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Music and Historical Encounter: Haudenosaunee Music Culture with  

Occasional References to Cherokee Traditions 
Text: Beverly Diamond 

Online Instructor’s Manual: J. Bryan Burton 
 

 
Map Skills: 
 

1. Locate the nations of the Haudenosaunee on a map of Eastern Canada and United States. 
2. Locate the southeastern U.S. nations discussed in this chapter. 

 
 
Vocabulary 
 
eskanye, ongwehonwe  
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
“The Haudenosaunee have maintained a strong and continuous cultural presence in the 
agricultural heartlands of southern Ontario, Quebec, and New York State. Their language and 
traditions continue to be a central part of their modernity and a means by which outsiders are 
encouraged to share in their celebration of the gifts of the earth that sustain life” (Page 95). 
 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Attending a Sing (pages 95-100) 
 
After reading pages 95-100, the following questions and activities may serve to stimulate class 
discussion. 
 

1. What are equivalent venues in other cultures that serve functions comparible to the 
Longhouse in a Haudenosaunee community? 

2. Briefly describe “Singing Societies.” 
3. What preparations must be made in advance of a sing? 
4. What is the function of the Thanksgiving Address? How does it compare to the Western 

concept of Thanksgiving? How does this address compare to similar addresses among 
other nations? 

5. Advanced students may wish to prepare a report to be presented to the class comparing 
this address to texts from Navajo blessing songs or similar songs or addresses from other 
nations. 

6. Briefly outline the structure of a sing. Include descriptions of seating arrangements, 
general order of songs, special events, and so on. 

7. Use the following chart to describe instruments used by Haudenosaunee musicians. 
 

Chart 4.1 Haudenosaunee Instruments 
 

INSTRUMENT DESCRIPTION PLAYING 
TECHNIQUE 

USE/FUNCTION IN 
MUSIC 

Water drum Section of hollowed 
log or, sometimes 

Drum is partially 
filled with water and 

Played by lead singer. 



piece of plastic pipe 
with tanned-skin head 
held in place by cloth- 
wrapped wooden ring; 
a spigot is often found 
on one side of the 
drum; drumsticks may 
be simply or 
elaborately carved and 
well balanced; 
occasionally, stick is 
carved with small ball 
that clicks or rattles 
inside the stick 
handle. 

head is periodically 
rewetted by turning 
the drum over—an 
action that 
temporarily lowers 
pitch; may also be 
adjusted by blowing 
into hole of spigot or 
stretching head by 
pushing down on ring. 

Cow-horn rattle 
 

   

Turtle-shell rattle 
 

   

 
 

   

 
 

   

 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Introducing the Haudenosaunee (pages 100-103) 
 
“The Haudenosaunee are members of the nations that were historically called the Iroquois. They 
call themselves Ongwehonwe, a word that means ‘real people’” (page 100). 
 
After reading pages 100-103, use the following questions and activities to stimulate class 
discussion. 
 
AA = 1-2, #S,C/U =  3-4 

1. Briefly review the history of the Haudenosaunee from Chapter 1, including the moments 
of renewal. 

2. How does the geographic setting of the Haudenosaunee serve as a metaphor for the 
longhouse? 

3. Many references have been made to the influence of the Iroquois League on the structure 
of the United States government, including that on page 101 of this text, and to the 
comments attributed to Benjamin Franklin when serving as secretary for negotiations 
between the colonies and the Iroquois. Advanced students may wish to further explore 
this facet of history through preparation of a major research paper for class presentation. 

4. Briefly describe the annual cycle of Longhouse ceremonies to honor Creation. How do 
these celebrations equate to those in other cultures? 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 
 



 
Haudenosaunee Singers and Social Dance Songs (pages 103-112) 
 
AA 
 
After reading pages 103-108, the following questions and activities may serve to stimulate class 
discussion. 
 

1. List several of the historically notable Haudenosaunee singers. 
2. What are the types of repertoires performed by Haudenosaunee singers? 
3. Describe the differences in vocal quality in the following types of repertoire: 

a. Ehsga:nye 
b. Medicine songs 
c. Women’s thanksgiving songs 

4. How are social songs described in Haudenosaunee music? What are their purposes? 
5. Briefly discuss the importance of the eskanye. 
6. Which language or languages may be used in Haudenosaunee singing? For which reasons 

do singers choose specific words or vocables? 
 

Listening: “Eskanye”, iMix#5: Six Nations Women Singers 
 
AA 
 

1. Why did Sadie Buck choose this particular song to represent the eskanye genre? 
2. At what pitch level relative to the water drum do the Six Nations Women Singers 

typically sing? 
3. Listen to “Eskanye” and identify phrase repeats: indicate time of change using digital 

readout on playback device. What performance techniques mark this repeat? 
4. Listen to “Eskanye” a second time, identifying shifts in rhythm patterns of water drum 

and cow-horn rattles, again using a time marking.  
5. After identifying rhythm patterns for cow-horn rattle, play along with recording. 

 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
After reading pages 108-109, the following questions and activities may serve to stimulate class 
discussion. 
 
S, C/U 
 

1. How is humor employed to address the serious issue of spending money on bingo when 
little money is available, even for essentials? Is this humorous approach more effective in 
discussing the problem of poverty? 

2. Compare the use of humor in Native music among the Haudenosaunee to other examples 
such as Keith Secola’s “NDN Kar,” a humorous song addressing a plethora of social and 
economic issues on the reservation. Other examples may be Secola’s version of “This 
Land Is Your Land” sung in Ashanibeeg and round dances by Tom Ware including “The 
Rolls Song” which reassures the singer’s lover that he still loves her “even though you 
got the rolls”, a reference to being overweight. 

3. Give examples of references to Non-Native children’s stories in Haudenosaunee songs. 
What role does switching languages play in these songs? 

4. Listen to the first two minutes of “Peter Cottontail” (CD track 16) and use Chart 4.2  to 
identify major events in the song. Remember that time indications vary according to 



playback device. Make particular note of changes in solo/group singing, change of 
language, changes in accompanying instruments, changes in accompanying rhythms. 

Chart 4.2, CD track 16:  “Peter Cottontail” 
 

Time Basic  Description/Discussion 
0:00 Drum and rattle  

 
0:09 Tentative solo  

 
0:14 Solo  

 
0:32 Full group  

 
0:50 “Peter Cottontail”  

 
0:59 Return to Native language 

 
 

1:09 Verse  
 

 

1:27 “Peter Cottontail” 
 

 

1:37 Return to Native language 
 

 

1:48 Sustained unison pitch  
 
5. Compare “Peter Cottontail” (CD track 16) to any song from Powwow Songs for Children. 

(Canyon Records) by the Black Lodge Singers. How are these songs similar and 
dissimilar in the way they use familiar children’s stories or characters? How are they 
similar or dissimilar in style, vocal timbre, accompaniment? 

6. Download “My Son Calls Another Man Daddy” from www.smithsonian.si.edu and listen 
for influences of cowboy or country-western songs. List those features which are drawn 
from non-Native styles and those retaining traditional Haudenosaunee traits. 

 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
After reading pages 109-112, complete the following chart to identify, describe, and define the 
role or function of selected dances in the Haudenosaunee musical culture. Advanced students may 
wish to explore other dances mentioned, but not fully described, in this section and add more 
detailed descriptions on the chart. 
 
AA 

 
 

Chart 4.3 Selected Haudenosaunee Dances 
 

DANCE DESCRIPTION ROLE/FUNCTION 
Standing Quiver Dance Call-and-response type of 

stomp dance with no 
accompaniment; Dancers 
circle counterclockwise 

Name refers to custom where 
dancers propped quivers 
against one another by stoves 
at either end of the longhouse; 

http://www.smithsonian.si.edu/


around both stoves of 
longhouse; dancers move into 
one long single-file line and 
perform a gentle flat-foot jog 
with a slight dip to one side. 

quivers were counted to 
ensure that all men had 
returned from battle; at one 
time, this was first and last 
dance of the evening. 

Moccasin Dance 
 

  

Women’s Shuffle Dance 
 

  

Rabbit Dance 
 

  

Robin Dance 
 

  

Round Dance 
 

  

Smoke Dance 
 

  

Unity Stomp Dance 
 

  

“Borrowed” Dances 
 

  

 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Listening: “Smoke Dance”, CD track 17 
 
AA 
 
The “Smoke Dance” is a popular competitive dance in the Northeast. The dance is characterized 
by complicated footwork and tempo changes. Kyle Dowdy Jr. explains that this dance was 
created when singers speeded up old war dance songs. Listen to CD track 17, then use Chart 4.4 
to identify major events in this song. 
 

Chart 4.4 “Smoke Dance”, CD track 17 
 

Time Basic  Description/Discussion 
0:00 Free rhythm in both voice 

and drum 
 
 

0:16 Settles into steady tempo  
 

0:28  Repeat  
 

0:38 Tempo speeds up  
 

0:52-0:54 Ending drum pattern  
 

 
 
 



Traditional Knowledge and Modernity: Contemporary Adaptations of Social Dance Songs 
(pages 112-114) 
 
“Using traditional elements in modern arrangements raises a huge issue for Haudenosaunee and 
all other indigenous peoples” (pages 112-113). 
After reading pages 112-114, the following questions and activities may serve to stimulate class 
discussion. 
 
S, C/U 
 

1. What strategy for developing new artistic work out of older traditions is employed by 
Robbie Robertson  in “Unity Stomp” (iMix # 7). Why do the Six Nations Women Singers 
feel that Robertson respects the tradition? 

2. Advanced students may wish to conduct further research on the career and music of 
Robbie Robertson and prepare a class discussion. 

3. Organize a class discussion centering around  Lipsitz’s comment that references to 
tradition in fusion are “dangerous crossroads” where the potential for political alliance 
and artistic innovation may be threatening to power brokers who want to keep everyone 
in their place. Discuss positive and negative aspects of fusion. 

4. Discuss Sadie Buck’s thoughts about fusion of Native and non-Native elements in 
contemporary music. How does her explanation of fusion differ from definitions of 
fusions as mechanically “putting things together”? 

 
Listening: “Rattle Dances”, CD track 18 
 
The members of Ulali come from diverse cultures, from Tuscaroran to jazz and Latino. Their 
music reflects this wide range of styles and genres. Listen to Ulali’s recording of a series of stomp 
dance songs, then answer the following questions: 
 

1. What is substituted for traditional turtle rattles? 
2. Which patterns are retained from traditional stomp dance performance? 
3. From which influences might the use of closely spaced triadic harmonies be derived? 
4. How are the rhythms of the performance related to traditional stomp dance? How are the 

rhythms related to jazz or Latin practices? 
5. Using Chart 4.5, note time of major events in the song and describe each section. 

Remember, the times on your playback device may differ from those given in the chart. 
 
 

Chart 4.5 “Rattle Dances”, CD track 18 
 

Time Basic  Description/Discussion 
0:00 Unison voices and rattle 

accompaniment 
 
 

0:21 Harmonized  
 

1:01 New song  
 

1:22 Hand clapping 
accompaniment 

 
 

1:59 New song  



 
2:38 New song  

 
 

 
Listening: “Rabbit Dance” iMix#6 (Six Nations Women Singers) and “Messenger”, iMix#8 
(Joanne Shenandoah) 
 
Joanne Shenandoah’s “Messenger” is a modern version of the “Rabbit Dance” performed by Six 
Nations Women Singers that fuses traditional elements of Ehsga:nye with stylistic aspects from 
other musical genres. After listening to both recordings, answer the following questions, taking 
into consideration such elements as vocal timbre, form, instrumentation, tempo, and language.  
 
AA 
 

1. Which traditional elements are retained in Shenandoah’s performance? 
2. Which western or New Age elements are employed in Shenandoah’s performance. 
3. Compare these two performances using the Chart 4.6. 

 
Chart 4.6 “Rabbit Dance” and “Messenger” Comparison 

 
 “Rabbit Dance” “Messenger” 

Vocal timbre  
 

 

Form  
 

 

Instrumentation  
 

 

Language  
 

 

 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Iroquois Hymns (page 115) 
 
“While thus far we have discussed Haudenosaunee social structures, dance, and song practices 
that relate to traditional followers of the Longhouse religion, many members of the Iroquois 
nations are Christian” (page 115). 
 
After reading the information about Iroquois hymns, use the following questions to stimulate 
class discussion: 
 
AA = 1#S, C/U = 2-3 
 

1. What are the origins of Iroquois hymns? 
2. From which tradition did Oneida hymn singers emerge? Describe some of the 

characteristics drawn from this tradition. 
3. Advanced students may wish to prepare a research report to be presented in class 

comparing Iroquois hymns to those of other Nations as well as those of the Native 
American Church. 



 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
Traditional Knowledge and Encounter (pages 115-116) 
 
“Like the Atlantic seaboard nations, the Haudenosaunee have a long history of interaction with 
both colonizers and other First Nations” (page 115). 
 
S, C/U 
 

1. Discuss the impact on Haudenosaunee culture of such interactions with other cultures as 
European-American wars; welcoming other Nations such as Tuscarora, Delaware, and 
Tutelo, who moved to share their lands, and so on. 

2. Using a map, trace the resettlement of members of the Haudenosaunne to other locales 
such as Wisconsin and Oklahoma. 

3. List ways in which the Haudenosaunee retained their cultural identity. 
 


