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The Redhawk Native American Arts Council is a not for profit organization founded and maintained by 
Native American artists and educators residing in the New York City area. Since 1994, the Council has 
been dedicated to educating the general public about Native American heritage through song, dance, 
theater, works of art and other cultural forms of expression. The council represents artists from North, 
South, Central American, Caribbean, and Polynesian Indigenous cultures. 
 

 
 
Redhawk Council produces four of the largest Native American heritage celebrations in the Northeast. 
The arts council also hosts festivals, workshops, theater presentations and educational programs, 
addressing stereotypes and fostering an awareness of Native cultures from a historical standpoint, with 
a focus on contemporary cultural practices.  
 
The Redhawk Native American Dancers perform a program that combines traditions from various 
nations, helping audiences understand the vast differences between Native American Nations. The 
ensemble performs songs and dances from the: 

• Eastern Woodlands – Algonquian and Iroquois 
• Northern & Southern Plains – Sioux and Lakota 
• Southeast Woodlands – Cherokee and Choctaw  
• Southwest – Hopi 

 
Redhawk’s repertoire includes many traditional dances including the Hoop Dance, as well as a variety of 
other distinct regional tribal dances and songs.   

 
  

https://redhawkcouncil.org/educational-programs/
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FORMS OF MUSIC & DANCE 
“To dance is to pray, to pray is to heal, to heal is to give, to give is to live, to live is to dance.” 
– MariJo Moore, Native American poet, from “Why We Dance” 
 

  
 
In Native American culture, music and dance are metaphors for the celebration of all aspects of life. 
They are, at the same time, indispensable fuels that have fed the flames of honor and tradition. Not only 
do they enable people to remember history in their minds, but to experience it with their bodies. 
 
Music is a part of everyday live for Native Americans and is deeply rooted in the relationship between 
the sounds of nature and the human need to express emotions. Along with dance, it serves to 
complement an action, such as grinding corn or riding a horse. Instruments are mostly percussive, 
although few wind instruments (including flutes and whistles made of wood, clay, sea shells, metal, bird 
bones, reeds, and animal horns) exist, in addition to rattles. 
 
Historically, dances were held for various purposes, including preparation for war and commemoration 
of victories. A number of dances are named after animals, in the belief that dance movements impacted 
animals and their relations with humans. Dancing also appeared in rituals and ceremonies, such as the 
annual Green Corn Ceremony, which signifies rebirth, forgiveness, and new beginnings, as well as the 
Ribbon Dance, which praises the role women play in tribal matters. The Hoop Dance is a very popular 
dance at pow-wows and other gatherings, and is typically associated with healing ceremonies designed 
to restore balance and harmony in the universe. Native American dance acts as a vehicle for praise and 
worship while providing the means for dancers to experience interconnectedness through motion. 
Dance is celebrated in everyday life and in pow-wows, where dancing areas are considered to be sacred.  
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LEARNING GOALS  
Students will:  

• Become acquainted with the true depth and complexity of Native American societies and how 
different these are from stereotypes to which students may have been exposed.  

• Understand the origins and meanings of various dances and songs.  
• Be encouraged to respect cultural diversity.  

 

BEFORE THE PROGRAM  
1. Locate on a map of the United States the geographical origins of various tribes. What do you 

know about different North American Indian groups? Are there similarities or differences among 
the people of each tradition? What can we learn from each other's histories and traditions?  

2. Get the music teacher involved! Native Americans used many musical instruments. Many are 
related to traditional instruments used in schools today, i.e. drums, rattles, and flutes. If these 
types of instruments are available, have students experiment with producing sound. If 
instruments are not available, have students listen to recordings of these instruments. Explore 
and discuss the similarities and differences between these instruments and similar instruments 
more commonly used in Western music.  

3. What do you know about your family's history? What can their stories, songs, music, and 
clothing tell you about your lives today? Your ancestors? Nature and animals? What else? Do 
you know stories and traditions that have been passed through your family from one generation 
to the next? 

 

AFTER THE PROGRAM  
1. What did the Redhawk Dancers communicate and how did it make you feel? What were your 

favorite parts of the experience? How is hearing about a people's traditions from a member of 
their community different from reading a book? From watching TV? How did learning the music 
and dance help you to understand the traditions and history of some Native American people?  

2. Have students read a Native American folktale to themselves. Have students create their own 
tale – ones that teach a lesson, perhaps. Suggest substituting animal characters for people.  

3. Get the art teacher involved! Have students create illustrations for their tale. Ideally, have 
students make their own books for their illustrated tales.  

4. Research and reproduce games and recreational activities of Native American children. Discuss 
how these are similar to/different from games your students play. 
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GLOSSARY 

Arrangement: An adaptation and orchestration of a musical composition to a different medium than 
what it was originally intended for. 

Bass: A musical instrument that produces tones in a low register (e.g. – electric bass, double bass, tuba). 

Ceremonial: Formal; ritualistic; a group of ceremonies performed as part of a rite. 

Choreographer: One who plans and oversees the movement in a dance program. 

Choreography: The arrangement of movement in a dance. 

Chorus: The section of a song that a group of singers or musicians repeats at certain intervals. 

Gastóweh: A split feathered headdress worn by the Iroquois. 

Harmony: The relationship between chords, their progression and structure that result in a sound that is 
pleasing to the ear. 

Improvisation: The unplanned and spontaneous creation of music during a performance. 

Interpretation: A performer’s expression of a particular conception of a musical composition. 

Lyrics: The words in a song. 

Melody: A succession of notes that forms a distinctive sequence; a tune. 

Musical Director: One who oversees all aspects of an orchestra’s musical production and often serves as 
the conductor. 

Percussion: The sound produced by beating or striking a musical instrument, such as a drum. 

Pow-wow: Purported to have evolved from Omaha tribe of Nebraska’s ceremony celebrating victorious 
warriors, a contemporary pow-wow is a social gathering for Native Americans in which participants 
focus on communicating and sharing a sense of belonging through song and dance. 

Regalia: Fancy attire; the distinguishing symbols of any rank or order. 

Repertoire: The list of songs and dances that an artist or ensemble is prepared to perform. 

Rhythm: The pattern of sounds at a particular speed or tempo. 

Solo: A composition or passage performed by one voice or instrument, with or without accompaniment. 

Syncopation: The act of stressing unaccented beats. 

Tempo: The speed at which music is played. 


