
Did You Know? 
20 Powwow Facts

According to the Harcourt Brace dictionary, the term “powwow” comes from the 
Algonquian word “pau wau” or “pauau,” which translate to “he dreams.”

Not all tribes have 
powwows.

Powwows can be both 
large contest events 
featuring intertribal 
dancers, or local,  
community-oriented 
events that tend to fo-
cus more on the tribe’s 
individual customs.

Competition powwows bring out some of 
the best dancers, drummers and singers 
from across the country who train year-
round to compete for top titles and prizes.

Traditional powwows are 
usually smaller commu-
nity celebrations with 
dancing, games and cere-
monies with drumming 
and dancing, storytelling, 
and a community feast.

Both traditional and 
competitive  types of 
powwows celebrate 
the traditions of Native 
people.

The first type of Med-
icine Dances is the 
Men’s Grass style 
imitates grass swaying, 
symbolizing nature’s 
healing potential or of 
preparing a new village 
by stomping down tall
prairie grasses.

The second type of 
Medicine Dances is 
the Women’s Jingle 
dance has light 
footwork. It is
said the dance and 
dress design were 
given in a vision to 
help heal a young 
girl.

A powwow can vary in 
length from hours to 
days. Major powwows 
usually last a week.

Usually there is a spon-
sor of the powwow. 
This may be a tribe, a 
local college, or an
organization.

There are two main 
types of powwows 
— competitive and 
traditional.

The master of 
ceremonies is 
the voice of the 
powwow.

There are head dancers that are responsible for 
leading the other dancers in both dance and
an entry parade to begin the powwow.

The host drum is the 
group that provides 
music for the dancers.

The drum is at the 
heart of the celebra-
tion. Drums signify the 
heartbeat of the Native
American people.

Individual pieces of 
regalia often tell the 
story of a dancer’s 
journey through life, 
with items earned 
through special 
achievements or to 
mark a person’s first 
time entering the 
dance circle.The bustle consists 

of a string of feath-
ers attached to a 
board or harness 
worn on the back. 
The feathers are 
said to represent 
battles won and 
battles lost.

Some dancers are covered from head 
to toe with colorful, intricate bead-
work adorning soft buttery leather or 
by fabric appliqué designs. Beadwork 
designs on moccasins, leggings and 
wrist cuffs are unique and associated 
to specific nations, clans or families.

Feathers are  
almost always incor-
porated into danc-
ers’ regalia. Eagle 
feathers are most 
commonly used in 
the headdress.

Geometric designs reflect Western nations like the 
Lakota, Crow or Dine, whereas floral motifs are 
found on the regalia of Northeastern Woodlands 
nations like the Potawatomi and Haudenosaunee 
or the Métis people.


