originated, partially to fuel efforts by these 

cultures (often distinct tribal nations) to disentangle themselves from the cultural and 

political oppression of non-Native colonizers (4).   

A small number of critics have begun using this approach with respect to 

Johnson‘s writing; they form what I consider the third camp of Johnson criticism. 

Leading the way is Beth Brant, who reads Johnson as ―a [Mohawk] Nationalist,‖ who 

―had a great love‖ for the land of Canada, but who scorned the Canadian government (7). 

Brant calls her ―a spiritual grandmother to … women writers of the First Nations‖ and 

argues, ―it is time to take another look at Pauline Johnson‖ (7, 6). Weaver agrees with 

Brant‘s assessment in That the People Might Live. Although he acknowledges more 

readily that Johnson ―skillfully manipulated the ‗image‘ of the Indian to carry her 

message‖ to white audiences, he and Brant concur that Johnson was a ―communitist 

‗revolutionary‘‖ who communicated a ―consistent commitment to Native community and 

to persons within that community‖ (85, 162).  
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Within the past few decade, critics like Thomas King, Cari Carpenter, and Rauna 

Kuokkanen, have responded to Brant‘s and Weaver‘s calls for ―further consideration and 

study‖ of Pauline Johnson (Weaver, That the People 85). Delving more deeply into 

Johnson‘s performance techniques, deployment of sentiment (especially anger), and the 

political agenda of her romance fiction respectively, these three critics have begun to turn 

the focus of the conversation towards how Johnson‘s work fostered turn-of-the-century 

struggles against assimilation and encouraged Indigenous self-determination. My work 

builds on these assertions that Johnson‘s writing contributed significantly to the survival 

of First Nations peoples and cultural values in Canada during what historian Hugh 

Shewell calls ―the initial period of subjugation‖ (41). It takes them a step further by 

narrowing in on Mohawk and Haudenosaunee cultural and political history in order to 

more clearly detail how Johnson‘s work perpetuated distinctive nationalist values and 

practices of its ―primary culture.‖ In the course of researching such contexts, I have 

discovered numerous paths to take, but will limit my readings to a certain genre and 

context, acknowledging the vast work still to be done to adequately illuminate Johnson‘s 

Mohawk nationalist project.
82

 This chapter focuses on Johnson‘s poetry, specifically on 

the poems she performed regularly on her North American and British tours, so as to 

highlight the deeper meanings we can uncover by considering live performance alongside 

printed texts.  

 

                                                 
82

 Other projects could include, among many others, a more comprehensive analysis of Johnson‘s short 

stories and essays, as recommended by Strong-Boag and Gerson in their introduction to CPSP, focusing on 

connections to Mohawk cultural values and political events; reading Johnson‘s work in terms of 

Haudenosaunee modes of womanhood and sexuality; or tracing Johnson‘s landscape poems to certain 

geographic landmarks and locations on the Six Nations reserve. 
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The Twins of Turtle Island: Dualities in Mohawk Cultural and Political History 

To better understand the Mohawk roots of Johnson‘s poetry, we must go back to 

the beginning: the Haudenosaunee creation story. At the start of his essay, ―Theorizing 

American Indian Literature: Applying Oral Concepts to Written Traditions,‖ Cherokee 

writer and scholar Christopher Teuton demonstrates how ―American Indian oral 

traditional stories like the Cherokee creation story may be read as theories or may be used 

as theoretical templates‖ (194). Teuton recognizes how such a stance might trouble some 

literary scholars in that it imbues orality with the potential for the same critical methods 

of reflection and abstract analysis so often ascribed only to writing (195). Yet he goes on 

to credit oral traditional literatures with instilling in Native written literatures a 

commitment to Indigenous communities and social responsibility and argues the rubrics 

presented by oral traditions offer ―several approaches to the study of Native literatures‖ 

(199). The Haudenosaunee creation story, called the ―Sky Woman‖ story or ―Woman 

Falling From the Sky,‖ is similarly valuable for the strategies it offers for reading 

Johnson‘s poetry. It is a story at the heart of Mohawk conceptions of self, community, 

and the world and communicates the foundational value of non-hierarchical 

complementarity that resonates throughout many of Johnson‘s most famous poems.  

In the story as recorded and translated by early twentieth-century Seneca scholar 

Arthur Parker (from the Wolf Clan, like Johnson‘s grandmother), the chief of the ―up-

above-world‖ (the world beyond the sky of our world) becomes angry with his young 

wife and pushes her through a hole down into the vast expanse below (Seneca 59). Sky 

Woman finds herself falling fast toward a vast expanse of water with no land in sight. 
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The animals who inhabit this lower world take ―council together and sought to devise a 

way to provide for her‖ (62); they send the ―duck-creatures‖ to gently lower Sky Woman 

onto Grandfather Turtle, who makes ―his broad back a resting-place.‖ Having decided 

that Sky Woman needs soil with which to build her world, the animals attempt to bring 

up some mud from the bottom of the sea. One by one they dive and one by one they 

return empty-handed. Then Muskrat tries. He is gone for a very long time, but finally 

floats back to the surface with a small bit of mud clenched in the fist of his now lifeless 

body. Sky Woman smoothes the soil onto the back of the turtle and plants the seeds she 

has brought with her, creating the earth (62). 

Eventually, Sky Woman gives birth to a daughter, who in turn becomes pregnant 

with twin boys. Parker refers to the twins as Elder One/Good Mind, ―who made his 

mother happy‖ when he was born, and Warty One/Evil Mind, who ―pierced her through 

the arm pit and stood upon her dead body‖ during his delivery (63).  Abenaki scholar 

Lisa Brooks refers to the twins as Skyholder and Flint, claiming that the translation of 

their names as Good Mind and Bad Mind ―can be deceptive.‖ Rather than differentiate 

the brothers using value-laden, Manichaean logic, Brooks, following the lead of other 

Native scholars from the northeast woodlands, argues that the real distinction is between 

one who participates in collective, socially responsible behavior and one who behaves 

recklessly, without thought to the greater good. As the twins move about the earth, 

arranging its elements and shaping its landscapes, Skyholder takes an ordered and 

thoughtfully integrative approach to his work, or, as Brooks describes, ―act[s] 

constructively from within the environment.‖ On the other hand, Flint ―act[s] upon the 
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environment in careless and destructive ways,‖ responding ―rashly to impulse‖ 

(―Digging‖ 239). Despite their contrasting approaches, Brooks emphasizes the two 

brothers are ―the closest of kin, enmeshed in a ‗creative contest‘‖ that has generated our 

world through its ―‗contrapuntal‘ dynamic‖ (241). While the brothers are in opposition to 

one another through their actions, they are not enemies.  

Their simultaneous independence and interdependence structures creation through 

what Seminole theorist Anne Waters calls a ―nondiscrete nonbinary dualism.‖ Waters 

argues that although colonization has ―diminished and obscured‖ many Indigenous 

cosmologies that rely on a complementary system of dualisms, such concepts can still be 

found today among diverse peoples in North, Central, and South America (―Language 

Matters‖ 98). In her definition, ―a ‗dualistic‘ system … is a system composed of two 

parts, or kinds, like or unlike. Hence, dualism per se does not give rise to unlikes 

(opposites), nor to the ‗inferiority‘ of one in relation to the ‗other‘‖ (112n4). In other 

words, a dualistic system does not necessitate discrete (separate, contained) elements that 

each vie for dominance. Instead, in a complementary nonbinary dualism, the two 

elements would be simultaneously separate and interconnected, the boundaries between 

the elements at once sharp and indistinct. ―One would remain itself, and be also a part of 

the other,‖ so that a hierarchical rendering of the two would be impossible (99).   

Hence the filial connection of the Sacred Twins, Skyholder and Flint. They do not 

battle each other for supremacy over the earth, but rather work in tandem – sometimes in 

conflict, sometimes in concert, but always in a kinship structure – to create the world as 

we know it. Even though they appear to cancel each other out with their contrasting 
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behavior, their opposition actually engenders creation and is, thus, infinitely powerful. ―It 

was only as each revisited and improved upon the other‘s work that the leftover creation 

was wrought,‖ writes Barbara Alice Mann (Iroquoian 60). While Haudenosaunee 

communities might nurture Skyholder‘s ethical and considerate approach to constructing 

the world and keep Flint‘s thoughtless destruction in check, the duo‘s creative force lies 

not in the total subjugation of one half, as in the Western concept of good versus evil, but 

in the ongoing process of give and take.  

In her chapter, ―The Direction of the Sky: Gendered for Balance,‖ Mann details 

how a similar sense of reciprocity pervades Haudenosaunee social and cultural 

frameworks. ―The entire Iroquoian world is made up of complementary pairs … that are 

at once independent and interdependent, creating a unified whole‖ (Iroquoian 90, 91). 

Time, astronomy, gender, directions, the clan structure: all rely on the principles of 

balance and mutuality. We see these principles appear so often in Haudenosaunee 

mythical and political history that a clear pattern emerges. Haudenosaunee leaders, 

including Johnson‘s own family, have long embedded and practiced the lessons of the 

Sacred Twins in all facets of governance, including international diplomacy.  

In particular, this valuation of balance and equality manifested in the Great Law 

of Peace, created at the founding of the Iroquois Confederacy in the sixteenth century. 

According to J.N.B. Hewitt, an early twentieth-century ethnographer born on the 

Tuscarora reservation near Lewiston, New York, ―the founders of the league proposed 

and expounded as the requisite basis of all good government three broad ‗double‘ 

doctrines or principles,‖ resulting in six principles in all (541). They translate as:  
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1. a) sanity of mind and health of body, b) peace among individuals and among 

groups;  

2. a) righteousness in conduct and encouraging such behavior in act and speech, 

b) equity or justice, the adjustment of rights and obligations;  

3. a) physical strength or power; military force or civil authority, and b) the 

―orenda‖ or magic power of the people, ceremonies and rituals. (Hewitt 541) 

The founders of the Confederacy, among whom were Johnson‘s ancestors, attempted to 

guide the private and public behaviors of its citizens in order to ensure peace and justice 

in the region (Ruoff, ―Introduction‖ 2).
83

 While maintaining their sovereignty, each 

nation of the Confederacy has the responsibility of perpetuating the peace and sending 

representatives to the Grand Council of Chiefs to discuss issues of importance to the 

federation. Known as the ―Keepers of the Eastern Door,‖ the Mohawks have the 

responsibility of protecting the Confederacy from threats from the east. They are also 

considered one of the ―elder brothers‖ of the Haudenosaunee, along with the Senecas and 

Onondagas, while the Oneidas and the Cayugas are known as the ―younger brothers.‖ 

Taking their responsibility to the Confederacy seriously, the Mohawks continually built 

political and economic relationships with the European settlers arriving from the east. 

Though the reputation the Mohawks fostered as powerful partners in trade, war, and 
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 To combat nationalist factionalism in the federation, the founders also instituted the clan system that 

extended kinship ties across tribal boundaries. Johnson‘s great-grandmother and grandmother were both 

senior matrons of the Wolf Clan, but because Johnson‘s mother was English and thus did not have a clan, 

Johnson had no official clan membership under Mohawk matrilineal law. Biographers of Johnson note that 

her father‘s family objected to his marrying a non-Mohawk woman because their children would not be 

able to take on clan titles or rank (Strong-Boag and Gerson, Paddling 47). George Johnson remained 

estranged from his mother, the powerful Helen Martin Johnson, the eldest daughter of a noble Mohawk 

family, until his first child was born. Pauline‘s grandfather, John Smoke Johnson (Sakayengwararon) was a 

member of the Bear Clan (Ruoff, ―Introduction‖ 3). 
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politics because of their role within the Confederacy often resulted in a sense of 

superiority over other First Nations, their innovation in international dealings resulted in 

legendary models of cross-cultural alliance. Johnson‘s writing, both personal and 

professional, reveals some of this tribal arrogance, but also resonates with the centuries-

old responsibility to reach across national boundaries, Native and non-, to engender 

mutually-beneficial relationships that will keep the Confederacy strong.  

Writing at the end of the twentieth century, Taiaiake Alfred emphasizes the 

importance of Native leadership and governance in line with traditional tribal values.
84

 

For the Confederacy in particular, Alfred stresses a political schema that relies on ―the 

accept[ance] and celebrat[ion of] the coexistence of opposites‖ and the ―perpetual quest 

for balance and harmony‖ (Peace xiv). What kept the Confederacy together at its 

founding, and continues to reinforce the bonds today, are the repeated ―exercise of certain 

rights and the performance of certain duties and obligations of the one to the other side‖ 

in this complementary structure (Hewitt 545). The cohesiveness of the Haudenosaunee 

relies on the willingness of its members to participate in the rituals and obligations that 

re-establish balance between two elements: between national sovereignty and concern for 

the Confederacy, between the elder and younger brothers of the federation, between the 

clan mothers who select the chiefs and the men who debate at the Grand Council, and 

between the will of the individual and the well-being of the collective. Building 
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 The concept of a ―traditional value system‖ is fraught with debates over essentialism and perceptions of a 

pure, pre-contact way of life that was ―lost‖ once Europeans arrived. Like Alfred and other twenty-first 

century Native studies scholars, I do not view traditionalism in this way. Alfred argues that there are 

fundamental principles that should always be valued in Haudenosaunee society, but that tradition, like 

culture, must evolve to fit contemporary needs (Peace 105). 
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relationships within the federation, therefore, is an ongoing process, flexible and fluid as 

it evolves with the people, but also grounded in a dualistic system.  

 

Double Wampum Discourse and Haudenosaunee Politics 

The balanced pairs so prevalent in Haudenosaunee cosmology also manifest in 

political oratory and diplomacy. At Haudenosaunee council meetings, six tribal nations 

come together to re-energize the bonds of the Confederacy and to discuss issues of 

importance to each. In the early centuries of the Confederacy, such discussions included 

debates over land use, military and diplomatic strategies for dealing with other tribal 

nations, and eventually, for dealing with encroaching Europeans. Because the 

Haudenosaunee decision-making process was non-coercive, meaning no chief could force 

another to agree with him or to adhere to a plan with which he disagreed, those 

introducing new ideas to the Council needed skill in addressing diverse, and sometimes 

contradictory, audiences. Each nation‘s chiefs would then need to return to their people 

and convince them of the value of a decision before it could be enacted. In treaty 

negotiations with non-Native governments, Haudenosaunee leaders would similarly 

attempt to convince not only the European representatives, but also their own and other 

nations in the Confederacy of their point of view.  

Johnson grew up in a distinguished Mohawk family celebrated for their skills in 

this type of non-coercive political negotiation. Deftness and dexterity with the spoken 

word helped previous generations of Johnson men gain respect and consequence in 

internal and external Haudenosaunee political dealings. Pauline‘s great-grandfather, 

Jacob Tekahionwake Johnson, her grandfather, John ―Smoke‖ Johnson, and her father, 
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FIGURE 2.2 George Henry Martin Johnson (third from left) and 

his father John Smoke Johnson (fourth from left) with other 

tribal leaders. Courtesy of Chiefswood Museum, Six Nations 

Grand River Reserve. 

 

George Johnson, all played a public role in protecting Haudenosaunee land rights and 

tribal autonomy (see fig. 2.2). Although the Johnsons did not have an inherited 

chieftainship, Smoke Johnson‘s heroic participation in the War of 1812 made him a ―Pine 

Tree Chief,‖ a title that allowed him to participate in the Grand Council but which could 

not be passed on to the next generation (Hauptman xix). Highly respected for his ability 

as an orator, the Council made him speaker and bestowed upon him the first title of 

permanent speaker in 1858 (Ruoff, ―Early‖ 229). Smoke Johnson‘s marriage to Helen 

Martin, the eldest daughter 

of one of the most 

powerful Mohawk 

families, gave him access 

to new levels of political 

authority. Helen, or Nellie, 

made sure that their son, 

Pauline‘s father George, 

built upon this political 

success. George became 

an interpreter for the 

British government on the Six Nations reserve in 1860 and later took over for his 

maternal uncle as a chief on the Grand Council. Although many argued against his 

chieftainship as a conflict of interest because he kept his position as government 

interpreter, his mother pushed his confirmation through (Strong-Boag and Gerson, 
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Paddling 48). Pauline inherited both the captivating performance prowess and keen 

political awareness that her Mohawk ancestors possessed, two skills that would be 

especially valuable as the landscape around her shifted with Canada‘s growing 

nationalism and its increasingly oppressive treatment of First Nations.  

By the time Pauline began her literary and performance career, the Six Nations 

had already established modes of confronting and adapting to political and cultural 

incursions from outsiders. Because of their geographic position straddling the border 

between what would become the United States and Canada and their access to important 

waterways, including the St. Lawrence and Connecticut Rivers, the Great Lakes, and 

Lake Champlain, Six Nations members found themselves in continuous negotiations with 

French, English, and American settlers and businessmen. In such situations, they often 

turned to the balanced structure of ―double wampum discourse‖ to structure diplomatic 

communication. Barbara Mann describes double wampum discourse as a ―speech 

convention‖ that ―served the ceremonial purpose of allowing multiple speakers to address 

multiple audiences.… Briefly, two speakers shared a double-wampum message, 

presenting it to two audiences, so that there were four ceremonial parties to every 

exchange‖ (Iroquoian 7). In Mann‘s rendering of the practice, double wampum discourse 

was a communication system used during Council meetings and treaty conventions in 

which two speakers shared the responsibility to communicate a message each to his/her 

own audience, thereby linking speakers and audiences in a multi-faceted, but structurally-

balanced, relationship. Such a structure allowed for the dialogue necessary in a non-

coercive government and the generative give and take that characterized the Sacred 
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Twins‘ interactions. Moreover, it recognized a multiplicity of subject positions without 

hierarchizing them or silencing some in favor of the top-down monologic discourse of 

Euro-Western religions and monarchies. It invited multiple parties to the debate and 

offered the structural framework to maintain the distinctiveness and equality of each, yet 

tie them together in profound, and oftentimes productive, relationships.  

Perhaps Haudenosaunee and European leaders used this speech convention at the 

treaty negotiation in the early seventeenth century that resulted in the agreement known 

as Kaswentha, or Two-Row Wampum. Still remembered and lauded by Haudenosaunee 

communities today, the Two-Row Wampum signified a treaty between the Confederacy 

and the Dutch in which the two nations negotiated a lasting peace based on the principles 

of respect, equality, and autonomy. The Haudenosaunee agreed to let the Dutch trap, 

hunt, and trade in the region as long as they did not interfere in self-governance and 

freedoms of the peoples of the Confederacy. To symbolize the treaty, the Confederacy 

created a wampum belt containing ―two parallel purple rows of shell with three white 

rows of shell interspersed‖ (Hauptman 49) (see fig. 2.3).
85

 The metaphor of the belt, as 

Alfred describes it, is ―two vessels, each possessing its own integrity, travelling the river 

of time together‖ (52). One vessel was the Haudenosaunee canoe, the other the Dutch 

ship; they travel side-by-side (the parallel purple rows), but do not touch (separated by 
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 For more on the Two-Row Wampum, visit the website of the Onondaga Nation; the website of the 

Akwesasne Territory (Mohawk Nation); and see a 2005 article written by Darren Bonaparte (Mohawk), 

―The Two Row Wampum Belt.‖ Interestingly, Laurence Hauptman writes that ―Modern-day Iroquois often 

add a further meaning to the Two Row Wampum, warning their people that it is nearly impossible to go 

down the river with one foot in the Indian canoe and the other in the Euro-American ship‖ (49). If those 

living at Six Nations in the late nineteenth century interpreted the meaning in this way, Johnson‘s decision 

to use Tekahionwake (Double Wampum) as her stage name takes on even more layers. Perhaps she was 

reminding herself (and her Mohawk kin) not only of Haudenosaunee autonomy under internationally-

ratified treaties, but of her own single-minded commitment to Indigenous communities.  
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the white row). In order for both vessels to safely and effectively navigate the ―river of 

time,‖ neither must interfere with the progress of the other.  

Throughout the nineteenth century, Haudenosaunee leaders continually referred to 

the Two-Row Wampum in 

negotiations with the British in 

Canada, as Mohawk writer Darren 

Bonaparte notes. He quotes a letter 

held at the National Archives of 

Canada from leaders at Akwesasne 

to Queen Victoria on June 21, 1892 arguing against the form of government imposed by 

the Indian Act of 1876:  

Madam, concerning the question referred to by all our treaties from the time of 

discovery to the time of the last treaty - 1st. That the English have made an 

illustration that they shall abide in their vessel - 2nd - That the Indians of the 

Iroquois remain in our Birchbark Canoe; 3rd - That the English shall make no 

compulsory laws for the Indians, but the treaties are to be unmolested forever.  

The letter emphasizes that the ―two vessels‖ metaphor has guided ―all our treaties from 

the time of discovery‖ and renews this metaphor to invalidate the ―compulsory laws‖ 

attending the Indian Act. Importantly, the Mohawk leaders emphasize their willingness to 

continue their relationship with England, as long as the Crown recognizes them as equals 

who ―adhere to their own form of Government‖ (qtd. in Bonaparte). In 1892, the year 

Johnson first performed her poetry, Haudenosaunee leaders still view the path to national 

FIGURE 2.3 Replication of Two-Row Wampum 

(Kaswentha) by Darren Bonaparte. Courtesy of 

http://www.wampumchronicles.com/. 
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empowerment as the balancing of two equal forces, at once independent and interrelated. 

But the reality of the relationship between the First Nations and Anglo-Canada at this 

time was already more complicated than the chiefs‘ letter would indicate. The English 

had already steered their vessel into the path of the Indian canoe and had even tried to 

wrench the paddle from their hands.  

Despite their counterparts‘ inability to abide by the Two-Row Wampum treaty 

agreement, Haudenosaunee communities today read this metaphor as a guiding principle 

for their relationships with all other nations, including all colonial powers. Seneca film 

director, artist, and historian G. Peter Jemison reflects on the broader meaning of the 

Two-Row Wampum in a 1995 Akwesasne Notes article. To him, it means that 

We have our own way of life, and that you have yours, and that we are not trying 

to convince you to be us; we are trying to convince you that because of our long 

history here, we have a knowledge of this place where we live. And so, we use 

this two row wampum belt even now, as the basis for all of the other treaties that 

we made after this time. (10) 

The Two-Row Wampum denotes not only specific political agreements, but also signifies 

the primacy of Haudenosaunee peoples in North America, their continued presence on 

the land, and the profound value of  the knowledge developed over the course of their 

tenure.  

 Knowing the importance of the Two-Row Wampum belt throughout Mohawk 

history, we must consider how it figured in to Johnson‘s artistic imaginings of Anglo-

Native relations at the turn of the twentieth century. Reflecting the double wampum 
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discourse of previous Haudenosaunee political diplomats, Johnson‘s performance poetry 

implicitly addresses the model of international relations represented by the Two-Row 

Wampum. Addressed to multiple audiences and bearing multiple messages, it emphasizes 

the distinctiveness, both cultural and political, of First Nations from the settlers of Anglo-

Canada. Johnson‘s work demands white settlers see Native peoples as not only justified 

in continuing their cultural and political practices, but as always doing so, even in the 

face of starvation and dispossession by the colonial government. Johnson‘s poems puts 

Native and non-Native worlds in a relationship of equals, a relationship that could be 

mutually-beneficial if non-Natives would choose balance over subjugation.  

Johnson‘s dualist framework proves much more intertwined than the image of the 

original Two-Row Wampum. While it still recognizes both parties as autonomous, self-

governing entities, it acknowledges, even welcomes, the inescapable reality of Native-

European relations at the turn of the century: each influences the other, with resources, 

governance, and material well-being enmeshed in a complicated web, despite the words 

of the chiefs at Akwesasne. Because of this intertwined relationship, the use of double 

wampum discourse to facilitate communication across cultural gaps becomes even more 

vital. Johnson‘s updating of the Two-Row Wampum for her Mohawk world in late 

nineteenth-century Canada is a poetic, yet practical, re-envisioning of the 

interconnectedness of nations in the ―New World.‖ Yet recognizing that it was done 

within a Haudenosaunee cultural-political framework of complementary dualisms and 

oratorical methodologies is paramount. Such a recognition fortifies and substantiates 

Mohawk nationalist struggles in Johnson‘s time and today. 
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Despite the wishes of the letter writers at Akwesasne in 1892, it had already 

become painfully clear that the English had not stayed in their own boat. With the Indian 

Act of 1876, Canada clearly declared its intent to force First Nations individuals to 

assimilate to Anglo economic and cultural norms and abandon their Indigenous nations 

and lifeways. At the Six Nations Grand River reserve at the end of the nineteenth century, 

Anglo-Canadian settlement and political-economic interference generated heated 

conflicts within the Confederacy. For the most part, the Mohawk leadership advocated 

for increased interconnection with Anglo interests for the opportunities it would offer 

their people. In contrast, the ―traditionalists,‖ primarily Onondagas, held firmly to 

customary Haudenosaunee languages, laws, and religious practices, resisting the influx of 

non-Native business interests onto the reserve.
86

 Pauline‘s father, George Johnson, found 

himself at the center of the debate over timber rights when he was appointed forest 

warden and was brutally attacked by timber smugglers in 1865, 1873, and 1878 (Strong-

Boag and Gerson, Paddling 37). The injuries he sustained contributed to his early death 

in 1884 and the tensions engendered by his involvement provoked animosity toward his 

children to the point that Pauline and her brothers and sisters began to feel uncomfortable 

visiting family on the reserve. Because of financial concerns, Pauline‘s mother moved 

with the children into a small house in Brantford following George‘s death. None of the 

children ever returned to Chiefswood or settled permanently among their Mohawk 
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 Anthropologist Sally M. Weaver describes the political tensions on the Six Nations reserve at Grand 

River in Bruce Trigger‘s Handbook of North American Indians. She argues, ―Political pressure intensified 

on the chiefs in the 1880s with the passage of many amendments to the Indian Act. … The old ideal of 

consensus proved impossible to achieve in some of the heated issues of the day, the major one being 

whether the council would agree to abide by the Indian Act in making its decisions.… Although many 

council decisions were made in accordance with its provisions, the council‘s ideological posture would 

remain one of denying the validity of the act‖ (Trigger 531). 
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relatives, choosing instead what Johnson described as ―years of homelessness, of living in 

hotels, and drifting from ocean to ocean many times‖ (CPSP 238).  

Despite her physical distance from the Six Nations Grand River reserve, Johnson 

always viewed herself as Mohawk, ―by law, by temperament, by choice, and by 

upbringing‖ and felt deeply concerned with her nation‘s well-being. She once wrote, ―My 

aim, my joy, my pride is to sing the glories of my own people,‖ but I argue she did much 

more than that (Johnson, The Shagganappi 8). Beyond glories, Johnson‘s poetry presents 

a nuanced approach to Indigenous activism at the turn of the century: one in which tribal 

national autonomy never gives way to the onslaught of Anglo politics, armies, and 

cultures; one in which the standard stereotypes of Indians shift slightly with a flick of the 

pen to reveal their own speciousness; and one in which Haudenosaunee modes of public 

discourse and diplomacy continue to hold sway.   

 

“My Heart Is Not the Only One”: Reading “A Cry from an Indian Wife” 

One of Johnson‘s most celebrated pieces was ―A Cry from an Indian Wife,‖ a 

narrative in iambic pentameter published during the course of what was commonly called 

the North-West Rebellion in 1885, a series of violent events between bands of Cree 

Indians and Métis and Anglo-Canadian police and military.
87

 In this poem, the speaker 

vacillates between two impulses – war and peace – and her rhetorical moves both to ally 

herself with and distance herself from an imagined non-Native counterpart echo 
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 In this section, all quotes from the poem are from this original version published June 18, 1885 in The 

Week out of Toronto (see fig. 2.4). Johnson revised it in 1892 for her performances and for publication in 

The White Wampum and Flint and Feather. The version included in CPSP edited by Gerson and Strong-

Boag is from Flint and Feather (14-15). The main difference in the two versions are the final lines, which I 

discuss below.   
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Johnson‘s own dynamic relationship with multiple audiences and the double wampum 

discourse that shapes her work. The poem, balanced structurally with a couplet rhyming 

scheme, uses the back and forth movement between paired entities (war and peace, Anglo 

and Native, individual and collective) to generate new visions of an interrelated Anglo 

and Native world. What characteristics this imagined world possesses – and its feasibility 

and desirability – is determined as much by what message the reader looks for as much as 

by the poem itself. ―A Cry from an Indian Wife,‖ one of the first poems Johnson ever 

published and one of her audience‘s favorites in performance, shrewdly leaves its 

ultimate message open to interpretation, but along the way launches blunt critiques of 

Anglo-Canadian behavior and reinforces the primacy and presence of Indian peoples.  

First published before the official end date of the North-West Rebellion (July 2, 

1885), ―A Cry from an Indian Wife‖ presented a perspective on the conflict and its 

Native participants unfamiliar to Anglo audiences at the time. Most non-Native 

newspapers reported that the fighting was the result of a combined Cree and Métis 

uprising led by exiled Métis leader Louis Riel.
88

  The myth of the alliance of the two 

groups has trickled down through the decades so that even Daniel Francis, in his 
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 Riel had been exiled to the United States from Canada in the 1870s following increasing tension with the 

Canadian government and clergy. However, his success in negotiating peacefully with the federal 

government during the Red River Rebellion of 1869 led the Saskatchewan Métis to invite him back to lead 

their negotiations for land and resources in 1884. In the year that followed, Riel and his followers attempted 

to ally with the Plains Cree to launch a combined military attack on Canadian officials, police, and troops 

in the area. However, as former head of the provincial chapter of the League of Indians of Canada and 

president of the Federation of Saskatchewan Indians, John B. Tootoosis stated in a 1984 interview on the 

Poundmaker reserve, ―‗the [the Indian people] all said no. We can‘t support you. We signed an agreement 

with the Crown not to fight any more; they were to live in peace with these people. We signed a treaty, we 

have to live up to this treaty‘‖ (as qtd. in Stonechild and Waiser 3). Despite the Crees insistence on 

fulfilling their side of the treaty, the Canadian government broke several promises and agreements which 

led to a few violent encounters with frustrated and starving Indians in the 1880s. But these few encounters 

do not support the theory of a combined Métis-Cree uprising.  
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noteworthy The Imaginary Indian, describes ―A Cry from an Indian Wife‖ as ―the lament 

of a Native woman whose husband is going off to 

fight alongside the Métis in the 1885 Northwest 

Rebellion‖ (112). However, tribal elders and 

historians today insist the Plains Cree bands in 

question strove to stay out of the conflict between 

the Métis and the federal government and that the 

Natives, led by chiefs Big Bear, Little Pine, 

Poundmaker, and Piapot, had their own concerns 

and demands for resources and treaty revisions that 

sparked hostilities with white settlers and soldiers 

(Stonechild and Waiser 3; Miller 171-176; Tobias 

151-159, 163). By focusing on only the Cree nation, 

Johnson effects a distinction from the Métis that 

allows the Crees‘ particular concerns over food, 

land, and autonomy to be heard.  

Early on, ―A Cry‖ makes note of the 

decimation of the bison population on the Canadian 

Plains by the 1870s.  In Johnson‘s words: 

FIGURE 2.4 Original publication of ―A Cry from an Indian 

Wife‖ in The Week, June 18, 1885. Courtesy of the Johnson 

collection, WRDASC.  
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 Here is your knife! I thought ‗twas sheathed for aye. 

 No roaming bison calls for it to-day; 

 No hide of prairie cattle will it maim; 

 The plains are bare, it seeks a nobler game: 

 ‗Twill drink the life-blood of a soldier host. 

Within the first ten lines, Johnson makes explicit the connections among the destruction 

of Cree food sources, the loss of tribal hunting practices, and escalating tension and 

violence with white settlers. Due to the expanding market for buffalo robes and hides, the 

advent of more efficient rifles, and a growing population with greater mobility into the 

remote plains of North America, the number of bison began falling steadily from 1850 

onward until, ―by 1888 an American game report said that ‗only six animals were then 

known to be in existence!‘‖ (Miller 172). As historian J.R. Miller notes, Humkpapa 

Lakota leader Sitting Bull‘s choice to de-camp to Saskatchewan with many of his 

warriors in 1877 contributed to the strain on the dwindling food resources of the region. 

Not only were there more individuals to feed, but ―at times in the late 1870s American 

forces burned the prairies in an effort to prevent the southern bison herd from trekking 

into Canada where it might help to sustain the fugitive Sioux‖ (172). The threat of 

starvation hinted at in Johnson‘s description of the bare plains above pressed hard upon 

Cree bands in Saskatchewan by the beginning of the 1880s. 

 Leaders of the Cree bands responded to the threat with a multi-level strategy. Cree 

hunters began expanding southward into Blackfoot territory where some bison still 

remained. They also began to transition to an agricultural way of life, a move which 
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echoed previous generations‘ adaptation to changing economic and environmental 

circumstances.
89

 Big Bear, Little Pine, and Piapot argued for increased farm equipment 

and resources to be included in the treaties then under consideration by the Plains Cree 

and the Canadian government. They also argued for federal governmental regulation of 

non-Indian hunters in the Plains. Not satisfied with Canada‘s responses to either of these 

demands, Big Bear and Little Pine refused to sign Treaty 6 in 1876.
90

 They also objected 

to the provision of the treaty that stipulated that once they signed, the Crees would be 

bound by Canadian law; neither Big Bear nor Little Pine would accept this loss of 

autonomy (Tobias 153). Piapot, upon receiving assurances that requests for farming tools 

and instruction would be seriously considered, entered into treaty (Treaty 4) in 1875. To 

force the remaining Cree bands into treaty, then Commissioner of Indian Affairs for the 

North-West Territory Edgar Dewdney, stipulated that rations would only be given to 

those Indians who had a treaty relationship with the federal government. Eventually, 

Little Pine and Big Bear took treaty, in 1879 and 1882 respectively, effectively starved 

into compliance (Tobias 154, 156-7). Yet all three leaders recognized the shortcomings of 

the treaties the Canadian government offered and sought leverage to force revisions. 
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 Throughout the centuries of the fur trade with Europeans, Crees had often adjusted to new circumstances. 

Moving west from the woodlands to the prairies required them to pursue new types of game in new ways. 

Moreover, their ongoing relationship with the Hudson‘s Bay Company required them to build the skills not 

only of bison hunters, but of businessmen. The Crees‘ shift to agriculture in the last few decades of the 

nineteenth century was only the latest in a series of adaptations made to sustain their people (see Tobias 

151-2).  
90

 Treaties governing the lands and relationships of the Plains tribes with the Canadian government were 

assigned numbers based on region. Between 1871 and 1877 the first seven numbered treaties were created. 

Treaty 6 pertains to the central region of what is now Saskatchewan and a portion of the eastern central 

region of what is now Alberta. Treaty 4, the treaty Piapot entered into in 1875, pertains to the southern 

region of what is now Saskatchewan. See Indian and Northern Affairs Canada‘s ―Treaty Guides,‖ for 

helpful summaries and maps of historic treaty agreements. Their website also includes some digitized 

versions of original treaty documents. 



 

 141 

 To increase their strength in treaty (re-)negotiations, the three leaders, along with 

several Assiniboine bands, sought contiguous reserve lands in the Cypress Hills, an area 

of southern Saskatchewan still somewhat populated with game (Tobias 154). Little Pine, 

Piapot, and Big Bear based their plan on the seeming autonomy of the Indian Territory in 

the United States. While the Canadian government initially agreed to the reserve requests 

in 1880, Dewdney objected to the concentration of Cree bands in one region and 

instituted new policies that would force them apart. He mandated the closure of Fort 

Walsh, the Indian Affairs agency serving the Cypress Hills, thereby cutting off rations to 

the Indians living there.
91

 Piapot took his band to Indian Head, south of Qu‘Appelle and 

east of Regina in the Treaty 4 region; Little Pine led his band to a reserve on Duck Lake, 

close to Poundmaker‘s reserve near Battleford, in the Treaty 6 region; and Big Bear 

removed to a reserve near Fort Pitt, northwest of Battleford, also in the Treaty 6 region 

(Tobias 157; Miller 173).
92

 

 Over the next few years, the Cree bands and their Assiniboine neighbors 

continued to try to meet, both for ceremonies and to discuss their demands for the 

revisions of the treaties. At the same time, the Deputy Superintendent-General of Indian 

Affairs in Ottawa, Lawrence Vankoughnet, reduced assistance to the Plains Cree tribes 

because of economic concerns. These reductions negatively affected the rations 
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 In his essay ―Canada‘s Subjugation of the Plains Cree, 1879-1885,‖ John L. Tobias makes clear that 

Dewdney‘s actions in the early 1880s were in violation ―not only of the promises made to the Cypress Hills 

Indians in 1880 and 1881, but also … the promises made to the Cree by the Treaty Commissions in 1874 

and 1876, and in the written treaties‖ (156). 
92

 The Cree bands led by Little Pine, Big Bear, and Poundmaker, along with other bands in the Treaty 6 

region led by Beardy and Lucky Man, were the main bands involved in confrontations with Canadian 

officials and troops in 1884 and 1885. Piapot‘s band in the Treaty 4 region did not take up arms during this 

period. 
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distributed to the bands, intensifying friction between the Indians and the federal 

government and the Mounted Police in the area ordered to protect storehouses and break 

up any Indian councils (Tobias 158-61). In result, younger, more militant leaders in some 

Cree bands began gaining support for an armed resistance against the federal 

government, a shift which ultimately resulted in a few incidents of violence against 

Anglo-Canadian officials on the reserves (Stonechild and Waiser 64; Tobias 166).
93

 Also 

in the spring of 1885, Métis groups, under the command of Louis Riel and Gabriel 

Dumont, clashed with Mounted Police and Canadian military forces. Although historians 

today have proven that the Cree and Métis tensions with the federal government were 

distinct and that Cree leaders sought peaceful resolution of their demands more often than 

not, Dewdney publicly lumped the two groups together. He used the coincidence of 

violence in 1885 as an excuse to crack down on the coalition-building of Cree leaders; he 

continued to call the Crees ―rebels‖ and proceeded to station military troops on reserves 

in the region (Tobias 166-7; Miller 182, 184).  

Still, throughout 1885, the Crees only engaged in violence against white settlers 

or troops a few times, and usually in small, limited outbursts against particular 

government officials. Therefore, the battle Johnson‘s poem refers to most likely is Cut 

Knife Hill, the only organized fight any Cree warriors participated in against Canadian 

troops during this time. The Crees, along with their Assiniboine allies, beat the federal 

troops led by Colonel William Otter handily (Stonechild and Waiser, 142; Miller 183; 
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 One such incident, in March of 1885, was the so-called ―Frog Lake Massacre,‖ but as J.R. Miller points 

out the extent and purpose of the violence was exaggerated by Anglo-Canadians: ―The incident [was] 

essentially a bloody act of vengeance against unpopular officials.… If the death of nine people and the 

humane treatment of three others constitute a massacre, then, and only then, was Frog Lake a massacre‖ 

(182).   
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Tobias 167).
94

 Newspaper accounts from the time play up the ferocity of the Indians and 

their alleged unprovoked siege on the settlers of Battleford. ―Poundmaker, before Col. 

Otter‘s arrival, had plundered and burned houses at Battleford and slain many of the 

settlers,‖ states one report from Winnipeg published on May 6, 1885 in the New York 

Times, just days after the battle. ―Col. Otter, with 300 men, … found the Indians 

besieging the barracks and the besieged just at the point of surrendering to the redskins‖ 

(―Defeated by the Indians‖).
95

 On April 23, 1885, an editorial in the Saskatchewan 

Herald described the siege on Battleford in more hyperbolic and harshly accusatory 

terms:  

Blood stains the soil, and the air is thick with the smoke of desolation. Nearly a 

score of our citizens have been slain without a moment‟s warning by ingrates 

whose interests they guarded as carefully as they did their own, and whose hands 

were daily opened in charity to the men they looked upon as unfortunate and to be 

pitied. In the town itself, or that part of it lying south of the Battle River, there is 

only enough left to remind the sufferers of their once comfortable homes, and to 
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 This battle is also referred to as the battle of Cut-Knife Creek. Colonel Otter led his troops against the 

Cree and Assiniboine bands staying at Poundmaker‘s reserve near the white settlement of Battleford, 

Saskatchewan, as a result of rumors of an Indian ―siege‖ on the town. Already alarmed by the Métis-led 

violence elsewhere and the Canadian military‘s arrival in the territory, Cree and Assiniboine warriors had 

taken primary leadership of the camp on the reserve, erecting a ―soldier‘s tent‖ to discuss defensive 

strategies (Stonechild and Waiser 132). Poundmaker, as civil or peace chief, held limited authority. The 

small number of Indian men who fought in the battle gained the advantage over Otter‘s troops due to their 

knowledge of the landscape and shrewd distraction techniques. Although several warriors wanted to pursue 

Otter‘s men as they retreated, Poundmaker convinced them to cease fire and let them go without further 

loss of life (Stonechild and Waiser 142-3; Miller 183; Tobias 167). 
95

 Interestingly, historians today concur that Colonel Otter found no Indians in the vicinity of Battleford 

when he arrived in late April, 1885. ―Upset that he and his troops would not see action,‖ as Tobias writes, 

Otter ―proposed that he attack the Indian camp at Poundmaker‘s Reserve‖ (167; see also Miller 183; 

Stonechild and Waiser 135).  
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recall the fact that many things of peculiar value are irretrievable lost and can 

never be replaced. (―Battleford Beleaguered‖) 

Johnson‘s poem works hard to dispel these popular opinions that the Plains Cree were 

ungrateful, thoughtless, inherently destructive people.  

The characterization of the Cree bands as armed, seditious, and in cahoots with 

the violent actions of the Métis colored the views of the settlers in the area and around 

Canada that ―the Indians have proved themselves to be fully as savage and unreasonable 

as they were before the attempt to civilize them was made.‖ Johnson‘s poem presents the 

complete opposite view. Where newspaper accounts of the warriors on Poundmaker‘s 

reserve describe them as ―untamed and untamable‖ and mention Cree women only as 

―squaws to do the drudg[er]y of the camps,‖ ―A Cry from an Indian Wife‖ depicts the 

complicated back and forth of a thoughtful and sensitive Cree woman faced with a heart-

breaking decision: send her husband to battle to defend her people and homeland or hold 

him back out of aversion to violence and her own personal desires (―Battleford 

Beleaguered‖).  

Still, ―A Cry‖ perpetuates some of the misconceptions about the conflicts in the 

North-West. Johnson‘s view of the fighting as a rebellion – ―our fallen tribe that rises to 

rebel‖ – derives more from the government‘s public relations campaign than actual 

events. Secondly, the references in the poem to knives and tomahawks lead a reader to 

think the Crees lacked modern weaponry. While this increases the romantic appeal of the 

Indian characters in the poem and perhaps reduces their threat, it counters the reality that 
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the Cree warriors armed themselves with a wide array of weapons, including guns (Miller 

183; Stonechild and Waiser 142).
96

  

Finally, the fatalistic language of ―A Cry‖ intimates that the Natives cannot help 

but lose the battle against the Canadian troops. How successful can they be if armed only 

with knives and tomahawks against ―a thousand rifle balls,‖ especially when those rifles 

are shot by soldiers ―fate brought … from the East / To be our chiefs – to make our 

nation least‖? Funnily enough, the Crees won the battle at Cut Knife Hill, although 

Colonel Otter would have you think differently. While initially the New York Times 

reported Otter‘s defeat (―Defeated by Indians‖), an article published the next day 

backpedaled to say that ―more trustworthy dispatches,‖ including a telegraph from 
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 Johnson frequently used her Anglo public‘s fascination with and romanticized misconceptions about 

Indians to her monetary advantage (for an in-depth look at how Anglo-Canadians viewed Indians at this 

time, see Francis). In addition, Johnson also carried a bit of superiority over other Indian nations, especially 

western tribes, because of her Mohawk upbringing (see Strong-Boag and Gerson, Paddling 33-4). 

Interestingly, in the fall of 1886 Johnson published ―A Request,‖ a paean to ―‗The Women‘s Auxiliary of 

Missions of the Church of England in Canada‘ – who are doing their utmost in the good work of sending 

Missionaries to the Crees and Blackfeet‖ (CPSP 22). The poem encourages the Plains Indians to see the 

missionaries in a different light than the military and to welcome Christianity: ―‘Twill light your prairie 

pathway up more than the flash of war‖ (23). It also praises the Anglicans already working amongst the 

North-West tribal nations, telling them ―The jewels in your crown will be the Indian souls you‘ve saved‖ 

(23). Johnson‘s praise of Anglican missionaries could derive from her own family‘s history: her mother 

came to live on the Six Nations Grand River reserve because her sister had married the Anglican 

missionary there and her father had served as the church‘s interpreter for many years. It seems that though 

Johnson argued against military action in the Plains and seems to combine Britain‘s imperialism with their 

Christianity in ―A Cry,‖ she still sees some of the government‘s and Church‘s ―civilizing‖ projects as 

necessary for western Indians. But again, this is the same woman who later writes ―A Pagan in St. Paul‘s 

Cathedral‖ for London‘s Daily Express in 1906, celebrating ―the beautiful dignity‖ of Haudenosaunee 

religious rites (CPSP 214). Perhaps what we take away from Johnson‘s romanticization and primitivization 

of the Plains Cree and, later, ―A Request,‖ should be caution over using any of Johnson‘s writings as a 

watertight pronouncement of personal opinion. This makes sense, considering the contexts of my readings: 

within Haudenosaunee diplomatic traditions, the current needs of the community (clan, nation, 

confederacy, etc.) almost always override personal desires in Council (see Granville Ganter‘s analysis of 

Sagoyewatha‘s strategic prioritizing of Seneca national concerns in the 1794 Treaty of Canandaigua). In 

fact, the Six Nations‘ commitment to community responsibility was alternately lauded and disparaged by 

Anglos caught up in capitalism‘s individualistic outlook (Strong-Boag and Gerson, Paddling 43). This 

priority, along with the multiple messages of double wampum discourse, invariably result in Johnson 

shifting public stances from piece to piece.  
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Colonel Herchmer of the Mounted Police in Battleford, describe how Otter and his men 

―‗demolished [Poundmaker‘s] camp‘‖ (―The Northwest Rebellion‖). Historians agree that 

Otter, ―desperate to salvage something from his defeat at the hands of the Indians,‖ 

released false reports of his success (Stonechild and Waiser 144). Perhaps the revised 

newspaper accounts convinced Johnson of the military‘s rout, perhaps the subsequent 

surrender of Beardy (May 20, 1885) and capture of Poundmaker (May 26, 1885) 

convinced her that the fighting had been in vain, or perhaps Johnson saw the conflict in 

the North-West as an opportunity to address the wide-spread threat to First Nations 

sovereignty throughout Canada, rather than only to the Plains tribes. Or perhaps Johnson 

knowingly confirmed the local settlers‘, newspapers‘, and federal government‘s 

exaggerated accounts in order to attract a larger audience. Whatever the reason for the 

historical inconsistencies in ―A Cry,‖ the poem‘s significance lies more in its visions of 

Native autonomy in the face of subjugation, of the value of collective action over 

individual desires, and of Haudenosaunee foundational principles and diplomatic 

techniques made relevant for Johnson‘s time and place. 

Though she spends most of the poem second-guessing herself, Johnson‘s Indian 

Wife ultimately encourages her husband to fight on behalf of his ―nation lying low.‖ 

Leading up to this bold command, the speaker transitions from individual desires to tribal 

national concerns. The thought of her husband‘s death initially evokes a personal fear as 

expressed by, ―My heart the target if my warrior falls,‖ but this fear gives way to a sense 

of community responsibility with her injunction to fight: ―O! coward self – I hesitate no 

more. / Go forth – and win the glories of the war.‖ In the penultimate line, ―O! heart 
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o‘erfraught – O! nation lying low,‖ the sublimation of the individual (heart) to the 

collective (nation) is made apparent within a formal parallel where ―O!‖ introduces both 

entities. Like the Native women orators who laid the groundwork for Johnson‘s career as 

poet-performer, and like the Native performers that follow(ed) Tekahionwake‘s lead, the 

speaker prioritizes tribal well-being and activism over individual desires.
97

 

Interestingly, Johnson amended the final lines of the poem for performance and 

later publication, making her stance on Native land rights – and her commitment to 

collective well-being over individual desire – more explicit than the 1885 original. For 

comparison‘s sake, I include both endings here. The original 1885 ending reads: 

O! coward self – I hesitate no more; 

Go forth – and win the glories of the war. 

O! heart o‘erfraught – O! nation lying low. 

God and fair Canada have willed it so. 

The revised ending contains an additional two lines and reads:  

 O! coward self I hesitate no more;  

Go forth, and win the glories of the war. 

Go forth, nor bend to greed of white men‘s hands, 

 By right, by birth we Indians own these lands, 

 Though starved, crushed, plundered, lies our nation low… 

 Perhaps the white man‘s God has willed it so. (CPSP 15) 
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 This observation echoes the assertions of Jace Weaver and Beth Brant mentioned earlier in this chapter 

that Johnson‘s writing was communitist in nature. 
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Clearly, the revised version calls more attention to Indian primacy in North America, 

condemns the rapaciousness of colonization, and makes a case for continued First 

Nations ownership of their lands. Worth noting in comparison to the added line on Indian 

land ownership are lines from the first half of the poem in which the speaker references 

the same topic, but in the past tense:  

They but forget we Indians owned the land 

From ocean unto ocean; that they stand  

Upon a soil that centuries agone 

Was our sole kingdom and our right alone. 

The inconsistency in tense between the two sections could be the result of Johnson 

revising the ending at a later date without closely reviewing the rest of the poem. But we 

could also read the move to present tense as keeping pace with the speaker‘s intensifying 

anger at her white opponents and an increasing desire to throw off their oppression. The 

title of the poem, then, refers not only to a lament over past injustices, but to a rallying 

cry for her audience, both Native and non, to recognize continued tribal national land 

title. When considered in the context of events in the North-West Territory, the 

declaration of continuous and current Indian land ownership makes a successful outcome 

to the Cree demands for treaty revisions and specific reserve sites seem possible, or at 

least just. Johnson‘s poem (imaginatively) gives the chiefs the leverage – clear-cut land 

title ―by right, by birth‖ – they need to ensure the best deal for their people.  

The revised ending also emphasizes more clearly the prioritization of tribal 

national concerns over individual ones, another mark of its increased politicization. 
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Where the shift from individual (heart) to collective (nation) happened more subtly in the 

original, the added lines of the revision situate the conclusion around the nation‘s search 

for justice. The ―coward self‖ gives not one, but two commands to ―go forth.‖ If the 

reader was in any doubt about the motivation behind this decision, the speaker confirms 

that it is not for personal glory, but to defend the rights of the people from the ―greed of 

white men‘s hands.‖ The pronoun changes of the final lines make the sublimation of the 

personal to the collective more pronounced. ―My heart‖ and ―I hesitate‖ to ―we Indians‖ 

and ―our nation‖ (CPSP 15, emphasis added).  

Yet, even when so explicitly siding with the concerns of tribal nations, Johnson 

shows a keen knowledge of her audience and her skill in negotiating cultural boundaries 

in the final line of both versions. Johnson includes multiple lines that would appeal to a 

white reader familiar with the newspaper accounts of Cree savagery and the mighty 

success of the Canadian military during the spring of 1885, lines that emphasize the 

Natives‘ fated demise and the wife‘s admission of Anglo superiority. The poem contains 

just enough intimation of Native ferocity – especially with the repetition of references to 

drinking blood – to keep a reader on the edge of her seat without challenging the 

ascendancy of non-Native forces. Also, the focus on the fighting detracts from the 

allusions at the beginning of the poem to the very real crises in food availability and 

resource management facing the Plains Cree bands.  

The final line of the poem could be seen as another instance of Johnson appeasing 

her white readers. In both versions, the speaker curtails her warring sentiment to end with 

a more passive reference to powers outside her control. The original claims, ―God and 



 

 150 

fair Canada have willed it so,‖ while the revision suggests, ―Perhaps the white man‘s God 

has willed it so.‖ This defeatist language echoes an earlier section of the poem in which 

the speaker curses ―the fate that brought them [the white men] from the East / To be our 

chiefs – to make our nation least.‖ Both of these allusions to a power more than human, 

whether divine or governmental, does seem to lessen the alienating blow for Johnson‘s 

Anglo audience, assuage any guilt they might feel, and allow them to join emotionally in 

the Indian Wife‘s fervor. If they‘re read sincerely. This final line is a prime example of 

the multiple messages available to audiences of Johnson‘s work and evidence of the 

importance of performance to the study of literary texts adapted for the stage.  

The deterministic language of the poem can easily be read ironically. The ―will‖ 

of both fate and God seems negligible when juxtaposed with the actions of the Europeans 

that gave the Indians ―but war and graves,‖ as the speaker declares. These actions 

significantly contributed to the decline of the bison population in the Plains, effectively 

starving the western tribes in to treaties which the government failed to honor. Instead, 

officials further curtailed the freedoms of Native peoples and sent in military troops to 

silence those who spoke out for justice. In the original ending both God and ―fair 

Canada‖ ―will‖ the defeat of the speaker‘s tribal nation, but in the context of the rest of 

the poem and contemporaneous events in the North-West Territory, the Euro-Canadians 

very rarely seemed just to sit around and wish really hard for colonization to happen. 

Despite what may seem like an obvious political statement through irony in the 1885 

original, Strong-Boag and Gerson argue that Johnson revised the ending for those 



 

 151 

―unaware reader[s]‖ who missed such ironic readings of ―fair‖ (just, light-skinned, and 

favorable) and ―willed‖ in an attempt to make them more obvious  (Paddling 150).
98

 

In the revised version, the speaker leaves out mention of ―fair Canada‖ and lays 

colonization all on the will of ―the white man‘s God‖ (CPSP 15). In some ways, as 

Strong-Boag and Gerson argue, the revision politicizes the poem further. The addition of 

the two lines just prior to the final condense the political arguments of the poem into 

easily-understood sound bites: Indians own these lands, even though Canada has 

―starved, crushed, [and] plundered‖ their nations. In result, the following suggestion that 

(for it becomes just a suggestion with the addition of ―perhaps‖) a supernatural force is 

passively responsible for such a state of affairs appears even more ridiculous. Those two 

extra lines also support a new interpretation of the final line. As with the original ending, 

the Indian Wife‘s earlier cursing of the ―the fate that brought‖ Anglo settlers and soldiers 

to her homeland imply that God‘s will in the final line is for her nation to be ―lying low.‖ 

However, in the revised version, with the more explicit statement of First Nations land 

rights leading into the final line, perhaps God‘s will is for the ―Indians [to continue to] 

own these lands‖ since, as the speaker tells us, ―white men‘s hands‖ are greedy. 

 Most likely, Johnson did not intend this reading; throughout the poem, and very 

plainly in the final line, she calls attention to the racial and cultural bias of (the Anglican, 
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 Also interesting to note in both the original and revised versions is the past tense of ―willed.‖ If God and 

Canada‘s ―willing‖ colonization into being is to be taken at face value, couldn‘t we also argue that this 

operation is over, due to the -ed ending? To think of God (and Canada) no longer ―willing‖ the conquest of 

First Nations opens up the door to regeneration and rejuvenation of the speaker‘s tribal nation. In the 

original, she makes a point to say her nation is only ―lying low‖ (with all its multiple meanings) – not 

starved, crushed, and plundered as in the revision, although in both versions she is careful to speak of her 

people in the present tense and to describe a still-viable nation. Now that God and fair Canada‘s ―willing‖ 

is over, it could rise again.  
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white) God. The Canadians have the Anglican clergy appealing to God for the safety of 

their soldiers; the speaker complains no such protection is available to her husband: 

―What white-robed priest prays for your safety here / As prayer is said for every 

volunteer / That swells the ranks that Canada sends out?‖ She also specifies that the white 

mother ―pleads her God to guard some sweet-faced child‖ (emphasis added). While the 

God of the final line in 1885, without ―white man‘s‖ to modify it, resembles more the 

impartial deity so easily invoked in some of Johnson‘s other poems (like  

―Christmastide,‖ ―Star Lake (Muskoka),‖ and ―The Camper‖). In the revision, He 

becomes an antagonistic force serving only the Anglo troops. This change generates a 

starker division between Natives and Anglos than the original ending, a division more in 

line with the original intention of the Two-Row Wampum and its separate vessels in 

separate streams.  

But considering the treaties created at the turn of the twentieth century and the 

federal Indian policy entwining the lives of First Nations and Anglo-Canadian people 

further, this ending comes to seem more like a stance defiant in rhetoric only, meant to 

intrigue and entertain readers and spectators, and less like a potential vision for Anglo-

Native diplomatic relations. In this way, the revised final line works to depoliticize the 

demands of the speaker, even while it makes the political content of the piece more 

apparent. The elision of Canada from the revised ending removes responsibility for the 

subjugation of Native peoples from the government, implicating whiteness and 

Christianity alone. In the 1885 original, the speaker is much more focused on the people 

involved in colonization, the white soldiers, priests, and citizens that make up ―fair 
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Canada.‖ Therefore, when the speaker ultimately implicates both religion and 

government for her nation‘s circumstances, her underlying demand is for a practical 

solution enacted by the people involved in these entities. The original, with its subtler 

language and inclusion of the Canadian nation-state in its accusatory final line, actually 

offers a more practical view of the possibilities of Canadian-Cree and, more broadly, 

Anglo-First Nations relations. In a sense, this is what makes the original more radical.  

The original poem reveals itself not merely as the balancing of personal and tribal 

national concerns, but as a choice between two communities: a separatist Indian nation 

and a mutually-accountable Anglo and Native society. Throughout the poem, allegiances 

prove muddy as the wife muses on the battle; causes of the clash and of her people‘s 

subjugation vacillate between the human and the divine, generating confusion in the 

speaker, but also opening up the possibility of the speaker‘s ultimate acceptance of Anglo 

ascendancy. As the poem develops, the speaker creates a combined Anglo-Native 

community based on imagined political and emotional commonalities, but which has its 

roots in diplomatic agreements stretching back centuries. Interpretations of how the 

speaker linguistically forms this combined community and to what end tease out the 

multiple messages in Johnson‘s double wampum discourse. At first glance, the speaker 

seems to draw stark distinctions between the Anglo-Canadians – the ―stripling pack of 

white-faced warriors‖ – and the ―fallen tribe‖ of her people. But upon closer examination, 

the speaker‘s language choices and thought processes pull the two sides into the same 

orbit, and an orbit defined by Native concerns at that.  



 

 154 

The speaker names Canadian soldiers ―warriors‖ and then imagines a future in 

which their country is ―wrestl[ed] … from their hapless braves‖ in the same way First 

Nations lands are being taken in her present moment. In addition, the speaker imagines a 

link with the white mother and wife fearing for their own family members in the battle 

(―Yet stay, my heart is not the only one / That grieves the loss of husband and of son‖). 

Although the speaker ultimately seems to throw up a wall between her and her white 

counterparts (―She never thinks of my wild aching breast‖), she momentarily pulls them 

into her Native world.
99

 Realizing this interconnection of her people with her opponents, 

the wife lingers in contemplation of her white counterpart, ―the pale-faced maiden on her 

knees,‖ and hesitates to bring her pain, though indirectly, by sending her husband to fight. 

Thus, the speaker effectively circumscribes the Anglo soldiers and their families in a 

Native world in which they face the same exigencies as Native peoples, and thus creates a 

world that recognizes Native and Anglo peoples as equal and distinct entities but 

intricately bound up in each other‘s well-being. The poem argues that white and Native 

presents and futures overlap and Anglo-Canadians could learn much from the current 

behavior of the First Nations, a theme several other of Johnson‘s poems take up. If the 

Anglo soldier, wife, or mother is now within the imagined Anglo-Native community, 

doesn‘t the speaker have as much responsibility to ensure her well-being as her own 

husband? Therefore, the choice the wife must make is not solely between individual and 

collective needs, but between two worldviews: one, a separatist Indian nation, the other, a 
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 Carpenter claims this divisive move is the most successful thing about Johnson‘s work in general: it 

―convince[s] her predominantly Anglo audience that it is included and then, at that very moment, draw[s] a 

sharp line between her nation and theirs‖ (57). 
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combined Native and Anglo cohort of shared responsibility. If she chooses the former, 

she sends her husband to fight; if she chooses the latter, perhaps she acquiesces to 

Canada‘s advancement into the North-West Territory, holding her husband back from 

armed resistance. The Indian Wife‘s indecision leaves space for a third option, one in 

which Native nationalism and accountability to a foreign, albeit colonizing, government 

coexist. 

Several other of Johnson‘s poems, especially those written early on in her career, 

also contemplate this tension between national sovereignty and a symbiotic relationship 

with the colonial power. Johnson uses the occasion of the re-interment of the great 

Seneca orator and diplomat Red Jacket (Sagoyewatha) at Forest Lawn Cemetery in 

Buffalo, New York in 1884 to ponder the political relationship between First Nations and 

Canada in ―The Re-interment of Red Jacket.‖
100

 In ―‗Brant,‘ A Memorial Ode‖ (1886) 

she takes the opportunity of a ―lasting tribute‖ to Joseph Brant (Thayendanegea), a 

Mohawk war chief who secured lands for the Six Nations in Canada after the American 

Revolution, to remind the Anglo-Canadian government of their debt to the Confederacy 

and of their ―one common Brotherhood‖ (CPSP 21). While both poems may seem at first 

to celebrate Britain‘s strength and power over the Six Nations, close study of the 

language reveals another message of Anglo-Native equal coexistence and a reproach of 

Canada‘s abuse of this relationship. Like ―A Cry,‖ both ―Red Jacket‖ and ―Brant‖ offer 

direction to Canada and tribal nations through double wampum discourse for how to 

build mutually-respectful diplomatic relationships that put both peoples in balance.  
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 For the complete story of Red Jacket‘s burial, exhumation, and re-interment, see Christopher Densmore, 

Red Jacket 118-123.  
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Tracing Back to the Source: Double Wampum Discourse in Johnson’s 

Performances 

Johnson‘s contemporary reviewers declared that you couldn‘t fully appreciate her 

poems without hearing her perform them and it is indeed hard to imagine Johnson 

attaining the dizzying heights of fame she reached at the turn of the century without her 

relentless touring (Strong-Boag and Gerson, Paddling 106).
101

 As literary scholars, we 

tend to stick close to the language of the text. But in the case of Pauline Johnson, the 

―texts‖ of her literary career were interdependent creations of writing and performance, 

two genres in a reciprocal relationship that echoed the sacred Twins, or, in Mann‘s 

words, ―the joyful coming-together of two to create one self-perpetuating whole.‖ Her 

work overflowed the printed page, taking on greater meaning when performed for a live 

audience. In this section I explore how Johnson embodied her words on stage and how 

the technical aspects of her work and her performance style ever emphasized the 

diplomatic project of her Mohawk nation. 

By the time she published her first collection of poetry, The White Wampum in 

1895, Johnson was already an established stage performer. She began acting in 1886 with 

the Brant Amateurs and the Hamilton Dramatic Society, two companies near her home in 

Brantford, Ontario. She made a national splash with her recitation of ―A Cry from an 

Indian Wife‖ and ―A Red Girl‘s Reasoning‖ at the Toronto Canadian Literature Evening 

in January, 1892. This appearance launched her touring career, which she continued to 
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 In The Daily Tribune in March, 1892, a reviewer of one of Johnson‘s early performances writes, ―Her 

poems are literary gems but one cannot thoroughly appreciate them without hearing them read by the 

authoress‖ (―Cricket Club Concert‖). 
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popular acclaim throughout Canada, the United States, and Great Britain until exhaustion 

and illness forced her to stop in 1909.
102

 Most of Johnson‘s income came not from the 

sale of her collections of poetry, but from the sale of tickets to her recitals. In fact, the 

funds needed to publish The White Wampum with a London publisher came directly from 

Johnson‘s performance tour in North America and Great Britain from 1892-1894.  

On stage, Johnson simultaneously addressed two audiences – Native and non-

Native – in both language and dress while presenting complex, and sometimes 

contradictory messages on Indian stereotypes, nationalism, and gender. While she 

seduced some audience members with the studied Indian exoticism of her costume, she 

captivated others with the poetic renderings of the very real struggles facing First Nations 

men and women in the late nineteenth century. Her shows present a woman in constant 

motion between audiences, between perspectives, and even between costumes, an artistic 

manifestation of what Mann refers to as ―the wider-ranging nature of Iroquoian 

discourse‖ (Iroquoian 7). While the slipperiness of subject positions is now common 

parlance in post-structural discussions, it‘s important to emphasize the centuries-old 

Haudenosaunee roots of Johnson‘s multivalent performances. While Johnson reached out 

in her work and her personal life to other tribal nations and non-Native communities, 

those contacts were more like the ―Great White Roots of Peace,‖ the roots of the tree at 

the heart of the Haudenosaunee Great Law of Peace; even though they might seem to 

point away from the Mohawk Nation, more deeply, they invite us to ―trace the roots to 

their source‖ (A. Parker, Constitution 9).   
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 See Strong-Boag and Gerson, Paddling Chap. 3, esp. 102-105, for more on Johnson‘s touring career. 
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The technical aspects of Johnson‘s stage performances similarly demonstrate the 

coming-together of two to create one whole. In the case of Johnson‘s costumes, she 

combines Native and non-Native elements to create a ―repertoire of identity,‖ to use 

Amelia Katanski‘s phrase, which she inhabits strategically throughout the show. The two 

acts of Johnson‘s program developed over time so that the first act contained her ―Indian 

poems‖ and the second, her light-hearted ―comediettas‖ about social life in Ottawa, such 

as ―The Success of the Season‖ and ―At the Ball,‖ which she performed with her touring 

partner Walter McRaye.
103

 This shift in subject matter necessitated a costume change 

from the buckskin and moccasins of the first act to an elegant evening gown in the 

second. A letter to author and critic W.D. Lighthall in 1892 reveals that Johnson did not 

own ample ―traditional‖ Indian dress to construct the costume for the first act and asks 

Lighthall if he might secure her some pieces, but only if the stores in Montreal are ―real 

Indian stores.‖ She runs down a list of items she would like to buy: ―a pair of moccasins, 

worked either in colored moose hair, porcupine quills, or very heavily with fine colored 

beads,… bears teeth necklaces,… beads, quills, sashes, shoes, brooches or indeed 

anything at all‖ that would help ―in getting up a costume‖ (qtd. in Strong-Boag and 

Gerson 110). With the help of Lighthall, members of her own tribal nation and friends 

from the North-West reserves, as well as friends in metropolitan areas, Johnson succeeds 

in cobbling together a buckskin dress, leggings, and moccasins from disparate tribal and 

non-tribal sources. She accessorized with Mohawk silver brooches, wampum belts, fur 
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 This structure was the most common for Johnson‘s stage performances, although there were exceptions 

that found her performing pieces like ―The Cattle Thief‖ and ―As Redmen Die‖ in the second act 

periodically (see the collection of performance programs found in the Johnson collection, WRDASC, series 

9). 
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pelts, her father‘s hunting knife, and a Sioux scalp given to her by a Blackfoot chief in 

1895. What resulted was a highly manufactured, self-conscious stage-Indianness that 

appealed to a Euro-Western audience conditioned by Wild West shows and other pop 

culture stereotypes. But the collage costume also signifies the intertribal labor inherent in 

her success as a performer and her ability to move across national lines to craft a strategic 

cross-cultural image legible to multiple audiences.
104

  

Even with this commingling of elements from various tribal nations, Johnson‘s 

costume still made emphatic statements about her commitment to a Six Nations 

diplomatic project. According to a note in a publicity brochure for her tour to England in 

1906, the silver brooches, ―hammered from coin by the native silversmiths of her tribe,‖ 

were ―buried for safe keeping near Niagara Falls for many months during the stormy 

times of the American Revolution, and were only exhumed after the Imperial 

Government had presented the Six Nations Indians with the magnificent Reserve Lands 

in Ontario‖ (―The Canadian Indian Poet-Entertainer‖). Whether or not this provenance is 

wholly accurate, the account explicitly connects Johnson‘s stage performance to the 

history of Six Nations international political negotiations and, more specifically, their 

title to the Grand River reserve. The publicity brochure continues: ―The scarlet ‗blanket‘ 

that completes Miss Johnson‘s costume is interesting from having been used in the 

ceremony of conferring the title of Chief on H.R.H. The Duke of Connaught‖ (see fig. 

2.5). This blanket and its use in enveloping an English prince in a Haudenosaunee 
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 Johnson would take refuge in a tribal nation not her own when she retired from performing, exhausted 

and ill. She would remain with her Squamish friends in what is now British Columbia through her battle 

with breast cancer, to which she finally succumbed in 1913.  
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ceremonial and political context certainly 

underscores Johnson‘s continued support of 

the Six Nations as a distinct political entity 

from the British empire, as well as Six 

Nations‘ techniques of creating resilient and 

strategic bonds across national boundaries.
105

  

Significantly, both Johnson‘s father 

and grandfather participated in this ceremony, 

which occurred on the Grand River Reserve 

on October 1, 1869, when Johnson was eight 

years old. Her father served as guide and 

interpreter for the Duke, riding alongside him 

in the welcome parade draped in the red 

blanket and co-leading the adoption and 

chieftainship ceremony with Simcoe Ker, a grandson of Joseph Brant.
106

 According to a 

1914 article in the Brantford Daily Expositor reflecting on the Duke‘s first visit, the 

ceremony consisted of Ker and George Johnson asking the assembled Six Nations men to 

assent to the adoption of the Duke (―When Duke Became an Indian Chief‖ 20). While the 
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 His Royal Highness The Duke of Connaught was Queen Victoria‘s third son, Prince Arthur (1850-

1942). 
106

 We can read these paired leaders, Ker and Johnson, as practitioners of double wampum discourse. In 

fact, the entire ceremony and its coverage in the newspapers bespeaks the multiple messages of double 

wampum discourse, each meaning something slightly different to different audiences (Six Nations, English, 

Anglo-Canadian, American), but all driving towards a recognition of the Confederacy as a distinct, 

sovereign entity using its own diplomatic protocols and cultural practices to build a relationship of equals 

with another nation‘s leader.  

FIGURE 2.5 Pauline Johnson in a publicity 

shot close to the end of her performing 

career. The photograph is inscribed to her 

touring partner Walter McRaye. Courtesy 

of the Johnson collection, WRDASC.  
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almost 300 men verbally expressed their approval of the Duke‘s adoption and 

chieftainship, Smoke Johnson led him back and forth across the red blanket laid on the 

ground, delivering the ceremonial chant in Mohawk (―The Duke of Connaught‖).  

Reminiscing on the event in an 1892 article in the Detroit Free Press, Johnson 

herself remarks that her grandfather, ―rich in years and renown,‖ walked ―hand in hand 

with the scion of English royalty…, his low, monotonous tones, eerie and strange as a 

bird call, his song supplemented from time to time by manifestations of approval from his 

confederate chiefs‖ (―A Brother Chief‖). Not only does Johnson‘s description of her 

grandfather‘s delivery evoke comparisons with her own burgeoning career as a recital 

performer, but her imagery offers a provocative vision of the political relationship 

between the Six Nations and the colonial power. The two entities walk ―hand in hand,‖ as 

partners, but that on which they walk (the blanket) remains intractably Haudenosaunee, 

as do the lands and peoples of the Grand River reserve, despite the influx of white settlers 

and Anglo-Canadian cultural influences. Moreover, the legitimacy of the ceremony is 

only assured through the assent of the gathered Confederacy chiefs. As Taiaiake Alfred 

relates, ―In a culture deeply respectful of individual autonomy, the only real political 

power consists in the ability to persuade‖ (Peace xix). Therefore, the ceremony of the 

adoption of the Duke of Connaught in which the chiefs publicize a non-coercive, 

collaborative form of decision-making underscores the continued political power of the 

Six Nations government. It also attests to the continued savvy of Haudenosaunee leaders 

because creating a ceremonial filial relationship with the Duke ostensibly obligates him 

to attend to their interests in Anglo debates over Indian policy. Upon the Duke‘s next 
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visit to the Reserve, on February 15, 1913, the chiefs remind him of this responsibility. 

When the Duke sat in on a council session, he ―was asked to use his influence with the 

powers to secure the Indian‘s treaty rights, and he promised consideration of the request‖ 

(―The Last Time‖). 

The adoption ceremony also provides a distinct example of the importance of 

embodiment to national belonging. Johnson herself makes an explicit connection between 

the practice of the event and her own sense of Mohawk national pride. More specifically, 

she connects aspects of her father‘s regalia with the power to delineate national 

belonging, even in a child: ―Then my ears caught the sound of the deer-foot rattle 

ornamenting my rider‘s ankles. Ah! me, how the latent germs of nationality will well up 

even in a child‘s sentimentality. The jangle of those rattles that kept such perfect time 

with each determined little step of the pony, flew to my head like the reddest wine‖ 

(Johnson, ―A Brother Chief‖). The sight and sound of her father‘s rattles, like the sound 

of her grandfather‘s Mohawk chant, convince Johnson that national identity is a multi-

sensory endeavor, one that must be embodied to have its full impact on both performer 

and audience. Johnson‘s choice of costume for the first part of her show evidences her 

belief in the affective power of the visual and aural on an audience. But her collage 

Indian outfit is not meant just to turn Johnson into an exotic spectacle for Euro-

Westerners. Instead, her inclusion of the silver brooches and red blanket ground her 

intertribal costume visually – as she grounds her inter- and pan-tribal poems oratorically 
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through double wampum discourse – in the Mohawk Nation, its diplomatic history, and 

her own family‘s political lineage.
107

  

 The foreignness of Johnson‘s dress in the opening act of her show invited her 

audience to see her performance style as eccentric as well. One reviewer in 1896 

commented that Johnson ―is a wondrously beautiful young Indian maiden, possessed of 

all the romantic charms read in story books descriptive of her vanishing race‖ (―Mohawk 

Princess‖). Another remarked that ―[a]s a reciter, Miss Johnson is governed by few of the 

principles bowed down to by the professional elocutionist. She throws herself into her 

work with complete abandon. At times she is terrible in her ferocity and in a few 

moments will be as winsome as a girl,‖ (Rev., Carberry News). Many mention her 

―flashing black eyes‖ (Rev., Canadian Statesman) and that, because she has ―never 

received any formal training,‖ ―her acting and reciting were natural expressions of her 

own emotion‖ (―Mohawk Princess‖). While Johnson was indeed unique in turn-of-the-

century elocution for performing her own compositions (Strong-Boag and Gerson, 

Paddling 106), critics‘ fixation on the emotional force of her delivery and her unstudied 

―naturalness‖ seeks to primitivize Johnson and categorize her dramatic skills. Euro-

Western audiences were already conditioned in the language and spectacle of ―show 

Indians,‖ whether in Buffalo Bill‘s Wild West Show or solo performers/elocutionists like 

Sarah Winnemucca Hopkins (Northern Paiute), John Ojijatekha Brant-Sero (Mohawk, 

also from the Grand River reserve), and Susette LaFlesche (Omaha) who toured the US, 
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 The red blanket does not appear in early descriptions or photos of Johnson‘s Indian costume. This is 

pure speculation, but perhaps Johnson waited until after her mother‘s death in 1898 to begin using it as part 

of her show.  
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Canada, and England in the same period. These audiences strove to identify the 

―authentic‖ in Native performers, refusing to allow them virtuosity or skill formed in a 

non-European theatrical tradition. Discounting the long lineage of Haudenosaunee 

orators, non-Native audiences judged Johnson to have no ―formal training‖ because her 

style differed from non-Native elocutionists. This blindness to Native theatrical traditions 

– and, thus, to complex and skilled Native performers – reminds us of the challenges 

Johnson faced to make herself legible to white audiences as a specifically Mohawk writer 

and performer.  

One technique Johnson used to unsettle her audience‘s expectations about ―show 

Indians‖ and locate herself staunchly in the contemporary socio-political moment was to 

perform short skits about upper-class Anglo-Canadian society in an evening gown. 

Johnson usually took advantage of the intermission break to change into this second 

costume, leading critics to read the trajectory of her program as a comforting mirroring of 

the ―civilizing process‖ of Canada‘s Indians for her Euro-Western audiences. The 

costume change was so ―unexpected‖ for her audience members, as Philip Deloria would 

say, that some spectators actually saw her as different races in each of the two acts. A 

December 30, 1897 review in the Winnipeg-based Free Press claimed that ―she was a 

pure Indian‖ in part I, but in part II, ―people then thought she must surely be at least 

almost white, in her features and her complexion they could see nothing of the Indian‖ 

(―Music and Drama‖). Obviously Johnson‘s Euro-Canadian audiences were invested in 

the narrative her show implied about Indian assimilation. Thomas King writes that 

sometimes Johnson would change the order of her costumes, choosing to perform in 
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evening gown first and buckskin second, but ―this was not popular because it inverted 

and challenged the idea of order and progress that Western civilization had decreed and 

that her audiences expected‖ (86). Furthermore, Jace Weaver claims that when Johnson 

attempted to introduce readings in the Mohawk language into her performances, she was 

booed from the stage (That the People 83). But these reactions to Johnson‘s stage choices 

tell us more about the expectations held by white audiences of Native performers and less 

about Johnson‘s motivation.  

While she did indeed change into an evening gown for the second act of her show, 

this outfit was as much a costume as her fringed buckskin and elk tooth necklace. Euro-

Canadian femininity was as much a performance as the Noble Savage stereotype 

deployed to such moving effect in Act I. Although perhaps her audience read her this 

way, Johnson did not become ―less Mohawk‖ when she changed from one costume to the 

other. In fact, Johnson enlivens her Mohawk legacy of double wampum discourse 

through the dual messages of her outfits. Not only her poems, but the details of her 

physical presence work to pull disparate nations back into a respectful, mutually-

beneficial alliance. Moreover, the move between fringed buckskin and evening gown, as 

Kirby Brown has expressed, transfers Johnson‘s stage persona from the ―timeless past‖ to 

which non-Natives relegated most Indians at the turn of the twentieth century, to a 

historically-situated present. The concerns over First Nations land tenure and 

mistreatment by colonial forces threaded, sometimes inconspicuously, throughout her 

first act accompany Johnson into the present, out of the static anti-modern and into the 

dynamic political and cultural negotiations of twentieth century North America.  
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Thus, Johnson‘s performances revise and reconceive of popular Euro-Western 

narratives of cultural assimilation broadly, and Indianness more specifically. In 

assimilation discourses at the turn of the century, different races and cultures were 

figured as points on a spectrum of ―civilization.‖ African Americans and Native 

Americans forever trailed Europeans, yet assimilationists saw value in attempts to ―catch 

up,‖ to attain modernity, even as they refused the possibility of ever sharing the same 

historical moment with non-whites. Many saw Johnson as making such an attempt, 

reading her evening gowns and romantic poetry as an acknowledgment of the superiority 

of non-Native ways of being. However, Johnson‘s performances – her mash-up of 

Indigenous and European-style garb, her absorption of First Nations concerns over land 

and survival into rhyming couplets in English, her reliance on Haudenosaunee oratory 

techniques to appeal to both white and Native audiences – challenges the linear ―before‖ 

and ―after‖ structure of the assimilation process. Johnson‘s work on stage thus creates a 

new model for Native peoples entering the twentieth century; instead of the linear, 

progressive movement towards ―civilization‖ demanded by non-Native political and 

cultural forces, the model Johnson offers is of multiple stories contained within the same 

text (double wampum). At the same moment, in the same body, Johnson presents both 

the ―before‖ and ―after‖ Indian desired by white audiences, which co-habits with an 

updated version of a Mohawk public diplomat. What interests me most about this shift 

from one subject position to another is not primarily what order they occurred in, but that 

they occurred at all. This movement among subject positions, between timelessness and 

time, and between one heavily constructed identity to another embeds Johnson ever more 
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deeply in the legacy of intercultural negotiation passed on through her family and the 

Haudenosaunee model of double wampum discourse. In this way, Johnson‘s work is a 

uniting force in an era that saw too often the division of Native governments, peoples, 

and lands. 

 

Conclusion 

What has been downplayed in critical studies of Johnson‘s work is her strategic 

use of Haudenosaunee forms of cultural and political negotiation. Johnson repeatedly 

opts for the multiple subject positions and multiple messages of double wampum 

discourse in her career, her stage performances, and her poetry. Instead of signaling a 

crisis of identity born of exposure to both Mohawk and Euro-Western influences, this 

dynamic and shifting engagement with diverse audiences embeds Johnson deeper in a 

familial and tribal national legacy. She claims her place in a Six Nations lineage of public 

diplomacy, adapting the tools gained in an upper class Mohawk-British household to 

bring the changing world of turn-of-the-century Canada into balance. 

Like the founders of the Haudenosaunee, like Mohawk leaders before her, 

Johnson reaches out to other nations to create mutually-beneficial alliances, always 

keeping the best interests of the collective in mind. For the Mohawk nation, ―the 

collective‖ has always been an evolving notion, but one with the nation at its center. It 

grew from encompassing a single nation to encompassing six; for Johnson it would 

expand again to include other First Nations peoples across Canada, peoples similarly 

bound up in the fight against colonial oppression. Moreover, Johnson recognized the 

necessity of including the Anglo-Canadian world in this traditional Haudenosaunee 
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structure. Not only does she try to pull Anglo-Canadians back into a balanced, equitable 

relationship with the First Nations as expressed by the Two-Row Wampum, but she 

recognizes how intertwined the two sides are by the turn of the twentieth century. 

Johnson, in a way, updates the Two-Row Wampum political structure for the exigencies 

facing the Confederacy in her historical moment. No longer can the Haudenosaunee 

approach the Anglo-Canadian government as they did the British monarchy, as two 

vessels in their own unobstructed streams; the economic rapaciousness and political 

priorities of the settler government differ in type and degree from the previous colonizers. 

But Johnson‘s poetry demonstrates how the Mohawk values of balance and equity 

undergirding the creation of Kaswentha and double wampum discourse surface even in 

her turn-of-the-century content and style. In her work, Johnson seeks the balance that 

permeates Haudenosaunee social, spiritual, and political structures. Her work not only 

puts Canada alongside the Confederacy and other First Nations as a separate but equal 

entity, it also pulls an Anglo-Canadian world into a Mohawk world by making it part of a 

constructive, non-discrete binary system that could serve the nation‘s survival. Such a 

system, as in the Haudenosaunee creation story, could create new, generative elements 

for First Nations peoples through the back and forth, give and take, as  they enter a new 

century and a new relationship with the settlers on their lands. While Johnson‘s work 

may not have succeeded in creating a just, balanced pairing of Native and non-Native 

peoples in turn-of-the-century Canada, performing the vision and structure of such a 

relationship on stage night after night reconnected the performer each time to Mohawk 

history and lifeways. Considering the continued domination and forced assimilation of 



 

 169 

First Nations by the Canadian federal government during this time period, Johnson‘s 

repeated performance of her own rendering of foundational Mohawk values is a ―story of 

survival‖ indeed.  

In the next chapter, I turn to a collective of First Nations performers who similarly 

performed tribal national values, cultural practices, and traditions on stage again and 

again for years. Beginning in 1899, the Garden River First Nation (Ketegaunseebee 

Anishinaabe) near Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario enjoyed commercial success by presenting 

their adaptation of Longfellow‘s The Song of Hiawatha to tourists passing through on the 

railroad. Not only did these performances in Anishinaabemowin, the Anishinaabe 

language, serve as a receptacle for linguistic and cultural practices, including ceremonial 

dances and songs, but they also facilitated a period of economic recovery for the 

community. Because so little work has been done to analyze these large-scale outdoor 

pageants in terms of their connections to Anishinaabe history, cosmology, economics, 

and politics, the bulk of the chapter is concerned with laying out the multiple avenues 

readers could take in approaching these performance texts. In order to conceive of the 

deeply tribal national roots of the pageants and what they contributed to the Garden River 

community in the early twentieth century, much contextualization is needed before 

attempting an ethical reading of the text itself. I only begin to scratch the surface of such 

an endeavor here. 
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Chapter Three 

The People’s Pageant: 

Anishinaabe Dramatic Interpretations of Hiawatha 

 

America has never done the Red Man justice.  

It remains for her in pageantry to finish him off completely. 

 

Virginia Tanner, pageant director and choreographer (1919) 

 

What are the cords that connect us to what is not broken?... The power of the word as 

invocation, through naming, and honouring, the living and the dead…. Another way is by 

bringing our deities and cultural heroes to the stage, being inhabited by them, and 

becoming their reflections and manifestations. But this can‟t be done in isolation. … The 

transformative … comes from building alliances, linking arms. It needs families, clans, 

Nations. It needs alliances across Nations. … It needs collaboration. 

 

Monique Mojica (Kuna/Rappahannock), writer and performer (2010) 

 

Pauline Johnson‘s poetry recitals were not the only performances to come from 

the Grand River reserve in Ontario. Many church groups on the reserve sponsored 

various fund-raising activities that included band concerts, choral singing, and speeches 

given by members of the congregation and tribal leaders. ―Bread and Cheese Day,‖ a 

celebration of Queen Victoria‘s birthday that developed into a forum for oratory 

commemorating Six Nations‘ military campaigns, became one of the most popular tribal 

national holidays beginning in the 1860s.
108

 In 1868, Chief William Smith (Mohawk) and 

Joseph Powless (Mohawk) formed the Six Nations Agricultural Society, and its annual 

exhibition and plowing competition quickly became a main attraction for both Native and 

non-Native spectators each fall (S. Weaver 218 and 220). Not only did Six Nations 
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 The holiday, celebrated on May 24, is called Bread and Cheese Day because large quantities of bread 

and cheese are distributed to the needy before the speeches begin. Historian Sally Weaver states that it 

―became the national holiday of the Six Nations, providing them with an opportunity to reaffirm their own 

identity and traditions‖ (S. Weaver 220). 
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farmers compete at plowing, they also held pony races and displayed their expertise at 

livestock husbandry and the production of grains, fruit, and dairy products. Although 

competition was limited only to Six Nations citizens, the agricultural society welcomed 

sight-seers and non-Native farmers as spectators, breaking $1,000 in ticket sales by 1885 

(about $23,000 today) (Heaman 289). The Grand River exhibitions allowed the band to 

generate revenue through Euro-Canadian tourism while maintaining administrative, 

economic, and creative control over the display and exhibition of Haudenosaunee people 

and products.
109

 Similarly, other tribal nations at the turn of the century staged 

exhibitions, performed in pageants, and opened ceremonies to paying audiences. 

Although the Chicago World‘s Columbian Exposition of 1893 crystallized Euro-Western 

fascination with Indigenous peoples, such displays of Native men and women, as well as 

Native-produced arts and crafts, had long appeared on non-Natives‘ social calendars. 

These events were controlled, however, at multiple levels by Native people 

themselves.
110
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 The full relationship of Native cultural persistence to agricultural fairs is too complex to venture into in 

this chapter. In short, it was ambivalent. As critic Elsbeth Heaman writes, ―Teaching aboriginal peoples to 

farm was the foundation of assimilation policy in Canada‖ (286). Unlike Sarah Winnemucca‘s Northern 

Paiute community, which I discuss in Chap. 1, the Anishinaabeg of the Great Lakes region had long been 

farmers, relying on corn, beans, squash, potatoes, and wild rice to supplement their hunting and fishing. 

Moreover, the agricultural fairs themselves engendered ambivalent responses in the Canadian Department 

of Indian Affairs; it both supported and worried about Native-run exhibitions, deploying squadrons of 

police officers to supervise the fairs and quell any ―raucous and rowdy crowd‖ (Heaman 294).   
110

 Many scholars have turned their attention to the 1893 Columbian Exposition and its display of a diverse 

group of Indigenous peoples, not least because it was so well documented in photographs and newspaper 

articles. Moreover, the collection of ethnographic displays on the Midway Plaisance communicated 

evolutionary ideas about race to millions of fairgoers that justified white supremacy through a combination 

of science, ethnology, and popular amusement (Rydell 39). Robert Rydell notes that admissions, many of 

repeat attendees, totaled 27,529,400 at Chicago (40), meaning as well that the sheer number of spectators 

passing by the ―Indian Village‖ on the Midway and attending Buffalo Bill‘s Wild West Show just outside 

the White City was on a scale several thousand times larger than any audience for other Native pageants 

and exhibits, including the Hiawatha performances. For more on Indigenous peoples at global expositions 
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The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate how this self-conscious performance 

of Indianness by the Anishinaabeg of the Great Lakes region in particular tells a story of 

cultural and economic survivance for this tribal community.
111

 They used their adaptation 

of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow‘s 1855 poem The Song of Hiawatha to claim the US-

Canadian borderlands as Native space, preserve tribal language and customs, and 

generate much-needed revenue through a para-performance network of crafts and 

souvenirs. Ultimately, ―playing Indian‖ in these pageants also allowed the performers to 

critique Euro-Western versions of Anishinaabe oral traditions and Haudenosaunee 

political history, both in their embodiment of the Hiawatha script and their creation of a 

new pageant, Hiawatha, the Mohawk, which told the more accurate story of how 

Hiawatha helped form the Iroquois Confederacy.  

Before delving into my reading of the script and performance, I outline the history 

of the Garden River First Nation (Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabe), which is located near 

Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario.
112

 This history includes the community‘s move from the US to 

Canada, the 1850 Robinson-Huron Treaty that created the reserve, and the myriad 

economic, cultural, and political constraints on the community at the end of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
at the turn of the century, including the Columbian Exposition, see Huhndorf, Going Native Chap. 1; Lucy 

Maddox, Citizen Indians Chap. 1; and Rydell, All the World‟s a Fair, esp. Chap. 2). 
111

 Gerald Vizenor‘s concept of survivance defies easy definition, but he writes that ―survivance, in the 

sense of native survivance, is more than survival, more than endurance or mere response; the stories of 

survivance are an active presence‖ (15). I choose to use this term for its suggestion of something beyond 

victimry and oppression, something beyond mere survival. In stories of survivance, Native individuals, 

communities, and nations are savvy, self-aware, and complex; such stories, to me, are more important to 

twenty-first century discussions of Indigenous self-determination than the binaries of aggressor and victim. 
112

 While Anishinaabe peoples are frequently referred to as Ojibwe, Ojibway, or Chippewa, I use the name 

by which Garden River First Nation (GRFN) citizens call themselves: Anishinaabe (or Anishinaabeg in the 

plural). When more specificity is necessary, I use their entire tribal name: Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabe. 

For more on the contemporary status of the GRFN, see the Nation‘s website, Ketegaunseebee: Garden 

River First Nation. 
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nineteenth century. These constraints had origins in the Canadian Indian Act, which 

outlawed tribal religious practices, undermined tribal economic systems, sought to 

eradicate Native languages, and established assimilationist residential schools. When 

considered within these contexts, the GRFN performances of Hiawatha become a vital 

repository – akin to Diana Taylor‘s ―repertoire‖ – of Anishinaabe traditions that survive 

until the beginnings of the Red Power movement in the 1960s. I begin by reviewing the 

main scenes of Longfellow‘s poem, reactions to the work, and its reputation as American 

nationalist literature that celebrates Euro-American superiority and Manifest Destiny. I 

then turn toward another nation-building device, the historical pageant, for how the 

―pageant craze‖ of the early twentieth century can inform our reading of the community-

building potential of the GRFN Hiawatha pageants.  

Through (re-)writing and performing in their own Hiawatha pageants, the GRFN 

was able to capitalize on the multifaceted possibilities offered by community pageantry. 

Central to my focus here is not only culture and history, but also politics and economics, 

contexts that tribal nationalist scholars like Elizabeth Cook-Lynn argue are of equal (or 

greater) importance in analyzing Native texts.
113

 Not only were these pageants an 

opportunity to embody and pass on vital cultural and linguistic knowledge, but they also 

served as a medium for creating a mutually-beneficial international and intertribal 

economic network. The collaboration and reciprocity that manifested in the writing, 

performance, and para-performance structure of both Anishinaabe interpretations of 
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 Cook-Lynn discusses these ideas, as well as her model of tribal identity based on the rights of tribal 

citizenship, in a number of essays. See for example, ―Who Stole Native American Studies?‖ and 

―American Indian Intellectualism and the New Indian Story.‖ 
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Hiawatha reflect the values inherent in the source material of the pageant itself: the 

Manabozho/Nanabush oral traditions.
114

 Longfellow based the initial poem on the 

versions of these stories collected by Henry Rowe Schoolcraft in the 1820s and published 

in 1839. The end of this chapter returns us again to these stories and Anishinaabe 

interpretations of the life lessons they communicate.  

My approach purposely provides multiple entry points to reading these 

performance texts: politics, economics, geography, performance history, and oral 

tradition. Each path leads us to strategies, however nuanced, that suggest how the GRFN 

might have used these pageants to preserve both a national identity and territorial 

sovereignty for the next generation. Reading these performances for what they offered 

the tribal community, rather than what they took from it, counters the view of cultural 

critics like Alan Trachtenberg who argue that the message of the disappearing Indian in 

Longfellow‘s poem penetrated much further into the Native performers‘ psyches: 

―Indians perform their abandonment of their Indian selves,‖ Trachtenberg writes, ―by 

accepting Longfellow‘s Hiawatha as their own‖ (89). Trachtenberg‘s reading assumes the 

text ultimately holds sway over the performers, but I demonstrate here how the 

performers interpreted and adapted the text to suit their needs for financially-viable, 

Anishinaabe-centered cultural production in the early twentieth century. In result, while 
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 Manabozho, the Anishinaabe culture-hero and trickster, is variously named Nanabozho, Menaboju, 

Weesakayjac, or Nanabush, among other iterations (see Theresa Smith, Island of the Anishnaabeg for 

discussion of how dialect differences resulted in these variations). Following Smith, I use Nanabush most 

frequently, as that is the name used by the Anishinaabeg in Southern Ontario. When referring to the 

character in Longfellow‘s poem, however, I use the poet‘s choice of Manabozho. Nanabush is also known 

as the Great White Hare or the Great Rabbit because he was so fast and tricky (171). Hiawatha is also 

called Hayowentha or Ayenwatha by the Haudenosaunee (see Beauchamp, ―Hi-a-wat-ha‖; Horatio Hale, 

Hiawatha). 
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Longfellow‘s text on the page imagines a Native absence, the text as enacted by the 

Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabe activates the stage as a site of tribal survivance. 

 

The Anishinaabeg of the Sault 

In addition to their deep ties to other Native communities throughout the region, 

the Anishinaabeg of the Garden River reserve have had a long history of cultural, 

political, and economic interaction with non-Native visitors to their homelands. The 

Anishinaabeg who settled near what is now Sault Ste. Marie chose the site because of its 

farming, fishing, and hunting potential. All three endeavors would prove valuable in the 

trade network that grew up in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries among Native 

nations, the French, and the British. In what historian Richard White calls ―the middle 

ground,‖ multiple Algonquian- and Iroquoian-speaking nations, as well as French and 

British traders and diplomats created a shared cultural and economic framework that 

sustained all those living in the pays d‟en haut.
115

 The Algonquian-speaking Native 

peoples of the Great Lakes region, of which the Anishinaabeg were members, 

participated in the dynamic and profitable fur trade of the late seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries; they hunted and trapped beaver, deer, and bear, selling the skins and furs to the 

French and British and keeping the meat for their own family and band (White 132-3).  

As the fur trade expanded, more and more Anishinaabe families joined together in 

villages around the Sault, intermarrying more frequently and forming a more defined 
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 White uses pays d‟en haut, which means ―upper country,‖ to refer to the area stretching from the 

western end of Lake Ontario out beyond the western edge of Lake Superior. Geographically, ―it took in all 

the Great Lakes and stretched beyond them to the Mississippi. In the seventeenth century, the pays d‘en 

haut included the lands bordering the rivers flowing into the northern Great Lakes and the lands south of 

the lakes to the Ohio‖ (White x-xi). 
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Indigenous ―nation.‖ They also absorbed many of the European traders into their families 

and ways of life, while also adopting European trade goods – especially metal tools – that 

helped with food production (Vescey 12). Despite this close proximity to non-Native 

communities, and their frequent interaction with other Algonquian-, Iroquoian-, and 

Siouan-speaking nations, the Anishinaabeg continued to conceive of themselves as a 

distinct people.
116

 

In the first half of the eighteenth century, Anishinaabe communities moved along 

the trade routes in conjunction with the French voyageurs to make the most of the 

lucrative fur trade. They expanded to the southern shore of Lake Superior, west to Lac du 

Flambeau, then north past Lake Nipigon to Lake St. Joseph by the 1730s. They also 

frequently traveled south to Detroit, and, after new trade routes opened up in the 1730s, 

west towards Rainy Lake and on to Lake Winnipeg and the western prairies (13).  As 

high demand and evermore powerful weapons led to the devastation of game populations, 

the Anishinaabeg who remained around the Sault began supplementing the fur trade with 

their agricultural products. They grew corn, beans, squash, potatoes, wild rice, and 

processed maple sugar each spring (Chute 11).
117

  They supported their own families and 

bands in this manner, as well as sold produce to the explorers and traders that continued 

to pass through the region. 
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 The other Native nations in the region included the Haudenosaunee (made up of five nations at this 

point: Mohawk, Seneca, Onondaga, Cayuga, and Oneida), the Huron, Neutral, and Petun (all Iroquoian-

speaking); the Odawa, Potawatomie, Sauk, Fox, Miami, and Illinois (Algonquian-speaking); the 

Winnebago and the Dakota (Siouan-speaking) (see Hele, Lines xiv). 
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 According to the Garden River First Nation website, the name of the reserve is derived from the band‘s 

success in farming and gardening: ―The name takes one back to the fur trade. The people living in this area 

were well known for their vegetable growing along the route the voyagers and explorers followed. Charles 

Church, established a store on Sugar Island next to the St. Mary‘s River. Church purchased vegetables from 

the First Nations and sold them to the voyagers as they passed through. Garden River was a place where 

our people could farm and hunt – ‗The Creator‘s Garden‘‖ (―The Name‖). 



 

 177 

However, territorial concerns soon superseded amicable trade relationships. By 

the early nineteenth century, the new United States of America had joined the British in 

colonial expansion activity in the Great Lakes region. In response to encroaching state 

power on both sides of the border established by the Treaty of Paris in 1783 and 

reaffirmed in 1814 at the Treaty of Ghent the Anishinaabeg focused on maintaining 

control over their homelands. Congenial trade relations gave way to intimidating threats 

and hostile acts as ―the Ojibwa were concerned with inducing all whites, British or 

American, to recognize their territorial rights‖ in the most effective manner (Chute 

264n62). In fact, many Anishinaabe leaders from La Pointe and Leech Lake, both in 

Michigan, joined with the Shawnee prophet Tenskwatawa and his brother Tecumseh in 

1807-8 in what is known as the ―Shawnee uprising.‖ However, the Anishinaabeg at the 

Sault, with Shingwaukonse as their spokesperson, continued strategic diplomacy and 

compromise; they decided to side with the British in the War of 1812 (Chute 27).
118

  

Shingwaukonse, who would go on to become one of the greatest Ketegaunseebee 

Anishinaabe diplomats and political leaders of the nineteenth century, believed, as did 

Tecumseh and Joseph Brant, that the British would assist the Native nations in preventing 

US settlement west of the Ohio River. When the Americans declared sovereignty over 

lands on the southern shore of the St. Mary‘s River and came to resolve border disputes 

with the Native peoples living there, the Anishinaabeg were divided on how to respond. 

According to Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, who witnessed the negotiations in 1820, some 

wanted to settle a boundary peacefully, even if it meant ceding some of their traditional 
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 Shingwaukonse was also known as Little Pine, although he bore no relation to the Cree leader Little 

Pine mentioned in my previous chapter. 
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homelands. Others, including Shingwaukonse, were hostile to the US. Sassaba, a member 

of what Schoolcraft deems the ―hostile camp,‖ ―kicked away the presents laid before the 

council‖ in his anger at the Americans (Summary Narrative 79). Shingwaukonse 

eventually sides with the ―moderate camp,‖ as Schoolcraft calls it, and he, along with 

other Anishinaabe leaders, sign an agreement giving over sixteen square miles along the 

river to the US, while retaining ―perpetual rights to fish at the rapids‖ there (Chute 34). 

With the other leaders and the support of the other Anishinaabeg at the council, 

Shingwaukonse proved instrumental in negotiating a peaceful resolution to conflicting 

claims to sovereignty. 

However, the agreement over Native fishing rights on the American side of the 

Sault would not last long without contention. In the 1830s, American commercial 

interests, like the American Fur Company, tried to gain exclusive rights to several 

fisheries along the northern shore of Lake Michigan and the rapids that were the focus of 

the 1820 negotiations. Shingwaukonse again stepped forward as spokesperson and argued 

vehemently in court for both fishing and logging rights. If the Americans did not respond 

favorably to the Anishinaabe petition, Shingwaukonse contended, then he would take his 

community over the border to the Canadian side. Because of his loyalty to the British 

during the War of 1812, he had been offered whatever lands he desired on the north shore 

of the St. Mary‘s. Shingwaukonse recalled, 

When the war was over the [British] chiefs spoke to me … and said, thank you 

Shinguaconce, many thanks to you, you will never be badly off, even your 

children will be looked after by the English. You have lost your land in the 
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bargain, made between us and the whites. Choose yourself land in the 

neighbourhood of the Sault on the British side. Have nothing to do with the Long 

Knives [Americans] …. (qtd. in Chute 29)  

The British government in Canada appeared to hold up their end of the bargain when the 

US failed to respond adequately to the Anishinaabe petition. Indian Affairs officials 

initially assured Shingwaukonse‘s band that they could have lands around the Garden 

River where Anishinaabe families had gardened seasonally since the eighteenth century. 

Another benefit to the Garden River location was its proximity to Sugar Island, then a 

center of trade in the region. The Anishinaabeg could then trade fish, produce, timber, 

handicrafts, and even copper ore with the merchants living there (Chute 61-2). But 

Shingwaukonse‘s longtime ally, the Anglican missionary William McMurray, challenged 

his friend‘s choice. McMurray argued that lands closer to the Sault, coincidentally where 

he had been able to rent a comfortable European-style estate, would be preferable for 

establishing a permanent residence and mission. Other government officials backed up 

McMurray‘s judgment and refused to recognize Anishinaabe title to the lands at Garden 

River.  

More and more during these years, Anishinaabe bands in Michigan and Ontario 

found themselves at treaty negotiations with the Americans and Canadians, ceding tracts 

of land for annuity payments and promises of future security from displacement. The 

growing non-Native population coveted Native resources; without the political and 

economic clout accorded them by the now diminished fur trade, Native leaders could no 

longer stave off white settlers and business interests on their territories. In the 1830s, the 
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US began their policy of Indian removal and a series of treaties, many unethically 

manipulated by Indian Affairs officials like Henry Rowe Schoolcraft, transferred entire 

Native communities to lands west of the Mississippi.
119

 As noted in the Introduction, 

despite their varying conditions and responses, Native communities north and south of 

the international border were all susceptible to the ―‗cyclone of civilization‘ driving 

northward and westward: White farmers and labourers, aggressive entrepreneurs, a 

transportation revolution, federal policy-makers and their coercive field agents, and 

evangelistic schoolteachers and missionaries‖ (Hele, Lines 2). No longer susceptible to 

the US‘s removal policy, Shingwaukonse‘s band still faced territorial, economic, 

political, cultural, and spiritual incursions from a wide range of Euro-American and -

Canadian individuals and interests. 

Although Shingwaukonse and his band had continued to farm seasonally at 

Garden River, mining companies supported by the federal government began to lay claim 

to those lands in 1847. Their blasting and burning destroyed hunting locales and injured 

Native people; the miners occupied the Anishinaabeg‘s seasonal village and prevented 

them from harvesting timber for firewood or building. Euro-Canadians were reaping the 

financial rewards of valuable ore removed from Native lands, while the economic 

condition of Native nations in the region continued to deteriorate. Shingwaukonse 

immediately filed a complaint with the federal government and, after elections in 1848 

brought in more sympathetic legislators, began the arduous bureaucratic process of 
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 For more on US expansion and Indian removal during the first half of the nineteenth century, see R. 

David Edmunds (Cherokee), ―National Expansion from the Indian Perspective,‖ and V. Deloria and Lytle, 

The Nations Within, Chap. 2.   
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proving his people‘s right to the lands at Garden River, getting the mining companies 

removed, and securing future title to all lands and mineral deposits within the specified 

tract. He also demanded payment for all resources the mining companies had already 

removed (Chute 108-19). Meanwhile, he and his band set up year-round residences at 

Garden River, sponsoring frequent and ―often-boisterous social events‖ and welcoming 

―a steady stream of visitors,‖ including traders, visiting chiefs and their bands, 

missionaries, and even mining men with whom they hoped to do business after their 

sovereignty over the land was recognized by Montreal (121).
120

  

Negotiations between the Garden River Anishinaabeg and the Canadian 

government over land rights at the Sault and Garden River officially began in the fall of 

1849, although it wasn‘t until the following September that the treaty was finally signed. 

For the month previous, Shingwaukonse and other Anishinaabe leaders argued with 

William B. Robinson, the ―agent of the Queen,‖ about land rights, including Native 

mining and logging enterprises. In exchange for ceding lands to the north and west of 

Lakes Superior and Huron, Anishinaabe bands accepted reserves in the vicinity of Sault 

Ste. Marie and Garden River, along with annuity payments. Shingwaukonse signed the 

Robinson-Huron treaty on September 9, 1850, thereby officially establishing the Garden 

River First Nation. Thirty-seven chiefs and head men signed after him (143). By agreeing 

to the treaty, the Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabeg received a dedicated reserve about ten 

miles long and ten miles wide along the north shore of the St. Mary‘s River (the US-
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 Montreal was the capital of Canada until Anglo-French tensions erupted in violence in the city in 1849, 

right around the time that treaty negotiations began for the Garden River reserve. The capital then 

alternated between Toronto and Quebec City until 1858, when Queen Victoria settled on Ottawa as the 

capital.  
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Canada border), an initial payment of 2,000 pounds, and a yearly annuity of about 600 

pounds (Schmalz 205).
121

  

Another result of agreeing to the Robinson-Huron treaty and living on a federally-

sanctioned reserve was the loss of political and economic autonomy. Shingwaukonse‘s 

band became wards of the state, a status which meant that the federal government could 

dictate the schema of band governance and control the purse strings of band monies. 

With Confederation in 1867 and the Canadian Indian Act of 1876, Native peoples in 

Canada were ―subject to increasingly coercive and restrictive administrative authority‖ 

(Shewell 14). The ultimate goal of the Indian Act, which consolidated previous colonial 

and federal policies, and its several subsequent amendments, was the subjugation and 

assimilation of Native peoples. Included in the legislation were directives about 

education, the distribution of band funds, band governance, agriculture, trade, and land 

use, among others.
122

 The Indian Act also gave control over reserve economies, politics, 

and culture to the Indian Affairs agent. While a band council could decide how to use 

their funds and resources, they still had to receive permission from both their Indian 

agent and the federal government in Ottawa before proceeding (53-4).   

The Indian Act seemed to advocate contrasting goals; on one hand, its support of 

yeoman farming, individual property ownership, and English-language education 

attempted to engender self-sufficiency and individualism among Native people, while, on 

the other hand, the Act‘s provisions mandating agency control of funds, government 
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 In 1899, the first year of the Hiawatha pageants, this yearly 600 pounds would only have been worth 

about $3,000 and would have been divided up among the several hundred band members. 
122

 For the complete text of the Indian Act as currently amended, see the Canadian Department of Justice 

website (―Indian Act‖). For a description of the directives of the Indian Act from 1876 onward, see Shewell 

Chap. 3. 
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structure, and land use attempted to engender subjugation to and dependence on 

Canadian bureaucratic systems. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the 

Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabeg negotiated this ambivalent line in savvy ways. For 

instance, historian Janet Chute describes the dual governing structure that the GRFN set 

up in the last few decades of the nineteenth century. It established a ―band‖ government 

based on Euro-Canadian municipalities that adhered to Indian Affairs guidelines in order 

to appeal for monetary ―relief‖ from the federal government.
123

 At the same time, it still 

maintained a flexible, locally-controlled band model more in line with a traditional 

Anishinaabe government that handled daily decision-making: ―Although this entity [the 

more traditional government] was often mistakenly viewed by Indian Affairs officials as 

synonymous with the legally defined ‗band,‘ [it] remained separate from its static twin in 

much the same way as the living organism exists apart from its shell‖ (252). The GRFN, 

therefore, created a mask to appease Canadian government officials and to facilitate 

access to the services and protections promised First Nations under the Indian Act.   

Meanwhile, encroachment by non-Native commercial interest and settlers onto 

Garden River lands did not abate. In a story repeated often throughout the history of 

North America, Euro-Canadian farmers and miners continued to penetrate Native 

territories and the Canadian government continued to turn a blind eye to such trespasses. 

White settlers snapped up the best agricultural lands, leaving Anishinaabe hunters and 
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 Following the adoption of the Indian Act, many band‘s annuities were cut, ostensibly to encourage band 

members to become self-sufficient Canadian citizens. Bands were still allowed, however, to petition for 

emergency relief for specific individuals, either based on age and disability or extenuating circumstances. 

The Indian agent became critical to receiving this relief as only he could determine eligibility and request 

funds from Ottawa. Even after a request, as Hugh Shewell notes, ―funds were rarely if ever issued in cash. 

Instead, relief was provided by local suppliers in kind up to the amount approved. In this way, Ottawa was 

able to control what goods were actually provided‖ (54).   
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farmers with the smallest, most infertile parcels, cut off by fences and trespassing laws 

from the game they needed to feed their families (Sarah Winnemucca‘s Northern Paiute 

nation in the second half of the nineteenth century experienced the same crisis). Like on 

Pauline Johnson‘s Six Nations Grand River Reserve, the Anishinaabeg at Garden River 

fought continuously with non-Native mining companies and farmers over timber and 

mineral rights. At the same time, Canadian commercial fishing depleted stocks in rivers 

and lakes, and government officials put in charge of collecting the monies from the sale 

of Anishinaabe lands were repeatedly guilty of embezzlement (Shewell 31; Schmalz 

170). As a result of these compounding forces, the Garden River Reserve exhibited the 

―economic stagnation‖ that historian Peter Schmalz notes ―characterized most reserves‖ 

in the late nineteenth century (180).  

A series of events in the late 1890s compromised the Ketegaunseebee 

Anishinaabe economy further. Because many families on the reserve wanted to begin 

logging as a source of income, band leaders petitioned the Canadian government to re-

survey the northern boundary of the reserve to ensure that a tract of 12,616 acres, known 

as the ―Indian Strip,‖ was included in GRFN lands. At first, Ottawa agreed, even though 

the land was then leased to the Spry Company for logging. A year later, however, the cost 

of the transaction to the GRFN had risen from $350 to almost $4,000, and the 

government stipulated that the Spry Company could finish out its lease term, making it 

possible for them to clear the Strip of all timber (Chute 215). At the same time, the 

federal government dragged their feet in granting Anishinaabe loggers the right to sell 

their timber off-reserve. It questioned the necessity of such a move and stipulated that 
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only families ―absolutely in need of such privilege‖ would be allowed to do so (qtd. in 

Chute 216).  

While waiting for Ottawa to decide on their logging rights, the Anishinaabeg at 

Garden River were forced to apply for government relief to get through the 1896-7 

winter. By spring, they did not even have enough funds to purchase seed potatoes and 

were deeply in debt to local merchants. Band leaders and even the Indian agent appealed 

to Indian Affairs for help; the agency eventually promised to issue a loan for $325 

(around $8,400 today), but ―by May, neither money nor seed had arrived and it was too 

late to plant potatoes‖ (Chute 217). The next few years proved dire for families living on 

the reserve with debts rising and no promising source of income on the horizon.  

Into this environment in the summer of 1899 entered Louis Olivier Armstrong, a 

travel writer and employee of the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR). Perhaps 

unconsciously, he offered the GRFN the opportunity to regain some of the status and 

financial security lost in the nineteenth century by dramatizing an American poem, The 

Song of Hiawatha, based loosely on the Anishinaabe Nanabush stories. The GRFN‘s 

decision to collaborate with Armstrong on a yearly summer season of Hiawatha pageants 

delivered the benefits the Anishinaabeg desired. In 1901, Ottawa finally relaxed 

restrictions on Anishinaabe logging enough for the band to negotiate a contract for 

railway ties with the CPR. While the relationship between the Hiawatha performances 

and the GRFN‘s logging contract is unclear, two seasons of performing pageants for 

scores of tourists in Desbarats, Ontario might have softened Canada‘s treatment of the 

community. The government did not treat the Anishinaabeg with complete unanimity, 
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however; they doubled the dues they charged the GRFN per tie sold (4 cents, instead of 

the 2 they charged white loggers), and otherwise meddled in the details of the contract. 

Nevertheless, the band successfully delivered 30,000 ties to the CPR. The railway – and 

Ottawa – seemed pleased with the result; the CPR stated that it would enter into future 

contracts with the GRFN, while Ottawa relaxed its policies over Anishinaabe business 

affairs further (219). With the financial success of the pageants – and the subsequent 

success of their logging contracts – the Anishinaabeg at Garden River were able to 

improve the financial status of the band through Native-controlled ventures. 

 

The Poem: “Thus Departed Hiawatha”  

By adapting The Song of Hiawatha for their own pageant, the Garden River 

Anishinaabeg reclaimed a story cycle that had been appropriated for US literary nation-

building. The author, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, found the narrative in Henry Rowe 

Schoolcraft‘s Algic Researches, first published in 1839. Schoolcraft had, in turn, 

appropriated the stories from his Anishinaabe wife Jane Johnston Schoolcraft 

(Bamewawagezhikaquay) and her family and friends. Though eventually called 

Hiawatha, the main character was initially named Manabozho after the Anishinaabe 

culture hero and trickster featured in the stories. Longfellow‘s epic tragedy of lost family, 

lost love, and lost homeland transformed the material into the dominant vision of the 

Vanishing Indian percolating in the American imagination at the turn of the twentieth 

century. While Euro-Americans and -Canadians variably mourned and celebrated the 

passing away of the continent‘s Indigenous peoples, none of them imagined the 

Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabeg, some even descended from a few of Schoolcraft‘s 
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informants, surviving to retrieve the Nanabush of Longfellow‘s poem, nor using that 

poem as a tool of community instruction and survival through performance.  

For so long, Hiawatha has served as the ultimate example of Euro-America‘s 

manufactured Indian stereotypes. Indeed, the final canto of the poem features Hiawatha 

canoeing away ―In the glory of the sunset,‖ while his people call ―‗Farewell forever!‘… 

‗Farewell, O Hiawatha!‘‖ (Longfellow 222). He is the classic Vanishing Indian. 

Longfellow‘s Hiawatha seems antithetical to a vibrant Native presence, and the 

participation in its dramatization by Anishinaabe actors may make them appear as 

unsophisticated pawns in US literary nation-building. Giving Native actors only a 

modicum of agency, critic Alan Trachtenberg asserts that by dramatizing ―Longfellow‘s 

‗fairy tale,‘‖ ―Indian performers had a chance to perform their loss in someone else‘s 

version for the pleasure of white audiences and perhaps their own fun: Sacrifice was 

sublimated as entertainment‖ (88). Although participants may have enjoyed the 

performance, Trachtenberg suggests that the story was one of Indigenous displacement, 

both physically and imaginatively, from the growing US nation, and therefore could only 

translate into repeated loss for the Native performers. 

Nineteenth-century reviewers also critiqued Longfellow‘s epic, questioning the 

tribal foundations of the poem and accusing the poet of plagiarism. Comparing The Song 

of Hiawatha to the 1835 Finnish epic Kalevala, the Daily National Intelligencer wrote in 

1855, ―the Indian epic is an imitation, not a creation‖ (―‗Hiawatha‘ and ‗Kalewala‘‖). By 

the 1890s, anthropologists like Horatio Hale were criticizing Longfellow‘s historical 

inaccuracies, especially his conflation of the founder of the Haudenosaunee, Hiawatha 
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(Onondaga and Mohawk), with the Anishinaabe Manabozho/Nanabush into his noble 

hero. Hale blames Schoolcraft, Longfellow‘s main source of material, arguing that he 

repeatedly confuses the two figures in his amateur ethnography (Hiawatha 18-19).  

Schoolcraft began working at the Indian agency in Sault Ste. Marie in 1822 and 

soon started badgering his acquaintances there for information on and stories in the 

Anishinaabe language. Schoolcraft had ample opportunity to collect such narratives from 

the many Native and non-Native individuals to whom he was introduced by the elite and 

well-respected Johnston family, who lived on the American side of the Sault.
124

 Writing 

in 1822, Schoolcraft asserts: 

My method is to interrogate all persons visiting the office, white and red, who 

promise to be useful subjects of information during the day and test my inquiries 

in the evening by reference to the Johnstons, who, being educated, and speaking 

at once both the English and the Odjibwa correctly, offer a higher and more 

reliable standard than usual. … I have in fact stumbled, as it were, on the only 

family in North West America who could, in Indian lore, have acted as my 

―guide, philosopher, and friend.‖ (Personal Memoirs 107-8) 

Schoolcraft married the eldest daughter of the Johnston family, Jane, and proceeded to 

revise and publish his collaborations with Anishinaabe storytellers under his own name. 

Critics agree that throughout his prolific writing career Schoolcraft ―compromised 
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 The Johnston family was made up of John Johnston, an Irish-born fur trader, who married 

Ozhaguscodaywayquay (Susan Johnston), daughter of the prominent Anishinaabe leader Waubojeeg, and 

their eight children. The Johnstons, a trilingual family (Anishinaabe, French, and English), held an 

influential position in the politics, societies, and economies of Anishinaabe, British, American, and French-

Canadian communities in the Great Lakes region (R. Parker 6). For more on Waubojeeg, see William 

Warren (Anishinaabe), History of the Ojibway People Chap. 31.  
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accuracy, stole from other sources, and snubbed his colleagues to help win him personal 

fame,‖ as Robert Dale Parker writes in his introduction to Jane Johnston Schoolcraft‘s 

collected works. Moreover, ―his meager acknowledgment of the Johnston family and 

other Ojibwe collaborators offers only enough credit to particular Ojibwe people as he 

needed to bolster the supposed authenticity of his own work‖ (R. Parker 26-7).
125

 Despite 

his lack of public acknowledgment, Schoolcraft relied heavily on Jane, her family, and 

Anishinaabe friends in the collection, translation, and editing of Algic Researches. 

Schoolcraft‘s predilection for presenting Anishinaabe stories as issuing from a 

generalized Indian nation – only sometimes delineated as ―Odjibwa‖ – rather than from 

historically-situated individuals perhaps influenced Longfellow‘s own casually 

ahistorical and patchwork approach to the material. Longfellow became so enamored 

with Schoolcraft‘s Algic Researches that he ―pored over‖ the stories for three years 

before ―appropriat[ing] something of them to my own use‖ (qtd. in Osborn and Osborn 

10). What he ―appropriate[d]‖ were largely the Manabozho/Nanabush stories, which he 

condensed, re-wrote, and added to in order to craft an epic about the tragic fate of a man 

and his nation, rather than the trickster story cycle familiar to the Johnston family and 

tribal nation. Though some claim Longfellow‘s publisher changed the name of the main 

character from Manabozho to Hiawatha, others, including Longfellow‘s daughter Alice, 
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 Schoolcraft had a vexed relationship with Anishinaabe communities around Lake Superior, not least 

because of the cultural theft of their oral traditional literatures. He also played a large part in the cession of 

Anishinaabe lands in northern Michigan during negotiations for the Treaty of Washington in 1836. He 

convinced band leaders to ratify the treaty – which offered reservation lands west of the Mississippi River, 

annuity payments, and other services – even though the US had unilaterally changed the terms after 

negotiations had closed (see Chute 67-8; McNally 110).   
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claim the poet knowingly swapped it out, whether for acoustic effect or from his desire to 

elevate his main character from trickster to noble hero (Trachtenberg 81).  

The name was not the only change Longfellow made. In the Anishinaabe oral 

tradition, Nanabush never marries, or if he does, he does not marry outside the 

Anishinaabe nation.
126

 But in The Song of Hiawatha, the main character woos and weds 

the Dakota woman, Minnehaha.
127

 Furthermore, as Alan Trachtenberg discovered after 

he read early drafts of the poem, Longfellow strips the main character of all his trickster 

traits, ―transferring them to the character of Pau-Puk-Keewis‖ in order to maintain 

Hiawatha‘s status as the noble hero (81). Finally, and, some might argue, most 

significantly, Longfellow ends with what many read as Hiawatha‘s death scene, although, 

as I discuss further below, the Nanabush still remains an active presence in Anishinaabe 

spiritual and social life.  

The license Longfellow took with the oral tradition has led to ongoing criticism of 

the tribal legitimacy of the poem throughout the twentieth century: linguist Dell Hymes 

calls it a ―work of imagination and beauty‖ with ―a base of … sand‖ (39), and literary 

critic Lawrence Buell goes further to call it ―an insipid, ethnocentric armchair fantasy‖ 

(xxix). Longfellow scholar Christoph Irmscher generously calls the piece ―cheerfully 

eclectic,‖ noting how it ―replicates and reflects, directly or indirectly, themes from many 

different western traditions‖ (107). Longfellow‘s combination of Kalevala‘s poetical 

meter (trochaic tetrameter), Haudenosaunee history, Anishinaabe oral narratives, Euro-
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 The single instance I found of Nanabush getting married was in Chap. 6 of Basil Johnston‘s 

(Anishinaabe) The Manitous. In Johnston‘s telling, Nanabush (whom he calls Nana‘b‘oozoo) marries the 

arrow maker‘s daughter, who lived in his own village (87). 
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 The name of Minnehaha translates as ―Laughing Water‖ or waterfall from the Dakota (Trachtenberg 

60). I discuss the Nanabush oral tradition later in this chapter. 
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American fantasies of indigeneity, and even a Dakota love interest for the protagonist, 

seems to give us only a generic ―white man‘s Indian‖ who soothes Euro-American 

anxieties over their own right to settle the continent. 

The plot of the poem supports such an interpretation.  The text opens in a timeless 

past with ―Gitche Manitou, the mighty, / The creator of the nations,‖ calling together all 

Indigenous peoples of North America. He tells them he will send a Prophet to guide and 

teach them; if this Prophet‘s words go unheeded, the nations ―will fade away and perish‖ 

(Longfellow 162). The narrative moves quickly to the birth, childhood, and young 

adulthood of Hiawatha. Born of Wenonah, daughter of Nokomis, and Mudjekeewis, the 

West Wind, Hiawatha is raised by his grandmother and mentored by her male friend 

Iagoo after his mother dies of a broken heart. Hiawatha grows into an exceptional man, 

possessing hunting and tracking skills and making use of his magic mittens and 

moccasins, which allow him to crush stone and walk a mile with each step, respectively. 

He accomplishes several feats of bravery, skill, and strength throughout his young 

adulthood, including battling his father, Mudjekeewis for three whole days; slaying the 

King of Fishes, the great sturgeon Mishe-Nahma; defeating the magician Megissogwon; 

and bringing ―picture-writing‖ on birch bark to his people (171-201). Eventually he woos 

and marries Minnehaha, a Dakota woman who becomes ―the moonlight, starlight, 

firelight,‖ and ―sunshine of his people‖ (188).  

Slowly, Hiawatha‘s world begins to come apart: the death his best friend, 

Chibiabos, is followed by the mischief and attacks of Pau-Puk-Keewis, which is followed 

by the death of his other best friend, Kwasind, which is followed by the greatest loss of 
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all, the death of Minnehaha to famine and fever (217). Soon after, the ―White Man‘s 

Foot‖ begins to tread on Anishinaabe lands and the Gitche Manitou sends competing 

visions to Hiawatha: one of friendship and prosperity if the People embrace the strangers, 

or one of a ―nation scattered / … Weakened, warring with each other /… Like the 

withered leaves of Autumn,‖ if they do not (220). Hiawatha does not stay to see which 

vision will manifest; he leaves shortly after the arrival of the Catholic priests in his 

village, encouraging Nokomis to ―see that never harm comes near them‖ while they live 

among the Anishinaabeg. Then he climbs into his canoe and glides westward ―into the 

fiery sunset / …into the dusk of evening,‖ leaving his people and the forest ―dark and 

lonely‖ sighing ―Farewell, O Hiawatha!‖ from the shores (222). 

So ends Longfellow‘s epic tragedy: the main characters of the younger generation 

dead or departing and the older generation (Nokomis and Iagoo) entrusted with 

accommodating and welcoming the ―westward marches / Of the unknown, crowded 

nations‖ of whites (219). Significantly, Hiawatha and Minnehaha fail to produce any 

children, and with the death of the latter, the poem loses the only major female character 

with the potential to give birth to the next generation of Anishinaabeg. In contrast to that 

diminishing population and the subdued sighing of the empty forest, the white settlers fill 

the land,  

Restless, struggling, toiling, striving 

Speaking many tongues, yet feeling  

But one heartbeat in their bosoms. 

In the woodlands rang their axes, 
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Smoked their towns in all the valleys, 

Over all the lakes and rivers 

Rushed their great canoes of thunder. (219) 

Their industrious development of the land mirrors the arguments made by early settlers to 

North America that gave them a superior claim to the land. Longfellow layers this claim 

with the righteousness of Christian religion over pagan beliefs, yet still legitimizes both 

the commercial and religious incursions into Native territories through the Anishinaabe 

deity, Gitche Manitou. Because of the visions sent by their god, Hiawatha and his people 

are overjoyed at Euro-Americans‘ arrival, further assuaging non-Native anxieties over 

their usurpation of Indian lands. Like other works by Euro-American writers in the mid-

nineteenth century such as Henry David Thoreau‘s Walden and Walt Whitman‘s Leaves 

of Grass, The Song of Hiawatha conveyed the need Americans at the time felt to create a 

distinctive and heroic national literature, and thus to belatedly authorize their colonial 

past and spur on future development.
128

 By the end of the nineteenth century, though, the 

literary nationalist writings of the American Renaissance and the Western dime novel 

genre gave way to a more populist nation-building force: the community pageant. 

                                                 
128

 Since the publication of F.O. Matthiessen‘s American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age of 

Emerson and Whitman in 1941, subsequent critics have shown that literary nationalism in the mid-

nineteenth century was varied, diverse, and contested, not the straightforward discourse of romantic 

American separatism previously assumed. However, Euro-American writers like Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

Henry David Thoreau, Herman Melville, Walt Whitman, and Longfellow himself still maintain a privileged 

space in academic study and in the national imagination as the progenitors of an American literary voice. 

For studies of the American Renaissance that deal specifically with the multicultural contexts of the time 

period, see Jane Tompkins, Sensational Designs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, 1790–1860; 

Donald E. Pease, Visionary Compacts: American Renaissance Writings in Cultural Context; and Eric J. 

Sundquist, To Wake the Nations: Race in the Making of American Literature. For a ―red reading‖ of 

Melville‘s Moby-Dick that focuses on its representations and interpretations of nineteenth-century Native 

Americans, see James H. Cox, Muting White Noise: Native American and European American Novel 

Traditions Chap. 5. 
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“Pageant Mad”: US Nation-Building Through Site-Specific Theater in the Early 

Twentieth Century 

 The start of the twentieth century saw an explosion of historical pageants in towns 

large and small across North America. Community-based, locally-produced, and often 

rural theatrical productions were thought to inculcate regional bonds, national identity, 

and moral responsibility in an era of urbanization, international conflict, industrial 

development, and immigration. The pull of an increasingly urban-industrial society meant 

plummeting populations and economic decline in the nation‘s farming communities 

(Glassberg 76-7). At the same time, the US military had taken control of not only the 

western half of the continent, but also Puerto Rico, Cuba, Guam, the Philippines, and 

Hawaii through often violent and oppressive tactics. Moreover, unprecedented numbers 

of eastern European and Asian immigrants increased the non-Anglo population within the 

borders of the US, leading to radically altered urban landscapes. Priscilla Wald, speaking 

of the effect of these shifting demographics in Constituting Americans: Cultural Anxiety 

and Narrative Form, writes:  

With the emergence of the United States as a world power at the turn of the 

twentieth century, educators and legislators evolved national narratives that could 

channel the challenge posed by the variously unassimilated people of the nation 

and its overseas territories into a rallying point for a self-conscious and exportable 

Americanism. (2) 

Encountering foreignness both at home and abroad, US citizens and political leaders 

struggled to define themselves as ―Americans‖ and to forge a revised American identity 
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in a new age of global awareness and interaction. One medium for communicating these 

―national narratives‖ was the historical pageant, ―a dramatic public ritual chronicling 

local community development,‖ as historian David Glassberg defines it (1).  

Historical pageants, like Chautauqua, but unlike Wild West shows and vaudeville, 

were considered respectable, family-friendly entertainments, conveniently produced in 

one‘s own town. But even though pageant productions were most often local affairs, 

featuring casts and crews made up of town residents, they still participated in a larger 

nation-wide craze that shared stylistic and discursive elements. In the years following the 

turn of the century but before the first World War, pageantry became so popular that 

commercial theatrical producing companies began offering ready-made pageants, 

complete with costumes, props, directors, and scripts, and the American Pageant 

Association (APA) was created in 1913. May Day pageants, Christmas pageants, Mother 

Goose pageants, missionary pageants, and pageants designed to garner attention for 

political and social causes, as well as commercial products, joined community historical 

pageants as, in the words of the magazine American Homes and Gardens, the US went 

―pageant mad‖ (qtd. in Glassberg 105). Although the madness initially began in the 

northeast, all forty-eight states boasted pageants by 1920 (Glassberg 122). 

The main concept behind a community pageant was to craft a shared history for 

town residents to encourage loyalty not only to the group, but also to a specific locale. 

Pageants were usually held out of doors in vast, open fields during daylight hours so that 

participants and audience members could have the surrounding landscape in view while 

the actors dramatized the history of the area. The casts were large – often several hundred 
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people – and almost always made up of town residents.
129

 The evocative performance 

site, along with the collaborative work of the pageant committee, the time dedicated to 

rehearsals, and the thrill of performance would unite participants into ―an intimate and 

loyal town family,‖ as pageant-master William Chauncy Langdon described (qtd. in 

Glassberg 78). Not only would the process build a nativist bond to the towns and physical 

landscapes of the nation, but also, potentially, encourage younger generations to stay in 

and support American rural areas. Referring to a pageant produced in a small North 

Carolina town in 1915, Harlan Paul Douglass writes, ―Its purpose was to stir a backward 

community with the dignity of its own story, to awaken self-respect, and a sense of 

present possibilities of mountain life‖ (177).
130

 To accomplish this design, pageants 

unavoidably presented a myopic version of community history, often erasing violent 

incidents and flattening divisive race, class, and gender conflicts to better argue for the 

righteousness and inevitability of an Anglo-dominated America. 

However unique most pageant-masters claimed each town‘s ―story‖ was, they 

advocated a standard set of episodes or scenes that transformed it into a distinctly 

                                                 
129

 The APA and other established leaders in the pageantry movement emphasized that every local resident 

should be invited to participate and pageant masters should be in touch with every organized constituency 

in town, from church groups to women‘s clubs to fraternal organizations to ethnic societies. Therefore, 

pageant casts ranged in number from a few hundred to a few thousand and single performances could 

attract audiences of up to 100,000 friends, family members, and colleagues of cast members (Glassberg 1 

and 113). Glassberg does note, however, that despite the recommended inclusivity of pageants, the casting 

process often ―had the effect of accentuating, rather than submerging, local social distinctions,‖ working at 

cross-purposes to the unifying goal of the pageant (113-4).  
130

 Because some pageants were part of a concerted effort to hold onto dwindling rural populations, they 

can be read not as mere celebrations of a town‘s history and future, but as a nostalgic and wistful review of 

a time before the decay of the rural village. In this way, a town‘s pageant production can be seen as a type 

of memento mori or a process that ―participate[s] in another person‘s (or thing‘s) mortality, vulnerability, 

mutability‖ and bears witness to ―time‘s relentless melt‖ as Susan Sontag famously wrote in On 

Photography (11). I am indebted to Rebecca Hewett for sharing her knowledge and insights on American 

pageantry with me (see Hewett for further discussion of the temporal, social, and political tensions held 

within early twentieth century pageants).   
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racialized and teleological narrative of unfettered progress. Choreographer, director, and 

member of the APA Virginia Tanner described the ―main structure‖ in her pamphlet The 

Pageant of the Little Town of X, published in 1914: first came the ―Indian‖ scene, then 

―First Settler,‖ then ―Colonial,‖ then ―Civil War‖ (17).
131

 Such scenes invariably depicted 

the town forebears as temperate, hard-working, religious, compassionate, and patriotic, 

without the nuanced complexity of actual Native-English treaty councils or any hesitation 

about marching off to battle. In the 1911 Pageant of Thetford in Vermont, the history of 

the area begins with the coming of ―Old Quail John,‖ the first white inhabitant. After a 

simple and speedy negotiation with the local Indians, John secures a place to settle and, 

―with an ‗Indian Melody‘ playing in the background, they smoke a peace pipe to cement 

their friendship‖ (Glassberg 84). The Indians slip out of the pageant field silently as the 

scene transfers to the American Revolution.  

Stagings such as this, which were common to early twentieth century pageants, 

doubly erased American Indians, both from history and from the landscape, both from the 

past and the present. The peaceful and brief encounters early white settlers had with 

regional tribal nations presented by such pageants ignore the more complicated, violent, 

and fluctuating struggles over northeastern homelands detailed by scholars such as Lisa 

Brooks, Colin Calloway, and Joanna Brooks. Significantly, even though Thetford‘s 

―Indians‖ quickly hand over their lands and exit the scene, the structure of the open-air 

                                                 
131

 As a dancer and choreographer, Tanner also recommended that ―story dances‖ appear in between 

scenes, but the majority of pageant producers felt that ―abstract symbolic dance interludes obscured, rather 

than enhanced, the pageant‘s simply expressed message,‖ although movement and pantomime were a 

central feature of pageant productions because of the size of casts and playing spaces (Glassberg 120). 

Other handbooks for pageants at this time include Ralph Davol‘s A Handbook of American Pageantry and 

Esther Bates‘s Pageants and Pageantry. 
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playing space allows them to continue to observe the action, and for audience members to 

continue observing them on the margins of the town‘s ―approved‖ history. ―Compared to 

the spectacular historical drama produced on an indoor stage,‖ writes David Glassberg, 

―outdoor pageants produced in daytime on large fields contained many distractions and 

offered audiences little help in distinguishing between foreground and background 

action‖ (154-5). Unfortunately, members of local tribal nations rarely performed the 

Indian roles in community pageants. Where other townspeople were enlisted to play their 

own ancestors, white hobbyists who impersonated Indians on occasion were cast as tribal 

leaders. Alternately, Italians or African Americans played the Indians, even when 

organizers could have cast Native performers (Glassberg 114).
132

 The actual living 

presence of Native people, we can infer, would have undermined the pageant narrative‘s 

argument of their easy and unproblematic disappearance. 

But pageants were not simply about a community‘s past; they also created a 

framework for interpreting new experiences and relationships. In this way, pageants 

simultaneously reflected and shaped a group‘s understanding of their world. 

Disenfranchised groups in the US tried to harness this power of identity-formation in 

order to improve their future status in the nation. The ―variously unassimilated people‖ 

described by Wald also used pageants as an Americanizing force, one that would assure 

them of a place within the growing nation that still left so many out.
133

 At the same time, 
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 There are, of course, exceptions to this practice, as when Ellis Oberholtzer hired students from the 

Carlisle Indian School for scenes in the first historical pageant in 1908 in Philadelphia (Glassberg 50), or 

when Native schools and communities put on their own historical pageants, such as The Pageant of 

Yankton (1916) and the Chilocco Indian School‘s A Pageant of Oklahoma (1924).  
133

 I refer here to the Naturalization Acts of 1790 and 1795, the ongoing legal and political battles 

interpreting this legislation, and the organized groups of Anglo-Americans, like the Immigration 
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immigrant communities, like Anglo-Americans, turned to Native Americans to create this 

American identity.  As Alan Trachtenberg relates in Shades of Hiawatha, Jewish 

communities attempted to harness the nationalizing power of American Indian images 

both in print and on stage. Russian-born poet Solomon Bloomgarten, writing as Yehoash, 

created a ―‗high‘ poetic‖ translation of Longfellow‘s poem into Yiddish in 1910, while 

―Yiddish in the mouths of Indians and of Jews performing as Indians assuming Indian 

names, appurtenances, and linguistic markers, emerged in the same years as a popular 

comic convention in the ‗low‘ forms of immigrant theater‖ (Trachtenberg 149 and 160). 

Those aspiring to American national belonging obscured the contemporary realities of 

Native peoples in favor of Indian stereotypes and imitations. By ―playing Indian,‖ these 

communities – whether white, rural Protestants or urban, immigrant, eastern-European 

Jews – ostensibly gained access to Indigenous title to North America and generated 

distance from their previous national identities. They thus accomplished Longfellow‘s 

vision of a people ―Speaking many tongues, yet feeling / But one heart-beat in their 

bosoms,‖ through performing indigeneity on stage (219).
134

 

                                                                                                                                                 
Restriction League, which sought to exclude non-white and/or those not born on US soil from US 

citizenship. Asian and Central and South American immigrants in particular faced repeated rejection and 

scorn from the popular media when seeking citizenship. See especially Matthew Frye Jacobson‘s 

Barbarian Virtues and Amy Kaplan‘s The Anarchy of Empire in the Making of US Culture. For a 

discussion of pageants staged by subjugated communities in 1913, see Hewett‘s Progressive Compromises. 
134

 Interestingly, beliefs about theater in the early twentieth century – that it could do something, like 

inculcate moral and national virtues, rather than just entertain – resonate with arguments about Native 

American drama today. In addition to fostering local and national patriotism, early twentieth-century 

pageants were meant to ―help local residents visualize their town‘s current problems and their future 

solution,‖ as well as to visualize and practice roles as civically-engaged citizens (Glassberg 79). Similarly, 

as I discuss in my introduction and elsewhere, Native theater critics have begun to theorize how the 

medium ―can heal, renew, educate, and inspire‖ Native communities and generate empowered visions for 

the future (Geiogamah, ―Ritual‖ 109). For more on early twentieth century theater as a moralizing force, 

see Percy MacKaye, The Civic Theatre in Relation to the Redemption of Leisure. 
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The Anishinaabe Hiawatha pageant was neither a typical American historical 

pageant, nor a typical Hiawatha production, but it did serve some of the same purposes as 

both genres. Glassberg characterizes community pageants not merely as a nostalgic re-

living of past events, but as a vehicle for imagining ―some kind of future social and 

political transformation‖ (4). The GRFN pageants were as much about their past as their 

future, and as much about securing bonds to a specific geography as among pageant 

participants. Rural towns mythologized their pasts in their pageants, coloring the 

founding and development of their community with rosy shades of nostalgia and 

conveniently eliding any violence or inequality on which it relied. Similarly, the 

Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabeg relied on Nanabush episodes pulled from mythic time, 

episodes not tinged with the poverty and dispossession of the nineteenth century, as the 

skeleton for their script. Dramatizing these episodes not only kept the Nanabush oral 

tradition alive, but it also made it useful and relevant for Anishinaabeg trying to conceive 

of themselves as a people during an economically, politically, and culturally trying time. 

Rather than subsuming the cultural differences of the performers within the framework of 

Longfellow‘s poem, as some immigrant productions attempted, the Anishinaabe writer-

performers intentionally distinguished themselves from mainstream Euro-Western 

societies and cultures through their version of the script, their choices in performance, 

and the para-performance structure that surrounded it.  
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 “Story-Tellers, Mischief Makers”: The Development of the Anishinaabe Hiawatha 

Script 

While a popular and commercial success, Longfellow‘s poem suffered critically 

in the nineteenth century. Robert Berkhofer claims that ―the sophisticated reading public‖ 

became bored with  ―the Indian in general and the Noble Savage in particular‖ by the 

mid-nineteenth century and that such images began ―to reveal their literary limitations to 

the men of letters‖ (95). But even as the literary elite dismissed the Noble Savage, he still 

held great appeal for mainstream Euro-American audiences, as demonstrated by the 

growing market for American Indian performers themselves. By the close of the 

nineteenth century, following the rise of public appearances by Native lecturers like 

George Copway (Anishinaabe), Sarah Winnemucca Hopkins (Northern Paiute), and 

Susette LaFlesche (Omaha), as well as the commercial success of Buffalo Bill Cody‘s 

Wild West shows, Edward Curtis‘ photographs, and Frederic Remington‘s paintings, 

Native communities had begun using live performance as a much-needed money-making 

venture. The Northern Utes of the Uintah and Ouray reservation opened up their annual 

Sun Dance ceremony beginning in 1906 for the admission price of $1 per person; 

similarly, the Moki Pueblo in what is now Arizona welcomed outsiders for their annual 

Snake Dance in the 1890s; even Sitting Bull travelled with the Wild West show for four 

months in 1885, earning $50 a week.
135

  

                                                 
135

 Lucy Maddox offers a thorough overview of such Native performances in Chap. 1 of Citizen Indians. 

See also Joshua Bellin‘s recent Medicine Bundle: Indian Sacred Performance and American Literature, 

1824-1932 for the interaction of Euro-American artists and ethnographers with Native ceremonies and 

sacred performance. Maureen Konkle‘s influential Writing Indian Nations: Native Intellectuals and the 

Politics of Historiography includes a brief analysis of the performance careers of George Copway and 
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While Euro-American performances of Hiawatha had been common since the 

1850s, it wasn‘t until the last decades of the 1800s and the first of the 1900s that Native 

performances began appearing. In 1881, students from the Hampton Institute began an 

annual staged reading of ―Scenes from Hiawatha‖ at Carnegie Hall in New York and at 

various locations throughout New England that would continue for the next thirty years. 

Writing to Longfellow‘s grandson about the performances, Hampton teacher Cora 

Folsom explained that they were attempting to raise money for the school (Trachtenberg 

89). From 1899 onward, students at the Pipestone Indian School in what is now South 

Dakota ―recit[ed] several sections of the poem and performed a tableau vivant of scenes 

described by Longfellow‖ (Gaul 410). In July 1909, forty-five students from the Haskell 

Institute staged Hiawatha in Denver at the National Educational Association conference 

(―To Play ‗Hiawatha‘‖). That same summer, Native performers performed scenes from 

the poem for the tercentenary of the province of Quebec in 1908 (Blanchard 1). But the 

most well-recorded – and, some might argue, most commercially-successful – series of 

Hiawatha performances were staged by the Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabeg as a type of 

historical pageant of mythic time.  

L.O. Armstrong might have seen the Hiawatha pageants differently, as an exotic 

attraction for tourists rather than a (tribal) nation-building performance. Armstrong‘s day 

job was as ―colonization officer‖ for the CPR, which began snaking its way across the 

continent in 1881. As colonization officer, Armstrong sold the rugged West to 

adventurous emigrants, and the luxury, comfort, and efficiency of the CPR to the upper 

                                                                                                                                                 
Maungwudaus (George Henry), both Anishinaabeg, in Chap. 3, esp. 205-13. See also my Chap. 1 for more 

on Sarah Winnemucca and my Chap. 4 for more on the Northern Ute Sun Dance. 
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and middle class tourists of Great Britain, Canada, and the US.
136

 Although the main 

focus of the CPR‘s marketing campaign were the ―serrated peaks, and vast pyramids of 

rock‖ of the Canadian Rockies, the railway also advertised the Great Lakes region as a 

hunting and fishing paradise (from an 1887 promotional brochure, qtd. in Hart 156). As 

Field and Stream magazine described the site of the initial Hiawatha performances in 

Desbarats, Ontario, it was ―[o]ne of the most beautiful places‖ in the region:  

Kensington Point that juts out into the lake is only about a mile and a half south of 

the railway depot and is the scene of the original Hiawatha drama that was first 

established by L.O. Armstrong with the Ojibway Indians from the neighboring 

Garden City [sic] Reservation as actors. The scene here is wonderfully primeval 

and the tents of the Indians planted on the shore with the primeval forest in the 

background, and the blue waters of the lake in front, made a thoroughly primeval 

setting to the drama of Hiawatha. (―Where to Go‖ 1150) 

The Hiawatha Camp Hotel, ―suitable for ladies,‖ provided travelers and sportsmen with 

comfortable lodging while in the area (ibid). The marketing campaign proved successful 

as the number of first-class sleeping and dining cars in use rose from forty-six in 1885 to 

ninety-nine in 1894, suggesting strong growth in tourism (Hart 162). To counteract the 

dip in traveling brought on by the depression of the 1890s, the CPR began a ―Summer 

Tours‖ promotional program, of which the GRFN Hiawatha was a part.  

                                                 
136

 The CPR offered three classes of travel: colonist, second, and first. The colonist and second class cars 

would have attracted the many westward-bound emigrants of the era, while the first class cars – larger and 

more luxurious even than the Pullman cars – attracted tourists, the primary audience for the Hiawatha 

pageants (Hart 153). Armstrong, as an employee of the CPR, could have played a role in the GRFN 

securing the railway‘s contract for wooden ties in 1901.  



 

 204 

 As mentioned above, the location of the first performance of Hiawatha in 1899 

was Kensington Point on the northern shore of Lake Huron, two miles from the railway 

station at Desbarats, Ontario, 30 miles to the east of Sault Ste. Marie. By living in the 

area and working as a CPR agent, Armstrong built a relationship with the 

Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabeg and collaborated with them on a dramatic adaptation of 

Longfellow‘s epic poem. The initial creation of the script was a collaborative endeavor, 

as noted in 1904 by reviewer William C. 

Edgar who wrote of Armstrong‘s early 

relationship with the GRFN community: 

[I]n the course of many long and friendly 

talks, [he] learned that the legend of 

Hiawatha was not unfamiliar to them. He 

read parts of Longfellow‘s poem to his red 

guests, and they verified and corrected it. He 

then undertook to obtain the Indian version 

of the story, and in this, after patient effort 

and much tact, he finally succeeded. … Out 

of this acquaintance grew the idea of playing 

―Hiawatha‖ and its first presentation was given in 1899, before members of the 

Longfellow family, who have since testified to their enjoyment of the event. (690) 

Although Armstrong and the CPR must have seen the performance as more of a 

promotional component to the railway‘s Summer Tour program than the organic artistic 

FIGURE 3.1 Tekumegezhik (―Thomas‖) 

Shawano, in costume as Hiawatha in 1904 

(Edgar 691). 
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enterprise among new friends that Edgar makes it out to be, the actors maintained a 

degree of creative control. The GRFN actors involved in the early Hiawatha productions 

and potential contributors to the bilingual English-Anishinaabe script include George 

Kabaosa, great-grandson of Shingwaukonse; his nephew Wabonosa, who traveled with 

his uncle to Cambridge to visit Longfellow‘s daughters while in Boston for the 1899 

Sportsman‘s Exhibition; his daughter Rebecca; Tekumegezhik Shawano (see fig. 3.1); 

Margaret Waubunosa, possibly a relative of Wabonosa; and a Mohawk man from 

Kahnawake, Joseph (Sose) Akwiranoron Beauvais (Yeigh, ―The Drama of Hiawatha‖ 

207, Burton 140-1, Beauvais).
137

 The cast ranged in size from around forty to around 100 

(more on tours), and it is possible that all involved commented on the pageant as it was 

being developed, and that the script changed somewhat from year to year.  

Reviews from the time describe the cast‘s refusal to dramatize certain episodes 

from Longfellow‘s poem, including several incidents from Hiawatha‘s young adulthood 

and, significantly, the deaths of Hiawatha‘s friends and wife. Instead, they formed a 

script of thirteen scenes, many without dialogue, which relied instead on pantomime. 

What dialogue there was occurred in the Anishinaabe language, Anishinaabemowin. 

According to the 1901 published script, the action begins with Gitche Manitou‘s 

assembling of the nations to encourage them to live in peace, followed by the second 

scene in which Nokomis cares for Hiawatha as an infant and sings him lullabies. The 

third scene follows, in which Iagoo and Nokomis teach him the customs and skills of his 

                                                 
137

 This script was first published in 1901, a few years after the performances began (see Armstrong, 

Hiawatha, or Nanabozho) (Yeigh claims that the first performance of the GRFN Hiawatha was held in 

August of 1900, which differs from Edgar‘s assertion that the first production was held in 1899).  
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tribal nation, including how to hunt. In scene four, Hiawatha leaves Nokomis and Iagoo 

to battle his father, Mudjekeewis, and on his return meets Minnehaha and her guardian, 

the Arrow Maker, for the first time. Despite Nokomis‘ objections, Hiawatha returns to 

woo Minnehaha (scene five), and their wedding is dramatized in scene six. Scenes seven 

and eight dramatize the blessing and gathering of corn in pantomime, while scene nine 

features Hiawatha bringing ―picture writing‖ to the People. Scene ten varied, sometimes 

featuring ―Medicine Men‖ and other times featuring Pau-Puk-Keewis‘ gambling and 

mischief; at other times, ―scenes [were] sometimes introduced that suit the locality or the 

cast in some special way‖ (Armstrong, Hiawatha, or Nanabozho 18). In scene eleven, 

Iagoo and Hiawatha convince the others that Euro-Americans exist and relate Hiawatha‘s 

vision that they 

will soon overrun 

Anishinaabe 

lands. Scene 

twelve proves the 

vision true as the 

Black Robe, 

played by 

Reverend 

Frederick Frost, the Anglican missionary to the GRFN, arrives in a canoe (Yeigh 215) 

(see fig. 3.2). In the final scene, ―Departure,‖ Hiawatha says good-bye to his people and 

floats away across the lake singing. In 1915, outdoor enthusiasts F.H. Cheley and G. 

FIGURE 3.2 The scene depicting the ―Black Robe‘s‖ arrival as performed at 

Desbarats, Ontario by the Garden River First Nation (Edgar 689). 
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Cornelius Baker commented on the script that ―the Longfellow legend is adhered to more 

or less,‖ but that the Native performers revised and rewrote it in accordance with their 

own oral traditions (251). 

The implications of a stage performance in Anishinaabemowin in the early 

twentieth century are numerous. Most significantly, in terms of cultural survivance, such 

a production preserves a language that was concurrently under attack by the Euro-

Western educational systems. As noted in the Introduction, the mandate of Indian 

residential schools, often violently enforced, was that children give up their Native 

languages. Beginning in 1830, the imperial government shifted its policy toward First 

Nations people from one of military alliance and engagement to one of paternal 

assimilation and acculturation to European ways of life. One important facet of this new 

policy were the day and residential schools that offered Native children a ―Christian 

education.‖ The 1863 remarks of Indian Affairs superintendent T.G. Anderson typified 

the government‘s opinion on Native languages: ―Because the intercourse of the rising 

generation must be with the whites,… it therefore appears to me that teaching them in 

their own language is time and labour lost.‖ Anderson had earlier asserted that Indian 

industrial schools were necessary until Native children ―forget their Indian habits, and be 

instructed in all the necessary arts of civilized life, and become one with [their] white 

brethren‖ (qtd. in Wilson 71). To this end, fourteen large residential boarding schools 

were built by 1890, four in Ontario. Shingwauk Industrial School, named after 

Shingwaukonse and founded near Sault Ste. Marie in 1873, educated approximately 

seventy boys ages ten to eighteen; the Wawanosh Home for Indian Girls, named after 
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another Anishinaabe chief, opened two miles away from Shingwauk to teach 

approximately thirty girls (Wilson 75).   

Government and missionary schools sought to extinguish Anishinaabemowin not 

only because it proved impractical for communicating with non-Natives, but because 

culture and language are inextricably linked. At stake in keeping Anishinaabemowin 

alive, then, as Anishinaabe scholar Anton Treuer writes, ―is the future of not only the 

language, but the knowledge contained within the language, the unique Ojibwe 

worldview and way of thinking, the Anishinaabe connection to the past, to the earth, and 

to the future‖ (Treuer 5). Novelist and poet Louise Erdrich describes the knowledge and 

ways of thinking within the Anishinaabe language in her travel memoir Books and 

Islands in Ojibwe Country: 

Ojibwemowin is a language of action, which makes sense to me. The Ojibwe 

have never been all that materialistic, and from the beginning they were always on 

the move. How many things, nouns, could anyone carry around? Ojibwemowin is 

also a language of human relationships. Two-thirds of the words are verbs, and 

for each verb, there can be as many as six thousand forms. This sounds 

impossible, until you realize that the verb forms not only have to do with the 

relationships among the people conducting the action, but the precise way the 

action is conducted and even under what physical conditions. The blizzard of 

verbs makes it an adaptive and powerfully precise language. (83-4) 

The intricacy of the language, Erdrich reveals, not only allows for precise descriptions of 

relationships, but also of thoughts, emotions, and ―the spirit of the land itself.‖ The 
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nuances of a language developed over thousands of years in North America means that 

―its philosophy is bound up in northern earth, lakes, rivers, forests, and plains. Its origins 

pertain to the animals and their particular habits, to the shades of meaning in the very 

placement of stones‖ (85). The language reveals cultural knowledge, and also land 

knowledge. Speaking it implicitly asserts one‘s belonging in and to a particular region. 

Writing and performing Hiawatha in Anishinaabemowin would have 

communicated multiple powerful messages to both Native and non-Native audiences. Not 

only did the performers advertise their fluency in a language that had for years been 

discouraged and even banned in Ontario‘s Indian schools, they could also use it to sustain 

specific relationships among people, animals, landscape elements, and spirits, which form 

the cornerstone of Anishinaabe worldviews. The enunciation of these relationships in a 

public, almost ceremonial way, would have lifted the words from a mere evocation to an 

invocation, which calls to mind Craig Womack‘s description of Native literature as 

ceremonial chant mentioned in the Introduction. Invoking Nanabush and the manidoog 

(or manitouk, loosely translated as ―spirits‖) of land, water, and animal through an 

Anishinaabemowin theatrical performance, if nothing else, would bind the 

Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabeg more tightly to each other and the landscape of their 

homeland.
138

 Asserting Anishinaabe indigeneity in the region of the Garden River reserve 
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 Karl Hele argues that by this point, most individuals on the Garden River reserve knew English, but that 

they continued to use Anishinaabemowin for formal and diplomatic occasions, which elevates the 

Hiawatha performances even further out of the everyday and into the realm of ceremony (Message to the 

author). Imbuing the Hiawatha performances with some of the same qualities of ceremony would also have 

undermined another measure of the Canadian Indian Act. While the amendment in 1884 outlawing 

religious rituals and ceremonies was directed more at the Plains tribes and the Pacific Coast peoples, who 

practiced the Sun Dance and the potlatch, respectively, it was part of a larger effort to suppress and 

redesign Native cultural and religious practices (Miller 193-4). I discuss the 1884 amendment, and its US 
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through Anishinaabemowin might have seemed especially important after decades of 

English-language learning and land rights struggles with the colonial and settler colonial 

governments. It would have taken on even greater meaning when the GRFN production 

moved across the US-Canada border to Michigan, into the lands that Shingwaukonse and 

his band had vacated in response to American incursion.  

   

The Performance: “Sang His Wondrous Birth and Being”  

 During the first few years of production, the pageant was performed between fifty 

and 100 times per season. In 1905, Armstrong and the actors moved the performance 

from Ontario to Wayagamug (also called Round Lake), near Petoskey, Michigan, sensing 

the opportunity for larger audiences in the United States and attracted by the financial 

support of the Grand Rapids and Indiana Railway.
139

 Despite the new international 

location, publicity materials made sure to emphasize Anishinaabeg‘s indigeneity to the 

region: ―This is a place where once the mighty Ojibways hunted and fished, and met in 

council, and camped when the winds blew hard on the great lakes. Here they could grow 

corn, beans, and potatoes, and here their love for the beautiful and the wild in nature was 

satisfied‖ (McBride 398). While such PR echoes the romanticization of the Noble Savage 

prevalent in Longfellow‘s poem, it is significant that a work purporting to, as Alan 

                                                                                                                                                 
cousin, the 1883 Courts of Indian Offenses, more in my Introduction and Chap. 4. For more on the 

outlawing of these ceremonies, see Cole and Chaikin‘s An Iron Hand Upon the People, and V. Deloria and 

Lytle‘s American Indians, American Justice Chap. 5.  
139

 Beginning in the early 1890s, Americans made up the largest percentage of tourists using the CPR‘s 

tourist facilities (including first-class cars and destination hotels). In result, the company ―re-examine[d] its 

promotion program and put more emphasis on the US market‖ according to historian E.J. Hart (162). The 

move to Michigan could have been a part of this re-structuring. Publicity materials for the new location 

also feature the logo for the Grand Rapids and Indiana Railway, which probably means it was sponsoring 

the pageants along with the CPR. The new location, although across the international border, was still 

relatively close (only about 125 miles distant). 
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Trachtenberg writes, replace ―a history of actual blood sacrifice‖ with ―gentle Hiawatha‘s 

farewell passion,‖ enacts a physical Native presence on Native lands, not just once, but 

close to one hundred times a summer (89).
140

  The apparent disregard for the geopolitical 

boundary between the US and Canada by moving the production from Ontario to 

Michigan works against its bifurcating power; the region becomes instead Native 

space.
141

 

The elements of performance – the costumes, sets, choice of scenes, music – were 

carefully selected and designed by the GRFN participants. Cheley and Baker aver ―every 

detail of costume and ‗props‘ is worked out by them and manufactured by them,‖ 

referring to the Anishinaabe and Mohawk performers (250-1). Multiple reviewers note 

how the performers ―object to adding any [additional] dances or songs, though they might 

add to the popularity of the drama‖ (He. Hale 49). Another declares that the music was 

―thoroughly Indian in its character‖ with ―weird choruses … most impressive‖ (Yeigh 

208). The emphasis in publicity materials and reviews on Native control of production 

elements was surely an authenticating move on behalf of the crowds more interested in 

their proximity to what the Field and Stream contributor quoted above so frequently 

refers to as the ―primeval‖ setting and its inhabitants than in the innovative cultural and 

                                                 
140

 Such claims are also interesting, considering that, according to Michael McNally, additional ―actors 

were recruited from the nearby Odawa community of Harbor Springs‖ (118). Therefore the cast presenting 

Hiawatha at Wayagamug would have been an intertribal, international collective.  
141

 As discussed in my Introduction and Chap. 1, Lisa Brooks offers a compelling and insightful reading of 

the northeast as Native space during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The Native space created by 

the Anishinaabe tours of Hiawatha resonates with her Algonquian-specific description of a region that 

includes, in her figuring, the Great Lakes: ―When Europeans arrived on the Algonquian coast, they entered 

Native space: a network of relations and waterways containing many different groups of people as well as 

animal, plant, and rock beings that was sustained through the constant transformative ‗being‘ of its 

inhabitants‖ (The Common Pot 3). The vision of Native space Brooks reads in early Native writing pivots 

on reciprocity and balance, concepts I will discuss later in my reading of the Nanabush oral traditions. 
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economic adaptations of a modern Native nation. As critic Michael McNally notes, 

Anishinaabe performers and non-Native spectators engaged in ―a tussle for the definition 

of the real‖ through their interpretations and uses of the GRFN Hiawatha pageants (108).  

Writing on the performances at the time de-historicize the actors, the pageant, and 

the land on which it was held. The original performance site at Desbarats, less than two 

miles from the railway station and one railway stop from Sault Ste. Marie, one of the 

largest towns in the region, was yet billed as within the ―forest primeval‖ with ―countless 

virgin lakes and streams‖ (Armstrong, Hiawatha, or Nanabozho 32). The site at 

Wayagamug, just across the US-Canada border in northern Michigan, was described as 

―Nature‘s own great theater‖ and given a  mythic history as the ―the very heart of the land 

FIGURE 3.3 A page from a 1912 souvenir program depicting various scenes from the pageant. The floating 

island stage and ―cliff‖ are visible in one (Lockwood  n.p.) 
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of the Ojibway‖: ―Here he hunted and fought, here he lived and loved, died and was 

buried‖ (McBride 398; Gunsaulus xi).
142

 ―Happily,‖ writes one reviewer, ―no theatre has 

been erected to destroy the local illusion‖ (Stead 623). Another calls attention to ―a 

majestic tree‖ that towers above the stage and muses how it ―looks down upon the tawny 

actors and spectators on their log seats, as it may have looked down in the olden time on 

Hiawatha and his people‖ (Converse 116). Both temporally and physically, then, the 

performance site exists outside the confines of the quotidian (which, admittedly, can be 

one of the allures of the theater). But beyond that, the outdoor wilderness setting of the 

pageant seems to encourage spectators to view the productions – and thus the actors 

themselves – as outside even the modern world (see collage in fig. 3.3 for a sense of the 

performance space).  

Like the location, the acting is seen as completely lacking in artifice. Reviewer 

Henry Hale notes that all who take on a role are ―obviously untutored and genuine‖ (45). 

Likewise, a review in The Chautauquan asserts, ―There is no stage manager; no cue is 

sounded, but one part follows another with the utmost ease and naturalness‖ (―The 

Library Shelf‖ 301). The introduction to the 1911 ―Player‘s Edition‖ of the script notes 

that the GRFN performers are ―splendid actors, for they are living out what, to them, is 

life, the real life‖ (Gunsaulus xii). Such an emphasis on the authenticity of what, to the 

Native actors, was a constructed reality, only served to keep the Anishinaabe people 

within the confines of Euro-Western Indian stereotypes. While recounting the 
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 With the railway, the area around the Sault had developed into a crossroads for trade and tourism for 

Euro-Americans and -Canadians from Montreal, Chicago, and Detroit. However, as Robert Dale Parker 

points out, the Sault had long been a meeting place for Anishinaabeg, and ―a fabled center of lore, trade, 

and travel‖ (12). From an Anishinaabe perspective, then, the performance sites were not on the periphery, 

but in proximity to the cultural, political, and economic capitals of their world.  
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performance of Tekumegezhik Shawano, the actor playing Hiawatha, Hale likens him to 

―an Indian such as Fenimore Cooper describes in his tales‖ (45). Though audience 

members flocked to witness the ―real lives‖ of Indians, they continued to see the 

Anishinaabe actors through the lenses that literature and pop culture had already 

assigned. While such timeless, primitive Indians would have proven attractive to non-

Native tourists escaping the hot, overcrowded, industrial cities of the east coast, such 

characterizations would have ultimately detracted from the ongoing bureaucratic battles 

Native communities waged to maintain control over their lands, governing structures, and 

cultural traditions. If seen by the public as Cooper‘s Noble Savages, destined to disappear 

under the shadow of an advancing non-Native civilization, how could Anishinaabe 

leaders counteract US and Canadian policies of Native land dispossession and cultural 

repression?
143

  

But Hale‘s comments signal a tension within Euro-American and -Canadian 

responses to Indians playing Indian. Where the reviews reveal a desperation to 

experience ―the real,‖ they also reveal the inescapable artificiality of the Hiawatha 

performances. While Hale equates the man Shawano with the character he plays, he also 

equates him with Cooper‘s imaginary Indian, thereby underscoring how far from a true 

witness to ―the real‖ the reviewer really is.  The visible artificiality and constructedness 

of the set, meanwhile, belies the unmediated ―naturalness‖ of the scene and undermines 

the audience‘s attempt to romanticize the action as a glimpse of what Michael McNally 

calls ―the nowhere and nowhen of the primitive‖ (108). Materials that advertise the site as 
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 As discussed in the Introduction, many critics explore the power of cultural stereotypes on social and 

political realities, including T. King, P. Deloria, Vizenor, and Coco Fusco, English is Broken Here. 
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wholly in its natural state, with ―no artificial stage or painted scenery used,‖ moments 

later describe the ―small artificial island, about a hundred feet‖ from the shore, which 

serves as the stage. The floating island held a wigwam to represent Nokomis‘ and 

Hiawatha‘s home, and the actors traveled by canoe between it and the mainland where a 

Dakota-style tepee 

signified the home of 

Minnehaha and the Arrow 

Maker. A reviewer refers 

to the performance space 

on the mainland with the 

language of the 

―authentic,‖ only to then 

undercut his/her own 

appeal: ―Half hidden 

among the trees that cover 

the rocky slopes are the falls of Minnehaha (A life-like canvas done in oil)‖ (―The 

Library Shelf‖ 301). Like Henry Hale above, the reviewer inadvertently emphasizes the 

very artificiality of the set in his/her attempt to fit it into the pre-modern, romantic vision 

associated with Indians.  

Other elements of the set troubled reviewers‘ sense of the ―real.‖ Nearby to where 

the audience sat on logs along the shore, protected from sun and rain under a wooden 

FIGURE 3.4 Audience members at a performance of Hiawatha in 

1903 (Converse 115). 
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arbor (see fig. 3.4), was a ―very good imitation of a cliff‖ (Edgar 691).
144

 This cliff ―is 

covered with dark canvas, and is so masked behind pine-trees, vines, and shrubs that it 

appears to be a natural promontory,‖ as Henry Hale describes (see collage in fig. 3.3 for a 

glimpse of the cliff). Hale‘s efforts to fit the cliff into the category of ―natural,‖ a 

category predetermined by his perceptions of Native people, simultaneously call attention 

to the labor the set designers put into constructing the set piece. But while the constructed 

cliff takes on the appearance of naturalness, the surrounding islands, ―in their strong 

coloring, stand as if they had been prepared for the use of some mighty prehistoric scene-

shifter, and are far more artificial in appearance‖ (He. Hale 45). What is real becomes 

uncertain in Hale‘s vision, as in the descriptions given by other reviewers like Edgar, 

Yeigh, and Converse. The contradictions inherent in trying to see the GRFN Hiawatha as 

a wholly truthful and pure representation of Anishinaabe lives, while perhaps hidden to 

the non-Native spectators at the time, manifest in the reviews that confuse actor and role, 

set and setting, and Longfellow‘s poem with Anishinaabe worldviews. Tourists may have 

imagined an unmediated experience with ―children of the forest,‖ but the performance 

itself reveals a critical distance between the Anishinaabe actors and the characters they 

embody. It also reveals the impulse of Euro-American and -Canadian audience members 

to obscure the material realities of the Anishinaabeg living still in the region.  

For all its artificiality, however, the choices made by the set designers vivify a 

distinctly Anishinaabe understanding of the world. On the waterways of the Great Lakes 
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 See Yeigh, Henry Hale, and Converse especially for further description of the performance space and 

photographs. See also McNally 118-20 for a description of the transition from Desbarats to Wayagamug.   
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region, islands are hard to avoid. In Books and Islands, Erdrich evokes the rugged beauty 

and hidden inlets of the landscape:  

The islands jut from the lake, tall with hundred-year pines, rocky and severe. The 

water glitters with power and great tangles of second-growth bush ride by, cut 

with sloughs and passageways. High cliff faces shadowed with caves loom over 

us and there are dense island groupings, great lazy white rocks sprawled like 

animals just above the water. (26-7)  

Erdrich‘s description underscores the active relationships among the elements of the 

landscape, all dynamic elements on their own. The water of the lake, the rocky islands, 

and the sun-filled sky constantly communicate: the water catches up the flora of the shore 

and licks at the edges of the ―great lazy white rocks,‖ while tall pine trees and cliffs 

stretch upward into the air like fingers. The islands poised on the lip between sky and 

lake hold secrets in the ―great tangles‖ of brush and ―shadowed … caves,‖ but these 

hidden places can also serve as a refuge for humans. Readers also get a sense of the 

defiant strength of the islands, jutting from the lake, sprawling above the water, and 

shooting high cliff faces toward the sky.  

Erdrich‘s characterization of islands of the Great Lakes region as both refuge and 

fortress resonates with religious studies scholar Theresa Smith‘s reading of the structure 

of Anishinaabe cosmology. Smith‘s study of Anishinaabe religion focuses on the multi-

layered dialectic between the Thunderbirds of the sky and the underwater manidoog 

within the lakes. The Thunderbirds, or animikeek, are strong spirit beings that 

communicate with humans through thunderstorms, through their relatives (birds), and 
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through dreams and visions. They are known as the protectors of the Anishinaabeg, but 

can sometimes cause harm, especially when embroiled in one of the repeated battles with 

their antithesis, the underwater manidoog. The underwater manidoog are monster spirits 

living in the water, often figured as snakes, led by Mishebeshu, the Great Lynx spirit. 

Although they pose a threat to the Anishinaabeg, their power is sought by medicine men 

to cure illness and obtain good fortune (T. Smith 110). The Thunderbirds and underwater 

manidoog battle where their worlds meet: on the surface of the water and the islands the 

Anishinaabeg call home.  The ―radical awareness of this vertical dimension‖ composed 

of Thunderbirds above and Mishebeshu below, ―reduces the earthly realm to a kind of 

precarious middle ground,‖ writes Smith. ―The human subject travels and dwells on this 

plane – an island at the center of what I envision as a kind of dialectical cosmos – subject 

to protection and assault from above and below‖ (T. Smith 3). Though protected by the 

Thunderbirds, human beings must also take an active role to resist being pulled down by 

the underwater manidoog and to balance their world, a process I will discuss later in this 

chapter.
145

 

The islands of the Anishinaabeg serve as both literal homelands and metaphoric 

reminders of the dynamic relationships they hold with each other, the earth, and the spirit 

world. For generations, Anishinaabe people fought to remain fixed on their island world 

and, with the help of the Thunderbirds, resisted the assault from below. Therefore, to 

construct a set for Hiawatha in the shape of an island is to use the technical aspects of 

theater to express Anishinaabe worldviews. To incorporate such worldviews into the 
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 See T. Smith Chaps. 3 and 4 for more on the Thunderbirds and underwater manidoog. 
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physical elements of the production stakes a claim to the performance site as Anishinaabe 

homelands. Such a claim would have particular valence in the early twentieth century as 

Euro-American and -Canadian policy and settlement continued to dispossess Native 

nations of up to two-thirds of their lands (McNally 107). After millennia of battling 

Mishebeshu, the Anishinaabeg must also resist being pulled off their island by whites. 

The Hiawatha set with its artificial island, manufactured cliff, and both Dakota teepee 

and Anishinaabe wigwam might seem like an unlikely locale for a nuanced claim to land 

rights. But the set, in concert with the performance of the actors, transforms what has 

been thought to be a graveyard of Indigenous peoples into a living, dynamic Native 

space.  

The Anishinaabe and Mohawk actors elevate the vitality of the performance site 

as Native space further with their embodiment of the script. During the first five years of 

performances at Desbarats, the English-speaking audience had to rely solely on the 

actors‘ movements and pantomime, as well as their own knowledge of the poem, to 

ascertain what was going on on stage. Once the production moved to Wayagamug the 

pageant morphed into a ―masque‖ in which the company of actors ―declaimed or chanted 

… the lines of the poem‖ in English at regular intervals to keep the audience up to speed. 

However, the main characters continued to deliver their lines and sing ―in their native 

tongue,‖ as Frank E. Moore relates in a 1913 souvenir program (―Hiawatha: the Indian 

Passion Play‖ n.p.). As explored above, the power of Anishinaabemowin, brought to life 

and paired with ceremonial and social dances, offered a subtle critique of both the 

methods of educating Native children and federal policy outlawing communal rituals.  
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The Para-Performance: “For Profit of the People / For Advantage of the Nations” 

The performance was not only a vehicle for creative and cultural development, 

but also for economic development. While in residence in northern Michigan, Garden 

River artisans began making and selling pottery to Euro-American tourists. Soon after, 

Odawa women living in the area joined the enterprise and the cooperative expanded to 

make and sell canoe paddles, deerskin and moosehide moccasins and handbags covered 

in intricate quillwork, woven baskets, mats, plates, and rugs, and more. The women 

worked on-site in a specially-designed workshop or outside their summer lodges, in their 

own type of performance for the thousands of Euro-Western spectators from the US and 

Canada who passed through each summer. They also cooked and served refreshments in 

a small tea-room. According to H.J. O‘Brien, a non-Native audience member in 

Wayagamug and journalist for Mother‟s Magazine, ―Mr. Armstrong never expects to 

make money‖ off of the workshop: ―The work is done absolutely for the Indian himself. 

In time, it is believed the shop will pay for itself,‖ thereby helping in the ―working out of 

their own future, and incidentally that of their descendants,‖ not just culturally but also 

financially (5 and 56).
146

  

These alternative avenues for financial success were not limited only to the 

production location in northern Michigan. While on tour with the production – which 

occurred each year after 1901 – the actors made extra money by charging Euro-American 

tourists $2 each for a photograph with a ―real Indian,‖ according to the research of 
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 Interestingly, an original copy of this article was found in the Pauline Johnson papers at McMaster 

University, in a file denoted as containing her research materials and articles of interest.  
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Anishinaabe historian Karl Hele (Hodge n.p.). They also sold souvenir programs and 

postcard images of the performance (Francis 178; Trachtenberg 92). The pageant toured 

to Madison Square Garden multiple times for the Sportsmen‘s Exposition, as well as to 

Philadelphia, Boston, Toronto, Amsterdam, and Earl‘s Court in London (McNally 

106).
147

 In addition to serving pragmatic economic and cultural purposes, the Garden 

River Hiawatha also served as a site of pleasure for the actors who were able to travel 

with their families, experience new cities, and take the stage in front of rapt audiences.
148

 

One location Garden River actors traveled to was Lake Champlain, which forms 

the juncture of New York, Vermont, and Canada. There they joined with performers from 

Kahnawake, a Mohawk community just north of the lake, to dramatize a new pageant 

about the founding of the Haudenosaunee and their wars with the Algonquian-speaking 

nations in the area centuries ago.
149

 Following a performance of Hiawatha based on 

Longfellow‘s poem at the tercentenary celebration of Quebec Province in 1908, 

Kahnawake performers, including Joseph Akwiranoron Beauvais who had performed 
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 Publicity for the performances at Madison Square Garden note that the production will take place on a 

floating island. Either the production team re-created the island in New York City, or they brought their set 

with them, perhaps on the railroad. Either way, it‘s clear that the island set proved vital to their 

performance. See description of the pageant at the Sportsmen‘s Show in George O. Shields, ―Publisher‘s 

Notes.‖  
148

 Lynn Beauvais, great-granddaughter of Joseph Beauvais, the Mohawk actor mentioned above who 

toured with the GRFN Hiawatha, commented in a blog post that her grandmother, Margaret, was a small 

child when the company was touring and that she ―told me many stories of her travels with her parents to 

different places like Earl‘s Court, and different places in the US and Canada.‖ Apparently, economic 

conditions on the Kahnawake reserve before the pageants were as difficult as at Garden River because 

Lynn Beauvais describes a letter her great-grandfather wrote, kept on microfilm at the Kahnawake Cultural 

Center, requesting relief from the Indian Affairs agent after he and his wife had triplets in 1895 (n.p.). For 

more on political and social changes at Kahnawake at the turn of the twentieth century, and more on the 

Beauvais family‘s involvement in local politics, see Gerald Reid‘s ―It is Our Custom: The Persistence of 

Kahnawake‘s Council of Chiefs in the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries‖ and his full-length 

book Kahnawà:ke. 
149

 Scholars like Richard White note that these wars contributed to the move westward of the Anishinaabeg 

and other Algonquian-speaking peoples. See White Chap. 1. 
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with the Garden River cast, teamed up with Armstrong and W.D. Lighthall, a non-Native 

poet and scholar who helped launch the career of Pauline Johnson a few decades earlier, 

to create a more accurate narrative about Hiawatha. This revised pageant, Hiawatha, the 

Mohawk was first performed for the Lake Champlain Tercentenary Celebration in 1909 

(―Historic Pageant‖). The pageant, written and performed in both English and Mohawk, 

dramatized the building of the Mohawk settlement of Hochelaga on Tiotiake Island (now 

Montreal); the ongoing struggles of the Mohawks and Onondagas with the Hurons and 

Algonquians; the adoption of the Mohawk leader Hiawatha into the Onondaga nation; his 

subsequent alliances with Dekaneweda, a Mohawk chief, and Atotarho (Tadodaho), an 

Onondaga chief; their creation of the Iroquois Confederacy with the Senecas, Cayugas, 

and Oneidas; their battle with Champlain and the French; and, finally, their peaceful 

welcome of the Dutch.  

The Kahnawake Hiawatha production shared many attributes with the pageants 

performed at Desbarats and Wayagamug, including the input of Armstrong. In addition, 

the set was also an island, or a ―stage-barge‖ as captions in the Kanienkehaka 

Raotitohkwa Cultural Center‘s 1981 edition of the script describe it. In the introduction to 

this version of the script, David Blanchard writes, ―Extraordinarily, the whole ensemble 

was arranged, complete with earth, trees, bushes and sand, on a large barge that was 

pulled from location to location on the lake [Lake Champlain]‖ (Armstrong, Hiawatha, 

the Mohawk 2).
150

 The audience – sometimes numbering up to 5,000 people – would sit 
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 As described in my previous chapter, the Haudenosaunee creation story, like the Anishinaabe story, also 

features the birth of the present earth from an island. In the Haudenosaunee version, however, it is Sky 

Woman, in concert with animals like Muskrat, Otter, and Turtle, who spreads a handful of mud into North 

America.  
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either on grassy slopes or bleachers to watch the action taking place on the stage-barge 

and in several canoes between the barge and the shore. Unlike the GRFN pageant, 

however, performances could be held at night because the ―floating island was equipped 

with electric lights, carrying its own power‖ (Lake Champlain Tercentenary Commission 

109).  

Other changes to the pageant set from Wayagamug include the addition of a 

Haudenosaunee longhouse, a few extra Plains-style teepees, and a palisades, or tall 

wooden fence that served as a military defense. Also unique to the Kahnawake pageant 

was a full-size replica of Champlain‘s ship, which pulled up alongside the stage-barge for 

the battle between the French explorers and the Haudenosaunee. While members of the 

Cultural Center at Kahnawake note in their forward to the script that ―parts of this 

pageant are inaccurate in historical and cultural detail,‖ they also acknowledge that it 

offers a ―point of view on how people thought at the dawn of the twentieth century‖ 

(Armstrong, Hiawatha, the Mohawk n.p.). Beyond that, this pageant challenges the mis-

appropriation of Hiawatha‘s name for Longfellow‘s poem and presents a Native-authored 

and Native-centered history of the land, strife, and diplomacy that enveloped the region 

before the arrival of Europeans.  

The second-to-last scene dramatizes the battle between Samuel de Champlain, his 

Huron and Algonquian allies, and the Haudenosaunee. This Native version would sit 

beside Champlain‘s version, quoted at length in newspaper articles discussing the 

tercentenary celebration at the time. Champlain‘s version stresses his virtuosity with his 

―arquebus,‖ a forerunner of the rifle, as he was able to take out two chiefs and mortally 
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wound another with one shot. The warriors from the Five Nations, according to 

Champlain, ―lost courage, took flight, and abandoned the field and their fort, fleeing into 

the depths of the wood‖ (qtd. in ―Historic Pageant‖). The journalist who gives over 

almost a whole column of text to Champlain‘s account of the battle believes the 

performance on the stage-barge will be ―a reproduction of the battle in the form of a 

pageant‖ (―Historic Pageant‖). Almost as an afterthought, s/he also mentions that 

Hiawatha will be performed on the same stage, but does not consider them the same 

event. However, the battle with Champlain forms only one small scene of Hiawatha, the 

Mohawk, coming near the end of a forty-page script detailing the intertribal violence, 

diplomacy, and cultural exchange that took place outside of European influence.  

Also significant is that the Champlain battle does not end the pageant. While the 

version of the battle that the journalist quotes ends with Champlain pursuing the 

Haudenosaunee into the woods, ―kill[ing] some more of them and t[aking] ten or twelve 

of them prisoners,‖ the Kahnawake pageant ends with the arrival of the Dutch who trade 

firearms for furs and pledge their friendship to the Five Nations  (qtd. in ―Historic 

Pageant‖; Armstrong, Hiawatha, the Mohawk 41). Then, oddly enough, the final stage 

directions direct Tekarihoken, a Mohawk leader, to ―Quote Longfellow‖ and then 

officially adopt ―Corlear‖ (probably Dutch trader Arent van Curler/Corlaer) into the 

Mohawk nation. As Corlear leaves, ―the Indians fire a salute and sing a good-bye song 

and dance the snake dance that he may have a prosperous voyage‖ (Armstrong, 

Hiawatha, the Mohawk 41). Like the Garden River Hiawatha, this pageant ends with a 

traveling song, but instead of the Native characters departing, it is the Europeans who 
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fade into the distance. The Haudenosaunee, newly and powerfully armed, have just 

cemented a trade relationship with the Dutch on their own terms by adopting Corlear into 

their nation and generating important kinship bonds with him. The close of the pageant is 

almost an Indigenous fantasy: the Haudenosaunee trade with the Dutch to get valuable 

weapons and tools, absorb these Europeans into their cultural, socio-political, and 

economic structures through traditional ceremonies, but do not have to cede any territory 

because the Dutch turn around and leave. Hiawatha, the Mohawk tells a story different 

from the one of loss and dispossession that characterized Longfellow, Champlain, and the 

Vanishing Indian stereotype; the Haudenosaunee pageant publicly declared an ongoing 

legacy of Native power, pleasure, and political sophistication.  

The participation of the Garden River writer-performers in the Kahnawake 

pageant, as well as their efforts to create a wider audience for their Hiawatha pageant and 

its attendant industries, proves the Anishinaabeg continued to believe in the importance 

and viability of an intertribal and international economic network. But while Richard 

White sees the ―middle ground‖ crafted by the diverse peoples living in the Great Lakes 

region splintering after the War of 1812, I see the economic infrastructure surrounding 

the Hiawatha pageants as evidence of its continual adaptation and use by Anishinaabe 

communities, waiting for the right vehicle to regenerate such relationships. In fact, the 

necessity of forming such mutually-beneficial alliances was apparent to Anishinaabe 

communities long before the arrival of British and French traders in the region, as 

evidenced by the lessons communicated in the very source material of the GRFN 

pageants: the Nanabush stories.  
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Nanabush and the Struggle for Bimaadiziwin 

 Before the pageants, before Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, before Henry Rowe 

Schoolcraft, even before the arrival of Europeans, the Anishinaabe nation turned to its 

culture hero and trickster Nanabush for lessons in bimaadiziwin, or living well. The story 

describes how Nanabush grows up as a combination ordinary and extraordinary being, 

possessing both supernatural powers and ego-driven, flawed behavior patterns. 

Throughout his young adulthood, he accomplishes many wonderful feats, as well as plays 

many humorous pranks on the other beings of the world. Yet, most importantly, the 

stories Anishinaabe people tell of his life contain important lessons in how best to live in 

an Anishinaabe world. One such story is the Anishinaabe creation story or, as Theresa 

Smith calls it, the ―re-creation‖ story because ―creation here is not ex nihilo but involves 

an act of world construction from existing material‖ (158). The narrative details the 

events leading up to and immediately after Nanabush bringing forth a new world from 

under the water.  

In the story, the underwater manidoog kill Nanabush‘s companion, Wolf.
151

 In 

order to locate the manidoog to enact his revenge, Nanabush requests the help of 

Kingfisher, who advises him on how to infiltrate their lair and kill the perpetrators. In 

result, Nanabush kills the chief of the water spirits, Mishebeshu. In retribution, the 

manidoog flood the earth, but Nanabush saves himself by building a raft (or climbing a 

                                                 
151

 As Smith asserts, there is not one definitive version of the Nanabush re-creation story, but all versions 

―flow into one another as a stream of communal memory‖ (160). At the same time, all tellings share certain 

key elements, like the death of the Wolf at the hands of Mishebeshu, Nanabush‘s revenge killing, and the 

subsequent flood. However, the Wolf is variously Nanabush‘s nephew, cousin, grandson, son, or brother, 

and some storytellers include Nanabush‘s birth and early adventures, as in Longfellow‘s romanticized 

rendering (T. Smith 158 and 160). See also Christopher Vescey, Traditional Ojibwa Religion and its 

Historical Changes 84-100, for more details from the story and a structural analysis.  
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tree, depending on the version). In order to re-create the earth, Nanabush sends Beaver, 

Otter, and, finally, Muskrat down through the floodwaters to fetch some soil. Only 

Muskrat succeeds, but the little bit of mud is enough for Nanabush to spread out into a 

new world. Storytellers from the Kawbawgam family (Anishinaabe) from Sault Ste. 

Marie related in the 1890s that, ―By the flood, the people of the old earth were drowned 

and the Great Spirit put upon the new earth the father and mother of the people of this 

earth‖ (Kawbawgam and LePique 29). But, more importantly, the way in which 

Nanabush facilitates the re-creation of the world, and the manner in which he interacts 

with others offers important lessons. Theresa Smith‘s commentary on the Nanabush re-

creation story is instructive here:  

[T]he myth has much more to do with life than with death. Not only are the world 

and life reclaimed from out of the depths of the flood, but the content of the 

structures of bimaadiziwin is … made explicit throughout the drama…. [T]he 

values which the myth expresses concerning character and interpersonal relations 

continue to motivate behavior…. [E]lders have, in recent years, been actively 

turning people away from foreign value structures and back to traditional ways in 

an effort not only to preserve culture but to ensure the continuance of life itself.‖ 

(180)
152

 

                                                 
152

 Smith refers here to elders on Manitoulin Island, Ontario, which is just southeast of the Garden River 

reserve in Lake Huron. I admit I am making an educated leap to assume a movement towards a value 

structure communicated via oral traditional literature might also be underway on Garden River. See also 

Melissa Pflüg, Ritual and Myth in Odawa Revitalization Chap. 5, for how Nanabush (whom she calls 

Nanabozho) features into Odawa responses to colonialism. 
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At the turn of the century, as today, the Nanabush stories held vital lessons for personal 

and communal behavior, lessons revivified on stage day after day by the Garden River 

performers. 

Alliances, collaboration, and reciprocity are central tenets of the Nanabush story 

cycle. For instance, Nanabush‘s companion, Wolf, was given to him as a pup by a wolf 

pack who had stolen Nanabush‘s bear meat. Wolf and Nanabush come to have a kinship 

relationship, which allows Nanabush to hunt with the pack. Together, they have great 

success (Kawbawgam and LePique 32). When the underwater manidoog kill Wolf, 

Nanabush turns to another being, Kingfisher, to help him locate those responsible. He re-

pays Kingfisher by giving him the bands of color that adorn his breast, neck, and head (T. 

Smith 176). When it comes to creating the second world, Nanabush relies on multiple 

animals to seek out soil and help him measure the growing surface. Otter, Beaver, Loon, 

Muskrat all dive into the depths of the flood and all die in their attempts to find the mud 

that Nanabush requested. Even though only Muskrat succeeds in returning with the mud, 

Nanabush, in gratitude breathes life back into all who attempted the task.  Once he has 

the soil with which to begin re-building the earth, he looks to Coyote to help him measure 

how large it has grown. Coyote agrees to walk the circumference of the earth and 

Nanabush keeps building and building until Coyote doesn‘t return. Nanabush does not 

rely solely on other animals to help him, but also on plants. In a different version of the 

re-creation story, Nanabush escapes the flood by climbing a tall pine tree; when the water 

threatens to cover him, he asks the tree to stretch. He must ask the tree three times to 

stretch higher so that he will not drown and each time the tree expands to twice its height 
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(Kawbawgam and LePique 29). In each of these stories, Nanabush‘s well-being – and 

even the creation of the world – relies on the relationships he builds with those most 

unlike himself (different flora and fauna).  

These relationships are mutually-beneficial because Nanabush does not only seek 

help from his friends and family, he also gives it. In Anishinaabe storyteller Basil 

Johnston‘s assessment, Nanabush‘s ―concern for his friends and real compassion for 

others were traits that endeared him to his kin, his neighbors, and other Anishinaubaek 

[sic]‖ (77). According to the oral tradition, Nanabush was not only the driving force 

behind the world we live in today, he was also ―credited with the invention of many 

Aboriginal technologies,‖ such as how to weave nets, make pictographs, access certain 

food sources, use fire, and heal with certain medicines, among many other contributions 

(Chute 19; T. Smith 172).
153

 These technologies were designed to help those around him, 

including giving quills to porcupines to protect themselves and birch bark scrolls to 

humans to write on that were light enough to carry while hunting (Johnston 77; Vescey 

99). 

Nanabush stories teach not only the value of living in balance with those around 

you through collaboration and reciprocity, but also the importance of living in balance 

personally. While Nanabush has the power of a manidoo, he ―sometimes acted like a 

fool, making jokes, and playing tricks‖ and ―was [just] a common Indian‖ (Kawbawgam 

and LePique 31). His trickster techniques, including disguise and deceit, as much as his 

supernatural abilities help him accomplish his hero‘s tasks. As Johnston writes in his 
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 For these and other Nanabush stories, see Kawbawgam and LePique 25-37; Johnston, The Manitous 

Chap. 6; and Lois Beardslee (Anishinaabe), Lies to Live By, esp. 38-46. 
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description of Nanabush, whom he calls Nana‘b‘oozoo, ―In outlook and in conduct, 

doing what he ought not to have done and neglecting to do what he ought to have done, 

Nana‘b‘oozoo behaved more like a human being than a manitou‖ (51-2). Nanabush 

means well, but is flawed, needing not only strength and reason, but also instinct, 

passion, and the help of others to succeed. In this way, Nanabush embodies the balance 

necessary for bimaadiziwin.  

As the foundation of the GRFN Hiawatha script, the Nanabush stories 

communicate lessons about living well. The Anishinaabe writer-performers can then 

maintain their knowledge of these oral traditions, but also pass them on to future 

generations of Anishinaabe people. Commenting on the importance of the lessons 

Nanabush stories communicate, Theresa Smith remarks, ―It is not enough that Nanabush 

has made an island upon which humans may stand with other persons. Rather, humans 

must learn how to live here, how to dwell as balanced people in a layered cosmos 

wherein threats from below are mitigated by protection from above‖ (180). The GRFN 

writer-performers are well aware that their nation is not the only community perched on 

the island of the ―layered cosmos.‖ Therefore, they turn to a story cycle emphasizing 

alliance-building and reciprocity. In order to survive and flourish as a people, they must 

balance their own needs with others‘, like when they collaborated with the Odawa 

women to create an arts and crafts workshop on their land, or when they offered acting 

and technical support to the Kahnawake Mohawks in their staging of Hiawatha, the 
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Mohawk. Perhaps by staging Hiawatha for summer tourists, they were trying to impart 

this lesson to non-Natives as well.
154

  

At the end of Hiawatha, the GRFN dramatists effectively ―correct‖ Longfellow‘s 

poem (as reviewer William Edgar noted), bringing it more in line with the culmination of 

the Nanabush story cycle. Longfellow‘s poem ends with the death of Hiawatha, a death 

that supposedly foreshadows the demise of the entire Anishinaabe nation in the wake of 

Euro-American expansion. The final scene of the pageant appears to enforce this ending 

as it features Hiawatha floating westward in his canoe, singing a song that gets fainter 

and fainter until it completely fades away. In his review of this scene, Arthur Converse 

writes, ―With the death of Hiawatha, the play culminates in simple sublimity. With a fine 

sense of propriety, and in full accordance with the beautiful words of the poem, the actors 

arrange that the scene shall take place in the setting sun‖ (121). Without an accurate 

knowledge of the Nanabush oral tradition, or Anishinaabe music, Converse continues to 

view the ending of Hiawatha as Longfellow intended: a prophesy of Indian loss and 

disappearance. But with such contexts the final scene re-emphasizes an Anishinaabe view 

of the character of Hiawatha (Nanabush), and an Anishinaabe view of the continuation of 

their world.  

In his 1909 study of the music of the pageant, Frederick Russell Burton, who 

helped arrange the score for the national tours focuses in on the final song of the pageant, 

what he labels ―Hiawatha‘s Death Song.‖
155

 He corrects himself, however, noting that in 

                                                 
154

 See T. Smith Chaps. 2 and 6, and Pflüg Chaps. 3 and 4 for more details on bimaadiziwin; see T. Smith 

Chap. 6, and Pflüg Chap. 5 for how Nanabush is a model for bimaadiziwin. 
155

 When the pageant began its tour in 1903, Burton helped the cast harmonize the songs in a style more 

appealing to Euro-Western audiences. However, he publicly referred to ―'the Ojibway tribe as the 
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fact, ―it was a traveller‘s [sic] song, and that it was always used for the journey from 

Sault Ste. Marie rapids to the place where Detroit now stands‖ (268). According to 

Burton, one of ―the Indian actors‖ adapted the song for the play and inserted ―Hiawatha‖ 

in place of the Anishinaabe word for Detroit (wahweyahtenung) (269). If so, the 

translation of the song, following Burton‘s translation of the original, would be: 

 Do not be anxious; I am going very far away, 

 Do not be anxious; I am going very far away; 

 To [Hiawatha] I am going. 

 Do not be anxious; I am going very far away; 

 To [Hiawatha] I am going.  

The song would not have been sung quite like this; Burton claims ―the Indian who did the 

adapting incorporated more new words than Hiawatha in the text‖ (Burton 269). As the 

songs are not included in the published script, we unfortunately cannot access the 

modified song as it was sung in performance. But what we do have – knowledge that this 

final song was a traveling song, not a death song – is significant in the context of the 

pageant as a performance of survival. What is also significant is that this song refers to 

the rapids at the Sault. Although the treaties signed by Shingwaukonse in 1820 (with the 

US) and 1850 (with British Canada) ensured Anishinaabe fishing rights to the rapids in 

perpetuity, the location was continuously infiltrated and overfished by Euro-Canadian 

and -American settlers and commercial interests. If, as Erdrich explained, 

                                                                                                                                                 
composer'‖ and arranged that ―all royalties from the published music ‗be divided among the ―Hiawatha 

Band,‖‘ as the troupe was called‖ (qtd. in McNally, ―The Indian Passion Play‖ 115). Other songs 

performed in the pageant include Nokomis‘ lullaby, and several others not delineated in the script, 

including ―My Bark Canoe,‖ ―The Naked Bear,‖ and ―The Lake Sheen‖ (Burton 267; He. Hale 46). 
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Anishinaabemowin is a language of relationships, singing about a long-fought-for fishing 

site would have revivified Anishinaabe memory of and connection to the rapids.   

Instead of ending with death and dispossession, the Anishinaabe version of the 

Nanabush story cycle ends with an implicit claim to the US-Canadian borderlands as 

Native space. It also presents a more accurate depiction of Hiawatha/Nanabush‘s 

departure. Because he is part spirit, Nanabush does not die; he travels to the West where 

he enters into a long, long sleep. No one is sure when or if he will awaken, but the 

Anishinaabeg are sure he is still alive and ―living somewhere in the spirit world‖ and they 

continue to seek his aid (Kawbawgam and LePique 29). Perhaps, as he went, he sang a 

traveling song. 

 

Conclusion  

Historian David Glassberg comments that the innumerable pageants staged 

throughout the US at the turn of the twentieth century ―displayed not only a vast array of 

local organizations and resources, but also the town‘s wide-ranging network of regional, 

national, and even international relations‖ (145). The Ketegaunseebee Anishinaabe 

productions of Hiawatha did the same thing. Undoubtedly, tribal communities and 

performers at the turn of the twentieth century had a complicated cultural relationship to 

the pageants and plays, mass-produced images, and (eventually) films that sought to 

depict their inevitable disappearance. But to limit our readings only to the cultural aspects 

of these performances, or only to what these performances looked like on the page, snares 

us in the narrative of loss that Longfellow‘s Hiawatha disseminated. Instead, I contribute 
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to what I hope is an ongoing effort to peel back the layers of meaning in the GRFN 

Hiawatha pageants by offering multiple entrypoints to the material.  

Locating the Garden River performances of Hiawatha in terms of these multiple 

contexts reveals the importance of considering Native drama within the entire 

constellation of its performance, not just as written documents. This constellation 

includes not only the location and technical aspects of its performance, but also the 

commercial sites that popped up around the periphery, such as the artists‘ workshops and 

the money actors made through selling photographs, postcards, and programs. In result, 

these actors become not players in a white colonial fantasy, but active participants in their 

own story of survival. A story that continues today as the Garden River First Nation, 

beginning in 2006, started once again to perform their version of Hiawatha each summer. 

Other Native dramatists of the early twentieth century offered tribal communities 

the vehicle for transforming vital cultural material into an opportunity for political 

commentary and economic growth. Yankton Dakota author, activist, and musician 

Gertrude Bonnin, working under her pen name Zitkala-Ša, co-wrote and directed a full-

length opera featuring Native and non-Native actors that premiered in Utah in 1913. In 

my next, and final, chapter, I examine how The Sun Dance Opera vivified not only 

Northern Ute and Dakota ceremonial practices and land claims, but also continued the 

trend of intertribal and international artistic alliances. Bonnin, unlike the Ketegaunseebee 

Anishinaabeg, translated this collaborative model directly to her activist work, helping to 

form the Native-run political organization the Society of American Indians (SAI) in 

Washington, DC.  



 

 235 

Chapter Four 

Stages of Red 

Intertribal Indigenous Theater in Zitkala-Ša’s The Sun Dance Opera 

 

I shall now address myself to the Indians, my brethren and kindred according to the flesh. 

 

Samson Occom, A Sermon Preached at the Execution of Moses Paul 

 

This chapter begins far in space and time from the Canadian borderlands of the 

early twentieth century. On September 2, 1771, at the close of his sermon at the execution 

of fellow Mohegan Moses Paul, Samson Occom turns his attention to the Indian 

spectators in the large crowd. His purpose in speaking directly to ―[his] brethren and 

kindred according to the flesh‖ is to urge Native men and women to refrain from 

drunkenness, for it is for ―this sin [that they] are despised in the world‖ (192). While the 

sermon is significant for multiple reasons, I mention it here because of how Occom 

generates an intertribal activist community through embodied performance. In fact, 

Occom manufactures an intertribal kinship structure based on shared physical experience 

(―the flesh‖) and gives it precedence in his sermon through his own body and voice. 

Occom ends his speech not with an appeal to the wider audience, to the condemned man, 

or even his fellow ministers in the crowd, – these all came earlier – but instead concludes 

with a pointed commentary on Indian life directed specifically to Indians. He deliberately 

turns from the ―reverend gentlemen and fathers in Israel,‖ perhaps seeking out with his 

eyes the Mohegans, Pequots, Narragansetts, Montauks, and others in the throng before 

him in New Haven, to address what he sees as the most pressing concern for the 

continued survival of Indian peoples (Occom 192). How he creates an ―imagined 
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community,‖ to adapt Benedict Anderson‘s term, out of members of multiple tribal 

nations is through the body. When he references his ―kindred according to the flesh,‖ 

Occom speaks not only of the shared color of their skin, but also of the common 

experiences of multiple peoples responding to, as scholar Joanna Brooks describes it, 

―wave after wave of colonial onslaught‖ (52). Such experiences exceed the record of the 

written page and can only be communicated through the interplay of live bodies in a 

shared space, through the friendships, families, and coalitions built in response to 

unheralded sorrow, loss, and death.
156

 Within these Native-centered communities, Native 

people could imagine artistic, spiritual, and political tribal sovereignty, and thus survival. 

Like actors and audiences in turn-of-the-century Native theater, Occom, Moses Paul, and 

their Native spectators were tied together by the ephemeral bonds of performance, bonds 

that acknowledged their colonized state and the need to pursue a collaborative action for 

change.
157

  

I start this chapter with Occom‘s 1771 sermon because it does something similar 

to the theatrical piece Yankton Dakota writer Gertrude Simmons Bonnin (Zitkala-Ša) 

creates more than a century later.
158

 Both pieces, while performed in secular contexts, 

                                                 
156

 I echo here the theory of Diana Taylor in that ―writing and embodied performance have often worked 

together to layer the historical memories that constitute community‖ and focus only on the written archive 

limits the histories we can reveal (35).  
157

 In this way, Occom‘s sermon is both ―performance‖ (the verbal and physical manifestation of a text, 

written or not, for an audience) and ―performative‖ (J.L. Austin‘s term referring to a speech act that 

actually generates an effect upon enunciation), a distinction I discuss in the Introduction.  
158

 Gertrude Simmons Bonnin was born in 1876 to her Dakota mother, Ellen, (Taté I Yóhin Win or Reaches 

for the Wind) and a white trader whom Gertrude never met. Her mother gave her the name of her second 

husband, Simmons, but a disagreement with her sister-in-law over her boarding school education led 

Gertrude later in life to give herself the Lakota name Zitkala-Ša (Red Bird). In 1902, Gertrude married 

Raymond T. Bonnin, also from Yankton, and took his last name. Throughout her life, she alternated 

between her Lakota and English-language names depending on the situation. In this essay, I follow scholar 

P. Jane Hafen (Taos Pueblo) in referring to the writer-activist as ―Bonnin‖ most frequently, though I use 
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rely on religion to communicate a vision of healing; Occom‘s Christian sermon and 

Bonnin‘s dramatization of the Sun Dance ceremony both reflect the importance of 

spirituality and ritual to the development of healthy Native communities. Both Occom 

and Bonnin take the opportunity of the stage to enact a ―sermon‖ to both their own people 

and a wider intertribal community.  

Moreover, within one performance, Occom pays simultaneous attention to a non-

Native audience, his Mohegan kin (Moses Paul), and a wider Indian community in 

jeopardy; in The Sun Dance Opera, Bonnin embeds consideration for Euro-American 

audiences, her Dakota nation, and a wider Native community (still) in jeopardy. Both 

writers make manifest this multiplicity of audiences with both words and bodies, 

successfully carving out a Native-centered space from a mixed Euro-American and 

Native crowd to confront what they see as a crisis for Native America: for Occom it is 

addiction to alcohol, for Bonnin, the duplicitous dealings of the United States‘ 

Department of Interior that robbed Native peoples of land and resources. Both also offer 

a strategy for survival from the stage: come together across tribal national boundaries, not 

to dissolve each nation‘s sovereignty into a monolithic pan-tribalism, but to collaborate 

on responses to the problem. In both the material and the medium, The Sun Dance Opera, 

written by Bonnin and Mormon music teacher William F. Hanson in 1913, exemplifies 

the negotiations Bonnin made throughout her life to create such an intertribal activist 

community. Within the libretto and the performance history, Bonnin embedded her 

                                                                                                                                                 
―Zitkala-Ša‖ at times when referencing her public persona or to distinguish between her and her husband. I 

also list works written by Bonnin under ―Zitkala-Ša‖ in the bibliography because that is the name she most 

frequently published under. See Hafen‘s introduction to Zitkala-Ša‘s Dreams and Thunder: Stories, Poems, 

and The Sun Dance Opera, and Agnes M. Picotte‘s (Lakota) introduction to Zitkala-Ša‘s Old Indian 

Legends. 
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ongoing negotiations between her tribal national identity and her strategic intertribal 

collaborations. Although on the surface an apolitical romantic plot, Sun Dance offers 

scholars of Native literature, history, and theater a rich commentary on the political and 

cultural contexts – the reservation and allotment system, suppression of Indian 

ceremonies and rituals, increased travel and communication among similarly-educated 

Native activists – that shaped its creation.  

Often critiqued for a generic ―Indianness‖ that ―play[ed] into US fascination with 

this continent‘s Native past,‖ Bonnin and her colleagues in Indian rights activist 

organizations in the early twentieth century, such as the Society of American Indians 

(SAI), do not easily fit the tribally-specific approach to Native literary criticism popular 

in the last ten years (Warrior, Tribal Secrets 8).
159

 Similarly, Bonnin‘s opera, because of 

its seemingly superficial romantic plot and overdrawn characters derived from multiple 

tribal cultures, has posed problems for critics invested in a specific tribal nation‘s art and 

politics. In this chapter, I read The Sun Dance Opera in light of this interplay between 

tribal specificity and intertribal activism that manifests in Bonnin‘s life and work on the 

Uintah and Ouray reservation and with the SAI. As I have done in the three previous 

chapters, I intend to use the concept of embodiment – on stage and behind-the-scenes of 

Sun Dance – to layer meaning on the written archive. To attend to ―the flesh,‖ as Samson 

Occom calls the lived experiences that exceed the written page, of Bonnin, her Sun 

Dance actors, and the wider Northern Ute community from which they came, I will trace 

                                                 
159

 More recently, Cherokee critic Sean Teuton reiterates Warrior‘s argument in his essay, ―The Callout: 

Writing American Indian Politics,‖ in which he writes, ―In these desperate times, early- and middle-

twentieth-century Native literature is thus marked by a reduction in overt political writing for a mass 

market. Its major writers began to disengage politically and remained cautious about raising their 

anticolonial voices‖ (110). 
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the political, historical, cultural, and spiritual contexts of the opera‘s text and production, 

weaving in relevant readings of the piece itself and some of Bonnin‘s other works. I then 

consider how the more nuanced view of intertribal collaboration derived from the opera 

leads us to reconsider the dismissive readings of the SAI‘s pan-tribalism, and intertribal 

activism more generally.  

 

Fighting for Survival: The Northern Utes, 1902-1914 

In 1902, Gertrude Simmons made two life-changing decisions: she married 

Raymond T. Bonnin (Yankton Dakota) and agreed to move with him to Ft. Duchesne on 

the Uintah and Ouray reservation in northeastern Utah. Raymond had gotten a job there 

as an assistant to the Indian agent and Gertrude, putting her successful writing career on 

hold, went with him to work with the Northern Ute bands who lived scattered at the base 

of the Uinta Mountains.
160

  The Bonnins stayed at Uintah and Ouray until 1916, when 

Gertrude‘s position as secretary of the SAI prompted a move to the organization‘s 

homebase of Washington, DC.  

While in Utah, the Bonnins witnessed firsthand the effects of federal legislation 

and institutions intent on undermining tribal nations‘ unity and strength. Beginning in the 

nineteenth century, the US government had begun deploying one-size-fits-all policies for 

Indian tribes, homogenizing the diverse peoples of the continent in ways similar to the 

                                                 
160

 The Uintah and Ouray reservation was created in the late nineteenth century by moving the White River 

and Uintah Utes onto the same reservation (the 2,039,400-acre Uintah reservation) and then moving the 

Uncompaghre Utes onto adjacent land (the 1,912,320-acre Ouray reservation). The two territories were 

consolidated in 1886, with each agency becoming a subagency supervised by the superintendent at Fort 

Duchesne. See Virginia McConnell Simmons, The Ute Indians of Utah, Colorado, and New Mexico, 

especially Chap. 9; and Joseph G. Jorgensen, The Sun Dance Religion: Power for the Powerless, esp. Chap. 

3, for a history of the creation of Uintah and Ouray reservation and more details on the conditions for the 

Northern Utes there at the turn of the century. 
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generic Noble Savages of Western short stories, novels, and, eventually, films.
161

 The 

1887 General Allotment Act, or the Dawes Act, sought to divide up communally-held 

tribal lands into individual parcels doled out to each tribal member or head-of-household. 

Once Natives owned their own property, legislators believed, they would soon embrace 

the other features of a Euro-American lifestyle, including agriculture, industry, and 

Christian values. Another benefit of allotment in the US government‘s eyes was that the 

number of tribal members eligible for parcels of land was exponentially less than the 

acreage owned by tribes. The government would then make any ―surplus‖ lands available 

for purchase to non-Natives at low prices.
162

   

All bands of Northern Utes on the Uintah and Ouray reservation (the White 

Rivers, the Uintahs, and the Uncompaghres) resisted allotment. Nevertheless, shortly 

after the Dawes Act passed, the US government decided to sell off parts of the 

reservation to mining interests, even before allotments were made to tribal members 

(Jorgensen 52). According to historian and ethnographer Joseph Jorgensen, in the 

Tavaputs Plateau region of Uintah and Ouray, speculators found ―the largest known 

gilsonite, gypsum, and asphalt deposit in the west,‖ making its Native residents especially 

vulnerable to dispossession (52).  Despite the Utes‘ continued fight against allotment, in 

1895 Congress appointed a commission to survey and divide up their remaining territory. 

The commission began with the most mineral-rich land, which belonged to the 
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 As pointed out in the Introduction and other chapters, several scholars have written on the 

representations of Indians in Euro-American popular culture in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century. Most point out, as Robert Berkhofer does, that the stereotypical Indian character was ―usually the 

generic tribesman of the Plains – the new quintessential image of the Native American in White eyes‖ (97).  
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 In 1882, the Uintah and Ouray reservation totaled approximately 3,951,360 acres; in the same year, a 

census poll estimated the number of Utes living in this same area at 2,825 (Jorgensen 40 and 49). 
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Uncompaghres in the south. Unwilling to allot all of this land because of the 

aforementioned mineral deposits, the commission decided to give more than half the 

Uncompaghres allotments on Uintah-White River land in the north, at a cost to the 

Uncompaghres of $1.25 per acre (53).
163

 Not only did this open up large swaths of land in 

the southern section of the reservation to white settlement and speculating, but it sparked 

hostilities between the Uncompaghre and the Uintah-White River communities. To make 

matters worse, when allotment of the remaining Uintah-White River lands began in 1905, 

the Uintahs and the White Rivers received allotments that were scattered across a seventy 

square-mile area and were half the size of the allotments given the Uncompaghres (54-

5).
164

 Within twenty years of the passage of the Dawes Act, the size of the Uintah and 

Ouray reservation had shrunk from nearly four million acres to a little under 360,000 

acres, the rest opened to mining, logging, homesteading, and private purchase (55). 

Ignorant, or dismissive, of the Utes‘ lifeways and material needs, the officials 

administering Uintah and Ouray had undermined the tribal economy by eliminating most 

of the hunting grounds, making tribal members more reliant on federal provisions. They 

also fractured the cultural integrity of the three distinct bands living there by interspersing 

their allotments and spreading them out over great distances. Without their hunting lands, 

the ability to travel to find game, or solid cultural identities, the population of Northern 

Utes shrank along with their lands, from 2,825 in 1881 to 1,180 in 1910 (56).  
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 The Uintahs and White Rivers never received payment for this land, according to Jorgensen (54). 
164

 The Uncompaghres‘ allotments measured 160 acres per household head and 80 acres to each person 

over eighteen years of age. The Uintahs and the White Rivers received allotments of 80 acres per 

household head and 40 acres for each person over eighteen.   
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During her stay at Ft. Duchesne, Gertrude Bonnin tried to address the 

inefficiencies of the Indian agency and alleviate some of the sorrow and confusion that 

accompanied the Utes‘ increased dependence on federal provisions. Although a desired 

teaching job never materialized through the BIA, Bonnin began volunteering as a music 

teacher for Ute children in 1904. She formed a brass band with donated instruments and 

organized concerts for the children‘s‘ parents. She also organized a basket-weaving class 

for the women on the reservation, giving them a skill which might earn some money, but 

which also gave them a forum for gathering to discuss news and issues (Welch 35-54). In 

a letter to the SAI‘s American Indian Magazine in 1915, Bonnin also describes how she 

and a few Ute women set up a lunchroom for those who had to travel great distances to 

pick up their rations so they might not have to impose on their equally impoverished 

family and friends in town for meals and shelter (―A Christmas Letter‖ 322-5). In the 

same letter, however, Bonnin asserts the Utes are ―easy victims‖ because of ―their 

ignorance, superstitions and degradation,‖ and wishes ―that something can be done to 

save these Utes,‖ ostensibly from their own poor judgment (324-5). Bonnin, a Native 

activist working across tribal lines, yet holds prejudices against non-Sioux Indians or 

those who did not attain the level of education she did. The turn-of-the-century Indian 

reform movement fueled such intertribal hierarchies by assigning certain tribes to rungs 

of the ladder towards ―civilization.‖
165

  

The Indian reform movement, gaining popularity in the last few decades of the 

nineteenth century, was mostly comprised of white Protestant leaders, intellectuals, and 
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 See my note 15 in the Introduction, and Hoxie‘s A Final Promise for more on social evolutionary 

theories of the time. 
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community organizers dedicated to ―Indian uplift.‖ As discussed in the Introduction, one 

of the reform movement‘s main goals was to end Native religious practices on 

reservations. To accomplish this goal, the US Congress authorized the Courts of Indian 

Offenses in 1883 to uphold the Religious Crimes Code. The Courts offered a systematic 

mode of outlawing tribal customs and ceremonies and of keeping spiritual leaders under 

surveillance. Through the Courts, the reservation superintendent (Indian agent) had the 

power to mete out punishment for ―heathenish‖ practices, rulings that could not be 

appealed by tribal leaders. The Sun Dance ceremony itself was listed as a punishable 

crime from the beginning of the Courts of Indian Offenses, leading several Plains tribes 

to make ―modifications to accommodate white values and tastes‖ (Talbot 16). Despite 

these modifications, the US government continued to suppress the performance of ritual 

dances. The first offense detailed in the regulations governing the Courts, as revised in 

1892, reads:  

(a) Dances, etc. — Any Indian who shall engage in the sun dance, scalp dance, or 

war dance, or any other similar feast, so called, shall be deemed guilty of an 

offense, and upon conviction thereof shall be punished for the first offense by 

the withholding of his rations for not exceeding ten days or by imprisonment 

for not exceeding ten days; and for any subsequent offense under this clause 

he shall be punished by withholding his rations for not less than ten or more 

than thirty days, or by imprisonment for not less than ten nor more than thirty 

days. (Garrow and Deer 38) 
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The original intent of the Courts was to ―abolish certain barbarous customs of the red 

men,‖ as one 1891 editorial describes it, but they then extended their jurisdiction to other 

behaviors, including public intoxication, sale of alcohol in violation of reservation rules, 

property disputes, and theft (Hays 342). 

 

“One Mind and One Heart”: The Sun Dance Ceremony among the Utes and 

Dakotas 

Interestingly, the Northern Utes did not actually adopt the Sun Dance at Uintah 

and Ouray until after the Courts of Indian Offenses made their anti-ceremony regulations 

known. Prior to learning the customs and rituals of the Sun Dance from Shoshone 

practitioners in the 1890s – the ―modified‖ version without piercing or bodily mutilation 

– the Northern Utes‘ most important annual ceremony was the Bear Dance each spring.
166

 

They also enthusiastically practiced the Ghost Dance, a ceremony derived from the 

visions of the Northern Paiute prophet Wovoka. The Ghost Dance offered a vision of 

radical transformation specifically to those suffering under Euro-American colonialism as 

it prophesied an apocalyptic event that would rid the continent of whites and return it to 

Indian peoples.
167

 However, as Jorgensen argues, following the massacre of Lakota Ghost 

Dancers at Wounded Knee in 1890, the ceremony began to lose adherents. The Northern 

Utes phased out the Ghost Dance as they integrated the Sun Dance into their ceremonial 

calendar. Jorgensen argues that for the Utes, the Sun Dance became ―a vehicle through 

which they sought to cope with the degraded life they were forced to live‖ on the 
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 For more on the Ute Bear Dance, see Simmons. 
167

 As mentioned in the Introduction, see Ostler for more on Wovoka and the Ghost Dance.  
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reservation (24). Unlike the Ghost Dance, the Sun Dance did not focus on transforming 

the world into one without whites, but instead provided a sacred space free of their 

colonizers in which tribal members could address personal and community problems. 

Despite the threat of starvation or imprisonment, the Northern Utes defied the Courts of 

Indian Offenses and continued to host the Sun Dance every July, although they kept the 

ceremony closed to non-Native visitors until 1906.
168

 

Several tribes in the Plains and Mountain West regions sponsored the Sun Dance 

ceremony by the time those at Uintah and Ouray began to practice it. Bonnin‘s own 

Dakota nation, along with other Sioux tribes and many other neighboring nations, had 

performed the ceremony since the early nineteenth century.
169

 Bonnin would have had a 

special relationship to the Sun Dance since, according to Ella Deloria, the event was ―in 

importance … rated higher than any other ceremonial‖ for the Dakotas (Waterlily 113). It 

makes sense that Bonnin would find great interest in highlighting the ceremony in the 

public format of the theater. Known for her untiring defense of Native rights her ongoing 

attempts to help non-Native audiences better understand her culture and beliefs, Bonnin 

would have welcomed the chance to both honor an important spiritual and communal 
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 Jorgensen quotes an article from the Denver Republican published on July 3, 1911, describing how the 

Ute Sun Dance became open to the public ―five years ago‖ and how ―this year it was viewed by scores of 

soldiers from Fort Duchesne and by cowboys for miles around who were admitted at the rate of $1 apiece‖ 

(22). Therefore, The Sun Dance Opera can be viewed as an extension of the public performance of the 

ceremony, similarly used to garner support for Indian cultures as well as money to support Indian families. 

The agency at Uintah and Ouray did not challenge the Utes‘ sponsoring of the Sun Dance until 1914, as I 

talk about later. 
169

 See Jorgensen Chap.2, for a history of how the Sun Dance came to the Utes. The Dakota, Lakota, 

Shoshone, Ute, Arapaho, Kiowa, Comanche, Cheyenne, Bannock, Ponca, Blackfoot, Crow, Mandan, and 

Hidatsa  nations all performed the Sun Dance ceremony. For more information on the creation and 

dispersion of the Sun Dance in and to some of these other tribes, see J.R. Walker, The Sun Dance and 

Other Ceremonies of the Oglala Division of the Teton Dakota; Robert Harry Lowie, The Sun Dance of the 

Shoshoni, Ute, and Hidatsa; and Severt Young Bear (Lakota) and R.D. Thiesz, Standing in the Light: A 

Lakota Way of Seeing. 
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event, and translate that event into a form legible and captivating to non-Native 

audiences. Choosing the Sun Dance for the subject matter of a dramatic piece allowed 

Bonnin to celebrate its role among her own people as well as emphasize what it offered 

the Utes, all while maintaining control over what was included.
170

 

  The Sun Dance ceremony simultaneously relied on and fortified individual and 

community strength. A prospective dancer (male) in the tribe would make a personal vow 

to dance for the health of a relative or the love of a woman or in gratitude for fulfilled 

prayers from the year leading up the ceremony. However, the individual‘s performance in 

the Sun Dance relies heavily on how he has behaved towards others and his commitment 

to his clan or tribe; before taking the Sun Dance vow, the dancer must ascertain whether 

the people consider his virtues strong enough to complete the dance, ―for, if they think he 

lacks in one or all of the [four] great virtues, they probably will not become constituents, 

and he cannot have the ceremony performed.‖ The four qualities early twentieth-century 

ethnographer J.R. Walker claims are the ―great virtues‖ of one dancing in the Sun Dance 

are bravery, generosity, fortitude, and integrity. The dancer must establish his possession 

of these virtues ―before the Sun, and in the presence of the people,‖ thereby embedding 

himself within the spiritual and social frameworks of the tribe (Walker 62). Thus, a 

successful Sun Dance is as much about re-energizing community bonds as about religious 
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 Hafen, in her introductory notes to the opera in Dreams and Thunder, states that although Bonnin 

dramatized many aspects of the Sun Dance ceremony, ―the particular prayers and rituals are omitted‖ (125). 

By protecting sacred material, Bonnin anticipated what Monique Mojica calls ―the ongoing challenge of 

Native theatre artists … to respect and protect what is collectively private within their cultures, while 

creating theatre rooted in aboriginal world views and sensibilities‖ (Mojica and Knowles, Staging v).  
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worship. The ceremony is performed by the tribe ―with one mind and one heart,‖ as Ella 

Deloria states, which gives it its power to ensure the people‘s survival (Waterlily 134).
171

  

 

The Sun Dance Opera on the Page: Dakota Foundations to an Intertribal Opera 

Native-only plays and operas undoubtedly carry the threat of Indian 

objectification and exoticization, as well as the possibility that non-Native audiences will 

see the Native characters as only mythic beings unrelated to the modern present.  The Sun 

Dance Opera, a seeming love story in song, might not have anything on the surface to do 

with, as critic Sean Teuton writes, ―creating art and writing criticism attendant to the 

social facts of everyday Native existence in the real world‖ (112).  But I argue that 

sometimes the space of the theater – a space that combines the real and the imaginary in a 

focused and shared present – is what is needed to imagine the success and survival of 

Native peoples ―in the real world.‖ In the case of Bonnin‘s The Sun Dance Opera, which 

I will focus on in this section, one of the Native actors even relied on the theatrical space 

being expressly distant from his everyday existence so that he could experience the 

transformative power of the Sun Dance ceremony on stage, an experience in jeopardy in 

the ―real‖ world because of the Courts of Indian Offenses that threatened punishment of 

anyone participating in religious dances.  With this view of the stage, we can see Sun 

Dance as not just resistant or capitulatory to Euro-American popular culture, but as 

providing an important space for continuing the tribal customs, ceremonies, and intra- 

and intertribal relationships that help to define national identity. 
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 See all of E. Deloria Chap. 11 in Waterlily for a description of a Dakota Sun Dance.  
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While Bonnin‘s other writings have garnered increased critical attention in the 

last few decades, scholarly work on The Sun Dance Opera remains scarce.
172

 Until P. 

Jane Hafen‘s 2001 edited collection, Dreams and Thunder, which includes her analysis 

and a version of the Sun Dance libretto, the text of the opera was only available at the 

Brigham Young University special collections library.
173

 The difficulty in attaining a 

copy, and the scarcity of extant critical material, might have discouraged scholars from 

exploring the opera more fully. Those that were able to read it may have dismissed it 

based on artistic merit: opera scholar Catherine Parsons Smith critiques the score as 

―fatally flawed‖ and even Hafen, despite her conscientious and detailed introduction to 

the opera, calls it as musically limited as ―a soundtrack for a Western B movie‖ and 

―Saturday morning cartoons‖ (C. Smith 25; Hafen, ―Introductory Notes‖ 127; Hafen, 

―Zitkala-Ša‖ 37-8). But considering Native art and literature in merely aesthetic terms 

misses how Bonnin was a forerunner to twenty-first century artists praised by Native 

critics like Craig Womack for ―commenting in one‘s art on social policy and articulating 

community strategies for increased health, while keeping the work artful‖ (―A Single 

Decade‖ 8). Moreover, it misses how Sun Dance forms an important link in Bonnin‘s arc 
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 Numerous scholars and critics including Ruth Spack, Jeanne Smith, Agnes Picotte, and Dorothea M. 

Susag, have contributed important readings and contexts for other works, including American Indian 

Stories and Old Indian Legends; William Willard (Cherokee) and James Cox have aptly explored Bonnin‘s 

political activism and editing practices at The American Indian Magazine respectively; Jane Hafen has 

become the foremost authority on Bonnin‘s strategic use of sentimentality and is one of the few scholars to 

spend substantial critical ink on The Sun Dance Opera.   
173

 Catherine Parsons Smith‘s article, ―An Operatic Skeleton on the Western Frontier: Zitkala-Ša, William 

F. Hanson, and The Sun Dance Opera,‖ gives an in-depth report on the revisions made to the libretto and 

score between the 1913 premier and the 1938 revival. For the purposes of this essay, I will use the copy of 

the libretto as published by Hafen in Dreams and Thunder, which, based on the information offered in the 

Smith article, appears to be the later version. Smith also points out that neither of the surviving scores is 

―an accurate representation of any single performance,‖ as the authors, especially Hanson, ―revised [the] 

score after each production to reflect changes made for that production,‖ but did not deposit these notes in 

his papers at Brigham Young University along with the two versions of the score (3).   
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of artistic and literary activism and provides a foundation for conversations on the role of 

theater and performance in the turn-of-the-century Indian rights movement.  

Other scholars might have avoided discussing the opera in detail because of their 

uncertainty as to Bonnin‘s precise contribution to it. Collaborations of Native writers 

with non-Native editors and authors have long sparked debates on the reliability or 

―authenticity‖ of the texts created.
174

 Although sources describing Hanson and Bonnin‘s 

collaboration are scarce and only Hanson‘s name appears on the revised 1938 version of 

the libretto, Catherine Smith argues that Bonnin‘s advanced musical training at the elite 

Boston Conservatory in 1900 clearly made her ―the partner with wider experience not 

only of native culture but also of the Western, European American music tradition.‖ 

Therefore, she states, we can assume Bonnin ―contributed much to the musical 

composition and lyrics of the original 1913 production‖ (C. Smith 6). In addition, both 

Hanson‘s and Bonnin‘s papers at BYU indicate Bonnin‘s participation in the creative 

process from the transcription of the first melodies to the writing of the story to the 

staging of the first production (see fig. 4.1).  

In Sun Dance Land, Hanson‘s history of the Ute‘s Sun Dance ceremony and his 

and Bonnin‘s creation of the opera, he writes: ―I especially acknowledge the great help of 

Mrs. Bonnin who became full collaborator in recording and producing the Sun Dance 
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 J.E. Seaver‘s Narrative of the Life of Mrs. Mary Jemison (1824), Mourning Dove‘s Cogewea (1927), 

and John G. Neihardt‘s co-authoring of Black Elk Speaks (1932) are but two few examples of such 

controversial texts. In a 1997 article in Wicazo Ša Review, Hafen asserts that despite Bonnin‘s contributions 

to the opera, Hanson ―clearly assumes dominion over the work‖ (38). Hafen tempers this assertion in her 

introductory notes to the libretto in Dreams and Thunder, remarking only that ―Hanson went on to claim 

the opera as his own‖ (128). It is worthwhile to note that despite Hanson copywriting the opera in his name 

in December of 1912 and taking almost full credit for it at its revival in New York in 1938, he had 

officially signed over an ―undivided one half interest in and to‖ the opera to Bonnin on March 12, 1913. 

See the notarized ―Assignment of Copy-right Interest‖ form. 
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FIGURE 4.1 Zitkala-Ša (Gertrude Bonnin) and 

her collaborator on The Sun Dance Opera, 

William F. Hanson, in a publicity shot from 

1913. Courtesy of the William F. Hanson 

Collection, L.Tom Perry Special Collections, 

Brigham Young University, Provo, UT 

(hereafter LTPSC). 

 

Opera. She skeletoned the story‖ (vii). 

Hanson describes the evenings they 

spent working together, her on the violin 

and he on the piano, transcribing 

―difficult redman chants,‖ as he calls 

them. Out of the first evening of such 

collaboration, ―came the theme song for 

the principals in the opera‖ (75). Despite 

Hanson‘s attempts to transcribe Bonnin‘s melodies as closely as possible to the piano, the 

score of the opera ended up lacking some of the nuance and complexity of the original 

ceremonial songs. By taking the Sun Dance songs out of the context of the ceremony, 

Bonnin and Hanson irrevocably altered their meaning; by transcribing them for inclusion 

in a Western-style opera, they radically changed their sound.  

As discussed by early twentieth-century ethnomusicologists Frances Densmore 

and Alice Fletcher, Native music possesses differences in rhythm, scales, and 

instrumentation that exceed Euro-American notation styles. In order to make the Sun 

Dance songs legible (and, perhaps, aesthetically pleasing) to non-Native musicians and 

audiences, Bonnin and Hanson would have collapsed some of their complexities and 
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distinctiveness.
175

 Such a process was common for other ―Indianist‖ composers of the 

time who based their operas on the recordings and transcriptions made by Densmore, 

Fletcher, and others. Beginning in 1907 with Poia by Arthur Nevin, and including pieces 

like Daoma (1910), Natoma (1911), and Winona (1926), the next few decades saw 

numerous operas about Indian characters.
176

 Almost entirely written and composed by 

non-Natives, they also starred Euro-American performers in Indian roles. The music, 

often scored from transcriptions of melodies performed by informants especially for an 

ethnographer, was several levels removed from its original ceremonial context.  

Although the librettists and composers of The Sun Dance Opera faced the same 

challenges, Bonnin‘s participation kept the music closer to its original import. She could 

make adjustments to the libretto and the score on the fly to reflect the significance of the 

Sun Dance ceremony and songs better, as well as the message she wanted to send her 

audiences about the political realities of reservation life. By writing the opera while living 

at Uintah and Ouray, Bonnin had the chance to discuss her work with her husband 

Raymond and members of the Northern Ute community. In addition, she could revivify 

her knowledge of the original melodies and their meanings through her annual attendance 

at the Ute Sun Dance. But despite Bonnin‘s closeness – geographically and culturally – to 
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 Michael V. Pisani goes into great detail in Chaps. 7 and 8 of his Imagining Native America in Music on 

the careers of Densmore and Fletcher, as well as the notation styles ethnographers, musicians, and 

composers used at the turn of the twentieth century to transcribe Native music. He describes the 

―rigidification of the Indian melody‖ that occurred in these transcriptions, tonal and rhythmic changes that 

Philip Deloria notes, in Indians in Unexpected Places, contributed to the development of stereotypical 

musical markers of Indianness in Hollywood films (221). 
176

 Pisani, P. Deloria, and others discuss how the influx of Indianist operas to the US musical scene marked 

an attempt at creating a distinctly American form of music. Adapting Native melodies and staging theater 

pieces about ostensibly Native characters to create a national music was controversial (many believed these 

themes and melodies too vulgar to represent Euro-America); Indianist operas gave way, by the middle of 

the century, to musical forms based on African-American and Anglo-American traditions. In addition to 

Pisani and P. Deloria, Indians, see John Ogasapian and N. Lee Orr, Music of the Gilded Age, esp. Chap. 2. 
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the original Sun Dance songs, the adjustments she and Hanson would have had to make 

to fit them to ―the fixed pitch system of the keyboard‖ would have rendered them 

unrecognizable (Hafen, ―Introductory Notes‖ 127).
177

 There is no record of how Bonnin 

reacted to the changes to the original melodies, but she must have supported the project 

because she continued to contribute unreservedly to it as a writer, composer, director, 

choreographer, and community liaison until her move to Washington in 1916.  

To dismiss Sun Dance because of the unquantifiable influence of Hanson on the 

material seems to suppose the existence of a text not influenced by individuals or 

institutions besides the purported author. Dramatic texts in particular change frequently 

due to the input of others, whether in the writing, rehearsal, or performance phase. We do 

know that Bonnin contributed a great deal as a ―full collaborator‖ on the project and, as I 

will show, embedded strong opinions on Native resistance and survival at the start of the 

last century in the text and performance of the opera. Working with Hanson might have 

influenced her work, but, to use the words of Monique Mojica, ―the act of writing and 

staging ‗plays‘ … necessarily involves Native theatre artists in simultaneous activities of 

protection and translation‖ (Mojica and Knowles, Staging v). Creating The Sun Dance 

Opera with a non-Native collaborator would have been, for Bonnin, a continuation of the 
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 Similarly, Catherine Smith does not find similarities between the melodies in Sun Dance and Ute music 

of the time. Ethnologist Frances Densmore based her 1922 book Northern Ute Music on two research trips 

to the Uintah and Ouray Reservation in 1914 and 1916. One of Densmore‘s informants, Quinance 

(sometimes spelled Quinanch), participated in The Sun Dance Opera in 1913 and 1914, but Smith claims 

there ―is no overlap between the melodies published in Densmore‘s book and those used in the opera‖ (7). 
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―translation‖ process between worldviews that characterized much of her life and work 

up to that point.
178

  

Moreover, Bonnin‘s collaboration with Hanson gave her a musical outlet 

otherwise unavailable to her in a region one hundred miles from the nearest railroad. At 

Uintah and Ouray, she felt heavily the isolation from both her family at Yankton and the 

cosmopolitan city life she had lived while studying music in Boston. Writing to her old 

friend Carlos Montezuma in June of 1913 (four months after the opera‘s premier in 

Vernal, Utah), she exults at the chance to study piano at Otterbein University in Ohio for 

a few weeks, ―practicing six hours a day.‖ She laments that her husband ―insists‖ she 

return home as soon as possible and vows to continue her musical study and ―try to go 

every summer to some place to study under a real first class teacher of music.‖ Ironically, 

Bonnin ends her letter saying, ―I doubt my doing anything worthwhile for some time to 

come as I shall have to spend so much time in practice and teaching too‖ (Letter to Carlos 

Montezuma). Although Bonnin did not publish anything while in Utah, save for a few 

letters in the American Indian Magazine late in her stay, she co-produced and co-directed 

three productions of Sun Dance in Vernal, Provo, and Salt Lake City, all within a 

calendar year. All productions attracted sold-out audiences and earned rave reviews. 
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 Bonnin left Yankton as a child to go to White‘s Manual Institute in Wabash, Indiana, a Quaker boarding 

school for Native children. After three years away at school, Bonnin returned home, only to feel 

uncomfortable in her old life. She wrote in American Indian Stories that she ―was neither a wee girl nor a 

tall one; neither a wild Indian nor a tame one‖ at that point in her life (97). Despite this tension, or perhaps 

because of it, Bonnin moved back east to attend Earlham College. She went on to teach for a year at 

Richard Pratt‘s Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania before moving to Boston to continue 

studying music. In Boston she also began her publishing career with three autobiographical stories 

appearing in the Atlantic Monthly in 1900, later included in American Indian Stories (1921). In 1901, 

Bonnin returned to Yankton to collect Dakota stories, which she published both in Harper‟s magazine and 

in a collection called Old Indian Legends (1901).  
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The plot of Sun Dance follows the characters of Ohiya and Winona, two young 

Sioux lovers, as they prepare for an upcoming Sun Dance ceremony.
179

 The hero, Ohiya, 

exemplifies all of the positive qualities associated with the ceremony as detailed in 

Walker‘s history: bravery, generosity, fortitude, and integrity (Walker 62). In the duet 

between Winona and Ohiya that opens Act I, the couple re-affirms the honorable qualities 

that bind them together, and which will aid Ohiya in his dancing. They sing together: 

OHIYA: … Love is for valor, not for empty words. I will not throw my love 

away. Adore the brave and true. Throw not love away. I love the brave and true. I 

love the true. 

WINONA: … Love is for valor, not for empty words. Throw not to him your love 

away. Give only to the true heed one brave to do. Love but the brave and true, I 

love but you. (Zitkala-Ša, Dreams 132) 

Here, and elsewhere throughout the opera, the main characters draw stark distinctions 

between truth and lies, valor and weakness. Although common in romantic plots, giving 

these values precedence in the context of the Sun Dance suggests the deep Dakota 

underpinnings to the libretto. In addition, Ohiya not only behaves virtuously as an 

individual, he also possesses high standing among his people, another prerequisite for a 

successful Sun Dance. In Act II, during the pre-dance festivities in which the men 

participate in mock battles, the Chorus sings: ―Ohiya Brave! He leads them all. Honor the 
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 The libretto and both Bonnin‘s and Hanson‘s notes use the term ―Sioux‖ when referencing the tribe in 

the opera. I will continue to use this general term for the confederation of northern Plains tribes when 

referencing the Native cultural context of the opera, except when discussing Bonnin‘s particular Dakota 

heritage. Ohiya, which means ―winner,‖ was also the name of the Bonnins‘ only child. He was named 

Raymond Ohiya, but Zitkala-Ša refers to him by his middle name when writing to Montezuma (Letter to 

Carlos Montezuma). 
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victor of the field. Ohiya Brave, our praises call now all foes to him shall be heard‖
 
(137). 

Clearly, the other members of the Sioux camp respect and support Ohiya because he 

demonstrates the qualities important to their community‘s survival and prosperity. 

For his Sun Dance vow, Ohiya promises to win the love of Winona and earn her 

father‘s approval of their marriage. But he faces competition in the newcomer, Sweet 

Singer, a Shoshone who uses deception and flattery to win the friendship of Winona‘s 

brother and father. The audience during the Prologue how treacherous and deceitful 

Sweet Singer is as her sings of his reasons for leaving home:  

There surely is a virtue in the love leaves. I gave her the love leaves, but I do not 

want her. How can I rid myself of her? How can I hide the shame of stealing from 

our medicine men, the sacred love leaves, the charm leaves?... I‘ll leave my land 

for the Sioux, for the Sioux!... Forgetting my past days, seeking new friends. 

(131)  

Sweet Singer describes how he has stolen sacred medicine, used it to trick Shoshone 

Maid into falling in love with him, and then deserted her and his people. Already from 

the perspective of the Sun Dance virtues, Sweet Singer fails; he is selfish, dishonest, and 

willing to forsake his tribe to preserve his own happiness. Moreover, he manipulates 

language for his own purposes, ascribing ―virtue‖ to the love charm that misleads 

Shoshone Maid instead of recognizing how he has failed to display the ―great virtues‖ of 

a sun dancer.  

Living up to his name, Sweet Singer uses language to trick those around him so 

he can get what he wants.  Winona‘s brother, following Sioux hospitality rules, has taken 
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Sweet Singer into his home where he proceeds to ―nightly sin[g] the Sun Dance music‖ 

until ―he has captured [Winona‘s] dear father‖ (132). In this way, Sweet Singer convinces 

Winona‘s father, the Chieftain sponsoring the Sun Dance, to name him as lead singer for 

the ceremony, and to support his plan to marry Winona. But Sweet Singer‘s ―empty 

words‖ do not woo the majority of the Sioux camp, especially when he repeatedly 

demonstrates not only his ignorance but his disdain for Sioux social customs and 

values.
180

  

In Act I, Blue Necklace, one of the Sioux women, vows to ―rid our tribe of this 

Shoshone‖ so that ―he leaves us here in peace‖ (133). She is joined by a group of women, 

the ―Gossips,‖ and Hebo, a heyoka or contrary. Heyokas, powerful and sacred figures in 

Plains Indian cultures, must know well the social and kinship structures dictating Sioux 

behavior so that they may behave in a manner opposite to the social norm (Young Bear 

and Thiesz 20). Therefore, Hebo proceeds to mock Sweet Singer, but in a way that 

polices the borders of tribal national belonging and emphasizes Sweet Singer‘s outsider 

status. When Sweet Singer first comes upon Hebo, the Gossips, and Blue Necklace, he 

mistakes Hebo for Winona and serenades her/him.
181

 The mistake is slightly 

understandable as Hebo, because of his role as heyoka, is most likely dressed in women‘s 

clothing. Hebo and his friends tease Sweet Singer and trick him into making more social 

blunders: 
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 In Winona and Ohiya‘s duet, ―Love is for Valor,‖ they accuse Sweet Singer of being ―a man with idle 

thoughts‖ who seeks love with ―empty words‖ (Zitkala-Ša, Dreams 132). 
181

 In the extended text of the ―Story of the Sun Dance Opera,‖ written by Hanson and Bonnin and 

published in Sun Dance Land, Sweet Singer mistakes Blue Necklace (not Hebo) for Winona in this scene, 

which makes the subsequent interchange between Hebo and Sweet Singer about Blue Necklace‘s mother 

make more sense (Hanson 140-1). 
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HEBO: Were you wooing? I thought I heard a howling coyote. You bring our 

Sioux people bad luck, thus wooing. O Ho! Did you hear that about Running 

Bird? 

SWEET SINGER: Running Bird?  

HEBO (pinching Sweet Singer‘s ear): You must never mention the name of your 

mother-in-law, or a pinched ear! Don‘t you know that Running Bird is the mother 

of Blue Necklace whom you were just courting? (Zitkala-Ša, Dreams 134).  

Hafen‘s note to this exchange explains that ―speaking to a mother-in-law was taboo in 

many Plains kinship structures‖ (158n5).
182

 This exchange is surely intended as 

humorous, but it also calls attention to Sweet Singer‘s unfamiliarity with the community: 

he does not clearly recognize the woman he purports to love, nor does he know other 

members of the camp.  

The rest of Act I provides further examples of how Sweet Singer violates the rules 

of Sioux decorum. At one point, frustrated by the constant teasing of Hebo, Sweet Singer 

kills a spider crawling on his blanket. Immediately, Hebo and his friends shout, ―My 

friend, never kill a spider, never kill a spider without say … Bad luck …Yes, bad luck for 

you‖ (135-6).
183

 At another point, Sweet Singer walks away from Hebo in a huff only to 

be remonstrated by Hebo: ―Don‘t do that!  You give me bad luck.  Don‘t you know that 

you should never cross in front of one man when the wind is blowing from the north?  

Never pass between the north wind and a dear friend like Hebo!
‖
 (136). After these 
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 In Speaking of Indians, Ella Deloria also establishes the existence of ―respect relatives,‖ or those around 

whom individuals remain dignified and reserved. ―Furthermore,‖ Deloria writes, ―it was improper to 

plunge into conversation without first using the polite term of kinship‖ (28).  
183

 Because there is little explanation of this scene in the libretto, I have used details from Hanson and 

Bonnin‘s ―Story of the Sun Dance Opera‖ in Sun Dance Land, 142. 
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breaches of decorum, Hebo and others humorously mock Sweet Singer, emphasizing how 

he is ―socially inept,‖ as Hafen points out (158n7).  

But the repeated evidence of Sweet Singer‘s incompetence registers as more 

sinister when he refuses to contribute in even a small way to the health of the community. 

In fact, he threatens the opposite as he tells how he plans to use the ―love leaves‖ that 

charmed Shoshone Maid again on Winona (133). He does not even view participating in 

the Sun Dance as lead singer in terms of the sacredness of the ceremony or its benefit for 

the community, but only as a way to fulfill his personal desires. He sings to Winona 

about testing Ohiya in the ceremony:  

Since I am director of the Sun Dance music, I shall sing my longest songs for him 

to dance by. I will test his boasted endurance. … I will sing such long songs that 

Ohiya‘s strength shall be as naught. … He shall reel to and fro as a baby; his 

courage shall go with his strength. He shall fall. Your prayers, your green herbs, 

cannot save him! … His weakness in the holy Sun Dance shall be his undoing. 

Aye and you shall be witness. Then you will come to me. (146-7) 

Sweet Singer, who we already know as deceitful and selfish, plans to use destructive 

language (in the form of song, in this case) to undermine Ohiya‘s strength in the Sun 

Dance, and thus undermine the values and rituals that hold the community together. 

Whereas song was a vehicle for tribal national continuance in the Garden River 

performances of Hiawatha, here its power is used to undermine the cohesiveness of the 

Sioux camp.   
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Although Sweet Singer, a Shoshone, is a cultural outsider and thus resonant with 

the land-hungry Euro-Americans encroaching on Uintah and Ouray, his own tribe is close 

enough to Sioux land and culture to allow him a degree of insider status. In this way, 

Bonnin adds a level of complexity to her indictment of federal policies stripping Western 

tribes of lands. Policies that undermine tribal economies and governments, degrade 

cultural integrity, and spark intra- or intertribal hostilities competitions over diminishing 

land and resources generate destructive behavior within Indian communities. Bonnin 

offers an effective response based on Dakota customs and cosmology to the self-serving 

and duplicitous outsiders and insiders who traverse reservations and stories like ―The 

Enigma Concerning Blue-Star Woman.‖ Figures that trick and fool tribal members are 

common in many indigenous cosmologies. While they are embedded within the cultural 

and mythological foundations of a tribe, they also maintain the uncertainty of an outsider.  

Ella Deloria connects tricksters and outsiders in Speaking of Indians: ―You simply 

did not dare have dealings with strangers, because you could not be sure of them. They 

might easily turn out to be the incarnation of Iktomi, the legendary spirit of deceit, ready 

to play a trick on you‖ (20). Bonnin appeared to hold to the same belief as demonstrated 

in the numerous Iktomi stories included in her Old Indian Legends. Therefore, in the wily 

character of Sweet Singer, Bonnin indicts the underhanded Euro-Americans she must 

have continually faced on an early twentieth-century reservation, but also absorbs the 

threat into a Dakota cosmology. Bonnin shows how such trickster characters have long 

been part of Native communities and that neutralizing the threat of the new outsiders 

requires adherence to the qualities, customs, and ceremonies that have helped the People 
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to survive up to that point. Hebo and Blue Necklace‘s teasing polices the boundaries of 

Sioux decorum; Winona‘s refusal to trust the ―empty words‖ of her new suitor echoes the 

wariness of outsiders Deloria describes; and Ohiya‘s valorous and dedicated participation 

Sioux communal rituals like the Sun Dance ultimately defeats Sweet Singer‘s bid for 

Winona while reinforcing the unity of his tribal national community.  

Ohiya‘s bravery receives its most stringent test on the final day of the Sun Dance, 

also the final act of the opera.
184

 As lead singer, Sweet Singer intentionally sings his 

longest and fastest songs, hoping Ohiya will succumb to exhaustion. But Winona revives 

her lover with sweet herbs and he successfully completes the ceremony, winning her 

hand in marriage.
185

 By embracing the four ―great virtues‖ and exhibiting proper Sioux 

decorum both before and during the Sun Dance, Ohiya secures his own success by 

reinforcing the ―one mind and one heart‖ of the community. The bravery and strength 

inherent in Ohiya‘s successful completion of the Sun Dance echoes in an editorial 

comment Bonnin makes in the Summer 1919 issue of The American Indian Magazine: 

The irksome vacuity of the reservation exile may require as much heroism, if not 

more, to live than it did to die in actual battle. It takes courage to live, sometimes.  

                                                 
184

 Most sources describe the Sun Dance as a three- or four-day ritual (see Simmons, Jorgensen, Walker, 

and E. Deloria, Waterlily). However Bonnin and Hanson make the Sun Dance five days long in their opera. 

No record survives as to why they made this change, but we can speculate that it might have been an effort 

to match the standard five-act structure of the opera. Another possibility is that Bonnin chose to obscure 

certain facts about the Sun Dance to protect the ceremony when translating it for a public, non-Native 

audience. A third possibility is that she is making a veiled reference to the Ghost Dance, the explicitly anti-

colonial ceremony that lasted for five days. 
185

 Although no ―piercing‖ is included in the Ute Sun Dance, as I will discuss later in the essay, Bonnin‘s 

familiarity with Dakota Sun Dances, in which young women would ―wipe the blood that flows from the 

wounds‖ of the sun dancers ―with wisps of sweetgrass‖ because ―the incense made of sweetgrass with such 

blood on it is potent to insure constancy and reciprocity in love,‖ might have influenced her staging of 

Winona‘s attentions to Ohiya with ―green herbs‖ during the ceremony (Walker 117; Zitkala-Ša, Dreams 

151).  
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It takes strength to do one‘s own thinking. Yet these are our responsibilities, we 

dare not shirk nor permit another to assume. … Every Indian who stands firmly 

on his own feet, for the cause of right, justice and freedom, is indeed a hero – a 

living hero in the skirmishes of daily life! (Zitkala-Ša, ―Hope‖ 61-2)  

Bravery, emphasized in The Sun Dance Opera as a vital Dakota trait, serves the survival 

of Native peoples as a defense against the corroding influence of colonialism. 

But what of the defeated Sweet Singer? His necessary punishment for self-interest 

and deceit in the final act is another opportunity for Bonnin to build a Dakota foundation 

to the opera. Shoshone Maid, Sweet Singer‘s spurned lover, had followed him to the 

Sioux camp to try to win him back. He spurns her again, causing her to die from 

heartbreak. She joins the ―Witches of the Night‖ who inhabit the ―Pipestone Quarry.‖  In 

her death song, she vows to avenge herself on Sweet Singer for making her ―def[y] the 

rules of modesty‖ to follow him from her home (Zitkala-Ša, Dreams 145).  

She fulfills this vow in the fifth act, on the final day of the Sun Dance, when the 

weary dancers struggle to stay on their feet and begin to have sacred visions. Bonnin and 

Hanson describe the scene in ―The Story of the Sun Dance Opera‖: 

Sweet Singer, the visiting Shoshone musician, also sees a vision. He beholds The 

Witches of the Night descending from distant mystic cliffs of the Pipe-stone 

Quarry. His knees tremble. He is overcome; stricken as though in palsy. … The 

abductor is now immortalized – transmuted. With arms outstretched he accepts 

his grim fate. The Shoshone Maid beckons from afar as she nears the arena. The 
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Witches descend with her. They take the irrational singer-brave slowly up and 

away from the Sun Dance Arena of the Sioux. (Hanson 174-5).
186

 

Shoshone Maid and the other witches carry Sweet Singer off to his death in the Pipestone 

Quarry. By aligning Sweet Singer‘s vision of Shoshone Maid with the visions of the Sun 

dancers, Bonnin transforms a lover‘s revenge into a culturally and spiritually-significant 

act. Moreover, the language Bonnin and Hanson use to describe the scene – 

―immortalized,‖ ―transmuted‖ – and their description of what would be fantastical staging 

techniques, imbue it with a mythic quality that supersedes the conventionality of the plot.  

With even a limited knowledge of the significance of the Pipestone Quarry in 

Dakota history, a more political meaning of the scene reveals itself as well. The quarry, 

located in Minnesota and now the site of Pipestone National Monument, was ―a religious 

site of great importance to Indian peoples within a thousand-mile radius‖ (Talbot 23). 

The Yankton Dakotas had the responsibility of protecting the quarry, though non-Natives 

at the end of the nineteenth century still succeeded in desecrating it on multiple 

occasions, including the US government, who built a school on the site in 1890, despite 

Yankton objections (Murray 29-33). Bonnin was intimately involved in the fight to 

protect the quarry from assaults by the government, missionaries, and commercial 

interests, as well as the legal battles to procure payment from the US government for the 

land taken for their projects. Her husband, Raymond, who would later work as a law 

clerk, served as a senior adviser to tribal leaders about the case. Perhaps Bonnin included 
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The libretto of the opera, without extensive stage directions of sections of dialogue, does not describe 

this scene. The last mention of Shoshone Maid in the libretto comes before the start of the Sun Dance when 

she sings, ―The Pipestone Quarry, let me be one of you, with immortal witchery in his heart to win away. 

Then he‘ll love me forever; he‘ll die, die, die, he‘ll die for me that day‖ (Zitkala-Ša, Dreams 149). 
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FIGURE 4.2. ―Old Sioux,‖ also known as Bad 

Hand, a Yankton Dakota man who performed in 

The Sun Dance Opera in 1913 at age 100. 

Courtesy of the William F. Hanson Collection, 

LTPSC. 

references to the Pipestone Quarry in The Sun Dance Opera not only to validate Dakota 

spiritual beliefs and to elevate the melodramatic ending into the realm of myth, but also 

to call attention to the Yanktons‘ ongoing struggle to maintain the sacred site‘s integrity. 

If the Sioux can defeat the threat of Sweet Singer by persisting in their tribal rituals, 

returning to their traditional stories for guidance, and re-energizing communal bonds 

through collective action, Sun Dance argues, the Utes (and others) can defeat the threat to 

their communities posed by federal Indian policy in similar ways. Bonnin helped a small 

group of Northern Utes and one Dakota man move towards this possibility when she 

recruited them for the opera‘s first few productions in Utah.  

 

The Sun Dance Opera on Stage: Indigenizing the Concert Hall 

The Sun Dance Opera premiered at Orpheus Hall in Vernal, Utah on February 20, 

1913. It ran there for two nights, directed 

by Bonnin and conducted by William 

Hanson. Non-Native singers and actors 

from the area played the principal roles, 

chorus members came from the Uintah 

High School, and a small group of Native 

men and women participated in the 
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ceremonial dances ―at the Bonnins‘ behest‖ (Hanson vi). Zitkala-Ša‘s close relationship 

with residents of the Uintah and Ouray reservation allowed her to work with them to 

select and train the Ute performers, as well as determine which dances they would 

perform (C. Smith 7). The Native performers included a Yankton Dakota man more than 

one hundred years old, called ―Old Sioux‖ or ―Bad Hand‖ (see fig. 4.2). Purportedly a 

cousin of Sitting Bull, Old Sioux had come to Uintah and Ouray in the 1870s to spread 

the Ghost Dance and had remained in hiding on the reservation after the massacre at 

Wounded Knee in 1890.
187

 The centenarian was joined on stage by ten Ute performers, 

listed in the original program as ―Quinanch, Archoop, Pompi, Qsuck, Red Pipe Monk. 

Patterson, Wallace Jack, Turi Jack, Squaw Clara, and Little Papoose‖ (Hanson 81 and 

177).
188

 The first appearance of the men is at the end of Act I and beginning of Act II, 

when the male chorus participates in a ―sham battle‖ to ―capture‖ a tall tree for the Sun 

Dance ceremony grounds. They follow this song with a ―war dance,‖ as it‘s described in 

the libretto (Zitkala-Ša, Dreams 137-8).  The text gives no more explicit stage directions 

than these and as there is no recording of the opera, we must rely on Hanson‘s notes to 

recreate what the Native performers actually did. In Sun Dance Land, he describes the 

success of the Indians‘ first appearance on stage: 

 During the first public performance, the red men watched carefully during the  
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 See Hanson, Chap. 3.  
188

 It is possible that Pompi (sometimes spelled ―Pompy‖) and Red Pipe were among the large group of 

White River Utes who left the Uintah and Ouray reservation in protest in 1906. Angry and unhappy with 

the large sections of tribal lands opened to white settlement, several hundred men and women, led by Red 

Pipe‘s father Red Cap and others, went east into their old hunting grounds in Colorado and Wyoming with 

supplies, cattle, and horses. Unjustly accused of killing large amounts of game and white ranchers‘ cattle, 

the Utes were surrounded by the US cavalry and eventually returned to Uintah and Ouray. See Simmons 

160 and 225-6; and Jorgensen 55. 
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most of Act I. Almost at the close of the act, when their cue for entrance came, 

they understood surprisingly well. The braves and Old Sioux entered pompously. 

The singers and drummers started chanting the war dance music, and almost 

automatically the war dance began. A spotlight was put on each brave in turn. Old 

Sioux stole the whole stage and the audience; he was greeted with half a dozen 

encores. (79) 

Hanson‘s language here bespeaks the condescension towards Native peoples common 

among even progressive Euro-Americans at the time; it is probably less bigoted than the 

words of many others in the audience that night. In a way, Hanson‘s reliance on 

stereotypes about Native intelligence and behavior, despite his position in support of 

Native culture, reinforces the importance of Bonnin‘s work at this time. Faced with the 

harshness and ―irksome vacuity‖ of reservation life, Bonnin must have decided that 

Native survival depended on sincere interest in Native culture by non-Natives, as well as 

the ability, as Joseph Jorgensen writes, to ―cope with life as it was‖ (28). Similar to the 

writer-performers at Garden River, Bonnin must have considered the performance of 

traditional dances and songs that were otherwise suppressed under federal Indian policy 

as an important way to help Ute communities cope with their loss of lands and freedoms, 

while also generating non-Native support of Native culture. Participating in the 

ceremonial dances within the opera offered the Ute performers and audience members a 

saf(er), though perhaps less powerful, experience of the spiritual and community-building 

aspects of the ceremony. 
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Although the Utes never ceased performing the Sun Dance during the era of the 

Courts of Indian Offenses, participation in the Sun Dance was fraught with anxiety 

because of the threat of punishment. By the time Sun Dance had its second production in 

Provo, Utah, in December of 1914, a new Indian agent at Ft. Duchesne had begun to 

enforce the government ban on the ceremonial dances. When the Northern Utes declared 

their intention to continue practicing the Sun Dance ceremony that year, the agent 

threatened military force. The Utes proceeded with the ceremony anyway, though 

tensions ran high; dancers and spectators (both Native and white) expected soldiers to 

break up the ceremony at any moment. But Secretary of the Interior Franklin K. Lane, 

Hanson suggests, ―evidently recalled the terrible experiences of the Dakota tragedy‖ at 

Wounded Knee and stepped in to prevent the agent from using troops to stop the dance 

(94-5). In this instance, the US government both homogenized Indian peoples by 

equating the Lakotas and the Utes and allowed for variation in policy that contributed to 

the reinforcement of a specific tribal community. This localized failure by federal forces 

evidences that attempts at creating an Indian policy – and thus an Indian that can be de-

specified out of existence – fail in practice. There are ruptures in the scenes of 

standardization through which tribal specificity arises.  

Likewise, although The Sun Dance Opera in performance has the markings of 

other ―Indianist‖ operas and plays that present Indian characters played by white actors 

for the entertainment of white crowds, it also has a  transformative ceremonial function 

for the few Native actors on stage. The participation of the Ute and Dakota performers 

contributed largely to the initial success of the opera with non-Native audiences. In one 
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of the first reviews of the 1913 production, N.L. Nelson asserts that ―there was more 

color and variety of movement, more vivid stage effects‖ than he had witnessed in an 

opera before. Moreover, the Utahans received the opera with such enthusiasm that ―for 

the next two evenings following,‖ as reported by Musical America, ―the audience was 

made up by a considerable number of people from the reservation towns, some of whom 

traveled over 40 miles to hear this fine home production‖ (qtd. in Hanson 80). While the 

author does not specify how many of the spectators were white and how many Native, it 

is possible that Native families with some financial resources would have been able to 

attend. Moreover, because the cast of the opera contained Ute men and women, it is also 

possible that family members could see the show at a reduced rate or that the performers 

rehearsed at home in front of family members and friends prior to the premiere. J.R. 

Walker, in his 1917 study of the Oglala Sun Dance, states that the ceremony is ―given for 

the benefit of both the dancer and the people and could not be carried out without the 

participation of the latter‖ (58). Likewise, Bonnin and Hanson‘s opera could not have 

succeeded as it did without the participation of Ute performers, families, and perhaps 

audience members. In this way, the performance of Sun Dance, while not a ―traditional‖ 

ceremony, fulfills some of the same purposes of a Sun Dance.  

While the opera‘s plot emphasizes the integrity of Native community and the 

importance of maintaining tribal values like valor and bravery in the face of an outsider 

threat, the practice of the opera – its rehearsal and performance – does something similar. 

Many scholars have ascribed Native language and stories with the power to reflect and 

shape realities; stories told with a consciously ritualistic intent, including the ritual of 
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theater, carry even greater weight. Thomas King sums up the power of stories succinctly: 

―The truth about stories is that that‘s all we are‖ (2). Although many of us think of opera 

as a European medium and distinct from Native storytelling, The Sun Dance Opera 

demonstrates how this ―outsider‖ form – like the ―outsider‖ threat of allotment and white 

settlement – can be assimilated into Native culture; Native dramatists have adapted it to 

serve some of the functions of storytelling and ceremony as their lives changed under 

colonization.  

In the opera, the performance of the Sun Dance ceremony begins at the end of Act 

IV and continues through Act V. It was during the final act in a performance at the Salt 

Lake Theatre in December, 1914, barely five months after the stand-off between the 

Indian Agent and Sun dancers at Whiterocks, that the audience experienced more fully 

the potential power of ceremonial dances for the Native performers. As Ohiya‘s dancing 

drew to a close, one of the principals came forward to deliver a ―brief message‖ in 

Nakota, the Bonnins‘ native language, a chant in honor of the Sun and the valor of the 

dancers.
189

 The delivery of the line moved both the actors on stage and the audience, who 

―sat breathlessly motionless.‖ In response, Old Sioux, the centenarian, brought forth an 

―eerie gutteral [sic] moaning ejaculation,‖ what Hanson describes as a ―spontaneous 

outburst from the heart of the real, the inner Old Sioux‖ (86). Hanson recalls the entire 

cast and audience sitting silent and rapt as Old Sioux ―bowed in obeisance,‖ ―stroked,‖ 

and ―embraced‖ the ―Mediator Centerpole‖ of the Sun Dance arena constructed on stage. 

Along with his movements, the performer made ―an eerie sound as of the flapping of 
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 Hafen and others confirm that Bonnin would have grown up speaking Nakota at Yankton, even though 

she chose to give herself a Lakota name later in life. See Hafen, ―Introduction‖ xiv. 
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giant eagle wings‖ and chanted so sincerely that both the chorus and the audience 

―echoed the chant‖ (87).
190

 Although the particulars of this event may be questionable, it 

is possible – and truly significant for our conversation on the transformative potential of 

Native drama – that the ritual of theater combined with the ritual of the Sun Dance to 

open a sacred site on stage for Old Sioux.  

Hanay Geiogamah describes how the rituals of ceremony ―provide a kind of 

connecting bridge between the normal world and the paranormal world,‖ a connection 

embodied by Old Sioux in his performance in The Sun Dance Opera. Geiogamah asserts 

that ―if this connection occurs, one of the results is the establishing or reestablishing of a 

communal or individual sense of awareness, clearer understanding, stability, harmony, 

and balance. Chaos, fears and uncertainties can be clarified, diminished, or eliminated‖ 

(Geiogamah 102). It is impossible to determine for sure if Old Sioux made the connection 

between the normal and paranormal worlds in Sun Dance, or whether this was instead an 

interlude decided on beforehand by Bonnin, Hanson, and the actors to generate more 

audience interest. Determining the ―authenticity‖ of the actor‘s display in this scene 

interests me less than the wider impact of his indigenization of the stage at this moment, 

or the potential such a display held in the very specific historical and political 

circumstances of Sun Dance‘s premier. If the interlude was planned in advance as a 

means of increasing buzz around the opera, it still pulled the stage – and the actors and 

audience – more deeply into a Dakota cosmology, transforming the performance site into 
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 Ella Deloria describes the leader of the Sun Dance at Yankton doing something strikingly similar on the 

final morning of the Sun Dance ceremony: ―Then the holy man, the leader, came to the pole and clasped it 

tightly with both arms, letting the rest of his body hang inert as with emotions unutterable he wailed 

ceremonially in behalf of all the people…. It was an unspeakably holy moment, the holiest in the life of 

these people. It touched them deeply, for it had to do with their very existence‖ (Speaking 57). 
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Native space. If impromptu, then the powerful connection Geiogamah describes, with all 

its attendant effects, could have profoundly moved Old Sioux, his fellow performers, and, 

ostensibly, the audience. Regardless of how Old Sioux might have actually felt 

performing the songs and movements of the Sun dance ceremony, the opera served a vital 

role as repository for this ceremonial material during a time when Native people could 

not easily perform it publicly. Moreover, the promise of ceremonial transformation 

during this scene could have, however briefly, offered a hopeful alternative view to the 

exhausting and oppressing realities of colonized existence.
191

 

Filling in some of the cracks in tribal ceremonial life caused by US policies in the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth century was imperative not just for religious reasons, 

but also for the cultural fabric of a tribe. According to Ella Deloria, ―What we might call 

the formal education of Dakota youth was centered in the tribal ceremonies. The 

‗sermons‘ recited on these occasions emphasized the ideals that each generation felt it 

vital to implant in the minds of its boys and girls‖ (Speaking 41). Bonnin, ever the 

strategic artist and activist, creates a performance about the inability of a deceitful 

outsider to disrupt Sioux customs and sacred ceremonies, using the very ceremony the 

Courts of Indian Offenses were simultaneously trying to eliminate.  

 While the performance of Sun Dance displays her characters‘ courage in refusing 

the ―empty words‖ that would destroy their community, the arc of Bonnin‘s career as a 

writer, activist, editor, and dramatist testifies to her own bravery as an American Indian 

female public intellectual at the turn of the twentieth century. Writing Sun Dance while 
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 This moment, then, would become a ―utopian performative‖ as theorized by Jill Dolan and described in 

the Introduction. 
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living and working on the Uintah and Ouray reservation, Bonnin had a great stake in the 

political and cultural changes facing the Northern Utes, as well as similar ones facing her 

own people in South Dakota. The Sun Dance Opera, though a departure in style and form 

from her other writings, is a significant connector in the entirety of Bonnin‘s career as it, 

like her other work, addresses intertribal Native rights issues. But unlike her other works, 

Sun Dance uses the liveness and physicality of theater to give Native performers the 

opportunity to imagine and embody an alternative to colonial oppression. On stage, the 

main characters Winona, Sweet Singer, and Ohiya, in concert with the chorus comprised 

of Dakota and Ute actors, dramatize the importance of communal ritual and the 

adherence to cultural values in resisting the disintegration of Native communities. Off 

stage, the community of Utes and other Native actors hired to participate in the multiple 

productions presents just one of the alternative spaces of tribal (and intertribal) 

collectivism opening up in this so-called ―Era of Assimilation.‖ By reading the opera in 

context with Bonnin‘s other work, federal Indian policy of the time, the material aspects 

of the opera‘s production, and the recent work on the transformative potential of Native 

theater, we thus see more clearly the radical underpinnings of this seemingly 

conventional romantic script. 

 

Conclusion: Tribal Nationalism on an Intertribal Stage 

In Citizen Indians, Lucy Maddox writes, ―Indian people had to position 

themselves on the literal as well as the figurative stages of American public life, through 

strategic moves, as a way of both inserting their embodied selves into the national 

consciousness and establishing their claim to a place on those stages‖ (5). But the very 
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nature of stagecraft – and the nature of the assimilationist and homogenizing ―Peace 

Policy‖ for American Indians – means that turn-of-the-century Native writers and 

performers relied heavily on others to help them position themselves strategically.
192

 

Whether developed in Vernal, Utah, Desbarats, Ontario, or Pyramid Lake, Nevada 

Territory, the dramatic works in this study often involve complicated touring schedules, 

large casts, and labor-intensive productions, requiring writers, actors, and producers to 

collaborate in intense and sustained ways. For Native dramatists in the early twentieth 

century, this meant building relationships not only cross-culturally with non-Natives, but 

also cross-tribally, like Bonnin did at Uintah and Ouray and the Garden River First 

Nation did with the Mohawks at Kahnawake. Understanding how these relationships 

were embodied in daily life and on stage can surely enrich our understanding of the final 

theatrical product. In addition, such considerations can more fully reveal Native artists as 

historically-situated, complex individuals in a constant negotiation to best serve the needs 

of themselves, their families, their colleagues, and, most importantly, their tribal nations.  

Despite Euro-American representations of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century 

Native Americans as static, timeless, and asocial primitives, Native artists and activists 

interacted in geographically far-reaching and technologically-advanced networks.  

This recognition responds to Robert Warrior‘s insistence that to understand the 

work of Native writers of this period, we must acknowledge how much that work ―was 

guided by the political landscape they inhabited‖ (Tribal Secrets 10). Warrior, however, 

                                                 
 
192

 To use Bonnin‘s participation in the SAI as an example, she submitted articles to the American Indian 

Magazine while living on the Uintah and Ouray reservation in Utah, attended the Society‘s annual 

conferences where hundreds of members gathered, and urged then-editor Arthur Parker, to make the AIM 

―more accessible to reservation readers‖ in addition to its urban readership (Maddox 103).  
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views the political landscape surrounding the work of Native dramatist-activists like 

Bonnin leading to a pandering to Euro-Americans with a generic pan-tribalism. He has 

described the work of intertribal organizations like the SAI and the National Council of 

American Indians (both of which Bonnin was an active member in) in opposition to a 

―treaty-based, nationalist‖ approach to Indian rights and has claimed that the SAI in 

particular ―aimed most of its work at its supporters from the many white reform 

organizations‖ (13).
193

 But a more a more nuanced reflection on the relationships among 

its members, perhaps drawing on my work here on the combined tribal national-

intertribal elements of Bonnin‘s creative work in Utah, can revise our understanding of 

the homogenous public image the group may have projected to white audiences.  

In fact, by highlighting Bonnin‘s expression of tribally-specific resistance in an 

intertribal setting, I hope to shift the focus of the conversation about Native writers and 

activists in this period away from only what they communicated to a non-Native public to 

a contemplation of what their work might have communicated to the tribal communities 

important to them. This approach moves Native artists and communities to the center and 

non-Native audiences to the periphery of Native literary history. Not only does this re-

centering of the spotlight on the intra- and intertribal significance of Native drama re-

order the priorities of Native American literary studies, but what is revealed may even 

prove useful to twenty-first century collaborative artists and intertribal organizations, 

such as the National Congress of American Indians (NCAI) and the National Indian 

                                                 
193

 The National Council of American Indians, created in 1926 by Bonnin and her husband Raymond is 

different from the later National Congress of American Indians, founded in 1944. The National Council did 

not survive long after Bonnin‘s death in 1938, while the latter organization continues to operate. To avoid 

confusion, I do not use the acronym NCAI to refer to the first organization as it is so frequently used to 

refer to the later, more well-known National Congress.  
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Youth Council (NIYC). Intertribal alliances have proven considerably important to 

decolonization movements as they offer members an opportunity to share strategies and 

stories across tribal national lines, while also embodying their own particular national 

identities. Emphasizing the tribally-specific physical presence of Native playwrights and 

actors underscores the importance of looking at performance as a means to combat the 

vanishing Indian narratives that persist in the colonizer‘s archive.  
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Conclusion 

Bodies in Relation 

Native American performance did not begin nor end at the turn of the twentieth 

century. In retrospect, though, the forty years between 1880 and 1920 saw a spike in 

Native dramatists writing and performing for evermore packed auditoriums and 

grandstands. Even as these dramatists dipped into popular images of Indians to draw in 

Euro-American spectators, they wove in tribally-specific techniques and concerns to their 

lectures, poems, pageants, and plays. Such a grounding in the political, artistic, and 

cultural histories of their tribal nations elevated their work above mere entertainment into 

a vehicle for community survival and renewal during a time of profound subjugation. In 

the past thirty years, Native theater has experienced another remarkable period of growth 

with ensembles, playwrights, and festivals proliferating throughout the US and Canada. 

This conclusion traces the path of Native performance from one century to the next 

through some of the most notable figures and events in order to underscore how the 

legacies activated on the Indigenous stage extend beyond tribal national borders. This 

―generational view,‖ as Robert Warrior describes it in Tribal Secrets, ―provides a new 

historical and critical site that invites us to see contemporary work as belonging to a 

process centuries long, rather than decades long, of engaging the future contours of 

Indian America‖ (2). While Native writers and performers clearly embody and express 

tribally-specific lifeways and values, a wider gaze that includes intertribal artistic and 

activist resonances can also prove fruitful when considering the very real political and 

economic impacts of Native theater in North America today.  
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Participants in the recent growth in Native theater  often point to the medium‘s 

storytelling and ceremonial foundations, but few acknowledge the groundbreaking work 

of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Native dramatists to indigenize the concert 

halls and platforms of Euro-America. In his 1969 ―Credo for American Indian Theater,‖ 

then-director of the Institute of American Indian Arts Lloyd Kiva New (Cherokee) writes, 

―we can only view present dramatic manifestations of Indian life, the religious ceremony, 

the grandstand performance, the Indian powwow as the raw material from which Indian 

theatre will evolve‖ (3). Almost thirty years later, playwright William Yellow Robe, Jr. 

(Assiniboine Sioux) still saw ceremonial traditions as the primary precursor to 

contemporary Native theater: ―Theater is one way of [voicing Native experience] because 

every Native community has rituals that are much older than theater and, if they want it, 

they can adapt this as another way to express the voice of the community‖ (Pulitano 28-

9). These comments invaluably point other playwrights, performers, and critics to a 

history and theory of Native theater outside Euro-America, disrupting claims of cultural 

and artistic ascendancy by the colonizers. But these comments also obscure the work of 

dramatists like Sarah Winnemucca, E. Pauline Johnson, the Garden River First Nation, 

and Gertrude Bonnin who had, just as New proposed almost a century later, forged a 

distinctly Native theater out of their own tribal narratives, ceremonies, and music.     

The period between 1920 and 1970 was not one of prolific production for Native 

dramatists, but it was not void of creative production entirely. Moreover, the Native 

dramatists who followed those of the early twentieth century similarly took up Native 

cultural and political and cultural concerns, whether explicitly or implicitly, as the fodder 
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for their work. Gertrude Bonnin and many other activists continued to speak out publicly 

about federal Indian policy. Playwright R. Lynn Riggs (Cherokee) described the 

challenges faced by Cherokees living in eastern Oklahoma in the 1920s and 30s in The 

Cherokee Night (1934).
194

 Ella Deloria helped the Lumbee tribe of North Carolina 

develop a historical pageant called The Life-Story of a People (1940) that asserted their 

distinctiveness as a people and their indigeneity in the region. Similarly, the Tsali 

Cherokee Foundation helped stage ―The Spirit of the Great Smokies,‖ a historical 

pageant featuring 350 Eastern Band Cherokees, in North Carolina in 1937.
195

 But 

coinciding with the Red Power movement of the late 1960s and 70s – and increased 

funding for the arts – Native theater exploded in the final third of the twentieth century.  

Many Native actors and writers to responded to New‘s call for an American 

Indian theater based in Native traditions. Of particular note were the creation of the Santa 

Fe Theater Project at the Institute of American Indian Arts in the late 60s, which trained 

Native students from around the US in all branches of the dramatic arts; playwright 

Hanay Geiogamah‘s collaborative American Indian Theater Ensemble (later the Native 

American Theater Ensemble or NATE) in 1972, comprised of sixteen Native actors from 

diverse tribal backgrounds and fiscally sponsored and artistically tutored by La MaMa 

Experimental Theater Club in New York City; the Navajo Theater, launched by Robert 

                                                 
194

 Craig Womack‘s chapter entitled ―Lynn Riggs as Code Talker: Toward a Queer Oklahomo Theory and 

Redicalization of Native American Studies,‖ in Red on Red offered one of the first contemporary analyses 

of Riggs‘s work. It has been followed since by an essay by Jace Weaver to introduce a new edition of some 

of Riggs‘s plays, a brief article by Jaye Darby in the Baylor Journal of Theater and Performance, and an 

essay by Qwo-Li Driskill in American Indian Performing Arts: Critical Directions. 
195

 More on the E. Deloria pageant can be found in Susan Gardner‘s ―Speaking of Ella Deloria‖ and a 

digital copy of the script is available through the Dakota Indian Foundation website. For more on ―Spirit of 

the Great Smokies,‖ see John Finger‘s Cherokee Americans, Chap. 6. The Eastern Band of Cherokees also 

created a pageant, Unto These Hills, in 1948, which continues today (see ―History‖; and Jessica Hester, The 

Construction and Marketing of History, Culture, and Race).     
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Shorty (Navajo); the Thunderbird Company, founded by Alayne Begwin (Anishinaabe) 

in Ontario; and the group White Roots of Peace that emerged from the Mohawk Nation.  

But perhaps the most well-known Native performance company to come out of 

the 1970s was Spiderwoman Theater, whose three core members – Kuna/Rappahannock 

sisters Muriel Miguel, Lisa Mayo, and Gloria Miguel – created lively episodic 

extravaganzas to send up Indian stereotypes and affirm women‘s empowerment (see fig. 

5.1). Spiderwoman, alternately called ―North America‘s Longest Running Women‘s 

Performance Troupe,‖ the 

―First American Indian 

Women‘s Performance 

Troupe,‖ and the ―First 

Ever Professional Native 

American Theatre 

Company,‖ is now over 

thirty years old. Their 

longevity, uncommon in an 

industry of such high-

competition and low 

funding, speaks to their ability to both entertain and launch a pointed attack at the 

injustices still facing Native people (especially Native women) today. But such labels 

also miss how Spiderwoman forms a significant link in an even longer lineage of Native 

performance. Perhaps more explicit about their critique of Native objectification by US 

FIGURE 5.1 Spiderwoman Theater in a publicity poster in 1991. 

Courtesy of the Native American Women Playwrights Archive, 

http://staff.lib.muohio.edu/nawpa/ 



 

 279 

popular culture – and seemingly more concerned with the appropriation of Native culture 

and spirituality by Euro-Americans than Native lands – Spiderwoman Theater‘s work 

still echoes the confluence of tribal national and international techniques and issues that 

characterize so much of late nineteenth- and early-twentieth century Native public 

performance.
196

 

Frequent collaborators with Spiderwoman Theater in the late 1980s and 1990s 

were Hortensia and Elvira Colorado (Chichimec/Otomi), who began Coatlicue Theater 

Company/Colorado Sisters. The 1980s also saw the creation of Native Earth Performing 

Arts in Toronto. Tomson Highway, who served as artistic director of Native Earth 

Performing Arts until 1992, has earned international fame for his work, which includes 

The Rez Sisters (1986) and Dry Lips Oughta Move To Kapuskasing (1989). Highway‘s 

success marked the rise to prominence of individual playwrights in the 1990s and early 

2000s. The IAIA theater program experienced rejuvenation under the leadership of 

Yellow Robe and Bruce King, and many of the program‘s graduates were able to produce 

work on regional and national stages. One well-known example is Terry Gomez 

(Comanche), who garnered praise for her 1996 work Inter-Tribal, which presents a young 

female character, Baby, torn between the traditional teachings of her grandmother and the 

fast-paced and drunken life of her friend Joyce. But none of the female characters map 

perfectly onto stereotypes of Indian women, leaving room for Gomez to assert the 

complexity and contradictions of Native lives.  

                                                 
196

 For more on Spiderwoman Theater, see Shari Huhndorf, Mapping the Americas Chap. 3; Christy 

Stanlake, Native American Drama Chap. 5; and Katherine Evans, ―‗Our Lives Will Be Different 

Now‘: The Indigenous Feminist Performances of Spiderwoman Theater.‖ 
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Similarly, LeAnne Howe‘s (Choctaw) and Roxy Gordon‘s (Choctaw/Assiniboine) 

Indian Radio Days (1993) similarly works to deconstruct assumptions about 

contemporary Native identity including alcoholism, the Noble Savage, and the selling of 

spiritual practices. In much of Howe‘s work, she deploys humor to call attention to 

presumptions and subjugation about Native peoples, using the joke to undercut the power 

of the stereotype. Other writer-performers of the last two decades, like Monique Mojica, 

Janet Marie Rogers (Mohawk/Tuscarora), and Marie Clements (Métis) revise not only 

pop culture stereotypes, but also the historical narratives that continuously tell the story 

of Native absence and victimry.
197

 Mojica reclaims Pocahontas from John Smith‘s 

domination in Princess Pocahontas and the Blue Spots (1990); Rogers‘ Emily and 

Pauline: Two Women (2000) presents a powerful imagined friendship between Pauline 

Johnson and her non-Native contemporary, painter Emily Carr; and Clements‘ main 

character in her multi-media piece Urban Tattoo (1997), Rosemarie, reconnects herself to 

personal and communal memories of colonization, memories that get ―caught on my 

skin‖ like tattoos (Clements 228).
198

  

These contemporary writers, like those who came before, demonstrate how the 

stories told through theater not only correct misrepresentations, but also, as critic James 

Cox writes, ―questio[n] … the inevitable conquest that Columbus asserted when he 

landed on San Salvador, planted a flag, and claimed the island for Spain‖ (Muting 19). 

They re-write Columbus‘ performative act so many hundreds of years before, reclaiming 

                                                 
197

 See Vizenor, esp. the Introduction and Chap. 1, for his discussion of Native ―aesthetic victimry.‖  
198

 For more on Urban Tattoo, see Stanlake Chap. 7. For an accessible and informative overview of Native 

drama in the last thirty years, see Ann Haugo‘s essay ―Native American Drama.‖ 
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the land with alternative performances of Native history, telling different stories than 

those repeated by the colonizers. Stories of family, of nation, of pleasure, and of struggle. 

Stories held in the body as much as in archives, activated again and again, generation 

after generation, re-shaping a corner of the world with each telling.  
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